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A  ll lawyers are problem solvers. It’s in 
their DNA, and finance and technology 
departments within law firms are the 
enablers for problems to be solved. But 

until recently, the thought of working from home 
on complex legal transactions, and collaboration in 
a seamless way across business processes from our 
living rooms, would make the blood run cold for 
most legal industry professionals.

When presented with the unprecedented need 
to act, firms have rushed to grasp the nettle with 
both hands. There are many stories of people 
pulling together, finding new ways of dealing with 
common problems, and learning to collaborate in 
new ways across geographies and time zones. 
Firms have moved to a remote workforce 

overnight, with the mobilisation of laptops, 
Microsoft Teams deployments and Zoom 
conferencing taking hold with great success. This 
from an industry of ‘dinosaurs’, forever ‘lagging 
behind other sectors’? That characterisation 
doesn’t quite ring true right now. 

But while many front-line staff members have 
managed to quickly pivot to a new way of working, 
not all areas of law firm operations have been so 
agile. Consider financial operations and processes 
like the billing cycle. We may be able to talk to 
clients and one another. But how do we get to key 
information, operate key tasks and keep the 
financial fires burning while reaching for another 
Nespresso and custard cream biscuit from the 
kitchen?

Lindsay Barthram, director of consulting services, EMEA at Wilson Allen, says it’s time to 
change the narrative on the law firm billing process – from paper to paperless

Digital billing  
comes of age
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I think it’s fair to say, firms haven’t always got it 
right with one of the biggest financial processes 
– that of the billing cycle. It’s heavily dependent 
on paper and manual intervention, and focused 
on the last few days of a month. This sounds like a 
bit of a car crash when we apply the current 
situation. And in speaking to a number of firms 
recently, I’ve heard this paper-based burden has 
been a difficult animal to tame. Some firms have 
dusted off fax machines. Some are sending people 
to the office to sign bills! And this at one of the 
most critical times in the financial calendar for a 
majority of firms – year end.

And yet, there are finance teams that have 
been able to pivot and make a step change in the 
current climate to address their heavy paper-
driven processes. They’ve leveraged the remote 
challenge as a business case to make 
improvements, introduce technology and drive 
transformation though their operational 
efficiencies. In so doing, they’ve eased the burden 
on lawyers and finance teams while creating 
much needed transparency and visibility of the 
firm’s billing process. 

There’s never been a greater need to improve 
the billing cycle. Firms need to understand their 
current WIP position, deal with client billing 
needs, progress billing guidelines through review 
and approval, all while applying the financial 
control and compliance needs that ultimately 
leads to bills out of the door that 

The strategic advantage in  
measuring the speed and size  
of the billing flow is worthy of note

Lindsay Barthram, director of consulting 
services, EMEA, Wilson Allen

For more information, visit:  
www.wilsonallen.com

get payment within terms. Cash is king as they 
say, especially in times of crisis.

The introduction of technology to enable a 
paperless online billing processes is one such 
approach we’re seeing firms prioritise now the 
initial migration to homeworking is bedding 
down. Before Covid-19, firms had embraced this 
type of technology with varying degrees of 
success and uptake. But a familiar cry was heard 
from some law offices – ‘I just want to print this 
out and mark it up’. Great, but let me just reach 
for that fax machine or scanner.

In addition to the obvious operational benefit 
that an online paperless process brings, the 
strategic advantage in measuring the speed and 
size of the billing flow is worthy of note. 
Leveraging key metrics in this area allows for 
greatly improved visibility for forecasting 
cashflow and identifying blockers to realisation; 
providing much needed information on the status 
of proforma/billing guidelines; and tracking 
real-time valuations of WIP, discounting and 
possible income. The bottom line – creating a 
level of certainty and predictability around billing 
and cashflow in an uncertain time.

Imagine a world where automated production 
of billing information and guidelines appeared 
electronically at the right time on the laptops of 
the billing decision-makers. It would allow for 
real-time collaboration with team members and 
finance to enabling editing, annotations and 
amendments. It would apply financial control, 
outside counsel guidelines and governance 
seamlessly, and deliver bill production 
electronically directly to clients, not just at the 
month end, but when the invoice is expected. 
Now imagine a world where travel is limited, and 
you are recommended to remain at home and not 
socialise. Then ask yourself why you wouldn’t 
want to embark on introducing solutions that 

move to a paperless capability?  

http://www.wilsonallen.com


http://www.wilsonallen.com/software/proforma-tracker
http://www.wilsonallen.com/software/proforma-tracker
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