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Smarter Legal Research

with GenAl:

Tips and Tricks for Accurate and

Efficient Results

Artificial intelligence is here to stay. Learn how to use it effectively for legal
research purposes and how to identify hallucinations and other bad output.

BY KRISTOPHER TURNER

Imagine yourself as a judge reading a brief.

The writing and argument are capable, but

you notice citations to cases you have never
seen before. Curious, you check for the cases

in Fastcase, only to discover there are no cases
with those names. Confused, you check other
sources with the same result. The cases do not
exist. They have been hallucinated, or made up,
by a generative Al (GenAl) research tool. This
is not an imaginary situation; it has happened
numerous times in courts across the country, as
most famously reported in the New York Times
in May 2023.!

Since then, the GenAl tools have improved,
but concerns remain. GenAl tools can be a
powerful method for unearthing legal resources
that will make your professional life easier, but
only when they are used competently and in line
with well-established research guidelines. As
GenAl tools continue to evolve and more legal
professionals adopt them into their daily work-
flows, it will become even more incumbent on
attorneys to understand both the potential and
the limitations of these tools and to know what
to consider when using them for research.

Legal Research and Al: Ethics and

Integration

Competent legal research is a fundamental

skill expected of all practicing attorneys. Legal
research is an undercurrent flowing through
the Rules of Professional Conduct for Attorneys,
touching on subjects ranging from meritorious
claims to diligence to confidentiality to compe-
tence. GenAl tools can make compliance with
these rules more complicated by introducing
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new features that, at times, can seem equally
magical and frustrating.

Just as with all technology that lawyers use
to do their jobs, GenAl must first be understood
and used on a fundamentally competent level.
Comment 8 to SCR 20:1.1 explicitly states that
lawyers must keep current on changes in the
law and practice, “including the benefits and
risks associated with relevant technology.”
Whether we like it or not, GenAl is a relevant
technology that has the capability to improve
lawyers' research skills and cut down on inef-
ficient practices.

In a bid to streamline the time that lawyers
and other legal professionals spend on legal
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research, numerous companies have
introduced GenAl tools into their plat-
forms. Thomson Reuters (CoCounsel),
Lexis (Protégé), Bloomberg Law (Al
Answers and Summarization), and
VLex/Fastcase (Vincent) are just the
most well-known legal-specific re-
search tools.? Each of these tools can

be purchased as an add on (with the
exception of Bloomberg Law, which

has one single price for all its tools and
features) to the already familiar search
strategies and content found in each
company’s database. Additionally, many
of the most popular GenAl tools, such
as ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini, can

do basic research, though the returns
diminish with tools that are not focused
on the complicated area of legal-specific
content. As time goes on, these tools
will become further ingrained in the
platforms as more attorneys familiarize
themselves with GenAl.

Researching with GenAl: Start with

Effective Prompting
Many attorneys begin digital legal
research with a search in their favorite
legal research tool. That search could be
a terms-and-connectors search, in which
you use symbols and tech shorthand
to craft searches that provide targeted
results, such as “negligent homicide” /p
run!, which is a search for resources that
have the phrase “negligent homicide”
in the same paragraph as any word that
starts with the letters R-U-N. Others
use natural-language searches, which
are simply Google-esque searches in
which you include certain keywords or
questions that you want the resulting re-
sources to either answer or include. Both
legal research strategies remain vital
to proper legal research because they
can help validate Al results and because
some areas of law require more specific
human-created searches that remain
superior to searches generated by Al
Legal research with GenAl tools is
quite different from these more estab-
lished methods. Instead of creating a
search that brings back a list of results,
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the goal is to draft a thoughtful and
detailed prompt, the result of which is
output that is an effective starting point
to build on using one’s own expertise.
There is an entire cottage industry sur-
rounding the effective creation of these
prompts called “prompt engineering.”
Clio and Lexis, for example, have sug-
gestions for molding proper prompting
to legal work.?

Seven Tips for Prompting

As you begin your work, keep in mind

these prompting tips (the seven Ps) to get

the most out of your GenAl tool of choice:
1) Persona: Determine the perspec-

tive and tone you want the Al to take.

Do you want cases that help the defense

or the prosecution? Do you want the
resulting output to be legalistic or some-
thing a layperson could read? This will
help you and others more quickly build
off the result down the line.

2) Product: Tell the Al what the final
product should be. Do you want a list of
cases, statutes, or secondary sources? Do
you want them listed in a research memo
orjust a bulleted list with key passages
excerpted? Again, this gives you a firmer
foundation on which to build and will
save you from further refining later.

3) Prompt: Clearly ask the Al to
perform a specific task. This can be as
simple as one action verb, such as “re-
search” or “analyze” or “draft.”
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4) Purpose: Give the Al a reason for
the prompt. Explaining the why, such as
“the cases will be used to provide a de-
fense against the castle doctrine,” will
give more nuance to the Al and make it
more likely to highlight cases that are
relevant to that aspect of the research.

5) Prime: This is all about context.
Give the Al an appropriate amount of
details, such as where the case will be
argued and basic facts of the case that
could help the Al find on-point and
similar cases.

6) Privacy: Do not overshare. Do not
include a client’s name or other person-
ally identifiable information. Only share
relevant information that you would be
comfortable sharing in a public filing.

7) Polish: Continue the conversation
with the Al to refine the results or the
output. Anything that Al generates
must be vetted and reviewed for ac-
curacy. While each of these seven tips
is important, this might be the most
important one.

Anyone can feed a question into an Al
tool and get an answer. However, if you
keep these seven Ps in mind, you will not
only get a better answer but also get it
faster without constant and continued
refinements.

GenAl Legal Research Red Flags
With continued practice in creating
effective Al prompts, benefits of using
Al'will soon appear. Al tools can, in
seconds, summarize cases relevant to
afact pattern in a particular jurisdic-
tion, answer questions with cited and
sourced case law, or point toward a
secondary source that examines a situ-
ation in further depth. The time saved is
an immediate and obvious benefit.
However, the job is not yet done.
Lawyers are still responsible for their
work (and for the work of people they
supervise) — the Al is not signing off
on the research. That means you must
check that the cases Al provided and the
assertions Al made are all legitimate.
Some Al experts have flipped the old
saying “trust but verify” on its head
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when dealing with generated content.
You must verify, then trust.

case does not exist. Or there might be a

Seventh Circuit uses a five-factor test,”

Waming Signs of Inaccurate Results with no cite. This assertion must be

Some warning signs that the
information generated is not accurate
are the following:

Uncited statements or unlinked
case names: The major legal database
Al tools will provide links to the cases
they locate via Al searching. However,
there are times when a case will not be
linked. This is a very clear sign that the

of a cite suggests that it is not true.
Cites to headnotes or bad law: Even
if a case is on point and is linked, the Al
tool could be inappropriately reaching
beyond reasonable sources to answer
the user’s question. The Al tools may
read headnotes or overturned cases as
legitimate authority for an argument.

statement, such as “In fair use cases, the

checked for validity because the absence
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The person doing the research must
check each case to make sure that
the “winning” point that the Al has
made and that seems to be perfect for
the situation is from an opinion, not
merely a headnote, and that the opin-
ion still carries precedential value.
Mild hallucinations or logistical
confusion: According to a 2024 study,
one in six cases that Westlaw and
Lexis provided with their GenAl tools
was misleading.* What this means is
that the cited case did exist, but it did
not provide support for the argument
that the Al tool was making or was
about an entirely different subject,
rendering the research a waste. Other
times, the Al relied on persuasive au-
thority exclusively. Once again, check-
ing the cases to make sure they are on
point and relevant (that is, polishing)
is a step that must not be skipped.
The more general the tool, the
more likely a problem: Legal research
platforms such as Lexis, Westlaw,
and Bloomberg have trained their Al
tools on their resources and data. This
means that those Als can better un-
derstand legal questions and research
and respond in kind with case law
or statutes (though as we have seen,
results can still vary). General tools,
such as ChatGPT, are trained on other
sets of data, which can potentially pro-
vide better overviews, but also dilute
results: the Als become confused
about how to best answer a complicat-
ed research question. If you research

with a general tool (that likely costs
less), be aware that even more due
diligence on your part will be required,
concerning both the accuracy of the
results and the privacy of the informa-
tion entered into the prompt.
Answers that seem too good to
be true: One recurring problem that
has persisted through the various
iterations of GenAl tools is a tendency
to be overly agreeable with the user.®
This eager-to-please behavior could
result in the human user missing
important counterarguments or
believing that one has a winning case
when the case is filled with holes. The
Al-competent legal researcher can
overcome this shortcoming by ap-
proaching results with skepticism and
using the Al-generated output as an
efficient method for quickly gather-
ing a first round of results, which can
then serve as scaffolding on which to
set confirmed research findings.

Researching Smarter with GenAl:
Critically Assess Results and
Enhance Skills

When used smartly, Al can make you
abetter legal researcher. Researchers
who take the time to draft a thought-
ful initial prompt using the seven Ps
will find that the results will be more
focused and produced more quickly
than with many traditional digital
research strategies. However, these
tools are not currently capable of
replacing a lawyer’s eye for detail or

nuance. The results will likely save
time in locating relevant sources, but
lawyers still must check the results
for accuracy and relevancy. Viewing
the generated output critically will
guarantee that you do not get caught
off guard with a case that does not
support your argument or, worse,
does not exist. Continue to hone and
practice your skills with natural-
language and terms-and-connectors
searches.

As these tools enter further into the
legal research mainstream, take the
time to try it out on an area of law that
you know well. Compare the cases and
resources a GenAl tool provides with
what you already know. You will likely
find that the content is a good starting
point, and one that a competent legal
researcher could use to build a win-
ning case.

Ignoring these new tools is not the
answer. In doing so, you risk becoming
a less efficient and more expensive
lawyer. Instead, take full advantage
of the powerful tools that can, when
properly used and vetted, boost you
to a higher level of efficient legal
research. wi
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