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Introduction
After a year of unprecedented change, our recent tech 
webinar, hosted by Roland Emmans, Head of Tech Sector  
at HSBC UK, reflected on how the sector has responded  
to the challenges and opportunities of 2020 and what we  
can expect from the tech sector in 2021.

Guest speakers, Derek Elliott, Partner and Co-head of 
Technology at Inflexion Private Equity and Phil Male,  
board adviser and serial tech entrepreneur, shared  
their views on a year which many commentators  
have described as transformational.

How the business world 
has evolved in 2020

The hot tech trends  
of 2021

M&A activity in  
the tech sector  

in 2020 and 2021

Productivity gains and 
hybrid working

1 2 3 4
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1 2020 – Positivity and resilience win 
a transformative year for tech

The COVID-19 pandemic has driven change on a scale not 
seen before. Sectors that have been talking about digital 
transformation for many years were now faced with the 
reality of having to pivot quickly and effectively to meet  
new delivery channels and customer/client needs, for 
example, says Emmans, the NHS and UK public sector has 
done more digital transformation in the last 10 weeks than  
in the previous 10 years.

Although the global pandemic has been an incredibly  
painful experience for many, some positives have emerged. 
The speed with which businesses responded to the 
environmental changes of the pandemic and the lockdowns 
instituted to control it, was impressive, as was the priority 
placed on ensuring the safety and wellbeing of staff  
within those businesses. 

We’ve witnessed, in many  
instances, stronger companies  
offering to support their  
customers or their suppliers  
to help them through the period.”

Derek Elliott, Partner and Co-head of  
Technology at Inflexion Private Equity.

One of the biggest positives, was the sense of community 
that the pandemic and its response engendered – a view 
shared by both Elliott and Male. “It made businesses 
realise they’re part of a broader ecosystem and it wasn’t 
just all about them and their own profits, but they had to 
make sure that the ecosystem they were operating in was 
sound and safe,” says Elliott. “We’ve witnessed, in many 
instances, stronger companies offering to support their 
customers or their suppliers to help them through  
the period.”

Male points out that he believes that will be a long-lasting 
change to emerge from the pandemic: “That sense of 
community is really powerful not just in the workforce,  
but in the community at large, the supply chains, and 
generally people have got a much stronger sense of 
community and what a brand means over and above  
the products and services it delivers every day. And I  
think that’s going to be really important going forwards,  
a fundamental change.”

Businesses also responded to the crisis with creativity,  
with Emmans highlighting HSBC research carried out  
earlier in 2020 that found that over 80% of UK tech 
businesses were looking to spend more on innovation 
than they had prior to COVID-19 “because of that need 
to reinvent themselves for the forward looking world as 
opposed to looking backwards”.

Key points:

 �  Businesses pivoted to embrace change with speed  
and positivity

 � Strengthening of the business ecosystem

 � Creativity and innovation to the fore

 � Maximising the capabilities of existing technology

It’s been one of the striking features of the pandemic, 
according to Elliott. “The ability of the management teams 
we work with to either pivot their strategies or change 
aspects of their business models to address the reality of the 
markets they’ve been in, with rapid decision making to ease 
the issues that they’ve been facing and addressing this year.”

What particularly impressed Male was that businesses, 
rather than investing in new tech, responded and pivoted 
using the technology they already had available, maximising 
value and using it optimally to drive the business forward. 



4HSBC UK | Reflections and expectations

2 Productivity gains as 
employees are empowered 
through hybrid working

There was a consensus that the shift to new ways of 
working, greater flexibility and more remote working were,  
to some extent, here to stay. Whilst acknowledging it’s  
not possible in every sector, Male describes the move  
to what he describes as “hybrid working” – a mix  
between remote work and office time – as profound,  
with implications for recruitment, expectations of work,  
and the way businesses operate. 

Male also explains that it has led to a shift in applying a  
more outcomes-based approach to productivity, which he 
believes will be significant for individuals and businesses. 
“We’ve empowered individuals right down in the 
organisation. We’ve given a lot more trust to people.  

We’ve let them work a lot more flexibly and as a result of  
that I don’t think there’s a single company I’m sitting on  
that hasn’t said productivity is up across the board.”

Elliott highlights the challenge of managing a remote 
workforce effectively – “balancing the need to ensure  
people don’t drop off the radar without looking like big 
brother is watching” – the team-building that’s essential  
for company culture, and understanding that it doesn’t  
work for everybody so support systems are vital. Training 
is also a potential issue he says. “I learned so much in my 
career from sitting alongside great people and just picking  
things up through osmosis really. Firms have got to be clever 
about how they think about bringing people together at 
times, to learn from each other, and build those friendships 
that you need to build great teams.”

On the culture point, Emmans says that whilst there is  
no clear solution, it’s heartening that this is a talking point.  
Male suggests that rather than recreating the previous 
culture, businesses should perhaps embrace the change  
and create a different one: “That doesn’t mean to say that 
you abandon all the company’s values and the way that  
you conduct business, but it does mean the way that you 
engage the work force and the way that you get people 
working together and have a common set of beliefs will  
be completely different.”

Key points:

 �  Hybrid working has widespread implications  
for operations 

 � Flexibility, empowerment and trust drive productivity

 � Remote working creates management challenges

 �  Maintaining culture in a remote workforce is  
a core focus

We’ve given a lot more trust  
to people. We’ve let them work 
a lot more flexibly and as a result 
of that I don’t think there’s a 
single company I’m sitting on 
that hasn’t said productivity  
is up across the board.”

Phil Male, board adviser and  
serial tech entrepreneur.
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3 M&A: Demand soars for the ‘right’ businesses  
and resilience is the golden ticket

 “We have people getting on planes and putting themselves 
into isolation for two weeks afterwards just so they can look  
the management teams in the whites of their eyes.”

Looking ahead to 2021, Male believes that the resilience 
and response that businesses have shown in the face of 
COVID-19 will continue to play a part in valuations and 
demand. In his view track record is key, so the businesses 
in Elliott’s first bucket who’ve grown because of COVID-19 
need to demonstrate that: “We’ll take the growth when we 
can but we want to make sure that that’s sustainable and 
robust and all we’re going to do is sit there and defend that 
bubble, it’s not the right place to be. You want to show a 
normalised trend on these things.”

Elliott explains that debt levels and expectations of tax  
hikes will also play into decision-making in 2021. “I think 
there will be more private companies looking to sell going 
into 2021 or raise minority equity to clear their balance  
sheet of debt that’s built up due to COVID-19, and we’re  
also going to see people thinking about whether they  
should consider taking some money off the table before  
any big tax hikes.”

Male agrees that Q1 2021 could be busy with potentially  
a rush of deals, and that the tech boom has some way to  
go: “Not only have we weaponised an entire workforce  
with technology, but this stuff only really works if you’ve  
got a good connection.”

Demand for the right type of technology businesses has 
been high during 2020 and valuations have increased,  
but as Elliott explains, the key word is ‘right’. “I split them 
into three buckets: 
 
 �   those businesses that have benefited from COVID-19,  

and these are really hard to value because expectations  
are high but there’s a concern about whether their growth  
is a one-off,

 �    those that haven’t been affected and have just carried  
on as usual, showing they’re super-resilient, and

 � those that have suffered as a result of COVID-19. 
 
It’s the middle bucket – those businesses that have proved 
resilient – that people want.” 

The practicalities of the deal process have also proved 
challenging. Wide auction processes have given way 
to mini auctions, says Elliott, attracting a few carefully 
selected potential buyers, which has also led to attempts 
to pre-empt processes as fewer assets come to market and 
demand is high. Demand has also been fuelled he says 
by “the continuing rise in infrastructure funds moving into 
technology and they have longer hold periods and a lower 
cost of capital, compared to other investors”.

One of the biggest challenges has been the restrictions on 
travel and face to face meetings, with Elliott explaining the 
extraordinary lengths his colleagues have gone to achieve that. 

Key points:

 �  Demand and valuations have been high in 2020  
for the ‘right’ businesses

 �  Long-term resilience has been and will  
remain important

 � Practical challenges have led to creative work arounds

 � Outlook for 2021 is strong with a strong Q1 expected
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4 Is 2021 a tech 
inflection point?

The UK is at a technological turning point according to our 
speakers, one which Male says, we haven’t seen for some 
30 years. “We’re at an inflection point on a lot of really 
key technologies,” he states, pointing to connectivity and 
5G driving the bandwidth agenda, power to compute, 
quantum changes affecting security, as well areas such as 
the internet of things, internet of behaviours, distributed 
cloud and so on. “It’s another genie you can’t put back 
in the bottle. We are rapidly instrumenting everything 
we can get our hands on and the data is starting to flow 
from it. And we’re starting to see those things becoming 
mainstream. I don’t think there’s a company that I’m 
involved in, that doesn’t have some kind of a data or 
analytic strategy now or some kind of an IoT play going 
on. And they are going to blossom next year.”

I think the next 10 years will be 
more exciting than any time I’ve 
been involved in the sector.”

Derek Elliott, Partner and Co-head of Technology  
at Inflexion Private Equity.



Key points:

 �  Connectivity and enabling technology likely to be  
at a premium

 �  Data collection and analysis will become more 
mainstream

 �  Growing sense of community and CSR and how  
tech can support that 

Pointing to the buzz around the sector, Elliott agrees: “I think 
the next 10 years will be more exciting than any time I’ve 
been involved in the sector.” He calls out the advances in 
both the ability to extract data from multiple devices and 
then to analyse and use that data. He foresees that, with that 
“rich and meaningful data… you’re going to start to create 
some absolutely wonderful products that are really going to 
help deliver industry specific solutions.”

The sense of the pandemic fuelling the acceleration of these 
trends is clear, but Male points to other changes brought 
about as a result of COVID-19 that are likely to play out in 
2021, including his earlier assertion about “weaponising the 
workforce” through technology, the sense of community and 
the impact of that on supply chains, as well as intense focus 
on CSR. “Those things, coming together at the same time, 
just create huge tides of change,” he says.
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 Setting up for success 
in an evolving market

1
Think about the changes 
you made in response to the 
pandemic – what worked and 
what didn’t, which changes are 
keepers and offer long-term 
benefits?

2
Will you continue to operate 
remotely and how will that 
decision affect your cost base? 
How will you reintroduce office-
working – as an option or  
a requirement?

3
If hybrid working is long-term, 
considering how you train 
employees, induct new team 
members and manage HR 
processes like appraisals will  
need to be a priority.

4
Do you need to create a new 
culture or reassess your existing 
one to fit the ‘new normal’?

5
What benefits of being  
more closely involved  
with your supply chain or 
business community can  
you take forward? 

6
Are there aspects of your 
existing technology solutions 
or software that could work 
harder for your business in 2021 
and beyond or anything that’s 
holding you back?

7
If you’ve emerged stronger  
from the pandemic, how can 
you ensure that resilience is 
maintained, and growth is  
built upon?

8
Are you looking for 
opportunities? With demand for 
quality M&A high, keeping an 
eye out for those opportunities 
and making sure you’re in a 
strong position to act quickly  
is key.

9
If you’re thinking of selling,  
being able to show a strong  
and proactive response through 
the pandemic will add value  
and make your business  
more attractive.

10
Think about being creative  
with your existing solutions  
or innovating to meet the 
changing needs of your 
customers and markets.
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 Summary
In a year like no other, Emmans says that there have been 
overwhelming positives shown by businesses, and that the 
tech sector’s role in facilitating and, in some cases, driving 
change has been clear. “Responsibility, ownership and 
community are new themes that we all hope are here to 
stay,” he says. The sector has shown incredible resilience, 
responsiveness and creativity, with investment in innovation, 
faster speed of adoption and businesses showing a 
remarkable ability to pivot. 

There have, of course, been challenges, not least managing 
a fully remote workforce and focusing on wellbeing. Through 
it all, M&A activity seems to have held up with those 
businesses that have shown resilience being particularly 
attractive. 

As we enter 2021, the sector looks set to build on these 
positives. Enhanced connectivity, the utilisation of existing 
technology and solutions more rigorously, greater analysis 
and use of data and a shift to more hybrid working look 
set to be the future. “Where technology and human beings 
collide and how psychologically we deal with that, has  
been one of the key features of 2020 and it’s an underlying  
theme that will play out across 2021 too,” says Emmans. 
“2021 looks set to be an inflection point for the tech  
sector, as key technological advances collide with appetite  
and demand to create a tidal wave of change and  
significant opportunity.”

Responsibility, 
ownership and 
community are 
new themes 
that we all 
hope are here 
to stay.”

Roland Emmans, 
Head of Tech Sector  
at HSBC UK





If you would like to discuss any of the topics raised  
here, please contact the Tech Sector team directly:

Roland Emmans,  
Technology Sector Head 
UK Corporate Banking 
HSBC UK Bank
Email: roland.j.emmans@hsbc.com 
Tel: +44 (0) 7387 245 202

Or speak to your local Relationship Director.

https://www.business.hsbc.uk/corporate/technology
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