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Real pricing data — hourly rates, retainers, and total engagement
costs by case type

v Hourly rates by credential level and firm size
v Total engagement costs by case type (divorce, fraud, commercial disputes)
v Hidden fees to watch for (travel, data processing, subcontractor, rush)

v How to negotiate better rates and control scope creep
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How Forensic Accountant Billing Works

Forensic accountant billing is primarily hourly, but total engagement costs vary dramatically
based on case complexity, volume of financial records, and whether expert testimony is
required. A straightforward financial analysis might cost $5,000, while a multi-year fraud
investigation can exceed $100,000. Understanding the billing structure — and the levers you
control — is essential.

Billing Structure Overview

Component Description Typical Range

Hourly rate — Partner / Senior forensic accountant leading the $400-$600/hr

Principal engagement

Hourly rate — Manager / Senior Mid-level forensic accountant performing analysis $250-$400/hr

Hourly rate — Staff / Associate Junior staff supporting data entry, compilation $150-$250/hr

Expert testimony rate Deposition or trial testimony (senior only) $400-$700/hr

Initial retainer Upfront deposit against future billings $5,000-
$15,000

Flat fee (limited scope) Fixed price for defined deliverable $3,000-
$20,000

Quick Budget Reference

e Simple financial analysis (tax return review, lifestyle analysis): $3,000-$10,000
 Divorce financial investigation (asset tracing, income determination): $10,000-$50,000
* Small business fraud investigation: $5,000-$15,000

* Business valuation (for litigation): $10,000-$40,000

e Complex commercial fraud / embezzlement: $25,000-$100,000+

e Securities fraud / class action support: $50,000-$500,000+




Rates by Credential Level and Firm Type

What Forensic Accountants Charge — By Credential and Setting

Rates by Credential

) Expert
) Typical i
Credential Testimony
Hourly Rate
Rate
CPA + CFF (Certified in $350-$550/ $450-$700/hr AICPA credential; gold standard for
Financial Forensics) hr litigation
CPA + CFE (Certified Fraud $300-$500/ $400-$650/hr ACFE credential; strongest for
Examiner) hr fraud investigations
CPA + MAFF (Master $300-$500/ $400-$650/hr NACVA credential; strong in
Analyst in Financial hr financial litigation
Forensics)
CPA + ABV (Accredited in $300-$500/ $400-$650/hr AICPA credential; essential for
Business Valuation) hr valuation work
CPA only (no forensic $200-$350/ $300-$450/hr General CPA doing forensic work;
credential) hr less courtroom credibility
Non-CPA with CFE $150-$300/ $250-$400/hr Common in corporate fraud
hr investigation; limited expert
testimony

Rates by Firm Type

Firm Type Partner Manager
Rate Rate
Big 4 (Deloitte, EY, $500- $350-$500/ $200- Large-scale fraud, securities,
PwC, KPMG) $800/hr hr $350/hr class actions
Regional accounting $350- $250-$400/ $150- Mid-market commercial
firms $550/hr hr $250/hr disputes, divorce
Boutique forensic $300- $225-$375/ $150- Focused expertise; often best

firms $500/hr hr $225/hr value



Manager

Firm Type Best For
yp Rate
Solo practitioners $250- N/A N/A Smaller cases; personal
$450/hr attention; lower overhead

Big 4 Premium

Big 4 forensic accounting rates run 30-60% higher than boutique firms for equivalent work. The
premium is justified for high-profile cases where the firm's name adds credibility — but for routine
divorce financial analysis or small business fraud, a boutique firm delivers equal quality at lower
cost.




Total Engagement Costs by Case Type

What Will This Actually Cost? — By Case Type

Case Type

Divorce — Income 20-60 hrs $8,000-$25,000 Number of income sources; self-
Determination employment complexity
Divorce — Asset Tracing 40-120 hrs $15,000- Number of accounts; offshore assets;
$50,000 concealment
Divorce — Business 30-80 hrs $10,000- Business complexity; number of
Valuation $40,000 valuation methods
Small Business Fraud 20-60 hrs $5,000-$15,000 Volume of transactions; years under
review
Employee 40-100 hrs $15,000- Duration of scheme; number of
Embezzlement $50,000 accounts
Insurance Claim 15-40 hrs $5,000-$15,000 Scope of claim; supporting
Analysis documentation quality
Commercial Litigation 40-100 hrs $15,000- Complexity of damage model;
Damages $60,000 rebuttal requirements
Securities Fraud 100-500+ $50,000- Data volume; regulatory complexity;
hrs $250,000+ multi-party
Class Action Support 200- $100,000- Statistical sampling; damages
1,000+ hrs $500,000+ modeling for class
Bankruptcy / Preference 30-80 hrs $10,000- Transaction volume; lookback period
Analysis $40,000

Typical
Hours

Total Cost
Range

Key Cost Drivers

Scope creep is the #1 cost overrun.

Forensic investigations frequently uncover additional issues that expand scope. Require your
forensic accountant to provide a revised scope letter and cost estimate before expanding the
engagement beyond the original parameters.




Hidden Fees & Add-Ons

Always get an itemized engagement letter. Hourly rates alone don't predict total cost. Budget
20-35% above the initial estimate for add-ons and scope adjustments.

Add-On Typical Cost When It Applies

Data processing / accounting $500-$5,000 Converting client data from proprietary systems
software (QuickBooks, SAP, Oracle)

Database / analytics tools $1,000-$10,000 Large-scale data analysis using IDEA, ACL, or

custom tools

Travel (expert to deposition/ Actual cost Out-of-town expert; airfare, hotel, meals, ground

trial) transport

Travel time billing 50-100% of hourly Time spent traveling to/from engagements
rate

Subcontractor / specialist $150-$400/hr IT forensics for electronic records; valuation

specialist

Deposition preparation Full hourly rate Expert reviews materials and prepares for depo
(8-16 hrs)

Trial preparation Full hourly rate Prep for direct examination and anticipated cross
(16-40 hrs)

Rush / expedited report +25-50% Report needed in less than 2 weeks

Administrative / paralegal $75-$150/hr Document scanning, indexing, data entry

support

Expert report exhibits / $500-$5,000 Professional charts, graphs, timelines for court

demonstratives

Cancellation fee (< 48 hrs) $1,000-$5,000 Deposition or trial date cancelled short notice

Supplemental / rebuttal Full hourly rate Responding to opposing expert's report or new
analysis evidence



Request a detailed engagement letter that specifies: all billing rates by team member, retainer
amount, estimated total hours by phase, what triggers scope expansion, and how scope changes
will be communicated and approved. Get this before signing.



How to Negotiate Better Rates

Numbered list

Negotiate the team composition. Don't pay partner rates for staff-level work. Request
that document compilation and data entry be performed by associates at $150-250/hr, with
partner review only.

Set phase-based budget caps. Break the engagement into phases (preliminary review —
investigation — report = testimony) with approved budgets for each. Require approval
before moving to the next phase.

Compare Big 4 vs. boutique firms. For cases under $50,000, boutique forensic firms
deliver equivalent quality at 30-40% lower cost. Big 4 overhead (training, insurance,
branding) inflates rates.

Provide organized records. Disorganized financial records dramatically increase hours.
Provide indexed, chronological documents with a cover memo explaining the key questions.

Define scope narrowly. Instead of "investigate all finances," specify: "Determine whether
unreported income exists from the defendant's restaurant business for 2023-2025." Narrow
scope = controlled costs.

Negotiate flat fees for defined deliverables. A business valuation or income analysis
with clear parameters can be scoped as a flat fee ($5,000-$20,000), eliminating hourly
billing uncertainty.

Negotiate travel policy. Require economy travel for domestic trips. Set a per diem cap.
Use local forensic accountants when possible to eliminate travel entirely.

Request blended rates. Instead of tracking each team member's hours, negotiate a
single blended rate ($250-$350/hr) for all work.

Avoid unnecessary expert testimony. Many forensic accounting engagements settle
before trial. Structure the engagement to deliver the analysis without the costly testimony-
preparation phase unless trial is imminent.

Get three quotes. Rate variation between equally credentialed forensic accountants can
be 30-50%. Always compare at least 2-3 firms.

e 0 060 6 060060 60 O O



Budget Planning Worksheet

Use this worksheet to estimate total forensic accounting costs.
Print and fill in for each engagement.

Line Item Estimated Cost Actual Cost
Initial retainer $ $
Phase 1: Preliminary review (est. hrs x rate) $ $
Phase 2: Investigation / analysis (est. hrs x rate) $ $
Phase 3: Report writing (est. hrs x rate) $ $
Phase 4: Deposition preparation + testimony $ $
Phase 5: Trial preparation + testimony $ $
Rebuttal analysis (if needed) $ $
Data processing / software $ $
Subcontractor / specialist fees $ $
Travel (airfare, hotel, meals) $ $
Demonstrative exhibits $ $
25% contingency buffer $ $
TOTAL ESTIMATED $ $

Complete this worksheet before the initial consultation. Knowing the number of accounts, years
under review, and whether testimony is anticipated lets the forensic accountant provide a realistic
estimate.

CTA box

Want a quick sanity check on your numbers? Email this worksheet to contact@forensicledger.com
or browse forensic accountants at forensicledger.com
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