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A Louisiana District Court recently reduced an attorney’s legal bills by
25% because the tasks were block billed, thus leaving the court unable to
determine if the attorney exercised proper billing judgment. The attorney
created billing statements following his representation of the client, but he
passed away before the court could review the legal bills. In addition, the
timesheets he used could not be found, so any clarifying details outside of
the billing statements themselves were unavailable.
The attorney used a block billing format for the legal bills, which
groups various tasks performed by the attorney into a single time frame.
When several hours’ worth of attorney work is clumped into a single time
entry, it becomes impossible for the client, or anyone else reviewing the bill,
to determine how much time was spent on each individual task. The result is
that it becomes impossible for the court to determine if the attorney spent an
excessive amount of time on a task or if he exercised proper billing
judgment. Because of the attorney’s block billing, the court was also unable
to determine whether he duplicated the efforts of his co-counsel. The court
stated that when an attorney fails to exercise billing judgment, the court is
allowed to remedy the bill with a reduction in the hours by a percentage
ranging from 15 to 25%. The court opted to reduce the attorney’s hours by
25% because it found that the attorney showed a lack of billing judgment in
the way he documented his hours. The court also felt that this reduction
would help avoid any duplicative compensation for work that the attorney’s
co-counsel may have performed, but that the court could not determine
because of the block billing format.
Implications for Legal Billing: When an attorney bills his clients using a
block billing format, it prevents the client from inspecting the invoices for any
lapses in billing judgment. By placing multiple tasks into a single time entry,
the attorney makes it impossible for the client to establish how much time
the attorney spent performing an individual task. Instead, a day’s worth of

WHEN SEVERAL HOURS’ WORTH OF
ATTORNEY WORK IS CLUMPED INTO A
SINGLE TIME ENTRY… IT BECOMES
IMPOSSIBLE FOR THE COURT TO
DETERMINE IF THE ATTORNEY SPENT
AN EXCESSIVE AMOUNT OF TIME ON A
TASK OR IF HE EXERCISED PROPER
BILLING JUDGMENT
work is packed into a single time
entry leaving the client guessing
whether a certain task took the
attorney several minutes or several
hours to perform. This then
impedes the client from
determining if the attorney spent an
excessive amount of time on the
task, if he should have used billing
judgment to exclude it from the bill,
or if a task was needlessly
duplicated. When the court slashed
the attorney’s bill by 25% across
the board, it was making a
presumption that the block billed
time entries contained these legal
billing abuses. The court exhibited

an intolerance to these kinds of
billing practices that prevent a client
from obtaining a more detailed
breakdown of the attorney’s work.
*Piazza’s Seafood World v. Odom, 2010 WL
2290696 (S.D. La. 2010). Full copies of court
decisions may be available through counsel or
through various Internet links or paid services.
By Michael Maher

Sterling Analytics is a consulting and advisory firm that helps companies reduce their legal
expenses. Our proven methodologies are based on legal precedent, guidelines and ethical
standards that compel law firms to significantly modify improper billing practices. Although our
clients come from a broad range of industries with different legal budgets, they share a
concern about their legal expenses and are looking for solutions to manage outside counsel
while maintaining the highest service level standards. We are able to audit legal fees based
on our extensive database of proprietary benchmark data and our solid understanding of
traditional legal practices. Our process is fair, independent, cost effective and maintains
attorney-client privilege. We are able to measure the extent to which our clients' legal
expenses exceed industry standards, and will manage the negotiation and recovery of
excessive fees. To institutionalize cost controls, we assist clients by installing systems and
protocols that monitor billing activity and catch improper practices.
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