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Billing guidelines are rules that law firms must follow 
with regard to what they can and cannot invoice a client 
for. They set clear expectations on how firms and clients 
work together and may vary between business units, law 
firms and matters. Without electronic billing (e-Billing), 
guidelines are practically impossible to accurately 
monitor. Law firms are violating these rules more often 
than one would expect.  This is unintentional of course; 
it’s hard to remember multiple guidelines from various 
clients across many matters. With neither the in-house 
team nor outside counsel doing thorough checks, the 
reality is that firms end up billing clients for items they 
weren’t supposed to. 

Withe-Billing), these rules are stored in the software, 
which then automatically reviews submitted invoices 
against the guidelines, rejecting or flagging the invoice 
for human review (or automating steps in your approval 
process if the invoice is compliant). If you’re just getting 
started with e-Billing, now is the perfect time to review 
your billing guidelines with your firms (if you’re a BusyLamp 
customer, we’ll help you do this). If you’re not yet using 
e-Billing then you should consider doing so. The ability to 
enforce billing guidelines is one of the main reasons legal 
departments implement spend management systems – 
capturing erroneous billing saves you about 5% on your 
external legal spend in year one, and 2.5% in subsequent 
years . That’s not to mention the time saved on manual 
invoice review. 

Whether you’re starting from scratch or reviewing existing 
rules, every company is different and you will need to 
work with your in-house stakeholders to determine the 
right guidelines for your business. Ultimately, you should 
present your set of rules, namely your billing guidelines, 
to all your law firms and declare them a prerequisite for 
working together. The goal for you must be to standardise 
your legal spend management processes. This includes 
agreeing - almost- identical billing guidelines with all your 
external law firms. In this way, you will be able to keep 
track of your legal expenses and you will greatly reduce 
the administrative effort in the area of invoice review. 
Administrative effort is even further reduced if you use 
an e-Billing tool such as BusyLamp to perform the invoice 
review for you.

What follows is a starting point with ten example billing 
guidelines, their application and purpose, likelihood of 
acceptance by law firms (for maximum acceptance, 
always work with your firms and explain your reasons for 
wanting the guidelines), and suggested wording for each.

GETTING STARTED WITH 
BILLING GUIDELINES

AUTOMATED 
ENFORCEMENT OF 
BILLING GUIDELINES 
SAVES ABOUT 5% IN 
THE FIRST YEAR AND 
2.5% IN SUBSEQUENT 
YEARS.

1  Building a Business Case for e-Billing, BusyLamp, 2018
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BILLING 
CYCLE

CAPS AND 
FIXED FEES

The purpose of this rule is to establish agreeable timelines 
between the work being carried out and the bill being 
received. Although a very operational guideline, it sets the 
tone for standard procedures that both parties agree to and 
benefit from, and your law firm is likely to be on board with 
such a rule. This is a guideline that is recommended for all 

law firms and all projects to establish clear flow and easy 
reviews. To automate compliance with this, on a matter-
by-matter basis a time limit between work completed and 
line item entry can be set. If a time entry is submitted too 
late, the associated invoice can be flagged or rejected.

Caps and fixed fees are increasingly common for project 
or phase related matters. This rule is simple, it rejects 
invoices that go over the cap or fixed fee. To avoid this 
potentially confrontational scenario, you could seek to 
be informed when the matter budget is at a certain % or 
amount of utilisation. This avoids surprises and allows for 
discussions to be held before the project goes over budget 
(rather than after, as is usually the case!). WIP or Accruals 

features within the spend management system are the 
best way of keeping track of budget utilisation, as you can 
be alerted automatically. If trying to do it without WIP/
accruals tracking, then you should make it a contractual 
obligation of the law firm to inform you at pre-agreed 
budget utilisation levels, but the reality is that this is 
usually poorly executed despite being contracted.

“LAW FIRM WILL SUBMIT TIME ENTRIES NO LATER THAN ONE MONTH 
AFTER THE WORK WAS PERFORMED. [CLAIENT] MAY REJECT ANY 
TIME ENTRIES THAT DATE BACK MORE THAN THE MONTH FOR WHICH 
THE ELECTRONIC INVOICE IS ISSUED.”

“[CLIENT] WILL NOT PAY ANY AMOUNTS EXCEEDING THE 
  [CAP/FIXED FEE]”

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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BLENDED 
RATES

MAXIMUM NUMBER
OF LAWYERS

Having different rates for different status timekeepers 
(partner, associate, etc.) can be difficult to manage, 
for instance when a timekeeper is promoted. The use of 
blended rates means every timekeeper has the same 
hourly rate, regardless of their status. The nature of this 
means that the firm will tend to assign junior lawyers to 
the work. This said, blended rates are a good tactic to 
use for matter phases where you wish to avoid having 
partners doing rather easy work that juniors could do, 

for example, due diligence. However, the lack of partner 
attention also means blended rates should not be used 
for work that requires an experienced lawyer. That̀ s why 
this rule is typically applied on specific types of work, not 
entire matters. The exact rate negotiated will impact how 
accepting of the rule the law firm is. Tracking the guideline 
in an e-Billing system like BusyLamp is easy. Invoices that 
have timekeepers who have billed with anything but the 
agreed blended rate are flagged or rejected.

From a matter and spend control perspective, it is sensible 
to limit the number of timekeepers working on a single 
matter. You can also take it a step further by specifying 
named timekeepers only (a “whitelisting” clause). It is 
usually applied and makes the most sense on smaller 
matters that require a high level of expertise, for example 

the legal advice during a company’s shareholder meeting. 
You will likely receive push back if trying to use it on a 
complex or large transaction. Although ultimately it will 
be enforceable, do question whether it’s in the specific 
matters’ best interest to use this rule.

“THE FOLLOWING HOURLY RATES (EXCLUDING VAT AND OTHER TAXES 
TO THE EXTENT APPLICABLE) SHALL APPLY: 

A. PARTNER   EUR  250
B. ASSOCIATE   EUR  250

“WITH RESPECT TO [MATTER], THE LAW FIRM MAY CHARGE ONLY 
FOR THE MAXIMUM NUMBER OF TEN (10) DIFFERENT ATTORNEYS 
(“TIMEKEEPERS”).”

USAGE: 
SELDOM

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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EXPERIENCED
LAWYERS ONLY

MAXIMUM 
HOURS PER DAY

Rules of this nature are designed to ensure that activities 
of juniors, especially first-year-associates, on your matters 
are non-billable. The thought process being that it’s not 
the client’s responsibility to pay for the training of junior 
lawyers, and that some of the billable time will be inefficient. 
This can be a good guideline to implement if you find a lot 
of line items are coming from inexperienced lawyers and/or 
you are dissatisfied with senior attention on your matters. 
However, expect push-back from your firms on this one, 
particularly with the large international firms as it conflicts 
with their business model. These law firms are renown for 

hiring the best talent in the market and rewarding them 
accordingly at the start of their careers. Consequently, 
this talent must generate corresponding revenues. You 
are likely to only have success enforcing this rule if you 
have significant purchasing power with the law firm. Even 
if you have this purchasing power, there are good reasons 
not to implement this rule: it leads to a situation in which 
the client is not given the opportunity to get to know the 
law firms’ rising stars, to work with them and to ultimately 
retain them over the years.

Guidelines of this nature are useful to prevent routine, 
extensive billing. We at BusyLamp see this rule more and 
more often, especially in jurisdictions where there are 
corresponding working time restriction laws. Eight hours is 
a common cap, since that’s the normal hours in a working 
day. However, large law firms in particular will have a 
business model of billing for more than eight hours a day, so 

you may experience resistance – certainly if you attempt 
to enforce fewer than eight hours a day. It should also be 
noted that there are situations, especially in the field of 
transactions, in which a client (due to strict deadlines for 
example) is dependent on the law firm’s top performance 
- not only with regard to the quality of the work, but also 
with regard to working hours.

“WITH RESPECT TO [MATTER], LAW FIRM ATTORNEYS PROVIDING 
LEGAL SERVICES SHALL HAVE A MINIMUM OF FOUR (4) YEARS’ POST-
QUALIFICATION EXPERIENCE OR ARE NOT BILLABLE.”

“IN HOURLY RATE ARRANGEMENTS, [CLIENT] WILL REJECT COSTS 
AND EXPENSES PERTAINING TO HOURS IN EXCESS OF EIGHT (8) 
HOURS PER DAY AND TIMEKEEPER, WITHOUT PRE-APPROVAL.”

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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LINE ITEM 
DESCRIPTION LENGTH

BLOCK
BILLING

This is to ensure that line item descriptions are not too 
vague or generic. A completely reasonable request, since 
matter and line item descriptions that are too short lack 
meaning and comprehension. Law firm acceptance is high, 
since it’s hard to argue with this request. You should also 
request that law firms use LEDES and UTMBS task and 

activity codes as this will make matter data analysis easier. 
On the other end of the spectrum, although not a billing 
guideline, care should be taken to make sure descriptions 
are not too detailed, especially for sensitive matters (HR, 
litigation, M&A to name a few), so they don’t breach data 
protection and privacy regulations.

Block billing is a technique whereby lawyers aggregate 
multiple smaller tasks into a single “block” entry, for which 
a single time value, description and code is assigned. 
Although not the intention, the lack of transparency 
prevents in-house teams from being able to analyse 
the actual work being done on matters and to be fully 
strategic in matter resourcing. Cost control is also more 
difficult. Block billing guidelines tend to require that each 

entry should reflect a separate task and must state the 
nature of the work performed and the time spent by each 
timekeeper. Despite block billing being a common tactic, 
law firms tend to accept this guideline because it’s logical 
and hard to argue against it. BusyLamp uses machine 
learning functionality to flag line items that look like they 
could be block billed, so a human reviewer can then check 
the invoice.

EXAMPLE: “[CLIENT] WILL NOT BE OBLIGED TO PAY FOR ANY TIME 
ENTRIES FOR WHICH THE DESCRIPTION OF WHICH IS GENERIC, VAGUE 
OR GENERAL. DESCRIPTIONS WITH FEWER THAN [SIX] WORDS ARE 
INSUFFICIENT AND WILL BE REJECTED.”

”BECAUSE BLOCK BILLING AFFECTS [CLIENT’S] ABILITY TO 
EFFECTIVELY MONITOR OUR LEGAL SPENDING, LINE ITEMS THAT ARE 
BLOCK BILLED WILL BE REJECTED.”

USAGE: 
OFTEN

USAGE: 
OCCASIONAL

EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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NON-LEGAL WORK
IS NON-BILLABLE

NON-BILLABLE
LEGAL ACTIVITIES

Some clients will not pay for certain “non-legal” work. For 
secretarial work and questions concerning invoicing, this 
is a reasonable and justifiable request. For activities that 
are “on the edge of the law” (e.g. training, translation), you 
could come to an agreement with your firm to accept a 

lower hourly rate for this type of work. Although reasonable, 
expect law firms to push back on your demand to not pay 
for non-legal work because it runs counter to the trend of 
charging for “secretarial work”. Ultimately though, this is 
enforceable.

This can cover some of the “edge of the law” areas covered 
above, but also activities like “internal meetings”, “internal 
discussions” or non-approved legal tasks like “research” 
and “translation”. Use with caution, since this guideline is 
not always useful. So for example “internal meetings” can 
ultimately save a lot of time and money if they are held in the 

right group. For these reasons, guidelines like this should 
be set on a matter by matter basis. Typically the action 
within the e-Billing system is to flag rather than outright 
reject invoices that breach this rule. These restrictions are 
commonly used, but not welcomed by law firms.

“IN HOURLY RATE ARRANGEMENTS, [CLIENT] WILL REJECT COSTS AND 
EXPENSES PERTAINING TO ANY OF THE FEES AND EXPENSES LISTED BELOW.

II Administrative, clerical, and secretarial staff work; word processing, 
 proofreading, and any other non-professional services or service providers 
 such as administrators and document clerks;
IIII Time spent “getting up to speed” for a legal professional due to
 staffturnover or vacation;
IIIIII Time spent preparing invoices, discussing or resolving billing inquiries or disputes, 

utilising the BusyLamp e-billing system, and budgeting tasks;
IVIV Document translation that has not been requested or pre-approved; […]”

USAGE: 
OFTEN

USAGE: 
OFTEN “IN HOURLY RATE ARRANGEMENTS, [CLIENT] WILL REJECT COSTS AND 

EXPENSES PERTAINING TO ANY OF THE FEES AND EXPENSES LISTED BELOW. 
[…]

VV  Research, without pre-approval;
VIVI  any internal meetings, briefings or intra-office conferences between any 

Timekeepers who are retained on the Matter, without pre-approval.”

EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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→→   SEE HOW BILLING GUIDELINES WORK
 IN BUSYLAMP-LEGAL SOFTWARE

→→   ALREADY A BUSYLAMP CUSTOMER? 

REQUEST A DEMO

REQUEST A BILLING GUIDELINES CONSULTATION

W W W.BUSYL AMP.COM INFO@BUSYL AMP.COM

The above examples are a mix of administrative and direct 
cost saving guidelines, of varying popularity by BusyLamp 
clients, and various law firm acceptance levels. What 
works for you and your firms may or may not be covered in 
the list above. Remember that in an e-Billing system, the 
rule automation can reject or just flag an invoice. If you 
are experiencing extreme resistance from a firm on one of 
your rules, you could change your requirement to ‘reject’ to 

a ‘flag’ instead. This way, you can move ahead with initial 
rule set up, not lose control of all the issues you need to 
monitor (by using said flagging system), and if frequent 
flags occur, same as with frequent rejections, you are in 
a strong, data-driven position to demonstrate to your firm 
the impact on your business and the need for reform in that 
area.

Either way, legal spend management software like BusyLamp automates the process so you can be relieved of admin and 
focus on managing your external costs more strategically while building stronger relationships with outside counsel.

https://www.busylamp.com/?utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=bg_wp
mailto:support@busylamp.com?subject=Billing%20Gudelines%20Consultation
https://www.busylamp.com
mailto:info@busylamp.com

