
A
t one point during our interview, 
Richard Susskind seems almost 
apologetic. Beaming in on the 
phone from London in a dark suit 

and tie, the acclaimed author and futurist is 
outlining how he sees change coming to the 
legal profession.

“I take no pleasure in saying this,” he says, 
running his fingers through his hair, “but 
practices that can’t achieve economies of scale, 
that don’t invest in technologies, that aren’t 
able to delegate and think about sourcing 
differently, that provide services which are 
every day and routine, will struggle in five or 
six years.” Then he adds the kicker, “If not a 
lot sooner.”

Susskind is far from a pessimist, however. 
More a realist who, since the early 1980s, has 
been interested in the impact of technology 
on the legal world. 

“My enduring interest is in the way in 
which we can not only streamline the old 
ways of working but transform and radically 
improve the way lawyers work,” he says.

He has advised law firms, judiciaries, 
governments and in-house counsel, and written 
nine books, including the provocatively titled 
The End of Lawyers? as well as Tomorrow’s 
Lawyers: An Introduction to Your Future. His 
latest title, The Future of the Professions, which 
he wrote with his son, Daniel, extends to other 
professions the thinking he’d applied to law.

To peer forward, Susskind has looked back. 
He found that the professions developed 
as an answer to helping people with a 
pervasive problem – that we all have limited 
understanding. 

“We can’t know everything,” he says.  
“So for important problems we gain the 
knowledge, insight and expertise required 
by going to human experts. And in a sense 
they are – often in a very positive way – the 
gatekeepers of knowledge and help us apply  
it in certain situations.” 

But this notion of a profession, a relic of the 
19th century, print-based industrial society, is 
starting to creak under modern pressures.

“It’s not that people aren’t bright and 
impressive and able,” Susskind says. “It’s just 
that we can’t provide the one-to-one advisory 
service that we now need. In law, we have 
severe problems with access to justice where 
public funding across the world is reducing 
and people can’t actually understand and 
enforce their entitlements.”

And as we move into a technology-
based, internet society, Susskind thinks the 
professions, including the legal profession, 
will no longer be the first point of call when 
people need service advice and guidance. 

“Machines are becoming increasingly 
capable and this means that so many of the 
tasks we used to think that only human beings 
could perform are being increasingly taken on 
by machines,” he says. 

In a recent article published in The Times 
in the UK, Susskind noted that “each year 
in the legal world, almost 40 times as many 
disagreements among eBay traders (60 million 
in total) are resolved without lawyers, using 
‘online dispute resolution’, than there are civil 
claims lodged in the courts of England and 
Wales.” 

Lawyers now also use “use ‘predictive 
coding’ systems to search through large bodies 
of documents automatically”. 

And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.  
Or, more accurately, the iceberg’s underwater 
mass. What Susskind predicts is that, as 
technology increases, more and more legal 
work will be done by either machines or  
non-lawyers. 

“The experts at the top will continue to 
exist, but by the end of the 2020s, technology 
will be a real threat to the bulk of legal work,” 
he says. 

The push for new ways of working isn’t just 
coming from innovative law firms. It’s coming 
from clients who want more done for less. 

“Companies globally are under pressure to 
spend less on law firms yet they’ve got more 
legal and compliance work than ever before,” 
he says. Clients undoubtedly will continue 
to pay high rates for lawyers when they really 

“In many ways, for 
better or for worse, 
the corner shop is 
being replaced by 
the supermarket. 
Across the world, 
it’ll be harder for 
smaller practices 
to survive.” 
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public debate over the ethical limits of 
machines is urgently needed. We should 
be clear about those tasks that we never 
wish to be undertaken by machines”. 

There is also the issue of educating the 
next generation. What are we training 
our young lawyers to become? “I’m 
afraid the answer at the moment,” says 
Susskind, “is that we’re training them 
to become 20th century lawyers rather 
than 21st century lawyers.” 

Change or perish 

Denial about the future isn’t pervasive, 
however. Susskind agrees with author 
and business consultant David Maister 
about the breakdown of the legal 
profession. Maister believes there 
are three categories of law firms: the 
dynamos, the cruisers, and the losers.

“He says about one-sixth of partners 
and leaders in a firm are dynamos – 
dynamic, fired-up about what they do, 
innovating all the time,” says Susskind. 
“Two-thirds are cruisers, who are open 
to change but need to be compelled. 
And there’s one-sixth that he calls losers 
– I wouldn’t use the same term – but 
they’re the ones who are steadfastly 
refusing to adapt.” 

The firms that change are those led by 
people who want to change. 

“When we talk about innovative 
firms we’re usually talking about a small 
group of leaders who are trying to carve 
out new ways of working and thinking 
and meeting clients’ needs,” he says. 

On the face of it, it may seem 
that small firms have the ability 
to be nimble and implement new 
technologies more quickly. 

“They don’t suffer from supertanker 
syndrome,” says Susskind. “This, 
though, is balanced by the fact that 
small firms often don’t have the 
resources of the big firms to find 
funding for alternative businesses.”

want originality or creativity or strategic 
insight. But, says Susskind, what clients 
are increasingly uncomfortable with 
is paying expensive young lawyers in 
expensive buildings in expensive cities 
fairly high hourly rates to do work that 
is routine and repetitive. 

“Process-based and administrative 
work such as document review 
litigation, due diligence, routine 
contract drafting, rudimentary legal 
research – we have to expect that that 
work, now done in the law office, will 
be done differently,” he says. 

It’s a view of the future, he admits, 
that isn’t fully accepted. 

“Lawyers, for a whole number of 
reasons, believe that changes through 
technology and liberalisation and cost 
pressures from clients aren’t going to 
have a practical effect on their work,” he 
says. “Increasingly around the world, I 
think that denial will hang around till 
the end of next year. Then, from 2016 
to 2020, I think you’ll see a dominant 
emphasis on what I call law from 
alternative sourcing. We’ll take a lot of 
the routine work and outsource it to 
offshore contractors.” 

The next stage is perhaps the hardest 
to imagine – a world where machines 
increasingly take on very human tasks. 

“From 2020, you’ll see artificial 
intelligence cutting in,” he says. “It’s 
already happening. In large-scale 
litigation document review exercises, 
machines are outperforming junior 
lawyers and paralegals. The bottom 
line for lawyers is that systems are that 
powerful now. And they will only get 
more powerful.” 

Among the many questions raised 
by the increasing use of machines is 
the issue of limiting the range of work 
done by machines. As Susskind wrote 
in The Times, the “moral discussion is 
just beginning and government-led 

But the people who have to really 
think deeply about what they do are the 
sole practitioners and very small firms. 

“In many ways, for better or for 
worse, the corner shop is being replaced 
by the supermarket,” he says. “Across 
the world, it’ll be harder for smaller 
practices to survive. By changing, you 
can band together, merge with others, 
or move into a larger firm. If that small 
firm genuinely provides niche services 
that aren’t routine, the challenge will be 
maintaining that.”

The first task for those firms wishing 
to change isn’t spending up big on the 
newest and latest technologies. Instead, 
the model for future success begins with 
an intellectual task. 

“You need to widen your horizons, 
open your mind, look at other professions 
and get an insight into what’s going on,” 
he says. “If your frame of mind is simply 
how do we do a better job than what 
we’re doing, it seems to me you’re not 
going to making huge progress.

“The second question is one of 
corporate strategy. Given all these 
changes, what markets are we in and 
what services are we providing, what 
industries are we specialising in and 
are we doing high end or low end? 
After that, it’s business strategy. Given 
these niches and markets, how do we 
differentiate ourselves?” 

The good news is that Susskind 
believes Australian firms are well placed 
to embrace the future. 

“Wherever I go, people think they’re 
behind other countries,” he says, “but 
that’s not how I regard Australian 
legal firms at all. I think there’s a small 
number of firms who are doing some 
really interesting work in sourcing 
and resourcing and reaching out in 
ways, especially into Asia, that the US 
and UK aren’t able to. Australia has 
liberalised in a big way.” 


