THE LEGAL ENGINEER

LEGAL
ENGINEERING

Starter Guide for Lawyers

A practical workbook for turning legal knowledge into better workflows, Al-
enabled systems, and scalable legal services.

The core idea
Legal engineering is not “learning to code.” It is learning to see legal work as a system: inputs,
decisions, rules, risks, handoffs, outputs, users and feedback loops.
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01/ FOUNDATIONS

What legal engineering actually is

The job title is still evolving. The underlying discipline is easier to define.

A legal engineer translates legal expertise into structured, repeatable and technology-enabled ways
of working. Depending on the organization, that may mean redesigning an intake process,
automating document generation, configuring a contract workflow, building and testing Al prompts or
agents, designing guardrails, or helping lawyers adopt a tool in live matters.

Working definition

LEGAL ENGINEERING = legal judgment + process design + technology fluency +
implementation + adoption.

What it is not

¢ Not simply “using ChatGPT for legal work."

¢ Not synonymous with software engineering. Many legal engineers do little or no traditional
coding.

¢ Not the same as legal operations, although the disciplines overlap heavily.

¢ Not a replacement for substantive lawyers. The best systems preserve the points where
professional judgment matters.

Why the role is growing now

The legal industry has moved from experimenting with generative Al to trying to operationalize it.
Thomson Reuters reports that 74% of professionals now use Al several times a week, while its legal-
sector research emphasizes an execution gap between Al strategy and day-to-day practice. That
gap is precisely where legal engineering becomes valuable: someone has to translate “we bought the
tool” into “this workflow now works better.”
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02 / ROLE MAP

Legal engineer vs. adjacent roles

Titles overlap. Focus on the problem each role is primarily accountable for.

Lawyer

Primary question

What is the legal position and
what should the client do?

Typical outputs

Advice, drafting, negotiation,
advocacy

Legal depth

High

Legal engineer

How do we turn this legal
work into a reliable system?

Workflows, automations, Al
solutions, tests, playbooks

High to medium

How should the legal

Budgets, vendors, metrics,

we configure it?

implementation

Legal operations . . . Medium
galop function run as a business? operating models
Which technology can solve Tool selection, configuration
Legal technologist this problem and how should ! 9 ! Medium

Software engineer

How do we build and
maintain the technical
product?

Code, APlIs, infrastructure,
production systems

Low to medium

Legal designer

How do we make the legal
experience clearer and more
usable?

User journeys, service
design, visual/legal
communication

Medium

In practice, one person may perform several of these functions. The useful question is not “Which

title is correct?” but “What outcomes is this person expected to deliver?”
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03/ SKILLS

The legal engineering skills matrix

You do not need to be world-class in every category. You do need enough range to

connect them.
Capability

Legal decomposition

What good looks like

Break a matter into issues, rules,
decisions, exceptions and evidence.

Example

Turn an NDA review standard into a
decision tree.

Process mapping

See sequence, handoffs, bottlenecks
and failure points.

Map contract intake from request to
signature.

Al literacy Understand model strengths, limitations, Build and test an extraction workflow.
prompts, context and evaluation.
Automation Use no-code/low-code logic, templates Generate documents from structured

and integrations.

intake.

Data thinking

Define fields, taxonomies, structured
outputs and metrics.

Create a clause-risk schema.

Product thinking

Prioritize user need, usability and
iteration.

Test a workflow with five lawyers before
rollout.

Change & adoption

Train, communicate, measure use and
remove friction.

Move a pilot from 10 enthusiasts to the
whole team.

Governance

Build human review, confidentiality and
quality controls.

Set review thresholds and approved-use
rules.

Self-assessment

Circle two strengths you already have and two capabilities you want to build next. Legal
engineering is usually a T-shaped profile: deep legal or technical expertise plus working

fluency across the rest.

THE LEGAL ENGINEER | LEGAL ENGINEERING STARTER GUIDE




04 [ METHOD

The six-step legal engineering loop

A tool is not the starting point. A legal problem is.

1. Frame
Define the user, problem, current outcome, risk and success metric.

2. Map
Document the actual workflow, including exceptions and handoffs.

3. Structure
Turn legal judgment into rules, fields, examples, playbooks and testable outputs.

4. Build

Choose the lightest technology capable of solving the problem.

5. Validate

Test on representative matters, edge cases and adversarial examples. Keep human review
where stakes require it.

6. Adopt + improve
Train users, measure usage and quality, collect feedback, iterate.

This loop borrows from process improvement, product design and legal design. Stanford's Legal
Design Lab similarly emphasizes human-centered design, piloting and evaluation rather than
technology for its own sake.
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05 / WORKED EXAMPLE

From “review this NDA” to an
engineered workflow

The goal is not to automate judgment away. It is to decide deliberately where judgment
belongs.

INPUTS
NDA, counterparty identity, transaction type, governing law, internal risk policy

STRUCTURED QUESTIONS

Is liability uncapped? Is the definition of Confidential Information too broad? Is residuals language
present? Is the term acceptable?

Al/ AUTOMATION LAYER
Extract clauses, classify deviations, compare against playbook, draft suggested fallback language

HUMAN REVIEW

Resolve ambiguous drafting, commercial trade-offs, unusual jurisdictional issues, high-risk
deviations

OUTPUT
Risk summary + redline + escalation flags + structured data

FEEDBACK LOOP
Track accepted suggestions, recurring deviations, false positives and turnaround time

Engineering question
Where can we standardize without pretending that every legal decision is deterministic?
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06 / PROJECT SELECTION

Should this work be engineered?

Score a candidate workflow before you buy or build anything.

Criterion Question Score 1-5
Volume Does this happen often? -
Repeatability Are the steps substantially -

similar each time?

Pain Is it slow, frustrating or error-
prone?
Structure Can inputs and outputs be

described clearly?

Data Can you access enough -
examples or source material?

Risk Can quality controls and -
human review be designed?

Value Would improvement matter to
clients, cost, speed or quality?

Interpretation: 28-35 = strong candidate. 20-27 = investigate. Below 20 = consider whether a simpler
process fix is enough.

Candidate workflow

Workflow/process:

Current turnaround time:

Most common failure point:

Desired outcome:
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07 / RESPONSIBLE Al

The legal Al implementation
checklist

Al-enabled legal work needs controls that ordinary productivity software does not.

O 0o oo dgogoodod

Define the permitted use case and prohibited uses.

Confirm confidentiality, privilege and data-handling requirements.

Use approved systems and understand whether inputs are retained or used for training.
Ground outputs in authoritative source material where possible.

Require citations or source traceability for research-heavy tasks.

Create representative test sets before deployment.

Test known edge cases, missing information and adversarial inputs.

Define when human review is mandatory.

Document responsibility for final legal work product.

Train users on verification, hallucination risk and escalation.

Monitor output quality after rollout; do not treat a successful pilot as permanent proof.

Review professional-conduct and jurisdiction-specific requirements.

Professional responsibility

ABA Formal Opinion 512 identifies competence, confidentiality, communication, supervision,
candor and reasonable fees among the obligations lawyers must consider when using
generative Al.
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08 / FIRST PROJECT

Your 30-day legal engineering
sprint

Pick one narrow workflow and produce something demonstrable.

WEEK 1— DISCOVER

Interview 2-3 users. Observe the current process. Collect examples. Define a metric. Do not
choose a tool yet.

WEEK 2 — DESIGN

Map the workflow. Define inputs, rules, exceptions and desired output. Decide what remains
human.

WEEK 3 —BUILD + TEST

Create a prototype with the lightest viable tool. Build a small test set. Record failures and
iterate.

WEEK 4 — PILOT + SHOW

Put it in front of real users. Measure time/quality/usability. Capture a before-and-after case
study for your portfolio.

Deliverables by day 30

e One process map

e One working prototype

e One test set with expected outputs

e One written risk/control note

e One two-page case study explaining problem, design, result and lessons

THE LEGAL ENGINEER | LEGAL ENGINEERING STARTER GUIDE



09 / CAREER

Where legal engineers work

The title can sit inside very different organizational models.

Law firms

Innovation, knowledge, practice transformation, Al enablement, client solutions and product teams.
In-house legal departments

Legal operations, contract transformation, Al strategy, knowledge and automation.

LegalTech companies

Solutions/legal engineering, product, implementation, customer success and go-to-market.
Consultancies / ALSPs

Workflow redesign, implementation, managed services and productization.

Courts / public-interest organizations

Access to justice, service design, legal information systems and responsible Al.

Do you need a law degree?

Not universally. The ABA’s description of the role does not require one, and organizations use the
title differently. Some vendor roles deliberately hire experienced lawyers because legal judgment and
credibility with practitioners are central; other roles are more technical or operational. Read the
responsibilities, not just the title.
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10 / PORTFOLIO

Five projects that prove you can do
the work

A portfolio is more persuasive when it shows your reasoning, not just a polished screen.

Contract playbook engine

Turn a 10-clause negotiation policy into a structured review workflow with fallback language and
escalation logic.

M&A diligence assistant

Create a schema for extracting change-of-control, assignment, termination and liability terms across
a small contract set.

Legal intake triage

Design a business-facing intake form that routes requests by risk, urgency and matter type.
Regulatory change workflow

Map how a legal team receives, assesses, assigns and closes regulatory updates.

Knowledge retrieval prototype

Build a small, cited Q&A experience over a curated policy or precedent collection and document its
limits.

Portfolio rule

For every project, show: the original problem - process map - design decisions - controls
- test method - result - what you would change next.
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11/ REFERENCE

Glossary + further reading

Keep this page. The vocabulary changes fast, but the underlying concepts are durable.
Agent: An Al system configured to pursue a multi-step objective using instructions, tools and/or
external data.

Automation: A system that performs predefined steps with reduced manual intervention.

Evaluation / eval: A repeatable method for measuring Al or workflow quality against expected
results.

Human in the loop: A design in which a person reviews, approves or intervenes at defined points.

No-code / low-code: Tools that let users build workflows or applications with little traditional
programming.

Prompt: Instructions and context supplied to a generative Al model.

RAG: Retrieval-augmented generation: retrieving relevant source material and providing it to the
model at answer time.

Workflow: A sequence of tasks, decisions, handoffs and outputs used to complete a piece of work.

Further reading

American Bar Association - How Legal Engineers Are Reshaping Modern Law Firms

Harvey - Legal Engineering: Role, Skills, and Resources

Harvey - Day in the Life: Legal Engineer

Legora - Why legal engineering could be the best new job in law

Simmons & Simmons - The rise of the Legal Engineer

Thomson Reuters - Future of Professionals Report 2026: Legal

Thomson Reuters - Forward-deployed engineering in patent law

Clio - 2025 Legal Trends Report

ABA Formal Opinion 512 - Generative Artificial Intelligence Tools

Stanford Law School - Legal Design Lab

CLOC - Core 12 / Legal Operations Competencies

American Society of Legal Engineers - What is a Legal Engineer?

THE LEGAL ENGINEER

Bridging the gap between legal tech and legal practice.
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https://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_practice/resources/law-technology-today/2025/legal-engineers-reshaping-modern-law-firms/
https://americanlegalengineers.org/what-is-a-legal-engineer/
https://cloc.org/compass/
https://law.stanford.edu/legal-design-lab/
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/professional_responsibility/ethics-opinions/aba-formal-opinion-512.pdf
https://www.clio.com/resources/legal-trends/read-online/
https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en-us/posts/innovation/expertise-meets-ai-sterne-kessler-and-thomson-reuters-set-new-standard/
https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en/institute/future-of-professionals-2026/report-legal
https://www.simmons-simmons.com/en/publications/cmt2pwk9l007cug842p74v9za/the-rise-of-the-legal-engineer-bridging-law-technology-innovation
https://legora.com/blog/suzanne-van-der-klip-why-legal-engineering-could-be-the-best-new-job-in-law
https://www.harvey.ai/blog/day-in-the-life-legal-engineer
https://www.harvey.ai/legal-engineer
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