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The world’s financial markets had a turbulent first 
quarter of the year as concerns about a slowing of 
global economic growth waxed and waned. Here, Jim 
Keeling of corporate finance advisor Corbett Keeling 
looks at the data for private company deals over the 
quarter – and assesses whether any slowing of 
activity is likely to prove temporary.

Private equity investors still have 
considerable sums at their disposal to 
invest, suggesting that competition will 
remain strong for companies which can 
identify the right bidders

Although 2015 was a very strong year for deal making 
activity in the private company sector, the fourth 
quarter showed signs of slowing momentum in all 
but the early stage and expansion capital segment. 
That deceleration certainly continued over the first 
three months of 2016, with clear signs of a slowdown 
at the higher-value end of the market. We see some 
indications that concerns about the possibility of a 
Brexit may be tempering enthusiasm in the near 
term. However, private equity investors still have 
considerable sums at their disposal to invest, 
suggesting that competition will remain strong for 
companies which can identify the right bidders – and 
then present a convincing case for their business’s 
robustness and growth potential.

The smaller buy-outs sector showed 
some resilience. The number of deals 
increased slightly to 22, up from 21 in 
the last three months of 2015. The 
value of transactions also rose, to 
£902 million from £757 million 
in the previous quarter

Let’s delve in more detail into the first quarter’s data.

A Brexit blip?

� The smaller buy-outs sector (transactions with 
enterprise value of less than £150 million) showed 
some resilience. In fact, the number of deals 
increased slightly to 22, up from 21 in the last 
three months of 2015. The value of transactions 
also rose, to £902 million from £757 million in the 
previous quarter.

� The larger buy-outs sector (enterprise value of 
£150 million or above) had its most disappointing 
quarter since the dark days of the global financial 
crisis. The volume of transactions fell from eight 
to three, while the value of deals fell to £685 
million, from £2.9 billion. Both figures were the 
worst since 2009.
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Early stage and expansion capital deals 
rose significantly, from 56 to a more 
than respectable 72, with a value of 
£940 million, well above the median 
level for the past four years

� Some slowing of momentum was only to be 
expected for early stage and expansion capital 
deals, after the value of transactions leapt in the 
fourth quarter to £3.25 billion, an all-time high for 
this data series. Nevertheless, the volume of deals 
rose significantly, from 56 to a more than 
respectable 72. And, while the value of 
transactions was down, it remained at £940 
million, well above the median level for the past 
four years.

All equity buy-outs have been in a protracted slump 
ever since 2009, and they showed no signs of 

If the backward-looking data from the first quarter 
was a bit disappointing in aggregate, what does our 
survey tell us about the prospects for the rest of the 
year? Broadly, it confirms anecdotal evidence that, 
while Brexit fears may be clouding the near-term 
outlook, sentiment is holding up well and market 
participants are intensely busy.

bucking that particular trend during the first three 
months of this year. After four all equity buy-outs in 
the previous quarter (the highest since the second 
quarter of 2012), only one all equity transaction was 
completed in the first three months of 2016. That 
comes as little surprise, given the continued 
availability of cheap debt funding.

Brexit fears may be clouding the 
near-term outlook, but sentiment 
is holding up well and market 
participants are intensely busy
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Respondents’ optimism was virtually 
unchanged from the previous quarter. 
The percentage of survey participants 
expressing a positive view on deal 
making over the next 12 months fell 
only marginally to 65%

� Interestingly, the respondents’ optimism was 
virtually unchanged from the previous quarter. 
The percentage of survey participants expressing 
a positive view on deal making over the next 12 
months fell only marginally, from 70% to 65%, and 
the rest are in a neutral mood. None reported 
feeling cautious. 

Just under half of our respondents said 
they were positive on the outlook for 
the availability of debt financing over 
the coming year. That was still over 
four times the proportion giving a 
negative response

� The outcome was a little less clear-cut when it 
came to the availability of debt financing over the 
coming year. Just under half of our respondents 
said they were positive on the outlook. That was 
still over four times the proportion giving a 
negative response. Over 40% were neutral.

� Perhaps not surprisingly, the Brexit referendum 
was seen as a genuine source of concern. Some 
47% of respondents reported feeling negative on 
the referendum, while 29% were neutral. 
However, nearly a quarter said they were positive 
about it.

It is impossible to quantify with any 
accuracy the possible ramifications of 
a vote to leave the European Union. 
Nevertheless, we draw considerable 
comfort from the current mood of 
optimism and signs of brisk activity 
among market participants

Private equity transactions are not immune to 
negative developments in the global economy and 
markets, and we would not wish to underestimate 
the potential risks to the pace and value of deal 
making in the market place. In particular, we 
recognise that it is impossible to quantify with any 
accuracy the possible ramifications of a vote to leave 
the European Union. While it would undoubtedly 
cause some volatility in the near term, we think the 
concerns have been overstated in some quarters, and 
it is perfectly possible Brexit could have positive 
long-term implications. In any case, we draw 
considerable comfort from the current mood of 
optimism and signs of brisk activity among market 
participants.

E-mail: Jim.Keeling@corbettkeeling.com
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