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Bringing Efficiency to Inefficient Markets 
Executive Summary 
Silver Isn’t So Bad After All: 2021 Starts Strong Chasing the Footsteps of Q4 2020 

North American M&A activity in the first quarter of 2021 began extremely active, totaling an estimated $493.4 billion in deal 
value over 4,078 deals. While down over 8.6% from the historic fourth quarter of 2020, the aforementioned deal count still 
ranks as the second highest total in PitchBook history, demonstrating just how frenzied of an environment anxious deal makers 
have not only created, but sustained since the height of the pandemic. The Q1 2021 deal value of $493.4B saw a YoY gain of 
14.4% from Q1 2020, while still trailing the ever-impressive Q4 2020 by 22.3 percent. Experts attribute much of the early success 
in 2021 to robust COVID-19 vaccine distribution in the U.S., which removed a significant source of uncertainty for both buyers 
and sellers. Consumer confidence is expected to further increase as the effects of a $1.9 trillion stimulus package work its way 
through the economy. As deals move forward, eyes continue to turn to the Biden administration and Democratic-controlled U.S. 
Congress, as a proposed $2.3 trillion infrastructure bill would substantially increase corporate taxes, incentivizing the M&A 
community to finalize deals before year end. 

Private Equity displayed a similar one-two record 
breaking bunch between the last quarter of 2020 and 
the first of 2021, as PE deals in the U.S. totaled 1,763 
with an estimated value of $203 billion. Middle-market 
private equity accounted for 776 of these deals for a 
combined $119.5 billion in the first quarter, taking hold 
of the second highest deal value in recorded history 
behind, yet again, Q4 2020. Experts view the sustained 
frenzy as the combined result of accommodating 
monetary policies from the Federal Reserve, a copious 
supply of cheap debt, and increased coronavirus 
vaccine distribution. Median buyout multiples 
throughout U.S. PE firms saw a decrease in EV/EBITDA 
multiples of 3.8% QoQ and 17% YoY, largely in part to 
decreasing equity/EBITDA multiples over the last year. 

According to GF Data, valuations in the middle market (deals with a Total Enterprise Value “TEV” of $10.0M - $250.0M) averaged 
6.8x TTM Adjusted EBITDA in the first quarter, an 8.1% YoY decrease. The sustained dip of TEV/EBITDA multiples below the 7.0x 
line continues to contrast the widely held belief that valuations have risen, not fallen, over the last nine months. Debt utilization 
in the first quarter returned to pre-pandemic levels with total debt averaging 4.0x, a change driven by a 22.6% increase in senior 
debt multiples from Q4 2020. Deal count over GF Data’s 236 contributors also returned to more stable numbers at 74 deals. 



Diving Into the Details 
2021: An All-New Year with All-New Trends 

Add-on acquisitions continued to represent the majority of 
buy-out activity in the early stages of 2021 at 75% of 
all buyouts, a 5% YoY gain from Q1 2020. Traditionally, 
holding periods for platforms completing add-ons have 
been longer than other portfolio companies, but according 
to PitchBook experts, the past few years have represented 
a break in this norm as median exit times for both types of 
companies have converged at approximately five years. 
Experts attribute this convergence partially to general 
partners (GPs) “rolling up” specific industries allowing 
for quick movements with similar playbooks, and 
partially to the intentional selection of companies with 
sufficient back-office operations and “professionalized” 
management teams. 

Exit activity in the first quarter of 2021 registered healthy 
volumes as sponsor-to-sponsor and strategic acquisition 
numbers began to normalize. In the middle-market, firms 
exited 190 portfolio companies for a combined $37.8 billion, 
while total PE exit activity counted 289 exits for a combined 
$162.0 billion. Despite the outpour of exits in Q4 2020, 
PitchBook experts still attribute some of 2021’s early success 
to spillover from last year, as many companies intended to be 
monetized in 2020 were pushed back as a result of increased 
holding times due to the pandemic. Sponsor to sponsor exits 

began to once again grow as a proportion of middle-market 
activity after subsiding in 2020 due to pricing mismatches 
over “COVID discounts”, and strategic buyers became active 
as a result of growing confidence and soaring equity markets. 

According to PitchBook, capital raised by PE funds in the first 
quarter of 2021 totaled $88.5 billion across 97 funds, with the 
middle market accounting for $37.0 billion of this capital 
raised across 40 funds. Main fundraising trends in the first 
quarter included emerging managers (defined as the first 
three funds in a fund family) accounting for over 70% of MM 
fund closes by count, the largest proportion since 2013, and 
large firms raising continuation funds to support GP-led 
secondary transactions. 

PE deal activity changes on a sector by sector basis can be 
evaluated by comparing total deal count and deal activity 
from the most recent three years (Q1 18 to Q1 21) with those 
from the three year period before that (Q4 14 to Q4 17). As 
shown above, healthcare PE deal activity had the highest 
cumulative annualized change, increasing 9.8% in deal count 
and 13.4% in deal value. Other notable movers include the 
financial services sector rising an identical 13.4% in deal 
value, and the IT sector increasing an impressive 10.1% in 
deal value. While no sector saw a negative annualized change 
in deal value, the materials & resources sector saw a change 
of -1.4% in deal count while the energy sector decreased 8% 
in this same category. 

*Pitchbook defines the Middle Market (MM) as deals having a TEV of $25.0m - $1.0bn; all other deals are > $1.0bn

*Strategic Advisors defines the Lower Middle Market as deals having a TEV of between $10.0m and $250.0m



APPENDIX – HISTORICAL CHARTS 



About Strategic Advisors 
Strategic Advisors is a middle market investment-banking firm that helps clients achieve financial and business goals 
by providing merger and acquisition advisory, corporate finance advisory and strategic consulting services. Along with 
many years of experience in advising middle market clients, our Managing Directors have experience investing in and 
managing portfolio companies. As a result, Strategic Advisors not only has expertise in advisory services but also 
firsthand knowledge of what stakeholders, investors, and lenders expect and desire. 

When considering a sale of your business, the acquisition of a business, or the restructuring or recapitalization of your 
balance sheet, the best pathway for achieving your expectations is a well-run process that addresses all your business 
and personal goals. Strategic Advisors is accustomed to working with business owners to determine the best pathway 
to achieve their goals and objectives. Give us a call to discuss your possibilities. 

Strategic Advisors works with clients across diverse industries. Selected recent transactions include: 



For  
more information, please contact any of the professionals listed below or visit our website at: 
www.strategicad.com 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Author(s):  Christopher Sicher, Analyst 

Sources:  Pitchbook – Q1 2021 Global M&A Report, Q1 2021 US PE Middle Market Report; GF Data – May 2021 M&A 
Report, May 2021 Leverage Report 
 
Important Information: 
Securities transactions are conducted through StillPoint Capital, LLC. Located in Tampa, FL, Member FINRA/SIPC. 

Certain members of Strategic Advisors are Registered Representatives of StillPoint Capital, LLC. StillPoint Capital is 
not affiliated with Strategic Advisors. 

Please be advised that the accuracy and completeness of this information are not guaranteed. The opinions 
expressed are those of the author(s) and are not necessarily those of Strategic Advisors or StillPoint Capital, LLC. 

The material is distributed solely for informational purposes and is not a solicitation of an offer to buy any security 
or instrument or to participate in any trading strategy. Any forecasts contained herein are for illustrative purposes 
only and are not to be relied upon as advice or interpreted as a recommendation. 

For more information on service offerings, Strategic Advisors professionals, or other publications, please visit our 
website at www.strategicad.com 

http://www.strategicad.com/
http://www.strategicad.com/

	FINANCE OVERVIEW
	First Quarter
	Member FINRA, SIPC
	One Oxford Centre, 301 Grant Street, Suite 3300


	Member FINRA, SIPC
	One Oxford Centre, 301 Grant Street, Suite 3300



