
Debevoise Banks on Partner Loyalty to Build Curated AI Products

Bloomberg Law News 2026-08-06T11:26:58248939071-04:00

Debevoise Banks on Partner Loyalty to Build Curated AI 
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By Roy Strom 2026-08-06T05:30:01000-04:00

Welcome back to the Big Law Business column . I’m Roy Strom, and today we look at how 
Debevoise is building AI platforms for clients. Sign up for Business & Practice , a free morning 
newsletter from Bloomberg Law.

Debevoise & Plimpton partner Avi Gesser has a bustling practice advising some of the world’s largest 
financial institutions on how to safely deploy artificial intelligence.

The 55-year-old is also the rare Big Law partner who remains a steadfast company man. He joined 
Debevoise in 2019 and says he’s not making another lateral move.

He’s poured his commitment to the firm into the creation of a Debevoise-branded AI model that gives 
clients direct access to the documents he (and his team) have drafted for the past five years on AI 
risk for companies. Debevoise is selling subscriptions to a limited number of clients for $150,000 a 
year.

“I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not doing this again,” he said. “We are getting the benefit of all the 
work we’ve done. So, it’s a good trade-off.”

The model, known as STAAR, is in beta mode through the end of the year and accessible to only 
about 10 clients so far, including Blackstone, Capital One, Evercore, GSK, and New York Life.

Gesser says his team can’t scale fast enough to offer it to all the clients who are asking for it. He 
plans to hire people to help build what he calls a “software play” inside one of New York’s white-shoe 
law firms.

The firm says the tool is a sort of an R&D lab for its broader AI strategy: It will develop models that 
give clients direct access to Debevoise’s years of curated knowledge.
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And the firm believes Gesser is an example of a leg up it has in the AI legal services race. Its 
longstanding lockstep culture, which was designed to foster collaboration, creates an environment 
where partners are willing to contribute their knowledge to the firm’s AI products.

“We think that is a huge advantage, just because our philosophy is to share information and 
coordinate,” said Debevoise Presiding Partner Peter Furci. “That will enable us to build incredible 
client-facing portals that are a complete window for that client into everything that’s going on for them 
at the firm.”

Debevoise isn’t alone in that strategy. A cohort of Big Law firms have identified their competitive edge 
as years of experience working on complex matters for big-time clients. They plan to build that 
knowledge into AI systems that will deliver advice cheaper and faster.

The strategy will require partners to buy in to putting their knowledge into their firms’ AI products. 
Some partners with AI expertise have already bolted Big Law to build tools for themselves.

But in fairness, lockstep firms have touted benefits from that model that haven’t necessarily held up in 
the free agent era. Nearly every firm has abandoned the model, and Debevoise itself recently added 
a bonus pool to its compensation structure.

Still, a firm’s culture matters when it comes to getting partners to share information, said Josh Kubicki, 
who advises law firms on AI strategy and is a lecturer at Indiana University Maurer School of Law. In 
Big Law’s free agent era, partners can be reluctant to share the legal work they do for their clients.

“Firms that already have deep norms around collaboration, shared ownership and institutional 
thinking may find it easier to build AI systems around collective knowledge than firms where value 
has historically been measured more individually,” Kubicki said.

STAAR is built on the Legora legal AI platform and stands for Suite of Tools for Assessing AI Risk. 
Gesser has been feeding it anonymized documents generated for real clients (with their consent) for 
years. The self-help portal gives clients direct access to that previous work, which includes policies, 
documents, and training videos Debevoise has developed for clients to evaluate, govern, and deploy 
AI tools.

Since the work has been signed off on by Debevoise lawyers, clients can feel comfortable relying on 
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it, Gesser said. The program won’t synthesize information. It pastes text into its answers directly from 
the approved policies and documents. When clients have questions—and they often do—they can 
call a Debevoise lawyer for more traditional legal advice.

The trial period has a collaborative component. If a client makes a request for a new feature in 
STAAR, Debevoise will spend up to $150,000 in billable time building it, Gesser said.

To help pare down the number of requests it generates for Debevoise lawyers, Gesser’s team 
created a streamlined version of STAAR that is designed for private equity portfolio companies that 
have less AI experience. The platform comes with videos of Debevoise lawyers discussing 
recommended use cases for AI such as drafting sales emails.

The group still has some things to figure out, such as what its license agreements will look like and 
how it will handle security testing, Gesser said.

The model requires lawyers and knowledge management professionals to maintain up-to-date 
information. Gesser said he is the “gatekeeper” for what goes in the portal. It takes a lot of time, he 
said.

“Knowledge management is hard for everybody, and when you get paid by the hour, you have to 
think it’s going to be worth it,” he said. “It’s worth it if you are going to be here for a long time and the 
client is going to be here for a long time.”

For Gesser, the portal has made practicing law more enjoyable. His phone calls with clients are 
“incredibly efficient” because their questions have been pared down after working with STAAR. He’s 
working on harder problems, rather than re-doing work he’s already done. In other words, he’s no AI 
doomer. And those calls are still billed by the hour.

“The advantages to have these tools available so I can leverage myself are enormous,” he said.

Still, there are strange side effects from the process of pouring so much of his knowledge into a 
machine. He is more efficient than he’s ever been, but he still feels like there are too many things to 
do, he said. He gets more tired than ever, which he chalks up to a “cognitive load” problem.

“Your brain isn’t meant to take in this much information at this level,” he said.
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In response, he seeks out manual tasks such as stapling and sorting documents and he uses a 
printer that’s on the other side of the office.

“It’s for the walk,” he said. “I have like 10 or 15 times a day where I get up and go to the printer, and 
it’s good for me.”

As for Debevoise, Furci said more partners may feel like Gesser—deeply committed to a law firm 
platform they helped to build—as more legal services are delivered through AI platforms. It could 
make it harder for partners to move between firms, he said. But that is still just a theory.

“It really will be dependent upon how interchangeable the various platforms and models are and the 
degree to which clients are trying to internalize their data on their own platform, which would enable 
them to work with a greater range of providers,” Furci said. “I think you’ll see a mix of that.”

Worth Your Time

On Sidley: Sidley Austin continues its aggressive global finance buildout by picking up a team of 11 
lawyers from the newly formed Hogan Lovells Cadwalader led by partners Brian Foster and Patrick 
Calves in New York, Meghan Tribe reports.

On Jackson Walker: The law firm’s settlement of litigation stemming from an undisclosed attorney-
judge romance is a significant milestone in a scandal that rocked the bankruptcy legal community, but 
the nonmonetary damage will be long-lasting, James Nani reports.

On Winston Taylor: I spoke with Winston Taylor’s chair Steve D’Amore for Bloomberg Law’s 
podcast, On The Merits, about how he conducted cultural due diligence before his firm’s big 
transatlantic merger.

That’s it for this week—and next! Thanks for reading and please send me your thoughts, critiques, 
and tips.

To contact the reporter on this story: Roy Strom in Chicago at rstrom@bloombergindustry.com

To contact the editors responsible for this story: Alessandra Rafferty at 
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arafferty@bloombergindustry.com. John Hughes at jhughes@bloombergindustry.com;
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