
A phased approach to guide strategic investments that deliver AI success  

The investment patterns of high-maturity organizations comprise four phases. Be advised that 
skipping phases doesn’t save time — it’s the equivalent of borrowing from yourself at interest. 

The investment roadmap — 
an example from the most 
mature organizations

Phase 1 (months 1-6) 
Stabilize & standardize: 

Before any AI deployment, get your knowledge house 
in order:

•	 Centralize content in a governed document 
management system. 

•	 Enforce metadata standards. 

•	 Establish ethical walls and access controls. 

•	 Document and publish an AI usage policy. 

•	 Complete an inventory of shadow AI tools.

This phase isn’t glamorous; it is foundational. If you 
skip this phase, you’re simply borrowing time from 
yourselves and paying it back with interest. If it feels 
like too much for your organization, right-size it. 
Select a single workflow in a single practice area. 
Build success with a workflow that is predictable, well 
understood, and low risk.

Phase 2 (months 4-12) 
Enable AI experimentation: 

With a governed foundation in place, deploy natural 
language search within the DMS. Pilot AI-assisted 
workflows — summarization, clause recommendation, 
risk flagging — in two or three high-impact areas. 
Build the API layer. Evaluate AI vendors with a security 
assessment. The goal is structured experimentation, 
not sprawl. Organizations that skip this phase 
accumulate policy violations and technical debt that 
damage both client trust and governance credibility.

Phase 3 (months 10-24) 
Operationalize & embed: 

Move AI out of pilot mode and into production 
workflows as a default capability. Automate 
document routing, classification, and filing. Establish 
a governance dashboard. This is the phase where AI 
investment starts to generate business outcomes 
that justify further scaling. Failure to reach this phase 
(remaining permanently in experimentation) is the root 
cause of the 85% to 17% integration gap.

Phase 4 (month 18+) 
Optimize & differentiate: 

Build proprietary AI capabilities grounded in your 
organization’s unique knowledge corpus. Deploy 
multi-agent workflows. Establish trust-as-a-service as 
a client-facing differentiator. Develop the new roles 
— trust architects, digital ethics officers — that the 
most mature organizations are already planning for. 
Deferring this phase until competitive pressure forces 
your hand will set you back two to three years behind 
your peers who started earlier.

Phase readiness checklist 
Turn this framework into your  
organization’s specific action plan.
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Phase 1: Stabilize & standardize  
Months 1–6. Prerequisites for any AI deployment. Check each item your organization has completed. 

All client and matter-related documents are centralized in a single governed DMS — not 
distributed across SharePoint, local drives, and email.

Without this, AI investments run on fragmented data and produce unreliable outputs.

Consistent metadata schema is defined and enforced across all document types and matters.

Without this, AI cannot reliably classify, retrieve, or reason about your content.

Email is integrated into the DMS — not siloed in Outlook or Exchange outside of DMS 
governance.

Without this, matter context is systematically incomplete, and AI has only a partial view of every matter.

Role-based access controls and ethical walls are in place at the document and matter level.

Without this, deploying AI risks surfacing confidential content across matter boundaries.

A documented AI usage policy is in place, communicated to all staff, and actively enforced — 
not aspirational.

Without this, you are in the 25% of organizations that allow public AI with little oversight.

A complete inventory of shadow AI tools (tools used without IT authorization) has been 
conducted and documented.

Without this, your policy exposure is unknown and likely underestimated.

Document lifecycle policies — retention, disposition, and legal holds — are defined and 
systematically applied.

Without this, AI accesses stale, outdated content with no mechanism to distinguish it from authoritative 
content.

A named individual owns AI governance with defined accountability for policy, compliance, and 
risk reporting.

Without this, governance is a shared responsibility, which means no one is accountable.
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Phase 2: Enable AI experimentation  
Months 4–12. Structured pilots on a solid foundation. Phase 1 must be substantially complete. 

Phase 1 is substantially complete — there is a system of record, governance is active, shadow AI 
is inventoried.

Without this, Phase 2 deployments compound content entropy rather than resolve it.

Natural language query (NLQ) is deployed within the governed DMS — not as a separate tool 
requiring content export.

Without this, your highest-impact AI use case (NLQ, adopted by 55% globally) remains untapped.

You’ve selected 2–3 specific, high-impact AI workflows for structured pilots (summarization, 
clause recommendation, risk flagging).

Without this, AI experimentation is directionless and unlikely to produce replicable results.

An API layer or MCP-aligned integration standard is in place for how AI tools connect to the 
DMS.

Without this, every new AI tool becomes a silo. Fragmentation compounds with each addition.

Pilot success metrics are defined in advance — not retrospectively rationalized. Outcomes, not 
just usage, are being measured.

Without this, pilots cannot be evaluated honestly and are unlikely to translate into Phase 3 investment.

All AI vendors under evaluation have been assessed against your security and data handling 
requirements.

Without this, you are accepting unknown liability for tools that may not meet your governance requirements.
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Phase 3: Operationalize & embed 
Months 10–24. AI as a default capability, not a pilot. Phase 2 validated pilots are the entry requirement. 

Phase 2 pilots produced measurable outcomes and have been formally validated for production 
deployment.

Without this, production deployment is premature and will likely underdeliver or generate governance 
incidents.

AI capabilities are embedded in primary production workflows as default capabilities, not as 
optional add-ons requiring user initiative.

Without this, AI remains in permanent pilot mode — the root of the 85% to 17% integration gap.

Document routing, classification, and filing are automated — not dependent on manual user 
action.

Without this, content quality degrades over time, and AI output quality degrades with it.

At least one client-facing AI capability is in production and actively used by clients.

Without this, mature organizations are nearly twice as likely to offer client-facing AI (46% vs 24%).

A governance dashboard is active and reports AI usage, policy compliance, and risk metrics to 
leadership.

Without this, governance is aspirational rather than operational.

AI ROI is being tracked and reported in business outcome terms (time saved, matter velocity, 
client retention) — not just tool adoption rates.

Without this, you cannot build a credible investment case for Phase 4.
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Phase 4: Optimize & differentiate
Month 18+. Proprietary AI advantage. Strong phases 1–3 and board alignment are the entry 
requirements.

Phases 1–3 are operational and producing measurable business outcomes that have board 
visibility.

Without this, Phase 4 investment lacks the foundation required to generate differentiated returns.

A multi-agent workflow strategy is defined, describing how AI agents will coordinate to automate 
complex, multi-step processes.

Without this, uncoordinated agentic AI investments are unlikely to compound value.

We are building proprietary AI capabilities grounded in our organization’s unique knowledge 
corpus — not just deploying third-party models on commodity content.

Without this, your AI capabilities are replicable by any competitor with the same vendor access.

A trust-as-a-service strategy is defined, outlining how our governance posture will serve as a 
client-facing differentiator.

Without this, a significant emerging competitive advantage is being left unrealized.

Workforce planning for new AI-native roles (knowledge strategists, digital ethics officers, trust 
architects) is underway.

Without this, early movers will have the talent; late movers will compete for it. These roles are expected in 
90%+ of organizations within 10 years.
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