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Marie Burgess, Aderant’s Senior 
Director of Product Management, has 
over twenty years of experience with 
the company and currently serves as 
the product leader for SaaS solutions. 
Marie has been heavily focused on 
researching and identifying product 
enhancements that will allow firms to 
more successfully manage outside 
counsel guidelines. With an eye for 
innovation and an understanding of 
the key challenges within today’s legal 
industry, look for Burgess’s valuable 
insight into the results of the survey 
throughout this report.
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Compliance with client-defined guidelines and service level agreements, often referred to as outside counsel 
guidelines (OCGs) by corporate clients, is an increasingly heavy burden for law firms to shoulder. As corporate legal 
departments become more assertive, they lower the costs of outside counsel services, which is historically their 
largest area of spending. 

Law firms struggle to find a tenable balance between compliance with client guidelines and maintained profitability. 
Client OCGs have become both stricter and more complex in recent years, requiring law firms to be more rigorous and 
accountable on billing for budgets and more. Outside counsel must comply with these guidelines to avoid delayed 
payment or, in the extreme, never receiving payment at all. 

Aderant’s 2021 Law Firm Leader Survey on Outside Counsel Guidelines assessed how law firms address OCGs and 
what issues they are facing in doing so. Firms responded to questions about the volume of their OCG requests and 
to what degree they were complying with them. The survey inquired about whether clients required firms to provide 
budgets for matters and asked them about their eBilling practices. Respondents spoke candidly about the effect of 
OCG compliance on their billing processes and revealed how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted client requests for 
discounts, decreases, or freezes. Overall, it is evident that myriad factors weigh upon legal administrative staff as 
they strive to satisfy outside counsel guidelines.

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction



4

The 2021 Survey respondents were primarily finance, billing, and administrative professionals. The respondent firms 
ranged from small-scale organizations with fewer than 10 lawyers to large firms with 500+ lawyers. The largest 
segment of responses came from firms with 10-50 lawyers. Additionally, those who answered were evenly distributed 
across several practice areas in different regions meaning that the survey represents a varied cross-section of the 
diverse legal community.

CHAPTER TWO

Respondent Demographics
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CHAPTER TWO – RESPONDENT DEMOGRAPHICS
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CHAPTER THREE

Trends in Client 
Budgets and 
Guidelines
All firms responded that they had received client guidelines in the 
past year, including a combination of OCGs, billing, eBilling, and 
guideline updates. Nearly half of respondents said they received 
10-50 OCGs in 2020, and over 35% reported receiving 50 OCGs 
or more. It is no surprise that law firms are having trouble keeping 
up with their compliance requirements – they not only have to 
comply with existing guidelines but must also be mindful of 
frequent updates. 

To avoid drowning in OCGs, law firms have built internal structures 
and leveraged technology solutions to handle the steady influx 
of guidelines. An overwhelming majority of respondents, 90%, 
acknowledged that their firm has a process to review, analyze, 
and document OCGs “as they come in,” while 81% said their 
firm has a process to review, analyze, and document updates to 
existing guidelines. 

“Compared to the 2019 OCG Survey 
figures, firms definitely received 
a larger number of OCGs in 2020. 
Across its law firm clients, Aderant is 
seeing an increase in the prioritization 
of OCG compliance and eBilling driven 
by the firms customer requirements.”

“Almost all firms agree there needs 
to be a structured process in place 
for OCGs or the firm will fall short of 
its obligations. Firms need a level of 
transparency and accountability so 
both billing professionals and lawyers 
know the guidelines well enough to 
comply with them from time entry 
through until invoicing and collection.”

Marie Burgess 
Senior Director of Product 

Management at Aderant
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Are your clients requesting higher or lower budget for matters over the last five years?

More

Less

Same
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Which of the following do you receive from your clients?

Billing Guidelines

Outside Counsel 
Guidelines

eBiling Guidelines

Updates to the 
Guidelines

None of the Above
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your firm receive in 2020?
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More than 300

4

0 10 40 5020 30

45.4%

19.4%

16.7%

14.8%

3.7%

Copyright © Aderant All Rights Reserved.

CHAPTER THREE
Trends in Client Budgets and Guidelines



9

CHAPTER FOUR

OCG Management
The top five challenges respondent firms faced when managing 
outside counsel guidelines were: 

#1 – Clients use them as a method to delay payment

#2 – They’re getting too complex 

#3 – TLDR (Too long, too much info, didn’t read)

#4 – Clients change the rules and billing guidelines without  
           telling you 

#5 – We are losing revenue while we try to comply 

While grappling with these challenges, it is not surprising that 
nearly two-thirds of clients have pushed back on guidelines. 
Additionally, 37% of firms said OGCs make it more difficult for the 
firm to communicate with clients. 

Firms surveyed used a variety of methods to deliver OCGs to their 
lawyers, though the disappointing truth is that only 32% indicated 
that more than half of their lawyers know the guidelines for  
their matters. 

One-third of firms distributed summaries of the guidelines to 
lawyers working on that client’s matters. Email was the primary 
communication method of choice for most – more than half of 
firms sent emails with a summary to lawyers. Another 20% of firms 
posted the guidelines, or a summary of them, to the document 
management system (DMS) or firm-wide intranet in hopes that 
the lawyers would review them. 

If lawyers are not fully invested in abiding by client guidelines, it 
becomes a problem for everyone: clients, lawyers, billing staff, 
and the firm as an entity. More than half of responding firms said 
their firm monitors its lawyers to ensure they follow guidelines 
for their matters. Also, slightly more than half of responding 
firms acknowledge having the necessary staff to manage client 
guidelines, their compliance requirements, and enforcement. 
Though a survey result indicating that a majority is abreast with 
compliance is encouraging, the inverse is that nearly half of firms 
do not monitor lawyers to ensure compliance and do not have the 
necessary staff to enforce guidelines. 

“The top five challenges named by 
law firms confirm what we at Aderant 
are seeing. The OCGs are getting 
more complex and voluminous. Firms 
are dealing with more scrutiny of bills 
from clients and demands to provide 
granular detail to back up invoice 
charges. For example, it’s no longer 
enough to say a lawyer was ‘traveling’ 
for 2 hours – some OCGs require 
specific start and end times to the 
trip and verification in writing. Firms 
have to document everything, and it’s  
a real challenge.”

“Unfortunately, many lawyers don’t 
know the OCG guidelines that their clients 
send. Though it’s understandable that 
lawyers have trouble keeping track of 
intricate requirements as they manage a 
heavy workload, their lack of knowledge 
of OCGs negatively impacts billing. 
Aderant’s OCG Live solution helps 
address this with centralized access, 
improved visibility, and automated 
acknowledgements. If lawyers are 
unaware of OCG requirements when 
they enter in their time and expenses, 
then billing has to enforce compliance 
downstream. This delays the invoice 
generation process and ultimately slows 
the flow of money into the firm.”

https://www.aderant.com/solutions-ocg-live/
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Who at your firm is responsible for reviewing, analyzing, and documenting 
outside counsel guidelines?

Billing Department

Billing Lawyer

Pricing Department

Client Services Team

Legal Operations 
Team

6
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Does your firm have a process to review, analyze, and document outside counsel guidelines 
“as they come in”?

Yes, and it is 
always followed

Yes, and it is 
mostly followed

Yes, and it is 
sometimes followed

Yes, but every lawyer 
has a different process

No, but we 
would like to

No, but we are working 
on that currently

No, and we do 
not plan on it

No, and we do not 
have the capacity
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Does your firm have a process to review, analyze, and document the “updates to 
existing guidelines”?

Yes, and it is 
always followed

Yes, and it is 
mostly followed

Yes, and it is 
sometimes followed

Yes, but every lawyer 
has a different process

No, but we 
would like to

No, but we are working 
on that currently

No, and we do 
not plan on it

No, and we do not 
have the capacity
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Describe your process for sharing the content of guidelines with timekeepers.

We create summaries for billing and 
other named parties in the guidelines

We distribute summaries to lawyers 
working for that client with guidelines

We do not have a process for 
sharing the content of guidelines

Other

Each practice does its own thing
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Who at your firm works with the partner to understand the guidelines and who delivers 
guidelines to the lead partner?9
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How does your firm communicate what is in the guidelines to lawyers?

We send an email with a 
summary for lawyers

We put something in our DMS or 
intranet and hope they look at it

We don’t send any communications 
related to this

We are working on that
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What percentage of your lawyers know the guidelines for their matters?11
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What are the top challenges your firm is facing managing outside counsel guidelines?12
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They are scoring law firms, 
and it is very scary

We have lost some work 
because of it

Other

Clients change the rules 
and billing guidelines 

without telling you

They are getting too complex
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CHAPTER FIVE

OCG Compliance
The burden of complying with OCGs has escalated in recent years, and impacted 
billing and collections timelines for firms who are straining to understand and act 
upon the guidelines. Of respondent firms, 58% said their billing and collection 
cycles have lengthened because of OCGs. Two-thirds of those firms reported that 
their billing and collection cycles had been lengthened by 60 days or more. 

Survey respondents relied on a wide range of methods to enforce guidelines and 
compliance relating to time entry and invoices. Many firms were using software to 
trigger warning messages and ward off compliance violations at the point of time 
entry or bill creation. Others had formed collaborations between lawyers and 
billing staff during the review process to flag and correct errors before finalizing 
invoices. More organized firms were setting their own billing policies and time 
entry restrictions to govern their internal work practices. Some admitted that 
lawyers were still marking up prebills with pen and paper, though some were 
using electronic means. Firms are clearly working diligently to be compliant with 
OCGs and applying any combination of manual and electronic approaches at 
their disposal.

The survey results contained some anonymous comments providing insight into 
what law firms really think about OCGs. The frank comments included descriptors 
such as “the bane of my existence,” “cumbersome,” and “tough luck for us!”, as 
well as calls to “make it stop, please.”

When asked what they would like to see improve with OCG compliance, billing, 
and eBilling at their firm, the top two answers were: 

#1 – Better technology for law firms in order to comply, and 

#2 – More law firm visibility into what the corporate legal department really wants. 

From a technology standpoint, there has been an expanding number of solutions 
developed in recent years to address guidelines and compliance challenges. 
Several survey respondents commented that they needed more than just one 
piece of software to assist them with the many faces of OCG compliance. Modern 
systems comprehensively integrate time entry, billing, and OCG compliance 
which will be an immense help to firms. More legal administrators are finding 
systems to help cure many of the OCG compliance afflictions mentioned  
in the survey. 

Survey respondents also expressed a desire for corporate legal departments to 
be more forthcoming with their guidelines. Legal administrative staff wanted to 
comply with client requirements, but they found the OCGs to be long-winded, 
unclear, and overly complex. Law firms must communicate regularly with their 
corporate clients to gain visibility and clarity into exactly what is required of them. 

“It’s really interesting that 
law firms using technology 
to manage OCGs are 
needing more than one 
piece of technology. We 
didn’t hear that in the 
2019 OCG survey. This 
is important because 
compliance with OCGs is a 
process, a cycle with many 
stages. Having awareness 
of the cycle is a positive 
first step, but enforcing 
those rules at each stage 
helps to minimize losses. 
Verification of compliance 
needs to be completed at 
each stage of the process, 
from time entry to billing 
and cash collection.”
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Does your firm have the staff necessary to handle client guidelines, their compliance 
requirements, and their enforcement?14
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Has your firm ever pushed back on guidelines?16
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What would you like to see improve with OCG Compliance, billing, and eBilling compliance?18
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CHAPTER SIX

The 
Billing 

Process

The year 2020 was like none other due to the global COVID-19 pandemic 
and its resulting societal impact. When government mandated 
shutdowns and self-isolation began in mid-March, non-essential 
workers were forced to quickly adapt to working from home, and many 
companies suffered dire financial consequences attributable, in part, 
to a lack of preparedness. According to the survey, nearly one-third of 
respondents said that COVID-19 had caused increased requests for 
discounts, decreases, or freezes from clients. Nearly one-quarter of 
firms shared that an extension of payment terms for clients was another 
widespread trend. Clients aimed to reduce outside counsel expenses 
even more during the pandemic as an act of economic survival, and law 
firm billing was under enormous scrutiny.

Most firms recognize the importance of close compliance with OCGs, 
but who is primarily responsible for ensuring that compliance is 
achieved? The survey responses indicate that the billing department 
has the most significant role in ensuring OCG compliance. Nearly 60% of 
respondents said the billing department was responsible for reviewing, 
analyzing, and documenting OCGs at their firms. In 54% of respondent 
firms, the billing staff works with partners to understand the guidelines 
or deliver guidelines to the lead partner. Less than one-quarter (24%) of 
firms create summaries for billing staff as well as other named parties 
in the guidelines, meaning that more than three-quarters of billing 
departments are on their own to interpret and apply OCGs to ensure 
firm compliance.

“While it’s true that the billing 
department has a significant role 
in ensuring OCG compliance at the 
firm, the responsibility needs to also 
be shared by the lawyers. Lawyers 
must enter their time as accurately 
as possible to create a smoother path 
to payment. If time entries are non-
compliant with OCGs, the billing team’s 
invoices are rejected or reduced by 
clients. If lawyers are not properly 
trained on OCG requirements, 
this ultimately costs the firm both 
time and money. Solutions such as 
Aderant’s OCG Live will validate OCG 
rules at point of time entry, enforcing 
compliance as early as possible.” 

https://www.aderant.com/solutions-ocg-live/
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Have your billing and collection cycles lengthened because of outside counsel guidelines?20
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What are the top reasons for rejections or appeals?22
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We are most challenged by specific items:
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What percentage of reductions or rejections does your firm decide to appeal?23
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CHAPTER SEVEN

eBilling
eBilling technology has become more ubiquitous among law firms, 
having a positive effect. An overwhelming majority (75%) of survey 
respondents said they use eBilling for 25% or more of their total billing. 
Nearly one-third of firms said billing and collection cycles had improved 
due to eBilling. 

Many firms were juggling multiple eBilling vendors. A full 64% of 
respondents said they deal with more than ten eBilling vendors, 
meaning that law firm billing professionals must learn to effectively use 
many different systems to serve clients properly.

Unfortunately, eBilling was frequently the source of client challenges 
on invoices. More than one-third (38%) of law firms reported that 20% 
or more of their eBills got rejected or reduced by clients. Nearly half of 
firms said an average of 10% or more of eBills needed to be appealed 
because clients had rejected or reduced their requested fees. Law 
firms are having to fight hard for their money.

“BillBlast eBilling technology from 
Aderant has helped streamline 
and automate the eBilling process, 
but it’s also about how the firm 
will use the data gleaned from the 
application. The data provides 
insight into the billing process so 
firms can see processes that are 
performing well and what needs 
improvement. BillBlast will show 
who the problem timekeepers 
are, or which clients may be 
too extreme in their reductions. 
Lawyers may need more training, 
or clients can be asked to soften 
requirements. The data may also 
reveal hidden rules which clients 
did not include in OCGs but 
which are causing invoices to be 
questioned.”

https://www.aderant.com/ebilling-billblast/
https://www.aderant.com/ebilling-billblast/
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How many eBilling vendors do you deal with, on average?25
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Have your billing and collections cycles improved because of eBilling?26
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On average, what percentage of your eBills get rejected or reduced?27
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On average, what percentage of your eBills needs to be appealed?28
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Conclusion
The 2021 Law Firm Leader Survey on Outside Counsel Guidelines showed that while law firms are taking on compliance 
issues headfirst and striving to meet client guidelines, challenges remain. Firms are being bombarded with new client 
guidelines on a regular basis. Sometimes the guidelines are not clear, or the client changes them without notifying 
the firm. Billing takes the reins on OCGs, but lawyers are not as well-informed or involved which creates a challenge 
for enforcement. Firms are looking to integrate technology solutions in 
order to comply with OCGs from the point of time entry through billing and 
collection. They are also seeking more collaboration with clients to iron 
out misunderstandings and push back when guidelines are unreasonable 
or unattainable. OCGs are what some might call a “necessary evil,” so 
the more strategies law firms can employ to manage them successfully, 
the better their prognosis for the future will be.

“In Aderant’s focus group sessions 
and forums, we have seen a 
consistent theme that the most 
success in compliance results 
from enforcing the OCG rules 
throughout the entire billing cycle. 
Many technology solutions just 
focus on one function like time 
entry or eBilling, but there are 
definitely advantages gained by 
using technology systems that 
encompass the entire cycle to 
ensure compliance.” 


