
Top 3 takeaways: 
 

Effective delegation is essential to 
driving value for clients and optimise 
productivity; tech such as BigHand 
Workflow Management enables firms 
to centralise administrative support tasks 
and send the right tasks to the right skilled 
resources, at the right cost to the firm. 
 
Specialisation of admin tasks, along 
with centralisation of support functions, 
makes it easier to observe workflows and 
get data to make informed decisions.    

 
Support professionals are often 
better equipped than lawyers to do 
administrative tasks which is still critical to 
meeting compliance or other obligations.

How can law firms drive productivity as we transition from 
working from home to ‘working from anywhere’? 

Our latest legal management Alternative Hangout had 
Managing Partners and CEOs from top law firms grappling 
with this problem and exchanging views on whether they had 
the right balance of fee-earners and support staff, how to get 
fee-earners to delegate tasks to support functions in the 
most effective and streamlined way, and how tech could be 
used to enable and monitor this delegation. Our sponsor, 
BigHand, offers a legal workflow platform designed to solve 
some of the issues raised. The only solution on the market 
built specifically for the legal sector, it improves efficiency by 
enabling law firms to monitor, analyse and improve their 
processes. Task delegation is made simpler and smarter, and 
team tracking easier with output reports on key metrics like 
work type, volume, capacity and utilisation. 
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Ideally, fee-earner time is spent on 
high-value, client-facing, billable 
work. But are they wasting too 
much time (money) on admin work 
that can be done more efficiently 
by others? When we polled 
attendees on whether their lawyers 
were able to charge clients for 
time spent on admin, 63% said ‘no’. 
With this in mind, we asked our 
panellists whether they thought 
that their fee-earners were 
delegating non-billable work to 
support services. Also, has the 
advent of ‘working from anywhere’ 
led lawyers to turn away from 
delegating, and complete more 
admin themselves?  
 

Vember Mortlock doesn’t think that 
fee-earners at Roythornes (where she 
is Managing Director) are delegating 
as much as they should. “But,” she 
pointed out, “we’re dealing with 
people, not machines”. Her starting 
point is to look at a fee-earners’ 
overall performance. “Some are very 
profitable and don’t use much 
support. I look at their working 
practices and then engage in 
discussions about best practice,” she 
said. Vember also looks at fee-earners 
who are heavy users of support 
functions: “I talk to the people giving 
that support because they will 
enlighten you on, ‘they continually 
ask for this, and it takes me ages’.” 

Katherine Rayden, Owner of Rayden 
Solicitors, is pretty sure that new 
joiners aren’t delegating as much as 
established fee-earners due to the 
impact of working from home. “I’m 
confident that senior people who 
have a good relationship with their 
PAs are delegating as much as they 
are able. People with new PAs who 
have had to build a relationship via 
Zoom haven’t established that 
relationship yet. Informal chats build 
the relationship,” she said. 

During the pandemic, Ashtons Legal 
both centralised support functions 
and put in tools to measure and record 
who was using what, said Edward 
O’Rourke, the firm’s CEO. He thinks 
that, for some fee-earners at least, 
admin work was a comfort blanket. 
“The admin code was a sweep up that 
they could stick on their timesheets to 
make them feel as if they’ve been busy. 
We’re starting to look at what the 
issues are and what the data will tell 
us. That will give us the ability to 
change behaviours,” he said.

When Ed Turner, Managing Partner at 
Taylor Vinters, was asked whether 
‘working from anywhere’ led to fee-
earners reducing delegation, he 
pointed out that everyone hasn’t been 
‘working from everywhere’, they’ve 
been ‘working from home’ while 
restrictions were in place. That said, 
productivity at the law firm has gone 
up “markedly” as a result of home-
working, and delegation has 
continued. “The metrics for support 
function performance haven’t gone 
into the red. I’m not being asked for 
more resource in any back office 
teams,” he said.  

        

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

D R I V I N G  P R O D U C T I V I T Y

Poll results:

1  Since the pandemic 
began, how much 
more administrative 
tasks that used to be 
done by your support 
teams are your fee-
earners doing now?

40% 
A lot more 
 

43%  About the same  
pre-pandemic

13%  Less admin tasks
5%  Completely 

self-sufficient

2  Are your lawyers able  
to charge clients for  
their time spent  
on admin tasks?

63%  
No

 

35% Sometimes 
3% Yes
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3  Is your firm considering 
a restructure of 
support services - 
such as centralisation 
of teams, specialisation 
of roles or review of 
headcount?

40% 
Yes - currently 
ongoing

30%  No plans to make 
changes

23%  Yes - planned for  
current FY

7%  Yes - already 
implemented in the 
last year

4  How do you make 
decisions on future 
roles in support teams 
based on volume 
and type of work 
delegated by lawyers 
to support staff today?

47%  
Manual 
ad-hoc 
reporting

27%  We don’t have 
that data

23%  With real-time 
reporting

3%  Not interested in 
reviewing data

Peter Taylor, Managing Partner at 
Paris Smith, doesn’t think that fee-
earners are delegating as much as 
they could. “We surveyed staff and 
one key question was, ‘what part of 
your role could be done as, or more, 
efficiently, in a different way?’ Flowing 
out of that is a conversation - with 
experienced secretarial staff in 
particular saying, ‘I can take a lot off 
the lawyer’s desk and the stuff I’m 
doing I could pass to a junior 
secretary, or it could be automated’,” 
he said. The firm has 43 partners, 101 
lawyers, and 110 support staff. “Do we 
have that balance right?” Peter 
queried, noting that it was an evolving 
process. “We’re going to upgrade 
senior secretaries into paralegal type 
roles – they have huge amount of 
knowledge. That comes back to 
making sure that delegation is right 
so that we can drive as much value 
for our clients as we can, at the right 
price,” he said. And on the latter point, 
tech can play an important role in 
task delegation. BigHand Workflow 
enhances client service by enabling 
firms to apply the right skills to the 
right task, at the right cost. It’s fully 
configurable, so that teams have a 
steady flow of work tailored to their 
skillset. Work can be shared 
seamlessly between teams and 
offices, and there is full visibility of 
KPIs such as workloads, capacity, 
utilisation, and time management.

Edward thought that Ashtons, broadly 
speaking, had the ratio right, though 
it’s continually moving. The move to a 
centralised support operation means 
they no longer have secretaries in 
departments: “Those left behind were 
ones identified as paralegals - doing 
more fee-earner type work. The 
feedback has been people saying, ‘It’s 
fantastic. I pumped something 
through the task management 
system, and it comes back quicker 
than before’.”

Amelia Marshall-Stochmal, Regional 
Account Manager at BigHand, then 
asked the panel how much they cared 
about how much admin fee-earners 
do themselves. Edward expressed 
concern about people blaming admin 
tasks for not hitting their targets. “So, 
having visibility as to what those tasks 
are, then sense checking the validity of 
those statements and where they are 
true, putting support in place to take 
them away from expensive fee-
earners. We now have the ability to 
look at those metrics and challenge 
people on what admin they’re doing,” 
he said. But perhaps fee-earners would 
be more likely to delegate if they knew 
that the work was automatically 
delegated to a resource with the right 
skills, at the right level, and with the 
right availability. This is the problem 
that BigHand Workflow, with its task 
delegation function, is designed to 
solve, so that lawyers can quickly get 
back to doing billable work.

D R I V I N G  P R O D U C T I V I T Y
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Optimising Support Services 

With business support staff being one of the largest costs to any firm, 
how can law firms assess their value? Our panellists shared how, in order 
to get this visibility, they went about getting data on things like work 
types, turnaround times, and peak hours of support.

Ashtons’ investment into a task 
management tool to look at just this 
sort of data is already proving valuable, 
said Edward. “We’re still in a steep 
learning curve of the insights from the 
data. It is guiding recruitment as to 
which teams we need to scale up, or 
ease back on,” he said. He contrasted 
this with the anecdotal-type visibility 
they had before: “Fee-earners would 
say, ‘I need more secretarial support’, 
and we didn’t have any data that would 
sense check one fee-earners version of 
‘busy’ versus another fee-earners 
version of ‘busy’.” But now, we can easily 
surface this data to see where we can 
best support all staff.  

One way Taylor Vinters assesses 
business support efficiency is by 
collecting data in relation to internal 
service level agreements, said Ed. “For 
example, for a team responsible for 
centrally opening files. The data for 
monitoring that is around, ‘how many 
files are they opening, and how are they 
improving over time?’  Specialisation of 
admin, and centralisation, has been 
important in giving us the ability to 
observe,” he said. Also, decoupling the 
management of secretarial tasks from 
legal teams and the partner group has 
been key to driving efficiency. “Support 
professionals are often better equipped 
to do those tasks. We can say that those 
tasks are boring and low value, but 
they’re crucially important: opening a 
file in the right way is the difference 
between complying with SLA 
obligations, and not,” he said.

At Roythornes, Vember pointed out that 
they have more data on things such as 
turnaround time, which offices tasks 
come from, and the type of fee-earner: 
“There’s a lot more we can get from it.” 
And it’s this need for transparency - 
understanding what support teams are 
spending time and resource on to avoid 
incurring unnecessary cost - that 
underlies BigHand’s Workflow 
Management and Task Delegation 
capabilities. Users not only gain visibility 
of support staff but can optimise 
performance, ensuring they are given 
the right work at the right time. 

Jack Turner, Regional Account 
Manager at BigHand, asked the panel 
whether their legal support structure 
would remain the same across next 
year. Edward, whose firm recently 
introduced a centralised support 
function, said that they were beginning 
to see where the peaks and troughs in 
the types of work were. “Secretarial 
services can turn work around in 
minutes, any time of day. A file opening 
team is taking a bit longer than we 
would like so there’ll be juggling of 
resource there,” he said, crediting 
BigHand’s task management with 
providing the insight needed to make 
informed decisions. It’s also BigHand’s 
ability to enable the right team members 
to have access to the right information 
up front, that results in such 
improvements in turnaround times and 
productivity. Law firms are quickly able 
to understand resource capacity with 
real-time workflow visibility and data.

It was an informative and insightful 
hangout – lots of actionable advice on 
encouraging delegation and ensuring 
that the support function is operating 
efficiently. As ever, the right tech is critical. 
BigHand’s ‘concept to completion’ 
approach means that law firms don’t 
need to hire developers – Right at the 
outset, BigHand will build a 
comprehensive statement of works with 
requirements which outlines everything 
that a firm needs to get a workflow 
management solution running as quickly 
as possible. Training is provided 
throughout the process and, perhaps 
most importantly for law firms with 
continually evolving requirements, the 
system is easy to update and self-manage. 

  

 

  

            WE’RE STILL IN A STEEP 
LEARNING CURVE OF THE INSIGHTS 
FROM THE DATA. IT IS GUIDING 
RECRUITMENT AS TO WHICH TEAMS 
WE NEED TO SCALE UP, OR EASE 
BACK ON.
EDWARD O’ROURKE, 
ASHTONS LEGAL  

IN 
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ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS REPRESENTS THE FOLLOWING PROFESSIONS

The leading software technology company has developed a 
range of solutions from workflow and resource 
management, document creation, matter pricing, intuitive 
reporting and analytics, that help busy people achieve more 
in less time and organisations become more efficient and 
effective. BigHand has over 545,000 software licenses in 
use across 3,000 organizations globally. It actively listens 
and responds to client needs, demonstrated in its 
outstanding customer satisfaction score of 98%. 

www.bighand.com

Through technology, insight and experience, 
BigHand delivers success for the future 
by helping law firms achieve professional 
productivity and profitability. 
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ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  A digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alternativeevents.co.uk/
alternative-hangouts  

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS 
 →  The home of professional services 
knowledge, insights and innovation 
Accountancy | In-House Legal | Law Firms 
| Management Consultancy | Real Estate & 
Property 

www.alternativeinsights.co.uk   
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