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Financial Management:
Basic Dollars and Sense 
for Lawyers
By Natalie R. Thornwell

L aw schools do not teach their

students how to be business

owners.  So, when it comes to

handling money matters, sometimes attor-

neys need a little help. The Law Practice

Management Program has several resources

to help firms get on solid financial footing

before starting a practice, or even well into a

legal career. Outlined below are some gener-

al financial management tips and

resources to help boost your bottom

line. We’ll call this information “The

Basics.”

Basic Financial
Procedures 

Whether performed by book-
keeping staff, yourself, or an
outside accountant or book-
keeper, you can not operate a
law firm without conducting
most, if not all, of the following
procedures. Of course, for many of these
steps you can set your own firm policy

regarding how the step will be accomplished.
For instance, for generating bills, your policy
may be to bill monthly on the fifth of the
month for all clients. Look closely at how you
handle these procedures in your firm to make
sure they are being carried out properly:

Maintain an operating account; 
Maintain a trust account;
Track time on all matters;
Generate bills;
Process payments;
Pay firm bills;
Reconcile firm’s operating and trust
accounts;
Process payroll; and
Send financial information to accountant
for tax purposes.

Basic Software Systems 
Basic systems for financial manage-

ment come in the form of software
these days. There are some firms

that are still doing things by
hand (yuk!), but most firms

have software programs to
handle financial matters.

These programs cover time
and billing, and general ledger
accounting for law firms. 

Time and Billing — You
should use an automated
time and billing system.

Period. The basic feature sets
for time and billing programs are

quite user friendly and allow for easy time
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tracking and bill generation. The
programs have a place to input
time entries or time slips. The pro-
grams usually require you to iden-
tify the person tracking the time
(timekeeper), the matter/case for
which the time is being tracked
(client), the amount of time or the
amount of the expense being
incurred on behalf of the client and
a description of the work or
expense item. At the time of billing,
the program collects the appropri-
ate slips and allows you to generate
a billing statement for your clients
based on the settings you have
entered regarding the format of the
bill and the billing arrangement.

When payments are received,
they are entered into the program
to offset existing, and even future,
invoices so that you have an up to
the minute account of what clients

owe. Most systems allow flexibility
in setting up clients’ payment
arrangements, charging interest on
past due amounts and the format-
ting of the bill. You can also
account for all of the funds that are
held in trust for your clients, and
even generate bank deposit slips.
Writing checks is not available in
every time and billing program,
but rather is a standard feature for
the integrated time and billing and
accounting systems that are dis-
cussed below. Reports can be gen-
erated for virtually everything that
is input into the system. Below also
is a list of the basic reports you
should be using to help properly
manage your firm’s finances.

Note:  An “automated time and
billing system” is NOT one where the
attorney goes back through a file and
“recalls” what was done, and then has

the staff “prepare” the bill by typing
these entries out and manually calcu-
lating what the client owes.
Automated systems DO replace manu-
al client ledger card systems.

General Ledger Accounting —
Beyond tracking transactions and
work done on behalf of clients, the
law firm also needs to be aware of
the firm’s bottom line. In order to
get this information, the firm will
need to utilize a general ledger
accounting system. And, is this an
automated system, too? Yes, it is.
Well, it should be. The integrated
system will give the firm informa-
tion on all financial transactions
(both for the client and for the firm)
in one place and provide a break-
out of income and expenses catego-
rized with a chart of accounts. (Fun
stuff!)  How much money does the
firm have on hand?  How much
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money did the firm make?  How
much does the firm spend in office
supplies?  All of these firm money
questions are answered with the
help of the general ledger account-
ing system. 

Integrated Time and Billing and
General Ledger Accounting —
General ledger accounting features
are found in integrated time 
and billing/accounting packages.
These integrated programs com-
bine what the automated time and
billing and general ledger account-
ing programs do into one program.
As mentioned above, check writing
is a standard feature of these pro-
grams. Checks can be written and
then charged (allocated) back to
the appropriate client or firm
expense account. Payroll
and tax reporting are also stan-
dard parts of these programs.
When all is said and done, the
money in the bank, what
clients owe you (accounts
receivable) and what you
owe everyone else
(accounts payable) is put into the
system. These programs, when
used properly, give you the firm’s
bottom line.

Some legal-specific financial
management products covering
time billing and accounting for solo
and small firms are:

Timeslips — www.timeslips.com.
Pricing starts as low as $80
(time and billing only). 
PC Law — www.pclaw.com.
Pricing starts at $195 (integrated
system).
TABS — www.stilegal.com.
Pricing starts at $495 (integrated
system).

Mid-sized firms (read 10–25
timekeepers) might want to look at:

CMS Open — www.cmsopen.com 
Elite — www.elite.com 
Juris — www.juris.com

ProLaw — www.prolaw.com
Large firms should check with

their internal IT departments for
finding the appropriate enterprise
solution. With larger firms, remote
ASP Web-based solutions seem to
be popular.

Other financial management
software applications that are
found in law firms include

Quicken, QuickBooks, and
Peachtree. These accounting solu-
tions are not legal specific, but
when properly customized are also
very helpful in tracking time, gen-
erating invoices and managing the
bottom line.

Note:  Contact the Law Practice
Management Program to discuss your
firm’s needs for financial management
software. The products here are a few
among hundreds and, again, while
they are highly recommended by this
program, you need to find a system
that will work for your specific needs. 

Basic Financial Reports
Regardless of which software

program you implement for finan-
cial management, you need to
make sure the program provides
these basic reports:

Accounts Receivable — list of
past due accounts by client. Use
this report to determine how
much is owed to the firm and
for your collections process. 
Productivity — list of how
much has been billed by time-
keeper. This report is some-
times used to track firm goals
for billable hours and even for
compensation when used with
the profitability report.
Profitability — list of what
amounts have actually been col-
lected by the firm versus what
has been billed. This is gives a
true picture of firm revenue by
timekeepers, and is often the
basis of compensation systems
for attorneys.
Fee Allocation — list of what
portion of a collected fee is
attributable to a timekeeper.

This report is also used to
determine attorney com-
pensation. Originating and
responsible attorneys may
sometimes receive certain

percentages based on their
work on cases.
Financial Statements (Profit/
Loss) — list of income versus
expenses. This report gives a
picture of how much money the
firm is making or losing over a
certain period. Detailed journals
show what is coming in and
what is going out of the firm.

Basic Firm Budgeting
You should also set up a budget

for your firm operations. While this
is often done at the business plan-
ning stages of a law practice, many
firms don’t realize how they can
benefit from budgets well into the
life of a practice. How would you
like to see where the firm is spend-
ing the most money, or how you
can make more money personally?
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If your software does not include
budgeting features, you can set up
a simple budget on your own.
Here’s how:

Using a spreadsheet, or if you
must, a table in a word processor,
list all of the expenditures you
expect to have over a specified
period:

EXPENSE   
Insurance  $5,600  
Bar Dues $300  
Salaries/Draws $246,000  
Office Supplies $8,500  
TOTAL EXPENSES $260,400  

Then list your projections for
income. Remember, budgeting is a
guessing process. Well, at least,
educated guessing. List income
projections like this:

INCOME   
Fee Income $289,000  
Partner Contributions $7,500
TOTAL INCOME $296,500 

By taking the total for projected
income and subtracting the expect-
ed expenses over a period of time,
a simple budget for the firm is cre-
ated. Also, by tracking the same
figures as they are actually
incurred, you create a profit and
loss statement. In my short exam-
ple above, the firm makes a profit
of $36,100 over the specified peri-
od. As this process is perfected
over time, you will find that you
are able to better monitor, and even
influence, the financial direction of
the firm.

Additional Resources
The Law Practice Management

Program has available the follow-
ing additional resources to help
with financial management:

Surveys (may not be checked out)
2000 Survey of Law Firm
Economics: A Management and
Planning Tool 
1997 & 1996 Survey of Law Firm
Economics 
1996 & 1995 Small Law Firm
Economic Surveys 

Books 
The ABA Guide to Lawyer Trust
Accounts
Accounting & Finance for
Lawyers: Basic Understandings
and Practices
Cost Accounting for Law Firms 
Financial Statement Analysis and
Business Valuation for the
Practical Lawyer 
Guide to Time and Billing
Software for Lawyers
How to Draft Bills Clients Rush
to Pay 
Identifying Profits (or Losses) in
the Law Firm 
Improving Accounts 
Receivable
Collection 
Law Firm
Accounting
and Financial
Management 
Lawyer’s Guide
to Spreadsheets 
Lawyer’s Quick
Guide to
Timeslips 
Managing for
Profit:
Improving or
Maintaining
Your Bottom
Line 
Model Chart of
Accounts 
Results-
Oriented
Financial
Management 

Running a Law Practice on a
Shoestring 
Simplified Accounting Systems
and Concepts for Lawyers 
Win-Win Billing Strategies 

Video
Lawyers’ Trust Accounts:
Common Pitfalls and How to
Avoid Them

Audiotape
Fundamentals of Financial
Management

Reference (may not be checked out)
Time & Billing Reference Manual
for Windows

To check out materials or 
obtain more information on finan-
cial management for your firm,
contact us at (404) 527-8770 or
natalie@gabar.org. 

Natalie R. Thornwell is the 
director of the Law Practice
Management Program of the
State Bar of Georgia.
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See also: 
http://www.ncbar.org/featured-

videos/essential-technology-for-the-
new-law-practice-hardware.aspx 

http://www.ncbar.org/featured-videos/essential-technology-for-the-new-law-practice-hardware.aspx
http://www.ncbar.org/featured-videos/essential-technology-for-the-new-law-practice-hardware.aspx
http://www.ncbar.org/featured-videos/essential-technology-for-the-new-law-practice-hardware.aspx


 

 

  

Just because you can find it in Google doesn't 
mean you should rely on it. What are the most 
authoritative and up-to-date resources on the 
web for legal research, business information, 

competitive intelligence, and people searches? 
What free and low cost websites will provide 
the best information in the least amount of 

time? Come to this program to find out how to 
use the web wisely and hone your research 

skills to find the best information just in time. 

                   
Mining the 
Web for 
Infomation 
 
 
Catherine Sanders Reach, Director                      
Law Practice Management and Technology 
The Chicago Bar Association 
 
Thomas Keefe, JD MLIS 
Instructional Librarian 
The John Marshall Law School 
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Today’s lawyers face an array of electronic information tools. We’ve moved beyond the basics to a 
universe of information now available on the Internet. But what’s needed to cope with that information is 
an understanding of strengths and limitations, of realities and myths, and a recognition that both today 
and for the foreseeable future lawyers will exist with a multiplicity of tools, conventional print, and web-
based resources. The information that lawyers will need is not always available free of charge. 
Understanding where to spend your dollars on research and information is critical.  

LEGAL RESEARCH ON THE ‘NET  
When using the Internet to conduct free legal research it is best to use focused legal research sites to start 
the project. Even then, the user must be aware of accuracy, authority, and whether the resource is up-to-
date. Some of the best online legal research resources provide pathfinders or bibliographies to help the 
research get started. Always remember the mnemonic from the American Association of Law Libraries – 
Just ASK a Law Librarian:  

J urisdiction - Federal or State, Court or administrative, regulatory or legislative, or a combination?  

U seful Tips - don’t recreate the wheel! Has this research been done?  

S cope of Research - How extensive should the search be?  

T erms of Art - Determine and define search terms, synonyms, similar concepts  

A cronyms - Look them up, find out what they mean  

S ources - Any secondary treatments? A treatise, law review articles?  

K ey Cost Restraints - How much can you bill the client?  

SEARCH ENGINES  
DOGPILE   
http://www.dogpile.com/    

Dogpile simultaneously searches Google, Yahoo! and Bing. Once the results are retrieved, the metasearch 
technology used by Dogpile goes to work removing duplicates and analyzing the results to help ensure the 
best results top the list.  

DUCKDUCKGO 
http://duckduckgo.com/  

For a clean interface and a no-tracking privacy policy, check out the DuckDuckGo search engine. You can 
search most sites directly by adding a !Bang parameter. For instance “!youtube kittens” would search 
YouTube for kittens or “!findlaw daubert” searches Findlaw for the keyword.  You can also choose always 
on https, and prevents sharing of your search with sites you click on. You can even change the color, look 
& feel, and the layout.  

  

http://www.dogpile.com/
http://duckduckgo.com/
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WOLFRAM ALPHA: COMPUTATIONAL KNOWLEDGE ENGINE 
http://www.wolframalpha.com/  

Wolfram Alpha is more of a fact engine than a search engine. It excels at mathematical functions, but also 
can do things like find and analyze data on a stock, compare stocks, mortgage calculations, compute 
salary equivalents and current value of historical quantities of money, and thousands of other options. 
The Pro version at $5 a month lets you upload your own data (data, audio, text and 60+ other types) for 
the engine to analyze.  

BLEKKO  
http://blekko.com/  

Blekko calls itself the “spam free” search engine, providing results that don’t include results from content 
farms (sites with large amounts of textual content designed to satisfy algorithms for maximum retrieval by 
automated search engines such as Google).  Blekko uses human curation by letting users tag pages to 
provide higher quality search results. The Blekko slashtags parameter help limit a search to only top sites 
determined by Blekko, user created slashtags, or built-in slashtags to perform a specific search function. 
For instance search wings /beatles to get information about Paul McCartney’s band after the Beatles.  

STARTPAGE 
https://www.startpage.com/ 
Do you like the results you get from Google, but don’t want the customization of results you get because 
as a logged in Google user the search engine delivers results based on what it “knows” about you? Try 
Startpage, which lets you search Google anonymously. It calls itself the world’s most private search 
engine, and it is nice not to have your own behaviors taint search results.  IxQuick, the maker of 
Startpage, is a private search engine that aggregates results from ten search engines.  

BETTER GOOGLE SEARCHING 
Google Search boasts a number of helpful search features and advanced operators, including using 
quotation marks to specify a phrase search, using minus signs to specify terms to exclude, [infile:] to 
search for a specific file type, [inurl:] to search for terms in a URL such as .gov or .edu, [site:] to limit the 
search to specific sites, and [define:] to search for definitions.   According to Google employee Daniel M. 
Russell, a proximity operator can be used in Google searches.  The syntax is [term/phrase1 AROUND(n) 
term/phrase2], where n is the maximum distance between term/phrase1 and term/phrase2.  An example 
is [Obama AROUND(3) bill].     

Google search defaults to ignore stop words so don’t forget to put your search operators in ALL CAPS or 
they may be ignored. For instance, if you search for__ Smith or Jones ___, Google returns the results for 
Smith and Jones.  Try this to see the difference in the results set:  searching for Smith or Jones yields 
112,000,000 results while Smith OR Jones yields 647,000,000 results. 

Google search will act as a calculator. Just type in your calculation using  *  to multiply and   /  to divide; 
adding and subtracting are  + and -  . You can also put in tracking codes, and other information to get 
instant information, such as stock quotes, unit conversions, flight tracking dictionary search, and more.  

Once you’ve done a search, look to the left of the results to refine and re-scope a search.  

http://www.wolframalpha.com/
http://blekko.com/
https://www.startpage.com/
https://www.ixquick.com/
http://www.google.com/support/websearch/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=136861
http://www.googleguide.com/advanced_operators.html
http://searchresearch1.blogspot.com/2010/10/around-has-always-been-around.html
http://searchresearch1.blogspot.com/2010/10/around-has-always-been-around.html
http://www.google.com/help/features.html
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ARCHIVAL WEBSITES 
One significant reality of the web is that content disappears. Links go bad (aka “link rot”) and content is 
lost forever – or is it?  There are a few ways to try before giving up that a web page has disappeared 
forever.  

CHESAPEAKE DIGITAL PRESERVATION GROUP 
http://cdm16064.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/  

The Chesapeake Digital Preservation Group features government, policy, and legal information archived 
from the Web through a partnership between state and academic law libraries, including the Harvard, 
Georgetown, Maryland and Virginia State Law Libraries.  The scope is selected state, federal and foreign 
government documents and materials from Maryland, Virginia, and District of Columbia.  

CYBERCEMETARY 
http://govinfo.library.unt.edu/  

The University of North Texas Libraries and the U.S. Government Printing Office, as part of the Federal 
Depository Library Program, created a partnership to provide permanent public access to the Web sites 
and publications of defunct U.S. government agencies and commissions. The CyberCemetery is “an 
archive of government websites that have ceased operation (usually websites of defunct government 
agencies and commissions that have issued a final report). This collection features a variety of topics 
indicative of the broad nature of government information.  

INTERNET ARCHIVE: THE WAYBACK MACHINE 
http://archive.org/web/web.php  

This repository of over 150 billion webpages archived from 1996 to the near present, archives websites as 
well as moving images, audio, software, FAQs and defunct forums. Not all sites are archived. Those that 
were password protected, blocked search engines or were otherwise inaccessible are not included.  And, 
the site archive intervals are somewhat random. However, if you are looking for web content that has 
otherwise disappeared this is a good place to look.  

GOOGLE/BING/YAHOO! CACHE 
Most popular search engines offer cached views of webpages. If you do a search and find a “404 page not 
found” error go back to the search results and look to the right of the link or title.  Depending on the 
engine and your browser you may have to mouse over a preview page to see the link to the cached 
version. The cached version may not have the full content, such as dynamically driven content or Flash, 
but it should at least provide the text.  

 

  

http://cdm16064.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/
http://govinfo.library.unt.edu/
http://archive.org/web/web.php
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CREATE PERSONALIZED SEARCH ENGINES 
GOOGLE CUSTOM SEARCH 
http://www.google.com/coop/cse/  

According to a recent Google estimate, the web now includes more than 1 trillion pages. That staggering 
number underlines the necessity of effective search engines: without them, the web would be useless. 
Users simply wouldn't be able to find the information they need in a reasonable amount of time.  

Even the best search engines can cause frustration with the sheer bredth of information. Though 
attorneys can minimize some of these frustrations by learning search tricks or mastering a search engine's 
"advanced" search tools, they can also build custom search engine tailored to their needs, built using 
Google's Custom Search Engine tool.  Google Custom Search Engine ("CSE") allows users to choose specific 
resources from the web - blogs, webpages, news sites, etc. and search only those resources, thus cutting 
down on the noise from the rest of the Web. Creating a Google CSR requires a free Google account. Then 
follow the simple steps which include filling out a set up form. The Google CSE can then be used as a 
standalone page or it can be embedded as a "widget" on blogs, websites, and even iGoogle homepages.  

FEE FIE FOE FIRM 
http://www.feefiefoefirm.com  

Fee Fie Foe Firm USA is your window to the world of law firms. We're a search engine that 
focuses on the websites of US law firms. Use the search box above to search for legal experts, 
law firm bulletins, articles, press releases and more! 

FREE FULL-TEXT ONLINE LAW REVIEW/JOURNAL SEARCH 
 http://bit.ly/JrltfL  

This free search engine from the ABA’s Legal Technology Resource Center searches the free full-
text of over 400 online law reviews and law journals, as well as document repositories hosting 
academic papers and related publications such as Congressional Research Service reports. 
Several of the law reviews and legal journals (such as the Stanford Technology Law Review), 
working papers, and reports are available online only. 

GREPLIN 
https://www.greplin.com/  

Greplin is a personal search engine that allows you to search all your online data in one easy place. 
Greplin indexes the information you create on different websites (like Dropbox, Evernote, Gmail, Twitter 
and Facebook) and provides lightning fast search of all your information. Sign up for Greplin (it's free!) 
Add as many indexes of your favorite websites as you like and start searching all your data in one place. 
Immediately 

DIRECTORIES  
Sites like Findlaw and Legal Information Institute are types of directories. Online directories help users to 
find information by working through a structure from broad term to narrower term. There are some 
excellent resources on the WWW maintained by researchers and librarians that can help provide a bigger 

http://www.google.com/coop/cse/
http://www.feefiefoefirm.com/
http://bit.ly/JrltfL
https://www.greplin.com/


6 
 

picture than the narrow results of a search engine. Unlike search engines, directories are compiled by 
humans, not algorithms, and thus offer a different and often better approach to a topic.  

LIBRARIAN’S INTERNET INDEX  
http://lii.org/  

This directory has been available almost since the dawn of the commercial Internet. Each broad topic can 
be followed through until a list of sites is presented. Each site has information, such as topics, description, 
publisher, Library of Congress subject headings, and date last visited. Each site is vetted and annotated by 
professional librarians around the country.  

DMOZ DIRECTORY  
http://dmoz.org/  

Part of the Open Directory project, which purports to be the largest, most comprehensive human-edited 
directory of the Web. It is constructed and maintained by a vast, global community of volunteer editors . 
Users can drill down or search the directory, which offers a different perspective on topics.  

TOP FREE ONLINE LEGAL RESEARCH RESOURCES  
LII – CORNELL’S LEGAL INFORMATION INSTITUTE  
http://www.law.cornell.edu/  

The Legal Information Institute (LII) is a research and electronic publishing activity of the Cornell Law 
School, founded in 1992. The Institute publishes electronic versions of core materials in numerous areas 
of the law both online and packaged for download -- ranging from the Constitution to the Uniform 
Commercial Code. It maintains this Internet site and its many resources.  

FINDLAW  
http://lp.findlaw.com/   

FindLaw, published by Thomson West, is one of the highest-trafficked free legal Web site, providing a 
comprehensive set of legal resources on the Internet for legal professionals. Their resources include a 
cases, legislation, and codes directory at the state and federal level, practice management articles, legal 
news, an online career center, a fee based forms and contracts library and other resources.  

  

http://lii.org/
http://dmoz.org/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/
http://lp.findlaw.com/
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JUSTIA 
http://www.justia.com/ 

Justia is a content rich web directory that links to articles, caselaw, statutory law, legal blogs and more, by 
practice area or jurisdiction. They also link to free legal forms, host a lawyer directory, maintain a blog and 
Twitter directory and have a public question/answer service. 

LLRX – LAW LIBRARIAN’S RESOURCE EXCHANGE  
http://www.llrx.com/  

LLRX.com delivers current, high quality content on a broad range of topics including: technology and legal 
research, reviews of legal and non-legal websites for researchers, international and comparative law 
guides by authors worldwide, technology training resources, and seminar materials and presentations 
from leading legal and library-related technology conferences. The site has an email update feature to be 
alerted of new articles when they are posted. LLRX also has a searchable database of court rules, forms 
and dockets, though it was last updated January 2011. 

ZIMMERMAN’S LEGAL RESEARCH GUIDE  
http://www.lexisnexis.com/infopro/zimmerman/  

Zimmerman’s Guide is the brainchild of Andrew Zimmerman, a law librarian with 10+ years of research 
experience, along with help and input from a bevy of other law librarians. The guide provides 
encyclopedic entries on everything from “Texas” to “Blue Sky Laws”. It covers states, federal jurisdictions, 
popular Acts, associations, practice areas, and much more. Replete with “see” and “see also” references, 
this heavily linked database offers a description, research resources, and helpful hints for each entry. For 
instance, the entry for “Antitrust Law” provides a description, research resources, published works that 
compile the law, database resources, etc. Anytime a researcher is faced with tackling unfamiliar terrain, 
Zimmerman’s comes to the rescue!  

The structure of the online Guide is very simple. Internal jumplinks to each letter of the alphabet and 
“see” references provide the initial navigation. There is a search, which can be restricted to “heading”. 
Any legal researcher, or anyone unfamiliar with this great resource, should go take a look. If you don’t 
have an experienced law librarian handy, this site will help you get your research started  

LAW LIBRARY OF CONGRESS 
http://www.loc.gov/law/  

The Law Library of Congress houses THOMAS, which provides access to current and historical legislative 
information for Congress including bills, public laws, the Congressional record, roll call votes, and more. It 
also houses GLIN (see “International Resources”), and has an “ask a librarian” for personal assistance by 
phone or email.  

GOOGLE LEGAL SCHOLAR 
http://scholar.google.com/ 

Google Scholar legal searches case law in many state and federal jurisdictions, as well as fee and free legal 
journal articles.  Searches can be limited to legal opinions and by jurisdiction through the Google Scholar 
Advanced Search interface. The legal opinions linked to in the search results are free full-text and include 

http://www.justia.com/
http://www.llrx.com/
http://www.llrx.com/courtrules
http://www.llrx.com/courtrules
http://www.lexisnexis.com/infopro/zimmerman/
http://www.loc.gov/law/
http://scholar.google.com/
http://scholar.google.com/advanced_scholar_search
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pagination.  Google Scholar includes a citator feature for legal opinions: clicking on a "How cited" link 
appearing next to an opinion in the search results leads to a page which displays text snippets from citing 
paragraphs in citing opinions. While there is no editorial analysis on treatment, they have now added a 
graphical “how often cited” next to the citing case. "Cited by" and "Related documents" links display lists 
of citing and related opinions and articles. Stated coverage is “currently, Google Scholar allows you to 
search and read published opinions of US state appellate and Supreme Court cases since 1950, US federal 
district, appellate, tax and bankruptcy courts since 1923 and US Supreme Court cases since 1791.” 

In addition, it includes citations for cases cited by indexed opinions or journal articles which allows you to 
find influential cases (usually older or international) which are not yet online or publicly available.   Once 
you have created a search Google Legal Scholar offers the ability to create an alert for those search results 
directly from the search results page. All told, many lawyers have concluded that Google Scholar is a great 
place to conduct preliminary research, or to review new cases that have not yet been affected by 
precedent. 

OFFERS FROM STATE/LOCAL BAR ASSOCIATIONS 
Your state bar association may also offer members-only access to case law and other materials.  Many 
states have licensed either Fastcase or joined the Casemaker consortium as a member 
benefit.  Depending on your bar’s participation, you may have state or national coverage, CLE materials, 
even practice rules and jury instructions. 

FEDERAL SITES 
FEDERAL JUDICIARY HOMEPAGE 
http://www.uscourts.gov/courtlinks  

The Federal Judiciary Homepage is an important page to know because it provides a gateway to all federal 
court websites.  What might one find on a court’s website?  One will find important information like 
opinions, dockets, information on court calls, and local rules and forms.  The Seventh Circuit Court of 
Appeals (http://www.ca7.uscourts.gov/) website provides a good example.  The Seventh Circuit is a 
stickler on filing briefs.  If you look at the website, you’ll see a whole array of links to materials intended to 
assist practitioners in preparing winning briefs.  This free information does not exist elsewhere.    

U.S. CONGRESS ON THE NET 
http://thomas.loc.gov 

The federal government is making a strong push to provide all government information to the American 
public for free via the Internet.  Thomas is a perfect example.  Thomas provides access to federal bills back 
to 1979 and federal public laws back to 1973.  This is one of only a few sites where those responsible for 
the content have made a concerted effort to add information that pre-dates the World Wide Web.  It’s an 
important site because it provides those doing federal research can use Thomas, for example, to track the 
status of a bill for free.  One can also do the better part of a federal legislative history for free.  There’s 
much more there worth exploring. 

 

 

http://www.uscourts.gov/courtlinks
http://www.ca7.uscourts.gov/
http://thomas.loc.gov/
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GOVTRACK.US 
http://www.govtrack.us 

GovTrack is a great way to keep track of what’s going on in Congress.  You can follow the status of current 
legislation as it makes its way through the house and senate.  One can also look at the voting records and 
success rates for particular congressman and look at the work being done by individual committees just to 
name a few things. 

U.S. CODE SEARCH 
http://143.231.180.80/ 

This site, still in beta, allows a researcher to search and browse the U.S. Code as well as retrieve sections 
by citation.  It’s not perfect, but it’s a vast improvement over its predecessor.  Be careful though, there is 
a disclaimer that says “While every effort has been made to ensure that the Code database on the 
website is accurate, those using it for legal research should verify their results against the printed version 
of the United States Code available through the Government Printing Office.”  One can update a code 
section by looking at the classification table for the ensuing years and updating using Thomas.  Is this an 
acceptable alternative to commercial publications of the code?  It depends on one’s purpose. 

USGPO-FDSYS 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/  

FDsys is the replacement for GPOAccess.  It’s an attempt by the federal government to provide accurate, 
trustworthy government information.  For more on ‘authentication,’ see the ‘about’ section the FDsys 
website.  It also represents the government’s effort to bring all important sources of federal legal 
information into one searchable location. 

E-CFR 
www.gpoaccess.gov/ecfr/ 

Very few offices have an up-to-date print set of the CFR.  Fortunately, the federal government provides a 
pretty reliable online version through E-CFR.  The nice thing is that one can easily update a section by 
checking against the Federal Register.  Be careful though, as it notes, this site is not an official source. 

PACER 
http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/ 

PACER is the Public Access to Court Electronic Records website of the U.S. government.  It provides 24/7 
access to a listing of all parties and participants in a federal lawsuit including judges and attorneys; a 
compilation of all case information like the cause of action, nature of the suit, dollar demand and docket 
information.  In addition, it provides images of many pleadings and briefs that can be retrieved and 
printed.  It’s not free, but it only costs 8 cents per page to print.  One can use PACER to track similar cases 
or to retrieve briefs. 

 
 
 

http://www.govtrack.us/
http://143.231.180.80/
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/ecfr/
http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/
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FEDSTATS—ONE STOP FOR GOVERNMENT STATS 
http://www.fedstats.gov/  

The federal government produces a wealth of statistical information.  Fedstats is an attempt to organize 
the vast array of federal government information sources into one search interface.  Anyone involved in 
litigation will eventually need to make an argument based on a federal statistic like case load statistics or 
employment statistics.  Note that you can search by topic, region or agency.  This is truly one-stop 
shopping for government statistics. 

PRIMARY LAW FROM THE STATES  
How trustworthy are state-level primary legal resources on the Web? The American Association of Law 
Libraries (AALL) published a State-by-State Report on Authentication of Online Legal Resources that 
answers this very important and timely question. The comprehensive report examines the results of a 
state survey that investigated whether government-hosted legal resources on the Web are official and 
capable of being considered authentic.  

Ultimately, the issues surround the authenticity and reliability of state hosted public domain law (cases, 
regs, statutes, legislation) caused the National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform State Laws to 
promulgate the Uniform Electronic Material Act in July 2011.  The Act calls for the official publisher of 
legal materials - if they are only available electronically - to designate the electronic record as official, to 
provide authentication of the electronic record, ensure that it is accurate, and provide for the 
preservation of the record (whether maintained electronically or not).  So far it has been introduced in 6 
states. 

 
Keep in mind that some jurisdictions have turned their case law publishing over to a commercial 
publisher. California state case law is available for free through a special LexisNexis site. Alaska case law  
and Kentucky Court Rules are available from similar, publicly-accessible Westlaw sites.  

IL SITES 
ILLINOIS GENERAL ASSEMBLY 
http://www.ilga.gov  

The ILGA website is a must-have for Illinois practitioners.  It’s the only place you will find the Illinois 
Administrative Code for free online, and there is no longer an official print version.  It’s where you need to 
go to perform an Illinois legislative history.  And, it’s where you MAY go to find a free version of the Illinois 
Compiled Statutes.  But, be aware that’s not official and there is a large disclaimer noting that fact.  This is 
very typical of primary legislative and administrative materials online.  According to a state by state study 
done by the AALL Access to Electronic Information Committee, “The vast majority of state online primary 
legal resources are not sufficiently trustworthy.” 

ILLINOIS CORPORATE NAME DATABASE 
http://www.ilsos.gov/corporatellc 

The Internet is a great source for agency information at both the state and federal level.  Agency websites 
will contain: agency decisions, applicable regulations, practice pointers like how to handle an 

http://www.fedstats.gov/
http://www.aallnet.org/aallwash/authenreport.html
http://www.nccusl.org/Act.aspx?title=Electronic%20Legal%20Material%20Act
http://www.lexisnexis.com/clients/CACourts/
http://government.westlaw.com/akcases/
http://government.westlaw.com/linkedslice/default.asp?SP=KYR-1000
http://www.ilga.gov/
http://www.ilsos.gov/corporatellc
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administrative appeal and other documents like agency handbooks.  The Illinois Corporate Name 
database provides the corporate information for all corporations and LLCs registered in Illinois. 

ILLINOIS COURT OPINIONS 
www.state.il.us/court/opinions/archive.asp  
 

The Illinois Courts website provides a host of important information sources for Illinois practitioners.  As 
of July 1, 2011, there is no longer an official print version of Illinois cases.  The official version resides here.  
In addition, the citation format for these cases has changed.  See the amended Supreme Court Rule 6.  
This site provides a wealth of state court information including court rules, and beginning recently, jury 
instructions.  There is a search function, but the cases only go back to 1996 and the search engine is very 
rudimentary. 

 

INTERNATIONAL RESOURCES  
Foreign law is increasingly available on the Web. Cornell’s Legal Information Institute has leant its name to 
a growing list of LII’s from other countries.  

WORLDLII  
http://www.worldlii.org 

WordLII can search and aggregate results from most of the LIIs and you can restrict results by geographic 
area. Coverage will vary depending upon the jurisdiction.  

Some of the LIIs have developed substantial sites, so if you are researching in a particular jurisdiction, you 
may want to go directly to that country’s LII if it exists. Canada’s CanLII (http://www.canlii.org ) includes 
case law, statutes, and regulations, as well as a citator (known as note up in Canada) and point-in-time 
legislative comparisons.  

GLIN – THE GLOBAL LEGAL INFORMATION NETWORK  
http://www.glin.gov/ 

Hosted, prepared, and maintained by the Law Library of Congress, provides a searchable, full-text online 
database with laws, legislative records, judicial decisions, and legal literature. The Global Legal 
Information Network (GLIN) is a public database of laws, regulations, judicial decisions, and other 
complementary legal sources contributed by governmental agencies and international organizations. 
These GLIN members contribute the official full texts of published documents to the database in their 
original language. Each document is accompanied by a summary in English and subject terms selected 
from the multilingual index to GLIN. All summaries are available to the public, and public access to full 
texts is also available in participating jurisdictions.  

SHARED CONTENT SITES  
With the advent of Web 2.0, and the increasingly familiar and trusted experience of participation and 
sharing on the web through social media, shared content sites that allow end users to upload and share 

http://www.state.il.us/court/opinions/archive.asp
http://www.worldlii.org/
http://www.canlii.org/
http://www.glin.gov/
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content, comment on other’s content, and gain recognition for contributions, has resulted in some very 
useful sites for lawyers.  

Other sites, such as Scribd, SlideShare, and DocStoc, let users upload documents and slide presentations. 
Many companies, individuals, and law firms upload information to share on these sites, making them a 
goldmine for information that an entity may, or may not know, is being shared publically.  

 

JDSUPRA 
http://www.jdsupra.com/  

Among other things, JD Supra allows lawyers and legal professionals to upload representative documents 
– briefs, articles, presentations, etc. to be freely shared – and searched. Large firms such as Bryan Cave 
and Fenwick & West, as well as many others, submit content.  

SSRN (SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH NETWORK) 
http://www.ssrn.com/ 

The Social Science Research Network contains vast amounts of scholarly articles, from law, accounting, 
corporate, political science and much more. Scholars and academics submit research articles to SSRN 
before they go through peer review and the formal publishing process. This means the articles are often 
not the final version, but they are made available much faster than the traditional publishing procedure 
allows.  Users can hone in on just legal articles, some articles are available only in abstract.  

MYLAWDOCS 
http://www.mylawdocs.com/  

A new-comer, this site requires users to share a legal form as part of the registration process. Once done 
you can sign up and search for legal forms from other users.  The FAQs state “You can share any form you 
like on MyLawDocs (Real Estate, Corporate, Tax, IP, Litigation, Wills and Estates etc). The only 
requirements are (i) the form be in Microsoft WORD so that it can be edited by the person who 
downloads it once they are using it for their transaction and (ii) you must remove all client sensitive and 
other privileged information from the form before you share it with the community. All forms which do 
not meet the aforementioned criteria are subject to removal by the MyLawDocs staff and all users who do 
not follow these requirements will be banned from using the MyLawDocs database.” MyLawDocs also 
includes that the document be a true “form” – though it doesn’t elaborate on that point.  

WEX 
http://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/  

Wex is the Legal Information Institute’s community built, free legal dictionary and encyclopedia. Wex 
content, unlike Wikipedia, is contributed by named, qualified legal professionals and edited by legal 
experts. Entries contain an overview and definitions, resources, examples, and in caselaw.  While the site 
is not comprehensive, it is valuable. 

  

http://www.scribd.com/
http://www.slideshare.net/
http://www.docstoc.com/
http://www.jdsupra.com/
http://www.ssrn.com/
http://www.ssrn.com/lsn/index.html
http://www.mylawdocs.com/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/
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BLOGS  
Blogs, or weblogs, are another way to get legal research information and current awareness. Many 
lawyers are blogging, providing commentary on practice area specific information. Some very good blogs 
provide legal research information and tips.  

The legal profession has enthusiastically embraced blogging. Vast directories of legal-centric blogs have 
been compiled, including Blawg.com, Justia’s Blawg Directory, and the ABA Journal Blawg Directory, which 
list blogs on topics ranging from administrative law to workers compensation and most everything in 
between. The ranks of lawyer bloggers now include prominent judges, numerous law professors, 
nationally-recognized appellate lawyers and entire practice groups. These directories allow users to 
search the blogs all at once, or drill down to practice areas. 

INTERALIA 
http://www.inter-alia.net/ 

Since 2002 Tom Mighell's legal research blog InterAlia has provided a review of the Blawg of the Day, in 
addition to legal research, web 2.0 and collaboration technology news and updates. The updates are 
available via RSS feed, or subscribe to the compiled "Internet Legal Research Weekly", an email 
newsletter compiling the best of the weeks updates.  

SLAW  
http://www.slaw.ca   

A Canadian-centric legal blog that discusses research and related legal topics, its postings range well into 
legal research developments in the U.S. and other foreign jurisdictions.  

ROBERT AMBROGI'S LAW SITES 
http://www.legaline.com/lawsites.html  

 The tagline reads "tracking new and intriguing Web sites for the legal profession", which this blog has 
been doing since 2002. Ambrogi reviews new legal research sites, social networking tools, web 2.0 and 
online marketing phenomena. 

LEGAL INTELLIGENCE 
LEXOLOGY 
http://www.lexology.com/  

Lexology (aka ACC Newstand) brings together articles submitted by major commercial law firms. Register 
and then search the site or set up custom RSS feeds to be delivered Outlook or your feed reader.  

MONDAQ 
http://www.mondaq.com/  

International in scope, you will find the latest thinking on legal, accounting, regulatory and commercial 
issues supplied by the world's leading professional advisors. Browse or you can search the database for 
articles by date, topic, firm, country, author, free text, etc.  

http://www.blawg.com/
http://blawgsearch.justia.com/
http://www.abajournal.com/blawgs/
http://www.becker-posner-blog.com/
http://www.lawprofessorblogs.com/
http://howappealing.law.com/
http://www.scotusblog.com/wp/
http://www.inter-alia.net/
http://www.slaw.ca/
http://www.legaline.com/lawsites.html
http://www.lexology.com/
http://www.mondaq.com/
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FEE FIE FOE FIRM 
http://www.feefiefoefirm.com/  

Fee Fie Foe Firm USA is a search engine that focuses on the websites of US law firms. Use the search box 
to search for legal experts, law firm bulletins, articles, press releases and more! 

ONLINE RESEARCH - DON'T FORGET THE PUBLIC LIBRARY  
Looking for company information for competitive intelligence or client development?  Old news 
stories?  Journals?   

Don't forget about the local public library.  Many libraries now offer extensive online research databases 
that can be accessed from home or office with a library ID number.  The best part about these services is 
that they are free so may provide an economical start to research when the bottom line is a concern. 
 
The ABA Legal Technology Resource Center created a list of links to some local libraries.  It is by no means 
comprehensive so please contact your local library, or look for it online, to see what resources are 
available to you as a patron.   

The Chicago Public Library system has an amazing online collection spanning law, business, health & 
medicine and much more. Any city resident can access the online databases with a library card number. 
For those in the suburbs, many of the suburban libraries have extensive online collections.  

BUSINESS RESEARCH GUIDES 
There are any number of excellent guides to doing business and people research on the web.  

VIRTUAL CHASE BUSINESS RESEARCH 
http://virtualchase.justia.com/research-resources/business-research 

This site provides annotated guides for fee and free sources for Business News, Business Watchdog 
Groups and Company Ratings, Company Information - Officers and Executives, General Company 
Information, Industry Research and Resources, and Public Company Filings 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS 
http://www.loc.gov/rr/business/company/scope.html 

The Library of Congress has put together a Doing Company Research guide, which covers directories, 
rankings/lists, private, public, and foreign company research resources.  Many of the resources can be 
accessed through the public library. 

BUSINESS RESEARCH SITES 
HOOVERS 
http://www.hoovers.com/  

Offering limited free information, this site offers pay-as-you-go and subscription services for business 
intelligence for mostly publically traded companies. They offer free information which includes an 

http://www.feefiefoefirm.com/
http://www.abanet.org/tech/ltrc/fyidocs/library.html
https://www.chipublib.org/
http://virtualchase.justia.com/research-resources/business-research
http://www.loc.gov/rr/business/company/scope.html
http://www.hoovers.com/
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overview, executives, competitors, and financials for companies. Detailed reports are available with 
sample reports available to see what information you will be purchasing.  

BIGCHARTS FROM MARKETWATCH 
http://bigcharts.marketwatch.com/  

BigCharts is an easy-to-use investment research Web site, providing access to professional-level research 
tools such as interactive charts, quotes, industry analysis and intraday stock screeners, as well as market 
news and commentary. BigCharts is a free service supported entirely by our site sponsors. For attorneys, 
one of the most interesting aspects is historical quotes, for probate and estate valuation purposes.  

DUN & BRADSTREET COMPANY REPORTS 
https://creditreports.dnb.com/ and http://bit.ly/JrfcAQ  

Get background, corporate family tree, company profile, snapshot, or international company reports. Also 
credit searches to see the creditworthiness of companies. Search is free, reports cost between $3 and 
$30. You can view a sample report to see the type of data provided. Private and publically traded 
companies are included. 

US ECONOMIC CENSUS AND ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
http://www.census.gov/econ/  

The Economic Census is the U.S. Government's official five-year measure of American business and the 
economy. It is conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, and response is required by law. 

Forms go out to about 5 million businesses, including large, medium and small companies representing all 
U.S. locations and industries. Respondents are asked to provide a range of operational and performance 
data for their companies. Results for the 2002 and 2007 census are online in full. Economic indicators, 
such as new home sales for specific date ranges, geographic areas, etc. are available and results delivered 
in PDF or spreadsheet format. 

INDUSTRY INFORMATION RESOURCES 
http://valuationresources.com/industryreport.htm  

Industry Information Resources is a free guide to industry information, research, and analysis for over 400 
industries. Individual pages for each industry list resources and data available from trade associations, 
publications, and research firms which address subjects such as industry overview, issues, trends, and 
outlook, financial information and financial ratios, compensation and salary surveys, and business 
valuation resources. Individual industries are listed below by industry category and standard industrial 
classification code.  

PEOPLE SEARCHES 
FREE PUBLIC RECORDS RESOURCES FROM BRB 
http://www.brbpublications.com/freeresources/pubrecsites.aspx  

BRB Publications, who put out the PRSS-Web (public records search service), maintains a list of free public 
record sites by state to locate sources for civil records, criminal records, driving records, real estate 

http://bigcharts.marketwatch.com/
http://bigcharts.marketwatch.com/historical/default.asp
https://creditreports.dnb.com/
http://bit.ly/JrfcAQ
http://www.census.gov/econ/
http://valuationresources.com/industryreport.htm
http://www.brbpublications.com/freeresources/pubrecsites.aspx
http://www.brbpublications.com/products.aspx
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records, public record vendors, record retrievers, and more. They also link to government public record 
sites for Canada and other foreign countries. 

 
MERLIN 
http://www.merlindata.com/  

Merlin Information Services provides access to public record and other databases to investigative 
professionals who skiptrace, look for assets, run background checks, or perform investigative work. 
Private Investigator, Michael Dores, founded Merlin Information Services in 1991.  

TLOXP ONLINE INVESTIGATIVE SYSTEM 
http://www.tlo.com/  

Comprising trillions of public and proprietary records, TLOxp Online Investigative System is the most 
powerful database for background research on people, assets and businesses. You can access TLOxp data 
through our intuitive, online interface and secure API connections as well as process large volumes of data 
through our batch processing systems. 

Other sites offer people searches, and focus on finding people results in white pages, public records, 
business records and social media sites. These search sites include ZoomInfo, PiPL, YoName, Folowen, 
Snitch.name and Spokeo. Keep in mind that you will need to do additional research, as these directories 
match against name only, which is an inexact science.  Additionally, similar “reality checks” need to be 
followed if you choose to use any of the public records searches available with some of these tools.  

 

SOCIAL MEDIA SEARCH 
For researching what people are doing, saying, and revealing about themselves, searching social media 
sites is imperative.  Blogs, YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Bebo, MySpace, Plaxo, and most other 
popular social media sites offer built in search tools. Lawyers should not forget these as valuable places to 
search, though they must be careful to avoid “pre-texting” or using means to coerce or deceive someone 
into giving access to a private social media profile.  Google’s primary search engine will pick up some 
social media content, primarily blogs and public LinkedIn information, as do Bing and other search 
engines.  Google’s new Search Plus Your World adds content from your Google+  streams, if you are 
logged into Google.  However, there are other ways to search multiple social sites en masse which may 
offer different and possibly better results. 

While aggregate social media search engines are in their infancy, there are a few out there to explore. 
One is Whos Talkin, which aggregates search from many popular social networking sites. Another is Social 
Mention, offering a similar search function, and is significantly speedier and more effective than Who’s 
Talking.   

Twazzup  and Topsy search Twitter, and Blinkx searches video content in Hulu, YouTube, as well as news  
and media outlets (note:  adult filter is on by default).   

http://www.merlindata.com/
http://www.tlo.com/
http://www.zoominfo.com/search
http://pipl.com/
http://www.yoname.com/
http://folowen.com/
http://snitch.name/
http://www.spokeo.com/
http://www.llrx.com/features/pretexting.htm
http://www.pcworld.com/article/248135/5_ways_to_use_googles_search_plus_your_world.html
http://www.whostalkin.com/
http://socialmention.com/
http://socialmention.com/
http://www.twazzup.com/
http://topsy.com/
http://www.blinkx.com/advanced
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SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING 
Social media management tools like Hootsuite, Social Oomph, and TweetDeck will help you monitor 
activity by keywords and account names in multiple social media channels.  However, if your monitoring 
needs are infrequent or changeable, there are a number of social media search tools that offer alerts via 
email or RSS. In Addictomatic you can do a keyword search, and results are displayed in boxes for each of 
the social media outlets.  You can even rearrange the boxes to put the sites you are most interested in at 
the top. Then simply bookmark the page in your browser and visit it again to see updated results.  
Kurrently searches only Facebook and Twitter, and offers an RSS feed for your saved searches.  Social 
Mention offers alerts, and Whos Talkin has an iGoogle gadget.  

WEB BROWSER EXTENSIONS 
Another interesting development are browser extensions that highlight case law links.  Jureeka, an open-
source extension for Mozilla’s Firefox or Google Chrome, will add this functionality to your Web browser. 
Look for it, and other Chrome Extensions, in the Chrome Webstore.  Once you have installed the 
extension, you will start to see a change in your Web documents. The extension monitors the pages you 
look at, looking for case citation formats. When it finds one, it creates a hyperlink from the page you’re 
reading, whether it’s the New York Times or a Supreme Court opinion, and tries to link you to a free copy 
of the case. It also links to the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure and other sources.  The Google Scholar 
Legal Content Star Paginator for Chrome puts inline star pagination into Google Scholar legal content.  
Another Chrome add-on specific to Google Scholar is CiteStack, which helps capture, cite, annotate, 
organize and pincite legal research. CiteStack costs $70 per year (or you can 6 months or 1 month) and 
has a 7 day free trial. If you are using Google Scholar Legal extensively this might be a worthwhile 
investment. 

APPS 
Thanks to the librarians at UCLA School of Law in the Hugh & Hazel Darling Law Library there is a fairly 
comprehensive list of legal research mobile apps that is maintained and updated.  Everything from Blacks’ 
Law Dictionary to Hein Online to DroidLaw’s Federal Rules of Civil Procedure are listed with links and 
descriptions.  

ZITE 
Zite.com  

A free app for iPhone, iPad and now Android that creates a personalized magazine that learns about you 
as you use it. By allowing it to hook in to your social media (Twitter, Facebook, LinedIn, etc.) it will deliver 
news content based on your interests. As you click on articles you can tell it you want more like this, or to 
forget it.  Flexible, useful, and free! 

http://www.americanbar.org/publications/gp_solo/2011/june/social_media_managementtools.html
http://addictomatic.com/
http://www.kurrently.com/
https://addons.mozilla.org/en-US/firefox/
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/category/home
http://www.citestack.com/index.html
http://libguides.law.ucla.edu/content.php?pid=112286&sid=845584
http://zite.com/
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Solo and Small Firm Finances 

By Natalie R. Kelly 

Rarely do law schools do not teach their students how to be proficient business owners.   So 
when it comes to handling money matters, sometimes attorneys need a little help.  Solo and 
small firm lawyers usually require help to get on solid financial footing before starting a practice, 
or even well into a legal career. Outlined below are some general financial management tips and 
resources to help boost a solo and small firm practitioner’s bottom line.   

Basic Financial Procedures  
 

Whether performed by bookkeeping staff, yourself, or an outside accountant or bookkeeper, you 
cannot operate a law firm without conducting most, if not all, of the following procedures.  Of 
course, for many of these steps you can set your own firm policy regarding how the step will be 
accomplished.  For instance, for generating bills, your policy may be to bill monthly on the 5th of 
the month for all clients.  Look closely at how you handle these procedures in your firm to make 
sure they are being carried out properly. 

 

1. Maintain an operating account.  This is the firm’s “business” or “firm” account.  This 
account is typically required in practice to keep the lawyer’s personal accounts separate.  
The limits of liability and other entity-related concerns also make this a necessary 
account in the business of law practice. 

2. Maintain a trust account.  Bar rules that require a lawyer to provide safekeeping of a 
client’s property extend to this account type.  Additionally, severe penalties exist when 
these accounts are not maintained properly. 

3. Track time on all matters.  Regardless of whether or not you bill hourly, you should track 
time to determine the value of the work that you are doing.  General time entries are 
typically fine, but if you are asked to produce a listing of your work on a case, it is much 
easier to have a detailed listing.  Also, for billing purposes, clients appreciate “seeing” 
what you have been doing for them. 

4. Generate bills. Bills should go out as soon as work is completed or on demand or asked 
for by the client.  Regular billing assures you that cash flow is moving and helps clients 
stay abreast of what is going on in their cases.  Monthly bills at times convenient to 
clients tend to work best, but you can also be creative in giving clients options as to when 
they’d like to pay you. 

5. Process payments. While generally not a problem, you should make sure that you deposit 
payments as soon as you receive them.  

6. Pay firm bills. Create a monthly schedule for paying bills to make sure you stay on top of 
them.  You can use your calendaring program to remind you of the processing and due 
dates, too. 

7. Reconcile firm’s operating and trust accounts.  Every month should bring about a time 
for reconciling the firm’s business (operating) and trust accounts.  This helps you catch 
any discrepancies and stay on top of your firm’s finances, in general. 

8. Process payroll.  When you have people working for you, it is critical that you pay them 
on time.  Just as you rely on income to live, they rely on their check or payment from you 
to live as well.  As with your firm bills, you should set aside a time to make sure this is 



managed timely, and a very efficient way to deal with this is to outsource it to a payroll 
processing service. 

9. Send financial information to accountant for tax purposes.  Each year many solo and 
small firms struggle with getting appropriate receipts and financial records to their 
accountant or tax preparer.  You can avoid delays and potential penalties by making sure 
you send information to them or have information ready to send on a quarterly basis.   

 

 

Basic Software Systems  
 
Basic systems for financial management come in the form of software these days.  There are 
some firms that are still doing things by hand, but most firms have software programs to handle 
financial matters.  These programs cover time and billing and general ledger accounting for law 
firms.   

 

Time and Billing  

You should use an automated time and billing system. Period.  The basic feature sets for time 
and billing programs are quite user friendly and allow for easy time tracking and bill generation.  
The programs have a place to input time entries or time slips.  The programs usually require you 
to identify the person tracking the time (timekeeper), the matter/case for which the time is 
being tracked (client), the amount of time or the amount of the expense being incurred on behalf 
of the client, and a description of the work or expense item.  At the time of billing, the program 
collects the appropriate slips and allows you to generate a billing statement for your clients 
based on the settings you have entered regarding the format of the bill and the billing 
arrangement. 

 

When payments are received, they are entered into the program to offset existing, and even 
future, invoices so that you have an up to the minute account of what clients owe. Most systems 
allow flexibility in setting up clients’ payment arrangements, charging interest on past due 
amounts, and the formatting of the bill.  You can also account for all of the funds that are held in 
trust for your clients, and even generate bank deposit slips.  Writing checks is not available in 
every time and billing program, but rather is a standard feature for the integrated time and 
billing and accounting systems that are discussed below.  Reports can be generated for virtually 
everything that is input into the system.  Below also is a list of the basic reports you should be 
using to help properly manage your firm’s finances. 

 

Note:  An “automated time and billing system” is NOT one where the attorney goes back through 
a file and “recalls” what was done, and then has the staff “prepare” the bill by typing these 



entries out and manually calculating what the client owes.  Automated systems DO replace 
manual client ledger card systems. 

 
 

General Ledger Accounting 
 

Beyond tracking transactions and work done on behalf of clients, the law firm also needs to be 
aware of the firm’s bottom line.  In order to get this information, the firm will need to utilize a 
general ledger accounting system.  And, is this an automated system, too? Yes, it is.  Well, it 
should be.  The integrated system will give the firm information on all financial transactions 
(both for the client and for the firm) in one place and provide a breakout of income and 
expenses categorized with a chart of accounts. (Fun stuff!)  How much money does the firm have 
on hand?  How much money did the firm make?  How much does the firm spend in office 
supplies?  All of these firm money questions are answered with the help of the general ledger 
accounting system.  

 

 

Integrated Time and Billing and General Ledger Accounting 
 
General ledger accounting features are found in integrated time and billing/accounting 
packages.  These integrated programs combine what the automated time and billing and general 
ledger accounting programs do into one program.  As mentioned above, check writing is a 
standard feature of these programs.  Checks can be written and then charged (allocated) back to 
the appropriate client or firm expense account.  Payroll and tax reporting are also standard parts 
of these programs.  When all is said and done, the money in the bank, what clients owe you 
(accounts receivable), and what you owe everyone else (accounts payable) is put into the system.  
These programs, when used properly, give you the firm’s bottom line.  

 

Some legal-specific financial management products covering time billing and accounting for 
solo and small firms are: 

Time and Billing Software 

AbacusLaw Gold ($1497 & up) 800-726-3339   www.abacuslaw.com 

Amicus Accounting ($399 & up) 800-472-2289 www.amicusattorney.com  

TABS3 ($295 & up) 402-419-2210  www.tabs3.com 

Timeslips ($499.99 & up) 800-285-0999  www.sagetimeslips.com  (time and billing only with 
trust accounting, but no general ledger accounting) 

http://www.abacuslaw.com/
http://www.amicusattorney.com/
http://www.tabs3.com/
http://www.sagetimeslips.com/


 

Accounting/Integrated Accounting Software 

• AbacusLaw Gold ($1497 & up)  800-726-3339    www.abacuslaw.com 
• Amicus Accounting ($399 & up) 800-472-2289          www.amicusattorney.com 
• EasySoft TimeBill & Trust ($696 & up) 800-472-2289   www.easysoft-usa.com  
• Lexis Nexis PCLaw ($950 & up) 800-227-4908           www.pclaw.com 
• TABS3 General Ledger - add-on to TABS3 billing software ($175) 402-419-2210 

www.tabs3.com  

 

Mid-sized firms (read 10–25 timekeepers) might want to look at financial management offerings 
from: 

• Aderant – www.aderant.com 
• ProLaw – www.prolaw.com 
• Elite – www.elite.com 
• Juris – www.juris.com 

 

Other financial management software applications that are found in law firms include 
QUICKEN, QUICKBOOKS, and PEACHTREE.  These accounting solutions are not legal specific, 
but when properly customized, are also very helpful in tracking time, generating invoices, and 
managing the bottom line. 

 

Web-based (Cloud) Systems 

Cloud practice managers include billing and basic accounting functionality. While many billing 
and time tracking services are available online.  Here is a list of top cloud practice management 
services and some of the financial management programs available in the cloud. 

Practice Management 

• Clio ($49/mo/attorney and $25/mo/support staff) 888-858-2546  www.goclio.com  
• Credenza/Credenza Pro (basic version – FREE; Pro version $24.95 /user/mo) e-mail 

contact sales@credenzafsoft.com   or    www.credenzasoft.com  
• Lexis Nexis Firm Manager ($44.95/user/mo & up) www.myfirmmanager.com  
• MyCase ($39/mo/attorney and $29/mo/paralegal and support staff) 800-571-8062 

www.mycaseinc.com  
• Rocket Matter ($59.99/mo/user & up) 888-432-1529  www.rocketmatter.com  

 

Billing/Accounting 

http://www.abacuslaw.com/
http://www.amicusattorney.com/
http://www.easysoft-usa.com/
http://www.pclaw.com/
http://www.tabs3.com/
http://www.aderant.com/
http://www.prolaw.com/
http://www.elite.com/
http://www.juris.com/
http://www.goclio.com/
mailto:sales@credenzafsoft.com
http://www.credenzasoft.com/
http://www.myfirmmanager.com/
http://www.mycaseinc.com/
http://www.rocketmatter.com/


• Bill4Time ($19.99/mo & up) 877-284-6182   www.bill4time.com 
• FreshBooks ($19.95/mo & up) 866-303-6061   www.freshbooks.com (Accounting) 
• Time59 ($49.95/year) 312-957-4711 www.time59.com  
• TimeSolv Legal ($14.95/user/mo & up) 877-438-3572   www.timesolv.com  

 

Many firms are moving to Mac computers and devices and their options for billing an 
accounting products generally include these programs: 

Brief Accounting (Law Office Specific Application) 
Brief Legal Software 
Phone: (604) 629-0928 
e-mail: info@brieflegal.com 
Web: http://www.brieflegal.com 
Price: Time & Billing: $995. All modules: 1,495. $245 
per additional user. 
 
TimeManager (not to be confused with the product 
of the same name from Systems Optima, below.) 
Atlantic Associates 
Phone: (978) 443-0560 
Fax: (978) 443-7351 
E-mail: info@atlantic-associates.com 
Web: http://www.atlantic-
associates.com/web_pages/time_mgr.html 
Created to be a direct replacement for TimeSlips. 
Cross platform and networkable. 
Price: $795 (single user), $2,000 (multiple users) 
 
TimeNet Law  
AppleSource 
e-mail: support@applesource.biz 
Web: http://www.applesource.biz/software/timenet-
law/ 
Price: $268 
 
Creative Billing 
DesignSoft Company 
Phone: (630) 653-2700; (800) 426-0265 
e-mail: custserv@designsoft.com 
Web: http://www.designsoft.com 
Free demo: 
http://www.designsoft.com/downloads.html 
Price: $400 (core application), $60 (StopWatch Plus 
module), other modules available at additional cost; 
special bundled module pricing available. 
 
Mac Job Capture 
CaptureWorks 
Phone: 888-458-6698 
Fax: 973-763-9988 
e-mail: info@captureworks.com 

Web: http://www.captureworks.com/JobCapture.htm 
Price: $199 
Keeps track of time spent using different computer 
applications. 

 
Mac Task Capture 
CaptureWorks 
Phone: 888-458-6698 
Fax: 973-763-9988 
e-mail: info@captureworks.com 
Web: 
http://www.captureworks.com/TaskCapture.htm 
Price: $50 
Keeps track of time spent using different computer 
applications. 
 
 
Small Business Tracker Plus 
SpiritWorks Software Development 
Phone: 707-485-5444 
e-mail: info@productivity-software.com 
http://productivity-
software.com/sbtracker/index.html 
Price: $149 
 
Studiometry 
e-mail: support@oranged.net 
Web: http://www.oranged.net/studiometry/ 
Price: $55 
 
TimeEqualsMoney 
Stone Design Corp 
Phone: 505 345 4800 
Web: http://www.stone.com 
Web: 
http://www.stone.com/TimeEqualsMoney/TimeEqua
lsMoney.html 
e-mail: info@stone.com 
Price: $49 
Free downloadable demo available: 
 
TimeSlice 

http://www.bill4time.com/
http://www.freshbooks.com/
http://www.time59.com/
http://www.timesolv.com/
mailto:info@brieflegal.com
http://www.brieflegal.com/
mailto:info@atlantic-associates.com
http://www.atlantic-associates.com/web_pages/time_mgr.html
http://www.atlantic-associates.com/web_pages/time_mgr.html
mailto:support@applesource.biz
http://www.applesource.biz/software/timenet-law/
http://www.applesource.biz/software/timenet-law/
mailto:custserv@designsoft.com
http://www.designsoft.com/
http://www.designsoft.com/downloads.html
mailto:info@captureworks.com
http://www.captureworks.com/JobCapture.htm
mailto:info@captureworks.com
http://www.captureworks.com/TaskCapture.htm
mailto:info@productivity-software.com
http://productivity-software.com/sbtracker/index.html
http://productivity-software.com/sbtracker/index.html
http://productivity-software.com/sbtracker/index.html
mailto:support@oranged.net
http://www.stone.com/
http://www.stone.com/TimeEqualsMoney/TimeEqualsMoney.html
http://www.stone.com/TimeEqualsMoney/TimeEqualsMoney.html
mailto:%20info@stone.com


Modesitt Software 
Phone: 1-217-531-3698 or 1-877-405-6224 
Web: 
http://www.timeslice.us/TimeSlice/Welcome.html  
Price: $49 
 
Project Timer Regular/Pro is a cross-platform 
project time tracker that includes customized invoices 
(Pro version only), multiple  ways to control and track 
timing, data journaling to protect data integrity, 
multiple user support (Pro version), and more. Project 
Timer includes AppleAddress Book Integration: 
access client information direct from the universal 
address book. 
Price: $20/$50 
e-mail: projecttimer@scriptsoftware.com 
Web: http://www.scriptsoftware.com/projecttimer/ 
Web: 
http://www.scriptsoftware.com/projecttimer/projectt
imer.html 
 
iBiz 
IGG Software 
e-mail: support@iggsoftware.com 
Web: http://www.iggsoftware.com/index.php  
Price: $30 Standalone Version (An exceptional 
value!), or 
Server Version: $75 Client Version: $25 

Work-Timer 
Web: 
http://www.cherryware.net/worktimer.php 
e-mail: Sebastian Peters, 
sebastian.peters@cherryware.de 
Price: $15 
 
BK Task Timer (Generates reports, but no 
invoicing feature.) 
Web: 
http://mac.softpedia.com/get/Business/BK-
Task-Timer.shtml  
Price: $24.95 
 
Sambucus 
Logiciels Malus Softwares 
e-mail: logiciels.malus.softwares@sympatico.ca 
Web: http://www.malus.ca/EN/index.html  
 
Activity And Expense Tracker Plus 
SpiritWorks Software Development 
Phone: 707-485-5444 
e-mail: info@productivity-software.com 
Web: http://productivity-
software.com/aetracker/index.html 
Price: $79 

TimeCache 
The Pandaware Company 
e-mail: info@pandaware.com 
Web: 
http://www.pandaware.com/timecache/features
.html 
Price: $70/user 
 
TimeNet 
AppleSource 
e-mail: support@applesource.biz 
Web: 
http://applesource.biz/order/index.php?act=vie
wCat&catId=1  
Price: $45 
 
TimeLog 
Media Atelier 
e-mail: shareware@mediaatelier.com 
Web: http://shareware.mediaatelier.com/ 
Very highly rated in reviews on VersionTracker: 
http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/
macosx/21723&mode=feedback&vid=All 
Price: $15 
 
TaskTime is a project timer and invoicing 
application that features automatic 
calculation of total time and total amount owing, 
creation of invoices, and the ability to work with 
any number of clients and track multiple 
projects per client. The latest version includes 
tracking of expenses. 
Web: 
http://www.ttpsoftware.com/Products/tasktime
.html  
Price: $20 

Virtual Timeclock/Virtual Timeclock Pro 
Redcort Software & Development 
Phone: 559-434-8544 
e-mail: info@redcort.com 
Web: http://redcort.com/ 
Price: $195 for desktop edition; Network Edition 
option prices available 
A cross-platform software time clock. 
 
MacBusiness 
Bright Light Software 
Web: http://www.brightlightsoftware.com/ 
Price: $30 
 
Billquick WebiASP Time Card 
(Intranet/Internet based application using Web 
browser interface) 
BQE Software Inc. 
Phone: (888) 245-5669 or (310) 530-0214 

http://www.timeslice.us/TimeSlice/Welcome.html
mailto:projecttimer@scriptsoftware.com
http://www.scriptsoftware.com/projecttimer/
http://www.scriptsoftware.com/projecttimer/projecttimer.html
http://www.scriptsoftware.com/projecttimer/projecttimer.html
mailto:support@iggsoftware.com
http://www.iggsoftware.com/index.php
http://www.cherryware.net/worktimer.php
mailto:sebastian.peters@cherryware.de
http://mac.softpedia.com/get/Business/BK-Task-Timer.shtml
http://mac.softpedia.com/get/Business/BK-Task-Timer.shtml
mailto:logiciels.malus.softwares@sympatico.ca
http://www.malus.ca/EN/index.html
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http://applesource.biz/order/index.php?act=viewCat&catId=1
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Fax: (310) 530-0184 
E-Mail: sales@bqe.com 
Web: http://www.billquick.com/webiASP.htm 
 
Timesolv (Web-based ASP for attorneys) 
Elite Online Solutions 
(800) 354-8337 
(323) 642-5200 
e-mail: salesinfo@elite.com  
Web: http://www.elite.com/software/   
Price: $14.95 per month per timekeeper or 
$149.00 per year (in advance) 
per timekeeper. 
 

Timeledger (An internet-based program) 
Equative, Inc. 
Phone: 949-218-4090 
Fax: 949-218-2387 
E-Mail: sales@equative.com 
Web: 
http://www.timeledger.com/eqsite2/timeledger
/tl_index.asp 
Price: For 1-49 users $12.95/user/month plus 
$99.95/user/year 
(Integrates with QuickBooks, and includes 
application for Palm which syncs with desktop 
application.) 
 
AccountEdge (A full featured accounting 
package.) 
MYOB 

Phone:800-322-6962. 
Web: http://www.myob-us.com/accountedge/  
Price: $299 

 
MyBooks (A full featured accounting package.) 
Appgen 
Web: 
http://www.appgen.com/site/mybooks_professi
onal.htm  
Price: $99 (Professional version available for 
$799) 

 
QuickBooks Pro for the Mac (A full featured 
accounting package.) 
Intuit 
Web: 
http://quickbooks.intuit.com/product/accounti
ng-software/small-business-software.jsp  
Price: $159.95 
 
Of course, just about all of the law office 
management packages for the Macintosh include 
time and billing, and at least some accounting 
(as well as a number of other very useful 
features). LawStream, for instance, is 
particularly strong in these areas: 
 
LawStream 
Web: http://www.lawstream.com/ 

 

Note:  Contact the Law Practice Management Program to discuss your firm’s needs for financial 
management software.  The products here are a few among hundreds and, again, while they are 
highly recommended by this program, you need to find a system that will work for your specific 
needs.  

 

Basic Financial Reports 
 

Regardless of which software program you implement for financial management, you 
need to make sure the program provides these basic reports: 
 

• Accounts Receivable – list of past due accounts by client.  Use this report to determine 
how much is owed to the firm and for your collections process.   

 

mailto:sales@bqe.com
http://www.billquick.com/webiASP.htm
javascript:SendMail('salesinfo','elite.com');
http://www.elite.com/software/
mailto:sales@equative.com
http://www.timeledger.com/eqsite2/timeledger/tl_index.asp
http://www.timeledger.com/eqsite2/timeledger/tl_index.asp
http://www.myob-us.com/accountedge/
http://www.appgen.com/site/mybooks_professional.htm
http://www.appgen.com/site/mybooks_professional.htm
http://quickbooks.intuit.com/product/accounting-software/small-business-software.jsp
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• Productivity - list of how much has been billed by timekeeper.  This report is sometimes 
used to track firm goals for billable hours, and even for compensation when used with 
the profitability report. 

 

• Profitability – list of what amounts have actually been collected by the firm vs. what has 
been billed.  This is gives a true picture of firm revenue by timekeepers, and is often the 
basis of compensation systems for attorneys. 

 

• Fee Allocation – list of what portion of a collected fee is attributable to a timekeeper.  
This report is also used to determine attorney compensation.  Originating and 
responsible attorneys may sometimes receive certain percentages of collected fee 
amounts based on their work on cases. 

 

• Financial Statements (Profit/Loss) – list of income vs. expenses.  This report gives a 
picture of how much money the firm is making or losing over a certain period.  Detailed 
journals show what is coming in and what is going out of the firm. 

 

Basic Firm Budgeting 
 
You should also set up a budget for your firm operations.  While this is often done at the 
business planning stages of a law practice, many firms don’t realize how they can benefit 
from budgets well into the life of a practice.  How would you like to see where the firm is 
spending the most money, or how you can make more money personally? If your 
software does not include budgeting features, you can set up a simple budget on your 
own.  Here’s how: 
 
Using a spreadsheet, or if you must, a table in a word processor, list all of the 
expenditures you expect to have over a specified period: 
 
EXPENSE  

Insurance  $    5,600 
Bar Dues $       300 
Salaries/Draws $246,000 
Office Supplies $    8,500 
TOTAL EXPENSES $260,400 
 
 
Then list your projections for income.  Remember, budgeting is a guessing process.  
Well, at least, educated guessing.  List income projections like this: 
 
INCOME  
Fee Income $289,000 
Partner Contributions $7,500 



TOTAL INCOME $296,500 
 
By taking the total for projected income and subtracting the expected expenses over a 
period of time, a simple budget for the firm is created.  Also, by tracking the same 
figures as they are actually incurred, you create a profit and loss statement.  In my short 
example above, the firm makes a profit of $36,100 over the specified period.  As this 
process is perfected over time, you will find that you are able to better monitor, and even 
influence, the financial direction of the firm. 
  



Additional Resources 
 

Our program has available the following additional resources to help with financial 
management: 

Surveys (may not be checked out)  

2000 Survey of Law Firm Economics: A Management and Planning Tool  
1997 & 1996 Survey of Law Firm Economics  
1996 & 1995 Small Law Firm Economic Surveys  
 
Books  

The ABA Guide to Lawyer Trust Accounts 
Accounting & Finance for Lawyers: Basic Understandings and Practices 
Cost Accounting for Law Firms  
Financial Statement Analysis and Business Valuation for the Practical Lawyer  
Guide to Time and Billing Software for Lawyers 
How to Draft Bills Clients Rush to Pay  
Identifying Profits (or Losses) in the Law Firm  
Improving Accounts Receivable Collection  
Law Firm Accounting and Financial Management  
Lawyer’s Guide to Spreadsheets  
Lawyer’s Quick Guide to Timeslips  
Managing for Profit:  Improving or Maintaining Your Bottom Line  
Model Chart of Accounts  
Results-Oriented Financial Management  
Running a Law Practice on a Shoestring  
Simplified Accounting Systems and Concepts for Lawyers  
Win-Win Billing Strategies  
 
Video 
Lawyers' Trust Accounts: Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them 

Audiotape 
Fundamentals of Financial Management 

Reference (may not be checked out) 
Time & Billing Reference Manual for Windows 
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 Annual Small Firm Budget by Month 
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Sometimes It IS All About the Money: How to 
Finance Your Practice, Set Up Your Books, and Stay 
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Sometimes it IS All About the Money:  How to Finance Your Practice, Set Up 
Your Books, and Stay on Top of Your Firm’s Financials 

Lawyers` are not accountants by trade, generally speaking.  And, while you may often run across 
individuals who are both lawyers and accountants, many new lawyers seek basic answers to their 
financial questions.  This is especially true with those without any accounting background or experience.  
Sometimes the questions are really about how to deal with the money.  Outlined below are basic 
concepts and practical steps for not only getting money for operating a law practice, but how to 
managing the accounting aspects of the practice, too. 

Financing Your Law Practice 

Short of being independently wealthy or having a generous close friend or family member who is, most 
beginning lawyers need to seek workable ways to finance their practice.  The most common ways are: 

1) Bank Loans 
2) Bank Lines of Credit 
3) Small Business Loans 
4) Credit Cards 
5) Personal Savings  

Below will be a discussion regarding each of these forms of financing a law practice, but a more basic 
question to answer is, “exactly how much does it cost to finance a practice?”  And in typical law school 
fashion, the real answer is “it depends.”  Considerations for the amount needed to start the practice 
include what type of practice is being financed; what office equipment and physical needs are there; 
what is the amount needed to carry out a realistic marketing/business development venture; what “cost 
of doing business” costs are to be covered; what location costs are involved; what professional fees 
need to be paid; what personal cash needs are to be covered; and what other financial necessities are at 
play with office start up. 

In working with various solo and small firm practice startups in the past, a general rule of thumb for start 
up costs is necessary expenses to begin the practice and run it for 4 to 6 months, and personal savings 
for 6 to 9 months.  However, in reality, most practitioners often proceed with much less than this 
amount. 

The financing of the practice becomes the next part of the equation as lawyers find they need to seek 
out such means.    When financing through means other than direct capitalization, lawyers deal with the 
following: 

1) Bank Loans – Loans are hard to come by where personal credit ratings and stricter lending 
guidelines are utilized. With the depressed economy has come even tighter purse strings at the 
local bank.  This is true even where previous personalized banking relationships had existed.  If 
you are adamant about seeking this form of financing for your practice, be sure to prepare a 
detailed budget showing operational costs for at least a year.   This budget should be 



accompanied by a detailed, written business plan, and personal credit and financial information.  
Many loans are not approved due to the lack of any real collateral in terms of accounts 
receivable and the like. (It’s hard to show what you don’t have yet, and convince someone to 
take a chance without collateral.) 

2) Bank Lines of Credit – A long-time favorite for many smaller businesses in local community 
situations, even lines of credit are starting to shrink as an option for covering start-up costs.  The 
traditional loan process has similar steps, and individuals looking to obtain lines of credit should 
not only prepare as they would if seeking a bank loan, but should also pay close attention to 
outlining their assets for use as business collateral. 

3) Small Business Loans – Loans backed by the Federal Government to spur the development of 
small businesses are often mistakenly thought to be one of the better ways of getting finance 
for a solo or small law practice.  However, it should be understood that the Small Business 
Administration is simply a clearinghouse with resources and information for getting small 
business loan seekers in touch with appropriate lenders.  The process then becomes more like 
that of securing bank loans and lines of credit.   For some banking institutions, having the loans 
guaranteed or backed by the Federal Government is a major plus that could lead to easier 
approval. 

4) Credit Cards – Personal and business credit cards are often used by small firm owners to get 
their businesses started.  This practical reality leads to understanding that better management 
of this form of financing should mirror that of good consumer handling of credit cards.  
Shopping for lower interest rate cards; paying off balances monthly; always paying more than 
the minimum required monthly payment are all things you should do to make the best use of 
this form of financing. 

5) Personal Savings – Using your personal savings will mean that you do not have to repay any of 
the funds you are using to finance your practice.  However, it also means that you will most 
likely not have access to that cash flow for other purposes.  This can easily lead to issues with 
balancing finances in your practice and at home, if this approach is not well-planned and 
executed.  

Setting Up Your Books 

After landing the cash you need to get your practice established, you will need to make sure you have 
the tools to both manage and track your finances.  This is done by properly setting up the books for your 
practice.  The main tool for this is the general ledger which tracks all income, expenses, assets and 
liabilities for the practice.  Each line item in the ledger is allocated as a debit or credit meaning it either 
adds to or takes away from the balance in any respective line.  The balancing of the books occurs when 
each side of the ledger (debits and the credit) equal.  So, if one line is increased another must be equally 
decreased to create balance.  As this leads to some more advanced accounting concerns and 
discussions, for the purposes of this paper, just know that most of the software applications used for 
maintaining books will handle all of this for you automatically. 

The general ledger is tracked across accounts that are found in a “chart of accounts.”  The chart below 
demonstrates a sample chart for a solo or small firm practice.  This chart should be reviewed with your 



accountant to ensure that you are tracking in a way that makes it easier for your books to be dealt with 
by the accountant during the year and at year end for tax and financial reporting purposes.  Again, most 
general ledger accounting software programs will have a built in chart.  The advantage of using a legal-
specific program is that the chart is set up to track typical charges and revenue items encountered in a 
law practice, like legal research and lawyer fee income.   

 

Using the chart of accounts or the chart that comes with a legal accounting program, you have, in 
essence, “set up your books.”  The creation of entries for the general ledger in a software program is 
what tracks the transactions that build the balances for each of the line items in your chart of 
accounts/ledger.  Special attention should be given to the specifics of your practice so that you are 



accurately tracking all financial transactions and also building information in a way that it can be easily 
extracted to give you a true picture of your firm’s finances. 

Knowing exactly which accounts should be set up and tracked may also need some attention.  So here is 
a basic financial setup (finance procedures and account needs) for a new solo or small firm practice: 

1. Maintain an operating account. (This is also referred to as the business or firm account.)   
2. Maintain a trust account. 
3. Track time on all matters. (Yes, even if you are only charging a flat fee!  Do it generally if you 

have to!) 
4. Generate bills. (Do this at least monthly or as soon as you’re done with a matter.) 
5. Process payments. 
6. Pay firm bills. 
7. Reconcile firm’s operating and trust accounts. (Do this every month, and don’t skip any 

reporting requirements as it relates to trust!) 
8. Process payroll. 
9. Send financial information to accountant for tax purposes. 

 

To help with these, a firm can utilize legal specific software for not only billing (believe me, you at least 
need this), but general ledger accounting as well.   Here is a run-down on the software systems you are 
likely most in need of in your law practice. 

 

Time and Billing  Software 

You should use an automated time and billing system. Period.  The basic feature sets for time and billing 
programs are quite user friendly and allow for easy time tracking and bill generation.  The programs 
have a place to input time entries or time slips.  The programs usually require you to identify the person 
tracking the time (timekeeper), the matter/case for which the time is being tracked (client), the amount 
of time or the amount of the expense being incurred on behalf of the client, and a description of the 
work or expense item.  At the time of billing, the program collects the appropriate slips and allows you 
to generate a billing statement for your clients based on the settings you have entered regarding the 
format of the bill and the billing arrangement. 

When payments are received, they are entered into the program to offset existing, and even future, 
invoices so that you have an up to the minute account of what clients owe. Most systems allow 
flexibility in setting up clients’ payment arrangements, charging interest on past due amounts, and the 
formatting of the bill.  You can also account for all of the funds that are held in trust for your clients, and 
even generate bank deposit slips.  Writing checks is not available in every time and billing program, but 
rather is a standard feature for the integrated time and billing and accounting systems that are 
discussed below.  Reports can be generated for virtually everything that is input into the system.  Below 
also is a list of the basic reports you should be using to help properly manage your firm’s finances. 



Note:  An “automated time and billing system” is NOT one where the attorney goes back through a file 
and “recalls” what was done, and then has the staff “prepare” the bill by typing these entries out and 
manually calculating what the client owes.  Automated systems DO replace manual client ledger card 
systems. 

 
General Ledger Accounting Software 
 

Beyond tracking transactions and work done on behalf of clients, the law firm also needs to be aware of 
the firm’s bottom line.  In order to get this information, the firm will need to utilize a general ledger 
accounting system.  And, is this an automated system, too? Yes, it is.  Well, it should be.  The integrated 
system will give the firm information on all financial transactions (both for the client and for the firm) in 
one place and provide a breakout of income and expenses categorized with a chart of accounts. (Fun 
stuff!)  How much money does the firm have on hand?  How much money did the firm make?  How 
much does the firm spend in office supplies?  All of these firm money questions are answered with the 
help of the general ledger accounting system.  

Integrated Time and Billing and General Ledger Accounting Software 
 
General ledger accounting features are found in integrated time and billing/accounting packages.  These 
integrated programs combine what the automated time and billing and general ledger accounting 
programs do into one program.  As mentioned above, check writing is a standard feature of these 
programs.  Checks can be written and then charged (allocated) back to the appropriate client or firm 
expense account.  Payroll and tax reporting are also standard parts of these programs.  When all is said 
and done, the money in the bank, what clients owe you (accounts receivable), and what you owe 
everyone else (accounts payable) is put into the system.  These programs, when used properly, give you 
the firm’s bottom line.  

Some legal-specific financial management products covering time billing and accounting for solo and 
small firms are:  

• Amicus Accounting – www.amicusaccounting.com (Integrated system) 
• Timeslips – www.timeslips.com (Time and Billing only)  
• PC Law – www.pclaw.com (Integrated system) 
• TABS3  - www.stilegal.com (Integrated system) 

 

There are also a number of cloud practice management systems that include time billing and basic 
accounting functionality.  However, they tend to still lag a bit behind the functionality of the programs 
listed here, especially with the accounting aspects of the programs 

 

 

http://www.amicusaccounting.com/
http://www.timeslips.com/
http://www.pclaw.com/
http://www.stilegal.com;/


Staying on Top of Firm Financials 

With the proper set up and usage of the firm’s books, you prepare yourself to receive accurate financial 
reports that show you exactly how your firm is doing financially.  The key reports that are used to 
determine the financial health of your practice typically include the following, and you should be able to 
easily generate these reports yourself with accounting software, or work with your accountant to have 
these reports generated (in an audited form from the accountant) for you. 

• Accounts Receivable – list of past due accounts by client.  Use this report to determine how 
much is owed to the firm and for your collections process.   

 

• Productivity  - list of how much has been billed by timekeeper.  This report is sometimes used to 
track firm goals for billable hours, and even for compensation when used with the profitability 
report. 

 

• Profitability – list of what amounts have actually been collected by the firm vs. what has been 
billed.  This is gives a true picture of firm revenue by timekeepers, and is often the basis of 
compensation systems for attorneys. 

 

• Fee Allocation – list of what portion of a collected fee is attributable to a timekeeper.  This 
report is also used to determine attorney compensation.  Originating and responsible attorneys 
may sometimes receive certain percentages of collected fee amounts based on their work on 
cases. 

 

• Financial Statements (Profit/Loss) – list of income vs. expenses.  This report gives a picture of 
how much money the firm is making or losing over a certain period.  Detailed journals show 
what is coming in and what is going out of the firm. 

 

A good system for analyzing the data from these reports is to set up at least three meetings per month 
(even if you are a solo) to review the findings in each.  This dedicated time to see how your firm is doing 
will help you not only stay on top of pressing issues, but give you time to address and even forecast your 
financial plans for the firm going forward.   

Creating a firm budget allows you to easily deal with future plans, whether it’s for the firm overall or 
specifically tracks money in a pending matter.  By taking the total for projected income and subtracting 
the expected expenses over a period of time, a simple budget for the firm is created.  Also, by tracking 
the same figures as they are actually incurred, you create the necessary data for a profit and loss 
(income vs. expenses) statement.   

Armed with the appropriate financial set up, a new firm should be well on its way to financial success.  
Using the technology that exists specifically for law firms, and interacting effectively with outside 



professionals, i.e. accountants, bookkeepers, billing companies, etc., can help a new firm move forward.  
After all, sometimes it IS all about the money! 
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