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Deal Activity Continues to  
Be Robust — When Will the 
Slow-Down Hit?
By Karen Monfre, Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, LLC
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The question 
continues to  

be if, not when 
the slowdown  

will occur.

Several things have driven deal flow and 
valuations for the last several years — namely, 
demographics, available capital, a favorable 
lending environment and generally favorable 
economic conditions. The low unemployment 
rate is also cited by the Market Pulse Fourth 
Quarter 2018 report as fueling high demand  
by buyers. 

However, many sources are forecasting a 
slowdown in the future. The question continues 
to be not if, but when the slowdown will occur. 
Market Pulse reports 83% of the respondents  
to their survey of the lower middle market  
(up to $50 million in transaction value) say the 
strong M&A market won’t last more than two 
years. Nearly one-third predict it will turn within 
the year.

Total U.S. Mergers & Acquisitions in 2018 
continued to increase, going from 11,799 
transactions in 2018 to 13,391 transactions in 
2019, an increase of more than 13%, according 
to FactSet. January 2019 activity shows 
continued robustness in the broad market, with 
an increase of 3% in the number of deals year 
over year but a decrease in U.S. private equity 
activity of 4.9% in January compared  
to December.

Deal value is showing both tailwinds and 
headwinds, according to GF Data®. From their 
pool of 200 participating private equity firms, 
multiples year over year fell for deals on the 
lower and upper end of total enterprise value 
and increased in the middle two tranches.

Total Enterprise Value (TEV)/EBITDA  Source: GF Data®

TEV 2003- 
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Total N =

10 - 25 5.5 5.5 5.9 5.8 6.3 5.8 5.6 1227

25 - 50 6.1 6.4 6.6 6.4 6.6 6.9 6.3 916

50 - 100 6.7 7.6 7.8 7.2 8.2 9.0 7.2 633

100 - 250 7.2 7.5 9.0 8.9 9.1 8.8 8.0 317

Total 6.1 6.4 6.7 6.7 7.3 7.2 6.4

N = 1897 213 244 233 252 254 3093

NOTE: N for 2003 - 13 encompasses 11 years of activity.
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The GF Data M&A Report says its data suggests 
that “valuations on ‘A’ properties in ‘B’ segments 
of the market may have eased, while ‘B’ 
properties in ‘A’ segments continue to find new 
headroom.” The industry categories with higher 

valuations include Technology, Media and 
Telecom, and Healthcare. We have also seen 
Food and Beverage multiples in the higher end 
of the ranges. 
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“
”

Buyers are being 
more diligent 
when it comes  

to premium  
deal values. Another interesting trend is the number of 

months to close. We have seen this increase 
because buyers are being more diligent when 
it comes to premium deal values, and lenders 
are applying increasing scrutiny to financial 
forecasts. Market Pulse reports the time-to-
close for deals in the enterprise value range of 
$5M to $50M averages 12 months, up about 

15 days from the year before. The number of 
months from LOI to close averages four months.

The amount of leverage on deals has decreased 
over the past year, offset by higher amounts of 
equity funding. To a large extent, this has driven 
the moderation of deal values, consistent with 
historical trends. GF Data’s Leverage Report by 
quarter shows the following trend:

TEV/EBITDA – By Industry Category  Source: GF Data®

INDuSTRy 2003- 
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Total N =

Manufacturing 5.9 6.1 6.6 6.1 6.8 6.9 6.1 1311

Business Services 6.1 6.1 6.4 7.3 7.5 7.2 6.4 594

Health Care Services 6.8 7.2 7.8 7.6 8.1 7.8 7.2 296

Retail 6.4 6.0 5.5 7.0 7.6 7.0 6.6 97

Distribution 6.0 7.2 6.7 7.5 7.7 7.1 6.5 312

Media and Telecom 7.2 NA 6.4 6.6 8.2 8.6 7.2 50

Technology 6.6 7.7 8.0 7.4 10.2 9.6 7.7 100

Other 5.8 6.6 5.6 6.9 6.5 7.1 6.1 333

N = 3093

NOTE: N for 2003 - 13 encompasses 11 years of activity.
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Total debt to EBITDA in 2018 in the GF Data set 
was 3.6x, down from 3.9x in 2017. Senior debt 
to EBITDA averaged 2.7x in 2018, down from 
2.9x the year before. In the lower end of the GF 

Data valuation range ($10M-$25M enterprise 
value), senior debt to EBITDA is 1.9x and hasn’t 
fluctuated as much as deals in the $50M and 
above enterprise value range.
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“
”

The pool of 
interested 

financial and 
strategic buyers  

is strong.

Preparing for the Expected Slow-Down 
At Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, we 
continue to see robust deal flow and are 
having good discussions with our clients 
about exit timing and options. The pool of 
interested financial and strategic buyers is 
strong; however, there is abundant evidence 
that market sentiment is growing toward an 
expected slow-down. It is time to talk with your 
advisor about your strengths, weaknesses and 

future expectations. It is critical for middle-
market companies to engage a quality M&A 
advisor to help position it for greater success. 
Your experienced team at WCF Advisors knows 
how to prepare the business and effectively sell 
its strengths. We also have in depth knowledge 
of active buyers and a sale process that yields 
results! Contact us to learn more or get started.

Senior Debt/EBITDA – Platform Buyouts Only  Source: GF Data®

TEV 2003- 
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Total N =

10 - 25 2.0 1.8 2.1 2.3 2.1 1.9 2.0 425

25 - 50 2.3 2.5 2.7 2.2 2.5 2.3 2.4 437

50 - 100 2.7 3.0 3.2 3.4 3.2 3.2 2.9 317

100 - 250 3.0 3.4 3.3 3.8 3.9 4.0 3.4 165

Total 2.3 2.5 2.7 2.8 2.9 2.7 2.5

N = 716 120 144 125 121 118 1344

NOTE: Deals were not identified as platforms or add-ons until 2006. Thus, the 2003-13 count is incomplete. 
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Jeff Milkie  
Jeff has more than 16 years of experience in leading mergers and acquisitions, raising capital and performing financial 
advisory engagements, having executed over $4.9 billion in transactions. He advises business owners, executive 
management teams and capital providers on complex strategic decisions and transactions, specifically related to mergers 
and acquisitions and private capital raising. Jeff has led numerous corporate finance engagements across various 
sectors, and his primary focus is on mergers and acquisitions, growth capital and recapitalizations for companies in the 
manufacturing/distribution, consumer goods/services, retail, business services, financial institutions, health care, media 
and applied technology sectors. 

Phone: 651.766.2894  |  jmilkie@wcfadvisors.com

Karen Monfre  
Karen has spent more than 20 years assisting clients in acquiring a business or in the sale of their closely held business. 
Her time is spent exclusively doing business sell-side representation, transaction support and related engagements.  
She is highly sought after for her experience and forthright consultation services. Karen has assisted in the successful sale 
of a wide range of clients from $1 million in revenue to over $100 million in revenue and in a wide array of industries, 
including manufacturing, distribution, health care, construction services, life sciences and automobile and  
truck dealerships.

Phone: 920.662.2802  |  kmonfre@wcfadvisors.com

Kevin Janke  
Kevin has over 25 years of experience in helping clients with transition matters, including buying and selling, as well as 
valuation. An expert in transactions involving financial institutions, he also specializes in manufacturing and a wide range 
of other industries. Kevin is a licensed real estate broker and holds FINRA Series 63 and 79 licenses.

Phone: 715.843.7441  |  kjanke@wcfadvisors.com

Paul Ouweneel  
Paul has 10 years of experience consulting with high-net-worth individuals and companies. His experience includes 
building financial models, preparing marketing materials, researching industry trends and sourcing parties for  
transactions in a variety of industries. Paul is a chartered financial analyst (CFA) and a certified public accountant (CPA) 
and holds FINRA Series 63 and Series 79 licenses. In addition, he is a board member and treasurer for Milwaukee 
Habitat for Humanity.

Phone: 414.431.9387  |  pouweneel@wcfadvisors.com

Robert Meyer 
Leveraging over 20 years of experience in investment banking, Robert has advised on numerous M&A and financing 
transactions across many industry verticals with entities of all sizes. Robert is sought after for his vast experience in 
many aspects of corporate finance, including private equity, commercial lending, corporate development and internal 
finance. Robert has served as a CFO, which enables him to have a thorough understanding of a client’s most important 
considerations.

Phone: 312.801.5318  |  rmeyer@wcfadvisors.com
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Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors LLC provides a broad range of investment banking services 
tailored for middle-market companies ($10 million to $500 million of revenue) and capital 
providers. We pride ourselves on earning our clients’ confidence through dedication to 
their strategic and transactional needs. In addition, our clients benefit from the depth of 
our leadership team’s experience — over 100 years of combined experience advising 
middle-market companies and management teams — and the extensive industry 
knowledge of our parent firm’s 270+ partners and over 2,200 associates.

We consistently provide clients with broad transactional, structuring and 
industry capabilities and the benefit of solid relationships with hundreds 
of middle-market companies and capital providers throughout the 
Midwest and across the United States.

Market data from GF Data® is proprietary and may not be reprinted, reproduced or used in any form without written permission from GF Data® or Wipfli LLP. Market data proprietary  
to PitchBook, or any other source cited, may not be reprinted, reproduced or used without permission from the source or Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, LLC.

The acquisition and sale of a business or a capital raise may turn out to be regarded as a purchase or sale of a security. Accordingly, your transaction will be handled by our team 
members who are registered with a broker/dealer with whom we have established a relationship. Our team members who will work on your transaction will do so through an 
engagement with that broker/dealer.

Investment banking services provided by RKCA, Inc., Member SIPC/FINRA, 1077 Celestial Street, Cincinnati, Ohio 45202. Phone: 513.371.5533. Certain Wipfli Corporate Finance 
Advisors, LLC associates are registered representatives of RKCA, Inc. Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, LLC is a subsidiary of Wipfli LLP. Certain accounting, tax, business advisory and 
other services are provided by Wipfli LLP. RKCA, Inc. does not provide accounting, tax or legal advice.

The content of this material should not be construed as a recommendation, offer to sell or solicitation of an offer to buy a particular security or investment strategy. The content of 
this material was obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but neither Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, LLC nor RKCA, Inc., warrants the accuracy or completeness of any 
information contained herein and provides no assurance that this information is, in fact, accurate. The information and data contained herein is for informational purposes only and is 
subject to change without notice. This material should not be considered, construed or followed as investment, tax, accounting or legal ad vice. Any opinions expressed in this material 
are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of other employees of Wipfli Corporate Finance Advisors, LLC or RKCA, Inc. Investing in the financial markets involves the risk 
of loss. Past performance is not indicative of future results.
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