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Market disruption: Digital, technology and AI 
 
The Managing Partners’ Forum’s talk on Market disruption: Part 2 – Digital, 
technology and AI at Moore Stephens’ offices discussed digital and technological 
disruption in professional services, and the opportunities and challenges of emerging 
technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI). Ian Jeffries, managing partner at 
Lewis Silkin, introduced the session with the proposition that, based on Clayton 
Christensen’s theory of disruptive innovation, the legal sector has not seen real 
disruption – at least not yet. According to Christensen, disruptive innovation changes 
an industry’s structure and market, with innovative new entrants replacing long-term 
incumbents.  
 
Nor has there been serious technological disruption, challenged Jeffries, with 90% of 
most law firms’ tech budgets focused on maintenance and continuous improvement 
around resilience security, system integrity, user experience, cost reduction and 
access to information. But disruption is coming. The last 10% of the law firm IT 
budget is looking at data centric ways of using tech, particularly AI and predictive 
analytics. FinTech is already big business, and ProfTech (professional services 
technology) and LawTech are finally beginning to catch up. 
 
Jeffries introduced two ProfTech pioneers, Alex Hamilton, co-founder and CEO at 
NewLaw firm Radiant Law and Mark Sykes, who leads BDODrive and is UK head of 
BDO’s digital disruptor group, Business Services and Accounting team, to explain 
how tech is used as a disruptor within their business models and to predict the next 
big thing in tech innovation. Finally, “What is the end game for professional services 
once tech disruption has run its course?” he asked These were excellent questions, 
particularly the interesting proposition that tech disruption might be a finite process 
rather than an ongoing evolution. 
 
Hamilton is an early ‘NewLaw’ challenger. Eight years ago, he proposed innovative 
changes at Latham & Watkins, where he was a partner, to no avail. So, he left and 
established Radiant Law on an entirely different business model: Radiant Law was 
one of the first law firms to move away from the billable hour. Meanwhile, he 
explains, Latham & Watkins continued to thrive, and in fact became the world’s most 
profitable law firm. Notwithstanding the legal sector’s current focus – and ‘innovation’ 
is more than a buzzword as many firms are investing heavily in ‘innovation’ roles and 
initiatives – there is no guaranteed correlation between disruption/innovation and 
profit.   
 
Tech disruption happens when new models rapidly emerge and are superseded, 
sometimes by lesser, but cheaper products, services and platforms, says Hamilton. 
He does not believe that the tech model of disruption is applicable to the legal sector 
which is being disrupted by multiple factors, not all of which involve tech.  
 



AI is this year’s disruption – last year’s was big data, and next year’s is probably 
blockchain and smart contracts. When people talk about legal AI, they tend to blur 
two concepts: general AI, the stuff of science fiction, whereby lawyers are replaced 
by robots; and narrow AI, where natural language processing, machine learning and 
deep learning are combined to create classification engines and expert systems that 
add value in areas that are mostly irrelevant to law itself. 
 
Hamilton explains that the catalyst for the current legal AI tools was the US litigation 
system, with the extensive ediscovery due diligence that produced the legal process 
outsourcing (LPO) industry, much which is now being replaced by automation. But 
lawyers do more than figure out the relevance of documents. 
 
Hamilton observes that another product of tech disruption is the rise of the legal 
futurists. “There is no end game for professional services in terms of technology; 
however, we cannot ignore digital transformation which has shifted legal operations 
from documents to data, from a contracting model to a data-centric format.”  
 
“Equally, it is important to recognise that law is predicated on relationships, not data. 
And automation makes it even more wrong to charge by the hour.” 
 
Mark Sykes has spent the last four years working on digital transformation at BDO. 
His remit was to try out new tools and applications and inform the wider business, 
applying emerging technology to commercial reality. The first step was to decide 
what the organisation needed, and then to build or buy it. “If it’s out there, buy it,” he 
says. “An off-the-shelf product may have additional functionality you hadn’t 
considered initially. If what you want or need isn’t out there, you have to bite the 
bullet and build it. It’s not just about technology,” he adds. “How you approach it is 
equally important.”  
 
The biggest lesson of digital disruption is engaging with the market and changing 
people’s roles accordingly. Accenture predicted that there was a 94% chance that 
jobs would be lost in the accounting profession, due to technology and digital 
transformation. This is already happening. But the biggest changes are not around 
AI, which does not necessarily change things, but around process automation. Tax 
advisors analyse vast reams of data to advise their clients. And data analysis is 
precisely what technology does best.  
 
Accenture’s 94% prediction was a wake-up call to businesses to change how we 
interact with our clients and think about the challenges around changing behaviours. 
Survival for professional services firms is about moving away from process and 
compliance. When BDO introduced a shared services centre, sales went up 38% 
and profits increased by a couple of million pounds. When you automate processes, 
teams can’t hide behind being busy. 
 
Time-based billing rewards people for being busy, not by results. Sykes agrees with 
Hamilton that this has to stop. “Otherwise it’s a race to zero, as automation will make 
LPO even cheaper,” says Sykes. “We need to embrace the digital challenge and use 
it to drive up service, rather than drive down prices. For me, the end-game is to drive 
up service.”  
 



A lively Q&A session included whether it is easier for a challenger (Hamilton) or an 
intrapreneur within the partnership structure (Sykes) to disrupt professional services. 
Hamilton acknowledges that NewLaw not disrupted the legal partnership model, 
although it is influencing how corporates evaluate external advisers. 
 
There was general agreement that business leaders need to address the potential 
for AI and automated data capture and analysis to disrupt organisational structures 
and career paths. Hamilton observes: “We can’t make progress without 
fundamentally changing the business model, and the employment model will evolve 
as core competencies change.”  
 
Finally, Sykes offers both a warning and an inspiration. “As leaders, we have a 
personal and social responsibility to embrace tech. Otherwise, the UK will fall behind 
other countries as 30% of jobs are lost and 40% are created.”  
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