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At the same time, there is substantial complexity for both buyers and sellers to manage as they seek to 
take advantage of this increasing momentum. Buyer attention remains sharply focused on top-quality 
opportunities. The rapidly evolving private capital markets are presenting a wealth of new options to 
understand and integrate into strategic decisions. AI and data analytics are creating substantial rewards and 
risks as well as new investment approaches. The global geopolitical and regulatory environment will continue 
to create new hurdles and opportunities, and the universe of potential M&A buyers keeps getting larger and 
more diverse.

Here, we explore these dynamics, drawing on recent experience to chart a path forward for both buyers 
and sellers. 2026 is rich in opportunity, with the greatest rewards going to those who can adapt to changing 
conditions, embrace expanding optionality, and be ready to act decisively. 

As 2026 unfolds, global M&A and private capital markets are 
accelerating. While nuanced and complex, a range of market 
conditions are underpinning a supportive environment for M&A by 
both strategic buyers and institutional investors, including abundant 
liquidity, supportive credit markets, and stabilizing inflation.  
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1.	 Macro Tailwinds Are Supporting Acceleration    
M&A activity is gaining speed in 2026, supported by strong liquidity, favorable credit 
markets, and strategic buyer engagement. Quality assets remain in high demand, 
making decisiveness and differentiation critical for success.   

2.	Private Capital Is Rapidly Growing  
and Evolving    
Continuation vehicles, junior capital, and alternative financing are reshaping deal 
strategies, offering new paths to liquidity and growth. These innovations are expanding 
options beyond traditional exits and creating a more flexible M&A playbook.   

3.	 AI and Data Analytics Are Catalyzing M&A    
AI adoption is driving major investment in the “picks and shovels” of digital infrastructure—
data centers, power systems, cooling solutions, and connectivity—needed to support 
explosive computing demand. These foundational assets are becoming prime targets for 
M&A as sponsors seek to capitalize on long-term growth in AI-driven infrastructure.   

4.	Dynamic Geopolitics and Regulations  
Are the New Normal    
Global political shifts and regulatory changes are influencing cross-border deal flows, 
supply chain strategies, and sector valuations. Buyers and sellers must plan for a 
dynamic environment and adapt structures to navigate shifting opportunities and 
challenges.   

5.	The Buyer Universe Continues to Expand    
Beyond private equity and strategic buyers, sovereign wealth funds, family offices, 
and infrastructure investors are reshaping the M&A landscape. This diversification 
creates more liquidity and competitive tension, requiring nuanced positioning and 
flexible deal structures. 

Key Factors Shaping 2026
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Macro Tailwinds Are 
Supporting Acceleration  

With the final months of 2025 having shown building M&A market momentum, 2026 is shaping up to 
be a year of even greater potential. “We’re seeing acceleration in the M&A market,” says John Neuner, 
Harris Williams Co-CEO. “Despite some pockets of remaining slowness, businesses have adapted well to 
market trends and are utilizing M&A to broaden their capabilities, unlock the benefits of scale, and position 
themselves to capitalize on the opportunities in their sectors. Their confidence in the market tailwinds has 
given management teams and buyers conviction in their investments and is pushing M&A volumes higher.”

As shown below, these tailwinds include ample dry powder, competitive credit markets, and stabilized 
inflation pressures, all of which underpin a supportive environment for increased M&A volumes.

To begin with, private equity investors continue to hold large amounts of dry powder in need of deployment, 
driving strong interest in high-quality opportunities (Figure 1).

As shown in Figure 2, private credit markets are likewise flush with capital, facilitating ongoing strength in 
the M&A environment. 
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Against this backdrop of liquidity and increased stability, M&A continues to gain traction. Indeed, Harris 
Williams is seeing intense interest in high-quality assets, which is poised to continue well into 2026. “We’re 
experiencing the market’s increased velocity firsthand,” says Bob Baltimore, Harris Williams Co-CEO. 
“Firmwide metrics point to the market’s appetite for differentiated businesses: increasing deal flow, a solid 
pitch pipeline, and a backlog of high-quality transactions that is at or near historic highs.”

“We continue to see high-performing businesses in sought-after sectors transact at historically attractive 
valuations and terms,” notes Bruce Kelleher, head of Financial Sponsor Coverage. “Competition among 
buyers in this segment of the market remains intense.” 

“�Our buyers are focused on businesses 
with sustainable, accelerated growth, 
large addressable markets, and strong 
competitive advantages.”

Similarly, inflation has stabilized in recent months, adding an additional degree of predictability to the  
macro environment.

Adding to the momentum, the Fed reduced rates for the third time in December 2025, with the market 
expecting stabilization going forward (Figure 3). 

Source: CapIQ; Pensford Financial

FIGURE 3 :  H ISTORICAL AND FORWARD SOFR R ATES

Dec ‘23

6.0%

4.0%

2.0%

0.0%

Dec ‘24 Dec ‘25

Historical SOFR Market Expecations

Dec ‘26 Dec ‘27 Dec ‘28

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

HW-MarketDynamicsChart-1216.pdf   3   12/16/25   2:02 PM

Sep ‘24 Oct ‘24 Nov ‘24 Dec ‘24 Jan ‘25 Feb ‘25 Mar ‘25 Apr ‘25 May ‘25 Jun ‘25 Jul ‘25 Aug ‘25

0.2%

0.4%
0.3%

0.1%

0.3%

0.1%
0.2%

0.3%
0.2% 0.2%0.2%

Sep ‘25

0.2%
0.3%

Source: BEA.gov

Personal Consumption Expenditures (excl. Food & Energy) %MoM3

FIGURE 4:  PERSONAL CONSUMPTION E XPENDITURES (E XCL .  FOOD & ENERGY )C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

HW-MarketDynamicsChart-1216.pdf   4   12/16/25   2:02 PM

John Neuner
Co-Chief Executive Officer
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A market flush with  
liquidity options
In addition to substantial private equity dry powder, corporate balance 
sheets remain flush with cash while stock values are strong. This 
is providing significant firepower for strategic buyers, who have 
been highly engaged in a wide range of Harris Williams transactions 
throughout 2025. “Strategic buyer participation in our engagements 
has been significant over the past year, and we expect that to continue 
as we enter 2026,” says Frank Mountcastle, head of M&A. “In some of 
our industry groups, strategics have been involved in close to 75% of 
the transactions we’ve taken to market in recent months.”

Another key to the market’s increasing velocity is the supportive 
lending environment. “The market remains issuer-friendly for strong 
companies, with leverage and pricing metrics as favorable as they 
have been in several years,” says Bill Watkins, a managing director. 
“Lenders are actively pushing to deploy capital against a growing 
opportunity set of new M&A transactions.”

Andrew Gulotta, head of Private Capital Solutions, adds that 
the preferred equity and junior capital markets remain healthy, 
well capitalized, and flexible. “The junior capital market is highly 
constructive, mirroring the liquidity of the senior debt market,” says 
Gulotta. “Capital is being deployed for various uses, including add-on 
acquisitions, dividends, minority recaps, and refinancings designed 
to reduce senior leverage.”

“The menu of liquidity options has never been as expansive as it is 
today,” says Mountcastle. “While that’s a good thing, it also creates 
some complexity for our clients to manage. We’re seeing more 
clients seeking our advice with respect to navigating their options.”

Amid this strengthening, a focus on quality still reigns. “As ever, our 
buyers are focused on businesses with sustainable, accelerated 
growth, large addressable markets, and strong competitive 
advantages,” says Neuner. “Those tied to megatrends or with built-in 
resilience to market disruptions are rising to the top. Conversely, 
assets in the market with less-than-stellar performance or other 
issues are generating less buyer attention. In a market this nuanced, 
quality is king.”

The momentum we’re seeing in the M&A market is a positive 
indicator for fundraising in 2026. “As funds execute more successful 
exits and new investments, delivering returns to limited partners, 
fundraising will follow suit,” says Frank Edwards, co-head of Primary 
Fund Placement. “That bodes well for an active 2026.” 

Read more about our 2026 outlook for  
primary fund placement.
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Decisiveness, Differentiation, and Flexibility
Despite some pockets of remaining sluggishness, the M&A market is accelerating in 2026, fueled by 
the need for DPI, ample dry powder, highly functioning and supportive credit markets, strategic buyer 
activity, and a growing ecosystem of institutional investors seeking deployment. Looking ahead, we’re 
optimistic that an improving macroeconomic environment will drive even greater M&A activity.

“Sellers of well-positioned, high-growth assets are capitalizing on strong buyer appetite and 
favorable financing by moving to market quickly, ensuring their growth narrative is differentiated and 
compelling,” says Baltimore. “Successful buyers are acting quickly to diligence and pursue top-tier 
opportunities with conviction.”

Against this backdrop, the breadth of available capital—ranging from senior debt to junior and minority 
capital—empowers both buyers and sellers to consider more creative transaction structures, from full 
buyouts to partial exits, recaps, and hybrid deals. 

Given these dynamics, the 2026 M&A market will reward decisiveness, differentiation, and flexibility. 
Buyers are seeing a long-awaited expansion of high-quality opportunities, while sellers have an 
expanding universe of options to unlock value. “This is an exciting time to be working with great 
businesses across so many industries,” says Neuner. “Buyers are eager to tap into the value creation 
opportunities our clients represent.”
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Private Capital Is 
Rapidly Growing 
and Evolving

Just a few years ago, private capital solutions such 
as continuation vehicles (CVs) and junior capital were 
relative novelties to many M&A investors. Now, both the 
secondaries and junior capital markets are on pace to 
reach record volumes in 2025. The secondaries market 
alone is projected to reach $381 billion in 2029, up from 
approximately $200 billion in 2025.1 

Expanding relevance of 
continuation vehicles
One factor behind this growth is the expanding 
relevance of CVs in today’s M&A market. For example, 
while seller-buyer valuation gaps are steadily narrowing, 
in some cases they remain a key point of friction for 
traditional M&A. “In such instances, CVs create a viable 
path to liquidity, allowing general partners to generate 
distributions for limited partners,” says Gulotta. 

CVs also allow sponsors to execute longer-term value 
creation plans for assets in choppy M&A markets or 
invest more time and capital in growth businesses. 
Likewise, CVs enable limited partners seeking liquidity 
to cash out at a fair market price, while those who 
believe in an asset’s continued growth can roll their 
proceeds into the new vehicle. In addition, CVs can help 
sponsors attract capital from new investors, who, in turn, 
get access to equity in a de-risked asset with a proven 
management team and institutionalized corporate 
infrastructure.

As a result of the increasing relevance of CVs, many 
secondary funds are raising larger pools of capital and 

H A R R I S  W I L L I A M S 
E N G A G E M E N T  S P O T L I G H T

Amlon Group: A bespoke single-asset 
continuation vehicle enabled the sponsor to 
refresh equity, deliver early LP liquidity, and fund 
continued M&A-driven platform expansion amid 
fund concentration limits.

Banner Capital: A multi-asset CV delivered 
partial liquidity, anchored an inaugural fundraise, 
and helped Banner continue its ongoing growth 
and evolution.

Unifeye Vision Partners: A flexible junior capital 
solution allowed the sponsor to finance a 
strategic add-on, pay down senior debt, and 
extend maturities to maintain grown momentum 
despite a fully levered balance sheet and 
challenging exit environment.
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can now write larger checks. “These funds are leveraging their check size to backstop entire deals in the 
$250 million to $750 million range, offering sellers price, velocity, and certainty,” notes Jonathan Abecassis, 
a managing director. “Unlike in prior years, sellers can now pursue midsize secondary solutions with high 
confidence that a single buyer can complete the transaction.” Compounded by new entrants to the space, 
says Abecassis, this is leading to strong competition for mid-market CV opportunities, with more groups willing 
to act as lead investors.

However, while CVs are a core part of the toolkit, there are natural limitations to their scale. As such, larger 
single-asset CVs are often completed alongside or sequenced with a significant minority or co-control sale, 
providing a new value-added partner in the transaction, price transparency, and greater scarcity value for the CV.

“�Alternative financing can help sponsors 
fund growth or capex, unlock trapped 
value, and generate liquidity.”

Richard Siegel
Managing Director

And when planning their ultimate exit, investors must closely watch the IPO market, which is typically seen as 
the natural exit for the largest assets. “Appetite for the largest CV deals is likely to increase if the recent uptick 
in PE-backed IPO exits proves to be sustainable,” says Gulotta.

Alternative financing techniques  
gaining traction
In addition to the growing adoption of CVs, alternative financing solutions are steadily gaining traction when 
a CV might be considered premature or when a company’s owner is looking for a quicker path to liquidity. In 
such instances, investors are increasingly turning to company-level junior capital—most principally, preferred 
equity and paid-in-kind debt—or fund-level net asset value (NAV) financings. 

“These financing techniques have become prevalent as a way for private equity sponsors to manage liquidity 
needs,” explains Richard Siegel, a managing director. “They can help fund growth-focused M&A or capex, 
without disturbing existing financing or burdening company cash flow. Alternative financing can also unlock 
trapped value in portfolio companies, allowing sponsors to generate liquidity without selling the business or 
diluting its equity position.” 
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A New Set of Options
The rapid growth and evolution of the secondary and junior capital markets are fundamentally altering the 
M&A playbook. Heading into 2026, the growth of CVs, junior capital, NAV financing, and preferred equity 
are creating a new set of strategic options that the most successful buyers and sellers will continue to adopt. 

Specifically, the rise of the general partner-led secondary market provides a compelling alternative to 
traditional M&A exits—opening new avenues for liquidity, value crystallization, and proactive portfolio 
management. Similarly, the junior capital market serves as an agile, hybrid funding source, enabling organic 
growth, acquisition strategies, shareholder liquidity solutions, and refinancing activities.

In short, understanding how to navigate this new environment is critical for any M&A participant looking to 
generate value in 2026 and beyond. 

Read more about key Harris Williams private capital market engagements and insights.
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AI and Data Analytics 
Are Catalyzing M&A

As 2026 unfolds, rapid advancements in artificial intelligence and 
data analytics are driving the global economy and, by extension, 
M&A. Companies across industries are rapidly incorporating AI 
capabilities into their products and operations, and many find it faster 
to acquire capabilities than build them in-house.

Data analytics is closely related, with many companies seeking to 
acquire data-rich businesses or data management platforms to fuel 
their AI algorithms and gain actionable insights on customers. Perhaps 
most importantly, AI and related hardware and infrastructure—the 
“picks and shovels”—are fostering growth across the broader 
economy and creating major new investment opportunities.

“Investors are eager to tap into these tailwinds,” notes Baltimore. 
“A wide range of businesses with demonstrable relevance to data 
centers are seeing very robust values.”

Looking further ahead, the vast power demands of data centers will 
require substantial investment and innovation in power generation 
and grid resilience. U.S. data center power demand is projected to 
reach 123 gigawatts by 2035, up from 4 gigawatts in 2024.​2 This 
is driving new investment in a range of power sources, including 
nuclear power.

In addition to aggressively pursuing these AI infrastructure-driven 
opportunities, some sponsors are also raising dedicated capital 
to execute AI-driven rollups and workforce transformations. 
“The goal for AI is not just cost cutting but also enabling top-line 
growth, operational efficiency and effectiveness, and long-term 
differentiation,” says Neuner. “AI enables companies to more quickly 
implement their strategies through increased workforce productivity, 
enhanced customer experiences, and faster analysis of data-
intensive workflows.”

For example, subsectors like accounting, legal services, and 
insurance brokerage involve predictable processes that AI can 
streamline, allowing professionals to shift from task execution to 

“�Investments 
in AI can free 
up people in 
the business 
to think more 
deeply, make 
better-informed 
decisions, and 
solve more 
customer 
problems.”

Bob Baltimore
Co-Chief Executive Officer
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client strategy. In residential and commercial services, AI can optimize scheduling, inventory management, 
and customer communication, improving technician efficiency and the customer experience. AI can also 
help healthcare provider businesses manage billing, patient records, and appointment scheduling, boosting 
efficiency and improving care coordination. In specialty distribution, AI is being used to transform distribution 
by scaling sales expertise, optimizing complex pricing and inventory, and improving customer acquisition 
through predictive analytics.

“In essence, sponsors are raising capital not just to buy companies but to fund the acquisition of customers 
and data through M&A, which they then leverage with an AI-driven operational model to create market-
leading, tech-enabled platforms,” says Baltimore. “These investments in AI also free up the people in 
businesses to think more deeply, make better-informed decisions, and solve more customer problems, all of 
which will help them build sustainable differentiation.”

While AI, automation, and the mushrooming data ecosystem are powerful value generators, they are not 
without risks. “Increasing adoption of these technologies can be a headwind for businesses and subsectors 
perceived to be on the wrong end of the trend,” says Neuner. “Disintermediation is a threat for some, while 
others will face tougher competition from AI-forward businesses that have achieved greater efficiencies, 
deeper insights, and more agility.”

Baltimore adds that both lenders and buyers are increasingly diligent on perceived AI and technology risks in 
their underwriting work: “As such, it’s important to ensure that businesses are forming a targeted AI strategy, 
being thoughtful around new use cases, and actively putting them into place. In some areas, companies 
without a well-developed AI strategy may attract increased scrutiny from potential buyers and lenders.”

H A R R I S  W I L L I A M S  E N G A G E M E N T  S P O T L I G H T

LayerZero Power Systems:  
Power management solutions  

for data centers.

Shermco: Electrical testing, 
maintenance, and engineering 

services for critical power systems. 

Great Lakes Data Racks & Cabinets: 
Racks, cooling, and enclosures for 
data center, telecom, commercial, 

and industrials end markets.

PurgeRite: Mechanical flushing, 
purging, and filtration services 

for liquid cooling systems across 
mission-critical infrastructure, 

including data centers.
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Rewards and Risks
In 2026, M&A investors are increasingly considering how a platform’s data, processes, and people can 
be transformed and scaled through AI. In addition, businesses with unique, high-quality datasets or 
proven AI tools can be more valuable due to their ability to drive product innovation and operational 
efficiency. Investors eager to tap into these tailwinds can also prioritize investments in AI and data-related 
infrastructure, including data centers, power infrastructure, connectivity solutions, and cloud services. 

Investors are also staying mindful of AI watchouts: Some businesses lagging on AI could risk being 
disintermediated or being outpaced by more innovative competitors. “Proactively consider and address 
AI vulnerabilities and opportunities, particularly in sectors characterized by routine and undifferentiated 
services or processes,” says Neuner. “Leaning into the power of AI and data will unlock the next chapter of 
growth for a wide range of businesses, but only if they approach it with eyes open.”

1 3
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Dynamic Geopolitics 
and Regulations  
Are the New Normal

Looking ahead, highly dynamic geopolitical conditions will continue 
to have a profound influence on the global M&A environment, 
creating both opportunities and risks for buyers and sellers. And 
while the headlines continue to come, M&A buyers and sellers are 
steadily acclimating to today’s dynamic environment and finding new 
pathways to value creation.

Supply chains and  
defense in focus
For example, the strategic rivalry between major economies, most 
notably the U.S. and China, and the threat of protectionism such as 
tariffs are reshaping corporate strategies and, by extension, M&A. 
While tariffs have the potential to disrupt business models, they are 
also driving investments in onshoring and nearshoring in industrial 
markets around the world. Many Western multinational corporations 
are also de-risking supply chains by shifting manufacturing out of 
China to countries like India, Vietnam, or Mexico. 

“Today’s heightened focus on supply chain security and resilience 
also elevates the value propositions of a wide range of businesses, 
including logistics services providers, transportation infrastructure 
providers, distributors, and suppliers of a wide range of supply chain-
focused services and technology,” notes Mountcastle. “Businesses 
across industries and geographies are looking for expert advice and 
innovative solutions to navigating global trade challenges, opening 
up a host of growth and investment opportunities.”

In addition, heightened global defense spending is driving increased 
M&A in the aerospace and defense and technology sectors, with 
companies in these sectors merging to combine R&D efforts or 
acquiring to obtain specific technologies—for example, drone or 
cybersecurity firms. 

“�The strong U.S. 
dollar and growth 
outperformance 
of the U.S. make 
American companies 
attractive targets 
for foreign 
acquirers, especially 
Europeans 
looking for growth 
exposure.” 

Thierry Monjauze
Co-Head of Technology, 
London

1 4
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Active cross-border M&A 
Geopolitical dynamics also influence cross-border M&A flows. “The strong U.S. dollar and growth 
outperformance of the U.S. make American companies attractive targets for foreign acquirers, especially 
Europeans looking for growth exposure,” says Thierry Monjauze, Co-Head of Technology. In fact, the second 
half of 2025 saw a significant increase in U.S.-based company acquisitions by European sponsors, with the 
volume of such transactions growing by 36% year over year in the third quarter alone.3 

At the same time, says Neuner, the relatively lower valuations and slower growth in Europe is providing an 
arbitrage opportunity for U.S. companies making European acquisitions: “As such, we anticipate active two-
way transatlantic deal flow in 2026.”

In Asia, Japan continues to become an increasingly important participant in global M&A. “Japanese firms 
have been acquisitive abroad, aided by cash-rich balance sheets, new takeover guidelines, and strong 
interest in overseas acquisitions for diversification,” says Daniel Wang, head of Asia-Pacific and Sovereign 
Wealth Funds. “We expect this trend to continue creating opportunities for U.S. and European firms in 2026.”  

Simultaneously, many countries have tightened foreign investment regulations for sensitive sectors such 
as technology, infrastructure, and agriculture for the sake of national security. This raises the bar for cross-
border M&A in those areas, requiring careful structuring to avoid transfer of sensitive IP, as well as for 
regulatory approval processes, notably CFIUS in the U.S. 

“Savvy buyers and sellers are increasingly viewing opportunities through a geopolitical risk and opportunity 
lens,” says Neuner. “They’re also planning on the additional time and resources required to manage the 
CFIUS review process and other regional review requirements.”

On a more positive note, a more pro-business U.S. administration appears to be easing some M&A hurdles 
related to HSR approvals, says Neuner. “We’re seeing approval timelines contracting and more early 
terminations than under the previous administration. That’s a welcome shift in today’s busy market.”

“�We anticipate active 
two-way transatlantic 
deal flow in 2026.”
John Neuner
Co-Chief Executive Officer
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Transacting Beyond the Headlines
Overall, global geopolitics will continue to be an important yet unpredictable influence on M&A, with the 
potential to introduce new challenges as well as avenues to value creation. Both buyers and sellers are 
making the most of the market’s acceleration by performing robust scenario planning, including political 
risk assessment in due diligence, and by being ready to structure deals or adjust expectations in light of 
geopolitical developments.

Concurrently, many buyers and sellers are steadily acclimating to today’s dynamic global environment, 
while the intensifying drive to deploy capital and generate liquidity are spurring continued market 
strengthening despite some remaining uncertainty. “There’s a growing consensus that headlines are 
having a more muted impact on M&A than they might have had in the past,” says Baltimore. “Businesses 
continue to perform, investors continue to seek returns, and the economy keeps chugging along.” 
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The Buyer Universe 
Continues to Expand

While the M&A landscape continues to see strong engagement from a growing variety of strategic buyers 
and private equity funds, a diverse and well-capitalized set of new buyers is becoming more prevalent. This 
diversification is creating a more complex, competitive, and opportunity-rich environment for sellers. 

“Sponsors are eager to deploy capital and generate liquidity, and strategic buyers are active in many of our 
transactions,” says Mountcastle. “At the same time, Harris Williams M&A engagements now involve a much 
wider array of capital sources, each with distinct timelines, risk appetites, and strategic objectives, enhancing 
competitive dynamics and giving our clients more options to consider.”

Sovereign wealth funds
For example, sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) have rapidly become 
increasingly prominent, with immense capital pools and broad sector 
interests that make them desirable buyers for larger deals. SWFs 
typically seek minority investments, with a minimum equity check size 
near $350 million, although most prefer even larger tickets. This often 
places them in transactions with enterprise values of $1.5 billion and 
above, frequently as co-investors alongside private equity buyers. 

While SWFs exhibit flexibility across sectors, they tend to avoid CFIUS-
prone industries (e.g., defense, sensitive government contracts) and 
any areas that could entail reputational risk. Their priority, like most 
investors, remains growth-oriented, noncyclical business models.

Originally focused on limited partner stakes, SWFs have moved 
into coinvesting and now increasingly undertake direct, controlling 
investments. “SWF participation can be very helpful for sellers but 
demands sophisticated process management and early engagement to 
align with their rigorous investment criteria,” says Wang.  

Family offices 
Family offices are another growing investor class in the M&A landscape, reshaping deal dynamics with patient 
capital and long-term strategic goals. Total estimated assets under management are projected to hit $5.4 trillion 
by 2030, up from $3.1 trillion in 2024.4

“�Our engagements 
now involve a 
much wider array 
of capital sources, 
giving clients 
more options to 
consider.”

Frank Mountcastle
Head of M&A
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This investor class is increasingly favoring direct acquisitions over passive fund investments to gain greater 
control, transparency, and cost-efficiency. While historically focused on mid-market transactions under $25 million, 
family offices are increasingly seeking larger opportunities in growth sectors like technology, AI, and media.

Compared to a traditional private equity buyer, family offices typically have much longer investment horizons, 
sometimes with no fixed exit timeline. They can also be more flexible in terms of deal structures than some 
sponsors constrained by fund mandates and limited partner requirements. Family offices tend to base their 
decisions on specific family values and goals, with an eye toward long-term wealth and legacy preservation. 
“While not a perfect fit for every seller, family offices offer a unique value proposition for companies seeking a 
long-term partner that can bring strong cultural alignment,” notes Neuner.

Infrastructure investors
In 2025, infrastructure funds raised a record-breaking $200 billion through the first three quarters.5 This 
surge, driven by the closing of several mega-funds, has already made 2025 the strongest fundraising year in 
infrastructure history. As the infrastructure market has proliferated and become more specialized, investors 
are increasingly targeting assets previously considered outside the traditional definition of infrastructure yet 
still possessing essential characteristics of this asset class. Such investors are increasing the pool of buyers 
and capital partners for a diverse range of businesses.  

“This trend is driving more buying and selling activity among private equity funds,” says Mountcastle. “We’re 
seeing infrastructure funds pursue infrastructure-linked assets, as well as private equity funds assembling 
asset-based platforms attractive to infrastructure investors.”   

  

Sellers benefit from more 
liquidity, competitive tension, and 
customized options, but success 
requires a nuanced understanding 
of each buyer type.
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A Fundamental Reshaping
Entering 2026, the ongoing rise of SWFs, family offices, and infrastructure investors is fundamentally 
reshaping the M&A landscape. Sellers benefit from more liquidity, competitive tension, and customized 
options, but success requires a nuanced understanding of each buyer type—their priorities, constraints, 
and how to best position an asset for them. Navigating this new environment calls for early, targeted 
engagement and a strategic, flexible approach to market engagement.

Buyers are benefiting by anticipating more competition for in-demand companies, being open to creative 
structures such as coinvests and earnouts, and continuously mapping and cultivating relationships with 
emerging buyer classes. As ever, offering sellers certainty and understanding their specific goals are 
powerful differentiators. 
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A Wealth 
of Potential
Against a backdrop of strong long-term tailwinds, the 2026 M&A 
landscape is providing buyers and sellers with an expanding set 
of opportunities.

Yet the environment is nuanced and is becoming more complex 
every day. Buyers are demanding proven quality. Innovation in 
private capital solutions is creating new strategic options for 
buyers and sellers. It’s becoming increasingly critical to assess 
how AI transforms and scales a platform’s data, operations, and 
talent. Global geopolitical dynamics will remain a significant—but 
unpredictable—influence on M&A, presenting both challenges 
and opportunities for value creation. And the continued 
expansion of the buyer universe is fundamentally transforming 
the M&A landscape.

Overall, 2026 offers a wealth of potential for buyers and sellers 
who can navigate this complexity with strategic conviction and 
tactical creativity and, by doing so, unlock the value of great 
businesses.

2026 
Outlooks  
by Market

AEROSPACE, DEFENSE & 
GOVERNMENT SERVICES

BUSINESS SERVICES

CONSUMER

ENERGY, POWER & 
INFRASTRUCTURE

HEALTHCARE & 
LIFE SCIENCES

INDUSTRIALS

TRANSPORTATION  
& LOGISTICS

TECHNOLOGY

PRIMARY FUND 
PLACEMENT

PRIVATE CAPITAL 
SOLUTIONS
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https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/adg-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/bs-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/cons-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/epi-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/hcls-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/ind-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/tandl-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/tech-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/pfp-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
https://www.harriswilliams.com/our-insights/capso-2026-industry-outlook-pdf
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Important Disclosures
Harris Williams LLC is a registered broker-dealer and member of FINRA and SIPC. Harris Williams & Co. Ltd 
is a private limited company incorporated under English law with its registered office at 13th floor, One Angel 
Court, London EC2R 7HJ, UK, registered with the Registrar of Companies for England and Wales (registration 
number 07078852). Harris Williams & Co. Ltd is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority, 
number 5408952. Harris Williams Private Capital Advisory Ltd. is an Appointed Representative of Sturgeon 
Ventures, LLP, which is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority number 452811. Harris 
Williams & Co. Corporate Finance Advisors GmbH is registered in the commercial register of the local 
court of Frankfurt am Main, Germany, under HRB 107540. The registered address is 16th Floor, Marienturm, 
Taunusanlage 9-10 60329, Frankfurt am Main, Germany (email address: hwgermany@harriswilliams.com). 
Geschäftsführer/Director: Paul Poggi, VAT No. DE321666994. Harris Williams (“HW”) is a trade name under 
which Harris Williams LLC, Harris Williams & Co. Ltd, Harris Williams & Co. Corporate Finance Advisors GmbH, 
and Harris Williams Private Capital Advisory, Ltd conduct business.

HW is an affiliate of The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc., which, together with its subsidiaries and affiliates 
and their agents (collectively, “PNC”), engages in a broad range of businesses. PNC may have had, and may 
currently or in the future have, business with or ownership in the Company and its related persons, potential 
parties to the proposed transaction and their related persons, or their competitors, customers or suppliers. 
When HW is engaged to provide adviser services in a transaction, HW is acting only for its client in connection 
with the proposed transaction.

The distribution of this document in certain jurisdictions may be restricted by law, and accordingly, recipients 
of this document represent that they are able to receive this document without contravention of any 
registration requirement or other legal restrictions in the jurisdictions in which they reside or in which they 
conduct business.

This document does not contain all the information needed to assess any transaction. You must conduct your 
own investigations and analyses. HW does not provide accounting, tax, investment, regulatory or legal advice 
to anyone. This document is for discussion purposes only and is not a recommendation, offer or solicitation for 
the purchase or sale of any security or an invitation or inducement to engage in any transaction or investment 
activity. HW obtained the information in this document from Company and/or third-party sources. HW has not 
independently verified such information and no obligation is undertaken to provide updated or additional 
information. No representation or warranty, expressed or implied, is made in relation to the fairness, accuracy, 
correctness or completeness of the information, opinions or conclusions expressed herein. All forward-looking 
statements herein involve assumptions and elements of subjective judgment and analysis and are not facts. 
Nothing in this document guarantees future results or performance.

This document is only being distributed to, and only made available to, and directed at: (a) persons who are 
outside the United Kingdom; (b) persons in the United Kingdom who have professional experience in matters 
relating to investments falling within Article 19(5) of the UK Financial Services and Markets Act 2000 (Financial 
Promotion) Order 2005, as amended (the “Order”); (c) high net worth entities and other persons to whom it 
may otherwise lawfully be communicated falling within Article 49(2)(a) and (d) of the Order; or (d) any other 
person to whom this document may otherwise lawfully be communicated or caused to be communicated (all 
such persons in (b) to (d) together being referred to as “Relevant Persons”). This document must not be acted 
on or relied on by persons who are not Relevant Persons. In the UK, any investment or investment activity to 
which this document relates is only available to, and will be engaged with, relevant persons.
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