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Abstract 

Courts conduct studies of staffing to assess the number of staff needed to adequately process 

court cases (workload) in a timely, effective, and efficient manner.  This paper reviews the 

“Minnesota Court Staff Workload Assessment” conducted from 2002-2004 and analyzes how 

this tool was used.  Courts embark on staffing studies for many reasons.  The State 

Administrative Offices of the Courts wanted to establish a baseline number of staff necessary to 

process court cases effectively and efficiently.  Local courts were interested in evaluating staff 

needs in comparison to business processes.  A benefit of the Minnesota staffing study was that it 

provided data that courts could use in conjunction with other data such as the judicial workload 

assessment, position description questionnaires, case management reports, and performance 

reports to make decisions at all levels of the organization. 

On the other hand, the use of staffing studies can also be used for unintended purposes, for 

example, the inequitable distribution of resources.  As a tool, the staffing study was designed to 

help courts identify a baseline of resources that were needed; it was not intended to take away 

current resources.  Some courts gained staff and some lost staff; however, overall the number of 

staff in the courts decreased.  The tool was used for purposes other than the intended purposes 

such as proportionate budget allocation, equalization of staff assignments across counties, and 

budget requests to funding sources based on averages, not identified need.  Other factors 

impacted how the tool was used and that included the transition from local (county) funding to 

state funding, technology implementation, and the budget crisis resulting from the economic 

downturn. 

Minnesota originally established three staffing norms based on the 2004 study; however, they 

later moved to the lowest norm staffing model.  Of the three staffing norms (small, medium, and 

large) as determined by the assessed judge need, the small norm had a higher staff need than the 
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medium and large norms.  And, the large norm (large court) had the lowest staff need.  The 

lowest norm meant that all courts were staffed as if they were a large court.  The lowest norm 

had a significant impact on: staffing levels in court offices, quality of customer service, quality 

of data in court files, quality of data in the electronic case management system, business 

practices, and local initiatives. 

This review is important because, looking forward Minnesota is currently undergoing a new 

staffing study.  As such, the courts, along with the Administrative Offices, should attempt to 

address the issues and unintended purposes that occurred as a result of the previous study.  As a 

result of this paper, it is recommended that State Court Administration and Court Administrators 

identify the most appropriate tool to identify and measure work that was not measured by the 

workload assessment.  Then, they should determine if the work identified is necessary for the 

operations of the court.  If so, it should be performed by all Minnesota courts and the study 

should determine the number of staff needed for the work.  A second recommendation is that 

SCAO communicate with district and local administrators about updated use of the tool when the 

purpose and objective change.  Additionally, this paper recommends that an assessment of the 

court culture within all levels of the organization may provide information that would create 

opportunities to identify the needs of a court based on location and county or stakeholder 

initiatives that impact a court.  It may also identify issues that have not yet been discovered. 

Minnesota is a high functioning, unified, court system with valuable tools available to make 

decisions at all levels.  Now that the tools are available and have been implemented, Minnesota 

courts can learn from their experience(s) to further develop the court system to be a higher 

functioning system.  To further develop the organization with input from all levels would benefit 

the court customers, tax payers, and employees of the judicial system. 
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Introduction 

Minnesota courts developed and completed its first statewide staffing study from 2002 to 

2004 to establish a baseline number of staff needed to process court cases.  The study is known 

as the “Minnesota Court Staff Workload Assessment, 2004”.  The study became a tool to aid in 

budget requests and budget allocation, in decision making for staff allocation, to establish 

standard business practices, and to implement both needed and new technology. 

Minnesota contracted with the National Center for State Courts (NCSC) to design and 

develop the study.  The study included seven phases: a staffing inventory, court performance and 

quality survey, time study, staff allocation and assessed judge need, [formulate] staffing norms, 

site visits, and use and implications.  The NCSC had conducted weighted case load studies in at 

least 21 states from 1997 to 2008 (NCSC, 2011). 

The State Court Administrators Office (SCAO) wanted the tool to establish a baseline 

number of staff necessary to process court cases effectively and efficiently.   Local courts were 

interested in the tool to have a method to evaluate staff needs in comparison to business 

processes.  So, what is a staffing study?  Why do courts implement staffing studies?  And, what 

are the unintended consequences of conducting a statewide staffing study?  These questions will 

be explored and responded to throughout this paper. 

What is a staffing study? 

A staffing study is an assessment of the number of staff needed to adequately process 

court cases (the workload) in a timely, effective, and efficient manner.  A staffing study is a 

culmination of data including the number of staff, the amount of work, and the time needed to 

process the work.  The methodology for the study will be defined by the court and utilized to 

accomplish the goal of the study by the court.  Courts conduct staffing studies for different 

purposes and with various defined parameters or goals.  A study may take into consideration 



6 
 

different variables based on court size, jurisdiction, location and culture.  Essentially, a staffing 

study is conducted to determine the average number of staff necessary to process court cases. 

Staffing studies are not a one-size-fits-all tool because the method to determine the 

number of staff needed will vary based on the organization.  For example, a study conducted in 

one state may not be relevant to another state based on the selected variables that impact possibly 

disparate goals of the courts.  Other factors may also impact the number of staff needed such as 

business practices or technology. 

Another tool that some courts rely on in conjunction with or separately from a staffing 

study is a judicial workload assessment.  This is an assessment of judicial workload using 

various factors including case types, average amount of time to process case types based on 

various factors that impact the case types, and other predefined criteria.  A judicial workload 

assessment measures the workload of judicial officers.  Judicial workload assessments were 

completed in Minnesota in 2002 and 2009 to determine judicial resources need.  The two types 

of assessments (staff and judicial) are relevant to each other and at times used to compare or 

contrast data. 

Why do courts implement staffing studies?   

The Minnesota 2004 study indicates “our primary goal was to create a staffing model to 

assist in the equitable allocation of case related staff throughout the state.  By equity, we mean 

how fairly and equally staffing resources are distributed among the different courts and districts.” 

(NCSC, 2004).  The communication from state court administration to local court administrators 

of what this meant and what the goals of the study were was disputed and uncertain.  This served 

as the impetus for this project; local courts had anecdotally shared concerns with state court 

administration that the results would be used to adjust staff levels, whereas, the original intent of 
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the administrative offices was that it would be used to establish a baseline of staffing levels.  

Deciphering this disconnect between the viewpoints is the research question that this paper will 

explore.  Additionally, it will explore the intended and unintended uses of the staffing study 

results. 

In 2011 Minnesota commissioned a second staff study.  This second study was in process 

during this research and the results of that study will be reported in early 2012.  As a result, 

information from the 2012 study will not be available for this paper but it is important to note 

that study is underway.  And more important, lessons learned from the past staffing study will 

have direct and meaningful implications on how the results of the 2012 study will be received by 

court staff, court administrators, district administrators, and the judiciary. 

Minnesota is comprised of 87 counties and one state administrative office with 99 court 

locations.  The 87 counties comprise 10 judicial districts (see map of Minnesota, Appendix A).  

Each district is comprised of various counties with the exception of two large districts that are 

comprised of one county each (District 2 covers Ramsey; District 4 covers Hennepin County).  

The other eight districts are comprised of four to seventeen counties.  Court size ranges from less 

than 1 judge to 62 judges or case filings of 480 to 800,000.  Prior to the 2004 study, staffing 

levels in each county were defined based on local practice versus a statewide average. 

Before the 2004 staff study each of the 87 counties staffed their offices based on their 

individually identified needs.  As new laws were implemented, each local office identified the 

need for staff to meet the new workload or change in workload.  The funding source for courts 

was primarily county (local) funding.  However in 2005 courts completed a statewide transition 

from county to state funding.  Under the county funding, each of the 87 counties identified their 

needs and priorities and then worked with their local County Board for funding.  Under the 
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county system, court administrators from different counties would discuss and compare staff 

levels and business practices with others in their district and from around the state.  They would 

identify differences and similarities across the counties.  Some court administrators wondered if 

there was a way to quantify the differences and understand why staff levels varied.  The concept 

of a staff study gained support for the purpose of identifying a baseline staff level needed for 

adequate and effective case processing.  An assumption may then be made that once the 

differences were identified that staffing levels could be adjusted based upon services provided. 

Court budgets are primarily (approximately 90%) personnel, and as a result, the staffing 

needs and numbers have a significant impact on budgets.  With the unification of Minnesota’s 

courts to state funding, the judicial branch identified the need for budget allocation in equitable 

proportion as an important goal. 

The staffing study is one tool that assists the judicial branch in equitable allocation of the 

budget.  With equitable allocation of funds and resources courts avoid inconsistencies in staffing 

levels such as too few or too many staff.  Without adequate staff courts become backlogged and 

cases are delayed and the timely administration of justice is compromised.  With too many staff 

courts may take on roles and responsibilities that are not the responsibility of the court which 

may lead to inequitable access to the court, translating to unequal access to justice. 

Courts exist to do justice, to guarantee liberty, to enhance social order, to resolve 

disputes, to maintain rule of law, to provide for equal protection, and to ensure due process of 

law.  They exist so that equality of individuals and government is reality rather than empty 

rhetoric (NACM, 2003).  The mission of Minnesota courts is “to provide justice through a 

system that assures equal access for the fair and timely resolution of cases and controversies.”   
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The core function of courts is to process cases from filing to closure (NACM, 2003).  

This includes providing service to the parties, attorneys, and the public.  So, a goal of the courts 

is to process cases and provide service in an effective and efficient manner to meet the needs of 

those that rely on the court.  Courts are provided to citizens based on the Constitution of the 

United States and the Constitution of the State.  To fulfill the function and goal, courts need to be 

staffed adequately to meet the demands placed on them.  Court cases are processed based on law 

(statutes), rules, and policy.  Based on these laws, rules, and policies court procedures are 

established.  Laws are established by the legislature and interpreted and upheld by the courts.  To 

provide the rights and protections afforded by the constitution, courts need to be adequately 

staffed.  Courts implement staffing studies to identify the number of staff that is needed to 

process the cases that are filed with them. 

What are the unintended consequences of a staffing study? 

If there are too few staff or too many staff or if there are an “adequate” number of staff, 

what is the customer impact of the various staffing levels and, what are the funding impacts?  

The purpose of this paper is to identify answers to these questions.  It is anticipated that some 

unintended consequences of staffing studies include: 1) misunderstanding of the data by both 

those outside and inside the court system, 2) equal application across all courts without 

consideration for other variables not included in the study, 3) reliance on the data for budget and 

equalization of budget proportioning, 4) impact on case processing, and 5) impact on staff 

assignments with too few or too many staff in court locations or case processing areas. 

This paper does not examine the methodology used to conduct staffing studies, but rather 

it examines the intended purpose of studies and the resulting unintended consequences.  To learn 

about methods used in staffing studies, this research reviews studies conducted by the National 
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Center for State Courts.  The methodology of how these studies are conducted is of interest 

however, and is a category of its own to research.  Employed methodology is critical when 

considering “what is” versus “what should be” for business practice and available staff to meet 

the business needs. 

This research project will identify the reasons courts implement staff studies and the 

unintended consequences.  It is anticipated that Minnesota courts have used its study for 

purposes other than the intended purposes such as 1) budget proportionate allocation, 2) 

equalization of staff assignments across counties that resulted in a decrease in staff in some 

counties and an increase in staff for other counties, and 3) budget requests to funding sources 

based on averages versus identified need.  Each of these purposes may have a positive or 

negative impact depending on the circumstance or culture of a court. 
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Literature Review 

As an organization changes, the structure of the organization should change to keep up 

with the needs of the organization.  Courts, as an organization, can consider various tools to 

guide their decisions to meet the needs of the demands placed on them by customers and the 

public for customer service, court hearings, access to information, and case processing.  Those 

tools may include: staffing studies also known as staff workload assessments, position 

description questionnaires,
1
 judicial workload studies, performance management and case 

processing reports such as time to disposition and case filing statistics, and policies that guide 

consistent business processes.  

When courts are faced with critical decisions resulting from impacts such as budget 

reductions these tools assist with equitable distribution of resources.  Depending on the structure 

of a court, the tools may be used by different offices in the organization for different purposes, 

but all will have comparable and objective information resulting from the tools.  Recent 

discussion by court leaders around the nation involved consideration of a move to centralize 

work and possibly close courthouses in sparsely populated areas.  As times change and available 

funding is decreased, courts are forced to examine non-traditional options for processing court 

cases.  Some of the options contradict traditional court management theories of having a judge 

and court staff in sparsely populated areas or having all work processed in the court where it is 

filed.  One traditional court management theory is represented by the following:  “For example, 

sparsely populated areas may need a judge and two court support staff, even if caseload figures 

do not fully justify the positions, just to provide reasonable access to justice” (NCSC, 1996, pg. 

3). 

How courts address the changing demands will shape the face of the courts of the future. 

                                                           
1
 Tool designed to measure the amount of time needed for individual tasks 
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An organization will evaluate its capacity to meet the demands placed on it and also 

evaluate the resources it has to meet the demands and plan effective use of the resources.  

Constant review of and revision of plans based on changing information will prepare the 

organization for the changing demands it will experience.  The planning process must be 

fashioned to force constant review and revision of plans in light of new information derived from 

external events and from results of the planning.  Prior to 1999 Minnesota had more than 80 

court administrators and in 2011 Minnesota had 52 court administrators; this is accomplished 

with some court administrators being appointed to multiple counties.  The change in number of 

court administrators was part of revised planning based on new information of reduced funding. 

Systems analysis should include revision and adaption of the components that make the 

system.  An organization that does both short term and long term planning may be constantly 

reviewing results.  The Minnesota Judicial Branch establishes goals and a strategic plan annually 

to address both short and long term demands and needs.  Each court office within the branch 

establishes their goals and strategic plans.  This goals setting and planning is part of the focus of 

the interdependence of the offices organized to make the complete system. 

Implementation of the staffing study resulted in change of staffing levels and business 

processes for Minnesota Courts.  That change created a need for planning and revision of the 

organization structure for many courts in Minnesota.  This planning and change required 

adaptation, in their report, NCSC indicates: 

Planning’s stress on constant revision and adaptation is what makes systems analysis- 

which focuses on the interdependence of a set of components organized to produce a 

result the professional skill most commonly associated with planning.  Long-range 
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planning may periodically dwindle as organizations undertake to implement objectives 

established in a goal-setting, choice making effort (NCSC, 1976, pg. 2). 

As courts plan and change, effective communication is also important to aid in adaptation to the 

change.  For example, when planning and implementing a staffing study, the purpose and use of 

the report should be communicated to all levels so that each level of the organization can work in 

unison toward that purpose. 

Courts implement staffing studies primarily to determine the number of staff necessary to 

process court cases effectively and efficiently.  This is supported by the California study which 

indicates “the primary purpose of this (California) project was to determine the number of court 

staff needed by California courts to provide effective service to the public” (NCSC, 2005) and 

also the Minnesota study which indicates “the primary purpose of this project was to determine 

the number of support staff Minnesota courts need to provide effective service to the public” 

(NCSC, 2004). 

Other reasons courts implement staffing studies is to support budget requests as is stated 

in the California study: 

The value of staffing standards lies in providing uniform and comparable measures of the 

need for court staff while eliminating the uncertainty surrounding budget requests.  In the 

absence of standards, trial court administrators have no way to know whether budget-

change requires for additional staff are likely to be approved and AOC analysts must 

develop criteria for the evaluation of such requests on an ad hoc and piecemeal basis 

(NCSC, 2005, pg. 1). 

Minnesota courts have used the 2004 study with budget requests and because the data from the 

staffing study are available, the funding source has reliable information.  As stated by Gould, 
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Hartley, Rafferty, Merola, and Oleson  (2011), “[Finally] evidence of progress toward goals can 

be used to demonstrate efficient use of funds and justify budget requests.” 

When staffing studies are used to establish an average level of staffing, courts can 

compare data and balance their needs in consideration of the data from the study.  NCSC 

reported that: 

Comprehensive staffing standards can be used to determine the average complement of 

staff needed in a court to meet the needs of expedition, timeliness, and quality in case 

processing.  The average takes into account the fact that different calendars require 

different levels of staff support while leaving local court administrators the discretion 

needed to allocate resources within the court as needed (NCSC, 2005, pg. 5). 

Staffing studies used for this intended purpose could have a positive impact on an organization.  

However when this is the intended purpose and the study is used for a different purpose, the 

impact may send the organization in a business direction other than intended.  As an example of 

directions other than intended NCSC reported: 

The need for judicial officer support staff is affected by the extent to which a court is 

under-judged.  Courts that are significantly under-judged typically shift additional 

courtroom responsibilities to the courtroom clerks thereby increasing their workload.   

Members of the Advisory Committee stated that the problem is most severe and primarily 

manifests itself in the area of criminal cases.  Judicial officers handling criminal 

caseloads in under-judged courts typically face very full dockets.  To complete their work 

in reasonable fashion, the Committee recommended that these judicial officers be 

supported by at least two courtroom clerks (NCSC, 2005, pg. 53). 
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When the intended purpose is miscommunicated or misunderstood then goals and expectations 

may be different.  The result may be frustration or a struggle to meet the expectations and non-

support for the goals or the organization.  It is important to align goals and expectations.  

Attention to factors that impact individual court offices would better serve the demands 

placed on courts when addressing the staffing level necessary to meet those demands.  In their 

study NCSC reported that: 

While most model parameters reflect current average staffing practices in the state, all are 

adjustable to incorporate best practices or other policy considerations.  Moreover, the 

model can easily be expanded to include additional factors relevant to staffing decisions 

and allocation.  While there is no reason to believe the current staffing standards are 

sufficient for courts to consistently deliver effective and high quality service, they do 

provide a strong foundation for ongoing discussion on the proper level of staffing for 

courts of California (NCSC, 2005, pg. 60-61). 

For example, if a court has a shortage of space to store physical court records and they determine 

the solution is electronic storage such as imaging and that staff is needed to do the conversion to 

electronic record, attention should be given to that staff need.  Similarly, if an individual court 

office has a goal to deliver exceptional customer service and this is defined by amount of time 

and expectation to serve a customer, but if the number of staff does not support that goal, there is 

a conflict in the goal of that office. 

A staffing study is a tool that can be used by a court when working with its funding 

source to relate necessary staffing resources to perform work.  As reported by NCSC “the 

primary purpose of staffing models is to ensure that adequate resources are available to process 

court caseloads in a timely, efficient manner” (NCSC, 1996, pg. 121).  Courts need to consider 
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not only what will be delayed or neglected if there is a shortage of staff but also, what work will 

they perform if there are more staff than necessary.  Courts should exercise caution to perform 

only the work of the court so as to portray the role of third branch of government appropriately 

and to gain the trust and confidence of the public.  This can be complicated to portray what is or 

is not the work of the court because expectations and demands vary from individuals and 

organizations. 

Without a staffing study, courts may make decisions that result in un-equitable allocation 

of resources; may take on work that is the function and responsibility of another entity; or, may 

perform work with no value added and miss opportunity to enhance effectiveness.  Platt (2011) 

found that: 

consequences of staffing studies include: confidence in decisions made, more balanced 

workload assignments, how to work more efficiently without adding staff, technology 

that can be used to improve processes and services, identify gaps in knowledge and needs 

to be filled, identify training needed as needs change, and identify where [new] staff is 

needed to support organization goals and needs” (Platt, 2011, para. 1). 

Courts need to consider the role of the court, align that with the use of resources, and define to 

what extent (how much) they will serve that role. Depending on the goals of a court, staffing 

assessments can be a tool used by all levels of the organization to aid in decisions regarding 

management of the court. 

Tools such as a staffing study can be used to assist with making decisions regarding 

staffing levels.  Business processes can be refined and add value to the organization by 

identifying extra or missing steps.  The Carl Vinson Institute of Government found that: 
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Staffing studies provides government with an objective, systemic look into how it carries out its 

work on a daily basis and how well it does it.  It explores ways an organization can go beyond 

current standards to improve and at the same time recognizing what has worked well in the past 

all intended to enhance delivery of service within constraints of resources (Carl Vinson Institute 

of Government, 2012). 

The number of staff needed in courts is impacted by various factors including the number 

of cases and documents that are filed with the court.  Other factors include the number of 

hearings scheduled and held, changes to laws and rules, prosecutor practices, and customer 

demands to name only a few.  As found by the Association of Local Government Auditors: 

Another important element in building an effective staffing plan is having a detailed 

understanding of the underlying workload factors that impact staffing needs.  A strong 

staffing plan will establish a connection between the various types and levels of workload 

and the staffing levels needed to meet performance expectations (ALGA, 2009). 

The number of cases filed, documents filed, and hearings scheduled and held will fluctuate from 

year to year therefore influence how resources are used and the number of staff resources 

needed. 

Factors other than staffing studies impact courts’ staffing levels such as current economic 

downturn resulting in a budget crisis.  Courts’ budgets are typically 80-90% personnel and when 

budget cuts are necessary as a result of a budget crisis, staff levels are inevitably reduced as that 

is the primary composition of the budget.  Courts have been forced to rethink and reengineer 

business processes as a result of reduced staff resources.  Schauffler and Kleiman (2010) report 

that “profound economic crisis requires a true rethinking of what government, including the 

courts, does and how it does it” (pg. 289).  Reduced staffing impacts the ability of courts to 
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fulfill its constitutional mission.  Consequently the ability of citizens to receive the court services 

the constitution affords them has been reduced. 

Now, through this research and paper the communication and understanding of the 

purposes and uses of the staffing study will be enhanced or improved.  Priorities of local courts 

and the administrative offices will be examined and recommendations will be put forth to ensure 

priorities are aligned and better understood by all levels of the organization.  When Minnesota 

transitioned to state funding and added various tools to aid in decision making the focus was on 

the tools and high level needs of the organization such as overall budget for the entire judicial 

branch.  However, now that the transition is complete the organization will benefit from aligning 

goals, gaining knowledge of local priorities, and identifying variations based on local factors to 

make Minnesota courts even better. 
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Methods 

 The project design and methods used in this research are described in this section.  The 

primary research method included a set of interviews and surveys of key professional 

stakeholders in court management and research roles. 

 To frame this work and identify the information relevant to better understanding the 

history of why staffing studies were commissioned and how they were ultimately used, key 

stakeholders were identified.  The stakeholders include representatives from those who 

commissioned the studies, those who conducted the studies, and those who were directly 

impacted by the studies’ results. 

A meeting with a District Administrator was conducted to discuss the implications of the 

2004 staffing study, sources of information to learn more about the study, and discuss what goals 

were established during the planning stage of the staffing study.  A meeting with the State Court 

Administration Office, Court Services Division (who oversaw the 2004 study) was also 

conducted to identify additional sources of information and gain perspective of the project lead. 

 The identified stakeholders include Minnesota state court administrators, district 

administrators, county court administrators, advisory committee members from the 2004 study, 

and NCSC researchers, the organization that conducted the original study.  The author of this 

paper conducted interviews or surveys of these individuals and asked them to provide their 

perspectives about how results from the past staffing study in Minnesota were ultimately used. 

State Court Administrators 

 State court administration is the administrative offices of the Minnesota Judicial Branch.  

They are the central office that works with all courts in the state and are responsible to 

administer and support policies, procedures, programs, services, technology, finance and 

development under the direction of the Judicial Council. 
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 A set of questions and introduction letter were developed and reviewed with the project 

advisor for use with administrators from the State Court Administrators Office.  The questions 

and introduction were modified.  Questions were designed to learn: level of involvement with the 

study, why the study was implemented, how the study has been used, consequences of the study, 

and factors other than the 2004 staffing study that impacted staff levels in Minnesota. 

Administrators were selected based on their position in the Minnesota court system and 

their involvement in the 2004 study.  Administrators had either an oversight role or decision 

making role with the study and some use the data from the study for management decisions of 

the court.  Others oversee the data and respond to requests for data from the study. 

 Letters requesting an interview were sent to the administrators.  A copy of the questions 

for the interview was included with the introductory letter so that administrators could prepare 

for the interview.  The letter and interview questions are attached to this paper as Appendix B. 

Individual interviews were conducted over the telephone with the administrators from 

State Court Administration.  Interviews took 30-40 minutes each. 

District Administrators 

 A District Administrator is appointed by the judges of a judicial district and a district is 

comprised of multiple counties.  There are nine judicial district administrators in Minnesota who 

are responsible for administration of the ten judicial districts in Minnesota. 

A process similar to what was used for the state court administration interviews was used 

for the district administrators to develop the questions and letter.  Questions were developed, 

tested, and modified.  An introductory letter was sent to each of the three District Administrators 

with a copy of the interview questions included. 
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An in person meeting was set with a District Administrator to test the introduction and 

questions that were designed for use with District Administrators.  The introduction and 

questions were modified.  Questions were designed to learn the purpose of the 2004 study, how 

the study has been used, how the study has impacted courts, what has been the consequences of 

the study, and factors other than the study that have impacted staffing levels in Minnesota courts. 

District Administrators were selected based on their involvement with the 2004 study 

and/or their role in the leadership of Minnesota judicial branch.  Two administrators were 

selected who had been on the advisory committees and/or workgroup for the 2004 study and one 

was selected that was not directly involved with the study but was impacted by the study. 

Individual interviews were conducted over the telephone with two Minnesota Judicial 

District Administrators and one interview was conducted in person.  Interviews were 

approximately 30-40 minutes in length.  The letter and interview questions are attached to this 

paper as Appendix C. 

County Court Administrators 

 A court administrator is appointed by the judges of the district in which the court is 

located.  They are responsible for administration of the operations of the court that is located in a 

county of the district.  There are 52 court administrators appointed to represent courts that are 

located in all 87 Minnesota counties; some are assigned to multiple counties. 

 A survey was developed to gather input from court administrators.  The survey was 

designed to determine involvement with or knowledge of the 2002-2004 study, to gather input of 

the impact the study had on operations, and factors other than the staffing study that impacted 

staffing levels.  The survey questions were reviewed with the project advisor and modified.  A 
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survey tool, Zoomerang, was selected to administer the survey.  An introductory letter was 

developed and sent to the nine select court administrators by e-mail with a link to the survey. 

Originally, consideration was given to survey all 87 counties that are represented by 52 

court administrators (of those 52, 23 represent multiple counties and 29 represent single 

counties) however, it was determined that a sample representation would be selected.  Nine court 

administrators were selected for counties of varying sizes.  Court administrators were selected 

based on small, medium, and large court.  Five counties with 1-3 judges were selected and four 

counties with 6 or more judges were selected.  The nine court administrators represent 15 

courts/counties.  The letter and survey are attached to this paper as Appendix D. 

National Researchers 

 National researchers who work with courts from around the United States regarding 

staffing studies were identified as a knowledge base.  The National Center for State Courts 

(NCSC) is a resource available to courts for research, consulting, management, and education. 

Again, a process similar to that used for state court administration was used for NCSC 

researchers.  Questions and a letter were designed, tested, and modified.  A letter was sent to the 

researches with a copy of the interview questions. 

A meeting was set with a researcher at the NCSC to test the introduction and questions 

that were designed for use with the researchers.  The introduction and questions were modified 

based on the test.  Questions were designed to learn of any other study that had looked at the 

consequences of implementing a staffing study, why courts elect to implement staffing studies, 

what courts typically experienced as unintended consequences of staff studies, and what happens 

when courts experience funding cuts. 
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Four researchers at the NCSC were selected based on their knowledge of and 

involvement with workload assessments.  At least one of the researchers worked with Minnesota 

courts on the 2004 staffing study and the others worked on staffing studies for other states or 

have written reports and published data regarding staffing studies as well as other relevant court 

management data.  

Individual interviews were conducted over the telephone with three researchers from the 

National Center.  Interviews were approximately 40 minutes in length.  The letter and interview 

questions are attached to this paper as Appendix E. 

Response Rates 

 Requests for interviews or survey response were sent to 19 key professionals in court 

management or research roles.  Response rates varied across those selected with a 56% response 

rate by county administrators, 75% response rate by national researchers, and a 100% response 

rate by both state administrators and district administrators.  The overall response rate was 74%.  

Table 1 below represents interviews and surveys requested and response rates.  

 

Table 1.  Interview and Survey Response Rates 
  

Participants 

  

Requested Participated 

Response Rate 

(%) 

Researchers Interviewed   4   3  75 

Administrators     

     State Interviewed   3   3 100 

     District Interviewed   3   3 100 

     County Surveyed   9   5  56 

Total    19  14  74 
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1999 
•Transition of Court Administration to State Funding Begins 

2002 
• Judicial Workload Assessment 

2002-
2004 

• Staff Workload Assessment 

2004 
•Three Staffing Norms (Small, Medium, Large) Established 

2005 
•Transition of Court Administration to State Funding Complete 

2006 
•Budget Crisis Resulting from Economic Downturn (continued 2007-2011) 

2006 
•Position Description Questionnaires Implemented 

2007 
• Lowest Norm (staffing norm) Established 

2009 
• Judicial Workload Assessment 

2011-
2012 

• Staff Workload Assessment 

All 
•Performance Management Reports Implemented 

Consideration was given to survey court administrators in other states that have 

conducted staffing studies and to survey stakeholders and customers of the Minnesota court 

system.  These were determined to be too broad and were eliminated from the research effort. 

The following timeline represents various factors and influences on staff levels in 

Minnesota Courts from 1999 to 2011.  Responses from administrators at all levels of the 

organization included dates and events represented in the timeline (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 
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Findings 

 This section includes a summary of the input gathered through interviews and the surveys 

of the key stakeholders.  The goal of this research project was to identify reasons courts 

implement staff studies and the unintended consequences.  It was anticipated that Minnesota 

courts used the 2004 study for purposes other than the intended purposes such as 1) budget 

proportionate allocation, 2) equalization of staff assignments across counties that resulted in a 

decrease in staff in some counties and an increase in staff for other counties, and 3) budget 

requests to funding sources based on averages versus identified need.  As discussed in the 

following section, interviews and surveys with administrators and researchers provided valuable 

input. 

Professional Feedback 

Interviews with both state and district administrators and researchers indicate that 

Minnesota courts implemented a staffing study because the Judicial Branch wanted a case 

workload study of staff similar to the judicial workload study.  The Judicial Branch saw it as a 

useful tool to identify staff needs and how successful the judicial workload study was.  

Furthermore, the judicial workload findings proved useful when working with the legislature.  

The goal of a staffing study, according to researchers and state administrators, was that it would 

establish a baseline number of staff needed to process cases at a time when courts were 

adequately staffed.  The study was done in conjunction with the transition from local, county 

funding to state funding and the budget crisis in 2003, both of which led to the need for the 

study.  The court executive team wanted a common way to understand staff analysis across 

counties.  The court executive team (CET) was a committee of court professionals working in 

support of, and in partnership with, the Conference of Chief Judges to execute an administrative 
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leadership agenda for the state court system.  The team developed and implemented 

administrative and operational policies and strategies and shared information with all judicial 

system employees and justice system stakeholders in furtherance of the judicial system strategic 

plan.  The governance structure of Minnesota Courts changed in conjunction with the transition 

to state funding and there is now a Judicial Council that consists of judges, justices, and 

administrators.  There was a desire among the court leaders to have all courts treated the same 

with regard to budget distribution. 

Two researchers responded that courts implement staffing studies to aid in equitable 

allocation of resources, to move beyond equity to efficient and effective outcomes such as 

timeliness and cost, the same outcomes that court customers and tax payers expect from courts.  

Researchers also reported that the staffing study was a tool to inform the funding source and 

legislature regarding fiscal notes that are relevant to potential legislative changes that impact 

staff and judges.  The tool would allow internal management to review assignment of staff and 

enable a comparison of similarly-sized courts.  Staffing studies permit courts to think about re-

engineering processes and shifting court functions in conjunction with staffing changes. 

Interviews with state and district administrators indicate that the study was used to gain 

an objective measure of staff needs, assess current staff compliment, allocate staff, establish 

legislative and fiscal notes to demonstrate cost changes impacting courts, rethink legislation 

possibly based on impact on staffing, allocate budget, and allocation formulas to educate the 

legislature.  The local court level had more comprehensive data to use when considering options 

and changes to staff assignment and business practices over time.  The administrative offices 

worked with local courts to see what the study showed and how current staff was used.  

According to state administrators, the study offered insight as to what the data suggested for staff 
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needs.  The study offered opportunities if a court wanted to use it; it may have confirmed 

suspicions such as need for staff or changes needed for customer services or business processes 

that they suspected and offered ideas for improvements.  Administrators interviewed for this 

project responded that they thought the study was available for local courts to use however they 

saw fit. 

As the interview process progressed, it became apparent that the study had many positive 

effects for the courts at all levels of the organization including having a better understanding of 

what the staff needs are and where differences lie, such as how that is impacted by the size of 

county.  The study also provided a better understanding of staff deployment and staff 

adjustments based on legislative need; it provided courts with an opportunity to learn efficient 

ways of processing cases, and it pointed out how to capitalize on efficiencies of large volume 

and how to recognize inefficiencies with smaller volume of cases. 

When state, district, and local administrators were asked if staff levels in courts have 

changed since 2004, the responses indicate most courts staffing levels have changed since 2004.  

Overall, all levels have gone down.  One state administrator indicated that in 2004, 2005, and 

2006 as Minnesota transitioned to state funding, staffing levels increased.  Staffing statewide in 

2005 was 2,727.5 general fund positions which included vacant and filled positions.  In February 

2011 staffing statewide was 2,491.3 general fund positions.  From 2005 to 2011 there was a 

staffing reduction of 236.2 general fund positions or a decrease of 8.7%.  During the transition, 

administrative positions were added to take on the administration of courts under the new state 

funded model.  Table 2 represents Minnesota staffing level changes. 

  



28 
 

Table 2.  Staffing Level Changes 
  

Year Number of Staff Decrease 

Change 

(%) 

2005 2,727.5 
236.2 -8.7 

2011 2,491.3 

 

Local court administrators responded that the study has impacted court operations.  

Impacts include elimination of much of the specialization that had been in place - staff had to 

become more generalized, staff was eliminated for local goals and initiatives, and court 

administrators (some) were assigned to two or more counties.  Leadership for the courts decided 

to move from three staffing norms to the lowest staffing norm.  The staff norms are the average 

number of staff needed per judge by case group.  The norms are used to calculate implied staff 

need.  The lowest staffing norm is the lowest number of staff needed to process cases.  The 

lowest norm was most associated with the largest courts.  For example, the study indicates that a 

large size court needs 3.5 staff, a medium size court needs 3.9 staff, and a small size court needs 

8.2 staff per assessed judge need to process major criminal cases.  Changing to the lowest 

staffing norm resulted in several staff adjustments including: reduced staff levels in small courts, 

reduced staff in one court and a transfer of staff to another court, and staff travel between 

counties.  Local administrators indicated that these staff adjustments: developed more efficient 

case processing as a result of being forced to look at the way work was processed, decreased 

quality of service to customers, and, decreased quality of documentation in court files and data 

entry to the computer system. 

Responses from administrators at all levels of the organization indicate that since 2004 

factors other than the staffing study have also influenced staffing levels in Minnesota Courts 

including the budget crisis resulting from the economic downturn, exploitation of technology, 

and use of state funding.   As a result of the budget crisis districts looked at workload changes 
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and staff needs and reduced positions through attrition.  The use of technology and exploiting 

technology to a new way of thinking to perform work influenced staffing levels.  The move to 

state funding influenced staffing levels; long term administrators needed to rethink services and a 

committee, Access and Services Delivery committee (ASD), was created to focus on a new 

normal for long-term needs not short-term shifts.  The ASD committee brought fourth ideas for 

re-evaluating what work was done in the Branch and how that work should be accomplished.  

The ASD committee work brought about centralization of payable citations (tickets) which 

impacted court administration and courtroom appearances in a positive way. 

Both state administrators and researchers responded that when courts are not 

proportionately staffed it results in negative experiences including: level of service is different or 

equitable delivery of service is jeopardized, staff morale is compromised, the public expectation 

for courts to keep pace with work is jeopardized, and the quality of work is diminished.  People 

react differently to the outcome of the study so resources are allocated differently; just because a 

court has more staff does not mean they are more efficient.  One administrator responded that 

some “over-judged” courts (courts with too many judgeships) were doing more poorly than 

courts that were “under judged” (courts with too few judgeships).  The Minnesota model was 

built so as to not have disproportionate staffing; instead the model was designed to balance the 

needs based on judge need and staff need.  In practice under this model, funds are equally 

distributed and then Districts make decisions about how the funds are used.  

State administrators were asked if the 2004 study had been used for purposes other than 

the intended purposes.  Responses from all administrators indicate that the study has been used 

for purposes other than its intended purposes and those included: use of the study for the budget 

allocation formula but that an allocation of resources was always a reason for the study, use of 
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the study to determine appropriate staffing levels in district courts (to determine budget 

allocation), use of the study to determine the best use of staff at the local court and for workload 

distribution, and use of the study with new and existing legislation to conduct fiscal analysis.  

Essentially, state administrators said that they did not intend for the study to be used for budget 

allocation but that it did get used for budget allocation.  When responding to this question, 

administrators also indicated that the budget situation drove a need to use the tool for some 

issues such as identifying staffing needs. 

While responses indicate that the study was used for purposes other than those intended, 

there were other factors that impacted the majority of those unintended uses.  All respondents 

indicated that the study is a good tool and it was beneficial to have the data to aid in the decisions 

that were made.  Minnesota intended to establish a baseline number of staff needed to process 

court cases and to use that data to demonstrate to the funding source where staff was needed; it 

was believed that existing staff would remain regardless of whether the baseline was below 

current staffing levels.  The tool was not intended for use to reduce staff in courts but, based on 

the economic downturn and to respond to that crisis with equitable access to courts, the tool was 

ultimately used to equitably allocate funds which resulted in staff reductions.  Funds were 

distributed at the state level to districts equitably based on information from various tools, 

districts distributed the funds to local courts based on various tools and formulas, and local 

courts assigned resources based on their needs and various identified factors that impact their 

offices.  As well, data from the tool was considered during consolidation of services into one 

location.  Previously, each county retained staff as deemed locally necessary to process 

caseloads. 
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A response from one administrator indicated that an unintended consequence was that the 

numbers from the study were viewed to be as specific as case filings, the numbers were looked at 

as actual values versus representing trends overtime; this administrator indicated that there was 

too much focus on minutia.  But how staff was moved (allocated) was more a result of the 

budget crisis and less a direct result of the study.  Staffing norms were eliminated before 

technology was implemented that would have increased efficiency; initially, three staffing norms 

had been established based on small, medium, and large court size.  Those norms were 

eliminated and moved to a lowest staffing norm standard for all courts to aid in equal allocation 

of the budget; one administrator stated “we could not afford disproportionate allocation”.  As a 

result of moving to the lowest norm some courts needed fewer staff so they received less money 

from the budget allocation.  The lowest norm had a negative effect on small courts that were not 

able to create the same efficiencies as large counties; that created the differing need for staff.  

However, not all consequences were negative as it forced reassessment of workflows and 

procedures to find efficiencies.  One respondent explained that using the lower staffing norm 

removed any staffing buffer for coverage during emergency situations or leaves from the office.  

The staff who remained in the office were reorganized, more generalized work areas were 

created, and quantity was promoted at the expense of quality.  Positions were eliminated based 

on the study and caseloads but when case filings increased, positions were not added. 

Three responses from researchers and both district and state administrators indicate that it 

is important to keep updating and revising the study.  Minnesota reported that it is working on a 

new study that started in 2011 to be completed 2012.  The 2004 staffing study as a tool has 

provided many ways to give value to the organization but, as stated by one state administrator, 

the organization needs to be careful about how far it is taken because it is not a precise tool but a 
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general tool based on averages.  The tool establishes a good standard and a good baseline but 

allows discretion such as funding and staffing distribution which is affected by court culture, 

judges, and other factors.  Administrators at all levels indicated that this tool used in conjunction 

with other tools has a beneficial effect on effectiveness and efficiency and our mission. 

Researchers indicated that a key reason that courts implement staffing studies is for 

equitable allocation of resources.  One administrator indicated that the tool is “a common 

yardstick” that is beneficial to allocate staff.  Minnesota courts are state funded and under a 

unified system; thus having the staffing study as a tool for decision making has been valuable. 

 County court administrators indicated that after the 2004 state study was completed, they 

were concerned that the study would be used to take staff from one court and redistribute staff to 

other courts.  Administrative offices responded that the tool would not be used to remove staff 

from offices but to add staff in offices that the study indicated was understaffed.  However, as a 

result of the budget crisis, the tool was used for purposes other than intended which included 

reduction of staff from court offices. 

 Consistent data are important to establish fair and consistent application of the tool.  

Minnesota implemented standard business practices for some case types and for some case 

processing procedures.  For example, case filing numbers are part of the formula to determine 

the level of staff needed so procedures for case initiation were established for various case types 

and implemented statewide.  Consistent case initiation procedures improved the quality of data 

for number of case filings.  Prior to the standard procedures, different courts opened cases based 

on different criteria resulting in discrepancies in filings.  The standard practices have improved 

the quality of the data and improved the confidence in the data. 
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The implications of developing and implementing a statewide staffing study include 

having a tool that is an effective method of communicating resource needs to the funding source.  

The tool provides empirical data and evidence that supports the workload demands of the courts 

and therefore, the staff needed.  Also, a majority of the interview respondents agreed the tool 

provides data to make decisions for equitable allocation of resources based on the baseline that 

the study established.  But, as stated by one administrator, the data is an average and should be 

considered as an average.  A concern, as indicated by local administrators, is that the study does 

not consider factors such as local court culture and local initiatives.  For example, it did not 

include local practices such as imaging of court records as a method of space management done 

in one county but not another county and the resources necessary to accomplish this task. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

 The feedback from administrators and researchers provided valuable information about 

why courts implement staff studies and the intended and unintended consequences.  The 

implications of developing and implementing a staffing study in Minnesota courts include: 

provide information to aide in management decisions, provide information to consider options 

that otherwise may not have been considered, provide input to make changes in staff levels that 

may or may not have been desired, changes in staff assignments (location, division, etc.), 

changes in customer service, changes in business processes and data quality, allow courts to gain 

knowledge about communication within the organization, provide information to use for the 

budget process, and provide information to use with legislation. 

Also, responses provided information to the question that this paper researched which 

was the disconnect between these viewpoints, local courts had anecdotally shared concerns with 

SCAO that the results of the 2004 study would be used to adjust staff levels, whereas, the 

original intent of the administrative offices was that the study would be used to establish a 

baseline of staffing levels.  This research found that the intent of SCAO was to add staff where 

the study showed there was a need for additional staff and to keep existing staff where they were.  

The intent of the study was not to reduce staff where they existed.  However, based on the 

economic downturn (budget crisis) and the transition to state funding court leaders determined a 

need for proportionate budget allocation that resulted in changes in staff levels for courts.  

Overall, the interviews revealed that implications of the 2004 study had a more positive impact 

than negative impact.  As a result of the responses and data reviewed, the following 

recommendations and conclusions are made. 
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Conclusion 1:  A staffing study is an excellent management tool for a court.  A staffing 

study is a tool that provides data regarding the average number of staff needed to meet the 

court’s workload demand. 

A staffing study is a resource that can be considered when addressing budget, legislative, 

and operation needs.  All of the administrators and researchers that were interviewed responded 

that the tool is a valuable resource.  Having the data from the caseload studies is important and 

has allowed the courts in Minnesota to look at what can be done better or different.  Minnesota 

court leaders identified proportionate allocation of resources as an important component for 

equal access to justice. 

The literature reflects that staffing studies contain data to demonstrate the number of staff 

necessary to process cases timely, effectively, and efficiently.  Data from the 2004 Minnesota 

study are compiled from existing staff, number of case filings, and amount of time it takes to 

process cases.  While there are few courts that have implemented staffing studies, those that have 

are able to use them for multiple purposes.  In Minnesota an initial use for the staffing study was 

to document where there was a lack of resources so courts could work with the legislature for 

funding.  The tool would provide evidence regarding the number of staff necessary to process 

court cases efficiently and effectively. 

The interpretation and application of the staffing study data by all levels of the court 

should be done with caution.  The data from study are averages and when averages are 

considered, consideration also needs to be given to size of court, culture of the court, and local 

initiatives that impact the court. 

The tool was not the cause for some of the unintended consequences that Minnesota 

courts experienced.  Other factors including the economic downturn and the transition to state 

funding impacted the level of staffing in Minnesota Courts. 
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Recommendation 1:  Courts should develop and implement a staffing study to assist with 

decision making regarding management of human resources, budget requests and 

distribution, legislation (impact on resources), and court processes. 

Minnesota court leaders should continue to rely on the tool and update the information in 

conjunction with changes that occur in the organization.  The tool should be considered in 

addition to other sources of information.  The tool should be used with caution because it is not 

precise, numbers from the tool should be considered as averages, not precise figures.  When 

evaluating staffing needs, in addition to the staffing study data, consideration also needs to be 

given to size of court, culture of the court, and local initiatives that impact the court.  Local 

administrators responded that when Minnesota switched to the lowest staffing norm, they 

experienced negative consequences including a decline in staff morale, a decline in data quality, 

and a decline in adequate customer service.  Minnesota court leaders should consider these 

negative consequences and take steps, such as how the staffing study data is applied, to maintain 

or improve staff morale, data quality, and adequate customer service. 

The tool should continue to be considered in conjunction with other valuable data such as 

a judicial workload assessment, a position description questionnaire, and data quality reports. 

Minnesota court leaders should determine the change in number of administrative 

positions and change in number of operations positions subsequent the transition to state funding 

and then evaluate what the impact has been, what has been the value added to administer justice, 

and what has possibly been lost.  All administrators reported that staffing levels have decreased 

since the staffing study.  Following the staffing study, the transition to state funding was 

completed and that transition included adding administrative positions.  One district 

administrator identified the addition of administrative positions when responding to the changes 

in staffing levels, that staffing levels have decreased but administrative positions have been 

added. 
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Conclusion 2:  Communications about how the 2004 Minnesota study would be used which 

set expectations by local court administrators were different from the goals and actual uses 

of the data by those who commissioned the study. 

Local administrators reported that they understood that the intended purpose of the study 

was to determine the number of support staff Minnesota courts need to provide effective services 

to the public and that the objective of the report was to assist Minnesota District Courts in 

evaluating Statewide court support staffing requirements based on a thorough assessment of 

workload; and, the equitable allocation of court support staff.  Respondents report that, because 

of a lack of funding the baseline number of staff was reduced.  The use of the report/tool was not 

to promote the charge to acquire funding but in reverse, used as a tool to short courts of the 

resources needed to process cases timely and effectively.  Also, the tool was used by SCAO to 

show what efforts could be saved by electronic initiatives and what was deemed effective but 

avoided the definition of a quality court product.  Local administrators reported that they were 

told the staffing study would not be used as a financial tool for allocation of funds to respective 

counties.  But, the tool was tied to allocations of funds after the study.  The tool was also used to 

consolidate some services into one location versus each county retaining staff to process 

caseloads. 

State administrators reported that the study was used: as an objective measure of staff 

need, as a tool for allocation of staff, as a tool for legislation and fiscal notes, as a tool for budget 

allocation, as a tool for the state funding transformation, to assess the current staff compliment, 

and to offer insight on how staff was used. 

Getting information from administrative and decision making levels of the court to local 

courts was not as effective as needed.  The leadership of the organization had more information 
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than what was available to the local court level.  Local courts expressed concerns regarding use 

of the data and those concerns were minimized. 

Recommendation 2:  Communication between all levels of the organization should be 

improved.  And, expectations regarding use of staffing studies should be aligned. 

 

Communication from SCAO regarding use of the tool should include updates to district 

and local administrators about use of the data when the purpose and objective change. 

Minnesota should align expectations for use of the staffing study between SCAO and 

district and local courts.  This could be accomplished by improving the information at SCAO 

regarding local court cultures and local court initiatives.  Minnesota should consider adopting 

recommendations from the “High Performance Court Framework” (NCSC, 2010) regarding 

court culture.  The National Center for State Courts has developed a tool as part of the High 

Performance Court Framework that has been used with some levels of the Minnesota judicial 

branch.  Use of the tool with the entire organization may identify information that would create 

opportunities to align expectations that have not yet been considered.   

Conclusion 3:  The budget crisis was a factor that influenced staffing levels in Minnesota 

Courts.  The Minnesota Judicial Branch responded to the budget crisis by moving from 

three (small, medium, and large) staff norms for size of court to the lowest staffing norm.   

 All respondents indicated that the budget crisis was a factor that influenced staffing levels 

in Minnesota courts.  As a result of the budget crisis, Minnesota moved from three staffing 

norms to the lowest norm.  Moving to the lowest norm had a negative impact on local courts and 

it forced reorganization in many offices which impacted staff morale, customer service, quality 

of data, and stakeholder relationships.  As a result of the lowest norm, the percentage of staff 

assigned was no longer equal.  Some courts may have fewer staff than needed and some courts 

may have more staff than needed.  Minnesota courts had the data from the 2004 staffing study 
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that established that small, medium, and large size courts had different staffing needs and chose 

not to apply the data and instead chose to use the lowest norm. 

Recommendation 3: Reconsider the staffing averages based on court size to determine if 

three norms would establish a better distribution of staffing to meet the demands placed on 

the court. 

 

 The 2004 study indicates that a small court typically needs more staff than a medium 

court and that a medium court typically needs more staff than a large court to process court 

cases. 

 Court administrators should identify gaps in business practices to determine if courts are 

doing more or less work for the same process.  Courts should establish more standard business 

practices for consistency and to improve the method to measure the time necessary to process 

court cases. 

 Court leaders should define what equal access means.  Each local court has different 

court culture and different needs.  Equal access at each court needs to consider the needs of the 

citizens that are served by the court and balance that with the resources. 

 Proportionate staffing is based on averages and does not include other factors such as 

local initiatives that impact the courts.  Minnesota courts should develop or identify a tool to be 

used to determine other factors that impact courts and evaluate those factors for impact on staff 

levels.  For example, the practices of a local prosecutor may increase or decrease the number of 

hearings a court holds per case.  Evaluating the impact of this would offer additional data for 

courts to determine appropriate staff levels. 

Conclusion 4: There was an incorrect assumption by the judicial branch that all courts in 

Minnesota could adjust to the lowest norm and continue effective operations. 

 All administrators reported that Minnesota courts were impacted by the economic 

downturn and were forced to respond to the resulting budget crisis.  As an organization they 
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created a committee to address access and service delivery issues.  A result of that committee’s 

work was centralization of some work as well as implementation of more technology to 

streamline processes and improve access to the court system.  However, these changes were not 

enough to address the impacts of the reduced budget and the branch shifted staffing levels to the 

lowest norm.  Local administrators reported that the lowest norm had negative impacts on 

customer service and data quality.  However, court management and staff responded by adjusting 

how work was performed and how staff were assigned.  This did not address all of the demands 

placed on the courts and therefore, operations were affected negatively. 

Administrators reported that moving to the lowest norm built tension between districts 

and between local courts.  Treating a small court like a large court meant that the small court was 

expected to perform like a large court. 

Recommendation 4:  Courts who implement staffing studies should consider the mission of 

the court in relation to the size and geographic location of the court.  Minnesota courts 

should determine if the mission and needs of the customer are adequately being met. 

Minnesota courts should revisit values in the staffing models and discuss those values 

with all levels in the organization, and, identify gaps in business processes to determine if courts 

are doing more or less work than is needed.  As well, court leaders should acknowledge the role 

of court staff to support and make implementation of the study successful. 

 Minnesota courts should assess external customer expectations for access to the court; 

this should be done for the various locations throughout the state as there may be different 

expectations based on demographics.  This assessment will provide better information regarding 

customer service for court management to use when working with the funding source to 

adequately fund the courts.  As well, Minnesota should define a uniform expected level (how 

much) of customer service.  Prior to the transition to state funding, each local court established 
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the expected level of customer service for their office.  Since the transition, the expected level of 

customer service by court offices has not been defined.  As a result, the degree of service is not 

consistent and when customer service is discussed, there is no uniform understanding of level of 

service. 

 The mission of the Minnesota Judicial Branch is “to provide justice through a system that 

assures equal access for the fair and timely resolution of cases and controversies.”  Minnesota 

should educate court staff on the intent and expectations of equal access for justice.  This 

education will close the gap for interpretation and application of the mission of the courts. 

Conclusion 5:  Courts have different needs. 

 The number of staff needed to process court cases timely, efficiently, and effectively was 

measured by the tool.  However, factors other than those measured by the tool impact court 

administration.  Those may include building logistics, records retention and storage, 

demographics served, local court culture (prosecutor practices, attorney practices, etc.), and local 

goals and initiatives. 

 Courts were impacted by the study differently based on their location and local practices.  

As a result of changing the staff levels in some courts, there was a negative impact on customer 

service (both internal and external), including poor data quality of physical court records and the 

case management system, and a negative overall court system impact of relationships with 

justice partners, local bar associations, and others who routinely work with the court.  The 

changes in staff levels felt forced versus planned in some situations and as a result, time and 

planning for the changes had negative consequences on customer service, data quality, and 

relationships.  Court management and court staff responded to these impacts by reviewing 

business practices, responsibility of work (internal and external), and staff assignments to make 

changes necessary to meet the demands with the new level of resources.  Changes included 
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moving staff positions, having staff travel between court locations, implementing some new and 

some statewide consistent business practices, implementing technology to streamline work 

processes, shifting work from the courts to another agency or office, and eliminating work. 

 There was a desire by the leadership to treat all courts the same for budget allocation.  

But, Minnesota should consider “are all courts the same?” and, “what happens when all are 

treated the same?”  Do they all look, act, and behave the same?  Do they have the same factors 

influencing them; do they have the same demands?  And, what is the value for creativity and 

individualism to improve and move the organization forward? 

Recommendation 5:  Explore factors that impact the need for staff that were not measured 

by the staff workload assessment.  And, measure the need for staff for these factors to be 

discovered. 

 Minnesota courts should identify the most appropriate tool to identify and measure work 

that was not included in and measured in the 2004 staffing study.  Court leaders should 

determine the purpose of gaining this information such as, review those items for importance and 

value to the system, should they be continued or be discontinued.  Should all courts be 

performing them?  Why are not all courts doing them?  Why do some courts do and not others?  

How do factors such as size, geographic location, and population impact what a court can or 

cannot control? 

 Minnesota courts strive to be one of the best and to deliver service to customers through a 

system that assures equal access for timely resolution of cases.  Minnesota courts value all of its 

employees.  The people who work in the courts are dedicated and care about society.  Employees 

are proud to know that they are involved in the provision of justice.  When there is delay and 

demand, the impact produces stress and becomes an emotional toll on staff and customers.  

When staff cannot get to a matter in a timely way, people get angry.  Minnesota can learn from 
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the experience with the 2004 study and plan for measures to prepare employees.  Management, 

staff, and the education department could develop surveys to target specific information such as 

the impact of delays and demands and how this has impacted staff.  The information from the 

survey can be used to better define impacts on employees and determine what education is 

necessary for employees and what information employees need to perform effectively and 

efficiently in the new environment. 
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Minnesota Judicial District Map 
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Appendix B:  Interview Questions and Letter State Court Administration 
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Interview questions Minnesota State Court Administrators: 

 

1. In your opinion, why did Minnesota Courts implement the 2002-2004 Minnesota Court Staff 

Workload Assessment? 

 

2. How has State Court Administration used the Minnesota Court Staff Workload Assessment?  

Consider how it was used in 2004 and how it is used now/still used, did use change over 

time. 

 

3. Are you familiar with how courts in Minnesota use(d) the Minnesota Court Staff Workload 

Assessment? 

a. If yes, how? 

 

4. How have most courts staffing levels changed since 2004?  

a. Have they increased, decreased, or no change? 

 

5. Have other factors influenced staffing levels in Minnesota Courts since 2004? 

a. If yes, what are two to three primary factors? 

 

6. What happens when courts are not proportionately staffed? 

 

7. Has the 2004 study been used for purposes other than the intended purpose? 

a. If yes, please describe. 

 

8. Please identify 2-3 unintended consequences of the statewide staffing study.  Please consider 

both positive and negative consequences 

 

Are there other relevant comments that you could share regarding staffing studies? 
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State Court Administration,  (Interviews conducted by telephone) 

 

Hello.  I am in the 2011-2012 NCSC Fellows Program.  I am working on my court project titled 

“The Implications of Developing and Implementing a Staff Study in Minnesota Courts”.   I am 

conducting research regarding the unintended consequences of a statewide staffing study.  I 

anticipate discovering both positive and negative consequences. 

 

The purpose of this e-mail is to notify you that I have selected you to survey for my research.  If 

you agree, I would like to conduct the survey over the telephone and anticipate it will take 30 

minutes.  Attached is a copy of the questions that I will use for the survey.  When responding to 

the questions, please consider both positive and negative consequences as a result of the 2002-

2004 Minnesota Court Staff Workload Assessment. 

 

If you are willing to participate in my research, please let me know if one of the following times 

will work for me to contact you by telephone: 

 

 Day, date, time 

 Day, date, time 

 Day, date, time 

 

Also, please let me know the telephone number that I should contact you on the date of the 

interview. 

 

Additionally, I will be surveying nine Minnesota County Court Administrators, interviewing 

three District Administrators, and interviewing two from the National Center for State Courts. 

 

Thank you in advance for your anticipated time. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Annette Fritz 

Washington County Court Administrator 

Washington County Government Center 

14949 62 Street N 

Stillwater, MN  55082-3802 

651-430-6366 
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Appendix C:  Interview Questions and Letter District Administrators 
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Interview questions Minnesota District Administrators: 

 

1. Are you familiar with the 2002-2004 Minnesota Court Statewide Staff Study? 

 

2. If so, what was the purpose of the 2002-2004 Minnesota Staffing Study? 

 

3. How as the study been used? 

 

4. What has been the impact of the study? 

 

5. Has staff been added or decreased in courts since the 2002-2004 study? 

 

6. What factors have impacted changes in staffing levels? 

 

7. What have courts experienced as unintended consequences of staffing studies? 

 

8. In courts with funding deficits, what has been cut? 

 

9. When funding is cut for courts, what are the consequences? 

 

10. When courts face funding deficits and staff are cut, what are the impacts courts have seen 

(experienced)? 

 

11. Are there other relevant comments that you wish to share regarding staffing studies? 
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Dear District Administrator,  (Interviews conducted by telephone) 

 

Hello.  I am in the 2011-2012 NCSC Fellows Program.  I am working on my paper titled “The 

Implications of Developing and Implementing a Staff Study in Minnesota”  I am conducting 

research regarding the unintended consequences of a statewide staffing study. I anticipate 

discovering both positive and negative consequences.  The purpose of this e-mail is to notify you 

that I have selected you as one of three District Administrators to survey for my research.  You 

were also a member of the 2002-2004 Staffing Study Advisory Committee and Work Group.  I 

would like to conduct the survey over the telephone and anticipate it will take 30 minutes.  If you 

are willing to participate in my research, please let me know if one of the following times will 

work for me to contact you by telephone: 

 Day, date, time 

 Day, date, time 

 Day, date, time 

 

Also, please let me know the telephone number that I should contact you on the date of the 

interview. 

Attached are the questions I will use for the interview. 

Additionally, I will be surveying County Court Administrators, State Court Administration, and 

the National Center for State Courts. 

Thank you in advance for your anticipated time. 

Annette Fritz 

Washington County Court Administrator 

Washington County Government Center 

14949 62 Street Stillwater, MN  55082-3802 

651-430-6366 
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Appendix D:  Survey and Letter (County) Court Administrators 
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Survey questions Minnesota County Court Administrators:  (Online survey follows on page 58) 

 

1. Are you familiar with the 2002-2004 Minnesota Court Statewide Staff Study? 

a. If yes, how? (I was part of the study, I read the report, I worked for MN Courts at the 

time the study was conducted, Other) 

 

2. Did you agree with the outcome of the study regarding the number of staff identified as 

needed in your county? 

 

3. The primary purpose of the report as stated in the report “determine the number of support 

staff Minnesota courts need to provide effective services to the public”.  The objective of the 

report and the proposed court support staffing model states “to assist the Minnesota District 

Courts in evaluating: Statewide court support staffing requirements based on a thorough 

assessment of workload; and, the equitable allocation of court support staff”. 

a. Was this your understanding of the intended purpose of the study? 

b. Has the study been used for purposes other than the intended purpose? 

i. If yes, how? 

 

4. Was your office staffing level adjusted as a result of the study? 

a. If yes, did you increase or decrease staff? 

 

5. Has the study impacted your courts operations? 

a. If yes, was it a positive or negative impact, and how?  (Allow space for response) 

 

6. Please identify 2-3 unintended consequences that your court experienced as a result of the 

staffing study. (Allow space for response) 

 

7. Have factors other than the staffing study impacted staffing levels in your office? 

a. If yes, what? (Allow space for response) 

 

8. Has the study impacted other courts in your District? 

 

9. Optional: Please identify the county/counties you represent 

 

10. Optional: Please include your name for possible follow up 
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Dear County Court Administrator,  (Survey conducted online with Zoomerang) 

 

RE:  Fellows Program Paper "The Implications of Developing and Implementing a Staff Study in 

Minnesota Courts" - Request for Your Input 

Hello.  I am in the 2011-2012 NCSC Fellows Program.  I am working on my court project titled 

“The Implications of Developing and Implementing a Staff Study in Minnesota Courts”.   I am 

conducting research regarding the unintended consequences of a statewide staffing study.  I 

anticipate discovering both positive and negative consequences. 

The purpose of this e-mail is to notify you that I have selected you as one of the nine counties 

to survey for my research.  When you respond to the survey, please consider both positive and 

negative consequences that you have encountered as a result of the 2002-2004 Minnesota Court 

Staff Workload Assessment.  The survey should take 10-15 minutes to complete.   

At the end of the survey you will be have the option to identify yourself.  If you identify 

yourself, this will help me in the event I have follow up questions I would be able to contact you.  

Your responses may be included in my data, as a quotation or as a paraphrase of your response.  

This may or may not involve identifying you in my report; however, if you are identified, I will 

discuss this with you to secure your permission in advance.  Again, I can only do this if you 

select the option to identify yourself at the end of the survey. 

Please click on the following link to respond to the survey: Staffing Study Survey 

Additionally, I have interviewed District Administrators, State Court Administration, and 

National Center for State Courts. 

Thank you in advance for your anticipated time responding to the survey. 

Sincerely, 

 

Annette Fritz 

Washington County Court Administrator 

Washington County Government Center 

14949 62 Street N 

Stillwater, MN  55082-3801 

  

http://www.zoomerang.com/Survey/WEB22DYHBK9R77
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Staffing Study Survey 
 
 

 
Staffing Study Survey 

 

Page 1 - Question 1 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Are you familiar with the 2002-2004 Minnesota Court Statewide Staff Study? 

 

 No [Skip to End] 

 Yes 
 

Page 1 - Question 2 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

How are you familiar with the Staff Study? 

 

 I was part of the study 

 I read the report 

 I worked for MN Courts at the time of the study but was not a part of the study 

 Other, please specify 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Did you agree with the outcome of the study regarding the number of staff identified as needed in your 
county? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
 

Page 1 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

The primary purpose of the report as stated in the report “determine the number of support staff 
Minnesota courts need to provide effective services to the public”.  The objective of the report and the 
proposed court support staffing model states “to assist the Minnesota District Courts in evaluating: 
Statewide court support staffing requirements based on a thorough assessment of workload; and, the 
equitable allocation of court support staff”.   Was this your understanding of the intended purpose of the 
study? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
 

Page 1 - Question 5 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Has the study been used for purposes other than the intended purpose? 

 

 No 

 Yes 
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Page 1 - Question 6 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

If you answered 'yes' in question #5, please specify as to how. 

 
 
 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 7 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Was your office staffing level adjusted as a result of the study? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
 

Page 1 - Question 8 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

If you answered 'yes' in question #7, did you increase or decrease staff? 

 

 Increase 

 Decrease 
 

Page 1 - Question 9 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Has the study impacted your court's operations? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
 

Page 1 - Question 10 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

If you answered 'yes' in question #9, was it a positive or negative impact, and how? 

 
 
 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 11 - Open Ended - Comments Box [Mandatory] 

Please identify 2-3 unintended consequences that your court experienced as a result of the staffing study 

 
 
 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 12 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Have factors other than the staffing study impacted staffing levels in your office? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
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Page 1 - Question 13 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

If you answered 'yes' in question #12, what other factors have impacted staffing levels in your office? 

 
 
 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 14 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) [Mandatory] 

Has the study impacted other courts in your District? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
 

Page 1 - Question 15 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

Please identify the county/counties you represent (optional) 

 
 
 
 

 

Page 1 - Question 16 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

Please include your name for possible follow up (optional) 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Thank You Page 

Standard 

 

Screen Out Page 

Standard 

 

Over Quota Page 

Standard 

 

Survey Closed Page 

Standard 
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Appendix E:  Interview Questions and Letter National Center for State Courts 
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Interview Questions National Center for State Courts staff: 

1. Are you aware of any study that has looked at the consequences of implementing a staffing 

study? 

 

2. What would you recommend be done different for a statewide staffing study? 

 

3. Why do courts implement staffing studies (workload assessments)? 

 

4. What was the purpose of the 2002-2004 Minnesota Staffing Study? 

 

5. What have courts experienced as unintended consequences of staffing studies? 

 

6. In courts with funding deficits, what has been the first thing to be cut? 

 

7. When funding is cut for courts, what are the consequences? 

 

8. When courts face funding deficits and staff are cut, what are the impacts courts have seen? 

 

9. Are there other relevant comments that you wish to share regarding staffing studies? 
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Dear National Center for State Courts Researcher,  (Interviews conducted by telephone) 

 

Hello.  I am in the 2011-2012 NCSC Fellows Program and Nicole Waters is my advisor.  I am 

working on my court project titled “The Implications of Developing and Implementing a Staff 

Study in Minnesota Courts”.   I am conducting research regarding the unintended consequences 

of a statewide staffing study.  I anticipate discovering both positive and negative consequences. 

 

The purpose of this e-mail is to notify you that I would like to interview you for my research.  If 

you agree, I would like to conduct the interview with you over the telephone and request up to 30 

minutes of your time.  Please let me know if you are willing to assist me with my research, and if 

so, if one of the times below will work for a 30 minute telephone interview. 

 

Suggested telephone interview times: 

1. Day, date, time 

2. Day, date, time 

3. Day, date, time 

 

Please let me know the telephone number that I can contact you at on the date and time that you 

select. 

 

You are one of three NCSC researchers that I am contacting.  Your responses may be included in 

my data, as a quotation or as a paraphrase of your response.  This may or may not involve 

identifying you my report; however, if you are identified, I will discuss this with you as secure 

your permission in advance. 

 

Additionally, I will be surveying County Court Administrators, District Administrators, and State 

Court Administrator staff from Minnesota for my research. 

 

Attached is the list of questions I plan to use for the interview. 

 

Please contact me by e-mail or call me at 651-430-6366 if you have questions.  If this request 

should be directed to someone else, please let me know who that is and I will redirect my request 

appropriately. 

 

Thank you in advance for your anticipated time. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Annette Fritz 

Washington County Court Administrator 


