
The Role of 
Operating 
Partners in 
Independent 
Sponsor 
Success

Embedding Capability, 
Not Just Capital



Executive 
Summary

The Independent Sponsor model was built on sourcing edge and 
capital alignment. Today, that is no longer enough.



Across private equity, operational value creation has become the 
primary driver of returns. McKinsey’s Global Private Markets Report 
2026 is blunt about why: the tailwinds that powered the last cycle 
are fading, noting that multiple expansion and cheap leverage 
accounted for 59% of returns between 2010 and 2022, and that the 
next phase will rely far more on what happens inside the business.



For Independent Sponsors, the question is not whether to use 
operating partners. It is how early, how integrated, and how 
repeatable that partnership becomes.



Sponsors who treat operating partners as diligence support are 
leaving value on the table. Those who embed them into the 
investment model are building a structural advantage.





Why 
Operational 
Depth 
Matters 
More 
Now

The market has moved into a period where execution is carrying 
more of the return burden.



Bain’s Private Equity Outlook 2026 describes a recovery driven 
by megadeals, while emphasizing persistent liquidity pressure 
and the growing importance of operational performance and 
EBITDA growth. MSCI’s 2026 private markets commentary 
makes the same point from a different lens: buyouts are relying 
less on multiple expansion and more on revenue growth and 
operating improvements.

Independent Sponsors, by design, run lean teams. That structure 
makes operating partners a force multiplier when used correctly.



But leverage only works when it is integrated, not episodic.



From 
Transaction 
Support to 
Embedded 
Capability
Many Independent Sponsors historically used operating 
partners in two moments:

Sponsors seeing consistent outperformance are doing 
three things differently:

pre close diligence 01

The market is pushing toward a more embedded model.

The EY Private Equity Value Creation Benchmark 



Survey highlights how firms are thinking about diligence 
and value creation resourcing, including how operating 
resources are staffed and deployed across the lifecycle. 
In plain terms, operating involvement is becoming more 
systematic.

periodic post close advisory support
Involving operators early enough to 
shape the thesis  

Operators pressure test growth assumptions, 
customer concentration risk, talent gaps, and 
integration complexity before terms are finalized.

02

Aligning economics around outcomes, 
not activity  

Operating partners work best when they are 
accountable to specific results, with structures that 
reflect that alignment.

03

Deploying repeatable playbooks  

Simon-Kucher’s Private Equity Study 2025 reflects 
this shift toward cohesive, multi lever roadmaps 
spanning commercial, operational, digital, and 
organizational levers across the lifecycle.

The shift is subtle but meaningful. Operating partners 
become part of the platform, not an external resource.



Sector 
Specialization 
Increases 
Operating 
Leverage
As Independent Sponsors narrow sector focus, operating 
partners become even more valuable.

It also strengthens credibility with lenders and LPs 
because it signals that the value creation plan is real, 
resourced, and executable.

Deep vertical expertise improves:

commercial diligence precision

customer and pricing strategy

recruitment of key leadership

add-on integration execution

Operating 
Partners 
and the 
Add-On 
Strategy
Add-ons remain a key mechanism for building enterprise 
value, but integration risk is often underestimated.



PitchBook’s 2026 US Private Equity Outlook notes a 
2026 environment shaped by slower exits for assets 
nearing maturity and continued structural shifts in deal 
activity. In that context, operators become essential to 
making add-ons work in practice, not just on paper.



Integration often lives or dies on execution details: 
systems alignment, sales coverage, pricing consistency, 
talent retention, and operating cadence. Operating 
partners who have executed similar integrations reduce 
risk and accelerate synergy capture.



Investor 
Expectations 
Are Rising
LPs and capital providers are increasingly focused on 
whether sponsors can execute operationally, not just 
source well.



A recent Alvarez & Marsal North America value creation 
report, based on a survey of PE investors, operating 
partners, and portfolio company leaders, underscores 
how indispensable value creation planning has become 
under continued high rates and uncertainty.


Sponsors who can clearly explain:

who the operating partner is

what initiatives will be executed

how KPIs will be measured

what timeline is realistic

build confidence without needing a fund 
structure to look institutional.



Common Mistakes 
Independent 
Sponsors Make

Even strong sponsors fall into avoidable traps:

bringing operators in too 
late, after key deal 
assumptions are locked

using generalist advisors 
instead of sector aligned 
operators

failing to define 
accountability and 
measurable milestones

treating operating 
involvement as optional 
instead of strategic



What 
Actually 
Matters Now

Operating partners are no longer supplemental. They are 
central to performance.

01
Engage operators early 
enough to influence 
underwriting, not just 
validate it.

02
Align incentives around 
measurable value creation 
outcomes.

03
Build repeatable sector 
playbooks rather than 
bespoke fixes.

04
Treat operating capability as 
part of the platform, not an 
external service.

The Independent Sponsor model thrives on flexibility and alignment. 
Operating partners enhance both when embedded properly.

In a market that rewards operational execution over financial 
engineering, the sponsors who integrate operators into the core of 
their model will quietly outperform.



The competitive edge is no longer just finding the right deal. It is 
building the right operating structure behind it.



DISCLAIMER

This presentation does not constitute an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to purchase any security. Recipients of this presentation agree that none of 
Independent Sponsor News (“ISN”) or its affiliates or its or their respective partners, members, employees, officers, directors, agents, or representatives shall have 
any liability for any misstatement or omission of fact or any opinion expressed herein. Each recipient further agrees that it will (i) not copy, reproduce, or distribute 
this presentation, in whole or in part, to any person or party including any employee of the recipient other than an employee directly involved in evaluating an 
investment in any funds (the “Fund or Funds”) without the prior written consent of ISN; and (ii) keep permanently confidential all information contained herein that is 
not already public. The information contained herein is preliminary, is provided for discussion purposes only, is only a summary of key information, is not complete, 
and does not contain certain material information about the Fund, including important conflicts disclosures and risk factors associated with an investment in the 
Fund, and is subject to change without notice. Any offer, sale or solicitation of interests with respect to the Fund will be made only pursuant to the Fund’s confidential 
private placement memorandum (the “Memorandum”), limited partnership agreement, and subscription agreement, and will be subject to the terms and conditions 
contained in such documents in accordance with applicable securities laws. This presentation is qualified in its entirety by reference to the Fund’s Memorandum, 
including without limitation all of the cautionary statements and risk factors set forth therein, the limited partnership agreement and the subscription agreement 
related thereto, copies of all of which will be made available in the future to qualified investors upon request and should be read carefully prior to any investment in 
the Fund. The information in this presentation is not presented with a view to providing investment advice with respect to any security, or making any claim as to the 
past, current or future performance thereof, and ISN expressly disclaims the use of this presentation for such purposes. Each recipient should consult its own 
advisers as to legal, business, tax and other related matters concerning an investment in the Fund. Past performance is not necessarily indicative, or a guarantee, of 
future results. Information about the Fund and prior investments made by ISN is provided solely to illustrate ISN’ investment experience, and processes and 
strategies. Such information is not intended to be indicative of the Fund’s future results. There can be no assurance that the Fund will achieve comparable results as 
those presented or that the Fund will be able to implement its investment strategy or achieve its investment objective. Investors in the Fund may lose part or all of 
their invested capital. Statements contained in this presentation are based on current expectations, estimates, projections, opinions and beliefs of ISN as of the date 
hereof. Such statements involve known and unknown risks and uncertainties, and undue reliance should not be placed thereon. Neither ISN nor any of its affiliates 
makes any representation or warranty, express or implied, as to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained herein and nothing contained herein 
should be relied upon as a promise or representation as to past or future performance of the Fund or any other entity. Unless otherwise noted, the information 
contained herein is unaudited and may be preliminary and subject to change, and ISN and its members, partners, stockholders, managers, directors, officers, 
employees and agents do not have any obligation to update any of such information. Certain figures in this presentation have been rounded. In addition, certain 
information contained herein has been obtained from published and non-published sources and / or prepared by third-parties, and in certain cases has not been 
updated through the date hereof. While such information is believed to be reliable for the purposes of this presentation, ISN assumes no responsibility for the 
accuracy or completeness of such information and such information has not been independently verified by it. Certain information contained herein constitutes 
“forward-looking statements,” which can be identified by the use of terms such as “may,” “will,” “should,” “could,” “would,” “predicts,” “potential,” “continue,” 
“expects,” “anticipates,” “projects,” “future,” “targets,” “intends,” “plans,” “believes,” “estimates” (or the negatives thereof) or other variations thereon or comparable 
terminology. Forward looking statements are subject to a number of risks and uncertainties, some of which are beyond the control of ISN, including among other 
things, the risks listed in the Memorandum. Actual results, performance, prospects or opportunities could differ materially from those expressed in or implied by the 
forward-looking statements. Additional risks of which ISN is not currently aware also could cause actual results to differ. In light of these risks, uncertainties and 
assumptions, prospective investors should not place undue reliance on any forward-looking statements. The forward-looking events discussed in this presentation 
may not occur. ISN undertakes no obligation to update or revise any forward-looking statements, whether as a result of new information, future events or otherwise.




