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5 : The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

Foreword

Business Services are a cornerstone of the European economy, contributing approximately 23% to the EU's GDP™. The
sector benefits from a distinctive European advantage: a highly skilled and diverse workforce, mature infrastructure, and
adynamic, innovation-driven business environment. From professional services and outsourcing to IT and facilities
management, the breadth of activities covered under Business Services plays a crucial role in enabling the operations
and growth of every other sector of the economy.

Despite these strengths, the past five years have brought a wave of

unprecedented and severe crises. From the Covid-19 pandemic and O
supply chain disruptions to inflationary pressures, geopolitical tensions,

and accelerating digital transformation. These external shocks have had 2 3 /()

aprofoundimpact on services companies, challenging traditional
business models and exposing operational vulnerabilities. In response,

many organisations have launched complex mitigation and remediation Business Services
initiatives, focusing on pricing optimization, cost efficiency, digital contributionto the EU's GDP
innovation, workforce realignment, and resilience-building.
O However, the road to recovery has been uneven. According to recent data,
47% of European Business Services companies have yet to regain their
O pre-crisis profitability levels. This highlights the scale and persistence of
the challenges still facing the sector, as well as the need for continued
European Business adaptation and forward-looking strategy.
Services companies have
yet to regain their pre-crisis 8 !
profitability levels
To go beyond our own advisory experience and anecdotal insights, we Companies interviewed by
sought to provide a clear, operational, and fact-based view of the critical usin 10 European countries

issues, success factors, and emerging best practices shaping the future of

Business Servicesin Europe. As part of this effort, we interviewed 82

companies across 10 countries, collectively representing more than 1 million employees and the diversity of the
Business Services landscape, to help leaders better understand where the sector stands today and what it will take
to thrive inarapidly evolving environment.

The Eight Advisory & Eight International Business Services Team

Note:

(1) Source : European Commission, % of Gross Value Added from Eight Advisory is a member of

the Professional, scientific & technical activities, Information

& Communication and Construction sectors, in 2024 8 EIGHT INTERNATIONAL



Getting in touch

William Berger

Strategy & Operations | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
william.berger@8advisory.com

Mathieu Morisot

Transaction Services | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
mathieu.morisot@8advisory.com

Pierre-David Forterre

Transaction Services | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
pierredavid.forterre@8advisory.com

Nick Breadner

Strategy & Operations | Partner
Eight Advisory, London office
nicholas.breadner@8advisory.com

Pierre Boydela Tour

Strategy & Operations | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
pierre.boydelatour@8advisory.com

Michat Madry

Transformation Advisory | Partner
JP Weber, Warsaw office
m.madry@jpweber.com

Thomas Drilhon

Strategy & Operations | Manager
Eight Advisory, Paris office
thomas.drilhon@8advisory.com

The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis" world

Laurent Chometon

Strategy & Operations | Director
Eight Advisory, Paris office
laurent.chometon@8advisory.com

Christian Berling

Transaction Services | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
christian.berling@8advisory.com

Dan Parsons

Transaction Services | Partner
Eight Advisory, London office
daniel.parsons@8advisory.com

Boris Imbert

Strategy & Operations | Partner
Eight Advisory, Paris office
boris.imbert@8advisory.com

Guido Seminati

Transformation Services | Managing Director
New Deal Advisors, Milan office
guido.seminati@newdealadvisors.com

RobvandenBerg

Strategy & Operations | Director
Eight Advisory, Amsterdam office
rob.vandenberg@8advisory.com

Eight Advisory is a member of

8 EIGHT INTERNATIONAL



The profitability challenges for Services
" groups in a "perma-crisis" world

Summary

O 1 . Key insights

O 2 Survey panel overview
O 3 Years of turmoil:
« Impacts of recent crises
O 4 Staying up:
« Levers to mitigation and roads to remedy
O 5 Looking ahead:
«  New outlooks for the sector

O 6 How we can help you secure resilience
[ ]

Eight Advisory is a member of

8 EIGHT INTERNATIONAL



.Q The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

Key insights

01.Perma-crisisera

Inthe wake of Covid-19, Business Services companies have found themselves in what
can be described as an era of “perma-crisis”, a constant stream of evolving challenges.
These crises emerge from unpredictable events such as Covid-19, social unrest (“yellow
vests” in France) or the Ukraine War and its effect on inflation. More recently, political
upheavals, including the dissolution of the French National Assembly and the re-election
of Donald Trump, as well as geopolitical tensions like the escalating tariffs between the
USA and Europe have also increased market uncertainty for 65% of our interviewees.
The ripple effects of these past and current crises have shifted the sector’'s focus
towards increasing resilience and pushed some companies to think about diversifying
their “geographicrisk” and company locations - to the point when there is arisk of
“de-servicialisation” of the European economy, comparable to the “de-industrialisation”
that has been widely publicised.

02. Labour management

Labour management has been a central topic in conversations and transformation
initiatives across Business Services sectors and countries, regardless of the states of
the underlying labour markets. Given their labour and skill-intensive nature, Business
Services companies have indeed actively pursued productivity levers to mitigate the
challenges posed by growing recruitment difficulties driven by new generations’
different approach to work, with a strong focus on flexibility and purpose. Whether

by overhauling organisational structures, increasing centralisation, adopting new toals,
offering higher compensation, or rightsizing, close to 50% of interviewed companies
have worked to boost productivity and retain talent. While talent retention has been
addressed with levers such as employer branding, competitive compensation and
profit-sharing plans, Business Services companies are beginning to limit the negative
impacts of talent volatility through productivity increases.

03. Al ambition

Alot of Business Services companies think big on technology and are particularly eager
to transform their businesses with Al. Techis the key to unlockingmore client value from
operations, modernising processes & integrating networks. Alis widely seenasa
transformative force, reshaping offerings, ways of working, and the broader market
landscape, posing arisk of falling behind for those slow to adapt. This hunger for
transformation highlights the realisation that adaptation and resilience should be
Business Services company’s cornerstone in the wake of “perma-crisis”; however alot
of companies are stillincreasing their technological maturity.
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Survey panel overview

The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

In 2024, we interviewed 82 companies from 10 countries, accounting for over 1 million

employees and reflecting the diversity of the Business Services sector

/B W

10 82
countries companies

Panel overview by sub-sector

PE Funds IT & Consulting Services

Human Capital
Management 5%

Rental
. Network-Based
Transportation
&Logistics
B2B Distribution BPO & On-site Services

Panel overview by revenue

Above €5bn Upto €250m

€1bn
to€5bn

43%

£250mto€1bn

Panel overview by ownership type

Listed
Private equity
portfolio
Family
& scale-ups
Ei_qhtAdvisory'

fi il

c.€125bn
cumulated revenue

> 1million
employees

Our survey sought to study the multifacetted Business
Services sector in allits diversity.

High representation of Network-Based services,

IT & Consulting Services and BPO & On-site services is
explained by the diversity of activities encompassed by
these sub-sectors & the fragmented nature of some of
their markets.

Inline with the diverse degrees of fragmentation of their
markets, our interviewees ranged from mid-sized to
large players.

Groups generating more than €5bn are scarce
inasector that is less concentrated than financial
services or industrials, and where language, labour
management frameworks and culture can slow
down concentration and internationalisation.

Our panelincludes a diverse range of ownership
structures, reflecting the sector’s variety and the deep
history of some groups.

A significant portion of interviewees are owned by
private equity firms, indicating the attractiveness of the
sector for investors seeking growth, light asset bases
and consolidation opportunities.

8 EIGHT INTERNATIONAL
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Overview of our panel
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The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

Crises landscape and magnitude

Strongimpact of crises as
perceived by interviewees

Covid-19 & lockdowns

75%

Inflation

62%

European economic climate

41% \

Big quit & social climate

35%

Supply chaindisruptions

34%

Geopoliticaltensions

Gen Al-led disruption

Social unrest
(eg. yellow vests)

5%

65% of interviewees
since September 2024

Ei_qhtAdvisory‘

Covid-19 and inflation have impacted the highest number of
companies, while the European economic climate has become an
increasing preoccupation for decision-makers since September
2024.

While our interviewees singled out Covid-19 & inflation as the most impactful
crisis of the past five years, most of them have had to deal with consecutive
crises. As arespondent putsit:

‘ ‘ crises have piled-up on top of each other, to the point that we
live ina perma-crisis.

Although quickly resolved, the disruption caused by Covid-19 triggered
deeper, more enduring effects—such as reduced team engagement and
cultural shifts—that have continued to erode performance.

62% of our interviewees felt the impact of inflation in 2022-2023 but were
able to execute pass-through at the time. However, this pass-through has
proven more difficult with time. As anillustration, one respondent noted that:

‘ ‘ with one extra year of this level of inflation, pass trough would
not have been possible anymore.

Many other respondents noted that pressure on prices hadincreased in
2024 due to the greater structuring of clients’ procurement approaches as
wellas to increased competition. Most of the past cost increases have been
managed but room for price increases is wearing thin.

The degradation of the European economic climate stands out as one of
the most concerning topics for 41% of interviewees. It has been arising
concern throughout the year, and the percentage rises to 65% for our
interviews of the second semester of 2024. Interviewees were concerned
with a widening competitivity gap between Europe and other continents,
caused by the combination of new political instability and increased
regulatory pressure.

Geopolitical tensions counted among the lesser-cited crises, due notably to
the limited internationalisation of the sector, which meant limited exposure
to the most affected areas. In addition, the outcome of the US presidential
election, and its potential consequences, were still uncertain at the time of
interviews.

Generative Al, while counting among key future challenges (see later on
p.27) has yet to materialise as a global disruptor of business models in most
sectors but has started to disrupt IT & Consulting Services according to our
interviews.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Negative consequences

The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

81% of interviewees have beenimpacted by short-term volume decreases during Covid-19.
However, several other factors, notably cost increases, recruitment difficulties and structural
market changes, are affecting a significant number of companies.

Short-term consequences

Short-term
sales volumeincrease

Raw materials
/products costsincrease

Lower sales
predictability

Increased payment
delays from clients

—

Significant
labour costs increase

Energy
costsincrease

Pressure
on prices

Recruitment
difficulties

Changes
tomarket structures
(eg. clientsegments)

Changes
to sales channels

.

Long-term consequences

38%

29%

9%

.6%

-

81%

J

Source: Eight Advisory

EightAdvisory'

The Covid-19 crisis, and associated lockdowns, were
primarily felt in the form of an activity decrease. Their
consequences were swiftly resorbed by the public support
atthe timeinalot of countries, as well as by the spike in
consumption following lockdowns.

Close to 40% of interviewees experienced a spike inraw
material prices during the global supply chainreboot inthe
wake of the pandemic.

Over the longer term, these crisis continuum created a
scissors effect,impacting Business Services companies
most strongly on their key characteristics.

Business Services companies’ value creation process
required bothimportant labour quantity and high skill levels.
The acceleration of wages increases ighited by inflation
was fueled by high demand on the job market: 33% of
interviewees experienced recruitment difficulties. This led
tolasting labour costs increases for over 75% of
interviewees, weighing on their performance.

As Business Services evolve in highly fragmented
environments, they face permanent competition, from both
established and small players. Each wave of inflation pass-
through has been harder to implement, as one interviewee
pointed out:

‘ The procurement departments of our
clients have forced us to up our game.

36% of our interviewees have thus experienced pressure
onprices.

Allthe while, as key client sectors reorganised in the wake
ofthe pandemic’s public support, over a quarter of our
interviewees had to respond to significant market structure
changes forcing them to adapt their commercial and pricing
strategies as well as their operations.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Impacts on profitability

While there are signs of resilience and recovery, the sector has yet to fully reclaim the value lost
during the perma-crisis.

Margin levels in 2024 compared to pre-crisis,
2019levels

' Strongly below
pre-crisislevels

Difference <(1.5)
33% pts of EBITDA

Control . Slightly below
group® pre-crisislevels
Difference >(1.5)
ptsof EBITDA

1
1
Panel 44% —_—
answers '

20% 20% Regained
pre-crisislevels
Exceeded

pre-crisislevels

gy

35% of interviewees have not returned to their 47% of listed Business Services companies
pre-crisis profitability levels have not returned to their pre-crisis profitability
levels

Note: (1) Source: Analysis of the EBITDA performance between end 2019 and end 2024 of listed Business Services companies in the main stock
marketindexes of France, the UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and Sweden
Source: Eight Advisory 2025 Business Services study EithAdvisory'

Despite the challenges faced, most of our interviewees feel they have moved past the crises, with many
matching (20%) or even exceeding (44%) their pre-crisis EBITDA performance. However, about one-third (35%)
are stillworking their way back to former levels.

The picture becomes more mixed with the broader view of listed Business Services companies across major
European economies : nearly half (47%) of them remain below their pre-crisis EBITDA levels.

These findings suggest that, while there are signs of resilience and recovery, the sector has yet to fully reclaim
the value lost during the crises.

Several hurdles continue to stand inthe way - from difficulty in raising prices and weaker commercial
performance to missed chances for organisational transformation and challenges in boosting labour
productivity.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Best practices in a nutshell

Our interviewees’ experience reveals 9 key guidelines that have enabled them to respond
effectively to crises - see next pages.

O1.Preserve value

ML @y
i 202

Anticipate future crises and take impactful Actively manage low-potential,
decisions based onimperfect information unprofitable and risky clients

Ensure ownership and resilience, across

. Properly reward performance
management and operatives

02.Create value
( )
Diversify revenue streams with new Investin structural levers, including
geographies and technologies processes and tools
Redesign the organisation towards the right balance Optimise labour management,
between central expertise and local responsibility including on direct labour
( Maintain agility in quickly identifying & answering new issues >

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Activated levers

Most interviewees prioritised top-line growth and activated a combination of several additional
transformation levers, including on their cost base. Only a quarter of companies changed their
overall strategy.

Levers implemented by interviewed companies

Pricing performance 72%

Commercial effectiveness 58%

Procurement performance 57%

Working capital performance 51%
Support functions efficiency 51%

Direct labour management 46%
Change of corporate strategy

Ei_thAdvisory" . Revenue increase Cost reduction . Strategy changes

Businesses have shifted focus to revenue growth and long-term resilience amid economic pressures.

As Business Services companies confront rising operational costs and increased uncertainty, a majority of them
initially turned to revenue-generating initiatives to maintain profitability. Such key initiatives focused on enhancing
pricing performance and strengthening commercial effectiveness, to drive top-line growth even asinflationary
pressures persist.

Changes to direct labour management and organisation structures (the latter often towards increased
centralisation) have been less pronounced, albeit not less successful. This highlights a broader initial reluctance
to pursue workforce reduction, as many companies chose to preserve talent and stability evenin the face of
economic uncertainty - or indeed to face such uncertainty while retaining their key talent and “social contract”.

A smaller number of firms have revamped their corporate strategy, as some business environments were
overhauled by specific crises such as the impact of remote work for BPO & on-site services and the switch from
sector to offer specialisation for IT & Consulting Services to overcome sector dependence. However, overall, a
vast majority of companies have pursued more operational initiatives to ensure resilience.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on organisation structure changes

Decentralisation remains the most usual structure for Business Services groups in order to
uphold proximity and maintain an entrepreneurial culture.

Currentlevels of centralisation

Low: aimost all decisions taken locally,
headquarters with a coordination andimpulsionrole

High: decision-making
mainly central

Medium:: importantlevel of delegation
on strategic topics, however most critical
decisions takencentrally

Ei_thAdvisory'

Eventhoughthe level of decentralisation can vary between sub-sectors, Business Servicesis probably the
industry sector with the highest proportion of decentralised organisations and of local strategic decision-taking.

30% of interviewees describe their organisation as “anetwork of entrepreneurs”, while 41% report that strategic
decisions are mostly taken at local level, highlighting that decentralised structures have often been maintainedin
asector which values proximity.

Decentralisationis driven by several factors, including the history of groups being built through consolidation of
smaller, local companies, the need to maintain commmercial dynamics driven by local entrepreneurship, the
proximity to localtalent pools, widespread local client networks and specific local operational practices. As one
Transport & Logistics CEO noted:

‘ ‘ Proximity is highly beneficial to both recruitment & profitability.

However, the ongoing series of crises has prompted a reevaluation of this approach, as nearly 40% of
interviewees have further centralised their teams or adopted matrix-based organisations, whereas 8% of them
have increased the scope of decisions taken locally.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on organisation structure changes,
continued

Nearly half of the interviewed companies changed their organisation structures, mostly towards
greater centralisation to achieve disintermediation, greater expertise in some areas and
stronger coverage of key sectors or accounts.

Organisation structure changes

Transition

to matrix-based organisation . )
Strengthening of links between

headquarters and local management

Increased

o ae Key Rise of expert business partner
centralisation
trends } @ functions

No change

8%

Transitionto sector-or account-led

Decentralisation structures

Ei_qhtAdvisory‘

The shift towards more centralisation reveals three key transformations:

01. The strengthening of links between headquarters and local management:

By delayering and streamlining intermediate management layers, Business Services companies aim to
empower localmanagers and foster direct communication between central leadership and local teams,
sometimes at the cost of regional organisations. This approach seeks to enhance eachteam’s responsiveness
andreinforce the accountability culture across allmanagement layers.

02. The formation of expert business partner functions:

Decentralised structures often lead to diverse processes and local-based recruitment challenges, resulting in
skill disparities. These issues can undermine the effectiveness of support functions like Procurement, Finance
and HR. Centralizing the most expertise-drivenroles in these functions into expert teams addresses these
challenges, eliminates redundant efforts, enables productivity through process standardisation and enables
recruiting higher-profile experts, thereby boosting financial performance and quality.

03. The transition to sector- or account-led structures:

As their clients grow, expand their operations and demand more specialised services, Business Services
companies are increasingly adopting sector- or key account-led commercial, and sometimes delivery
organisations. These models provide key accounts with a dedicated point of contact across the organisation
and enable tailored client management, from both commercial and operational standpoints.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on external growth strategy changes

56% of interviewees reviewed their external growth strategy. Changes have been highly diverse,
with similar levels of acceleration, deceleration and changes of target profiles.

Leversimplemented by interviewed companies
Inthe wake of successive global

. Acceleration disruptions such as Covid-19, inflation
-and companies’ abilities to pass it through,
No change geopolitical conflicts and growing
189%  Deceleration commercial tensions — more than half of
~ companies have revised their approachto

external growth. As one CFO putit,

Change of target profiles

‘ ‘ We had accelerated on our

5(_1@ é 6{% external growth strateqy prior
fo the crises, but we are now

Greater diversification, More stringent selection Acquisition of new ) .
interms of activities criteria (inferredcapex,  technologies thatcan looking more deeply into our
and/orgeographies ~ growthpotential),ina enhancethe group's long-term strateqy and our
context of greater offeringif well integrated i )
abundancy of targets operations. Transversal orojects
EightAdvisory are more ortapriority now.

Indeed, the primary focus is no longer solely on expansion but also on building long-term resilience, including -
and firstin most cases - for the existing organisation. This shift reflects a broader strategic pivot towards
operational efficiency and organisational adaptability, ensuring businesses can withstand future crises.

While acquisitions still occur, they have become more targeted, with firms prioritising opportunities that bring
complementary capabilities—particularly in terms of diversification, from both a product portfolioand a
geographical standpoints. As the CEO of an IT & Consulting Services company explained, acquisitions are
increasingly seenas away to

‘ ‘ pushtowaras diversification.

A complementary trend sees companies take action on opportunities enabling innovation & technology
acquisitions. Established companies, often constrained by legacy structures, are actively seeking partnerships
with younger, more agile players that leverage technological advantages and nurture a culture of innovation.

Nevertheless, wheninnovation or growth potentialis a key driver for acquisition, the actual value-added of the
target, including fromits operational setup, is of increased importance. As the Head of M&A at a network-based
company noted, firms are now more likely to

‘ ‘ move towards more value-adding targets.

This is becoming even more critical at a time when sales processes for smaller companies have become more
mature and, consequently, previous build-up strategies based on multiple arbitrage are less likely to work.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on pricing performance

Most Business Services companies have sought to improve their pricing to respond to
inflationary pressures, mainly by protecting margins rather than changing price structures.

Details of the implemented levers 7 2 ()/

43% Margin protection Of interviewees declared they had
2=68% implemented pricing levers...
25% 68% of interviewees have implemented
Al 1sub-lever margin protection measures, mostly because
SIS (VTS activated systematic contract renegotiation to pass
geiaey inflation through was widely adopted (59% of
Price structure respondents).
4% changes 29% of interviewees have implemented
>=29% price structure changes measures, such as
value-based pricing or differentiated pricing
EiQhtAdvisory per service category or customer segment.

Business Services companies have treated pricing not just as a tactical response to inflation, but as a strategic
lever to drive resilience and long-term value. However, they have considered their sector’s specific dynamics,
including the fact that price structures are difficult to amend in highly fragmented client landscapes. Indeed, 72%
of the surveyed companies have implemented pricing levers to respond to inflationary pressure, primarily to
protect margins through systematic contract renegotiation such as value-based or differentiated pricing.

For many, protecting margins meant making tough calls, including on their growth ambitions and existing client
relationships. As one CEO explained,

‘ ‘ we prioritised margin over hypergrowth,

evenifit meant walking away from large but unprofitable contracts- a move made possible by a solid profitability
base. Others turned to advanced analytics to sharpen their pricing strategies, with one Managing Director noting
they

‘ ‘ activated value-based pricing and differentiated our pricing per customer,

signaling a shift towards more customised, data-driven approaches.

Private equity funds also played a role inaccelerating these decisions, both on pricing methodologies, the
discipline with which these methods were applied and existing client portfolios. As a fund's Principal put it:

‘ ‘ We helped our portfolio companies take diifficult pricing decisions sooner
than they would have normally,

which underlines the value of a “semi-external” viewpoint inmoments of change.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on commercial effectiveness

Companies have focused on preserving margins rather than transforming their relationship
with their clients.

Details of the implemented levers ; 8 /O

2sub-levers 1sub-lever . .
activated activated Of interviewees declared they had

implemented commercial efficiency
Salesforce

] performance levers...

3% 5=30%

16%

6% 30% of interviewees implemented

Al Maran salesforce performance levers such as
subl-levers g 14% preservation commercial performance plans, new
St . 39 Z=4§% incentives and new tools.
ng;l]ns?on 48% of interviewees implemented margin
1% $=05% preservation levers such as service and client

portfolio optimisation or client coverage
model optimisation.

25% of interviewees have focused their

response on top-line expansion through

cross-selling fostering or “pushes” into some
EihtAdvisory’ client segments.

Nearly half of the interviewed companies relied on margin preservation measures such as optimising their client
portfolio or adapting their client coverage model to clients’ overall revenue and margin potential, including
through standardising some services. This enabled them to focus their efforts on the most promising segments.
As one Chairman explained:

‘ We decided to declutter our portfolio to focus on larger clients, whichincreased our
senlor staff's banawidth and generated economies of scale.

However, many leveraged on previously under-exploited potential to performas one firm, to increase cross-
selling and firms' abilities to use new commercial channels, including sometimes e-commerce. As a CEO
explained:
We used these crises to start steering the organisation towards cross-selling,
which has been a long overaue, long-term initiative and is still work in progress.

Asinmany past crises, adaptation of salespeople and of the wider commercial functions to changes has beena
critical success factor for these transformations. As this CEO explained:

‘ ‘ Thedifficulty from a commercial stanapoint has been to find the salespeople
with the right attitude in an increasingly omnichannel commercial relationship
with clients.

Eight Advisory is a member of
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Focus on direct labour management

A majority of the 46% of respondents who focused on improving direct labour have implemented
productivity measures. This underscores both the central role and the untapped potential of
direct workforce productivity enhancements.

Details of the implemented levers 4 6 %

2sub-levers 1sub-lever
activated activated Ofinterviewees declared they had
1% Rotontion implemented direct labour
i levers optimisation levers...
a0 s
12;/" ;A% i 2;%{ Lo 2T% of interviewees focused on
roductivity .
sUbJovers 1% . 9% levers gmplc;yee retenhon Ievzrs suclh as s;)alar;(/]I &
activated \ S-38% incentives increases and employer branding
L 3% Mecharical improvement.
. ' fight-sizing 38% of interviewees focused on productivity
5% S 52009 levers such as activity forecasting, planning

and/or routes optimisation, tasks

standardisation, worktime annualisation...

22% of interviewees have “mechanically”

right-sized their teams to areduced activity

level, as they anticipate it for the short- or the
EiqhtAdvisory’ longer-term.

The various crises pushed companies to look more closely at their labour base and how to better manage it. As
noted by the Head of M&A at a Network-based firm, many organisations were compelled to “re-dimension” their
teams to consider new volumes of activity when crises had an adverse effect of their clients. However, this
approach was only adopted by a limited number of companies, as most groups pursued more structuring
initiatives.

Atthe same time, Business Services companies implemented initiatives to improve workforce efficiency,
including task standardisation - identified by the COO of an IT and Consulting firmas a key priority - higher
workforce flexibility thanks to annualisation, mutualisation and “social contracts” review, and strategic
investments in tools and methodologies that improve activity forecasting, planning reliability (includingin
businesses such as homecare or maintenance, where a number of emergency interventionsis bound to
happen), minimise quality risks, and boost both productivity and billability.

Inaddition to operational adjustments, companies placed renewed emphasis on retaining talent. Efforts such as
employer brandingimprovement, compensation benchmarking and profit-sharing plans have become
increasingly common.

Among these, value-sharing mechanisms stand out for theirimpact, aligning personal incentives with company
goals and strengthening employee engagement. These initiatives have greater value than before, as they have
enabled to increase not only retention, or the strategic retention of high performers, but also productivity. A larger
number of companies than before have indeed tailored their incentive plans to specific commercial and
operational objectives, rather thanrely only on group performance or standard individual performance KPls.

Eight Advisory is a member of

8 EIGHT INTERNATIONAL



5 { The profitability challenges for Services
groups in a "perma-crisis” world

Lever performance

Where transformation levers were implemented, they largely generated the intended impact,
including ininstances where this transformation was structural.

Companies’ satisfactionlevels on the levers they implemented

Levers % of satisfactory results % of implementation

performance
Direct labor 5 Structurallevers' 9
effectiveness
performance
structure changes
functions efficiency
Pricing o Structurallevers

Note: (1) Structurallevers encompass levers that durably transform the company such as productivity levers on Direct labour, EiqhtAdvisory‘
Topline expansion, etc. ’
Inthe wake of recent crises, Business Services companies have largely succeeded in their transformation
efforts. All of the identified operational performance levers all have yielded satisfactory outcomes for at least
68% of the companies that adopted them.

The lowest level of satisfaction with pricing overall appears to stem from structural pricing levers, which may
seem inconsistent given that only a small proportion of companies have actually implemented such levers.
However, this low satisfaction likely results from a combination of three factors: the limited bargaining power of
Business Services firms due to client size and market fragmentation, the increasing difficulty of cost pass-
through, and the current challenges in effectively deploying structural pricing levers.

Forward-thinking companies have seized the crises as an opportunity to successfully reshape their operating
modelsin a structuralmanner. As anillustration, support function efficiency and direct labour optimisation were
implemented by a more moderate number of companies than, for example, pricing performance. However,
those who pursued structural changes on these dimensions experienced results that were both highly
satisfactory in absolute terms and stronger than for simpler-to-implement changes. Thisis, in particular, the case
insectors suchas T consulting, certification or utilities installation, where structural changes to labour
management were previously deemed hard to implement or, to put it in the terms of a PE fund’s Principal,

‘ ‘ ataboo for management teams.
These crises were therefore a catalyst for structural changes.
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Transformation accelerators and roadblocks

A mix of agility, engagement across all levels of the business, and appropriate levels of
centralisation helped companies remainresilient in the face of such perma-crisis.

Key success factors according to interviewees Key roadblocks according to interviewees

Lack of engagement
Agility or skillfromteams
; Limited availability 3
Collec’uvg by teams

ownership

. Slow

Appropriate level decision-making
of centralisation

Lack of

monitoring &tools

Decentralised organisation

& silo-ed culture 8%

Structural market/
business constraints

Lack of
change management . 3%

6%

Source: Eight Advisory EightAdvisory:

The survey findings offer adeeper look into what drives success—and what gets in the way - when organisations
face crises. At the heart of the interviews is a recurring theme: agility has been key to face crises of unforeseen
dimensions and magnitude. Companies that adapt quickly tend to weather storms better. Interviewees also
point to shared ownership, smart levels of centralisation and a shift towards a more entrepreneurial mindset at all
levels of the organisation as essential ingredients for navigating turbulent times.

This cultural shift is not just a nice-to-have - it's seen as a vital step toward creating value and staying profitable
when the pressure is on. But the path is not without its hurdles. Teams have often struggled with engagement,
employee skillsets, availability and slow decision-making. Executives emphasise the importance of leaders who
can stay flexible, think ahead and act decisively, but also on their ability to embark teams in a context where the
culturallevers have changed, especially as the relationships between employees and their work have
sometimes beenredefined inthe past five years: work from home, work/life balance, etc.
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Evolution of relationships with shareholders

Shareholders have become much more engaged in decision-making and performance oversight,
and management teams have generally viewed this involvement positively.

Key lessons from crises, according to the interviewed companies

Compared to PE funds,
corporates have a softer
view on their shareholders’
implicationduring the
years of turmoil

Increased scrutiny and
closerinvolvement
indaily management

Strengthening of trustand
. collaborationwithout closer
daily involvement

No change

Ei_qhtAdvisory‘

The perma-crisis has resulted in private equity shareholders now taking a more hands-on role in company
oversight - and management teams are largely embracing the shift.

What was once seen as overreachis now increasingly viewed as high-value collaboration.

‘ ‘ We are more demanding towards our portfolio companies

said one managing director, referencing the expanding scope of value creation plans, quicker execution

timelines, and more rigorous performance monitoring.

But this pressure isn't generating friction - it's fostering results. ‘ ‘ ‘Wewere lucky fo have PE
Shareholders that were both
involved and not painful. They
have acted as true sparring

This new level of involvement is not just strategic - it's structural. partners, helping us stick
to the right fundamentals.

‘ We now have a 2-hour monthly meeting aCEOreflected.
oneach elerment of our situation.

a CEQO pointed out.

While the cadenceis intense, it ensures that no part of the business drifts off course. Frequent, structured
communicationis enabling faster course corrections and a clearer alignment between investors and Company’s
management.

Instead of micromanagement, management teams are experiencing deep, targeted dialogue and practical

support.
‘ ‘ The way we handlled the crises has fueled the trust between us and our private
equity shareholder. 4CEO added.

Inturbulent periods, this trust has proven critical. In essence, the dynamicis shifting from control to partnership.
Shareholders are becoming strategic co-pilots, not just financial sponsors. As value creation expectationsrise,
this high-trust, high-engagement modelis emerging as a best practice in the private equity ecosystem -
demanding, but decisively effective.
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| essons learnt

Learnings from crises highlight the underlying importance of creating a culture of adaptation and
of onboarding a teaminto this culture.

Key lessons from crises, according to the interviewed companies

Resilientmodels are built
onaculture of adaptation

Crises highlight

. 15%
the quality of the team

Crises canaccelerate cultural 15%
changeif consistencyis kept

Response speed and pace 13%
are leveraged onacrisis
Efficient processes & tools are 8%
key toresist crises EiQhtAdvisory’

Therecent succession of crises has served as a pivotal learning experience for companies, reshaping priorities
and deepening market understanding. Every interviewee noted significant changes in their approach to doing
business, whether itinvolved shifting priorities, gaining new insights into their markets, or strengthening their
organisational vision.

49%

Resilience - the ability to withstand pressure without faltering - has emerged as the most sought-after trait within
organisations. Nearly 50% of interviewees highlighted the link between resilience and adaptability as akey
lesson from recent crises. As one CEQO of a Network-based company stated:

The importance of CL.,I|.’[IvatIﬂg anengaged management It fostered an adaptation
team was another critical takeaway. As one respondent L
observed, culture within our managers.

‘ ‘ Crises always highlight well-managed
companies and good management teams,

whereas anomalies can exist during
economic euphoria.

This underscores the value of strong leadership in navigating turbulent times. However, some interviewees
expressed concern over the lack of anticipation within theirindustry and among peers. As a CFO froma B2B
Distributioncompany remarked,

‘ ‘ Itis hard to understand how our ecosystem aid not anticipate the
sequential knock-on effects. Whereas Covid -19 created a liquidity
crisis followed by a quick rebound, the subsequent crises have been
much more impactful and lead to longer-term impacts.
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Next challenges

Integration of technology and Gen Al specifically, as well as talent acquisition and nurturing, are
expected by our panel to be the main challenges of the next five years. ESG and climate change
is perceived as both a challenge and an opportunity.

Strategic challenges identified by the

interviewed companies Business Services companies, now familiar with sector-

wide transformations, are anticipatinga new set of structural
Technology & A QU 470  Challenges following the multi-crises period. Interviewees

Talent acquisition . have identif_ied.technology andtalentmanagementas the
&managerment  COMMIND 37% most pressing issues for the years ahead.
ESG&climatechange (MDD 22% Given the labour-intensive and skill-demanding nature of the
Underlying  quessy 150, industry, the importance of these challengesis hardly
market consolidation surprising.

it @ 14% . - _— . .
Geopolitical unrest Companies anticipate significant changes to their operating

Regulatorychanges  quuy 110, models and service offerings, largely driven by technological
International advancements.

expansion - 10% ] o ] )

Cultral change @D 6% As durllng pre-crisis years, the focug, is onensuring that
operations are supported by a qualified and engaged

workforce capable of adapting to new markets,

EightAdvisory’ .
S technologies andtools.

However, the integration of Gen Alis expected to revolutionise processes and create opportunities for
enhanced efficiency and innovation. This transformation requires a workforce that is not only skilled but also
adaptable to rapidly evolving technological landscapes. Securing such a workforce is crucial for maintaining
competitive advantage and ensuring swift and successful adaptation.

Ecosystem-related challenges are becomingincreasingly prominent for Business Services companies. They
must now adapt to both the consequences of climate change and the rising demand for ESG actions and
transparency, while navigating evolving regulatory frameworks across the European market.

As European administrations and regulations are often criticised for stifling innovation and competitiveness, and
as the European macroeconomic outlook is decorrelated from other parts of the world, international expansion
isemerging as a growing need for Business Services groups. Thisis all the more enabled since “de-servicisation”
is not happening and since a lot of European companies emerge as global leaders in many Business Services

subsectors. As the CFO of an T & Consulting Services firm noted: ‘ ‘

. . e . Tensions canresultin
Amid these market headwinds, consolidationis also surfacing EIISIONS Carest

as amajor strategic challenge, for around 15% of our panel. rag me”faf’o” andihe creation of
This represents a continuation of previous years, where mul f’f?/ emarket 5@7 aards, suchas
consolidationhad already been a key growth lever in highly a Chinesealternative to E SGor
fragmented market structures. Nonetheless, this is becoming new regulatory constraints.

less of a financial, multiple arbitrage-related lever, and more of

pricing pressures create a growing need for scale, many companies feel a growing need to be akey playerinthe
race for leadership on their markets. As one Head of M&A stated:

‘ ‘ Infive years, there will be one market leader ineach country -
iaeally, our group.
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While most respondents view technology as a lever to more profitable and stronger businesses,
they feel that their company is behind on tech-readiness, which is slowing down their adoption

of Al.

Perception of technology
by the interviewed companies

Threat to

my business 4%

Challenge

0,
toadaptto i

Value

0,
creationdriver 38%

Business

; 31%
opportunity

EightAdvisory'

Self-appraisedtech-readiness

— Companies’ stanceson Al N

°v Z
Believers Tacticians Cautious
Alshouldbe Al should enhance Wait & See,
implementedacross  specific offers & cherry-pick
the organisation business functions proven use cases
|\ J
Source: EightAdvisory  EiQhtAdvisory

Over 30% of our respondents view technology as a
challenge or a threat. This statement highlights the degree
of legacy systems and lack of tech culture of certain sub-
sectors within Business Services ecosystems.

At the other end of the spectrum, over 30% of respondents
view technology as an opportunity to develop new offers or
gainalasting advantage over competition.

While those proactive respondents may have successfully
undergone afirst wave of digitisation, they are still part of
85% of interviewees who feel their company still lags
behind interms of technology.

[tisindeed a consensual statement amongst Business
Services managers that the historical strong autonomy to
local business units, the resulting lack of automatisationand
the structural people-intensive operating models have not
put the sector inthe leading spots for technology adoption
and technologicalinnovation.

With those characteristics in mind, Business Services
companies exhibit strong interest for Artificial Intelligence
implementation:

said the Chairman of a BPO & On-site services company.

Al willimpact the services sector the same
way that robotisation has impacted
naustry,

As withany new technology, the stances vary: close to 50%
of our interviewees view Al as the lever to overhaul their
entire business model (the “Believers”) but more than 20%
anticipate to have a highly selective use of Aland may
accumulate lag to leading market practices.

The key challenges inimplementing Al lie in choosinga
Return on Investment-focused mindset to identifying the
right use cases where Al can deliver meaningfulimpact
without overpromising or underdelivering.
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Focus on talent acquisition & management

Talent management challenges increasingly require to address productivity, and
companies have yet to fully activate the corresponding structural levers.

Approaches takento tackle talent
management challenges

Continuous improvement levers

* Intrapreneurship
» Employerbrand
* Internalacademies

* Profit sharing
 Offshoring

Short-term solution
Enhance attractiveness & retention
Secure temporary workforce and quali

Talent acquisition and retention
have remained a key challenge
in Business Services
Recruitment challenges have long
beenakey constraint for Business
Services groups, as they rely heavily
onhuman capital and scarce
skillsets. As one executive
insightfully noted,

Inthis context, talent retentionis not
justanHRissue, itis a fundamental
driver of competitiveness and
scalability. The increasing cost and
complexity of replacing skilled
professionals, correlated withan
ageing populationand ontense
labour markets in some countries
such as Germany, means that
companies must now more than
ever invest, innovate and step out of
their comfort zone to attract and
retaintalent.

recruitrment has always
been akey mitigant to our
growth, along with our ability
to retain people.

37%

of interviewees view talent management
asakey challenge of the next 5 years

Structural initiatives

« Directlabour optimisation

Long-term solution

&recruitment needs

-

fications

Decrease retentionrisks exposure

~

80%
Satisfaction
insurvey

) Ei_qhtAdvisory’

Evolving employee
expectations are reshaping
organisations

The evolvingemployee-employer
relationship presents another layer
of complexity. Prompted notably by
anincreasing ESG conscience and
by the advent of teleworking, both
white- and blue-collar workers have
become less motivated by
traditional corporate incentives and
more driven by personal purpose,
flexibility,and autonomy. This has
created alandscape marked by

This forces companies to redesign
career paths and value
propositions. To remain attractive,
firms must craft compelling
employee experiences that
combine purpose, progression, and
personalisation - which are key
ingredients of amodernemployer
brand looking to maintain
engagement, especially among
younger, high-potential talent.

less motivation and
engagement. more
individualism and
asearch for meaning.

These challenges are also
handled through workforce
optimisation and digitalisation
Long-standing structuralissues,
suchas overstaffinginlow-value
and highly repetitive tasks, must
also be addressed. As highlighted
from one of our respondents,

‘ ‘ working on historical
overstaffing.

Instead, firms must use moments of
disruption to accelerate digitisation
and standardisation, which, on top
of boosting operational efficiency,

also
‘ ‘ on talent management
15SU/ES..
By automating repetitive tasks and
optimizingteam structures,
companies have both reduced their
dependency on scarcer human
capitalandreallocated talent
towards value-addingroles and
career-enhancing experiences, thus
supporting retention through
meaningful work and career growth
opportunities.
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Focus on diversification & internationalisation

Diversification, especially internationalisation, has increasingly been a key resilience lever

within Business Services.
Business Services companies are actively seeking

to mitigate risks associated with demographic,
Drivers to geographical diversification regulatory, and competitiveness challengesin
European countries.

Accessto

higher-growth opportunities o Ontop of accessing higher growth opportunities, a

Labor-driven . . . . . . .

diversification D 529 key driver behind this internationalisation effort is

Derisking ffom Pollical - oy 2, labour diversification,aimed at reducing costs and
& geopolitical uncertainty ’ accessing a broader pool of skilled workforce,
EXISING Mrke! oy 3594 notably for IT & Consulting companies. For
consolidation . . . \
companies establishedin Europe's

demographically stagnant environment, this
structural need is becomingincreasingly urgent.
Most recently, the desire to derisk from political and geopolitical uncertainties has emerged as a significant
concern. Among the 43% of interviewees pursuing internationalisation, a key motivator has indeed been the
need to navigate changing European regulations and a volatile political climate. The recent tariff war has further
intensified this trend, with major Business Services companies pledging to increase their investmentsin the
United States inresponse to the initial tariff wave.

Ei_qhtAdvisory'

Business Services companies are also acutely aware of the widening gap between Europe, Asia and the USA.
While Chinaand the USA have historically demonstrated that economic competitiveness was their top priority,
EU regulations are often perceived as constraints on the development of European champions. A lot of
European Business Services companies are worrying about the increasing potential growth gap between
Europe & the rest of the world and seek to expand their operations outside of Europe, notably in Americas, in
order to capture this growth and reap of the benefits of the underlying innovation.

Optimistic players view market consolidation as a key driver of their international ambitions and ameans to
replicate internationally a model that has proven to be successful on their home market. However, this can also
be interpreted as a defensive move inresponse to competition from less regulated players, whichis increasingly
impacting the European market. Companies are looking to scale and expand into emerging countries to secure
knowledge and remain competitive. As one CEO from an|T & Consulting Services firm noted,

Indlia has a lot of knowledge, so one needs to identify the correct growth zones for

‘ With the power dynamics between countries: no one knows what india will do, and
tomorrow.

To effectively navigate these global dynamics, companies can consider the following strategies:

1. Regulatory Flexibility: Develop strategies to balance regulatory constraints commitments with
competitiveness.

2. Defensive Expansion: Pursue strategic international expansion to mitigate risks associated with
competition fromless regulated players and secure valuable knowledge.

3. Knowledge Acquisition: Focus onacquiringand leveraging knowledge from emerging markets
to enhance innovation and adaptability in a rapidly changing global landscape.
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Focus on ESG

ESG awareness is widespread among Business Services, and companies dedicate significant
efforts and resources to a wide range of initiatives. However, ESG’s current formis viewed as a
constraint by a significant portion of companies.

Perception of ESG ESG actionsimplemented on the following axes

Certifications ESGcontentpublications  Strategy and KPIsin place

Moral necessity without
business impact

Nothingimplementedyet

1axisin place

Differenciating factor 39%  Constraint

vis-a-vis talents

17%

219 2axesinplace

Business lever 299 3axesinplace
° EiQhtAdvisory:

The energy transitionis not only an environmental necessity but also a major source of new market
opportunities. Many European companies are already leading the way in sectors closely linked to this shift, such
as the installation and maintenance of EV charging stations, electrical networks, and green construction
services. These industries are rapidly expanding, positioning Europe at the forefront of sustainable economic
growth.

While 39% of respondents continue to perceive ESG as a constraint, a growing share - 46% - recognises its
strategic potential, with 29% viewing it as a value creation lever. These findings resonate with executive
perspectives: one CEO underscored ESG actionsasbotha

‘ ‘ must-cdo anda key criterion in tenders,

while another highlighted its role in fostering purpose and deepening employee engagement.

That said, in the European context, ESGis often framed as a regulatory burden—reflecting broader concerns
that stringent compliance obligations may erode corporate competitiveness across the region. From our
perspective, this divergence in ESG perception signals a critical inflection point. The challenge for leadersis no
longer whether to engage with ESG, but how to integrate it effectively into the group’s core business model.

A majority-58% - of companies have indeed implemented a full suite of concrete actions, across several
dimensions, to structure their actions, measure theirimpacts and formalise their commmunication, through KPI
alignment, third-party certifications, and transparent disclosure. This shift is driving structural change—creating
new leadership roles (e.g., Heads of ESG), and reshaping supply chains, such as firms that are redesigning
procurement criteria to favor low-carbon partners, embedding sustainability metrics into client reporting, etc.

As a conclusion, the 3 dimensions of Environment, Social and Governance are indeed shifting froma
reputational safeguard to a performance driver—impacting operations, value chains, and go-to-market
strategies. We are observing that ESG commitments are becoming pivotalin client relationships, compelling
companies to shift from ad hoc efforts to structured, scalable strategies.
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How we can support you and your business

Eight Advisory can address most of the identified trends with differentiating offers

®
Value Creation
& Turnaround

it

M&A Strategy

Strategy &
Performance

Value Creation Plan

o Holistic Value Creation Plan
Commercial effectiveness plan
LLabour management plan
Procurement cost reduction
Working capitalimprovement

Acquisition support
o Finance, Legal, Tax, Commercial,

Operational, Synergies, Technology,

ESG and Culture due diligence
o Platform-based strategy definition

o Company and support functions
structuring to absorb (hyper)growth

Organisation & operating model

o Agile organisation and operating
model design

o Change management strategy

ESG
o ESGstrategy
o Decarbonisationplan

Restructuring

O

O

O

Independent Business Review
Chief Restructuring Office
Social strategy

Post-Merger Integration

O

(0]
(©]
(0]

Integration strategy
Integration execution
Integration Playbook elaboration

Synergy assessment, refiningand
tracking

o Change management strategy
o Culturalintegration

Artificial Intelligence

O

O

O

Use cases identificationand
assessment

Implementation support
Change management
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