Drawing the Line: Legal Information vs. Legal Advice in
Al Tools for Justicel

Shivani Sathe™ ', Avanti Durani Mittal®>" and Abhishikta Mallick®"*
! Project Setu, BTG Advaya, Fort, Mumbai, 400 001, Maharashtra, India

2 Project Setu, BTG Advaya, Fort, Mumbai, 400 001, Maharashtra, India
* Project Setu, BTG Advaya, Fort, Mumbai, 400 001, Maharashtra, India

Abstract

This paper explores the distinction between legal information and legal advice in the context of artificial
intelligence (AI) tools for justice, with a focus on India, where unmet legal needs remain widespread. While Al
offers a transformative potential to expand access to justice by democratising legal information, it also raises
concerns about the delivery of unauthorised legal advice. Drawing on international frameworks and an
evaluation of existing Indian legal aid Al-based chatbots, the paper underscores the importance of maintaining
clear boundaries between information and advice. It offers practical guidelines for designing and deploying such
tools, highlights the need for robust disclaimers, and proposes a tiered, adaptive regulatory framework that
protects users while encouraging innovation in the legal technology sector. The paper also considers key
counterarguments and implementation challenges, calling for continued dialogue and research in this evolving
space.
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1. Introduction

Legal information delivery is critical for ensuring effective access to justice (A2J). Vulnerable
populations, in particular, face significant barriers in understanding their rights and navigating legal
procedures. This information gap increases the risk of exploitation, exclusion, and insecurity.
Traditional legal aid systems are overwhelmed, and private legal services remain unaffordable or
inaccessible to many. As a result, trusted intermediaries—including legal Al tools—play a critical role
in guiding individuals through the initial steps of accessing justice.

However, deploying Al for legal information raises regulatory concerns, especially around the
fine line between legal information and legal advice. In many jurisdictions, only licensed legal
professionals can provide legal advice. Those building Al tools must therefore ensure that these tools
stay within permissible bounds. Against this backdrop, our paper explores the distinction between
legal information and advice and examines the current state of legal information chatbots in India.

Specifically, we evaluate a selection of publicly available AI legal information chatbots, assessing
their performance on criteria such as tone of language, neutrality of content, and presence of
appropriate disclaimers. Our methodology combines a qualitative framework informed by legal
intermediary guidelines tested across real-world scenarios. Our contribution includes a set of
actionable recommendations for innovators and policymakers to enable responsible Al deployment
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in legal information dissemination. While grounded in India, our findings hold relevance for other
jurisdictions facing similar regulatory and A2J challenges.

2. Al-based legal information delivery for A2J

In India, legal aid is constitutionally mandated and has historically played a pivotal role in legal
awareness and education. [4] Nevertheless, significant barriers persist. Many individuals remain
unaware of their rights or the mechanisms to enforce them, which leads to chronic underutilisation
of legal entitlements and protections. [6] While public legal aid and pro bono services provide vital
support, [2] their reach is limited and often reactive rather than preventative.

2.1. Legal information gap

Access to legal information is foundational for A2]. [1] It enables individuals to determine whether
their problems are legal in nature, whether legal remedies are available, and whether they can
address the issue without resorting to professional legal assistance. [2,3] Timely and accurate legal
information can also help people understand the broader implications of a legal issue, including how
it interacts with social, financial, or health-related challenges. [1,2]

However, legal information must meet certain quality thresholds to be genuinely helpful. It is
crucial for the information to be accurate and trustworthy, understandable and contextually relevant,
and available in accessible formats that accommodate diverse needs and circumstances. [1] For
vulnerable groups, including individuals faced with low literacy, language barriers, disabilities, rural
isolation, or limited financial means, the absence of such resources can exacerbate power imbalances
and deepen exclusion from justice processes. [1,2]

Recent assessments suggest a de-prioritisation of broad-based legal literacy initiatives,
undermining what was once a central pillar of A2J architecture. [7] This shift can contribute to
widening gaps in awareness and action—particularly for individuals facing everyday legal
problems—who often turn to community actors like NGOs, associations, and local officials rather
than formal legal institutions. [9]

2.2.  Trusted intermediaries can bridge this gap

Given that many people do not initially recognise their issues as legal, they tend to seek help from
individuals they trust—social workers, religious leaders, librarians, court clerks, health
professionals—rather than from certified legal professionals. [8,9] These intermediaries play a critical
role in the early stages of problem-solving, often serving as the first point of contact for legal
information or referrals. [1,8]

Studies have shown that empowering such stakeholders with accurate legal information and
decision-support tools can improve people’s ability to identify legal issues, navigate procedural steps,
and connect with appropriate services. [1] Rather than replacing lawyers, these intermediaries act
as a channel, enabling people to take meaningful action or seek more specialised help when needed.
(8]

This model of decentralised and embedded legal information dissemination is especially useful in
contexts like India, where systemic delays, affordability issues, and uneven legal infrastructure
persist. It offers an accessible and people-focused entry point into the justice system, helping
individuals avoid dispute escalation or disengagement.

2.3. Al asalegal information tool

Building upon the role of trusted intermediaries, community-based actors and legal education
organisations have long attempted to bridge the legal information gap. Increasingly, however, legal
content is being disseminated digitally—via websites, apps, and social media. [1] While this has
broadened reach, it also creates new challenges: a plethora of poorly vetted, outdated, or overly



technical information online that make it difficult for laypersons to discern what is trustworthy and
relevant. [1] Surveys reveal that traditional internet searches for legal information often fall short in
ease of navigation, clarity, reliability, comprehensiveness, and conversational engagement. [27]

This is where artificial intelligence (Al), particularly Large Language Models (LLMs), are
beginning to offer transformative potential. LLMs can help synthesise complex legal materials and
tailor outputs to specific queries, providing natural language responses that are more engaging and
personalised than static web content. [10] Chatbots can help users understand their options and
identify situations where support from a legal professional may be needed. [26] When designed
responsibly, such tools can act as a “first port of call,” guiding users toward an understanding of their
rights and available pathways. [10]

Importantly, Al tools can lower the cost and increase the scalability of legal information delivery,
especially for underserved populations. [10] By integrating verified legal sources, user-centred
design elements, and safeguards such as disclaimers and escalation protocols, Al-based tools can
complement the existing A2] infrastructure, without replacing professional legal services.

Nevertheless, realising this potential requires deliberate design choices and policy oversight.
Developers must distinguish clearly between legal information and legal advice—both conceptually
and in practice—to avoid unauthorised practice concerns and regulatory backlash. At the same time,
public institutions must recognise the value of Al tools and commit to the broad dissemination of
such tools, along with public education, to ensure equitable access. [1]

3. Legal Advice vs. Legal Information

A clear understanding of the fundamental differences between legal information and legal advice is
essential—a distinction that, while often subtle, carries significant implications for both developers
of Al tools for legal information dissemination and their users.

3.1. What is the distinction

In India, there is no authoritative guidance on what constitutes legal advice or how it differs from
legal information. This ambiguity complicates efforts to build innovative, responsible legal
information tools.

In contrast, the United States has developed practical guidance for court staft and volunteers to
understand the distinction between legal information and advice, when assisting self-represented
litigants. These frameworks recognise that while court staff cannot provide legal advice, they play
an important role in facilitating due process by sharing basic legal information. [8]

Several operational principles emerge from these frameworks, which can help draw the line
between legal information and legal advice in the Indian context as well. The guidelines suggest that
to stay within the domain of legal information, one should avoid:

1. Predicting probable outcomes in a legal matter. [17,18,19,20,22]

2. Drafting arguments or assisting in legal reasoning. [17,18,20]

3.  Recommending a particular course of action. Legal information may describe options but not

suggest what someone “should do”. [18,19,21,22]
Advising on the content of a legal document (e.g. a form, petition, complaint, etc.) [18,19,20]

5. Applying legal rules to an individual’s specific facts or offering conclusions on their legal

situation. [18,19,21]

In essence, legal information is educational. It empowers individuals by helping them understand
the law and legal process in general terms. Legal advice, by contrast, is prescriptive. It involves
interpreting the law in the context of specific facts and recommending a particular course of action.
[8] The guidance given by the Illinois Supreme Court also notes that advice which is non-legal in
nature (e.g. instructing someone to gather documentation) is permissible and does not violate
principles of unauthorised practice of law (UPL). [21]



Legal information answers the question, “What do I need to know?”, while legal advice answers,
“What should I do?”. Maintaining this distinction is critical for AI legal tools, both to ensure
regulatory compliance and to build trust among users navigating the legal system, as explained in
the following section.

3.2.  Why the distinction matters

Many jurisdictions around the world impose restrictions on who may practice law. Typically, only
individuals who satisty certain statutory requirements—such as completing a formal legal education
and/or obtaining a license—are authorised to offer legal advice.

In India, the principal statute governing the conduct of legal practitioners is the Advocates Act,
1961. Under this Act, only persons enrolled as advocates with a State Bar Council are entitled to
“practice the profession of law”. [11] Indian courts have interpreted this phrase to include giving
legal advice. [12] The Advocates Act also stipulates various eligibility conditions for enrolment, such
as possessing a degree in law. [11] Consequently, under the current Indian framework, provision of
legal advice is reserved exclusively for qualified lawyers enrolled with a State Bar Council.

This restriction in India aligns with the prohibition on UPL in jurisdictions such as United States,
Singapore, and Canada. [15] In the U.S,, the practice of law is limited to persons who are licensed to
practice by the government and admitted to a state bar association, upon fulfilling certain
requirements. [13] In several U.S. states, non-lawyers offering legal advice, subject to certain
exceptions, may be subject to civil or even criminal penalties. [14]

The rationale behind restrictions on who may practice law is multi-fold: (i) protecting consumers
of legal services against erroneous advice from unqualified sources; (ii) subjecting licensed legal
professionals to strict professional standards including duties of care and confidentiality, which may
not apply to non-lawyers; (iii) striving to create a minimum degree of competence and quality in the
legal profession. [14,15,16]

Consequently, restrictions on the practice of law have posed challenges for technology companies
innovating in the legal sector. For instance, in the U.S., LegalZoom, a company enabling consumers
to prepare legal documents for business incorporation, intellectual property registration, etc. faced a
series of lawsuits alleging UPL violations. [16] Similarly, DoNotPay, an Al-based platform helping
individuals with consumer disputes, also faced UPL-related challenges. [14] Therefore, it is important
that Al legal tools tread the fine line between legal information and legal advice carefully, to avoid
overstepping regulatory boundaries.

4. Testing Indian Al Legal Information Tools

To understand the practical implications of the legal information vs. legal advice distinction in the
context of Al this section presents an analysis of six publicly available Al-powered legal information
chatbots in India.

4.1.  Tool selection and queries

With the growing accessibility of LLMs, India has seen a proliferation of Al-powered legal
information chatbots. These tools attempt to bridge the significant gap in public access to credible
legal information. Many of these chatbots are built or endorsed by legal professionals, reflecting a
broader recognition of the need to democratise legal knowledge.

For this paper, we examined six such Al-based legal chatbots that are publicly available on Indian
websites. Our selection was based on the following criteria:

e cach tool explicitly states a legal aid purpose in its mission;

e they provide at least a free trial or free tier; and

e they rely on Al-generated responses to user queries.

We have anonymised the tools examined, as we did not contact the developers to confirm the
underlying models or technical architectures. Our objective was to assess whether these tools align



with normative guidelines around the distinction between legal information and legal advice, as
outlined in Section 3.

Each tool was tested using its basic, freely available version. We input a set of five standardised
queries, each reflecting a common legal issue: workplace injury, tenancy rights, consumer protection,
domestic violence, and cyber fraud (Appendix A). We selected the issues and drafted the queries
based on insights from local news reports and findings from fieldwork. The queries mimic the way
a layperson might seek legal help—seeking direction rather than statutes.

4.2.  Analysis Parameters and Observations

Each chatbot’s response was qualitatively assessed across four dimensions: tone and semantics,
range of suggested options, presence of opinion on merits, and disclaimer for professional legal
consultation.

4.2.1. Tone and semantics

Most tools employed empathetic and conversational language, often beginning with “I'm sorry to
hear about your situation.” However, the distinction between information and advice often blurred.
Several chatbots used deterministic or directive phrases such as “you should file a police complaint”
or “we advise you to consult the Labour Commissioner”, which could be inferred as legal advice by
the average user. While some tools were very direct, using phrases like “you should immediately
contact” and “it is your right”, other tools made efforts to qualify their responses: “It's important to
consult a lawyer who can guide you based on the full facts of your case”.

4.2.2. Range of legal and non-legal options

Most responses included a mix of legal pathways and practical advice. This reflects well on the tools’
attempts to offer actionable routes keeping within regulatory boundaries. For example, in the cyber
fraud query, one chatbot suggested: “You can lodge a complaint with the cybercrime portal and also
inform your bank’s fraud department immediately”. Another chatbot even included references and
links to relevant sources and reading materials. The inclusion of multiple routes—institutional,
procedural, and informal—indicated an effort to provide options rather than a one-size-fits-all
answer or any decisive suggestion based on the specific facts.

4.2.3. Opinion on merits of the case

The degree of neutrality varied. Some tools clearly inferred outcomes from partial facts, for instance:
“You are entitled to full compensation under the Employees’ Compensation Act”. Such assertions
cross into advisory territory and may expose developers to liability if inaccurate. Others adopted
more measured tones: “Depending on your documentation and circumstances, different legal
avenues may apply”. Only a minority of responses avoided suggesting a likely outcome.

4.2.4. Reference to legal professionals

Nearly all tools included a general disclaimer—usually at the end of the response—urging the user to
seek legal advice from a qualified professional. For example: “This is a general informational guide
and should not be taken as legal advice. Please consult a lawyer for personalised support”. However,
the visibility and emphasis of this disclaimer varied. In some instances, it was buried at the end,
potentially diluting its impact. In one instance, while answering a query related to consumer
protection, the chatbot stated “No lawyer is mandatory—you can file the case yourself!”. Such
assertions could lead the user to believe that the chatbot’s support is a substitute for professional
legal advice.

As lawyers, technologists, and policymakers look to Al for scalable legal literacy solutions, legal
information chatbots can serve a vital function in easing the burden on formal legal aid systems.
However, they also bring risks of unintended advisory overreach. Strengthening standard



protocols—including consistent disclaimers, language moderation, and regular audits—will not only
protect developers from liability but also empower users to make informed decisions.

5. Policy recommendations

This section outlines key policy recommendations aimed at fostering responsible development and
deployment of Al tools within the A2J sector. The preceding analysis focused on the significant
unmet need for legal information, as well as the crucial—-but often ambiguous—distinction between
legal information and legal advice. The following recommendations aim to balance the
transformative potential of Al in improving A2J with the need to safeguard users and uphold the
integrity of the legal profession.

The Thomson Reuters’ 2024 Future of Professionals Report also highlights a need to develop rules
to regulate the use of Al tools to address concerns around ethical use and human oversight, including
in the form of establishing codes of ethics and/or certification. [23] The Report emphasises “building
Al systems that are based on curated and validated content, provide transparent sourcing, tested
using agreed-upon benchmarking, and guided by solid data and ethics principles”. [23]

5.1. Practical guidelines

As discussed earlier in the paper, legal advice necessitates the application of legal principles to a
specific factual matrix, a task that requires nuanced understanding and professional judgment. It
requires analysing a specific set of facts and circumstances unique to an individual’s situation. Al
tools may struggle to handle complex, nuanced legal issues that require deep domain expertise. [24]
While rapidly evolving and extremely capable of processing information, such systems may lack the
understanding of complex factual scenarios, practical experience and the ability to exercise the same
level of judgment to apply the law as a qualified (human) lawyer.

Al tools that provide legal information should aim to: (i) ensure accuracy and credibility through
rigorous data curation and regular updates; and (ii) avoid any implication that the information shared
constitutes legal advice, through objective presentation and the avoidance of prescriptive language.

From an Al tool building perspective, it is important to set out the basic guiding goal of the Al:
that it is an educator, not an advocate. This entails building in multiple safeguards to ensure that any
content generated does not cross into the realm of legal advice. While providing descriptive statistics
or providing information on what can be typically expected in a certain situation may be within
bounds, any function that requires interpretation of legal principles and their application to specific
user-provided facts could be construed as legal advice. [8] Therefore, the tool should refrain from
answering questions that call for an opinion about what a litigant should do, or advise a user on
which of a set of available options to pursue. Practical guidelines should also include use of
transparent prompts and algorithms that allow for a clear understanding of how inferences are made
and provide supporting reference material.

The core functionality of any tool should be carefully designed in a way that it serves as a resource
to empower users with legal information, rather than act as a substitute for a practicing lawyer. A
legal audit by a professional should also be built into the review mechanism to evaluate the
functionality of an Al tool, both for accuracy and content, and adherence to the information-advice
boundary. [25]

5.2. Disclaimers

Given the potential for users to misinterpret Al-generated information as legal advice, setting out
clear, prominent, and easily understandable disclaimers is paramount for any Al tool. At the outset,
such disclaimer should clearly state that the content provided is for informational purposes only and
not a substitute for professional legal advice. Legal information providers must not make a
recommendation concerning the action a person should take, and the information they provide must



be qualified with an explicit warning to consult an appropriately qualified legal professional to be
sure about the application of the legal information to their situation. [8]

The scope and limitations of the Al tool’s services should be clearly articulated and prominently
displayed at the outset of any interaction, to ensure it is visible to and comprehensible by all users.
[25]

5.3.  Regulations

There is a need to clarify the meaning of the ‘practice of law’ in the digital age and delineate the
boundaries of services that fall within such definition. Given the rapidly evolving technological
developments, what is required is a more flexible and adaptive regulatory structure [28,29] to account
for legal services provided by Al tools. Traditional definitions, often centred on human-to-human
interactions, struggle to encompass the evolving landscape of Al-driven legal assistance. However,
with the growth of Al tools, there is an opportunity to tailor the regulatory approach, potentially
focusing on the nature and impact of the service provided.

Within the spectrum of legal services, varying degrees of regulation should be applicable. For
instance, any A2J and legal information tools that work towards empowering vulnerable groups and
bridging the legal information gap should be subject to inclusive “safe harbour” structures of
regulation. These safe harbours could focus on compliance with transparency requirements, clear
disclaimers, and guidelines to ensure that the tool does not cross into legal advice. As a corollary,
any virtual services purporting to provide professional legal advice, analyse specific factual
scenarios, or recommend a course of action should be subject to rigorous scrutiny and strict oversight
mechanisms.

A good starting point for developing an efficacious regulatory regime would be to test any new
guidelines within regulatory sandboxes, both as a way for regulators to familiarise themselves with
the new technology and to test the efficacy of the proposed guidelines. A robust framework must be
established that balances the twin considerations of affording protection to users of digital legal
services and fostering innovation in the Al industry.

Implementing these policy recommendations will encounter challenges. One significant hurdle
lies in the inherent difficulty of drawing a precise and universally applicable line between legal
information and legal advice, especially as Al capabilities advance. An overly cautious regulatory
approach could stifle the development of beneficial Al tools that could significantly enhance A2J.
Therefore, a flexible and adaptive regulatory framework, through the use of sandboxes, is crucial.
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Appendix

A.

Testing queries

Workplace injury query: I work at a factory. I broke my leg while working. The medical
treatment cost me INR 35,000/-. My contractor said he will give me only INR 10,000/- and
that I will not get a better deal anywhere. What should I do? Accept what he is saying, or
should I take some action?

Tenancy rights query: I was not able to pay my rent last month because of financial
difficulties. My landlord, without any warning, changed the locks one day. What should I do?
Consumer protection query: I booked a stay at a property through a popular online
aggregator website. We had paid a 50% advance. After we reached the property, we found
that we had been scammed, and there was no such property. We reached out to the website
through which we made the booking, but they refused to take any responsibility. What
should I do to get the money back?

Domestic violence query: My husband and his family have been harassing me for many years.
I was finally able to stand up to him. I am unsure as to whether I should go to the police or
agree to a divorce without taking any criminal action. Will I succeed if I take criminal action?
I do not have a lot of concrete proof because the abuse has been mostly verbal and at our
house.

Cyber fraud query: My account has been debited of INR 1,00,000/- without my knowledge or
consent. I received a call from an unknown number, but the person said he was my bank
representative. He knew my account details and he asked me to share an OTP with him to
update my eKYC. After that I saw a large debit amount in my account. What should I do to
register a case against this caller and get my money back?



