
Artificial intelligence is no longer just 
a tool of the future but an application 
for the present. Across the business 
world, companies are investigating how 
the systems’ ability to process large 
amounts of data quickly – while learning 
from it and improving performance 
along the way – can help them gain  
an edge over competitors. 

AI appears to have particular relevance 
for dealmakers. Law firms and financial 
advisories are increasingly adopting  
AI tools for due diligence, for instance, 
and investment funds are beginning 
to use them for deal sourcing. In the 

As artificial intelligence tools begin to come of age, dealmakers and business 
executives face the challenge of learning how to leverage them effectively.

foreseeable future, AI could be used  
to assist in valuation as well. 

At the same time, as AI becomes 
important across sectors – and as 
firms that specialize in the field become 
particularly valuable – M&A practitioners 
face the challenge of understanding 
the technology in order to advise their 
clients. With the pace of change at 
an all-time high, it raises the question 
of whether deal professionals must 
become life-long learners to keep pace. 

We wanted to find out just how 
important AI is becoming to dealmakers 

and executives alike. How technically 
proficient does one need to be as 
AI enters the mainstream? And how 
exactly is AI being applied to the deal 
process? We spoke with five leading 
industry experts to gain their insights  
on the subject.
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The learning imperative

 Do you think dealmakers and business 
executives will need to be familiar with the 
details of how artificial intelligence works 
in order to be effective in their jobs going 
forward? Or can they leave it to the  
technical folks?

 With the most successful AI today, the user does 
not need to understand what is happening beneath 
the surface. A good example is digital assistants, 
in which you interact with them as you would 
with a human. You need to understand what their 
capacities and limitations are, but you don't need 
to know what particular mathematical algorithms 
are going on underneath the covers.

On the other hand, if you are a dealmaker looking 
at a strategic acquisition, you really do need to 
understand the AI capabilities of the company 
that you're buying. Do they really add value, or 
are they purely combining some open-source 
resources and adding a few engineers? If all you 
really want is the engineering capabilities, that may 
be enough, but you still need to understand what 
you're buying.

 I agree with Dean – I do not think dealmakers will 
need to be familiar with the express details of how 
AI works in the future. I do think they will need  
to appreciate the utility of AI and the efficiency  
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because there aren't purely deterministic 
tools anymore. In six months, if the AI 
gets retrained, it's not going to give the 
same answer as before.

 At the end of the day, careers are  
no longer static. We're in a time when 
constant learning and evolution of 
skillsets are necessary for everyone. 
Industries are being disrupted by 
transformative technologies, and big 
data and AI applications dramatically 
increase the speed of that disruption. 
So it's important for dealmakers, 
executives, and everyone else to stay as 
current as possible with AI applications, 
how they can be used in transactions, 
and how they add value to the deal.

 I'm not saying that everyone needs 
to become data analysts or machine 
learning experts, but some level of 
understanding – for instance, in order  
to be able to ask the right questions 
– will enhance dealmakers' and 
executives' effectiveness and success. 
Today, AI is still at a pretty granular level 
of managing, sorting, and tagging data 
in an efficient manner, so for dealmakers, 
it is probably more important to know if 
a target company is making appropriate 
use of AI in its operations and a bit less 
important to understand the AI your deal 
team is using.

 With our Kira software, users don’t really 
need to understand the details – it's 
much more plug-and-play. From my 
experience as a lawyer, I know it can 
be very difficult to convince attorneys to 
undergo training, so we built our system 
to be simple enough to use without 
any training. There are more complex 
features available within the system that 
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it can engender. AI tools are becoming 
much more user-friendly and are making 
knowledge of the intricacies of data 
science less important to end users 
of AI products. Although some tools 
do require a coding or programming 
background, as AI technology continues 
to grow, most tools will not require any 
computer science background. In fact, 
self-taught coders are sufficient at this 
stage. I see this trend only continuing. 

 I would also concur with Dean and 
Troy – I don't think it's necessary for 
managers to have a deep technical 
understanding of AI, as long as they 
know that every tool has some essential 
data input and then a prediction output. 
Typically these things are set up to try 
and make someone's life easier.

But what every user must understand 
is where the tool gets its data from. 
You also need to understand how it 
operates, because there's no such 
thing as having perfect and complete 
information. There's always going to 
be some kind of blind spot, and if the 
user isn't aware of that during usage, it 
will affect their interpretations of results 
or answers. It’s interesting that people 
don't completely understand the bounds 
and limitations of the tools they're using, 
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require some training to use, but people 
have had good results by picking up the 
software and starting to use it. That being 
said, we recommend training, we provide 
it, and we have a very experienced 
director of training streamlining the 
process for our users.

 There is also the potential for roles at 
law firms coordinated around using our 
tool in more complex ways, and helping 
people to use it. If you want to teach the 
system to find something new, you just 
highlight examples in your contracts you 
would like Kira to learn and the software 
learns from them. In these instances 
where you're trying to teach the software 
a new concept, it pays to have a little bit 
of training.

 But what distinguishes Kira from other 
examples of machine learning technology 
is that you don't need a person with a 
computer science PhD to get it to work. 
You can literally put in a contract, or a 
thousand contracts, and say "I would like 
to find these 10 things” by just checking 
some boxes on the menu. It can find 
the title, party, date, change of control, 
confidentiality, exclusivity, and so on.

 What other kinds of machine 
learning or artificial intelligence 
applications are there to assist in 
the dealmaking process at present? 
What sorts of tools can you envision 
being created in the future?

 When you think about what narrow 
AI does really, really well, it detects 
patterns in massive volumes of data. 
I think predictive intelligence is going 
to be an area of significant effort and 
growth. Predictive intelligence is when 
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an AI algorithm is trained on existing 
data sets in order to identify patterns 
and develop a model to predict future 
outcomes and trends. For example, in 
a dealmaking context, models could be 
developed that analyze data to predict 
which companies in a sector are likely 
to reach certain growth targets.

 There are significant opportunities  
in due diligence, which is something 
that's already going on in the law 
world with e-discovery. A human can 
read one document perfectly, but the 
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amount of information that you're going 
through when you're looking at a deal, 
a company, or a lawsuit is massive. A 
single company has terabytes going into 
petabytes of data about themselves, 
and that is where artificial intelligence 
and machine learning can thrive.

Private equity valuations are another. 
That's a lot harder, though, especially  
if you're looking at start-up acquisitions, 
just because the time to actual payout 
is so long. What that means is that 
many compounding factors come into 
play. Solutions are going to be a lot 
harder in that domain, although I know 
there's at least one start-up working 
on the problem, and selling its scores 

and insights to other firms. One thing 
they've done is essentially score based 
on first rounds of funding, which is 
a much shorter time window, and not 
really necessarily what acquiring firms 
are most interested in. But that's the 
kind of time window you can try to 
make predictions for.

An acquirer may be more interested  
in, say, whether or not a company gets 
to an IPO – but so many different things 
go into that, and so much of it is not 
about the company itself. A big part of 
that equation is what's going on at the 
time. For example, there is no way that 
Twitter could IPO now. If Twitter was 
created even five years later, it wouldn't 
be Twitter.

 A number of tools such as Kira,  
RAVN, eBrevia and Luminance help  
to accelerate the due diligence process. 
They automate the extraction of key 
clauses and analyze their worth across 
many hundreds of contracts. In addition 
to finding specific built-in clause types, 
these AI-based applications allow users 
to customize the application to have it 
machine-learn any desired clause. In 
teaching the tool sample clauses, the 
tool gains intelligence and is part of a 
statistical model which is used to review 
later contracts.

There are also applications which help 
to create a first draft deal document. 
Tools such as Contract Express, Neota 
Logic and High Q make the process for 
drafting much easier by using a model 
template as the basis from which the 
first draft can be created. Though 
document automation tools have been 
in existence for quite some time, the 
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level of sophistication has jumped  
from basic to much more complex, 
often involving the ability to create 
document creation workflows and  
rich features such as calculations  
in loan documents.

More specifically, Contract Express  
is used to generate first drafts of legal 
documents from agreed-upon model 
clauses, limiting human error and 
drastically increasing efficiency  
across a wide range of legal and 
business practices.

We are enthusiastic early adopters  
of AI and other advanced technology 
tools to enable us to deliver better 
service to our clients.

 At Littler, we're working with our data 
analytics team to pilot-test a number 
of AI applications, including Kira, as 
well as write some of our own. We're 
building smart libraries of data related 
to employment due diligence – which 
is what we’re often called to help with 
as a firm – and business restructuring 
in general, including post-integration 
strategies. While still a work in progress, 
it will  be a very powerful database 
with links to access pointers and case 
law that will help us understand how 
contracts should best be drafted. We  
will apply AI to this platform, which is 
part of the reason we are vetting Kira 
and other AI applications.

 At the same time, we’re advising clients 
on other types of tools that may be 
useful for their businesses. We are 
working with HR departments wanting 
to pilot test predictive analytics to profile 
their talent and to increase efficiencies 
and retention.

Natalie Pierce, 
Littler

 When you look back on why deals 
might fail or under-deliver, you often 
come back to due diligence failures in 
the area of personnel, or just not fully 
appreciating the people issues related 
to an acquisition. So firms are looking to 
see how AI applications can potentially 
assist with these challenges. Also, as AI 
applications become more evaluative, 
dealmakers will need to understand if 
the AI tools have a contextual basis that 
would influence their results — not bias 
in the sense of private rights but, for 
example, in the sense of evaluating risk.

There is a lot of hype around artificial 
intelligence right now, but the truth is 
that very few of the tools currently in 
existence have much use. To speak 
bluntly, one of the things that makes 
our system relatively unique among AI 
offerings is that people actually use it. 
We have around 2,000 active projects  
in a typical month.

I do think there are other potential 
areas for AI, but more of them are in 
the early stages right now. One thing 
that stands out to me is matchmaking 
platforms. For example, the other day 
I saw something that was almost like 
a Tinder for people looking to buy and 
sell companies. Another possibility 
is the use of artificial intelligence for 
negotiation software, to help people 
reach an agreement over a point. If 
there's a disagreement, the software 
can come up with something fair that 
the different parties can agree to. There 
are probably due diligence tasks that 
AI can do on the financial side as well, 
such as spotting accounting anomalies. 
Deloitte is one of our biggest users, for 
instance, and of course they aren’t a 
law firm at all.

Noah Waisberg, 
Kira Systems
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A significant part of the dealmaking 
process is due diligence – making 
sure the target company has whatever 
it says it has and doesn't come with 
anything negative. You’re also seeking 
to understand what happens when the 
transaction goes through. A lot of that 
information is in the target companies' 

contracts: their employment contracts, customer contracts, 
leases, vendor contracts, partnership agreements, and so on. 
What an M&A attorney must do as part of the deal is to work 
through those contracts and figure out what they say about 
the issues a new owner would be most concerned about. It 
is one of the most time-consuming parts of an M&A deal, and 
30% to 60% of a typical M&A legal bill can be due diligence 
costs. Most of that is contract review.

As an M&A lawyer, I performed this work as well as supervised 
it. What I realized was that people tended to be looking for 
the same things over and over again in these projects. They 
weren't so much reading a company’s contracts to understand 
whether they were good or bad – they were reading for 
specific pieces of information. So the thinking was you might 
be able to build software to help them find those same things, 
and then pull them out.

What Kira does is automate this process. It lets users upload 
contracts into the system, and then Kira looks for more than 
450 relevant data points, pulling them out and showing them 
to the user in a pretty straightforward way. What our users tell 
us is that in using our software, they review contracts in 20% 
to 90% less time, and with the same or greater accuracy.

There are other important benefits to this as well. For 
instance, a junior lawyer is typically the one doing this 
contract review work, and it takes that lawyer 30 minutes 

to an hour or more to review a typical contract, which might 
be billed at $400 an hour, plus someone supervising. So 
being able to cut down on that cost is really meaningful. 
Time pressure is also a factor with these deals — they’re 
done really, really quickly, and the people doing this work 
make mistakes, even at very good firms. Junior people don't 
necessarily know how to spot all the things they need to find, 
and sometimes the contracts can be very subtle.

But perhaps the software’s greatest impact is that it 
allows you to look at a company more thoroughly than you 
could have without it. If you're doing typical mid-market 
acquisitions, you review anywhere from 50 up to a few 
hundred contracts. But for a US$200m company, it wouldn't 
be surprising if it had a total of 5,000 to 10,000 contracts. 
What the software allows you to do is to spend the same 
or even more time on diligence, but obtain far more coverage 
than you could get without the technology. And that means 
that you have a much clearer picture of what the target 
company actually has in its contracts. It also means that 
you're better set up to integrate them.

Kira Systems: Speeding up 
the pace of due diligence

Noah Waisberg, 
Kira Systems
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Buzz vs brass tacks

 What challenges have you personally  
had working with AI, and how did you 
overcome them?

 I try to keep up with every new technology that 
our clients are test-driving, and it's an ongoing 
challenge. Really, it’s like drinking water through  
a fire hose. We dig deep into these technologies 
and how they would impact our clients because 
they have questions, and we need to be able  
to answer them with an informed perspective.  
We want to help our clients stay competitive and 
legally compliant at a time when regulations are 
unable to keep pace with technology.

Taking the time to study not only AI as used in the 
legal practice and in workplaces but also fields 
such as robotics – in which AI is often ingrained –  
is extremely gratifying. We’ve entered a new frontier, 
and I enjoy being part of the discussion and part of 
a practice group helping implement solutions. In the 
course of a single week, I may be asked to advise 
on topics ranging from the use of biometrics in the 
workplace, pilot testing of safe driving applications, 
and the deployment of exoskeletons.

As more of these questions come up, it's an 
opportunity for us as a firm. Sometimes there will 
be a tool that we haven't looked at, and that’s a 
great opportunity to learn to ask the right questions 
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and come up with the best practices. 
So if the goal is reduced incidents 
of worker's compensation claims by 
using exoskeletons, for example, you 
have to make sure that everything is 
thought through in terms of training and 
communication, so that you don’t end 
up with the opposite result of increased 
workplace injuries.

 I was lucky in that I majored in computer 
science as an undergraduate, and my 
first job after graduating was in research 
and development, including building 
artificial intelligence solutions. I worked 
on expert systems during the ’80s, and 
then did some research into machine 
learning as it was developing, and did 
the same for deep learning around 
2006. When clients began acquiring  
AI solutions, in order to advise them,  
I dug into the topic by reviewing various 
white papers and other sources, just 
to make sure I was up to date on the 
current technology and understood 
what would happen with it. But overall,  
I continued learning as needed, and  
as the technology evolved.

 I would say it’s important to keep in mind 
that AI is really not much more than 
plain-old statistics. The term “intelligence” 
is a bit of a misnomer that implies the 
reasoning and intentionality of which 
only sentient beings are capable. The 
key challenge for most people who are 
scared off by the concept of AI is to 
overcome their fear by getting some very 
basic exposure to statistics. “Artificial 
intelligence” will soon be known by its 
true term, which is simply “software.”

The challenges I have encountered 
relate to my desire to understand 
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more fully how AI works, and 
understanding complex algorithms and 
the infrastructure used by AI systems, 
such as deep learning and neural 
networks. In attempting to overcome 
the challenges, I have spoken with 
technologists, watched AI primer videos 
and attended in-firm learning sessions.

 As a company, it took us a lot longer 
than expected to build our software. 
We started in January 2011 with my 
co-founder and me, and we never took 
outside financing, because we thought 
it would take us four months to build, 
then six months, and then two years  
or longer. I would say that characterizes 
the typical artificial intelligence 
software’s development.

 How important do you think the 
use of artificial intelligence is 
at companies looking to sell 
themselves? Are buyers drawn  
in by the buzz word?

 From a marketing perspective, the use  
of AI is now part of the course of 
business. Artificial intelligence can 
improve operations to increase efficiency 
and can also solve problems that 
could not previously be solved. Most 
companies will incorporate some form  
of artificial intelligence in the future (similar 
to how most companies use computer 
software today), so it is important to 
incorporate an artificial intelligence as 
part of a current digital strategy.

The buzz word is used by everyone 
and buyers are drawn to the “buzz 
word” initially, but savvy buyers will ask 
questions about the type of artificial 
intelligence used and how it is used. 
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So a company should be prepared 
with technical, substantive responses. 
Buyers may likely be “turned away”  
by companies not making use of AI.

 Even though many people still have  
a pretty limited understanding of 
artificial intelligence or employ it 
overbroadly, it certainly has become a 
buzzword for companies. Corporations 
understand they need to somehow 
integrate it into their operations to 
remain competitive. And we are 
certainly seeing leading corporations 
embrace artificial intelligence and 
empower every significant department 
in the corporate structure to think about 
the importance of AI, to build greater 
efficiency and improve returns.

 I actually wouldn't call it a buzz word 
myself. Obviously, there's a lot of 
interest in AI, but I think that there are 
real specific business needs that are 
driving those acquisitions. You've got 
the Intels, Apples, and the Googles of 
the world that are looking to buy strong 
AI solutions.

But then you have all the other buyers, 
which probably represent the vast 
majority of the market. And what 
they're sometimes really looking for 
is digital expertise. Once you move 
outside of Silicon Valley, it's difficult to 
even find data scientists. So for those 
in the healthcare and transportation 
spaces, or whatever else is outside 
that geographical area, one of the only 
ways to build digital capacity is  
to acquire a company that does a lot 
of AI. So for a lot of the acquisitions, 
it’s a case of companies buying a 
solution for business needs.

Natalie Pierce, 
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I think across the spectrum, companies 
understand they're going to have to 
build or buy it, but either way, they 
need to be incorporating AI into  
their businesses.

 What are the main sectors in which 
AI is already making a major impact?

 Right now, it's less about sectors and 
more about companies. Some are very 
data driven – they're essentially right at 
the place where it makes sense to start 
using these tools. But integrating them 
completely isn't just about acquiring 
them – it's about having a culture that 
fits with them. There are companies 
that are really changing themselves for 
these tools, but not everyone in a given 
sector or industry is doing it.

A company has to believe that AI 
is useful – they have to believe in 
essentially data-driven decision-
making. It's not very compatible with 

“gut feelings,” which are the exact 
opposite way of thinking. I would 
say that AI goes well with companies 
that have a very strong experimental 
culture, where they're focused on 
constantly doing experiments for 
continuous improvement.
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 I would say financial services is way 
ahead of the curve on AI, since  
fraud detection has obviously been  
a huge issue in that industry. And data 
analytics has been a part of financial 
services for a long time.

We’re also seeing predictive analytics 
used a lot in healthcare, either to 
reduce costs or improve patient care. 
Any time you have a problem involving 
massive amounts of data, AI is probably 
a reasonable path to a solution, so 
healthcare is a definite fit due to the 
massive amounts of patient data.

It’s also being used in industries that 
are not traditionally associated with 
technology, such as insurance, logistics, 
transportation, and driverless vehicles.

Dean Harvey, 
Perkins Coie

A company has to believe 
that AI is useful  — they have 
to believe in essentially data-
driven decision-making.
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