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Do you feel like you can't leave the office without turning on a "nanny cam" to monitor your employees and make sure they aren't slacking off? One challenge for firms is to juggle staff workloads while building in some wiggle room -- either for the inevitable "drop everything" rush jobs or to give a staffer some necessary downtime before the next crunch. Without resorting to the extreme measure of cameras, here are some options to help monitor, and increase, office productivity.
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A partner's away on vacation, so his secretary is kicking back a bit: arriving late and taking extended lunch breaks. But is working at a leisurely pace bad? Or is there a better way to manage workflow so that, when that partner is around, the secretary doesn't have to churn out work like a maniac and then pray for a breather when he's away? 

Yet, while one person is slacking, a nearby staffer with a foot-high in-box could be seething -- and that will impact productivity as well as morale. The challenge for law firms is to juggle staff workloads while building in a bit of wiggle room -- either for the inevitable "drop everything" rush jobs, or even to give a staffer some downtime before the next intense project. So how can you best keep tabs on productivity and avoid a "feast or famine" workload for your staff? Here are a few options. 

HIRE AN OFFICE MANAGER 

"You need to have somebody whose job it is to know who is busy today, who needs extra help today, and to help people take on more work," says James Wilber, principal in the Milwaukee office of law firm consultancy Altman Weil. "Ten lawyers is a pretty good size to start thinking about having an office administrator," he says. Even at five lawyers, the effort might be worthwhile. As he points out, firms don't have to have a full-time person dedicated to this. 

In addition, Wilber says that the office administrator's role should be to facilitate the performance appraisal process: "The one thing that every firm ought to be doing is regular, formal, timely performance evaluations." Some of the categories that should be evaluated, Wilber suggests, are dependability (does the employee show up on time?), quality of work, initiative, and training and development needs. And, of course, productivity. 

"What good employees want to know is, 'What are the rules and expectations, and how am I doing against those rules and expectations?'" he says. Don't obsess about the evaluation forms and the particulars of the process. "Just do it," says Wilber. "Don't stew about it. Your firm will be better off." 

TRACK ASSIGNMENTS 

"We use a computer system to manage productivity and evaluate how people do," says Myles Alderman Jr., a partner at Alderman & Alderman in Hartford, Conn. To keep track of this information his firm uses PCLaw -- a billing, accounting and practice management program. 

"What a lot of folks do is look at a billing system [strictly] as a way to capture time to bill clients," thereby overlooking the potential to analyze productivity, Alderman explains. At his seven-lawyer firm, which has about a half-dozen support staff, every employee enters time into the system. A task is entered, and a deadline set, based on an estimate of how much time the work should take. 

"I can punch somebody up and see what they did last week," Alderman says. Right away, he can determine whether someone is having a hard time with a project. Tracking everyone's time helps avoid bottlenecks, which are not always attributable to slackers. "If someone is taking two hours to do something that normally takes 20 minutes, sometimes you find that the server was slow and slowing down word processing," Alderman says. "We monitor efficiency and try to provide constructive feedback." Bonuses are based, in part, on performance. 

At the 11-lawyer Rosen Law Firm in Raleigh, N.C., work assignments for support staff are made via a computer program that was specially designed for the firm, explains James Sanderson, director of legal support. Assignments are sent to support staff and even to the firm's on-staff accountants. Tasks are logged, and the expected turnaround time is specified. Sanderson reviews tracking reports daily, and three partners review the information on a monthly and quarterly basis. This allows them to immediately identify anyone who is being overburdened. They're looking at how many new clients and new cases came into their divorce law firm, how many cases were closed, and how many tasks were completed. 

Sanderson says that tracking system helps keep the firm's three paralegals busy. "[This system] gives them more freedom to manage their day," he says. "They know the tasks they have on their plate and can prioritize accordingly." 

USE THE 'EYEBALL' TEST 

Actually seeing that her staff is busy is enough for Sari Friedman of the five-attorney Law Offices of Sari Friedman in Garden City, N.Y. Not worried so much about productivity, she says her biggest problem is "getting them to the office on time." Others aren't so enamored with the tracking approach, either. 

"I'm not a babysitter," says Ralph DiLeone, a solo practitioner in Raleigh, N.C. "I try to create an environment where the expectation is that the paralegal will act as a professional." If someone needs to leave early, DiLeone just wants to be alerted. 

Some legal consultants are skeptical of the return that a formal time-tracking system can provide, even at larger firms. "I don't think I'd recommend that every support staffer keep detailed track of [their] time," says Wilber. "It's difficult to get lawyers and paralegals to keep time -- or to turn the time in." 

A bit of caution: "The one thing you do not want to be is in the business of micromanaging people to the point where the ones who were self-starters stop being self-starters," says attorney Alderman. "I worked at a firm where we had an office manager who read everything purely by the numbers," he recalls. "So if a young lawyer took one extra day off, he'd be getting written warnings." The office manager would completely disregard the fact that the lawyer was a high biller who took one day off because nothing was due. 

CROSS-TRAIN EMPLOYEES 

To boost productivity, Sanderson says that support staff at the Rosen Law Firm are trained to perform the duties of several positions. For instance, the firm has three full-time document imagers who scan every document that comes into the firm to create PDFs, and then e-mail the documents to the proper parties. If one of the imagers is out sick, a paralegal is able to do the document imager's work. Sanderson, who oversees this cross-training, says that even the receptionist juggles answering the phone with human resources and accounting tasks. 

TRY OUTSOURCING 

Assuaging at least some of his concerns about productivity, Ernest Lorimer, a partner at 25-lawyer Finn Dixon & Herling in Stamford, Conn., has opted to outsource certain office functions. "Our receptionist is outsourced together with our mailroom staff," says Lorimer. So when the mailroom guy gets sick, Lorimer doesn't have to worry -- the outsourcing firm does. 

Outsourcing menial jobs works, too, because there are not a lot of upward career paths within a small firm if you're not a lawyer, Lorimer says. Someone working for an outsourcing company, however, can proceed up the career track by, for example, being promoted to oversee several mailrooms. 

Outsourcing technical support also tends to be cost-effective, says Wilber. The outsourcer will also have better expertise and be on top of what's happening in the quickly changing marketplace. 

Lori Tripoli is a freelance writer based in Bedford Hills, N.Y. E-mail: 
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