
Over the last decade, law firms have felt pressure from a 
faltering economy and client mandates to reduce costs and 
utilize e-billing. Even as the economy improves, law firms find 
themselves grappling with the need to be responsive to their 
clients’ billing demands, while juggling multiple technologies 
and often outdated business processes. In order to thrive in 
the new business reality, firms must find ways to streamline 
billing to collect revenue faster, take advantage of data to 
allow for more visibility into financial relationships and make 
smarter business decisions.

While the challenges are considerable, law firms can respond 
by taking advantage of innovative technology and business 
processes. By understanding recent history, current issues and 
others’ successful billing improvements, law firms can structure 
their own new business processes and select tools to give them 
competitive advantages.

A SHIFTING ENVIRONMENT
Ripple effects from the recession and its aftermath continue to 
impact law firms. Significant layoffs of staff and attorneys took 
place between 2008 and 2010. Major firms closed. Firms merged 
and acquired other firms, while some picked up entire practice 
groups from their peers.

Clients affected by the recession ramped up efforts to 
pressure law firms on spending, continuing efforts that began 
about 15 years ago in response to overwhelming legal fees. In fact, 
according to TyMetrix’s permission-based contributory warehouse 
of legal performance data, clients have paid for over 398 million 
hours of legal services, covering 105 million tasks from at least 
17,000 law firms and vendors. When the economy began faltering, 
many businesses began to rely on streamlined processes and 
increasingly robust analytics to demand more pricing predictability 
and transparency from their legal departments. Since clients spend 
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billions of dollars on matters each year, many realized they hold all 
the cards in the relationship and could drive the e-billing agenda. 

What was once a process driven by paper, stamps and very 
little visibility began to evolve. Clients began to recognize a need for 
technology to replace staff-intensive processing and jumped on the 
spend management bandwagon, requiring electronic bills from their 
outside counsel and vendors. E-billing enabled clients to save money, 
since spend management systems afford a reduction in legal spend 
by two to 10 percent.

Implementing the new systems simplified matters for clients. 
In part, it shifted the burden of managing extensive paper-driven 
processes to law firms, while providing clients with intelligence that 
they never had before. Outside counsel and vendors have increased 
visibility into compliance and spend management. Clients now 
possess information to understand and manage the allocation of 
legal dollars down to the task level. 

However, e-billing has proven far more complicated for 
law firms, particularly as many have begun to emerge from a 
period of retrenchment with more hired staff. Some may have 
overcompensated with hiring and now find themselves staff-heavy 
once again. They might also be struggling with outdated technology 
and inefficient processes.

While many lessons were learned during the recession, firms 
still struggle to think like businesses. In general, smart firms have 
thought more strategically and based the type of work they accept 
on profitability. Firms are evaluating their existing talent pools to 
align with their most profitable practice areas and basing new hire 
decisions on expertise in these areas, coupled with the books of 
business these candidates can bring them. E-billing can help firms 
identify more profitable areas while assisting with automation, 
facilitating staff reductions.

LAW FIRMS MUST RESPOND
Since clients have led the drive to e-billing, law firms have struggled 
to catch up and maintain some control over e-billing technology. 
Most firms now deal with an average of 15 to 30 different client-
driven spend management billing systems, which carry hundreds 
of requirements. A firm’s established technology infrastructure 
might not support the diverse requirements of all its clients. This has 
resulted in vendors scrambling to add functionality to support newly 
required e-billing needs. 

“E-billing” has become a catchall term. Most clients typically 
require far more than billing from their firms, particularly as 
spend management systems continue to grow, mature and add 
new functionalities. For example, many clients not only want 
their outside counsel to send bills electronically, they want them 
to manage the related metadata. This means a law firm’s billing 
staff must submit bills and be responsible for using these spend 
management systems for such activities as adding and updating 
matters, adding timekeepers, managing input of matter budgets, 
and approving and handling rates. That leaves many firms 
struggling to meet these added requirements while maintaining a 
profit margin that makes business sense. 

While technology can address many of these new requirements, 
it is costly and cumbersome without corresponding improvements 

in procedures that support the new systems. It takes law firm staff 
significantly longer to process an electronic bill than it did to print 
a bill, put a stamp on an envelope and drop it in the mail. Many law 
firms did not identify the need to re-engineer their processes, and 
over the years they have been addressing the growing demand and 
requirements with additional staffing, rather than with improved 
procedures. E-billing can extend the time it takes to get bills out to 
clients and cash in the door. In some cases, it compromises payment 
altogether, because firms lack a process or system to identify when a 
bill has not been successfully submitted and the window of allowed 
billing has expired.

Time is not the only factor law firms must grapple with in 
e-billing. The skill level required to handle electronic billing efficiently 
and accurately is much higher than with manual processes. Skill 
needs require more extensive training for new billing staff, so they 
can properly use the technology clients have chosen and mandated 
to be used on their files. Without a billing staff that knows spend 
management site variations and client-specific requirements in and 
out, law firms can grossly compromise their bottom lines.

In addition to staffing, training and timeliness challenges, law 
firms are also struggling with clients’ scrutiny of bills, resulting in 
unprecedented write-offs. Billable tasks that have been improperly 
worded, coded or deemed as clerical are not paid by these new 
spend management systems. 

Appeals represent another addition to the billing team’s to-do 
list. Once a matter has been flagged as non-billable by a spend 
management system, the burden is shifted to the law firm to try to 
recover payment, increasing the amount of time spent on making 
collections. Without knowledge or a process in place to ensure these 
actions occur within the allotted time frame, the firm can consider 
that money as good as gone.

Aside from these challenges, e-billing can present law firms with 
many opportunities. Data are now available that allow firms to clearly 
differentiate themselves from competitors. Firms are accomplishing 
this differentiation using predictive analysis and data tools, making 
it likely that billing practices need to be re-evaluated. This need for 
re-evaluation can become a catalyst for change. Depending on the 
new direction a firm chooses, the change could be a transition from 
hourly billing to more task-based billing or to other approaches.

Law firms are responding to these challenges in many ways. 
New positions are now common, such as client compliance 
specialists. Firms are increasingly adopting modern technology to 
support requirements. Innovative business processes are critical to 
success. A mix of staffing, technology and processes is critical. The 
right mix must be tailored to each firm.

HOW ONE FIRM ADOPTED E-BILLING
At Bradford & Barthel, LLP (B&B), a firm with 13 offices throughout 
California, the finance and billing departments look dramatically 
different from the way they looked 12 years ago when B&B was faced 
with only three e-billing clients at any given time. These bills were 
the last to get out — often two weeks after complexity had delayed 
processing. As the e-billing volume grew, to the point where it now 
accounts for more than half of the revenue stream, it impacted cash 
flow. B&B knew a process change had to take place. 
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Kim Wasilewski, B&B’s CFO, says the team now has 
established procedures with measurable goals for getting bills 
out the door. They consistently get e-bills to their clients no later 
than the second to the last workday of each month, before all 
other billing and collections duties. In order to identify and make 
these goals attainable, the team slowly charted their processes, 
identifying where improvements could be made and clients’ needs 
addressed. The team was able to do that by:

• Eliminating manual and paper-intensive processes

• Developing extensive staff collaboration

• Creating client-driven process engineering
to ensure satisfaction

• Securing client feedback

• Assigning the right resources for the right task and
ensuring compliance before a bill leaves the door, so
clients are more satisfied

• Developing a redundant internal billing review process

• Focusing collections processes on getting money in
the door faster

This approach has allowed the firm to move past the days when 
a staff member could only manage three e-billing clients at a time 
and would send Legal Electronic Data Exchange Standard (LEDES) 
files on floppy disks via snail mail. “Now [e-bills] go out first, with 
workflows and technology that expedite the process,” says Billing 
Manager, Richard Krumm.

The change implemented under Krumm’s leadership has 
required the firm to act more like a business and less like a traditional 
law firm, according to B&B. The departments have developed 
robust e-billing data and predictive analytics and integrated that 
information into the firm’s business strategy. The new approach is 
embedded throughout the firm and in the firm’s relationships with 
clients. B&B’s executive team works to ensure a consistent 18- to 
36-month forward investment strategy and a consistently evolving 
organization. “It’s important to consistently look forward at possible 
market evolutions, disruptions, collaboration opportunities and 
efficiencies,” says Director of Knowledge, Innovation & Technology 
Strategies, Eric Hunter.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO REVIEWING PROCESSES AND 
PROCEDURES
While firms often have little say over the type of e-billing technology 
clients require them to use, they can control staffing and processes. 
Determining the optimal process is more critical now than ever. Here 
are some considerations for law firms conducting reviews of their 
current processes and procedures:

• Change can be difficult for many in the legal industry because
they have often spent decades doing tasks the same way.

Identifying and understanding the need to review processes 
is the first challenge to overcome. Recognizing a problem, 
bottleneck or room for improvement can be difficult and can 
require a new perspective or fresh set of eyes.

• Individuals or a team should research all policies and
procedures, both formal and informal, that exist within the
firm. It might take several days or even weeks to observe
each person’s duties and what policies and procedures that
person implements each day. Note any procedures and
policies that are redundant, slow down productivity or are
manual in nature.

• A firm should seek input from all team members. This input
includes asking staff, managers and even outside partners
what they would change about current approaches. Seeking
such input can bring many faulty policies to light and result
in a procedure that all parties are in favor of implementing.

• After seeking input from team members, a firm must
determine the strategy that best fits the team and firm
culture, ensuring top-level support. Determining that strategy
includes evaluating each policy and procedure for cost-
effectiveness, efficiency and necessity, and developing a
new policy and procedure plan that eliminates unnecessary
administrative tasks. While small changes are often sufficient,
in some cases, a complete overhaul might be in order.

• Make sure the technology complements the process.
That might involve purchasing new computer equipment
and software or repairing and upgrading an existing
environment. Such changes will reduce unproductive time
and help speed the final process.

• Additional training and materials should be provided after
all current manuals and training documents have been
updated to support the new procedures. Align tasks with
proper staff expertise.

• A firm should establish measurable goals to determine
whether the new processes provide the desired improvement.

EFFICIENT BILLING BENEFITS ALL
The legal industry has experienced tumult in the last decade, 
from a recession that rattled firms across locations and industries 
to increased client demands to technology that is changing with 
breathtaking speed. E-billing is one area that has presented 
significant challenges for many firms. However, e-billing will not go 
away. Clients now have intelligence they never had before and very 
high expectations. The effect on the bottom line of timekeepers not 
getting paid can often impact a firm by more than 50 percent. 

Law firms have no option but to adjust both their technology 
infrastructure and their related procedures. Firms that do 
not respond to client demands and cannot comply with their 
requirements will compromise their business relationships. 

By being responsive to client demands and focusing on 
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continued process improvement, firms can maximize profitability, 
realize benefits from automated e-billing processes, cut paper to 
e-bill conversion costs, reduce e-bill submission costs, shrink training
and maintenance costs, process six times as much work per staff
member, speed e-bill collection cycles, decrease related write-offs,
increase staff efficiency and ensure faster payment from clients.

The right approach also allows firms to differentiate themselves 
from the competition and improve relationships with clients, 
benefiting firms and clients alike.
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