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B U S I N E S S  M A N A G E M E N T

By Nicole Black
BRIDGETOWER MEDIA NEWSWIRES

Since the economic downturn in 2008, law firms of all 
sizes have struggled — and most have failed — to maintain 
profits at levels existing prior to the market’s near-collapse.

During that same timeframe, technology has advanced 
at unprecedented rates, affecting all aspects of the prac-
tice of law and ushering in a new age in which globaliza-
tion and changes in practice models have radically altered 
client expectations.

Study after study has confirmed the permanency of 
this newfound reality. Unfortunately, in most cases, the 

Survey: Clients want efficient, 
predictable, cost-effective counsel

repeated recommendations of legal industry experts 
regarding the changes law firms need to make in or-
der to stay afloat in the midst of this new world order 
often fall on deaf ears.

This very phenomenon was adeptly described in 
the recently released “2018 Report on the State of 
the Legal Market,” issued by The Center for the 
Study of the Legal Profession at Georgetown Uni-
versity Law Center and Thomson Reuters Legal Ex-
ecutive Institute.

The authors explained that rather than adapt, 
law firm leaders often dig in their heels and stay the 
course, even if it’s a failing one:

“The phenomenon of ‘consensual neglect’ seems 
a particularly apt description of the strategic pos-
ture of many (if not most) law firms in today’s rap-
idly changing market for legal services. Ignoring 
strong indicators that their old approaches — to 
managing legal work processes, pricing, leverage, 
staffing, project management, technology and cli-
ent relationships — are no longer working, they 
choose to double down on their current strategies 
rather than risking the change that would be re-
quired to respond effectively to evolving market 
conditions.”

This despite the fact that one of the key rec-
ommendations that the authors make (and many 
other experts have made in the past) centers 
around a concept that should be palatable to law-
yers since it’s the very essence of what we do: pro-
viding good client service.

In other words, according to the authors, it’s 
imperative to provide the type of legal represen-
tation that 21st century clients want, not what 
lawyers think they need:

“To be successful in addressing the new mar-
ket realities, however, it is essential for firms to 
listen carefully and respond proactively to the 
concerns of their clients. And those concerns — at 
least since 2008 — have been driven by consistent 
client demands for greater efficiency, predictabil-
ity and cost effectiveness in the delivery of legal 
services.”

According to the authors, the size of the firm 
was irrelevant; instead, investment in two prima-
ry areas, business development and technology, 
was an indicator of success.

With the advent of sites such as Legal Zoom 
and the rise of alternative legal service providers, 
competition is increasing and legal clients have 
more options than ever before. Law firms that ig-
nore client demands for change are doing so to the 
detriment of their bottom line.

That’s why, according to the report, the law 
firms that proactively addressed client needs 
“by implementing alternative staffing strate-
gies, pursuing flexible pricing models, adopting 
work process changes, making better use of in-
novative technologies, and the like,” exhibited 
what the authors referred to as a “dynamic re-
sponse” to the changing landscape, thus achiev-
ing a better success rate than their more static 
counterparts.

According to the authors, the size of the firm 
was irrelevant; instead, investment in two prima-
ry areas, business development and technology, 
was an indicator of success:

“These differences in investments by dynamic 
firms in both business development and technol-
ogy suggest a philosophy of active engagement 
that is also reflected in the details of the expen-
ditures. Dynamic firms reported that increased 
expenses in business development were designed 
to facilitate more client interactions and direct 
client meetings, business development coaching 
for lawyers, and brand development. Dynamic 
firms said their technology investments were fo-
cused on improving workflow efficiency, as well 
as enhancing their ability to assess profitability 
and better analyze data.”

So whether your firm is large or small, the 
lessons to be learned are clear. Turning a blind 
eye to change is not an option. Listen to your 
clients and respond strategically to their ex-
pectations. Take steps to facilitate improved 
client communication and understanding, 
whether through the use of improved process-
es or technology.

Business development is a necessity; ignore it 
at your peril. And, invest in technology to improve 
your law firm’s efficiency and increase profitabil-
ity. Your clients, and your law firm’s bottom line, 
will thank you.

Nicole Black is of counsel to Fiandach & Fian-
dach in Rochester, New York. She speaks regularly 
at conferences regarding the intersection of law 

To be successful in addressing the new market 
realities, however, it is essential for firms to 

listen carefully and  

respond proactively to the 
concerns of their clients. And those concerns 

— at least since 2008 — have been driven by 
consistent client demands for

greater efficiency, 

predictability and  

cost effectiveness 

in the delivery of  

legal services.”



valawyersweekly.com VA Legal Administrator • May 2018   |  Page 3B

u u u u u u u

By BerNadette Starzee
BRIDGETOWER MEDIA NEWSWIRES

When an employee comes forward with a sexual ha-
rassment complaint, it’s important for companies to 
take immediate action, attorneys and HR pros say.

“It’s incumbent on the company to conduct a swift, 
decisive investigation,” said Larry Martinez, an em-
ployment lawyer in Mineola, New York.

Most companies have anti-harassment policies, but 
many are not adept at responding appropriately to a 
complaint.

“Words are one thing, but action is another,” Marti-
nez said. “Having a policy against harassment is only 
legitimate if a company protects its employees, and 
that starts with reassuring employees and giving them 
peace of mind that their complaint will be investigated 
vigorously.”

The company should also immediately reassure the 
complainant that retaliation in response to a harass-
ment complaint is illegal and will not happen.

“It’s important to remind the employee of the anti-re-
taliation policy,” Martinez said. “Many of the women in 
the #metoo cases were afraid of retaliation; the [Har-
vey] Weinstein case is indicative of that.”

Investigations are typically handled by the human 
resources department if the company has one. In some 
cases, an outside HR or law firm may be called in to 
fully investigate the allegations.

The Employment Law Alliance in March released 
the results of its #MeToo/Sexual Harassment in the 
Workplace Survey, in which 382 employment lawyers 
were interviewed. When asked how competent they feel 
in-house HR professionals are in conducting internal 
investigations involving misconduct complaints, only 
14 percent of the respondents said “Very Competent.” 
However, the vast majority, 81 percent, said HR depart-
ments are “Somewhat Competent.”

“Most HR departments can handle routine com-

plaints but are not well-equipped for more serious com-
plaints or complaints against senior executives,” one of 
the respondents commented. Another said more sophis-
ticated clients are competent while smaller employers 
are generally not.

The manager or HR professional conducting the in-
vestigation should “interview the accuser to get the facts 
– the who, what, when, where, how, how often – and be 
very specific,” said Orlando Villalonga, director of peo-
ple and culture at Alcott HR in Farmingdale, New York. 
“Ask the accuser if there were any witnesses who may 
have seen it or overheard it, or whether [the accuser] 
confided in a coworker around the time it happened.”

The investigator should take the complaint in writ-
ing and try to get a sense of what inspired the individ-
ual to come forward at this point.

“What was the most recent event that broke the cam-
el’s back?” Martinez said.

In addition, the investigator should find out whether 
there are texts, emails or other physical evidence of the 
alleged wrongdoing, he added.

The investigation should be kept as confidential and 
anonymous as possible, Villalonga said.

“You might ask people who sit in the same area if 
they noticed any behavior that made them feel uncom-
fortable, without naming names,” he said.

However, names will have to be mentioned to certain 
witnesses as well as the accused to thoroughly inves-
tigate the claims; in those cases, witnesses should be 
instructed to keep the information confidential.

Depending on the seriousness of the claims, the em-
ployer may choose to temporarily remove the alleged 
wrongdoer from the workplace while the investigation 
is pending, said employment lawyer Kimberly Malerba 
of Uniondale, New York. 

“If the person is alleged to have engaged in any kind 
of physical abusive conduct or a severe form of harass-
ment, the company may choose to suspend that individ-
ual with or without pay, especially if the company be-

lieves this person could engage in further wrongdoing 
during the pendency of the investigation,” Malerba said.

Alternately, the company could move desks around 
to separate the accuser from the accused during the in-
vestigation, or provide a different reporting structure, 
if applicable, during the period, Martinez said.

In general, there could be one of three outcomes to 
the investigation, said Hilary Moreira, a labor and em-
ployment law associate at Bond, Schoeneck & King in 
Garden City. The company may determine the conduct 
does constitute harassment, or it may find that while 
there was inappropriate conduct, it does not rise to the 
level of harassment. In the third scenario, the company 
may find there is no credible evidence of inappropriate 
conduct.

“Regardless of the finding, you should inform both 
the complainant and the accused of the answer, so they 
don’t think it is still open and ongoing,” Moreira said. 
“A letter should be written to both parties to give them 
an overview of the investigation and inform them of 
the outcome. For instance, it may say, ‘Based on the evi-
dence we have at this time, the conduct does not rise to 
the level of harassment. Nevertheless, we do find there 
was inappropriate conduct.”

Disciplinary action should vary with the severity of 
the conduct.

“Inappropriate touching, threats, any type of quid 
pro quo – such as ‘I’ll give you a raise only if you go 
out on a date with me’ – or comments that are exces-
sively vulgar are grounds for immediate termination,” 
Villalonga said.

Other possible disciplinary action could include im-
posing mandatory sensitivity training.

“If someone has an inappropriate picture as their 
screen saver or on a poster on the wall, and it offends 
someone, they may be instructed to take it down and 
apologize,” Villalonga said.

Any such actions should be written up and kept on 
file, he added.

After an employee complains about 
being harassed – What happens next?

H U M A N  R E S O U R C E S
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 ON THE COVER

From top to bottom: 1. The Lone Sailor statue in Norfolk. looks toward the USS Wisconsin BB64. The bronze statue, created by Stanley Bleifield, is 
one of 12 statues placed in various locations throughout the U.S. (Photo by jomo333). 2. Fountains and City Hall at Market Square in Old Town, 
Alexandria. (Photo by appalachianview) 3. Danica Patrick brings her car through the turns during the 2017 Federated Auto Parts 400 at Richmond 
Raceway in Richmond. (Photo by actionsports) 4. Roanoke as seen from Mill Mountain Star. (Photo by digidream)

By Mark Shelhart
BRIDGETOWER MEDIA NEWSWIRES

Recent cyberattacks, such as those 
involving ransomware, have shown 
the vulnerability of businesses around 
the world to IT intrusions. Cybersecu-
rity threats are not going away, and 
law firms, which house important cli-
ent data and information, have an es-
pecially big target on their backs.

More than 62 percent of law firms 
reported a breach, according to a re-
cent report by PwC. These breaches 
can quickly spiral out of control. Ac-
cess to just one lawyer’s computer, for 
instance, can allow hackers to reach 
the law firm’s entire network and ac-
cess valuable employee and client data 
– a digital pot of gold for cybercrimi-
nals. With access to client information, 
hackers can impersonate lawyers and 
target clients in an effort to engage in 
attacks such as wire-transfer fraud.

Now more than ever, it is important 
that law firms step up their defens-
es. Fortunately, there are actions law 
firms can take today to combat cyber-
criminals, prevent financial and pub-
lic-relations disasters, and protect em-
ployees and clients.

Get control of devices
The use of non-standard devices, 

such as personal laptops or iPads, 
presents one of the biggest sources of 
trouble for law firms. To their credit, 
lawyers are extraordinarily hardwork-
ing, but this means that many opt to 
work on their personal computers in 
and out of the office.

This practice can be risky because 
internal IT teams are often unable to 
monitor personal computers and may 
not have an opportunity to update 
them with the latest security software. 
So, if a lawyer’s personal computer is 
compromised, hackers could conceiv-
ably rummage through it undetected, 
accessing documents and emails.

For these reasons, law firms need to 
make certain that all lawyers -- even 
the most experienced and senior part-
ners -- work only on their company-is-
sued computers. This allows the IT 

team to install and properly maintain 
anti-virus software, update patches, 
monitor suspicious activity and com-
bat any threats as soon as they appear.

Stamp out unapproved RATs
Like non-standard devices, re-

mote-access tools, such as LogMeIn, 
TeamViewer and GoToMyPC, can 
give rise to security concerns. Law-
yers working remotely – even on a 
corporate laptop – may download a re-
mote-access tool, or RAT, to view files 
on a desktop computer in the office.

The trouble is that some RATs offer 
an easy avenue of entry for hackers. 
Further, RATs typically send creden-
tial information through email, mak-
ing it easy for cybercriminals to cap-
ture those credentials and use them 
to break in. This can be compounded 
when a hacker breaks into one com-
puter using a RAT and then gets to 
other computers on the same network; 
user-to-user traffic is not as closely 
monitored as user-to-internet or us-
er-to-server traffic, and even the best 
IT teams may not immediately notice 
the threat.

Remote access can be necessary, so 
law firms should ensure they have a 
single, standard, approved RAT that 
is used by the entire company and 
monitored by IT. Additionally, the IT 
team should immediately take action 
to explicitly block all other RATs from 
being used. If all lawyers are using the 
same tool, it is easier for IT to monitor 
and prevent cyberattacks.

Segment vendors
Another common error many law 

firms make is putting vendors on the 
same network as their lawyers. It is 
common for breaches to come through 
vendors, and having them on the same 
network makes it much easier for 
hackers to access important corporate 
information.

Let’s say, for example, that a law 
firm’s elevator system is on the same 
network as the server that houses case 
files. If hackers get into the elevator 
system, they don’t have far to go to 
gain access to the law firm’s most im-

portant data and information.
The best solution is to segment ven-

dors into their own, separate networks. 
There is no need for vendors to be us-
ing a network that houses confidential 
client information. While segmenta-
tion may take a bit of effort, it is nec-
essary in order to minimize backdoor 
access points to the firm’s network.

Train to maximize awareness
Although the hope is that security 

policies and IT vigilance will prevent 
cyberattacks, firms also need to pro-
vide employees with the knowledge 
and skill needed to combat attacks. 
Law firms should regularly train em-
ployees on new attack methods, teach-
ing them how to identify and report 
suspicious emails and how to respond 
in the event of an attack. There are 
many user-training programs that will 
teach lawyers what to look out for, how 
hackers break into computer systems, 
and what to do if they fall victim to an 
attack. Law firms can also distribute 
mock phishing emails to test employ-
ees’ awareness.

Additionally, law firms should al-
ways be prepared for the worst. All 
organizations should have an inci-
dent-response plan in place that takes 
effect should a cyberattack occur. The 
compliance officer role is increasingly 
best suited to be the initial point of 
contact in the event of a breach. This 
person can take charge during a cy-
berattack and work with lawyers, IT 
teams and others to stop an attack and 
begin a multipronged response that 
includes everything from forensic in-
vestigations to communications with 
clients and the press.

Law firms that establish strict 
companywide policies to minimize 
their vulnerability, insist on vigilance 
throughout their organization, and en-
sure they are prepared using incident 
response plans will be more secure 
and ready to take on any cybersecurity 
threat.

Mark Shelhart is the director of inci-
dent response and forensics in technol-
ogy practice at Sikich, a professional 
services firm in Milwaukee.

Steps to improve a law 
firm’s digital defenses
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By SuSaN letterMaN White
BRIDGETOWER MEDIA NEWSWIRES

Client development and networking, when done well, 
keep a steady stream of clients coming in the door with 
the right frame of mind to be effective partners during 
the working relationship and remain effective brand ad-
vocates when the legal work is complete.

In today’s world, doing this well means embracing and 
responding to change with innovative thinking and prac-
tices to engage the right clients at the right times, re-
sulting in more authentic connections and more clients. 
Doing this well means creating a personalized experience 
relevant to each potential client’s specific wants, needs, 
expectations, preferences, interests and concerns at key 
moments.

There can be no doubt that the practice of law is also 
the business of law, and with this mindset shift, effective 
marketing and business development have entered the age 
of the customer. Firms are regularly increasing their mar-
keting and business development budget, and lawyers are 
spending more time on the discipline. They are reading, 
listening to, and being trained on all related topics.

It’s time to stop thinking that clients are somehow dif-
ferent from customers, and lawyers are somehow differ-
ent from everyone else who has something to sell. Health 
care providers, architects and consultants have begun to 
shift their business model to a focus on developing broad-
er and deeper relationships with customers and growing 
organically in areas in which the organizations are al-
ready strong. Lawyers are just beginning to catch on and 
catch up.

Lawyers today are paying attention to business intel-
ligence. They are tracking news about their clients and 
industry trends. They are exploring different tactics to 
differentiate themselves from their competition. To that 
end, they are speaking and writing to promote their ex-
pertise and using social media for wide distribution of 
their messages.

Don’t get left behind. The time is now for developing 
and implementing a comprehensive marketing and busi-
ness development strategy with a focus on the customer, 
and that means keeping client development and network-
ing an active part of your daily, weekly, monthly and an-
nual business planning.

The most predictable characteristic of clients, even 
those with the same legal problem, is the variability in 
their thinking, emotions and behavior at any moment. 
Their variability seems to be a consequence of who they 
are, what they are thinking, how they are feeling, what 
they are doing, and their moment-to-moment, ever-chang-
ing context of where they are, what is happening around 
and to them, what they care about most in that moment, 
and who else is close enough to influence their actions.

The bad news is when you combine client variability 
with the fact that, for many lawyers, the number of com-
petitors has increased at the same time as the demand 
for lawyers in certain practice areas has fallen. It’s clear 
that, before you start the process of gathering analytics 
on clients, you should make sure that the size of your tar-
get market is sufficiently large.

The good news is that if your target market is suffi-
ciently large, then a unique brand should act as the tran-
sitional object it is meant to be and change the right cli-
ents into your clients.

Think of clients, prospective clients, referral sources, 
your colleagues, and anyone you work for or hope to work 
for as a customer, and develop a plan to expand your cus-
tomer base and increase their satisfaction. Do your re-
search before settling on your target market.

Marketing research is the investigatory process to de-
termine whether your target market is sufficiently large 
for your unique brand or whether to adjust your brand to 
the existing market. The robustness of a target market, 
the group of potential clients you would like to serve, is 
a measure of the number of interested buyers and their 
level of interest. Is your target market, people, already 
part of your network or closely connected to it? What do 
you really know about how they think?

Ask yourself these questions about your target market:
Who are they? What are their habits? Ages? Where do 

they live and work?
What do they want, need, expect and prefer? What are 

their interests and concerns?

Client development: target 
markets and unique brands

Ask yourself these questions about  
your target market: 

Who are they? 

What are their habits? Ages?

Where do they live and work?

What do they want, need, expect  
and prefer?

What are their interests and concerns?

Then ask yourself:

What are you trying to sell that they 
would want to buy?

Where could you reach them?

How would they be most receptive to  
a first impression of your brand?

u  u  u  u  u  u  u
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Then ask yourself:
What are you trying to sell that they would want 

to buy?
Where could you reach them?
How would they be most receptive to a first im-

pression of your brand?
The data from your marketing research plan in-

form your decision about what to sell and the robust-
ness of the target market that is interested in buy-

ing it. Even the most proficient client-development 
and networking experts will face difficulty trying to 
sell something that few people want to buy.

Susan Letterman White works with lawyers and 
law firms to improve leadership, organizational and 
team performance, and marketing and business de-
velopment. The principal consultant at Letterman 
White Consulting in Boston, she practiced employ-
ment law for more than 20 years.
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C H A P T E R  N E W S

The Richmond chapter 
held a social with the chap-
ter’s Silver Business Part-
ners at Blue Bee Cider on 
April 10. Pictured are mem-
bers Anne Henkel and Ann 
Caudle.

R I C H M O N D GOOD WAY 
TO BEE

P E O P L E

Chapter  
Accomplishments

At the national conference held in 
Maryland earlier this month, both the 
Northern Virginia and Richmond chap-
ters brought home a President’s Award 
of Excellence, which recognizes chap-
ters for their effective leadership. 

The Northern Virginia group was the 
recipient of three other awards:

• IDEA Award for the “Friday Fast 
Five” mailer

• 2018 Elevate Award
• Quest Award – Megan Pfeifle, PHR, 

SHRM-CP, was the recipient. 
2018 President’s Award of Excellence

New Members and  
a New Sub-Group

Northern Virginia has welcomed its 
newest member, Kellé Thorpe of Young 
& Thompson.

And Northern Virginia has announce 
the creation of its new IP Group, chaired 
by Cynthia Leonard of BSKB.

On the Move
Two members of the Northern Virgin-

ia chapter have recently taken new posi-
tions:

• Stacy Johnson has moved to Plave 
Koch PLC

• Sonia McVean has moved to Poto-
mac Law Group PLLC

Accomplishments
Northern Virginia chapter president 

Megan Pfeifle, who is now with Cook, 
Craig & Francuzenko PLLC, has passed 
HRCI’s Professional in Human Resources 
(PHR) and SHRM’s Certified Professional 
(CP) exams.

•••
Northern Virginia’s Maria Stanfield 

of Pillsbury Winthrop Shaw Pittman 
LLP has released a book entitled “From 

The Front Desk to the Corner Office: 
Climbing The Ladder to SUCCESS.”

New Officers
The new leaders of the Richmond 

chapter for the 2018-19 year took office 
April 1. they are:

• President—Cherie Heintz, Hunton 
Andrews Kurth

• President Elect—Kimberly Brown, 
Spotts Fain PC

• Vice President—Ellen Purcell, 
Hirschler Fleischer

• Treasurer—Christina Bloom, Good-
man Allen Donnelly 

• Secretary—Kendall Ruby, Harman 
Claytor Corrigan & Wellman

• Immediate Past President—Ann 
Caudle, The Boleman Law Firm

• Business Partner Liaison—Anne 
Henkel, Batzli Stiles Butler

• Communication Liaison—Michael 
E. Keatts, Bowman and Brooke LLP

•••
The Hampton Roads chapter has an-

nounced its board for 2018-2019: 
• Kim Pici of Inman & Strickler, Pres-

ident 
• Pam Deming of  the Virginia Beach 

Office of the City Attorney, Presi-
dent-Elect 

• Rob Sadler of Hofheimer Family 
Law Firm, Vice President 

• Jo Ann Kittrell of Wolcott Rivers 
Gates, Treasurer and 

• Jim Neeley of Boleman Law Firm, 
Secretary. 

Social Media
The Northern Virginia chapter is now 

on Twitter, YouTube and Linkedin:  
• Twitter: @alanovachapter
• Youtube: youtube.com/channel/UC5-

AyqrTSQf5P_ej_R_AUcg
• LinkedIn: linkedin.com/company/al-

anovachapter/

Northern Virginia chapter president Megan Pfiefle holding the chapter’s  
President’s Award at the national conference this month in Maryland.
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STATEWIDE RETREAT  
A SUCCESS

The Hampton Roads chapter of the ALA is com-
mitted to giving back to the community where we 
live, work and play.  Our most recent community 
service project was volunteering with Habitat for 
Humanity.  

Our volunteers (pictured at left) woke up ear-
ly on April 21 and arrived at the build site to don 
their hard hats and begin work on the house that 
soon would be a family’s new home.  The volunteers 
had positive things to say about their experience, 
such as, “Getting to participate in the Habitat for 
Humanity build was a great experience.  Our men-
tors, also known as ‘red hats,’ were awesome and 
took the extra time to make sure that we had a 
real understanding of the home building process 
and why we were doing things a certain way.”

Another volunteer noted, “The Habitat employ-
ees were fun, the weather was perfect and the food 
delicious.  Who could ask for more?”

According to one of the Habitat for Humanity 
representatives, the construction team loved hav-
ing the HR ALA  group there because, like all good 
administrators, they accomplished more than they 
anticipated.

Our next build will be on May 19 at the same 
site.

H A M P T O N  R O A D S GIVING BACK  
TO THE COMMUNITY

The four Virginia ALA chapters held a highly successful 
annual retreat in Norfolk on March 16-17.

N O R F O L K

From top left: (1) Richmond Chapter members Kathy Scourby and 
Michael Keatts show off ALA swag from Business Partner Integrated 
Business Solutions; (2) The NoVa crowd at the Retreat lunch; (3) Attend-
ees had the opportunity to gain important training on how to speak, how 
to be more efficient and how to manage conflict; (4) The Retreat planning 
committee (from left): Deborah Wilkes (NOVA), Diana White (Hampton 
Roads), Ben Sotelo (NOVA), George LeLoudis (Western VA), Michael 
Keatts (Richmond), Megan Pfeifle (NOVA), Kim Pici (Hampton Roads) and 
Jennifer Kubal (NOVA). Not pictured: Rob Sadler (Hampton Roads)
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Sound defects: How to mitigate 
noise in open offices

By Dan Emerson
BridgeTower Media Newswires
 
Open-office floor plans have become a trendy choice for companies seeking 

an alternative to cubicle-heavy spaces. But one of the functions of cubicle parti-
tions is blocking and absorbing distracting noise.

As a result, companies opting for open floor plans — and their archi-
tects — are strategizing other ways to reduce noise.

When Bremer Financial Corp. was preparing to move into a 
new, 32,000-square-foot space last year in downtown St. Paul, 
Minnesota, its in-house committee and a local architecture 
firm, BWBR Architects, spent considerable time and effort 
talking about sound levels and mitigating noise.

Bremer’s leaders wanted to ensure that noise distractions 
would not be a problem for the roughly 100 employees — plus 
customers and clients — who would use the space, part of 
which features an “open office” layout.

They wanted to avoid replicating the acoustic environment in 
Bremer’s operations center at Lake Elmo, where a 25-foot-high ceil-
ing produces an “echo chamber” effect and contributes to distracting 
noise levels, said Kathy Tucci, Bremer’s vice president of facilities. They 
also wanted to prevent other noise problems that might result from an open 
layout.

Bremer occupied the entire fifth floor of a building in downtown St. Paul. The 
renovated space offers an array of noise-dampening features, both high-tech 
and low-tech.

The sound-masking features begin in the lobby. A SNAP-tex fabric wall and 
ceiling system designed to absorb sound extends along the walls and into the 
adjacent boardroom, frequently used for meetings and audio-visual presenta-
tions. The system panels are designed to absorb certain frequencies, said Curt 
Simonson, president of Minnesota-based Innovative Acoustics Inc.

Wooden panels on the boardroom walls were provided a local company.
The new Bremer space also uses wall-mounted acoustical panels, fabric-cov-

ered dividers, glass panels and sound-absorbing partitions of various heights to 
separate some desks.

Private offices along the space’s perimeter feature glass fronts with sliding 
doors. The DIRTT (Do It Right This Time) system was supplied by Calgary, 
Alberta-based DIRTT Environmental Solutions. The system’s sliding doors are 
equipped with rubber gaskets to prevent sound from leaking in or out of offices 
when the doors are closed.

The space’s most high-tech feature is the SmartSMS-NET Sound Masking 
System, made by Quebec-based Soft dB Inc. and installed by Fridley-based 
Building Systems Solutions. The system produces “white” and “pink” noise — 
different frequencies that cover the entire spectrum of human hearing, said 
Megan Nord, CEO of Building Systems Solutions.

Her company also installed sensors that continually measure the daily rise 
and fall of sound levels, and adjust the system accordingly.

Bremer’s sound-dampening investment in its corporate space has paid off, 
Tucci said, in the form of enhanced employee morale. “It’s worked out beauti-
fully,” she said.

As for the state of open office design, “people have realized that the open of-
fice is not going to go away” and are devising ways to mitigate noise levels that 
might cause problems, said Jennifer Stukenberg of Bremer’s architecture firm, 
BWBR. The latest strategy to gain popularity is giving employees choices about 
where to work, rather than “trying to get the cube to do everything.”

With the advent of laptops, tablets and other mobile devices, people are no 
longer “chained” to assigned work stations, she said.

“People spend less time at their desks; that’s why we’ve been seeing shrink-
age in workspaces,” she said. “But today’s office employees are performing a 
wider variety of tasks, so we need different types of workspaces.”

In its own workspace, BWBR has provided a variety of settings, including 
traditional offices, “touchdown” spaces and “flex rooms” used for gatherings of 
different sizes and purposes, Stukenberg said.

“You can have a two- or three- person meeting in a 5-by-8 or 8-by-8 [cubi-
cle-style] workspace,” she said. “You can take an office conference room and 
divide it in two to make a couple of quiet rooms.”

Stukenberg’s advice to employers is to create a flexible environment that cre-
ates choices for their workers. “On one day they might need to really focus and 
require the quiet of a private room. Another day they might want to work next 
to the window, or with other team members,” she said.

It’s also important to be open to change, she said, and to remember that 
“tweaks” and more significant changes can be made if a carefully planned office 
layout doesn’t work as expected.

E N V I R O N M E N T


