
Interview with Peter J.
Coyle, President Larkin
Hoffman

The timing was perfect
for this article. On Jan-

uary 26, the Wall Street
Journal positioned the Nathan Koppel
article, “Recession Batters Law Firms,
Triggering Layoffs, Closings” on its front
page. The article profiles a handful of
well established, highly credentialed,
very large law firms that have closed or
have had to significantly cut staff. That
same day I read the article I was setting
my interview time with Peter Coyle,
attorney and President of the venerable
Larkin Hoffman law firm.
Wemet the next morning to discuss his

perspective on the economy and the lead-
ership initiatives that will guide the firm
through this economic jungle. This firm
has a sizable real estate practice. I had
never met Coyle before, and it isn’t that I
do not enjoy the company of an attorney,
after all my brother is one, but my appre-
hension was that at seven-thirty in the
morningwewould have a rather stoic and
highly de-caffeinated visit. You must
understand that I am a fast-paced, “aim,
fire, ready” personality type. I was grate-
ful that my anticipation was wrong. The
one hour, time allotted interview passed
too quickly.
Coyle brings a non traditional career

background that is proving highly bene-
ficial to his current challenges. During his
law school time he worked at the firm as

a law clerk, but following graduation and
a brief stint as an attorney for the firm, in
1984 he headed off toWashingtonDC for
a couple of years to serve as Rudy
Boschwitz’s Senate staff and then
returned to theTwin Cities where he chal-
lenged his entrepreneurial instincts with
a three- year stint in a small technology
company. It was not to be his long-term
future. In 1994 he returned to Larkin
Hoffman loaded with six years of irre-
placeable “street smart” lessons.
Much like those employed in the com-

mercial real estate industry, attorneys for
the most part, function as free agents who
are measured on personal productivity of
legal skill and billable hours. Coyle
offers, “You can’t rely on last month’s
success, you have to stay focused on
today and tomorrow as the new measure-
ment”. As an independent firm (not
owned by another entity) there is no safe-
ty net for recessions or bad decisions.
Coyle stresses that it is the responsibility
of the Larkin Hoffman board (as is the
case with any business) to lead the 160
employees into the future.
If you had thought law firms had been

bypassed by the economic plague, think
again. This service industry’s employees
are experiencing the same economy
induced anxieties and harsh realities.
Management’s challenge is a process of
creatively leveraging the significant
inventory of human talent against market
need. Clearly the responsibility weighs
heavily on Coyle’s mind as he offers,
“leaders must be even more transparent
in their communications. We have be
honest when we portray the effect the
economy is having on the firm and we
must speak with confidence and a tone of
reassurance that management is respond-
ing to theses challenges with progressive
actions to secure their futures”. With a
process of thoughtful discretion employ-
ees are formally updated on financials
and action plans regularly.
It is clear that the blinders associated

with a narrow focus are off and the Larkin

Hoffman management team is constantly
assessing the firm’s inventory of talent
and market opportunities. “For example,
in our real estate practice which has been
particularly hard hit, we have been able
to shift a percentage of hours from that
area to support other areas in the firm that
are experiencing higher demand” to
which he adds, “it is a matter of stepping
back and assessing and responding with
strategy rather than simply execution.”
I had to pose the question of the year:

Could Larkin Hoffman actually benefit
from this unstable economy? The answer
was delivered with a quick gust of ener-
gy, “we already are and we will continue
to do so”, he adds, “It has caused us to
objectively assess our firm and the way
we do business. First of all, wemust think
strategically. Some of our groups came
into this economy with well constructed
plans and contingencies and they are
doing better than other groups. They
approach the market proactively as com-
pared to the reactive nature of others. We
are now implementing that planning
process throughout the firm. Additional-
ly, we have to be smart with our money.
We have to watch cash and manage our
money wisely and yet we must continue
to invest in areas that strengthen the
Larkin Hoffman brand. We have the
financial capacity to take risks, but they
will be calculated risks. There is no ques-
tion we will emerge from this economy
with a better operating structure all the
while increasing our competitive advan-
tages.”
A familiar theme that was set through-

out our visit is Coyle’s opportunistic dis-
position of “everything is possible until it
is not.” This speaks well to the ambition
and opportunism he infuses at Larkin
Hoffman. What has become this law
firm’s gain in entrepreneurial talent has
resulted in a loss to the entrepreneurial
driven emerging market sector he depart-
ed years earlier.
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