
How Law Firms Give Responsibility – Or Fail to Give
Responsibility – for Accounts Receivable Management

At most law firms, every-

one shares responsibility

for accounts receivable

management. Which, of

course, means that no

one, ultimately, has 

complete responsibility.

Attorneys’ idea of 

managing receivables

commonly involves not

doing anything at all,

casually mentioning

them to clients or writing

a mildly worded letter

when they happen to

have a chance.

Ask many law firms, and they will tell

you that it is the attorneys’ job to

contact their clients. While it’s true

that the attorneys are given some

support in these efforts, typically 

that support is too little and too

unfocused.

What about making accounts
receivable management the
responsibility of the controller
or chief financial officer? They

have many other responsibilities,

which will not permit them to focus

the needed attention on accounts

receivable. In addition, the reality is

that accounts receivable are more a

question of practice management

than financial management.

Perhaps the practice head
should be responsible? While

many firms do require practice group

leaders to take responsibility for 

managing the receivables in their

group, these leaders often give too

much professional courtesy and 

latitude to the billing attorneys to

handle collections their own way.

What about the billing and 
collection or finance committee?
Many such committees exist in name

only. Sometimes the committee

members do not care to serve on

them. Typically, they lack focus and

direction. They have no game plan

and insufficient information on which

to act. They are not well-positioned

to demand accountability. Even 

when they are equipped to act, too

frequently they concentrate on 

analyzing problem accounts or 

offenders and give short shrift to 

taking decisive action.

Taking Responsibility

Following are some clear-cut
actions your firm should take to
get its arms around its accounts
receivable:
1. Understand the status of all

your receivables. Classify them.

Consider these five categories:

• Collection efforts being pursued

with the assistance of the firm’s

accounts receivable manager

• Collections efforts being handled

by the responsible attorney

• Problem/doubtful accounts in 

which receivables are very unlikely

to be collected

• Receivables that are in bankruptcy

• Collection efforts being handled by

an outside third party

2. Focus on collection efforts
being handled by the attor-
ney. If an attorney chooses to

take personal responsibility for 

collections, understand why – and

what actions that attorney will take

to ensure the bill is paid. Hold him

or her accountable – that is, if you

determine that the firm’s culture

and management style allow for

true accountability. It is just as

much the firm’s responsibility to

make sure the attorney does 

what he or she says as it is that

attorney’s responsibility to do it.

3. Establish a real working
billing and collection 
committee, and give it the

authority to make decisions and

compel action. The committee

must meet monthly, at a minimum,

and committee members should

be assigned specific responsibilities

and asked to report back to the

committee. The committee should

be headed by a true firm leader,
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