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At the half-way mark of the year, some market 
participants appeared doubtful whether the strong 
momentum of deal making activity in the first six 
months would prove sustainable. Jim Keeling of 
corporate finance advisor Corbett Keeling finds that 
in fact activity accelerated in the third quarter, 
putting us on course for the strongest year for values 
since 2010 or perhaps even 2007.

Three months ago, we argued that the adverse 
impact of the General Election on market sentiment 
was likely to prove temporary. Certainly, our firm was 
very busy and we saw clear signs of deal making all 
around us in the marketplace. Even so, we have been 
slightly surprised by the strength of activity across 
the market as a whole during the third quarter of 
the year.

The pound’s weakness since the Brexit 
vote continues to present some 
attractive opportunities to overseas 
buyers who are prepared to look 
through the short-term uncertainty

Several factors may be at play here. There may be an 
element of catching up, as decisions delayed by 
uncertainty over the Brexit referendum finally come 
to fruition. Last year’s subdued activity in some 
segments would appear to support this notion. And, 
with the Bank of England signalling its wish to bring 
the era of ultra low interest rates to a close, some 
participants may be wanting to push through deals 
in case debt funding becomes costlier or less readily 
available. In addition, the global economy appears to 
be in fairly healthy shape, even if growth in the UK 
has slowed slightly. Lastly, the pound’s weakness 
since the Brexit vote continues to present some 
attractive opportunities to overseas buyers who are 
prepared to look through the short-term uncertainty.

So just how strong was deal making activity in the 
third quarter of the year?

� The smaller buy-outs sector (transactions with 
enterprise value of less than £150 million) 
maintained its solid momentum from the first 
half of the year. The volume of deals was down 
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only marginally, from 42 to 37, and it was a similar 
story for the total value, which dipped to £1.3 
billion from £1.6 billion. Both the volume and the 
value appear set to match or even beat last year’s 
strong showing.

The larger buy-outs sector had an 
exceptionally busy August, with seven 
deals worth a combined total of
over £7.5 billion

� The larger buy-outs sector (enterprise value of 
£150 million or above) had a bumper quarter, with 
the number of transactions up from nine to 12 and 
their total value soaring from £4 billion to £10.9 
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The number of early stage and 
expansion capital deals was up from 
69 in the second quarter to 88, the 
highest for 18 months

� Early stage and expansion capital deals also 
enjoyed a strong quarter – in fact, the best in 
terms of value since this data series began in 
2000. The number of deals was up from 69 in the 
second quarter to 88, the highest for 18 months, 
while their value leapt from £1.4 billion to £2.8 
billion. That takes the value for the first nine 
months to a record high.

billion. That marks the strongest three months for 
over ten years. The figure was buoyed by an 
exceptionally busy August, with seven deals worth 
a combined total of over £7.5 billion, but July and 
September were also very strong months.

All equity buy-outs appear to be undergoing 
something of a renaissance, with six completed 
during the quarter. While this was the equal highest 
quarterly total since the start of 2012, it is still a 
modest number and it remains to be seen whether 
this marks the start of a genuine upward trend. 

Overall the survey appears very upbeat 
and a marked contrast from last 
quarter’s, held in the immediate 
aftermath of the General Election

So the deal totals for the third quarter clearly look 
very robust. But what does our most recent survey 
tell us of the prevailing mood in the market? Overall, 
it appears very upbeat and a marked contrast from 
last quarter’s survey, which was held in the 
immediate aftermath of the General Election.
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� For both the lower and the higher value segment 
of the market, the survey showed an 
overwhelmingly positive tone. Not one 
respondent expected a decrease in deal volumes 
over the coming months, even from the current 
high level.

� While half predicted no change in deal volumes 
for the lower value segment and nearly two thirds 
for the higher value segment, the rest forecast 
that deal volumes would actually rise from here.

� We still see little concern about the availability of 
debt. Over 60% of respondents said it was 
currently increasing; the remainder thought it 
was staying the same.

� However, there is a clear expectation that interest 
rates will be on the rise. Two thirds said they 
expected the environment of low rates to last less 
than a year, and none foresaw it lasting for longer 
than two years.

Nevertheless, the market has forged 
ahead despite the uncertainty created 
by political instability and the Brexit 
negotiations

Having argued last quarter that negative sentiment 
can quickly turn more positive, we are not going to 
read too much into the upbeat tone of our latest 
survey. Nevertheless, the market has forged ahead 
despite the uncertainty created by political instability 
and the Brexit negotiations. That gives us 
considerable confidence that, barring any unforeseen 
shocks, the current strength should prove 
sustainable.

Potential buyers seem to have a strong 
appetite for private companies coming 
to market

As I said earlier, we have seen plenty of evidence of 
continued activity in the marketplace since the Brexit 
vote, and it is good to see the results showing up 
strongly in the data for deal activity so far this year. 
Certainly, potential buyers seem to have a strong 
appetite for private companies coming to market, 
and that trend shows no sign of abating at present.

E-mail: Jim.Keeling@corbettkeeling.com
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