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As Briefing’s flagship Strategic Leaders event returns next month, what are 
heads of operations finding in terms of changing business challenges and the 

strategic support needed to grow stronger? Claire Jones reports

COO  
your future
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A  s law firms face disruption to 
models of client service delivery,  
including  through adoption of 
new technology by new players to 
the game, and the constant 

pressure to increase profitability, the position of 
chief operating officer at the firm is continually 
adapting. So, how do these business leaders see 
their roles evolving further in the year 2020?

Strategic stakes on the rise
There are numerous challenges, from dealing with 
the implementation of the right technology to 
leading the change in delivery of legal services. But 
identifying how clients want services delivered, 
and meeting that need competitively, is a leading 
concern.

Jessica Burston, director of operations at Royds 
Withy King, says: “Strategy for the next five years 
is one of growth – in revenue, profitability and 
physical size, but still to continue to meet 
increasing expectations – meaning my focus is on 
pursuing operational excellence, to ensure the best 
possible client experience and maximise fee earner 
utilisation and recovery. That requires anticipating 
how clients want to interact with us, and 
delivering business process standardisation, 
digitisation and automation, while ensuring we are 
a great place to work.”

William Robins, operations and compliance 
director at Keystone Law, is particularly concerned 
with providing the best technology and processes 
to the firm’s lawyers, and so powering the 
productivity that should drive growth. “Keystone 
Law does not operate the traditional top-down 
business model, and so we usually find off-the-
shelf offerings are not suitable. We tend instead to 
build our own systems, designed to provide 

lawyers at Keystone with all the best features from 
a lawyer’s perspective, but without any of the 
features management typically require, which so 
often micromanage and straitjacket lawyers.”

Meanwhile, the fast pace of change means 
COOs are now more involved with business 
strategy than ever before. Rod Harrington, COO at 
Norton Rose Fulbright, says his biggest challenges 
are embracing innovation and changes in the way 
legal services are delivered at the same time as 
margins are being eroded. “Day-to-day challenges 
have shifted away from ‘keeping the lights on’ to 
dealing with these and other more strategic issues. 
I’m increasingly finding myself at the forefront of 
setting the strategic agenda and longer-term goals, 
as opposed to responding to them.”

Burston adds that meeting client requests for 
different communication mediums is a current 
goal. “We are trying to move ahead quickly, which 
often means being very much more ambitious in 
our change programmes than we might have been 
before. In the last year, IT has come under my 
remit, in recognition that technology is providing 
the platform for building all our change process 
moving forward.”

And Jeff Wright, operations director at TLT, 
notes the challenge arising from the large number 
of opportunities. “Effecting and leading change has 
always been part of the role. The shift is in the 
volume of opportunities available to TLT, the 
organisational appetite to seize them and the 
commercial imperative to deliver them well.  
Working out how we thrive in that environment, 
balancing entrepreneurial agility and 
responsiveness to clients with creating settled 
service models, means a relentless pace of change. 
It’s exhilarating and exhausting at the same time. 
On the tougher side, we can’t do everything.”
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How is the role itself transforming?
With competition from both large professional 
services firms and smaller agile startups, 
traditional law firms are looking to their operations 
leaders not only to provide operational excellence 
but also to drive their businesses forward. Robins 
at Keystone says that this means the operations 
role is changing and requires the right person in 
the job. “Law firms have generally moved away 
from fee-earning partners turning their hand to 
the role and towards specialist professionals filling 
it. I say generally, because Keystone has always 
operated like that, and I know many other 
forward-thinking firms have long since appointed 
experts in these areas, but by no means have all 
firms done so.”

Harrington adds that the COO is at the core of 
business transformation. “I can only speak from 
my own experience, but what’s clear is that the 
COO has to play much more in the strategic 
leadership space than perhaps was the case in 
many firms five to 10 years ago.” He says the 
reasons for this are threefold. “Much of the 
transformation needed in firms now is enterprise-
wide and therefore needs to be driven, or 
managed, from the centre rather than through 
more bottom-up, organic change initiatives. 
Second, the pace of change is accelerating, and 
therefore transforming the business has become a 
constant, rather than a more traditional approach 
where the strategy was set for three to five years 
and then implemented in a one-off process. Third, 
the profile and positioning of so-called ‘non-
lawyers’ in the firm’s leadership has changed.”

And, with communication essential not only 
when planning strategy but also to ensure every 

team understands its role and direction, another 
change sees COOs spending more time facilitating 
cooperation and understanding between different 
areas of the business.

For example, Burston says she is always looking 
to achieve balance between the operational side of 
the business and lawyer priorities. “Risk and IT, 
including a dedicated innovation role, come under 
my remit, and my directorate works very closely 
with finance, HR and marketing/BD. Business 
services functions meet regularly and separately, 
including with a specific client-experience focus, 
and we meet monthly, collectively, with the  heads 
of legal practice. 

“We strive to keep our initiatives joined up, to 
clearly articulate the value to the wider business, 
and place a very high value on collaboration with 
all stakeholders. Our monthly management 
executive is made up of all the practice area heads 
and heads of business services, where all activities 
are regularly assessed and reviewed to ensure we 
are all in agreement over where we spend our time 
and effort.”

Wright says that TLT has been adding to some 
teams. “We’ve recently transitioned a partner into 
a ‘client service transformation’ role and we’re 
building out our legal project management and AI 
team capability. While there are no other changes 
planned right now, we keep it under constant 
review given how quickly we are changing and 
reshaping client service delivery.”

What keeps our COOs awake at night?
Top concerns stem from the rapid evolution of the 
sector, as well as an increasing range of cyber 
threats. For example, Robins notes that the rate of 

“Risk and IT, including a dedicated 
innovation role, come under my remit, 
and my directorate works very closely 
with finance, HR and marketing/BD.”

Jessica Burston, director of operations,  
Royds Withy King
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change provides a constant source of new work 
– which needs work itself. “There has been a 
succession of new laws, acts and regulations of 
late. Every one of them needs thought, processes 
and software to implement.”

Harrington says: “Ultimately, the biggest 
challenge is maintaining and improving the 
profitability of the firm – critical to being able to 
attract and retain the best talent in order to service 
our clients. Increasing profitability can’t be taken 
for granted in mature, low-growth, highly 
competitive markets, so improving efficiencies and 
developing new revenue streams are key.

“A secondary concern is to try to strike the 
balance between enabling the business and freeing 
up the entrepreneurial spirit in our people, while 
managing the plethora of risks and internal and 
external demands that we face without saddling 
the business with bureaucracy and cost.”

And Burston adds that cybersecurity remains a 
challenge, with constant vigilance essential. “Our 
information is at risk, and legal is vulnerable as a 
sector and therefore a target. We are constantly 
looking at how we can improve this situation, 
engaging with experts to help keep us and our 
clients safe.”

Meanwhile, the rapid evolution of IT solutions 
and changes in operational challenges mean a 
constant need to update skills and knowledge. Our 
leaders have found that their teams are invaluable 
in sharing new learning, with colleagues helping 
them to stay abreast of new developments.

Harrington says: “Traditional methods such as 
attending conferences, and so on, are useful. 
However a lot of the new tech and approaches 
coming online are evolving so rapidly that to some 

extent I am learning ‘on the job’ through regular 
work with our innovation teams.”

And Burston says Royds Withy King has made 
bringing in and developing colleagues who can 
provide the knowledge the business needs to 
thrive a priority. “We have taken great care to 
appoint experienced, high-quality heads of 
services, and have looked both in and outside the 
legal sector to support this. As a director of 
operations, I have learned much from my team and 
worked hard to keep on top of strategic direction 
and influences both in and outside the sector.”

The role of COO has clearly become more 
challenging since beginning its evolution a decade 
or more ago. The role is still transforming today 
and holders of the office appear to be taking the 
opportunity to tailor it to the needs and strengths 
of their firms. 

But the COO will also continue to drive 
transformation of the traditional law firm and 
shape the future operational model. Wright says: 
“It’s a real balance between culture, agility and 
careful planning so that we implement in a way 
that works and delivers.”

The final word goes to Burston, who notes the 
need to avoid simply directing her lawyers. “It’s a 
huge challenge to deliver across all the projects we 
need, while keeping the business steady and 
disruption to a minimum. We constantly strive to 
achieve balance between what the lawyers and 
partners consider priorities and what is important 
from a business function perspective. 

“I don’t think that this is any different to any law 
firm with a traditional partnership structure, and it 
requires a great deal of investment in influencing 
rather than directing.”  

“Increasing profitability can’t be taken 
for granted in mature, low-growth, 
highly competitive markets, so 
improving efficiencies and developing 
new revenue streams are key.”

Rod Harrington, chief operating officer, 
Norton Rose Fulbright
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