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Legal Lab 2026 revealed an industry shifting decisively from discussion to action, as
firms and law departments confront the realities of implementing Al, modernizing delivery
models, and adapting to accelerating structural change across the profession.

The Accelerate Era: From experimentation to execution

The legal industry has officially crossed the threshold from theory to action. We have entered the Accelerate Era,
a market cycle defined by speed, intense pressure, and structural change. This is not a moment for incremental
improvement; it is a reset of how legal work is delivered, valued, and scaled. Success will belong to those who act
with intent, navigate ambiguity, and accelerate with purpose.

Now in its 12th year, Harbor’s Legal Lab is an invitation- This year's participants included GCs and legal operations
only leadership forum that brings together senior legal leaders from Fortune 500 companies and household

and business leaders from law departments and law name brands — BNY, Freddie Mac, General Motors,

firms across North America for candid, off-the-record Google, Meta, and The Walt Disney Company among
dialogue on the forces reshaping the legal industry. them — alongside C-Suite leaders from Am Law 100 and
Held under Chatham House Rule, the forum is designed Global 200 firms such as Arnold & Porter, McDermott,

to move beyond theory and create space for honest Milbank and Reed Smith.

conversation, peer exchange, and practical thinking
about what's working.

Harbor's Legal Lab 2026 convened around a single
defining question: how do organizations move from
Al experimentation to real execution?
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The macro shifts redefining legal operations

To drive meaningful change, organizations must shift how they think about technology, data, and value:

From tools to operating models

Alis no longer a localized add-on; it is becoming embedded and invisible
within daily operations. The tech cycle has shortened, requiring lawyers and
leadership to evolve from tech users into active workflow designers and in
some cases, builders. We even heard that certain Am Law firm leaders are vibe
coding into the night.

The trust constraint

The primary barrier to Al adoption is no longer capability; it is confidence and
governance. Traditional Al committees are slowing innovation; tools are moving
faster than policy, making modern governance an immediate priority. “2026 is
about using Al to fully automate processes”.

The pricing inversion

The billable hour is increasingly misaligned with both client value and lawyer
compensation. Fixed fees once favored legal departments; today's Al-driven
efficiencies have flipped that equation, putting fixed and outcome-based
pricing squarely in the interest of law firms for certain types of legal work. As
one Global Head of Legal Ops put it: “l used to ask for fixed fees for the client's
benefit. Now | ask for them for the firm’s benefit.”

Data as a bottleneck

Clean, connected data remains the foundational bottleneck. Roughly 80%
of the effort in successful Al execution resides in the unglamorous work of
aggregating, integrating, and maintaining high-quality data.” “Do we need a
data lake - does it become a data swamp?”

Breaking talent models

Traditional entry-level legal work is shrinking, giving rise to hybrid, Al-fluent
roles. Navigating this shift requires adaptive leadership and intentional
enablement to overcome cultural resistance and fear. Some companies are
now setting an explicit target: an “Al-native” workforce - legal included -
by 2030.
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Action plan: 5 immediate imperatives for leadership

Drawn from the consensus that emerged in the room, these five strategic imperatives form a collective blueprint for law
firms and legal departments to scale with confidence:

Reframe pricing

Shift fee structures toward tangible outcomes and transparency. With the right data, talent, and
technology, both margins and value can increase. “We [law firms and legal departments] have never
experienced the same issue at the same time."

Build trust faster

Establish clear Al usage rules and agile governance structures that protect the organization without
paralyzing innovation. Some firms are achieving this by setting aggressive adoption targets - starting with
assistants and associates.

Modernize data infrastructure
Prioritize and invest heavily in data integration, aggregation and quality.

Redesign operating models
Rebuild daily workflows around unified platforms rather than isolated "island” tools, and compress internal
approval cycles. "We can just figure it out with a low-code Al solution rather than waiting on IT approval.”

Rethink career paths
Proactively develop talent models and skill sets aligned with Al-driven legal realities and shifts in the
Associate profit curve models.
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The Legal Lab POV: 10 defining shifts

Alis moving from tools Organizations are rebuilding workflows around Al.
to operating model

Al is becoming embedded and invisible in daily work.

Lawyers and management, both in-house and at firms, are evolving into
designers of workflows and, increasingly, builders of their own Al tools.

Legal Lab POV: The tech cycle has shortened. Navigating technology in
today's legal ecosystem requires a different skill set and approach.

Trust has become the The main barrier is confidence, not capability.
central constraint

Clients demand transparency and proof of value.

Legal Lab POV: Al committees of the past are slowing innovation; tools
are moving faster than policy and consensus. Governance needs immediate
attention.

The economics of legal Billable hour beginning to erode as client fee and lawyer compensation is
are under pressure increasingly misaligned.

Shift toward fixed and outcome-based pricing is accelerating.

Legal Lab POV: Fixed fees used to be in the best interest of legal
departments, today they are in the best interest of the firms.
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Value is being redefined
around outcomes

Focus on reducing spend, shortening cycle times, and better work.

Automation and self-service are expanding.

Legal Lab POV: There is a need for real value frameworks to measure
business impact, moving beyond traditional tech-centric ROl measurements.

Datais the foundation -
but still the bottleneck

Clean, connected and complete data is critical.

Most organizations are still early in data maturity.

Legal Lab POV: Data is foundational, 80% of the work is in aggregating,
integrating and maintaining good data. It's not sexy, but it needs to be done.

Build vs. buy has become
build and buy

Al enables rapid internal development.

Organizations must balance internal builds with external platforms.

Legal Lab POV: Opportunity is coming to bring bought and built assets
together. Will the platform play win out over the island operating model —
or will agentic Al extend the boundaries of platform products themselves?

Talent models are breaking
and reforming

Entry-level work is shrinking.

Demand for hybrid, Al-fluent roles is rising.

Legal Lab POV: New roles, new skills and new ways of lawyering are
emerging in line with Al and the realities of the market.

Change management is
the hardest problem

Cultural resistance and fear are major barriers.

Success requires top-down direction and bottom-up experimentation.

Real investment in adoption and enablement is critical.

Legal Lab POV: Adaptive leadership and new methods of enablement will
define the next era.
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Collaboration is becoming
a differentiator

Client-firm relationships are narrowing in number and working toward
evolving partnerships.

Shared tools and workflows are emerging.

Legal Lab POV: Real value is in thought partnerships and navigating

together.

Speed is now a strategic
capability

Competitive advantage comes from rapid experimentation, the ability to
scale what works and communicating measurable value delivered.

Legal Lab POV: We are in a moment of “slowing down to speed up”.

Shape the future of the legal industry

The legal industry is at a defining moment. Al, economic
pressure, and changing expectations are converging
rapidly and the Accelerate Era is not just about moving
faster, but about moving differently.

The insights driving this action plan were forged through
candid, off-the-record dialogue among senior legal and
business leaders havigating these pressures in real-time.

The future of legal will not be decided by those who wait
for clarity. It will be shaped by those who act with intent,
partner through ambiguity, and accelerate with purpose.

Legal Lab is a by-application forum. If you would like to be
considered for a future edition, we invite you to apply to
participate. See next page for details.




Get involved

Legal Lab is a by-application, in-person leadership forum.

If you would like to be considered for a future edition,
we invite you to apply to participate.



https://surveys.harborglobal.com/s3/2027-Legal-Lab-Participation-Application

