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Editor’s note

COVID-19, purely from an M&A perspective, 

seemed to have a lasting impact on global deal 

flow. To be clear, early-stage activity is down 

globally, and across most sectors, but the 

initial panic button of stopping all processes, 

suspending diligence, swallowing termination 

fees, etc. do not seem to be materializing in a 

sustained manner. It will take us some time to 

understand the types of deals that are starting. 

While we don’t pontificate on valuations, we 

do envision many distressed assets and sales 

processes are coming to market as temporary 

prop measures including short-term sponsor 

funding, credit and covenant leniency and direct 

government injection into essential industries 

start to temper. 

In a span of one month, the markets have seen 

volatility indices such as TVIX and UVXY jump 

from around USD 46 to USD 800 and USD 11 to 

USD 110, respectively. These are extraordinary 

periods that are testing the plasticity of the 

markets and the temperance of dealmakers 

worldwide. Q1 2020 began with a continued 

winning streak of globally announced deals, with 

January and February eclipsing month-over-

month, yearly, volumes until mid-March  when 

we started seeing the impact of COVID-19 on the 

markets. Despite the initial hit to early-stage M&A 

deals in April and May, when government-ordered 

lockdowns and travel bans went into effect, 

market sentiment seemed to bottom out fairly 

quickly, as we started seeing an uptick in activity 

toward the end of Q2. Early-stage deal flow in 

June gained momentum with numbers hitting 

near previous ceilings as the markets absorbed 

the risks associated with COVID-19 and clawed 

their way back. This trend continued in July.  

Brian Hwang

Director, Strategic 
Alliances & Corporate 
Development

WELCOME
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purchase price adjustments, etc. will require 

deeper diligence, as non-traditional challenges 

in valuation and standardizing risk assessments 

continue to manifest. 

Purely from a volume perspective, it’s not exactly 

raining cats and dogs  yet from our vantage point 

and one message is clear: If you are a dealmaker 

taking informed, measured and opportunistic risks 

in the markets, you are not alone.

In the first half of 2020, Intralinks saw early-

stage distressed/restructuring/bankruptcy deals 

increase globally by around 300 percent, with 

EMEA leading the way. This still represented 

a fraction of early-stage deals and traditional 

M&A deals were still starting at a steady clip. 

Our forecast for global announced M&A deal 

volume for Q4 2020, at the midpoint, is an 

increase by 6 percent globally, with a floating 

floor of -2 percent. We do anticipate announced 

deal volumes to hit the lower end of the 

spectrum, with further downside, especially if 

the virus flares again, diligence takes longer than 

historical standards of six months and recovery 

in vulnerable sectors continue to stagnate. 

Sellers should anticipate extended diligence 

as issues related to the quality of earnings, 

covenant breaches, nebulous pro-forma risks, 

WELCOME
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Intralinks’ mid-point forecast of the year-over-year % change in the number of 
announced M&A deals, as reported by Refinitiv, for the next two quarters

      Q1-2019  Q2-2019  Q3-2019  Q4-2019  Q1-2020  Q2-2020  Q3-2020  Q4-2020

       APAC -11% 6% 8% 3% -1% -6% 8% 6%

       EMEA   -8% -1% 10% 11% 2% -29% 12% 6%

       LATAM  -6% -9% -3% 6% 7% -29% 0% -2%

       NA -24% -3% -7% 3% 10% -28% 12% 6%

       Worldwide -14% 1% 3% 6% 3% -21% 10% 6%

The SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor has been independently verified1 as an accurate six-month forecast of future changes in the worldwide number of 

announced M&A transactions, as reported by Refinitiv2.
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[1] https://via.intralinks.com/index.html#workspaceDetail/4974077/14314686348/14346818148
[2] https://thesource.refinitiv.com/thesource/getfile/index/a9b10001-d7d6-4cb7-b93d-aabb518b8c86 Refinitiv’s data on the number of announced deals for the 
past four quarters have been adjusted by Intralinks for expected subsequent changes in reported announced deal volumes in Refinitiv’s database

Overview
Q4 2020 M&A MARKET PREDICTION

The number of distressed and bankruptcy-related M&A deals are anticipated to increase significantly 

in Q3. While certain sectors heavily impacted by COVID-19 like energy, consumer retail and consumer 

discretionary are not reflected in early-stage Q2 deal flow, continued stress on these sectors will likely spill 

over into Q3. There’s a strong likelihood of a material uptick in early-stage volume through H2 2020 to be 

reflected in Q1 2021 announced volume.

https://via.intralinks.com/index.html#workspaceDetail/4974077/14314686348/14346818148
https://thesource.refinitiv.com/thesource/getfile/index/a9b10001-d7d6-4cb7-b93d-aabb518b8c86
https://thesource.refinitiv.com/thesource/getfile/index/a9b10001-d7d6-4cb7-b93d-aabb518b8c86
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Asia-Pacific

Materials
Finance
TMT
Consumer Retail
Energy
Healthcare
Industrials

In APAC we forecast the number of announced 

M&A deals to increase by around +6 percent YOY 

in Q4 2020, within a range of +14 percent to 0 

percent. Materials remain the only sector not 

negatively impacted in the territory, but we still 

anticipate flat growth. 

decreasing stable increasing

Early-stage M&A activity (YOY)

Within APAC, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Thailand and 

South Korea are expected to lead the growth in 

M&A activity, while other territories are down 

double digits.

Q4 2020                               
mid-point forecast

Q4 2020                    
high forecast

Q4 2020                  
low forecast

+6% +14% 0%

Q4 2020 M&A MARKET PREDICTION
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Real Estate
TMT
Consumer Retail
Healthcare
Finance
Industrials
Energy

Europe, the Middle East & Africa

In EMEA we forecast the number of announced 

M&A to increase by around +6 percent YOY in 

Q4 2020, within a range of +15 percent to -2 

percent. Sectors across the region were down, 

aside from Real Estate where we anticipate 

moderate growth. 

By country, the UAE, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Hungary 

and Poland expect to see growth YOY. The largest 

of the EMEA economies including the U.K., France, 

Germany, Italy and Spain are forecasting lower 

volumes.

Q4 2020                               
mid-point forecast

Q4 2020                      
high forecast

Q4 2020                       
low forecast

+6% +15% -2% decreasing stable increasing

Early-stage M&A activity (YOY)

Q4 2020 M&A MARKET PREDICTION
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In LATAM we forecast the number of announced 

M&A deals to fall by around 2 percent YOY in Q4 

2020, within a range of +5 percent to -9 percent. 

Any growth in LATAM M&A announcements is 

expected to be led by the Materials, Industrials 

and Energy sectors. The largest economies in 

the region experienced significant challenges 

except for Chile, where we anticipate double-

digit growth in Q4, and Mexico. Brazil faced many 

challenges tackling the virus in Q2, amongst other 

factors, and we forecast moderate to significant 

downside in announced volume. Mexico, facing 

similar circumstances, managed to retain 

relatively healthy volumes and we anticipate 

minimal downside in Q4 announcements. 

Materials
Industrials
Energy
Healthcare
TMT
Consumer Retail
Finance

Latin America

Q4 2020                                  
mid-point forecast

Q4 2020                      
high forecast

Q4 2020                           
low forecast

-2% +5% -9% decreasing stable increasing

Early-stage M&A activity (YOY)

Q4 2020 M&A MARKET PREDICTION
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North America

Real Estate
TMT
Consumer Retail
Materials
Energy
Finance
Healthcare

In NA we forecast the number of announced 

M&A deals to increase by around +6 percent 

YOY in Q4 2020, within a range of +16 percent to 

-4 percent. The U.S. recovery arch for the tail 

end of Q2 and early Q3 is promising in our view, 

but challenges remain as the early part of Q2 

experienced substantial stress. 

Having one of the highest COVID-19 infection rates 

in the world, along with the upcoming presidential 

election in November, we anticipate sustained 

volatility, unless the markets continue to exhibit 

decoupling behavior between real economy 

numbers and M&A volume. Real Estate and TMT 

were leading sectors in the territory. 

Q4 2020                                   
mid-point forecast

Q4 2020                      
high forecast

Q4 2020                                  
low forecast

+6% +16% -4% decreasing stable increasing

Early-stage M&A activity (YOY)

Q4 2020 M&A MARKET PREDICTION
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An epidemic 
of disputes?

Looking ahead, it is clear that all businesses will 

be navigating uncharted waters. 

In the months to come, as businesses acclimatize 

to a very different world and learn to operate 

in the new normal, many will be focussing their 

attention on preserving cash and adapting 

operations to best weather the storm. 

While there will be some winners from this 

crisis, it is also clear that many businesses 

will struggle to grow organically in the current 

climate, making growth via M&A an even more 

attractive proposition. Meanwhile, operationally 

strong businesses with cash reserves will be 

well-positioned to engage in dealmaking, taking 

advantage of the increasing number of stressed 

and distressed assets emerging.

In the wake of the pandemic, MAC or 

MAE clauses are a costly challenge to 

both buyers and sellers.

As the world came to a virtual standstill due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated 

lockdown in a number of countries around the 

world in the first half of 2020, so too did M&A 

deal flow. Globally, the value of M&A activity 

in that period of time fell by over 50 percent 

compared to H1 2019 to USD 901.6bn, according 

to a report published by Mergermarket. The 

Americas were worst hit with a decline of close 

to 71 percent in North America and 77 percent 

in Latin America. Asia-Pacific (excluding Japan) 

fared best, despite being the epicenter of 

the pandemic, with “only” a 17 percent drop in 

activity levels.1  

[1]  https://www.mergermarket.com/trendreports

SPOTLIGHT

https://www.mergermarket.com/trendreports
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Adverse Change” (or “Material Adverse Effect”–

both referred to here as a “MAC”) under existing 

agreements.”2 

In general MAC provisions exclude certain 

specified events, such as acts of God, weather 

events, floods, earthquakes, natural disasters, 

terrorism or military actions, general economic 

downturns, conditions existing generally 

within the company’s industry, and other broad 

categories of market or credit conditions. 

All these affect the company’s supply chain, 

personnel, revenues and liquidity and thus have an 

impact on the overall valuation of the company. 

Historically, the use of MAC clauses has differed 

significantly from region to region and also has 

fluctuated over time. They are currently most 

commonly used in the U.S. and less so in Europe, 

but there is an expectation this will change.3   

A report dating back a few years found that 

the usage of MAC clauses continues to grow in 

Benelux, France and Germany, while the CEE 

region as well as Southern Europe have been 

slower to use this specific instrument in the M&A 

MAC/MAE in the new normal

But what will dealmaking look like post-

COVID-19? Many agree that technology will play 

an even greater role in getting deals over the 

finishing line. Indeed, it is difficult to see how 

operations for many businesses could have 

continued without the extensive technology at 

our disposal at the moment. Experts also expect 

that businesses will work extremely hard to 

ring-fence all possible risk and increase use of 

existing material adverse change (MAC) clauses 

and make them even stronger for any new deals.

In M&A, a MAC — which is also known as a 

material adverse event or material adverse effect 

(also MAE) — is a change in circumstances that 

significantly reduces the value of a company. 

In the current climate, many businesses have 

seen their valuation plummet due to the impact 

the pandemic and the associated lockdown 

have had on their operations.  According to the 

Harvard Law School Forum, a “critical legal issue 

that has arisen in recent days is whether the 

COVID-19 pandemic may constitute a “Material 

[2] https://corpgov.law.harvard.edu/2020/04/04/covid-19-as-a-material-adverse-effect-mac-under-ma-and-financing-agreements/ 

[3] https://www.financierworldwide.com/european-ma#.XwhpDxOSnIU

SPOTLIGHT

https://www.mergermarket.com/trendreports
https://www.financierworldwide.com/european-ma#.XwhpDxOSnIU
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will be heard by a court in September ahead of the 

deal’s expiration at the end of October. 

That said, many will argue that enforcing generic 

MAC clauses due to the pandemic will be difficult 

in most circumstances, mainly because long-term 

effects on both financial and operational aspects 

are unknown. Further, they are often drafted so 

that developments that affect the entire industry 

or even an entire country would in fact not count 

as a material adverse change. Many will also argue 

that with so many factors having an impact on the 

performance of the market, it will be different to sift 

out which ones are specifically related to COVID-19. 

tool box. 4  One of the many deals that have been 

affected by the global pandemic is Polish airline 

company LOT’s acquisition of German competitor 

Condor Flugdienst, a subsidiary of global travel 

company Thomas Cook Group, in late January 

2020 for an undisclosed sum. However, the deal 

fell apart after LOT withdrew its offer in mid-

April 2020. LOT has been tight-lipped about the 

reasons behind its withdrawal but given how 

affected airlines have been impacted by the 

pandemic it has hardly a surprise. And while no 

mention of a MAC clause has been made, it is fair 

to assume it will have played a role in this  

deal, too. 

In July 2020, U.K.-based firm Travelport, 

co-owned by Wall Street hedge fund Elliott 

Management, sued U.S.-based Wex after it pulled 

out of a USD 1.7bn deal to buy its payments 

businesses. Wex claimed that the pandemic 

triggered a MAC clause, allowing it to walk away 

from the acquisition of eNett and Optal. The case 

[4] https://www.mergermarket.com/trendreports

SPOTLIGHT

https://www.mergermarket.com/trendreports
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When it’s time to 
reorganize, timing  
is everything.

Reorganize faster.
Reemerge better. See what we can do for you at:

intralinks.com/reorg

Intralinks for Bankruptcy and Restructuring

Win. Win.

http://intralinks.com/reorg
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Where are  
we at?

the market-leading restructuring practice in 

Scotland. He has over 30 years’ experience 

advising stakeholders in stressed and distressed 

businesses, focusing on solvent turnarounds 

or insolvent solutions across a wide range 

of sectors. He has been a formal insolvency 

appointment taker for over 25 years and heads 

up a team across the U.K. with 25 partners and 

500 staff covering 18 offices.

Intralinks: With so many changes to life, 

how have your clients been dealing with the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

Blair Nimmo: Initially, everyone was in shock. 

But then attention very quickly focused on 

cash, and specifically, how to preserve cash.  

The various government initiatives have been 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on businesses and M&A will linger 

for the foreseeable future, says a 

restructuring expert with more than  

30 years of experience.

For this edition of the SS&C Intralinks Deal 

Flow Predictor, we spoke with Blair Nimmo, 

partner, UK head of restructuring and global 

head of insolvency, at global accountancy 

and financial advisory firm KPMG in a wide-

ranging conversation about the challenges 

his clients are facing, the role of technology in 

the age of remote work and his view on M&A, 

restructurings and insolvencies. 

Following eight years with Cooper and Lybrand’s 

restructuring practice, Blair joined KPMG in 

1991 and became a partner in 1993, building 

Blair Nimmo

Partner, UK Head 
of Restructuring 
and Global Head of 
Insolvency at KPMG

GUEST COMMENT
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difficult, so the big questions now are: What do I 

do operationally?

What role has technology played in businesses 

being able to continue with their operations, both 

in terms of their own employees and servicing 

clients?

It really depends on the sector/business; for 

some, it has been a game-changer but for others, 

it has actually had little effect. In our case, we 

brought in Microsoft Teams a few months before 

the lockdown and we have been amazed how easy 

and effective it has been. In fact, if it’s difficult to 

envisage how the lockdown would have played 

out just a few years ago without the support of 

technologies like Microsoft Teams and Zoom. In 

the space of ten weeks, we have moved forward by 

ten years when it comes to embracing technology 

and working from home. Right now, it seems 

unlikely that people with long commutes, for 

example, will go back to that “lifestyle” and all of a 

sudden offices are half-empty, that will, of course, 

have a huge impact on associated businesses — 

think of all those sandwich shops, restaurants, 

cafes that serve people going into offices, the 

extremely helpful and have almost certainly 

prevented the wholesale closure and failure of 

businesses, allowing them instead to effectively 

hibernate their operations. But the big question 

now is: What will happen now that the lockdown 

is being eased and, in some places, lifted? Where 

will customer demand be? How will supply chains 

be affected? We find ourselves in the most 

uncertain business climate that anyone has ever 

seen, and it is hitting a very single sector, with 

the already challenged retail and casual dining 

sectors being the worst hit. 

Can you talk us through the biggest challenges 

your clients will now be facing?

Cash reserves and cash flow management 

remain the biggest challenges but, increasingly, 

operations are an area that poses challenges. 

What will consumer demand look like, for 

example, in retail will there be enough people 

going into shops to make them operationally 

viable? This is an issue that easing or lifting of 

the lockdown won’t necessarily address since 

we will still be maintaining social distancing. 

Predicting consumer behavior is even more 

GUEST COMMENT
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play a huge role — how do you get the right kit to 

all your staff, how do we get the right technology 

to the relevant people and how do we deal with 

the time pressure of doing it all in the fastest 

and safest way? Everyone has always had a 

disaster recovery plan, but a pandemic plan, no, 

very few had that. Companies will now focus 

on getting those procedures in place, should a 

second wave come. 

Let’s move on now and talk a little about 

your outlook on M&A, restructuring and 

insolvencies.

Things are getting progressively busier as 

businesses are coming out of hibernation and 

assessing the damage done and their options. In 

April and May, we saw low levels of insolvencies 

but this was no doubt due to the government 

support schemes. Now that things are opening 

up, many businesses are focused on reducing 

their footprint, anticipating a period of lower 

demand and a delay in reaching pre-COVID-19 

activity levels. What can we do to repair and 

rebuild are the questions on any business’ mind. 

The retail and casual dining sectors were already 

transport operations, to name just two areas 

that will be affected.  

Has technology given them a competitive 

advantage? Has the pandemic changed their 

attitude toward technology?

Yes, we have seen a total change in the overall 

attitude toward technology. The pandemic 

and the lockdown have proven that with the 

right technology to support operations, many 

businesses can continue pretty much as normal. 

There has been a huge buy-in to the merits of 

working from home and that you can be just as 

effective and efficient at home as you are in an 

office. That said, at this stage, the psychological 

effects of working from home have not yet been 

properly explored — there are some jobs and 

some people who are just not suited to working 

from home and that too will need to be managed.

Has the attitude to risk changed, and how to 

prepare for certain risks?

For sure, I think everyone is quite busy getting 

the right procedures in place and preparing for 

a repeat scenario, and in all this technology will 

GUEST COMMENT
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How has the pandemic affected valuations?

This is a really tricky one. There will be a difference 

between businesses that absolutely have to sell 

operations to survive this and businesses for whom 

the sale of non-core operations is more a way of 

shoring up capital and reducing their footprint. 

There will be a lot of stressed and distressed assets 

out there and those with strong balance sheets and 

cash reserves could well get themselves a bargain. 

They can also be quite selective about where to 

invest their money. Having said that, we need to 

remember in all this is that there is still a huge 

amount of money out there looking for a home.

What do you foresee to be the biggest challenges 

for businesses involved in M&A in the coming 

months?

For buyers and sellers assessing value and whether 

this is the right time to buy or sell — some may 

expect bargains, some might still have pre-COVID-19 

price expections. We will also be dealing with a huge 

level of uncertainty in the coming months

which will make it extremely difficult to provide 

any business forecast; and we don’t know how 

in a challenging situation before the pandemic 

hit but now it’s downright awful, with many 

closures and insolvencies anticipated.  

Sadly, I am expecting significant levels of 

redundancies, but even there the question is how 

will businesses pay for them? Adding debt to your 

balance sheet is one option. That said, there are 

still plenty of good, strong, cash-rich businesses 

out there who will weather this storm, and for 

them there will be plenty of interesting M&A 

opportunities around. We are definitely starting 

to see some movement on that front with new 

mandates for deals starting to come in. 

GUEST COMMENT

“Everyone has always had a 
disaster recovery plan, but 
a pandemic plan, no, very 
few had that. Companies will 
now focus on getting those 
procedures in place, should a 
second wave come.”



17

long this situation will go on for – Are we talking 

about weeks, months or even years? Many 

businesses are preparing forecasts based on a 

further lockdown — or even lockdowns — and are 

building contingency plans to deal with these 

eventualities. Perhaps lessons can be learned 

from other parts of the world that are somewhat 

further down this path.

Let’s round off this conversation with some final 

comments from your side about technology and 

the impact it is having. 

It is fair to say that many businesses, including 

KPMG, have only been able to continue to  

operate the way they have been due to 

technology. Twenty years ago, this simply would 

not have been possible. That said, for some 

businesses, even the available technology has 

not been of much help — if you think about 

the casual dining space, for example, their 

technology has really not been much help. So, it 

is still a very mixed bag.

Blair, thank you very much for sharing your 

experiences and insights with us. 

It has been my pleasure. 

GUEST COMMENT
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intralinks.com/mylocation

The SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor provides 

Intralinks’ perspective on the level of early-stage 

M&A activity taking place worldwide during any 

given period. The statistics contained in this report 

reflect the volume of VDRs opened or proposed to 

be opened, through Intralinks and other providers for 

conducting due diligence on proposed transactions, 

including asset sales, divestitures, equity private 

placements, financings, capital raises, joint ventures, 

alliances and partnerships. These statistics are 

not adjusted for changes in Intralinks’ share of the 

VDR market or changes in market demand for VDR 

services. These statistics may not correlate to 

the volume of completed transactions reported by 

market data providers and should not be construed 

to represent the volume of transactions that will 

ultimately be consummated during any period nor 

of the revenue or M&A deal volume that Intralinks may 

generate for any financial period. Indications of future 

completed deal activity derived from the SS&C Intralinks 

Deal Flow Predictor are based on assumed rates of 

deals going from the due diligence stage to completion. 

In addition, the statistics provided by market data 

providers regarding announced M&A transactions may 

be compiled with a different set of transaction types 

than those set forth above.

To verify the predictive nature of the SS&C Intralinks 

Deal Flow Predictor, we compared the data underlying 

the SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor with subsequent 

announced deal volume data reported by Refinitiv to 

build an econometric model (using standard statistical 

techniques appropriate for estimating a linear 

regression model) to predict the future reported volume 

Reach your closest Intralinks office

ABOUT

https://www.intralinks.com/mylocation
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About SS&C Intralinks

SS&C Intralinks is a leading financial technology 

provider for the global banking, dealmaking and capital 

markets communities. As pioneers of the virtual data 

room, our technology enables and secures the flow of 

information, empowering our customers to work more 

productively and with complete confidence. Intralinks 

facilitates strategic initiatives such as mergers and 

acquisitions, capital raising and investor reporting. 

Our solutions enhance these activities by streamlining 

operations, reducing risk, improving client experiences 

and increasing visibility. We’ve earned the trust and 

business of more than 99 percent of the Fortune 1000 

and have executed over $34.7 trillion worth of financial 

transactions on our platform. 

For more information, visit: www.intralinks.com.

of announced M&A transactions two quarters ahead, 

as recorded by Refinitiv. We engaged Analysis 

& Inference (“A&I”), an independent statistical 

consulting and data science research firm, to 

assess, replicate and evaluate this model. A&I’s 

analysis showed that our prediction model has a very 

high level of statistical significance, with a more 

than 99.9 percent probability that the SS&C Intralinks 

Deal Flow Predictor is a statistically significant 

six-month predictive indicator of announced deal 

data, as subsequently reported by Refinitiv. We plan 

to periodically update the independent statistical 

analysis to confirm the SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow 

Predictor’s continuing validity as a predictor of future 

M&A activity.

The SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor is provided 

“as is” for informational purposes only. Intralinks 

makes no guarantee regarding the timeliness, 

accuracy or completeness of the content of 

this report. This report is based on Intralinks’ 

observations and subjective interpretations of 

due diligence activity taking place or proposed to 

take place, on Intralinks’ and other providers’ VDR 

platforms for a limited set of transaction types. This 

report is not intended to be an indicator of Intralinks’ 

business performance or operating results for any 

prior or future period. This report is not intended to 

convey investment advice or solicit investments of 

any kind whatsoever.

“Intralinks” and the stylized Intralinks logo are registered trademarks of 
Intralinks, Inc. This report may also refer to trade names and trade-
marks of other organizations without reference to their status as regis-
tered trademarks. The SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor may be used 
solely for personal, non-commercial use. The contents of this report 
may not be reproduced, distributed or published without the permis-
sion of Intralinks. For permission to republish SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow 
Predictor content, please contact:insights@intralinks.com.

Thanks to Refinitiv for permission to use their M&A deal reports and 
data on announced deals in the SS&C Intralinks Deal Flow Predictor.
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SS&C Intralinks®   Market Brief

Global M&A Catches Its Breath 
in an Uncertain Market

Data provided by

September 2020
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Editor’s note

The global mergers and acquisitions (M&A) market is in a 
state of flux. The coronavirus pandemic and its economic 
consequences have created a mountain of unknowns, from 
revenue forecasts to valuations to supply chain disruptions. 
Reliable data points are required to buy companies in any 
environment, but today’s climate is uniquely unpredictable. 
One surety, however, is that a variety of industries will look 
markedly different once the health crisis subsides. That 
presents a historically unique opportunity for companies 
looking to expand market share or diversify themselves across 
products and services, perhaps at very favorable prices.

There are several downside risks that need to be weighed when 
assessing opportunities. Social distancing rules have made due 
diligence much more difficult, with research being conducted 
remotely instead of face-to-face. With that said, buyers are 
doing their best to get as much detail as possible in a chaotic 
environment — one banker recently relayed that drones were 
used as part of an on-site due diligence assessment.

Even outside of the economic downturn, a number of 
variables are impacting M&A around the world. New trade 
deals are a major question mark. Brexit is now official, and the 
United States Mexico Canada Agreement (USMCA) went into 
effect on July 1 as well. Taken together, there are even more 
questions around trade parameters to consider in two of the 
biggest M&A markets in the world, North America and Europe. 

China, meanwhile, has signed major trade agreements with 
the United States while gaining a foothold in Africa, which 
began implementing the African Continental Free Trade Area 
last year.

Moving targets have become ubiquitous, and, with so much 
uncertainty at every level, M&A activity has unsurprisingly 
slowed as buyers reassess their assumptions. Uncertainty 
often leads to opportunism, however, which is fueling 
optimism for a robust ending to the year. If and when a vaccine 
is developed, valuations will begin to recover — the deals that 
are being done today are an attempt to get ahead of that 
curve, while price tags are cheap and industry trends are more 
fluid. In this piece we highlight some of the key learnings from 
a tumultuous first half of the year, and offer a look at where 
we might be headed — but please note, prognosticating in 
this environment is a risky endeavor, so if we miss the mark, 
please don’t hold it against us.

Ben Collins  
Director of Product Marketing  
and Strategy at Intralinks
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An overview of the current M&A market 

M&A activity has slowed dramatically in the wake of COVID-19 
and its economic consequences. Uncertainty is persuasive, but 
so is opportunity. Perhaps the biggest headwind of all is a lack 
of reliable data on what changes are taking place, both at the 
consumer level and for established sectors. Unlike the 2008 
global financial crisis, today’s predicament is natural rather than 
man-made. While the global economy has incurred significant 
damage, it does not show many signs of an underlying 
weakness in demand.

While there are positive angles from which to view today’s 
market, the number of unknown variables presents too much 
uncertainty to expect M&A activity to return to normal yet. 
Deal flow steadily crumbled through H1 2020, beginning with 
almost 2,300 transactions in January and ebbing to fewer than 

1,000 transactions in May. All told, 8,739 deals were completed 
through June, a 30 percent decline from the 12,450 deals struck 
in H1 2019. Volume would need to recover at a historic pace to 
match last year’s total of 24,618 deals. While expectations are 
now low for 2020, it is worth noting that we are not seeing a 
repeat of 2009 in terms of deal flow stagnation. In fact, global 
M&A activity is already ahead of 2009 in terms of total dollars, 
and deal counts should surpass the 2009 low mark as well. One 
difference between today’s crisis and the 2008/2009 crisis is 
a more ready and willing response from regulators around the 
world. Stimulus packages have been introduced globally, and 
government officials are, for the most part, wary of preventing 
deals if that means more companies will ultimately survive. There 
is a pronounced effort to avoid a massive cycle of defaults.

Global M&A by year
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Global M&A by month 

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020 
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Even so, M&A is a limited tool for remediating widespread 
liquidity issues. In developed economies such as the U.S., 
the M&A process is designed to be a slow one; due diligence 
often takes several months before a deal can officially close 
and money changes hands. In lieu of that, public companies 
have raised record amounts of equity and debt as temporary 
solutions to stabilize their balance sheets. Smaller companies, 
particularly in the U.S., have welcomed federal stimulus 
assistance while working with lenders on their revolving credit 
lines. Other companies have taken in private capital, often in 
the form of minority stake investments. In other words, M&A 
transactions are one of many routes companies seeking 
liquidity are considering.

At the other end, however, is buy-side health: Even if they 
wanted to, many companies are not in a position to acquire 
other companies. Management teams would have a hard time 
convincing their boards to acquire a competitor if financial 
issues remained within their own companies. That dynamic has 
largely left recent M&A activity to well-capitalized companies. 
Through H1, purchase price multiples have not fluctuated from 
recent norms. That is a partial reflection of H1’s emphasis on 
tech-related acquisitions and a relative lack of activity in other 
markets. Once M&A picks up again, more acquisitions will be 
done at distressed prices, which will bring the median down to a 
number that more accurately reflects the current landscape.

Global median M&A multiples by year

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020

0x

2x

4x

6x

8x

10x

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

*
Debt/EBITDA Equity/EBITDA EV/EBITDA



25

The broadest sentiment, however, is cautious optimism. 
Buyers are taking their time to gauge how long the recovery 
will take and what specific sectors and sub-sectors will look 
like once the dust has completely settled. There is growing 
buy-side appetite around revenue diversification because the 
downturn has exposed many businesses as being too myopic 
or dependent on too few revenue streams. The M&A market 
is a potential solution to expand into new products or services 
going forward.

M&A trends by industry are going in opposite directions. Q2 
deal volume was down dramatically in both B2B and consumer. 
Energy was also hit negatively. Meanwhile, Q2 deal volume 

was up globally for financial services, healthcare, information 
technology, and materials & resources. To a degree, this 
dichotomy boils down to social distancing. The B2B and 
consumer sectors depend heavily on social interaction, while 
new forms of technology have helped buoy remote-based 
services in the healthcare and financial sectors. Sentiment 
around telecom is reasonably positive in North America, 
particularly in streaming, while telecom M&A may see a boost in 
Europe following a recent EU court judgment that ruled against 
the EU’s competition administrators.

Global M&A by sector ($)
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Global M&A by region (#)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Asia 8,841 10,134 11,165 10,561 13,173 14,165 12,925 12,991 13,616 12,488

Europe 8,009 10,170 9,753 10,002 10,971 12,365 11,769 11,143 10,306 9,893

North America 761 879 1,204 1,939 2,401 2,533 2,897 2,028 1,580 926

South America 287 448 493 423 435 514 495 385 413 341

Africa 192 335 218 352 413 417 356 381 322 185

Middle East 120 195 175 242 234 197 202 198 158 98

Oceania 507 568 606 670 837 860 974 928 790 482

Rest of world 103 129 165 238 250 284 398 259 200 205

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020

Global M&A by region ($)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Asia $1,038.0 $1,148.6 $1,315.7 $1,228.5 $1,756.0 $2,006.3 $2,174.0 $1,935.3 $2,394.9 $2,181.7

Europe $681.4 $916.6 $843.5 $915.8 $1,181.1 $1,231.5 $1,245.0 $1,248.9 $1,408.4 $1,175.3

North America $87.7 $101.5 $165.6 $169.6 $230.2 $360.7 $405.1 $325.8 $344.9 $200.9

South America $28.4 $68.1 $47.5 $56.7 $67.7 $50.7 $46.2 $62.4 $55.5 $70.7

Africa $24.4 $35.2 $17.2 $23.1 $40.0 $28.6 $27.3 $29.2 $28.6 $19.0

Middle East $10.0 $17.3 $20.1 $24.2 $21.8 $26.8 $17.0 $46.1 $15.8 $134.5

Oceania $56.0 $119.8 $76.3 $50.8 $99.7 $98.2 $100.8 $86.4 $100.7 $65.8

Rest of world $12.5 $11.4 $18.1 $25.4 $31.7 $39.6 $55.2 $38.2 $33.7 $59.5

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020

Global breakdown
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Asia M&A by year

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020
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Asia

Asia-based M&A has been impacted by the coronavirus, though 
perhaps not as much as the rest of the world. Q2 deal volume 
was down 46 percent compared to Q4 2019, unsurprising given 
the outbreak began in China. Total value, however, has not 
declined to the degree it has in North America or Europe, falling 
33 percent between Q4 2019 and Q1 2020. 

Deal flow in and out of China is becoming the major trend 
to follow this year. China-headquartered strategics are 
looking to expand, particularly in the U.S. and Europe. While 
those acquirers look outward, several Chinese companies 
headquartered overseas are “coming home” thanks to 
regulatory changes. The STAR board, a Shanghai-based 
marketplace that resembles the NASDAQ index, introduced a 
new registration-based system last year that allowed science 

and technology companies to IPO more quickly. That’s a 
potential boon for China’s M&A prospects, especially with a 
long line of venture-backed “unicorns” in the pipeline.

On the other hand, tensions between China and the U.S. will 
likely have a marginally negative impact on M&A in the near-
term. The most recent example is TikTok, but others will 
follow. Chinese acquirers draw heavy scrutiny among U.S. 
regulators, who place the country high on the priority list in 
terms of review by the Committee on Foreign Investment in 
the United States (CFIUS). More proactive intervention on 
both sides of the Pacific will hurt M&A totals, but the extent 
remains to be seen.
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Europe M&A by year

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020
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Europe

Europe-based M&A has been hit especially hard because 
of a variety of headwinds. The COVID-19 health crisis had 
devastating effects on Italy, Spain and the U.K., among other 
countries. The pandemic came on the heels of the U.K. 
leaving the European Union on January 31, so continental 
deal activity was already in flux pre-COVID-19. Overall, deal 
volume collapsed 41 percent between Q1 and Q2 2020 and 48 
percent between Q4 2019 and Q2 2020. Thanks to a spate of 
large deals, the combined value was resilient, dropping only 6 
percent quarter over quarter.

The Brexit question is having a disproportionate impact on 
European activity overall. As the largest market in Europe, 
the U.K. will need to reconnect itself to markets in Germany, 
France and others relatively quickly. Economists expect 

M&A will play a large role in that effort, particularly for the 
technology sector. Concerns around the transition have 
helped dampen British currency, creating lower-than-
normal valuations for outside acquirers. There are signs that 
buyers are trying to take advantage of current pricing, and a 
consensus is forming that M&A will accelerate once regulatory 
and health questions subside. One new hurdle, however, 
will marginally impact U.K. deal flow going forward: Recent 
legislation has been introduced that gives U.K. regulators 
authority to scuttle deals that relate to the public health 
emergency. That new authority is added to a growing list of 
tools regulators use to intervene in the U.K. M&A market which 
already included rules around national and financial security.

https://www.bclplaw.com/en-US/insights/new-uk-government-powers-to-scrutinise-manda-deals-on-public-health-and-national-security-grounds.html
https://www.bclplaw.com/en-US/insights/new-uk-government-powers-to-scrutinise-manda-deals-on-public-health-and-national-security-grounds.html
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North America M&A by year

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020
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North America

U.S.-based M&A activity was severely dented in Q2 2020. 
Volume declined 45 percent quarter over quarter while the 
combined deal value fell 27 percent quarter over quarter and 
51 percent compared to Q4 2019. The numbers were partially 
buoyed by deal agreements signed before the pandemic 
reached American shores that weren’t allowed to cancel. The 
first sign of the deep freeze came in May, which recorded 424 
transactions worth a combined USD 47.3 billion. Both figures 
were about half of what they were in February (851 deals for 
USD 90 billion). The month of June showed signs of a rebound, 
however, with volume jumping 32 percent compared to May 
while dollars spent increased by 70 percent.

Troubles in the U.S. market, combined with question marks 
around the newly signed USMCA agreement, have impacted 

Canadian and Mexican M&A activity as well. For Canada, 
trade and tariffs remain a top concern. On top of the trade 
agreement, M&A has also slowed due to 2016 legislation from 
the Canadian Securities Administrators, which increased the 
minimum timeline of bid deliberations from 35 days to 105 days. 
Although it has been in effect for several years, the rule is giving 
outsized leverage to target companies and introduces far more 
uncertainty for bidders.

In Mexico, recovery in deal flow will likely depend on domestic 
activity among well-capitalized companies. Sentiment is 
improving for outbound M&A among those companies as well, as 
they look to acquire assets in the U.S. and in Europe. Attractive 
valuations are being found in the entertainment, automotive, and 
advertising sectors abroad, according to several observers.
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South America M&A by year

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020
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South America

The COVID-19 outbreak has significantly impacted most of South 
America, especially Brazil. With more than three million cases, 
“Brazil is now the biggest hotspot globally after the U.S.,” according 
to Bloomberg, citing statistics from Johns Hopkins, and other 
South American countries are faring poorly as well. The health 
crisis has made its mark on deal activity, which is down significantly 
in 2020. Coming off a record year in 2019  (USD 70.7 billion), the first 
half’s combined value was only USD 13.2 billion through June 30, 
while deal volume totaled only 95 transactions compared to 341 last 
year. Brazil tends to account for the lion’s share of continental deal 
activity — at least half of combined value in any given year — but 
contributed only USD 4.0 billion to South America’s total in H1.

M&A expectations were high heading into the year. Brazil’s 
congress had approved a series of reforms that allowed for 
sales of state-owned interests to private investors and buyers. 
Energy-related transactions were springing up in 2019, including 
Petrobas’ USD 8.6 billion sale of one of its major pipelines 
to a French consortium in Q2 2019. There was also positive 
sentiment in Brazil’s startup scene, exemplified by Softbank’s 
USD 5 billion Latin America Fund, which launched in Q1 2019. 

Expectations have been tempered this year on all M&A 
fronts; like other parts of the world, bankers expect to see 
consolidation efforts in hard-hit sectors such as retail, travel, 
and energy. Because of its momentum heading into the year, 
many market observers are optimistic about a quick rebound in 
activity as the health crisis subsides.
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The competition between strategics and sponsors

US M&A activity by acquirer type
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Strategic buyers and private equity (PE) investors are 
assessing the same landscape in different ways. Opportunity 
abounds, but not all will participate. Many strategic buyers 
lack a “distressed” M&A playbook and will shy away from 
such transactions; generalist PE firms also tend to be less 
equipped to handle pure turnaround situations, especially as 
market trends have been geared around growth stories for the 
past ten years.

On the other hand, there is budding competition between 
opportunistic strategic buyers and sector-focused PE firms. 
The former group is looking to expand market share across 
geographies as well as diversify their offerings for a post-
COVID-19 economy. Specialist PE firms, meanwhile, tend 
to invest in chosen sectors with more conviction, thanks to 

understanding underlying trends in specific niches. Both 
groups have capital available and the motivation to quickly put 
it to use before the broader economy fully recovers.

For PE, it’s possible that the (very short) era of deeply distressed 
prices has already come and gone: Equity and debt markets 
have made significant gains over the summer that will impact 
private market comparables going forward. Initial Q2 data 
shows a clear advantage for strategic buyers, who dominated 
deal flow last quarter compared to PE. That said, an important 
spigot for strategic M&A is effectively cut off for now. A recent 
Investec survey found that 83 percent of PE firms don’t expect 
to make a portfolio exit in the next twelve months, which will 
limit buy-side activity to the unsponsored market.

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020 

https://www.investec.com/en_gb/focus/gp-trends.html
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Global M&A by quarter

Source: PitchBook 
*As of June 30, 2020
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Looking ahead

Accurately gauging the year ahead depends on several 
variables. Many are local: The U.S. presidential campaign 
is cited as a question mark every four years, but the 2020 
election carries more weight than past elections, according to 
many. Potential changes in regulations and the tax code could 
have significant impacts on the world’s largest M&A market. 
In a similar vein, the second half of 2020 could also bring 
welcome resolution to both Brexit and the USMCA, both of 
which are in effect but carry residual wrinkles that need to be 
ironed out. As of Q3, deal flow across both North America and 
Europe is being impacted negatively by those uncertainties.

The much bigger question mark, however, is the ongoing 
health crisis and the economic shockwaves it is producing 
internationally. The single biggest variable, then, is the 

potential for developing and distributing a vaccine for 
COVID-19. There are hopes one may be available later this 
year or in early 2021. If achieved, a vaccine would re-stimulate 
organic economic growth across nations and sectors. It would 
also help blunt an expected wave of distressed situations 
later in the year. Government stimulus programs, alongside 
pliant lenders, have helped minimize the wave thus far, but 
many companies will reach breaking points soon, and lenders 
who agreed to 90-day debt extensions in the spring and early 
summer will need to start making decisions in the coming 
months. At the same time, small- to mid-sized business 
owners will have their own decisions to make in terms of 
selling or remaining resilient. Any increase in sell-side interest 
will have a visible impact on M&A activity heading into 2021 
and beyond.
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