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Welcome to our first ever ‘Shaw Report’ into the Wholesale and Retail 
Trade (W&RT) industry which provides SME business leaders with a 
powerful benchmarking tool to aid their decision making.

In this report we have segmented 1,935 W&RT businesses with earnings 
of over £1m by size and sub-sector to track their performance, profitability, 
debt levels and M&A activity. To analyse the trends, we have compared 
their performance in the latest published financials to those of the prior 
year.

Larger blue-chip corporates have regular access to this type of analysis 
from investment banking advisers. However, it is our mission to provide 
SME business leaders with free access to the same market intelligence in 
a clear, concise and easy-to-use way.

This report will help you benchmark your performance relative to others 
operating in the industry. It will also provide you with valuable insight 
regarding your relative creditworthiness and attractiveness from a M&A 
point of view.

I hope you find this a useful tool. If there are any emerging themes that 
resonate with you, please feel free to get in touch.

Rick Martignetti
Manager, Shaw & Co
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Data Sources
• Companies House.
• Zephyr.
• Mark-to-Market.

Businesses Analysed
• 1,935 UK SMEs with profit (Ebitda) of £1m+.

Data Points
• Last available financials as filed up to 31 May 

2022.

AT A GLANCE.
SCALE IS KING £5m EBITDA TIPPING POINT

81 M&A DEALS 63% UK BUYERS

4% of the 1,935 companies 
analysed account for 91% of total 
turnover. Achieving scale opens 
more options to borrow, grow and 
take market share.

It is easier to borrow higher 
multiples of short- and long-term 
debt once Ebitda hits £5m. As with 
many sectors larger businesses 
are offered more lender support 
which opens more options for 
growth.

The high level of acquisition deals 
within this industry is reflective of 
the importance of achieving scale. 
With headwinds manifesting 
themselves due to high inflation 
and geopolitical uncertainty, scale 
may be even more important to 
survive.

63% of the 81 M&A deals over the 
last 12 months were completed by 
UK buyers suggesting market 
knowledge is an advantage when 
looking to scale quickly through a 
‘buy and build’ strategy.

Shaw & Co is a trading name of Shaw & Co Group Limited (registered number 12388530) and Shaw & 
Co Advisory Limited (registered number 12389996) being limited liability companies registered in 
England and Wales whose registered offices are 22-24 Queen Square, Bristol, BS1 4ND. Shaw & Co 
Advisory Limited is regulated by the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales for a 
range of investment business activities and is listed by the Financial Conduct Authority on the Financial 
Services Register under reference number: ICAEW C008205085 or FCA 013232. The contents of this 
document does not constitute advice and any advice given by any individual member, employee, or 
consultant is the responsibility of Shaw & Co and not the individual. The terms on which any advice is 
given are set out in our general terms of business and any engagement letters between us. 3
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What is the data showing?
This chart shows average sales across the 
industry based on company size measured by 
earnings (last reported Ebitda). 91% of the 1,935 
companies analysed have an average turnover 
between £1-10m and account for just 5% of total 
turnover in the industry. Conversely, 4% of 
companies achieve an Ebitda over £20m+ and 
account for 91% of total turnover. Turnover has 
been largely flat over the last 12 months with 
only companies in the £10-20m+ Ebitda bracket 
seeing a slight decline.

What does this mean for me?
With increasing costs of raw materials 
and supply chain disruptions, it is no surprise 
that margins are being squeezed. This has been 
felt most by the smaller players. The few 
companies that can achieve an Ebitda over 
£20m appear to have a competitive advantage 
over smaller businesses.

What are my options?
As margins are being squeezed by rising raw 
material and energy costs, smaller players need 
to find ways to reduce operating costs. Either by 
becoming more efficient or increasing sales, 
possibly through a greater online presence. 
Achieving economies of scale through an 
acquisition strategy may also be something to 
consider.
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What is the data showing?
The data suggests that average turnover has 
remained flat across W&RT over the 12-month 
period except for the Agents sub-sector. There 
has been an increased reliance on the use of 
agents across the sector, which suggests retailers 
and wholesalers increasingly using alternative 
sales channels.

What does this mean for me?
When benchmarking your performance with this 
data, it is important to remember that the figures 
contain major companies Asda. If you are a 
smaller business with good performance, you 
may consider an acquisition strategy to take 
advantage of economies of scale for this industry, 
or you could be an acquisition target by one of the 
larger industry players.

What are my options?
If you’re looking to scale through organic growth 
or by acquisition, your appeal to potential lenders 
or vendors will be driven by your overall profit 
margin performance, the quality of your value 
proposition, and how realistic and fundable your 
growth plan is. If you’re looking to be acquired, 
you still need to demonstrate strong business 
performance. Increasing marketing and PR 
around your activities will generate interest from 
potential acquirors.
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What is the data showing?
Gross profit margins saw a marginal increase 
of 1% across all sub-sectors in the W&RT 
industry. Many businesses in this industry have 
seen gross margin erosion due to rising energy 
and raw material costs, as well as interruptions 
in the supply chain.

What does this mean for me?
If your gross margin is notably higher than your 
sub-sector average, your business is likely to 
be operating more efficiently or have a value 
proposition where you can charge a premium. 
If your gross margin is significantly lower that 
the sub-sector average, you need to consider 
how to reduce your operating costs and 
improve efficiencies.

What are my options?
If your business is performing well, any growth 
initiative will be of interest to funders, or you 
could potentially be an acquisition target for a 
larger market player. If you’re underperforming, 
a comprehensive SWOT analysis could help 
identify where margin is being lost and whether 
your corporate priorities need to change to 
counter under-performance.
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What is the data showing?
Regardless of company size by earnings, owners 
operating in the W&RT industry should be 
looking to achieve between 29%-41% average 
gross margin. This has seen a slight increase 
over last 12 months. However, many companies 
with an Ebitda less than £20m seem to be 
achieving an 8-10% lower gross margin than the 
highest performing £10-20m Ebitda bracket.

What does this mean for me?
Achieving economies of scale in the W&RT 
industry doesn’t mean a higher gross margin. 
The data suggests that larger industry players 
have greater overheads and are in sectors with 
lower margins such as food (e.g. grocers & food 
retailers) .

What are my options?
If your gross margin is below the industry 
average, you will need to evaluate your business 
model, pricing and cost structure. Supply chain 
issues and commodity input price inflation will be 
an important consideration in the year ahead. If 
your gross margin performance is significantly 
above the industry average, you may want to 
consider lowering your price to sell more units or 
develop more projects to achieve scale. 
However, consideration must be given to both 
supply chain issues which could delay projects, 
and input price inflation.

The Shaw
 R

eport –
W

holesale & R
etail Trade Annual R

eview
 June 2022



Shaw
 & C

oPROFITABILITY & GROWTH.

9

13%

11%

14%

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

Retail Wholesale Agents

N
o.

 C
om

pa
ni

es

Av
er

ag
e 

Eb
itd

a 
M

ar
gi

n

Sub-Sector

Prior 12-months Latest Reported No. Companies

What is the data showing?
Regardless of company size, companies across 
all industry sub-sectors have seen an increase in 
average Ebitda margins over the last 12 months 
which vary between 11% to 14%. The industry 
has been supported through the pandemic by 
consumers switching to online sales and 
government furlough schemes.

What does this mean for me?
You are likely to be leaner as a business than 
you were pre-pandemic. If your profitability 
(Ebitda) margin is higher than sub-sector 
average, you may be carrying a leaner cost 
structure or achieving a higher sales price. You 
may want to consider reinvesting your profits to 
scale your business or consider an exit. A strong 
Ebitda margin could be masking an artificially 
low-cost structure that could jeopardise your 
future growth. Labour and skills shortages will be 
an important consideration in the time ahead.

What are my options?
Your growth strategy should be focused on at 
least retaining the Ebitda margin performance 
and efficiency achieved in the last year. Further 
improvements may be achieved through 
operational efficiencies, scaling up organically or 
by acquisition.
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What is the data showing?
This graph shows average Ebitda margin by 
size of company and suggests that generally 
scale brings larger Ebitda margins. However, 
companies in the £30m+ Ebitda bracket have 
the same margin as those in the £1-2m Ebitda 
bracket suggesting scale doesn’t always bring 
high margin performance.

What does this mean for me?
For smaller SMEs there will be challenges to 
achieving scale in the short- to medium-term 
due to volatility around inflation, raw material 
costs and supply chain issues. If you’re looking 
to achieve scale, the key consideration is to 
ask whether your future projection is realistic. 
For example, a forecast greater than those in 
our analysis would be robustly analysed by any 
potential equity investors, lenders and 
acquirors.

What are my options?
Funding is plentiful to help drive organic growth 
and so your plan need not be constrained by 
your current resources. Alternatively, or in 
combination, you can look at buy-and-build 
strategies, which are already a well-trodden 
path in the sector. If driving growth is not 
appealing to you as the business owner, then 
perhaps it is time to consider a sale of the 
business especially as M&A activity is buoyant.
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KEY POINTS & PREDICTIONS
• Just 4% of the 1,935 companies analysed account for 91% of total turnover in the 

Wholesale & Retail Trade industry. The industry is dominated by a small number 
of large companies, and barriers to entry exist for companies to compete against 
larger established companies.

• Consistent profit margins of between 29%-41% are achieved regardless of scale. 
We would describe these returns as highly attractive in terms of attracting new 
entrants.

• The industry has been supported through the pandemic - both by a shift to 
consumers moving online and government support schemes such as furlough and 
grants. If considering an acquisition, care needs to be taken on how the target 
company will trade in a post pandemic world.

• Companies in the 30m+ bracket trade on a lower profitability margin, typically 
driven by the sector it operates within. Grocery and food retailers generally have 
the lowest profit margins but are the largest by scale as they employ a high-sales 
volume strategy.

• Supply chain and inflation issues will persist as geopolitical issues continue.
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What is the data showing?
Over the last 12 months, debt levels have seen 
a slight increase across all sub-sectors. 
Approximately 64% of the total industry debt is 
carried by the firms operating in the Retail sub-
sector

What does this mean for me?
Over the last 12 months the W&RT industry 
has been adversely impacted by the pandemic, 
people shortages, supply chain issues and 
rising input costs. The sector has been strongly 
supported through government grants, loans 
and through furlough schemes.

What are my options?
If you’re a profitable and well-managed 
business with growth aspirations, you could 
consider the alternative lending market to fund 
growth projects or to consider a multi-banked 
strategy. Under-performing businesses will be 
more affected by macro-economic forces and 
should focus on reviewing pricing strategies, 
re-assessing projects and the approach to 
project management, and identifying where 
efficiencies can be made.
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What is the data showing?
Most companies are carrying similar levels of 
short-term debt compared to 12 months ago. 
The exception is the largest companies with 
£20m+ Ebitda are carrying about 132% more 
short-term debt versus the same time last year. 
It appears that companies with Ebitda more 
than £5m are carrying 2-4x the short-term debt 
carried by the smaller companies. This mirrors 
the trend for long-term debt.

What does this mean for me?
For the majority of companies operating in this 
industry, your opportunity to borrow is going to 
be less than the largest scale businesses. This 
may impact your ability to fund short-term 
growth projects, therefore limiting your overall 
growth.

What are my options?
If you’re a profitable and well-managed 
business with up to £20m Ebitda, merging with 
a comparable sized business may be an option 
to increase your overall short-term borrowing 
capacity. Alternatively, seeking private equity 
to fund growth projects may be worth 
considering.
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What is the data showing?
Companies of any size are carrying similar or 
marginally higher amounts of long-term debt 
compared to 12 months ago.

What does this mean for me?
Companies with less than £5m Ebitda will 
generally struggle to secure high levels of long-
term debt. Companies with Ebitda over £5m 
can borrow 2-3 times the level of smaller 
companies which puts them at a competitive 
advantage when it comes to growth. We have 
seen this trend mirrored in the property & 
construction industry.

What are my options?
If you’re a profitable and well-managed small 
business with less than £5m Ebitda, merging 
with a comparable sized business may be an 
option to increase your overall long-term 
borrowing capacity. Alternatively, delivery of 
long-term growth could be funded via private 
equity.
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What is the data showing?
Over the last 12 months the Retail and 
Wholesale sub-sectors have seen significant 
levels of de-leveraging (i.e., carrying less 
overall debt). The Agents sub-sector has about 
the same borrowing capacity.

What does this mean for me?
If your balance sheet is strong and has been 
improved by repaying debt, you will find it 
easier to negotiate new funding facilities with 
lenders. This can be advantageous if you’re 
looking to accelerate growth.

What are my options?
If you have a low debt to Ebitda multiple and a 
strong balance sheet, you will be more 
attractive to lenders to support growth or 
acquisition projects.

However, if you have a weak balance sheet 
and a high debt to Ebitda multiple, your funding 
options will be more limited. This will affect 
your growth prospects. If this is your current 
situation, you should prioritise de-leveraging, 
reviewing feasibility of pipeline projects and 
identifying where operational efficiencies can 
be improved.
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What is the data showing?
Over the last 12 months, smaller companies across 
the W&RT industry have been repaying debt. During 
the pandemic, many small businesses took 
government business interruption loans (CBILS) 
which provided facilities up to £5m. Smaller 
businesses have repaid these as they were 
uncompetitive after the first year. However, larger 
businesses took CLBILS and have held the loans as 
a reserve on the balance-sheet. These loans were 
more competitive and arranged through the clearing 
banks and not through alternative lenders.

What does this mean for me?
Reducing your debt to Ebitda ratio will increase your 
borrowing capacity and make you more attractive to 
lenders should you require financing for growth or 
acquisition projects.

What are my options?
If you’re holding CBILS or CLBILS in reserve on your 
balance sheet, you should consider using it to deliver 
any short-term growth projects. If you have projects 
planned for next year, consider repaying CBILS and 
explore other funding options when the time is right.

If you have a high debt to Ebitda ratio, review your 
operational costs to see where you can make 
improvements and accelerate loan repayments.
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• We have seen smaller businesses deleverage their government assisted loans, 
such as CBILS, being quickly repaid following the initial free year. However, 
larger businesses have kept their CLBILS in reserve. Overall, debt to Ebitda 
levels have fallen year-on-year, giving businesses the scope to borrow to fund 
growth.

• Total industry debt by sub-sector has remained static over the last year 
suggesting lenders remain cautious as the industry continues to face rising input 
costs, labour and supply chain issues.

• Businesses with Ebitda of £5m+ carry higher multiples of short- and long-term 
debt compared to smaller businesses. More profitable businesses are 
often multi-banked and have greater borrowing opportunities.

• Smaller businesses should look at the alternative lending market to fund growth 
or consider an acquisition or a merger to achieve scale.

• Achieving scale in this industry is critical as it opens more borrowing options and 
lenders are tending to provide more ‘relationship support’ to larger enterprises.

KEY POINTS & PREDICTIONS
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How attractive is my industry to buyers?
Overall, there has been a high level of M&A activity within the W&RT industry over this 
period. A good number of the deals in the industry have involved ecommerce and online 
retailing. However, as discussed on page 22, M&A activity in the final three months of the 
period has dropped off significantly.

Nevertheless, W&RT is a strong industry in the UK economy and once businesses have 
managed to consolidate their futures in the face of rising costs, we expect M&A activity to 
pick back up again. 

Therefore, once a business reaches sufficient scale to make a difference to the bigger 
players, it is likely to come onto the radar as a potential acquisition target.

How does this compare to other industries?
M&A activity in general has been buoyant with similar levels of deals being seen across 
the other industries we are tracking.

What should I be thinking?
In the face of rising costs and inflation, survival should be at the forefront of a business-
owners mind. However, the market had shown positive signs prior to the cost-of-living 
crisis so if your business is trading well and is well placed to adapt to the current economic 
challenges, now may be a good time to begin thinking about preparations for a sale. There 
is also an opportunity for expansion by acquiring competitors, who are less well placed to 
ride out the current economic conditions, at a cut market price.

81
M&A DEALS
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What is the data showing?
The data shows that deal level was buoyant 
during 2021 and early 2022. However, the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in late February 
2022 has led to high levels of inflation and a 
cost-of-living crisis. The knock-on effect on 
consumer spending has led to a severe 
reduction in M&A activity since.

What does this mean for me?
A sale process can typically be divided into 
three phases – preparation, marketing and 
execution. Each phase can take 2-3 months. 
This involves significant time commitment for 
senior management and careful consideration 
should be given as to whether now is the right 
time to begin a sales process.

What are my options?
If your business is performing well and can ride 
out the consumer spending squeeze, then 
planning an exit is best actioned sooner rather 
than later to ensure the business is in the best 
shape for a sale. Similarly, now could be a 
good time to scope out the market for potential 
acquisitions as market prices are likely to have 
fallen slightly as certain businesses struggle in 
this challenging climate.
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51 (63%)

30 (37%)

Location of Buyers

UK Rest of World

What is the data showing?
63% of the 81 deals were with UK buyers – or 
at least companies with an existing UK 
presence. This is a similar level with what we 
have seen in other sectors we are tracking. 
Outside the UK, US and European buyers are 
the most prominent.

What does this mean for me?
In many cases you will already know the 
companies that are most likely to acquire your 
business as they will already be key players in 
the UK market.

What are my options?
Starting to prepare early and engaging with a 
corporate finance adviser will allow you to 
identify both potential buyers and target 
companies in the UK and internationally. If not 
already on their radar, it is often advisable to 
direct your PR and marketing efforts to raise 
your profile with potentially interested or 
interesting parties.
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Midlands
12 deals

North 
20 deals

South-East
34 dealsSouth-West

11 deals

Scotland
4 deals

Where are the M&A deals happening?
The highest volume of deals was in the South-East of England which is unsurprising. 
The North of England also had a high volume of deals relative to other regions.

What are the M&A trends in my industry?
The majority of the deals in this sector were in the retail sub-sector. Somewhat 
unsurprisingly the retail deals have mostly involved companies which operate 
primarily online. This reflects the modern trend of a declining high street.

The Wholesale sub-sector was also popular for deal flow. Companies which proved 
popular are engaged in the wholesale of healthcare products.

It is interesting to note that no deals were completed within the Agents sub-sector.

What does this mean for me?
If your firm has a strong online retail presence or is engaged in the wholesale of 
healthcare products, then it is likely to be of interest to bigger players within the 
market. Similarly, companies within these two sectors should also be looking at 
potential expansion opportunities (either through debt funding or an acquisition) to 
take advantage of the more positive trends in these sub-sectors.
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ACQUIROR TARGET NAME BUSINESS 
DESCRIPTION DEAL TYPE

DEAL 
VALUE
£m

TARGET 
EBITDA £m

Signa International Sports Mapil Topco Ltd Online cycling goods 
retailer Acquisition 100% 2,402 14.5

Tempur Sealy Dreams Topco Ltd Online bed retailer Acquisition 100% 340 56.9

THG Cult Beauty Ltd Online cosmetics 
retailer Acquisition 100% 275 3.4

Svedbergs I Dalstorp Roper Rhodes Ltd Bathroom supplies 
store Acquisition 100% 90 4.9

Frasers Group Studio One Retail Ltd Home and leisure items 
retailer Acquisition 100% 27 73

Likewise Group Valley Wholesale Carpets 
(2004) Ltd Carpet wholesaler Acquisition 100% 20 n.a.

MBO Team Silverfish UK Ltd
Mountain bike and 
crossover brands 
supplier

MBO 100% 8.5 2.2

What companies are making the 
acquisitions?
There have been quite a few acquisitions in 
the WR&T industry, across the retail and 
wholesale sectors. Demand appeared to be 
recovering to pre-pandemic levels, but the 
shock of rising costs has slowed M&A 
growth down across each of the sub-
sectors. There was an even split between 
strategic trade buyers and private equity 
backed deals.

What price is being paid?
Once the Signa International Sports deal is 
excluded (the £2.4bn paid is far above the 
other prices paid) disclosed acquisition 
prices range between £340m to £1m. The 
average price paid (once adjusted for 
anomalies was £45m. This is a size which 
moves the dial for a buyer, whilst also 
remaining affordable.

What’s the typical Ebitda multiple?
Disclosed Ebitda multiples (adjusted for 
anomalies) range from 3.9x to 20.1x. The 
average disclosed Ebitda multiple was 
12.1x.

(This table provides a hand-picked selection of the deals that took place during the reported period.)
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• Deal activity was buoyant in the WR&T industry in the first nine months of last 
year, partly because of the expansion of eCommerce following the pandemic.

• A number of headwinds – rising inflation and the worsening geopolitical situation –
led to much reduced deal flow in the final three months of our covered period.

• The first thought for any owner-manager is whether the business can survive 
increased costs and inflation. If your business is well-placed and performing well, 
one option may be to begin preparations for a trade sale process at your earliest 
opportunity so that you are ready for any uplift in the current market. 

• Alternatively, if you have seen positive trading over this period, you may consider 
the opportunity to grow by acquiring a competitor or an organisation that 
complements and strengthens your existing value proposition.

KEY POINTS & PREDICTIONS
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oOUR INDUSTRY EXPERTS.

RICK MARTIGNETTI
Manager

OLIVER ROPER
Executive

Rick is a funding specialist within Shaw & 
Co’s Business Funding team. He provides 
funding advice to UK SME clients across a 
range of sectors including property and 
construction, wholesale & retail trade , 
financial services and healthcare.

Rick’s typical corporate transactions 
include MBIs, MBOs and growth funding 
with facilities ranging from £2m to £100m.

Oliver is a mergers and acquisitions 
specialist in our M&A team and is a fully 
qualified Chartered Accountant. 

His corporate finance advisory and 
transactional support includes business 
valuations, exit planning, buying or selling a 
business, mergers, MBIs and MBOs. 

Oliver’s clients typically come from a range 
of sectors including automotive, leisure, 
manufacturing, tourism, sport and TMT. 

Click for bio & contact details Click for bio & contact details
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PUKKA HERBS
Food & Beverages

£ UNDISCLOSED
Selling a business

UNILEVER PLC
Buyer

NEPTUNE RUM
Food & Beverages

£ UNDISCLOSED
Business acquisition financing

KRE CORPORATE RECOVERY
Vendor

Read success story

Read success story

Neptune Rum was recognised as the worlds’ most 
awarded rum of 2018/19, winning Best British rum 
brand and best Barbados rum. But when it went 
into administration, a former client asked us to help 
him save the business.

"THEY WORK REALLY WELL WITH LAWYERS, SAVE 
COST BY HELPING TO SUPPORT THE DEAL AND GET 
GREAT RESULTS."
James Strickland
Owner, Neptune Rum

The rapid growth and popularity of Pukka Herbs' 
products meant there was an opportunity to go 
global. Its owners came to us to help find a new 
owner to take the brand to the next level.

"AT EVERY STEP OF THE JOURNEY, SHAW & CO 
WORKED WITH US TO PROTECT AND CHAMPION 
PUKKA’S VALUES AND MISSION. THEY HAVE HELPED 
US FIND THE RIGHT HOME IN UNILEVER.“
Tim Westwell
Co-Founder & CEO, Pukka Herbs
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FIVE UK LOCATIONS
We help the business leaders of UK privately-owned SMEs to 
achieve their greatest ambitions. Whether it’s buying or selling a 
business, funding growth, or understanding the funding 
landscape, we make it happen.

We have easily accessible locations to support clients from 
across the UK. You can find us in these cities: 

• BIRMINGHAM 20 Colmore Circus, Birmingham B4 6AT   0121 314 9410

• BRISTOL 22-24 Queen Square, Bristol BS1 4ND 0117 325 8510

• GLASGOW 9 George Square, Glasgow G2 1QQ 0141 280 0410

• LONDON 33 St James’ Square, London SW1Y 4JS 0207 183 5010

• MANCHESTER 3 Hardman Square, Manchester M3 3EB 0161 505 2010
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© 2022 Shaw & Co All Rights Reserved

Shaw & Co is a trading name of Shaw & Co Group Limited (registered number 12388530) and Shaw & Co Advisory Limited (registered number 12389996) being limited liability 
companies registered in England and Wales whose registered offices are 22-24 Queen Square, Bristol, BS1 4ND. Shaw & Co Advisory Limited is regulated by the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales for a range of investment business activities and is listed by the Financial Conduct Authority on the Financial Services Register 
under reference number: ICAEW C008205085 or FCA 013232. The contents of this document does not constitute advice and any advice given by any individual member, 
employee, or consultant is the responsibility of Shaw & Co and not the individual. The terms on which any advice is given are set out in our general terms of business and any 
engagement letters between us.

CONTACT

Make it happen
shawcorporatefinance.com

@ShawCorpFin

Shaw & Co
Call us 0330 127 0100
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