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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

European corporate leaders are routinely warned by advisory decks that "70% to 90% of mergers fail": an impor-

ted, unsourced consulting trope that conflates unrealized projections with corporate disaster. When European

transactions are measured empirically across 773 fifth‑wave deals (Craninckx & Huyghebaert 2011, corroborated

by Schoenberg 2006), value destruction sits at roughly half (38% to 53% depending on the criterion): 51.7% on

two‑year shareholder wealth, 38.4% on operating EBITDA benchmarks, and 7.2% on target divestments. In

Europe, where private targets dominate and average announcement returns are a neutral null, deal success is

not an impossible lottery. It is an un‑skewed coin flip where value creation vs destruction is decided by

post‑merger commercial and operational execution.

Keywords: M&A performance · European acquisitions · Deal failure rates · Post-merger integration · Shareholder value
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In European boardrooms, whenever an acquisition is proposed, someone recites the disaster statistic. Depending

on which advisory firm prepared the slide, between 70% and 90% of mergers fail to create value. In London, it is

quoted as an established law of finance; in Frankfurt, it appears as “drei von vier Transaktionen scheitern”. The

number has circulated for thirty years, repeated by consultants, financial journalists, and business school cases

until it has acquired the authority of physical fact.

This essay puts that circulating number beside its own citation trail, and beside the empirical evidence of

European dealmaking. As the standard of evidence over anecdote requires, the citation trail reveals that the 80%

failure rate is an unverified consulting myth, constructed by merging missed spreadsheet projections with out-

right losses. The dedicated empirical record on European transactions: 773 fifth‑wave deals completed across

Europe, measured across financial, operating, and divestment criteria: shows something entirely different: value

destruction sits at roughly half (38% to 53%).

The difference between an 80% loss rate and a 50% baseline is not an academic rounding error. It fundamentally

changes how an executive, a deal team, and a supervisory board must govern an acquisition.

Why is the common 70–90% M&A failure statistic empirically un-
verified?
To understand why the 80% number survives, trace where it comes from.

In 2011, a widely read Harvard Business Review article on M&A playbooks opened with an authoritative claim:

“companies spend more than $2 trillion on acquisitions every year. Yet study after study puts the failure rate of

mergers and acquisitions somewhere between 70% and 90%.” If you check the body text, the footnotes, and the

reprint’s reference list for those studies, you will find none. The sentence contains zero citations. It asserted what

everyone in the room already believed.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/evidence-over-anecdote/
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Table 1 The failure rate across folklore and empirical evidence

Source Failure rate cited What was actually meas-
ured

Basis

Christensen et al. (2011, HBR) 70% to 90% Uncited headline asser-
tion

Folk layer (zero citations)

KPMG (1999) 83% 107 cross‑border deals:
17% created value, 30%
preserved, 53% des-
troyed

Conflates “no value
change” with failure

German business press (Lippold, etc.) 60% to 80% Secondary quotes (“drei
von vier scheitern”)

Unreferenced secondary
media

Schoenberg (2006, BJM) 44% to 56% 61 British acquisitions of
continental European
firms, 1988–1990

4 independent perform-
ance metrics

Craninckx & Huyghebaert (2011, EFM) 38% to 53% 773 European transac-
tions (listed & private
targets)

2-yr BHAR, EBITDA bench-
mark, divestments

Author's assembly from the cited primary literature and circulating business media: Christensen et al. (2011), reprint R1103B; KPMG (1999); Lippold
(2020); Unternehmeredition (2023); Craninckx & Huyghebaert (2011); Schoenberg (2006).

When consulting firms do attach numbers to their studies, they rely on a subtle construct conflation. The most

famous example is KPMG’s 1999 global M&A report, which gave birth to the headline that “83% of mergers fail to

create shareholder value.” The report’s own sentence is narrower: “83% of mergers were unsuccessful in produ-

cing any business benefit as regards shareholder value.” Read the underlying distribution: of the 107 cross‑border

transactions examined, 17% created value, 30% produced no discernible change in shareholder value, and 53%

destroyed value. To produce the 83% disaster figure, the authors combined the 30% that broke even with the 53%

that lost value, treating a deal that preserved capital as an outright failure.

In the German business press, the distortion is amplified without data. Articles in Unternehmeredition cite 60% to

80% failure rates; textbooks quote “rund zwei Drittel” or “drei von vier scheitern – so sagen es die Statistiken”

without naming a dataset.

The folk layer merged three entirely different questions into one frightening percentage:

1 Did the transaction fail to achieve 100% of its aggressive, optimistic pitch‑deck synergy model? (Often yes.)

2 Did the transaction produce negative abnormal stock returns over a holding period? (About half the time.)

3 Did the acquisition destroy the business and end in divestment or bankruptcy? (Rarely, under 10%.)

By collapsing “missed an aggressive stretch goal” into “destroyed corporate value,” the consulting folklore cre-

ated an imaginary graveyard.
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What does an empirical sample of 773 European transactions
prove about deal success?
When academic researchers investigate whether European transactions actually create or destroy value, they do

not rely on survey sentiment or selective pitch decks.

In the first dedicated empirical study of M&A failure in Europe’s fifth takeover wave, Craninckx and Huyghebaert

(2011) examined 773 European transactions completed between 1997 and 2006. To avoid the single‑metric trap,

they measured deal failure across three observable, objective proxies:

1 Shareholder wealth (2-year Buy‑and‑Hold Abnormal Returns: BHAR): Comparing the acquirer’s stock return

over two years against size-, book‑to‑market-, and momentum‑matched European control firms.

2 Operating performance (Realized EBITDA vs. Industry Benchmark): Comparing the combined firm’s

post‑merger operating profitability against an econometric industry projection model of what the firms

would have earned independently, following the benchmark described by Craninckx and Huyghebaert (2011).

3 Target divestment: Tracking whether a majority stake in the target company was sold off by May 2008.

Figure 1 European M&A failure rates by criterion

20 40 60 80

2-Yr Shareholder Wealth (BHAR) · Listed 51.7

2-Yr Shareholder Wealth (BHAR) · Private 50.5

Operating Benchmark (EBITDA) · Listed 38.4

Operating Benchmark (EBITDA) · Private 31.4

Target Divestment · Listed 7.2

Target Divestment · Private 3.2

Transactions classified as failed (%)

Craninckx & Huyghebaert (2011), Table 3: 773 European M&A transactions (1997–2006): 401 listed-acquirer/listed-target deals and 372
listed-acquirer/private-target deals. Shareholder wealth measured via 2-year BHAR against size/BTM/momentum controls; operating performance
benchmarked via Gugler et al. (2003) model; divestments tracked in Zephyr.

The findings dismantle the 80% myth across every dimension:

• On shareholder wealth, 51.7% of acquisitions of listed targets and 50.5% of private targets produced a negat-

ive two‑year BHAR. Roughly half. And read the mechanics of that 51.7%: because BHAR failure is defined as

any negative abnormal return (< 0.0%), a transaction that underperformed its benchmark by a trivial 0.2%

counts as a “failed deal.” Among the failing deals, the median two‑year wealth loss was 5.0% (mean − 8.24%),

not a catastrophic wipeout.

• On operating profitability, the failure rate drops significantly: only 38.4% of listed targets and 31.4% of private

targets failed to exceed their industry‑adjusted operating benchmark. Nearly two‑thirds of combined

European entities maintained or improved their operating earnings relative to independent peers.
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• On divestment, only 7.2% of listed targets and 3.2% of private targets were divested within the sample win-

dow.

Across all criteria, the authors conclude that European M&A failure rates sit “roughly between 38% and 53%.”

This is not an isolated finding, though it comes from an earlier wave. Schoenberg (2006) evaluated 61 British ac-

quisitions of continental European firms completed between 1988 and 1990 across four separate performance di-

mensions, and he reports them as a success rate: “the overall success rate was in the region of the widely cited

50%”. Read from the failure side, the four metrics give a band of 44% to 56%: 44% of acquiring managers were dis-

satisfied or highly dissatisfied with financial performance against their own expectations, announcement returns

were negative for 50% of acquirers and positive for the other 50%, expert informants rated 44% poor or very poor,

and 56% of the targets had been divested after thirteen years, up from 11% within six. The paper’s own finding is

that these four measures do not correlate with each other, which is the reason a single headline rate should never

be quoted from any of them alone.

For fifty years, across every rigorous multi‑metric empirical study conducted on European soil, the answer has

been consistent: about half of acquisitions destroy value, and about half create or preserve it.

Why do European mid‑market acquisitions diverge from US con-
glomerate waves?
Why has the European business community accepted an American consulting statistic that overstates deal failure

by thirty to forty percentage points?

The answer lies in historical literature bias. Most popular M&A narratives were formed by studying the third (1960s

conglomerate) and fourth (1980s hostile LBO) takeover waves in the United States. Those waves featured massive

corporate raiding, high‑yield debt financing, hostile takeovers of non‑core conglomerates, and widespread cor-

porate dismantling: environments where transaction failure rates were genuinely severe. This structural differ-

ence is why the megadeal wave meets the size effect, as massive transactions systematically underperform

mid‑market integrations. As the analysis of programmatic acquisition claims shows, pattern‑level generalizations

often depend heavily on the specific market context in which they are tested.

European dealmaking in the fifth wave and beyond developed under fundamentally different market and institu-

tional conditions:

1 Strategic industrial logic over financial engineering: European transactions are predominantly strategic, hori-

zontal or vertical market‑expansion deals rather than diversified financial holding assemblies.

2 The dominance of private targets: In Europe, the overwhelming majority of deal flow involves privately held

mid‑market companies (the Mittelstand and family‑owned enterprises). As Craninckx and Huyghebaert’s data

confirms, acquisitions of private targets experience substantially lower operating failure rates (31.4% vs

38.4%) and minimal divestment (3.2%). Private target acquisitions avoid the public bidding wars and specu-

lative run‑ups that inflate acquisition premiums.

3 Announcement returns are a neutral null: Andrade et al. (2001) report combined abnormal announcement re-

turns averaging + 1.8% over the three‑day window across 3,688 completed mergers, reliably positive, while

the acquirer’s own average return is negative and not statistically significant at conventional levels: a null on

the acquirer side, not a loss. The stock market does not anticipate automatic value destruction when a deal is

signed.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/the-megadeal-wave-meets-the-size-effect/
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/the-claim-that-outlived-its-test/
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European M&A is not an automatic 80% graveyard. It is a statistically neutral coin toss.

How should deal teams govern acquisitions facing a 50/50 return
distribution?
The difference between 80% and 50% is not academic nuance. It alters how executive teams and supervisory

boards govern transactions.

When a board believes that 80% of mergers fail, two dysfunctions emerge:

• Cynical paralysis: Strategic acquisitions are blocked because M&A is viewed as an automatic value‑destroyer,

stranding the firm in slow organic growth while market windows close.

• Diffused accountability: When post‑merger integration problems arise, executives shrug: “M&A is inherently

risky; most fail.” When failure is perceived as the default, execution negligence is excused as inevitable.

When a board knows the baseline is 50/50, focus shifts entirely to deal discipline and post‑merger integration gov-

ernance:

Figure 2 The deal governance audit

RISK DIMENSION

Valuation, interface,

integration speed,

retention.

THE 80% MYTH ASSUMPTION

What consulting folklore

assumes.

THE 50% EMPIRICAL

REALITY

What academic evidence

demonstrates.

THE MONDAY DECISION

Concrete governance

action for the deal team.

Four rows corresponding to the four primary operational fracture points. Under a 50/50 baseline, these four choices

decide which half of the distribution the transaction enters.

Author's framework synthesizing empirical integration literature: Craninckx & Huyghebaert (2011), Homburg & Bucerius (2005), Shi et al. (2017), and
Schmitz et al. (2020).

In a 50/50 world, four specific operational disciplines decide whether a deal lands in the upper or lower half:

1 Protect the commercial interface before hunting cost synergies. As Homburg and Bucerius (2005) demon-

strated across 232 European mergers, market‑related integration drives overall financial performance far

more heavily than cost savings (beta = .67 vs beta = .07). Merging salesforces prematurely or forcing unified

product branding onto customers destroys the revenue base that justified the acquisition price.
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2 Isolate revenue synergies from baseline purchase price justification. Never permit an acquisition price to be

rationalized by assuming 100% attainment of revenue cross‑sell synergies. Revenue synergies are the least

evidenced line in any deal case, and the evidence above says the market interface is where value actually

leaks. Model the base purchase price strictly on standalone economics and treat any cross‑sell attainment fig-

ure as an assumption to be tested after close, not an input that justifies the price before it.

3 Price in customer account transition and attrition risks. Acquiring customer portfolios entails measurable

transition loss (as the analysis of customer relationship costs proves). Key account handover to unseasoned

replacements is where that loss concentrates; protect acquired client relationships during the first 24 months

with dedicated retention safeguards.

4 Audit the announcement signal. Craninckx and Huyghebaert find a significant negative relation between ac-

quirer announcement returns and operating‑performance failure in the extended event windows, and they

put it no higher than this: short‑term abnormal returns up to the announcement date “can reflect M&A

failure‑relevant information”. In their private‑target sample the same effects are “generally not found to be

significant at traditional levels”. So an unenthusiastic reception is a signal worth reading, not a verdict: in-

vestors may be picking up pricing overreach or operational complexity. Treat negative market reactions as a

mandate for immediate, conservative integration restructuring.

The next time an advisor claims that eight out of ten European acquisitions are doomed, correct the record. The

empirical evidence of modern European corporate history proves otherwise. M&A is not an automatic failure. It is

an even coin toss, and which side lands facing up is determined entirely by operational execution after the con-

tract is signed.

Where are the methodological boundaries of European M&A per-
formance studies?
Boundary. The cited percentage is criterion‑dependent and is not a universal European failure rate. Separate pro-

cess failure, underperformance and value destruction before using it in a deal screen.

Evidence base. The analytical frame also draws on these additional sources: Andrade et al. 2001. The links identify

the exact works; they support the mechanisms and boundary conditions discussed here, not every claim in isola-

tion.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/what-the-relationship-costs-while-it-stays/
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.15.2.103
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