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Most accountancy 
firm acquisitions 
do not lose value 
because the deal 
was bad.
They lose value because the 		
transition was.

Clients feel like numbers.

Teams are unclear.

Systems do not match.

Data sits in different places.

Processes clash.

Letters go out before relationships	
are handled properly.

People assume the hard part is done 
because completion has happened.

It has not.

Completion is the 		
starting gun.

ACCA’s recent coverage of accounting-firm 
M&A is useful here because it points straight 
at the real post-deal pressure points: system 
integration, standardised processes, 
communication infrastructure, and the risk 
of cashflow and client-service interruptions. 
ACCA’s practical guidance on due diligence 
says buyers need a complete understanding 
of the business before completion, including 
client payment behaviour, recurring fee quality, 
unfinished work, staff transfer issues and 
whether key people are actually supportive of 
the sale. ACCA’s wider digital-firm guidance 
also makes the same point from a service angle: 
client experience sits at the heart of the firm, 
while process is what makes that experience 
consistent. 

That is why this paper is not about 		
how to announce an acquisition.

It is about how to land one.

How to protect client trust.

How to run a proper handover.

How to decide whether the acquired 
firm stays separate, runs in parallel, or 
gets folded into one operating model.

How to converge data, align systems 
and standardise process so the 
acquisition becomes operationally 
stronger, not just commercially bigger.

Because buying the firm is one thing.

Keeping the clients, settling the team and 
turning two operating models into one is where 
the real work begins.

The deal creates the opportunity.

The transition decides whether 			 
you keep it.
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So clients are naturally wondering:

Who is actually looking after me now?

Am I being moved onto a new team?

Are my fees changing?

Will the people who know my 			
business disappear?

Do I need to explain everything again?

Is this firm trying to absorb me or support me?

Am I now just part of a bigger machine?

That uncertainty is where churn starts.

Not always dramatic churn.
Quiet churn.

The client stays polite.
Signs the paperwork.
Waits.
Tests responsiveness.
Feels the seams.
Starts looking elsewhere.

That is why client retention in acquisitions is not 		
mainly a legal exercise.

It is a trust exercise.

Clients do not leave because you	 acquired their firm.

They leave because the transition made 			
them feel unimportant.

The most common post-sale 
mistake is simple.

Firms treat clients like records instead of 
relationships.

The client gets an email.

Maybe a legal letter.

Maybe a new engagement document.

Maybe a change of bank details.

Maybe a generic “nothing much 		
will change”.

From the firm’s side, that feels efficient.

From the client’s side, it often feels 
unsettling.

That matters because ACCA’s client-
experience guidance is very clear: client 
experience is not a one-off event, it is the 
total sum of the interactions a client has 
with the firm, including communication, 
reliability, branding and ease of use. ACCA 
also notes that the old bar of simply 
delivering an okay service is no longer 
enough to create competitive advantage, 
because clients find it easier than ever to 
shop around. 

Acquisitions create growth on paper very quickly.

But the value is only real if clients stay, teams settle and operations hold.

That requires a human transition plan and a systems transition plan.

Without both, acquisitions create friction faster than they create return.

The core argument in four lines
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Here’s where acquisitions usually go sideways



ACCA’s recent M&A commentary says the hard part of a 

merger is rarely just the transaction itself. It highlights 

system integration, the need to align standard operating 
procedures, seamless communication infrastructure, and 

the risk that service interruptions or roadblocks affect both 

current and newly acquired clients. It also emphasises that 

culture shapes how employees work, interact with clients 

and uphold standards. 

ACCA’s due-diligence guidance adds a second warning: 

buyers need to test more than price and headline fees. It 

says firms should verify AML checks, assess client payment 

history, review the quality of recurring fees, examine a 

substantial sample of clients, understand unfinished work, 

review staff capability and terms, and make sure key team 

members are actually aware of and supportive of the deal. 

Then there is the operating layer.

ACCA’s digital-firm material says client experience should 
sit at the heart of every firm, and that the way clients feel 

is shaped by every touchpoint across the lifetime of the 

relationship. ACCA also says consistent client experience 

depends on consistent process, not just good intentions, 

and that technology should only be adopted where it 

enhances the client experience rather than creating 	

change for its own sake. 

That is highly relevant to acquisitions.

Because if two firms run different systems, different data 

standards, different onboarding steps, different workflow 

stages and different service rhythms, you do not just 	

have a people problem.

You have an operating model problem.

And if the acquiring firm is still rekeying data, manually 

patching broken workflows and relying on heroics to keep 

service moving, it is not really acquisition-ready.

Acquisitions do not expose your theory.

They expose your operating reality.

What ACCA is already 
pointing firms towards

Transition snapshot: 
six realities worth 
pressure-testing 
Client experience is cumulative
ACCA says client experience is the total sum 
of interactions across the relationship, not 
one isolated touchpoint. That means post-
sale comms cannot be treated like a single 
announcement email. 

Process drives consistency
ACCA’s digital-firm guidance says consistent 
process is what creates consistently strong 
client experience. In acquisitions, that 
means handover quality is a process issue, 
not just a people issue. 

Technology should reduce
friction, not add it
ACCA says technology for technology’s 
sake is pointless; the point of change is to 
improve what clients receive. That is exactly 
the test post-acquisition integration 	
should pass. 

Due diligence has to go 
deeper than fees
ACCA’s buyer-side guidance says firms 
need to test client quality, unfinished work, 
payment behaviour, staff capability and 
transfer issues before completion. 

System integration is a live 
merger risk
ACCA explicitly flags data migration and 
tech-stack mismatch as merger challenges. 

Service interruption is 
commercial risk
ACCA also explicitly warns about roadblocks 
to service and the effect these can have on 
clients and cashflow. 

A bad handover can destroy value far 
faster than a good deal can create it.
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Why firms get the 
transition wrong
What usually goes wrong after an acquisition is not one big thing.

It is a stack of smaller failures.

The client communication is too cold
The firm leads with paperwork, not reassurance.

The operating decision is unclear
No one has properly decided whether the acquired firm stays separate, runs in 

parallel for a period, or gets folded into one central operating model.

The systems reality is ignored
Leaders assume data migration, workflow alignment and system convergence are 

“tech jobs” that will sort themselves out later.

The acquired team is treated like a bolt-on
Instead of being onboarded into a clear model, they are left sitting between two 

ways of working.

The acquiring firm overestimates its readiness
If you are still rekeying data, duplicating tasks and manually patching broken 

workflows in your current firm, you are not as acquisition-ready as you think.
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That is why post-deal success needs two things at once:

a human transition plan

an operating transition plan

Miss either one and you create drag immediately.



Use familiar faces where possible
Where the acquired founder or key 
manager still has trust equity, use it. Joint 
communication lands better than immediate 
replacement.

Make continuity explicit
Clients want to know:

who stays

who changes

what will happen first

what will not change immediately

what support looks like now

Do not lead with legal language
The legal work matters.

But relationship language comes first.

Sequence engagement 			 
letters properly
The letter of engagement is part of the process.

It is not the process.

The first 30 days should feel like 
reassurance, not extraction.

Pre-close client mapping
Before announcement, segment the 		
acquired client base:

top-fee clients

highest-risk relationships

founder-reliant relationships

clients likely to fear fee changes

clients with service complexity

clients with messy data or 		
unusual processes

Not every client needs the same 
communication sequence.

Day-zero communication 		
should be human
For top-tier and relationship-sensitive clients:

personal call first

email second

engagement paperwork after context 	
has been given

A client should not find out they have 
effectively changed firms through a PDF 
attachment and a signature request.

Clients need to feel four things quickly:

they are known	 they are safe

they are still important	 there is a plan

That is exactly in line with ACCA’s view that client 
experience is shaped by the full journey, not just the 
technical delivery of the work. 

1 Stabilise the human side first
The R.E.P.R.E.S.E.N.T Acquire Framework
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Treat clients like people, 
not transferred records
The first job post-sale is not 		
system migration.

It is confidence.

What good looks like



2 Decide your transition 	
	 model early
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Separate, phased or 
fully integrated? 

Pick one deliberately.
A lot of firms drift into a transition 
model by accident.

That is a mistake.

There are usually three		
sensible options.

Option A: Keep it as a 
separate entity
This can work:

in the short term while 		
trust settles

where brand equity is strong

where systems are 		
materially different

where client relationships 		
are highly founder-led

where a full integration would 
create too much disruption 		
too soon

It can also work indefinitely in 	
some cases.

But only if governance, reporting 	
and ownership are clear.

Keeping a firm separate is not the 
same as leaving it unmanaged.

Option B: Run a phased integration
This is often the smartest route.

Brand, people and client comms stay relatively 		
stable at first.

Behind the scenes, systems, data standards, workflow 
and reporting begin to align in stages.

This fits ACCA’s wider digital-transition logic well: 	
change should be designed around client experience 	
and delivered through process, not dumped onto the 	
firm all at once. 

Option C: Fully integrate into the 	
central model
This can work well when:

the acquired firm is small enough

the systems are already compatible

the brand does not need preserving

the client base is transferable

the acquiring firm’s operating 				 
model is genuinely strong

That last point matters most.

You should not centralise chaos.

Do not choose the transition model 		
that feels fastest.

Choose the one your operating reality 		
can actually support.



ACCA’s merger commentary directly flags system integration 
and data migration as live challenges in practice combinations. 
ACCA’s digital-firm material also makes the broader point that 
technology should improve the experience and efficiency of the 
firm, not introduce more friction. 

Before systems are merged, you need:

a data map

field matching

naming standards

client and entity deduplication

process mapping

ownership mapping

reporting requirements

migration rules

validation checks

This is where your automation services matter.

Because post-deal integration is not just about moving records.

It is about converging data, aligning systems and 
standardising process so the combined firm can actually 
operate as one business.

If that layer is missing, people start rekeying.
Then checking.
Then fixing.
Then working around.
Then losing margin.

If the integration depends on rekeying,

it is not a strategy. It is a warning sign.

3 	Converge the data before 				 
	 you chase the synergy
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If the data is 
messy, the 
integration is 
guesswork
This is where firms usually 
underestimate the work.

Different 		
general ledgers.

Different 		
document tools.

Different 			 
CRM records.

Different client 
naming conventions.

Different billing logic.

Different 			 
workflow stages.

Different 			 
reporting cadence.

Different levels of 
completeness.

And then someone says, 
“We’ll just move it across.”

No. You will not.
Not properly.



4	 Align the operating model
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One acquisition. One way of delivering.
Once the client transition is stabilised and the systems pathway is 		
clear, the next step is process alignment.

This is where many firms lose the acquisition value without even noticing.

The acquired team keeps one way of working.
The acquirer keeps another.
Clients get mixed experiences.
Internal handoffs become patchy.
Ownership becomes fuzzy.
Senior people waste time translating between methods.

That is not scale.

That is duplication.

ACCA’s process guidance is very clear here: consistent process is 
what creates consistently excellent client experience, and firms 
need to simplify how work gets done if they want the experience 
to hold across different people and different situations. 

A proper operating alignment means deciding:

how work enters the system

how jobs are scoped

who owns deadlines

how reviews are done

how communication is logged

how documents are stored

how billing works

how client issues escalate

how management reporting is produced

In plain English:

if the combined firm is still running on disconnected tools 			 
and inconsistent process, the acquisition has not been 			 
operationally digested yet.



5	Protect retention with 			
	 a 90-day plan
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Do not assume silence 
means success

A lot of firms mistake “no 
complaints” for “good transition”.

That is dangerous.

The right way to manage the 
first 90 days is with deliberate 
touchpoints.

Days 1–30
personal communication for priority clients

relationship ownership confirmed

continuity questions answered

engagement paperwork sequenced properly

internal risk list created

Days 31–60
service experience checked

early friction points spotted

systems/data issues logged and resolved

billing or admin shocks prevented

acquired team feedback gathered

Days 61–90
client confidence reviewed

at-risk relationships escalated

transition model reassessed

integration progress measured

quick wins shared internally where appropriate

This approach is far more consistent with ACCA’s client-
experience view than the classic “announce, paper, hope” 
model. ACCA’s guidance is clear that client expectations have 
shifted and that firms need to design services around the 
experience clients actually receive. 

Retention is not won by saying “business as usual”.

It is won by proving that someone is actually in control.



This is where firms create 
most of their own pain.
They do this:

complete the deal

send the announcement

issue new paperwork

try to merge systems

hope the clients stay

deal with the mess later

That is not a post-deal plan.

That is admin chasing reality.
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The sequencing argument
The better sequence is:

1 	 Stabilise trust
Client segmentation, relationship comms, 
continuity plan, human reassurance.

2 	Choose the 					   
	 operating route
Separate, phased, or full integration.

3 	Map the data 					  
	 and systems
Before migration, before rekeying, before 	

“quick fixes”.

4 	Align process
Workflow, ownership, delivery standards, 

billing, reporting, escalation.

5 	Then optimise
Automation, integration, centralisation, 

efficiency, margin improvement.

That sequence is far closer to the logic ACCA sets 
out across due diligence, client experience and 
process design: understand the business properly, 
protect the client experience, then use process and 
technology to make the new model hold. 

Firms do not lose acquisitions in principle.
They lose them in sequence.



“We’ll sort the systems later.”

Later usually means under pressure, with live 	

clients, irritated teams and avoidable rework.

“We’ll just keep both systems for now.”

That can work for a period. But if there is no planned 

end-state, dual running becomes permanent drag.

“We’ve done acquisitions before.”

That helps. It does not mean the next one is 

automatically well-transitioned.

What this 
means for 
your firm
If you are acquiring 
accountancy firms, 
the useful questions 
are not:

Did we get the 	
deal done?

Did we send the 
announcement?

Did we issue the	
new paperwork?

The better questions are:

How are we protecting client trust in the first 30 days?

Who are the clients most likely to feel unsettled?

What transition model are we actually running?

What systems are staying, what systems are 	
moving, and when?

Where are we still relying on manual rekeying or 
duplicated process?

Is our current operating model strong enough to 
absorb another firm?

Are we integrating two businesses, or just stacking 
one on top of the other?

Because acquisitions expose operational truth very quickly.

If your systems are messy, you will feel it.

If your process is weak, you will feel it.

If your client experience is impersonal, they will feel it.
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“The clients already know the 
seller well, so they’ll stay.”

Maybe. But trust in the seller does 

not automatically transfer to trust in 

the acquirer.

“We need to get the new 	
letters out quickly.”

Yes, but not cold. Paperwork should 

follow context, not replace it.

Common objections, answered



Conclusion
The firms that acquire well are not 
the firms that just buy well.

They are the firms that transition well.

They handle clients like humans.

They sequence trust before paperwork.

They choose the right integration 		

route deliberately.

They converge data before they 		

chase efficiency.

They align systems and process 				 

before the cracks widen.

They know that completion is not the 		

finish line.

That is how acquired clients stay.

That is how teams settle.

That is how margin avoids getting eaten by 

rework and confusion.

And that is how an acquisition becomes 

part of one stronger business instead of two 

awkwardly connected ones.

Because post-sale transition is not admin.

It is where the value is either protected or 

quietly lost.

The acquisition gets the headlines.

The transition decides whether it was 
actually worth it.

Ready to see 
whether your 
firm is truly 
acquisition-
ready?

It will show you where your 
firm is exposed across client 
transition, systems alignment, data 
convergence, workflow design 
and post-deal operating readiness, 
and what to fix before the next 	
acquisition tests it for real.

CLICK HERE TO Take the 
Acquisition Readiness 
Assessment

OR SCAN
THE QR 
CODE 

https://represent-acquisition.scoreapp.com

