
Human Capital
Market Review
H1 2022



Introduction

Geraint Rowe
Partner, Human Capital

Simon Marsden
Director, Human Capital

Human Capital – Market Review – H122

This edition of Gambit’s Human Capital market review reaffirms the sector’s resilience,

with average M&A deal values in H122 evidencing a further sustained rise to beyond

pre-pandemic levels. UK M&A activity is likely to be sustained in view of ongoing strong

labour market fundamentals and Human Capital companies continue to see the M&A

market as an effective means to achieve their goals, be it strengthening existing core

competencies, increasing market share, achieving diversification or driving greater

levels of resilience through collaboration. With anticipation of further Bank of England

(“BoE”) base rate rises, in addition to those announced on 22nd September 2022,

Human Capital companies are also reviewing and optimising funding structures while

the cost of debt remains relatively low.

In view of a potential economic slowdown, an even greater emphasis is being placed

on growing and driving resilience as a core value, and acquirors are presented with a

significant opportunity to achieve this through the M&A market. Despite recessionary

signals, prevailing acute candidate shortages and the tight labour market will mitigate

the impact of any economic slowdown. As we enter a dynamic economic period in

H222, we would encourage proactive business owners to reach out to their advisory

network to establish a best practice approach to maximise near term value creation

and realisation opportunities.

H122 Summary

• Despite a correction in Q222 deal volumes, average deal values continued their

sustained rise to beyond pre-pandemic levels in H122 reaffirming the resilience of

the sector and acquiror appetite to undertake M&A in the current environment.

• Financial acquirors comprised a third of transactions in H122, down just 1% from

H221, demonstrating their sustained appetite for Human Capital companies.

• Despite recessionary concerns, the Human Capital market has proven its resilience

across all stages of the economic cycle, which is supporting sustained M&A activity,

as evidenced by increasing average deal values in H122.

• H122 saw a rise in IT, HRO & RPO and Healthcare sub-sector transactions on the

back of increased digitisation, legal and regulatory changes and sector specific

candidate shortages.

• Despite a fall in cross-border transactions in H122, the favourable regulatory

environment within the UK market relative to other jurisdictions continues to drive

focus towards the UK for international acquirors looking to make cross-border

acquisitions and establish a foothold in new markets that can augment growth.

• With UK job vacancies exceeding unemployment, acquirors continue to target
recruitment firms with large candidate pools to leverage the growing number of

vacancies in the UK hiring market.

• With anticipation of further BoE base rate rises to counteract inflation, Human

Capital market participants are eager to undertake M&A activity now whilst capital

availability remains high and the cost of debt remains relatively low.

• Current valuation metrics indicate that there is a window of opportunity for

acquirors to undertake M&A while EV/EBITDA multiples are at a two-year low, whilst

demonstrably strong and resilient Human Capital companies will continue to attract

appetite and premium valuations.

• With significant levels of current market activity, acquirors are prioritising key areas

when conducting their legal, financial, operational and commercial due diligence,

requiring effective mitigation processes and procedures during the transaction

planning phase.

• Human Capital firms that have successfully evidenced profitability throughout

previous economic downturns will continue to attract appetite from strategic and

financial acquirors.

“Demonstrably 

strong and 

resilient Human 

Capital 

companies will 

continue to 

attract the 

attention of 

domestic and 

international 

acquirors”



Company Name                                                                                                                 

EV/EBITDA

Q1 

2021

Q2 

2021

Q3 

2021

Q4 

2021

Q1 

2022

Q2 

2022

Adecco S.A. (SWX) 12.0x 11.0x 7.7x 7.4x 6.7x 8.3x

Brunel International NV 

(ENXTAM)
9.2x 9.1x 7.5x 8.5x 7.9x 7.4x

Empresaria Group PLC 

(AIM)
2.8x 4.8x 5.2x 5.0x 4.2x 3.7x

Gattaca PLC (AIM) 12.1x 30.3x 33.5x 5.3x 5.2x 4.5x

Hays PLC (LSE) 27.3x 29.2x 29.8x 13.7x 8.5x 7.6x

Impellam Group PLC 

(AIM)
2.9x 3.5x 5.8x 7.0x 5.2x 5.6x

ManpowerGroup Inc 

(NYSE)
11.2x 13.2x 9.0x 7.4x 7.9x 5.9x

Page Group PLC (LSE) 11.6x 22.4x 14.2x 14.5x 10.7x 5.7x

Prime People PLC (AIM) 5.7x 6.5x 14.4x 4.9x -* -*

Randstad Holding NV 

(ENXTAM)
11.3x 11.7x 9.1x 8.5x 7.6x 6.1x

Robert Half International 

Inc (NYSE)
20.1x 25.5x 19.7x 17.1x 15.7x 8.5x

Robert Walters PLC (LSE) 7.6x 11.8x 8.8x 9.2x 6.4x 4.0x

Staffline Group PLC 

(AIM)
7.3x 11.8x 5.6x 5.2x 5.5x 4.4x

SThree PLC (LSE) 10.5x 12.6x 12.4x 9.9x 6.5x 5.6x

Gambit Human Capital 

Index
12.4x 13.7x 10.3x 9.5x 7.5x 6.5x

*Company delisted 25th Jan 2022.

Global M&A: Activity
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• Despite a correction in Q222 deal

volumes, average deal values continued

their sustained rise to beyond pre-

pandemic levels in H122, increasing by

33% between Q122 and Q222.

• Although M&A Activity in Europe has

historically been dominated by cross-

border transactions, H122 saw the

number of domestic transactions

increase by 65.7% relative to H221 as

acquirers focus their attention on targets

in familiar markets.

• Resilient UK M&A activity is likely to be

sustained in view of ongoing strong

labour market fundamentals, with assets

that are able to demonstrate strong

access to talent achieving optimal

valuations.

• Financial acquirors comprised a third of

M&A transactions in H122, down just 1%

from H221, demonstrating firm, sustained

appetite to engage in Human Capital

M&A activity.

• With anticipation of further BoE base rate

rises, Human Capital market participants

are eager to undertake M&A activity

now whilst capital availability remains

high and the cost of debt remains

relatively low.

• EV/EBITDA valuations in the Gambit

Human Capital Index fell for the third

quarter in a row, driven by macro-

economic concerns such as inflation and

the potential for key global markets to

enter recession.

• Despite recessionary concerns, the

Human Capital market has proven its

demonstrable resilience across all stages

of the economic cycle, which is

supporting sustained M&A activity in the

sector.

• Cash rich public companies continue to

pursue aggressive acquisition strategies

to achieve growth objectives and

enhance market ratings.

• Current valuation metrics indicate that

there is a window of opportunity for

acquirors to undertake M&A while

EV/EBITDA multiples are at a two-year

low, although demonstrably resilient

companies with strong access to talent

still attract premium valuations.
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Forecast CAGR of the Software

development industry 2022 - 2027
Source: IBISWorld, June 2022

5.3%

• HRO and RPO deals made up the largest

proportion of M&A transactions in the global

Human Capital market in H122, and the sub-sector

has evidenced rapid growth for three consecutive

quarters.

• HRO & RPO acquirors continue to prioritise

domestic integration targets, with cross-border

deals accounting for just 15% of HRO and RPO

transactions in H122.

• Significant demand has also been underpinned

by the expertise and assistance of quality assets

that can relieve companies of administrative

burdens and easing the complexities of tightened

regulatory compliance caused by Brexit and IR35.

• The sustained increase in deal volumes signals the

start of a period of heightened consolidation in

the sub-sector and we expect that it will continue

to comprise a higher proportion of overall Human

Capital M&A activity going forward.

• IT sub-sector transactions rose by 73% in H222, in

line with the trend of increasing digitisation and

the importance of robust IT infrastructures and

technological innovations in the post-pandemic

environment.

• There remains a shortage of candidates in the UK

IT sector and this talent scarcity will ensure that

sub-sector deal volumes and valuations will

continue to be robust.

• Increasing levels of demand for IT talent are

driving strong recurring and reoccurring NFI

streams, which is a key consideration for strategic

acquirors looking to reweight their portfolios to

capitalise on the opportunities in the sub-sector.

Healthcare

HRO & RPO

Sub-Sectors in Focus
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9%

%% change in deal volume from H221 to H122 % total deal volume in H122%

73%

8%39%

25%24%

105,000

70%

295%

18%
48%

General Staffing

IT

• Mounting recessionary concerns are driving

increased appetite for healthcare recruiters

which offer stable NFI streams throughout the

economic cycle due to the consistent levels of

hiring demand that the sector demonstrates.

• Healthcare remains one of the sub-sectors most

affected by staff shortages, driving profitable

growth for recruitment companies with strong

access to talent in the market.

• Key public sector initiatives such as reducing NHS

patient waiting times will sustain the demand for

staff at all levels within the sector, diversifying the

services offered by healthcare recruiters and

increasing deal volumes.

YoY growth in the number of vacancies

in the UK labour market from Q2 2021 to

Q2 2022.
Source: ONS, September 2022

• The general staffing sub-sector has seen a

significant reduction in deal volumes as acquirors

focused heavily on ‘bolt-on’ acquisitions which

offer specific industry expertise and strategic focus

in H122.

• Increasing vacancy numbers are also seeing some

general recruitment companies struggle with

candidate sourcing to keep up with client

demand, particularly if they have not achieved

scale or specialism within particular sectors.

• Despite a reduction in deal volumes of 48%

between H221 and H122, general staffing recruiters

are set to play a pivotal role in resourcing the

record level of vacancies in the UK and those that

can demonstrate strong talent access will attract

premium valuations.

Of UK companies outsource services to

third party HRO and RPO organisations
Source: YouGov, 2021

Unfilled vacancies in the UK Healthcare

sector in July 2022.
Source: NHS Funding, 2022



• The Harpur Trust vs. Brazel Supreme Court ruling

announced in July 2022 has significant implications

for recruitment firms that generate a high proportion

of NFI from temp placements.

• The Supreme Court ruled that workers on

permanent contracts who work varying hours

during certain weeks of the year are entitled to 5.6

weeks of holiday pay, the same as employees

working year-round.

• The ruling will affect a wide spectrum of Human

Capital sector stakeholders and will become a

focal point of acquiror’s due diligence processes,

e.g. scrutiny of holiday pay provision methodology,

requiring careful consideration and preparation in

advance of conducting a transaction.

• A degree of caution from acquirors still exists around

key issues such as Brexit impact on talent access

and geopolitical headwinds, requiring effective

mitigation processes and procedures.
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Due Diligence Focus Areas

Legal & Regulatory Financial

Commercial

With significant levels of current market activity, we set out below the key focus areas that acquirors are prioritising

when conducting their due diligence, illustrating the key considerations for Human Capital companies.

Operational

84%

44%

• Acquirors continue to scrutinise and prioritise

commercial KPI’s such as productivity and NFI to

EBITDA conversion rates whilst evaluating potential

M&A targets, indicating the growing prioritisation of

efficiency when considering M&A in the sector.

• Human Capital firms who have successfully

maintained KPI targets throughout all stages of the

economic cycle will present attractive targets and

command premium valuations, having evidenced

demonstrable resilience.

• In light of increasing labour shortages, acquirors

continue to target recruitment firms with large

candidate pools to leverage the growing number of

vacancies in the UK hiring market.

• Whilst candidate shortages remain a challenge for

recruiters, hirers are willing to pay premium

placement fees, enhancing profitability forecasts.

11.4%

• Human Capital firms that have successfully

evidenced profitability throughout previous

economic downturns will continue to attract

appetite from strategic and financial acquirors.

• The rising cost of debt, paired with increasing

inflation is drawing funders’ focus towards assets

with high levels of recurring and reoccurring

revenue streams to ensure debt serviceability.

• In view of a potential recession in the short term,

acquirors are placing even greater focus on

forecast assumptions, with particular scrutiny of fee

earner attrition rates which has a bearing on the

achievability of forecast growth.

• Despite increasing financial due diligence scrutiny,

deal makers have become adept at completing

transactions in the current environment, with

effective negotiation of EBITDA adjustments

enabling optimal value realisation opportunities.

• Acquirors continue to seek targets with innovative

tech enabled solutions and systems, which can

drive forward acquirors onward growth, efficiency

and productivity targets.

• Regional diversification will continue to be a key

focus area for acquirors to insulate business models

from a potential slowdown in particular regions,

mitigating the effect on financial performance.

• In the face of an economic slowdown, recruiters

with the ability and agility to reweight business

models to focus on resilient sectors and income

streams (temp / perm split) that generate recurring

and reoccurring revenue will attract appetite.

• Acquirors are targeting Human Capital companies

with strong, experienced senior management

teams that can facilitate effective integration,

optimise synergies and deliver profitable growth.

Reduction in EU workers actively

seeking employment in the UK since

Brexit
(Standout CV, June 2022)

Of businesses reported increases in the

prices of goods and services bought in

August 2022 compared to July
(ONS, September 2022)

Of recruitment agencies have a

digital transformation strategy in

place
(Bullhorn, 2022)

Forecast CAGR for the UK recruitment

sector from 2022 to 2027
(BDO, February 2022)

5.8%



• As the largest staffing market in Europe and the third largest staffing market globally, in a highly fragmented

sector, the UK market presents a significant number of attractive M&A opportunities.

• Whilst the cost of debt remains low, further anticipated increases to the Bank of England base rate is driving

heightened levels of debt funded M&A activity

• Despite a recent tightening of the legal and regulatory requirements imposed on Human Capital companies,

the UK still offers one of the most flexible regulatory environments compared with other global regions.

• Current valuation metrics indicate that there is a window of opportunity for acquirors to undertake M&A while

EV/EBITDA multiples are at a two-year low, whilst multiples and acquisitive appetite remains high for

companies with demonstrable resilience throughout the economic cycle.

• Proactive business owners should reach out to their advisory network to establish a best practice approach

to maximise value creation and realisation opportunities.
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Gambit Corporate Finance

Key Points in Focus

• Gambit’s Human Capital expertise and dedicated research function enables us to identify off-market

acquisition targets and assess acquiror appetite, whilst our close-knit relationships with the private equity

market affords our client base targeted exposure to financial investors.

• Gambit’s detailed knowledge and insight into the Human Capital market enables us to advise on appropriate

valuation metrics and present opportunities to appropriate acquirers, targets and/or funders.

• We maintain regular dialogue with our international colleagues within Corporate Finance International (CFI),

sharing cross-border opportunities, sector trends and transaction insights, underpinning constructive

negotiation of transactions resulting in a commercial and optimal outcome.

• Gambit acts as an extension to senior management teams, with a service that is genuinely partner-led by like-

minded business owners, available 24/7 to discuss commercial issues or provide a sounding board, priding

ourselves on the strong, long-lasting and collaborative relationships we build with our clients.

• In an increasingly active M&A market, Human Capital business owners should look to utilise experienced

corporate finance advisors to support strategic decision making and maximise value realisation.

Gambit’s Added Value Approach

Benefits 

of 

Gambit

Key 

Services 

Include

• A team of highly experienced 

specialists

• Focussed on value creation and 

maximisation

• Commercial focus and attainment 

of shareholder objectives

• Significant cross-border capability 

as exclusive UK shareholder of CFI 

• Deal risk minimisation

• 24/7 availability

• Mergers & acquisitions

• Disposals 

• Management buy-outs

• Fundraising

• Development capital

• Debt advisory

• Private Equity advisory

• Refinancing 

• Value Maximisation Reviews

• Succession planning

• Strategic advice



Corporate Finance International

Gambit is the exclusive UK shareholder of CFI, a
global partnership of middle-market investment
banks and corporate finance advisory firms. With
over 200 professionals located in 23 offices
throughout the world, CFI members specialise in
cross-border acquisitions, disposals, capital raising,
and related services. CFI have advised on a
significant number of staffing sector deals and is
ranked number 19 in Europe and 26 globally by
Thomson Reuters for transactions valued up to €200
million.
www.thecfigroup.com

Gambit Corporate Finance

Established in 1992, Gambit is an independent
corporate finance advisory firm specialising in
advising private and public companies on mid-
market transactions in the UK and overseas.
With offices in London and Cardiff, Gambit is
widely recognised as a market leader in M&A
advice in the Human Capital sector having built
up detailed industry knowledge and an
enviable track record in deal origination and
execution.
www.gambitcf.com

Gambit Corporate Finance
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