Take Back Your Time:
A Practical Guide to Task
Tracking, Delegation, and
Block Scheduling

Block scheduling is a key tool for getting more essential work done and thereby
building a more predictable, profitable practice.

BY BRENT J. HOEFT

Have you ever ended a long day at the office
thinking, I was busy every minute of the day
today... and yet somehow not a single task on
my list was checked off? If you have, then you
are not alone. Attorneys often find themselves
trapped in an unrelenting vortex of email,
administrative tasks, client demands, and the
occasional crisis that arrives at 4:59 p.m.

But there is good news. It is possible to
reclaim control of your time and your mental
well-being. Two reasonably simple techniques
may help you in that reclamation: 1) task track-
ing with delegation and 2) block scheduling.
These are not the only methods for tackling the
time management issue, but they are two of my
favorites, so I suggest giving them a try.!

Why Time Tracking and Delegation Matter
More Than You Think

Most attorneys believe they have a good general
sense of how they spend their time. But then
they track it and discover something shock-

ing; for instance, they see that they’ve been
spending four hours per day on email, schedul-
ing, or administrative tasks that could easily

be delegated. Even just waiting until the end of
the day to track billable time has been shown

to cost attorneys 10-15% of potential billable
hours.?

Task tracking gives you data, not
assumptions. Delegation analysis gives you task
clarity. Block scheduling gives you control of
your daily calendar.

Together, they help you:

« Identify the time wasters (hello, inbox).
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* Spot tasks that could be delegated to staff or
automated by technology.

* Free up time for attorney-only tasks such as
legal analysis, client counseling, strategic plan-
ning, and revenue-generating work.

* Reduce burnout by preventing constant
task switching.

* Build a more predictable, profitable
practice.
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Part 1: The Task-tracking and

Delegation Exercise

This exercise takes one week. If you want
to devote more than a week for more
data, then try two weeks. But [ would
stop there or else you risk losing momen-
tum and getting too bogged down in the
process rather than the results.

Track everything you do for one full
week. Yes, everything. If you open an
email, note it. If you spend 10 minutes
hunting for a document, write that
down. If you accidentally spend 20 min-
utes researching the most ergonomic
keyboard ... well, add that too.

Tips for success:

* To track this data, use a spread-
sheet, notebook, or practice manage-
ment software. Whatever method
works better for you is the tool you
should use.

* Record tasks in real time if possible.
Memory fades quickly and we are not
great at recreating in hindsight how we
spend our time.

* Include small tasks because they
do add up; although the task may have
been small, the mental toll transitioning
to that task and back is a much higher
cost. Again, think of that email notifica-
tion that interrupts you that you know
the answer to so you stop what you are
doing to answer the email and then
switch back to the original task at hand.
The cost of switching is not just the five
minutes it took you to review, think, and
reply. You need to consider the mental
toll of allowing the small interruptions
to occur multiple times every day.

This exercise is a no-judgment
zone. This is data gathering, not
self-flagellation.

See the accompanying chart as an
example of what a log should include.

Code each task using three catego-
ries. After the end of each day (or at
the end of the week if you prefer), think
about the tasks and label each task with
one of the following:

The Delegate category are tasks that
can be delegated to staff or technol-
ogy. These tasks do not require legal

Description Start End

time Time
Enter Enter a brief | Time Time
what the | description Started | ended

task is

Duration Code/Category

How « “Delegate” (can be
many delegated to tech or staff)
minutes?

« “Attorney” (can be
delegated to another
attorney)

» “Me” (cannot be
delegated to anyone else;
requires you specifically)

judgment, or they require only limited
oversight and could be delegated to a
legal assistant, paralegal, receptionist,
or automation tools.

Examples include the following:

* Entering deadlines into a calendar

« Sending routine followup emails

* Creating standard documents or
first drafts from templates

« Scanning, filing, or organizing digi-
tal documents

* Updating social media, marketing,
and website(s)

The Attorney category are any tasks
involving legal analysis, strategic deci-
sion-making, complex client counseling,
court appearances, or drafting, review-
ing, or signing certain documents. These
tasks require an attorney but do not
specifically require you. Obviously if
you are the only attorney in the firm or
there is no other attorney to reasonably
delegate the task to, then this category
merges with the next.

The Me category are tasks that are
attorney level and also uniquely yours
to do because they require certain
expertise whether because of the client
relationship, a supervisory obligation,
or some other ethical requirement.

Keep in mind: The Me category should
contain only things that you must do,
not things that you will do yourself be-
cause it seems easier or faster to do so.
Only tasks that truly require you, and
only you, get this label.

Analyze your week. At the end of
each day or if you prefer when your
week is complete, tally up the numbers
and determine:

* Total hours

* Hours by category or code

* Percentage of time spent on del-
egable work (the sum of categories 1
(Delegate) and 2 (Attorney))

If your numbers are large, do not be
alarmed. Again, data not judgment here.

Now ask yourself:

What would my practice look like if I
gained 5-10 hours every week?

Which tasks caused stress or time (or
both) but added no real value?

Which tasks could be easily done by
staff members or technology with a
checklist, template, or software?

This is when change begins to take
shape.

Part 2: Delegation - Turning Data

and Insight into Action
Now that you know how you spend your
time, you can reassign tasks.
Delegation is a skill that needs to be
developed. Ineffective delegation can
cost your firm revenue and growth.?
Understanding different mindsets and
approaches to delegation is important.*
The most straightforward strategy is to
implement task-based delegation.° The
first step is identifying what to delegate,
and the next step is identifying to whom
tasks should be delegated.® The list of
daily tasks that can be delegated might
be extensive. Trying to delegate all the
tasks at once might be too big a project
inand of itself. | recommend starting
with the tasks that consume the most
time, are least complex, are repetitive,
or have an obvious technology or staff
solution.
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These might include the following:
* Scheduling and intake

+ Billing and time entry 2
» Drafting routine letters Our EXp erlence
* Opening and closing files

* Formatting documents .
« Entering data into case management Gulde S US.

systems
» Updating social media, marketing,

bt Your Practice Drives

Build systems to support delega-
tion. Sometimes people don’t delegate 9
tasks because they think that it would Wha,t S NeXt -
be easier or quicker to do the tasks
themselves than to train someone
else to do them. To effectively delegate
tasks you will need to get the instruc- /
tions, formats, or processes out of your S‘N ¥ i A
head and into a format that someone C)O$ LI/}»

S\ A &

can repeatedly visit for a refresher.” To
assist with the delegated tasks, you will é

need to create things such as checklists,
written workflows, screen recordings
of processes, templates for documents

and emails, and standardized naming
@ conventions.

Having these tools easily accessible
reduces errors, increases efficiency,
builds trust with staff members, and
prevents repeated requests from staff
members that you show (or re-show)
them how something is done.

Use technology wisely. Lawyers
sometimes shy away from using tech- s
nology as a solution to task delegation 40 Yea'rs Strong a’nd Stlll
because they don’t think of themselves
as being tech savvy. However, you don’t 1
need to become a tech wizard; rather, M OVIHg Forward =
you need to be competent in the use
of specific tools that reduce work that
doesn’t require deep thinking.

There are many options available
to learn software and technology. A Member Benefit of
Software companies have demonstra-
tions, walk-throughs, and customer
service videos available for you to watch
online. Technology reviewers provide
more information and details about ®

products than you could have ever STATE BAR
known to ask about. There are online OFWISCONSIN

forums of users asking and answering
about common issues with programs,
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and artificial intelligence (AI) tools that
can access the entirety of the internet
to assist you with information and
learning. There are many low-cost and
no-cost opportunities to learn.

Some common technology software
solutions to think about and investigate
are the following:

Practice management software
— These systems are affordable, user
friendly, and capable of being your entire
law office back end as well as part of the
client-facing front end. These systems

have features such as client filing sys-
tem, document storage, calendar, time
and billing, client portals, document au-
tomation, basic accounting, and more.?
Automated appointment schedul-
ing — Implementing online calendar
and scheduling is a great way to save
administrative time. These systems
work from your custom availability
set in your work calendar and allow
clients and potential clients to schedule
appointments during specific times you
have made available. These systems

SPECIALIZED EXPERTISE.
STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS.

- [Estate Settlement

PRAIRIE
TRUST

Specialized Expertise. Strategic Partnerships.
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The complexities of today’s trust codes are vast and ever changing, and
Prairie Trust has unrivaled expertise in Wisconsin trust administration.
Our president was involved in enacting the Wisconsin Trust Code as well
as the 2024 Wisconsin Trust Code Trailer Bill and is working on further
legislation to continue to improve the state’s trust laws. We bring a
deep understanding of fiduciary practices, professional management,
and a partnership approach to each client we serve, and we are willing
to take on difficult situations that large providers often decline.

Prairie Trust is a full-service trust company specializing in:

- Directed and Delegated Trust Services
- Special Needs Trust Expertise

Learn more at www.prairietrust.com
or call (262) 522-7400.

Non-deposit products are: not insured by the FDIC;
are not deposits; and may lose value.

reduce the back and forth and can be

set up to provide auto-reminders about
appointments, which reduce the number
of no-shows.?

Document automation tools —
Software to create smart forms and
templates, along with client question-
naires for automation of document
creation, can substantially reduce er-
rors and time to generate first drafts of
documents. Many practice management
systems offer basic document automa-
tion tools and more advanced document
automation as an add on."°

Al assistants for drafting, summa-
rizing, or legal research — These tools
are built for legal professionals specifi-
cally and are grounded in the libraries of
trusted legal research companies. They
increase productivity while decreasing
research and summarization time.!

Voice-to-text tools — If you are a slow
typer but much better at dictation, then
you should investigate using the built-in
dictation tools inside of Word or look at
astand-alone program.'?

These are just a few suggestions for
types of tools. There are many more
beyond those mentioned so take some
time to investigate these and other
available solutions. Your future self will
thank you.

Block Scheduling - Take Back

Control of Your Schedule

Once you clean up your task list and
determine what can be delegated, block
scheduling will help you control your
calendar instead of reacting to it. It re-
duces stress, protects focus, and keeps
the practice running smoothly.

Think of block scheduling as grouping
similar work into protected time blocks
so you're not constantly switching
between tasks.”

Key benefits of block scheduling are
that it:

* Reduces cognitive switching costs,

* Helps you stay proactive instead of
reactive,

* Ensures important work is sched-
uled, and
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* Creates predictable routines.

Here is an easy way to implement
block scheduling. First, identify your
work categories. These are unique to you
and your practice. But some common
ones for attorneys include:

* Email and other types of
communication

» Client work

* Administrative tasks

» Billing and financial review

* Business development

* Court and meeting time

* Deep work and focused drafting

Itisjust as important to identify
when you work best. Do not schedule
deep, focused work for the time of
day when you're typically most tired.
Instead, schedule staff meetings or work
that doesn’t require concentration dur-
ing those times. If you are not a morning
person and it takes you some time to get
your brain firing on all cylinders, then
do not schedule your deep work first
thing in the morning.

Assign time blocks. Now let’s [ook
at what a block schedule for a workday
might look like. Here is an example:

8:00-9:00 a.m.: Administrative tasks
and delegation review

9:00-10:00 a.m.: Email and communi-
cation (return phone calls)

10:00-Noon: Deep work and drafting

or client meetings

Noon-1:00 p.m.: Lunch or working
lunch — emails and communication

1:00-2:00 p.m.: Meet with staff

2:00-4:00 p.m.: Client legal work or
client meetings

4:00-5:00 p.m.: Email and
communication

5:00-5:30 p.m.: Daily debrief and
block planning for next day

Protect the blocks. Treat these blocks
like appointments with your most
important client — your future self.
Everyone should understand that these
blocks should not be interrupted unless
there is a true emergency that needs
immediate attention.

Adjust weekly. Your schedule should
evolve based on your workload changes,
court schedules, staff availability, and
so on. Block scheduling is a system, not
a prison. Planning your block for the
week should be flexible and realistic.
You should also revisit your weekly plan
as your week progresses. Be consistent
yet allow yourself a degree of flexibility
with these block plans.

Be sure to [eave enough buffer time
for unexpected issues and allow flex-
ibility to address truly urgent matters.
Know yourself — do not schedule de-
manding work during your low-energy
times. If you know that you are always
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tired after lunch, then return phone
calls and email during that period rather
than blocking that time for drafting or
other deep-focus work.

Final Thoughts: Your Time Is Your
Most Valuable Asset

Time is the one thing we cannot make
more of or get back once it is gone. Solo
and small-firm attorneys wear many
hats, but not every hat has to sit on your
head at the same time, and not every
hat needs to be designed to fit only you.
Task tracking shows where your time
is going. Delegation frees up hours for
meaningful legal work (or for going
home before dark). Block scheduling
helps you stay focused and intentional
on the intended tasks.

You might not need a bigger firm. You
might not need a clone. You might just
need better systems and to hold your-
self accountable to those systems.

Start with one week of tracking. Then
delegate and hold yourself accountable
to your block schedule each week. The
results will speak loudly. Maybe even
loudly enough that your future practice
will thank you. wi
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