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Legal Nurse Consultants: How Do You Estimate the Time Needed For a Case?  

“How long do you think this is going to take?” an attorney asks you.  

This is a pretty broad question and it is hard to give a precise answer. As a legal nurse 

consultant, I get asked this question by some of our clients when they send us a set of medical 

records. Sometimes they ask the question before the records come. Here are some questions 

for you to ask in order to answer the attorney’s question. 

 Are you planning to send paper record or electronic files? 

 How big are the records? 

 Are they copied on one side or two sides? 

 What do you want me to do with the records? 

 Do you have a budget for my work? 

Are you planning to send paper record or electronic files? 

Many of us have distinct preferences for paper records or for electronic (PDF) files. Some LNCs 

love to organize paper and put it in indexed binders. Others love to open up PDFs on their 

computers and scan through medical records. I am a paper lover. I find it hard to read page 

after page on a monitor and even harder to analyze information if the record was scanned in a 

random order. If you are a paper lover and have to review the material on a monitor, your 

review time will likely increase. It may be much more efficient for you to organize and tab paper 

records than to try to do so on a monitor.  You can suggest that the attorney can reduce some 

of the hours you would have to spend by printing out the records and sending them to you.  

How big are the records? 

You may hear that the records are “voluminous”. Sometimes attorneys or their staff have a 

different concept of what “voluminous” means than you do. The largest record I’ve ever 

summarized filled 25 four inch binders. THAT is voluminous. The same day that case arrived, a 

different attorney described his client’s 700 page medical record as “voluminous”. Most 

attorneys understand that a ream of copy paper is 500 sheets. Ask the attorney to give you an 

idea of the number of reams of copy paper or the number of inches. That’s step 1. 

You may have heard the expression that an LNC can make an estimate based on a formula: 

Analysis should occur at the rate of 1 hour per 1 inch of records. I don’t know where this bit of 

guidance started, but I have never found it to be credible. One inch of typed physician office 

records which requires a summary of every visit is a very different project than one inch of 

hospital records where only the operative report may be significant.  Let’s get rid of the fallacy 

of 1 inch per hour.  



Are they copied on 1 side or 2 sides? 

Step 2 is to determine of the records are printed on one or both sides of the paper.  Sometimes 

a record is copied so that the front of the page has no relationship to the back of the page. For 

example, a physician order may be copied onto a progress note. When a record is copied 

double sided, but in random order, your review time may be doubled.  

 

What do you want me to do with the records? 

The number of hours you put into a case can vary widely from a simple timeline to a detailed 

chronology or a page by page transcription. It is important to be very clear on what the 

attorney is asking you to do. You may knowingly choose to do more than the attorney wanted 

in order to surprise or delight her, but be prepared for offer this as a gift and not expect to get 

paid for it.  

Do you have a budget for my work? 

Some attorneys will have a number in their minds that they want to spend on a review. Ask 

your client if he or she has a number. Some may want a thorough job but are not willing to pay 

for it. It is important to understand the attorney’s expectations in advance. If the attorney has a 

specific range or upper number of hours in mind, then tailor your work product and approach 

accordingly. For example, the attorney who hired me to review the most voluminous set of 

records I ever received limited me to 40 hours. That limit directed how much detail I went into 

in the report.  

Estimates 

When pressed to give a number of hours or a total cost for a project, it is better to make an 

estimate that is a bit higher than you expect to spend on a project. If your invoice is less than 

that number, you will please the attorney. If your number is higher, be prepared to either chalk 

this up to your learning curve and not bill the attorney, or explain to the attorney why the 

invoice is for a larger number of hours than you anticipated.   

Many LNCs recognize the need to be flexible in the beginning of their careers and know that 

they cannot bill the client for their learning curve. It becomes much easier to give estimates 

after you gain some experience. 

Patricia Iyer MSN RN LNCC has been analyzing and summarizing medical records since 1987 in 

her role as an independent legal nurse consultant. She is president of Med League Support 

Services, Inc. and The Pat Iyer Group, LLC.  


