
Last quarter, we reported on the early signs of recovery 
in M&A activity in the UK media and marketing services 
sectors. We were optimistic that 2021 would see a 
return to more normal levels of activity, and looking at 
this quarter’s data, that appears to have come to pass. 

Moore Kingston Smith’s deal tracker recorded 79 
UK media and marketing services deals in Q2 2021, 
which is 34% up on Q1. It continues the upward trend 
we started to see in the latter half of last year. More 
importantly, 79 deals compare extremely favourably 
with the 80 transactions we recorded in the same 
quarter in 2019, suggesting we are now seeing a level 
of activity commensurate with what we experienced 
pre-pandemic. Seller confidence and buyer appetite 
have been bolstered by the easing of lockdown 
measures, the strength of the UK economy and  
its swift rebound to pre-pandemic levels.

“We expect transactions to maintain pace for at 
least the next quarter,” says Damian Ryan, Corporate 
Finance Partner at Moore Kingston Smith. “The 
motivation to sell is now stronger among vendors 
than we have seen for several years.”

There are several reasons for this: 

i) Vendors are experiencing a far higher number  
of approaches from both trade and PE than  
we have seen before. 

ii) Corporate venturers are upping their game to 
compete with PE as well as rival trade acquirers. 

iii) A general awareness or feeling of inevitability  
of capital gains tax (CGT) changes in the 
near future. 

iv) An underlying desire for change brought about  
by Coronavirus. 

“This doesn’t necessarily mean vendors are jaded by it 
all,” Ryan continues, “but just that the pandemic has 
led to a wide rethink about people’s future aspirations 
and ambitions.”
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“The motivation to sell is now 
stronger among vendors than 
we have seen for several years.”

79

Q2

667480115

QUARTERLY DEAL 
VOLUME IN THE  
MEDIA AND  
MARKETING  
SERVICES SECTORS

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f d
ea

ls

120

100 

80

60 

40 

20

0

2019

Q1Q1 Q2 Q3

2020

92

Q4

37

Q2

42

Q3

49

Q4

59

Q1

2021



JADED, PERSUADED OR TRADED?
M&A IN THE MEDIA AND MARKETING SERVICES SECTORS Q2 2021

DIGITAL CONTINUES TO DOMINATE 
The marketing services sector continued to occupy 
the top spot for the most popular type of deals, just 
as it did last quarter and throughout 2020 and most 
of 2019. It accounted for 53% of the deals we analysed, 
with mediatech coming second at 33%. Publishing 
and TV, film & entertainment make up a much smaller 
proportion of the number of deals we have recorded. 
However, this is not an indication of their popularity 
amongst acquirers, more a reflection of the smaller 
number of UK companies operating in these sectors 
than in marketing services and mediatech.

Within the marketing services sector, digital 
marketing was most popular, representing 60% 
of the marketing services deals we recorded. This 
is no surprise; many commentators expect digital 
marketing to continue growing in 2021 as consumer 
behaviours adopted and accelerated during the 
pandemic become entrenched post-pandemic. 

Consumers are engaging more than ever before with 
brands and providers of goods and services in the 
digital arena. Spend on social media is making up an 

“The marketing services sector 
continued to occupy the top 
spot for the most popular  
type of deals, just as it did last 
quarter and throughout 2020 
and most of 2019.”

increasing proportion of advertising budgets, while 
online payment processes are being streamlined to 
make purchasing easier and more convenient for 
consumers. The result is a huge increase in the value 
of online sales in the UK – May’s Office for National 
Statistics survey on retail sales reported that “the 
proportion of retail sales conducted online [28.5%  
of all sales] remains substantially higher than before  
the pandemic […] in comparison with February 2020, 
the value of total online retail sales in May 2021 was 
58.8% higher.”
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A MIXED PICTURE FROM 
THE NETWORKS
While the number of deals has increased, this has not 
been driven by the activity of the major networks. WPP, 
Havas and Interpublic announced no deals in Q2, while 
Dentsu restricted its activity to investing in start-up 
ventures rather than making wholesale acquisitions. 

In April, Publicis announced the acquisition of Taylor 
Herring, one of the biggest names in the UK PR industry. 
Taylor Herring will join the group’s UK Influence Practice, 
and sit alongside MSL and Salterbaxter.

Omnicom was the busiest of the majors. In April, it 
announced that Omnicom Health Group had acquired 
Archbow Consulting, a firm which helps pharma and 
biotech companies design, build and optimise product 
distribution and patient access strategies. Later that 
same month, Omnicom announced that its consulting 
firm, Credera, had agreed to acquire a majority stake in 
Areteans, to extend its depth in digital transformation, 
digital marketing and e-commerce capabilities. Having 
made two acquisitions in the quarter, Omnicom then 
announced the sale of its media inventory barter 
finance company ICON International to ICON’s 
management team.

Outside the majors, we saw a number of active networks 
this quarter. In April, Next Fifteen announced that it had 
acquired London-based Shopper Media Group and  
its three data-led agencies – Threefold, Lobster and 
Capture – for an initial consideration of c. £15.7 million. 
It then followed that deal with the announcement of  
a controlling interest in BCA, a tech-focused capital 
markets strategic advisory business.

In May, S4 Capital announced what it described as  
“a combination” between its MightyHive division and 
Raccoon Group, a digital performance agency in Brazil. 

Highly acquisitive Fishawack Health has featured 
regularly in our quarterly reports, and this quarter 
announced the acquisition of analytics-driven digital 
marketing agency Closerlook. 

In June, Four Communications revealed that it  
had acquired South Wales-based agency Cheeky 
Monkey Creative.

JADED, PERSUADED OR TRADED?
M&A IN THE MEDIA AND MARKETING SERVICES SECTORS Q2 2021

Q2 2021 DEAL ACTIVITY 
IN THE MARKETING 
SERVICES SECTOR 

 Digital 

 Advertising

 PR

 Design

 Market research

 Other

5%

60%

5%
1%

12%

17%



JADED, PERSUADED OR TRADED?
M&A IN THE MEDIA AND MARKETING SERVICES SECTORS Q2 2021

PRIVATE EQUITY APPETITE CONTINUES 
TO DRIVE UP DEAL NUMBERS
Our recent UK growth capital update, which looked  
at the equity fundraising environment for all sectors  
of the UK economy, revealed that Q2 2021 was the 
busiest that we have seen in the last ten years. This 
holds especially true for the media and marketing 
services sectors. 

Private equity-backed investments accounted for  
53% of Q2 2021’s deals, slightly down as a proportion 
on last quarter but still ahead of the 45% we recorded 
on average in 2020, and significantly ahead of the 25% 
level we saw pre-pandemic. PE houses have really 
woken up in the last year to the potential for growth 
in the media and marketing services sectors. As a 
result, they are prepared to pay high prices, either 
directly or through their existing portfolio companies, 
for the leading businesses in those spaces. 

Paul Winterflood, Corporate Finance Partner at  
Moore Kingston Smith says: “We are continuing to see 
PE-backed deals making up the majority of transactions 
in the sector. With new private equity houses entering 
the market, we expect bolt-on activity as part of a  
buy-and-build strategy to be prevalent for some  
years yet, meaning we are very optimistic about  
the market for the foreseeable future.”
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“We are continuing to see 
PE-backed deals making up the 
majority of transactions in the 
sector. With new private equity 
houses entering the market, 
we expect bolt-on activity as 
part of a buy-and-build strategy 
to be prevalent for some years 
yet, meaning we are very 
optimistic about the market 
for the foreseeable future.”

https://mooreks.co.uk/insights/full-steam-ahead-for-the-uk-growth-capital-market-q2-2021-growth-capital-update/


OUTLOOK 
2021 is shaping up to be a recovery year for UK M&A 
activity in the media and marketing services industries, 
as we predicted earlier this year. 

With the lifting of restrictions, which have particularly 
impacted live entertainment and in-person events 
businesses, we expect business and investor confidence 
to improve still further, which bodes well for M&A.

We are in contact with an ever-growing pool of 
motivated acquirers prepared to pay for well-managed, 
successful businesses. Now is an excellent time for 
shareholders in media and marketing services 
companies to consider their exit options.

For more information, get in touch with the Moore 
Kingston Smith corporate finance team.

2021 is shaping up to  
be a recovery year for  
UK M&A activity in the 
media and marketing 
services industries, as  
we predicted earlier  
this year.
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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 with either a UK buyer or UK seller (or both) and where the target company is classified as marketing services, mediatech, 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. In addition, we have quoted from the Office for National Statistics survey: Retail sales, Great Britain: May 2021.

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