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M&A activity in the European Digital Agency & 

Marketing Services sector

In the second half of 2019 there were a total of 236 deals in  

the European Digital Agency & Marketing Services sector, 

which is slightly lower than the 270 deals in the first half of 

2019. Compared to the second half of 2018 we observe a 

decline of 15% in total European deal volume in the sector, 

which reflects the concerns of a possible economic 

slowdown and the political uncertainty due to the US-China 

trade war and Brexit. Despite this international uncertainty, 

the percentage of deals which has a cross-border character 

remains relatively stable at 36% (compared to 37% in the 

second half of 2018). The United Kingdom is still the most 

active buyer and target country within the sector. Almost 

60% of the M&A landscape within the sector is formed by 

the UK, France and Germany. 

Regarding deal valuations, transaction multiples have 

declined from 14,3x EBITDA in 2018 to 8,5x EBITDA in 

2019. However, the extremely high average of 2018 was 

largely driven by the exceptionally high EBITDA-multiple of 

Mail.ru, which was acquired by Gazprombank for 63x 

EBITDA. In 2019 the multiples seem to have normalized 

again. Furthermore, the rising trading multiples in the 

industry give room for transaction multiples to rise in the 

future.

Transactions driven by data-driven personalization and 

buy-and-build strategies of private equity firms

During the second half of 2019 one of the main drivers of 

M&A activity in the sector was the ability to gain data-driven 

personalization technology. This rationale for example 

explains the acquisitions of Aiden by Twitter and PromoteIQ

by Microsoft (see page 5). Another driver of mergers and 

acquisitions was the opportunity to expand operations and 

grow to be a dominant player in the sector, which fits 

perfectly with the buy-and-build strategies of private equity 

firms. 

European Transactions
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M&A Highlights in the Dutch Digital Agency & 

Marketing Services industry

In contrast to the declining number of deals in Europe as a 

whole, deal volume in the Netherlands shows an upward 

trend since 2017. There were 14 European transactions 

which involved a Dutch target in the second half of 2019, 

ranking the Netherlands the fifth most popular target 

country. An increasing share of the Dutch transactions 

involve a financial buyer. This is in line with the increased 

activity of private equity firms in the Digital Agency & 

Marketing Services sector. This is illustrated by the 

acquisition of Dept by The Carlyle Group (see page 4). 

Buyer distribution

As we can see from the distribution of buyers, the largest 

share of acquirers in the second half of 2019 remains 

Advertising companies, which capture 30% of total deal 

volume. Compared to the first half of 2019, we see a slight 

decrease in buyer activity from Application Software 

companies. Additionally, we observe a modest increase in 

private equity buyers, in line with the buy-and-build trend 

that we observe in the European Digital Agency & 

Marketing services industry. Finally, we notice that there 

have been some new categories of buyers, such as 

Interactive Home Entertainment companies and Systems 

Software firms, as the share of “Other” companies has 

increased compared to 2019 H1. The buyers in the Digital 

Agency & Marketing Services sector are increasingly 

targeting digital marketing platform providers, as illustrated 

by the acquisitions of Aiden and PromoteIQ.

Top 3 most active buyers in Europe H2 2019
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Dutch target Buyer Description

DPG Media, the largest media company in the 

Netherlands, has strengthened its position by 

acquiring Sanoma Media Netherlands. The Dutch 

unit of Sanoma consists of leading Dutch 

magazines and the online news platform NU.nl.  

This acquisition is in line with DPG Media’s 

strategy to digitize their media and compete for 

digital advertisements. As a result of this 

acquisition, the media landscape in the 

Netherlands consolidates further. 

Candid Group, a leading platform for independent 

media and creative agencies in the Netherlands, 

has acquired the advertising agency XXS 

Amsterdam. The acquisition is the latest step in 

growing Candid Group’s network of independent 

agencies, after prior acquisitions of Digital Agency 

Group and M2Media. XXS Amsterdam specializes 

in brand building and strategy, which complements 

the agencies already owned by Candid Group.

Digital agency Intracto, backed by private equity 

firm Waterland, has strengthened its position in the 

Dutch market by acquiring the digital advertising 

agency GUC Agency. Intracto has made three 

acquisitions in the Dutch digital advertising market 

in 2019, including ezCompany, Frontmen and lastly 

GUC Agency. These acquisitions are in line with 

Intracto’s goal of becoming the market leader in the 

European digital marketing services market. 

Global private equity firm The Carlyle Group has 

acquired the Amsterdam-based independent 

agency Dept. The digital agency delivers end-to-

end digital experiences for brands and businesses 

worldwide. Dept can be seen as an integrated one-

stop-shop service which combines creativity, 

technology and data. The Carlyle Group hopes to 

continue the growth of Dept through international 

expansion.

Dutch e-commerce specialist Guapa has acquired 

Made by Mouses, an agency specliazed in 

implementing the e-commerce platform Magento. 

This acquisition supports Guapa’s growth strategy 

by adding new talented professionals to their team, 

enabling Guapa to grow further in the e-commerce 

market.
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International target Buyer Description

Private equity firm Bain Capital has acquired a 

majority stake in Kantar, a leading data, insights 

and consulting company. Kantar Media specializes 

in research and analytics for marketing solutions. 

Following its purchase by Bain Capital, Kantar is 

planning to grow its business with a campaign of 

acquisitions, in order to compete with companies 

like Publicis Groupe.

Twitter has acquired AI marketing platform Aiden,  

a London-based startup which provides a cross-

platform advertising command center. This 

acquisition is in line with Twitter’s strategy to 

expand its advertising offering for small 

businesses. It also marks the expansion of Twitter 

in the UK, as the tech giant attempts to 

decentralize its business.

Vista Equity Partners has acquired Acquia, a 

leading provider of open source web content 

management and digital experience solutions. The 

marketing technology software of Acquia is used to 

manage the overall digital experience. Vista plans 

to enhance Acquia’s value through operational 

improvement and follow-on acquisitions, like the 

acquisition of AgilOne in December 2019. 

Microsoft has expanded its retail advertising 

expertise by acquiring startup PromoteIQ. The 

startup specializes in automating vendor 

marketing for e-commerce, enabling retailers to 

generate high-margin revenue from marketing on-

site. PromoteIQ will become a division of 

Microsoft Advertising. With this acquisition, 

Microsoft brings the technology and knowledge in-

house to be able to compete with Amazon for 

cloud-based services. 


