Law firm administrators:

Maximize your morale

To achieve personal and workplace success
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The daily responsibility for balancing the needs of attorneys and staff in a modern law office can put even the best legal administrator in a stressful position.

Speaker Julie Alexander queried her audience:  “How many of you have ever asked yourselves at the end of particularly stressful workday, ‘Who signed me up for this job?  How did I ever end up here – doing this?’”  Everyone raised a hand.

“On days like this, it can be difficult for a legal administrator to maintain the morale necessary to achieve personal and workplace success,” said Alexander.  “Today, we are going to discuss ways to overcome obstacles and maximize morale.”
Alexander is a Texas-based consultant and Certified Speaking Professional (www.juliealexander.com) who works with organizations to help individuals improve their sense of well-being off and on the job.  She is the author of two books:  Great Days:  50 Ways to Add Energy, Enthusiasm and Enjoyment to your Life and Make Life Count.
Alexander discussed maximizing personal and workplace morale at a core-competency session of the Mile High Chapter of the Association of Legal Administrators (www.milehighala.org), held Jan. 16 at the Adams Mark Hotel in Denver.

“Morale is the state of mind – positive or negative – that an individual brings to personal life or to the workplace,” said Alexander.  “In both of these settings, a comprehensive plan and the right attitude lead to positive results.  Poor morale leads to poor results.”
The results of low personal morale can include:  fatigue, depression, sense of isolation, lack of self-confidence, dissatisfaction, lack of enthusiasm, negativity, burnout, the “blahs” and a “don’t care” attitude.

Low personal morale translates into low workplace morale, where it affects the bottom line because of low productivity, turnover, absenteeism, theft, conflict, stress, violence, increased illness and substance abuse, employee-initiated lawsuits and poor internal/external customer service.

“Positive morale is not the result of good luck,” said Alexander.  “It is the result of hard work.  One year from today, nothing will have changed in your personal life or your workplace unless you come up with a plan and choose to make it happen.”
7-7-7 Process™
A plan for improved morale is achieved via the 7-7-7 Process.  “The 7-7-7- Process helps you live with purpose, accomplish more, and increase your energy, enthusiasm and enjoyment,” said Alexander.  “The process consists of seven segments, seven questions and seven strategies.”
In your personal life, the seven segments consist of your physical, mental, spiritual, financial, social, family and career health.

“These are best seen as points on lines radiating out from a center point of personal happiness,” said Alexander.  “If all seven segments are operating at 80 percent, the wheel of life spins smoothly.  If some are operating at 75 percent and some at 25 percent, your wheel – and morale level – will be unstable.”  
In your workplace life, the seven segments can be seven areas that are essential to the smooth functioning of your job as administrator of a law firm.  “These segments will differ from firm to firm, but might theoretically include strategic planning, finance, human resources, facilities, client service, operations and marketing,” said Alexander.  “Which areas are in most need of attention?”
When seven segments have been selected for special focus, ask seven questions about each one in order to elicit the information you need in order to create a plan and take action.  In your personal life, you would ask these questions of yourself.  In your professional life, these would be asked of working groups.

· What do I want?  (What does the firm wish to achieve by this action?)

· What would success look like?  (What is the firm vision of success?)

· What am I thinking?  (Do group members have a positive or negative attitude?)

· What do I need to do?  (What consensual steps would the firm need to take?)

· What am I willing to do?  (Is the firm willing to take these steps?) 

· Whose help do I need?  (Who needs to be involved if this project is to succeed?)

· How am I doing?  (How can we determine accountability going forward?)

“These questions provide a good framework for the discussion of a segment, or of any of the problems that arise in the daily operations of law firms,” said Alexander.

When you have the information you need about a segment, it is time to create an action-based strategy for each:  create a vision, be specific, write it down, set a deadline, share the plan (to create accountability), take action and review the plan on a regular basis.

Power of CARE™
“Positive personal or workplace morale does not rest entirely on your own shoulders,” said Alexander.  “Sometimes, there is only so much that you can do to influence your external environment – especially a law-firm environment.  But there is a lot that you can do to influence your own attitude and how you react to that environment.

“Think of attitude in terms of thermometers and thermostats,” said Alexander.  “A thermometer fluctuates wildly within the context of its external environment.  If your attitude is like a thermometer, you will experience wild ups and downs.

“A thermostat is a device that is used to regulate an external environment,” said Alexander.  “If your attitude is like a thermostat, it will still fluctuate – but within defined boundaries set by the 7-7-7 Process.  You have some control.”
Supplement your personal or workplace plan with a conscious choice to care about others by cultivating the qualities of cooperation, attitude, responsibility and enthusiasm.  Alexander calls these the CARE Cornerstones.
Cooperation involves tapping into the power of positive partnerships.  Other people cause us the greatest joy and the greatest stress in our personal and workplace lives.  “No single individual needs to have all of the answers,” said Alexander, “but we need each other to help us arrive at those answers.  Learn to let go of your grudges (which only weigh you down) and maintain a cooperative attitude.

“Classic research predicts with 95 percent accuracy which marriages will succeed,” said Alexander.  “The same approach applies to workplace teams.  In successful relationships, positive comments outweigh negative comments six-to-one.  They don’t succeed because of luck, but because individuals work hard to remain positive.  How does this apply to your workplace meetings?” 

Attitude involves seeing your life and work from a fresh perspective.  “Research indicates that fifty percent of an individual’s attitude is due to heredity and environment,” said Alexander.  “Ten percent is due to our demographics.  That leaves a full 40 percent of our attitude that we can control by consciously choosing to be happy.

“Choice has to do with mind-set and attitude towards self (solid self-esteem in spite of external criticism), work (even on the worst days, my job is better than many others), change (the better we can adapt, the happier we will be) and others (the need for positive partnerships),” said Alexander.
Responsibility involves taking control of your own future – using the 7-7-7 Process – by being really good at what you do, continuing to learn and grow, and taking responsibility for your health, finances, careers, attitude and relationships.

Finally, enthusiasm involves taking the time to recharge your batteries.  “You cannot care for others unless you care for yourself first,” said Alexander.  “Retreat from the routine of daily life for just 15-30 minutes each day.  In just two weeks, your stress level will go down dramatically.  Challenge yourself by trying something new (and a little bit scary) each day.  Reward yourself.  Focus on something outside yourself – like a mentoring program or volunteer work.  Laugh at yourself.  Have some fun.

“Most importantly, take some time each day to be grateful for even the little things in your life and your workplace,” said Alexander.  “The number-one characteristic of happiness is gratitude – so cultivate this quality in yourself and your workplace.”  
