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Target Country Bidder Country Transaction rationale

Acquire high growth, high profitability brands as part of a 
multi-brand strategy for the UK market

Establish a joint venture to co-launch the casino and sports 
betting site Mr. Play, which will utilize Aspire Global’s 
technology platform

Purchase a brand with global potential in a complementary 
vertical

Acquire casino live streaming, video sharing and social 
network platforms

Enter the promising Indian market by acquiring a prominent 
local brand

Acquire a strong brand with global potential and strengthen 
LeoVegas’ presence in the regulated UK-market

Purchase two successful brands to enhance Ladbrokes' 
position in regulated online gambling markets

Adel Koubaa, Oaklins' online gambling specialist, is 
pleased to share some high-level industry intelligence 
in this edition of Spot On.

“2018 is poised to be a very exciting year for the on-
line gambling industry. Change is afoot as consum-
ers seek new gambling experiences via a variety of 
online platforms, presenting opportunities as well as 
challenges for market participants. At the same time,  

an uncertain regulatory environment is driving inter-
est in M&A, as the sector’s players look to increase 
their share of regulated revenues.  

In this edition, we explore these market trends, high-
lighting important developments and offering some 
predictions about how they will play out during the 
remainder of 2018.”
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Omnichannel represents the future of online 
gambling 

Multi-channel is giving way to omnichannel, as the 
gaming industry’s traditional approach of offering 
separate casino-based, desktop and mobile gambling 
venues morphs into a fully integrated experience 
that allows users to seamlessly switch between these 
different channels while continuing the same game.

In early 2017, Playtech, in association with UK-based Coral, 
became the first developer to offer a true omnichannel 
game. It makes use of a reward system to encourage 
players to extend their play time by continuing to play 
the same game on different platforms. For example, 
customers at a gaming parlour get to unlock various 
features if they continue their game on their desktop or 
mobile device within 14 days.

Mobile gambling will keep gaining market share 

In last September’s edition of this newsletter, we showed 
that mobile’s share of online gambling activity would 
continue to rise throughout 2018 and beyond. We 
continue to hold this view and expect that the Winter 
Olympics and the FIFA World Cup will push penetration 
to just below 40%, up from 37% in 2017.

Gaming operators have incentives to steer customers 
toward a mobile venue. In the warm months, mobile play 
can mitigate seasonal fall-off due to people spending 
more time outdoors, and more generally mobile gaming 
provides a way to extend gamers’ playing time, as noted 
above.

Market trends

Oaklins’ analysis and predictions for 2018

Oaklins expects omnichannel offerings to provide 
an important competitive edge, as consumers 
seek on-the-go, seamless gambling experiences 
across several platforms.

Looking ahead, mobile gambling will be the online 
gaming industry’s leading source of revenue 
growth.
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Market trends

The unlocking of the US market will present many 
chances for the opportunistic, while openings are 
more prevalent for larger players in Europe given 
its relative maturity.

Gaming companies will increasingly turn to social 
gambling to attract new customers at lower costs 
than current main alternatives and to diversify 
their revenue streams.

Gaming regulation remains up in the air

While online gaming restrictions continue to tighten in 
the UK and much of Europe, there is still considerable 
uncertainty over what levies and structures will be 
imposed in other important regions, including the 
Nordics, Germany and the Netherlands. These countries 
are still working on a regulatory framework and are 
expected to release their final decisions either this year 
or next.

In the US, three states have recently legalized online 
casinos and two more, including California, are expected 
to shortly follow suit. Others, including New York State, 
may soon do the same, and there are moves afoot to 
legalize sports betting nationwide.

Social gaming is on the rise 

The growing popularity of social gambling and the 
prospect of using social gambling platforms for product 
cross-promotion and revenue diversification (in-game 
advertising and in-app purchases are two prominent 
examples) have enticed market players to embrace 
social gaming as a complement to their core gambling 
operations. This, for instance, was behind Aristocrat’s 
late 2017 acquisition of US-based Big Fish Games.

Live streaming, YouTube channels and Instagram videos 
are among the social formats that have been used by 
gambling providers in recent years to attract new players 
and lower their customer acquisition costs, which have 
been rising due to intense competition characterized by 
heavy marketing expenditure.
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Adel Koubaa, Online Gambling Specialist, Oaklins

Attending trade fairs such as ICE is an excellent way to stay on top of 
market developments across several verticals and get to learn of first-
hand experiences from day-to-day market participants. For us in a 
financial advisory capacity, this is absolutely essential in ensuring an 
optimally structured acquisition or divestment process, especially with 
regard to the positioning of the business in question. It allows us to pick 
up and leverage the key drivers behind consolidation in the space, giving 
us a deeper understanding of the strategic fit that the companies that 
we advise have with different types of buyers, ultimately allowing us to 
maximize the outcome for our clients in industrially sound transactions.

ICE Totally Gaming – where the industry comes together

4

Dealmakers’ landscape
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In early February, 30,000 industry representatives 
flocked to London to attend ICE Totally Gaming, the 
world’s largest annual gambling expo. Over the course 
of three days, Oaklins’ online gambling experts from 
Sweden and Israel had the opportunity to meet with 
key decision makers from small niche players as well 
as industry leaders, including operators and their 
affiliates, software developers and data providers.

Through these discussions, our representatives 
deepened their perspective of how the shift from 
land-based gambling outlets to online and mobile 
platforms is playing out in an environment of regulatory 
uncertainties.

Our Online Gambling Specialists at ICE Totally Gaming: 
Adel Koubaa (Sweden), Nikolaos Karabelas (Sweden) and 
Boaz Levi (Israel)
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Increased regulation, rising customer acquisition costs and the growing need for investments in IT platform 
development are factors contributing to making scalability a more critical success factor, a conclusion 

supported by the number of transactions undertaken over the last few years in the online gambling space.

Over the short to medium term, the online gambling sector will continue to consolidate.

Market players must strive to lower their customer acquisition costs and achieve economies of 
scale to protect their margins and ensure a sufficient level of profitability.

A more complex regulatory landscape creates opportunities — as well as challenges —  
for existing market players.

Assembling a large stable of games, both in different verticals and geographic markets,  
will be the key to remaining competitive going forward.

Players who acquire a flexible technical platform that can accommodate a wide variety of user 
preferences will be in a strong position to survive and thrive in this market.

Strong growth is attracting investment to the online gambling sector, which has given rise to a fiercely  
competitive market. Customer acquisition costs are on the rise, as an ever larger number of players compete  

for the same group of customers.

Four factors behind the urge to merge

Industry consolidation

Online gamers are looking beyond traditional gambling and seeking a more exciting user experience.  
Those who offer one will set themselves apart in a crowded marketplace.

Greater market regulation reduces uncertainty and is among the key drivers of sector growth.  
And with political authorities becoming more accepting of internet gaming worldwide, many more countries  

are likely to regulate online gambling going forward.

Innovation is also driving growth. With online gamblers frequently drawn to a variety of different games,  
providers can increase their revenue opportunities by expanding their game portfolios. And given the rapid 

growth in the quantity and quality of various types of portable devices, the acquisition of new mobile platforms 
and games will become ever more important over the next few years.

Rising customer acquisition costs

Less uncertainty due to greater regulation

Industry innovation

The user experience
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M&A activity 

An overview of select M&A transactions (Q4 2017 – YTD 2018)

B2C operators

Target Country Bidder Country Transaction rationale

Acquire high growth, high profitability brands as part of a 
multi-brand strategy for the UK market

Establish a joint venture to co-launch the casino and sports 
betting site Mr. Play, which will utilize Aspire Global’s 
technology platform

Purchase a portfolio of brands with global potential in 
complementary verticals

Acquire casino live streaming, video sharing and social 
network platforms

Enter the promising Indian market by acquiring a prominent 
local brand

Acquire a strong brand with global potential and strengthen 
LeoVegas’ presence in the regulated UK-market

Acquire two of the world’s strongest gambling brands to 
complement GVC's current portfolio and enhance its position 
in a number of the world’s largest regulated online gambling 
markets

In line with previous trends*, this crop of transactions 
reflects efforts to lower customer acquisition costs 
and achieve scale through the acquisition of strong 
brands and by entering new verticals and geographies. 
Penetration of new regions continues to be driven by 
either a desire to grow revenues in regulated markets 
or to gain a strategic presence in “ketchup effect” 
markets, where regulatory easing or mass adoption 
is anticipated to spur rapid growth in the short to 
medium term. 

Perhaps the most interesting of these transactions 
was LeoVegas’ (via LeoVentures) acquisition of 
GameGrounds United, the company behind the 
online casino streaming network CasinoGrounds. The 
deal highlights the importance operators are placing 
on lowering their customer acquisition costs. While 
affiliate programs, advertisements and sponsorships 
are well-known approaches to acquiring customers, this 
venture highlights the importance of social gambling 
and platform innovation to achieve a competitive edge 
in a fragmented market.

* See Oaklins’ Online Gambling Spot On newsletter, issue no. 1, 21 September 2017, or contact one of the Oaklins representatives 
listed at the end of this newsletter.

https://www.oaklins.com/read-article.html?article=spot-on-online-gambling
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M&A activity 

An overview of select M&A transactions (Q4 2017 – YTD 2018)

B2B developers

Target Country Bidder Country Transaction rationale

Obtain a cost-effective platform for the development of high-
quality casino games

Acquire a unique product that effectively competes with 
both virtual sports and traditional slot games. For this deal, 
Cherry exercised an option to purchase additional shares of 
Highlight Games, increasing its stake to 37.5%.

Broaden Blueprint Casinos’ game offerings and bolster its 
in-house development capabilities

Affiliates

Target Country Bidder Country Transaction rationale

Reinforce Catena Media’s position as Germany’s leading 
affiliate 

Bolster Catena Media’s sports betting offerings, particularly 
in the football vertical

Complement and diversify Cherry’s online gambling-related 
information services

Capitalize on the easing of regulatory restrictions by 
purchasing a leading online poker affiliate website to 
strengthen Catena Media’s US presence

Acquire a leading SEO and web affiliate company with potential 
market reach that extends beyond the gambling sector. For this 
deal, Cherry exercised an option to purchase additional shares 
of Game Lounge Ltd., increasing its stake to 95%.

Strengthen Catena Media’s sports betting offerings and its 
presence in the strategic DACH region
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M&A activity 

An overview of select M&A transactions (Q4 2017 – YTD 2018)

Affiliates (continued)

Target Country Bidder Country Transaction rationale

Gain entrance into the Finnish gaming market

Solidify Future Gaming Group’s financial position

N/A Broaden Gambling.com’s gambling information services and 
content offerings

N/A Boost Net Gaming’s market position in Sweden and the UK, 
and increase its revenue share from regulated markets

N/A Position Net Gaming as a leading European provider of lead 
generation services

Until recently, M&A activity in the relatively immature 
online gambling affiliate sector has focused exclusively 
on gaining access to new markets and verticals. Now this 
is starting to change. Cherry’s acquisition of Slottracker.
com (via subsidiary Game Lounge), a service that allows 
players to monitor their gambling, is an attempt to add 
value that goes beyond the comparison information 
traditionally offered by affiliate sites. Gambling.com’s 
acquisition of an unnamed mobile gambling app and 
content provider in January is a similar effort.

Across all verticals, global players based in unregulated 
markets — and those from Sweden in particular —have 
set the pace for recent transactions. This is in line with 
what we have seen over the past two years, where 
companies have sought to limit their risk by reducing 
their dependence on unregulated regions characterized 
by regulatory uncertainty going forward. Instead, most 
of these market participants have opted for regulated 
markets and comparatively certain revenues, despite 
incurring higher costs and lower margins.
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M&A activity

9

Selected case studies

500.com Limited, a leading online sports lottery service provider in China, has agreed 
to purchase approximately 93% of the outstanding shares of The Multi Group Ltd. 
for approximately US$56 million in cash.

Headquartered in Malta, The Multi Group operates Multilotto.com, which is 
considered one of the top online lottery betting and casino platforms in the Nordic 
countries where it holds a substantial market share. Multilotto.com offers players 
the ability to bet on the outcomes of several of the world’s largest lotteries through 
its proprietary and scalable platform. In 2016, The Multi Group reported revenues 
of US$11.5 million and an EBITDA of US$6.5 million.

500.com offers a comprehensive and integrated suite of online lottery services, 
information, user tools and virtual community venues to its users, and was among 
the first companies to provide online lottery services in China.

Oaklins' Swedish and Shanghai-based teams were the advisors on this transaction.

Potential buyers: 16

No. of bidders: 5

EBITDA multiple: ~9x

Deal size: >US$50m

Combined sales: 
US$1.5bn

Combined EBITDA: 
US$245m

Expected synergies: 
>US$81m

Two of the fastest growing online betting operators — Paddy Power plc and 
Betfair Group plc — have merged. The new entity, Paddy Power Betfair plc, is 
worth c. US$11 billion, making it one of the world’s largest public online betting 
and gaming companies by revenue with enlarged scale, capability and distinctive 
complementary brands.

Betfair is an innovative online betting and gaming operator, which pioneered the 
betting exchange model in 2000, changing the landscape of the sports betting 
industry.

Paddy Power is an international multi-channel betting and gaming group, offering 
online services and a chain of retail outlets throughout Ireland, Northern Ireland 
and Great Britain. 

The merger was implemented by Paddy Power plc making an all-paper offer for 
Betfair Group plc. Oaklins' team in Ireland advised Paddy Power on this transaction. 
Our Irish team has been a longstanding advisor to Paddy Power, advising on 
public offer issues, acquisition strategy and the acquisition of Sportsbet Australia 
(alongside Oaklins' Australian team) and Cayetano.
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MEET OAKLINS, THE WORLD’S MOST EXPERIENCED 
MID-MARKET M&A ADVISOR 

Oaklins offers a comprehensive range of services  
 ● M&A advisory (buy- and sell-side)
 ● Growth equity and equity capital markets advisory

 ● Debt advisory
 ● Corporate finance services

Oaklins industry specialists

Online gambling is one of our focus areas. Combining comprehensive sector knowledge with global execution 
has led Oaklins to become the most experienced M&A advisor in the online gambling sector, with a large contact 
network of the most relevant market players worldwide. This results in the best possible merger, acquisition and 
divestment opportunities for online gambling companies.

If mergers, acquisitions or divestitures of businesses or business units are part of your strategy, we would welcome 
the opportunity to exchange ideas with you. Please find our contact details below.

James Guo, Senior Associate 
Shanghai, China  

T: +86 21 5012 0990

Adel Koubaa, Managing Partner 
Stockholm, Sweden 

T: +46 8 459 82 40

Boaz Levi, Partner 
Tel Aviv, Israel  

T: +972 3-693-1999

James Doody, Senior Associate
Dublin, Ireland 

T: +353 76 623 4843

About Oaklins

professionals
 700

countries
 40

transactions
5,000+

offices
 60

sectors
 15
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Disclaimer
This document is provided for information purposes only. Oaklins and its member firms make no guarantee, 
representation or warranty of any kind regarding the timeliness, accuracy or completeness of its content. 
This document is not intended to convey investment advice or solicit investments of any kind whatsoever. 
No investment decisions should be taken based on the contents and views expressed herein. Oaklins and its 
member firms shall not be responsible for any loss sustained by any person who relies on this publication.
 

© 2018 Oaklins. All rights reserved.
Oaklins is the collective trade name of independent member firms affiliated with Oaklins International Inc.  
For details of the nature of affiliation, please refer to www.oaklins.com/legal.

Oaklins – our offices around the world

http://www.oaklins.com/legal

