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AI Disruption Hits Professional Services from 
Inside and Out

Executive Summary

Professional services firms are being squeezed by artificial intelligence on two fronts: internal 
automation is eroding their traditional leveraged model, and clients armed with AI are cutting 
back on outside advisors. In the past 48 hours alone, an AI-driven law startup hit a $1.2 /billion 
valuation (techcrunch.com [1]); a Big Four firm was embarrassed by AI-related errors in its 
research publications (theprint.in [2]); and major players such as Accenture and top law firms 
announced new tech partnerships (www.morningstar.com [3]) and AI-focused hires 
(completeaitraining.com [4]) to keep up. These rapid developments are intensifying the pressure 
on consulting, legal, accounting, and advisory providers to rethink how they deliver value in an AI-
enabled world.
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AI Replacing the Junior Talent
A new industry report shows that 40% of professionals now use generative AI at work—nearly double 
the share from a year ago (www.thomsonreuters.com [1]). Over 80% of those who use GenAI engage 
with it at least weekly, and more than 90% expect it to become central to their workflow within five 
years (www.thomsonreuters.com [2]). Yet only 18% of respondents say their organizations track AI’s 
return on investment, and 40% are unsure if any ROI metrics exist (www.thomsonreuters.com [3]). 
This suggests many firms are adopting AI at breakneck speed without clear success measures in 
place.

As AI automates routine knowledge work, the traditional apprenticeship model of professional 
services is under strain. Tasks historically assigned to junior lawyers, consultants, and analysts—from 
legal research and contract review to data gathering and slide drafting—can now be done by AI in a 
fraction of the time. Consultants, for example, spend roughly 19% of their working hours just collecting 
data (the420.in [4]); advanced AI can reduce that task to mere seconds. In short, the grunt work that 
once kept legions of junior staff busy is rapidly being commoditized by algorithms.

These efficiency gains carry an uncomfortable implication for people-heavy firms. If algorithms can 
deliver in seconds what billed teams once took weeks to finish, the old leverage model starts to falter 
(www.forbes.com [5]). McKinsey’s CEO recently cited AI-driven productivity improvements when he 
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announced plans to cut 25% of the firm’s non-client support staff – even as he increases its client-
facing ranks (www.forbes.com [6]). Nor is McKinsey alone: Deloitte, EY, and KPMG have each 
announced layoffs as automation begins to eat into their once-dependable pyramid of junior fees 
(www.forbes.com [7]). In essence, firms can become more efficient with AI on the inside, but those 
very efficiencies threaten the time-based billing model that has long sustained their profits.
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Clients Embrace DIY AI
Many clients are also learning they can do for themselves some of what they used to pay professional 
firms for. With powerful generative AI tools now readily available, in-house teams can analyze data, 
draft reports, and even generate strategic recommendations without outside help. This new reality is 
prompting a blunt question: if both the client and the consultant have access to the same AI, why pay 
the consultant’s premium? (www.forbes.com [1]) After all, AI is putting unprecedented analytical 
power directly into the hands of end-users (www.forbes.com [2]).

Surveys confirm this shift in mindset. In one global poll, 65% of senior executives said traditional 
consulting models often fail to deliver real value (www.forbes.com [3]). As HFS Research president 
Saurabh Gupta warned, if an advisory partner can’t deliver tangible results as fast as AI, it is 
effectively obsolete (www.forbes.com [4]). In an AI-accelerated environment, clients want faster 
insights and measurable outcomes – and they are less willing to tolerate weeks-long projects or hefty 
fees for standard analysis.

Some companies aren’t waiting. We’ve seen firms use off-the-shelf AI to produce work that would 
have once demanded expensive outside help (the420.in [5]). For example, a mid-sized tech company 
recently used an AI presentation generator to create a polished investor deck in 20 minutes, 
sidestepping a $50,000 contract it might have otherwise given to a Big Four consultancy (the420.in 
[6]). In another case, a Fortune 500 retailer analyzed market trends using a generative AI model and 
replicated insights that previously cost $200,000 in consulting fees, completing the work in just hours 
(the420.in [7]). As routine research and modeling become push-button tasks, external advisors are 
being engaged only for truly novel or mission-critical problems—if they’re needed at all.
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AI-Native Challengers Rewrite the Rules
It’s not just existing clients cutting back – new competitors are emerging with AI in their DNA. A wave 
of AI-native professional service providers has attracted serious funding, aiming to outmaneuver the 
old guard. New York-based startup Norm Ai, for example, recently raised $120 million in Series C 
financing at a $1.2 billion valuation (techcrunch.com [1]). It joins a growing club of tech-driven legal 
service players like Harvey (valued at $11 billion) and Legora (valued at $5.6 billion) that are betting 
on AI to deliver work more efficiently than traditional firms (www.lawnext.com [2]).

What sets these upstarts apart is their business model. Norm Ai has launched an affiliated AI-native 
law firm where software agents handle much of the legal and compliance work under the oversight of 
seasoned attorneys (www.lawnext.com [3]). It even abandoned the customary billable hour, opting 
instead for outcome-based fees that align the firm’s incentives with client success (www.lawnext.com 
[4]). This approach has proven compelling enough to lure veteran partners from elite law firms – 
including names like Kirkland & Ellis and Skadden – into the startup’s ranks (www.lawnext.com [5]). 
That’s a telling sign: even top human talent is voting with its feet in favor of the AI-powered model.

Tech firms themselves are also encroaching on the advisory arena. OpenAI, for instance, has 
launched its own consulting arm, working directly with enterprises and embedding its engineers 
inside companies to deliver AI solutions – with no need for a McKinsey or Accenture as middleman 
(thefinancestory.com [6]). OpenAI’s advanced teams are already delivering multi-million-dollar AI 
implementations (one early client is the U.S. Department of Defense) and boast a simple mantra: 'No 
slide decks. Just working AI inside your systems.' (thefinancestory.com [7]) The message to traditional 
firms is unmistakable: the makers of these AI platforms are reaching for your clients, and they’re doing 
it by providing results faster and more cheaply, without the overhead of a traditional consulting 
engagement.
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Incumbents Partner and Pivot
The established firms know they must transform themselves – or risk irrelevance. The Big Four and 
top strategy consultancies have collectively spent billions on AI initiatives since 2023, launching 
internal innovation hubs, hiring thousands of data specialists, and forming high-profile alliances with 
AI developers (thefinancestory.com [1]). Every major firm now touts its proprietary AI offerings: for 
example, EY’s EY.ai platform automates tax compliance across 150 countries, and KPMG’s "Clara" AI 
assistant can analyze a 10,000-page contract in under four minutes (www.clawbot.blog [2]). PwC and 
Deloitte have likewise rolled out AI-driven tools in audit, deal advisory, and other services. These 
efforts aim to convince clients that incumbents can deliver tech-powered efficiency – not just slide 
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decks.

Incumbents are also rethinking what they sell. Rather than simply providing advice, the Big Four are 
pivoting toward running core functions for clients using AI. So-called managed services – multi-year 
outsourcing deals to handle, say, finance operations or compliance – could soon account for 20% or 
more of consulting revenues at some firms (news.bloombergtax.com [3]). By infusing these offerings 
with "agentic" AI software to automate routine tasks, firms can perform work with far fewer people and 
significantly higher margins (news.bloombergtax.com [4]). In other words, AI is flipping the old 
pyramid structure: what used to be a low-margin, labor-intensive engagement can become a more 
profitable, tech-enabled service. And because these deals lock clients in for years, they provide 
steadier revenues in an otherwise volatile marketplace.

Embracing partnerships is another survival strategy. In July, Accenture unveiled a new division with 
Google Cloud to deliver pre-built AI solutions to mid-market companies, helping businesses in the 
$300 million to $3 billion range scale their AI projects quickly (www.morningstar.com [5]). The launch 
of Accenture Edge is designed to move these firms from experimental pilots to full production AI, 
leveraging Google’s latest models and Accenture’s industry know-how. Investors signaled their 
approval – Accenture’s stock price jumped nearly 5% after the announcement (www.morningstar.com 
[6]) – suggesting that markets favor those who aggressively expand their AI capabilities.

Even law firms are moving into this space. In a notable recent hire, Bird & Bird brought in a senior 
legal transformation leader from EY – along with a team of three colleagues – to build the firm’s own 
tech-enabled legal solutions and managed services practice (completeaitraining.com [7]). The aim is 
to combine AI technology with legal expertise to deliver more scalable, efficient support to clients. 
Such moves show that even elite law firms are willing to compete directly with the Big Four by 
developing in-house consulting and technology capabilities (completeaitraining.com [8]). The 
boundaries between traditional professional service domains are blurring, as everyone races to claim 
expertise in using AI to drive better outcomes for clients.
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Redefining Expert Human Judgment
Finally, amid all this automation, a critical question is rising to the forefront: What is the value of expert 
human judgment in an AI-driven professional world? Recent stumbles by over-eager adopters 
underscore the need for human oversight. PwC’s Middle East arm was embarrassed to discover that 
several of its "thought leadership" reports contained AI-generated misinformation and fake references 
that slipped through its review process (theprint.in [1]). And PwC was not alone – KPMG had to pull a 
2025 report after 40 of its 45 cited sources turned out to be AI-fabricated, and EY similarly retracted a 
major study this year due to bogus data and references in the text (theprint.in [2]). These incidents 
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highlight how quickly AI can produce authoritative-sounding output – and how badly things can go if 
no seasoned professional is minding the store.

It’s no surprise, then, that most clients and firm leaders remain cautious about fully ceding decision-
making to machines. Even as they integrate AI into daily work, only 17% of lawyers in a recent survey 
said they would be comfortable letting AI provide actual legal advice to clients 
(legal.thomsonreuters.com [3]). The vast majority insist that a human expert stay in the loop to check 
facts, apply context, and ensure ethical guardrails. In fields like law or auditing – where “almost right” 
isn’t good enough – human judgment remains the final safety net.

Even roles known for heavy administrative duties are proving to have irreplaceable human elements. 
One tech CEO who once vowed to fire employees who didn’t embrace AI recently admitted that even 
the best AI could not replace her own executive assistant (www.civicnewsindia.com [4]). She found 
that the assistant’s responsibilities – managing relationships, anticipating needs, and handling 
unforeseen issues – require a level of judgment and human intuition that today’s AI cannot replicate 
(www.civicnewsindia.com [5]). This high-profile reversal from an early AI enthusiast is a telling 
reminder that automation often changes jobs more than it eliminates them.

Ultimately, to thrive in an AI-permeated marketplace, professional firms must reimagine the role of the 
human expert. Advisory work will increasingly revolve around higher-order skills that machines lack – 
creativity, ethical judgment, deep industry insight, and the ability to formulate novel strategies. As one 
major industry report put it, the real "winners" will be those who figure out how to use AI to elevate 
strategic and analytical thinking, not just to accelerate workflows (legal.thomsonreuters.com [6]). The 
next competitive edge will belong to those who marry AI’s efficiency with human wisdom, providing 
solutions that are not only faster and cheaper but also more nuanced, trustworthy, and tailored to 
client needs.
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Key Statistics

•  40% of professional services firms say they use generative AI, nearly double the 22% that did 
last year ([www.thomsonreuters.com](https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en/reports/2026-ai-in-
professional-services-report#:~:text=Mike%20Abbott%20Head%20of%20Thomson,of%20current))

•  AI could replace up to 50% of Big Four consulting jobs by automating analyst-level work 
([the420.in](https://the420.in/ai-vs-big-4-consulting-jobs-automation-case-studies-prompt-tools/
#:~:text=consulting%20industry%2C%20led%20by%20Big,Here))

•  Only 18% of surveyed professionals say their organization tracks ROI on AI (and 40% don’t 
know if ROI is measured) ([www.thomsonreuters.com](https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en/
reports/2026-ai-in-professional-services-
report#:~:text=growing%20concern%20that%20AI%20may,mandate%20it%2C%20creating))

•  65% of senior executives believe traditional consulting often fails to deliver real value 
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([www.forbes.com](https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2026/04/06/how-ai-is-
breaking-the-consulting-business-model/#:~:text=senior%20executives%20across%2016%20industr
ies,Gupta%20put%20it%2C%20if%20a))

•  Just 17% of legal professionals are comfortable letting AI provide legal advice without human 
oversight ([legal.thomsonreuters.com](https://legal.thomsonreuters.com/blog/highlights-from-
the-2026-ai-in-professional-services-report-and-what-it-means-for-legal-teams-tri/#:~:text=work%20
has%20always%20required%20precision%2C,are%20still%20weighing%20how%20far))

KEY TAKEAWAY

AI is rapidly commoditizing core professional services tasks ([www.forbes.com](https://
www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2026/04/06/how-ai-is-breaking-the-consulting-
business-model/#:~:text=disruption,the%20cost%20when%20AI%20can)). With clients now 
able to get similar insights in-house far faster and cheaper ([the420.in](https://the420.in/ai-
vs-big-4-consulting-jobs-automation-case-studies-prompt-tools/#:~:text=Slide%20Decks%20
Automated%20Junior%20consultants,Executive%20Summaries%20Streamlined)), firms 
must reinvent their business models around the one advantage machines can’t replicate: 
expert human judgment ([www.civicnewsindia.com](https://www.civicnewsindia.com/news/
ceo-admits-ai-cant-replace-executive-assistant-6a4a8724374b7#:~:text=The%20CEO%E2%
80%99s%20admission%20highlights%20a,scope%20of%20an%20executive%20assistant%
E2%80%99s))
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Norm Ai Hits Unicorn Status with $120M Series C at $1.2 Billion Valuation (LawSites)
https://www.lawnext.com/2026/07/norm-ai-hits-unicorn-status-with-120m-series-c-at-1-2-billion-valuation.html
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