
Despite another year of political and economic 
uncertainty, and a continuing overall annual decline 
in the number of M&A transactions, Q4 of 2019 actually 
saw some improvement in confidence and an increase 
in deal numbers compared with the previous quarter. 
We had predicted a continuing slowdown owing to 
the combination of Brexit worries with wider global 
economic concerns, but in fact there was not a decline 
in the final quarter. 

Moore Kingston Smith intelligence drawn from 
previous years has shown that Q4 is usually quieter, 
with fewer deals on average being completed in the 
final three months of any year, before an increase in 
numbers in Q1 of the following year. Yet in the last 
quarter of 2019 we saw a slight increase over Q3 (up 
6.6%), which is an encouraging base to start from as 
we forge ahead into the new year. Ending the year 
with more of a focused approach to Brexit – whether 
because of governmental changes or the impending 
final deadline of 31 December 2020 – certainly seemed 
to make a difference to economic confidence.

Despite the hint of better news from the final quarter, 
overall 2019 did produce fewer deals than in 2018. 2019 
M&A activity was down 5% on 2018, and we should 

remember that 2018 was itself down 5% on 2017. 
Perhaps it is less of a reduction than we had originally 
anticipated, and we are hopeful that 2020 will show 
signs of a revival in activity.

Cross-border activity remained steady in 2019, with 
over half the deals that we tracked throughout the 
year involving an overseas buyer or seller. This is in 
line with the previous two years, and continues to 
support the view that a weaker pound has led to UK 
businesses being seen as particularly attractive to 
international buyers.
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and responsibly,” says Nicola Horton, Corporate 
Finance Principal. “How data is used is still an area of 
some mistrust, and consumers are more aware than 
ever of their personal data following the change in 
GDPR two years ago.”

The connection between experiential marketing and 
the use of AI and big data can be incredibly empowering. 
The agencies behind the kind of campaigns that create 
a bond between brands and potential consumers do so 
in offline environments while creating a relationship 
that will be utilised online. In an age where so much  
is forgotten immediately, often due to overstimulation, 
joining the dots up in this way is vital. This change,  
or reboot, has been successfully deployed in iconic 
experiences (Netflix converted 200 US coffee shops 
into Luke’s Diners for the anniversary of Gilmore Girls), 
for communities (Smirnoff deployed its Soho Angels 
– groups of helpers to ensure the most vulnerable got 
home safe), and in true online/offline crossover style 
(Xbox’s Survival Billboard challenged eight people to 
endurance tests chosen by Twitter followers).

SECTOR ACTIVITY: DIGITAL MARKETING 
REMAINS MOST POPULAR 
ACQUISITION TARGET 
The marketing services sector has continued to be  
the most active, accounting for 50% of the deals that 
were completed in 2019. Mediatech dropped back to 
37% during the year. However, the most interesting 
changes can be seen in the sub-sectors of marketing 
services. Digital marketing is the out-and-out leader, 
particularly digital-led agencies, accounting for 44%  
of all marketing service deals. With PR and Advertising 
coming in second and third respectively at only 14% 
and 9% of deals, it is clear that the marketplace and 
buyers’ requirements have turned towards becoming 
future-proof.

Within digital marketing services, there is a trend 
towards full-service, data-driven and experiential 
agencies. Mediatech remains a driver for the sub-
sector of digital marketing services, and it’s important 
to remember this link when it is predicted that the 
AI software market will experience massive growth 
in the coming years, with revenues increasing from 
around $9.5 billion in 2018 to a projected $118.6 billion 
by 2025 (source: Tractica, Artificial Intelligence Market 
Forecasts, 30 April 2019). In the past year, the use of 
AI within digital marketing has transformed from 
science fiction to reality, and that will go on to inform 
deals in the coming year. AI will affect the importance 
of, and how we use, data going forward. 

“AI became a buzzword a long time ago, but we’re 
seeing increasing power behind it now that it is 
becoming more everyday. It will have the most impact 
where it is demonstrated that it can be used effectively 
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Across the board, 2019 saw less 
purchasing power from the 
global networks, although the 
appetite for the sector has far 
from waned

Private equity investments 
accounted for a quarter of 
deals made in the sector

Private equity investments accounted for a quarter of 
deals made in the sector both in 2018 and 2019. Whether 
outright or as a bolt-on, this is an investment trend we 
expect to see continuing through 2020. Mid-market 
firm LDC has been heavily involved in both the 
communications and healthcare sectors, providing 
backing both alone and in partnerships, and ended its 
year with a more tactical than vertical investment in 
Croud for £30 million. The funding will allow Croud  
to further accelerate global growth via its innovative 
service delivery.

and make the most of Bain Capital’s backing to ramp 
up acquisitions. Data and insight-driven marketing 
will be at the forefront of its activity and it’ll be 
interesting to see how this progresses in 2020.

“Private equity is a sphere we’ve been involved in as 
advisers for some time, but it’s an exciting time to see 
what PE can bring to this market,” says Paul Winterflood, 
Corporate Finance Director. “There is active engagement 
from investors which hasn’t let up in 2019 and we’re 
happy to have been involved both in advising clients 
who have sold to private equity-backed companies, 
and also private equity houses on their investments  
in the sector.”

In 2019, Moore Kingston Smith advised DirectionGroup 
on its sale to DBAY-backed Unlimited Group, joining 
First Base and Nelson Bostock to bolster the group’s 
dedicated B2B arm. We also advised on the sale of 
Grand Visual to Talon Outdoor, which is backed by  
PE house Mayfair Partners. The acquisition of Grand 
Visual enables Talon to enhance its US prospects and 
to manage the increased demand for dynamic utilisation 
of the digital landscape as the out-of-home advertising 
industry evolves.

Bain Capital gave a new lease of life to Kantar when  
it took on the 60% majority stake from troubled 
advertising giant WPP. The purchase was completed 
at the end of the year, but we had already heard that 
Kantar planned to grow its automated capabilities 

GLOBAL NETWORKS RETHINK 
Across the board, 2019 saw less purchasing power from 
the global networks, although the appetite for the sector 
has far from waned. Accenture continue to be very 
active in the sector: ranking as the world’s largest digital 
agency network, its ambitious strategy included 
bringing in the award-winning innovation from Droga5 
in the summer for $475 million. If that wasn’t enough, it 
ended the year with two more deals, acquiring Happen 
GP and Bow & Arrow in the UK; in turn expanding its 
Industry X.0 product innovation capabilities, and 
strengthening its ability to reinvent experiences for 
communications, media and technology companies.

Next 15 and Future are not far behind with four deals  
a piece, and have continued the trend for specialist 
additions. Next 15 acquired Health Unlimited, greatly 
expanding its international footprint in the healthcare 
sector which was an industry focus for many in 2019. 
While Future focused on content provision in its 
acquisitions of TI Media and Barcroft Studios, 
substantially expanding its existing verticals and 
bringing in new content verticals to enhance its portfolio.

Although Dentsu completed six deals in 2019, it hasn’t 
reported any activity since the summer. This is 
unsurprising given its announcement at the end of the 
year that it will be restructuring the company both 
within the UK and internationally. For its UK staff, the 
9% of redundancies and roles being moved outside of 

London could affect around 360 people. That said, its 
new “future-proof” and “simplified” business model 
focuses on being “data-driven, tech-enabled and 
idea-led”. This will likely mean further investments  
in 2020 once the changes have been implemented. 

New kid on the block Selbey Anderson started with  
a bang having acquired three agencies within three 
months of opening its doors for business. Following  
a funding round in late 2018, it was quick to deploy  
its capital and welcomed Greentarget, Orckid and 
Hartley-Stone in April, and Flagship Consulting in July. 
Moore Kingston Smith advised the owners of Flagship 
Consulting on the sale of the agency. We’ll be watching 
with great interest to see how it continues to evolve  
its business model in 2020.

PRIVATE EQUITY APPETITE IS SUSTAINED
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OUTLOOK 
With Britain’s withdrawal from the EU underway,  
we expect the previously seen wait-and-see approach  
to be less common, although of course there is still  
a fair amount of uncertainty as to what trade deals  
will be achieved.

“Although there may be highs and lows over the 
coming year, there is more hope that the gradual 
decline in deal numbers that we have experienced 
over the past few years will turn a corner and hopefully 
reverse. With innovation, companies continue to thrive 
and be sought after,” says Mandy Merron, Corporate 
Finance Partner.

We’ve mentioned the continuing appeal of the tech-
driven services of digital marketing, the substantial 
appetite of private equity investors and the strength 
of sectors such as healthcare and outdoor advertising. 
Although we expect these to continue, a new trend 
is likely to change the minds of consumers and 
marketers alike: we are entering the age of ethical 
advertising and conscious consumerism. Connected 
with the experiential theme of 2019, this aims to create 
purposeful brands that people can engage with, and 
that have a social purpose for existing. This will affect 
the demand for content which is also expected to 
thrive in 2020. 

2020 will be the year of real-time reaction. Often 
marketing and media see themselves as the creators 
of culture, but more frequently everyone is playing 
catch-up. Being flexible enough to recognise the 
change in how consumers are more engaged with 
their environment than ever before, will mean being 
ahead of the pack.

For more information, get in touch with the Moore 
Kingston Smith corporate finance team.
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In compiling our Dealtracker we use Pitchbook, an international financial data provider that gives access to comprehensive data on the private and public markets.  
We analyse every deal and where the target company is classified as marketing services, media tech, publishing or TV, film & entertainment, the transaction is entered 
into the Dealtracker. We categorise marketing services into eight sub-categories, and of those, the digital agencies are further classified into fifteen sub-categories.

All information contained herein is correct at the time of going to print
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