
The Definitive AI Guide for Lawyers

Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is rapidly transforming the legal profession. Tools like OpenAI’s ChatGPT burst into
the public consciousness in late 2022 and reached 100 million users in just two months – a pace of adoption
unprecedented in tech history . Law firms and in-house departments are now facing a paradigm shift:
routine legal tasks can be automated or accelerated by AI, forcing lawyers to rethink how they deliver value.
As Arizona State law professor Gary Marchant bluntly put it,  “Lawyers who use AI will replace lawyers
who don’t.”  In  other  words,  while  AI  won’t  outright  replace  lawyers,  lawyers  who leverage AI
effectively will likely replace those who lag behind . This guide is intended for all lawyers – from solo
practitioners and BigLaw attorneys to in-house counsel and judges – to understand AI’s rise, its implications
for legal practice, and how to adopt it ethically and effectively.

In the sections below, we’ll start with a brief history and timeline of AI, then demystify key concepts (like AGI,
superintelligence,  and  the singularity).  We will  explain how modern AI systems (especially large language
models) are trained and how they work. We will then examine which legal jobs and tasks are most at risk of
disruption, and how AI is pressuring the traditional billable-hour business model. Critically, we will outline
practical  guidance for  navigating this  new era:  from emerging  ethical  frameworks (such as  the ABA’s
recent guidance and the  COUNSEL framework) to best practices like developing AI use policies, sample
prompts,  and  standard  operating  procedures  (SOPs)  for  law  firms.  Throughout,  we  include  robust
quotations from experts and cite current sources to ground our recommendations in the latest insights. The
goal is to provide a definitive white paper that not only educates but also offers concrete steps for lawyers
to thrive in the age of AI. 

A Brief History of AI: Key Milestones in Timeline Form

AI may seem like a futuristic development, but its conceptual roots stretch back over 70 years. Below is a
brief  timeline  of  major  milestones  in  the  history  of  artificial  intelligence  that  have  led  to  today’s
breakthroughs:

1956  –  The  Birth  of  “Artificial  Intelligence”: The  term  artificial  intelligence was  coined  at  the
Dartmouth Summer Research Project on AI in 1956, which is widely regarded as the founding event
of AI as a field . Early pioneers like John McCarthy, Marvin Minsky, and Claude Shannon convened
to imagine machines that could simulate human intelligence. This era spawned optimistic goals for
thinking machines, though hardware limitations kept progress modest. 

1950s–60s  –  Early  Learning  Machines: In  1950,  mathematician  Claude  Shannon  built  an
experimental maze-solving machine called Theseus, a robotic mouse that could learn its way through
a maze .  By  1958,  Frank  Rosenblatt  had  developed the  Perceptron,  the  first  artificial  neural
network,  which  learned  to  recognize  simple  patterns  on  punch  cards .  These  early  systems
demonstrated that machines could learn from experience, laying groundwork for machine learning. 
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1970s–80s – The AI Winters: Progress slowed in the 1970s and late 1980s during periods dubbed “AI
winters,”  when  hype  faded  and  research  funding  dried  up .  Early  AI  systems  failed  to  meet
inflated  expectations,  and  skepticism  grew.  However,  important  groundwork  continued  –  for
example, in 1992 a backgammon-playing program (TD-Gammon) learned to play at near-champion
level , foreshadowing later achievements in game-playing AI. 

1997  –  Deep  Blue  Defeats  Chess  Champion: In  a  watershed  moment,  IBM’s  Deep  Blue
supercomputer  became  the  first  machine  to  defeat  a  reigning  world  chess  champion  (Garry
Kasparov) under tournament conditions . This achievement demonstrated the power of brute-
force computing and search algorithms in a complex domain, and it captured global attention as a
sign that AI was reaching new heights of capability. 

2012 – The Deep Learning Revolution (AlexNet): A significant breakthrough came with AlexNet in
2012 – a deep neural network that dramatically improved image recognition . By using a multi-
layered neural network trained on millions of images, AlexNet could identify objects (dogs, cars, etc.)
nearly as well as a human. This victory in the ImageNet competition is often cited as the start of the
deep learning era, demonstrating that given big data and computing power, neural networks can
learn very complex tasks. 

2017 – The Transformer Architecture: A pivotal innovation for language AI arrived in 2017 with the
transformer neural network architecture (introduced by Google researchers). Transformers enabled
much more effective training of language models on very large text datasets by using a mechanism
called “self-attention” to handle long-range context . This architecture underlies today’s most
powerful large language models and allowed AI to handle human language with unprecedented
proficiency.  (Notably,  the  transformer  made  it  feasible  to  train  models  on  billions  of  words,  leading
directly to the next milestones.)

2018–2020 – Large Language Models Emerge: By 2019, OpenAI had released  GPT-2, a language
model that amazed observers by generating paragraphs of coherent text.  “Our model is capable of
generating samples from a variety of prompts that feel close to human quality,” OpenAI noted at the
time .  In  2020,  OpenAI’s  GPT-3 was  a  quantum  leap  –  with  175  billion  parameters,  it  could
produce text often  indistinguishable from human writing on many topics . These generative pre-
trained transformers (GPTs) signaled that AI had achieved a new level of fluency in language, able to
draft emails, summarize documents, write code, and more. 

2022 – Generative AI Goes Mainstream (ChatGPT): The release of ChatGPT (built on GPT-3.5 and
later  GPT-4)  in  late  2022  brought  generative  AI  to  millions  of  users  practically  overnight .
ChatGPT’s conversational ability and ease of use introduced the general public – including many
lawyers – to AI that can generate content (text, code, even poetry) on demand. This sparked a new
phase of rapid AI deployment across industries,  including law, while also raising concerns about
issues like bias and “hallucinations” (AI making up facts) . By 2023–2024, virtually every sector was
exploring how to harness generative AI’s power. 

2023–2025  –  An  Explosion  of  AI  Applications  and  Governance  Efforts: The  years  following
ChatGPT’s debut have seen  interactive AI assistants proliferate and major tech companies race to
launch their own advanced models (e.g. Google’s Bard and Gemini, Meta’s Llama series, Anthropic’s
Claude).  AI  capabilities  have  expanded  into  image  generation,  voice  synthesis,  and  multimodal
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models  that  combine vision and language.  At  the same time,  recognition of  AI’s  transformative
impact has led to new governance initiatives: the EU proposed a comprehensive AI Act to regulate
AI  by  risk  level,  and  in  the  U.S.  frameworks  like  the  NIST  AI  Risk  Management  Framework
(discussed later) emerged to guide trustworthy AI development . By 2025, AI’s computational
power was doubling roughly every 6 months – far outpacing the 20-month doubling rate of the 2010s

– suggesting the pace of AI advancement is only accelerating.

In sum, AI’s journey from a speculative 1950s idea to today’s reality has been marked by cycles of optimism
and setback, but with unmistakable exponential progress in recent years. The current boom, driven by deep
learning and vast computing resources, has taken AI to a level that directly impacts knowledge professions
like law. Lawyers today stand at a historical inflection point, where AI is finally capable of performing many
intellectual  tasks  that  once  seemed  exclusively  human.  To  navigate  what  comes  next,  it’s  crucial  to
understand exactly what AI is – and isn’t – and how these systems work under the hood.

Understanding AI: Key Definitions and Concepts

Artificial  Intelligence  (AI) –  What  exactly  does  “AI”  mean? At  its  core,  artificial  intelligence  refers  to
machines or software displaying abilities we associate with human (or animal) intelligence, such as
perceiving the environment, learning from data, reasoning, and problem-solving . In other words,
an AI  system is  one that  can make decisions or  predictions based on input  data in  a  way that  seems
intelligent.  This can encompass a broad array of technologies – from simple expert systems that apply
logical rules, to advanced machine learning models that improve through experience. 

Traditionally, AI is divided into two categories: narrow AI and general AI.  Narrow AI (also called weak AI)
refers to systems designed to perform a specific task or a limited range of tasks (often with superhuman
efficiency). Examples of narrow AI include a spam email filter, a legal research search engine, or even a
chess-playing program like Deep Blue. These systems can be very powerful in their domain, but they don’t
possess generalized understanding beyond their training.

By contrast, Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) refers to a hypothetical future AI that has broad, human-
level  cognitive  abilities  across  many domains.  An AGI could learn and think its  way through virtually  any
intellectual task that a human can, exhibiting true general-purpose intelligence rather than specializing in
one area. OpenAI (the company behind GPT-4) defines AGI as  “highly autonomous systems that outperform
humans at most economically valuable work.”  In essence, an AGI would be an AI as versatile as a human
mind – capable of not just one trick, but learning to do almost anything. It’s important to note that AGI does
not exist today;  all  current AI systems are still  narrow in some sense, although they are expanding in
scope. Experts disagree on how soon (if ever) AGI will be achieved – predictions range from decades away to
“maybe never” – but it remains a key concept framing the ultimate goal (and risk) of AI research .

Building  on  AGI  is  the  concept  of  superintelligence.  Philosopher  Nick  Bostrom,  in  his  seminal  work
Superintelligence, defines it as “an intellect that is much smarter than the best human brains in practically every
field – including scientific creativity, general wisdom and social skills.”  A  superintelligent AI would not just
match human experts – it would drastically surpass human capabilities in virtually all areas. For example, a
superintelligence might rapidly solve unsolved scientific problems, strategize globally, or improve its own
design far beyond human comprehension. Such an entity could potentially innovate in ways we cannot
predict,  which leads to  profound questions about  control  and safety.  Superintelligence is  a  speculative
concept,  but  it  is  taken  seriously  in  discussions  of  long-term  AI  impacts  because  if  AI  development
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continues to accelerate,  the leap from human-level  AGI to something far beyond could happen quickly
(sometimes referred to as an “intelligence explosion”).

Finally, the technological singularity is a term often used to describe a theoretical tipping point at which
AI  (or  technology  in  general)  advances  beyond  human  control  or  understanding.  The  singularity is
imagined as the moment “technological growth becomes uncontrollable and irreversible, culminating in
profound  and  unpredictable  changes  to  human  civilization.”  In  singularity  scenarios,  AI  might
recursively improve itself, each generation becoming smarter faster, until its intelligence and capabilities
increase exponentially in a runaway manner. Ray Kurzweil, a futurist who popularized the term, famously
predicted the singularity could occur by 2045, when AI overtakes human general intelligence and “the rate
of technological change will be so rapid that existing models of reality break down” . Critics
argue the singularity is speculative or distant, but it remains a reference point for discussions about the
long-term future of AI. For lawyers, the notion of a singularity might sound far-fetched, but it underscores
the  importance  of  staying  adaptable.  We  may  never  face  a  literal  singularity,  but  continual,  rapid
technological change is a certainty – and the legal profession must be ready to adapt to advances that once
seemed like science fiction.

In summary: AI is a broad field of machines doing “smart” tasks, AGI is the goal of a human-like adaptable
intelligence,  superintelligence denotes  an intelligence far  beyond human level,  and the singularity  is  a
hypothetical  point  of  no  return  in  technological  growth.  While  AGI  and  superintelligence  remain
hypothetical, they frame our understanding of where AI might eventually lead. At present, the breakthrough
technology driving AI’s  impact  on law is  still  narrow AI –  especially  machine learning and  generative  AI
models that can perform specific tasks (like drafting text or analyzing data) with incredible efficiency. In the
next  section,  we demystify  how these  large language models,  the engines behind tools  like ChatGPT,
actually work.

How AI and Large Language Models Work (Demystified)

Modern AI systems, especially those relevant to lawyers, are powered by a subfield of AI called  machine
learning  (ML).  Unlike  traditional  software,  which  follows  explicit  instructions  written  by  programmers,
machine learning algorithms  learn patterns from examples. In ML, humans provide a model with a large
dataset (e.g. thousands of past contracts, or millions of sentences), and the model “trains” on this data to
statistically infer the underlying patterns. The result is a system that can make predictions or generate
outputs  when given new inputs,  without  being explicitly  programmed for  every scenario.  For  instance,
instead of coding rules for legal issue spotting, we might train a machine learning model on hundreds of
labeled legal documents so it learns to predict which paragraphs contain certain issues.

The most cutting-edge AI models today are known as  “foundation models” or  large language models
(LLMs) when they deal with language. These are characterized by their massive size and broad training.
Large  Language  Models are  deep  learning  models  –  specifically  neural  networks  with  billions  (even
trillions) of parameters – trained on immense amounts of text data . The training data often includes
the  entire  contents  of  books,  Wikipedia,  news  articles,  legal  archives,  code  repositories,  and  internet
content.  By  ingesting  this  vast  corpus of  human-written  material,  LLMs  develop  a  statistical  model  of
language.  In  simple terms,  an LLM learns how likely  certain  words are to  follow other  words,  given a
context, by analyzing patterns across the training text.
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Crucially, modern LLMs are built on the transformer architecture, which as noted was introduced in 2017.
Transformers use a mechanism called self-attention that allows the model to consider the context of words
in a flexible, non-sequential way . This enables understanding of long-range dependencies in text (for
example, relating a pronoun back to a name mentioned sentences before). The transformer architecture
also allows training to be parallelized efficiently across many computing units, which made it feasible to
train models on unprecedented volumes of data. The outcome is that today’s LLMs (like GPT-4, Claude, or
Google’s PaLM) have essentially read and learned from millions of documents and books, giving them a
broad base of knowledge in law, history, science, and more.

So how does an LLM work in practice? One way to think of it is as a giant autocomplete engine. The model
takes  an  input  (called  a  prompt –  for  instance,  a  question  or  a  partially  written  sentence)  and  then
repeatedly predicts the most likely next word (or token) to follow, given everything it has seen so far

.  It  does  this  prediction  using  the  complex  statistical  patterns  it  internalized  during  training.  By
predicting one word at a time in a quick sequence, the LLM generates a full response that attempts to
satisfy  the  user’s  query  or  task.  As  IBM’s  AI  division  succinctly  explains,  “LLMs  work  as  giant  statistical
prediction machines that repeatedly predict the next word in a sequence. They learn patterns in text and generate
language  that  follows  those  patterns.”  In  other  words,  the  model  doesn’t  truly “know”  facts  or
“understand” meanings the way humans do; rather, it has a refined mathematical sense of what language
usually looks like when discussing a given topic.

Despite this statistical nature, the effect is often astonishing. Because human writing in the training data
encodes  facts  and  reasoning,  a  well-trained  LLM  can  in  many  cases  reproduce  facts,  follow  logical
instructions, translate languages, summarize lengthy documents, and even simulate forms of reasoning or
argumentation. For example, an LLM can take a prompt like, “Explain the difference between a will and a
trust  in  simple  terms,”  and  produce  a  coherent  multi-paragraph  explanation  that  reads  as  if  a
knowledgeable person wrote it. It can take a provision from a contract and suggest alternative wording. It
can analyze a chunk of text and extract key legal issues. Essentially, LLMs have become extremely  useful
assistants for generating and manipulating natural language text.

However, it is critical for lawyers to understand the limitations of these AI systems:

“Hallucinations” and Accuracy Issues: LLMs do not have a built-in database of verified facts; they
generate text based on patterns, not a grounded knowledge graph. This means they are prone to
producing false but confident-sounding statements, dubbed AI hallucinations. An LLM might cite a
case that doesn’t exist or misstate a statute’s holding simply because it seems statistically plausible.
For  instance,  in  the  now-infamous  2023  incident  Mata  v.  Avianca,  a  lawyer  used  ChatGPT  to
research  case  law,  and  the  AI  fabricated  half  a  dozen  court  decisions  with  names,  docket
numbers, and fake quotes . The attorney, unfortunately, filed these fictitious cases in a brief.
The judge was not amused: he sanctioned the lawyers, emphasizing that while using AI is not per se
improper, attorneys have a duty to ensure the accuracy of their filings and must not delegate that
responsibility  to  a  machine .  The  takeaway  is  clear  –  AI  outputs  must  be  verified  by  a
competent human. As the ABA’s Formal Opinion 512 on AI usage underscores, lawyers should “not
rely on GAI outputs without independent verification or review.”  and must carefully review AI outputs
to assure that representations made to a tribunal are not false or misleading . In practice, treating an
AI’s work product like that of a junior associate or a paralegal – to be checked and validated – is a
good mindset. 
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Lack of True Understanding or Common Sense: Current AI does not possess understanding in the
rich  sense  humans do.  It  has  no  consciousness,  intentions,  or  genuine  comprehension of  legal
principles or ethical values. It cannot truly “foresee” the consequences of a legal strategy or exercise
moral judgment. It might draft a contract clause that is linguistically perfect but legally ineffective
because it doesn’t actually know the law or the client’s objectives – it only knows how similar text has
looked. One lawyer explained, “An AI can’t foresee the long-term consequences of a specific clause. It can
draft, but it can’t care. That’s what we [lawyers] do – a human lawyer sees the angles and thinks, ‘What
happens if  we go this  way versus  that  way?’  AI  can’t  replicate  that  judgment.” .  In  short,  AI  is  a
powerful  automaton,  not  a  substitute  for  human  strategic  thinking.  This  aligns  with  the
increasingly common refrain: AI is a phenomenal assistant, but it can never be the human .

Data and Privacy Concerns: The quality and neutrality of an AI’s output depend on its training data.
Biases or gaps in the data can lead to biased or inaccurate results. Moreover, if you feed sensitive
client  information into a  public  AI  tool,  you may be inadvertently  sharing that  data with the AI
provider or even with other users (depending on the tool’s policies). As we’ll discuss in the ethics
section, confidentiality is paramount: one should never input confidential or sensitive data into
an AI  tool  that  lacks  appropriate  privacy safeguards .  Many firms are  moving toward
using local or enterprise versions of AI models, where the data stays within a secure environment. 

“Black Box” Reasoning: Advanced AI models don’t provide explanations for  why they produced a
given output. The reasoning is essentially encoded in millions of numeric weights. Thus, relying on
AI for critical decisions without understanding the basis can be dangerous. If an AI legal research
tool says “there is a 90% chance of success on appeal,” the lawyer must still dig into why – e.g., what
facts or precedents lead to that prediction – rather than quoting the number blindly.

Despite these limitations, the practical utility of AI for lawyers is already evident. A survey by Goldman Sachs
estimated that  roughly 44% of legal work tasks could be automated by AI in the near future . This
doesn’t mean lawyers will vanish – rather, it means AI will handle repetitive, lower-level work, freeing (or
forcing) lawyers to focus on higher-value tasks. To use AI appropriately, one must understand it as a tool:
extremely powerful in pattern recognition and generation, very fast, tireless, but lacking true judgment and
constrained by the data and instructions it has been given. 

In sum, modern AI (especially LLMs) works by learning from vast data and predicting outputs based on
patterns.  It  can  draft  and  analyze  language  with  uncanny  skill,  but  it  has  no  genuine  insight  or
accountability. Lawyers should view it as an assistant that needs supervision. Used wisely, it can dramatically
enhance efficiency. Used carelessly, it can produce errors at scale. The following sections explore how this
technology is poised to reshape legal jobs and business models – and how lawyers can adapt to harness AI’s
benefits while managing its risks.

AI’s Impact on Legal Jobs and the Profession

The legal profession is highly information-driven, which makes it particularly ripe for AI augmentation. As AI
systems become adept at tasks like document review, legal research, and drafting, some roles will inevitably
be altered or even eliminated, while new roles and opportunities emerge. Let’s examine which legal jobs or
tasks are most at risk – and how lawyers can future-proof their careers.
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Productivity Boost vs. Job Threat: Which Tasks Are Most Affected?

Studies suggest a significant portion of a typical lawyer’s workload can be handled by current or near-future
AI tools. As mentioned, Goldman Sachs research pegged 44% of legal tasks as potentially automatable
by AI . These tasks tend to be the more routine, repetitive, and lower-complexity activities that junior
lawyers or support staff often handle, for example:

Document Review and E-Discovery: AI  has been used for  years  in  e-discovery to  sort  through
emails  and  documents  for  relevance  (technology-assisted  review).  Modern  AI  can  go  further  –
identifying  patterns  or  anomalies  in  data,  spotting  privileged  information,  etc.,  with  increasing
accuracy.  This  reduces the need for  large teams of  junior  lawyers  or  contract  attorneys  to  slog
through documents manually.

Legal  Research and Case Law Analysis: LLM-based tools  can rapidly  pull  relevant  case  law or
statutes and even summarize them in plain English. They can answer questions like “What is the
standard  for  summary  judgment  in  a  negligence  case  in  Illinois?”  in  seconds  by  drawing  from
databases. While these answers  must be checked for accuracy, the efficiency gain is enormous –
what might have taken hours of research can often be drafted in minutes by AI (with the lawyer then
editing and verifying). This means fewer billable hours spent on basic research tasks.

Drafting and Reviewing Contracts: Generative AI excels at producing boilerplate language and can
quickly draft a contract from term sheets or rewrite a clause in a different style. It can also review an
agreement  and  flag  unusual  provisions  or  missing  standard  clauses  by  comparing  against  its
training on millions of similar contracts. Startups are already offering AI contract review assistants
that highlight risks or inconsistencies for the attorney to then evaluate.

Due Diligence: In M&A or other transactions, AI can scour large volumes of contracts to extract key
data (expiration dates, change of control clauses, assignment provisions, etc.). This is work that used
to consume armies of associates in windowless “diligence rooms.” AI can do it faster and often with
fewer errors, allowing human lawyers to focus on the significant findings and negotiations.

Legal Writing – Memos, Briefs, Correspondence: While AI won’t win a Supreme Court case by itself,
it can produce first drafts of many documents: research memos summarizing the law on an issue,
letters  to  clients,  even  first  drafts  of  briefs  (structured  around  arguments  the  lawyer  outlines).
Lawyers then spend their time refining the tone, checking the citations (crucial to avoid the fake case
problem),  and  inserting  the  nuanced  arguments  that  AI  wouldn’t  know.  This  can  compress  the
drafting process dramatically. One law professor noted an example of a lawyer using ChatGPT to
draft a privacy policy in 15 minutes, a task that normally took 6–7 hours; the only dilemma was
whether to bill the client for 7 hours or 15 minutes .

Given these capabilities,  entry-level and support roles are the most exposed. Gary Marchant observed
that AI is  “eliminating much lower-level legal work performed by recent law school graduates,” with the result
that “newly hired lawyers will be expected to perform from the start at a higher level. It also means there will be
fewer lawyers.”  In other words, the classic apprenticeship model where junior associates cut their teeth
on drudge work may erode – firms won’t need (or be able to justify) as many junior people if AI can do 80%
of basic tasks. Those junior lawyers that are hired may be thrown into more complex work requiring higher-
level thinking and client interaction, since the “grunge” work is handled by AI. This is both a challenge (fewer
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traditional junior roles) and an opportunity (more interesting work earlier for those who do get in, and new
types of roles focused on managing AI).

Importantly, not all legal work can be automated. The human strengths in legal practice include: strategic
judgment, nuanced legal analysis, persuasion, empathy and client counseling, courtroom advocacy, and
creative problem-solving. AI is not replacing those things soon. It has no courtroom presence or ability to
read  a  judge’s  mood.  It  cannot  build  personal  trust  with  a  client  who  needs  reassurance.  As  one
commentator quipped,  “AI  will  handle the paperwork.  We will  handle the strategy.” .  The highest  value
lawyers provide – exercising judgment, making ethical decisions, crafting novel arguments, understanding
clients’ business objectives and negotiating deals – remains firmly in human hands. In fact, as routine work
is automated, these human skills become even more important. 

The bottom line for individual lawyers: Roles like paralegals, document reviewers, and junior associates
doing commodity work will feel pressure. But lawyers who embrace AI as a tool can dramatically increase
their productivity and focus on the parts of legal practice that AI cannot do. The old saying might become
reality: the lawyer who doesn’t use AI will be replaced by the lawyer who does. To stay relevant, lawyers should
aim to become what some call  “centaurs” – part human, part machine team – leveraging the best of AI
while adding uniquely human insight on top.

The End of the Billable Hour? AI and Changing Legal Fee Structures

One of the most disruptive aspects of AI in law is how it undermines the traditional  billable hour model.
For over a century, law firm economics have been built on the simple formula of billing hours:  the more
hours spent, the more revenue earned. This model, however, disincentivizes efficiency – a paradox often noted
in discussions of legal innovation. If a lawyer finds a way to do something in 1 hour that used to take 5,
under an hourly billing regime that lawyer just lost 4 hours of billables.  Historically,  this has been one
reason  law  firms  were  slow  to  adopt  technology  that  improved  efficiency.  But  clients  are  increasingly
resistant to paying by the hour, especially for work that a machine can do in seconds, and AI is forcing a
reckoning. 

Consider the earlier example of an attorney using AI to draft a document in 15 minutes rather than 6 hours
. It would be plainly unethical to charge the client 6 hours for that task if only 15 minutes were actually

spent (and indeed the  ABA Formal Opinion 512 makes clear that lawyers who bill hourly  “must bill for
actual  time  spent  working” and  account  for  AI-driven  efficiencies  in  any  flat  fee  pricing ).  The
immediate implication is that law firms will need to move away from pure hourly billing toward value-
based pricing – such as flat fees, subscriptions, or success fees – in order to continue to profit while using
AI. If you bill by the hour, massive efficiency gains directly cut into revenue; but if you bill a fixed fee for a
project, efficiency gains increase your margin while delivering the same value to the client. 

Forward-thinking firms are already experimenting with  alternative fee arrangements (AFAs) and AI is
accelerating  this.  For  instance,  many  routine  services  (like  business  incorporations,  basic  estate  plans,
standard contracts) could be offered on a fixed-fee or even subscription basis, with AI handling much of
the work and lawyers providing oversight and customization. This can make legal services more affordable
to clients while maintaining profitability through volume and efficiency. A recent industry analysis noted
that 71% of legal consumers prefer flat-fee billing, and firms using fixed fees actually collect payments faster
and with less overhead than those billing hourly . Yet as of now, about 62% of legal work is still billed
hourly  – indicating significant room for change. The same analysis concluded that  firms clinging to
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hourly billing will face declining profitability and potential client loss, as those who embrace AI and
fixed fees undercut them with faster, cheaper services . In short,  AI makes fixed-fee legal billing
not just attractive, but likely inevitable for competitive survival.

Another factor is that in-house legal departments (the clients for many firms) are under pressure from their
CEOs and CFOs to reduce legal spend and increase efficiency. If an AI tool can perform contract review in
1/10th the time, corporate clients will demand that saving – and they are starting to ask law firms explicitly
about whether and how they are using AI. General Counsel are also deploying their own AI solutions (like
the AI platform Harvey, which has been piloted by teams at companies and Big 4 firms) to take work in-
house that might previously have been done by outside counsel. In one notable development, PwC (one of
the Big Four accounting firms) licensed the AI platform Harvey and put 4,000 legal professionals to
work with it – and over 15,000 law firms were on Harvey’s waiting list given the hype . This signals that
the market is hungry for AI-augmented legal solutions that break the old cost structures. If law firms do not
adapt their  pricing models,  clients have alternatives (including AI startups or AI-empowered alternative
legal service providers) that will step in with a more efficient offer. 

The ABA Formal Opinion 512 (2024) explicitly addresses fee issues in the AI context: a lawyer who uses AI
and thereby works more efficiently must reflect that in the fee charged. If billing hourly, you bill the actual
hours (not the hours you “would have” spent pre-AI) . If billing a flat fee, the fee must still be reasonable,
but you can retain the upside of efficiency – however, clients are likely to demand fee reductions over time
as they realize tasks are taking less lawyer time. The opinion also warns that lawyers cannot bill the client
for  time  spent  just  learning a  new AI  tool  (that’s  considered  overhead) ,  and  cannot  double-dip  by
charging an hourly rate for AI’s work. In essence, the ethical rules compel lawyers to pass at least some
of the AI-driven savings on to clients in a billable-hour scenario, or to adjust their fee arrangements
entirely to avoid misrepresentation. 

All of this points to the decline of the billable hour. Thought leaders have been predicting its demise for
years, and AI might finally be the catalyst to make it happen at scale. Industry observers from Thomson
Reuters,  Forbes,  and venture capital  firms have all  published analyses in 2025 declaring that  “the legal
industry’s last great inefficiency is ending” and that  AI-native law firms will replace billable hours with
outcome-based  or  subscription  pricing .  A  report  from  LeanLaw  in  late  2025  highlighted  that  AI
adoption in firms surged 315% from 2023 to 2024, and more than half of lawyers surveyed believed these
efficiencies will “fundamentally impact the prevalence of the billable hour.”

For lawyers and firms, the message is: embrace alternative pricing models now. Start experimenting with
flat fees for AI-heavy tasks,  create subscription offerings for routine counsel,  or use “mixed hourly/flat”
models that ensure you’re rewarded for efficiency rather than punished. This might mean changing internal
metrics (valuing output and client satisfaction over hours billed) and rethinking leverage and staffing. It’s a
significant shift in mindset. However, it can also unlock new markets – which brings us to the next point: AI
can enable serving untapped legal needs at scale, potentially growing the overall pie of legal work.

Bridging the Justice Gap: AI and the Unserved Legal Market

One of the most exciting promises of AI in law is its potential to expand access to legal services. Currently,
legal help is a luxury that many individuals and small businesses find unaffordable, leading to a vast
“justice gap.” According to the Legal Services Corporation, low-income Americans receive inadequate or no
legal help for approximately 92% of their serious civil legal problems . Middle-income individuals and
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small businesses also often forgo legal advice because of cost – they either try to DIY (with questionable
results) or simply let legal problems fester. This represents not only a societal failure to provide justice, but
also a huge latent market of people who would gladly pay for legal solutions if those services were more
affordable and accessible.

AI can drastically lower the cost of delivering certain legal services, which means lawyers (or legal tech
companies) can profitably serve clients at price points previously impossible. For example, an AI system
could help tenants draft a solid demand letter to a landlord, or help gig workers navigate benefit claims, at
near-zero marginal cost. We are already seeing AI-powered legal apps emerge: from “chatbot lawyers” that
guide users through small claims court procedures, to automated contract analyzers for startups (offering
basic contract review for a fraction of an attorney’s hourly rate).

Consider routine tasks like drafting a simple will, filing an uncontested divorce, or forming an LLC – these
involve standardized documents and processes that AI can handle with minimal human input. A law firm
might use an AI-driven platform to offer  fixed-price document packages for these needs, dramatically
cheaper than custom work. Because the AI does 90% of the drafting, the lawyer can review and finalize in
10% of the time, making the flat fee profitable even if it’s much lower than an hourly fee would have been.
By productizing and automating, lawyers can reach the huge segment of people who currently don’t seek
any legal help. This not only provides a business opportunity but also contributes to closing the justice gap.
As one report noted, the primary barrier cited by nearly half of people who did not seek legal help was
concerns about cost . If AI lowers costs, more people will come forward for help.

There  is  also  a  societal  benefit:  courts  are  inundated with  self-represented litigants  who struggle  with
procedures – AI tools could assist them in filing correct pleadings, which in turn eases the burden on courts
and improves outcomes. The ABA and state bars are cautiously optimistic about “AI triage” tools that help
route people to resources or draft pro se filings, as long as quality and ethics are maintained. Some legal
aid organizations are experimenting with AI to stretch their limited attorney resources further (for instance,
automating the drafting of forms so attorneys can focus on courtroom advocacy).

Of course, significant caution is warranted. The people most in need of legal help are also often the most
vulnerable, so relying on an AI without human oversight can be risky. We likely will see hybrid models – e.g.,
a nonprofit legal clinic might use AI to generate a first draft of a petition which a lawyer or paralegal then
quickly reviews. That alone could multiply the number of cases one lawyer can handle. Law firms might
adopt a “low bono” approach using AI to serve moderate-income clients at scale, something that previously
wasn’t economically feasible.

From  a  business  perspective,  AI  might  enable  completely  new  legal  service  delivery  models.  Imagine
subscription-based legal advice platforms (some exist already) where consumers pay a small monthly fee to
have access to an AI lawyer chatbot for basic questions and document assistance, with human lawyers on
standby for complex issues. Or small businesses subscribing to an AI-assisted contract review service that
flags issues in any contract they upload, with an attorney network available for a consult if needed. These
types of models could tap into the enormous number of individuals and SMEs who currently just avoid
lawyers due to cost.

In sum, AI presents an opportunity to dramatically expand the market for legal services by lowering
costs and increasing efficiency. For lawyers willing to innovate, this means you could serve 10 clients in
the time it used to take to serve 2, and at a price point that attracts those 10 who would otherwise not hire
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anyone. This is a classic “Blue Ocean” strategy – using technology to open up new markets rather than just
competing  for  the  same  traditional  clients.  In  doing  so,  the  profession  can  also  make  strides  toward
fulfilling its ethical mission of ensuring justice for all. 

However, seizing this opportunity responsibly requires care: ensuring AI tools used are accurate, secure,
and  used  within  the  bounds  of  unauthorized  practice  of  law  rules  (for  nonlawyer  providers).  Lawyers
venturing into these areas must still supervise the AI and remain accountable for the quality of service. We
will discuss governance and risk management next, which is crucial whether you’re using AI for a Fortune
500 client or a pro bono client.

The AI Landscape: Key Players and Platforms in 2025

The rapid advancement of AI has been driven by a relatively small set of powerful organizations and an
ecosystem of startups. As a lawyer, it’s useful to know  who the major players are – both the general AI
providers and those specifically focusing on legal AI – because it helps in choosing tools and understanding
the competitive environment.

On the general AI front (the companies building the core models that often power other applications):

OpenAI: An AI  research lab (with for-profit  and non-profit  arms)  that  created the GPT series  of
models and ChatGPT. OpenAI’s GPT-4 is one of the most advanced language models available .
OpenAI has a partnership with Microsoft, which invested billions and integrated GPT-4 into products
like Microsoft 365 Copilot (an AI assistant across Word, Outlook, etc.) and Azure OpenAI Services
(cloud access to OpenAI models for developers). For lawyers, OpenAI/Microsoft tools are bringing AI
directly into everyday software – e.g., drafting in Word with AI suggestions.

Google: A  tech  giant  heavily  involved  in  AI,  which  has  its  own  models  like  PaLM  2 and  the
forthcoming  Gemini (a  next-gen  multimodal  model).  Google’s  Bard chatbot  is  their  answer  to
ChatGPT.  They  are  also  integrating  AI  into  Google  Workspace  (Gmail,  Docs)  which  lawyers  use.
Google’s models haven’t been as openly accessible to developers as OpenAI’s, but that is changing.
Given Google’s vast data resources and talent, they remain a key player.

Meta  (Facebook): Meta  took  a  different  approach  by  releasing  LLaMA and  LLaMA  2,  powerful
language models, openly to researchers and (to some extent) the public. This open-source approach
means  many  variations  (Alpaca,  Vicuna,  etc.)  have  been  developed  by  others.  While  Meta  isn’t
offering a consumer chatbot like ChatGPT, their models are widely used as the backbone for many
domain-specific  tools  (because  open  models  can  be  fine-tuned  more  easily  for  specific  tasks,
including legal). Meta’s commitment to open AI research influences the field significantly.

Anthropic: An AI startup founded by former OpenAI researchers, Anthropic has a large language
model called  Claude that competes with GPT-4. Claude is known for having a very large context
window (able to handle long documents) and focuses on constitutional AI (attempting to be safer by
design). Claude is used in some legal tech applications and is seen as one of the leading models
behind OpenAI’s.
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IBM: IBM’s historic Watson AI has evolved into the Watsonx platform. IBM is focusing on enterprise
AI solutions, providing tools for companies (including law firms) to train and deploy AI models with
their own data. IBM’s AI expertise and offerings (like watsonx.ai and industry-specific models) are
often  about  providing  trustworthy,  governed  AI  for  businesses.  While  IBM  might  not  have  the
absolute  state-of-the-art  language generator,  they  have  credibility  in  domains  like  data  security,
which matters for law.

Others: There are many other players – AWS (Amazon) offers AI services and hosts many models on
its  cloud;  Open-source  communities release  specialized  models  (some  tuned  for  legal  text);
Chinese tech firms (Baidu, Alibaba, etc.) have their own models though those are less accessible in
the West. And there are numerous smaller innovators pushing boundaries in areas like AI reasoning,
agent-based AI (where AI can perform multi-step tasks autonomously), and more. 

Now, focusing on legal-specific AI players: these include both established legal tech companies and newer
startups integrating the above general AI into law-focused products.

Thomson Reuters and LexisNexis: The two giants of legal research are embedding generative AI
into their  platforms.  Lexis+ AI was launched in 2023–24,  combining GPT-4 and other LLMs with
Lexis’s proprietary legal database . It can answer legal research questions in natural language,
draft  documents,  and summarize results,  all  while citing to the trusted Lexis  sources (to reduce
hallucinations).  Similarly,  Thomson  Reuters  (Westlaw’s  parent)  acquired  the  startup  Casetext in
2023, primarily for Casetext’s CoCounsel AI (which was powered by GPT-4). Thomson Reuters is rolling
out generative AI across Westlaw, Practical Law, and its drafting tools, likely leveraging that tech.
These companies bring massive verified legal data (cases, statutes, forms) which, combined with AI,
can be very powerful – and arguably safer – for lawyers to use. 

Casetext (CoCounsel): Before being acquired, Casetext was a trailblazer integrating OpenAI’s GPT
models with legal  research.  Their  CoCounsel  could do tasks like review a set  of  documents and
answer legal questions about them, or analyze a contract for key issues – acting like an AI junior
associate.  Post-acquisition,  this tech is  being integrated into Westlaw products,  but it  showcases
what specialized legal fine-tuning can achieve on top of a general model.

Harvey: Mentioned earlier, Harvey is an AI platform built on GPT-4 specifically for legal workflows
. It gained notoriety when OpenAI invested in it and when PwC licensed it for thousands of their

legal  professionals.  Harvey  provides  an  interface  for  lawyers  to  ask  complex  legal  questions,
generate work product (contracts, memos), and analyze documents. It purportedly has “guardrails”
for legal use and can integrate a firm’s internal knowledge base. Harvey’s traction (15k firms on
waitlist) shows the demand. Even some BigLaw firms (like Allen & Overy) piloted Harvey to assist
attorneys in tasks like contract analysis and research. 

Other Legal AI Startups: This is a burgeoning area. A few notable ones:  Spellbook (from Rally)
which integrates GPT into Microsoft  Word for  contract  drafting assistance;  Luminance and  Kira
(earlier  AI  contract  review tools now likely incorporating newer AI);  Clearbrief,  which uses AI  to
check briefs and automatically find citations for assertions;  BriefPoint (auto-drafts litigation filings
from case data);  Donotpay (the controversial  “AI  lawyer”  chatbot  for  consumer issues,  currently
facing challenges);  LawDroid and other chatbot builders for law firms; and numerous e-discovery
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vendors adding LLM-based analysis to cluster and summarize documents. By 2025, almost every
legal tech vendor has an “AI” angle, though not all are equally advanced. 

In-house  Developments: Some  large  law  firms  are  developing  custom  AI  in-house  (often  in
partnership  with  vendors  or  through incubators).  Also,  corporate  legal  departments  might  have
bespoke  AI  tools  fine-tuned  on  their  contract  repositories  for  internal  use  (with  the  help  of
companies like IBM or Microsoft consulting). 

Professional Associations and Academia: The ABA, law schools, and consortiums are also “players”
in the sense of guiding AI use. For instance, there is the ABA Center for Innovation looking at AI,
and law schools have initiatives on AI & Law producing new talent who can build or manage these
tools (the role of  “legal engineers” is on the rise). Non-profits like the  Legal Services Corporation
have funded tech projects using AI to help legal aid. 

Lastly, we should mention regulators and policymakers as part of the landscape. Governments are now
significant players: the EU’s AI Act will impose requirements on “high-risk” AI systems (which could include
some legal AI if it impacts rights), and in the US, the White House issued an Executive Order on AI (2023)
and agencies like the FTC have warned about unchecked AI use. Organizations like NIST (National Institute
of Standards and Technology) have become key by providing frameworks for AI risk management . Law
firms and companies should keep an eye on these developments, as compliance and standards (e.g., for AI
transparency or bias testing) could soon affect how AI must be deployed in practice.

To summarize this landscape: on one side there are the foundational model builders (OpenAI, Google, etc.),
on the other side the legal domain experts and vendors (Thomson Reuters, innovative startups) adapting
those models for law. In between are integrators and platforms (Microsoft, IBM, etc.) that help bring AI to
end-users with enterprise support. As a lawyer, you don’t necessarily need to know the technical details of
each,  but  it’s  wise  to  stay  informed  about  which  tools  are  considered  leaders,  which  companies  are
reputable, and how the technology is evolving. Choosing the right AI tools will often involve considering
who built the model (do they understand legal needs? is the model known to be good with legal text?), what
data it was trained on (general internet vs. curated legal sources), and what assurances the provider gives on
issues like confidentiality and accuracy. 

Now  that  we  have  the  context  of  the  tech  and  its  players,  we  turn  to  the  crucial  topic  of  using  AI
responsibly in legal practice. The next section addresses ethical frameworks, risk management standards,
and best practices – essentially,  how to  harness AI’s power while upholding professional duties and
mitigating risks. 

Ethical and Risk Management Frameworks for Lawyers Using AI

With great power comes great responsibility. AI can supercharge a lawyer’s capabilities, but it also raises
serious ethical and practical risks – from client confidentiality breaches, to unauthorized practice of law by
over-relying on AI, to simply getting things wrong in a high-stakes matter because “the computer said so.”
The  good news  is  that  the  legal  community  is  actively  developing  frameworks  and  guidelines  to  help
navigate these challenges. Notably, the American Bar Association has weighed in, and models like the NIST
AI Risk Management Framework provide a structured approach to AI governance. In this section, we’ll
explore key principles that should guide any lawyer or firm deploying AI. We will pay special attention to the
“COUNSEL”  framework –  a  high-level  guide  aligning  AI  use  with  core  ethical  duties  –  and  how  it
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incorporates many of the themes from recent ethics opinions (like ABA Formal Op. 512) and standards (like
NIST’s). We’ll also discuss the idea of an “AI Trust Mark” for legal services and what robust AI governance
looks like in a law firm setting.

The NIST AI Risk Management Framework (Govern, Map, Measure, Manage)

In  January  2023,  the  U.S.  National  Institute  of  Standards  and  Technology  (NIST)  released  its  AI  Risk
Management  Framework  (AI  RMF),  which  has  since  gained  significant  traction  as  a  blueprint  for
organizations to  cultivate trustworthiness in AI .  Unlike laws or regulations,  the NIST AI  RMF is  a
voluntary guidance – essentially best practices – but it’s influential because it was developed with broad
input and is agnostic to sector, meaning it can be applied in a legal context as well as any other.

The NIST framework centers on four core functions (sometimes dubbed the  “GMM(M)” model or  “G3M”,
since it’s Govern, Map, Measure, Manage**): 

Governance (G) – Establishing a robust internal governance process around AI. This means having
accountability structures, clear policies, and a culture that prioritizes  “safety-first” in AI practices

. For a law firm, this might involve designating an “AI Committee” or responsible officer who
oversees AI adoption, ensures compliance with ethics rules, and evaluates new AI tools for risk. It
also means involving diverse perspectives and expertise (legal,  technical,  possibly client input) in
decisions about AI use. Governance is about setting the tone and rules of the road: e.g., we will not
use AI for task X, we require human review of AI outputs for task Y, we will train our staff on AI use
annually, etc.

Map (M) – Mapping AI systems to contexts and risks. This involves understanding where and how AI
is being used, and proactively identifying the potential  risks in each use case .  In a law firm,
“mapping”  could  mean  cataloguing  all  the  AI  tools  in  use  (from  research  tools  to  document
automation)  and  analyzing  factors  like:  What  data  goes  into  this  tool?  What  decisions  or  work
product come out? How critical is this task (is there room for error)? What are the risks if the AI
malfunctions or produces bad output (e.g., giving incorrect legal advice)? By mapping out the use
cases, the firm can classify which are  high risk (perhaps AI drafting a brief for court, which could
misstate law = high risk) vs low risk (AI transcribing a meeting recording = lower risk if some errors).
The EU’s draft AI Act uses a similar risk-tier approach. Mapping guides where to focus governance
and controls.

Measure (M) –  Measuring and analyzing AI  risks  and performance.  This  means  once  you have
identified  risks,  you  should  quantify  or  evaluate  them  using  metrics  or  tests .  For  instance,
measuring could include testing an AI tool for accuracy (e.g., does our contract analyzer correctly
identify key clauses 99% of the time?), for bias (e.g., does our sentencing recommendation algorithm
show racial bias? – a bit outside standard law firm, but relevant to government), for security (is data
properly encrypted). Measurement in law firms can include checking  hallucination rates of a legal
research GPT (how often does it  cite non-existent cases?),  running pilot programs to assess how
reliable outputs are, or auditing a sample of AI-produced work to see if it meets quality standards.
The  NIST  framework  encourages  continuous  monitoring  –  not  just  trusting  a  tool  but  routinely
evaluating it, much like lawyers supervise junior staff.
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Manage (M) – Managing AI risk on an ongoing basis. This function is about taking the insights from
mapping  and  measuring  and  then  mitigating  risks  and  adapting as  needed .  It  includes
implementing controls (like having a human review policy for certain AI outputs), incident response
plans  (what  do  we  do  if  an  AI  tool  produces  a  major  error  that  goes  out?),  and  improvement
processes. Management also means making choices such as turning off a feature if it’s too risky, or
allocating more resources to oversight in a particular high-risk AI application. Essentially,  it’s  the
execution  and  monitoring  phase  –  ensuring  that  governance  policies  are  followed,  that  risk
measurements are acted upon, and continuously updating both as AI tools or their use cases evolve.

The ultimate goal  of  NIST’s  framework is  to  help organizations achieve  “trustworthy AI” –  defined by
characteristics like reliability, safety, security, accountability, transparency, interpretability, privacy, and bias
mitigation . These qualities are clearly vital in legal practice: clients and courts must be able to trust the
outputs  we  produce  using  AI.  Trustworthiness  means,  for  example,  an  AI-enhanced  memorandum  is
accurate and sourced, that client data wasn’t leaked in producing it, and that the process is transparent
enough  that  the  lawyer  can  explain  the  result.  By  following  the  G-M-M-M  functions,  a  law  firm  can
systematically address those factors.

In practical terms, how might a law firm or legal department use NIST’s AI RMF? Here are a few examples:

Under  Governance:  Develop  an  AI  Use  Policy that  all  lawyers/staff  must  follow.  For  instance,
“Attorneys may use generative AI  tools for initial  drafting or research,  but must not enter any
confidential or personal data into unapproved AI tools” (to protect confidentiality), and “All AI-
generated work product must be reviewed and approved by a supervising attorney before sharing
with clients or courts.” The policy could also address training – e.g., requiring attorneys to undergo
an  AI  ethics  CLE.  Train  and  educate the  team  on  these  policies  and  on  understanding  AI’s
capabilities/limits . Set up a mechanism to vet new AI products before use (perhaps through an
IT or knowledge management team that checks security and license terms). This is echoed by the
ABA’s guidance that managerial lawyers must establish clear policies and training regarding AI .

Under  Map: Create an inventory of all workflows where AI is used: e.g., legal research (Lexis+ AI),
contract review (maybe an AI add-on in the document management system), drafting (ChatGPT for
outlines), marketing (maybe AI writing blog posts), ops (AI scheduling). For each, assess what could
go wrong – hallucinated legal info, data breach, biased outputs,  etc.  One could categorize them
perhaps as low/medium/high risk. For high-risk uses (like anything affecting court filings or client
rights), flag those for stringent controls.

Under Measure: If using a tool like an AI brief analyzer, measure its performance: deliberately ask it
known  questions  and  see  if  it  gets  them  right;  measure  hallucination  incidence  by  asking  for
citations;  perhaps  keep  a  log  of  errors  caught  in  AI  outputs  to  see  if  a  pattern  emerges.  Also
measure benefits (time saved, etc.). If an AI tool consistently makes a certain type of mistake (say,
confuses legal  concepts or misstates holdings from time to time),  that’s  a  risk to manage.  NIST
encourages  documentation  of  these  evaluations .  Law  firms  might  also  consider  “stress
testing” AI on sensitive scenarios to ensure it  doesn’t,  for example,  reveal  confidential  info from
training data or produce problematic content.

Under Manage: Use the info from measurement to tighten or adjust the process. If you found, for
instance, that a particular AI research tool hallucinated citations 20% of the time, you might decide
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to disallow using it to find cases (only use it to summarize known cases), or implement a rule that
every case cite must be checked in Westlaw. If your mapping revealed that one AI system relies on
an external cloud service, you might manage that risk by signing a robust data protection agreement
with the vendor or discontinuing use if they won’t.  Management is also about  staying updated:
monitoring for new AI risks or new regulations and adapting policies . The legal landscape on
AI is evolving; a good risk management program is not static. For example, if the EU AI Act classifies
certain legal AI uses as “high-risk” with compliance requirements, a firm with EU clients will need to
adjust accordingly.

One more concept from NIST worth noting is Profiles – organizations can create profiles of the framework
tailored to them. A law firm could create an “AI RMF Profile for Law Practice” that interprets each function
for the legal context (some of which we just did). In fact, industry-specific crosswalks are being developed

,  and  it  wouldn’t  be  surprising  to  see  bar  associations  or  ILTA  (International  Legal  Technology
Association) produce a legal services profile of the NIST framework.

To conclude on NIST: It’s not mandatory, but it’s a highly respected roadmap. A firm that implements it
(even informally) will likely be ahead of the curve on ethical AI use. It aligns closely with the duties lawyers
already have – essentially adding structure and rigor to things lawyers should be doing anyway (checking
work, keeping client data safe, etc.). As one commentary noted, adhering to frameworks like NIST’s not
only  mitigates  risk  but  “positions  organizations  as  leaders  in  the  responsible  and ethical  use  of
AI.”  In a competitive market, showing clients that you have your AI governance act together can be
a selling point. We might even see a future where clients ask law firms: “Do you follow the NIST AI guidelines
or have any AI certification?” – similar to how they ask about cybersecurity standards now.

The COUNSEL Framework: Ethical Duties for Lawyers Using AI

While NIST provides a general governance blueprint, lawyers have specific professional responsibilities that
any AI usage must respect. To help translate those duties into practical guidance, the COUNSEL framework
was developed as a high-level guide for lawyers leveraging AI. COUNSEL is an acronym mapping seven key
ethical considerations (each tied to ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct) that every attorney should
keep in mind when integrating AI into legal work . This framework was created by legal tech experts
(notably at LegalTek, led by Matthew Mishak) in 2023-2024 as a quick-reference checklist, and it anticipated
many points later formalized in ABA Opinion 512 (2024). Let’s break down each letter of COUNSEL and what
it means:
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Figure: “Quick Chart for Lawyers Using AI” illustrating the COUNSEL framework, which aligns AI best practices with
governing ABA Model Rules (©2025 LegalTek.ai – Matthew A. Mishak). Each letter of COUNSEL represents a critical
duty: Confidentiality, Oversight, Understanding, Notifying clients, Scrutinizing outputs, Equitable fees, and Lifetime
learning.

C – Confidentiality when Using AI: Protecting client confidentiality (Model Rule 1.6) is paramount
.  Lawyers  must  ensure  that  when  using  AI  tools,  they  do  not  inadvertently  disclose  any

information related to client representation unless authorized. This means vetting the tools: Is the AI
platform cloud-based? Who might see the data input? For example, putting a client’s merger details
into a free online AI could violate confidentiality if that data is stored or seen by the AI provider. The
COUNSEL framework urges strict caution here – ideally, use AI that runs locally or has strong privacy
guarantees for any sensitive data. If unsure, anonymize or redact client specifics before input, or
avoid using AI at all for that part. The ABA Formal Op. 512 echoes this: attorneys should “consider
the likelihood of disclosure or unauthorized access” before inputting client info into AI , and obtain
client’s  informed  consent if  the  tool’s  confidentiality  is  in  question .  Some  state  bars  (e.g.,
California’s  guidance )  explicitly  warn not  to put  confidential  info into generative AI  that  isn’t
secure. In practice, this might mean using enterprise versions of AI (e.g., OpenAI’s business offering
where data is not used to train others, or on-premise AI). Bottom line:  Treat AI like an unvetted
third party – don’t reveal secrets to it unless you’d reveal those to a third-party service under a
confidentiality agreement .

O – Oversight of AI (and of Junior Lawyers) / Attorney Supervision: This combines duties under
Model Rule 5.1 (supervising lawyers) and 5.3 (supervising nonlawyer assistants) . Essentially, if
you use AI, you must oversee its work as you would a human assistant’s. The lawyer cannot abdicate
responsibility. The COUNSEL framework reminds that AI is fallible and not admitted to the bar – so
any output it gives is like a memo from a student or a paralegal: it needs review. Lawyers should
establish  policies  and  procedures for  oversight.  For  example,  a  firm  might  require  a  second
attorney to review any AI-generated brief before filing, or partner review of AI-assisted work product
from associates.  Model  Rule 5.3 in  particular  was highlighted by the ABA:  attorneys must  make
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reasonable efforts to ensure that nonlawyer assistance (which AI essentially is) is compatible with
the lawyer’s professional obligations . That means instructing those who use AI (or configuring
the AI process) such that confidentiality, competence, etc., are maintained. ABA Op. 512 specifically
says managerial attorneys must establish clear policies regarding use of GAI and provide training  –
which  is  exactly  oversight.  Another  angle  is  third-party  AI  vendors –  if  a  law  firm  outsources
document review to an AI service, it should ensure that service’s output is competently reviewed and
that  the  service  itself  has  adequate  safeguards  (akin  to  supervising  an  outside  contractor).  In
summary:  AI does not  get  “independent professional  judgment”  –  the human lawyer must
supervise and is responsible for the final work.

U – Understanding Technology (AI Competence): Tied to Model Rule 1.1 (Competence), including
Comment [8] which imposes a duty of technological competence . This means a lawyer should
have at least a reasonable understanding of how the AI tools they use operate, their limits, and how
to  use  them  effectively.  You  don’t  need  to  code  an  AI  from  scratch,  but  you  should  know,  for
instance, that ChatGPT might fabricate information, that it has knowledge cutoff dates, that it may
have biases, etc. You should also know how to prompt it to get useful results. In many states, the
ethical duty of competence explicitly includes keeping abreast of “the benefits and risks associated
with relevant technology” . The COUNSEL framework urges continuous learning (see “L” as well)
so that lawyers remain competent as AI evolves. ABA Op. 512 reinforces that lawyers must have a
“reasonable and current understanding of the specific capabilities and limitations” of any AI tool they use

. If you’re going to rely on an AI tool for, say, legal research, you better understand that tool’s
error  profile  and  scope.  Competence  might  also  involve  knowing  when  not  to  use  AI  –  e.g.,
understanding that an AI might not have up-to-date law if its training data stops in 2021, so you
double-check for recent developments. It also means staying updated as AI tools change (e.g., new
versions with new features or new pitfalls). In practice: firms may need to provide training sessions
on AI or designate “AI champions” who help educate colleagues. Lawyers should read user guides of
AI products and perhaps follow reputable sources (like tech committees of bar associations) for AI
updates. Using AI blindly without understanding it is arguably a competence violation.

N – Notify Clients About AI-Assisted Representation: Relating to Model Rule 1.4 (Communication).
The idea here is transparency: in certain situations, clients should be informed if significant portions
of  their  work are being done with the assistance of  AI.  Now, whether this  is  always required is
debatable. If AI is just a fancy tool like spell-check, arguably not. But if, for example, you are using AI
to  draft  a  contract,  the  client  might  want  to  know for  reasons  of  confidentiality  or  quality.  The
COUNSEL  framework  suggests  that  open  communication is  wise,  and  in  some  cases  ethically
necessary, about AI use . ABA Op. 512 gives some guidance: if a client asks “Did you use AI on my
case?”, you must answer honestly . If an engagement letter or outside counsel guidelines forbid
or require disclosure of AI use, you must comply . Also, if AI use significantly affects how fees are
calculated or the value delivered, that’s something to discuss (e.g., if you’re billing a flat fee that’s
largely for supervising an AI’s work, the client might want to know what they are paying for) . The
opinion stops short of saying you must always proactively disclose AI, but it does say lawyers “must
consider whether there are other circumstances that warrant client consultation about the use of a GAI
tool”  – factors include the importance of the task, the sensitivity of data, and whether knowing
about AI would affect the client’s evaluation of the lawyer’s work . So, best practice:  when in
doubt, tell the client. Many clients will be fine with AI use if it’s supervised and saves them money,
but they won’t  like surprises.  A simple clause in your engagement letter could be: “We may use

68

55

• 
65

69

70

• 

71

72

73

74

75

76

18

https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=Supervisory%20Responsibilities%3A%C2%A0%20Model%20Rules%205,Opinion%20512%20notes%20that
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=Supervisory%20Responsibilities%3A%C2%A0%20Model%20Rules%205,Opinion%20512%20notes%20that
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/matthew-mishak_legaltech-aiinlaw-ethicallawyering-activity-7335618522623946752-xcA9#:~:text=Models%29%20in%20their%20daily%20workflow,ai%20to%20promote%20safe%2C%20ethical
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/professional_responsibility/publications/model_rules_of_professional_conduct/rule_1_1_competence/comment_on_rule_1_1/#:~:text=Association%20www.americanbar.org%20%20,the%20benefits%20and%20risks
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=,reliability%2C%20accuracy%2C%20completeness%2C%20and%20bias
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/matthew-mishak_legaltech-aiinlaw-ethicallawyering-activity-7335618522623946752-xcA9#:~:text=%28Rule%201,AIinLaw
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=certain%20circumstances
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=,are%20used%20by%20the%20attorney
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=,or%20in%20outside%20counsel%20guidelines
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=included%20in%20their%20engagement%20agreements,or%20in%20outside%20counsel%20guidelines
https://www.fmglaw.com/professional-liability/aba-issues-formal-guidance-for-lawyers-use-of-generative-ai/#:~:text=,or%20reasonableness%20of%20fees%3B%20and


artificial intelligence tools to assist in providing legal services, under attorney supervision, unless you
prefer we not – please let us know if you have concerns about this.” Being upfront builds trust.

S – Scrutinize AI-Generated Work Product: This aligns with duties of diligence and supervision
(Rules 1.1, 5.3) and candor (Rule 3.3 to courts). The message is always double-check and critically
evaluate AI outputs before relying on them. Lawyers must  verify citations, confirm facts, and
ensure AI-drafted content is accurate and appropriate . We saw why: hallucinations are real,
and even when not fabricating, AI might omit important nuances or misjudge context. Scrutinizing
also means applying legal judgment to AI’s suggestions – e.g., if AI drafts an argument, the lawyer
must assess if it actually makes sense legally and ethically (AI might write an aggressive argument
that  a  lawyer  finds  misleading  or  against  court  rules).  The  need  for  scrutiny  was  dramatically
illustrated in  the Avianca case sanctions,  and the judge’s  reminder that  ethical  rules impose a
gatekeeping  role  on  attorneys  to  ensure  the  accuracy  of  their  filings .  ABA  Op.  512
hammered  this  point  as  well:  “Attorneys  should  not  rely  on  GAI  outputs  without  independent
verification” , and when it comes to litigation, “must carefully review AI outputs to assure…not false or
misleading” . So in practice: if AI provides 5 cases in a memo, read those cases! If AI writes “the
statute of limitations is X,”  double-check the statute.  If  AI translates a contract or summarizes a
deposition, at least spot check key parts against the original.  This is time-consuming, but not as
time-consuming as doing everything from scratch – and it’s  non-negotiable if  you want to avoid
errors.  Some firms impose  a  policy  that  AI  outputs  must  be  “treated  as  a  first  draft  by  a  junior
employee – always subject to full review.” Perhaps ironically, until AI gets more reliable, lawyers might
find themselves  doing  a  bit  of  extra  work  verifying  what  previously  they  might  have  just  done
manually (you may not fully trust an AI cite check vs doing a manual search). But tools are improving:
some legal AI tools now come with citations and even direct links to sources to ease verification. Still,
the lawyer must click those links and read. 

E – Equitable Fees for AI-Enabled Services: This corresponds to Rule 1.5 (reasonable fees). If AI
makes a task much more efficient, the fee charged should reflect that new reality (while still valuing
the  lawyer’s  expertise  and  oversight).  The  COUNSEL  framework  acknowledges  that  attorneys
shouldn’t gouge clients or overcharge for work largely done by a machine . This doesn’t mean
giving away the savings entirely – lawyers can, of course, profit from efficiency – but fees need to
stay reasonable relative to the actual effort and value. For example, billing 10 hours of time for a
memo that took 1 hour with AI assistance would likely be dishonest and unreasonable. ABA Op. 512
explicitly notes that “GAI tools may allow attorneys to work more efficiently. Attorneys who bill clients on
an hourly basis must bill for actual time spent working. Attorneys should also account for efficiencies when
charging clients flat fees.” .  It also warns that you can’t bill  time for merely learning an AI tool
(that’s overhead)  and you shouldn’t treat AI tools that are part of your standard operations as a
separate line-item expense to pass on to clients . In practice, this principle encourages alternative
fee arrangements (as we discussed earlier)  and transparency. If  you deploy an AI that cuts your
drafting time by 80%, you might consider moving to a flat fee that’s somewhere between the old full
price and the time-cost now – so the client gets a break and you still maintain margin. At minimum,
do not lie about hours. Some firms might proactively adjust bills if they used AI extensively (e.g., not
charging for certain tasks that AI handled quickly, or reducing hours). Ethically, the profession wants
to avoid a public perception that lawyers are charging high fees for what was largely AI output – that
would undermine trust. The COUNSEL framework’s term “Equitable” captures the notion of fairness
in billing in light of AI’s contribution.
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L  –  Lifetime  Learning  (Continuous  AI/Tech  Literacy): This  is  more  of  a  forward-looking  duty
derived from the competence rule’s requirement to keep abreast of changes . The idea is that
lawyers should commit to ongoing education about AI and emerging technologies throughout
their careers – not treat it as a one-and-done CLE. The pace of AI development is so fast that what
tools or risks exist today could be very different in a year. A lawyer’s duty to provide competent
representation thus implies a duty to continuously update one’s knowledge and skills as technology
evolves.  Comment  8  to  Rule  1.1  (adopted by  many states)  explicitly  mentions  this,  that  lawyers
should keep up with changes including tech . In practice, “Lifetime Learning” means reading up
on new AI capabilities, understanding new laws/regulations about AI, attending CLEs or training on
AI annually, experimenting with new tools in a safe environment to understand them, and possibly
even learning some basic data science concepts to be literate in discussions with clients who use AI.
It’s a commitment to never stop learning, which frankly is part of being a good lawyer in any field
(law itself changes too). But given how crucial AI is poised to be, being complacent could quickly
render one’s practice outdated. Law firms may institutionalize this by offering ongoing tech training,
having innovation committees circulate updates, or requiring a certain number of CLE hours in tech
every reporting period (some states mandate this already).

Together, these seven factors – Confidentiality, Oversight, Understanding, Notification, Scrutiny, Equitable
fees, and Learning – form a comprehensive ethical checklist when dealing with AI. The COUNSEL framework
essentially humanizes AI usage: treat the AI as a junior colleague (train it, supervise it, check its work), be
honest with your client, and uphold your duties of confidentiality and fairness. If lawyers adhere to these,
they should largely stay on the right side of ethics with AI.

One can see that the recent ABA Formal Opinion 512 (2024) weaved through all these points
.  That  opinion  was  somewhat  revolutionary  in  formally  acknowledging  that  using  generative  AI  is

permitted as long as you meet your existing obligations. It did not ban AI; it set conditions very much in line
with COUNSEL. Many state bar ethics committees have since or will likely echo these guidelines.

Towards a “Legal AI Trust Mark” and Robust AI Governance

In  industries  like  cybersecurity  or  privacy,  trust  marks or  certifications  have emerged (for  example,  a
website might display a privacy shield or a software might be ISO 27001 certified). In the legal world, one
idea floating around is a “Legal AI Trustmark” – essentially a seal of approval that a firm or product meets
certain standards for responsible AI use. The prompt for this guide specifically mentions LegalTek Trust Mark,
which suggests an initiative to create such a certification or benchmark for law firms.

What might a Legal AI Trust Mark entail? It could be a voluntary program where law firms undergo an audit
or assessment of their AI policies and practices. If they demonstrate strong adherence to frameworks like
COUNSEL and NIST, they earn a “Trust Mark” indicating to clients that this firm uses AI in a safe, ethical, and
effective manner. This is analogous to a firm being e.g. “ISO certified” or having a recognized security audit
– it signals quality. For clients worried about AI (and some are), seeing an independent validation could
provide reassurance.

Components that a Legal AI Trust Mark might evaluate could include: 

Does the firm have a documented AI governance policy? (Governance check) 
Is there training for all attorneys on AI ethics? (Competence check) 
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What controls are in place to protect confidentiality when using AI? (Privacy check) 
How does the firm verify the accuracy of AI outputs? (Quality control check) 
Have there been any incidents (e.g., of AI misuse or errors) and how were they handled?
(Accountability) 
Does the firm stay updated on AI developments and update its practices accordingly? (Continuous
improvement)

This concept is still nascent, but it wouldn’t be surprising to see bar associations or legal tech consortiums
develop a formal certification in the next couple of years. (There are already general AI ethics certifications
like from the IEEE, but not specific to legal practice.)

Even without a formal trust mark, law firms should strive for robust AI governance internally – essentially
treat AI with the same rigor as, say, financial controls or data security. This means involvement from top
management (law firm partners or  GC in a legal  department)  in  setting tone and approving AI  usage,
multidisciplinary input (IT, Knowledge Management, Professional Responsibility committees), and periodic
review of the AI program’s effectiveness. The ACC (Association of Corporate Counsel) suggests actionable
steps like regular AI risk assessments, documentation of AI-assisted processes, and collaborative review of
AI  projects  between  legal,  IT,  and  business  teams .  The  goal  is  to  not have  individual  lawyers
freelancing with AI in risky ways, but rather a structured approach where everyone knows the do’s and
don’ts.

To implement this, some firms have begun drafting Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for AI use. For
example, an SOP might lay out step-by-step how to use an AI tool for legal research: 

Verify you are using an approved tool (e.g., “Lexis AI – Approved”; “Public ChatGPT – Not Approved
for client work”). 
Do not input any client-identifying information or quotes from documents unless approved. Use
hypotheticals if needed. 
When AI provides results, copy them into a draft document with a label that it’s AI-generated draft. 
Shepardize or cite-check every case or statute the AI cites using traditional tools. 
If any output seems inconsistent with your knowledge, research that point manually. 
Remove any obviously wrong content. Edit the draft for legal accuracy, tone, and completeness. 
The supervising attorney must review the final memo before it goes to client. 
Document that AI was used and the extent, in an internal note (in case later someone needs to
know). 

Such an SOP, if followed, can greatly reduce risk of an AI slip-up making it to the client or court. It also
standardizes quality. SOPs could similarly exist for using AI in contract review (e.g., what categories to have
the AI extract and how a human reviews those extractions), or for using AI in generating correspondence,
etc.

Prompt engineering best practices might also be part of training – teaching lawyers how to ask AI the right
questions to get  useful  answers (for  instance,  specifying jurisdiction and context  in  a  prompt for  legal
research, or using role-play prompts like “You are a junior attorney, draft a…”) and how to use system or
user  instructions  to  guide  the  AI.  While  this  gets  into  the  weeds,  it’s  part  of  the  “Understanding/
Competence”  prong that  many  lawyers  will  need  to  learn  some AI  literacy  like  they  did  with  Westlaw
searches in law school.
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Finally, remember that ethical and effective AI use isn’t just internal-facing – it can also be a marketing
advantage. Law firms can proactively talk about how they use advanced tools to deliver better value (clients
like efficiency) but also emphasize the  responsible AI aspect (clients want to know their data is safe and
that quality isn’t sacrificed). Some firms might even create client-facing dashboards or reports showing how
AI sped up a project or saved fees, to quantify the benefit.

In  closing  this  section:  integrating  AI  into  legal  practice  is  not  plug-and-play  –  it  requires  thoughtful
governance. But by following frameworks like NIST’s and the legal-specific COUNSEL principles, lawyers can
strike the right balance. You can innovate with AI and deliver better, faster service  while staying true to
ethical obligations and managing risks. The firms that do this will not only avoid sanctions or malpractice,
they will likely thrive and earn client trust in the AI era. The next and final section of this guide will offer
some concrete examples and tips (prompts, tools, workflows) for practical AI adoption, and then conclude
with thoughts on the future – and how lawyers can position themselves to survive and succeed through this
technological revolution.

Practical Tips for Implementing AI in Your Legal Practice

All the theory and planning discussed is important, but let’s get down to brass tacks: how can a lawyer or
law firm actually start using AI day-to-day safely and effectively? In this section, we provide some hands-on
guidance, including example use cases, sample prompts, and step-by-step best practices drawn from the
experiences of early adopters. Whether you’re a solo attorney looking to save time or a law firm managing a
large team, these tips can help integrate AI into your workflow:

1. Start Small – Pilot AI in Low-Risk Tasks: As one ACC article wisely advised, “take incremental steps” with
AI rather than diving into the most sensitive matters first .  Identify a few  low-risk,  high-volume tasks
where AI could help. For example, use an AI tool to summarize depositions or long emails, or to generate a
first draft of a memo on a general legal issue (not bespoke client facts). Monitor the results and refine your
process. Starting with internal or non-client-facing work is ideal – e.g., use AI to analyze case law for an
internal knowledge project before using it on an active client brief. This lets your team learn the tool’s quirks
without adverse consequences. It’s also smart to use AI on matters where you yourself have expertise – that
way you can better judge if the AI’s output is sound. Early on, don’t over-rely – double-check everything (we
can’t  say  this  enough).  As  confidence  and  competence  grow,  you  can  expand  AI  to  more  areas.  But
remember the advice: “Start small, but start somewhere.”

2. Choose the Right Tools (and Use Reputable Vendors): There are many AI tools; select those that are
well-regarded and appropriate for your needs. For legal research, maybe use established platforms like
Lexis+ AI or Westlaw’s AI features rather than a random free AI search site, because the former are likely
tuned for legal accuracy and come with citation support . For document tasks, if your firm already
uses a document management system or an e-discovery platform, see if it has an AI module – leveraging
existing vendors can reduce security risks and integration headaches . When considering a new tool,
review its privacy policy and terms: do they claim ownership or the right to use the data you input? (Red
flag if yes.) Is data encrypted? Also evaluate if the AI model is known: GPT-4, for instance, has a track record
and many evaluations, whereas a completely unknown model might be less reliable. Don’t hesitate to ask
vendors tough questions about how their AI works and what safeguards it has – a serious provider should
have good answers.
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3. Set Clear Policies and Get Buy-In: We discussed AI policies – implement them early so everyone is on
the same page. Make it clear what types of data can or cannot be used with AI, which tools are approved,
and the required human oversight. Get leadership endorsement so that the policy is taken seriously. It’s
also important to communicate to all staff that  AI is a tool to augment, not replace, their judgment –
some junior lawyers might be tempted to use AI for everything without proper checks, whereas others
might  avoid  it  out  of  fear.  Training  and  policy  can  address  both  extremes:  encourage  use  but  under
guidelines. You might do a training where you live-demo an AI drafting a quick research memo, then show
the  process  of  verifying  and  editing  it,  so  everyone  sees  both  the  benefit  and  the  necessary  lawyer
intervention. Encouraging a culture of responsible innovation is key – e.g., reward people for finding clever
uses of AI that maintain quality,  but also openly discuss any mistakes caught as learning opportunities
(without blame).

4. Master Prompt Crafting (Prompt Engineering): The output you get from an AI is only as good as the
prompt you give. Lawyers can substantially improve results by wording prompts carefully and providing
context. For instance, instead of asking an AI: “Explain trade secret misappropriation,” you could prompt:
“You are a lawyer drafting an explainer for a client.  In 3 paragraphs, explain the legal concept of trade
secret misappropriation under U.S. law, including the basic elements a plaintiff must prove, but in simple
terms without legal jargon.” This prompt gives the AI a role, a format, a jurisdiction, and an audience –
leading to a more tailored answer. If you have a complex task, break it into sub-tasks: you might first ask
the AI to list relevant factors, then ask it to elaborate on each. Use instructions like “cite relevant cases” or
“provide examples” if you need them. For drafting, provide  outlines or bullet points to guide the AI. For
example, to draft a contract clause: “Draft a clause for a consulting agreement that covers confidentiality,
including definition of confidential info, obligations of the parties, exclusions (like public domain or prior
knowledge), and the term of the confidentiality obligation. Use neutral language.” The more specific, the
better the first draft. If the output isn’t great, refine the prompt and try again – iteration is part of using AI.
Some lawyers create a library of their best prompts for common tasks and share them internally (a “prompt
playbook”). There are also emerging tools to help with prompts or even prompt marketplaces, but often just
practice and intuition will get you there. Remember, though, as you give context in prompts,  beware of
confidential details – frame hypotheticals or generic descriptions unless you’re in a secure environment.

5. Always Review and Test AI Outputs: This bears repeating as a practical step. Build into your process a
checkpoint to review AI-generated material. If you’re a solo, that means scheduling time to methodically
self-edit and verify. If in a firm, maybe a second person peer-reviews. For important filings, maybe even run
the final output by a small group or at least through additional tools (e.g., use a citator like Shepard’s on any
cases cited by AI to ensure they’re valid and say what the AI claims). Also test the output under adverse
conditions:  for  instance,  after  drafting  a  contract  clause  with  AI,  try  reading  it  from  the  other  party’s
perspective – does it ambiguously favor one side or accidentally leave a loophole? If you’re using an AI tool
to identify issues in an agreement, test it by inserting a known issue and seeing if the AI flags it. These QA
(quality assurance) steps are akin to how we proofread documents – now we proofread and cross-verify with
sources. It adds time, but far less time than doing from scratch. One lawyer quipped, “AI won’t replace me, but
it sometimes doubles as a very eager but careless intern I have to supervise.” So supervise accordingly.

6. Safeguard Client Data – Use Secure Channels: If you have an IT department or consultant, involve them
in setting up safe AI usage. That might mean using VPNs or secure networks when accessing AI, using
company accounts for AI services (that have enterprise agreements) rather than personal accounts, and
turning off any setting that would allow AI providers to use your data for training. For example, OpenAI’s
business offering lets you opt-out of  data logging.  If  you’re using open-source models,  host them in a
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secure environment. Essentially, treat AI platforms like you would any cloud vendor handling sensitive data:
due diligence, access controls, encryption, etc. Also consider if output might contain sensitive info – e.g., if
you ask AI to summarize a client document, that summary might be sensitive too, so handle it with care
(don’t, for instance, paste it into an unsecured email without thinking). Many firms are exploring private AI
deployments (running  AI  models  on  their  own  servers  or  a  private  cloud)  to  alleviate  confidentiality
concerns – a possibility if you have the resources, though it requires technical setup.

7. Document Your AI Use (Internally): It  may help to keep an internal  log or comment in your work
product about how AI was used. For example, you could have a memo’s cover email mention, “Initial draft
generated  with  [Tool  Name],  then  thoroughly  reviewed  and  revised  by  [Attorney].”  Or  maintain  a
spreadsheet of projects and what AI tools were applied. This can be useful for knowledge management
(sharing learnings about what worked well or not), and also in case of any future issue, you have a record of
your process (e.g., if a client later questions something, you can show that it was AI-assisted and reviewed
under policy).  Some firms might worry about revealing AI  use;  hence this  can be an  internal note,  not
necessarily client-facing. But note that if a court or disciplinary body ever asked, transparency is the ethical
route. Since the ABA says we might have to disclose AI use if asked by a client or required by law ,
better to have that info handy.

8. Continue to Learn and Adapt: Make it a habit to stay updated. AI is evolving monthly. For instance, by
2026, new models may handle citations flawlessly (one can hope) or integrate real-time legal databases,
reducing hallucinations. If you stopped learning at GPT-4, you might miss GPT-5’s new features that could
benefit your practice. Subscribe to legal tech newsletters, attend CLEs on AI, participate in online forums or
local bar tech committees where lawyers share experiences. Encourage your team to bring new ideas (“hey,
I found a new plugin that can summarize PDFs, can we try it?”) – but vet them in a safe environment. Also
watch for new regulations or ethics opinions: laws like the EU AI Act or state bar opinions could impose new
requirements  (for  example,  some  jurisdictions  might  in  the  future  mandate  disclosure  of  AI-assisted
drafting in court filings – it’s not the case now generally, but hypothetically). By staying agile, you can turn
compliance into a selling point (“our firm is fully up-to-date on AI best practices”).

9. Use AI to Enhance, Not Shortcut, Your Thought Process: A practical mindset tip – approach AI as a
collaborator to stimulate your own thinking, not a crutch to avoid thinking. For example, when drafting a
brief, you might have AI suggest some arguments or counterarguments you hadn’t thought of; use that to
improve your strategy. If you’re brainstorming contract clauses, maybe AI proposes 5 variations – you, as
the attorney, then pick the best and tweak it to perfection. This way, AI expands your range but  you still
control the direction. Lawyers who just take the first AI output and run with it are not adding enough value.
Always ask, does this make sense? Is this the best way to say or do this? AI can even be used to  check
yourself: after you write something, you could ask the AI “criticize this argument” and see if it spots holes –
then you fix them (like having a devil’s advocate on call). In practice, one of AI’s greatest utilities is as a
creative/analytical  aid –  it  can  surface  perspectives  quickly.  But  the  lawyer  must  apply  the  filter  of
relevance and soundness.

10. Know When Not to Use AI: Finally, there are times to simply avoid or limit AI. If something requires
extreme precision and has zero tolerance for error (e.g.,  a  very fact-specific advice to a client  where a
hallucinated case could be disastrous and time to verify is short), maybe do it manually or with minimal AI.
If the subject involves privileged strategy that even an encrypted AI might expose somehow (or if you just
know the client would be uncomfortable), perhaps skip AI for that. Also, if an AI tool starts giving weird or
nonsensical answers, don’t force it – switch tactics or try later. Essentially, remember that AI is optional – a
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tool,  not  a  requirement.  The  attorney’s  judgment of  when  it’s  appropriate  to  use  is  itself  part  of
competence. If you ever feel “I don’t fully trust what I’d get here and I can’t thoroughly check it,” either don’t
use it or get help from another human. There’s no shame in sometimes doing it the old way when stakes
demand. AI is there to assist, not put your license on the line.

By  following  these  practices,  a  lawyer  can  reap  the  efficiency  and  intelligence  benefits  of  AI  while
maintaining quality and ethical integrity. As an example illustration: Suppose you have to draft a brief on a
motion  to  dismiss  for  a  case  involving  an  emerging  area  of  law.  You  might  use  an  AI  assistant  to
summarize relevant recent cases (speeding up research), then generate a rough draft of the argument
section based on points you outline. You then check each citation the AI provided, refine the arguments,
and perhaps ask the AI to act as an opponent to see if it raises counterarguments, which you then address.
You make sure none of your client confidences were given away in the process, and you double-check the
final facts and tone. The result? You produced a high-quality brief in maybe half the time it would usually
take, you’ve considered angles with the help of AI, and you did so ethically because you verified everything
and kept the client’s secrets and interests at the forefront. You might tell the client, “We leverage advanced
AI tools in our workflow which helped us prepare this brief efficiently – saving you time and fees – and we
thoroughly vetted all results.” The client sees innovation, but also diligence. This is the model of the future
successful lawyer.

Conclusion: Embracing the Future of Law with Responsible AI

The legal profession stands on the brink of transformative change. Artificial intelligence, once a speculative
topic  in  law  review  articles,  is  now  an  everyday  reality  –  drafting  documents,  researching  cases,  and
managing workflows in firms across the world. History shows that those who adapt to new technology
thrive, and those who resist it eventually fall behind. AI is no exception. It  will not replace lawyers, but
lawyers who skillfully use AI  will undoubtedly have an edge over those who do not . They will deliver
results  faster,  more  cost-effectively,  and  often  with  new  insights  gleaned  from  machine  analysis.  In  a
competitive market for legal services, that is a game-changer.

However, adopting AI is not a simple software upgrade; it’s a paradigm shift in how legal work is done. It
challenges the old business models (like billable hours) and forces us to double-down on our ethical duties
(no more coasting on un-checked work or assumptive knowledge). The fee structures will evolve – many
firms will move to fixed or value-based fees as efficiency soars, and those that don’t will feel pressure from
clients who know a machine could do in seconds what they’re being billed hours for. Forward-thinking firms
are  already  restructuring their  pricing  and service  offerings  around AI-driven efficiency,  using it  as  an
opportunity to capture  more work (by serving the currently underserved market) rather than a threat to
existing revenue .

In this guide, we’ve walked through the timeline of how we got here, clarified what AI is (and isn’t), and
examined in detail how large language models operate. We identified which areas of legal practice are most
susceptible to AI automation and how roles may shift – with junior lawyers needing to upskill and focus on
higher-value tasks from the get-go, and all lawyers needing to hone uniquely human skills like judgment
and  client  counseling.  We  discussed  the  critical  importance  of  ethics  and  governance,  introducing
frameworks  like  NIST’s  four  functions  and  the  legal-specific  COUNSEL  principles  to  ensure  that  as  we
integrate  AI,  we  do  so  in  a  manner  consistent  with  our  professional  responsibilities  –  maintaining
confidentiality, competence, and transparency, while keeping a keen eye on accuracy and fairness .
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The key takeaway is  that  AI is  a powerful  tool,  not a replacement for the human lawyer. The best
outcomes  arise  from  a  partnership  of  human  expertise  and  machine  efficiency.  Just  as  discovery  of
information is pointless without someone to strategize how to use it, AI’s output is only valuable with a
lawyer’s brain analyzing and applying it in context. Lawyers are, at heart, counselors and advocates. Those
core roles – advising clients in complex situations, understanding clients’ goals and fears, persuading other
humans (judges, juries, negotiators) – remain irreplaceable. In fact, with AI handling the drudgery, lawyers
have more bandwidth to focus on strategy, empathy, and creativity, arguably making the practice of law
more fulfilling and human-centered.

The profession will need to address new questions. For instance: How do we train law students for a world
where baseline research is  done by AI?  (Likely  by  emphasizing prompt engineering,  fact-checking,  and
higher-order thinking.) How do we ensure diversity and inclusion in a world where fewer entry-level grunt
jobs exist – perhaps by creating new types of roles (legal technologists, or junior lawyers working on AI
oversight and data tasks)? How do we deal with liability if an AI error slips through – will professional liability
insurance cover it just like human error? (Probably yes, if we followed standard of care in using the tool.)
And what  about  unauthorized practice  of  law –  if  AI  enables  non-lawyers  to  deliver  some legal  advice
directly, where do we draw lines? Regulators will be grappling with these issues. It’s an exciting time, but
also one that calls for thoughtfulness and proactive shaping of the future.

One encouraging sign is that the legal community is actively engaging with these challenges. The ABA’s
early guidance, state bar committees issuing opinions, and the rise of legal tech incubators indicate that we
are not asleep at the wheel. Initiatives like Legal AI “Trustmarks” or standards could help maintain public
trust  by signaling which providers are accountable and reliable.  International  cooperation is  also likely,
since AI crosses borders (e.g., an EU client may demand their outside counsel globally abide by certain AI
rules – firms that can meet those will get the business).

For individual lawyers reading this: now is the time to get comfortable with AI. If you haven’t already, try
out a well-regarded AI tool on a simple task. See what it can do – and note where your expertise is still
needed. That exercise alone can break down skepticism and spark ideas for your practice. Invest in your
own learning; make a plan to integrate AI into your workflow step by step, following the best practices we
outlined. And importantly, do not fear that AI will make you obsolete – rather, understand that lawyers who
leverage AI will likely outcompete those who don’t. Your role might shift more towards evaluation, advisement,
and high-level work, which is a good thing. There will be growing pains, yes, but also great opportunities: to
serve more clients, to solve legal problems faster, and maybe to even enjoy a bit more work-life balance as
efficiency tools cut down those 80-hour weeks.

To law firm leaders: treat AI strategy as a priority. Develop your firm’s vision for how AI will enhance your
services,  and communicate that to both your lawyers and your clients.  Train your people,  update your
processes, and consider new pricing models sooner rather than later. By being proactive, you can turn AI
into a competitive advantage rather than a threat. Firms that stick their head in the sand may find clients
moving to firms that have embraced technology to provide quicker and cheaper solutions. Survival will
require adaptation – but those that adapt can thrive like never before,  perhaps tapping into that $100
billion+ latent legal market of individuals and small businesses who today go without counsel.

In closing, the marriage of AI and law holds the promise of a more efficient, accessible, and innovative legal
system – if we do it right. Lawyers are trained to manage risk and uphold ethics, so we are well-positioned
to “do it right” with AI as long as we remain vigilant and guided by principles. Embrace AI with cautious
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optimism: use it to elevate your practice, but always within the bounds of your duty to your clients and the
courts. The history of our profession is one of evolution – from quill pens and law books to typewriters and
computers, and now to AI assistants. This is just the next chapter.

As you navigate this exciting frontier,  remember you are not alone.  The legal  community is  collectively
learning and sharing best practices, and experts in both law and technology are available to help. If you or
your firm would like personalized guidance in developing an AI strategy, implementing tools, or training
your team in the COUNSEL principles and beyond, consider reaching out for a consultation. (For example,
you can contact matt@legaltek.ai for advisory services on safely integrating AI into legal operations.)
We stand ready to help legal professionals harness AI’s potential – ethically, effectively, and confidently. 

The future of law is here, and it’s augmented by AI. By reading this guide, you’ve taken an important step in
preparing for it. Now go forth and practice law with a sharp mind, a compassionate heart, and a powerful
AI at your side – all in the service of your clients and justice.
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