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M&A activity will drive growth in food and beverage say sector investors 

 

Business and financial adviser Grant Thornton today reveals the findings of its research report 

'Where is the Smart Money going in Food and Beverage?' which gathered opinions of senior 

representatives from private equity (PE) houses and corporates currently investing in the food and 

beverage (F&B) sector across the UK and Ireland. 

The research found that 80% of PE respondents plan to conduct M&A activity in the sector and 80% 

of corporate respondents believe that sector growth in the same period will be achieved through 

acquisition. This suggests that the recent uptick in M&A activity in food and beverage will continue.  

Ian Marwood, corporate finance partner at Grant Thornton in Yorkshire, said: "Our research backs 

up the level of activity we are witnessing and shows that the time is ripe for M&A activity. Most 

businesses have reacted to the downturn by tightening their operations and processes.  

"Strategies such as re-engineering products, removing waste and cutting out non-value-adding 

activities are all having an impact. These leaner, battle-hardened businesses have worked out how to 

survive and even grow, so M&A at home and abroad is the next logical step."  

In 2011, overall M&A deal numbers rose 22% on the previous year reaching almost pre-recession 

levels. The vibrancy of activity in the sector last year, together with the report's investor predictions 

for the coming year, suggest that the trend for sector consolidation is showing no signs of slowing.   
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Corporate (87%) and PE respondents (59%) agreed that the primary driver of consolidation is cost 

savings, the need for which is a by-product of vast change in the market, and responding to 

consumer tastes, demand and buying habits.  

Both PE (73%) and corporate (87%) respondents also believe that the main driver of growth in the 

next year will be new product development (NPD).  

Marwood continues:  "Whilst NPD is vital for survival it also represents significant capital outlay in 

tough economic times. Consequently some businesses have acquired brands to bolt on to their 

existing portfolio with a view to adding value to these brands rather than innovating from scratch.  

This is evidenced by the acquisition of Fray Bentos by Baxters and the recent activity by Symington’s 

which has been acquiring brands such as Chicken Tonight and Ragu." 

For small and medium sized businesses in the F&B sector, growth is often difficult to achieve, so 

strategic acquisition is one way to move forward. 60% of PE respondents and 80% of corporates 

believed acquisition will be a key driver of growth in the sector in 2012.  

In order of preference the most attractive niches for PE respondents were healthy eating, branded 

and premium; for corporate respondents branded, own label and premium topped the list. 

Marwood comments: "With less money to spend and more expensive food prices, UK and Irish 

consumers are changing the way they shop and the type of foods they buy. Investor interest in 

premium products for example represents the increasing trend for cooking and eating at home, 

which is partly cost driven and partly because of a cultural shift in attitudes to home cooking. 

Consumers are increasingly buying products of higher quality in the supermarket or in niche high 

end retailers, either in the form of ingredients for a recipe or quality ready meals – which means 

businesses that meet this need are particularly attractive to investors." 

<Ends> 

Photo shows: Ian Marwood, corporate finance partner at Grant Thornton in Yorkshire 

About us  

Grant Thornton UK LLP is a leading business and financial adviser with offices in 28 locations 

nationwide. The firm is a member of Grant Thornton International Ltd, one of the world's leading 

organisations of independent assurance, tax and advisory firms with over 31,000 people, across 100 

countries. Grant Thornton helps dynamic organisations unlock their potential for growth by 

providing meaningful, actionable advice through a broad range of services. Proactive teams, led by 

approachable partners in these firms, use insights, experience and instinct to solve complex issues 

for privately owned, publicly listed and public sector clients. Grant Thornton people are focused on 

making a difference to clients, colleagues and the communities in which they live and work.  
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Find out more at www.grant-thornton.co.uk  

 


