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Gulf Capital: The art of 
dealmaking in the Middle East
The past couple of years have been tough for the Middle East private 
equity industry. Subdued economic growth across the region has in turn 
dampened new fundraising and buyout activity. 

But there are signs the regional economy is strengthening, and for some 
Middle Eastern private equity investors, they have remained active in 
acquisitions and in exiting portfolio investments. 

Gulf Capital is one such investor. In the 18 months to May this year, the 
firm closed eight new and follow-on investments at the portfolio company 
level, and, over the same period, secured and closed five landmark exits. 

One of the firm’s most recent investments was the acquisition of a 70% 
stake in UAE-based Medica Holding, a leading service provider of 
aesthetics, cosmetics and dermatology equipment and products across 
the Middle East. The deal fitted perfectly with Gulf Capital’s private equity 
investment strategy, which is to take strategic stakes in highly profitable, 
rapidly expanding companies operating in high-growth and mainly 
defensive industries in core economies of the Middle East region.    

“For us, our primary investment focus is on opportunities in the key markets of 
the UAE, Egypt and Saudi Arabia,” says Dr Karim El Solh, CEO of Gulf Capital. 
“Most other economies in the region are generally too small and insular to 
present the type of investment opportunities that are most attractive to us.” 

Ownership Structure a Key Issue  
Asked about the main challenges to investing in companies and due 
diligence in these economies, El Solh says their ownership structure has 
been one of the key issues.    
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“Part of the challenge of investing as we do in this region is that many 
companies are family-owned,” he says. “In Saudi Arabia, for instance, 
it’s not uncommon to have one family owning 10-12 businesses in 
different industries. In the past, it’s fair to say there was a greater 
reluctance to sell controlling stakes in companies.”

However, he says that this is changing, for the right investor, and that 
“what we are seeing today is that family owners are much more open 
to selling controlling stakes at lower valuations.”        

Do Your Homework  
Establishing the right valuation is a component of the due diligence 
process, which, for any deal, is always very deep, detailed and 
intensive, says El Solh. “It has to be,” he adds. “Which means it can  
be quite expensive. But it’s worth it – you simply have to do the 
required homework.”

Running deep, detailed due diligence on every deal is necessary,  
even if it does take more time. The technology supporting the process 
today has helped accelerate it, but for El Solh, technology can only  
do so much.      

“Technology has a role to play in supporting our decision-making and 
making due diligence more efficient, but ultimately the investing we 
do is more about dealing with people than technology,” he says. 
“Investing in this region does take time. It’s an iterative process, which 
can mean between 6-12 months of courting before an offer is made. 
It’s this, the art of patiently building a relationship, which is one of the 
key differences between investing here compared to Europe, which is 
more transactional and mechanic.”

ABOUT GULF CAPITAL

Based in the UAE, Gulf Capital is a 

leading alternative investment firm 

focused primarily on late-stage 

control buy-outs, growth capital, 

private debt and real estate 

projects in the Middle East.

DatasiteOne, a market-leading SaaS due diligence platform,  
enables dealmakers around the world to focus on the deal, not  
the data room. Sophisticated analytics, ironclad security and  
world-class support make DatasiteOne the cloud-based virtual  
data room of choice for M&A and securities professionals in  
more than 170 countries. 
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