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The value the deal team modeled in the deal room only becomes real if
someone is on the ground. Someone close enough to see when assumptions
are breaking, independent enough to say so, and experienced enough to
adapt before it's too late.

There's a story about the Angers Bridge in France, which collapsed in 1850
when soldiers marched across it in perfect rhythm. Their synchronized steps
created vibrations the structure couldn't hold. Soldiers were later asked to walk
out of step.

Post-merger integration is that decision to break step. The bridge is already
built, the army needs to cross, so our job is to read the context and adjust
before something snaps. That requires understanding why PMI is its own
discipline and who's actually equipped to lead it.

In the following sections, we'll explore why integration is its own discipline, what
it demands from the people who lead it, and what independence brings to the
work.
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FROM SPRINT TO
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CHANGES AFTER CLOSING
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The deal team did its job. The thesis is sound, the valuation holds, and the signatures are in
place. But what got the deal across the finish line won't be what makes it work. Integration
requires a different skill set.

M&A is a sprint. It is intense, fast-paced, and binary. Either the deal happens or it doesn't.
The timeline is compressed, decisions are sharp, and the finish line is clearly defined at
signing or closing. That intensity makes sense for the moment.

Integration, by contrast, is a marathon. The pace changes. What matters now is stamina,
sequencing, recovery, and consistency. The danger is in carrying sprint logic into a
marathon. I've seen it lead to organizational fatigue and value erosion, often long before
anyone notices.

The nature of the questions changes too. Where M&A asks: “Is this deal worth doing?”,
integration asks: "How do we make this organization capable of delivering it?” One works
primarily with models, valuations, and contracts. The other with people, operations, and
pace.

The nature of risk changes too. In a deal, risks are identified, quantified, and mitigated
contractually. Once integration begins, risk becomes operational, human, and political -
something you navigate in real time by reading signals, adjusting plans, and resolving
friction before it stalls momentum. It's not that deal teams leave risk unaddressed. It's that
the kind of risk changes, and so must the approach.

I often refer to Peter Drucker, who famously said: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” 

A business plan can be rock-solid. The integration team can be competent and well
prepared. But strategy succeeds when it is adapted to the cultural reality of the
organization, and when change management is treated as central to the work, not
secondary to it. The business plan provides direction. Culture determines what is actually
possible, and at what pace. The integration leader's role is to read both and bridge the gap.

Synergies rarely disappear because they were badly calculated. They disappear because
people don't move at the expected pace, don't adopt new ways of working, or simply
disengage. Without a strong change narrative and active alignment, even well-designed
plans remain theoretical.

1.1 Culture is where plans meet reality first
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What tends to break first is not the diligence work itself, but the beliefs and cognitive biases
underlying the business plan. The culture of the acquired company often becomes the main
friction point, yet it is largely underestimated during due diligence and rarely factored
realistically into integration timelines. Once teams hit constraints - incompatible systems,
entrenched habits, fatigue, or resistance - those assumptions are stress-tested very quickly.

This is why involving the integration team early, sometimes even before closing, is so
valuable. 

It allows for stress-testing assumptions, introducing a "what could go wrong" perspective,
and building more credible timelines and synergy expectations than those produced by deal
teams working in isolation.

6

1.2 What breaks first, and why it's rarely what you
expect
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WHY INTEGRATION
DEMANDS SENIOR, 
FIELD-TESTED PROFILES

PART 2



Post-merger integration is often described as a project. I believe it’s one of the most complex
forms of transformation an organization can go through. Timelines, milestones, budgets -
these are the visible architecture of any integration. But underneath, the real work is about
dealing with uncertainty, pressure, and human dynamics at a scale that few other business
situations create. 

Competence matters, of course. But what makes the difference is experience, the one you
build over years of being in the room when things go sideways, through situations that didn't
go according to plan. 

Below we’ll explore the areas where experience matters most, and what I've learned about
each of them after a decade in the field.
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In section one, we mentioned culture as the place where plans meet reality, the variable that
sets the pace of everything that follows. Here, we’ll go deeper. Because recognizing that
culture matters is one thing. Knowing how to work with it, how to read it, structure it, and
navigate it under pressure, is a skill.

We still often dismiss cultural differences as soft or intuitive topics. Yet working with them
takes structure, tools, and discipline. In my experience, cultural frameworks, such as those
developed by Geert Hofstede, are not rigid doctrine. They give us a shared language to
surface invisible frictions, structure conversations, and support decisions that would
otherwise be misunderstood.

But frameworks only go so far. Culture doesn't live in documents or policies. It shows up in
how meetings run, how teams make decisions, who influences outcomes without formal
authority, and where silent resistance sits. You have to spend time on the ground -
observing, participating, listening, embedded in daily operations, not observing from a
distance. That closeness is what turns cultural awareness into something you can manage.

2.1 Making culture visible

One of the clearest markers of field experience in integration is the ability to detect early that
things are drifting, before the dashboards show it.

These signals don’t look dramatic. They're subtle and can show up as:

Stakeholder participation starting to decline
People attending steering committees less regularly, or delegating to a deputy
Delivery delays, often justified by operational emergencies

2.2 Reading the signals others miss



These usually reflect a lack of available bandwidth. Many workstream leads are appointed
while already holding full-time roles, and so integration becomes secondary.

Then there's decision avoidance, one of the most telling signs. Certain managers delay
answers, redirect questions to other departments, or justify inaction by claiming they're
waiting on someone else. Responsibility blurs and decisions slow down without anyone
explicitly blocking them. The tricky part is raising and addressing these signals. Pointing out
that someone is avoiding a decision, or quietly disengaging, requires care. The goal is to
open a conversation, not to corner anyone. Framing it around the work rather than the
person, tends to get us further.
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Integration sits at the intersection of very different perspectives. 

Investors speak the language of value creation and returns. 
Corporate sponsors focus on strategic alignment. 
Local management worries about stability and control. 
Operational teams care about workload, feasibility, and clarity.

All of these perspectives are valid, they're simply looking at the same situation from different
positions. But without someone translating between them, strategy stays abstract at the top
and expectations stay unclear on the ground.

This means making sure the people making decisions understand what's actually happening
in the teams, and making sure the people doing the work understand what's being asked of
them and why. Over almost two decades of doing this work, I can say it's one of the hardest
things to get right, and one of the most valuable.

2.3 Translating between worlds



Every integration leader has a standard setup: a high-level roadmap, clear priorities,
defined roles. Over the years, I've found that a few less obvious things matter just as much in
those early days.
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2.4 What the first two weeks look like

1.A complete, shared contact list with direct phone numbers and email addresses. It
sounds basic, but in the early weeks IT systems are not yet integrated, so people can't
access shared directories, calendars, or collaboration tools. Having fast access to the
right person removes a surprising amount of friction from early decision-making.

2.A clear presentation of the acquired company with key figures, business breakdown,
customer base, cost structure, and most importantly, the deal thesis. I usually set up a
proper internal kick-off with all identified stakeholders, where this material is shared
openly. Explaining upfront what was acquired and why gives the integration its direction.
These elements are well known during due diligence but rarely shared with the broader
team. They should be, as they form the identity card of the new entity and define the
path forward. Alongside the collective kick-off, I always schedule short one-to-one
meetings with each workstream lead. Many concerns don't come up in a room full of
people, no one wants to be the first to speak. But those early, private conversations are
often where the most important risks surface.

3.Decision logs and risk logs, started from day one. They help create transparency and
accountability, and over time they build a habit of anticipation rather than reaction. Due
diligence documentation also needs to be properly organized and accessible to each
workstream lead to avoid re-requests that overload already stretched teams on the
target side. That’s especially helpful in smaller acquired companies where support
functions are thin.



Over time, you learn not just how to move fast, but when not to. 

There are situations where the right call is to slow the pace of integration, or to preserve a
higher level of autonomy for the acquired entity rather than push for full convergence.
Recognizing those moments, and having the confidence to act on them, is one of the most
underestimated dimensions of this work.

Revenue protection and business continuity come first. Integration should never come at the
cost of day-to-day operations. When operational teams are overloaded, value erodes fast.

Legal and regulatory constraints come next. Contract terms, notice periods, approvals,
licensing - all of these need to be identified early and built into the plan. Migrations, entity
mergers, or customer contract changes can trigger unintended consequences if poorly
sequenced. Timelines need realistic buffers, and at least a high-level backup plan that's
been validated with the right experts.

There are other situations, beyond timing, that call for pausing to preserve a higher level of
autonomy. This applies when:
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2.5 Knowing when to slow down or step back

And when key individuals hold critical knowledge or relationships, the answer isn't to freeze
integration, it's to mitigate the risk through retention plans, knowledge capture, and
structured handovers. The goal is to reduce fragility, not to stand still.

Synergies between
organizations are limited.
 (low customer overlap, 

weak cross-selling 
potential)

Innovation models are
incompatible. 

(forcing alignment tends to
slow creativity rather than
accelerate it, so protecting
autonomy, in these cases,

protects value)

Business models 
are misaligned.

(different compensation
structures in commercial

teams)



All of the above - reading culture, catching signals, translating between stakeholders, setting
up the right foundations, knowing when to hold back - leads to one thing: an environment
where risks are seen and addressed before they become crises.

Transparency is the foundation of that environment. When teams feel safe raising concerns
quickly, without fear of blame, problems come to light while they're still manageable. Issues
in integration age poorly, unlike wine. The longer they stay hidden, the harder they are to
resolve.

Few things damage momentum as quickly as the perception that leadership signed the deal
and moved on.

Two patterns come up regularly:

1.Unclear decision rights. Integration constantly requires trade-offs, prioritizing one
system over another, one function's timeline over another's. When no one knows who
decides, or when decisions get postponed to avoid conflict, integration stalls from the
inside.

2.Over-protecting operations. The instinct is natural and legitimate. No one wants to
break what works. But integration is what enables future growth. Delaying too long, too
often, rarely protects the business, it tends to delay the very value creation the deal was
meant to unlock.

At its core, good risk management is about creating conditions where problems are caught
early, handled openly, and resolved before they compound.
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2.6 Building the conditions where problems surface
early



THE ADVANTAGE OF
LEADING FROM OUTSIDE
THE ORG CHART
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PART 3



There's a common assumption that complex work requires large teams and big brands. In
PMI, the opposite is often true. What integration needs most - trust, neutrality, accountability,
and the ability to say hard things when they need to be said - tends to come more naturally
from an independent professional than from a traditional consulting structure.

This has nothing to do with consulting firms being bad at what they do. Many are excellent.
But the dynamics of integration create specific conditions where independence becomes a
genuine advantage. Here's what I've learned across almost 10 years in this field, spanning
independent work, in-house roles, and consulting engagements.
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An independent PMI lead has no political agenda, no follow-on work to sell, no firm brand to
protect, no rotation after a few months. The mandate is clear, finite, and tied to outcomes.

That clarity removes a layer of friction that exists in most organizational setups. Structures
create caution. When your position doesn't depend on keeping anyone comfortable, you can
challenge unrealistic expectations, surface bad news without delay, and push for decisions
when ambiguity starts destroying value. In integration, where weeks of silence on a real
problem can cost millions, that freedom makes a measurable difference.

3.1 Freedom to speak early

Freelancers run businesses. They manage their own cash flow, carry personal
risk, and build their reputation deal after deal, under their own name.

This creates a natural connection with the founders and management teams
of acquired companies, people who are often navigating one of the most
stressful transitions of their professional lives. When you've lived with
uncertainty and accountability yourself, you recognize it in others. You don't
treat their concerns as resistance. You understand them as legitimate
responses to a situation that threatens what they've built. That understanding
changes the quality of every conversation from day one.

3.2 Entrepreneurial empathy

3.3 Reputation is on the line

When a private equity fund or a corporate hires an independent lead,
accountability becomes personal. There's no rotating team, no internal
escalation chain, no brand to absorb responsibility.



We touched on the role of translation and connection between the two merging
organizations as one of the core demands of integration leadership. It's worth revisiting
here, because this is where independence helps in a surprising way.

It gives you permission to ask simple, even naïve questions. “Why is this process done this
way?” “Who actually makes this decision?” “What happens when these two teams need to
coordinate?” These questions sound basic. But they often reveal deep misunderstandings
that, left unaddressed, erode value and slow everything down.

Sometimes the smallest intervention is just making sure the right conversation happens
between the right people at the right moment.

3.5 Deploying fast, adapting faster

Reputation is directly on the line, and that tends to sharpen everything: the quality of
decisions, the follow-through, the sense of ownership over outcomes.

Something else happens when one person stays through the full arc of an integration. Trust
compounds and relationships deepen. The PMI lead becomes the natural point of reference
for all stakeholders because of the consistent presence and follow-through. I often
summarize my approach simply: I say what I do, and I do what I say. This discipline is what
helps me build transparency across an entire integration program.

Over time, this continuity turns the PMI lead into something like an éminence grise - a trusted
intermediary who can move between all parties because they belong to none of them.
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3.4 The translator and connector

An independent lead deploys quickly because there's no internal hierarchy to navigate, no
parallel validation loops, and no layers of message distortion. Decisions happen at the right
level and translate straight into action.

No two integrations look the same - different sectors, countries, organizational cultures, deal
structures. Each one demands a fresh read. Technical knowledge matters, but the ability to
switch context without losing effectiveness is what carries you through. To walk into a messy,
unfamiliar environment and find your footing - without a template, only by reading the
room, earning credibility through competence, and stabilizing delivery one decision at a time
- that's what builds an integration lead's track record.

Over months, that looks like re-sequencing plans in real time, adjusting the roadmap as
realities shift, without needing re-alignment phases or weeks of slide rework. That means full
dedication to one organization, with no juniors to staff, no additional services to sell, and no
structural incentive to extend scope or complexity.



Integration success is often reduced to a single metric: cost or synergies delivered versus the
business plan. Value creation is the ultimate objective, of course. But that metric alone can
be misleading.

What I pay closer attention to is the number and quality of collective decisions made jointly
by both organizations. These decisions are the real foundation of long-term value creation.
They build shared understanding, durable relationships, and common ways of working.

Over time, this collective intelligence becomes a powerful multiplier of value, far beyond
what any initial synergy model can capture. If the two organizations are making better
decisions together than they did apart, the integration is working.

Everything else is a lagging indicator.
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