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Frontier models score well on legal benchmarks.

But is that evidence of a legal reasoning capability

or pattern-matching?



Differences in state law provide a natural experiment.

MAJORITY RULE

Heavily represented in training data

MINORITY RULE

Less represented in training data

HYPOTHETICAL RULE

Least represented in training data



Three legal domains

Damages Hearsay Noncompete agreements



LLM Query Structure

FIXED PROMPT

"Act as a legal expert answering a

legal reasoning exam question."
→

Majority Rule

Minority Rule

Hypothetical Rule

→

FACT PATTERN

One of 8–12 per domain, built so each

rule changes the outcome.



Results

Damages Hearsay Noncompetes



Takeaways & Future Work

Benchmarks built on common legal materials likely overstate legal reasoning performance.

Hypothetical rules are resistant to training-data contamination and reflect how law students are tested.

Variations in law across jurisdictions may provide opportunities for other natural experiments.
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