Common Client Complaints About
Lawyers: How to Prevent Them

Common client complaints about lawyers often start as small problems. A
missed call, a slow update, or a bill the client does not understand can turn
into a grievance, a malpractice claim, or a bad review.

These current issues affecting lawyers are often preventable. Knowing what
triggers complaints, how ethics rules respond, and what practical steps cut
risk helps a firm protect its name and keep clients.

9 Fundamental Time and Billing Features

Accurate time tracking leads to precise invoices, better project
management, and fairer pricing for legal services. Download this checklist
to discover the 9 key features you need.

Get the guide

Most Common Client Complaints About
Lawyers

Bar groups and legal insurers track complaint data across states. The main
complaint types are:
Communication Failures

The most common complaint against lawyers is poor communication.
Clients who cannot reach their lawyer, do not get timely updates, or feel
ignored are far more likely to file a grievance than clients who get steady,
clear updates, even when the result is bad.

Billing Disputes
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Surprise fees, unclear invoices, and charges clients think were not approved
or explained are a major cause of complaints. This issue overlaps with trust
accounting errors, which can lead to serious professional problems.

Missed Deadlines and Neglect

Missing filing dates, letting a case sit too long, or missing a statute of
limitations can lead to malpractice claims and bar complaints. Neglect is
one of the most serious kinds of misconduct.

Competence Concerns

Clients may complain when they think their lawyer lacked the skill or
knowledge to handle the matter well, or when the result seems tied to poor
legal work.

Failure to Follow Client Instructions

Lawyers must follow a client’s lawful instructions. Doing something the
client did not approve, or not doing what the client asked, often leads to
complaints.

Trust Account Mismanagement

Mixing client money with firm money, keeping bad trust records, or using
client money for the wrong purpose can trigger bar discipline in every state.

Professional Conduct Rules Related to Client
Complaints

The Model Rules of Professional Conduct are used in some form in most
U.S. states. They set the basic standards lawyers must meet. The rules most
tied to common client complaints are:

Rule 1.1: Competence



Rule 1.1 requires competent work, meaning the knowledge, skill, care, and
prep needed for the case.

Rule 1.3: Diligence

Rule 1.3 requires diligence. Lawyers must move a matter forward with
reasonable speed and no needless delay.

Rule 1.4: Communication

Rule 1.4 requires lawyers to keep clients informed, answer requests for info
quickly, and explain matters well enough for clients to make informed
choices.

Rule 1.5: Fees

Rule 1.5 requires fees to be fair and clearly shared. Written fee agreements
are required or strongly advised in most states for larger matters.

Rule 1.15: Safekeeping of Client Funds and Property

Rule 1.15 covers the safekeeping of client funds and property, including the
trust accounting rules firms must follow.

Violations of these rules can lead to reprimand, suspension, or disbarment.
That is true whether the conduct is shown in a bar review or in a civil
malpractice case, and the result depends on how serious the conduct is and
whether it is a pattern. An attorney may be suspended from practice when
the conduct is serious enough.

Free Legal Billing Terms Cheat Sheet

Legal billing terms can be confusing. TimeSolv has prepared a list of the
most commonly used legal billing terms that lawyers use in routine. It's a
must to have it in your pinned files, sticky notes, or however you carry your
essentials while practicing.

Download the cheat sheet and master every billing term!

Get Your Free Cheat Sheet
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How Billing Systems Help Prevent Complaints

A large share of bar complaints and malpractice claims start with billing
disputes that better billing systems could have avoided. Specifically:

Unclear Invoices

Unclear invoices that do not show enough detail give clients a reason to
dispute fees and claim unauthorized charges. Flexible invoice templates let
firms list work by date, task, timekeeper, and matter.

Trust Accounting Errors

Trust accounting errors that come from hand tracking retainer balances in
spreadsheets are largely solved by dedicated trust accounting software.
These tools keep balances current, log every trust transaction, and apply
funds to invoices in a clear, auditable way.

Fee Agreement Disputes

Fee agreement disputes often begin when clients were not clearly told
about billing rates, billing increments, or what work would be billed. A clear
engagement letter and a professional billing platform that creates steady,
itemized invoices can cut these disputes.

Delayed Billing

Delayed billing creates client stress. Clients who get one bill for six months
of work often do not recall the full scope and may question the charges.
Firms that bill monthly, using tools like TimeSolv's batch invoicing to make
frequent billing more efficient, tend to have fewer billing disputes.

What Clients Expect From Their Lawyers

Beyond avoiding complaints, client expectations give firms a guide for
better retention and referrals. Legal consumer research shows that clients
value:



e Feeling heard and informed during the matter, even when nothing new
has happened.

e Getting invoices that are clear, predictable, and explain what was done
and why it mattered.

e Having an easy way to reach their lawyer or a knowledgeable team
member without long delays.

e Being treated with respect and not talked down to, no matter how
much they know about legal issues.

Firms that build systems around these expectations, through regular
updates, clear billing, and good client service, get fewer complaints and
more referrals.

Building a Low-Complaint Law Firm

No firm can promise zero complaints. But simple steps that address the
most common complaint types can cut risk a lot. Clear engagement letters,
responsive communication, detailed billing, accurate trust accounting, and
matter management tools that help avoid missed deadlines are the core of
a low-complaint firm.

See how TimeSolv makes can improve productivity and keep clients happy.

Schedule your demo today

Building a Low-Complaint Law Firm

No firm can promise zero complaints. But simple steps that address the
most common complaint types can cut risk a lot. Clear engagement letters,
responsive communication, detailed billing, accurate trust accounting, and
matter management tools that help avoid missed deadlines are the core of
a low-complaint firm.

How TimeSolv Supports Complaint Prevention

TimeSolv supports the billing and trust accounting side of that system.
Accurate time capture, professional invoicing, clear payment collection, and
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trust accounting tools give your firm a billing process that is less likely to
cause disputes and better prepared to defend itself if one comes up.

What is the most common reason clients complain about lawyers?

Poor communication is the top reason. Clients are more likely to be upset
when they cannot reach their lawyer, do not get timely updates, or feel
ignored. Regular, responsive communication can lower complaint risk even
when the result is not what the client wanted.

Are bar complaints the same as malpractice claims?

No. Bar complaints ask whether a lawyer broke professional conduct rules,
such as rules on communication, diligence, fees, competence, or trust
accounting. Malpractice claims are civil cases filed in court, and clients
usually use them when they want money from a lawyer.

Why do billing disputes so often lead to client complaints?

Billing disputes often start when clients get surprise fees, unclear invoices,
delayed bills, or charges they do not remember approving. Clear
engagement letters, itemized invoices, monthly billing, and tracked trust
accounting help clients understand the charges and lower the chance of a
grievance.

What should a lawyer do if a client decides to end the relationship?

The lawyer should protect the client's interests during the handoff. That
means returning the file, refunding any unearned retainer money, and
working with successor counsel. Poor handling can create a new basis for a
bar complaint.

How can law firms reduce the risk of complaints before they happen?

Firms can lower complaint risk by using clear engagement letters, keeping
communication open, sending detailed invoices, tracking trust money
carefully, and using matter management tools to avoid missed deadlines.
These practical steps address the complaint areas that most often turn into
grievances.






