Tip of the Month: Difference
Between a Retainer and Regular
Invoice

The real question is this: which billing approach gives you the most control
over your time, your cash flow, and your client experience? Even seasoned
professionals can feel unsure about when to use a retainer vs. regular
invoice, or how they impact the bottom line over time.

Both tools support the way you get paid, but they serve different purposes.
Understanding how retainers and standard invoices work (and when to use
them for different clients) puts you in control of your financial stability and
gives your clients clarity from the start.

What a Retainer Really Does for Your Firm

A retainer is a form of deposit or pre-payment for legal services. Retainer
invoices are documents the firm can provide to the client to ask for funds
prior to the project starting. It's a method of securing services for use when
required and ensures upfront funding a client provides before you begin
working.

Think of a retainer as both a commitment and a safeguard: the client
commits to the relationship, and you gain the security of knowing funds are
available as you deliver services.

So why might you not want to just send out a customized regular invoice

with a ‘pre-payment for Matter X’ listed on it?

Because that will create limitations on how you work with the project. You'll

end up with a fixed-free matter rather than an hourly billing matter.
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A true retainer, unlike a standard pre-payment regular invoice or a payment
plan, lives in trust until you bill against it. That means it's not revenue until
you perform the work and issue an invoice tied to the matter. This structure
gives me complete flexibility to bill by the hour, fixed fee, or a hybrid
method without locking yourself into a “pre-payment” that forces a certain
pricing model.

Lastly, you're getting paid immediately for your invoices when using the
retainer approach. For firms that want to strengthen cash flow, reduce

collections issues, and set expectations early, a retainer is one of the most
reliable tools available.

How a Regular Invoice Fits into the Client Relationship

A regular invoice is straightforward: You've completed the work, and you're
billing for your time or services after the fact. It's a simple transactional
document that reflects what already happened.

Regular invoices work best for clients who have predictable, one-time tasks
or short-term matters. They're also the standard option when a client
prefers a pay-as-you-go relationship.

But when you're working with clients who need ongoing attention, or when
the work could expand, it's often more efficient to anchor the relationship
with a retainer instead of relying solely on regular monthly billing.

In short, retainers allow you to set clear expectations on the terms for the
ongoing arrangement, including the retainer amount, excess hour charges,
and more details into services.

You can charge clients a monthly retainer fee to continue an ongoing
commitment ensuring your client will continue working with you even when
they don't have an active matter. This leads to client stability and security,
predictable profits, flexible service, and guaranteed recurring revenue for
your law firm.

Retainer vs. Regular Invoice: When Each One
Works Best
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Choosing between a retainer and a regular invoice depends on the nature
of the engagement. While you can send either type using legal billing
software, there are scenarios where one method is more suitable for you or
the client. Consider the scope, cash flow implications, client preferences,
and nature of the work to determine which approach is more appropriate.

When to Use a Retainer

e The project requires ongoing work or long-term involvement

e You need predictable cash flow

e You want clear terms around scope, hourly rates, or fixed-fee
arrangements

e The client expects continuous access or priority support

When to Use a Standard Invoice

e The matter is simple and short

e The client prefers transactional billing

e Work happens on an occasional or as-needed basis

e There's no need for upfront funding or guaranteed availability

Understanding the difference between the two helps you match the billing
structure to the client’s goals and your firm's financial strategy.

Should You Set Up a Standard or Retainer
Invoice?

If you're unsure which direction to take with retainers vs. regular invoices,
start by evaluating three factors:
1. Cash Flow Needs
If the engagement requires steady work or unpredictable time demands, a
retainer protects your revenue and reduces collection headaches later on.
2. Risk and Scope

Larger, more complex matters justify upfront funding, plain and simple.
Short, routine tasks can rely on regular invoices instead.
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3. Client Expectations

Some clients want ongoing access to your expertise—especially if your
services are in high demand. A retainer formalizes that relationship and
keeps both sides aligned.

In most cases, building a retainer into the engagement benefits both the
firm and the client by inviting long-term collaboration.

How Retainers Strengthen Client Confidence

Your clients will feel more secure when they know exactly how billing will
work without surprise invoices. A retainer gives them that clarity. They
understand what amount is held in trust, when you'll draw from it, and how
future invoices will be handled.

This transparency builds confidence and reduces billing disputes. It also
encourages clients to reach out more freely, since they already understand
how their services are funded. When communication improves, outcomes
improve.

Finally, retainers secure ongoing access to your legal expertise for clients. It
sets the expectation that their needs are built into your schedule, which
minimizes bottlenecks and keeps matters moving forward.

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

Retainer Invoicing Tips for Current TimeSolv
Users
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Creating retainer invoices in TimeSolv is simple. Head under Invoices,
choose Retainers, and click on the New Retainer Invoice link.

A window will open where you can name the retainer invoice, enter the
amount, add a note, and choose the format for downloading. If the Client
Matter has an email address on file, you'll also see an option to email the
retainer invoice.

Note: When that box is checked, the invoice is sent automatically as soon
as you click Create, without an extra review step.

Questions? Just call 1-800-715-1284.

How TimeSolv Makes Retainer Billing
Effortless

Choosing the right billing structure for each client is important, but putting
it into practice shouldn’t be complicated. That's where TimeSolv truly
shines. Create a retainer invoice in just a few clicks without wrestling with
settings or second-guessing your setup. Everything is streamlined so you
can stay focused on the client work that matters.

TimeSolv automatically organizes the details—trust allocation, invoice
formatting, notes, and delivery options—so you can send a polished,
professional retainer invoice in moments. The platform handles the
structure; just choose the terms that fit your engagement.

And because everything syncs directly with your invoicing, trust accounting,
and matter management, you can track balances, apply payments, and bill
against retainers with total confidence. No extra work, no manual
reconciliation, and no interruptions to your workflow.

If you want to optimize your firm’s billing, whether you're weighing a
retainer vs. a regular invoice or fine-tuning your time-tracking processes,
you always have support ready when you need it.

Want to see how easy retainer billing can be? Try TimeSolv free for 10 days
or schedule a personalized demo today.
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