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PhD from University of Waterloo focusing on electronic discovery

Coordinator for the TREC Total Recall track

Transitioned immediately to industry (Kira)

Ran the gamut at Kira (research, development, product management)

Worked with lawyers on a daily basis for a large portion of my career

Focus has been on civil/corporate law rather than criminal

This talk overly simplifies a lot of legal concepts

Positionality Statement



Goal: Determine if a user’s anomalous state of knowledge is likely to 
have been satisfied using a given system
● This is usually determined by the relevance of documents returned

Different models of user satisfaction that incorporate additional 
signals:
● Time constraints
● Effort required
● Cost of actions

The contrast:
● In much of traditional IR evaluation, relevance is key
● In “real-world” IR evaluation, constraints/context can have more impact

What is evaluation?



Contract Analysis





Contract analysis seeks to help individuals and businesses understand 
their rights, obligations, and responsibilities by surfacing these details 
more easily with less human effort

If an employee moves from Delaware to California, is their non-compete enforceable? 

Should a developer be tracking hours when supporting a customer so that they can 
be billed?

If the company is being acquired, does it need the consent of any customers?

How much (and when) should a customer be charged for overages?

Should be easy, right? 

Understanding Contracts



Better than Voorhees found in 2001!

“a practical upper bound on retrieval system performance is 65% precision at 65% 
recall since that is the level at which humans agree with one another.”

Clause Agreement



Still better than other studies but substantial decreases when we 
account for how much clauses overlap

Despite this, customers would complain that models were inaccurate

Granular Agreement



For the annotation experiment to be successful, we had to give precise 
details

To annotate for Assignment clauses:
● capture permitted and prohibited assignments or transfers of the agreement, 

capture any exceptions
● you can include language about the agreement inuring to the benefit of 

successors/assigns
● include notice/consent requirements, termination rights, or anything else 

triggered on sales of substantially all assets
● exclude sub-contracting/sub-licensing if separate provisions (but fine to 

include if embedded in the assignment provision)
● exclude assignments for the benefits of creditors, agreements to assign IP

Ensuring Success



In traditional IR there’s a shared understanding of “relevance”

Dealing with lawyers, there can be more room for interpretation
● Contracts are written with a specific shared intent, but subsequently 

interpreted to be as beneficial as possible for the reader

The actual purpose for the analysis will matter:
● Obligation tracking in business operations
● Buy-side review to look for risks or problematic issues
● Sell-side review to look for specific deal blockers

Scope Matters



Electronic Discovery



The goal of electronic discovery is to allow the plaintiff controlled 
access to documents from the defendant that are relevant to the case

Tension between the parties on how best to facilitate this process

Can be viewed as an adversarial process

To mitigate issues with that quasi-adversarial nature, there are rules:
● In the USA, the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure
● In the UK, the Civil Disclosure Rules
● In Canada, depends on provincial versus federal jurisdiction

Process by Law



(1) Signature Required; Effect of Signature. Every disclosure under Rule 26(a)(1) or (a)(3) and every 
discovery request, response, or objection must be signed by at least one attorney of record in the 
attorney's own name—or by the party personally, if unrepresented—and must state the signer's 
address, e-mail address, and telephone number. By signing, an attorney or party certifies that to 
the best of the person's knowledge, information, and belief formed after a reasonable inquiry:

  (A) with respect to a disclosure, it is complete and correct as of the time it is made; and

  (B) with respect to a discovery request, response, or objection, it is:

(i) consistent with these rules and warranted by existing law or by a nonfrivolous argument 
for extending, modifying, or reversing existing law, or for establishing new law;

(ii) not interposed for any improper purpose, such as to harass, cause unnecessary delay, 
or needlessly increase the cost of litigation; and

(iii) neither unreasonable nor unduly burdensome or expensive, considering the needs of 
the case, prior discovery in the case, the amount in controversy, and the importance of the issues 
at stake in the action.

FRCP Rule 26(g)



There are reasonableness and proportionality requirements regardless 
of jurisdiction

Often manifests in a target recall (e.g., 75% recall)
● In theory, the discovery process may be negotiated 

Targets also play a dual role:
● That “enough” work went into the review (reasonableness)
● Control costs associated with the review (proportionality)

Gordon Cormack and  Maura Grossman have focused on stopping 
criteria

Eugene Yang, David D. Lewis, and others have  focused on cost models

Electronic Discovery



Recall-Effort Variability



Recall-Effort Variability



Recall-Effort Variability



Costs are ultimately dependent on the case
● Any estimate of recall (or any metric) will always be lossy

Law firms are a business and want consistent revenue

Technology advancements make the task more efficient and reliable

Hard to balance between law, new advancements, and revenue

This makes adoption hard
● Despite over 20 years of research showing benefits of technology assistance
● If you’d like a more thorough rant, talk to Jeremy Pickens

Discovery Difficulties



Mergers and Acquisitions 
Due Diligence



When buying a company, you want to know how much risk is present 
and whether you should proceed or change your offer

In a short time window, lawyers will review some fraction of the target 
company’s contracts
● Highest associated dollar value and other important agreements

The remaining contracts may never be thoroughly reviewed by any one

Not even the selling company
● They negotiated and signed them after all!

M&A Due Diligence



But problems can lurk in the unreviewed contracts
● Right of first refusal (i.e., give someone else the chance to buy first)
● Requirements for consent to assign/transfer the contract

For less important contracts, problems can delay the deal
● Money lost due to lower valuation, terminated contracts, less ideal environment

Law firms often perform diligence using a playbook 
● Based on their expertise and experience

Making a review more efficient can be at odds with the revenue model 
of law firms

M&A Due Diligence



How do we evaluate how good a diligence review ought to be?
● Are there things to be found that normally aren’t?

Given a desired budget, how should lawyer(s) prioritize their review?
● Ranked retrieval!

Except the “ideal” ranking is defined on a deal-by-deal basis

Evaluating a system could be tricky
● With defined criteria, how well does a system satisfy each criteria?
● Closer to traditional IR evaluation

But this is still a work in progress

Goodness of Diligence



Evaluation Between Systems



It doesn’t happen 



“Independent” parties will sometimes conduct studies of legal IR 
systems.

Often these do not make for good marketing
● Stanford RegLab and HAI researchers stirred the pot last year

Sometimes, they do
● Vals AI produced two Legal AI reports this year
● tl;dr: GenAI is better than humans, we can all go home

But maybe with caveats
● Jeremy Pickens and I wrote commentary on the Vals report

Except sometimes

https://hai.stanford.edu/news/ai-trial-legal-models-hallucinate-1-out-6-or-more-benchmarking-queries
https://www.vals.ai/industry-reports/vlair-2-27-25
https://elevate.law/expertise/debunking-the-myth-legal-ai-and-the-limits-of-comparison/


IR evaluation is already hard 

Legal IR evaluation is complicated by even more nuanced user models

Constraints may be practical and/or mandated and/or revenue-driven

Relevance is already subjective; legal relevance is subjective to the 
individual and also the purpose 

IR metrics will tell part of a story about your system, but will rarely be 
predictive of how (much) people will use it
● If they use it at all

Too long; feel asleep:



The End


