
RUN YOUR LEGAL DEPARTMENT LIKE A BUSINESS

12 steps to better management of your  
external legal work-in-progress



In our research with clients, the phrase “WIP bomb” has been used to describe the toxic combination 

of unknown and unbilled work-in-progress (WIP) from external counsel. 

The WIP bomb causes significant disruption to their budgets, business plans, and law firm 

relationships. It is the result of a lack of transparency over external legal work, particularly from long-

running and unpredictable hourly-billed matters.

  

Defusing the WIP bomb means having the tools to build better relationships with external law firms, 

and working closely with them to bring transparency and clarity of legal spend at all stages. Taking 

early and decisive action can prevent unexpected invoices from causing the WIP bomb to explode.
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Legal Operations Manager, international bank

At a really basic level, just having a tool in front of you 
that tells you about the accumulated WIP would be a 

huge advance. To have it all in one place in a consistent 
format, across all law firms (or at least the panel law 
firms) would be light years ahead of where we are. It 

would be a godsend to have that in one place.

“
“
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Building transparency with your law firms involves identifying when individual matters are going off-

track and working together to make improvements.

This is achieved best by using interactive real-time data giving insights on work currently underway, 

enabling in-house lawyers to manage their matters and budgets together with their law firms. 

Having detailed matter and spend data gives you an understanding of your accruals by type, practice 

area, region and business unit. 

This will allow you to budget more accurately – resulting in improved outcomes, lower costs and 

better relationships when compared with adversarial billing guidelines or post-invoice disputes.
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How can in-house legal teams manage 
their external WIP better?
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Simply put, knowing your WIP and having transparent data to hand means your business can understand 

where the money is being spent. You can then make empirical, data-based decisions. WIP transparency 

gives you credibility with the business of the shared commercial risk and trust that you can deliver accuracy 

in setting expectations, rather than underestimating forecasted costs.

Drive WIP transparency to report better internally

To reduce spend, you need to understand where cost is incurred and why. Using technology to improve 

your monitoring, you will be informed about how you can reduce or better predict spend. Your finance 

teams will appreciate your improvement in defining and monitoring budgets – and the lack of surprises.

Monitor regularly so you can make better predictions

Categorise your work to show which parts of the business spend more on different matter types. You can 

use this information to question why a part of the business has outsized spend, and whether it’s justified.

Categorise your matters
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For GCs who are looking to modernise their 
legal departments into a function that is run as a 
business [...] the starting point is to look at data. 
Numbers talk and it’s the data the CEO and the 

board of directors understand.

“
“

Hans Albers, President of ACC Europe (Legally Vocal podcast)
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It seems obvious, but the more regularly your law firms bill you for business-as-usual, the less likely your 

finance teams are to receive large invoices that cover old budget periods and impact cash flow. If your 

law firm doesn’t intend to bill you for work, then they should either write off the time in their practice 

management system or close the matter.

Consider agreeing with your firm that you will not pay for any work billed more than 90 days from the date 

it was performed.

Set budgets and ensure any hourly matter budget is monitored – not just on billed invoices, but on the 

time recorded that is yet to be billed.

Ask your law firms to bill regularly

Ensure your matters are time-bound

Control your overall and hourly budgets
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You need visibility of your WIP so you can avoid 
surprises. GCs really want to clamp down to make 

sure we are billed issues as close as possible to 
when the cost of the matter was incurred. We call it 
a WIP bomb because there might well be unknown 

WIP and unbilled WIP in combination.

“
“

Legal Operations Manager, international bank
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Having the appropriate roles doing the right work is one of the biggest levers in cost, quality and length of 

time to complete matters. You need to know in advance what the ideal staffing model is for specific matter 

types.

Get the right level of experience

Agree on effective invoicing guidelines (including everything, from expected timelines and terms through 

to acceptable rates for travel/admin time). Breaches of invoice guidelines are a failure to set clear 

expectations upfront. It is unreasonable to challenge law firms if appropriate expectations and standards 

have not been set in advance.

Set clear, enforceable expectations

Communicate KPIs to your existing law firms. They need to know the criteria against which they are going 

to be judged and the expectations of service against which they can act and then bill.

Set your KPIs in advance

2020 | Apperio Ltd



There is an increased expectation that lawyers 
need to be better at not just managing costs, 

but also managing our departments. For 
this reason, using email and spreadsheets to 

manage WIP is not sustainable.

“
“

General Counsel, international bank
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Agree on rates, and check them when reviewing a matter. A fee earner’s rate may increase during the 

course of a matter due, you need to know why. Then compare rates for different fee earners of the same 

role working on the matter to get the balance of experience right.

Use technology to get oversight of total, billed and unbilled figures over a given period. Don’t focus on the 

specific numbers but on trends to set expectations for improvement.

Manage by exception – if spend on a matter isn’t meeting your expectations, having transparent data in a 

single platform allows rapid intervention.

Check your rates

Manage trends to set expectation

Intervene earlier to avoid later surprises
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As we have become tighter on costs, the expectations 
of senior management have increased. They are not 

impressed if bills come in long after a deal has closed 
or a matter has finished, particularly when there is no 
revenue to go with it. They want bills to be created 
early on and to have a process where cost is pushed 

down as early as possible.

“
“

Legal Operations Manager, international bank
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Apperio brings clarity, control and confidence to legal teams 

through legal spend tracking and analytics in real time.

If you want to manage your legal budgets better, Apperio can help.

Get in touch

+44 (0)20 3778 0024

info@apperio.com
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