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Claim Your FREE 
Trust Accounting 
and Billing Software!
Smokeball Bill is FREE for all Louisiana State Bar 
Association Members.

Scan to get 
Smokeball Bill 

or visit: 
www.smokeball.com/louisianabill  

http://www.smokeball.com/louisianabill


Smokeball Bill helps law firms manage trust
Accounting compliantly, bill easily & get paid faster.

Trust Accounting

3-way reconciliation to
help you stay compliant.

Billing

Time-based, flat fee, 
contingency, and more.

Time & Expense

Track all matter-based time 
entries, fees and expenses.

Invoice Templates

Professional, customizable 
invoice templates.

Accounts Receivable

Know what’s owed, 
overdue and paid

Payments

Offer clients online payment 
options to get paid faster



Laurence Colletti
Attorney | Freelance Producer

• J.D., Loyola University New Orleans

• Began career in business law and commercial real estate

• Former Executive Producer for Legal Talk Network

• Admitted to practice in law in Colorado

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


The #1 Legal Case Management 
Software for Law Firms
• Automatic time tracking - bill more accurately with a 

fraction of the effort

• Prebuilt workflows for specific practice areas

• Seamless integrations with Microsoft Word 
and Outlook

• Comes prebuilt with a library of 20k+ legal forms

• Identify business opportunities through 
powerful insights and reporting

• Enhance your output with the power of AI



AGENDA
1. Introduction

1. Utilization & Realization Rates

2. Billing
• The Hourly Conundrum
• The Fee Agreement
• Authorization Form and Third-Party Payors
• Best Practices
• Automate It!

3. Collecting
• Invoice Follow-Up
• Aged A/R

4. Run the Right Reports

5. Live Demonstration!



Introduction
Part 1



Source: https://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/this-is-the-ideal-number-of-hours-to-work-a-day-ac.html

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Source: https://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/this-is-the-ideal-number-of-hours-to-work-a-day-ac.html

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Calculate Your Utilization Rate

Example: Billed 50 hours but worked 80 hours:  62.5% utilization rate

The average lawyer has a utilization rate of 37%! (That equates to 2.9 billable hours 
per average 8-hour workday)

Ideally, you want at least a 90% utilization rate

Run this calculation every month – reporting features can help here!

To get this rate, you need to be clocking when we start work for the day, and when 
you end it.

# of Billable Hours Worked

÷ 
# of Hours Actually Worked

Multiple by 100 to get your percentage

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Example: My rate is $200/hr. I worked 10 hours on a case, but only invoiced the client for 
$1500. My realization rate is 75%.

Run this calculation every month – reporting features can help here!

Good to monitor to see if you are cutting too much time or need to have a chat with an 
employee.

What you actually charged a client

÷ 
What you would’ve charged the 
client (no cuts/discount)

Multiple by 100 to get your percentage

Calculate Your Realization Rate

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Billing
Part 2



The Hourly Conundrum 

• Make a billing glossary for your office, so that everything looks uniform across the board.
• Example:

• Telephone conference with…
• Review…
• Evaluate…
• Attend…
• Draft…
• Correspondence to…

• So instead of an associate attorney writing “compose Motion to Compel” and a paralegal 
noting “write Notice of Hearing,” you get a more streamlined invoice

• Add value by not sounding secretarial
• The judge’s clerk is “Court”
• OC’s paralegal is “Opposing Counsel’s office”
• Runner is “Attorney Service”



Entering Your Time

• Do not spend hours entering 
your time at the end of every 
month (you are trying to 
recreate your hours and you 
will inevitably miss billable 
time)

• Instead, enter your hours in 
real-time throughout the 
day

• If you do not have legal tech 
to help you, make a 
spreadsheet! I’m happy to 
send a copy of the Excel 
sheet on the right



The Fee Agreement
(Best Practices)

• Every single person who can bill on a case should 
be listed in the fee agreement, along with their 
hourly rate

• Have a mechanism built-in to the agreement 
that lets you up your rate (they should go up at 
least every year)

• Make sure the scope of the agreement is 
properly limited

• Explain the billing structure and when to expect 
invoices (i.e., monthly) at your initial client 
meeting



The Fee Agreement: Evergreen Retainers

• Evergreen retainers allow you to always be billing against money in trust, instead of trying to get 
it after the fact via invoice

• Requires the firm and all its billable hour employees to be on top of entering their time – MUST be 
done weekly for this to succeed

• Send out evergreen emails once a month (typically mid-month)

• To start utilizing it, input a provision into your fee agreement:



Improving Your Billing Processes

• Be practical and organized – clients should not be waiting months to receive an invoice

• Bill clients regularly, predictably, and as close to payday as possible

• Have the attorneys discuss billing and invoicing at the initial client consultation to put that on the 
client’s radar and prevent future headaches

• Consider billing twice a month

• Use credit cards/online payments to your advantage, including adding a link to your signature 
block 

• Make payment due upon receipt



Keep Things Consistent!
• The longer you wait to bill a client, the less likely they 

are to pay it
• Invoice entries should be clear, but not a novel
• Cut time as needed 

– (e.g., staff billed 1.0 to draft a Notice of Hearing that in 
reality takes .25 on a bad day)

• If you discount or give a credit to the client, make 
sure this is reflected on the invoice 

– (your software can help with this)

• Someday, you may be defending your bills in court
– don’t do things that would make a judge cringe

Billing Procedures



Authorization Forms and Third Party Payor 
Addendums

• Try to get an authorization form when taking a 
client’s credit card payment for a scheduled 
payment plan (CYA!)

• Have a fee agreement provide for third party 
payments, and attach a “Third-Party Payment 
Addendum” to your fee agreements



Automate It!

Batch/Bulk Billing



Automate It!

AutoTime



Automate It!
(Ethics Edition)

Protect Funds



Collecting
Part 3



Invoice Follow-Up

• Follow up with clients regarding their outstanding 
balances about a week after you send out your invoices – 
put this on your calendar!

• Rip off the band-aid. No one wants to contact clients 
about payment, but you don’t work for free

• As the attorney, be prepared to defend your bills, and 
instruct everyone to send the client to you with questions 
(your paralegal should not be defending your billing 
entries with the client)

• Client hasn’t paid their invoice? Send them a Motion and 
Proposed Order for Withdrawal. File if they do not make 
their account current.



• What is A/R?
• What is AGED A/R?

• Why is this important?



Collecting on Aged A/R

120 days or more old:

• Set time on your calendar to address your aged A/R

• Cull your list and separate clients into two groups:
1. Clients you believe can and will pay their balance
2. Your “Hope and a Prayer” list

• Determine the discount you’d be willing to offer 
– To your “Hope and a Prayer” List 
– in exchange for their immediate payment

• Reach out personally as the attorney working the case

• Be clear and concise in your communications

1



Collecting on Aged A/R

Sample Email Copy:

2



Incentivize Your Associates

• If you were only the supervising attorney on the 
case (i.e., not the one working it day-to-day), 
consider providing an incentive to your associate 
and have them be the point of contact for your 
collections campaign

• For instance, have associate handle the aged AR 
for their assigned cases and offer them 25% or so 
of everything they collect on that aged AR list



This is a ONE-TIME deal; you 
shouldn’t ever be offering this again. 

Only offer this to closed cases

Words 
of Caution



Run the Right Reports
Part 4



Profitability Reporting

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Aged A/R should be 
one of your regular 
monthly (ideally 
weekly) reports

Run the Right 
Reports

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Income Allocation

Run the Right 
Reports

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Remember you are a 
professional 

fiduciary of your 
clients' property! 

Trust Balances

Run the Right 
Reports

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


WIP (it into shape)

Run the Right 
Reports

http://www.smokeball.com/book-demo


Live Demonstration!
Part 5



Claim Your FREE 
Trust Accounting 
and Billing Software!
Smokeball Bill is FREE for all Louisiana State Bar 
Association Members.

Scan to get 
Smokeball Bill 

or visit: 
www.smokeball.com/louisianabill  

http://www.smokeball.com/louisianabill


The #1 Legal Case Management 
Software for Law Firms
• Automatic time tracking - bill more accurately with a 

fraction of the effort

• Prebuilt workflows for specific practice areas

• Seamless integrations with Microsoft Word 
and Outlook

• Comes prebuilt with a library of 20k+ legal forms

• Identify business opportunities through 
powerful insights and reporting

• Enhance your output with the power of AI



Questions?



Thanks for joining!

Laurence Colletti
Attorney & Freelance Producer

lcolletti100@gmail.com

http://www.smokeball.com/
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