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Executive Summary

 Composed of three distinct subsectors — i. process, ii. discrete (factory) and iii. warehouse automation — industrial automation plays a key role for 
modern businesses in almost every industry imaginable. Industrial automation has seen a spike in popularity, as it enables a broad range of companies to 
decrease costs and increase productivity. Overall, this market has shown impressive strength for a variety of reasons, and based on current trends, 
industrial automation should see substantial growth in the coming decade. 

 Industrial automation offers many investment opportunities but requires a deep understanding of the entire technology stack, from enterprise level with 
design and control solutions, over the process level with control systems like SCADA, PLC or DCS, the system integration level down to the instrument 
level with sensors, robots, drives or AGVs. On each level there are specialized solution providers, as well as competitors which are integrated across 
two or more levels.

 Successful industrial automation businesses have several similar characteristics – high intellectual property levels, innovation leadership, “plug and play” 
functionalities, software-enabled offerings, excellent data protection, synergistic software and aftermarket services, partnerships to access new capabilities 
and a more customer-centric solution mindset.

 Overall M&A activity has been strong over the last five years with over 1,000 transactions in total. In the process automation subsector alone, there have 
been more than 500 deals over the period, while discrete and warehouse automation, respectively, saw more than 370 and 290 deals being completed. 
Investors are valuing the vast market and application areas with excellent growth perspectives. To illustrate where the market is now and where it is going, 
consider that the global automation market was worth roughly $175 billion last year. By 2025, the market is expected to be worth around $265 billion. 

 When it comes to industrial automation’s growth and potential, there are many factors at play. For instance, there is a reported 51 percent increase in 
interest in automated solutions among business leaders in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, an increased level of investment by original 
equipment manufacturers is expected to lead to increased M&A activity over the next five years. Ultimately, industrial automation and its ever-increasing 
popularity represent an appealing option for investors. In the coming years, industrial automation should continue building on its impressive performance 
across these sectors, cementing itself as a strong and sustainable market.

Source: L.E.K. research and analysis, Pitchbook, Mergermarket, S&P Capital IQ
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The growing industrial automation sector comprises 3 key subsectors that cover multiple industrial 
end-industries

Industrial automation

Discrete (Factory) automation

Factory automation is the incorporation 
of automation from end-to-end 
manufacturing processes. This includes 
technologies such as pneumatic and 
hydraulic systems, and robots, 
connected and controlled via 
manufacturing operation and SCADA 
systems.
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Heavy 
manufacturing

Packaging

High-tech 
equipment

Aerospace & 
Defense

Warehouse automation

Automation of warehouses includes the 
handling of inventory from arrival to 
delivery through robots and AGVs, 
managed and controlled by a smart 
warehouse system.

Intra-company 
logistics

3 / 4 PLs

Fulfilment 
centers

E-commerce

Relevant end industries

Process Industry automation

Oil & Gas

Chemicals

Pulp &
Paper

Automation systems using a network of 
interconnected sensors and controllers to 
manage, control and optimize complex 
production processes.

Mining & Metals

Healthcare & 
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generation



5 ©2021 L.E.K. Consulting

The global industrial automation market is growing rapidly across segments and geographies, 
driven by a range of structural drivers and boosted by COVID
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• Fast-evolving regulation and corporate 
standards around environmental, health 
and safety issues

• Improvement of product 
quality and reliability

• Increasing complexity in 
manufacturing

• Efficiency improvement
• Reduction of labor costs
• Reduction of 

maintenance cost

Accelerated investments in 
• warehousing, logistics, e-commerce
• automation of production lines – to reduce labor-

level health risks and reshore supply chains

• Advance in technologies 
• Increased connection of devices and 

machineries
• Mass customization (batch size one)

Growth

Drivers

Market

• Growth varies across segments and technology stack layers, reaching >20% CAGR e.g., for AI, 
robotics or IoT sensors

• HW/SW is c. 70/30, with SW growing rapidly in value terms

c.8%

Source: L.E.K. interviews and analysis
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There are currently several constituent groups participating in the industrial technology stack
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Source: L.E.K. interviews and analysis
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Business models vary from specialized component / module manufacturer to fully integrated 
conglomerates; growth and margin profiles vary across the value chain

Source: L.E.K. interviews and analysis
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Common themes and strengths in leading companies across all segments of the industrial 
automation space

Which ones make 
money and why? 

~11.5% 
Logistics automation market 
annual growth 2020-2027

30+% 
Industrial software market annual 

growth 2020-2024

~11% 
Asia-Pacific factory automation 

market annual growth 2021-2026

~51% 
Increased interest in automation 

solutions among business leaders 
post-COVID-19

High levels of IP (either product- or process-related know-how) typically command higher margins, as they are able to protect and 
grow market positions

Innovation leaders, observable through the high level of annual R&D spend and regular new product offerings or upgrades, 
ensure market leading positions are maintained 

Software-enabled / connected products for monitoring and productivity improvements are highly sought after as long as security 
protocols ensure data protection 

Customers increasingly asking for “global turnkey solutions” to simplify their production and supply chains “plug and play,” incl. 
local service offering. As such, they become an integral part of the customer’s value chain with high levels of customer stickiness

While Europe and North America combined comprise the largest share of the market, the Asian Pacific share of the overall market 
will grow rapidly over the next five years; from an end-market perspective, food, logistics, and pharma are growing the fastest

Source: 2020 Honeywell Intelligrated Automation Investment Study, Research and Markets, Mordor Intelligence, HW Intelligence

Companies with leading market positions in their respective sectors and subsectors, due to technology and unique product 
offering, command higher prices

Partnerships to develop new propositions as a cost-effective and faster way of accessing new capabilities

Extension into synergistic software and aftermarket services can generate higher margins and more predictable revenue 
streams
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Strong M&A activity across the industrial automation space despite COVID-19-related lockdowns, 
travel restrictions and liquidity concerns

Sources: Pitchbook, Mergermarket, S&P Capital IQ, Note: Logos are representative of M&A participants and not comprehensive
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 > 370 deals in the last five years and a total disclosed 
deal value of > € 52bn

 Median revenue multiple of 2.2x and EBITDA multiple 
of 14.3x

Discrete (factory) automation

 > 500 deals in the last five years and a total disclosed 
deal value of > € 85bn

 Median revenue multiple of 1.7x and EBITDA multiple 
of 12.5x

Process industry automation

 > 290 deals in the last five years and a total disclosed 
deal value of > € 26bn

 Median revenue multiple of 1.8x and EBITDA multiple 
of 14.3x

Warehouse automation
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 Each end market and sub sector is different, but excellent automation solutions make it possible to achieve consistently high-quality 
throughput, while lower production costs enable users to lead their respective markets and remain highly competitive irrespective of 
geographic location

 Correspondingly, companies that develop software and produce components or systems, which increase productivity while maintaining / 
enhancing quality for end customers, are in high demand 

 Digitalization, i.e., virtual production twins, remote monitoring and maintenance, and connectivity, is becoming more prevalent throughout 
product offerings, which will separate the innovators from the followers

 Recurring revenues, from software, services, spare parts, or upselling, drive margin and valuation potential

 Despite reduced M&A activity in 2020, due to the impact of COVID-19-related lockdowns and travel restrictions, COVID-19 has caused a 
rethink regarding automation investments, especially with regard to the use of robots and cobots, i.e., no masks or social distancing 
necessary

 Pay-back periods are typically less than 12 months with most investments and tend to be much lower than the number of employees 
previously performing the task 

 We expect an increased level of M&A activity in the industrial automation space over the next 12-24 months driven by the increased 
investment by OEMs across multiple end markets 

 Although stating the obvious, valuation levels for high-growth (20+%) and high-margin (30%) companies are currently valued in the mid-teens 
EBITDA multiples and climbing 

Increased M&A activity expected in industrial automation over the next 12-24 months
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Publicly traded automation companies currently trade between 11.4x and 16.4x EBITDA

Automation companies public comparable market performance
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In the coming months, look for additional detailed reports on industrial automation subsectors
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We span a global network of experts and look forward to connecting with you to share our 
experience in the Industrial Technology Sector
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Harris Williams Disclosures

Investment banking services are provided by Harris Williams LLC (“Harris Williams”). Harris Williams 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 8th Floor, 20 Farringdon Street, London EC4A 4AB, UK, registered with the Registrar of 
Companies for England and Wales, registration number 07078852. Harris Williams & Co. Ltd is authorized and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. 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 
Bockenheimer Landstrasse 33‐35, 60325 Frankfurt am Main, Germany (email address: hwgermany@harriswilliams.com). Geschäftsführers/Directors: Jeffery H. Perkins, Paul Poggi, 
VAT No. DE321666994. Harris Williams is a trade name under which Harris Williams LLC, Harris Williams & Co. Ltd and Harris Williams & Co. Corporate Finance Advisors GmbH 
conduct business. 

The information and views contained in this content have been prepared in part by Harris Williams. This content does not purport to be comprehensive or to contain all the information 
that a recipient may need in order to evaluate any investment or potential transaction. This content is not a research report, as such term is defined by applicable law and regulations, 
and is provided for informational purposes only. Any and all information, including estimates, projections and other forward‐looking statements, presented in this document may involve 
various assumptions and significant elements of subjective judgment and analysis that may or may not be correct. Harris Williams has not independently verified, and neither Harris 
Williams nor any other person will independently verify, any of the information, estimates, projections or forward‐looking statements contained herein or the assumptions on which they 
are based. The information contained in this document is made as of the date hereof unless stated otherwise. Harris Williams does not expect to update or otherwise revise this 
document nor provide any additional information, nor correct any inaccuracies herein which may become apparent. 

This content is intended for institutional use only and should not be relied upon by retail investors or members of the general public. The information contained herein is believed by 
Harris Williams to be reliable but Harris Williams makes no representation or warranty as to the accuracy or completeness of such information, and information contained herein that is 
based on material prepared by others may involve significant elements of subjective judgment and analysis which may or may not be correct. Opinions, estimates and projections 
contained herein constitute Harris Williams’ judgment and are subject to change without notice. 

This content is not to be construed as investment advice an offer to buy or sell or a solicitation of an offer to buy or sell any financial instruments or to participate in any particular 
transaction, nor shall this content form the basis of any contract. It does not constitute and should not be construed as an endorsement or recommendation of any entities’ products or 
services. 

No part of this material may be copied or duplicated in any form or by any means, or redistributed, without Harris Williams’ prior written consent.
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L.E.K. Consulting Disclaimer

This document is to provide information and is for illustration purposes only. Accordingly, it must be considered in the context and purpose for which it has 
been prepared and be kept confidential.

It cannot be relied upon by any recipient. In accepting this document, you agree that L.E.K. Consulting LLC and its affiliates, members, directors, officers, 
employees and agents neither owe nor accept any duty or responsibility or liability to you or any third party, whether in contract, tort (including negligence) 
or breach of statutory duty or otherwise, howsoever arising, in connection with or arising from this presentation or the use you or any third party make of it.
L.E.K. shall not be liable to you or any third party in respect of any loss, damage or expense of whatsoever nature which is caused by your or any third 
party’s reliance or for any use you or any third party may choose to make of the presentation, which you accept is at your or their own risk.

This report is based on information available at the time this report was prepared and on certain assumptions, including, but not limited to, assumptions 
regarding future events, developments and uncertainties, and contains “forward-looking statements” (statements that may include, without limitation, 
statements about projected market opportunities, strategies, competition, expected activities and expenditures, and at times may be identified by the use of 
words such as “may”, “could”, “should”, “would”, “project”, “believe”, “anticipate”, “expect”, “plan”, “estimate”, “forecast”, “potential”, “intend”, “continue” and 
variations of these words or comparable words).

L.E.K. is not able to predict future events, developments and uncertainties. Consequently, any of the forward-looking statements contained in this report 
may prove to be incorrect or incomplete, and actual results could differ materially from those projected or estimated in this report. L.E.K. undertakes no 
obligation to update any forward-looking statements for revisions or changes after the date of this report, and L.E.K. makes no representation or warranty 
that any of the projections or estimates in this report will be realized. Nothing contained herein is, or should be relied upon as, a promise or representation 
as to the future. 
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