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Abstract 

This article by Desmond Brady, Customer Insight and Strategy Director at LLG’s Corporate Partner 

Thomson Reuters, reviews the current landscape in legal technology and how it is evolving to meet 

the needs of firms and in-house teams. Along the way, Desmond demystifies concepts currently 

enjoying a high profile in legal technology (such as “AI” and “machine learning”), looks for real-life 

situations where new types of legal technology are making a difference to public sector legal practice 

today, and offers tips to leaders or managers seeking to introduce technology into their team’s 

practice. 

 

Legal technology coming of age 

Last week I was privileged to attend the London incarnation of the Legal Geek conference, a popular 

showcase of new developments in legal technology, attended by lawyers, practice managers, 

technology start-ups, “legal engineers” and journalists. The new ventures on offer covered a huge 

range of legal areas including litigation, documents and contracts, business development, knowledge 

management, and consumer services. 

While other professions have already, to a greater or a lesser extent, embraced new technology 

within their daily routines, legal practice remains conservative in this regard. Often this is with good 

reason. However, a huge range of new types of software tool have matured and come of age in the 

intervening years, and now clamour for the lawyer’s attention. 

 

Signs of traction 

So, having clustered at the margins of practice for so long, why are legal software tools now 

increasingly big news? 

The short answer is that innovative thinking in firms and legal teams is being stimulated by outside 

pressures. 

Today, around half of in-house counsel (who disburse some four fifths of total law firm revenue in 

the UK) have changed their legal firms in the last year. The most commonly cited reasons for change 

are cost and poor service. At the same time, post-Jackson deregulation has allowed new ABS 

competitors to enter the legal market, typically without an existing partnership structure and often 

without a preconceived “way things are done”. 

These competitors range from large accounting and consulting firms offering a full range of 

professional services, to small Legal Process Outsourcing (LPOs) companies carving out a tiny niche 

in the legal food chain. At either end of the scale, the modus operandi often involves effective use of 

new technologies to provide a better service and reduce costs. 

Existing law firms are responding to these client and competitive pressures according to their means. 

Larger firms are creating subsidiaries dedicated to nurturing new technologies. Mid-level firms are 

strengthening their IT and innovation functions. Their goal is to both deliver more efficient services, 

and to be seen to be doing so. Legal technology is being deployed both in the back office (for 



example, to streamline processes to be delivered with less human input) and in front of house (for 

example, providing a client with a dedicated self-help compliance tool, rather than simply providing 

advice as in the past). 

 

Demystifying new technology 

It is an unhappy corollary to the current profusion of legal technology start-ups (over 800 and 

counting in the UK and Europe alone) that terms such as “AI”, “machine learning” and “data 

analytics” tend to become attached to almost every new software tool on the market. It is important 

not to get lost in the plethora of technical jargon that surrounds each new tool. 

“AI” itself is probably the prime example of this. The term “Artificial Intelligence” in the software 

world covers not one single thing but a variety of computing capabilities that are increasingly able, in 

thin slices of human activity, to perform those activities as well as or better than a person can. For 

example, in the visual world, AI tools are now faster than humans at matching faces seen on camera. 

In the world of text, AI tools are not yet as good as humans at extracting meaning from written 

documents, but can be used in a variety of ways to speed up the process of human textual review. 

(As this is the world most of interest to lawyers, who spend much of their time finding information 

and then analysing it, this is where many new legal “AI” tools tend to congregate.) 

Rather than attempt to understand the technical architecture of competing tools, it is more 

profitable to simply ask what each can do for a lawyer. The following categories cover many of the 

new legal tech tools currently entering the market. 

Technology assisted document review. The use of software to assist the review of large volumes of 

documents (or emails or other written material). A much-reported public sector example is the SFO’s 

use of this technology to speed up the sifting out of legally privileged information from the records 

of an investigation target. This type of tool is of major value in e-disclosure where large volumes of 

material must be reviewed, and a healthy software market has grown up around it. 

Note that in a typical exercise, such a tool selects documents that it thinks are relevant, then 

presents these to a human reviewer. The human then accepts or rejects each document, and the 

tool uses this feedback to refine its selection at the next pass. This is therefore a genuine example of 

machine learning … and an illustration of the fact that this technology cannot replace a lawyer, but 

can enable him or her to focus time on the most valuable tasks. 

Data extraction. The use of software to extract information useful to the lawyer from a large volume 

of documents. For example, identifying trends and factors in awards made by a particular court can 

enable lawyers to make better decisions and give better advice to future clients. 

Guided or automated workflows. These are tools through which the embedded expertise of a 

lawyer can enable a colleague, a client or a person in the street to carry out a process that would 

ordinarily require legal advice or legal understanding. A simple example of this can be found within 

the website DoNotPay, which was first set up to enable users to challenge parking tickets. By asking 

a series of guided questions, the tool elicits the correct grounds for a challenge where they exist, and 

then automatically generates a letter to send to the authority. 

Tools like this allow law firms and in-house legal teams to change the way they deal with both 

internal and client-facing tasks. For example, UK corporate legal teams use Contract Express to allow 

non-legal colleagues within the organisation to draft simple legal documents (for example sales 



contracts). In this case, the tool identifies any unusual or problematic instances and then sends them 

to the legal team for review. 

Matter management, time management and e-billing. There is probably little need to rehearse the 

types of tool available in this well-established legal technology space. Large and small providers offer 

a range of value propositions focused to a greater or lesser extent on the needs of the in-house 

department. 

 

Comparing law firm and in-house teams (and public sector) 

To what extent are new technology tools applicable to the in-house world, especially in the public 

sector? 

As the division of labour between in-house “client” and external “provider” is blurring in the modern 

legal market, both the tasks undertaken, and the tools used, look increasingly similar. 

The main difference is that while a law firm might adopt a new tool for a wide range of clients, an 

internal team can and must adopt according solely to their specific needs and circumstances. For 

example: some law firms are using document automation tools as a first-step client onboarding and 

information transfer tool. While internal teams may not have a wide range of clients, some internal 

teams use the same tools to provide a self-service capability and thereby manage demand from 

colleagues. Sales and procurement are typical use cases. 

It is notable that some of the most high-profile “legal tech” adoptions of recent months have come 

within the public sector, albeit within a central rather than a local setting. One is the SFO example 

mentioned above. Another is the concept of the Online Court, at its heart an automated judicial 

workflow for non-legal litigants in person, which should guide them through the court process and 

enable them to present the right information at the right time. 

Against these larger-scale initiatives we may consider the increasing tendency in local authorities to 

reduce costs by providing digitised self-service to citizens and businesses, and note that this is 

analogous to the self-serve legal tools described above. Not every technology adoption need be on a 

large scale of course; and often it fares better if it is not. 

Finally, it is notable that many new legal tech solutions are developed not with the large 

organisation in mind, but with the problems of the individual citizen – tackling issues of “law for 

good” and access to justice that are otherwise hard to solve without access to funds. 

 

First steps in legal technology 

How does a lawyer - or a legal team – set about realizing the efficiencies associated with tech tools? 

I would suggest the first step is not to rush out and hire a developer, or sign up for an online course 

in computer coding, or even to immediately buy a technology tool. 

Before you begin selecting a tool, the first step is to understand the problem you are trying to solve. 

This starts with thinking about your people and processes. Many LA teams will already be familiar 

with the discipline of process mapping. Breaking down a legal process into individual tasks and 

owners, and understanding what outputs feed into what subsequent tasks and when, is a great team 

exercise. Once completed, you can review each part of the process and look for the pain points. 



For LA lawyers, the real opportunity consists of doing this mapping work in collaboration with client 

teams. Dig into what they do, what they need from you, and what you need from them.  

Importantly, understanding where the pain points are – and the total time or money cost to the 

authority that they represent – also prepares the ground for any business case you may need to 

make for the purchase of new tools. This is a key consideration for the public sector legal team. 

Once you have identified pain points or inefficiencies, it’s time to reimagine your service. Can tasks 

be done more efficiently or better by someone else in the team? Or someone else in the council? Or 

(finally) can a software tool help? 

Bear in mind that process efficiencies can be large or small, and the impact from a change may be 

out of all proportion to the cost of the tool. A generic office tool can have great potential if explored 

thoroughly. 

Once you have decided that a technology tool may have the answer, and assuming it is not 

something you already have access to, then it is time to go out and find whether there is one that 

meets your needs. There are many tools in the market promising great things. The important thing is 

to be an intelligent client – to evaluate the actual capabilities of each tool with careful judgement 

and critical thinking. Some tips: 

• To reiterate, it is not necessary to be a technical expert, but some familiarity with the types 

of thing software tools can achieve will be helpful. 

• Consider lifetime ownership costs: choose tools that will be invested in long-term by the 

vendor and are likely to be able to adapt to your needs. 

• Consider your support needs. What is the likely cost to you in terms of resource to handle 

this tool? What level of after-sales support does the vendor offer? 

 

De-risking the adoption of new tools 

Again, the key to successful technology adoption is actually not to focus on the technology, but 

instead upon your people. 

Successfully working in a new way requires buy-in from all colleagues that will be impacted, whether 

within or outside the legal team. For example, if you are introducing a demand management system 

to channel requests from a client team for whom you work extensively, then you must spend at least 

as much time working with the client team to design the service as you do with your own team. The 

client needs to understand how the new system will benefit them, and this is easier to achieve if 

they are involved from the very beginning. 

You also need to ensure that two particular groups are involved: 

1) senior leaders need to buy into the need for change and provide support. 

2) a change champion or champions on the ground are crucial to successful delivery. This can 

be as simple as a team member who is enthusiastic about the potential for change, and is 

willing to take a lead in helping colleagues to get used to the new way or working. 

A final point is that big bangs are hard to get right, especially where technology is involved. Work 

with small-scale pilots and review your results honestly. If you are considering rolling out a new tool 

across the whole legal function, consider implementing it first within a single team. If you can focus 



on and deliver a great experience for that single team, they will become champions of the tool and 

can inspire interest and enthusiasm among other teams that have yet to get involved. 

 

Finally, take heart 

If you feel intimidated by the thought of “legal tech”, you are not alone. We hear a similar sentiment 

from private sector teams and from lawyers in Top 100 firms. Where I believe local authority teams 

are ahead of the curve, however, is in the fact that driven by necessity, they are used to seeking 

efficiency, finding better ways to use limited resources, and developing better ways to serve their 

client. At the heart of it, good legal tech is no more than an extension of this. 

 

If you wish to discuss anything in this article, or would like to share your own experiences of 

technology adoption, Desmond can be contacted at desmond.brady@tr.com. 

 


