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“Once you’re in a deal process, things happen really fast and there’s very little time to talk about post-

integration.” This is what a recently retired, two-time public company CFO (we’ll call him John) shared 

with me when we discussed how to shape M&A success. Cumulatively, John has been involved in over 

20 transactions and it was surprising to hear that most of them were “not successful.”  

Compelling business logic drives acquisitions. What’s often overlooked is that acquisitions, much like 

organ transplants, can fail after the “main act.” Organ rejection can happen in both directions: the organ 

can fail, or the body can reject. This is what John was alluding to. Planning ahead for, and executing on, 

post-deal integration is every bit as vital as post-op recovery is for organ transplants.  

The following are key ingredients for successful post-deal integration. I say “post-deal”, but actually the 

process begins well before a deal closes. What follows is not magic, but the outcome can be magical. 

1. Money Motivates. It’s important to remember that money indeed drives behavior. Ask yourself the 

following questions as you construct the deal structure and terms: Do our deal terms reflect our 

integration plans, business imperatives, and key deliverables? Have we anticipated unintended 

consequences? Will people be appropriately motivated to act in the best interest of post-deal 

success… or will they be motivated to undermine it? 

Earn-outs are frequently based on revenue or profit targets. In the case of a SaaS company, the 

earnout was conditional on delivery of profit targets over each of 3 years. Twelve months after the 

deal closed, the target executives cut R&D spending altogether, in order to make their earn-out in 

year 2. In doing so, they brought their flagship product down from a category leader to a distant 

follower. This could NOT have been the intended outcome for the acquirer! 

2. Face Up to the “Tsunami” of Change Management. Whatever the business logic, an acquisition can 

only be successful when two wholly separate groups of people adapt and morph their existing habits, 

relationships, behaviors, expectations and strategic priorities, so that they may act as one to deliver 

on common goals. Post-deal integration can be tsunami in its scale if the acquisition is substantial in 

size. And failure can be extremely costly.  

3. Stay True to the Strategic Imperatives. There is a theme in every acquisition. Whether it’s going after 

a new market, adding capabilities to an existing product, diversification, or consolidation, the theme 

carries with it a set of business rationale, and hence a set of strategic imperatives that the acquirer 

must get right post-deal. The key objective for the post-deal integration is to identify, orchestrate 

and execute on OKRs (objectives & key results) that the combined entity must deliver in 12, 24, and 

36 months post-deal 

Recently, in a classic case of a Silicon Valley startup being acquired by a large public entity, where 

business synergies were clear, the acquirer rushed through the deal process with scant attention 

paid to post-deal integration plans. Nine months and 4 integration leads later, those synergies were 

not realized. Instead, the target executives were consumed by the overhead of having to manage up 



rather than creating the market expansion opportunities they had hoped. After successively missing 

revenue targets, the once darling startup found themselves in lay-off mode. 

4. Beware of the People & Culture “Check Box.” Culture is not just a collection of adjectives. It is the 

way people behave in an organization so that, together, they can achieve common goals. This 

cannot be lip service, but instead is a 2-way commitment to building a vibrant relationship. It’s 

amazing how well people can come together when they are clear on goals, their roles in the 

organization, and how they will be rewarded for delivering results. Melding two different 

organizations adapted to distinct operating environments will take time, may involve pain, and will 

require both sides to change behaviors. Egos and turf battles on the acquiring side, in addition to 

fear and suspicion on the target side, often stand in the way of smooth integration. The key watch 

word for avoiding organ rejection is trust – built through mutual respect.  

The top-down power culture of an extremely successful public company drove out the entire sales 

team of a target within 12 months after acquisition, resulting in abysmal sales performance. The 

sales culture at the target company was built around its own market realities, but egos on the part 

of the acquirer’s sales management (“We’ve got this!”) prevented them from appreciating those 

realities and building the proper “reception” of the target’s sales team. 

5. Do NOT Abdicate Leadership. All eyes, from both sides (acquirer and target), will be on the actions 

of top management to see if there is commitment to the success of the acquisition. Name one 

executive to be responsible for the integration and its success. His/ her clarity on and attention to 

the elements for post-deal success will be the difference-maker.  

You wouldn’t want your surgeon to start planning your post-op recovery regimen after he’s put the 

organ in you. Why would you want to delay planning for a post-deal integration until after the deal has 

been signed? 

We look forward to seeing you at our FEISV Event “Top Five Reasons for M&A Failure”, 7:30am – 

10:00am on Thursday, November 29th. 
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