
WWW.INFORMILO.COM  NOVEMBER 2014

Featuring:  
Who To Pitch At The NOAH Conference
When Is It Time To Use Offline Ads?
BlaBlaCar’s Drive For Growth
Europe’s 25 Fastest-Growing Companies

Where Business Meets Innovation

Some of the most successful start-
ups have had at least one change of 
direction. It requires brutal honesty 
to pull off, writes Ben Rooney
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When Nimbuzz, an early Over The Top pro-
vider, was acquired last month by UK-based 
New Call it didn’t generate much of a media 
buzz. But the eight-year old Dutch compa-
ny, which the deal valued at $250 million, 
is just the latest example of a company that 
survived near death by changing its focus. 

Nimbuzz is not alone. Some of the best-
known tech companies started life doing 
something completely different. Pinterest was 
a shopping app, Flickr was a game, and of 
course Nokia started life as a wood pulp mill.

Israel’s SimilarWeb pivoted twice before 
finding a model that scales globally (see the 
profile of CEO Or Offer on pages 16-17). 

Altering course is so key to a company’s 
success that “change” is this year’s theme 
for NOAH, an annual Internet conference in 
London. Pivots are not the only issue. Scaling 
comes with challenges (see the story about 
BlaBlaCar on page 5) and for founders one of 
the most difficult issues is when it is time to 
step down as CEO (see the story page 4).

“The Internet has changed change," says 
Marco Rodzynek, founder of NOAH Advisors. 
"Everything is faster. Management and share-
holders need to be 100% aligned to adapt and 
willing to take risk.” 

Founded in the Netherlands in 2006, Nim-
buzz gave the java-phones of the day a single 
“app” where a user could connect to all his or 
her social networks.

“That got pretty popular,” says Michael 
Jackson of Mangrove Capital Partners, which 
invested in the company, giving Jackson a 
board seat. “Then two things happened. 
There was only one social network because 
Facebook nuked everybody else.

“The second was the smartphone. You can 
run an app for every single social network on 
your phone at the same time. You didn't really 
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Hassle's co-founders were 
down to their last £100 

“It turned out that 80%, 
no more like 99%, of  
the people we were 
trying to help just did not 
have a burning pain.”

need an aggregator. The whole thing was 
a bit redundant.”

Nimbuzz also realized that while the 
app was drifting in Europe and the U.S., 
“We found a lot of people in the Middle 
East, North Africa, and India were using 
it,” says Jackson. Indians in the Gulf States 
were using the app’s instant messaging 
service to keep in touch with home.

“We took the Indian country manager 
and made him the boss of the show and 
said, ‘get on with it in your geography.’ 
And so he did.”

As start-ups that have successfully 
turned failure into success have often 
discovered, the seed of success is some-
times to be found locked inside the husk 
of the old company. This was the case for 
London-based Hassle, which connects 
domestic cleaners to clients.

Alex Depledge was an Accenture con-
sultant before quitting her job to found 
the company together with Jules Coleman 
and Tom Nimmo. The first plan was a 
local services marketplace.

The company was picked by the Spring-
board accelerator (now TechStars) in 
2012. But soon after leaving the program 
it became apparent that all was not well. 
“Tom and Jules were coming to work 
every day and writing lines of code and 
felt that they were making progress.

“Meanwhile I am traipsing around Lon-
don trying to get bookings and realizing 
that even though the idea was a really 
good one it was too unwieldy.”

With stagnant growth and cash running 
out Depledge says they had to take drastic 
measures. “With about £100 left in the 
bank we looked at all the research data, 
looked at what was happening on our 
site. One in four people who came to the 
site was looking for a domestic cleaner.”

The three tore down the site and rebuilt 
it. Instead of being a site where people 
could come on to look for tradespeople, 
it became a site where domestic cleaners 
could pick clients. 

“We released on January 3rd [2013]. 
We didn't have any money. We gave our-
selves six weeks to see if this thing could 
really do something.” They needn’t have 
worried. By April the site was closing 
£250,000 a month. The company now 
employs 35 people in three countries 
across seven cities and landed a £6 mil-
lion funding deal from Accel Partners.

The problem, says Depledge is that 
“we all fall in love with an idea. We fail to 
validate them in the market.”

That is a lesson that another London 
start-up, payment service GoCardless, 
learned the hard way. According to 
co-founder Matt Robinson, “Lots of ideas 
start on a whiteboard in a room between 
lots of people that are talking about some-
thing they really know nothing about. We 
came up with a cool solution to a problem 
that did not exist.”

That solution was a site designed to be 
a tool to allow everyone from a five-a-side 
football manager right up to someone 
running a subscription business to  
collect payments.

The site failed to take off. “After a cou-
ple of weeks you would get these football 
team managers saying, ‘It's fine, but I 
needed to collect the medical consent 
form.’ We said of course we can build 
that. But then you would find that the 
landlords didn’t need that.”

“The real warning sign is you have flat 
growth despite the fact you are doing 

build the product, you keep adding 
more features to it. You can 

improve it, but it's not going to 
make a order of magnitude 

difference.’
“He told us, ‘all of 

you down tools and 
from now on you 

spend all day calling 
actual and prospective 

customers.’
“We were in San Francisco at 

the time,” recalls Robinson “We 
were getting up at ridiculous times. For 
a month we were literally cold calling all 
day, every day, to speak to people in the 
UK and to find out what did they want.

“We were living together in San Fran-
cisco in a four-bed place. Every night 
one of the co-founders would come into 
my room. And I would be saying, ‘Stop 
messing around, we've got an early start 
tomorrow. Go to bed.’ And he would 
reply, ‘No. I'm not going to bed because I 
know that as soon as I get up I have to do 
the cold calling again. Anything I can do 
to make that not the next thing is better.’"

What they found out was that users 
really wanted not a new site or tools, but 
a way of integrating payments into their 

existing accounting tools and services.
While still on the Y Combinator program, 
the four completely rebuilt the company, 
pivoting to an API-based payment service 
in time for the demo day at the end of 
August 2011.

“We serve over 5,000 companies and 
grew 800% last year,” says Robinson.

Pivots present a challenge to investors. 
“What you have to do is treat it as a new 
company walking in the door,” says 
Accel’s Sonali de Rycker.

“If somebody says that they can sell ice 
cream and then they say they are going 
to sell furniture you really need to say, 
‘Is this the right team to sell furniture? Is 
there a better team? Do we really need 
more furniture makers?’”

But proving that for every rule there is 
an exception, while Hassle and GoCard- 
less found their path to success lay in 
ruthlessly focusing on just one part of 
their project, Israel’s ironSource found 
success by taking the opposite approach.

The company started out writing 
plugins for the Firefox browser, says 
co-founder Omer Kaplan. 

“We worked a lot of time on the 
application and then nothing happened. 
We didn't get users and we were not 
able to monetize and we weren't able to 
distribute. The naïve dream is that once 
you have a good application, it means 
you have a business. We very quickly 
understood that this was not the case.”

The company realized that the existing 
tools to help developers distribute their 
services and monetize were completely 
inadequate. They built their own.

“We started to generate significant 
revenue through our applications. 
We transformed into a B2B company 
offering technologies to application 
developers.”

But rather than focus on just one as-
pect, ironSource built a whole suite. “We 
have technologies that enable large-scale 
distribution and monetization of applica-
tions — historically on desktop but today 
of course we are strong in mobile.”

Kaplan says the counter-intuitive 
decision to go broad, not deep, is a con-
sequence of the market they are in. “That 
is the direction the market is going. I see 
a lot of consolidation between companies 
and we were fortunate enough to identify 
that in the beginning.”

As ironSource, Nimbuzz and many oth-
ers have learned understanding the needs 
of your users is key and the willingness to 
embrace change is crucial to success.

everything you possibly can to delight 
your customers.”

The team dived into their data. “It 
turned out that 80%, no more like 99%, of 
the people we were trying to help just did 
not have a burning pain.”

At the time the four co-founders were 
half way through the Y Combinator accel-
erator program.

“One of their mottos is ‘build product, 
talk to users.’ Paul Graham said some-
thing which we really took on board. ‘You 

TWITTER

STARTED LIFE AS:  
Odeo, a podcasting service that 
was part of Obvious Corp.
NOW: Obvious went on to found 
Twitter which went public in  
2013 and now has a market  
cap of $30.09 billion. Odeo still 
exists today.

PINTEREST

STARTED LIFE AS: a mobile shop-
ping app called Tote in 2009. 
NOW: Pinterest now has over 70 
million users; approximately 80% 
are women.

GROUPON

STARTED LIFE AS: a consumer 
activism site called The Point in 
2007.
NOW: Having spawned a thousand 
clones, the discounted daily deal 
site IPO’d in 2011. It has a market 
cap of $4 billion.

PAYPAL

STARTED LIFE AS: Confinity, in 
1999, a way of transferring money 
between PDAs. 
NOW: Acquired by eBay for $1.5 
billion. Earlier this year eBay 
announced it would spin off PayPal 
into a separate publicly-traded 
company.

FLICKR

STARTED LIFE AS: A massively 
multiplayer online game called 
Game Neverending with a tool for 
sharing images. 
NOW: Acquired by Yahoo in 2005 
for an undisclosed sum. For a while 
it was one of the web’s biggest 
photo-sharing sites.

Well-known tech brands of today that  
all started life doing something else.

10 
FAMOUS 
PIVOTS

INSTAGRAM

STARTED LIFE AS: Burbn, a kind of 
Foursquare check-in service.
NOW: Burbn wasn’t a great hit, but 
founder Kevin Systrom noticed that 
the photo-sharing aspect was very 
popular. That became Instagram. 
The company was acquired by Face-
book for $1 billion in 2012.

FACEBOOK

STARTED LIFE AS: Many things, 
but one of them was Facemash, a 
Harvard-based “Hot-or-Not” service.
NOW: It’s Facebook. 

YOUTUBE

STARTED LIFE AS: An unsuccessful 
dating site called “Tune In Hook Up.” 
NOW: Part of Google, it was 
acquired for what was in 2006 an 
eye-watering $1.65 billion.

YELP

STARTED LIFE AS: Yelp. But back 
in 2004 it was a rather convoluted 
automated system for emailing rec-
ommendation requests to friends.
NOW: A crowd-sourced review site. 
Yelp went public in 2012 and now 
has a market cap of $4.18 billion. 

NOKIA

STARTED LIFE AS: a wood pulp 
mill, founded in 1865.
NOW: After a time it became the 
world’s largest phone maker. Today 
it is a telecoms equipment provider 
with a mapping service and is a 
shadow of its former self.
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LEADERSHIP SCALING

Deciding to step down as CEO is one of the 
most difficult decisions a founder will ever 
make. So Informilo asked three founders 
who did it how they coped with the change.

“There is no right timing,” says Arnaud 
Bertrand, co-founder of Housetrip, a global 
holiday home rental company. “At some point 
you just need to do it.”

Bertrand, who co-founded HouseTrip in 
2009 with his wife JunJun, was the company’s 
CEO until earlier this year. Like most founders 
he had to run just about everything in the be-
ginning because there was no choice. “But my 
policy has always been to remove myself from 
roles when we had a better person to handle 
them,” he says. 

The CEO role was no different. After a 
few years it became apparent that George 
Hadjigeorgiou, the man Bertrand hired as his 
chief operating officer, “would be an amazing 
CEO,” says Bertrand. 

“The decision was made when I had lunch 
with our chairman. I shared my thinking 
that George would make a great CEO. The 
chairman spoke with George, George was very 
open to it, and we spoke to the board.”

Bertrand, who remains the company’s 
president, says he doesn’t regret it. “I am still 
very much full-time in the company but it is a 
different role.”

DataSift founder Nick Halstead and Michael 
Acton Smith, founder of Mind Candy, the 
company behind the popular game Moshi 
Monsters, have also transitioned from being 
CEO to new roles in their companies, although 
Halstead only temporarily vacated the hot 
seat.

DataSift needed to build up its operations 
in the U.S. Not only did he not want to uproot 
his young family from the UK and relocated 
thousands of miles to the west in the U.S., he 

Knowing when to stand down as a 
CEO is one of the toughtest calls for a 
leader to make. Three very successful 
entrepreneurs say why they stepped 
aside, writes Jennifer L Schenker

Should I Stay  
Or Should I Go?

BlaBlaCar Drives 
Road To Growth

acknowledged that he was not the best person 
for the particular task of building a U.S. man-
agement team.

“The U.S. is such a hard thing to crack,” he 
says. “With me not being well enough known 
in the U.S., trying to build a U.S. team with 
major players around me would have been 
very hard. 

“Add to that that I was not living out there. 
It’s a difficult sell to say, ‘hey come and work 
for me’ when I don’t live in the U.S. That was 
never going to be something that worked.”

Halstead says he decided to take a prag-
matic view. “I love running the company,” 
he says, “but for the good of the company I 
needed someone who was big in the U.S.”

“It’s a very personal thing,” says Halstead. 
“[For] any founder or co-founder, their 
responsibility is to decide who are the right 
people in the right role in the company. Not 
everyone is subjective enough to look at them-
selves and say ‘I’m not good enough’. That is 
one of the hardest things to say to yourself.”

DataSift’s founder says he never stopped 
setting the direction and worked closely with 
Rob Bailey, his replacement CEO. 

“But there is no question about it, it is an 
emotional thing,” he says. 

“The hardest thing was to cope during this 

period with that slightly less degree of control. 
The stress of not being in control is actually 
more burdensome than actually being in 
charge. I would prefer to be in charge and 
have everything fall apart and know that it 
was my fault, then look from afar.”

After Bailey, who remains a board member, 
successfully built a strong U.S. team Halstead 
resumed the CEO’s role earlier this year. 

Acton Smith reached a point where he says 
he was no longer enjoying being in charge.

“One of the keys to life, and being successful 
in life, is realizing what you are good at and 
what you love doing, “ he says. 

“I love building things, I love start-ups. But 
after 10 years I had reached a point where I 
was spending more time doing the things that 
I enjoyed less, and I wanted to get back to my 
heart, my essence, and that is creating stuff.”

“I’m very lucky. I work with an amazing 
woman called Divinia Knowles. We effectively 
ran the company together for many years. 
So not a huge amount has changed at the 
moment. She has the title, but it means I can 
spend more time scribbling in my notebook, 
and less time planning 2017 budget forecasts, 
or worrying about what’s going on with our 
tax issues in countries overseas.”

Mind Candy’s at a point where it needs to 
create new and exciting products, he said. “I 
wanted to free up more by time to go super 
deep on that,” says Acton Smith.

Hard as it is to step down it is not the same 
as stepping away. “I thought hard about it for 
a while,” says Acton Smith. 

“But here’s the thing: it’s not as if I given 
the keys to someone else to drive off into the 
sunset. That would be soul destroying.” 

“But there is no 
question about it, it is 
an emotional thing.”

“It is a misconception 
to think you need cash 
to do M & A. The cash 
side of our early deals 
was almost zero.”

The French ride-sharing 
site's rapid international 
expansion holds some 
important lessons for 
Europe’s entrepreneurs, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker
When BlaBlaCar started thinking about 
international growth in 2010, a similar in-
ter-city ride-sharing service already existed 
in Germany. The French start-up knew it 
needed to move fast if it wanted to domi-
nate the European market. So, it flaunted 
convention and raised capital to expand 
internationally even before it had proven 
the model in its home market.

“By the time most European companies 
go international it is too late,” says BlaBlaCar 
co-founder and COO Nicolas Brusson, who 
heads up the company’s international growth 
and operations. “We decided to go early into 
different European countries — adding a local 
team each time — before proving the business 
model, something very few players do.”

Just how early did the Paris-based company 
expand beyond its home market? “Our fourth 
employee was in Spain,” says Brusson, a 
speaker at NOAH, an annual Internet confer-
ence in London. The UK, Poland and other 
markets quickly followed. “My only regret is I 
wish we had done it even faster.” 

In just four years the company, which was 
named a 2015 World Economic Forum tech pi-
oneer, has attracted 10 million members in 10 
European countries plus Russia, Ukraine and 
Turkey. It transports more than two million 
people every month, creating an alternative 
transport network that not only competes 
for customers with trains, buses and airlines 
but also creates demand from people who 
would not have travelled otherwise. In 
August it raised the largest VC round ever 
for a French start-up — $100 million — from 
Index Ventures, Accel Partners, ISAI and Lead 
Edge Capital. It plans to use that capital to 
expand to India and Latin America. With big 

ambitions, and an even bigger potential mar-
ket, BlaBlaCar is hiring talent in all of its nine 
offices around the world, says Brusson. 

The idea for BlaBlaCar was born in France 
when Frédéric Mazzella, a student at Stan-
ford, wanted to get home to his family in La 
Rochelle for Christmas. He had no car and the 
trains were full. Meanwhile, the roads were 
packed with people driving in his direction, 
many alone in their cars. He wanted to find 
one of the drivers going his way and offer 
to share the cost of fuel in exchange for an 
empty seat. Mazzella created a site to do just 
that and the community began slowly to grow 
organically. He then met co-founder and 
engineer Francis Nappez. After completing 
his MBA, Mazzella worked on a plan with 
fellow student Brusson, the third co-founder, 
to finance and scale a service that has become 
one of the fastest-expanding in Europe.

For BlaBlaCar that means snapping up 
savvy local entrepreneurs and in the case of 
Russia, Poland and Italy using “acqui-hiring,” 
the practice of acquiring a company mainly 
for its talent. 

Most start-ups think a company must have 
a huge war chest to make acquisitions. Not so, 
says Brusson. “It is a misconception to think 
you need cash to do M & A. The cash side of 
our early acquisitions was almost zero.”

“In many cases the entrepreneurs that start 
local operations are more interested in adven-
ture [and hence equity] than cash, “says Brus-
son. “Most people get that it is more valuable 
to be part of a global company then to create 
the BlaBlaCar of Italy or some other country. 
“We have created an environment where they 

have a lot of autonomy and can run their own 
business within BlaBlaCar.”

BlaBlaCar benefits from their local knowl-
edge. “In each country you have to under-
stand the right messages and the channels to 
consumers,” he says. “For example, in Russia 
nobody uses Facebook; they use VK and you 
need someone on the ground who has con-
nections with Yandex and understands the 
local pricing and formats.”

But it is not just about understanding the 
local market. It is about knowing how to 
best tackle the specific problems posed by 
launching a ride-sharing service. For example, 
Podorozhniki, a start-up operating in Russia 
and Ukraine which BlaBlaCar acquired earlier 
this year, had been building a service for two 
years and had been experience dealing with 
local regulations and other issues. 

That saves the French company precious 
time, says Brusson, helping it become a mar-
ket leader.

So what advice does Brusson offer to other 
European entrepreneurs? “Make sure your 
service is multilingual from day one; that you 
hire people with different language skills from 
day one and have people working in three, 
four or five locations early on,” says Brusson. 
“I would love to see the next generation of 
start-ups born in London, Berlin and France 
tackle all of these markets at the same time. 
This is how we will build European giants.”

Brusson: ‘By 
the time most 
European 
companies go 
international 
it is too late’

Bertrand: 
‘There is no 
right timing. 
At some point 
you just need 
to do it.’
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PRIVATE MARKETS

Taming The 
Wild West 

As more start-ups go for growth, founders 
and investors are being asked to take a 
second look at secondary exchanges,  
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

As the value of high-growth U.S. Internet 
companies such as Facebook soared, early 
investors and employees turned to free-for-
all private markets to cash out.

Online marketplaces for trading shares in 
unlisted companies, such as New York-based 
Second Market, were akin to a Wild West in 
which private companies had no say in the 
price of their shares or who their sharehold-
ers were. 

Things got so bad that U.S. companies start-
ed drafting constitutional documents (the 
equivalent of British Articles of Association) 
to block the activities of secondary markets.

Enter NASDAQ OMX Group, which hopes 
to make such marketplaces popular by giving 
companies control over who can trade their 
shares and help with cap-table management.

Today, on average, companies are waiting 
until they have much higher market caps to 
go public, meaning that stakes are locked in 
for a longer period. Facebook, for example, 
waited eight years before floating in February 
2012. The IPO raised $16 billion, making it 
the third largest in U.S. history at the time, 
behind General Motors and Visa. 

with Instagram. The company raised $60 
million last November from América Móvil, 
the telco giant led by Carlos Slim. The listing 
on NPM gives Mobli and other companies the 
option of conducting primary capital raises 
or controlled secondary transactions.

To trade on NPM in the U.S., companies 
have to meet at least one of a number of qual-
ifications: they must have raised $30 million 
in funding within the last two years; total 
assets and annual revenue must each be $50 
million or more; they must show an annual 
net income of $750,000; shareholder equity 
must be at least $5 million; and they have 
been operating for at least two years.

NPM is considering launching in Europe 
but would first need to secure regulatory ap-
provals. As more European companies go for 
growth rather than selling early, unlocking 
some liquidity is likely to have some appeal.

“The ability to take a little bit of liquidity 
out is a good thing because it encourages the 
entrepreneur to go for a bigger exit,” says 
Nenad Marovac, a managing partner at Lon-
don-based venture capital firm DN Capital. 

Even before NPM enters the market two 
private marketplaces have launched in the 
UK: Asset Match and Liquity.

“We are endeavoring to make it easier 
for private companies to raise money by 
providing a realistic exit route,” says Iain 
Baillie, Asset Match’s co-founder. “IPOs are 
statistically irrelevant as an exit and in trade 
sales everybody has to sell.”

Liquity plans to relaunch in January as a 
subscription service for investors who want 
to connect with people who want to confi-
dentially sell stakes in private companies, 
says founder Barry Shrier.

An indication of interest in the space is 
that Asset Match was voted one of the fast-
est-growing companies in the UK in 2013 by 
Sir Terry Leahy and Lord Young as part of an 
‘Accelerate 250’ program, while in July Liqui-
ty was chosen as a Top 10 finalist in Startup-
bootcamp’s 2014 Fintech accelerator.

NASDAQ believes it has several differenti-
ators: to launch its own private market NAS-
DAQ bought Sharespost, which like Second 
Market was active in selling the shares of 
Silicon Valley companies like Facebook, and 
has integrated the company’s technology.

NASDAQ has since made another acquisi-
tion, TruEquity, which offers an integrated 

Stock planing “is not rocket 
science, but it is complicated.” 

stock plan administration and capitalization 
table tracking service for private companies. 
The service allows investors and founders at 
start-ups to understand who owns what as 
well as to run planning scenarios.

Stock plan administration “is not rocket 
science, but it is complicated,” says Eran 
Palmon, the Silicon Valley-based Israeli 
entrepreneur behind TruEquity, which NPM 
has renamed ExactEquity. “There are so 
many mistakes and misunderstandings. We 
wanted to make this data accessible so that 
everyone can understand what is going on.” 

Roger Rappoport, an entrepre-
neur-turned-lawyer at Silicon Valley’s 
Procopio, Cory, Hargreaves & Savitch law 
firm, an active user of ExactEquity, says 
he recommends founders start their cap 
table/stock plan administration tracking 
from day one to ensure they understand 
how investment terms can impact their 
holdings and future exits. At NOAH, a 
conference on November 13th-14th 
that focuses on late-stage Internet 
companies, Carine Schneider, the 
president of NPM, and Janet Coop-
er, a managing partner at Tapestry, 

a UK law firm focused on compli-
ance, are hosting a workshop on how 

to implement equity plans.
“We found that as we talk to founders 

in Europe and definitely in the UK that 
although the giving equity to employees phi-
losophy sounds right — they get the Silicon 
Valley story — the tax and legal and currency 
issues here make it very difficult to use it the 
same way as the Americans do,” says Cooper. 
“But it is not as difficult as you might think.”

Taking the time to develop an equity plan 
for employees is worth it, she says. “Why 
do it? Companies tend to grow much 
quicker because it incentivizes the staff to 
work that much harder.”

What is important, says Cooper, is to 
not just give employees shares but grant 
them the opportunity to sell the shares. 
“Then people will see the value.”

If you look at it from that perspective, 
“the ability to trade on private markets 
in a controlled environment helps 
companies retain employees,” says 
Schneider, NPM’s President. It should 
also help to attract top talent. 

As European companies go global 
and recruit internationally they will 

have to meet demand in markets like 
the U.S. and Israel for packages that 
include equity and offer employees 
not just shares or options but the 

ability to cash out without waiting 
eight to ten years for an IPO.

Facebook shares were heavily 
traded on secondary markets 
ahead of the company's IPO, 
a factor that many say helped 
precipitate the first-day 
price collapse

NASDAQ's ExactEquity lets 
companies know who owns 
what share and conduct 
scenario planning

Schneider: ‘the ability to trade 
on private markets helps 
companies retain employees’ 

Secondary or private markets are marketplaces that allow 
angels, venture capitalists, private equity firms, founders 
or employees to trade shares in a private company. Since 
growth companies are waiting an average of eight to ten 
years before going public, there is a growing need to get 
liquidity other ways. First-generation secondary markets in 
the U.S. used to trade shares of private companies did not 
allow companies to  control who was trading their shares.

What Is A  
Secondary Market?

• The accounting treatment is different for different 
awards, depending on whether they are cash settled or 
based on performance, so model accounting charges 
before deciding on the type of share plan.

•  Consider how much information you will have to give 
employees if they are given the option to buy shares. 

•  Change shareholders’ agreement to allow a carve out.
Articles in the agreement should have clear terms to 
enable employees to acquire shares but also sell them 
if they leave. 

Source: Tapestry Global Compliance Partners

Tips For Designing  
Effective Equity Plans

“This is a different phenomenon than we 
had seen previously,” says NASDAQ chair-
man Bruce Aust. “This is why we launched 
NASDAQ Private Market, so these companies 
can have liquidity programs that will allow 
them to retain their employees without going 
public, but at the same time maintain con-
trol. (See Aust’s interview on pages 8 and 9.)

Helping start-ups sell shares and manage 
stock plans is part of NASDAQ’s strategy to 
cozy up to start-ups at an earlier stage, in the 
hope that more will choose its exchange. The 
move comes as NASDAQ faces increasing 
competition both at home and abroad.

The first company to sign up when 
NASDAQ Private Market (NPM) launched in 
March was Mobli, an Israeli social mobile 
photo and video-sharing site which competes 
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France's Criteo is an example of a recent 
high-profile tech IPO on NASDAQ

IPO MARKET

With over 10 million members, BlaBlaCar is creating 
an entirely new, people powered, transport network. 

Backed by Accel Partners and Index Ventures, 
BlaBlaCar is making inter-city travel social, money saving 

and more efficient around the world.

BLABLACAR
IS HIRING!

We are looking for talented business 
developers and marketing managers to 
drive our global growth in India, Brazil, 

LATAM, South East Asia and more.

BlaBlaCar.com/dreamjobs

Worldwide ridesharing community

Aust: 'This 
has been a 
good year 
for diversity'

And The Bells  
Are Ringing Out 

Despite market volatility, 
2014 has been the best year 
for IPOs on New York’s 
NASDAQ exchange since 
2000 and more listings are 
expected by year’s end, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Bruce Aust, NASDAQ’s newly-named 
vice chairman was, until recently, in 
charge of the exchange’s new listings 
and capital market business as well as 
global business development and rela-
tionship management with the 3,300 
companies listed on NASDAQ OMX 
Group’s 16 listing markets. 

During his tenure the exchange attract-
ed highest-profile tech IPOs, including 
Google and Facebook. Tech IPOs on 
NASDAQ in 2014 included Weibo, China’s 
version of Twitter, which raised $285 
million in its April initial public offering 
and the UK’s Markit, which specializes 
in collecting and disseminating financial 
data, which raised $1.28 billion. IPOs 
planned for November include Fibrogen, 
a San Franciso-based biopharmaceuti-
cal company and Upland Software, an 
Austin, Texas company specializing in 
cloud-based enterprise work management 
software. Aust, a speaker at NOAH, an 
annual Internet conference in London, 
recently discussed the outlook for IPOs 
with Informilo’s Jennifer L. Schenker.

Has this been a good year for IPOs?
We have had the largest number of IPOs 

since 2000. We have had 160 in the year 
to date compared with 126 last year and I 
am pretty confident that we will have 200 
by the end of the year. 

It has been a very strong year for bio-

tech. Biotech IPOs are up 60% over last 
year; we have had about 70 of them. It 
has been a good year for tech companies 
as well.

There is a lot of diversity. This year four 
companies from the UK went public on 
NASDAQ, as well as companies from Israel 
and large ones from China such as Weibo. 
This shows there is still a robust market 
for raising capital.

What has fueled the surge in IPOs over 
the last 18 months?

As long as interest rates are at an all 
time low investors will seek opportunities 
to get better returns. All signs show low 
interest rates will continue so that bodes 
well for IPOs in general.

But hasn’t the recent market volatility 
impacted the IPO pipeline?

In the U.S. extreme volatility caused 
people to take a pause but it was a short-
term pause. The companies scheduled to 
go public in the fourth quarter are still on 
schedule to go public. Expect a run-up right 
before and right after Thanksgiving. On 
the exchanges that we own and operate in 
the Nordics 15 companies have gone public 
this year and there are some in the pipeline 
for the later part of the year. Things are 
slowing down a bit due to the slowdown in 
the European economy but hopefully things 
will be back on track in 2015.

What are you doing to combat compe-
tition from the London Stock Exchange 
and EnterNext? 

The LSE is courting late-stage European 
and Israeli tech companies. Over a half a doz-
en foreign companies have been accepted on 
to the Future Fifty UK government program 
because the government wants to attract 
more companies to base operations in the UK 
and/or go public there. And, EnterNext plans 
to announce initiatives at its first ever pan-Eu-
ropean tech conference later this month.

Other exchanges are realizing that growth 
is going to be in tech but NASDAQ has a histo-
ry of being the dominant player in tech.

You were recently promoted to Vice 
Chairman at NASDAQ. How will your 
role change? 

I will have been at NASDAQ 16 years 
this month. I have worked very closely 

with the listing businesses for 16 years 
and I will still very much be involved with 
listings. Nelson Griggs, who has worked 
for me for 20 years — at Fidelity and then 
at NASDAQ — will be taking over the listing 
business. I will continue to have relation-
ships with CEOs around the world. After 11 
years in New York I am moving back to  
San Francisco.

Why San Francisco?
We have a large client base there, which 

includes Apple, Google and Facebook. We 
are working closely with those companies 
and a couple of weeks ago we  announced 
the NASDAQ Entrepreneurial Center, 
which is set to open in 2015.  Our CEO, 
Robert Greifeld, and I are very commit-
ted to making sure that NASDAQ plays 
a role in educating the next generation 
of entrepreneurs. The goal is to create a 
place where they can learn how to write 
a business plan, how to raise seed capital 
and anything that they need to learn about 
being an entrepreneur. We have had a 

lot of feedback from founders who would 
love to get involved and educate the next 
generation of entrepreneurs. 

Is this part of a larger strategy, along 
with the launch of NASDAQ Private Mar-
kets and ExactEquity, to engage with 
tech companies earlier?

Today on average companies are 
staying private for eight to ten years and 
we are seeing in the pipeline companies 
with greater than a billion-dollar market 
cap. This is a different phenomenon 
than we had seen previously. This is why 
we launched NASDAQ Private Market, 
so these companies can have liquidity 
programs which will allow them to retain 
their employees and buy a car or a house 
without going public but at the same time 
maintain control. This means helping 
start-ups manage their share registry and 
ExactEquity allows us to do that.

What is the outlook for 2015?
It’s going to be a busy year.

NASDAQ HISTORIC 
IPO FILINGS

2014 IPO SUMMARY 
(Q1-Q3)

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

YEAR NUMBER

314

256

263

300

104

118

253

257

141

256

264

Sector Listings Total Offer Amount ($m)

Info Tech 41 $8,580
Healthcare 81 $5,925
Financials 37 $11,476
Consumer 17 $4,338
Energy & Utilities 24 $9,327
Industrials 9 $2,461
Materials 4 $932
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LATE-STAGE COMPANIES

UK 

€1,590

NETHERLANDS 

€484

NORWAY 

€244
TOTAL EBITDA IN 
€MILLIONS

KEY

FRANCE 

€205

SWITZERLAND 

€23

GERMANY 

€1,765

FINLAND 

€500
SWEDEN 

NA

DENMARK 

€49

RUSSIA 
€447

CYPRUS 

€20

ISRAEL 

€138

ITALY
€138

CZECH REPUBLIC
€210

SPAIN 

€100

Travel
Payment

Paid Service
Online Video

LeadGen
Hosting
Gaming
Finance

Ecommerce
Diversified

Dating
Classifieds

B2B
Apps

Anti-Virus
Adtech

€388
€260

€2
€40

€319
€50

€1,250
€20

€822
€993

€50
€988

€64
€39

€260
€324

EUROPE’S MOST PROFITABLE SECTORS (EBITDA Figures In €million)

TOP 10 
COMPANIES
BY EBITDA (€M)

SUPERCELL
FINLAND
GAMING

€500

UNITED INTERNET AG
GERMANY
DIVERSIFIED

€596

KING
UK
GAMING

€690

YANDEX
RUSSIA
DIVERSIFIED

€397

AS DIGITAL CLASSIFIEDS
GERMANY
CLASSIFIEDS

€250

SCHIBSTED MEDIA GROUP*
NORWAY
CLASSIFIEDS

€244

WIRE CARD
GERMANY
PAYMENT

€170

RIGHTMOVE
UK
CLASSIFIEDS

€153

SCOUT24*
GERMANY
CLASSIFIEDS

€150

CTS EVENTIM AG
GERMANY
E-COMMERCE

€150

2014 has proved to be another great 
year for Europe’s rapidly maturing 
technology ecosystem. Using data 
from a number of sources, NOAH 
Advisors has compiled a snapshot of 
Europe’s most profitable companies 
and data on the biggest investment 
deals of the past year.

Too often we gauge countries’ start-up ecosystems by the market capi-
talization of their companies or by how much venture capital those com-
panies raise. But what about looking at how profitable those companies 
are? Looking at the EBITDA of the leading tech companies Germany 
outshines the UK.

Europe’s  
Most Profitable 
Start-ups 

TOTAL: € 5,869

Jun-14 Rational Group Gaming UK Amaya 100% 3,900

Sep-14 Mojang Gaming Sweden Microsoft 100% 2,000

May-14 Boursorama  Finance France Société Générale 20% 1,050

Jul-14 Globalcollect Payment Netherlands Ingenico 100% 820

May-14 Bull Finance France Atos 84% 735

Feb-14 Viber Mobile Cyprus Rakuten 100% 720

Jan-14 Deepmind Technologies Software UK Google 100% 510

Jan-14 NaturalMotion Gaming UK Zynga 100% 420

Aug-14 Pizza.de E-commerce Germany Delivery Hero 100% 320

Sep-14 Clear2Pay Payment Belgium FIS 100% 300

Oct-14 Nimbuzz Mobile Netherlands New Call Telecom 70% 200

May-14 HiFX Finance UK Euronet 100% 185

Jun-14 M and M Direct E-commerce UK Bestseller 100% 180

May-14 Yad2 Classifieds Israel Axel Springer Digital Classifieds 100% 165

Apr-14 Sociomantic Labs Advertising Germany Dunnhumby 100% 160

Nov-13 Spotify Online Music Sweden TCV N/A 3,200

Apr-14 Visma Software Norway Cinven 31% 2,500

Mar-14 Nets Holding Finance Denmark Advent, Bain, ATP 100% 2,475

Jan-14 Auto Trader Group Media UK Apax Partners 50% 2,300

Nov-13 Scout24 Classifieds Germany Hellman & Friedman 75% 2,000

Mar-14 Skillsoft E-learning Ireland Charterhouse Capital Partners 100% 1,600

Sep-14 Delivery Hero E-commerce Germany Led by Insight VP Funding 800+

Mar-14 Avast! Software Czech Republic CVC Capital Partners N/A 800

Jul-14 The Hut Group E-commerce UK KKR 20% 640

Feb-14 Callcredit Finance UK GTCR 100% 610

Apr-14 Ozon E-commerce Russia AFK Sistema, MTS 21% 560

Nov-13 Mergermarket Media UK BC Partners 100% 490

May-14 TeamViewer Software Germany Permira 100% 485

Mar-14 CarTrawler Marketplace Ireland BC Partners 100% 450

Feb-14 Fotolia Marketplace France KKR 50% 360

Date Target Segment Country Acquirer Stake Valuation at 100% 
(€m)

Date Target Segment Country Acquirer Stake Valuation at 100% 
(€m)

STRATEGIC

(Trader Media Group)

FINANCIAL

THE TOP 15 INVESTMENT 
DEALS OF THE LAST YEAR

* Media estimate
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BLABLACAR
WWW.BLABLACAR.COM

PARIS, FRANCE
What it does: Inter-city ride-sharing community.
Why it’s hot: BlaBlaCar has 10 million members across 13 
countries and transports more than two million people every 
month, creating an entirely new, people-powered transport 
network. In August it raised the largest VC round ever in a 
French start-up — $100 million — from Index Ventures, 
Accel Partners, ISAI and Lead Edge Capital. The company's 
previous round was $10 million in 2012.

DELIVERY HERO
WWW.DELIVERYHERO.COM

BERLIN, GERMANY
What it does: Online food ordering site.
Why it’s hot: Delivery Hero claims to be the biggest food 
network in the world, with more than 75,000 participating 
restaurants; it delivers more than 10 million meals globally 
every month. It operates in 23 countries, but has no plans 
to add the U.S. In September the company raised $350 
million at a valuation of more than $1 billion; it has raised 
$635 million to date.

QUANDOO
WWW.QUANDOO.COM

BERLIN, GERMANY
What it does: Real-time restaurant reservation platform.
Why it’s hot: Quandoo connects more than three million 
restaurants in 89 cities across Europe and Asia; it has 
seated 2.8 million diners so far. In July it raised $23 million 
in Series C financing; the round was led by Piton Capital. 
In October Recruit Holdings took a strategic holding. Total 
funding is approximately $39.5 million.

SECRET ESCAPES
WWW.SECRETESCAPES.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Members-only travel flash sale site.
Why it’s hot: Secret Escapes negotiates exclusive 
discounted rates (up to 70% off) for luxury hotels and 
holidays. In 2013 membership more than doubled, to over 
four million in the UK alone; revenue tripled to £65 million. 
Secret Escapes has raised more than £14 million in funding 
from Index Ventures, Octopus Investments and Atlas 
Venture. It launches in the U.S. earlier this year.

SHAZAM
WWW.SHAZAM.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Music, TV shows, and ads discovery service.
Why it’s hot: Shazam's app is used by more than 500 
million mobile devices; it has 100 million mobile monthly 
active users, up 34% on 2013. The company took 10 
years to reach one billion tags, 10 months to reach two 
billion, and three months to go from 10 to 12 billion. In 
February it raised $20 million from a consortium  
of investors. 

SKYSCANNER
WWW.SKYSCANNER.NET

EDINBURGH, UK
What it does: Travel search and comparison site.
Why it’s hot: Skyscanner is the number one travel search 
engine in Europe; it helps more than 60 million visitors find 
flights every month. It supports 30 languages. Revenues 
doubled in 2013 to $108.6 million; profits also doubled. 
In 2013 Sequoia acquired a stake in Skyscanner that 
valued the company at $800 million; it could be worth £1 
billion today.

SOUNDCLOUD
WWW.SOUNDCLOUD.COM

BERLIN, GERMANY
What it does: Social sound platform.
Why it’s hot: Soundcloud enables its 175 million users 
to discover original music and audio, connect with each 
other and share sounds with the world. In 2013 it lost $29 
million on revenue of $14 million. In August it introduced 
advertising and started providing payments for some of its 
more popular artists. Soundcloud raised $60 million at a 
$700 million valuation in January 2014.

SPOTIFY
WWW.SPOTIFY.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Music streaming service.
Why it’s hot: Allows users to stream music from the big 
music players and smaller labels using either a free, ad-
supported service or a premium ad-free service. Spotify has 
10 million paying users and 40 million total users. A $250 
million funding round in 2013 valued the company above 
$4 billion. Now working on tie-ups with mobile operators and 
hardware providers around the world.

ADYEN
WWW.ADYEN.COM

AMSTERDAM, NETHERLANDS

What it does: Omni-channel payment solutions.
Why it’s hot: Adyen provides payment services to over 
3,500 customers including KLM, Superdry, TomTom, 
Vodafone, and Farfetch. The company processed more 
than $14 billion in payments transactions in 2013 — a 
40% increase over 2012. It also saw a 40% increase in new 
customers worldwide and 43% increase in revenue over last 
year. Raised $16 million in June.

IZETTLE
WWW.IZETTLE.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN

What it does: Payment processing app and card reader.
Why it’s hot: i Zettle's service is used by hundreds of 
thousands of businesses in nine countries. In May is 
received €40 million in funding in a round that valued the 
company at around €200 million. The round included new 
investors Intel Capital, and Zouk Capital. Earlier investors 
Greylock Partners, Index Ventures and Northzone also 
participated in the round.  

KLARNA
WWW.KLARNA.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Online payment for websites.
Why it’s hot: Klarna Checkout integrates popular payment 
methods in a simple solution that allows customers to shop 
using their email address and zip code. Supports 200,000 
transactions a day for 45,000 merchants in 16 countries. 
Raised €90 million from existing investors in March for 
a total of €280 million; now valued at close to $1 billion. 
Expanding to the U.S. in 2015.

TRANSFERWISE
WWW.TRANSFERWISE.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Foreign currency transfer services.
Why it’s hot: TransferWise keeps currency transfer costs 
down by using the real exchange rate and charging a low 
service fee. In April the company announced customers had 
made foreign exchange transfers totaling £1 billion so far. 
In May 2013 Peter Thiel’s VC fund led a $6 million funding 
round, bringing the total raised to $7.35 million.

FARFETCH
WWW.FARFETCH.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Marketplace for independent boutiques.
Why it’s hot: Farfetch offers shoppers access to more 
than 300 online designer boutiques. Sales in 2013 
reached $160 million, with year-on-year growth of 100%. 
In April the company raised $66 million, led by Vitruvian 
Partners. Farfetch previously raised $42.5 million from 
Index Ventures, eVenture Capital Partners, Advent Venture 
Partners, and Condé Nast. 

HOME24
WWW.HOME24.DE

BERLIN, GERMANY
What it does: Online furniture retailer.
Why it’s hot: Home24 is Germany's largest online furniture 
store, offering more than 100,000 products from more 
than 350 manufacturers. In the 12 months to February, it 
generated more than €100 million in revenue. A Rocket 
Internet company, Home24 is also active in France, Austria, 
the Netherlands and Switzerland, and recently entered 
Belgium.

THE HUT GROUP
WWW.THEHUTGROUP.COM

NORTHWICH, UK

What it does: Multi-website online retailer.
Why it’s hot: The Hut Group is one of Europe’s fastest-
growing online lifestyle and health and beauty groups, using 
a ‘multi-category, multi-website’ model. In 2013: sales were 
up 34% to £176.4 million; adjusted EBITDA increased by 
48% to £15 million; and the Group handled more than six 
million orders. In September it arranged an £80 million 
credit facility for international expansion.

MADE.COM
WWW.MADE.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Online own-design furniture shop.
Why it’s hot: Made.com bypasses the middleman to 
connect customers directly with furniture designers, saving 
up to 70% off prices at leading retailers. Sales have grown 
100% year on year since launch; the company now has 
200,000 customers and revenue in the low tens of millions 
of pounds. Currently operating in the UK, France, and Italy. 
Rumored to be considering an IPO.

SHOWROOMPRIVE
WWW.SHOWROOMPRIVE.COM

LA PLAINE SAINT DENIS, FRANCE
What it does: Online flash sales.
Why it’s hot: With revenues of more than $500 million, and 
15 million members, Showroomprive is the second-largest 
private sales website. It expects sales to increase by more 
than 50% in 2014; more than half its sales come from 
its mobile app. Showroomprive raised over $46 million in 
funding in 2010. In October it became the largest European 
retailer to accept payments in Bitcoin.

VENTE-PRIVEE.COM
WWW.VENTE-PRIVEE.COM

LA PLAINE SAINT DENIS, FRANCE
What it does: Internet flash sales pioneer.
Why it’s hot: Vente-privee.com is the originator of the 
online sales events. Sales in 2013 are estimated at €1.6 
billion, mainly in Europe. In December 2013 Qatar Holding 
became a “significant minority shareholder,” alongside the 
company’s founding partners and Summit Partners. Now 
refocusing on Europe; its U.S. joint venture with American 
Express will close at the end of this year.

WESTWING
WWW.WESTWING.DE

MUNICH, GERMANY
What it does: Home decoration e-commerce site.
Why it’s hot: Westwing is Germany’s largest shopping club 
for home decoration products and design tips. The company 
is active in 15 markets and has over 17 million members. In 
2013 revenues exceeded €110 million. In April Westwing 
raised €72 million from Odey Asset Management, Fidelity 
Investments and Tengelmann Ventures; total funding is 
more than €150 million.

WINDELN
WWW.WINDELN.DE

MUNICH, GERMANY
What it does: Retailer of products for babies and children.
Why it’s hot: Windeln.de is the leading online retailer for 
baby and children products in the D/A/CH market. It offers 
more than 55,000 products. In 2013 sales exceeded 
the €100 million mark, doubling year on year, as they did 
in 2012. In May the company raised €15 million from 
DB Private Equity and existing investors to expand its 
geographic presence and product line.

To identify the most 
promising fast-growing 
Internet companies in 
Europe, Informilo asked 
some of the most active 
investors in the sector to 
nominate and evaluate 25 
companies outside their  
own portfolios.

Top

25
Fastest-Growing 
Internet Companies 
in Europe
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E-COMMERCE

ALFRESCO
WWW.ALFRESCO.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Open-source content management platform.
Why it’s hot: Claims to be the second-largest open-source 
player in the market, after Red Hat; 1,800 organizations 
in 212 countries use Alfresco. Its systems manage over 
seven billion documents. In August it raised $45 million to 
support global growth. Alfresco is growing by more than 30% 
annually, triple the pace of the ECM market.

DATASIFT
WWW.DATASIFT.COM

READING, UK (& SAN FRANCISCO, CA, U.S.)
What it does: Filtering and data mining software that targets 
social media.
Why it’s hot: Datasift enables companies to track and 
filter trending topics, sentiment and geolocation data from 
a number of social media sources. One of a handful of 
certified data resellers for Twitter. In December 2013 is 
raised $42 million in funding, for a total of $70 million raised 
to date. Added Sina Weibo as a source in 2013.

NEWVOICEMEDIA
WWW.NEWVOICEMEDIA.COM

BASINGSTOKE, UK
What it does: Cloud-based contact centers.
Why it’s hot: NewVoiceMedia's cloud contact center 
solution is used by more than 300 customers in 116 
countries. The company claims it's outpacing the cloud 
contact center market fivefold; this year staff doubled 
to meet increased demand. In July it raised $50 million, 
bringing total funding to $105 million. The new funds will be 
used to build out its business in the U.S. and Asia. 

SCYTL
WWW.SCYTL.COM
BARCELONA, SPAIN
What it does: Electronic voting services.
Why it’s hot: Scytl's election platform has been used 
in more than 35 countries over the last 10 years. The 
company claims the largest patent portfolio of the 
industry, with more than 40 international patents and 
patent applications. In August Scytl secured a $44 million 
investment. Profitable since 2006; revenue growth has 
averaged 70% per year.

TEADS
WWW.TEADS.TV

MONTPELLIER, FRANCE
What it does: Video ad management platform.
Why it’s hot: Teads helps users create premium video 
inventory, manage campaigns, and monetize video 
inventory through its private ad exchanges. Its services are 
used in 42 countries. Teads recently raised $5.5 million. In 
April it merged with Ebuzzing; the combined company will 
generate $100 million in revenues in 2014. It plans to list 
on NASDAQ in 2015.

The partner  
to accelerate  
your business
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INVESTORS

Who To Pitch To At NOAH
Fund ContactsFund Contacts Fund Contacts Fund ContactsFund ContactsFund Contacts

1514

VENTURE CAPITAL (€0-€50M) GROWTH CAPITAL (€50M-€250M) PRIVATE EQUITY (€250M-€1BN)

Index Dominique Vidal
Giuseppe Zocco
Jan Hammer
Ophelia Brown
Vojtech Horna

Holtzbrinck Ventures Christian Saller
David Kuczek
Lars Langusch
Sven Achter
Barbod Namini

Lakestar Klaus Hommels
Manu Gupta
Michael Stuenkel
Nicolas Brand

SevenVentures Hanno Stegmann
Frederic Krahforst
Sebastian Pregardien
Daniel Raab
Claas van Delden
Sascha van Holt

Schibsted Media Group Mats Eriksson
Torgeir Drablos
Peter Grytterhielm
Marc Brandsma

Acxit Capital Management Christian Ramme
Thomas Klack
Johannes H. Lucas

Catcha Group Patrick Grove
Luke Elliott
Erman Akinci

eTohum Burak Buyukdemir
Elif Coskunkan
Gizem Koc Kaynar

Fidelity Growth Partners Davor Hebel
Gaurav Tuli
Nick Brito

Holtzbrinck Digital Markus Schunk
Michael Hock
Stefan Peters 

Redline Capital Management Tatiana Evtushenkova
Alastair Cookson
Nicolas Giuli

Accel Partners Harry Nelis
Michael Treskow

Andurance Ventures Nicolas Granatino
Damien Henault

Astutia Benedict Rodenstock
Bernd Schruefer

Atlantic Internet Christophe Maire
Jens-Philipp Klein

Creathor Stefan Tirtey
Patrick Meisberger

CommerzVentures Gert Koehler
Cedric Koehler

Digital Media Partners Dmitry Levit
Dmitry Shevtsov

Frog Capital Iyad Omari
Jens Dueing

Grey Corp Jan Becker
Andreas Etten

Mojo Capital Matthias Ummenhofer
Kart Siilats

Hanse Ventures Jochen Maass
Alexander Eulenburg

International Finance Corp Nikunj Jinsi
Ruzgar Barisik

MCI Tomasz Czechowicz
Sylwester Janik

Nokia Growth Partners Bo Ilsoe
Walter Masalin

Northzone Jeppe Zink
Hans Otterling

Piton Andrin Bachmann
Natasha Ratanshi

Project A Ventures Florian Heinemann
Thies Sander

ProSiebenSat.1  
Accelerator

Jens Pippig
Jakob Pranter

Rebate Networks Thomas Baum
Michael Brehm

Russia Partners Roman Simonov
Alexander Lupachev

Scottish Equity Partners Mark Gracey
Martin Brennan

Seaya Ventures Beatriz Gonzalez Ordonez
Michael Kleindl

Verdane Capital Pal Malmros
Staffan Morndal

3TS Capital Partners Elbruz Yilmaz

Acton Capital Partners Fritz Oidtmann

Apeiron Investment Group Christian Angermayer

Axel Springer Luise Gruner

Balderton Daniel Waterhouse

BDMI Tobias Schirmer 

Beringea Rob Hodgkinson 

BillerudKorsnäs Antonio Fonduca 

Brand New Ventures Frederic Westerberg

Blumberg Capital Alon Lifshitz

Catalyst Investors Brian Rich

CAV Investment Holdings Simon Baker

Cinco Capital Lars Hinrichs

Dasym Luuk Remmen

Digital Education Matthias Ick

eValue AG Thomas Falk

EarlyBird Hendrik Brandis

EC1 Capital Julian Carter

Eden Ventures Ben Tompkins

Elaia Partners Samantha Jerusalmy

enable2grow Stefanie Peters

European Internet Ventures Malcolm Myers

Finnvera Hannu Jungman

Frontier Shaun Di Gregorio

Galaxis Capital Galaxis Capital

German Startups Group Christoph Gerlinger

Gimv Muriel Uytterhaegen

Global Founders Capital Alexander Samwer

Golden Gate Ventures Michael Lints

Grazia Equity Jochen Klüppel

H-Farm Ventures Maurizio Rossi

High Tech Gründerfonds Stefan Wendel

Hummingbird Ventures Basem Salfiti

Holding Italiana Vanni Mario Zanchi

iLab Ventures Yuksel Dibekoglu

Inkef Capital Liduina Hammer

Invoke Capital Mike Lynch

Iris Capital Erkan Kilicaslan

ISAI Christophe Raynaud

Kennet Hillel Zidel

Kernel Investissements Pierre Kosciusko-Morizet

Kizoo Matthias Hornberger

Level-Up Thibaud Morin

Lightbox Ventures Jeremy Wenokur

Magma Venture Partners Yahal Zilka

Mangrove Capital Partners Michael Jackson

Media Ventures GmbH Dirk Stroeer

Mountain Partners Ingo Drexler

NFQ Wolfgang Heigl

Next World Capital Frederic Halley

Nova Founders Capital Raphael Strauch

Ocean Capital Tom Henriksson

P101 Andrea Di Camillo

Partech Ventures Philippe Collombel

Prime Ventures Sake Bosch

Redalpine Venture Partners Peter Niederhauser

Rheingau Founders Philipp Hartmann

RI Digital Ventures Jochen Gutbrod

Riverwood Capital Harish Belur

Rocket Internet Oliver Samwer

Rubylight Aija Perta

SBT Venture Capital Mircea Mihaescu

Seed Capital Lars Andersen

Seventure Jonathan Cohen Sabban

Shortcut Ventures Dirk Freise

Sofina Mathieu Poma

TA Venture Viktoriya Tigipko

T-Venture Holding Thomas Grota

Target Ventures Mikhail Lobanov

Uplift Ventures Nils Reimelt

Veturi Moaffak Ahmed

Vintage Capital Stefano Siglienti

Vorwerk Dirk Meurer

Hellman & Friedman Stefan Goetz 
Patrick Healy 
Blake Kleinman 
Philip Sternheimer
Zita Saurel
Johannes Korp
Adrien Motte
Philipp Thun Hohenstein 
Rafael Palluch
Andy Stein

KKR Philipp Freise 
Nicolas Gheysens 
Jean-Pierre Saad 
Lucian Schoenefelder
Carsten Bleckwehl 
Cristobal Cuart 
Franziska Kayser 
Dominic Murphy 
Stephen Shanley 
Christoph Knaack

Advent International Timothy R. Franks
John Messamore
Jean Napoleon

Bain Capital Hui Chan
Henry Motte-Munoz

EQT Dominik Stein
Fabian Wasmus

Harbert Management David Bateman 
Johan Kampe

TPG Malte Janzarik 
Scott Myers

Triton Bjorn Osterloff 
Nadia Meier-Kirner

Access Industries Jorg Mohaupt

Blackfin Paul Mizrahi

BVCP Maxim Loginov

Exponent Private Equity David McGovern

Maryland Helge Luetzen

Partners Group Stephan Seissl

Providen Equity Karim Tabet

Ru-Net Galina Chifina

Sapinda Gregoire Dusausoy

Silverlake Simon Patterson

Vostok Nafta Bjorn von Sivers

Fund Contacts

DEBT

European Special 
Opportunities

Olya Klueppel 
Natalia Nowak

Blue Tree Group Michael Daldrup

Kreos Capital Ross Ahlgren

Silicon Valley Bank Alex McCracken

Insight Venture Partners Deven Parekh
Harley Miller
Matias Van Thienen

General Atlantic Gabriel Caillaux
Chris Caulkin 
Christian Figge

Kinnevik Christopher Bischoff
Christoph Barchewitz
Jessica Thorell

Great Hill Partners Sarah Pinto 
David Kim

HG Capital Hector Guinness
Stefan Margolis

Oakley Capital Mark Joseph 
David Keech

Pictet Ninja Struye de Swielande
Emmanuel Rio

Zouk Samer Salty
Nathan Medlock

Cipio Partners Christoph Wedegaertner

Idinvest Partners Chloe Giard

ISAI Pierre Martini

Palamon Capital Partners Fabio Giuseppetti

Summit Partners Antony Clavel

Symphony Technology 
Group

Paul Lewington

TA Associates Ajit Nedungadi

Verlag Norman Rentrop Norman Rentrop

Vitruvian Partners Thomas Studd

Warburg Pincus Bert Janssens
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PROFILE

When SimilarWeb, which specializes in web 
measurement and competitive intelligence, 
launched in 2007 it was a case of David 
taking on Goliath.

Alexa, the clear market leader for Internet 
rankings, had been taken over by Internet 
gorilla Amazon. So who would have thought 
a then-24-year-old Israeli whose previous 
experience was selling digital pictures of sexy 
women to his fellow high school students and 
running his parents’ jewelry business could 
end up beating the U.S. rival?

But SimilarWeb went on to beat Alexa itself 
in Alexa rankings.

“In April of this year SimilarWeb passed 
by Alexa and today is almost 1,000 positions 
higher,” SimilarWeb said in an August post 
on its blog. “As of this week Alexa claims the 
global rank of 2,137, and SimilarWeb.com at a 
global rank of 1,336.”

And now the Israeli company is taking on 
App Annie, Yahoo’s Flurry and ComScore 
with services launched in October that give a 
unified view of not only desktop computers 
but the mobile web and mobile app activity.

The expansion into new services is being 
fueled by an $18 million Series C round from 
Naspers, the South African media group, 
that SimilarWeb scored earlier this year. The 
company is rumored to be considering an IPO 
in the not-too-distant future.

But as every entrepreneur knows, the path 
to success is never smooth. CEO Or Offer’s 

Israel’s SimilarWeb is battling  
U.S. rivals such as Amazon’s  
Alexa in a quest to make the  
web more transparent, writes 
Jennifer L. Schenker

“Our biggest investor is  
a user and they are 
giving us feedback. I can 
not wish for anything 
more than that.”

1983
Born in Jerusalem, 
Israel.

1997
Accepted into  
high school for  
gifted children.

2005
Starts working in 
his parent’s jewelry 
business.

2007
Launches SimilarWeb.

2009
Raises first angel 
round for SimilarWeb.

2012
Afterdownload 
is acquired by 
ironSource.

2001
Drafted into the Israeli 
army; joins a special 
forces unit.

2006
Opens his first 
retail jewelry store 
and factory.

2008
Graduates from 
the Interdisciplinary 
Center in Herzliya, 
Israel with a BA in IT 
and Marketing.

2010
SimilarWeb spins off 
Afterdownload into a 
separate company.

2014
SimilarWeb raises 
$18 million Series C 
from Naspers.

co-founders dropped out at a crucial moment 
early in the company’s history. SimilarWeb 
(which used to be called SimilarGroup) had 
to change its business model twice before 
finding the right one. “Every time we pivoted 
we had to lay off half of the team,” says Offer, 
a scheduled speaker at NOAH, an annual con-
ference in London that focuses on late-stage 
Internet companies. “It wasn’t easy.”

Offer, who was born in Jerusalem to artistic 
parents (his father is a painter and his mother 
is a jewelry designer), took a circuitous route 
to get to where he is today. He was naturally 
drawn to computer programming and gained 
entrance to a high school for gifted children. 
At 14, he launched his first business, sell-
ing digital subscriptions to fellow students 
interested in racy pictures and the kind of 
rudimentary online games that were available 
some 17 years ago. When it was time for him 

to do his mandatory military service he want-
ed to join one of the elite computer units. But, 
says Offer, “in the family we have a strong 
tradition of fighting — my grandfather was a 
fighter and my father was a fighter so I had 
no chance not to go into the fighting army. I 
had to put programming aside and joined the 
special forces for three years.”

After his military service Offer traveled 
around the world and when he came back 
decided to join his family’s jewelry business. 
“The first thing I did was to integrate the dig-
ital world and create a website to sell models 
and designs of jewelry in the U.S. You could 
choose the model and order them; it was very 
advanced for those days and the business 
grew very rapidly,” says Offer.

The growth scared his parents, who were 
worried about the pace of work needed to 
scale the jewelry business. “We had a lot of 
fights over how to run the business,” says 
Offer. So I said, ‘ok, I will leave and open my 
own store.’” Offer opened several and every 
time he opened a new one his manufacturing 
needs increased. So he decided to open facto-
ries in India and China.

The idea for starting SimilarWeb came 
after someone mentioned a jewelry designer 
named David Yurman to Offer during a busi-
ness meeting. He looked Yurman up online 
and found that “this guy was my dream — he 
had the right brand and the right approach 
— which was the hardest thing in the U.S. in 

Israeli David Takes 
On The Goliaths

Offer: Shifting from B2C to B2B 
was more than a bit daunting

those days. I thought, ‘how did I never hear 
about him?’ I was really embarrassed. So I 
searched on Google and asked to see similar 
sites for jewelry design and I could not find 
them. So after a week of trying I thought, 
‘what if I could create a browser that would 
give me recommendations and show me all 
the other similar websites?’ If you went to 
YouTube you could do that but there was 
nothing like that for websites.” 

Offer called a friend who had spent six years 
in the army doing computer programming. 
He agreed to join along with another guy 
from the same army unit. 

“We sat in a garage for a year and a half,” 
says Offer, trying to come up with collabora-
tive filtering technology that would tell you, 
‘if you like this web site here are some others 
you might like.’” The business was fueled by 
money that he was making in the jewelry busi-
ness. The company launched its first product 
— a browser plug-in that would recommend 
other sites — in February 2009. “It became 
huge, people immediately loved it, millions of 
people were downloading and using it,” says 
Offer. That was enough to get Israeli super-an-
gel Yossi Vardi to invest and to convince Offer 
to quit the jewelry business for good and go all 
in with SimilarWeb. Unfortunately the team 
did not follow him.

“When we started building the product we 
were three people and after eight months’ 
work one of the guys decided to leave us,” 
says Offer. “Going from three to two was very 
painful. And then, after SimilarWeb raised 
money the other employees also got cold 
feet and decided to quit. They were working 
part-time and were afraid to give up steady 
paychecks.

Offer didn’t hesitate. He closed the facto-
ries, gave the jewelry stores he opened to 
his parents as a gift and, he says, “continued 
on my own path.” The popular browser 
the company developed was not making 
any money, even though millions of people 
were using it. “It was very frustrating,” says 
Offer. But he realized that along the way the 
company had been collecting anonymized 
data about the behavior of users and that it 
could use that to analyze web traffic. So, he 
and a new team went to work in the garage 
for another two years and in 2013 launched 
SimilarWeb as a web measurement service. 
It was a hit.

How did they manage to go up against Al-
exa? “Amazon neglected Alexa for 12 years,” 
says Offer. The UI [user interface] was hor-
rible and the data was horrible. “Everybody 
hated it but everybody was using it . We knew 
we could build a better product that would 
provide a better experience and better data.”

Shifting from B2C to B2B was more than a 
bit daunting. “It was tough,” says Offer. “We 
didn’t know how to do sales. We never had a 
sales team. We knew it was going to be painful 
and there would be a learning curve and we 
would have to find the right people to make 
the shift.”

“When we launched we gave it away for 
free, we didn’t have a business model,” says 
Offer. Soon, though, the company developed 
a licensing model. The revenue “was nice,” 
says Offer, but the company wasn’t the excit-
ing start-up he had set out to build.

Then Israel Growth Partners’ Moshe Licht-
man, the former head of Microsoft Israel R&D 
Center, joined as an investor, advisor and 
board member, and helped the company im-
prove the technology and the interface. “We 
took our time to build a good product and 
when we launched everybody said ‘wow’ be-
cause we were able to give them the insights 
and data points they need.”

Today, SimilarWeb gathers big pools of 
anonymized user data from a mix of sources 
to analyze statistically millions of sites as well 
as mobile activity. It turns this into rankings 
by country and sector.

In doing so it is bringing transparency to 
the Internet, making competitive intelligence 
data accessible to big corporates, app pub-
lishers, advertisers  and investors.“Similar-
Web tells you everything you need to  
know about quantitative and qualitative traf-
fic statistics,” says Marco Rodzynek, a partner 
at Noah Advisors, the corporate finance 
firm behind the NOAH Conference. “What 
blows us away is the great user interface and 
data accuracy.”

There appears to be a big appetite for 
SimilarWeb’s data. “We are showing double 
digit growth month after month,” says 
Offer. “Every quarter we are adding 20 new 
employees and adjusting the culture and the 
structure of the company so that we can grow 
in a healthy and stable manner.”

It was the quality of the SimilarWeb offering 
that led to the investment from Naspers, says 
Offer. Naspers has invested in around 100 
companies and “all of their companies started 
to use our metrics to measure themselves and 
the competition,” he says. “Then [Naspers] 
started using our data and we got an email 
from them asking if they could meet us. I 
didn’t even know who is Naspers or how big 
they are but I said, ‘ok let’s meet.’ We had a 
meeting and they realized that what we offer 
is just the tip of the iceberg of what we can do 
and they decided to invest. Our biggest inves-
tor is a user and they are giving us feedback 
on the data quality we have. I can not wish for 
anything more than that.”

Entrepreneur Profile Section
Sponsored by Pictet, founded in 1805 and today one  
of Europe’s leading independent wealth and asset managers. 
Entrepreneurship lies at the heart of Pictet’s values. During  
its 200 years it has a history of managing the wealth of some  
of the world’s most exciting business innovators.
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ADVERTISING 

As the lines between online and off continue 
to blur, more and more start-ups are turning to 
traditional media to help build their brands and 
attract new customers, writes Ben Rooney

Aljoscha Kaplan says that while TV has 
an important role to play, it is only a part 
of the mix. “The drawback to TV is that 
people forget that you are out there once 
the campaign has ended,” he says.

 “You can generate sales quickly, but 
alone it's not ideal for building brand, it's 
not ideal for building long-term reach. For 
that you have to think about including 
other media.”

Kaplan says GMPVC, founded in 2010, 
has invested in 13 companies. It works in 
partnership with one of Germany’s TV 
stations, a radio network and WallDe-
caux, part of JCDecaux, one of the largest 
outdoor advertising companies. 

It seems almost paradoxical that pure 
digital companies should be turning to 
something as old-fashioned as outdoor 
advertising, but, says Christophe Mon-
tague of Paris-based 5M Ventures, which 
has operated a media-for-equity program 
since 2012, outdoor advertising should 
not be over-looked. “Outdoor you can 
reach an entire population,” he says. 
Some people don't watch TV anymore. 
Some people don't read newspapers any-

more. Some people don't consume the 
Internet. Some people don’t listen to the 
radio. Outdoor can reach a real cross-sec-
tion of the population.”

One of the drawbacks of offline adver-
tising is the difficulty of measuring ROI, 
but, says TransferWise’s Hinrikus, while it 
is harder to track offline advertising, you 
can do it. The company has built a model 
that helps it gauge the effectiveness of 
a campaign. “It gives us a pretty good 
idea of what works, and what doesn't. It's 
never going to be 100% correct but it does 
give us a very clear picture.”

What is notable is how most of the 
media-for-equity companies are to be 
found in continental Europe. Comparable 
schemes exist in Sweden, Italy, Greece 
and Spain, but not in the U.S. and the UK. 
Why is that? 

“Because there is no need,” says 
Kaplan. “I don't think it exists in the U.S. 
because in the U.S., and to an extent in 
the UK, there is such an unbelievable 
amount of capital available for start-ups. 
The VCs would rather have a higher risk 
exposure than let someone else in.”

London's Nutmeg has run a successful 
poster campaign on the Underground

Transferwise has turned to outdoor 
display in London to help build its brand

Germany's 
Momox has 
used TV to 
drive sales 

We create and manage 

a portfolio tailored to 

you for a single low fee 

between 0.3% and 1%

/TheNutmegTeam@thenutmegteam

Intelligent 
investing 
made easy.

With investment, your capital is at risk. The price and value of investments
and income arising may fluctuate and you may get back less than you invest. 
Authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Visit nutmeg.com 

Seven start-ups will pitch at NOAH 2014 
conference to win €7 million in TV ads

SevenVentures Pitch 
Day Finalists

Zalando, the giant German online 
retailer, has a €4.4 billion valuation. 
That’s due to its success in establishing 
itself in the minds of German shoe-buy-
ers, a feat that is in no small part a 
result of its aggressive TV advertis-
ing campaigns. 

Other online companies are also using 
the power of traditional advertising 
vehicles to boost branding and grow 
their companies. Take the case of Lon-
don-based financial management start-
up Nutmeg, which has run a campaign 
on London’s underground network. Why 
is a pure online player looking to the 
world of atoms to drive business?

Cost is a factor. The alternative is 
Google Adwords, says Nutmeg CMO Iqbal 
Gandham: “Google is really expensive, 
particularly in financial services. We 
are competing with the likes of Barclays 
and all the other companies that have 
extremely deep pockets. For them being 
number one in Google is important and 
it does not matter how much it costs per 
click. During tax year-end you can end 
up paying, I have heard, £80 per click.”

The other factor is start-ups are 
re-learning that old advertising cliche: 
repetition is reputation.In the eyes of 
consumers, having a television ad or an 
outdoor ad brings much more trust to an 
online company,” says Taavet Hinrikus, 
CEO of TransferWise, a London- and 
Tallinn-based fintech start-up.

Having met with success in using 
outdoor advertising in London, Hinrikus 
says the company is expanding into TV. 

Hinrikus would do well to follow the 
example of Zalando, something of a 
poster-child for TV-driven success. Ac-
cording to spokesperson Boris Radke, the 

response to their first major campaign, 
in 2009, caught them by surprise. 

“We hardly had enough shoes to give 
to the people after the reception we got 
from these commercials,” he says. “Our 
main focus was to buy as many shoes as 
possible anywhere in the world ... and get 
them online as soon as possible because 
there was such a high demand. Nobody 
had predicted that at that time.”

The company worked closely with 
Germany’s ProSiebenSat.1 Media which, 
through its venture arm SevenVentures, 
has used innovative financing deals, 
offering mass-market consumer-facing 
start-ups air-time in exchange for equity 
or revenue-sharing schemes.

The idea is that TV ad campaigns drive 
so much traffic that start-ups grow far 
faster than they ordinarily would, thereby 
returning value to investors. Radke would 
not be drawn on what funding scheme 
Zalando had used. 

SevenVentures Managing Director 
Sascha van Holt said the fund has worked 
with 60 companies, some on a revenue- 
share deal, but in other cases Seven-
Ventures takes an equity stake in the 
company in return for a media package. 
“Our target stake is usually below 20%, 
and can be even single-digit percentages,” 
he says. Unlike traditional VCs, SevenVen-
tures’s average holding period is under 
two years, he says.

“Exits include Tirendo [car tire e-com-
merce],” says Van Holt. “After three 
months we had revenues from scratch to 
in excess of €10 million. After 12 months 
we sold it to competitor Delticom.”

GMPVC German Media Pool is another 
venture company offering start-ups a 
media-for-equity deal. Managing Director 

When It’s Time  
To Turn On The TV

Cashboard 
www.cashboard.de  
Germany 
Cashboard is a one-stop shop for personal investing. 
It enables retail investors to directly invest their money 
online in an easy, secure and reliable manner. Clients are 
presented with options that include the whole range of 
traditional investments (funds, ETFs, stocks, etc.) as well 
as P2P-lending, social investing and alternative currencies.

Flaviar 
www.flaviar.com 
U.S. 
Flaviar, a spirits-tasting club, offers a subscription service 
that helps members discover new liquor products 
through sample tasting packs.

GetYou 
www.getyou.com 
Israel 
GetYou is a social feedback platform. GetYou shows you 
how people truly perceive you, your content and your 
online persona. The Platform aggregates feedback and 
uses it to create a crowd-sourced profile built for you by 

others. It is still in a pre-marketing phase but 
has already created more than 250,000 
profiles of people in 174 countries.

Pico 
www.pico-app.com 
U.S. 
Pico collects pictures that were taken by your 
friends during any occasion and places them 
into one collaborative, real-time album. Users 
continue to take pictures with their regular 
camera application, and Pico does the rest. 
Private use (collecting pictures in a Facebook 
Profile) is free, while commercial use is 
charged by the picture.

Roomlr 
www.roomlr.com 
Netherlands 
Roomlr is a global locator for holiday homes 
and apartments with over 1.4 million listings 
in 30,000 cities, powered by industry leaders 
like Flipkey, Housetrip, and HomeAway. 
Vacationers can filter their search by price, 
location, and specific amenities.

Showroom 
www.shwrm.com 
Poland 
Showroom is a curated marketplace fully 
focused on independent fashion. It scouts 
the most talented young fashion designers 
and offers them space to showcase and sell 
their products on-line. Showroom takes care 
of marketing, customer service, logistics, 
payments and PR.

Squadrun 
www.squadrun.co 
India 
SquadRun is a mobile marketplace that 
helps businesses outsource micro-tasks that 
require human intelligence. To attract a high-
quality workforce SquadRun has developed 
a gamified app that allows anybody with a 
smartphone to leverage “dead time” and 
make money on a per-task basis.
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BILLION-DOLLAR COMPANIES

As the Start-up Nation morphs into the  
scale-up nation, a growing crop of  
consumer Internet superstars is emerging, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Taboola
YEAR FOUNDED:  
2007
ESTIMATED VALUATION:  
$1 billion
STATUS: private
FOUNDERS:  
Adam Singolda

eToro
YEAR FOUNDED:  
2007
ESTIMATED VALUATION:  
several hundred million dollars
STATUS:  
private
FOUNDERS:  
Yoni Assia, Ronen Assia and David Ring

Wix
YEAR FOUNDED:  
2006
MARKET CAP AT PRESS TIME:  
$626.40 million
STATUS:  
public
FOUNDERS:  
Avishai Abrahami,  
Nadav Abrahami, Giora Kaplan

Outbrain
YEAR FOUNDED:  
2006
ESTIMATED VALUATION:  
$1 billion
STATUS:  
private but rumors of a  
planned IPO persist
FOUNDERS:  
Yaron Galai and Ori Lahov  

MyHeritage
YEAR FOUNDED:  
2005
ESTIMATED VALUATION:   
several hundred million dollars
STATUS:  
private
FOUNDERS:  
Gilad Japhet 

Are These 
Israel’s Next 
Unicorns?

Israel’s 
Unicorns

Taboola, an Israel-born content dis-
covery platform, now reaches more 
U.S. Internet users on desktops than 
Facebook, Google sites, Yahoo or AOL, 
according to ComScore’s September 
monthly Distributed Content report.

Taboola boasts an audience of some 
400 million and serves up some 150 
billion recommendations per month. 
And the seven-year-old company, which 
has raised $40 million in venture capital 
to date with an estimated valuation 
of around $1 billion, has even bigger 
ambitions. Now that it has conquered the 
U.S. market it plans to expand rapidly 
into emerging markets and is adding new 
discovery categories, such as products, 
rather than just videos, articles and 
slideshows.

Taboola is just one example of how 
Israel is now building global Inter-
net brands.

“We are here to solve the discovery 
problem,” says Adam Singolda, Taboola’s 
founder and CEO, who was scheduled 
to speak at NOAH but had to bow out for 
personal reasons. “Instead of searching 
for something on Google when you know 
what you want, we are going to reverse 

the process and let the products find you. 
Say you are reading an article comparing 
iOS and Android and we see you read a 
lot about mobile, we could offer you the 
chance to buy an iPhone 6. And what is 
next is indexing other things you like, 
such as places you may want to travel.”

To achieve its ambitions the company, 
which moved its headquarters to New 
York City but maintains its engineering 
operations in Israel, is rumored to be 
considering another funding round and 
although it is not pursuing an IPO now 
“it is going to be part of the future,” says 
Singolda. “We are fortunate enough that 
our product has a global-scale opportu-
nity and that gives us the opportunity to 
dream big and build big.”

Waze, the mobile navigation service 
which was sold to Google for $1.1 billion in 

2013, was the first Israeli consumer Inter-
net brand to be considered a “unicorn” — 
companies which started no more than 10 
years ago which are valued at $1 billion. 

It is unlikely to be the last. “Israelis are 
moving culturally away from pursuing 
[smaller] exits to building something 
big,” says Chemi Peres, managing general 
partner and co-founder of Israeli venture 
firm Pitango Venture Capital. While no 
one questions that the sale of Waze was 
a triumph, the challenge for Israel is now 
to build independent companies with big 
revenue streams.

“I believe we are in the beginning of a 
new era for Israeli start-ups, especially in 
the consumer tech space,” Noam Bardin, 
Waze’s co-founder and CEO wrote in a 
blog post.

And how. In August, four months after 
Bardin wrote his blog, Mobileye, a Jerusa-
lem-based company that make software 
to help drivers avoid car accidents, raised 
$890 million, a record for an Israeli com-
pany going public in the U.S.

Informilo polled investors in Israeli 
companies to ask them which consum-
er-oriented Internet companies can 
be considered unicorns or potential 

unicorns. The names that kept surfacing 
include eToro, MyHeritage, Outbrain and 
Taboola. All are global internet compa-
nies and have either reached a billion-dol-
lar valuation or, say investors, have the 
potential to do so.

Consider Wix, which turned down 
acquisition offers and instead raised 
capital to go global from Tel Aviv. It went 
public in 2013. “I think we can grow the 
premium users category by 90 times the 
current amount,” says Wix co-founder 
and CEO Avishai Abrahami. “We are 
constantly adding more functionality and 
more territories. We are growing in the 
U.S. and we see the developing market as 
a big growth opportunity.”

Outbrain, a content discovery platform 
that originated in Israel and has gone on 
to raise $99 million in venture capital, is 
following a similar path. It is co-founder 
and CEO Yaron Galai’s fourth company.

Outbrain, a Taboola rival, makes 180 
billion recommendations each month 
to an audience of 550 million people. 
“We have enough work for 10 times the 
number of engineers and product people 
so I’d like to build the business to fund 
that,” says Galai.

Rumors that Outbrain will file an initial 
public offering persist. “It is one of the 
routes we are obviously considering.”

It is not just ambition that is giving Is-
raeli start-ups a leg up. “The fact that the 
Internet has become very significant and 
strong in the last decade has given start-
ups the ability to market, to get audience, 
close transactions and test their prod-
ucts,” says Pitango Ventures’ Peres. “That 
efficiency has helped Israeli companies 
shift to growth and close all the gaps of 
distance, language and culture.”

That has been the case for eToro, a 
social investment network that has so far 
raised $31.9 million in venture capital and 
today has close to four million registered 
users. “Today you can get any product to 
any consumer around the world without 
leaving your own country,” says eToro 
CEO and Co-founder Yoni Assia.

“The biggest challenge Israeli com-
panies used to have is distribution,” he 
says. “The 1.0 companies were focused 
on building sales forces. When you are 
selling B2B there is a huge benefit to 
being acquired because you can sell 
through the bigger companies’ distribu-
tion channels. 

But now consumer products and even 
B2B products like SimilarWeb can be dis-
tributed completely over the Web. This 
allows companies to leap ahead and have 
the potential to grow infinitely.”

Still, challenges remain for Israel’s 
would-be unicorns. Access to experience 
is one. To succeed, Israeli companies 
will need not just capital but investors or 
mentors who have built unicorns. And 
most of those are in Silicon Valley.

Even then it is not a slam dunk. So the 
question the current herd of unicorn 
wannabees needs to ask is: “how they 
are going get to $1 billion in revenue 
rather than a $1 billion market cap,” says 
Pitango’s Peres.

“I think that these companies can do it 
but they need to have their mind set on 
business rather than valuation.”

Singolda: 
‘here to 
solve the 
discovery 
problem’

Avishai Abrahami: went 
global from Israel

Ronen (L) 
and Yoni 
(R) Assia, 
co-founders 
of eToro

“How are they going 
to get to $1 billion  
in revenue?”
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In the early days of the web Craig-
slist’s horizontal listing-based mar-
ketplace was all things to all people 
as speed, simplicity and liquidity 
were the key success factors in 
the market. 

A few vertical competitors emerged 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, il-
lustrated by sites like Monster, 1stdibs 
and HomeAway. These sites typically 
retained a listing-based business 
model, but offered better content 
quality and more sophisticated tools 
and search.

In the mid- and late 2000s, vertical 
sites became transactional, managing 
the payment process and taking a 
percentage of the proceeds. 

By closing the transaction loop, 
their reviews also became accu-
rate. By simplifying the transaction 
process and improving trust, sites 
like Etsy and Airbnb not only took 
share from Craigslist but grew their 
categories dramatically.

Partly spurred by Craigslist’s 
inability to innovate, there has been 
an explosion of vertical sites of late. 
The latest trend in marketplaces is 
the emergence of what I dubbed 
“end-to-end” or “e2e” marketplaces. 
Others have also referred to them as 
“full-stack” marketplaces. 

Even though transactional market-
places simplified the purchase experi-
ence somewhat, they still require the 
seller and the buyer to do a lot of work. 
The seller has to take pictures, write 
titles and descriptions, come up with 
a price, and answer questions from 
buyers. 

Once something is sold the seller also 
needs to pack and ship the item. For 
buyers, depending on the category, 
the experience can also be traumatic. 

A car buyer for instance needs to 
deal with financing, insurance, and 
registration, not to mention the fear of 
buying a lemon. 

To address these issues end-to-end 
marketplaces absorb the friction typi-
cally borne by buyers and sellers and 
do the work for them. 

They have emerged for product mar-
ketplaces (e.g., Beepi, Lofty, Suitey, 
AptDeco, Fobo, Munchery), service 
marketplaces (e.g., Uber, HomeJoy) 
and information marketplaces (e.g., 
DoctoronDemand, Clarity, Rise).

Marketplace companies, in compar-
ison with other business models, are 
the only ones in which the economics 
improve with time. 

Marketplaces also have great net-
work effects that improve the profita-
bility of the platforms in the long term. 

Nonetheless, building liquidity is 
hard and the unit economics need to 
square. A good marketplace has eco-
nomics such that the net contribution 
margin for a specific user is at least 2x 
the cost of acquisition of both buyer 
and seller within the first 12 months. 

There are typically two ways to 
achieve this: (i) with high frequency 
of purchase or (ii) with high average 
value transactions. In an ideal world, 
a marketplace would have both but 
there are few to no categories that 
have such characteristics. 

A good example of the former 
structure can be GrubHub or Sprig, 
as people eat multiple times per day. 
A good example of the latter struc-
ture can be Beepi or Lofty. 

When analyzing marketplace 
dynamics, there are typically three 
predominant buckets: double com-
mit, buyer-picks and seller-picks. 
Double-commit marketplaces are 
those in which there's a conversa-
tion through the platform between 
buyers and sellers to reach an 
agreement. 

Examples of these are oDesk or 
Care.com. 

Double-commit marketplaces re-
quire a lot of effort from both buyers 
and sellers and have low fill rates. 

The second type of marketplace is 
the buyer-picks, which is character-
ized by showing available inventory 
from the supply side from which the 
buyers choose. 

Good examples are Getaround, 
Boatbound or even Etsy. This type 
of marketplace has higher fill rates 
and requires less effort from both 
sides than the double-commit model. 
The final and arguably best type of 
marketplace is the seller-picks. 

A seller-picks marketplace is 
characterized by having a buyer 
make a request which is fulfilled by 
any seller. 

These marketplaces tend to have 
almost perfect fill rates and lower 
effort from both sides. However, it 
only works where there can be a high 
standardization of service. 

Examples include Uber or Home-
joy. Users make a request and don't 
care who drives them from point A to 
B or who cleans their house as long 
as the task is fulfilled well. 

All in all the marketplace world is 
seeing unprecedented innovation 
and disruption and I look forward 
to seeing how it all plays out while 
trying to make my mark in the cat-
egory both as an entrepreneur and 
an investor.

Evolution Of The 
Marketplace

Fabrice Grinda is an 
entrepreneur and investor
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