
Private equity professionals believe that 
the three most critical success factors in PE & VC 
investing are ‘Management! Management! And 
Management!’ But how does this belief translate 
into the due diligence process investors adopt  
pre-investment? 

The answer varies incredibly. Some GPs that 
you would expect to be ‘old school’ have relatively 
sophisticated processes in place. However, many 
more houses adopt ‘reference checking’ and 
‘substantive, structured close personal dialogues’ 
(also known as discussing the business plan over a 
long lunch). Very few adopt a scientifically based 
approach using the latest tools and techniques 
to accurately measure current capability, future 
potential and intrinsic motivation to adapt at the 
proposed speed of the planned business.

This wide range of relatively low-quality due 
diligence on management teams has generally not 
led to prominent issues during the buoyant markets 
of the past 10 to 15 years. However, with the future 
options for financial engineering significantly 
reduced and exit multiples falling, the ability to 
optimise the performance of the management team 
and identify the development support needed to 
succeed will be a primary driver of success.

A widely held myth is that it is difficult to ‘prove 
and measure’ people capability. However, the 
precision by which the measurement of people and 
performance has evolved over the past 10 years is 

What was the history of the deal?

Yahoo bought Kelkoo for €475m in 2004 and 

part-integrated the business. Yahoo decided to 

sell and at the start of 2008 there was an auction 

process – I guess Yahoo had more pressing  

worries than integrating a price comparison 

website. The auction fell over, possibly due to  

price expectations.

What were your concerns while carrying out  

the deal? 

For Yahoo, it wasn’t that big a deal and one of our 

major concerns was that something might happen 

at the Yahoo corporate level, perhaps Microsoft 

might come back on the scene, which would mean 

our deal might get put on ice.

What was the biggest hurdle in carrying out  

the deal?

We had to get a complex deal done in a very  

tight timescale. The new client instructed us at  

the beginning of October and they needed to get 

the deal done as quickly as possible. Because the top 

company in the target group was French, we had to 

go through a mandatory period of consultation with 

the French Works Council before we could close the 

deal. We had an extremely intensive three weeks of 

working on all the main deal documentation to get 

effectively to a soft close, then it went to the Works 

Council for a three-week consultation. The deal 

closed on 24 November. 

What diligence was performed on the deal? 

Yahoo had put together a fairly extensive data 

room for the original auction process, which 

was a very helpful starting point. Of course, the 

auction process had stopped earlier in the year 

so everything then had to be updated. Yahoo 

had two legal advisers: Latham & Watkins on the 

corporate side and Morrison & Forster on the  

IT side. 

BDO Story Hayward did the financial due 

diligence, while the commercial due diligence was 

performed in-house by the buyers.

What were the potential deal-breakers?

Probably as important as the share purchase 

agreement was a series of commercial agreements. 

Kelkoo was semi-integrated with Yahoo, which 

meant that post-sale Yahoo was both a supplier 

to Kelkoo, for example for office space, and a 

customer as Kelkoo was integrated into the Yahoo 

retail offering. We had a very big team running 

multiple strands of negotiation on the commercial 

and the corporate deals in parallel, pretty much 

around the clock. The critical thing was project 

management and co-ordination – points being 

made had to be reflected across all aspects of 

the deal.

How did you deal with so many European 

locations in such a short timescale?

It was a genuinely pan-European deal. Kelkoo has 

offices in Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, 

Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and 

the UK. So co-ordinating local counsel in all those 

jurisdictions was a challenge within the timescale. 

We made use of our ‘Best Friends’ network 

across Europe using firms that had e-commerce 

expertise. If you have people you know well 

and are keen to get the deal done, it can be as 

effective as an international network of your  

own offices.
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Badge of Honour

Rob Bratby of Olswang, who  
led a team of 12 advising 
Jamplant, a special purpose 
vehicle, on its acquisition of 
pan-European price comparison 
website Kelkoo from Yahoo, tells 
Corporate Financier that effective 
project management was the key 
to this complex, cross-border deal

In December 2008, the ICAEW and World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) hosted a debate on how 
accountants and finance professionals can help save 
the planet. More than 100 finance sector professionals 
attended the event, which was part of WWF’s Big 
Tent series of debates, at Chartered Accountants’ Hall 
in the City of London, to discuss what the future of 
finance might look like and how it could contribute to 
a sustainable future for the planet.

Martin Hagen, deputy president of the ICAEW, 
and Ed Smith, chairman of WWF’s board of trustees, 
jointly chaired the event, which was the first in 
WWF’s ‘Big Tent’ series of debates on building a 
sustainable economic future – a major new initiative 
to engage in current economic debates by providing 
a forum to exchange opinions and give free rein to 
challenging ideas.

Finance professionals and environmentalists 
took part in round table discussions looking at the 
relationships between money, markets and the 
environment, before the whole group took part 
in a lively interactive discussion. Areas of debate 
included balancing the need for economic and profit 
growth with sustainable use of the planet’s resources. 
‘Participants took full advantage of the chance to 
debate the issues and exchange ideas freely,’ said 
Oliver Greenfield, head of sustainable business 
& markets at WWF. ‘WWF plans to convene and 
contribute to further debates that will help reframe 
the purpose of finance and the economy so that they 
benefit both people and nature.’

The ICAEW believes there are many ways in 
which accountants can play a major role in creating 
a sustainable future for the planet, particularly in 
monitoring and auditing environmental initiatives. 

For example, accountants can play a critical part in 
the monitoring of purchasing policies 
and the design and 
operation of supply chain 
management systems, or in 
the assessment of assets and 
liabilities arising from tradable 
permit schemes, such as 
for emissions. 

The ICAEW has 
published a report, 
Sustainability: 
The Role of 
Accountants, 
which expands on 
these issues and 
is available for 
download from 
the website www.
icaew.com n

Perfecting performance Good living

• �role complexity and future team and organisational 
structure

• behavioural event interviews with each individual
• �interactive referencing discussions with a number 

of referees using the Crelos 360 degree technology.
This analysis provides a talent benchmark report 
showing current and future potential against 
the proposed growth plan; personality (what the 
individual/team likes to do); intrinsic motivation 
(what will the person/team do?); derailers (what 
will stop them, often including lack of self-
awareness?), intellect (what are they capable of?) 
and behaviour (what have they learnt to do?). 
Research using Crelos’ Talent Index methodology 
highlights that using a robust process enhances the 
predictability of performance by as much as 75%.

Plan for the future

With any assessment exercise, there is a decision 
to be taken in terms of readiness, and ability, 
to deliver now and in the future. This decision 
should be made with full consideration of the 
type of support that will best help an individual to 
accelerate their potential. We turn our assessment 
data into a Management Team Development 
Roadmap. This roadmap will specify the type of 
development that will best suit the individual, 
the type of people that will be required in the 
team and the typical organisational structure 
within which an individual will excel. The type 
of development required will vary considerably 
for different individuals, as will the typical team 
and organisational structure. For example, 
coaching, mentoring and team-based, workshop-
based, psychotherapeutic and instruction-based 
development are different techniques that are suited 
to different types of people in different situations.  

Private equity houses have been searching for the 
holy grail of a specialist programme to assemble 
the most suitable management team to execute the 
plan. There has been considerable progress in the 
field of organisational design and management due 
diligence. It is time for the profession to reflect on 
the tools and techniques available and how they 
can be used to best effect during the due diligence 
process and enhance investment success. n

Alison Gill is co-founder of Crelos, a consultancy 
that specialises in using psychology precisely to 
enhance business performance (www.crelos.com).Im
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Management can be measured, argues Alison Gill 

MOVING ON UP...

“Because the 
top company in 
the target was 
French, we had 
to go through an 
intensive period of 
consultation with 
the Works Council”

immense. This should be good news for financiers 
and advisers, who tend to be comfortable with things 
that can be proved, measured and predicted. The key 
challenge for leaders in the industry is to understand 
how such techniques can be used to significantly 
enhance the predictability of business performance. 

The measuring game

‘Talent’ is often used to imply a gift or innate quality 
that is difficult to control and predict. In business 
and in sport today, the science of talent management 
is just that, a sophisticated discipline that increases 
the likelihood that individuals and teams will 
attain their full potential and the achievement of 
the investors’ business goals. It is no coincidence 
that the British cycling and rowing teams achieved 
such Olympic successes in China last summer. The 
teams were built with the skills and knowledge 
to support success and the individual athletes on 
those teams have been measured, monitored and 
developed using the latest psychological, physical 
and biomechanical techniques. 

Best in class assessment and development 
of management teams must be designed in 
collaboration with the investors to include an 
analysis of the current complexity of the business 
and its proposed phases of growth. 

At Crelos, we use measures of:
• �appropriate psychometric tools selected from an 

online library
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