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Corporate Finance Advisers:
how do you select the right one?
Making the decision to explore mergers and acquisitions (M&A) or funding transactions is likely to 
trigger many questions. Having spent 30 years advising companies through transactions and 
completing well over 200 deals, I have seen many executives and shareholders make poor adviser 
selections resulting in costly outcomes. This is o�en due to a lack of experience and knowledge or not 
having access to the guidance and information necessary to make informed selections. 

In recent years, the number of firms offering transaction services has increased dramatically attracted 
by low barriers to entry and high fees. While some advisers undoubtedly add value and expertise, 
many charge exorbitant fees for little added value.

So how do you identify the right adviser from the hundreds operating in the mid-market? Whilst the 
vast majority of advisers claim to have unique capabilities and a differentiated service offering, the 
reality is that you will not know if you have made a good selection until it’s too late. If you are 
considering a transaction, you should ask yourself do I need an adviser? What benefits will they bring? 
What are the crucial aspects of the transaction I am contemplating and how should I address them? 
How can I be sure an adviser will deliver value? How do I find the most suitable adviser for what I am 
looking to accomplish? What costs would be appropriate?

Here are some tips to guide you through the process.

Why use a corporate �nance adviser?

Company owners and directors o�en consider retaining an adviser for one or several of the 
following reasons:

• To identify and source the ideal buyer/target/fund provider

• To offer guidance on the right value or optimal deal structure

• To provide advice on how to run a transaction and what steps are involved

• They are too busy running the business to have the bandwidth to run a transaction

• To offer independent advice where situations are complex or emotionally charged

• To maintain confidentiality and avoid reputational damage and business risk

 



Common pitfalls and myths

Understanding the reasons for retaining an adviser and, therefore the assistance required is vital in 
making the right selection. Here are some common misconceptions that business owners have when 
considering which adviser to appoint.

• Existing Relationships. You assume your current adviser(s) are suitable for the role. If you have not 
embarked on similar transactions before, it stands to reason that the advisers you are currently 
working with may not have the expertise required, irrespective of what they say.

• Lack of clarity over your requirements. If you are not clear on your requirements it is very difficult 
to select an adviser who is best placed to assist you. Without such clarity and direction, the 
likelihood is you let the adviser tell you what you need which is another way of saying you need 
what he can provide!

• Untested recommendations. Basing your decision on recommendations provided by people who 
are equally ill-equipped or inexperienced to make an informed recommendation. Worse still you go 
with a recommendation from someone who has a favour to repay or will receive a cut of the fees. 
With hundreds of advisers operating in the mid-market, only a few will have specialist capabilities 
and differentiated knowledge, while most have a general market focus.

• The Magic Black Book. You may assume that the adviser you are talking to has a magic black book 
containing suitable domestic and international buyers. This is highly unlikely and sure to be 
incomplete or outdated. Take the IT managed services sector as an example, where more than 
2,000 companies of substance operate in the UK alone. Add to this circa 200 advisory firms 
operating in the market with maybe 100 deals completed annually. Based on these numbers, even 
the best adviser has a tiny market share, and therefore, his intelligence is compromised to a 
significant degree. Don’t fall for the aspirational purchase and assume that they are better 
connected just because they are part of a large network. While some firms are better at teaming, 
generally due to bonus structures advisers are only interested in their own deals. The culture of “eat 
what you kill” is well-engrained in the industry.

• Ability to influence value. It is a fallacy to assume that the adviser can make a buyer pay 
significantly more for a business than the market rate. More o�en an above-market offer frequently 
gets reduced through the due diligence process. Best value is most likely to be achieved where the 
best fit or match is achieved or where an appropriate competitive process is established which 
comes down to buyer and market knowledge. Anyone can do desktop research, but that is very 
different from established relations with specific buyers or targets. All advisers will claim to run a 
competitive process, but this is o�en a claim rather than a reality. Any offer is usually determined by 
the quality of the asset and to some degree competitive tension, not the agent selling it. Certainly, 
optimum presentation is critical, but only a few have the experience and expertise to add value in 
this capacity. Will they be working on your project, or will it be assigned to junior staff who lack 
knowledge or skills?

• Confidentiality. How to maintain confidentiality. An adviser is retained to hide your company’s 
identity, and the risk to privacy increases with the number of advisers you interact with.
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Solution

Given these misconceptions and likely lack of knowledge and information, how do you select the right 
adviser? This is likely to be one of the most significant business decisions you will make and justifies a 
professional, informed, and focused approach. Ideally, you should seek guidance from someone who 
can assist you in making the right selection and has no conflicts of interest.

Areas to consider:

1. Skills Gap  

What are the specific areas where assistance is required? What are the particular aspects applicable to 
your situation? Make sure these are clearly defined in order to agree to an appropriate project scope. If 
you already know who the buyers are likely to be do you just need someone to run the process? Do you 
need a guide on value? Values are largely market-driven and asset-specific, and, unlike the real estate 
market, there is no list price.

2. Adviser Pool 

You need a systematic and logical approach to identify advisers best able to meet your specific 
requirements. They need to have a clear demonstrable track record of completing (yes completing) 
transactions similar to the one you are contemplating in terms of sector, size (avoid the aspirational 
purchase), type, etc. 

3. Due Diligence 

Having selected a pool of credible advisers you need to carry out an appropriate assessment process 
covering areas such as:

 • Who will be the deal team? What specific experience do they have? Be wary of people at the pitch 
whom you don’t see again until completion.

 • Their track record concerning similar transactions, not just the ones they highlight! Advisers get 
lucky sometimes, and when they do, the client usually thinks they are brilliant but is that the case? 
Ask for access to any client they have worked with over the last three years.

 • Review previous transactions in detail. Examine which counter-parties were contacted and 
engaged, what pushbacks were encountered, the number and timing of bids, transaction timelines 
and deliverables.

 • Ask previous clients for their experience working with the adviser you consider engaging.
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• Incentivised fee structures. The assumption that an incentivized fee structure will result in a higher 
price! Never has, never will do, and o�en is a waste of money! The adviser’s P&L is based on the time 
it takes to close a deal and the reality is the quicker he can complete and move on in all likelihood the 
greater his profit margin will be. Think about it, you ask the adviser to value your business or target 
before you embark on the process which is a topic he is likely to know more about than you. You end 
up agreeing on a figure that if outperformed results in increased fees. This is likely to be the result of 
him misleading you about market valuation or him being lucky because he did not really know the 
market price. Whichever is the case you should question the logic. 



At Danescor, we are re-defining the M&A market bringing advisors and businesses together on a 
trusted and integrated transaction process. Interested in learning more? Contact info@danescor.com

0203 787 4811danescor.com info@danescor.com

4. Commercials

You need to be clear with respect to the scope of work you are contemplating and what would be an 
appropriate fee structure. Consider carefully about tying fees to performance and other T&Cs such as 
contract length and termination for poor performance.

5. Confidentiality

How do I run an adviser selection process without revealing my identity? Take particular care about 
circumstances where you really don’t want others to be aware of your intended transaction.  

For more information and to arrange a demo:

John Snead, CFA, MBA has spent more than 30 years advising corporates in the 

mid-market on their M&A and Funding transactions. His experience has been 

gained from transactions across US and Europe during his tenure at 

organisations such as Arthur Andersen/Deloitte, Capstone Partners and KPMG.

John Snead
T: 07979 704302

E: john.snead@danescor.com

https://danescor.com



