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ROLE CLARITY AUDIT 

Professional Services Sample Audit 

Hartwell & Pierce Law 

Fictional example - all people, organizations and findings are invented for demonstration. 

 
 

The question behind the audit 

What happens when a capable professional team has clear legal expertise - but unclear ownership of the work around it? 

 
 

You bring me the mess. I'll help you make sense of it. 
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Meet Hartwell & Pierce Law 
Hartwell & Pierce Law is a fictional six-person professional-services firm. The lawyers' legal responsibilities are understood, 
but the administrative and operational structure around the work has evolved informally. As the practice has grown, senior 
staff have absorbed additional responsibilities, lawyers communicate priorities differently, and routine operational decisions 
still move upward. 

Team Member Role Current Reality 

Rachel Hartwell Managing Lawyer / Owner Sets strategy but remains involved in routine 
office approvals, staffing questions and 
operational exceptions. 

Daniel Pierce Associate Lawyer Manages legal files and delegates work 
directly to both legal assistants, often 
independently of Rachel's priorities. 

Nicole Senior Legal Assistant Supports files but has also become trainer, 
workflow troubleshooter, systems expert and 
unofficial supervisor. 

Emma Legal Assistant Supports both lawyers and regularly receives 
competing urgent requests. 

Tasha Office Administrator Owns office administration but escalates 
many routine purchasing, scheduling and 
operational decisions. 

Alex Client Services / Reception Handles first contact and intake information 
but does not consistently know when 
responsibility transfers to legal/admin staff. 

Why Rachel Reached Out 

The managing lawyer's concern 

"We are busy, but I cannot tell whether we actually need another person or whether we just need to organize the work we 
already have. I am still pulled into too many routine decisions, and everyone seems to be helping with everything." 

What Discovery Revealed 
 Client intake passes through several people without one administrative owner for the full intake-to-file-opening handoff. 
 Nicole's role has expanded substantially beyond legal-assistant work and the office relies heavily on her institutional 

knowledge. 
 Both lawyers delegate directly to both assistants, creating competing definitions of what is urgent. 
 Tasha is accountable for smooth office operations but has limited authority for routine operational decisions. 
 File closing responsibilities are understood differently by lawyers, assistants and Administration. 
 The trust/accounting handoff is documented, consistently understood and functioning well. 

Executive Summary 
Hartwell & Pierce Law does not appear to have a people problem. It has a role-clarity problem around the administrative and 
operational work that supports professional service delivery. The firm's collaborative culture has allowed gaps to be covered 
informally, but that flexibility now depends on individual knowledge, repeated escalation and employees negotiating 
priorities in real time. 

The highest-value changes are not a wholesale restructure. They are to establish clear administrative ownership of client 
intake and file closing, formalize priority-setting between the two lawyers and support staff, align the Office Administrator's 
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authority with operational accountability, and reduce dependence on the Senior Legal Assistant as the default source of 
institutional knowledge. 

Three Immediate Priorities 
Priority What Needs to Change Why 

1 Create one administrative owner for client-
intake coordination. 

Reduce dropped handoffs and uncertainty 
between first contact, lawyer acceptance and 
file opening. 

2 Create one method for communicating and 
reconciling lawyer priorities. 

Prevent support staff from having to decide 
which lawyer's urgent request wins. 

3 Define routine operational authority for the 
Office Administrator. 

Keep ordinary office decisions from returning 
unnecessarily to the Managing Lawyer. 

A Strength Worth Preserving 

Trust/accounting handoffs are clear. 

Responsibility, required approvals and the transition between legal and administrative work are documented and 
consistently understood. No structural change is recommended. 

Sample Finding 01 - Intake Has Participants, But No End-to-End Owner 
Classification: Role Gap / Process-Handoff Issue 

Priority: High 

What We Found 
Alex collects initial client information, a lawyer decides whether the matter will be accepted, and a legal assistant or Tasha 
may open the file. Each person understands their own task, but no administrative role is clearly accountable for ensuring the 
matter moves from initial contact through acceptance, required information and file opening. 

Why It Matters 
A process can have many participants and still lack ownership. When no one owns the complete administrative handoff, 
follow-up depends on memory and individual initiative, increasing the risk of delay or incomplete information. 

Recommendation 
Assign Client Services/Reception primary ownership of intake coordination through the point of lawyer acceptance, with a 
documented trigger transferring administrative ownership to the assigned Legal Assistant for file opening. The lawyers retain 
all professional decisions about whether to accept a matter. 

Sample Finding 02 - Support Staff Are Managing Competing Definitions of 
Urgent 
Classification: Reporting / Priority Confusion 

Priority: High 

What We Found 
Both lawyers assign work directly to Nicole and Emma. Each lawyer reasonably views their own client deadlines as 
important, but the assistants do not have a consistent mechanism for reconciling simultaneous urgent requests. 
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Why It Matters 
Support staff become responsible for negotiating competing senior priorities without clear authority to do so. Planned work 
is interrupted, true urgency becomes difficult to distinguish, and workload pressure becomes less visible to leadership. 

Recommendation 
Establish a shared priority protocol for legal-support work, including what qualifies as urgent, how competing deadlines are 
surfaced and which leader resolves genuine conflicts. The goal is not to interfere with legal judgment; it is to make the 
administrative priority process predictable. 

Sample Finding 03 - The Office Administrator Owns Operations, But Not 
Enough Decisions 
Classification: Authority Gap 

Priority: Medium-High 

What We Found 
Tasha is expected to keep office operations running but regularly seeks Managing Lawyer approval for routine purchases, 
scheduling decisions and vendor matters because decision thresholds are not defined. 

Why It Matters 
Accountability without corresponding authority creates avoidable bottlenecks and keeps the Managing Lawyer involved in 
decisions that do not require owner-level judgment. 

Recommendation 
Define routine operational authority for the Office Administrator, including spending thresholds and categories of decisions 
that may be made independently, with clear exceptions requiring Managing Lawyer approval. 

Sample Finding 04 - Nicole Has Become the Office's Human Operating 
Manual 
Classification: Role Creep / Key-Person Dependency 

Priority: High 

What We Found 
Nicole's formal role centers on legal-assistant support, but she also trains new staff, troubleshoots systems, answers 
workflow questions, provides coverage guidance and acts as an informal supervisor. Several employees identify Nicole as 
the person they would ask when they are unsure how something works. 

Why It Matters 
The additional responsibilities consume capacity that is not visible in the formal role and create operational dependence on 
one employee's knowledge. An absence or departure would expose gaps in training and process documentation. 

Recommendation 
Decide which of Nicole's expanded responsibilities genuinely belong in the role and formalize them. Redistribute work that 
does not, document critical procedures and develop backup knowledge rather than relying on one person as the default 
answer source. 
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Mini Responsibility Matrix 
This shortened matrix shows how the audit translates observed reality into clearer future-state ownership without evaluating 
legal judgment or individual employee performance. 

Work Area Current Reality Finding Recommended Owner Recommended Change 

Client intake coordination Alex + Lawyer + Assistant + 
Admin 

Gap / Handoff Alex through acceptance; 
assigned Assistant after 
acceptance 

Define the transfer trigger 
and required intake 
information. 

Legal-support priorities Rachel + Daniel assign 
directly 

Priority Confusion Shared lawyer priority 
protocol 

Define urgency and 
escalation for conflicting 
deadlines. 

Routine office operations Tasha owns outcome; 
Rachel approves many 
decisions 

Authority Gap Tasha Set decision and spending 
thresholds. 

Staff training / workflow 
knowledge 

Nicole informally owns 
most of it 

Role Creep / Dependency Formalize or redistribute Document key procedures 
and train backup 
coverage. 

File closing Lawyer + Assistant + 
Admin assumptions differ 

Ownership / Handoff Assigned Legal Assistant 
coordinates; Admin 
completes defined close 
tasks 

Create closing 
trigger/checklist. 

Trust/accounting handoff Clear roles and approvals Strength Existing owners Preserve current structure. 

Recommended Priorities 

Do Now 
 Define end-to-end administrative ownership and handoff triggers for client intake. 
 Create a shared protocol for competing lawyer priorities. 
 Give the Office Administrator defined routine decision authority. 
 Identify the critical knowledge currently concentrated with the Senior Legal Assistant. 

Next 30-60 Days 
 Update role descriptions where responsibilities have materially evolved. 
 Document client-intake and file-closing handoffs. 
 Document key office procedures currently held primarily in Nicole's institutional knowledge. 
 Cross-train backup coverage for critical administrative workflows. 
 Review whether informal supervisory/training responsibilities should be formally assigned. 

Preserve 

Keep the trust/accounting handoff intact. 

It is a useful internal example of what role clarity looks like: clear ownership, clear approvals and a consistently 
understood transition between responsibilities. 

What Clarity Could Look Like 
Before the Audit After the Audit 
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Rachel: "Why am I still approving routine office decisions?" Tasha handles defined operational decisions independently; Rachel 
handles true owner-level exceptions. 

Assistants decide which lawyer's request is most urgent. A shared priority protocol makes conflicts visible and gives leadership 
responsibility for resolving them. 

Everyone participates in intake, but nobody owns the complete 
handoff. 

Intake has a clear administrative owner and a defined transfer point 
after lawyer acceptance. 

Nicole is the answer to every workflow question. Critical knowledge is documented and backup capability is developed. 

File closing varies by matter and person. The assigned assistant coordinates closing through a defined checklist 
and Admin handoff. 

Clear trust/accounting process. Clear trust/accounting process - preserved. 

 
 

Role clarity does not mean telling professionals how to practise their profession. 

This audit focuses on the structure around the work: ownership, support responsibilities, authority, priorities, 
dependencies and handoffs. Professional judgment and regulated responsibilities remain with the appropriate 
professionals. 

What Would Your Responsibility Matrix Reveal? 
Professional-services teams often grow by adding capable people and allowing responsibilities to evolve organically. That 
flexibility can be a strength - until unclear ownership, informal authority and invisible responsibilities begin consuming 
leadership capacity. 

You bring me the mess. I'll help you make sense of it. 

ROLE CLARITY AUDIT 

Learn more or tell me about your team through the Role Clarity Audit page on my website.  

 
 

Sample use notice: This fictional sample is provided for demonstration purposes only. It may not be reproduced, 
distributed, adapted or used commercially without permission. 

© 2026 Amy Smart. All rights reserved. 



https://amysmartwriter.wixsite.com/amy-smart-writer/contact-8


