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As law firms continue to evolve, they 
are looking more like other businesses. 
Organizational changes, mergers and an 
emphasis on the bottom line are changing 
the way law firms operate. No one knows this 
better than Tim Armstrong, COO of Vinson & 
Elkins, LLP (V&E). Now in his twenty-third year 
at V&E, Tim has played several roles, including 
CIO and CFO, before ascending to his current 
position in 2009. During his tenure, he has 
seen the firm grow not only in size but also 
in complexity. He has witnessed economic 
booms and busts; throughout it all, V&E 
continues to thrive.
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performance monitoring systems, I take a deep look at 
what we are doing to make sure I understand how it all 
fits in the puzzle. I want to review as many data points 
as quickly as I can to support operations now and in the 
future.

How do you manage the expectations of the 
partners for whom you work?
Managing expectations and finding a balance among 
the constituencies and their competing interests can 
be a challenge. Everyone at V&E wants to succeed, 
but success can be defined in so many ways. First and 
foremost is how our clients measure success. After 
that, success can be a matter of perspective. Is success 
expanding in certain practice groups or geographic 
markets? Is it a revenue target or profitability objective? 
A diversity goal? In reality, success is all of these things 
plus more, and the COO must balance interests across 
that broad spectrum. I spend much of my time with 
our management committee and senior practice group 
management team trying to do just that. 

What will you say to the group of wide-eyed summer 
associates waiting for you next door?
I will talk to them about the business of law:

 » The trends we see in the profession
 » Firm economics
 » Our key metrics
 » How we approach measuring and reporting what 

we do

Even if they don’t understand all of it now, they 
will have to grasp everything in a few years as they 
move through the associate ranks, taking on more 
senior roles where project oversight and optimum 

Given your broad background, how do you approach 
the role of COO differently than some of your peers?
It’s hard for me to say whether I approach the role 
differently or not. I just know how I approach the job, 
and what works for me and V&E. However, I talk with a 
lot of peers, and there seem to be similarities — baseline 
concerns we all deal with — but our approaches in 
certain areas vary. My combined financial and IT 
background allows me to see into data and metrics from 
a slightly different perspective and can position me to 
respond to situations from a different angle.

How else has your background in finance shaped 
your approach to leadership at V&E?
I look at the firm as a big portfolio project and then 
work with firm leadership to manage returns across 
the whole sphere — by practice, office, partner, client, 
— any way we can cut it and dive into it. I also pay close 
attention to external forces that affect the firm and our 
practices. What’s going on in the global economy and 
individual markets? How might changes in commodity 
prices affect our clients and the firm? How can we 
approach our business to ensure we do well in both 
good and challenging times? This is a complex puzzle, 
and the shapes of the pieces continuously change as we 
try to put it all together.

The first half of your career was in IT. How has that 
influenced the way you lead as COO?
I guess I am somewhat unique among my peers because 
I speak zeros and ones and debits and credits. I ask 
diverse questions and can review our technology 
investments with a broad scope of how they affect the 
organization. From our data centers and cybersecurity 
projects, to our practice-focused initiatives that improve 
efficiency, to innovations like real-time and predictive 
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staffing become critical. I will discuss not only the 
paramount importance of delivering great results for 
our clients but also the incredible pressure to manage 
the cost of those services in a manner that provides 
good metrics for the firm.

What are the prerequisites for today’s law firm COO?
A COO has to grasp how legal differs from other 
business ventures. They have to appreciate the 
profession and the importance of client service and 
support. The COOs I talk to agree that since 2008 it has 
gotten harder, but that it is even more critical to drill 
down into the true business side of the firm. Embrace 
all the operational pieces like financial services, human 
resources, talent management, information technology 
and more. The COO must also understand the practices 
and how each generates returns in your firm. 

How will a law firm COO look in five years?
The COO of tomorrow must focus on real-time issues 
and change management related to the key business 
elements of the firm. They will be required to balance 
lawyers’ desire for higher profitability with all the 
competitive pressures on pricing, talent acquisition and 
retention, innovation discovery, and implementation. 
All the while, meeting the expectations of your clients. 
The COO must be able to see everything at great depth 
all at once and know how to react while counseling and 
advising the varied constituencies inside the firm. 

What is the best thing about your job?
I have been asked many times why I’ve stayed in legal 
so long, and the answer is simple — it’s the people. I love 
working with some of the best and brightest people to 
solve complex problems. It’s very challenging, but very 
rewarding, too.  P2P

How can we 
approach our 
business to 
ensure we do 
well in both good 
and challenging 
times?
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