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The best of the 
best in private 

equity deal making

O
ur 20th annual Deals 
of the Year package 
celebrates winners 
in six categories for 
transactions made 
in 2019. This is also 

the premier issue in which Buyouts has 
made these awards under the PEI Media 
umbrella.

Our overall winner is New Mountain 
Capital, which sold Equian, a provider of 
solutions in the healthcare payments sec-
tor, to UnitedHealthcare last summer for 
more than $3.2 billion. Our Turnaround 
Deal of the Year goes to KPS Capital 
Partners, which  took an unwanted glob-
al asset owned by Robert Bosch, turned 
it into Chassis Brakes after a complex 
carve-out, and sold it in October to Hi-
tachi Automotive Systems for an enter-
prise value of €690 million. 

These deals highlight the two varia-
bles that could make any deal tank: not 
only does the PE firm have to have intu-
ition, strategic knowledge and vision, but 

the company being bought or sold must 
accept what is being asked of it.  

One aspect about the companies pro-
filed here: many are involved in old-fash-
ioned, tactile commodities (such as Chas-
sis Breaks), not the high-tech offerings 
we see so often. Pelican Water Systems 
won our Small Market Deal of the Year. 
Allied Universal, winner of our Secondar-
ies Deal of the Year, provides security and 
office services for businesses. And the in-
ternational winner, Vermaat of the Neth-
erlands, serves up food. Our most off-the-
beaten-path company is Crisis Prevention 
Institute, which trains employees of cor-
rectional and mental health facilities. 

Over 40 submissions by PE firms were 
vetted by Buyouts editors, who used con-
ventional criteria (investment rationale 
and plan, return information, methods of 
growth and innovation and how the exit 
happened), with one big stipulation: em-
ployee retention. We don’t reward deals 
that succeeded by stripping staff and then 
making money on the carcass. ■

Large-Market Deal 
of the Year
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W
hen FFL Part-
ners acquired 
Crisis Preven-
tion Institute in 
2016, it was far 
from an impulse 

buy – according to Cas Schneller, an FFL 
partner, the firm had been watching the 
business for quite some time. “CPI was a 
name that was on our high-priority list,” 
he tells Buyouts.

But getting it there was not instanta-
neous. It was the result of a process built 
into the firm’s business model with a 
name that sounds more geological than 

financial: Sub-Sector Exploration and 
Expertise Development, or SEED.

“We identify niches that we’re go-
ing to go deep in,” Schneller says about 
SEED, calling it a “top-down thematic 
approach to investing where we say we 
are going to look for powerful secular 
trends in industry sectors we like and 
we’re going to research them deeply be-
fore we ever make an investment.”

After Schneller took over FFL’s busi-
ness services vertical, he identified hu-
man resources services as an attractive 
area and spent his first six months identi-
fying the four or five “seeds” within that 

The lesson from FFL’s investment in Crisis Prevention 
Institute is to not be afraid to take risks with a company 
that is already performing well, writes Justin Mitchell
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their workforces – therefore there was a 
built-in market.

CPI provides workplace training fo-
cusing on the safe management of dis-
ruptive and assaultive behavior. It serves 
everyone from behavioral healthcare 
professionals to correctional facility staff-
ers. “There were a lot of aspects of this 
that both were kind of feel-good but also 
clearly were solving important problems, 
so we felt like the demand would be very 
high,” Schneller says. 

Don’t stop until you get enough
Once FFL made its investment, it could 
very easily have sat back and allowed it to 
play out. CPI was a solid performer with 
favorable headwinds. 

But Schneller and his team felt the 
company could do even better by going 
deeper into the healthcare market. They 
decided to increase the company’s offer-
ings and hire more executives, sales, HR 
and marketing staff to execute it. 

FFL partnered with two experienced 
executives during the diligence process: 
Shanti Atkins, a digital training executive, 
and Susan Driscoll, a healthcare training 
executive. Both joined CPI after the ac-
quisition – Atkins as a board member and 
Driscoll as the company’s president. 

Driscoll helped create a new product 
development team. These included a 
revamped product to help professionals 
working in the most dangerous settings, 
a medium-risk product delivered par-
tially live and partially online and an on-
line-only product for lower-risk settings.

The path forward was not always easy. 
“To make a lot of transformative moves 
for a company that is performing that 
well can be tough, because everybody’s 
saying, ‘Hey, this is going great, why rock 
the boat?’” Schneller tells Buyouts. “We 
were pushing them to do things that were 
outside their comfort zone.”

Easy exit 
FFL’s hard work paid off when the time 
came for an exit. It received unsolicit-
ed calls from many large private equity 
firms. When the time came to exit, FFL 
did not conduct an auction, but instead 
called several potential buyers and invited 

them to meet with the company in Mil-
waukee. 

European investment firm Wendel 
ended up the winner, signing to acquire 
CPI in October and closing the deal De-
cember 23. The sale price was $910 mil-
lion. The deal had a gross internal rate 
of return of 44 percent and a 2.7x gross 
money multiple.

The deal’s multiple was 23x adjusted 
EBITDA and FFL grew EBITDA at 15 
percent of its compound annual growth 
rate in three years of ownership.

The lesson Schneller took from the 
CPI investment was not to be afraid of 
building on an already-successful invest-
ment to make it even better.  “In order to 
make something really special you have 
to be willing to take some risk even when 
something is going well,” Schneller says. 
“In some ways, it’s a lot easier to take risks 
if the business is missing a plan, under-
performing—you have no choice, you 
have to change what you’re doing.” ■

Why they won

$910m
Price Wendel paid for CPI in 

December 

23x
Deal’s adjusted EBITDA multiple 

15%
Compound annual growth rate 

for CPI’s EBITDA during the three 
years it was owned by FFL

44%
Gross IRR that FFL made on the 

deal

2.7x
Gross money multiple on the deal

Crisis Prevention 
Institute

Financial advisor
Raymond James Financial and 

Harris Williams

Legal advisor
Wilkie Farr & Gallagher

“We were pushing  
them to do things  
that were outside  
their comfort zone”

CAS SCHNELLER
FFL Partners

field to focus on. One of those seeds was 
“non-discretionary training.” Schneller 
saw what he calls a “war for talent,” 
meaning it has become increasingly crit-
ical for businesses to retain and “upskill” 


