
 
 
 
 

  

Commercial Awareness 
Newsletter Coventry University Law Society  

This week’s newsletter will 
cover: 
 
¶ A basic outline of M&A 
¶ A case study: the Sainsburys-Asda 

merger 
¶ Interview with Peter Watson, 

publisher of Watson’s Daily with a 
background of 13 years in 
stockbroking  

 
In this week’s newsletter I will be 
unpacking M&A from a non-
banker/lawyer perspective, taking a 
look at the current issues and 
examining what to expect in the near 
future. Additionally, I will examine what 
is involved in the day-to-day of a 
corporate lawyer in relation to M&A 
transaction work. 
 

 
 
Mergers and acquisitions, or M&A for 
short, are a huge deal within the legal 
sector. In short, it involves one 
company acquiring another by way of 
a takeover (acquisition) or two 
companies fusing to form a single 
larger entity (merger).  
 
Don’t know your M from your A? 
 
Don’t fret: it’s a complex concept 
which, unless you’ve directly read into 
it prior, will leave you furiously 
scratching your head when questioned 
on it. As mentioned above, they either 
involve companies acquiring another  
 
 
 

(A) or fusing to create a larger entity 
(M).  
 
As per the general definition in 
Investopedia, M&A can include a 
number of different transactions, 
including: mergers, acquisitions, 
consolidations, tender offers, 
purchase of assets and 
management acquisitions. 
 
Mergers 
 
In brief, a merger is a situation where 
two companies decide to form a 
new company. One of the main 
concerns in merger cases is fair 
treatment of employees and 
ensuring no one with a stake in 
either company is ousted against 
their will or treated unfairly. 
 
Nevertheless, there are many 
motives behind why two companies 
may opt to merge with each other. 
This includes economies of scale, 
diversification, cross selling and 
most importantly increased revenue 
and market share. In merging two 
companies, there is ultimately more 
profit which can be used to finance 
investments into research and 
development, eventually leading to a 
better quality of goods and services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Acquisitions 
 
 

An acquisition is gaining control 
over another firm, usually through the 
purchase of shares of the company 
to buy assets of the business directly. 
An acquisition may involve a takeover 
where one firm buys out another, 
often against the wishes of certain 
taxpayers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acquisitions can have multiple 
advantages, ranging from immediate 
increases in revenue to improving 
long term financial outlook to making 
it easier to raise capital for other 
growth strategies.  
 
What do the lawyers do? 
 
In practice, the lawyers who deal with 
M&A (namely corporate lawyers) 
undertake a variety of responsibilities 
in their day to day work. As a brief 
overview, this includes: 
 

- Negotiating and drafting 
agreements in conjunction with 
the client 

- Carry out due diligence – an 
investigation to verify information 
accuracy 

- Gather all parties for completion 
of the transaction and arrange 
financing 

- Finalise all post-completion 
registration and procedures 

All the way into M&A  

 
 
 In 2016, Microsoft bought LinkedIn for $26.2        
kbillion – one of the biggest moves into 
enterprise social media  
 
 

 
In 2015, Dell agreed to buy EMC for $67 
billion – the biggest tech acquisition of all 
time 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
.SAINSBURY'S-ASDA PROPOSED 
.MERGER. 

On April 30th, 2018 it was announced 
that Sainsbury’s and Asda had 
agreed to combine their businesses 
in a merger that would create the 
UK’s largest grocery chain, with a 
combined market share of 31.4%. 
 
 
 
 
Sainsbury’s plc (which will remain the 
name of the combined Sainsbury’s-
Asda business) promised to create a 
“dynamic new player in UK retail, with 
an outstanding breadth of products 
delivered through multiple channels”.  
 
A merger of equals? 
 
Not quite. Sainsbury’s will retain most 
of the control thanks to a £2.975bn 
cash payment to Walmart. In return, 
Walmart will take a 42% stake and 
have two seats on the board, Asda 
will continue to be run by its current 
CEO Roger Burnley with no plans to 
close its headquarters in Leeds. 
 
Why has it happened at all? 
 
Although a bombshell announcement, 
it is hardly surprising considering 
Asda’s struggle to compete against 
discounters Aldi and Lidl appearing 
powerless to close the price gap, 
despite huge cost-cutting and 
restructures.  
 
According to the Proposed 
Sainsbury’s and Asda merger 
rationale, the merger will “unlock 
significant cost savings, a large 
proportion of which will be passed 
directly onto customers through lower 
prices. These cost savings will not 
only make (them) more competitive on 
price but will also allow them to invest 
more in value, quality, range, service 
and 

and convenience for (their) customers”.  
 
Intense competitive pressure 
 
Emergence of Aldi and Lidl as 
competitors has driven a profound 
change across the UK grocery sector. 
According to the rationale, Aldi and Lidl 
have “disrupted” the UK market and 
continue to do so, through: 
 

- Reinvented retail offer combining 
convenient locations and high-
quality products with the lowest 
products in the industry, redefining 
“value for money” 

- Product range serves customers’ 
‘main shop’ needs making them 
attractive to all customer 
demographics 

- Investment made to reposition their 
customer offer has driven 
significant increase in sales 
intensity per square metre: Aldi 
nearly 3 times more productive per 
square metre than in 2010; Lidl 
nearly twice as productive.  

 

 
 
CMA investigation 
 

It was announced in September 2018 
that the merger was subjected to an in-
depth competition investigation, after 
the CMA said the deal “raises sufficient 
concerns to be referred for a more in-
depth review”. It’s the CMA’s job to  
 

prevent companies becoming too 
dominant and harmful to consumers. If 
the CMA approves the merger, then 
many expect both chains to have to 
give up a number of stores. 
 
After both chains claimed the prices 
will fall, the CMA clarified that "the 
companies are two of the largest 
grocery retailers in the UK and their 
stores overlap in hundreds of local 
areas, where shoppers could face 
higher prices or worse quality of 
service." 
 

       
 
The most recent CMA updates 
 
As per the CMA’s provisional findings 
published on March 12th, 2019:  
 
The merger would lead to: 
 

1) Higher prices for groceries 
2) Higher prices at some fuel 

stations  
3) Reduced quality and choice 

 
This has gone from being a deal that 
everyone thought would go through 
with some disposals to something that 
is far from a foregone conclusion. 
Iceland, B&M, Morrisons and others 
had been looking forward to buying 
some of the outlets from the enlarged 
entity for knock-down prices meaning 
Sainsbury’s and Asda won’t be the 
only ones to suffer if the deal gets 
blocked. 
 
 

 



 
 

 

IN CONVERSATION WITH PETER WATSON: 
How can students grasp a greater insight into M&A? 
 

For this week’s article we spoke to 
Peter Watson, who publishes the 
Watson’s Daily business news blog 
and has a 20 year background in 
stockbroking and headhunting.  
 
Peter is well equipped in the 
commercial sense: he gets up at 
4am(!) every weekday morning to write 
Watson’s Daily by “distilling and 
commenting on what (he) thinks [are] 
the most important commercial and 
economic news items of the day”.  
 
He has kindly answered our student-
tailored questions on M&A, addressing 
how to stay updated within M&A, what 
should be looked out for and how he 
personally stays commercially aware.  
 
So, how can students stay updated 
with M&A?  
 
The Financial Times is probably your 
best bet for keeping up to date with 
M&A. There are more specialist 
sources in terms of individual 
newsletters, but they can be VERY 
boring and generally expensive, aimed 
at the corporate market and can cost 
hundreds or even thousands per year. 
Another OK (and free) resource is 
Bloomberg – on this page: 
www.bloomberg.com/deals  
 
Then you could look at the Dealogic 
website. Dealogic is the system that 
most investment banks use for 
tracking deals and 
www.dealogic.com/insights is where 
you can read some of their analysis, 
but you’d better have a few double 
espressos handy! They do have 
decent charts, though. 
 

You should also check the websites 
of your favoured Law firms to get an 
idea of what areas of M&A to focus 
on. Clearly, it’s no good being an 
expert on M&A in the retail sector if 
you’re interviewing with an IT 
specialist!  
 
What should be looked out for 
within the M&A sphere?  
 
From a student standpoint, I’d say that 
you should be looking at patterns in 
M&A. You should at least know what 
the current patterns are.  
 
For example, last week there was 
further consolidation in the payments 
processing sector with FIS buying 
Worldpay, the UK’s leading payments 
processor, for a rather chunky $43bn. 
There is also ongoing M&A in the 
automotive sector as companies try to 
get together to counteract weaker 
global car sales, rising production 
costs (because of things like WLTP) 
and R&D costs for electric/driverless 
vehicles.  
 
However, if you really want to stand 
out to future employers, you should 
have a stab at thinking about what the 
future patterns might be and be able 
to back up your theories (otherwise 
they are just pipe dreams).  
 
How do you personally stay 
commercially aware?  
 
Having been a stockbroker for 13 
years at four different investment 
banks in London and Tokyo advising 
some of the world’s biggest financial 
institutions on what stocks to buy and 
sell in the UK, European and 
Japanese stock markets - you could 
say that I "did" 

say that I "did" commercial awareness 
for a living! These days, I use the FT, 
Times, Telegraph, Wall Street Journal 
and Guardian with a smattering of The 
Economist every now and again. I think 
the FT is excellent because it is tightly 
written and is more factual - but has 
brilliant sections (you really should read 
the Lex column every day), the Times, 
the Telegraph, the Wall Street Journal 
(great, but the articles are a bit long if 
you’re in a hurry) and The Guardian to 
get a different viewpoint. The latter has 
less in the way of "business" news 
volume than the others, but 
sometimes it can have some 
interesting stories that you don't find in 
the other papers. Some of their 
columnists are complete nutters, 
though.  

Peter’s three top tips for improving 
commercial awareness:  

1) Spend TIME every day improving 
your knowledge. If you skimp on 
this, information will fall through the 
cracks. You don't have to dedicate 
your life to it - little and often is 
most effective.  
 

2) Have FOCUS to your commercial 
awareness. It's all very well reading 
all the sources - but if you have no 
focus, you will forget the vast 
majority of what you read. 
  

3) You should TALK about what you 
have learned as much as you 
reasonably can. If you can, you 
should try to have a "safe space" 
where you can talk about such 
matters – such as with like-minded 
students in the Law Society. 

 

 


