
2019



Legal departments have been, and will continue to be, under 
tremendous budgetary pressure to control legal spend and 
relentlessly pursue neither over or underpaying for the value of 
services it produces or procures.  

Outside counsel spend--the largest line item on any legal 
department budget--has been the most volatile budget metric 
in the post-recession period.  Cutting these costs is low hanging 

work in house or to new providers, as well as a push to adopt 
AFAs and impose Outside Counsel Guidelines (37%) to achieve 
their goals.

In 2019, clients are now pulling back on outside counsel 
spend and the overwhelming majority (81%) report utilizing 
Outside Counsel Guidelines as one of the most effective tools 
for controlling costs. Enforcing guidelines are in the top tier 
of effective strategies for legal departments’ management 
of outside counsel, with increasing numbers (16%) of legal 
departments formally evaluating compliance of outside counsel 
at matter close and including this metric in future selection.

Legal departments are agents of change. Enforcing Outside 
Counsel Guidelines helps legal departments control costs and 

60% of the time.  Just before the sharp rise in OCG, Chief Legal 

with about 14.5% reporting they had asked for changes, but had 
not gotten the results they wanted and another 9.1% believing 

proactively to improve.

No two Outside Counsel Guidelines are alike; in fact, each can 
be considered a unique client arrangement and from the above 
list capture a vastly nuanced array of very complex rules for 
which non-compliance has very tangible consequences:  i.e., 
not being paid, payment delayed up to 120 days, sued, or simply 

For instance, each unique OCG may or may not capture a mix of 

with a collar or a cap, budget based monthly billing, risk sharing, 
contingencies, auctions, etc., as well as data governance, 
security and privacy stipulations, some of which indemnify the 
client for cyberbreach and violation of privacy laws and require 

This is to say, there is no standardization across clients or even 
within one single client as to what is contained in the Outside 
Counsel Guidelines nor how the OCG is managed by the client 

Today, Outside Counsel Guidelines stipulate contractual terms and conditions 

“How can we make sure we aren’t 
over or underpaying for value… 
that has been our Holy Grail.” 



between 2014-18 and that there is a high correlation 
between use of e illing systems and collection cycle duration 
lengthening. 

e illing (70%) and drills into further detail to show that most

most part by 30 (40.94%) or 60 days (29.13%). Just under 15%
have lengthened by 90 days, and 2.36% report lengthened
cycles by 120 days.

degree.  

20% of e ills getting rejected or reduced (21.62%). Over
one 

getting rejected or reduced.

Better timekeeping and achieving 100% invoice acceptance–

obvious trickle-down and trickle-through effects that directly 

investment strategies.

As expenses outpaced revenues in 2019 and is forecast to do so 

acceptance, reports the Citi Private Bank Law Firm Group 2019 
Client Advisory (“Citi 2019 Client Advisory”). 

Rates and revenue have remained strong—but collection 
realization against standard or worked rates has been in 
steady decline. Research consistently shows what separates 

ability to both produce a higher number of billable hours–and 
also to capture and bill a better percentage of those fees. This 
is achieved through better timekeeping, delivering high quality 
timecards, and setting objectives for 100% invoice acceptance. 

The Citi 2019 Client Advisory also reports that the majority 

Firms desperately need this information.  There has been, to 
date, no industry-wide data measuring the impact of Outside 

partnership with the Association of Legal 
Administrators created the 1st Annual Law Firm Leader 
Survey on Outside Counsel Guidelines (“Survey”). 

Guidelines and that this challenge has caused collection cycles 
to increase, invoices to be rejected and line items to be met 

In fact, billing compliance is so complex and overwhelming 
that, rather than solving the challenge, it is cast aside as a cost 

payment delays, fee reductions and write-offs.  

  When declining realization is 

20% of the work that is being done. We dig into this data more, 
below. 



What can be said with certainty in about a quarter of instances 
(23%), is that a line can be drawn between an email summary 

enforcement of the guidelines.

choice to communicate OCG -- with the “hope” lawyers look 
at it. 
no technology and do not communicate outside counsel 
guidelines to attorneys at all.  

the 

 and nearly half 
report that they are simply too long with too much info, and 
they didn’t read them (43.4%).

communicating client guidelines to partners, the reliability and 
effectiveness of this communication is suspect at best.  

The current technology of choice to communicate OCG to 
 however, 

almost all of the time the email summary does not require 
acknowledgement of its receipt (82.82%), and only half 
the time are lawyers monitored to ensure they follow the 

do not have the staff necessary to handle client guidelines, 
compliance and enforcement (51.54%), and lawyers still 
believing the guidelines mostly apply to the billing process 
and are “unrelated” to them, leaving the effectiveness of 
monitoring dubious.

manage Outside Counsel Guidelines.  

The obstacles to compliance begin at matter intake. Nearly a 

 

necessary to handle client guidelines (51.54%).

The processes in place do not improve much from here. Of 

time no one communicates the guidelines to the billing 
attorney. With caveats in place, this means about 11% of the 
time there’s a reliable process and chain of command that can 
be drawn from client intake to the billing attorney.  

the results show that a majority of lawyers do not know what is in 
the guidelines (56%).  But this too requires further investigation 
as “awareness” and “action” are distinctly separate actions. 



service provider market reports only 6% of the market, this 
number is likely larger. In any case, it represents work that 

overall 

are instituting in their departments, including developing a 
more robust in-house capability, restructuring department 
resources, becoming more sophisticated about which matters 
to outsource and which to manage internally, pursuing greater 

performance.  

that Outside Counsel Guidelines have improved client 
communications (11.32%).  

even more report that they believe 
clients change the rules and guidelines without informing the 

back on guidelines. 

must jump through with purposely obfuscating language 
designed to simply cut legal spend and glutted with too many 

than 10 e illing vendors (38.85%).

Outside Counsel Guidelines are not a relationship ‘builder’ or 
‘communication tool’ in the traditional sense. The paradigm 
has shifted. Legal departments care about the spend metrics 
and compliance metrics with their guidelines. This is the new 



Firms predominantly desire better technology in order to comply 
with outside counsel guidelines (45.07%), and the vast majority 

want (59.86%).

as well.  Here are a few recommendations regarding process 

the timecard, and work toward achieving billing compliance:

Someone needs to own the process in order to ensure that the process is followed.

It’s impossible to execute on OCG if timekeepers don’t know what’s in them. A summary document should be created that
highlights the most important components of the guidelines that need to be adhered to.

In your quest to create a higher quality timecard inventory, timekeepers are a crucial component. Understanding that attorneys
are working with multiple clients and remembering each unique set of billing rules can be challenging. That’s why it is
important to make them part of the process and summarize what is relevant to them.

Technology can assist with managing compliance at almost every phase in the process. This will minimize opportunities for

technology to address OCG, do the following:

While OCG and billing compliance is a complex undertaking, it is manageable--thanks very much in part to recent technology 

is unacceptable. 
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 The majority 

of accounting, billing manager, executive director, chief 

control and managing director job titles.  

29.58% had between 10-50 attorneys. 33.75% of responding 

The 1st Annual Law Firm Leader Survey on Outside Counsel 

in partnership with the Association of Legal Administrators 
(ALA). The Survey platform used was Survey Monkey; it was 
comprised of 34 questions, was launched on August 15, 2019, 
and closed on October 16, 2019. In between that time, 
the delivery vehicles were email, press coverage,
newsletters, 

clients, prospects and association members.
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Time Entry Billing Compliance.

the U.S. within the next 24 months. Legal departments have 
been steadily improving internal processes, including investing 
in technology and have become more sophisticated consumers 
of legal services.  A recession may suppress external spend. 

outside counsel guidelines to maintain market share of clients’ 
legal spend. Winning work once, however, is no longer enough, 
just as delivering on one set of outside counsel guidelines is no 

focus on 100% invoice acceptance by operationalizing 
compliance with outside counsel guidelines. To operationalize 

people, process and technology.  

people, process and technology in place to operationalize 
compliance. This has made billing compliance so complex and 
overwhelming that, rather than solving the challenge, it has been 

This is not a sustainable strategy. Clients are increasingly 
keeping score. Firms are deeply challenged, however, at very 
basic levels of internal communications. The result is a shocking 
industry-wide phenomena that most attorneys, regardless of 

to comply with what you don’t know.

Without the appropriate people, processes and technology in 

consequence, and the associated sentiment trends to the 

pushing back on guidelines.  

This report highlights the potential opportunity for law 

to operationalize compliance. Technology can assist with 

comply with outside counsel guidelines that will minimize 

strategy of 100% invoice acceptance. 

Even barring an actual recession, the vast majority of clients 
expect one and will suppress outside counsel spend.  Strategies 
that focus on realization and invoice acceptance are absolutely 

2020 and core to operationalizing success.
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