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Both the business and the practice of law are changing. 
Facing stiff competition from other firms and alternative  
legal service providers, law firms are moving away from  
the traditional billable hours approach—in which more  
time spent on a task translates to more money for the  
firm—and embracing efficiency, which demands new  
tactics and new tools. 

At the same time, technology is improving year over  
year, becoming 

• more intuitive to use, 
• more integrated into attorney workflows, and 
• more capable of managing repetitive nonbillable tasks.

But has technology relieved all or even most of the burden  
of nonbillable tasks? Or are law firms still struggling to find 
and implement the right solutions? 

The team at ZERO conducted a survey to find out where 
law firms have adopted technology and where they are still 
underserved. Our respondents worked at firms of all sizes, 
primarily in the U.S. but also representing Canada, Europe, 
and other regions. 

We heard from roughly equal numbers of timekeepers  
and other legal professionals.

•  About 85 percent of timekeepers were lawyers  
(equally divided between partners and associates),  
and 15 percent were legal administrative assistants 
and paralegals. 

•  The other half included firm administrators in IT,  
finance, knowledge management and innovation,  
operations, and more. 

Here’s what we’ve learned so far.

Key Takeaways

Introduction and Overview 
Are law firms providing their teams with the tools they need to succeed? 

Timekeepers are 
spending too much 
time—and investing too 
much effort—on tasks 
like email management 
and time entry. 

  As a result, timekeepers 
believe they’re working 
too many hours. In 
other words, nonbillable 
tasks are impeding both 
professional and personal 
success for most of the 
lawyers we heard from.

Law firms need 
better solutions to 
alleviate the burden 
of nonbillable tasks, 
especially in email 
management and 
time entry. 

Timekeepers don’t 
believe their firms have 
equipped them with 
the tools they need to 
achieve greater results 
and a higher quality of life. 

Administrators are 
frequently unaware of 
the extent of nonbillable 
tasks or of timekeepers’ 
perceptions about the 
availability, utilization, or 
need for tools. 
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However, administrators drastically underestimate the burden of 
nonbillable work. Two thirds believe that their timekeepers spend less 
than 20 percent of their workweek on nonbillable tasks; only 15 percent 
recognized that lawyers are spending more than a third of their time on 
work that could be automated.

Lawyers Are Still Wasting  
Too Much Time on Nonbillable Tasks 
Timekeepers report that they’re spending far too much time on nonbillable tasks.

Almost three quarters of timekeepers stated that they spend more than 20 percent of their workweek on nonbillable 
work. Over 40 percent are spending more than a third of their time managing nonbillable tasks. 

That’s at least 700 hours each year that timekeepers are spending 
on rote administrative tasks that aren’t helping the firm increase its 
revenue—which adds up to over $200,000 per year in lost billable 
time for a lawyer with a modest billing rate.

What percentage of your work week do 
you spend on nonbillable work?

What percentage of the week do you estimate  
your timekeepers spend on nonbillable work?

10%-19%
44.1%

20%-34%
8.8%

>10%
20.6%

35%+
14.7%

Don’t know/
unsure

11.8%

20%-34%
29.4%

>10%
2.9%

10%-19%
26.5%

35%+
41.2%

Timekeepers Administrators
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With the Burden of Nonbillable Tasks,  
Lawyers End up Working Too Much 
More than two thirds of timekeepers report that they feel like they’re  
working too many hours. 

Administrators—who don’t appear to have an accurate read on the nonbillable workload—believe that their timekeepers 
are working about the right amount. Only 26 percent stated that they believe timekeepers are working too many hours.

Do lawyers think they’re working too much because their firms’ billable hours targets are too high? For the most part, no:  
56 percent of timekeepers, along with 68 percent of administrators, agree that expectations around billing are reasonable.

Rather, the workload is overwhelming because rote, nonbillable work—work that could be automated—is consuming too 
much of lawyers’ valuable time. 

“ The main complaints I hear from lawyers are about administrative tasks that delay their ability to do their work. Email is the worst 

offender. Our lawyers will get 800 new emails each day, so they end up managing email in the evening, at home, when they want 

to be with their families. And then it’s just too much for them to take the time to track, so it’s uncredited.” 

                               — Director of Innovation at a large law firm
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Describe  
your average  
weekly  
workload

Timekeepers

I am 
satisfied with 
their weekly 

workload

47.1%Don’t know/
not sure

23.5%

I feel like they 
should be working 

more hours

2.9%

I feel like I’m 
working too 
many hours

67.7%

I am 
satisfied with 
their weekly 

workload

47.1%Don’t know/
not sure

23.5%

I feel like they 
should be working 

more hours

2.9%

I feel like I’m 
working too 
many hours

67.7%
I believe they 

are working too 
many hours

26.5%

I’m satisfied 
with my 
weekly 

workload

23.5%
I feel like I should be 
working more hours

8.8%

I believe they 
are working too 

many hours

26.5%

I’m satisfied 
with my 
weekly 

workload

23.5%
I feel like I should be 
working more hours

8.8%

Describe your 
timekeepers’ 
average  
weekly  
workload

Administrators



We also asked timekeepers what they would do with the time they’re 
currently spending on nonbillable tasks if they could reduce that load through 
automation. Nearly two thirds answered that they would spend more time on 
higher-value work, including billing, business development, and professional 
growth. Fully half answered that reducing nonbillable work would give them 
time to improve their quality of life.

Before firms dismiss quality of life, consider that the annual attrition rate 
among associates is 18 percent, according to a 2020 NALP survey, and 
turnover costs the legal industry billions of dollars each year.

Imagine how much law firms would benefit if they could enhance job 
satisfaction and promote their lawyers’ mental wellness by automating  
nonbillable work. 

Nonbillable Tasks Are Standing in the Way  
of Firms Achieving Their Business Goals  
Is it really a problem that lawyers think they’re working too much because they’re 
spending too much time on nonbillable tasks?

Yes. Over 82 percent of timekeepers state that their administrative load—the nonbillable work they must complete—
impedes their ability to achieve business goals. And although administrators underestimate the burden of nonbillable 
tasks, over 56 percent agree that administrative work stands in the way of business goals. 

Administrative tasks (nonbillable work) are an 
impediment to me achieving business goals. 

Administrative tasks (nonbillable work) are an  
impediment to timekeepers achieving business goals. 

Strongly agree
64.7%

Agree
17.7%

Neither agree nor disagree
11.7%

Disagree
5.9%

Strongly disagree
0%

Timekeepers Administrators

Strongly agree
30.0%

Agree
26.7%

Neither agree nor disagree
23.3%

Disagree
6.7%

Strongly disagree
6.7%

Don’t know/unsure
6.7%
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We don’t know any lawyers 
who went to law school so  
they could file emails and  
fill out timesheets. 

What can firms do to  
change this dynamic?

Where Are Timekeepers Investing Time— 
and Where Are They Wasting Time?  
We asked timekeepers to report how much time they spend on a variety of tasks,  
from those that promote the business—communicating with clients, researching,  
and drafting documents—to those of lower value—proofreading documents,  
managing emails, and entering time.

The timekeepers we surveyed reported that they spent most of their time speaking with clients, researching, and drafting 
documents. But those high-value tasks weren’t the only substantial time sinks. 

A shocking 59 percent of timekeepers reported spending five or more hours per week classifying and filing emails. Almost 
20 percent spent five or more hours per week—more than an hour each weekday—just tracking and entering their time. 

“I waste the most time on timekeeping and billing, because there are too many steps: creating a bill, filling in forms to send to the 

bookkeeper, and breaking down costs. I know technology could help, but it needs to be integrated with the whole firm, and that’s a 

barrier right now.”                                — Lawyer at a small law firm

0-4  
hours

5-9  
hours

10-14  
hours

15+  
hours

Not applicable/
unsure

Researching 26.47% 32.35% 17.65% 23.53% 0%

Drafting documents 14.71% 44.12% 23.53% 17.65% 0%

Reviewing and proofreading  
documents and contracts 17.65% 52.94% 20.59% 5.88% 2.94%

Executing/signing 79.41% 8.82% 0% 0% 11.76%

Finalizing/binding 64.71% 8.82% 0% 0% 26.47%

Email management (classification and filing) 41.18% 50% 8.82% 0% 0%

Time entry 79.81% 17.65% 0% 0% 2.94%

Speaking with clients (email, phone, face to face) 8.82% 14.71% 29.41% 47.06% 0%
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Of course, both groups may be somewhat right. Perhaps firms are providing tools and timekeepers just aren’t using them. 

Timekeepers Don’t Think Their Firms Are  
Providing the Right Tools and Technology 
We asked two similar questions to try to tease out the difference between tools and technology generally and  
automation tools specifically. 

My firm provides 
me with the tools 
and technology 
I need to reduce 
nonbillable work

Do you feel  
your firm  
provides  
appropriate  
automation  
tools?

My firm provides 
timekeepers with  
the tools and  
technology they 
need to reduce  
nonbillable work

Do you feel 
your firm  
provides  
appropriate  
automation 
tools?

Strongly agree
8.8%

Agree
17.7%

Neither agree nor disagree
8.8%

Disagree
41.18%

Strongly disagree
23.5%

NO
76.5%

YES
23.5%

YES
50.0%

Don’t know/
unsure

23.3%

NO
26.7%

Strongly agree
14.7%

Agree
55.9%

Neither agree nor disagree
8.8%

Disagree
11.8%

Strongly disagree
8.8%

Timekeepers Administrators
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About two thirds of timekeepers stated that their firms are not providing them 
with the tools they need to reduce nonbillable work.  

When we asked specifically about automation tools, over 76 percent reported that 
they don’t have automation tools to address all of their needs—a clear message to 
firms that they need to increase their focus on automating nonbillable tasks. 

So far, administrators are largely oblivious to that need. Over 70 percent stated 
that their firms provide the tools and technology that timekeepers need.  
When we focused on automation, the gap closed somewhat, with about half  
of administrators stating that the firm provides necessary automation solutions. 



How Well Do Existing Solutions Work? 
We asked both timekeepers and administrators what tasks they had automation tools for and how well 
they were able to use those tools. 

Do you have automation tools that address the following? Check all that apply. 

0%

None of the above

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Time entry

Workflow automation

Robotic process 
automation (RPA)

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Timekeepers Administrators

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

None of the above

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Time entry

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts
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Timekeepers reported fairly high levels of satisfaction with their tools for 
researching, drafting and reviewing documents, and executing or signing 
agreements—and administrators largely agreed that those tools were effective. 

But two areas stood out: email management and time entry. Timekeepers were 
far less likely to report that they had tools to address these tasks and those 

that do overwhelmingly reported that they aren’t using those tools effectively. 
Administrators, by contrast, were more likely to state that they have automation 
tools to meet those needs and that those tools are being used adequately. 
Perhaps this disconnect is why administrators underappreciate the degree to 
which timekeepers are struggling with nonbillable tasks.



0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Time entry

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

Yes No

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Time entry

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

Yes No

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Time entry

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

Yes No

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Time entry

Workflow automation

Robotic process 
automation (RPA)

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Review and proofreading 
documents and contracts

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Yes No

Do you feel like your timekeepers adequately  
utilize the automation tool for the following task(s)?

Do you feel like you adequately utilize the 
automation tool for the following task(s)?

Timekeepers Administrators
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Timekeepers Believe They Need Additional 
Automation Tools to Work Effectively 
Not surprisingly, when we asked timekeepers what tools they wish they had, around 
60 percent stated that they wanted tools for email management and time entry.  
Over 60 percent of timekeepers reported that they weren’t adequately using existing 
email management or time entry solutions. 

Administrators were considerably less likely to prioritize email management (36 percent) or timekeeping (20 percent) 
solutions on their wish lists. 

Would you like to have a tool available for this task? Check all that apply.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

None of the above

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Time entry

Workflow automation

Robotic process 
automation (RPA)

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

None of the above

Researching

Drafting documents

Executing/signing

Finalizing/binding

Email management 
(classification and filing)

Time entry

Reviewing and proofreading 
documents and contracts

Timekeepers Administrators
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While administrators had a perhaps overly optimistic view of the utilization rate of existing technologies, they interpreted 
the barriers to timekeepers’ adoption of automation tools differently. Timekeepers reported primarily that they believed 
automation tools were too complicated to use well. Administrators agreed that tools were viewed as too complicated but 
saw timekeepers’ lack of time to learn and failure to see the value in automation solutions as equal impediments. 

“ I’d love to have a timeclock on my email—whether I’m on my laptop or on mobile—so I know  

how much time I’m spending drafting an email to a client.”
                       — Lawyer at a small law firm

What is or would be the reason(s) you would not utilize 
an available automation tool? Click all that apply.

What is or would be the reason(s) timekeepers 
would not utilize an available automation tool? 
Click all that apply.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Di�cult to install

Don’t have 
time to learn

Don’t see 
the value

No training available

Too complicated 
(di�cult to learn/use)

Other 
(please specify)

Di�cult to install

Don’t have 
time to learn

Don’t see 
the value

No training available

Too complicated 
(di�cult to learn/use)

Other 
(please specify)

Don’t know/unsure

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Timekeepers
Administrators
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Analysis and Conclusions
We’ve drawn three primary conclusions from this survey. 

Nonbillable tasks are taking up too much time. Lawyers and other timekeepers are paid for their ability to produce 
billable work. They shouldn’t be spending upwards of 10 hours per week on administrative tasks or nonbillable work. 

Yet our survey showed that timekeepers are spending hundreds of hours each year doing just that. As a result, they’re feeling 
overworked and undersupported. In the long run, that consistent strain contributes to poor retention rates, industry burnout, 
and diminished mental and physical health. This harms the firm’s financial health as well.

Timekeepers want better automation 
solutions to help manage their 
nonbillable workload. The timekeepers we 
surveyed were vocal about their discontent with 
existing technologies, but there was a glaring 
disconnect between timekeepers and law firm 
administrators. Administrators seem to believe that they’ve provided sufficient technological support for their timekeepers and 
that those tools are utilized reasonably well. 

In light of this disconnect, firm leadership should take a closer look at the challenges facing timekeepers, specifically around 
overall workloads, time spent on administrative and nonbillable tasks, the availability of automation tools to manage those 
tasks, and the utilization of existing tools. 

Adoption remains a hurdle. Both law firms and the vendors that serve them must take adoption seriously. Timekeepers 
clearly believe that they need support, but they also feel that the tools available to them are too complicated to be helpful. 

It is incumbent upon vendors to overcome those perceptions by making their tools—and the process of using them—as clean, 
simple, and painless as possible. At the same time, firms must allocate adequate internal resources to educate and train their 
teams. The benefits of providing automation tools for underserved functions promise to outweigh the costs of implementing 
those solutions and driving effective adoption.

“ Lawyers are skeptical of new technology—so it’s on the vendor to fully understand the struggles that lawyers are experiencing 

and design technology that will be where lawyers need it and that will relieve pain points without adding any new pain.”

                               — Director of Innovation at a large law firm 13

“In all, I’d say we lose 10 to 15 percent of our total revenue to nonbillable tasks.”

— Director of Innovation at a large law firm



Next Steps
Automating processes around nonbillable tasks—especially in the underserved areas of 
email management and time entry—will give precious hours back to timekeepers who feel 
overworked and insufficiently supported. This can not only improve the financial health of 
the firm by freeing up time for higher-value work, but it can also boost timekeepers’ mental 
and physical health. 

Implementing automation tools that give lawyers time to enjoy their lives outside of work translates into happier, more 
productive, more loyal knowledge workers. Providing the automation technology that timekeepers need to meet their 
professional and personal goals could serve as a powerful driver of recruitment and retention, enabling the firm to  
attract top talent. 

The overall health of a law firm may turn on the degree to which its leadership is willing to invest in automation solutions to 
improve both the practice and the business of law. Putting in the effort to find the right tools and then ensure that they are fully 
embraced is critical to success. 

We hope that firms use these results to recognize the gap in effective automation solutions and to begin to rectify it.  
Working with timekeepers to learn where they need more support is the key to creating a better future for the legal profession 
as a whole. 
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This report will be released annually. Please help with your input when the 2022 survey is opened in Q2, 2022.

Thank you to all the  

legal professionals who 

contributed to our survey 

to build this report.
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