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Many prospective merger partners start joint integration 
planning only after the proposed deal has won regulatory 
approval (see Exhibit 1). They lose precious time at 
considerable  cost as the success of a merger depends on 
quick identification of potential synergies and speedy 
integration of the merged organizations. 

Collaborative efforts by McKinsey and Baker & McKenzie 
(as well as engagements, research and expert interviews 
conducted independently by both firms) have found that:

 �  Launching joint planning well before regulatory 
approval and closing can generate substantial benefits. 

 �  Despite the challenges of starting merger planning early 
(e.g. competition law constraints), there are multiple 
tactics that winning companies take to overcome them. 
Among them, creating a safe zone, with clearly defined 
rules and safeguards, can ensure full regulatory 
compliance during joint integration planning. 

 �  Getting four things right is essential to realizing 
maximum value from the investment of time and effort 
in early planning: sufficient management attention, 
early alignment on merger rationale, strong leadership/
governance, effective planning processes and tools. 

Starting joint planning early in the integration

Exhibit 1

Phase 2:
“Integration execution”

Phase 3:
“Transition to business”

Phase 1:
“Integration planning”

Announcement (Signing) Regulatory Approval “Day 1” (Closing) Major milestones achieved

Phase 0
“Integration preparation”

 �  Signing of the acquisition agreement
 �  Official announcement of deal 
(conditional on regulatory approval)

Opportunity for joint integration preparation and planning before Closing

 � Official end-date of integration as 
defined by realization of major 
milestones (e.g., synergies)

 � Approval of deal by 
regulatory authorities

 � Transfer of ownership 
and ‘go live’
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Benefits of early joint planning
Getting a head start on planning means more time to 
develop deep, shared understanding of the opportunities 
and challenges ahead (see Exhibit 2). The prospective 
partners benefit especially from using this time to explore:

Challenges that had not surfaced during due diligence.  
In one cross-country banking merger, group-level capital 
implications depended critically on the legal structure of 
the new company—a fact that the deal team had overlooked 
and that required substantial adjustments to original 
plans. In a domestic merger, the joint working group 
uncovered the full complexity of the joint brand portfolio, 
leading to a significant change in brand strategy.

Value creation opportunities impossible to identify 
from the outside-in perspective of due diligence. 
These opportunities often represent synergies 20-50% 
higher than the initial targets. In one domestic banking 
merger, experts from both organizations used a series of 
offsite meetings before closing to plan additional revenue 
synergy initiatives that exceeded initial targets by 25%. 

Each company’s culture and management practices. 
This creates a basis for starting to build a vision for the new 
company—which elements to retain and, in some cases, 
how difficult integrating very different cultures will be. 
The joint day-to-day work of the integration teams can 
also help to build strong ties across the organizations and 
functional silos. In the merger of two financial services 
companies that brought very different cultures to the 
deal, these personal ties remain helpful years after the 
integration effort ended. A quick phone call to a colleague 
from those hectic early days can prevent many potential 
misunderstandings. 

Early tactical planning also delivers important benefits:

A ready-to-execute implementation plan. This 
positions the new company to deliver results quickly in 
the intensely scrutinized period immediately after deal 
close, boosting capital market confidence in the deal. 
Starting early can provide a head start of several months 
on implementation that translates directly into a higher 
net present value of the deal, thanks to earlier realization 
of synergies. In a domestic telco merger, the new company 
totally resized the organization within one year of closing 
because everyone and everything were ready to roll on 
Day 1 (i.e., detailed implementation plans).

More momentum and less uncertainty. Developing 
the integration plan early positions the merger partners 
to maintain organizational momentum and reduce 
excessive uncertainty. The deal announcement triggers 
many questions from employees. A clear, comprehensive 
communication strategy can keep them focused on their 
work after the announcement.

Early identification of core talent in both 
organizations. The new company will want to keep core 
talent, and joint integration planning creates a foundation 
for launching targeted retention efforts. In a cross-
country merger in the semiconductor industry, the joint 
working group identified key talent in the target early in 
integration planning so the new management team could 
reach out personally to these people and secure a very 
high retention rate.

Potential focus of joint work and its benefits

Exhibit 2

Focus of joint work

▪ Identify challenges that had not 
surfaced during due diligence+ ▪ Have a ready-to-execute 

implementation plan from Day-1

▪ Explore value creation opportunities 
beyond the outside-in due diligence+ ▪ Ensure more momentum and less 

uncertainty

▪ Understand each company’s culture 
and management practices+ ▪ Allow for early identification of core 

talent in both organizations. 

Benefits of joint early integration
preparation and planning
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Typical challenges and winners’ approach 
Despite the advantages of early planning, managers often 
delay or totally avoid major planning activities before 
merger closing. Legal constraints are often regarded as 
the principal driver, but companies also cite three other 
reasons for delaying integration planning until they have 
secured regulatory approval. But winners take steps to 
overcome all four challenges.

Competition law constraints. Merger control rules 
prohibit any implementation efforts before antitrust 
authorities approve the transaction. Failure to comply can 
result in significant fines (“gun-jumping”). Until closing, 
(i.e. even after merger approval) the parties will continue to 
be considered competitors and are not allowed to exchange 
competitively sensitive information (cartel prohibition). 

Winners create a safe zone, to protect their joint integration 
planning process from competition law risks. The safe 
zone provides clearly defined limits on safe exchanges of 
competitively sensitive information. Tailored safeguards 
protect the safe zone (as detailed in sidebar).

Lack of time to prepare integration. This represents a 
significant hurdle for many companies. Their management 
is so preoccupied with closing the deal or addressing 
current business priorities that they postpone integration 
planning as long as possible.

Winners focus selectively on topics to address and 
resources to involve in early planning efforts.

Uncertainty about the merger. Companies often say 
that they do not know what overall merger approach would 
be right or what to plan for.

Winners know that they need to identify key integration 
decisions before launch and define clear deliverables 
for the merger planning effort. They also communicate 
extensively—at the very least, about the process they 
are following.

Distraction from current business priorities. 
Companies are often unwilling to risk sacrificing near-
term business results for the medium-to-long-term 
benefits of integration planning. 

Winners divorce integration planning from business as 
usual by tasking a separate leader and resources with 
the planning effort. Winners also create a governance 
model for integration planning that ensures progress and 
effective decision-making.

Creating a safe zone for protection 
from competition law risks

Merging companies create a framework, with the help of 
antitrust lawyers, with clearly defined rules and tailored 
safeguards, to ensure full competition law compliance 
during joint integration planning. They implement some or 
all of the following safeguards to ensure that the safe zone 
meets antitrust law requirements:

 �  Conducting detailed analysis of the situation-specific 
legal risks

 �  Using clean teams. Members of these teams are carved out 
of the business during joint integration planning, and are 
allowed to exchange completely sensitive information.

 �  Housing integration planning teams in separate locations. 
This helps to avoid unauthorized access and improper 
contacts between employees of the potential partners.

 �  Evaluating potential implications of the expected 
regulatory and transactional steps at the beginning of 
the joint integration planning process. The integration 
planning typically occurs in parallel with the 
transactional and regulatory processes that affect the 
scope of permissible exchanges between the merging 
companies. In more progressed stages of the transaction, 
the exchange of a more detailed level of information may 
be permissible. Identifying the relevant milestones can 
help the integration management team to plan the phases 
of integration planning more efficiently.

 �  Documenting (e.g., on electronic platforms) and 
monitoring of all activities and communications by 
antitrust lawyers to protect the safe zone.

Case Study

In one domestic telco merger, the merging organizations 
launched joint integration planning six months before 
regulatory approval. The planning team included members 
from both companies, housed in a separate location. The 
integration planning effort counted with on-site legal 
support and dedicated clean teams to analyze confidential 
information. Through this, the integration planning team 
focused on the most critical integration issues and stayed 
fully compliant with competition law requirements every 
step of the way. 

The early planning effort achieved several important results, 
including a clear integration strategy, cross-functional 
integration master plan, aligned financial plan ready for 
execution on Day 1, and ambitious integration objectives that 
the new company met on time. 
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Key success factors for early 
joint planning
In addition to creating a safe zone, companies that realize 
maximum benefits from early joint planning get four 
things right:

Management attention. The management teams of both 
companies agree on the importance of starting integration 
planning sooner rather than later and understand the risks 
of inadequate preparation. They are ready to dedicate 
sufficient time to prepare for the merger and allocate 
resources to its planning. 

Alignment on merger rationale. The management 
teams of both companies understand the sources of value in 
the integration, both the short- and mid-term synergies that 
it will realize and its potential to improve the new company’s 
strategic positioning. This understanding is essential to 
defining the optimal overall approach to the merger.

Leadership and governance. Winners dedicate 
leadership and resources and create or adapt a governance 
model to ensure planning progress. They embed effective 
steering and escalation mechanisms in the Integration 
Management Office (IMO) and Steering Committee.

Planning processes and tools. Winners develop a 
detailed work plan for integration planning rooted in 
the integration decisions required before launch. The 
plan includes key deliverables and dependencies and is 
supported by a communication plan that addresses the 
needs of all stakeholders. Winners also equip the planning 
team with the tools and expertise needed to build a robust 
plan, such as clean teams to analyze the confidential 
information needed to make robust integration decisions.

In summary
Early joint planning can create tremendous benefits for 
the new company. These can be achieved by creating a 
legal safe zone for protection from competition law risks 
and by following the key success factors presented. The top 
management of potential partners should consider the value 
of early planning and their willingness to dedicate the time 
and resources needed to do it properly.

 
This article is for general information purposes. It is not 
intended to provide and should not be construed as legal 
advice for any purpose.
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