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Carter Backer Winter LLP (CBW) and Logistics UK, in conjunction with the leading independent 
logistics research firm Analytiqa, have undertaken a survey of companies’ expectations for 
mergers & acquisitions (M&A) activity in the sector over the next 12 months. The survey, which 
involved senior executives within logistics companies in the UK, provides a view on expected 
trends in M&A, including valuations, and also touches on some of the most important issues facing 
companies in the sector, particularly in light of Covid-19 and Brexit.
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As the only business group representing all of the UK’s logistics 

sector, Logistics UK (the new name for FTA) is delighted to be 

partnering with CBW to share the results of our exclusive strategic 

survey. Between the disruption of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

uncertainty surrounding the UK’s future relationship with the EU, 

things have rarely been more volatile in a sector that is used to 

coping with constant change to deliver for our customers. As we 

have seen throughout the pandemic, an effective supply chain is vital 

to keep Britain trading, directly impacting more than seven million 

people employed in making, selling and moving the goods that affect 

everyone, everywhere.

In an ever-changing world, the challenges our industry faces 

continue to drive changes in the way we move goods through the 

supply chain and across borders. The imminent challenge of the 

UK’s departure from the EU, the introduction of Clean Air Zones 

nationwide, new technologies and innovative methods of working 

will shape our world in the coming months and years. The logistics 

sector needs to be agile, yet robust enough to adapt to any changes 

we may face. We always pride ourselves on being one of the most 

flexible and adaptable sectors within the economy, but after the 

pressures placed on our industry by Covid-19, the logistics industry 

itself looks set for radical change, with operational and strategic 

challenges changing and shaping the industry of tomorrow. 

Logistics UK has a long and rich heritage representing the logistics 

industry’s many facets to government and other key decision 

makers. Our work continually challenges and champions the role 

which our industry – traditionally an ‘unseen hero’ of the economy 

– plays in keeping the country’s industry, businesses, offices and 

homes supplied with all the goods and materials they need. Our 

expert policy team, with its wide range of in-depth knowledge, is 

ideally placed to provide strategic advice and insight across the 

sector, while our membership of more than 18,000 grants us a unique 

viewpoint on the workings of such a critical industry. 

Our groundbreaking work during the pandemic, including unrivalled 

weekly research across the industry into impact and coping 

strategies, has given us great access and influence in government 

and secured a large number of important policy changes. We are 

continually looking for new ways to support and advise our members 

at all levels, from the latest technical and compliance issues through 

to supporting the big strategic decisions made in our members’ 

boardrooms. We hope that this groundbreaking research provides 

you with insights that can shape your future strategy and provide 

a greater insight into wider industry dynamics. Many thanks to the 

experts at CBW for their expertise and assistance in bringing these 

results to you at such a crucial time for UK PLC. 

David Wells 
Chief Executive
Logistics UK

Foreword by Logistics UK
Our sector needs to be agile, yet robust enough to adapt to any changes we may face, 
says David Wells, Chief Executive of Logistics UK.

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Our survey, which draws on the insight of senior executives within 

logistics companies in the UK, provides a view on expected trends in 

M&A, including valuations, as well as touching on some of the most 

important issues facing companies in the sector in light of Covid-19 

and Brexit.

Logistics sector M&A Index

This is the first M&A Index for the UK logistics sector to be 

published by CBW and Logistics UK in what is intended to be an 

annual survey and index. 

The index number in this first survey is 45.4. In our opinion, this is 

higher than might have been expected at the outset of the survey 

in light of the unprecedented environment in which the sector 

finds itself. It suggests that M&A will continue to form a key part of 

companies’ strategies. Indeed, we believe that should be the case, 

as operators seek to build resilience, continue to grow and diversify 

through Covid-19 and beyond.

Logistics sector M&A Index, Summer 2020 

Resilient sector still optimistic about the future

In the midst of the challenges of the pandemic and uncertainty about 

the UK leaving the EU, it’s encouraging that our survey findings show 

the logistics sector is surprisingly buoyant, and industry leaders are 

still relatively optimistic about the outlook for the next 12 months. 

The sector is once again showing its resilience and its ability to 

adapt to changes in customer behaviour, which is reflected in an 

average optimism score for the next 12 months of 6.3 out of 10 

among our survey respondents. 

Covid-19 is undoubtedly raising the profile of logistics, 

demonstrating its vital role in the UK economy by helping businesses 

across the country to continue to deliver goods and services to their 

customers, and keeping food on the shelves during the pandemic, 

through Covid-19 and beyond.

How optimistic is the UK logistics sector?

Covid-19 impact is mixed

Our headline optimism figure, however, conceals a very mixed picture 

among logistics operators, with the e-commerce, healthcare, grocery-

retail and last-mile sub-sectors performing strongly, while others have 

been hit hard by falling demand and volumes.

There is broad agreement that larger, more diversified operators are 

generally better able to weather the present storm, while smaller, more 

traditional and single-service operators are having a tougher time.

To respond to difficult trading conditions during the pandemic, our 

survey finds that almost 44% of companies have been forced to cut 

costs by running leaner operations and streamlining staff. 

Many operators are facing ongoing pressures on both cashflow 

and margins. This is reflected in profit expectations: asked about 

anticipated change in profit for 2020, the median figure among our 

survey respondents was a fall of 2%.  

Falling profitability may hamper logistics businesses’ ability to invest 

in new technology at a time when, as comments from our survey 

respondents clearly show, this will be critical if they are to meet the 

changing demands and expectations of customers. 

Executive Summary
Carter Backer Winter LLP (CBW) and Logistics UK, in conjunction with the leading 
independent logistics research firm Analytiqa, have undertaken a survey of 
companies’ expectations for mergers & acquisitions (M&A) activity in the sector over 
the next 12 months. 

45.4

10
6.3

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Appetite for M&A remains

Our survey reveals that there is still a fairly strong appetite for M&A 

– the number of completed deals in the next 12 months is expected 

to be the same as the number in the last 12 months – and 88% of 

businesses think the overall trend for consolidation in the logistics 

industry will continue. 

The majority of logistics businesses believe M&A valuations will 

remain the same or increase over the next 12 months and there are 

certainly opportunities for both buyers and sellers in the market.

Operators serving the best-performing sub-sectors with good 

technology platforms will be attractive to acquirers and this is likely 

to be reflected in valuations holding up fairly well. At the same time, 

some operators may be tempted by more opportunistic acquisitions 

at reduced values as some struggling businesses are forced into 

distress sales. 

Our survey suggests that the appetite for mid-market M&A deals 

will be the strongest, with three quarters of the transactions being 

considered in the next 12 months valued at less than £50 million. In 

the period January to July 2020, 48% of all M&A transactions in the 

sector were below £50 million, suggesting that further consolidation 

in this transaction value range will occur over the next 12 months. 

This is not surprising given the fragmented nature of the sector. 

And it’s likely there will be more focus on domestic deals, given 

uncertainty over the UK’s future international trade partners and 

increasing isolationism around the world.

Of course, it’s not unusual to see market consolidation in times of 

change and challenging economic circumstances, but one possible 

dampener of M&A activity is Brexit uncertainty – something that is 

cited by survey respondents as both an obstacle to achieving future 

business goals and a possible reason to delay M&A deals.

Opportunities for the most agile operators

Logistics companies will clearly need to be agile and think 

strategically to take advantage of the opportunities that are 

emerging in the market, and our survey suggests that M&A could 

well be a key part of their plans.

While a sizeable number of companies have no immediate M&A 

plans, over a third say they are likely to do a deal over the next 12 

months, and nearly half have mid-term or longer-term M&A plans.  

However, our survey also shows that a lack of in-house M&A 

expertise or the ability to identify and value suitable targets are key 

barriers to M&A among many operators. This suggests that more 

companies might engage in M&A as a strategic priority if they have 

the necessary resources and guidance not just to execute a deal but 

to overcome the key challenges of cultural fit and post-acquisition 

integration. 

We trust that you will find this report informative and helpful.

Philip Bird
Head of Logistics and Corporate Finance

CBW

David Wells
Chief Executive

Logistics UK

About our logistics M&A Index
Taking insight collected from 100 senior industry executives, 

the index number measures key M&A metrics, including levels 

of transactions, perceptions of industry consolidation, historic 

and future valuations, and future intentions regarding M&A 

activity. An index reading of 50 means that sentiment towards 

M&A activity is unchanged, a number over 50 indicates 

positive sentiment, while anything below 50 suggests negative 

sentiment. The further away from 50 the index is, the stronger 

the change over the period.

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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UK Logistics Sector M&A Index 
Covid-19 accelerates existing M&A drivers, with logistics industry consolidation set to 
continue.

45.4

Is Covid-19 likely to impact your M&A activity 
positively, negatively or not at all, in 2020?

Logistics sector M&A Index, Summer 2020 

Significant negative impact  0%

Slight negative impact

19.7%
Slight positive impact

15.5%

No impact

60.6%

Significant positive impact

4.2%

Based on respondents’ replies to questions about their M&A activity 

over the last 12, next 12 months and general sentiment about 

consolidation in the sector, our first survey has produced an overall 

M&A Index score of 45.4. Given the current unique challenges of 

Covid-19 and uncertainty about Brexit, this is perhaps higher than 

might have been expected. We will be revisiting the index in future 

reports.

Our survey suggests that the trend for consolidation in logistics is set 

to continue, with the number of deals expected to be completed in the 

next 12 months about the same as that for the last 12 months.  

Just under a quarter (24%) of respondents say they have completed 

transactions in the last year or have a deal in progress. 

Industry consolidation is often a fact of life in times of change and 

economic recession. Given the long-term trend towards consolidation 

in the sector over the last decade, it’s perhaps no surprise that a 

combined total of 88% of businesses think M&A is likely or very likely 

to continue over the next 12 months. 

And while there’s mixed opinion on the direct impact of Covid-19 on 

M&A activity, the overall sentiment is that the pandemic is unlikely to 

lead to a significant slowdown in M&A. 

Indeed, one outcome of Covid-19 has been to spotlight the critical 

importance of the logistics sector to the efficient functioning of the 

UK economy. A higher profile for the sector as a vital utility is likely to 

attract greater investor interest.

Key M&A drivers

Comments from survey respondents suggest they believe changing 

consumer behaviour and possible post-Brexit trade agreements will 

drive M&A activity going forward, with the sector’s larger players 

likely to get bigger as some businesses are forced to sell to survive. 

Although some transactions may be delayed as businesses wait for 

the full effect of the pandemic to be better understood, there may 

also be an increase in opportunistic M&A as operators are tempted 

by potentially cheaper acquisitions of operators forced into distress 

sales. As one respondent comments: “We have no M&A plans, but 

never say never.” 

While most respondents feel Covid-19 is simply accelerating the 

existing forces driving M&A, this will vary according to the Covid-19 

impact on different sub-sectors within the industry, with operators 

scaling back or expanding their M&A plans accordingly.

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Do you think valuations of companies in your 
sector of logistics will increase, decrease or 
remain the same over the next 12 months?

Changing valuations

While many respondents admit that their view on valuations is based 

largely on gut feel, just under half (46%) of logistics businesses 

believe M&A valuations have fallen over the last 12 months, while 31% 

think they have remained the same. Looking ahead to the next 12 

months, respondents feel the picture won’t change significantly, with 

44% suggesting valuations may fall.

The perception that valuations are falling is most likely the result of 

broader concerns over reduced revenues and profitability across the 

sector, as well as a general concern that Covid-19 will lead to distress 

sales of some weaker operators.

It would certainly be no surprise if valuations suffered most for 

smaller regional hauliers that offer few value-added services, and 

we may see a widening gap in valuations between single-service 

operators and those with a broader, tech-enabled offering.

However, valuations are ultimately driven by the business strategies 

of buyers and what they’re trying to achieve through acquisition, 

and there are still a number of market hotspots where valuations are 

likely to hold up well. 

Businesses offering multi-channel delivery options, providing value 

added services or operating in those sectors which have benfited 

from Covid-19, such as healthcare, are likely to continue to attract a 

premium.

Some respondents also suggest that increased private equity 

investor interest in the sector may also be pushing up valuations.

Decrease 

significantly  

8.1%

Decrease 

slightly  

35.6%

Remain 

the same  

29.9%

Increase 

slightly  

19.5%

Increase 

significantly  

6.9%

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Future M&A intentions

Asked about their future intentions, 36% of logistics businesses say 

they are likely or very likely to undertake M&A activity over the next 

12 months.

Set against the 23% that have completed deals in the last 12 months, 

this suggests a steady flow of transactions, with roughly two in three 

sales being completed, although this is slightly below what we would 

normally expect. This may reflect the fact that deals could take 

longer to complete and a trend towards more complex structures, 

with less cash typically paid up front and other aspects of the 

transaction dependent on post-deal performance. 

Alternative, higher priority strategies 35.2%

Strategic readiness 16.5%

Financial readiness 12.1%

Brexit 11.0%

Covid-19 9.9%

Target company attributes 5.5%

Global political and economic outlook 4.4%

Logistics sector outlook 3.3%

Other 2.1%

Total 100.0%

Do you intend to undertake M&A activity over 
the next 12 months?

Which of the following reasons help explain your 
intentions not to undertake M&A activity in the 
next 12 months?

Unlikely

64.5%

Likely

23.7%

Very likely

11.8%

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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For those operators not considering M&A in the next 12 months, 

the most common reason is that they are focusing on alternative 

strategies such as improving margins or organic growth, but 

uncertainty over Covid-19, Brexit and the global political and 

economic outlook is clearly also a significant factor. 

Some logistics companies see themselves as too niche or too 

small for M&A, while others may lack the resources or expertise 

to consider M&A. A lack of strategic readiness is given by 17% of 

respondents as the reason they aren’t planning any such activity in 

the 12 months ahead. However, this doesn’t necessarily mean they 

will never consider M&A if the right offer price or tactical commercial 

opportunity comes along.

Looking further ahead, our survey findings reveal that, of those 

logistics operators not planning M&A activity in the next 12 months, 

close to half (48%) do have mid-term or longer-term M&A plans. 

In part this may simply reflect the natural business cycle of owners 

nearing retirement and seeking an exit. However, the fact that just 

over half (52%) say they have no foreseeable M&A plans is still 

perhaps surprising given that M&A may provide the means not 

only to survive the current economic impact of Covid-19 but thrive 

beyond it. Ongoing consideration of M&A options should arguably 

always be an item on the boardroom agenda.

“I believe that the more operators 
that struggle, the more M&A will 

happen as companies look to pick 
up cheap acquisitions.”

Respondent comments: 

“Everyone has a price, so I won’t say 
never.”

“We had no plans at the start of the 
year and Covid-19 hasn’t changed 

that. Valuations are difficult, I think, 
as so much is still uncertain in the 

wider economy.”

“There is an abundance of money 
in the marketplace from investors, 
which is causing a lot of activity.”

In 1-2 years’ time  17.2%

In 2-4 years’ time  22.4%

In 5 years or longer  8.6%

We have no foreseeable plans  51.8%

Whilst not intending to complete M&A activity 
in the next 12 months, do you have mid-term or 
longer-term strategies for such activity?

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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How optimistic is the UK logistics sector?

Mixed picture

The varied impact of Covid-19 across different industry sectors 

means the overall picture for the logistics industry is mixed. While 

some operators report volumes increasing significantly, other 

survey respondents go so far as to say their operations have been 

devastated by the effects of Covid-19 on the industries they serve. 

Many of our survey respondents report that volumes have been hit 

hard by a general lack of demand across air, sea and road transport. 

The impact has been particularly severe in industries such as 

automotive (where UK production levels fell by more than 95% 

during April and May 2020), aviation, general manufacturing, and 

leisure and hospitality – all of which almost came to a standstill 

during lockdown. 

In this challenging context, larger logistics businesses that operate 

across multiple industries have generally been more able to 

accommodate a slowdown in volumes in some sectors, while some 

smaller sector-specialist companies have seen business collapse. 

It’s been particularly difficult for those reliant on sub-contracting, as 

larger companies soak up volumes themselves to save costs.

As Covid-19 lockdown measures are eased, volumes are slowly 

returning to pre-Covid-19 levels for some operators, according to 

respondent comments, but many still face ongoing volatility.

With the threat of further Covid-19 outbreaks, there is considerable 

uncertainty over when and whether logistics will get back to ‘normal’, 

how severely the UK economy will be impacted at a time when it is 

also facing the prospect of a no-deal Brexit, and the potential knock-

on effect of lower consumer spending on the supply chain. 

Covid-19: Challenges & Opportunities
Optimistic outlook among logistics operators despite unprecedented trading 
environment resulting from Covid-19 pandemic.

Despite the challenges of the lockdown measures brought in to tackle 

the Covid-19 pandemic and continuing uncertainty around Brexit, our 

survey shows there’s still a good deal of positivity in the UK logistics 

sector.

Asked to rate how optimistic they are about the outlook for the sector 

over the next 12 months, on a scale of 1-10, the average score among 

our survey respondents was 6.3. Encouragingly, more than a quarter of 

operators put their optimism level at 8 or more out of 10.  

However, it’s clear that levels of optimism depend to a large extent on 

the sectors to which operators are most exposed, with those focused 

on e-commerce, food & drink, healthcare, DIY, parcels & express and 

B2C generally having done relatively well, while others have struggled.

On a scale of 1-10, where 1 = least optimistic and 
10 = most optimistic, how optimistic are you 
about the outlook for the UK logistics sector 
over the next 12 months?

1

0.0%

2

0.0%

3

4.3%

4

11.8%

5

13.2%

6

20.6%

7

22.1%

8

25.0%

9

1.5%

10

1.5%

10
6.3

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Pricing and margin pressure

Many respondents to our survey indicate that as operators compete 

for reduced volumes, prices are being driven down and margins 

squeezed.

Underlining concerns about margins, when asked to estimate the 

expected change in their profits for 2020, the median figure from our 

respondents was a fall of 2%. 

Against this backdrop, many of our survey respondents raise the 

prospect of insolvencies and redundancies among some more 

exposed logistics companies, especially those dependent on industry 

sectors that have been worst hit by Covid-19. As one respondent 

puts it: “If a customer shuts down their operation, how will the 

business make its money?”

Pressure on margins will certainly hamper operators’ ability to re-

invest in technology and other innovations, which could ultimately 

make the difference between success and failure over the longer 

term.

However, the impact of Covid-19 on profitability is again likely 

to be mixed across the sector. Some companies indicate that 

they have been able to improve margins by initiating rapid cost-

cutting measures and renegotiating prices with customers. Others 

are benefitting from rising air freight prices, where capacity has 

tightened.

Global instability and/or uncertainties around the 

impact of Covid-19
29.1%

Planning for Brexit 18.1%

Recruiting staff with the right attitude to work 11.5%

Recruiting staff with the right professional or technical 

skills
8.8%

Managerial/leadership skills/expertise 7.7%

Cash flow 5.5%

Business regulations/red tape 5.5%

Understanding and using new technologies 3.3%

Bringing new products or services to market 2.7%

Keeping up with the growth of digital capabilities 2.7%

Accessing finance - borrowing 2.3%

Accessing finance - grants or other non-repayable 1.6%

Knowing how to innovate 0.6%

Other 0.6%

Succession planning 0.0%

Total 100.0%

What would you say are the main impediments 
to your company’s productivity, or the main 
difficulties that you might face in achieving your 
business objectives in the next 12 months?

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/


UK Logistics Sector M&A Index 2020Page | 18

Seizing opportunities

As the pandemic lockdown has accelerated the trend towards 

consumers purchasing online from home, e-commerce logistics 

providers have undoubtedly been the big winners, with booming 

levels of last-mile traffic. 

The long-term legacy of this change in consumer buying behaviour 

is likely to be a substantial shift in volume towards B2C brands 

selling direct to customers.

With consumers’ increasing expectation of a range of flexible options 

when they shop, it’s clear there are huge opportunities for logistics 

businesses that develop omni-channel capabilities to meet the needs 

of a new dynamic market. Of course, the other side of that coin is 

that supply chain businesses serving traditional ‘bricks and mortar 

retailers’ will likely see continued falling volumes from high streets 

and shopping centres. 

Leaner operations

Unsurprisingly, given the fall-off in volumes during lockdown, the 

focus for many has been on ‘tightening belts’, with 44% of survey 

respondents saying they are considering leaner production/service 

through streamlining staff roles or responsibilities to help improve 

margins.

At the same time, some of the major UK parcel and express 

operators have been recruiting heavily to meet e-commerce demand. 

Many agree that the government’s furlough scheme has played a 

key part in keeping businesses afloat. However, it has also given 

businesses a view on the level of manpower they truly need to run 

their operations. 

Technological innovation

The need to embrace new technology – a long-established challenge 

for the logistics sector – is likely to be another legacy of current 

trading conditions, according to our survey respondents, with 

increasing remote working and automation of more processes, 

particularly in back office and warehouse operations. 

In a highly competitive environment, technological innovation will be 

particularly important for supply chain businesses that want to meet 

changing consumer expectations for last-mile deliveries.

It is therefore perhaps surprising that keeping up with digital 

capabilities is seen as a relatively low priority by respondents in 

achieving their business objectives in the next 12 months, although 

this may simply be the result of other pressures in the current 

environment. This may, however, be storing up problems over the 

long-term.

Staffing and costs

The perennial issues of staff recruitment and a shortage of skills are 

also highlighted in our survey, with a combined total of more than 

20% of respondents citing recruitment of staff with the right attitude 

and skills as the main impediment to achieving business objectives 

in the next 12 months.

Driver shortage – another ongoing challenge for the sector – has 

been exacerbated by the non-availability of drivers through either 

sickness or self-isolation during the pandemic, according to 

respondents’ comments. And some last-mile operators that have 

recruited and trained drivers to meet increased demand during 

lockdown have found it difficult to retain staff as the economy picks 

up. 

Adapting to the new Covid-19 rules to ensure the safety of staff, 

while still maintaining service to customers, has had clear cost 

implications for logistics businesses, with the additional expense of 

providing necessary PPE and extra time required for each delivery. 

Despite the government support available, these additional costs 

will be challenging for many logistics providers. Although Covid-19 

protocols are now accepted, many have struggled to pass on 

additional costs to customers at a time when they are feeling the 

impact too. 

These challenges have clearly highlighted the importance of 

managing cashflow to survive difficult circumstances, particularly 

as operators begin to face deferred VAT bills and government loan 

repayments. And there are fears that as government support for 

the salaries of furloughed staff comes to an end, the result could be 

further insolvencies.

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
https://logistics.org.uk/
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Strategic considerations in uncertain times

Unsurprisingly, global instability and Covid-19 uncertainty are 

cited by survey respondents as the main impediments to achieving 

business objectives in the next 12 months. 

Another key impact of Covid-19, according to respondents, has been 

to divert attention away from Brexit, but with the growing prospect 

of a no-deal exit looming large, the focus is clearly swinging back in 

that direction. Nearly a fifth of respondents believe Brexit is the main 

obstacle to hitting their business goals in the next 12 months, while 

those who cited business regulations and red tape probably have 

Brexit in mind as well. Many will be keeping their fingers crossed for 

a more favourable Brexit deal in the run-up to January 2021.

At the same time, however, Brexit may create new international 

opportunities for logistics businesses as the UK seeks alternative 

markets and new trading partners outside of the EU.

That type of uncertainty can put a dampener on M&A activity, but 

12% of respondents say they are considering consolidation of the 

business through M&A in their future business model as a response 

to Covid-19. 

By comparison, 38% of logistics companies say they are not currently 

considering any of the strategies listed in our survey questions. No 

doubt many are simply focused on survival in these unprecedented 

times and smaller operators in particular may struggle to dedicate 

the time and resources to think outside the box and develop 

alternative business strategies. 

However, it is the most agile operators who are the most likely to be 

able to seize opportunities in times of change that could help them 

to thrive going forward.

Pursuing an effective M&A strategy may provide solutions to both 

the economic pressures of Covid-19 as well as the longer-term 

challenges of life outside the EU. 

Note: The above chart represents share of respondents selecting each option - and 

therefore will NOT sum to 100%.

Leaner production/service through streamlining staff 

roles or responsibilities
43.8%

None of the above 40.6%

Sub-contracting work to other businesses 20.8%

Consolidation of the business through M&A activity 17.7%

Diversification of the business 16.7%

Partnering with other businesses 15.6%

Cooperation with competitors (provided it does not 

contravene competition law)
13.5%

Sub-contracting work from other businesses 12.5%

Other 7.3%

As a result of your business’s response to 
Covid-19 are you considering any of the 
following in your future business model?

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
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“The uncertainty of when things 
will ease, or get back to ‘normal’ and 
settle down is the biggest challenge.”

Respondent comments: 

“The acceleration in the increase of 
purchasing from home will impact 
traditional retailers and traditional 

supply chains.”

“Sadly, some businesses will be 
negatively impacted due to their 
customers being affected by the 
lockdown. If a customer shuts 

down their operation, how will the 
business make its money?”

“The shining light is the e-commerce 
sector which is bouncing due to 

increased last mile traffic.”
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Implementing an M&A Strategy 
Strategic thinking likely to drive further M&A, with operators seeking new 
opportunities and expert advice.

This reinforces the view that it is those businesses that can think 

strategically beyond everyday challenges and come up with a plan 

for the future that are most likely to pursue M&A – whether it’s taking 

advantage of the new market trends and opportunities emerging 

as a result of the pandemic, or looking to acquire a niche business 

to provide a springboard into new service areas. Respondents 

also highlight geographical or potential business synergies from 

complementary services as key M&A drivers.

Succession issues and/or age-related disposals to realise value for 

exiting company owners also remain important factors behind the 

timing of M&A.

Our survey reveals an almost equal split between forward vertical 

integration (the acquisition of a business offering different services 

in the supply chain) and horizontal integration (the acquisition of a 

business offering the same kind of services in the supply chain) at 

42% and 46% respectively for planned M&A activity in the next 12 

months. 

While horizontal integration has long been seen as a relatively low-risk 

way to attain economies of scale in the logistics sector, there are 

now arguably greater potential benefits to be gained from forward 

integration as part of a strategy of expanding into more lucrative 

service offerings like e-commerce. We may see more agile operators 

increasingly opting for this type of deal as a result of the current 

situation.

Our survey findings show that achieving economies of scale or 

expanding their service offering, as ever, remain the chief operational 

or commercial reasons for M&A. 

The main driver behind the timing of M&A activity in the logistics 

sector, according to our survey, is a recent change or review of 

company strategy among operators, followed by having the resources 

available to carry through a transaction. 

Factor Ranking

Achieve economies of scale 1

Expand our service offer 2

Access to specific customers 3

Achieve higher margins 4

To enter a new sector 5

Expand into a new geographic area 6

Reacting to competitor and/or market activity 7

Exit the industry 8

What are the main operational/commercial 
drivers behind your decision to undertake M&A 
activity?

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
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A lack of suitable target companies is seen as the greatest challenge 

in undertaking M&A by our survey respondents (25%), followed by 

valuation of targets (22%) and economic uncertainty (19%).

These findings are echoed by comments from many respondents. One 

highlights the lack of potential acquisition targets of the right scale in 

the frozen haulage sector, for example. 

Even among those operators who are not planning M&A activity in the 

next 12 months, a third say they will be doing some sort of research 

or preparatory work. 20% say they will undertake research on target 

companies, while 6% say they are compiling a specific list of targets.

However, many logistics businesses admit that they lack the know-

how to identify suitable targets. Our respondents rate a lack of 

pre- and post-acquisition expertise in-house as a bigger barrier than 

funding and costs of an M&A project, for example.

Clearly, this is where professional guidance from an advisor with the 

right sector expertise can really help. M&A can be a daunting prospect 

for businesses with no previous experience of this type of transaction 

and our survey shows that logistics sector expertise is ranked as the 

most important factor when it comes to choosing an external advisor, 

followed by track record and deal experience. Our results suggest that 

companies believe that an advisor’s sector focus and expertise is more 

important than headline fees.

Barriers to M&A activity

What factors pose the greatest challenges to your business when considering whether to undertake 
M&A activity?

6.8%

Lack of 
In-house 
expertise

 – pre 
acquisition

8.2%

Lack of 
In-house 
expertise 

– post 
acquisition/ 
integration

24.7%

Lack of 
suitable
 targets

5.5%

Availability 
of time 

of required 
personnel

2.8%

Availability 
of finance

6.8%

Expense/ 
cost of 
project

21.9%

Valuation 
of targets

19.2%

Economic 
uncertainty

4.1%

Regulations 
and 

legislative 
environment

0.0%

Other
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Focus on smaller mid-market deals

Half the deals being contemplated by logistics operators in the next 

12 months will have an enterprise value of up to £10 million, although 

a significant 15% of transactions will have a value of £100 million or 

more, according to our survey. Overall, more than three quarters of 

the transactions businesses are considering are sub-£50 million.

Given the uncertainties in many other parts of the world and a 

general slowdown in global M&A, we expect to see an increase in 

domestic mid-market logistics deals, while mega deals along the 

lines of DSV’s $5.5 billion purchase of Panalpina in 2019 are likely to 

become rarer events. 

However, as some multinational operators review their international 

strategies, we could see some scaling down or disposing of their 

non-core or less profitable UK or regional operations, as evidenced 

by Kuehne + Nagel’s decision to sell some of its UK business to XPO 

Logistics. 

Financing M&A activity

More than half of respondents (54%) say the M&A activity they 

undertake in the next 12 months will be financed through a 

combination of internal resources and bank or financial institution 

debt. 

More surprisingly in the current environment, almost a quarter 

(23%) of businesses say they will use internal resources only to fund 

a deal – at a time when we might expect their ability to self-fund 

transactions to be curtailed. This may reflect difficulties in accessing 

bank funding at a time when many banks have been focused on 

emergency Covid-19 loans.

Clearly those businesses that have benefitted from the trading 

conditions created by the pandemic will be better able to self-fund 

deals, while others will have seen their cash reserves severely 

diminished.

Broadly speaking, however, we would expect to see the typical 

balance of two thirds of deals financed by institutional debt and 

a third by internal resources remaining a feature of the funding 

landscape going forward. 

In addition, private equity investors will be eyeing up operators with 

strengths in e-commerce, logistics technology and value-added 

services and with solid long-term contractual revenue flows in key 

service and geographical areas. 

What size of M&A transactions will you be 
contemplating over the next 12 months?

Up to £10 million

50.0%
£10-50 million

26.9%

£50-100 million

7.7%

£100 million +

15.4%

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
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Cultural (ensuring organisational fit etc) 21.7%

Systems and technology integration 18.1%

Operational (optimising assets and networks) 16.9%

Employee retention 14.5%

Commercial (managing customers’ expectations) 10.8%

Communication (to all stakeholders) 7.2%

Regulatory and legislative compliance 6.0%

Financial compliance 3.6%

Other 1.2%

Total 100.0%

Which, if any, are the biggest challenges you 
expect to face upon completion of M&A deals?

Managing culture and change 28.0%

Achieving synergies 24.0%

Effective post integration plan 18.7%

Integration timeframe 10.6%

State of the economy 9.3%

Paying a low price for the acquisition 6.7%

Having a competent adviser to help in the M&A process 2.7%

Total 100.0%

9.3% 24% 2.7% 10.6% 6.7% 28% 18.7%

Which are the three most important factors for 
an M&A’s transaction success?

Cultural integration leads post-deal 
challenges

https://www.cbw.co.uk/
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Once an M&A deal is completed, our logistic operators believe the 

biggest challenge in implementing it successfully is ensuring cultural 

fit (22%), followed by managing systems and technology integration 

(18%) and operational integration (17%).

Similarly, our survey respondents highlight managing culture and 

change as the top success factor in M&A, followed by achieving 

synergies. 

Comments from some survey respondents suggest that managing 

post-deal integration issues is either keeping them fully occupied 

currently or has lessened their appetite for further M&A activity. 

These factors can often make the difference between whether or 

not a deal is completed, as well as being well-established challenges 

to success post-deal. This underlines the critical importance 

of acquirers investing time in working closely with a vendor’s 

senior management team to work through cultural issues during 

negotiations.

“I suspect distress sales will tempt us 
to consider targets.”

Respondent comments: 

“We undertake M&A activity solely 
dependent on whether there is a 
geographical or business synergy 
– either with existing business or 

as a complementary service to our 
existing portfolio.”

“There are opportunities which 
would add value with companies 
now becoming willing sellers – 
whether due to lost customers, 
significant market changes, the 

death of the high street or gearing 
and cashflow issues.”
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In the Harvard Business Review back in 2011, an article titled The Big 

Idea: The new M&A Playbook, made the claim that “study after study” 

put the failure rate of acquisitions at somewhere between 70% and 

90%. A pedant like me has to resist the urge to spend the next 400 

words defining failure and just set out with the broad assumption that 

it means something like not delivering either the financial or market-

positional benefits that were anticipated. I’m also going to make the 

bold (and immodest) claim that my personal career success rate for 

acquisitions has been about 75% (although the other 25% were pretty 

spectacular disappointments, in fairness), so I reckon I’ve found some 

way of bucking the averages. What are the things I’ve found that make 

a difference?

The first thing is to be clear why you’re acquiring. This sounds obvious 

but if there is one area of business where ego overcomes common 

sense, this is it. Fundamentally, I believe there are two good reasons 

for acquiring another business. You can either acquire a business 

because it is such a close match to yours that you can easily remove 

a material amount of duplicate cost (being sure not to lose an even 

greater amount of revenue while doing so) or you can acquire a 

business because they have worked out how to do something 

important that you can’t do. That might be something technological 

that you can spread across your legacy business or, more often, 

they’ve cornered an attractive segment of the market that you just 

don’t know how to serve (or can only serve badly or expensively, or 

can’t get traction in due to lack of reputation).

Once you’ve been clear about what you’re aiming to do, the next 

thing is to be rigorous about finding businesses that fit the criteria 

you’ve set. This is often where things go wrong (in the interest of 

full disclosure, it’s where my personal disasters happened) because 

the temptation is to go from “this is what we’re searching for” to 

“here is someone that’s available” and just acquire the closest fit 

business to your strategic goal. The trouble with this is that if you’re 

trying to remove cost/create synergy, then the further the target is 

from your theoretical ideal, the less cost saving and synergy there is 

likely to be. And if you’re trying to acquire new capability, the special 

knowledge the target company has may not be all that special after 

all. In both cases there is a danger you end up paying a strategic 

price for businesses which are basically very much like the business 

you already have, but with added emotional baggage and cultural 

differences.  

I spent a lot of time in the past trying, for example, to identify 

businesses that were high-growth, high-margin e-fulfilment, only to 

find myself chatting with businesses that were not high growth or 

high margin, but did a little bit of e-fulfilment for a couple of their 

customers and sniffed an opportunity to put a more expensive label 

on themselves. There is much truth in the saying that you “have to 

kiss a lot of frogs before finding your prince”.

Once you’ve found a business to acquire, it’s also really important to 

be respectful towards them and mindful of how you intend to create 

value. If you are planning to create your value by integrating a very 

similar business into your existing, legacy business, then set out a 

clear plan and get on with it. However, I’ve also seen value destroyed 

by businesses acquiring a company because of the success it was 

achieving through being different and then mindlessly integrating 

that into a not-terribly-inspiring legacy business because “we’ve 

acquired it, so we have to integrate it”. All of the talent in the acquired 

business that knew how to do the clever, value-adding stuff then takes 

off because their point of difference is being crushed. Being self-

aware and humble about the capabilities and limitations of your own 

business, as the acquirer, is critical to avoid this kind of car crash.  

It’s worth reflecting, in this regard, that only 22% of respondents 

to this survey saw cultural issues as their major concern in M&A. 

I wonder if there is a correlation between that and the fact that 

between 70% and 90% of acquisitions end in failure?! If this isn’t high 

on your agenda, I would really encourage you to put it there. In my 

opinion, and experience, getting the focus on business and cultural 

alignment right is the surest way to ensure that you get what you’d 

hoped for when you identified the target.

Sector Insight:
Acquisitions – Getting What You’d Hoped For
Focus on business and cultural alignment for the best chance of success, says Kevin 
Appleton of Yusen Logistics. 
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He is a former CEO/MD of Yusen Logistics and FedEx Logistics, Travis Perkins 
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of Yusen Logistics, which he helped the group to acquire. He frequently assists in 
the assessment of acquisition targets.
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Our first M&A Index score for the UK logistics sector is 45.4 – higher than might have been expected in 
the midst of the challenges of Covid-19 and Brexit uncertainty.

Completed M&A deals in the next 12 months are expected to be the same level as deals in the last 12 
months – and 88% of businesses think the overall trend for consolidation in the logistics industry will 
continue.

Most logistics businesses believe M&A valuations will remain the same or increase over the next 
12 months, and operators serving the best-performing sub-sectors will be particularly attractive to 
acquirers. 

Three quarters of the transactions being considered in the next 12 months are valued at less than £50 
million.

Over a third of businesses say they are likely to do an M&A deal over the next 12 months, and nearly half 
have mid-term or longer-term M&A plans.   

The sector’s resilience and ability to adapt to change is reflected in an average optimism score for the 
next 12 months of 6.3 out of 10 among our survey respondents.

The impact of Covid-19 has varied from sub-sector to sub-sector. Operators serving e-commerce, food 
& drink, healthcare, DIY, parcels & express and B2C generally having done relatively well, while others 
have struggled.

Difficult trading conditions have forced 44% of companies to cut costs by running leaner operations and 
streamlining staff. 

Ongoing pressure on cashflow and margins means profit expectations for 2020 are down: the median 
figure for our survey respondents was a fall of 2% in profit.  

Our survey shows a lack of in-house M&A expertise or the ability to identify and value suitable targets 
are key barriers to M&A among many operators. 

Key Takeaways
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CBW is a top 50 full service firm of accountants, tax and business advisors. With only 20 partners and a team of more than 165 professional 

and support staff, we are a firm that is small enough to care but big enough to create opportunities for our clients.
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Our practical knowledge is relied upon for effective wealth management, business start-ups and sales, investment in assets and innovation, 
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We have a dedicated team that specialises in the logistics sector at CBW, which is led by Philip Bird. We understand all the issues facing 

operators on a day-to-day basis and as they plan for the future. The team works with both global and national companies, providing a full 

service offering to the sector. 

And through our international association, DFK International, we have the reach to support our clients wherever they operate. CBW is an 
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