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'There’s a lot
of very
fragmented
sub-sectors,
which means
that, naturally,
people are
talking to PE’

Steve Hubbard
Partner, RSM UK
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Maintaining business

INNOVATION AND SUSTAINABLE GROWTH @

he UK business services market
I is one of Europe’s deepest and

most fragmented sources of
acquisition targets for both private
equity and trade. “Business services
is a very diverse sector,” says Steve
Hubbard, a Leeds-based M&A and
private equity partner at RSM UK. “If
it’s not a manufacturing business, or it
doesn’t fit into anything more specific,
it tends to get grouped into business
services, which makes it very wide. You
can just about fathom an argument that
everything is business services unless
it’s consumer.”

Across a sector that includes
compliance, outsourcing and facilities-
related markets, buyers are targeting
resilient assets with recurring
revenue, defensible expertise and clear
operational upside. “Whenever there’s

this boom.

strategies, all contributed to

a maintenance or a regulatory angle

to test or inspect, you are creating a
regular source of income. And while
we might not call it recurring revenue,
it is at least re-occurring revenue,”
says Hubbard.

“There’s a lot of very fragmented
sub-sectors in what we call
professional and business services,
which means that, naturally, what
people are doing is talking to private
equity — and PE firms are trying to
create groups and platforms with buy-
and-build strategies.”

Hugh Costello is a partner at
Agathos, which invests in the lower
mid-market. Its investments, which
demonstrate the breadth of the
business services sector, include:
Plowman Craven, a geospatial
surveyor and specialist measurement
consultant; Enfuse, a B Corp-certified
digital transformation consultancy;
and Simply Sustainable, a strategic
ESG and sustainability consultancy.
For Costello it’s not just about building
size: “When I hear the phrase ‘buy-
and-build; T think of veterinary or
dental platforms acquiring businesses
only for scale. We think more about

MKS highlights fire systems, lift
services, cleaning and security,

Moore Kingston Smith (MKS)
reported that 2025 was a
breakout year for UK facilities
management (FM) and property
services M&A, with 181
transactions, up 54% on 2024;
BDO said FM deal volumes

reached an all-time high last year.

The provision of essential
services, allied with recurring
contracts, regulatory tailwinds
and scope for buy-and-build

The strongest areas are likely
to be maintenance services
and specialist compliance
niches, according to BDO.
Following a 24% rise in building
maintenance and mechanical
and electrical deals in 2025,
the subsector now accounts for
half of all FM deals, up from
31% in 2021. BDO identifies fire
safety, compliance services and

renewables as particularly active.

while also pointing to a sharp
rise in waste-management
transactions.

The common theme is that
buyers are competing for
services tied to regulation,
building safety, decarbonisation
and critical asset performance,
where revenue is sticky and
technical capability is scarce.
They are looking to deploy Al to
attractive scaleable targets.
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Re-tailored for
growth

One of the most active
private equity investors in
the business services space,
LDC has invested £671m

in 16 businesses over the
past decade. The firm added
Mi Hub to its portfolio in
2019, following its carve-
out from US-based Tailored
Brands, pledging to support
management’s ambition to
build a larger international
“uniform solutions group”.

During the six-year hold
period, Mi Hub expanded
well beyond its East Midlands
roots, supplying ready-to-
wear, bespoke and technical
uniforms through UK brands
Dimensions, Alexandra, and
Yaffy, as well as Affinity in the
US. Growth was driven by
both organic development
and strategic expansion,
including the acquisition
of Affinity Apparel in 2022
and, in 2026, the launch of
Mi Hub Canada.

LDC also worked with the
business to strengthen its
leadership team, including
the promotion of Hayley
Brooks to CEO in 2022, and
supported improvements
to the operating structure
in the UK and US alongside
implementation of ERP
systems. In parallel, Mi Hub
advanced its sustainability
agenda, achieving its 2030
carbon-reduction target five
years early.

In April 2026, LDC sold Mi
Hub to London-based buyout
firm Sullivan Street Partners,
so the business could pursue
its next phase of growth. Its
turnover was £170m at time
of sale. “We're proud to have
supported its transformation
from an East Midlands
business to an international
player serving major clients
across the globe,” said
David Bains, partner at LDC's
East Midlands and East of
England'’s office, which led
the exit.

strategic M&A. When we invest into a
business, we look for acquisitions that
will drive value and a higher multiple,
maybe adding a new service line, sector
or capability.”

Trade buyers, Costello points out,
will normally have a higher ceiling
on price, but generally also different
goals.

Critical and stable

At ECI Partners, a UK growth investor
with a long history of investing in
tech-enabled businesses, partner
David Danon sees opportunities in
the broader business services space.
“A lot of these companies’business
models are tied to the infrastructure
that underpins economic activity in a
way that insulates them from changes
in the global macroeconomic cycle.
They’re also less at risk from AT and
less impacted by disruption, and that
stability makes them attractive from a
private equity perspective.”

Pointing out that these markets
remain “reasonably fragmented”, he
adds: “Often you have an opportunity
to grow either by backing the right
management team and business model
that will gain share in the market, or by
aggressively pursuing M&A strategies.”

The pitch, he explains, would involve
“rethinking some of the fundamentals
of those business models and injecting
technology to help the businesses we
invest in to differentiate and provide
better service, provide cheaper service,
and eventually gain share”.

The Al’s the limit
While there are risks associated with Al,
there are, undoubtedly, cost savings to
be found by implementing it in certain
business services functions. Outsourcing
the writing of a report to an algorithm,
rather than “an expert spending 100
hours working on it”, according to one
off-record interviewee, could bring the
working hours down to “10 minutes
finessing, plus talking the client through
it” Importantly, “clients love it.”

But RSM’s Hubbard cautions
against being seduced by claims of
Al integration from potential targets.
“We are seeing some businesses,
certainly, that are using Al to streamline
operations. A business that embraces
tech for growth is always more valuable
than one that doesn’t.”

Correctly applied, Al is certainly
changing how consulting firms deliver
transformation, how compliance

‘Trade will
generally be

able to pay
more, but the
proposition is

‘A lot of these

companies inherently
are tied to the different to a
infrastructure  private equity
that deal’
underpins Hugh Costello
economic Partner, Agathos
activity. That
insulates
them'’
David Danon
Partner,
ECI Partners

providers process information, how
outsourcers automate workflows and
how facilities and technical-services
groups manage assets.

But a reluctance to embrace the
attendant risks of AI means that
more analogue services can also be
in demand. Corporates looking to
divest non-core, non-tech assets have
become a fertile source of carve-out
opportunities for PE.

Consolidation prize
Last year was the most valuable year
on record globally for business services
M&A, with $250bn worth of deals
completed, according to data from
White & Case. And in the UK, volume,
if not value, was at a record high, with
832 deals. That can be partly explained
by fragmentation.

“Quite a few businesses are trying
to do roll-ups,” says Hubbard. “Either
they’re privately backed already or
private equity are looking for a platform
to do buy-and-build. That platform
can be for anything from white-
collar advisory work to professional
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Connect the dots

PE firm EClI first invested an
undisclosed sum in Watford-
based CSL in 2020, following a
2012 Bowmark Capital-backed
£32m MBO. The company
evolved from its roots in alarm
signalling into an international
provider of critical loT
connectivity solutions. And
during EClI's investment
period, CSL expanded beyond
building, security and
telehealth specialisms into
sectors where 24/7
connectivity is essential, such
as transport and logistics,
commercial property, retail,
hospitality and utilities.

ECI supported management
with a growth agenda that
married international
expansion in Europe and
the US with execution of
an M&A roadmap,
leadership
strengthening, and
product innovation.

By 2025, the business
was managing more than
three million loT connections
and four billion platform
events per month. Following
organic growth of roughly
20% per year, ECI sold its
stake in CSL to its own
continuation fund in 2025 -
that deal generated a 3.5x
return. ECI's continuation fund
is backed by Carlyle Alpinvest,
HarbourVest Partners and
Pantheon. “We're targeting
£100m EBITDA,"” says CSL
CEO Ed Heale, “and | think we
stand a better chance of
getting there with ECI
supporting us and knowing
what we do than with
someone else.”
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services, architects, surveying engineers
and fire-safety compliance.”

Changes to safety requirements,
brought in after the Grenfell fire, and
decarbonisation legislation have led
to increased demand for specialist
expertise. “You have a lot of service
businesses within fire,” he says, “which
can involve testing, maintenance, or
making sure systems are working for
fire prevention.

“We’re also seeing a lot of interest
in consultancies that provide
decarbonisation programmes for
buildings, either as part of newbuild
construction or renovation. If you
put two slightly different businesses
together with different services, you
can cross-pollinate different services
to those customers.”

On top of this, adds Hubbard, a

lot of businesses in these
sectors operate within a
limited radius: “You’ve
got a geographical
expansion angle,
where a lot of the

revenue is built on relationships, and
it’s very difficult to penetrate different
geographies unless you actually have a
physical presence.”

Take the money or run?

All this contributes to the proliferation
of smaller deals, as part of buy-and-
build strategies. For vendors, there’s a
choice to make between selling to trade
or PE. “Trade will generally be able to
pay more, but the proposition for the
shareholders and management team is
inherently different to a private equity
deal,” says Agathos’s Costello.

But the benefits of opting for private
equity are also clear. “What private
equity offers the business is the
opportunity to develop more
aggressively,” says ECI’s Danon.

“If you’re integrated into a larger
organisation, by definition, you’re
going to be more constrained by the
strategy of the parent company. We
can provide a much more ambitious
growth case to the management teams
we back,” he adds.



