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Sherri Sampson joined the Graduate Management
Admission Council® (GMAC®) as general counsel in
2002, and later that year, was appointed corporate
secretary. Sampson is responsible for managing the
legal and governance affairs of
GMAC® and is a member of the
Executive Committee.

Prior to joining GMAC®,
Sampson was an associate on the

At GMAC, There Is No Room
for Egoism In-house

After seven years working for
firms, Sherri Sampson started her
in-house career as general counsel for
the Graduate Management Admission
Council (GMAC) in 2002. Her prede-
cessor was the company’s first general
counsel and worked only part-time, so
when Sampson arrived, “There was
not a lot of red tape,” she says. She
had the liberty of creating her own job
description. At the time, Sampson was
the only attorney on staff and joined
as the company’s 34" employee. Un-
surc of where to start during her first
week at the company’s McLean, Va.,
headquarters (now located in Reston),
she turned to an ACC InfoPAKSM
about the role of the general counsel.
It was the beginning of a fruitful jour-
ney, which is still continuing almost
10 years later.

Since that first week, however,
much has changed. GMAC has grown
into an international company, with
offices in London, Hong Kong and
Delhi. It now employs nearly 140
people worldwide. To meet evolving
and increasing business demands,
Sampson broadened her department
to nine people, including three other
attorneys. Flexibility, collaboration,
and encouraging her staff’s profes-
sional development, have been key to

Tips & Insights

her success as general counsel of an
expanding company, she says.

GMAC is committed to promoting
business and management education
worldwide, providing information
and insights to improve decision-
making about the discovery and
evaluation of talent. GMAC’s non-
profit business model is based on de-

Flexibility, collaboration
and encouraging her
staff’s professional
development, have
been key to her success
as general counsel
of an expanding
company, she says.

veloping and delivering the GMAT®
test, the globally used, standardized
exam used for admission to qual-

ity business school programs. The
company owns the GMAT test and
provides a number of tools, research
and publications for schools, aspiring
business school students, and others
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Corporate and Securities Team with Hogan & Hartson
LLP (now Hogan Lovells) in Washington, DC. Before
joining that firm, she was an associate at the Seattle,
Washington office of Perkins Coie LLP. Sampson has
studied Japanese law, literature and culture, as well
as French literature and culture, abroad. She is also
the proud mother of three children. Sampson can be
contacted at sampson@gmac.com.

in the business and management
education community. These include
the GMAC® 2011 Year-End Poll of
Employers Summary of Results — A
Look at Hiring and Salary Projec-
tions for the Upcoming Year, The
Official Guide for GMAT Review
publications and the GMAT Busi-
ness Ready™ Collection. GMAC also
coordinates professional development
conferences and events for busi-

ness school admissions and program
directors. And in 2008, the board of
directors committed $10 million to
the GMAC® Management Education
for Tomorrow (MET) Fund, dedi-
cated to investing in philanthropic
initiatives that benefit business and
management education globally.

To effectively support this busi-
ness model, Sampson’s department
has three corporate counsel with
unique specializations: contracts, data
privacy and security, and corporate
compliance. The attorney group also
provides advice and counsel to their
business colleagues in other areas of
law, such as labor and employment,
intellectual property, risk management
and test security. The department has
specialists in contracts and IP, as well
as a legal secretary. Sampson built
the department over time, letting the



needs of the business speak first, and
then adding positions to meet busi-
ness demands.

Flexibility

Sampson is conscious of her
strengths and when she needs sup-
port. It is part of what makes her a
successful leader. As the business
grew and changed, she made the case
for hiring other lawyers with comple-
mentary skills.

“Our need for outside expertise
in the form of contractual relation-
ships continued to explode,” she says.
“Given the volume of contracts, I
knew we needed a skilled attorney
with contracts as a primary focus to
handle the demand.”

Sampson continued to add de-
partmental functions when GMAC
changed its vendor framework. The
transition took two years and included
building a robust internal data privacy
and security program, which had pre-
viously been contracted out. Sampson
knew she needed to acquire skills in
the data privacy field and prepare her
legal department for the new respon-
sibility of managing the program. She
brought on another corporate counsel
and a manager, whose primary focus
is data privacy and security. And as
part of the process, along with other
team members, she pursued certifica-
tion as an Information Privacy Profes-
sional.

“All of our transitions have been
very organic, and motivated by the
needs of the business,” she says.

Collaboration

In her role at GMAC, Sampson has
learned the importance of context.
“To be an effective general counsel,
you have to understand why your
company is going in a certain direc-
tion, and how you and your team can
assist with implementing its strategic
goals,” she says.

Sampson gains much of this knowl-
edge at the annual Operating Com-

What | learned in Law School
that | Still Apply Today

Among otherthings, law school
taught me how to analyze a problem
and figure out where to look to find
answers to address the problem. I've
grown comfortable that | may not
always know the answer to a question
orissue right away, but | canfind the
answer if | look to the proper source(s)
and think wisely and creatively.

Most Pivotal Career Move

Takingithe leap of faith to leave
the law firm and go in-house. Doing
so has enabled me to grow. personally
and professionally inways | never
imagined.

The Best Advice
| Ever Received

Never underestimate the power of
listening— you learn a lot mare if you
talk a lot less.

What's Next for
Sherri Sampson?

I'strive to continue to grow person-
ally and professionally and contribute
to the success of my company.
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Greatest Misconceptions
About In-house Counsel

That our only value isiinour legal
expertise. We are able to not only
ensure that our companies are legally
and ethically compliant, but our unique
perspective can help our companies
grow and succeed.

There's Not Enough Time
inthe Day to...
Learn everything | wanttolearn.

Worst Job | Ever Had

One summer when in high school,
Iworked at a store that sold beautiful
merchandise from Morocco. | loved
the environment but when | attempted
to cash one of my paychecks, it
bounced. | knew my job:was over but
before leaving | managed to negotiate
receiving some nice things in ex-
change for my paycheck!

Work/Life Balance:
How | Get it All Done

I'lam grateful to say.that at work,
| have a wonderful, competent team
of colleagues on'whom I 'can rely. At
home, | have a village: an awesome
husband, grandparents, parents, care-
givers and friends who help tremen-
dously. | pray alottoo, and it helps.
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ACC Extras on... Law Department Management

mittee retreat, where GMAC’s vice
presidents engage in strategic plan-
ning activities. At the retreat, Samp-
son plays an active role in reviewing
the previous year’s accomplishments,
developments and concerns, and
identifying critical issues to focus on
in the upcoming year. After the board
of directors provides feedback on

the strategic planning results, each
leader develops his or her depart-
ment’s operational strategy. Updates
and initiatives on these strategies are
presented at monthly Operating Com-
mittee meetings, which Sampson also
attends. Meetings have a designated
moderator and note taker, who is re-
sponsible for posting meeting minutes
to GMAC’s intranet. Staff is then
encouraged to read the minutes and
invited to ask questions at department

meetings, quarterly all-staff meetings
and the annual all-staff retreat. Samp-
son’s entire department is located in
the Reston office, but department
heads and colleagues abroad attend
meetings normally by phone and
video conference, and in-person when
in Reston.

Communication through regular
meetings is how Sampson both re-
ceives context, and provides it to her
business partners, with regards to the
legal department’s advice. Sampson
says that as outside counsel, attorneys
become used to having their advice
heeded, often unchallenged. But in a
corporate environment — especially
one like GMAC’s, which is very col-
laborative — people want to under-
stand why the legal department is
recommending a particular approach.
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“You have to be able to receive
that,” she says. “You have to listen and
understand the underlying concerns
your business partners may have,
and maybe even change your recom-
mendation or come up with a better
solution together.”

Still, expertise is respected. If a
matter does not turn on a question of
legality or ethics, Sampson says she
will support her business partners’
decision — giving input but relying
on their expertise. Likewise, if she is
steadfast in her advice, and the issue
is a question of legality, GMAC’s busi-
ness leaders often will rely on Samp-
son’s judgment.

“You have to pick and choose your
battles,” she says. “As long as the
decision is legal and ethical, I can get
peaceful with it.”

Supporting her staff

One of the challenges of managing
a small law department is that roles
are fixed and well defined. To coun-
ter limited opportunities for upward
mobility, GMAC provides resources
for staff to develop professionally.
Sampson encourages her staff to
meet with available career coaches,
participate in free leadership develop-
ment training and create individual
development plans. As the business
grows and new skillsets are needed,
she also asks them to pursue certi-
fications. Her compliance counsel
recently became a Certified Compli-
ance and Ethics Professional.

“I love my team and really don’t
want them to go anywhere, but if they
did move on, I want to know that the
skills they attained at GMAC helped
them progress their careers,” she says.

So far, retaining talent has not
been an issue. Most who have joined
GMAC’s legal department have
stayed. “I think it’s due to the cul-
ture — we work in a very supportive
environment,” says Sampson. “And
the work is fascinating and intellectu-
ally challenging.”



She gives the example of her team’s
work on test security. “Some people try
to get an unfair advantage over others,
so we spend significant time and effort
addressing that and developing policies
that are fair,” she says. “People come
up with very creative ways to keep us
occupied, let’s just say that.”

Globalization and the
successful GC

Sampson believes that successful
general counsel are creative in how
they approach challenges, constantly
learning, and can (low with the evolu-
tion of their companies. Coping with
change must be done in a way that is
constructive and productive, she says.
For Sampson, GMAC’s globalization
is an evolution to which she must
constantly adapt.

This year, Sampson says her goal is
to connect with other general counsel
in similar positions and learn how they

handle their international operations.
She also plans to reach out to GMAC’s
international offices for extensive feed-
back on legal services, and how her
team can better serve them. “We will
be increasing our focus on global ser-
vice and embracing the international
company we're becoming,” she says.
Local outside counsel support
GMAC:s international offices. When
the company first began the process of
notifying or obtaining approvals from
data protection authorities throughout
Europe, Sampson used an internation-
al intermediary law firm to vet local
counsel in approximately 22 coun-
tries. Gradually though, her depart-
ment has established direct relation-
ships with competent local counsel in
each country. Currently, staff in the
London, Hong Kong and Delhi offices
contact local counsel directly as long
as Sampson’s team is CCed or kept
abreast of issues in another way.

“So far this has worked, and our
international staff has been able to re-
ceive timely answers, by working with
counsel in their time zones,” she says.
“If we see potential for this to get out
of control from a cost and oversight
perspective, protocol may change.
We're always adapting.”

Being open to change, and the
feedback of business partners and
department members, is necessary to
manage a legal department success-
fully, Sampson says. There is no room
for egoism in-house.

“I'm there to support the team but
also learn from them,” she says. “It’s dif-
ferent from the law firm setting where
partners can mentor associates. Frankly,
we all mentor one-another here.” R

— Maggy Baccinelli
Have a comment on this article? Visit
ACC'’s blog at www.inhouseaccess.com/

articles/acc-docket.
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Annual Conference

[3—15 May 2012, Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Come to Amsterdam and join your peers for a highly relevant and
topical conference designed specifically for the in-house legal profession.

Offering a choice of 20 different workshops, this event presents

an unmatched opportunity to find solutions to your cross-border

challenges and network to exchange ideas with your peers on pan-
European and global issues. Register before 31 March to talke

advantage of the early bird rate.

www.acc.com/amsterdam

ACC: By in-house counsel, for in-house counsel.”
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