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Keeping pace 

I  t’s been common knowledge in the 
legal profession for some time that law 
firms are having to ‘do more with less’ 
as budgets have tightened and 

competition has increased. But the idea is taking 
on added meaning. Overall costs and final 
outcomes, while still critical, are not the only data 
points that matter to clients. They now want 
transparency about the progress of legal work and 
insight (sometimes even input) into how it is being 
handled every step of the way. Meeting clients’ 
growing thirst for knowledge and managing their 
need for greater control is essential to building 
stronger client relationships. However, doing so 
while maintaining profitability is a tall order.

Value and efficiency are the issues here. Often 
seen as a cost centre, corporate legal departments 
are under pressure themselves to demonstrate that 
they are getting the best for their company’s 
money – and they need to prove it via ‘real time’ 
information. Periodic updates are no longer 
sufficient; every milestone is monitored, and status 
(and ROI) are under constant review. 

Such a trend has both positive and negative 
implications for law firms. On the one hand, it 
suggests that clients are looking beyond a purely 
transactional relationship and seeking greater 
value-add from lawyers as business partners, 
which could generate enhanced commercial 
opportunities and competitive advantage. On the 

other hand, delivering this level of visibility poses a 
significant challenge, especially when clients’ 
expectations are evolving all the time. Ironically, it 
risks creating an ever-greater drag on productivity. 

Billing barriers
Nowhere is this more evident than in the 
proliferation of outside counsel billing guidelines, 
which corporate law departments have adopted 
with vigour in recent years and to which they are 
continuously adding. Born out of an impetus to 
guarantee value for legal spend, what was once a 
fairly straightforward process has become highly 
complex. As there is currently no industry 
standard, and guidelines can change suddenly, 
lawyers need to know what rules apply (and 
therefore what hurdles to overcome) for each 
client. 

So, in addition to having to deal with the 
run-of-the-mill collection issues, billing 
departments must now do a significant degree of 
investigative work to determine why invoices are 
being rejected, why they have not been paid, why 
clients are auto-reducing invoice payments, and so 
on. Billers and lawyers must then spend more time 
correcting, resubmitting, revalidating and chasing 
invoices and payments.

The knock-on effect on cashflow is a major 
concern. Not only do firms need to invest more 
resources in managing the billing process – if the 

Rising client expectations of transparency and control are placing an ever-heavier burden on law 
firms. They need smart tactics to stay ahead, say Elisabet Hardy, VP of financial and practice 
management solutions, and Greg Nilsen, manager of product management, at Thomson Reuters

 Tweet us @Briefinglegal

I S S U E 
S P O N S O R



33 Briefing FEBRUARY 2020

I N D U S T R Y  V I E W S S P O N S O R E D  E D I T O R I A L

Flagging that a lawyer is using the 
wrong code when entering time 
means it can be changed in seconds, 
rather than hours – if left unnoticed 
until a bill is issued

Elisabet Hardy, VP of financial and practice 
management solutions, Thomson Reuters

work-to-cash cycle is extended, even by a few days, 
financial health can suffer. According to research 
last year by UK accountancy network MHA, the 
average lockup period is 120 days. However, 
reducing that by just one day could generate 
around £46,000 for the largest firms.

Easing the burden
Formulating a proactive strategy to streamline the 
process is paramount. There are three 
fundamental points that firms should consider:
• Check compliance early and often. Verifying 
billing data against the client’s rules at the outset, 
at regular intervals during the time entry, proforma 
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and pre-billing stages, as well as at the point of 
delivery, should be routine. The sooner 
discrepancies and errors can be caught, the sooner 
they can be fixed. For example, flagging that a 
lawyer is using the wrong code when entering time 
means it can be changed in seconds, rather than 
hours – if left unnoticed until a bill is issued. 
• Don’t go it alone. With each client typically 
updating individual billing guidelines at least once 

a year, if not more frequently, keeping systems 
updated with all evolving requirements is a major 
undertaking. However, as corporate law 
departments typically use the same guidelines for 
all their legal advisers, firms could benefit from 
taking a more collaborative approach. For example, 
they could tap into third-party digital solutions 
that collate, house and automatically update vast 
volumes of rules from thousands of businesses, 
help establish compliance protocols, and integrate 
with other applications that firms are already 
using. 
• Develop a consistent playbook to handle 
issues. Just because each client has different rules, 
that doesn’t mean firms should find bespoke ways 
of dealing with billing issues whenever they arise. 
Quite the reverse: they should develop a uniform 
set of procedures. Creating a framework for best 
practice should lead to more streamlined problem-
solving and achieve better outcomes for firms and 
clients.

Greater compliance and visibility
Technology has an important role to play in 
achieving all of the above. Billing solutions are 
rules-based, fast, consistent and can 

Just because each client has different 
rules, that doesn’t mean firms should 
find bespoke ways of dealing with 
billing issues whenever they arise. 
Quite the reverse: they should 
develop a uniform set of procedures

Greg Nilsen, manager of product management,  
Thomson Reuters
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simultaneously centralise information and 
automate labour-intensive tasks. For example, 
eBillingHub from Thomson Reuters comprises 
outside counsel guidelines for more than 7,000 
corporate law departments – including more than 
16,000 discrete rules – and integrates with the likes 
of 3E and other legal financial solutions. Hundreds 
of new rules are automatically added each year, 
and more than three million rule checks are 
carried out each month. Data analysis can help 
firms plan for emerging billing trends. For firms to 
conduct even a fraction of this work themselves is 
extremely time-consuming, costly, and prone to 
mistakes.

Digital solutions will come to the fore as the 
compliance burden becomes heavier. As 
companies and their general counsel try to 
eliminate problems before they happen and keep 
tight oversight of their legal work, growth in the 
number and complexity of client rules and 
expectations shows no signs of slowing down. 

When it comes to billing, we are already seeing 
more abstract rules being applied to client 
relationships – and sometimes to a single invoice 
– such as limiting the number of partners who are 
allowed to be involved in the client’s work. 
Currently, specific requirements that don’t fit 
within established models still require manual 
review, but we see a major opportunity for artificial 
intelligence (AI) and machine learning to make a 
real difference. Clients are already using systems 
that apply AI to learn from rejection patterns, 
creating new rules that occasionally fail to appear 
within their formal guidelines. Lawyers will 
benefit from responding in kind, using software 
that deploys AI to learn these unwritten rules, 
such as by classifying rejections so they can be 
applied earlier in the process.

More widely, AI can be used to spot trends or 
uncover unforeseen problems that will help firms 
provide a better service for their clients. Lawyers 
can harness the data and knowledge that clients 
are increasingly requesting in order to be more 
proactive in their client relationships and 
demonstrate how they can add value above and 
beyond the brief.

Efficiency and effectiveness 
Together, the growing use of automated solutions 
to reduce manual labour and save time, plus AI to 
provide deeper insights and identify better ways of 
working, should help turn the growing clamour of 
client demands from a threat into an opportunity. 
They can enable lawyers to become more efficient 
and more effective at the same time. As software 
solutions develop, they need to do more than just 
add more features and functions: they need to be 
designed with a view to making every business 
process that law firms undertake leaner and 
smarter.

Clients are taking control of their relationships 
with lawyers as never before, keen to be kept 
informed about exactly what is happening with 
their work and when. They are focusing intently 
on value and becoming increasingly exacting as to 
how issues like payment are handled. With fees 
already being squeezed, law firms can’t simply 
absorb the extra costs of delivering this extra 
visibility and managing the additional complexity. 
Firms need sophisticated solutions if they are to 
remain competitive and stay on a sound financial 
footing. It’s one of the most critical challenges 
facing legal professionals in the new decade.  

As companies and their general 
counsel try to eliminate problems 
before they happen and keep tight 
oversight of their legal work, growth 
in the number and complexity of 
client rules and expectations shows 
no signs of slowing down

Elisabet Hardy, VP of financial and practice 
management solutions, Thomson Reuters
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