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In May 2000, the Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals, through the Administrative Office
of the Courts retained the consulting services of the National Center for State Courts to conduct
separate, but coordinated workload assessment studies for the Circuit and District Courts to
provide quantitative documentation of the judicial resource needs of the State’s trial courts.
Those coordinated studies were completed in July 2001 and produced separate workload models
for determining judgeship need in the Circuit and District Courts. Since the completion of that
original study, the Judiciary has used the weighted caseload methodology to determine judgeship
needs; however, a methodology did not exist to determine the need for Judicial Masters in the
Circuit Courts.

Since the completion of that study, changes in case processing practices and legislative
mandates necessitated the need to update the original model. Specifically, major changes in the
areas of child welfare cases (Child in Need of Assistance, Termination of Parental Rights and
Adoption cases) as well as the need to understand workload demands more fully and to develop a
comparable weighted workload model for Judicial Masters prompted the Judiciary to seek
assistance in updating the model. The National Center for State Courts was once again retained
to conduct this updated study.

The primary goal of a workload assessment study is to provide an accurate picture of the
amount of time Judges and Masters need to resolve different types of cases in a manner that is
both timely and responsive to the needs of litigants. The model is a quantitative representation of
the inter-related variables that work together to determine judicial resource needs. The core of
the workload assessment model is a time study wherein Judges and Masters keep track of the
amount of time they spend on the various case type categories and on non-case-specific
responsibilities such as administration and work-related travel time. When the time study data
are joined with case filing data for the same time period, it is possible to construct a “case
weight.” The case weights represent the average total in-court and in-chambers time (in minutes)
for each case type category.

The utility of a case weight is that is summarizes the variation in judicial time by
providing an average amount of time per case. Some cases take more time than the case weight
and some take less time, but on average, the case weight accurately reflects the typical amount of
time needed to dispose of specific case types. By applying the case weights to current--or
projected--case filings, one can obtain a measure of case-specific workload which, when divided
by the amount of time available per Judge or Master provides an estimate of judicial resources
required to process cases. This approach is sufficiently rigorous to provide a model for
measuring resource demands and evaluating resource allocations.

A time study measures case complexity in terms of the average amount of judicial time
actually spent processing different types of cases, from case initiation to final resolution,
including any post-judgment activity that may occur. The essential element in a time study is
collecting time data on all judicial activities, including time spent on and off the bench
processing cases, case-related work, non-case related work and travel time. Non-case related



activity includes activities that cannot be attributed to a specific case, such as legal research, staff
meetings, general administrative tasks, and community speaking engagements.

The time study data are validated through the use of the Delphi technique, in which a
panel of experts comprising a representative sample of Judges and Masters review the time study
findings and make quality adjustments to case weights to more accurately reflect the way in
which work is conducted in the courts across the State.

Determining case weights for Judicial Masters proved to be more difficult than for Judges
for two primary reasons. First, this study marked the first attempt to generate case weights for
Masters’ work. Second, and more important, there is no consistency across the State regarding
the use of Masters in the Circuit Courts. Some Masters are specialized and handle only juvenile,
domestic or civil cases; others are generalized, handling a wide range of cases. Additionally,
Judges and Masters often touch the same cases and there currently is no manner by which to
accurately delineate that time. For these reasons, determining an “average” case weight proved
difficult. As such, further analysis and development of the methodology are needed to balance
the need of judgeships against the need for Masters. This first attempt at developing case weight
for Masters, however, will prove valuable and serve as the foundation in the establishment of a
sound and reliable methodology by which to determine the need for Masters in the Circuit
Courts.

While a workload assessment model provides a baseline from which to establish the need
for Judges and Masters, no set of statistical criteria will be so complete that it encompasses all
contingencies. In addition to the statistical information, individual characteristics of the courts
must be examined before any changes to a court’s judicial complement are recommended. Those
qualitative factors may range from variations in the local legal culture such as the practice styles
of attorneys impacting case processing time to economy of scale effects that are reflected in
faster case processing in larger courts.

While the framework for establishing a methodology to determine Judicial Master need in
the Circuit Courts has been established, a closer systematic review is necessary to ensure that the
need for additional resources in this area is complementary with the need for judges. Such a
review and analysis will require additional time and resources to complete until a reliable
methodology can be finalized.





