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Introduction 

In the 2020 Law Firm Efficiency report, we found that 
about 50% of clients believe that it’s more important now 
than a year ago for their outside counsel to be efficient. 
The other 50% said that it has always been important. We 
know clients want firms to be more efficient — in other 
words, to stop wasting time. But what do clients perceive 
as time wasted?  

We surveyed in-house counsel at nearly 30 companies — in 
industries including insurance, telecommunications, 
broadcasting, pharmaceuticals, hospitality, and more — 
and asked them 3 questions:  

1. What activity/activities are you most unhappy to see on 
bills from your outside counsel? 

2. Is there anything you have specifically instructed your 
outside counsel not to bill for? 

3. What is the #1 change you wish more firms would make 
to the way they bill? 

Their responses illuminated a number of common 
mistakes and areas for improvement, both in terms of 
what firms are billing for and how firms are billing.  

What Firms are Billing For  

When we asked outside counsel what activities they are 
most unhappy to see on their bills, there were a few 

https://compose.law/efficiency-report-2020/
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common responses — mistakes all firms should know to 
avoid.  

Training associates  

Clients don’t want to pay for time firms spend training 
associates. One specifically named this as the activity they 
most dislike seeing on their bills. Another told us, “I 
shouldn't have to pay to educate young and beginner 
lawyers.”  

What they perceive as training, however, may extend 
beyond what the firm perceives as training — something 
that came up in responses we heard about legal research.  

"I shouldn't have to 
pay to educate young 
and beginner 
lawyers.”  

- Senior Counsel at Fortune 500 company 
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Legal research 

Clients seem to agree that outside counsel shouldn’t bill for 
legal research — 20% of those we heard from named it 
specifically as an activity they are unhappy to see on their 
bills. Where they differed, though, was the reasons why 
they didn’t want to pay for research. Some expressed a 
view that legal research is, in a sense, paying to train 
young lawyers; one GC specifically referenced “excessive 
junior attorney research getting up to speed on a topic.”  

Another reason was clients’ belief that they are paying 
attorneys for their expertise. One Senior Counsel listed 
“basic research in areas where they are supposed to be 
subject matter experts” as her least favorite activity to see 
on her bills.  

Others did not want to pay for research because of the 
concern that time spent researching is difficult to estimate 
and can add up quickly. One listed “extensive legal 
research that has not been pre-approved” as their least 
favorite line-item; another mentioned “open ended 
research.”  

Overstaffing 

This was one of the most commonly addressed issues by the 
in-house counsel we talked to — almost 40% mentioned 
overstaffing as an issue in their outside counsel’s billing. 
Responses included:  

• “Limit the number of people working on a file”  
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• “Too many billers on a project”  

• “Billing for multiple lawyers when I only needed one”  

• “Same work being performed by multiple attorneys”  

• “Overstaffing”  

Others specifically called out being billed for additional 
attorneys without checking with the client ahead of time: 
“Time billed for attorneys who are being consulted when I 
haven't been informed that they will be involved.” 

Intra-firm communication 

This was a pet peeve for many of the clients we heard from. 
More than one mentioned large internal meetings where 
they are billed for not just one attorney’s time, but several. 
Others simply pointed to intra-firm communication 
generally as a category that they hate to see come up on 
their bills.  

Administrative work  

Administrative work was the final category that came up 
several times — it was mentioned by over 30% of in-house 
counsel. A couple specifically listed “administrative fees” 
and “administrative work.” Others mentioned file 
maintenance, mailing, secretarial work, and even 
photocopying expenses (which came up twice, suggesting 
this might be more common among firms than one might 
think).  
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In general, each of these categories boil down to clients 
wanting to pay just for the value that led them to hire your 
firm: expertise and experience. They don’t want to pay for 
time that they perceive as your attorneys getting up to 
speed (whether that’s young associates’ time, research, or 
conversations between attorneys at your firm), for a huge 
team of attorneys to do work that they believe could be 
done by a smaller team of better-qualified attorneys, or for 
work that doesn’t necessarily require an attorney’s 
expertise at all.  

How Firms are Billing 

Many of the GCs we talked to suggested changes not just 
to what firms are billing for, but how they’re billing. Here 
were the most common requests.  

Fixed fees 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, fixed fees were one of the top 
requests we heard. Some clients also asked if firms that 
are not willing to move to fixed fees could at least meet 
them halfway, providing better estimates up-front and 
then explaining any need for changes to that estimate 
prior to billing the hours. “If a project unexpectedly takes 
a turn and becomes more complicated/expensive, let me 
know,” one Senior Counsel said.  
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Transparency  

Another request was for more transparency in what firms 
are billing. Specifically: 

• “More transparency”  

• “More detail on what they did”  

• “Clear and concise description of the activity they are 
billing for”  

• “Provide more details in the billing narrative” 

For some, this might just come down to avoiding certain 
billing codes which might make it more difficult to 
understand what that time was actually spent on. For 
others, it might mean proactive conversations about what 
you expect costs to look like, and how and why those 
expectations change over time.  

Timeliness 

Lastly, more than one of the clients we talked to asked for 
more timely billing from their outside counsel — “at least 
monthly” was the request from one.  

Conclusion: Our top tips for law firms  

In light of this feedback from in-house counsel, here are 
our top tips for firms to make sure that your clients view 
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your billing as a reason to give more work to your firm, not 
less.  

1. Proactively talk to your clients about what they want 
you to bill and how they want you to bill.  
One GC told us, “I have generally found that being 
proactive and having annual reviews with law firms 
eliminates the billing issues.” Imagine how much 
happier your clients might be if those issues were 
resolved by the firm proactively approaching them, 
rather than expecting that conversation to come from 
the client.  

2. Think about the “why” behind what clients don’t 
want to see on their bills.  
What are the reasons your clients chose to work with 
your firm? Is there anything you’re billing for that 
might contradict that value? For instance, if your client 
hired you because of your expertise in a particular area, 
it may be especially unwise to send them a bill that 
includes research time in that area. 

3. Look for ways to meet clients halfway.   
If you’re not able to make every change on your clients’ 
wishlist, look for ways to compromise. For instance, 
even if you’re not able to fully make the shift to fixed 
fees, you may be able to increase client satisfaction by 
giving them clearer pricing estimates and then more 
transparency into why those estimates change over 
time.    

4. Consider how technology can help.  
If your client is unwilling to pay for time spent on 
certain activities, look for technology that can help 
your firm cut out that time so that you’re not wasting 
hours on work you know clients won’t pay for. You can 
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use tools like Compose by Casetext to cut down on 
research time, and knowledge management platforms 
to cut down time spent on intra-firm communications.  

5. Avoid the obvious mistakes.  
It hopefully shouldn’t come as a surprise that clients 
don’t want to pay for things like administrative tasks. 
Make sure you know what the red flags and pet peeves 
are for your clients when it comes to billing, and be sure 
to avoid them. 

 

If you’d like to learn more about how Casetext partners 
with firms to increase efficiency and improve profitability, 
including through the Compose brief drafting platform, 
reach out to sales@casetext.com.  

https://compose.law/

