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The Top 8 Staff Training Tips for Estate Planning Law

Firms—Part 1

By Kristina Schneider, Executive Assistant

Having worked with so many estate planning attorneys and
support staff members, time and time again, | have seen that
one of the major breakdowns in firm systems comes with the
lack of proper job training. Things start to slip through the
cracks and while one or two details won’t make or break the
success of your firm, the compound effect of multiple staff
members not trained right and doing their job duties as
originally intended will become one of the biggest challenges
for any brilliant estate planning attorney trying to manage and
run his or her own law practice.

| have assembled for you what | believe to be the top eight
tips for properly training your law firm staff, whether you the
attorney/business owner or someone else you delegate to is
in charge of the staff training.

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #1: It Starts at the
Beginning.

Staff training really starts at the beginning. What do | mean
here? It begins with the hiring process, because the more
time that you take to diligently seek out a new hire that meets
the skill, education, and experience requirement that you
desire, the better off you will be in the training process. Don’t
fall into the typical trap of being “quick to hire, slow to fire”. It
should be the other way around. Take your time to find the
right candidate and staff person to join your team. As you will
see from the remainder of this article, you will be spending
valuable time training this person to be an integral part of
your firm, so the more you can find the right candidate from
the start, the remaining time that you invest into this person
will be well-spent and benefit you (and your firm) in the long
run.
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Law Firm Staff Training Tip #2: Make Staff Training a
Priority.

After you've hired the right staff member (or even with your
current staff), it is imperative that you make staff training a
priority. If you’re a true sole practitioner and you’re hiring
your first staff member, then you will be the one to do the
training. Beyond that first or second person, the initial staff
members you hire can be responsible for the training of new
staff, but it's important that you oversee that process to not
only make sure that it gets done, but that it gets done
properly. What happens in the first couple of weeks to thirty
days of a new hire’s time with your firm will be really telling,
not only for you about them, but also for your new staff
member about what it’s going to be like working for you. Be
sure to calendar and carve out the time to make staff training
an important part of this person’s every day schedule when
they first come on board.

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #3: Utilize the Job
Shadowing Technique.

Don’t have a lot of time to dedicate to training? That’s okay.
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One of the best things that you can do for training is job
shadowing. An important part of the job shadowing technique
is to be sure that you slow down and explain what it is that
you're doing. In fact, explaining the why certain things are
done a certain way is helpful in their overall understanding of
the task at hand and how it is done a particular way. During
the job shadowing technique, it’s important that the staff
member take a lot of notes and, if at all possible, make sure
that you utilize the next key step...

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #4: Use Audio and Video
Recording Whenever Possible.

Another often overlooked step in the training process for
many business owners is the audio and/or video recording of
the training that you do. Not only is recording a training
helpful in reducing the amount of time to re-do the training
for any new staff members that may get hired, but it’s also
helpful for the current staff member to go back and use as a
resource to understand how to do a certain task. One special
bonus tip here would be that if you have a lot of computer
programs that require training on how to use software or
applications online or on the computer, invest a few hundred
dollars and get Camtasia Studio® and a microphone/headset
and record your computer screen during the training, as you
explain what it is that you're doing (and again, the WHY).
These recordings can be viewed later on and will be extremely
valuable in training any staff members on how to do a specific
task on the computer.

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #5: Have the Staff Member
Create a Detailed Procedures Manual.

Another important part of the staff member training is to
have the staff member that is being trained be the one to
create a detailed procedures manual out of the training that
he or she received. Not only will it be helpful to have them
write out the procedures manual in a detailed and very
thorough format that would allow him or her to pick up the
manual and remember each step of a certain task (or anyone
else that might be new), but it will also help you, as the
trainer, recognize and spot any gaps in the training that need
to be filled. The procedures manual can also include other
important things about your firm, depending on the nature of
this person’s position, such as key information about vendors,
relationships with certain allied professionals, key contacts,
scripts and other checklists that might be used to make sure
tasks are followed through to completion, etc.

An important part of the procedures manual is that you, the
trainer, at some point take the time to review the procedures
and make sure that they’re thorough and complete. One way
to do this is to utilize the next tip...

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #6: Use a Reverse Job
Shadowing Technique.

The reverse job shadowing technique involves you, the
trainer, sitting back and observing the staff member do the
task. The staff member should utilize his or her procedures
manual to follow through each of the steps and verbally walk
you through what he or she is doing. Again, this is a great way
to spot any loops or holes in the training or their notes about
the training, which you can fill by being present while they
complete a certain task.

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #7: Encourage
Resourcefulness and Opportunities for Improvements.

Another tip for staff training is to encourage resourcefulness
and opportunities for improvements in the way that things
are done. While you might have a certain set of procedures
or tasks that you want to have done a certain way for your
firm, make sure to communicate to your staff members that
you’re always open for opportunities where things can be
done more efficiently or another way. Just be clear that these
ideas should be discussed prior to implementation in case
you’ve already attempted to try it a certain way and have a
specific reason why it did not work out for you.

Law Firm Staff Training Tip #8: Invest in On-Going
Training and Skill Development for Your Employees.

Last, but not least, one other tip here is to be willing to invest
in on-going training and skill development for your
employees. This can range from taking courses to enhance
knowledge on how to use certain software, how to handle
difficult clients, an HR course to better understand how to
manage HR matters, etc. Not only will it show your employee
that you’re invested in having him or her work out for the
long-run, but it will also benefit you to have these staff
members improve their skills and abilities.

As you can see, while it may be cumbersome and tedious,
training your staff members properly is an important part to
having a successful law practice. You’re only as strong as your
weakest link. While we head into December and business
may be a little light due to the holidays, you might find it
helpful to revisit what kind of staff training and procedures
manuals could be developed for each position in your firm.

If you haven’t taken the time to make sure that your staff are
properly trained, it’s never too late to start. Utilize the above
tips and put together a plan!
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