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Over the past eighteen months, a new phrase has moved rapidly from the margins of legal-tech

discourse into the mainstream: the rise of the “AI-native law firm.” Like “NewLaw” before it, the

term is elastic and at risk of overuse. But beneath the hype sits a more consequential question

—one that goes to the heart of how legal services are structured and how they may evolve.
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Are AI-native and AI-first firms simply another iteration of boutique experimentation, or are

they early manifestations of the kind of disruptive force Clayton Christensen described in The

Innovator’s Dilemma? When viewed through that lens, these firms look less like curiosities and

more like early fabric-change signals—indicators that the underlying architecture of the legal

market may be beginning to shift in ways incumbent firms are structurally ill-prepared to

respond to.

The Rise of AI-Native and AI-First Firms 
Although the concept has been discussed for years, the phenomenon of truly AI-native firms is

recent. Between 2024 and 2026, fifteen to twenty firms launched globally with models that

place AI at the center of legal service delivery. They fall loosely into two categories: AI-native and

AI-first.

We define AI-native firms as those in which AI is part of the client-facing output. They include:

The SRA-authorized Garfield.Law in the United Kingdom; 

US-based Crosby, which touts itself as an “Agentic Law Firm” offering contract reviews with

turnaround times measured in hours; 

Covenant, which focuses on private-markets documentation; 

Norm Law LLP, a firm built alongside the Norm AI platform; 

Eudia Counsel, authorized under Arizona’s ABS regime; and 

Landfall IP, a patent boutique founded explicitly as an AI-native practice. 

Some firms sit slightly to the side of the traditional partnership model, such as Virgil, an AI-

enabled legal and operational services hybrid for startups, and Frontier Law Center, which has

positioned itself as the first firm built atop the Eve AI platform.

Alongside these stand a second group of AI-first boutiques. These firms are not necessarily AI-

native in their regulatory or ownership structures, but their operating models are heavily

shaped by AI. They include:

Pierson Ferdinand, a partner-only firm with no associates and a strong commitment to AI-

mediated workflows; 

Three Points Law in the UK, built around the Legora platform; 

Avantia, which has developed an internal AI agent (Ava) to support corporate and asset-

management work; and 
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Several IP-focused practices that have embraced AI-driven drafting and automation. 

Sprintlaw, the Australian SME-focused firm founded years earlier, also made a significant AI-

driven transformation in 2025 that reshaped its internal architecture and economics.

In 2026, five additional AI law firms have come out of stealth, including AI-native firms General

Legal, Arcline, LegalOS, Justpoint, and AI-first boutique FairPlay Law. The influx of new

AI law firms in the early part of this year represents a steep uptick in this kind of activity in the

market. It also indicates a shift in the market towards AI-native and beyond AI-enhanced

boutique, with most of these structurally embedding AI in their infrastructure and output. 

We’re also seeing developments in terms of who is running these firms and how they play in

the market. General Legal, for example, has a founding team of former Thomson Reuters

and Casetext leaders. FairPLay Law was founded by Sanjay Kamlani, formerly of Pangea3

(which was acquired by Thomson Reuters in 2010). These are experienced tech founders who

have now turned to running AI-native law firms, suggesting they may take a tech-first

approach. 

Three of these new firms (General Legal, Arcline, and LegalOS) are in the Winter 2026 cohort of Y

Combinator (YC), another indication that these firms are establishing themselves as tech

startups (with a side of legal services). The only previous law firm to have been part of a YC

cohort was Atrium. Justpoint was approved as an Alternative Business Structure (ABS) by the

Arizona Supreme Court prior to launching this year, the first AI-native mass tort firm to gain

this status, with Eudia Counsel also previously earning ABS status. 

All of these signals suggest a new playing field. Unlike NewLaw firms of the past, many of these

AI-native firms intend to operate in the market like technology companies. 
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AI-Native and AI-First Law Firms (2024–2026)

While it’s true the total list of AI law firms is still small relative to the global legal market, its

significance lies less in its scale and more in its pattern. These firms are emerging where

regulatory environments allow for experimentation (the SRA in England and Wales; Arizona’s

ABS regime) or in ecosystems where venture-backed AI companies sit adjacent to legal work. A

meaningful subset of these new entrants is also enabled by legal AI platforms that have

matured to the point where their founders see an opportunity to deliver legal services directly. 

That adjacency – technology company on one side, law firm on the other – is not entirely new,

and readers will rightly recall the experience of Atrium, the high-profile legal startup founded in

2017 that ultimately shut down in 2020. Atrium’s failure is often cited as evidence that “tech

plus law firm” is a flawed proposition. But that reading misses the more instructive lesson.

Atrium was, in many respects, early and directionally correct: it identified genuine

inefficiencies in how legal services were delivered to startups and recognized that software

could play a central role in rethinking the model, but it underestimated the degree to which

legal services are shaped by professional norms, trust, risk allocation, and law firm economics.

Its product and service model was insufficiently grounded in how legal work is actually valued,

purchased, and regulated.
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What distinguishes the current wave of AI-native and AI-first firms is not simply better

technology, but greater alignment between technical capability, legal expertise, and market

reality. Today’s entrants are more likely to be founded or led by experienced lawyers, or by teams

that have invested heavily in understanding legal workflows and incentives. At the same time,

generative AI has crossed a threshold at which it can credibly perform substantive portions of

legal work, not just workflow management or document assembly. Atrium may have been early;

today’s firms are operating in a context where the same thesis has a far greater chance of

holding.

So, is the rise of AI-native firms hype? No. The cohort remains small, but its shape

is coherent and its attributes consistent. This is not noise. It is an early trendline.

What ‘AI-Native’ Really Means 
Media coverage often treats “AI-native” as a branding exercise. In practice, it denotes

something far more consequential: a re-design of legal production.

Across both AI-native and AI-first firms, several characteristics recur. 

First, AI sits in the production line, not merely in the toolkit. It performs first-pass drafting,

synthesis, issue-spotting, review, and iteration. Human lawyers remain accountable for

judgment and quality, but they increasingly supervise outputs rather than generate every line

themselves. The relationship between human and machine shifts from augmentation to co-

production.

Second, these firms operate with a compressed leverage model. Many have no associates at all;

others use far fewer junior lawyers than traditional firms. Work is deliberately scoped,

repeatable, and throughput-oriented. This does not represent a loss of expertise, but a

relocation of expertise to the point of supervision rather than execution.

Third, these models support non-hourly pricing at scale. Fixed fees, subscriptions, and

transaction-based pricing become viable not because firms accept lower margins, but because

AI flattens marginal cost. Output can scale faster than headcount.

Together, these features distinguish AI-native firms not only from traditional partnerships but

also from earlier NewLaw and ALSP models, which focused primarily on labor arbitrage and

process optimization. AI-native firms change the unit economics of legal delivery itself.

The Christensen Question:

Are These Firms Disruptive?
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Christensen’s insight in The Innovator’s Dilemma was not that incumbents are complacent,

anti-technology, or incapable of innovation. In fact, his research showed the opposite:

established companies are often very good at innovating, but they innovate in ways that are

disciplined, and tightly aligned with their existing business models, client expectations, and

profit structures. They invest in improvements that make sense for their current customers,

reinforce their existing economics, and protect their core sources of revenue. 

What they struggle to do is respond effectively to entrants whose models look inferior,

uneconomic, or misaligned with “how the market works” – at least at first. Because these

challengers serve different clients, operate with different cost structures, and pursue different

incentives, incumbents tend to underestimate them or dismiss them as irrelevant. By the time

the new model matures and begins to appeal to more demanding customers, the incumbent’s

own structures (including pricing, staffing, governance, and culture) often make it extremely

difficult to respond without undermining the very model that made them successful.

Applied to law, the question is not whether large firms are adopting AI – they clearly are. The

question is whether they can adopt AI without undermining the leverage-based economic

structures on which they depend.

From that perspective, AI-native firms look increasingly like Christensen-style disruptors.

Initially, many targeted work that incumbents were structurally disinclined to prioritize: high-

volume contracts, standardized fund documentation, patent drafting, debt

recovery, and plaintiff-side intake. This mirrored classic low-end disruption.

But the Pierson Ferdinand example complicates that story.

Are AI-First Firms Already Taking Top-

Tier Work?
In at least some cases, the answer is yes.

Pierson Ferdinand is not competing on price by deploying junior labor more cheaply. It is

competing on structure: senior lawyers delivering top-tier work with AI replacing time, not

judgment. That work would historically have been performed by elite firms with layers of

associates. The difference is not quality, but model.

This challenges a comforting assumption held by many incumbents: that AI-driven disruption

will remain confined to commoditized work. Christensen warned repeatedly that disruption is

often misdiagnosed precisely because it does not look like disruption at first. When

challengers begin to serve premium clients with alternative models, incumbents are often

already late.
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The implication is not that elite firms are about to be displaced wholesale. It’s that the

economic logic that supports large associate pyramids is being quietly eroded from below and,

in some cases, from the side.

AI-Native Firms as Fabric-Change Signals
Viewed in isolation, AI-native firms can be dismissed as edge cases. Viewed collectively, they

form part of a broader pattern of fabric change in the legal industry.

Several signals are now appearing simultaneously:

Senior-heavy, junior-light firm structures

AI-first workflow design rather than AI retrofitting

Regulatory experimentation enabling new ownership and delivery models

Vendor–firm adjacency, where AI platforms spawn or enable law firms

Normalization of fixed-fee and subscription pricing

Declining importance of physical offices and geography

None of these trends is new on its own. What is new is their coalescence in a market that is

shifting and changing.

AI-native firms are important not because they will replace traditional firms, but because

they demonstrate that alternative legal production systems are now viable. They make visible

what was previously theoretical.

The Real Risk for Incumbents
The greatest risk facing incumbent law firms is not technological, it's structural.

Most large firms are rationally optimized around assumptions that have underpinned their

success for decades: high-margin bespoke work, leverage-based profitability, junior-heavy

delivery models, and pricing tied to time. These assumptions are deeply embedded in

governance, promotion pathways, and client relationships.

Seen through this lens, the dominant response to generative AI is entirely predictable. While a

small number of firms are exploring genuinely new operating models, most are deploying AI to

accelerate existing processes: drafting faster, researching more efficiently, and

improving utilization. This reinforces the current business model rather than challenging it.
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This is not a failure of imagination. It is a rational response to incentives. Redesigning

workflows in ways that meaningfully reduce junior labor or destabilize hourly billing would

undermine the economics on which many firms depend. As Christensen observed, incumbents

rarely ignore disruptive technology; instead, they adopt it in ways that delay confrontation with

its destabilizing implications.

There are signs this tension is already playing out. Alongside widespread AI adoption, the

market is seeing an acceleration of mergers, consolidation, and scale-driven strategies. These

moves may be sensible, but they suggest many firms are doubling down on familiar levers

rather than rethinking the underlying production model.

This is where AI-native and AI-first firms become strategically significant. If

they demonstrate that high-quality legal work can be delivered at scale with radically different

staffing, pricing, and cost structures, they expose a structural vulnerability in the incumbent

model—even if they never dominate the market.

It's also possible that today’s AI-native firms are not the final form of disruption. The more

profound challenge may come from individuals or micro-teams operating outside

traditional firm structures: senior rainmakers fluent in generative AI, partnered with data

scientists and mature platforms, delivering top-tier work with minimal overhead. In that

scenario, the threat is not a new competitor, but the unbundling of the firm itself.

Final Thoughts
AI-native and AI-first firms remain a small part of the legal market, but size is not the right

measure of their significance. What matters is what they reveal: that legal work can now be

delivered through fundamentally different production architectures.

These firms show that AI can compress the labor required to deliver legal expertise, weakening

the long-standing coupling between revenue and headcount. Senior lawyers can supervise AI-

generated work at scale, altering assumptions about leverage, pricing, and firm structure. Even

if most AI-native firms remain niche, that shift alone challenges the economic logic of the

traditional law firm.

Seen through the lens of The Innovator’s Dilemma, the risk for incumbents is not technological

lag but structural inertia. Most firms are adopting AI in ways that reinforce existing models. Far

fewer are asking whether those models remain fit for purpose.

AI-native firms do not answer that question, but they make it impossible to ignore.

In the coming weeks, LTH will be interviewing a number of these AI-first and AI-native law firms

in a new ongoing series called The Law Firm Rebooted. Stay tuned.
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