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As the old generation falters, a new 
cohort of Nordic and Baltic start-ups 
is rising to the challenge, writes 
Jennifer L. Schenker
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Rovio, the company behind Angry Birds, 
was on a roll, and just about everyone 
was playing Mojang’s Minecraft or King’s 
hit mobile game Candy Crush Saga. 
The global success of these Nordic stars 
helped put the Nordic and Baltic region 
on the tech heatmap. 

Then the cold wind blew. Rovio started 
shedding employees, King’s stock tanked af-
ter its much anticipated IPO on the New York 
Stock Exchange, and Microsoft’s purchase 
of Mojang prompted the CEO to quit, raising 
questions about that company’s future.

And the once-mighty Nokia, which ruled 
the global mobile phone business and at one 
point was responsible for 4% of Finland’s 
GDP, ended up selling the crown jewels to 
Microsoft and laying off some 40% of its staff.

But these dark developments could be the 
best thing to ever happen to the region.

“We are seeing a surge of entrepreneurial 
activity,” says Daniel Blomquist, a partner at 
Creandum, a Nordic venture firm that was an 
early investor in Spotify and iZettle. 

Former employees of the region’s growth 
start-ups such as Klarna, Spotify, SoundCloud, 
Rovio and Supercell are busy creating the 
next generation of Nordic companies (see the 
box on page 3). Many of them will be present 
at Slush, an annual Internet conference in 
Finland, which this year is expected to attract 
10,000 people.

The success of the region’s growth com-
panies is seeding this new generation, says 

After The Freeze 
Comes New 
Growth

MAGAZINE SPONSORS

Change For Good
Technology That
Makes A Real Impact P

icture: charity:w
ater

Pages 16-17



2 3informilo.comNovember 2014

l @informilomediaf /informilod Informilo.com

Mathias Ackermand, an active angel 
investor in the Nordics. “There is Super-
cell money. The Spotify shareholders are 
selling their shares and investing in other 
companies. There are billions of krona in 
Stockholm to be employed. I have never 
seen so much money, money owned 
by people who know how to handle it. 
Everything is very buoyant here.”

“There is more money in the Nordics 
and a lot more start-ups nowadays,” 
agrees Martin Engdahl, who was in 
charge of Swedish payments company 
Klarna’s expansion into Germany and 
other foreign markets. Engdahl left 
Klarna to start Stockholm-based Vaulted 
Payments, which he describes as “Stripe 
for bank accounts.” The company has 
raised seed money from a variety of back-
ers, including Klarna’s ex-chairman.

All is not rosy, however. While there 
is plenty of money to get early-stage 
companies started, follow-on rounds in 
the region tend to be much smaller than 
those in the U.S., putting companies at 
a disadvantage, says Max Niederhofer, a 
partner at Sunstone Capital Partners.

Still, Sweden has produced more Inter-
net company with valuations of a billion 
dollars or more than any other tech hub 
in Europe. And its entrepreneurs have 
had an outsized impact.

Niklas Zennström, the Swedish 
co-founder of Skype, helped give the 
world free voice services. Qlik (formerly 

know as Qliktech), a start-up born in Swe-
den that pioneered a disruptive new ap-
proach to business intelligence software, 
ended up taking business from IBM, SAP, 
Oracle and Microsoft before launching an 
initial public offering on NASDAQ in 2010, 
with a valuation of $1.5 billion the year it 
went public. Spotify co-founders Daniel 
Ek and Martin Lorentzon have created a 
multi-billion-dollar company and disrupt-
ed the global music industry. Mojang, a 
global gaming giant, was sold to Microsoft 
in September for $2.5 billion, and King, 
a gaming company started in Stockholm 
and now headquartered in London, went 
public on the New York Stock Exchange 
earlier this year, though the company, 
which has a market cap of $4.32 billion, 
saw its stock plunge from a high of $23.48 
per share to a low of $10.68; the price has 
plateaued at $13.70.

Finland has also become a strong tech 
hub in its own right. MySQL, an open-
source database company, which was 
sold to Sun Microsystems for $1 billion in 
2008 and is now owned by Oracle, is just 
one example of major open source pro-
jects/technologies that have their roots in 
Finland. Monty Widenius, the main au-
thor of the original version of MySQL, has 
since launched MariaDB, a popular and 
highly-scalable database for cloud 
and Big Data applications, which 
he has rolled up into a Finnish 
consulting company called 
SkySQL. SkySQL raised $20 
million last year in a round 
led by Intel Capital. 

Of course, Finland is also 
known for its thriving gaming 
sector. Supercell sold a 51% 
stake to Japan’s Softbank for $1.5 
billion in 2013.

Rovio, which has expanded its Angry 
Birds franchise to include stuffed animals, 
a Hollywood film and a theme park, has 
built a global brand but has recently laid 

headlines Denmark boasts a few success 
stories of its own: Unity Technologies, the 
maker of video game development en-
gines and tools, which has an estimated 
valuation of around $1 billion; Zendesk, 
which went public on the New York Stock 
Exchange earlier this year with a total 
take of $100 million at an initial valuation 
of $631.7 million; and online food delivery 
service JustEat, which was founded in 
Denmark, went public in London in April, 
with a £360 million IPO that valued the 
company at £1.47 billion.

The start-up scene is luring Nordic 
natives who moved to the Valley to come 
back to start new ventures. Take the case 
of Johan Attby, who studied math and 
physics in the U.S. and then founded 
Tific, a Silicon Valley-based automated IT 
company which was purchased in 2011 by 
the U.S.’s Plum Technologies. Attby then 
returned to his native Sweden to launch 
Fishbrain, one of the largest niche social 
communities on Facebook. The com-
munity has some 630,000 users; about 
450,000 of them are in the U.S. 

Although Attby admits he doesn’t par-
ticularly like sport fishing, he chose the 
sector because it is a $45 billion industry. 
Fishbrain, which uses a freemium model, 
collects data to allow anglers to figure out 
the best spot to fish and share photos of 
their catches. In July the company raised 
a $2.4 million round led by Northzone 
and Active Venture Partners.

The big change over the last few years is 
that tier-one venture firms such as Index, 
Balderton, and Accel Partners are much 
more active in in the region, says Petteri 
Koponen, a founding partner at Lifelong 
Ventures, a Finnish early-stage venture 
capital fund. More than half of the compa-
nies in its portfolio have attracted venture 
capital from outside the Nordic region.

Tier-one VCs are also turning their 
sights on Stockholm. Truecaller, a Stock-
holm-based service that allows its users to 
help identify unknown phone numbers, 
raised a $60 million round in October 
that included UK-based Atomico and Sili-
con Valley venture firms Kleiner Perkins 
Caufield & Byers and Sequoia Capital.

Russia, now Europe’s largest Internet 
market, has attracted its fair share of 
Western venture capital, from firms like 
Intel Capital, Mangrove Partners and 
Index Ventures. Nor is the geopolitical 
climate dampening the climate for invest-
ment or squashing entrepreneurial spirits 
in Russia, Ukraine and in some other 
parts the former Soviet Union, says Sasha 
Galitsky, a partner at Moscow-based 
Almaz Capital and a scheduled speaker at 
Slush. “We are getting pretty good deal 
flow,” he says.

In fact, political uncertainties are push-
ing companies based in the former Soviet 
Union to focus on the global, rather than 
the domestic market, says Galitsky.

Acumatica, a provider of cloud account-
ing software to the global market, an-
nounced in October that it has raised $13.3 
million in a funding round led by Australian 
accounting software company MYOB. 

And in November, Belarus–based 
Apalon, a top 10 developer of iOS applica-
tions worldwide as measured by monthly 
downloads, was sold in September to the 
U.S.’s Mindspark Interactive Network for 
an undisclosed sum. 

Start-ups in the Baltic countries are also 
attracting the attention of venture capi-
talists. “I am getting a lot of referrals from 
Nordic VCs for start-ups in the Baltics 
which they think are interesting but it is 
still too early for them,” says Ackermand, 
the angel investor.

So forget the big chill. The winds of for-
tune look likely to ensure that the region 
remains hot for some time.

off over 100 staff members. “Rovio took 
one success and tried to make it an enter-
tainment brand and that strategy failed,” 
says Niederhofer.

That is not discouraging other Finnish 
gaming companies, such as Seriously, 
which was started by veterans from 
Rovio, Remedy Entertainment and 20th 
Century Fox. Despite Rovio’s troubles, 
“we believe that today’s mobile gaming is 
a fantastic opportunity to create new IP, 
new brands and properties that can have 
massive reach and that the biggest brands 
in entertainment are going to be mobile 
first,” says Seriously co-founder Petri Jär-
vilehto, the former executive vice-presi-
dent of games at Rovio Entertainment.

While Sweden and Finland hog the 
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Seriously
Headquarters: Helsinki, Finland 
Launched: 2013 
Founders: Veterans from Rovio, Remedy Entertainment and 
20th Century Fox. 
Backing: $5 million from Denmark’s Sunstone Capital and the 
U.S.’s Upfront Ventures. 
What It Does: Mobile entertainment. It launched its first game, 
Best Fiends, in October.

Lookback.io
Headquarters: Stockholm, Sweden 
Launched: 2013 
Founders: Ex-Spotify developers. 
Backing: $2.2 million round led by Lakestar, with Index 
Ventures and others including Ilya Sukhar, co-founder of Parse. 
What It Does: A platform that allows developers to record on-
screen activity within mobile apps so users can explain what 
they’re doing when they encounter a bug or some other problem.

PulseOn
Headquarters: Esbo, Finland 
Launched: 2012 
Founders: A spin-off of Nokia. 
Backing: €1 million round led by Russian banker Otar Margania 
and the company’s Chairman of the Board, Olli Pohjanvirta.
What It Does: Makes the PulseOn heart rate monitor; its beat-
to-beat accuracy is integrated with mobile apps and can be 
used for monitoring during exercising, illness recovery or sleep. 

Next Games
Headquarters: Helsinki, Finland 
Launched: 2013 
Founders: Design veterans from Supercell, Rovio and Disney.
Backing: $6 million Series A round co-led by IDG Ventures and 
Jari Ovaskainen, an early investor in Supercell. 
What It Does: Mobile games, including one called The Walking 
Dead: No Man’s Land, a game based on AMC’s The Walking 
Dead TV series.

Vaulted Payments
Headquarters: Stockholm, Sweden 
Launched: 2014 
Founders: Alumni of Klarna. 
Backing: €300,000 from investors that include Edastra 
Capital, SBH Group and Peter Sjunnesson,ex-Klarna. 
What It Does: Using a proprietary SEPA-compliant 
e-mandate, its technology converts an initial invoice 
payment into direct debits for future payments.

Auxy
Headquarters: Stockholm, Sweden 
Launched: 2014 
Founders: Alumni of SoundCloud. 
Backing: $1 million from angels and Connect Ventures, Kima 
Ventures and Direkt Ventures. 
What It Does: A tool for moving the making of modern music, 
such as hip hop, off laptops and onto iPads and eventually 
mobile phones. 

The Next Generation
Ex-Employees of Rovio, Nokia, Spotify, Supercell, Klarna, 
Soundcloud and others are building new start-ups.
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Baltic And 
Nordic VC 
Funding

FUNDING

The region has produced some of Europe’s 
biggest, and most successful, start-ups. 
Companies such as Skype, Spotify, Super-
cell, Mojang, Klarna, Rovio and King all 
came from countries around the Baltic Sea.

When looking at the investment being made 
into the region, it is not hard to see why there 
has been so much success. A 2013 report by 
The Wall Street Journal found that of the top 
10 most entrepreneurial countries as meas-
ured by amount of tech venture capital raised 
per capita, four were from the region. Sweden 
was the second-ranking country after Ireland, 
with FInland, Denmark and Norway ranking 
4th, 5th and 7th respectively.

The Baltic states fared less well. Only the 
smallest of the three, Estonia, made it into the 
top 20 (ranked 15th).

But while the other countries in the region 
have all produced any number of tech stars, 
Norway is something of a regional under-per-
former. A quick look at the figures shows why.

Given its status as an oil-producing 
country, nearly a third of Norway’s venture 
money went to the energy and environment 
sector, compared with just 4% in Sweden and 
15% in Finland. 

The Nordic Growth Entrepreneurship 
Review 2012, an analysis of regional entrepre-
neurship, found that nearly half of Norway’s 
fast-growing companies were either in the oil 
and gas sector, or in aquaculture.

Looking at Sweden, over the last five years 
the amount of venture capital money from VC 
firms has been broadly stagnant. However, 
while not captured by the European Venture 
Capital Association’s figures, angel investment 
and accelerator funds, have to an extent 
stepped up their funding.

The Nordic and Baltic region is 
one of Europe’s most significant 
tech clusters, writes Ben Rooney

Again Sweden is the regional star, with more venture capital under management than 
any other country, although Denmark is snapping at its heels. The three Baltic states 

have not been as successful in attracting VCs, which may explain why many of the 
start-ups are to be found ouside of the country, especially in London.

Nordic and Baltic regions Europe All
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Across The Region Country By Country
As can be seen, the Nordic and Baltic region 
has not swung back from the 2008 financial 
downturn with as much vigor as other parts 
of Europe. Investment is around half of what 
it was in 2007, although the number of deals 

has remained approximately the same. 
Sweden is clearly the dominant tech country 
in the region; Stockholm has produced any 
number of high-tech success stories and the 
investment figures show why.

Venture Investment In High-Tech Sectors

DENMARK FINLAND NORWAY SWEDENBALTICS

New Funds Raised by Venture Funds, 2007-2013 (€ thousands)
Total raised % from private individuals % from government % from other

Tech All other High tech as a % of total investment

€7
1,

04
0

€1
,0

62
,7

80

€
8

8
5,

8
80

€1
,6

10
,4

4
0

€1
,3

11
,8

60
€

99
6,

11
8

€
4

50
,1

4
6

€
3

39
,2

15

€
56

3,
99

7

€
28

,5
81

€
97

3,
41

9

€
57

4,
47

1

€
39

6,
37

8

€
27

0,
04

9

€
39

,9
01

SWEDENNORWAYFINLANDDENMARKBALTICS

Number Of Venture Capital Firms Headquartered In Country, 2013

Venture Capital Under Management 2013 (€ millions)

SWEDEN

SWEDEN

SWEDEN

NORWAY

NORWAY

NORWAY

FINLAND

FINLAND

FINLAND

DENMARK

DENMARK

DENMARK

BALTICS

BALTICS

BALTICS

€174

€3,112 €1,117 €2,629 €3,531

1.2% 1.7% 6% 3.5% 1.6%84.5%14.3% 81.1% 55.0% 61.1% 63.5%17.2% 39% 35.4% 34.9%

4610 27 30 69

41.7% 67.6% 46.1% 43.9% 50.6%

€ 3,217,812

€ 2,419,004

€ 2,132,876

€ 2,080,861

€ 2,366,100

€ 1,851,258

€ 2,231,220

Venture Investment In High-tech Sectors 2007-2013

BALTICS DENMARK FINLAND NORWAY SWEDEN

2007 20092008 2010

2011 20132012 Source: EVCA

200

400

600

800

835

446

532

308

65

Number of companies receiving investment



6 7informilo.comNovember 2014

l @informilomediaf /informilod Informilo.com

E-GOVERNMENT ENTERPRISE

The Finnish Start-Up 
Taking On Amazon

Antti Vilpponen, general manager of Finn-
ish infrastructure-as-a-service company 
UpCloud, talks about what it is like to take 
on the likes of Amazon and Google.

How do you begin to compete against huge 
providers like Amazon or Microsoft?

Since I strongly believe that the cloud 
infrastructure market is not a commodi-
ty, there are multiple niche areas where 
one can begin to build traction by adding 
value to markets that are underserved by 
the giants. Amazon and Microsoft need to 
generalize their offering in such a way that 
it adds value to the average customer. As 
we know, there is no average customer and 
everyone is needing to compromise in such 
a situation.

We took a step back and thought about the 
market in a completely new way. What kind of 
services and innovations do we need to offer 
to be able to win the trust of customers in a 
few attractive segments? There are customers 

who require high-performance, high-availa-
bility cloud computing services. AWS, Google 
and Microsoft have only recently added SSD 
storage to their offering. We have had it for 
over a year and half.

Did the Snowden revelations have any im-
pact on sales both in Europe and in the U.S.?

They definitely did. U.S. companies have 
a lot more to prove with regards to privacy 
these days. Many governments require their 
data to be hosted inside the EU. 

This also opened the eyes of many cus-
tomers that if they sign an agreement with a 
U.S.-based company, the agreement is under 
U.S. legislation. The benefit of someone like 
UpCloud is that we abide primarily by Finnish 
legislation, which of course is guided by EU 
directives and principles.

We are only opening up business in the U.S. 
with our new data center in Chicago now, so 
we do not have concrete figures yet. However, 
if the discussions during the last 12 months 

Cloud provider UpCloud is going up against  
the giants of the industry, writes Ben Rooney

Beyond Borders

Anyone who knows Estonia knows 
the Baltic state is at the forefront of 
embracing technology. So it shouldn’t 
come as a huge surprise that the 
country should be first to offer an 
“e-residency” program, opening up its 
e-government services to non-citizens.

For €50 anyone from any country in 
the world will be able to access exactly 
the same services as an Estonian national 
— everything from health records to 
signing documents to setting up compa-
nies, says Siim Sikkut, ICT Policy Adviser, 
Government Office of Estonia, Strategy 
Unit. The move would be particularly 
appealing to non-Europeans looking to 
establish a company inside the EU.

“E-residents will get a digital ID: a smart 
card with a microchip with security cer-
tificates, but no photo on it,” says Sikkut. 
Along with the card, e-residents will get a 
smart card reader.

“Once they have a digital identity just 
like Estonian residents do, they can get 
all their everyday and business matters 
done easily and conveniently. They will 
have secure access to online services and 
ability to digitally sign in legally binding 
manner just like Estonians do.”

“These signatures are legally valid [and] 
fully equal to face-to-face identification 
and handwritten signatures in the whole 
European Union.”

The move has proved to be popu-
lar. “When we came out with a simple 
landing page and offered the possibility 
to sign up to a notification list where 
we’d announce the further news and 
go-live info, we had 6,000+ sign-ups in 
first 24 hours,” he says. “We already 
have 10,000+ people signed up to be the 
first to know when we go live and eager 
to hear further news. These are great 
initial results that make us excited — but 
also mean that we are preparing to scale 
and introduce our services quicker than 
initially planned.”

Some figures have suggested that as 
many as 10 million people might become 
e-residents. Sikkut would not be drawn, 
but such a figure would dramatically 
outnumber the country’s small, and 
declining, population.

“We’d be happy if in three years’ time 
we’d have 10,000 new companies by 
e-residents operating [digitally] from 
or through Estonia.” Since Estonia has 
roughly 80,000 companies today that 
would represent a significant increase. 

Sikkut was keen to make it clear that 
the card conveyed no additional rights. 
“An e-resident will be a physical person 
who has received the e-resident’s digital 
identity [smart ID card] from the Repub-
lic of Estonia. This will not entail full legal 
residency or citizenship or right of entry 

to Estonia. They can choose to become an 
actual resident or citizen afterwards, fol-
lowing the regular overall procedures.”

With Estonia’s history littered with oc-
cupation, most recently and infamously 
being effectively removed from the map 
by the Soviet Union until its collapse in 
1991, this has inevitably shaped the coun-
try’s outlook, meaning the country has to 
consider how it would survive if history 
repeated itself. “Our thinking is that digi-
tally we can make our nation and country 
last perhaps even at darkest times of 
history, should they come again.”

While Sikkut says it was not part of the 
thinking behind the e-resident program, 
initiatives like this question the concept 
of what it is to be a nation-state, and what 
it is to be a citizen. 

“I think that citizenship will be tied to 
older territorial notions for quite some 
time. However, I also think that citizen-
ship is not the most defining feature of us 
anymore — rather, community feeling is. 
What we are keen to explore is to see how 
we can expand the community of Estonia 
really to be global through being digital 
— to make us larger in the world than we 
otherwise would be.”

How to make Estonia 
larger in the world than it 
otherwise would be

Falling Population

At just over 1.3 million 
people Estonia has a 
population smaller than 
the metropolitan area of 
Copenhagen (1.9 million), 
and worryingly for the 
state, the population is 
declining. In common with 
many European states its 
population is also aging, 
a situation exacerbated 
by net migration among 
younger Estonians.

Source: Statistics Estonia
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Estonia is throwing open its world-leading e-government 
services to non-citizens. Maybe as many as 10 million people 
could become e-residents, writes Ben Rooney

are of any indication, being a European cloud 
hosting provider isn’t such a bad situation to 
be in.

But aren’t there also some downsides to 
doing business in the EU?

The real challenge in doing business in 
the EU is tied to the historical background of 
the Continent. It is not a single market and 
all countries have a different way of doing 
business. Many have different values in 
business and therefore a single model to take 
on Europe will not work. A certain level of 
localization is required and this is just the way 
it is. Being an entrepreneur, I don’t see it as 
a challenge — it is an opportunity that will, I 
hope, make us more capable of offering better 
value in these markets than our non-Europe-
an competitors.

Why would a company come to Upcloud 
rather than one of the major players?

We’re not one of the largest cloud hosting 
companies around, but we have been able to 
launch innovations that the others have not. A 
good example of this is our MaxIOPS storage 
backend. In a recent comparison we found out 
that it performs up to 19 times faster than the 
fastest Amazon Web Services storage backend 
and costs only an eighth the price.

Based on discussions with our current 
customers, many choose us for one or more 
of the following reasons: competitive price, 
performance, high availability and privacy.

Is there a risk that cloud provision is simply 
going to be a commodity business, driving 
down margins?

The large cloud providers want you 
to believe that the cloud will become a 
commodity. This is because if it is seen as a 
commodity, they are able to compete with 
their commodity offerings. However, if you 
think about even coffee isn’t a commodity. 
The coffee culture we see in many large 
cities hasn’t been more alive. It’s booming. 
I believe this is a good analogy to cloud 
infrastructure. There are different tastes 
and requirements.

We strongly believe that the cloud infra-
structure business is not going to commod-
itize and the hundreds and thousands of 
different kinds of requirements will keep it 
so. This is also one of the reasons we have 
gone ahead and created MaxIOPS. We believe 
there is a huge underserved market of cus-
tomers who value high-performance storage 
backends. When you are able to innovate, you 
are also able to create value that customers 
cannot find elsewhere. For this, they thank 
you with more business.

Picture: Steve Jurvetson 
Released under Creative Commons 4.0
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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 
started drafting constitutional documents (the 
equivalent of British Articles of Association) to 
block the activities of secondary markets.

In contrast, companies using NPM can 
organize liquidity programs that will allow 
them to retain their employees without going 
public, but at the same time maintain control, 
Kostyal says.

The first company that signed up to use 
NPM when it launched in March was Mobli, an 
Israeli social mobile photo and video-sharing 
site that competes with Instagram. 

The company raised $60 million last No-
vember from América Móvil, the telco giant 
led by Carlos Slim. 

The listing on NPM gives Mobli and other com-
panies 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 quali-
fications: 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 evaluating a European presence but 
would first need to secure regulatory approvals.

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. 

NPM also recently acquired a software 
platform which offers an integrated stock plan 
administration and capitalization table track-
ing service for private companies, both big 
and small. The service allows investors and 
founders at start-ups to understand who owns 

IPO AND PRIVATE MARKETS

Going For 
Growth 
As more start-ups look to scale, founders and investors 
are being asked to take a second look at secondary 
exchanges, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

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 entre-
preneur behind software platform TruEquity, 
which NPM has renamed ExactEquity. 

“There are so many mistakes and misun-
derstandings. We wanted to make this data 
accessible so that everyone can understand 
what is going on.”

Roger Rappoport, an entrepreneur- 
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 ad-
ministration tracking from day one to ensure 
they understand how investment terms can 
impact their holdings and future exits. 

European firms have been slower to develop 
equity plans than their U.S. counterparts. “We 
found that as we talk to founders in Europe and 
definitely in the UK that although the giving 
equity to employees philosophy 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 Janet Cooper, a managing partner at 
Tapestry, a UK law firm focused on compliance. 
“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.”

It is no surprise that NASDAQ executive 
Adam Kostyal will be prospecting for busi-
ness at Slush, an annual tech conference in 
Finland that this year is expected to attract 
some 10,000 participants. The Nordic 
region has given birth to some of Europe’s 
biggest tech stars and some, like Spotify, are 
candidates for initial public offerings.

While recent volatility has led some growth 
companies to question whether they should 
delay going public, NASDAQ has had the 
strongest year for IPOs since 2000, says 
Kostyal, NASDAQ’s Sweden-based Senior Vice 
President and Head of European Listings.

Adam Kostyal, NASDAQ’s Senior Vice President 
and Head of European Listings

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

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 Carine Schneider, 
co-head of NPM. It should also help to attract 
top talent.

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

Indeed, the London Stock Exchange is court-
ing late-stage European and Israeli tech com-
panies. Over half a dozen foreign companies 
have been accepted on to the Future Fifty UK 
government program because the government 
wants to attract more companies to base oper-
ations in the UK and/or go public there. 

And, EnterNext plans to announce ini-
tiatives at its first-ever pan-European tech 
conference on November 17th.

One of NASDAQ’s edges, says Kostyal, is that 
it is the only transatlantic exchange. The NAS-
DAQ OMX group runs exchanges in Helsinki, 
Copenhagen, Stockholm, Reykjavík, Riga, 
Tallinn and Vilnius. 

European companies that are not big 
enough to go public in the U.S. should 
consider listing on one of NASDAQ’s Nordic 

exchanges and use that as a bridge to go pub-
lic on the New York exchange in the future, 
says Kostyal. 

He is optimistic that NASDAQ’s Nordic 
exchanges will see more tech listings. 

“A lot of companies are a bit fed up with 
AIM [a UK market for smaller, growing compa-
nies ] and with our own growth market, NAS-
DAQ First North, we offer a much more liquid  
alternative for these companies,” he says. 

“First North has already had 40 listings 
this year and growth companies are attract-
ed by the possibility of being part of the 
NASDAQ ecosystem.”

Some 33 of the international IPOs in the U.S. 
this year took place on NASDAQ. There were 
eight listings from China, eight from Israel and 
four from the UK, including Markit, a compa-
ny specializing in collecting and disseminating 
financial data, which raised $1.28 billion, 
making it the largest European tech IPO in the 
U.S. in 2014.

There are strong arguments why foreign 
technology companies should go public in the 
U.S., says Kostyal. “European companies get 
bigger valuations when they list in the U.S., bet-
ter analyst coverage, and it is easier to attract 
talent and grow their businesses,” he says. 

But NASDAQ is not just courting the big 
growth companies that are ready to IPO. “We 
want to get closer to start-ups at a far earlier 
stage,” he says.

To that end, NASDAQ has launched an of-
fering, called NASDAQ Private Market (NPM), 
that allows unlisted companies to trade 
private shares. Secondary, or private, markets 
are marketplaces that allow angels, venture 
capital firms, founders or employees to trade 
shares in a private company.

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.

First-generation secondary markets in the 
U.S. that were used to trade shares of private 
companies did not allow companies to control 
who was trading their shares.

Indeed, 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.

Markit, a company specializing in collecting 
and disseminating financial data, raised $1.28 
billion, making it the largest European tech IPO 
in the U.S. in 2014

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



FALCON SOCIAL
WWW.FALCONSOCIAL.COM
Copenhagen, Denmark
What it does: Enterprise social media management.
Why it’s hot: Falcon Social helps brands drive business 
results through social media. Customers include Condé 
Nast, Warner Music, Jaguar and Coca-Cola. Falcon 
increased monthly recurring revenue more than 640% in 
its first year of sales. In 2013 it raised €6 million of equity 
finance from Target Partners and NorthCap Partners 
(which previously invested $1.33 million). 

IZETTLE
WWW.IZETTLE.COM
Stockholm, Sweden
What it does: Payment processing via iPhone or Android.
Why it’s hot: iZettle’s service is used by hundreds of 
thousands of businesses in nine countries. In May is 
received €40 million in a round that valued the company 
at around €200 million. The rounded included new 
investors Intel Capital and Zouk Capital. Earlier investors 
Greylock Partners, Index Ventures and Northzone also 
participated. 

KLARNA
WWW.KLARNA.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Simple online payment for websites.
Why it’s hot: Klarna Checkout integrates payment 
methods in a simple solution that lets customers shop 
using only 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.

NEO TECHNOLOGY
NEO4J.COM

SAN MATEO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Provider of Neo4J graph database.
Why it’s hot: Thousands of companies, including Cisco, 
Accenture, eBay and Walmart, use Sweden-born Neo4j to 
build applications that leverage connections in data such 
as recommendations, content management and fraud 
detection. The company has a 98% renewal rate. In Q3 
2014 revenue grew 220% year-on-year. Investors include 
Fidelity Growth Partners Europe and Sunstone Capital.

SPOTIFY
WWW.SPOTIFY.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Music streaming service.
Why it’s hot: Allows users to stream music 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 round in 2013 valued the company 
above $4 billion. Now working on tie-ups with mobile 
operators and hardware providers around the world.

SUPERCELL
WWW.SUPERCELL.NET

HELSINKI, FINLAND
What it does: Social gaming developer.
Why it’s hot: Best known for its Hay Day and Clash of 
Clans games, which generate $5.2 million a day, in 2013 
Supercell had revenue of $892 million (and is rumored to 
be on track to double that in 2014). In mid-October 2013 
Japan’s SoftBank Corp. agreed to buy 51% of Supercell 
for $1.5 billion. The company launched its third game, 
Boom Beach, in April.

TOBII
WWW.TOBII.COM

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Products for eye control and eye tracking.
Why it’s hot: Tobii creates an interface that uses natural 
eye movements; it is the provider of eye tracking solutions 
to thousands of researchers worldwide. In May it acquired 
DynaVox Systems, a provider of speech-generating 
devices and symbol-adapted special education software. 
Intel Capital led a $21 million round in 2012. The 
company is rumored to be planning an IPO this year. 

TRUSTPILOT
WWW.TRUSTPILOT.COM

COPENHAGEN, DENMARK
What it does: Review-driven community.
Why it’s hot: Trustpilot helps companies collect reviews 
and get insight from customers. Clients include Telenor, 
boohoo.com and Travelocity. In January it raise $25 
million from DFJ Esprit and existing investors SEED 
Capital, Index Ventures, and Northzone. Total funding is 
now $38.4 million.

AUTOBUTLER
WWW.AUTOBUTLER.DK

COPENHAGEN, DENMARK
What it does: Reverse auction site for car owners.
Why it’s hot: Autobutler collaborates with thousands of 
auto mechanics across the Nordics, Germany, and the 
UK to offer car owners deals on car repairs. Car owners 
can easily create a car repair job and receive bids from car 
mechanics. In July it raised €5.8 million in funding from 
Index Ventures, and existing investors Dawn Capital and 
Creandum. Creandum previously invested $5 million.

ENEVO
WWW.ENEVO.COM

ESPOO, FINLAND
What it does: Sensor-based waste management.
Why it’s hot: Enevo provides smart sensor and analytics-
based logistics optimization for waste management 
and recycling. The company has thousands of sensors 
deployed in 25 countries. In August it raised $8 million 
from Earlybird, Lifeline Ventures, Finnish Industry 
Investment, Draper Associates and Risto Siilasmaa. The 
funding will support international expansion. 

ERPLY
WWW.ERPLY.COM

NEW YORK, NEW YORK, U.S.
What it does: Point of sale/inventory management
Why it’s hot: Born in Tallinn, Erply has 100,000 stores on 
its platform, with customers ranging from small retailers 
to names such as Elizabeth Arden Retail, The Athletes 
Foot, and UNICEF. The company works in 15 countries; 
70% of its customer base is in the U.S. Erply has raised 
over $4 million in financing from Redpoint Ventures, Index 
Ventures, 500 Startups and angels.

FYNDIQ
FYNDIQ.SE

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: E-commerce platform for bargain hunters.
Why it’s hot: Fyndiq is a one-stop bargain shop, providing 
a sales channel for a range of e-tailers looking to sell slow-
moving or end-of-run products. Sales in 2013 were $17 
million and forecast to double in 2014. The company also 
expects to be profitable this year. In November it raised 
$20 million from Northzone and Industrifonden, Swedish 
government-based VC, bring total funding to $26 million.

INFOGR.AM
WWW.INFOGR.AM

RIGA, LATVIA
What it does: Infographic creator.
Why it’s hot: Infogr.am claims to be the world’s most 
popular infographic creator. It provides a simple web app 
that enables anyone to create interactive infographics 
and data visualizations. Nearly three million infographics 
have been created so far by its 1.2 million users. In 
February Infogr.am raised €1.34 million from Point Nine 
Capital, Connect Ventures and previously HackFwd.

LOOKBACK
WWW.LOOKBACK.IO

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: User experience analysis platform.
Why it’s hot: Lookback gives developers a 360-degree 
understanding of how users communicate with their apps 
by analyzing on-screen interactions and user expressions 
recorded with the front-facing camera. Currently in open 
beta. In March the company raised a $2.2 million seed 
round led by Lakestar, with participation from Index 
Ventures and angels.

PIPEDRIVE
WWW.PIPEDRIVE.COM

TALLINN, ESTONIA
What it does: Visual sales pipeline tool.
Why it’s hot: Founded in 2010, the company now has 
close to 10,000 paying customers in more than 100 
countries, spending millions each month. Pipedrive 
has raised nearly $3.5 million; investors include former 
Skype employees Ott Kaukver and Taavet Hinrikus as well 
as basketball great Shaquille O’Neal and his business 
partner Vivek Ranadivé.

REALEYES
WWW.REALEYESIT.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Measures emotions from any webcam.
Why it’s hot: The Realeyes platform measures how 
people feel as they view video content. Started while 
Estonian CEO Mihkel Jäätma was at Oxford, the company 
has secured multi-million partnerships with leading 
publishers, agencies and brands, including Havas Media, 
IPSOS and AOL. In March 2013 it raised $3.2 million; 
total capital raised is $4.6 million.

TICTAIL
WWW.TICTAIL.COM 

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Free online store creation platform.
Why it’s hot: Tictail enables users to set up an online 
store in minutes. Launched in May 2012, it currently 
supports more than 55,000 stores in 110 countries 
and is aiming for 100,000 stores by the end of 2014. 
Tictail has raised more than $10 million in funding, from 
investors including Balderton Capital, Thrive Capital, 
Klaus Hommels, and Summly’s Nick D’Aloisio.

TRADESHIFT
WWW.TRADESHIFT.COM

SAN FRANCISO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Free platform for e-billing and payments.
Why it’s hot: Danish-born Tradeshift offers cloud-based 
services to improve invoicing, workflow and supplier 
financing. It processes about $10 billion in annual 
transactions for 500,000+ businesses in 190 countries. 
Customers include the UK’s National Health Service. In 
February it raised $75 million from Singapore’s Scentan 
Ventures at $300 million valuation. 

TRANSFERWISE
WWW.TRANSFERWISE.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Foreign currency transfer services.
Why it’s hot: Tallinn-born 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.

VIVINO
WWW.VIVINO.COM

COPENHAGEN, DENMARK
What it does: Wine recognition app.
Why it’s hot: Vivino is the leading wine app in the 
Apple App store; it supports more than six million wine 
aficionados in five languages and recognizes more than 
four million wines using a smartphone’s camera. In 2013 
it raised $10.3 million from Creandum, Seed Capital, 
Balderton Capital and Janus Friis, bringing total funds to 
just over $12 million.

YPLAN
WWW.YPLANAPP.COM

LONDON, UK
What it does: Last-minute going-out app.
Why it’s hot: YPlan enables users in London, New York, 
San Francisco, Las Vegas and Edinburgh to browse 
through a curated shortlist of events and book in two taps. 
Launched in November 2012 by Lithuanian founders, the 
service had 150,000 downloads in its first three months 
and more than 500,000 users in year one. In June 2013 it 
raised $12 million, bringing total funding to $13.7 million.

FISHBRAIN
WWW.FISHBRAIN.COM

GÖTEBORG, SWEDEN
What it does: App and social network for sport fishing.
Why it’s hot: FishBrain aims to help the world’s 200 
million anglers catch more and bigger fish by using the 
wisdom of the crowd to find the best spots to fish and 
choose the best bait. Now has more than 630,000 
registered users (450,000 in the U.S.). In July it raised 
a $2.4 million funding round led Northzone and Active 
Venture Partners; total funding is $3.9 million.

FROONT
WWW.FROONT.COM

RIGA, LATVIA
What it does: Freemium responsive web design tool.
Why it’s hot: FROONT is a web-based design tool 
that runs in the browser and makes responsive web 
design accessible to all visual designers, even those 
without coding skills. It hopes to build a an open-source 
community. In April FROONT raised €500,000 in seed 
funding from investors, including Imprimatur Capital and 
Inventure Oy.

WELLBIOME
WWW.WELLBIOME.COM

TALLINN, ESTONIA
What it does: Health advice based on microflora analysis.
Why it’s hot: Wellbiome offers personalized dietary 
recommendations based on DNA analysis of the 
microflora in an individual’s gut. The company’s mission 
is to give people insight into their bodies and increase 
wellbeing. The company participated in a start-up summer 
program at the local Startup Garage and was incubated at 
Tehnopol Startup Incubator.

XENETA
WWW.XENETA.COM

OSLO, NORWAY
What it does: Crowd-sourced price comparison site for 
the container shipping industry.
Why it’s hot: Xeneta enables buyers and sellers of 
containerized ocean freight to operate efficiently. It 
has grown from a few hundred rates to several hundred 
thousand on its system monthy. In 2013 Xeneta raised 
€1.2 million from Creandum and Alden AS; in February 
2014 Point Nine Capital invested an undisclosed amount.
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To identify the most 
promising start-ups in 
the Nordics and Baltics, 
Informilo asked investors 
focused on the region to 
nominate start-ups outside 
their own portfolios. Some 
of the companies are well-
known, others are below 
the radar but unlikely to 
stay there for long. Some are 
now headquartered in the 
U.S. or UK, but their roots 
are in the region.
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MUSIC

A (Web)  
Star Is Born

What mattered for Avicii was 
to build an audience first, then 
work out how to monetize

Avicii: double Grammy-
nominated, double MTV 
Europe Music Award-winning 
electronic dance music DJ

Pournouri: ‘you know how to 
speak to your fans and how to 
engage with them, how to get 
them excited’

Seven-times Grammy Award-winning artist 
Taylor Swift certainly caused sparks to fly 
when she announced the withdrawal of al-
most her entire catalog from the streaming 
music service Spotify and other such plat-
forms. Some in the industry have praised 
her for her rear-guard action in defending 
the primacy of the album. 

But others, like Ash Pournouri of At Night 
Management, the manager of Swedish 
electronic dance music star Avicii and a 
speaker at the Slush conference in Helsinki, 
are less complimentary. 

“For me, unless you want to achieve some-
thing, it is a stupid move,” he says bluntly. 
“Normally a big artist will have fans all over 
the place. They have fans who listen illegally 
and those who listen legally. They have fans 
that download [tracks], those who stream, 
they have fans that don’t do any of that and 
just listen to the radio. 

“The reason Spotify has users is that some 
people want that service. You can’t just 
exclude them.”

There was a time when creating an artist 
was a relatively simple thing. Scouts, known 
in the business as A&R, for Artists & Reper-
toire, would scour smoke-filled clubs, bars 
and venues to find the hottest acts. These 

would be snapped up by the major record 
labels, which would manage every aspect of 
an artist.

But smoke-filled bars have been replaced 
first by MySpace, and now by Spotify and You-
Tube as the place where the next generation 
of music giants is to be found. So how do you 
build an artist today?

One way is to use those platforms to find 
new audiences. “Spotify offers new artists an 
unparalleled opportunity to reach new audi-
ences … through curating music, playlisting 
and engaging with fans,” says Mark William-
son, Spotify’s Director of Artist Services. “It is 
well documented that Lorde broke through 
on Spotify after Royals was put on the Hipster 
International playlist by Sean Parker, and the 
track went viral.”

“If the artist is talented and the music is 
good then services like Spotify give artists a 
better chance of being discovered — both by 
labels and by audiences — than at any other 
time in history,” he says.

For Pournouri “the thing that switched for 
musicians and artists was the fact that he or 
she no longer had to settle with a monologue 
with your followers. All of a sudden you could 
talk to your fans, and have them talk back and 
do that on a mass scale.

“The fact that you know how to speak to 
your fans and how to engage with them, how 
to get them excited — all that matters. We use 
that as information to create things, to market 
things, to put things in perspective. We use it 
to continue building the brand.”

But there is more to it than that, says Ian 
Hogarth, CEO of London-based Songkick, a 
music start-up. The power of social media lies 
not just in having a dialogue with fans, but 
also in using it to shape the opinions of others.

Hogarth said research into why some artists 

become popular shows the importance of 
peer pressure.

“[Researchers] gave a set of people some 
artists to listen to and they got them to rank 
them. Then they gave them the same artists 
but the second time they showed what other 
people’s ranking was. It massively changed 
the rankings. That suggests that popularity in 
music is as much social as it is inherent to the 
music itself.

“When you used to go to Tower Records 
back in the day you would see the hottest 
songs this week. That does not have the same 
visceral reaction as seeing 100,000 hearts on 
SoundCloud, or 200 million views on You-
Tube. It is a much more palpable sense that 
other people also think this is great.”

It is this social effect, says Hogarth, that very 
quickly lets some musicians break free from 
the noise. “I think it ultimately boils down to 
the social features of those platforms more 
than anything else,” says Hogarth.

But, says Pournouri, talent and building 
up a fan base are not on their own enough 
to create an artist. “An artist — to me — is 
someone who is comfortable being on stage, 

who has a brand that is consistent through-
out everything they do, and it stands for a 
lot of values. The people that we represent, 
they don’t have that from day one; we help 
them bring that out.” It was that process that 
transformed the young and shy Tim Bergling 
from a record producer and wannabe DJ into 
Avicii, a double Grammy-nominated, double 
MTV Europe Music Award-winning electronic 
dance music DJ and artist.

Listening to Pournouri speak, the parallels 
between the world of digital music and the 
world of digital entrepreneurialism are strik-
ing. Companies like Twitter and SoundCloud 
raced to build scale first, and only then figured 
out how to monetize. The same is true in 
music, says Pournouri. 

“If you think money first, just put that in 
perspective,” he says. “If your fans knew that 
you put money before spreading your mes-
sage, imagine what that would mean to your 
fans. For me a true artist never puts money 
first. But if you’re a smart businessman or you 
have someone to help you with that, you will 
always find ways to monetize on your success, 
on your following and on your fan base. That 
is just smart business.”

In the same way that digital start-ups have 
to find alternative revenue, so too do modern 
artists. As revenues from recorded music 
have fallen, those from live events have risen. 
“From an economic point of view, artists are 
making something like 70% of their income 
from touring now,” says Songkick’s Hogarth. 
“If you look at the size of the concert industry 
versus the recorded music industry, in many 
markets it is approaching twice the size.”

That, says Hogarth, means an artist’s best 
customers are likely to be those attending live 
events. “More than ever it is the most critical 
branding experience for you as an artist 
because you are going out there and you are 
interacting with your most valuable custom-
ers — the ones who will spend enough money 
to see you live,” he says. And if they are your 
best customers, then they deserve the best 
experiences, he says. Hogarth’s company has 
just started to offer ticketing services. 

“I think what we are going to see is artists 
playing a much more active role in where the 
tickets are sold and how they are sold,” he 
says. “It is not a minor part of the business 
anymore. It’s where they interact with the 
most valuable customers.”

Hogarth won’t be drawn on Swift’s pulling 
of her music from streaming services, but 
praises her for her passion.“What I would say 
is that I have a really strong opinion on the 
fact that she is playing an active role. What 
Taylor Swift is doing shows that artists are get-
ting more involved and that is very exciting.”

It used to be simple to be a rock star. You got snapped 
up by a label and life was good. But YouTube and 
Spotify have changed all that, writes Ben Rooney

“All of a sudden you 
could talk to your fans, 
and have them talk  
back and do that on  
a mass scale.”
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ENTREPRENEUR PROFILE

Their joint projects include supply 
chain financing as well as the humani-
tarian projects. CodersTrust identifies 
freelancers with good ratings at online 
workplaces like oDesk and approaches 
them with a loan offer for $2,000. After 
six months of coursework, the freelanc-
ers start taking assignments and pay 
18% interest on the loan amount to the 
microfinance organization that issued 
the loans. The loans are usually paid 
off within 18 months. In addition the 
freelancers must pay the usual 6% to 
8% cut to online job marketplaces and 
a 10% commission fee on top of that to 
CodersTrust on every job for a period of 
three years. 

The other humanitarian project, CMS2, 
which is being renamed Poverty Tracker, 
is a “translation engine that seeks to 
put the equivalent of a GPS tracker on 
every dollar donated to charity and put a 
structured system in place to monitor the 
impact,” says Lund.

Lund, who is helping Poverty Tracker 
with its go-to-market strategy, owns 51% 
of the for-profit company. The goal is 
to raise $3 billion to stamp out extreme 
poverty by 2021. 

Funding is expected to come in part 
from global clothing brands that have set 
up plants in places like Bangladesh. 

While today banks skim up to 8.5% 
from charity money transferred to impov-
erished countries, Poverty Tracker will 
take only a 4.7% cut for a transfer, says 
Lund. Then it will track how the money is 
distributed and the result. 

“If we can do this on a big, big scale 
and cover a whole area [occupied by] a 
million extremely poor people then we 
would want, in exchange, to get the rights 
to infrastructure for 50 years,” he says.

Poverty Tracker will be a profitable 
business because “every family that 
comes out of extreme poverty will 
want to buy some electricity and some 
clean water.”

The two projects present an opportuni-
ty to do well while at the same time doing 
good on a grand scale, says Lund. “This is 
what is making me tick these days.”

Morten Lund doesn’t want to be 
remembered for going bankrupt just 
four years after receiving a $50 million 
return on his early investment in 
Skype. He wants to go down in history 
for helping to end global poverty.

Described as a visionary and a rebel, 
the Danish serial entrepreneur’s motto is 
“take big swings.” 

Since coming out of bankruptcy in 2010 
he has focused on disrupting financial 
services. Among other things he is an ear-
ly advisor and shareholder in Tradeshift, 
a enterprise invoicing start-up with a 
social layer which was started up in his 
basement and has gone on to raise over 
$75 million in funding. 

And now Lund is pouring his energy 
into two for-profit humanitarian projects 
that he thinks could be world-changing. 

CodersTrust, founded by Ferdinand 
Kjaerulff, a fellow Dane, aims to help 
finance and educate 100,000 IT workers 
in developing markets over the next 
three years using microloans and online 
education. The idea is that with extra 
training freelancers working for online 
workplaces such as oDesk could earn $10 
an hour instead of $1.

The project involves Nobel Laureate 
Muhammad Yunis’s Grameen Bank, 
the Danish International Development 
Agency and PlaNet Finance, a Paris-based 
international organization founded by 
Jacques Attali. Lund’s role is coming up 
with an strategy for a global roll-out. 

The other, Poverty Tracker, has the 
goal of raising $3 billion to stamp out 
extreme poverty by 2021.

“I want to win the Nobel Prize,” says 
Lund, who likes to shoot from the hip and 
aim for the stars. 

The latest two projects are already 
taking concrete form, thanks in part to 

After making— and losing — a fortune, early Skype 
backer Morten Lund’s latest plan is to wipe out 
extreme poverty, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

‘I Want To Win  
The Nobel Prize’

Lund’s new 50% business partner, Lone 
Fønss Schrøder, who has a master’s 
degree in accounting and finance and 
another in oil and offshore law, and was 
the highest-ranking woman executive 
in Nordic conglomerate Maersk. She 
is currently a senior advisor to Credit 
Suisse, Vice Chairman of Savo Bank, and 
Chair of the Audit Committee of Volvo 
Cars, and she has just been asked to join 
IKEA’s board.

Schrøder helps bring order and dis-
cipline to joint projects, says Lund. She 
“does her board stuff from 8:00 to 2:00 
and then we work on crazy stuff for the 
rest of the day,” he says.

Lund brings some interesting experi-
ence to the table: he has launched and 
run advertising agencies, venture capital 
firms, tech companies and an investment 
bank. Along the way he has seeded over 
100 European start-ups and became 
friends and worked with people who 
have gone on to shape the digital future, 
including Huffington Post CEO Jimmy 
Maymann and Kazaa and Skype co-found-
ers Niklas Zennström and Janus Friis.

Lund began life in a farming commu-
nity in rural Denmark. An only child, his 
parents’ love and support encouraged 
his brash self-confidence, says Lund. And 
his father’s decision, midway through 
his childhood, to risk it all and become 
an entrepreneur and build an electron-
ics components business made a deep 
impression on him.

Impatient with university professors 
who weren’t teaching him things he could 
use in the real world, Lund dropped out 
and created his first company in 1993, a 
package of products aimed at graduating 
students. Before long graduates at more 
than 103 schools became customers. 
During that time Lund met Maymann 

“it changed my life,” says Lund. He spent 
some of the money before receiving it but 
at one point he says he had $45 million in 
his account.

Lund didn’t buy a new house and con-
tinued using his bicycle and an old Volvo 
to get around. The money was invested 
into start-ups but the bulk of it went into 
Nyhedsavisen, a free newspaper that was 
delivered to people’s doorsteps. At one 
point the paper was burning about $25 
million a month, recalls Lund, adding “it 
was an expensive little hobby.”

In the end the paper closed and Lund 
was declared bankrupt.

“I lost my money but I didn’t lose my 
brand or my self-confidence,” says Lund. 
“I still had my four wonderful kids, and 
that gives you perspective.” 

Friends helped and before long he was 
out of bankruptcy and back in business. 
In addition to advising Tradeshift he 
co-founded Tofte & Company, a Danish 
investment bank, and launched X/O, a 
platform that allows businesses to op-
erate on a global scale without the need 
for their own back office, legal staff, tax 
accountants and other logistics.

He also forged a partnership with 
Schrøder. “Morten and I in our profes-
sional careers hardly could have had 
more different paths,” says Schrøder. 
“But we have both been elite athletes, 
Morten on the All Denmark team in hand-
ball and me as a competitive 400-meter 
hurdle and 1,500-meter runner. We have 
both been trained to ignore the pain and 
never stop.” 

“What I like is his intellect,” she 
says,“and his ability to understand very 
complex things. It is very seldom that I 
kick off a discussion that he doesn’t have 
a deep knowledge of the subject.”

Schrøder says she believes traditional 
companies can learn a lot from Lund’s 
understanding of how technology is 
transforming business. 

And so, when Øyvind Eriksen, the CEO of 
Aker ASA and Aker Solutions, a supplier of 
products and services to the oil and gas in-
dustry — a man who Schrøder says already 
has everything — was celebrating a birthday 
she bought him the most valuable thing she 
could think of: one hour with Lund.

Lund: pouring his energy into 
two for-profit humanitarian 
projects that he thinks could 
be world-changing

Lund’s
Life
1972
Born in Roskilde, 
Denmark, a farming 
community.

1991
Finishes school in 
Solrød; moves to 
Odense to start a 
degree; wins Danish 
Championship in 
U18 handball; quits 
university.

1996
Launches NeatWork/
NeoIDEO with three 
friends. Launches Ne@
tWork Aps (a digital 
advertising agency later 
renamed Neo Ideo).

2001
Prey4 Ventures, which 
invested in 15 local 
start-ups, runs out of 
funds and shuts down.

2003
Provides seed 
investment to Skype; 
receives funding for 
his own company, 
Bullguard, from DJF/
ePlanet.

2006
Creates start-up 
catalyst LundXY.

2010
Declared out of 
bankruptcy.

1993
First entrepreneurial 
venture creates what 
is considered today 
in Denmark to be 
the package for all 
graduating students.

2000
Neo Ideo is purchased 
by the Leo Burnett 
Group. Co-founds 
Prey4, a venture firm 
with a £2 million fund.

2002
Helps Niklas Zennström 
and Janus Friis with 
business development 
on KaZaa. Co-founds 
Bullguard, an anti-virus 
company.

2005
Skype is sold to eBay. 
Lund, who invested 
$100,000, receives a 
payout of around $50 
million. Co-founds 
LundKenner, a new 
venture firm.

2009
Declared bankrupt 
after investing heavily 
in Nyhedsavisen, a 
free daily newspaper; 
takes on a job as 
adviser to Tradeshift.

2012
Creates X/0, 
an enterprise 
platform that allows 
businesses to operate 
on a global scale.

and the two formed a digital advertising 
agency with Lund’s father. The agency 
was purchased by Leo Burnett in 2000. 

Along the way Lund started, and 
closed, a venture fund and became 
friends with Zennström and Friis, who 
were then working for Danish phone 
company Tele Danmark. (Lund was advis-
ing on web strategy at the time.)

When they launched Kazaa, a contro-
versial peer-to-peer file sharing applica-
tion, Zennström and Friis asked Lund to 
help with business development. When 
the recording industry threatened to 
release viruses onto Kazaa, Lund says he 
created Bullguard, an anti-virus compa-
ny, to help out. 

When the idea for Skype was born Friis 
and Zennström knocked on the doors 
of venture capitalists across Europe but 
couldn’t raise funding. Lund was among 
the first to step up. He invested $100,000 
and paid their rent. 

When Skype was sold to eBay in 2005 
his payback was about $50 million and 

Lund has launched and run advertising agencies, 
venture capital firms, tech companies and an 
investment bank, and seeded over 100 start-ups.

2013
Forms 50/50 
partnership with 
Danish executive 
Lone Fonss Schrøder; 
co-founds Tofte & 
Company, a Danish 
investment bank.

2014
Gets behind 
CodersTrust and 
PovertyTracker, two 
for-profit humanitarian 
projects.
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“Technology, whether it is mobile phones 
or social media, or just online forums, 
has allowed people to build their own 
resilience to a disaster.”

Working in 189 countries, and accord-
ing to Weaver, with one in five people 
on the planet a Red Cross volunteer, the 
organization taps into whatever it can use 
when its services are needed.

“The most interesting applications [of 
technology] are in the recovery phase of 
a disaster, or in longer-term sustained is-
sues,” she says. “One of the reasons they 
are so interesting is that they have to have 
daily relevance. In order for a technology 
to be effective in an emergency it has to 
have multiple purposes.”

“Social media is a great example. Peo-
ple use it to post about life milestones, 
and share photos and things like that. In 
a disaster it can be repurposed to ways 
that help reconnect families and help 
share resources.

“We look at what the community is 
using. We just apply our information 
through it, we support the networks that 
have been established and we feed our 
resources through that channel.”

While Internet technologies have 
driven radical change in a vast array of 
industries and sectors, until recently 
the not-for-profit sector was still mired 
in the past.

A 2011 report by analysts nfpSynergy 
found that just 3.7% of donations to char-
ities in the UK came from online sources, 
barely half the money raised from major 
donors (7%). But a new breed of not-for-
profits are using all the tools the Internet 
affords, in particular social media, to 
deliver far greater returns.

One example is Watsi, a San Francisco 
not-for-profit organization that helps pro-
vide healthcare to patients in developing 
nations. However founder Chase Adams, 
a speaker at the Slush conference in Hel-
sinki, says the real power of the Internet 
lies not in its fund-raising potential but in 
the bridges it can form. 

“I think the greatest benefit that tech-
nology is providing is for the first time in 
history it is giving us the opportunity to 
really connect everyone on the planet,” 
he says. “We’re not there yet, but it is un-
precedented that a 23-year-old software 
engineer in San Francisco can connect in 
a real and meaningful way with a farmer 
in rural far west Nepal who needs $1,000 
for heart surgery.”

“That really was not possible 10 or 15 
years ago and I think that is what has fun-

damentally changed,” says Adams. “The 
Internet creates a lot of business opportu-
nities, but it also creates a lot of philan-
thropic and not-for-profit opportunities, 
one of which is running health care directly 
for people who need it. That is the oppor-
tunity we are trying to seize at Watsi.”

Watsi, which was the first not-for-profit 
company to go through the Y Combinator 
accelerator program, directly connects 
donors in wealthy developed nations 
with patients needing medical treatments 
in hospitals in 19 countries. 

At heart, says Adams, it is a paradox. 
Too often technology is decried for 
dehumanizing people, so that, for exam-
ple, social media replaces real human 
interaction with an online simulacrum. 
The reality, says Adams, is entirely the 
reverse. Watsi provides a detailed profile 
of the patients for whom it is seeking 
support. Rather than anonymous aid 
recipients they are Grace, the seven-
year-old girl from Tanzania who needs 
$780 to treat the burns on the back of her 
legs; or Pheng, a 67-year-old grandfather 
from Cambodia who needs $150 to have 
cataract surgery.

“What technology has done is made it 
possible to humanize these people.” If it 
can do that, then it will destroy Stalin’s in-
famous dictum, “One death is a tragedy; a 
million deaths is a statistic.” 

“There have been multiple studies 
that show people are far more likely 
to contribute to something if they can 
see and understand the impact of their 
donation,” he says. “The more people 
your donation is going to support, the 
less likely you are to make that donation 
in the first place.”

“I think that the Internet is giving us 
the opportunity to connect with people 
all over the world,” says Adams. “It’s a 
lot harder to ignore the gross inequali-

world’s oldest, and largest, charitable 
bodies, The Red Cross, is also trying to 
use technology to bridge the gap.

“What we have done is that we allow 
donors to contribute to a vaccination 
program happening within a village,” 
says Abi Weaver, Director, International 
Services, at the American Red Cross. “We 
share data about the village itself and 
although that’s not an individual family, it 
does help connect the donor to the prob-
lem and the geographic location.” 

“We find our donors become really 
interested in that country and other 
issues going on in that country and we are 
able to share back some photos and other 
things from people who participated in 
the campaign and benefited from the vac-
cine, while still respecting their privacy,” 
she says.

The Red Cross has been thinking about 
adding drones and other high-tech tools 
to its arsenal, but it has found that it is 
disruptive to introduce new technologies 
in a crisis.

“It is more familiar and simple if you 
just use those [technologies] that are 
available before the crisis,” says Weaver. 

Web Of Connections 
Links The Globe

NON-PROFIT

Social media is often accused of disconnecting people, but 
a number of new not-for-profit organizations are using it to 
connect donors and recipients globally, writes Ben Rooney

ties that exist today because of what the 
Internet is making possible.

“That is the way that we as humans 
think. We care about other humans, we 
care about other people’s well-being. The 
Internet is making it possible for compas-
sion to expand across borders, outside of 
our family members and neighborhoods 
and really connect people.”

Providing that intimate connection be-
tween donor and recipient is something 
that charity:water, a campaigning group 
set up by former nightclub promoter 
Scott Harrison to bring clean drinking wa-
ter to the world’s poor, has tapped into.

“When I started … there was a real 
disengagement with charities,” said 
Harrison in an earlier interview with 
Informilo. “I continued to hear about 
the black hole problem: ‘I give money to 

charity and I don’t know where it’s going, 
they are inefficient and the CEOs get paid 
too much.’ I thought a good way to get 
around this was to separate charity:wa-
ter’s finances between operations and 
projects in the field.”

“Charity:water is able to show donors 
their specific impact at a level of detail 
that simply wasn’t possible 10 years ago,” 
he said in an earlier interview. “We pro-
vide GPS coordinates, photographs and 
community information of every project; 
and for those supporters fund-raising and 
donating on mycharitywater.org we tie 
every donated dollar to an actual project 
with our Dollars to Projects product.”

It isn’t just new and digitally-powered 
not-for-profit start-ups like charity:water 
and Watsi that are using social media to 
link up donors and recipients; one of the 

charity:water provides 
donors with data about 
wells they have funded

100% of donations made to 
charity:water projects go to 
field operations“Rather than anonymous 

aid recipients they are 
Grace, the seven-year-
old girl from Tanzania 
who needs $780 to 
treat her burns.”

Picture: charity:water

Picture: charity:water

Picture: charity:water
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GUEST ESSAY

I recently decided to move from 
Stockholm to Singapore to chal-
lenge myself and seize the Asian 
emerging market opportunity.

Since October last year I have 
been extensively mapping Southeast 
Asia and more specifically Thailand, 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore, 
comparing it with the experience I 
have doing business in China since 
August 2009.

On a macro level the first thing 
that comes to my mind is that we are 
seeing similar trends that happened 
when China pulled part of its popu-
lation out of poverty, strengthening 
the middle class, especially in terms 
of purchasing power.

It is happening in Southeast Asia, 
in Indonesia, Thailand, the Philip-
pines and Malaysia.

It may not be at the same 10% 
growth year-on-year as the statistics 
show in China but when you look at 
the real economy and what you see 
with your own eyes, you can touch, 
feel and see that the opportunity is 
real. Payments is an interesting area. 
We recently saw MOL, based out of 
Malaysia, doing an IPO on NASDAQ 
just after Alibaba IPO’d.

The Singaporean government 
just invested in Square. Americans 
thinks it’s crazy, but maybe there is a 
reason why they invested that we do 
not see clearly.

And a large telco based out of the 
Philippines just invested $353 million 

in Rocket Internet to develop pay-
ments for emerging markets.

The smartphone growth is much 
stronger than the credit and debit 
card growth which gives room for 
innovation not only in payments but 
also other areas.

On the micro level what surpris-
es me is the number of European 
entrepreneurs who have made it by 
building up their own great compa-
nies in the region.

Jani Rautiainen founded Prop-
ertyGuru in May 2007 and today 
his company is the number one 
Internet classifieds real estate site in 
the region. It is likely to be the first 
company to IPO out of Singapore in 
a decade. Certainly local Nordic stars 
like Rovio and Supercell deserve lots 
of credit but what about Rautiainen, 
who has built a regional market 
leader in Southeast Asia, which is not 
his home turf?

He is not alone. Another example 
is Jakob Lykkegaard Pedersen, a 
serial entrepreneur from Denmark 
who founded Pocket PlayLab out of 
Bangkok; it’s one of the fasting-grow-
ing companies in the gaming sector 
in the region.

Magnus Grimeland and Fredrik 
Næss Thomassen, two Norwegians, 
are running Zalora, a fashion e-com-
merce site and the most successful 
Rocket Internet company in Indone-
sia, out of Jakarta.

This is not just another copycat. 

Grimeland and Thomassen realized 
that delivery was not possible the 
way they originally conceived, so 
they built their own delivery channel 
with thousands of moped drivers.

What about other Europeans? 
Serial entrepreneurs Simone Ranucci 
Brandimarte, an Italian, and Etienne 
Van den Bogaert, a Belgian, are 
running as CEO and COO a great 
emerging-market payments compa-
ny called goSwiff, which is already 
present in 25 countries, most of them 
emerging markets.

There are many more other exam-
ples of Europeans, Aussies, Ameri-
cans and other nationalities who are 
finding success in Southeast Asia.

Why is it so? I do not have a scien-
tific argument but I see that many 
of the Southeast Asian communities 
are melting pots already with strong 
Chinese as well as strong Indian com-
munities and many others. 

Also European countries have 
a history in the region, from the 
Dutch in Indonesia to the Spanish in 
the Philippines.

I believe the emerging connections 
between Europe and Southeast Asia 
give rise to two distinct opportuni-
ties. On the one hand those who have 
been around since the dot.com bub-
ble days and survived and really un-
derstand e-commerce can leverage 
that knowledge to set up businesses 
in Southeast Asia as entrepreneurs, 
invest in the region or expand their 

current Western European opera-
tions there.

The other opportunity focuses on 
leveraging expertise in Southeast 
Asia and applying that in Europe. 
There is loads of leapfrogging inno-
vation happening in Southeast Asia, 
places where fixed telephone lines 
never existed, people do not use 
mobiles for voice (messaging services 
like WhatsApp and Line are used); 
a whole generation has gone from 
cash to using mobiles for payments 
without the steps in between.

We might see Southeast Asian 
entrepreneurs, investors or existing 
companies expand into Western Eu-
rope with leapfrogging innovation.

A more likely alternative is that 
as an intermediate step Southeast 
Asian companies, entrepreneurs and 
investors will first enter “emerging 
Europe” — that is, parts of Central 
and Eastern Europe as well as Russia 
and Turkey. Bringing payments 
services in particular to “emerging 
Europe” from Southeast Asia makes 
sense. Having ”Emerging Europe” 
companies going to Southeast Asia 
for very much the same reasons 
could be a scenario as well.

Until now the emphasis has always 
been on increasing ties between the 
tech communities in the U.S. and 
Europe. But what about establishing 
a corridor between Emerging Europe 
and Southeast Asia?

Who is up for that?

When West  
Meets East

Dusan Stojanovic is the founder 
of True Global Ventures

INVESTMENT FEATURE

Rewarding 
Innovation
Investors look more favorably 
on companies that innovate 
than those that don’t 

Is innovation actually rewarded? History is 
littered with companies that produced inno-
vative products only to find them unrewarded 
by the market.

The video format wars of the 1980s 
pitched Betamax against VHS, but who 
remembers Philips’s Video 2000 format, 
regarded by many to be the most innovative? 
The technology sits in a museum.

However, according to an exclusive poll 
conducted by eToro, a social investment 
network used by almost four million users 
in more than 170 countries, it appears 
that when it comes to investors, innovation 
is rewarded.

In a poll of 200 users conducted earlier 
this year on behalf of Informilo, eToro inves-
tors favor, by a substantial margin of more 
than 3:1, innovative companies. When asked 
“Do you prefer to base your decision to invest 
in a company on how innovative the company 
is?” more than two-thirds (77%) said yes.

However innovation does not trump finan-
cial performance when it comes to investor 
decisions. Some 55% of respondents rated 
financial performance higher.

While investors look favorably at innova-
tive companies, innovation without a clear 
purpose or that comes at the cost of financial 
performance is likely to be met with far less 
favor, and investment, hurting the bottom 
line in more ways than one.

Investors favor companies that make prod-
ucts or services they use themselves. Loyal 
customers show their loyalty to the brand in 
more than one way. 

There is a potentially powerful lesson in 
this survey for companies. If they are seen 
as being more innovative their customers 
are likely to be more willing to invest in them 
and use their services, a virtuous circle that 
comes with its own rewards. 

Do you prefer to base your 
decision to invest in a 
company on how innovative 
the company is?

Is innovation more 
important than a 
company’s current financial 
performance when making 
an investment decision?

45%

50%

65%

55%

50%

35%

Is brand value more important 
than current financial 
performance when making an 
investment decision?

Are you more likely to 
invest in a stock, if you 
use that company’s 
products?

77%
23%

Source: eToro polled 200 users in summer 2014. 
Not all users responded to all questions

YES NO

Powered by eToro
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respected journalists, the magazines focus on 
entrepreneurship and innovation in every part of 
the pipeline — from the smallest start-up with 
the best idea to big companies that embrace 
creative disruption. 

We are the official media partner of some of 
the industry’s top conferences. Our magazines 
are often the only way to get in the door at the 
most presitious, invitation-only events. No 
other publication will reach key members of 
the tech and entrepreneurial community in 
such a targeted way. 

Our magazines are also sent to Informilo’s 
subscribers, who include some of the 
industry’s leading VCs and other investors; 
start-ups and high-growth businesses; and 
members of the ecosystem such as leading 
lawyers and accounting firms.

Upcoming publications:

 
Le Web, Paris     9-11 December 2014

DLD, Munich         18-20 January 2015

Mobile World Congress,  
Barcelona                 2-5 March 2015

Advertising, Sponsorship and Subscriptions

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

CONTINUED ON PAGES 2-3

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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