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Meeting high client standards. Retaining top employees. Keeping up with the ever-
quickening pace of competition. Today’s workforce environment may present challenges 
for professional service firms, but it also offers opportunities. With lean staffs and tough 
competition, firms must find ways to help their employees to work smarter and more 
efficiently. The best firms know how to balance competing priorities of efficiency, cost 
control, staffing levels, and client service. Fortunately, there are many opportunities for 
senior finance executives to help firm’s staff maximize their time successfully. 

While the focus in recent years has been on reducing the bottom line, forward-looking firms are now 
seeking opportunities to modify staffing structures and optimize resources to encourage top-line growth. 
Even with a lean staff, professional service firms must ensure that firm leaders are able to focus their time 
on strategic, growth-oriented initiatives—outsourcing time-consuming activities to trusted partners or 
automating once-manual administrative tasks. By optimizing your workforce, you improve the experience 
for both employees and your valued clients.

To gain profitability and grow your firm, the focus must be on developing a smarter, more engaged 
workforce that can better address the needs of your clients. Workforce optimization will enable your firm to 
deploy staff in the way that best meets customers’ high expectations.
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Working Smarter: Four Strategies to Optimize Your Firm Environment

So what exactly is workforce optimization? It is a strategy that addresses scheduling, time and attendance, 
and other HR matters while balancing cost effectiveness with high-level client service (i.e., ensuring the 
right employee at the right time for the right rate). For example, a smart firm would ensure that the firm 
employee that’s best at handling client concerns is scheduled to work during the times those clients are 
likely to need him or her most. Not only would you avoid staffing a top professional at off-peak hours, you 
would also make sure that clients would have an all-star team member on hand when they are likely to need 
it most.

With workforce optimization in mind, take a careful look at your current HR and staffing practices. There 
are four steps you should take to create an environment that enables excellent performance while also 
making the best use of your workforce.

1. Define your firm’s workforce requirements.

Forecast the kinds of employees and skills your firm will need before it’s too late. If your firm is looking to 
grow in the next two years, you may need to start staffing ahead of the demand. If you can’t afford to hire 
additional permanent employees right now, look for vendor solutions that will offer you flexible staffing as 
an interim solution.

2. Consider the attributes your firm will need.

What skills or experience will your firm employees need in order to succeed? From advanced degrees to 
excellent client service skills, different employees can offer your firm different strengths. If your firm is 
looking to get into a new market, for example, a law firm looking to expand into real estate law, then it’s 
critical that you start looking for employees with real estate experience both within and outside your 
organization. Planning where to find and develop these skills will ensure your firm is better prepared to take 
advantage of opportunities for growth.
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3. Re-examine your hiring and retention practices.

Hiring and retention strategies have changes over the years, and your firm should not hesitate to make 
changes where necessary. Are these practices getting your firm the talent you need to meet future 
requirements? Do you have the right training and development programs in place to retain your top talent? 
If your firm’s culture and HR practices are not keeping up with the times, it could stop top professionals 
from joining or staying with your firm.

4. Build flexibility through strategic partners and technology.

Digital and mobile technology solutions are rapidly changing and offers opportunities to gain workforce 
efficiencies where you need it most. To make the most of your professional staff, consider using their talents 
strategically and outsourcing more administrative activities. From automating processes to enabling mobile 
productivity, technology can ease the burden on your professional staff so that they can focus on top-line 
growth activities.

Changing Course: Three Improvements to Make Today

If, after careful evaluation you find you need to make changes in your current workforce optimization 
practices, here are three steps to take:

1. Promote efficiency by engaging strategic vendors.

Vendors can offer your firm the ability to shares resources, utilize online tools, and offload administrative 
tasks. Sharing resources can include administrative pods, secretarial pools, and matrix staffing 
arrangements. From assessing how your firm’s talent budget is spent to examining workforce analytics, 
online tools can provide your firm invaluable insights. Finally, vendors who are truly partners can be trusted 
to take on important tasks, freeing up your staff for client service and revenue-generating activities.
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2. Encourage cooperation and efficiency.

Take this as an opportunity to establish resources and policies that ensure, rather than inhibit, a more-
effective workforce. Many firms have found success by implementing cross-functional resources (e.g., 
libraries, research, collaborative tools) in order to share ideas and encourage communication. Clear firm 
policies can also boost operational efficiency. If your firm institutes a BYOD (bring your own device) 
policy, your staff can have additional flexibility, while still enabling them to address client needs both 
easily and remotely.

3. Establish leadership.

If you really need to make changes to your firm, look in the mirror. Are you the leader your firm needs? 
To strengthen your team, build your skills as a leader by improving communication, gaining visibility, and 
providing an example. Once you better understand how workforce time is used, and you have improved 
communication between managers and staff, you can apply this knowledge to your own leadership role. 

Growing Up: The Value of Workforce Optimization

While it may take some time to perfect, workforce optimization yields both operational and strategic 
benefits for your firm. From an operational perspective, your firm can realize improved employee 
productivity and efficiency. From a strategic perspective, you can not only improve client service but also 
boost retention of your top professional staff.

Workforce optimization is a critical talent strategy to create a competitive advantage for your professional 
service firm. When you discover the right balance for your firm’s needs—you can focus your time and 
talents on growing the business.
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