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Executive Summary
It’s easily forgotten that 2020 actually started on a high note for
dealmakers. Deal volume was up and market analyses for the year
ahead focused extensively on the potential impacts of the upcoming
U.S. election and a post-Brexit world. Still, some wondered if we
were due for a black swan event. Less than two weeks into March,
we had our answer. The spread of COVID-19 and closing of borders
soon resulted in a market freefall not seen since the Great Recession.
However, we also know the story of 2020 became less about collapse
and much more deeply rooted in rebound and resilience. It is also a
story of momentum – which has only accelerated in 2021.

In this year’s Legal Dealmakers Market Report, we examine the
experiences of 275 M&A legal advisors globally during the pandemic
as well as their expectations for the markets in 2021 and the role
of technology in meeting evolving client expectations. The findings
are particularly poignant given three major challenges legal advisors
overcame while facilitating a record-breaking second half of 2020:
1 Law firms went remote | Necessitated by local social distancing
guidelines, legal advisors found themselves working from home
and other non-traditional work settings. This introduced new
considerations for effective and secure legal workflow.
2 Legal matter teams got smaller | Support staff layoffs and furloughs
along with the deferment of new associate start dates challenged the
bandwidth of legal advisors and revenue potential of law firms.
3 Due diligence went virtual | Historically synonymous with
conference rooms and in-person engagements, even critical
elements of due diligence like site visits transitioned to technology
solutions – including web conferencing and drones.
You may reach out to any of our local consultants or corporate
contacts at any time to continue the conversation.
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Business of Law
Law firms, like corporations, must dependably generate revenue and
continually grow their client portfolio to remain viable and competitive.
This places paramount importance on understanding the market and
its needs not just as they exist today but also as they will evolve longer
term – designing growth strategies and contingency plans accordingly.
Three key trends emerge for law firms as they position corporate
practice groups for success in the months ahead:

1. 2021 will be a year of more – in a good way
Almost 90% of respondents have a positive outlook for the year ahead.
This includes almost 75% expecting higher valuations to be a dominant
trend. Early market activity supports these predictions with Refinitiv
reporting a whopping $1.3tn in deals for the first quarter of the year – the
strongest start for a calendar year since 1980.

What is your outlook for the financial markets in 2021?

75%
Positive view of valuations
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Business of Law
11%

2. Remote work is here to stay – for most
An unexpected consequence of the pandemic is the normalization of working
from home and other remote locations. In fact, our research shows a majority
of law firms have already announced remote work in various forms as a
permanent option moving forward. This evolution should be particularly
resonant within the middle office – with technology and knowledge officers
reaping validation for leading a decade-long digital transformation of law
firms and financial officers savoring pathways for increased profitability
through smaller real estate footprints.

Has your law firm implemented long-term changes related to
flexible work settings?

49%

40%

Yes - Employees are
now able to adopt a
hybrid of remote and
in-office days

46%

43%
Hourly
Transactional
Alternative Fee
Agreements

3. The billable hour reigns supreme – for now

9%
Yes - Employees can
work remote anytime
moving forward

How do you typically
bill clients?

2%

No - We’ll return to the
No - We’ve already
office full-time once it is
returned to the office
safe to do so
full-time with new onsite
safety protocols

If there were ever a time law firms would face client pressure to
pivot away from the fabled billable hour, it would have been during
the throes of a global pandemic. However, our research reaffirms it
remains the most common pricing model for M&A deals – even if its
decline of approximately 2.5% compared to 2020 hints at a growing
appetite for alternatives. This heightens the importance of reducing
the amount of time spent on less valuable work to avoid client
pushback on billable time while preserving law firm margins.
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Practice of Law: Sell-side
It’s a good time to be a seller. Current market conditions allow for higher
valuations, more options for going to market, and even the luxury of longer
timelines for decision making along the way. Still, our research reinforces that
capitalizing on this moment in time necessitates finding effective ways to
engage a diverse group of stakeholders and enabling technology to more easily
cut through the more administrative elements of dealmaking. Here are five key
findings illustrating the challenges currently faced by sell-side legal advisors:

1. The sell-side M&A legal advisor isn’t a lone wolf
Casual observers often refer to “the legal advisor” on deals – as if there is a
single lawyer driving each transaction. However, usually deals are powered by
a full legal matter team. On the sell-side, even while working remote, there are
typically 6-10 team members.

On average, how many people from your law firm assist on a
deal (including paralegals and support staff)?
1-3

6%
28%

4-5

51%

6-10
11-20
20+

7%
8%
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Practice of Law: Sell-side

On average, how long did it take to complete sell-side
due diligence in 2020?

2. Collaboration and communication have been challenging
Perhaps the clearest reflection of the reliance legal professionals previously
had on in-office work settings exists within the stark contrast of how
much more challenging sell-side respondents found internal collaboration
compared to working with the broader deal team comprised of external
stakeholders like investment bankers.

14 days
or less

7%

15-30
days

37%

What proved most difficult for your M&A practice in 2020?

40%

31-45
days

36%

46-60
days

25%
16%

Legal matter team Client relationship
Deal team
collaboration on
management collaboration existing deals
including
including bankers
communicating on and corporate
existing deals
clients

More than
60 days

12%
New business
development

11%
Conducting due
diligence including site visits

14%
1%

3. Sell-side due diligence timelines actually grew – but
remain tight
Whereas 51% of sell-side advisors reported having less than 30 days to
complete due diligence in 2019, that number shrank to 44.7% in 2020.
However, timelines still aren’t very forgiving with 99% of the respondents
needing to wrap up within 60 days.
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Practice of Law: Sell-side
5. Artificial Intelligence adoption has grown – for some things

Which of the following is the most challenging
during due diligence?

Long considered the “next frontier” of legal workflow, the use of artificial
intelligence and machine learning (AI/ML) has matured well beyond
novelty status. In fact, 93% of respondents confirmed having tried
AI/ML-enabled software solutions – with almost half (48%) fully
integrating them into their standard processes.

37%

However, only 29% of respondents have tried smart technologies
specifically for due diligence – adoption lags at an even more distant 11%.

24%
15%

13%

Which of the following best describes your use of
artificial intelligence / machine learning (AI/ML)
technologies?

10%
1%

File auditing
and activity
tracking

Reviewing
documents

Stakeholder Tracking overall Data room
engagement & due diligence
setup and
communication
status
organization

93%

Redacting
terms and
images

4. Data room management and reviewing documents
remain daunting
Meeting due diligence timelines is incumbent on overcoming several
major challenges. Sell-side lawyers overwhelmingly identified
tracking data room activity and reviewing documents, two notoriously
cumbersome and tedious processes, as the most challenging elements
of due diligence.

of legal advisors surveyed have tried AI/ML-enabled
technology as part of their legal workflow

48% have adopted it as a part of their standard workflow

29%

of legal advisors surveyed have tried AI/ML-enabled
technology specifically for due diligence

11% have adopted it as a part of their standard due
diligence process
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Practice of Law: Buy-side
Like the sell-side, successfully navigating current market conditions requires
the buy-side to engage a diverse group of stakeholders throughout the deal
lifecycle. However, buy-side legal advisors face shorter due diligence timelines
– driven in no short part by relentless competition in acquiring the best assets
and a surplus of dry powder within private equity. This places even greater
emphasis on leveraging technology to facilitate collaboration and streamline
communication. Here are five key findings illustrating the challenges currently
faced by buy-side legal advisors:

1. Coalitions aren’t just for sellers
Just as sell-side advisors rely on the legal prowess of a full matter team, so
too do buy-side advisors. In fact, they largely work with a team of about 6-10
people–including paralegals and other support staff.

On average, how many people from your law firm assist on a deal
(including paralegals and support staff)?
1-3

6%
29%

4-5

44%

6-10
11-20
20+

11%
10%
08

Practice of Law: Buy-side

On average, how long did it take to complete sell-side
due diligence in 2020?

2. Similar practitioner challenges as those faced on the sell-side
Legal matter team collaboration and client communication are as equally
challenging for buy-side advisors as they are for sell-side advisors.

9%

14 days
or less

6%

15-30
days

5%

35%
41%

31-45
days

12%

37%
46-60
days

What proved most
difficult for your M&A
practice in 2020?

More than
60 days

37%
Legal matter team collaboration
on existing deals

Client relationship management – including
communication on existing deals

New business development

Conducting due diligence – including site visits

16%
2%

3. Buy-side due diligence timelines are shrinking

Deal team collaboration – including
bankers and other advisors

In what appears to be an affirmation of a seller’s market, buy-side
advisors are facing truncated due diligence timelines. In fact, 98.2%
report having 60 days or less to complete the process in 2020. In 2019,
that number was 72%.
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Practice of Law: Buy-side
4. Data privacy concerns persist
Increased scrutiny of material adverse change or material adverse
effect (MAC/MAE) provisions rank highest as the legal trend in
dealmaking likely to dominate the conversation in 2021 – unsurprising
given the recency of the pandemic. Perhaps more unexpected is seeing
heightened data privacy considerations rank second. However, recent
headline-grabbing data breaches at major law firms and remote work
becoming a norm provides more than adequate grounding for this
finding – and places increased scrutiny on data room selection and
usage for managing all transactions.

Which M&A legal trend do you anticipate dominating in 2021?

43%

How do you currently track due diligence tasks & deliverables?
Excel
spreadsheet

32%

Word
document

32%

Project
management
software

Online due
diligence
tracker

Hard copy
checklist

Say growing emphasis on MAC/MAE
provisions will dominate in 2021

23%

Say heightened data privacy
considerations

24%
11%
1%

5. Buy-side deal teams significantly lag in
technological prowess
As buy-side advisors grapple with tighter timelines, tracking deal
progress and due diligence to stay on-schedule becomes even more
important. Surprisingly, almost two-thirds are still using a manual
process for tracking – sub-optimal for both internal legal matter team
and broader deal team collaboration.
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Capitalizing on Momentum
Three ways to enable speed across dealmaking
1. Accelerate automation
Whether it’s the ability to expand and optimize
buyer outreach during deal marketing for
sell-side advisors or leveraging dedicated
collaboration software for buy-side deal
teams, bespoke technology exists to
improve process efficiencies by up to
80% – remote or in-office.1

2. Reject the status quo
A major distinction driving adoption of
smart technologies within legal workflows
is the understanding that they augment
and amplify, never replace, human
expertise. M&A legal advisors would do well
to keep this in mind to move away from the
more administrative and time-consuming
tasks within due diligence. For example,
AI/ML-enabled document categorization
can reduce data room organization time by
more than 60%.2

3. Look beyond technical capabilities
Just as identifying and adopting
appropriate technology is paramount
in moving deals forward, so too is
confidence in the customer support
powering these solutions. On every deal,
mandate more than a data room – you
never know when you’ll need to make a
2 A.M. phone call to a live agent that can
make or break the deal at hand.
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Methodology

15%

The analysis in this report is based on a global survey of 275 lawyers actively
practicing in the area of M&A across specific countries in the Americas,
Europe, and the Asia Pacific regions.

Of counsel

Global survey results by region

50%

AMERS

Global survey results
by position held

43%

Partner

39%
EMEA

42%

Associate

11%
APAC

Law firm partners represented 43% of total responses with associates
following closely behind at 42%. Of counsel and special counsel attorneys
accounted for the remaining 15% of responses.
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Datasite for Law Firms
Work faster. Avoid unnecessary risks to reputation. Sustain and grow
profitability. From our breakthrough technology to ironclad security
and premium customer support, Datasite empowers your legal team to
confidently complete more transactions while winning more mandates.

Preparing for the deal
Most legal advisors are engaged on a transaction more than 6
months prior to closing. Datasite provides the capabilities needed
to streamline processes and collaborate securely on day one.

Managing the deal
Client intake, data room organization, stakeholder communication,
due diligence, management reports – the list of to-dos keeps
growing while timelines shrink. Realize productivity gains with
AI/ML-powered transaction management.

Closing the deal
Readiness for closure happens on a parallel path to managing the
transaction. From validating final terms to updating documents
and ensuring regulatory compliance – ease into closing the deal
with Datasite.
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Get in touch
Datasite is the leading SaaS provider for the M&A industry,
empowering dealmakers around the world with the tools they
need to succeed across the entire deal lifecycle. Each year
legal advisors use our full lifecycle solutions on over 10,000
financial transactions – from deal marketing to deal prep and
due diligence.
Our local consultants work with law firms of all sizes, from
specialty boutiques to the AM Law 100 and Magic Circle, to
enable speed and accuracy on every deal.

#wheredealsaremade
Get in touch, visit www.datasite.com or contact: info@datasite.com | AMERS +1 888 311 4100 | EMEA +44 20 3031 6300 | APAC +852 3905 4800
©Datasite. All rights reserved. All trademarks are property of their respective owners. DS-1.179-01
Source: 1. Datasite product research Q3 2020. 2. Datasite product research Q1 2021

