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ortune 500 companies are locked

in a high-stakes Al arms race, with

massive investments being made

to secure a competitive advantage.

Industry surveys reinforce this trend,
signaling a major shift in corporate operations.
But what about legal departments? Traditionally
viewed as cautious and risk-averse, there is a sea
change where legal operations are also embrac-
ing Al and advanced technologies under mounting
pressure to do more with less.

In fact, the annual Harbor Law Department Survey
confirms that legal teams are actively integrating Al
and other technological advancements to navigate
their evolving challenges.

Workload Pressures Amid Hiring Stagnation

Corporate legal departments are facing height-
ened demands, yet hiring remains largely stag-
nant. According to the survey, while 64% of legal
departments expanded between 2022 and 2023,
more than half report no expected increases in
headcount moving forward. When hiring does
occur, 42% of departments plan to recruit primar-
ily lawyers, with significantly fewer additions in
support (27%) and operations staff (19%).

This hiring stagnation presents a critical chal-
lenge: how can legal teams manage rising
demands without expanding their workforce? The
answer lies in strategically optimizing resources—
leveraging technology, automating routine tasks,
and refining processes to maximize efficiency.
Legal leaders must ensure that high-value legal
work remains the focus of attorneys while deploy-
ing innovative solutions to streamline administra-
tive and operational functions.

Al's Expanding Role in Law Departments
Al is poised to be a game-changer for legal
departments, driving efficiency, reducing costs,
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and enhancing service delivery. Organizations are
increasingly investing in generative Al (genAl) tools
and upgraded legal tech solutions to optimize doc-
ument management, streamline workflows, and
improve decision-making. But merely adopting Al
tools isn't enough—success depends on a thought-
ful and strategic implementation approach.

To fully realize Al's potential, law department
leaders should:

* Conduct in-depth assessments to ensure
Al tools align with their specific operational
needs and integrate seamlessly into existing
workflows.

* Provide comprehensive training and change
management support to maximize adoption
and effectiveness.

+ Continuously monitor and refine Al-driven solu-
tions based on real-world performance and
user feedback.

Technology alone is not a silver bullet. But when
implemented strategically, Al can significantly
enhance legal teams’ ability to manage increasing
workloads while maintaining service excellence.

The Competitive Edge of Strategic Law Firms

Beyond internal challenges, corporate legal
departments are also reassessing their rela-
tionships with outside counsel. Law firms that
embrace technology, project management, and
financial transparency are emerging as preferred
partners, offering clients greater predictability
and cost efficiency.

Legal teams now prioritize firms that:

* Provide transparent, predictable pricing models.

« Excel in project management, optimizing effi-
ciency and responsiveness.
* Maintain strong e-billing compliance to stream-
line invoicing and budget tracking.
Forward-thinking law firms recognize that their
corporate clients are under increasing financial
and operational pressures. The real opportunity
lies in proactively introducing innovative partner-
ship models that enhance collaboration while
being both cost-conscious and operationally
effective. Firms that bring not just legal expertise
but also strategic, tech-driven solutions will set
themselves apart in a competitive market.

Embracing the Future: A Strategic, Tech-
Enabled Approach

As corporate law departments prepare for
continued workload growth amid hiring con-
straints, their success will depend on an inte-
grated approach—one that harmonizes internal
resources, external partnerships, and technol-
ogy-driven solutions. Legal operations leaders
who embrace efficiency-driven strategies—
whether through advanced Al adoption, opti-
mized staffing models, or strategic law firm
partnerships—will be best positioned to navi-
gate these pressures and drive long-term value
for their organizations.

The legal industry’s future belongs to those
who innovate, adapt, and implement thoughtful
strategies to meet the evolving demands of the
business world.

Lauren Chung is Practice Group Lead, Strategy +
Transformation at Harbor.
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