
M&A DUE DILIGENCE
CLIENTS vs ADVISERS
EUROPE, MIDDLE EAST & AFRICA



2

In many areas of corporate finance, the differences in opinion 
and thinking can sometimes be stark between a corporate 
or private equity firm and their law firm, accountant and 
investment bank advisers. In 2018, Merrill Corporation in 
cooperation with Euromoney Thought Leadership Consulting 
surveyed 539 executives involved in M&A transactions across 
EMEA, with 58% clients (corporates, private equity firms) 
and 41% advisers (law firms, investment banks, professional 
services firms), to find out exactly what they thought.

When asked about the future of due diligence, client and 
adviser thinking seems to be aligned. Indeed in areas 
including the current and future speed of due diligence, the 
main challenges they face, and the type of technologies that 
could help solve them, client practitioners and their advisers 
mostly share the same view. 

What’s interesting, though, is where their thinking does 
diverge.  

For instance, more clients (68%) than advisers (58%) believe 
due diligence today – from sourcing to completing a deal 
– takes on average less than three months. What’s more, 
client practitioners are most confident that the process can 
accelerate even more in the future.          

In addition, corporate and private equity client practitioners 
believe understanding and addressing cultural issues is a 
top-three success factor in M&A, whereas advisers assign 
less importance to the issue. And while most advisers believe 
the risk of a data breach in the due diligence process over 
the past five years has decreased, most client practitioners 
believe that the risk has actually increased.

Despite these differences, clients and advisers are aligned on 
the role technology can play in due diligence process. They 
see technology solving some of their biggest challenges 
– from reviewing and analysing contract text to visualising 
financial performance data – and place greatest hope in AI 
and data analytics to help them do so. In fact, clients and 
advisers believe these technologies will help accelerate due 
diligence the most and will have the most transformative 
impact over the long term.

To be sure, virtual data rooms (VDRs) – arguably the biggest 
advance in M&A due diligence in the past decade or more 
– and even blockchain are seen as playing an important 
role too. The reality is that a combination of these digital 
technologies, together with and led by human experience 
and expertise, will most likely transform due diligence and 
M&A over the coming years.

Both clients and their advisers expect it.  

Merlin Piscitel l i 
CHIEF REVENUE OFFICER, EMEA
MERRILL CORPORATION

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY    
Both clients and advisers across 
EMEA believe technology 
plays a positive role in the due 
diligence process, solving some 
of their biggest challenges. 
Our clients feel the same. They 
know that technology can 
accelerate and enhance the due 
diligence process. We deliver the 
technology that meets those
challenges and continue to 
innovate for a long-term impact.”

“
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2018 > THE STATE OF DUE DILIGENCE FOR CLIENTS vs ADVISERS      
SUCCESS 
FACTORS

DUE DILIGENCE 
SPEED

 BIGGEST 
CHALLENGE

RISK OF SECURITY 
BREACH

REGULATORY  
IMPACT 

of client practitioners believe 
conducting due diligence is 
the most important success 
factor. Second is planning 

and executing the integration 
(53%) and third, understanding 

cultural differences (34%)

of client practitioners state 
that due diligence takes less 

than 3 months from deal 
sourcing to completion

of client practitioners say 
reviewing and analysing 

contract text is the biggest 
challenge in due diligence  

that technology could  
provide a solution for

of client practitioners believe 
the risk of a data/privacy 

breach in the due diligence 
process has decreased  
over the past 5 years

of client practitioners have 
withdrawn from a deal due 
to concerns around a target 

company's data/privacy 
protections and  

compliance with GDPR

64% 68% 71% 35% 56%

of advisers believe conducting 
due diligence is the most 
important success factor. 
Second is planning and 

executing the integration 
(43%) and third, understanding 

cultural differences (27%)

of advisers state that due 
diligence takes less than  

3 months from deal sourcing 
to completion

of advisers say reviewing 
and analysing contract text 
is the biggest challenge in 

due diligence that technology 
could provide a solution for

of advisers believe the risk  
of a data/privacy breach in  
the due diligence process  

has increased over the  
past 5 years

of advisers have withdrawn 
from a deal due to concerns 
around a target company's 

data/privacy protections and 
compliance with GDPR

67% 58% 69% 35% 53%

CLIENTS

ADVISERS
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2022 > THE FUTURE OF DUE DILIGENCE FOR CLIENTS vs ADVISERS       
SWIFTER DUE 
DILIGENCE 

DATA ANALYTICS TO  
PROPEL DILIGENCE

TECHNOLOGY WILL ENABLE 
GREATER SECURITY

AI OFFERS THE 
GREATEST IMPACT

REGULATORY  
IMPACT

of client practitioners believe 
due diligence will take less 

than 3 months by 2022

of client practitioners believe 
harnessing data analytics would 

accelerate the due diligence 
process the most, followed by 

a larger due diligence team and 
standardisation of documents 

and processes

of client practitioners feel  
that new technology will 
enable greater security in  

due diligence over the next  
5 years

of client practitioners believe 
AI and machine learning will 
transform due diligence over 

the long term

of client practitioners believe 
GDPR will have no impact on 

M&A due diligence

81% 33% 64% 44% 20%

of advisers believe due 
diligence will take less than  

3 months by 2022

of advisers believe harnessing 
data analytics would accelerate 
the due diligence process the 

most, followed by a larger 
due diligence team and 

standardisation of documents 
and processes

of advisers feel that new 
technology will enable greater 
security in due diligence over 

the next 5 years

of advisers believe AI 
and machine learning will 

transform due diligence over 
the long term

of advisers believe GDPR will 
have no impact on M&A due 

diligence

74% 29% 60% 38% 25%

CLIENTS

ADVISERS



55

Shortly after Jānis Dzenis joined Luminor in July last year, 
he was involved in one of the largest M&A transactions 
in the Baltic region. In fact, the acquisition of a 60% stake 
in Luminor for €1bn late last year by a Blackstone-led 
consortium of investors represents the largest purchase of a 
majority stake in a bank by private equity in the last decade. 

It’s the type of deal any M&A practitioner should want to be 
involved in and one of the most high-profile for Dzenis, who 
previously spent two years in the M&A and integration team 
at re-insurer SwissRe and eight years in financial services 
M&A and restructuring at EY. This experience, both in-house 
and on the adviser side, has given him the opportunity 
to work on and be involved in the due diligence for deals 
across Europe, the Middle East and the US. 

In his experience, he says one of the main challenges to due 
diligence is management’s understanding and experience of 
what’s involved, particularly in less developed markets. “The 
biggest issue when you do due diligence is that you are 
often facing management that don’t have any experience of 
the process. Most of them are doing this for the first – and 
probably the last – time in their life. You’re asking questions 
that they haven’t needed to think about because they have 
been busy running their business well,” says Dzenis.

In the process itself, technology has been an important 
accelerator, enhancing deal analysis, too. Dzenis says that 
VDRs and data that practitioners have access to today are 
valuable, with the increase in data volume providing “the 
opportunity to better understand the business, markets, 
risks and benefits.”

He adds that VDRs are great secure stores to access 
information and ask questions, but that greater capability 
could further accelerate and enhance the due diligence 
process. “Everyone has access to the same information, so 
the question becomes: ‘How can you use that data to create 
an advantage for yourself?' If there was an opportunity to 
directly access the core systems in a secured and controlled 
environment, a buyer could break the data sets down in any 
way they wanted. That would make the analysis much more 
comprehensive and fit for purpose and would make life 
easier and faster for everyone.”

On the future of due diligence, Dzenis says new 
technologies such as AI and data analytics can further 
enhance the process, potentially automating specific areas. 
“I see no reason why we couldn’t do partial automation 
of due diligence development via data analytics and 
visualisation. AI has the potential to provide scenario 
analysis such that professionals would ‘just’ have to make 
the final decision.”

Data-driven dealmaking

Jānis Dzenis
HEAD OF GROUP STRATEGY AND 
CORPORATE DEVELOPMENT  
LUMINOR GROUP

Luminor is the third-largest bank and 
financial services provider in the Baltic 
region by deposits and lending. The 
group  was created in 2017 from 
the merger of the Baltic banking 
operations of Nordea and DNB, two 
of the Nordic region’s largest banks.    

CLIENT CASE STUDY: LUMINOR GROUP
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Due diligence should be faster, more accurate, easier 
to understand and interpret, more commercial and 
cost effective. The technology available today can help 
practitioners address these challenges, which is why law 
firms have moved to embrace and invest.      

When Jannan Crozier started as a trainee at global law 
firm Baker McKenzie in 2003, data rooms were physical 
rooms, usually without windows. “The inefficiency of this 
manual process was startling,” she recalls. “Thankfully, 
we swiftly moved to online data rooms. At first there was 
limited functionality but over the years we’ve seen providers 
make significant improvements. The ability to have a well 
organised online VDR, accessible anywhere in the world, 
at any time, has transformed the approach to DD [due 
diligence].”

Efficiency is the name of the game. “You’re able to quickly 
assess what’s in the data room, the quality of the data, 
the size of the team you need, the areas of expertise 
and where you need that team to be focused early on,” 
says Crozier. “Not only does it enable us to manage our 
own resources and be efficient, it enables meaningful 
conversations between law firm and client early in 
the process around the scope of the diligence. This is 
particularly important in today’s seller-friendly market, 
where competition for assets is high, and corporate and 
private equity buyers are under pressure not to incur costs 
before they know they have the deal.”

Baker McKenzie uses a combination of legal project 
managers and project management software on DD 
projects, allowing its diligence teams to track the process 
remotely and in real time. This is particularly beneficial 
for one of Crozier’s current client DD exercises, which 
covers more than 100 countries. Crozier says they are well 
advanced in stage one of a technology-driven evolution of 
the DD process and embarking on a second phase. Part 
of this first stage consists of more project management 
and review work being carried out in lower-cost regions, 
regardless of client location. Baker McKenzie has a large 
service centre in Belfast and plans to open another in Tampa 
this year. “More of the co-ordination and initial review of 
diligence information, in particular large scale contract 
reviews, is being conducted by DD experts in lower cost 
jurisdictions,” says Crozier. 

Stage two is teaching the AI and machine-learning software. 
Baker McKenzie is using AI software for contract reviews. 
But it will not be long before the third stage begins, where 
heavy reliance on AI and other technologies are the norm 
for the more commoditised aspects of due diligence. 
Crozier says: “That’s where we will go to and I think that’s 
absolutely correct. Where there is the technology to review 
documents with a degree of accuracy we should absolutely 
be embracing that, with lawyers providing the more 
strategic input and supporting clients to make judgements 
on risk.  We want to ensure that lawyer time can be used 
more effectively and efficiently for our clients.” 

The technology-driven evolution of due diligence 

Jannan Crozier
PARTNER, CORPORATE/M&A
BAKER MCKENZIE 

Baker McKenzie is one of the world’s 
largest international law firms and 
a leader in providing companies 
across industries globally with M&A 
advice, particularly on cross-border 
transactions.    

ADVISER CASE STUDY: BAKER MCKENZIE
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Merrill DatasiteOne is on the journey 
to bring relevant innovations and technologies 

under one platform to enrich the different stages 
of the M&A process starting with due diligence

+

+

SMART TOOLS

BUYER
TOOLS

SELLER
TOOLS

ANALYTICS TOOLS

BUY-SIDE SELL-SIDEM&A

DEAL
MARKETING

POST
DEAL

DUE
DILIGENCE

DEAL
CLOSING

MERRILL DATASITEONE VISION FOR M&A

Drive efficiency, productivity and 
velocity within the due diligence 

process by adding analytics,  
automation, AI and machine learning 

(Intelligent Due Diligence)

Extend the value add to the different 
stages of the M&A process from 

deal marketing to due diligence, to 
deal closing and post deal integration 

(Intelligent M&A)

Build an M&A ecosystem that 
brings together the best deal makers, 
advisers, buyers and sellers with deep 

market data and deal insight

FINANCIAL ADVISERSLEGAL ADVISERS

PRIVATE EQUITY CORPORATE
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Enhance your productivity 
and speed with technology 
that supports the digitised 

due diligence process

Generate advanced analytics 
and insights via secure, 

flexible, algorithm-based 
reports and dashboards

Ensure your application for 
due diligence is fully compliant  

with international and local 
regulations, as well as the country 

where your data is hosted

1 2 3
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For this report, Merrill Corporation in cooperation with Euromoney Thought Leadership 
Consulting surveyed 539 professionals involved in M&A transactions across EMEA. Most 
respondents were from corporates (38%) and private equity firms (20%), which we have grouped 
together as the M&A clients. The remainder come from law firms, investment banks and 
professional services firms (41%), which we have grouped together as M&A advisers. 

Most respondents were at the manager (22%) and associate level (22%), followed by directors 
(16%), analysts (12%), board-level executives (9%), partners (9%), legal advisers (5%), managing 
directors (2%), financial advisers (2%) and M&A business development executives (1%). 

Geographically, respondents were based in four key geographies: Europe (48%), the Nordics 
(19%), Middle East (23%) and Africa (10%). 

Their responses, gathered during July 2018, highlight the crucial role of due diligence as a 
determinant of M&A. They also provide insight into the challenges practitioners face and the 
potential for technological developments to take the due diligence process to the next level.

Regions

Client & Adviser Institution Type  Role Breakdown of Client & Adviser M&A Practitioners 

      

NORDICS
103 respondents 

Clients: 60%
Advisers: 40%EUROPE

257 respondents 
Clients: 60%

Advisers: 40%

AFRICA
53 respondents 
Clients: 60%

Advisers: 40%

MIDDLE EAST
116 respondents 
Clients: 60%

Advisers: 40%

(Note: percentages based on total responses in each region)     

Corporate

Law �rm

Private equity �rm

Investment bank

Accounting or professional services �rm

38%

28%

20%

11%

3%

5%

2%

1%

2%

Manager

Associate

Director

Analyst

Board level

Partner

Legal Adviser

Managing Director

Financial Adviser

M&A Business Development

22%

22%

16%

12%

9%

9%

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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APPENDIX
Q1. What are the three most important success factors in M&A? 
(Select up to three)

Q2. In the context of a M&A transaction, how do you expect technology to 
change the due diligence process over the next five years (to 2022)? 
(Select up to three)

Q3. In the next five years, how do you expect the use of technology in due 
diligence to impact the number of people involved in a M&A transaction 
compared to today?

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

Significantly
decrease  

Moderately
decrease  

Stay about the
same  

Moderately
increase  

Significantly
increase  

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 

The macro-economic environment 

The negotiation process 

A clear M&A strategy 

Deal structuring and financing 

Achieving an optimal price 

Understanding and addressing 
cultural issues 

Identifying, screening and 
prioritizing targets 

Planning and executing the 
integration process 

Conducting due diligence 
(preliminary, detailed and final) 

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

New technologies will help
me focus on the deal

New technologies should make
it faster to close deals

New technologies should reduce the
total deal (resources and time) cost

New technologies should simplify
the entire process

New technologies should enable
greater analytical capability

New technologies should
enable greater security

Client Adviser 
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APPENDIX
Q4. Based on your personal experience, how satisfied are you with the speed 
of the due diligence process? 

Q5. From sourcing a deal to deal completion, how much time on average 
does due diligence take on a single successful M&A transaction, and how 
much time will it take in five years (2022)?

01020304050607080

68%

58%

<3 months

05101520253035

27%

34%

3-6 months

012345678

4%

8%

6-12 months

>12 months

0 20 40 60 80 100

0 5

1
0

1
5

2
0

2
5

0
.
0

0
.
5

1
.
0

1
.
5

2
.
0

81%

74%

17%

24%

2%

1%

2018 2022

0

.

0

0

.

2

0

.

4

0

.

6

0

.

8

1

.

0

1%

0%

0
.
0

0
.
2

0
.
4

0
.
6

0
.
8

1
.
0

0%

1%

  Client Adviser

Q7. In which country of Europe, the Middle East and Africa is due diligence on 
companies most challenging and time-intensive?

23

17

12

12

6
 Iraq

 Israel

 Nigeria

 Turkey

 South Africa

(Respondents were asked to list top three countries. The ranking is based on an aggregated score which is calculated by adding the number 
of points each country receives)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Completely unsatisfied 

Mostly unsatisfied 

Satisfied 

Mostly satisfied 

Completely satisfied 

Client Adviser 
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APPENDIX
Q8. What would help accelerate the due diligence process the most? Q9. How has the risk of a data/privacy breach in the due diligence process 

changed over the past five years? 

Q10. To what extent is data security a priority in the due diligence process?
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 

De-regulation

Being able to harness advanced
automated process technologies

(i.e. AI and machine learning)

Being able to access a virtual deal
or data room enabled with AI and data

analytics technologies

A smaller more specialist
due diligence team

Being able to access a virtual
deal or data room

Standardisation of documents and
processes (i.e. playbooks, workflow)

A larger due diligence team 

Being able to harness data analytics
(i.e. predictive) technologies

Client Adviser 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 

Don’t know 

The risk has decreased 
significantly 

The risk has 
decreased 

The risk remains 
about the same 

The risk has 
increased 

The risk has increased 
significantly 

 

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

It’s a priority but 
not in the top 10 

It’s a top 10 priority 

It’s a top five priority 

It’s a top three priority 

It’s the top priority 

Client Adviser 
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APPENDIX
Q11. In the next five years what impact do you expect the EU’s General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) to have on M&A due diligence?

Q12. Have you worked on M&A transactions that have not progressed 
because of concerns around a target company’s data/privacy protections and 
compliance with GDPR?

Q13. In your experience, how important to the due diligence process is the 
location where the seller’s transaction data is hosted?

Q14. Of the following regions, which is the preferred geography to host 
transaction data? 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Don’t know 

It will decrease acquirers’ scrutiny
of the data protection policies and

processes of target companies

There will be no material impact 

It will increase acquirers’ scrutiny
of the data protection policies and

processes of target companies

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Don't know 

No 

Yes 

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Not important 

Quite important 

Important 

Very important 

Critical 

Client Adviser 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Don’t know 

US 

UK 

EU 

No preference 

In the country of 
the transaction 

Client Adviser 
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APPENDIX
Q16. As part of the due diligence process (i.e. assessing potential targets, 
customer perception analysis), how important to you is the use of social 
media?

Q15. What are the biggest challenges in due diligence that you believe 
technology could provide a solution for? (Select up to three)

Q17. Which of the following technologies do you see as potentially having 
the most transformative impact on M&A due diligence over the long term?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 

Collaboration 

Rights management 

Analytics and reporting 

Access control 

Redaction 

Secure end-to-end process
management and communications

Visualizing financial
performance data

Running multiple scenario
analyses or financial modelling

Reviewing and analysing
contract text

Client Adviser 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Not important 

Quite important 

Important 

Very important 

Critical 

Client Adviser 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50% 

Virtual data room

Blockchain
technology

Data analytics
 (i.e. predictive)

technologies

AI and machine
learning technologies

Client Adviser 
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APPENDIX
Q18. Have you used a Virtual Deal or Data Room before?

  Yes

  No

  Don’t know

Adviser

  Yes

  No

  Don’t know

Client

Q20. Which of the following reasons for selecting a technology/platform partner to support your 
due diligence are most important to you? (Select up to three)

5%

20%

75%

3%

37%

61%
Local market presence 

Security 

Existing relationship 

24/7 multi-lingual 
platform support 

Domain expertise 

Technology capability,
technical expertise and

quality of service

Price of product/service
offering

Dedicated project
management team

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Client Adviser 



16

Merrill DatasiteOne is the market leading SaaS platform for due 
diligence, helping dealmakers achieve new levels of performance. 
DatasiteOne’s sophisticated analytics, ironclad security and  
world-class customer support accelerate the due diligence  
process to drive successful outcomes. 

EMEA +44 (0)20 3031 6300   UK&I +44 (0)20 3031 6300

GERMANY +49 69 244 321 450   FRANCE +33 1 4006 1313  
EMAIL  info@merrillcorp.com   WEB merrillcorp.com

Produced by: Merrill Corporation in cooperation with 
Euromoney Thought Leadership Consulting        

Writer: Grant Murgatroyd

© Merrill Communications LLC. All rights reserved. All trademarks are property of their respective owners.  #DatasiteOne
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