AI transforms legal services but cost and ethics remain critical challenges

[image: ]
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is currently reshaping the landscape of the legal sector, paving the way for significant enhancements in efficiency and accessibility. Rory O’Keeffe, an AI expert and founder of RMOK Legal, articulates this shift by stating, “AI is no longer a futuristic concept. It’s here, it’s in use, and it’s reshaping how solicitors research, draft, and interact with clients.” As AI integrates into legal practices, its impact is felt across various functions, from case research to client communications.
The advent of AI-driven platforms has equipped solicitors with tools that streamline their workflows. These technologies provide features ranging from clause suggestions in legal documents to generating preliminary case summaries, akin to the tasks performed by junior lawyers. O’Keeffe notes the clear benefits, saying, “Time savings are the most obvious win. AI can help firms work faster and more cost-effectively, but we must remain vigilant.” This caution is warranted; instances of AI fabricating case law underscore the necessity for solicitors to approach these tools with a critical eye.
While AI enhances operational efficiency, it is also improving access to justice. Automated systems, including chatbots, assist individuals confronting complex legal issues related to tenancy disputes, employment rights, and immigration matters. O’Keeffe describes this dynamic as a “win-win,” where the public gains valuable information and solicitors can manage their caseloads more effectively, directing their expertise where it is most needed. Nevertheless, he stresses the importance of understanding the nuances of AI technology. As legal professionals adopt these tools, awareness of data privacy, algorithmic biases, and ethical considerations is essential to ensure the integrity of legal services.
Smaller legal practices are increasingly gaining access to AI technologies that were once prohibitively expensive, thereby narrowing the previously wide gap between large and small firms. O’Keeffe explains that “smaller practices, once priced out of legal tech, are catching up thanks to more accessible and scalable tools.” This accessibility is promising for the future of the profession, demonstrating that innovation is not solely the domain of larger firms.
However, the integration of AI into legal practices is not without its challenges. The continued rise in legal fees, as highlighted by recent reports indicating a 10% increase among top U.S. law firms, reveals that corporate clients are not seeing the anticipated financial benefits from AI adoption. High implementation costs, coupled with the partial use of AI, pose a significant barrier. Veta Richardson from the Association of Corporate Counsel emphasises the need for transparency in how firms demonstrate AI’s impact on efficiency and overall costs. Without clear evidence of cost savings, the traditional billable hours model remains largely intact.
Moreover, concerns surrounding the ethical implications of AI within the legal decision-making framework persist. AI systems trained on existing legal data might inadvertently perpetuate biases, which raises critical questions about fairness and accountability in the legal system. Judges, such as U.S. Circuit Judge John Nalbandian, have voiced scepticism towards bans on AI usage, citing its potential to provide cheaper legal services for those with limited resources. Yet, this optimism must be tempered with careful consideration of how laws governing AI’s application evolve.
The legal industry is approaching a pivotal moment where technological innovation must align with economic realities and ethical standards. As generative AI capabilities continue to expand—evident in firms using AI for document summarisation and routine legal tasks—there is a growing need for proper training and secure deployment of these tools to address client concerns regarding data privacy.
As Rory O’Keeffe succinctly summarises, “As the technology evolves, so must we. AI will never replace lawyers, but it will change what we do, how we do it, and how we deliver value.” The hallmark of success in this evolving landscape will be the ability of legal professionals to remain informed, engaged, and ultimately human.
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