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Introduction 

Muckle’s integrity and commitment in the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
demonstrated over two decades.  It has been 
acknowledged in a wide range of awards and 
accolades. Within the professional services sector 
in the North East the firm is recognised for its CSR 
leadership. In its current business plan the firm 
describes four strategic commitments, one of 
which states the clear ambition to be a socially 
responsible business:  

“Supporting the North East communities in 
which our people, their families and their 
friends live and work.”

The Partners are very clear that Muckle engages in 
CSR because it is the right thing to do, not 
because of the PR benefit. Whilst reputational 
enhancement is evident as a result of the good 
work that the firm does in the community it is 
simply a happy side e�ect. 

In order for the firm to maintain its leading 
position within the sector, and to enhance the 
e�ectiveness of resources committed to CSR, 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited was engaged to 
undertake a strategic review. Its scope considered 
the full spectrum of CSR work being undertaken 
by the firm, from its environmental 
responsibilities, to its financial grant-giving, pro 
bono work, volunteering, and supporting of 
young people’s journeys from education to 
employment.

The review revealed three important ingredients 
of Muckle’s success, an ‘ABC’ of Ambition, Breadth 
and Consistency. The purpose of this short 
reflection paper is to summarise the key learnings 
in each of these areas.  
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Ambition 

The team at Muckle clearly thrive within an 
atmosphere of stretch and challenge. The idea of 
being a di�erent kind of law firm is a motivating 
factor right through the organisation fostering a 
sense of identity and purpose. The ambition to do 
more than make a profit, but also to make a 
di�erence, is a cultural value proudly held at all 
levels of the organization – from the reception 
desk to the boardroom table. 

In order to gain 360o of insight the Goodlabs review 
included in-depth conversations with both internal 
and external stakeholders. Amongst those o�ering 
an ‘outside–in’ perspective was Prof. Roy Sandbach 
who referred to his friendship with the CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman. Prof. Sandbach cited him as a 
leader Muckle could look to for further inspiration, 
someone who has pushed the ambition of his team 
to the next level by asking them: 

“What are the big hairy challenges that the world 
is facing – and why would you NOT want to do 
something about solving them?” [paraphrased] 

This ambitious attitude is illustrative of the new 
paradigm of CSR leadership that Muckle, like 
Unilever, operates in. Engaging in argument about 
whether or not to allocate resources to CSR is 
simply not part of this new reality. For those 
viewing the world from this perspective it is 
genuinely bewildering to consider that there are 
some businesses still concerned with 
one-dimensional value creation.    

The ambition to create multi-dimensional value – 
economic, social and environmental – has been 
modelled for many years by some exceptionally 
committed members of the team. The vision 
provided by Senior Partner Hugh Welch is 
highlighted by many as being hugely important. 
However, one of the challenges Goodlabs raised 
in the context of the review was that the firm may 
wish to become even more intentional about 
investing in its next generation of CSR champions. 
There is a wealth of enthusiasm and talent ready 
to be channelled towards the strategic question of 
the moment: How many more people’s lives 
could change for the better if Muckle further 
accelerated its e�orts in CSR? 

At the heart of this question is the idea of change. 
Being serious about change requires 

competencies in planning, observing, measuring 
and managing ‘what is changing?’. In the past 
businesses involved in CSR have often been 
satisfied by activity alone. This is evident in the 
numerous corporate reports available replete with 
statistics demonstrating a commendable degree 
of busyness, but falling short of evidencing 
genuine impact. Such an impact can only be 
claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
chain of causality i.e. we did X+Y and Z resulted. 

Perhaps the most significant way that Muckle can 
continue to demonstrate CSR leadership in the 
decade ahead is to be ambitious to make its 
impact ever more apparent.

Breadth 

In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
the Legal Sustainability Alliance – a membership 
body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 

The firm’s advances in environmental sustainability 
made over the last few years yield a number of 
lessons that may be instructive to others. Andrew 
Davison, Head of the Corporate team, has brought 
dynamism to the green agenda by looking at it 
through a human lens, commenting, “Lawyers are 
inherently competitive, so we made that a positive” 
and “compliance is really boring, so we asked how 
could we make it fun”. 

These behavioural insights have been used to 
great e�ect. Departments have been pitted 
against one another in friendly competitions, for 
example a contest to see who can make the 
biggest reduction on their paper dependence. 
Where resistance to new ideas has been met 
enthusiastic team members have been 
encouraged as champions – making others “feel 
like a dinosaur” if they don’t keep up. The 
philosophy has been to keep the agenda 
light-hearted rather to adopt a regime of 
enforcement.  

Looking at the broader business landscape it is 
apparent that not all businesses engaged in 
environmental sustainability activities pursue the 
corresponding step of seeking to also create 
social value. In these cases the absence of the ‘S’ 
in CSR demonstrates a narrower vision of what it 
means to be a responsible business. Moreover, 
attending to environmental issues at the 
exclusion of social issues runs contrary to the 
founding ethos of the CSR movement, which has 
always had ‘triple bottom line’ at its heart. 

Muckle has developed four distinct ways through 
which a social impact is being made.     

One of the special ways in which Muckle is able to 
add social value is by providing its award-winning 
legal services Pro Bono. This is something that it 
does generously, with many organisations, 
particularly smaller charities, benefitting greatly. 
In terms of relative financial value the gifting of 
legal expertise to charities was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. More than half of Muckle’s 
qualified lawyers were in involved in Pro Bono 
work in one form or another.  

Secondly there is the Muckle Fund, which was 
launched in 2002 and exists to make small-scale 
grants, generally £500 – £1000, to community 
causes around the North East. The fund is topped 
up each year with 1% of annual profits. 40 di�erent 
charities benefitted in 2016, with well over 
£30,000 being distributed. There is no question 
that this funding is making a real di�erence to the 
beneficiaries. Again however, challenge around 
how to make an even greater impact in the future 
was raised by Goodlabs. Many philanthropists and 
corporate donors establish parameters for their 
giving making their giving ‘go further’ by aligning 
giving within strategic impact themes. Priorities 
can be reviewed and revised annually according 
to feedback on e�ectiveness.  

Giving greater attention to the geographic 
distribution of grants from the Muckle Fund was 
also considered to be important from a number of 
di�erent angles. Firstly supporting sta� to make a 
di�erence in the local communities in which they 
are resident. Secondly, identifying priority 
communities; parts of the region are simply more 
needy, and the Muckle Fund can help address this 
inequality. Thirdly, greater alignment to business 
development could ensure that giving reaches 
communities in which the firm is growing new 
business, such as Sunderland, Durham and 
Teesside. 

Community Days are the third way in which 
Muckle makes an impact socially. Every person in 
the firm is given two days out of the o�ce to 
donate to a local cause. The days can be utilised 
individually or as part of a team e�ort. It is an 
initiative that the Partners would like to see 
growing in significance in the years ahead, with 
more members of the team stepping up to be 
involved, in ever more ambitious projects. The 
firm’s experience is that as well as providing 
practical assistance to local organisations 
Community Days are an ‘engagement multiplier’ 
for the sta� team. Recognising this win–win 
relationship is important, indeed it is a sign of 
maturity that higher altruistic motivations are 
acknowledged to exist in creative tension with 
‘What’s In It For Me’ factors.

This win–win dynamic is expressed in the matrix 
above, along its two axes. Horizontally the relative 
value to the community is measured, and 
vertically relative value to the company. By way of 
example we might consider a project to clear an 
overgrown path. This may be high value to the 
community if it improves access for wheelchairs 
and buggies, and increases visibility and a sense of 
security. However, on the surface, its value to the 
company may not be immediately apparent. 
Therefore deeper questions may be asked such as: 
Will this project help the team to develop new 
skills and attitudes that are not easy to develop in 
the o�ce? Is this an opportunity for team building 

within teams and between teams? Or perhaps a 
client could also be invited to involved in the 
activity in order to enhance the relationship? All 
these possibilities show how the activity may also 
be of considerable value to the firm, as well as to 
the community.

In common with the distribution of the Muckle 
Fund the firm is asking pertinent questions about 
the regional spread of Community Days. As the 
business increases its client base throughout the 
region, from Berwick to Barnard Castle, and from 
Haltwhistle to Hartlepool, then there is a need to 

match profit-generating business activity with 
high-visibility schemes demonstrating the firm’s 
commitment to ‘giving back’. 

Last, but certainly by no means least, there are CSR 
activities that cluster around the theme of Social 
Mobility. A common denominator within these 
activities is an involvement in education, 
mentoring and employment pathways. A busy 
calendar of events and initiatives ensures 
continual progress in this area. There are WOW 
(World of Work) days with North Tyneside 
Learning Trust, working with the ESH Group on 
their ‘Building My Skills’ programme, holding 
‘Think Law’ workshops in partnership with 
CareerReady.org.uk and conducting mock 
interviews for school-leavers. New for 2017 is the 
introduction of solicitor apprenticeships – a 
fantastic new way for bright young people to gain 
access to a legal career.  

At Muckle the annual ‘Inspiring Careers’ week is 
seen to be highly significant. Through this initiative 
a cohort of carefully selected local sixth-formers 
are welcomed into the firm for a structured week 
of work experience. Managing Partner Jason 
Wainwright has a deeply held commitment to 
provide opportunities to bright young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to attain a legal 
career. Therefore the issue of fairness of access to 
Inspiring Careers is taken very seriously, being 
addressed via a new partnership with the Social 
Mobility Foundation. Creating a pipeline of future 
talent in this way is another great example of how 
investing in long-term value for the community 
also creates long-term value for Muckle.

Consistency 

CSR at Muckle is not simply a one-o� event on 
the wall planner. The team consistently deliver a 
highly sophisticated programme week in, week 
out, year in, year out. Team members are 
incredibly supportive of the firm’s CSR agenda. 
The last Muckle-wide engagement survey took 
place in January 2017 and 96% responded 
positively to the question: “I value the firm’s 
approach to being a responsible business”.  

However, an even more revealing indicator of the 
commitment of the team at Muckle to the 
wellbeing of the wider community is the way that 
so many give their time and talents to good 
causes during their non-work time. In this way 
Muckle’s people prove the saying that: 

"Character is what you do when nobody 
 is watching." 

Around a third of the full time sta� team serve 
their communities voluntarily as charity trustees, 
coaches and mentors, and school governors 
(see pie chart below). Their overall contribution 
amounts to 233 hours per month, or 400 days per 
year. This is the equivalent of giving two full time 
members of sta� to the regional VCS economy. 

 

Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
legitimate that their discretionary personal 
commitments would be recorded by the firm.

Looking ahead Goodlabs has made 
recommendations relating to the improvement of 
Muckle’s monitoring and reporting systems. Any 
system for recording and reporting activities, 
whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
high tech or low tech, will have to deal with the 
same questions: why, what and how.

The why question is fundamental and the extent 
to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
‘bean-counting’, conversely, compliance may be 
more straightforward if all can see that the system 
generates insights of genuine value. 

The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     

Final reflections

There is a special sense of a ‘CSR vocation’ within 
the Muckle culture that is being successfully 
translated into the creation of many varieties of 
non-financial value. Related to this is a 
commendable degree of humility expressed in a 
concern that the firm’s sincere motivations to do 
good could be misunderstood. It is reasonable to 
be aware of the cynicism that exists in some 
corners of the business world, but the firm must 
never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 
celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA
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claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
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In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
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body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 
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Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
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recommendations relating to the improvement of 
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whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
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to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
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more straightforward if all can see that the system 
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The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     
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never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 
celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA



Introduction 

Muckle’s integrity and commitment in the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
demonstrated over two decades.  It has been 
acknowledged in a wide range of awards and 
accolades. Within the professional services sector 
in the North East the firm is recognised for its CSR 
leadership. In its current business plan the firm 
describes four strategic commitments, one of 
which states the clear ambition to be a socially 
responsible business:  

“Supporting the North East communities in 
which our people, their families and their 
friends live and work.”

The Partners are very clear that Muckle engages in 
CSR because it is the right thing to do, not 
because of the PR benefit. Whilst reputational 
enhancement is evident as a result of the good 
work that the firm does in the community it is 
simply a happy side e�ect. 

In order for the firm to maintain its leading 
position within the sector, and to enhance the 
e�ectiveness of resources committed to CSR, 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited was engaged to 
undertake a strategic review. Its scope considered 
the full spectrum of CSR work being undertaken 
by the firm, from its environmental 
responsibilities, to its financial grant-giving, pro 
bono work, volunteering, and supporting of 
young people’s journeys from education to 
employment.

The review revealed three important ingredients 
of Muckle’s success, an ‘ABC’ of Ambition, Breadth 
and Consistency. The purpose of this short 
reflection paper is to summarise the key learnings 
in each of these areas.  

Ambition 

The team at Muckle clearly thrive within an 
atmosphere of stretch and challenge. The idea of 
being a di�erent kind of law firm is a motivating 
factor right through the organisation fostering a 
sense of identity and purpose. The ambition to do 
more than make a profit, but also to make a 
di�erence, is a cultural value proudly held at all 
levels of the organization – from the reception 
desk to the boardroom table. 

In order to gain 360o of insight the Goodlabs review 
included in-depth conversations with both internal 
and external stakeholders. Amongst those o�ering 
an ‘outside–in’ perspective was Prof. Roy Sandbach 
who referred to his friendship with the CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman. Prof. Sandbach cited him as a 
leader Muckle could look to for further inspiration, 
someone who has pushed the ambition of his team 
to the next level by asking them: 

“What are the big hairy challenges that the world 
is facing – and why would you NOT want to do 
something about solving them?” [paraphrased] 

This ambitious attitude is illustrative of the new 
paradigm of CSR leadership that Muckle, like 
Unilever, operates in. Engaging in argument about 
whether or not to allocate resources to CSR is 
simply not part of this new reality. For those 
viewing the world from this perspective it is 
genuinely bewildering to consider that there are 
some businesses still concerned with 
one-dimensional value creation.    

The ambition to create multi-dimensional value – 
economic, social and environmental – has been 
modelled for many years by some exceptionally 
committed members of the team. The vision 
provided by Senior Partner Hugh Welch is 
highlighted by many as being hugely important. 
However, one of the challenges Goodlabs raised 
in the context of the review was that the firm may 
wish to become even more intentional about 
investing in its next generation of CSR champions. 
There is a wealth of enthusiasm and talent ready 
to be channelled towards the strategic question of 
the moment: How many more people’s lives 
could change for the better if Muckle further 
accelerated its e�orts in CSR? 

At the heart of this question is the idea of change. 
Being serious about change requires 
competencies in planning, observing, measuring 
and managing ‘what is changing?’. In the past 
businesses involved in CSR have often been 
satisfied by activity alone. This is evident in the 
numerous corporate reports available replete with 
statistics demonstrating a commendable degree 
of busyness, but falling short of evidencing 
genuine impact. Such an impact can only be 
claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
chain of causality i.e. we did X+Y and Z resulted. 

Perhaps the most significant way that Muckle can 
continue to demonstrate CSR leadership in the 
decade ahead is to be ambitious to make its 
impact ever more apparent.

Breadth 

In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
the Legal Sustainability Alliance – a membership 
body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 
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The firm’s advances in environmental sustainability 
made over the last few years yield a number of 
lessons that may be instructive to others. Andrew 
Davison, Head of the Corporate team, has brought 
dynamism to the green agenda by looking at it 
through a human lens, commenting, “Lawyers are 
inherently competitive, so we made that a positive” 
and “compliance is really boring, so we asked how 
could we make it fun”. 

These behavioural insights have been used to 
great e�ect. Departments have been pitted 
against one another in friendly competitions, for 
example a contest to see who can make the 
biggest reduction on their paper dependence. 
Where resistance to new ideas has been met 
enthusiastic team members have been 
encouraged as champions – making others “feel 
like a dinosaur” if they don’t keep up. The 
philosophy has been to keep the agenda 
light-hearted rather to adopt a regime of 
enforcement.  

Looking at the broader business landscape it is 
apparent that not all businesses engaged in 
environmental sustainability activities pursue the 
corresponding step of seeking to also create 
social value. In these cases the absence of the ‘S’ 
in CSR demonstrates a narrower vision of what it 
means to be a responsible business. Moreover, 
attending to environmental issues at the 
exclusion of social issues runs contrary to the 
founding ethos of the CSR movement, which has 
always had ‘triple bottom line’ at its heart. 

Muckle has developed four distinct ways through 
which a social impact is being made.     

One of the special ways in which Muckle is able to 
add social value is by providing its award-winning 
legal services Pro Bono. This is something that it 
does generously, with many organisations, 
particularly smaller charities, benefitting greatly. 
In terms of relative financial value the gifting of 
legal expertise to charities was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. More than half of Muckle’s 
qualified lawyers were in involved in Pro Bono 
work in one form or another.  

Secondly there is the Muckle Fund, which was 
launched in 2002 and exists to make small-scale 
grants, generally £500 – £1000, to community 
causes around the North East. The fund is topped 
up each year with 1% of annual profits. 40 di�erent 
charities benefitted in 2016, with well over 
£30,000 being distributed. There is no question 
that this funding is making a real di�erence to the 
beneficiaries. Again however, challenge around 
how to make an even greater impact in the future 
was raised by Goodlabs. Many philanthropists and 
corporate donors establish parameters for their 
giving making their giving ‘go further’ by aligning 
giving within strategic impact themes. Priorities 
can be reviewed and revised annually according 
to feedback on e�ectiveness.  

Giving greater attention to the geographic 
distribution of grants from the Muckle Fund was 
also considered to be important from a number of 
di�erent angles. Firstly supporting sta� to make a 
di�erence in the local communities in which they 
are resident. Secondly, identifying priority 
communities; parts of the region are simply more 
needy, and the Muckle Fund can help address this 
inequality. Thirdly, greater alignment to business 
development could ensure that giving reaches 
communities in which the firm is growing new 
business, such as Sunderland, Durham and 
Teesside. 

Community Days are the third way in which 
Muckle makes an impact socially. Every person in 
the firm is given two days out of the o�ce to 
donate to a local cause. The days can be utilised 
individually or as part of a team e�ort. It is an 
initiative that the Partners would like to see 
growing in significance in the years ahead, with 
more members of the team stepping up to be 
involved, in ever more ambitious projects. The 
firm’s experience is that as well as providing 
practical assistance to local organisations 
Community Days are an ‘engagement multiplier’ 
for the sta� team. Recognising this win–win 
relationship is important, indeed it is a sign of 
maturity that higher altruistic motivations are 
acknowledged to exist in creative tension with 
‘What’s In It For Me’ factors.

This win–win dynamic is expressed in the matrix 
above, along its two axes. Horizontally the relative 
value to the community is measured, and 
vertically relative value to the company. By way of 
example we might consider a project to clear an 
overgrown path. This may be high value to the 
community if it improves access for wheelchairs 
and buggies, and increases visibility and a sense of 
security. However, on the surface, its value to the 
company may not be immediately apparent. 
Therefore deeper questions may be asked such as: 
Will this project help the team to develop new 
skills and attitudes that are not easy to develop in 
the o�ce? Is this an opportunity for team building 

within teams and between teams? Or perhaps a 
client could also be invited to involved in the 
activity in order to enhance the relationship? All 
these possibilities show how the activity may also 
be of considerable value to the firm, as well as to 
the community.

In common with the distribution of the Muckle 
Fund the firm is asking pertinent questions about 
the regional spread of Community Days. As the 
business increases its client base throughout the 
region, from Berwick to Barnard Castle, and from 
Haltwhistle to Hartlepool, then there is a need to 
match profit-generating business activity with 
high-visibility schemes demonstrating the firm’s 
commitment to ‘giving back’. 

Last, but certainly by no means least, there are CSR 
activities that cluster around the theme of Social 
Mobility. A common denominator within these 
activities is an involvement in education, 
mentoring and employment pathways. A busy 
calendar of events and initiatives ensures 
continual progress in this area. There are WOW 
(World of Work) days with North Tyneside 
Learning Trust, working with the ESH Group on 
their ‘Building My Skills’ programme, holding 
‘Think Law’ workshops in partnership with 
CareerReady.org.uk and conducting mock 
interviews for school-leavers. New for 2017 is the 
introduction of solicitor apprenticeships – a 
fantastic new way for bright young people to gain 
access to a legal career.  

At Muckle the annual ‘Inspiring Careers’ week is 
seen to be highly significant. Through this initiative 
a cohort of carefully selected local sixth-formers 
are welcomed into the firm for a structured week 
of work experience. Managing Partner Jason 
Wainwright has a deeply held commitment to 
provide opportunities to bright young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to attain a legal 
career. Therefore the issue of fairness of access to 
Inspiring Careers is taken very seriously, being 
addressed via a new partnership with the Social 
Mobility Foundation. Creating a pipeline of future 
talent in this way is another great example of how 
investing in long-term value for the community 
also creates long-term value for Muckle.

Consistency 

CSR at Muckle is not simply a one-o� event on 
the wall planner. The team consistently deliver a 
highly sophisticated programme week in, week 
out, year in, year out. Team members are 
incredibly supportive of the firm’s CSR agenda. 
The last Muckle-wide engagement survey took 
place in January 2017 and 96% responded 
positively to the question: “I value the firm’s 
approach to being a responsible business”.  

However, an even more revealing indicator of the 
commitment of the team at Muckle to the 
wellbeing of the wider community is the way that 

so many give their time and talents to good 
causes during their non-work time. In this way 
Muckle’s people prove the saying that: 

"Character is what you do when nobody 
 is watching." 

Around a third of the full time sta� team serve 
their communities voluntarily as charity trustees, 
coaches and mentors, and school governors 
(see pie chart below). Their overall contribution 
amounts to 233 hours per month, or 400 days per 
year. This is the equivalent of giving two full time 
members of sta� to the regional VCS economy. 

 

Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
legitimate that their discretionary personal 
commitments would be recorded by the firm.

Looking ahead Goodlabs has made 
recommendations relating to the improvement of 
Muckle’s monitoring and reporting systems. Any 
system for recording and reporting activities, 
whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
high tech or low tech, will have to deal with the 
same questions: why, what and how.

The why question is fundamental and the extent 
to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
‘bean-counting’, conversely, compliance may be 
more straightforward if all can see that the system 
generates insights of genuine value. 

The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     

In terms of relative 
financial value the 

gifting of legal 
expertise to charities 

was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. 

Final reflections

There is a special sense of a ‘CSR vocation’ within 
the Muckle culture that is being successfully 
translated into the creation of many varieties of 
non-financial value. Related to this is a 
commendable degree of humility expressed in a 
concern that the firm’s sincere motivations to do 
good could be misunderstood. It is reasonable to 
be aware of the cynicism that exists in some 
corners of the business world, but the firm must 
never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 
celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA



Introduction 

Muckle’s integrity and commitment in the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
demonstrated over two decades.  It has been 
acknowledged in a wide range of awards and 
accolades. Within the professional services sector 
in the North East the firm is recognised for its CSR 
leadership. In its current business plan the firm 
describes four strategic commitments, one of 
which states the clear ambition to be a socially 
responsible business:  

“Supporting the North East communities in 
which our people, their families and their 
friends live and work.”

The Partners are very clear that Muckle engages in 
CSR because it is the right thing to do, not 
because of the PR benefit. Whilst reputational 
enhancement is evident as a result of the good 
work that the firm does in the community it is 
simply a happy side e�ect. 

In order for the firm to maintain its leading 
position within the sector, and to enhance the 
e�ectiveness of resources committed to CSR, 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited was engaged to 
undertake a strategic review. Its scope considered 
the full spectrum of CSR work being undertaken 
by the firm, from its environmental 
responsibilities, to its financial grant-giving, pro 
bono work, volunteering, and supporting of 
young people’s journeys from education to 
employment.

The review revealed three important ingredients 
of Muckle’s success, an ‘ABC’ of Ambition, Breadth 
and Consistency. The purpose of this short 
reflection paper is to summarise the key learnings 
in each of these areas.  

Ambition 

The team at Muckle clearly thrive within an 
atmosphere of stretch and challenge. The idea of 
being a di�erent kind of law firm is a motivating 
factor right through the organisation fostering a 
sense of identity and purpose. The ambition to do 
more than make a profit, but also to make a 
di�erence, is a cultural value proudly held at all 
levels of the organization – from the reception 
desk to the boardroom table. 

In order to gain 360o of insight the Goodlabs review 
included in-depth conversations with both internal 
and external stakeholders. Amongst those o�ering 
an ‘outside–in’ perspective was Prof. Roy Sandbach 
who referred to his friendship with the CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman. Prof. Sandbach cited him as a 
leader Muckle could look to for further inspiration, 
someone who has pushed the ambition of his team 
to the next level by asking them: 

“What are the big hairy challenges that the world 
is facing – and why would you NOT want to do 
something about solving them?” [paraphrased] 

This ambitious attitude is illustrative of the new 
paradigm of CSR leadership that Muckle, like 
Unilever, operates in. Engaging in argument about 
whether or not to allocate resources to CSR is 
simply not part of this new reality. For those 
viewing the world from this perspective it is 
genuinely bewildering to consider that there are 
some businesses still concerned with 
one-dimensional value creation.    

The ambition to create multi-dimensional value – 
economic, social and environmental – has been 
modelled for many years by some exceptionally 
committed members of the team. The vision 
provided by Senior Partner Hugh Welch is 
highlighted by many as being hugely important. 
However, one of the challenges Goodlabs raised 
in the context of the review was that the firm may 
wish to become even more intentional about 
investing in its next generation of CSR champions. 
There is a wealth of enthusiasm and talent ready 
to be channelled towards the strategic question of 
the moment: How many more people’s lives 
could change for the better if Muckle further 
accelerated its e�orts in CSR? 

At the heart of this question is the idea of change. 
Being serious about change requires 
competencies in planning, observing, measuring 
and managing ‘what is changing?’. In the past 
businesses involved in CSR have often been 
satisfied by activity alone. This is evident in the 
numerous corporate reports available replete with 
statistics demonstrating a commendable degree 
of busyness, but falling short of evidencing 
genuine impact. Such an impact can only be 
claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
chain of causality i.e. we did X+Y and Z resulted. 

Perhaps the most significant way that Muckle can 
continue to demonstrate CSR leadership in the 
decade ahead is to be ambitious to make its 
impact ever more apparent.

Breadth 

In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
the Legal Sustainability Alliance – a membership 
body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 

The firm’s advances in environmental sustainability 
made over the last few years yield a number of 
lessons that may be instructive to others. Andrew 
Davison, Head of the Corporate team, has brought 
dynamism to the green agenda by looking at it 
through a human lens, commenting, “Lawyers are 
inherently competitive, so we made that a positive” 
and “compliance is really boring, so we asked how 
could we make it fun”. 

These behavioural insights have been used to 
great e�ect. Departments have been pitted 
against one another in friendly competitions, for 
example a contest to see who can make the 
biggest reduction on their paper dependence. 
Where resistance to new ideas has been met 
enthusiastic team members have been 
encouraged as champions – making others “feel 
like a dinosaur” if they don’t keep up. The 
philosophy has been to keep the agenda 
light-hearted rather to adopt a regime of 
enforcement.  

Looking at the broader business landscape it is 
apparent that not all businesses engaged in 
environmental sustainability activities pursue the 
corresponding step of seeking to also create 
social value. In these cases the absence of the ‘S’ 
in CSR demonstrates a narrower vision of what it 
means to be a responsible business. Moreover, 
attending to environmental issues at the 
exclusion of social issues runs contrary to the 
founding ethos of the CSR movement, which has 
always had ‘triple bottom line’ at its heart. 

Muckle has developed four distinct ways through 
which a social impact is being made.     

One of the special ways in which Muckle is able to 
add social value is by providing its award-winning 
legal services Pro Bono. This is something that it 
does generously, with many organisations, 
particularly smaller charities, benefitting greatly. 
In terms of relative financial value the gifting of 
legal expertise to charities was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. More than half of Muckle’s 
qualified lawyers were in involved in Pro Bono 
work in one form or another.  

Secondly there is the Muckle Fund, which was 
launched in 2002 and exists to make small-scale 
grants, generally £500 – £1000, to community 
causes around the North East. The fund is topped 
up each year with 1% of annual profits. 40 di�erent 
charities benefitted in 2016, with well over 
£30,000 being distributed. There is no question 
that this funding is making a real di�erence to the 
beneficiaries. Again however, challenge around 
how to make an even greater impact in the future 
was raised by Goodlabs. Many philanthropists and 
corporate donors establish parameters for their 
giving making their giving ‘go further’ by aligning 
giving within strategic impact themes. Priorities 
can be reviewed and revised annually according 
to feedback on e�ectiveness.  

Giving greater attention to the geographic 
distribution of grants from the Muckle Fund was 
also considered to be important from a number of 
di�erent angles. Firstly supporting sta� to make a 
di�erence in the local communities in which they 
are resident. Secondly, identifying priority 
communities; parts of the region are simply more 
needy, and the Muckle Fund can help address this 
inequality. Thirdly, greater alignment to business 
development could ensure that giving reaches 
communities in which the firm is growing new 
business, such as Sunderland, Durham and 
Teesside. 
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Community Days are the third way in which 
Muckle makes an impact socially. Every person in 
the firm is given two days out of the o�ce to 
donate to a local cause. The days can be utilised 
individually or as part of a team e�ort. It is an 
initiative that the Partners would like to see 
growing in significance in the years ahead, with 
more members of the team stepping up to be 
involved, in ever more ambitious projects. The 
firm’s experience is that as well as providing 
practical assistance to local organisations 
Community Days are an ‘engagement multiplier’ 
for the sta� team. Recognising this win–win 
relationship is important, indeed it is a sign of 
maturity that higher altruistic motivations are 
acknowledged to exist in creative tension with 
‘What’s In It For Me’ factors.

This win–win dynamic is expressed in the matrix 
above, along its two axes. Horizontally the relative 
value to the community is measured, and 
vertically relative value to the company. By way of 
example we might consider a project to clear an 
overgrown path. This may be high value to the 
community if it improves access for wheelchairs 
and buggies, and increases visibility and a sense of 
security. However, on the surface, its value to the 
company may not be immediately apparent. 
Therefore deeper questions may be asked such as: 
Will this project help the team to develop new 
skills and attitudes that are not easy to develop in 
the o�ce? Is this an opportunity for team building 

within teams and between teams? Or perhaps a 
client could also be invited to involved in the 
activity in order to enhance the relationship? All 
these possibilities show how the activity may also 
be of considerable value to the firm, as well as to 
the community.

In common with the distribution of the Muckle 
Fund the firm is asking pertinent questions about 
the regional spread of Community Days. As the 
business increases its client base throughout the 
region, from Berwick to Barnard Castle, and from 
Haltwhistle to Hartlepool, then there is a need to 
match profit-generating business activity with 
high-visibility schemes demonstrating the firm’s 
commitment to ‘giving back’. 

Last, but certainly by no means least, there are CSR 
activities that cluster around the theme of Social 
Mobility. A common denominator within these 
activities is an involvement in education, 
mentoring and employment pathways. A busy 
calendar of events and initiatives ensures 
continual progress in this area. There are WOW 
(World of Work) days with North Tyneside 
Learning Trust, working with the ESH Group on 
their ‘Building My Skills’ programme, holding 
‘Think Law’ workshops in partnership with 
CareerReady.org.uk and conducting mock 
interviews for school-leavers. New for 2017 is the 
introduction of solicitor apprenticeships – a 
fantastic new way for bright young people to gain 
access to a legal career.  

At Muckle the annual ‘Inspiring Careers’ week is 
seen to be highly significant. Through this initiative 
a cohort of carefully selected local sixth-formers 
are welcomed into the firm for a structured week 
of work experience. Managing Partner Jason 
Wainwright has a deeply held commitment to 
provide opportunities to bright young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to attain a legal 
career. Therefore the issue of fairness of access to 
Inspiring Careers is taken very seriously, being 
addressed via a new partnership with the Social 
Mobility Foundation. Creating a pipeline of future 
talent in this way is another great example of how 
investing in long-term value for the community 
also creates long-term value for Muckle.

Consistency 

CSR at Muckle is not simply a one-o� event on 
the wall planner. The team consistently deliver a 
highly sophisticated programme week in, week 
out, year in, year out. Team members are 
incredibly supportive of the firm’s CSR agenda. 
The last Muckle-wide engagement survey took 
place in January 2017 and 96% responded 
positively to the question: “I value the firm’s 
approach to being a responsible business”.  

However, an even more revealing indicator of the 
commitment of the team at Muckle to the 
wellbeing of the wider community is the way that 
so many give their time and talents to good 
causes during their non-work time. In this way 
Muckle’s people prove the saying that: 

"Character is what you do when nobody 
 is watching." 

Around a third of the full time sta� team serve 
their communities voluntarily as charity trustees, 
coaches and mentors, and school governors 
(see pie chart below). Their overall contribution 
amounts to 233 hours per month, or 400 days per 
year. This is the equivalent of giving two full time 
members of sta� to the regional VCS economy. 

 

Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
legitimate that their discretionary personal 
commitments would be recorded by the firm.

Looking ahead Goodlabs has made 
recommendations relating to the improvement of 
Muckle’s monitoring and reporting systems. Any 
system for recording and reporting activities, 
whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
high tech or low tech, will have to deal with the 
same questions: why, what and how.

The why question is fundamental and the extent 
to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
‘bean-counting’, conversely, compliance may be 
more straightforward if all can see that the system 
generates insights of genuine value. 

The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     

Final reflections

There is a special sense of a ‘CSR vocation’ within 
the Muckle culture that is being successfully 
translated into the creation of many varieties of 
non-financial value. Related to this is a 
commendable degree of humility expressed in a 
concern that the firm’s sincere motivations to do 
good could be misunderstood. It is reasonable to 
be aware of the cynicism that exists in some 
corners of the business world, but the firm must 
never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 

celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA
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Introduction 

Muckle’s integrity and commitment in the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
demonstrated over two decades.  It has been 
acknowledged in a wide range of awards and 
accolades. Within the professional services sector 
in the North East the firm is recognised for its CSR 
leadership. In its current business plan the firm 
describes four strategic commitments, one of 
which states the clear ambition to be a socially 
responsible business:  

“Supporting the North East communities in 
which our people, their families and their 
friends live and work.”

The Partners are very clear that Muckle engages in 
CSR because it is the right thing to do, not 
because of the PR benefit. Whilst reputational 
enhancement is evident as a result of the good 
work that the firm does in the community it is 
simply a happy side e�ect. 

In order for the firm to maintain its leading 
position within the sector, and to enhance the 
e�ectiveness of resources committed to CSR, 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited was engaged to 
undertake a strategic review. Its scope considered 
the full spectrum of CSR work being undertaken 
by the firm, from its environmental 
responsibilities, to its financial grant-giving, pro 
bono work, volunteering, and supporting of 
young people’s journeys from education to 
employment.

The review revealed three important ingredients 
of Muckle’s success, an ‘ABC’ of Ambition, Breadth 
and Consistency. The purpose of this short 
reflection paper is to summarise the key learnings 
in each of these areas.  

Ambition 

The team at Muckle clearly thrive within an 
atmosphere of stretch and challenge. The idea of 
being a di�erent kind of law firm is a motivating 
factor right through the organisation fostering a 
sense of identity and purpose. The ambition to do 
more than make a profit, but also to make a 
di�erence, is a cultural value proudly held at all 
levels of the organization – from the reception 
desk to the boardroom table. 

In order to gain 360o of insight the Goodlabs review 
included in-depth conversations with both internal 
and external stakeholders. Amongst those o�ering 
an ‘outside–in’ perspective was Prof. Roy Sandbach 
who referred to his friendship with the CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman. Prof. Sandbach cited him as a 
leader Muckle could look to for further inspiration, 
someone who has pushed the ambition of his team 
to the next level by asking them: 

“What are the big hairy challenges that the world 
is facing – and why would you NOT want to do 
something about solving them?” [paraphrased] 

This ambitious attitude is illustrative of the new 
paradigm of CSR leadership that Muckle, like 
Unilever, operates in. Engaging in argument about 
whether or not to allocate resources to CSR is 
simply not part of this new reality. For those 
viewing the world from this perspective it is 
genuinely bewildering to consider that there are 
some businesses still concerned with 
one-dimensional value creation.    

The ambition to create multi-dimensional value – 
economic, social and environmental – has been 
modelled for many years by some exceptionally 
committed members of the team. The vision 
provided by Senior Partner Hugh Welch is 
highlighted by many as being hugely important. 
However, one of the challenges Goodlabs raised 
in the context of the review was that the firm may 
wish to become even more intentional about 
investing in its next generation of CSR champions. 
There is a wealth of enthusiasm and talent ready 
to be channelled towards the strategic question of 
the moment: How many more people’s lives 
could change for the better if Muckle further 
accelerated its e�orts in CSR? 

At the heart of this question is the idea of change. 
Being serious about change requires 
competencies in planning, observing, measuring 
and managing ‘what is changing?’. In the past 
businesses involved in CSR have often been 
satisfied by activity alone. This is evident in the 
numerous corporate reports available replete with 
statistics demonstrating a commendable degree 
of busyness, but falling short of evidencing 
genuine impact. Such an impact can only be 
claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
chain of causality i.e. we did X+Y and Z resulted. 

Perhaps the most significant way that Muckle can 
continue to demonstrate CSR leadership in the 
decade ahead is to be ambitious to make its 
impact ever more apparent.

Breadth 

In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
the Legal Sustainability Alliance – a membership 
body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 

The firm’s advances in environmental sustainability 
made over the last few years yield a number of 
lessons that may be instructive to others. Andrew 
Davison, Head of the Corporate team, has brought 
dynamism to the green agenda by looking at it 
through a human lens, commenting, “Lawyers are 
inherently competitive, so we made that a positive” 
and “compliance is really boring, so we asked how 
could we make it fun”. 

These behavioural insights have been used to 
great e�ect. Departments have been pitted 
against one another in friendly competitions, for 
example a contest to see who can make the 
biggest reduction on their paper dependence. 
Where resistance to new ideas has been met 
enthusiastic team members have been 
encouraged as champions – making others “feel 
like a dinosaur” if they don’t keep up. The 
philosophy has been to keep the agenda 
light-hearted rather to adopt a regime of 
enforcement.  

Looking at the broader business landscape it is 
apparent that not all businesses engaged in 
environmental sustainability activities pursue the 
corresponding step of seeking to also create 
social value. In these cases the absence of the ‘S’ 
in CSR demonstrates a narrower vision of what it 
means to be a responsible business. Moreover, 
attending to environmental issues at the 
exclusion of social issues runs contrary to the 
founding ethos of the CSR movement, which has 
always had ‘triple bottom line’ at its heart. 

Muckle has developed four distinct ways through 
which a social impact is being made.     

One of the special ways in which Muckle is able to 
add social value is by providing its award-winning 
legal services Pro Bono. This is something that it 
does generously, with many organisations, 
particularly smaller charities, benefitting greatly. 
In terms of relative financial value the gifting of 
legal expertise to charities was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. More than half of Muckle’s 
qualified lawyers were in involved in Pro Bono 
work in one form or another.  

Secondly there is the Muckle Fund, which was 
launched in 2002 and exists to make small-scale 
grants, generally £500 – £1000, to community 
causes around the North East. The fund is topped 
up each year with 1% of annual profits. 40 di�erent 
charities benefitted in 2016, with well over 
£30,000 being distributed. There is no question 
that this funding is making a real di�erence to the 
beneficiaries. Again however, challenge around 
how to make an even greater impact in the future 
was raised by Goodlabs. Many philanthropists and 
corporate donors establish parameters for their 
giving making their giving ‘go further’ by aligning 
giving within strategic impact themes. Priorities 
can be reviewed and revised annually according 
to feedback on e�ectiveness.  

Giving greater attention to the geographic 
distribution of grants from the Muckle Fund was 
also considered to be important from a number of 
di�erent angles. Firstly supporting sta� to make a 
di�erence in the local communities in which they 
are resident. Secondly, identifying priority 
communities; parts of the region are simply more 
needy, and the Muckle Fund can help address this 
inequality. Thirdly, greater alignment to business 
development could ensure that giving reaches 
communities in which the firm is growing new 
business, such as Sunderland, Durham and 
Teesside. 
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Community Days are the third way in which 
Muckle makes an impact socially. Every person in 
the firm is given two days out of the o�ce to 
donate to a local cause. The days can be utilised 
individually or as part of a team e�ort. It is an 
initiative that the Partners would like to see 
growing in significance in the years ahead, with 
more members of the team stepping up to be 
involved, in ever more ambitious projects. The 
firm’s experience is that as well as providing 
practical assistance to local organisations 
Community Days are an ‘engagement multiplier’ 
for the sta� team. Recognising this win–win 
relationship is important, indeed it is a sign of 
maturity that higher altruistic motivations are 
acknowledged to exist in creative tension with 
‘What’s In It For Me’ factors.

This win–win dynamic is expressed in the matrix 
above, along its two axes. Horizontally the relative 
value to the community is measured, and 
vertically relative value to the company. By way of 
example we might consider a project to clear an 
overgrown path. This may be high value to the 
community if it improves access for wheelchairs 
and buggies, and increases visibility and a sense of 
security. However, on the surface, its value to the 
company may not be immediately apparent. 
Therefore deeper questions may be asked such as: 
Will this project help the team to develop new 
skills and attitudes that are not easy to develop in 
the o�ce? Is this an opportunity for team building 

within teams and between teams? Or perhaps a 
client could also be invited to involved in the 
activity in order to enhance the relationship? All 
these possibilities show how the activity may also 
be of considerable value to the firm, as well as to 
the community.

In common with the distribution of the Muckle 
Fund the firm is asking pertinent questions about 
the regional spread of Community Days. As the 
business increases its client base throughout the 
region, from Berwick to Barnard Castle, and from 
Haltwhistle to Hartlepool, then there is a need to 
match profit-generating business activity with 
high-visibility schemes demonstrating the firm’s 
commitment to ‘giving back’. 

Last, but certainly by no means least, there are CSR 
activities that cluster around the theme of Social 
Mobility. A common denominator within these 
activities is an involvement in education, 
mentoring and employment pathways. A busy 
calendar of events and initiatives ensures 
continual progress in this area. There are WOW 
(World of Work) days with North Tyneside 
Learning Trust, working with the ESH Group on 
their ‘Building My Skills’ programme, holding 
‘Think Law’ workshops in partnership with 
CareerReady.org.uk and conducting mock 
interviews for school-leavers. New for 2017 is the 
introduction of solicitor apprenticeships – a 
fantastic new way for bright young people to gain 
access to a legal career.  

At Muckle the annual ‘Inspiring Careers’ week is 
seen to be highly significant. Through this initiative 
a cohort of carefully selected local sixth-formers 
are welcomed into the firm for a structured week 
of work experience. Managing Partner Jason 
Wainwright has a deeply held commitment to 
provide opportunities to bright young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to attain a legal 
career. Therefore the issue of fairness of access to 
Inspiring Careers is taken very seriously, being 
addressed via a new partnership with the Social 
Mobility Foundation. Creating a pipeline of future 
talent in this way is another great example of how 
investing in long-term value for the community 
also creates long-term value for Muckle.

Consistency 

CSR at Muckle is not simply a one-o� event on 
the wall planner. The team consistently deliver a 
highly sophisticated programme week in, week 
out, year in, year out. Team members are 
incredibly supportive of the firm’s CSR agenda. 
The last Muckle-wide engagement survey took 
place in January 2017 and 96% responded 
positively to the question: “I value the firm’s 
approach to being a responsible business”.  

However, an even more revealing indicator of the 
commitment of the team at Muckle to the 
wellbeing of the wider community is the way that 
so many give their time and talents to good 
causes during their non-work time. In this way 
Muckle’s people prove the saying that: 

"Character is what you do when nobody 
 is watching." 

Around a third of the full time sta� team serve 
their communities voluntarily as charity trustees, 
coaches and mentors, and school governors 
(see pie chart below). Their overall contribution 
amounts to 233 hours per month, or 400 days per 
year. This is the equivalent of giving two full time 
members of sta� to the regional VCS economy. 

 

Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
legitimate that their discretionary personal 
commitments would be recorded by the firm.

Looking ahead Goodlabs has made 
recommendations relating to the improvement of 
Muckle’s monitoring and reporting systems. Any 
system for recording and reporting activities, 
whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
high tech or low tech, will have to deal with the 
same questions: why, what and how.

The why question is fundamental and the extent 
to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
‘bean-counting’, conversely, compliance may be 
more straightforward if all can see that the system 
generates insights of genuine value. 

The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     

Final reflections

There is a special sense of a ‘CSR vocation’ within 
the Muckle culture that is being successfully 
translated into the creation of many varieties of 
non-financial value. Related to this is a 
commendable degree of humility expressed in a 
concern that the firm’s sincere motivations to do 
good could be misunderstood. It is reasonable to 
be aware of the cynicism that exists in some 
corners of the business world, but the firm must 
never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 
celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA



Introduction 

Muckle’s integrity and commitment in the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
demonstrated over two decades.  It has been 
acknowledged in a wide range of awards and 
accolades. Within the professional services sector 
in the North East the firm is recognised for its CSR 
leadership. In its current business plan the firm 
describes four strategic commitments, one of 
which states the clear ambition to be a socially 
responsible business:  

“Supporting the North East communities in 
which our people, their families and their 
friends live and work.”

The Partners are very clear that Muckle engages in 
CSR because it is the right thing to do, not 
because of the PR benefit. Whilst reputational 
enhancement is evident as a result of the good 
work that the firm does in the community it is 
simply a happy side e�ect. 

In order for the firm to maintain its leading 
position within the sector, and to enhance the 
e�ectiveness of resources committed to CSR, 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited was engaged to 
undertake a strategic review. Its scope considered 
the full spectrum of CSR work being undertaken 
by the firm, from its environmental 
responsibilities, to its financial grant-giving, pro 
bono work, volunteering, and supporting of 
young people’s journeys from education to 
employment.

The review revealed three important ingredients 
of Muckle’s success, an ‘ABC’ of Ambition, Breadth 
and Consistency. The purpose of this short 
reflection paper is to summarise the key learnings 
in each of these areas.  

Ambition 

The team at Muckle clearly thrive within an 
atmosphere of stretch and challenge. The idea of 
being a di�erent kind of law firm is a motivating 
factor right through the organisation fostering a 
sense of identity and purpose. The ambition to do 
more than make a profit, but also to make a 
di�erence, is a cultural value proudly held at all 
levels of the organization – from the reception 
desk to the boardroom table. 

In order to gain 360o of insight the Goodlabs review 
included in-depth conversations with both internal 
and external stakeholders. Amongst those o�ering 
an ‘outside–in’ perspective was Prof. Roy Sandbach 
who referred to his friendship with the CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman. Prof. Sandbach cited him as a 
leader Muckle could look to for further inspiration, 
someone who has pushed the ambition of his team 
to the next level by asking them: 

“What are the big hairy challenges that the world 
is facing – and why would you NOT want to do 
something about solving them?” [paraphrased] 

This ambitious attitude is illustrative of the new 
paradigm of CSR leadership that Muckle, like 
Unilever, operates in. Engaging in argument about 
whether or not to allocate resources to CSR is 
simply not part of this new reality. For those 
viewing the world from this perspective it is 
genuinely bewildering to consider that there are 
some businesses still concerned with 
one-dimensional value creation.    

The ambition to create multi-dimensional value – 
economic, social and environmental – has been 
modelled for many years by some exceptionally 
committed members of the team. The vision 
provided by Senior Partner Hugh Welch is 
highlighted by many as being hugely important. 
However, one of the challenges Goodlabs raised 
in the context of the review was that the firm may 
wish to become even more intentional about 
investing in its next generation of CSR champions. 
There is a wealth of enthusiasm and talent ready 
to be channelled towards the strategic question of 
the moment: How many more people’s lives 
could change for the better if Muckle further 
accelerated its e�orts in CSR? 

At the heart of this question is the idea of change. 
Being serious about change requires 
competencies in planning, observing, measuring 
and managing ‘what is changing?’. In the past 
businesses involved in CSR have often been 
satisfied by activity alone. This is evident in the 
numerous corporate reports available replete with 
statistics demonstrating a commendable degree 
of busyness, but falling short of evidencing 
genuine impact. Such an impact can only be 
claimed when a change has occurred via a clear 
chain of causality i.e. we did X+Y and Z resulted. 

Perhaps the most significant way that Muckle can 
continue to demonstrate CSR leadership in the 
decade ahead is to be ambitious to make its 
impact ever more apparent.

Breadth 

In its e�orts to make a di�erence Muckle has 
developed a considerable breadth of initiatives. 
Within the environmental theme substantial 
progress has been made. E�orts to reduce paper 
consumption have been very e�ective. Deploying 
an electric pool car and encouraging cycling to 
work have driven down energy and fuel 
consumption. This is complemented with a 
carbon-o�setting scheme. Green goals are set 
with reference to ISO14001 and guidance from 
the Legal Sustainability Alliance – a membership 
body for legal firms committed to working 
collaboratively to improve the environmental 
sustainability of their operations. 

The firm’s advances in environmental sustainability 
made over the last few years yield a number of 
lessons that may be instructive to others. Andrew 
Davison, Head of the Corporate team, has brought 
dynamism to the green agenda by looking at it 
through a human lens, commenting, “Lawyers are 
inherently competitive, so we made that a positive” 
and “compliance is really boring, so we asked how 
could we make it fun”. 

These behavioural insights have been used to 
great e�ect. Departments have been pitted 
against one another in friendly competitions, for 
example a contest to see who can make the 
biggest reduction on their paper dependence. 
Where resistance to new ideas has been met 
enthusiastic team members have been 
encouraged as champions – making others “feel 
like a dinosaur” if they don’t keep up. The 
philosophy has been to keep the agenda 
light-hearted rather to adopt a regime of 
enforcement.  

Looking at the broader business landscape it is 
apparent that not all businesses engaged in 
environmental sustainability activities pursue the 
corresponding step of seeking to also create 
social value. In these cases the absence of the ‘S’ 
in CSR demonstrates a narrower vision of what it 
means to be a responsible business. Moreover, 
attending to environmental issues at the 
exclusion of social issues runs contrary to the 
founding ethos of the CSR movement, which has 
always had ‘triple bottom line’ at its heart. 

Muckle has developed four distinct ways through 
which a social impact is being made.     

One of the special ways in which Muckle is able to 
add social value is by providing its award-winning 
legal services Pro Bono. This is something that it 
does generously, with many organisations, 
particularly smaller charities, benefitting greatly. 
In terms of relative financial value the gifting of 
legal expertise to charities was worth over 
£70,000 in 2016-17. More than half of Muckle’s 
qualified lawyers were in involved in Pro Bono 
work in one form or another.  

Secondly there is the Muckle Fund, which was 
launched in 2002 and exists to make small-scale 
grants, generally £500 – £1000, to community 
causes around the North East. The fund is topped 
up each year with 1% of annual profits. 40 di�erent 
charities benefitted in 2016, with well over 
£30,000 being distributed. There is no question 
that this funding is making a real di�erence to the 
beneficiaries. Again however, challenge around 
how to make an even greater impact in the future 
was raised by Goodlabs. Many philanthropists and 
corporate donors establish parameters for their 
giving making their giving ‘go further’ by aligning 
giving within strategic impact themes. Priorities 
can be reviewed and revised annually according 
to feedback on e�ectiveness.  

Giving greater attention to the geographic 
distribution of grants from the Muckle Fund was 
also considered to be important from a number of 
di�erent angles. Firstly supporting sta� to make a 
di�erence in the local communities in which they 
are resident. Secondly, identifying priority 
communities; parts of the region are simply more 
needy, and the Muckle Fund can help address this 
inequality. Thirdly, greater alignment to business 
development could ensure that giving reaches 
communities in which the firm is growing new 
business, such as Sunderland, Durham and 
Teesside. 

7The ABC of CSR at Muckle LLP

Community Days are the third way in which 
Muckle makes an impact socially. Every person in 
the firm is given two days out of the o�ce to 
donate to a local cause. The days can be utilised 
individually or as part of a team e�ort. It is an 
initiative that the Partners would like to see 
growing in significance in the years ahead, with 
more members of the team stepping up to be 
involved, in ever more ambitious projects. The 
firm’s experience is that as well as providing 
practical assistance to local organisations 
Community Days are an ‘engagement multiplier’ 
for the sta� team. Recognising this win–win 
relationship is important, indeed it is a sign of 
maturity that higher altruistic motivations are 
acknowledged to exist in creative tension with 
‘What’s In It For Me’ factors.

This win–win dynamic is expressed in the matrix 
above, along its two axes. Horizontally the relative 
value to the community is measured, and 
vertically relative value to the company. By way of 
example we might consider a project to clear an 
overgrown path. This may be high value to the 
community if it improves access for wheelchairs 
and buggies, and increases visibility and a sense of 
security. However, on the surface, its value to the 
company may not be immediately apparent. 
Therefore deeper questions may be asked such as: 
Will this project help the team to develop new 
skills and attitudes that are not easy to develop in 
the o�ce? Is this an opportunity for team building 

within teams and between teams? Or perhaps a 
client could also be invited to involved in the 
activity in order to enhance the relationship? All 
these possibilities show how the activity may also 
be of considerable value to the firm, as well as to 
the community.

In common with the distribution of the Muckle 
Fund the firm is asking pertinent questions about 
the regional spread of Community Days. As the 
business increases its client base throughout the 
region, from Berwick to Barnard Castle, and from 
Haltwhistle to Hartlepool, then there is a need to 
match profit-generating business activity with 
high-visibility schemes demonstrating the firm’s 
commitment to ‘giving back’. 

Last, but certainly by no means least, there are CSR 
activities that cluster around the theme of Social 
Mobility. A common denominator within these 
activities is an involvement in education, 
mentoring and employment pathways. A busy 
calendar of events and initiatives ensures 
continual progress in this area. There are WOW 
(World of Work) days with North Tyneside 
Learning Trust, working with the ESH Group on 
their ‘Building My Skills’ programme, holding 
‘Think Law’ workshops in partnership with 
CareerReady.org.uk and conducting mock 
interviews for school-leavers. New for 2017 is the 
introduction of solicitor apprenticeships – a 
fantastic new way for bright young people to gain 
access to a legal career.  

At Muckle the annual ‘Inspiring Careers’ week is 
seen to be highly significant. Through this initiative 
a cohort of carefully selected local sixth-formers 
are welcomed into the firm for a structured week 
of work experience. Managing Partner Jason 
Wainwright has a deeply held commitment to 
provide opportunities to bright young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to attain a legal 
career. Therefore the issue of fairness of access to 
Inspiring Careers is taken very seriously, being 
addressed via a new partnership with the Social 
Mobility Foundation. Creating a pipeline of future 
talent in this way is another great example of how 
investing in long-term value for the community 
also creates long-term value for Muckle.

Consistency 

CSR at Muckle is not simply a one-o� event on 
the wall planner. The team consistently deliver a 
highly sophisticated programme week in, week 
out, year in, year out. Team members are 
incredibly supportive of the firm’s CSR agenda. 
The last Muckle-wide engagement survey took 
place in January 2017 and 96% responded 
positively to the question: “I value the firm’s 
approach to being a responsible business”.  

However, an even more revealing indicator of the 
commitment of the team at Muckle to the 
wellbeing of the wider community is the way that 
so many give their time and talents to good 
causes during their non-work time. In this way 
Muckle’s people prove the saying that: 

"Character is what you do when nobody 
 is watching." 

Around a third of the full time sta� team serve 
their communities voluntarily as charity trustees, 
coaches and mentors, and school governors 
(see pie chart below). Their overall contribution 
amounts to 233 hours per month, or 400 days per 
year. This is the equivalent of giving two full time 
members of sta� to the regional VCS economy. 

 

Consistency is maintained using a range of tools 
and systems to measure and report on 
performance. The nature of the activity 
influences the approach taken to measurement. 
For example, Pro Bono work can be recorded with 
a high degree of accuracy using legal 
time-keeping software, whereas recording the 
time that people give to good causes outside of 
their working hours presents more of a quandary 
– not simply in terms of how to record the time 
but also in terms of persuading sta� that it is 
legitimate that their discretionary personal 
commitments would be recorded by the firm.

Looking ahead Goodlabs has made 
recommendations relating to the improvement of 
Muckle’s monitoring and reporting systems. Any 
system for recording and reporting activities, 
whatever they are, and whether the solution is 
high tech or low tech, will have to deal with the 
same questions: why, what and how.

The why question is fundamental and the extent 
to which it is properly resolved will have an 
influence over the adoption of the system by its 
users. There may be a motivational challenge to 
overcome if the system is merely perceived as 
‘bean-counting’, conversely, compliance may be 
more straightforward if all can see that the system 
generates insights of genuine value. 

The what question centres around measuring 
what matters most. The challenge here is that 
whilst environmental impact may be measured 
with finite numbers such as CO2 reduced or paper 
saved, social impact – which deals with 
qualitative changes in human wellbeing – is often 
a question of seeking to put numbers to 
‘intangibles’. 

The how question is also critical because a well 
thought-through user interface that integrates 
with existing systems and habits is likely to be 
more easily adopted than one that requires 
substantial new learning and e�ort on the part of 
the user.     

Final reflections

There is a special sense of a ‘CSR vocation’ within 
the Muckle culture that is being successfully 
translated into the creation of many varieties of 
non-financial value. Related to this is a 
commendable degree of humility expressed in a 
concern that the firm’s sincere motivations to do 
good could be misunderstood. It is reasonable to 
be aware of the cynicism that exists in some 
corners of the business world, but the firm must 
never allow it to become a limiting factor. 

Therefore, Goodlabs encourages the team at 
Muckle to be increasingly confident about 
celebrating their CSR work, both within the firm 
but also in the wider public arena too. Any 
nervousness about ‘blowing one’s own trumpet’ 
ought to be eclipsed by the more important issue, 
which is for the firm to show clear leadership both 
within and beyond its moorings in the legal 
sector. 

Finally, a well-known axiom, attributed to Mark 
Twain, states that: “To stand still is to fall behind”. 
This is as true in CSR as it is in any other business 
sector. Indeed, there is an increasing evidence 
base showing that businesses leading in CSR 
outperform their less responsible competitors in 
terms of profitability over the long-term. 
Goodlabs believes that by becoming even more 
ambitious about making a social impact Muckle 
will not only bring tremendous benefits to 
communities around the North East – it will fortify 
its own future too.    

Matthew Wilson, BA, MA, MSc, FRSA 
Managing Director 
Goodlabs Consulting Limited 
matt@goodlabs.uk
@MWilsonFRSA
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