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In our last issue, we said that we appeared to be on 
course for the strongest year for values since 2010 or 
even 2007. Here, Jim Keeling of corporate finance 
advisor Corbett Keeling assesses the final quarter of 
2017, declares it a vintage year and looks forward to 
the 12 months ahead.

It seems a long time since the mid-year uncertainty 
caused by the General Election in early June. Those 
jitters were rapidly cast aside as the second half of 
2017 showed itself to be a period of exceptional 
strength for deal making activity in the United 
Kingdom. While the bumper third quarter proved 
impossible to match, both values and volumes held 
up remarkably well across all market segments. That 
added up to the strongest total value of transactions 
since 2007.

The market backdrop remains 
supportive: the economy is proving 
resilient, funding is cheap, and buyers 
have plenty of money to put to work 
after successful fund raisings last year

The question now is whether this momentum can be 
carried over into the new year. Our view is that there 
is no obvious reason why deal values and volumes 
shouldn’t remain robust, albeit perhaps not at quite 
the levels reached in the second half of last year. For 
one thing, the market backdrop remains supportive: 
the economy is proving resilient, funding is cheap, 
and buyers have plenty of money to put to work after 
successful fund raisings last year. Furthermore, our 
personal experience of the market place shows no 
sign of a let-up in activity: the pipeline of deals looks 
very healthy. Finally, our survey of market 
participants reveals a good deal of optimism for the 
coming months.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First, we should 
take a look at the hard data for the final quarter 
of 2017.

� Activity in the smaller buy-outs sector 
(transactions with enterprise value of less than 
£150 million) remained very robust. The volume of 
deals dipped slightly, from 39 to 35, but the total 

More of the same, please

value was almost unchanged at £1.4 billion. In 
volume terms, it was the strongest year since 
2007 and, once any late deals are accounted for, 
the same may be true for values.

The larger buy-outs sector had deals 
worth £7.9 billion, and the total value 
for 2017 was comfortably the highest 
since 2007

� While the larger buy-outs sector (enterprise value 
of £150 million or above) failed to match its 
bumper third quarter – the best for over ten years 
– it actually maintained momentum remarkably 
well. Even though the number of transactions fell 
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Early stage and expansion capital deals 
remained very strong. The total value 
for 2017 was the highest in the history 
of our data series

� It was a similar tale for early stage and expansion 
capital deals: both volumes and values, though 
down on the third quarter, remained very strong. 
In fact, the total value for 2017 was by some 
margin the highest in the history of our data 
series, which dates back to 2000. The number of 
deals dipped from 93 to a solid 80, while their 
value – at £2.4 billion – was the second highest 
since 2000, beaten only by the previous quarter’s 
£2.8 billion.

from 12 to six, the value came in at £7.9 billion. 
Only two quarters since 2007 have surpassed that 
figure, notably the previous quarter’s £10.9 billion. 
Not surprisingly, the total value for 2017 was 
comfortably the highest since 2007.

With all equity buy-outs showing potential signs of a 
resurgence in the third quarter with six deals 
recorded, they fell back to earth in the final three 
months of the year. Only two such transactions were 
completed. 
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2017 was an unusually strong year 
for deal activity, and sentiment 
remains broadly positive, suggesting 
that momentum could well be 
maintained in 2018

So it’s now official that 2017 was an unusually strong 
year for deal activity. But let’s see what our latest 
survey of market participants says about the future. 
It confirms what we have witnessed in the market 
– that sentiment remains broadly positive, 
suggesting that momentum could well be 
maintained in 2018.

� As in the third quarter, none of our respondents 
forecast a decrease in activity over the coming 
months. The number predicting an actual increase 
in deal volumes was twice as high for the lower 
value segment of the market as for the higher 
value segment.

� However, one market participant who was 
positive on the outlook for the higher value 
segment noted the large amount of “dry powder” 
among larger private equity firms after significant 
fund-raising in 2017.

� Debt is expected to remain readily available in 
2018. Half of the respondents thought debt 
availability would actually increase further; the 
remainder thought it would stay broadly at 
current levels. One respondent noted the 
increasing importance to the market of specialist 
credit funds.

� Asked if Brexit was making it harder to do deals, a 
third of respondents said they thought it was. 
However, two thirds thought it was having little 
impact. One noted that it should become easier to 
complete deals once we have greater clarity about 
what the post-Brexit landscape will look like.

The transaction window is wide open 
and the sun is shining

The overwhelmingly positive tone of our survey 
suggests no impediment to deal making in the 
months ahead. And that matches our reading both 
of current activity levels and the market 
environment. The transaction window is wide open 
and the sun is shining.

Directors of private companies may 
wish to take advantage of what seems 
an unusually favourable time to bring 
businesses to market

However, the longer-term outlook is inevitably less 
certain. So, while we see no imminent reasons for 
that window to shut any time soon, directors of 
private companies may wish to take advantage of 
what seems an unusually favourable time to bring 
businesses to market.

E-mail: Jim.Keeling@corbettkeeling.com




