The Legal

Spend Spiral:

Early Signals Teams
See Too Late
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Legal spend rarely explodes overnight. What looks like a sudden spike is usually

the result of small, compounding signals that went unnoticed, were rationalized
away, or lived in systems no one had time to truly analyze. By the time leadership
asks why spend is up, the spiral is already in motion.

This guide is designed to help legal operations teams recognize those early signals
sooner. Not to add more process or more reporting, but to name the patterns that
quietly drive spend higher long before it shows up in a budget review.

Understanding the Spend Spiral

The legal spend spiral starts subtly. A few rate
exceptions here. A little more intake volume
there. Outside counsel taking slightly longer
to resolve matters. None of it feels urgent on
its own. Together, those signals build
momentum.

The challenge is that many teams rely on
backward-looking views of spend. Monthly
reports, quarterly reviews, and annual budget
cycles are helpful for accountability, but they
rarely surface risk early enough to change
outcomes. Even as Al becomes more common
across legal operations, many teams still
experience it through static reports rather
than forward-looking insight. By the time a
spike is visible, legal teams are already
responding instead of steering.

The spiral accelerates when disconnected
systems make it hard to see how intake,
matters, invoices, and outcomes influence one
another. Data exists, but insight arrives late.




Stage One: The Invisible Drift

At this stage, spend appears stable. Budgets are technically intact. Leadership isn’t asking
questions yet. Legal ops teams feel busy but not alarmed.

Common early signals include:

e QOutside counsel rates increasing through one-off exceptions that slowly become routine
e Matter scoping that stays intentionally high level to avoid slowing intake

e Growing intake volume without a clear view into complexity or downstream cost impact
e ELM data that’s captured inconsistently or reviewed only for compliance

These signals are easy to overlook because nothing feels broken. Teams are focused on keeping
work moving and supporting the business. The effort required to extract insight from existing
data often outweighs the perceived risk of waiting.

Early signals to review
When spend feels stable, these signals often surface first:

» Rate exceptions approved in the last six to twelve months that quietly became recurring
e Intake volume trends compared against matter outcomes and resolution timelines

e Matters that opened quickly but required multiple scope clarifications later

e Data fields in the ELM system that are consistently incomplete or inconsistently used

This is where spend begins to drift upward quietly, without friction or resistance.



Stage Two: The lllusion of Control

As spend pressure becomes harder to ignore, teams respond by adding structure. More invoice
review steps. More approval layers. More reporting.

On the surface, this creates a sense of control. In practice, it often shifts effort without improving
visibility.
Signals at this stage tend to look like:

Invoice review workloads increasing while savings plateau

Legal ops teams spending more time reviewing line items than analyzing patterns
Budget conversations centered on totals instead of the behaviors driving them
ELM systems functioning as repositories rather than sources of insight

Control feels present because activity is high. The problem is that most of the effort happens
after spend has already occurred. Patterns repeat across matters and firms, but they’re often
discovered manually and too late to influence decisions upstream, even when Al capabilities exist
elsewhere in the organization.

Early signals to review
As controls increase, these areas tend to expose what reporting alone misses:

e Invoice data sampled across similar matters to uncover repeat billing behaviors
e Patterns of invoice issues tied to the same firms or matter types

e Time invoices spend in review queues and where delays consistently occur

e Differences between forecasts created at matter open and actual outcomes

This is the point where teams feel stretched, even though they appear organized.
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Stage Three: Acceleration and Surprise

Eventually, the spiral becomes visible. Leadership notices. Finance asks questions. Forecasts
miss the mark.

By this stage, the signals are no longer subtle:
e Quarter-end surprises that require explanation
e Reactive cost containment measures
e Pressure on legal ops to course-correct quickly
e Short-term fixes that don’t address why spend escalated

The conversation shifts from understanding to urgency. Teams are asked to regain control fast,
even though the underlying issues developed slowly over time.

Early signals to review

When spend acceleration becomes visible, these signals help stabilize visibility:
e Top spend drivers by matter type, not just by firm
e Behaviors contributing most to variance between forecast and actual spend
e Patterns that appear across multiple matters rather than isolated anomalies
e Moments where insight arrived too late to influence decisions

This is where legal spend feels unpredictable, despite years of data sitting inside systems.
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Breaking the
Spiral Earlier

Stopping the legal spend spiral doesn’t
require more manual review or more
dashboards. It requires earlier
awareness of the patterns that signal
risk. Increasingly, teams are looking to
Al-native systems to surface those
patterns sooner, without adding work or
complexity.

Teams that regain predictability tend to
share a few characteristics:

e They connect intake, matters, and
invoices to understand cost drivers
before work begins

e They focus on behavior patterns
rather than individual line items

e They rely on systems to surface
signals instead of expecting people
to find them manually

e They treat spend insight as an
operational capability, not a
quarterly exercise

When early signals are visible, legal ops teams can
intervene sooner. Scope can be clarified earlier.
Counsel behavior can be addressed before it
becomes habitual. Forecasts become more grounded
in reality.

The industry is moving toward a model where spend
intelligence supports decision-making in real time,
not just after the fact. Teams that recognize the
spiral early are better positioned to keep legal spend
aligned with business expectations, even as
complexity grows.

Understanding the spiral is the first step. Seeing it
early enough to act is what changes outcomes.




Before the Spiral Becomes the Story

Most legal spend challenges don’t come from a single decision or a single matter. They take
shape gradually, shaped by patterns that repeat quietly across intake, matters, and invoices.
When those patterns remain hidden, teams are left reacting to outcomes instead of
influencing them.

The teams that stay ahead don’t rely on more effort or tighter reviews. They rely on earlier
visibility. They know which signals matter, where they tend to surface first, and how to
interpret them before spend accelerates.

If this guide reflects what you're seeing inside your own operation, it may be worth pressure-
testing those signals with someone who looks at legal spend patterns every day.

PY SPEAK WITH A LEGAL EXPERT to talk through what

o n I t early signals may be surfacing in your environment
and where greater visibility could change outcomes.



https://www.onit.com/schedule-a-demo/?utm_medium=guide-legal-spend-spiral&utm_source=internal-content

