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The country is seeing unprecdented 
success but it is still a challenging 
place to grow a company, writes 
Jennifer L. Schenker
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Never before in the country’s history 
have there been so many successful global 
companies being built in France.

Criteo, an ad tech company, went public 
on NASDAQ in 2013 and has a market cap of 
$2.4 billion. BlaBlaCar, an inter-city rideshar-
ing company, raised a $100 million round 
in August and has so far expanded into 13 
countries. Devialet, which makes high-
end audio equipment, is looking to unseat 
Bose. Sigfox, an Internet of Things carrier 
company, expects to be present in some 20 
countries this year and is about to announce 
a huge funding round. 

Products made by Withings, a consumer 
electronics company that has gone global 
from a suburb of Paris, are prominently 
displayed in Apple stores around the world 
and are now being sold as part of the Google 
Fit Developer challenge for Android de-
vices. Criminal Case, a game designed by 
Paris-based Pretty Simple Games, has been 
played by more than 120 million people and 
is ranked as one of the top ten games on Face-
book. When it launched on iOS three months 
ago, it became a top five global free app in less 
than three days.

France is also home to flash sale giants 
vente-privee.com and Showroomprive.com, 
as well as a stable of companies growing at 
50% or more per year with solid revenues, 
such as Lengow, Linkfluence, Adyoulike, 
Leetchi.com/MangoPay and Jahia. 

France’s Uneasy 
Relationship 
With Start-Ups

A Weighty Problem 
France Continues To 
Stunt Start-Ups’ Growth
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France also has the largest number of 
companies in the 2014 Deloitte Fast 500 
ranking, says Guillaume Prunier, a mem-
ber of the ministerial cabinet of France’s 
Minister of Economy Emmanuel Macron 
and an advisor for entrepreneurship, 
innovation and SMEs to France’s Deputy 
Minister for Digital Affairs, Axelle Le-
maire. “There are 86 companies that are 
French. The second is the UK with 71.”

But despite that, the paradox is that 
although reforms over the past few years 
have made France a good place to start a 
company and thousands of young French 
people are now choosing to become 
entrepreneurs, the country remains one 
of the worst places to grow a company, 
according to prominent members of 
France’s tech ecosystem. 

“We are in an economy that is the 
result of an industrial strategy focusing 
on the biggest existing players for the past 
40 years,” says venture capitalist Marie 
Ekeland, co-founder and co-president of 
France Digitale, a French lobbying group 
comprising entrepreneurs and investors. 
“Our champions in the CAC 40 [the top 
listed French companies] are very old 
— 101 years old on average — and poorly 
digital. Our growth ladder is broken.”

While French government officials, 
such as Prime Minister Manuel Valls and 
Macron, have begun publicly acknowl-
edging for the first time that young tech 
companies will be the engine of the econ-
omy in future, the government has yet to 
tackle the serious underlying issues that 
continue to hamper growth companies, 
says venture capitalist Philippe Col-
lombel, a co-managing general partner at 
Partech Ventures and a founding member 
of France Digitale. 

Despite the encouraging words of the 
French government, the current political 
framework and timing make any concrete 
actions very difficult, he says. Indeed, 
some divergent political currents have 
appeared within the ruling Socialist Party. 

Furthermore politicians are now focused 
on the next Presidential elections in 2017 
rather than on passing new legislation. 
“There are people within the government 
doing all they can to move the needle but 
I am afraid things won’t change in the 
near future because there is a huge divide 
within the French authorities and it is not 
a question of left or right,” says Col-
lombel. “A lot of the people on the Right 
don’t believe [in the tech economy] and 
they are not interested. This is why VCs 
are very upset and worried,” he says. 

Long-standing issues such as inflexible 
labor laws, high taxes and social charges 
remain problematic. 

“We are used to swimming with 
weights on our legs,” Benoist Grossmann, 
a partner at French venture capital firm 
Idinvest, an investor in Criteo and With-
ings, said earlier this year. 

Labor laws in France comprise some 
3,600 pages and 200-300 pages are being 
added each year, says French Inter-
net entrepreneur Pierre Chappaz, the 
founder of two successful companies  in 
France: Kelkoo, which was sold to Yahoo, 
and eBuzzing, which has merged with 
Teads to form a global ad tech company 
headquartered in Luxembourg that is 
expected to go public in 2015.

“Nobody can understand all these regu-
lations so you have to pay expensive fees 
to lawyers to do anything,” says Chappaz, 
who moved to Geneva in 2000. And, he 
argues, that bureaucracy is ineffective. 

Two new laws make it even harder 
for young companies to expand and 
contract: there is now a strict limit of the 
number of interns/trainees a company 
can have and limits on the duration of 
any part-time employment agreements.

“France needs to understand that flexi-
bility is a possible word, it is an enabler,” 
says Cédric Hutchings, co-founder and 
CEO of Withings, a maker of wellness 
and digital health devices. (See the story 
about wearables on pages 18 and 19.)

social security, says Collombel. The legal 
status of “young innovative companies” 
(Jeune Entreprise Innovante — JEI) pro-
vides a number of tax and social security 
exemptions for SMEs when at least 15% of 
their costs are for R&D. What’s more, and 
this is cumulative with the JEI, companies 
that incur expenses for basic research 
and experimental development can ben-
efit from a tax credit, the Crédit d’Impôt 
Recherche (CIR). It gives start-ups a 30% 
tax credit on their R&D expenses without 
a cap. This is the best deal start-ups can 
get just about anywhere, says Collombel.

“With these two regimes French engi-
neers should cost roughly two times less 
than a Silicon Valley-based engineer,” 
says Ekeland.

But many companies that take the CIR 
often receive — within a few weeks — a no-
tice that they are being subjected to a tax 
audit, so companies are reluctant to take 
advantage of the law. “There is no trust in 
the system,” says Collombel.

Entrepreneurs in France work long 
hours, seven days a week just like every-
where else; the stories about restrictions 
on viewing email after hours (proposed 
rules contained within a sector-specific 
labor agreement in France only affecting 
about 250,000 workers in consulting 
fields and not all workers, as reported 
in the British press) simply don’t apply 
to people working at start-ups. But 
industry observers told Informilo the 
limitations on foreign investments in 
French start-ups have gotten worse 
following a decree issued by former Min-
ister of Industry and Economy Arnaud 
Montebourg in May 2014. 

Many countries, including the U.S., 
restrict foreign ownership in strategic in-
dustries such as telecommunications. The 
difficulty with the Montebourg decree 
is that it widened the definition of what 
can be considered strategic while leaving 
it vague. “The list of strategic businesses 
has been extended and now targets cer-
tain start-ups,” says Delphine Villuendas, 
general counsel for Partech Ventures and 
France Digitale. “The definition of the 
scope is not clear enough and the risk in 
case of breach is so high that this is be-
coming a red flag for foreign investors.”

In its recent report “When France 
Wakes Up,” U.S. bank J.P. Morgan wrote: 
“We believe France is overburdened 
fiscally, overprotected socially and 
overregulated commercially. As a result, 
economic growth is weak, fiscal deficits 
and public debts are high, and unem-
ployment is structurally elevated. France 
has significant comparative advantages 
and can boast plenty of globally compet-
itive companies. Yet, there is an urgent 
need for the government to accelerate 
and broaden its efforts to implement a 
comprehensive reform program and a 
credible medium-term fiscal policy.”

Should I Stay Or Should I Go?
Doing business in France is tough, 

acknowledges Ludovic Le Moan, CEO of 
Sigfox, one of the country’s rising tech 
stars. The company, which is building a 
low-cost, alternative cellular network for 
connected objects, was able to sign major 
contracts outside of France but it took 
three years before it could get its first big 
win in its home country. “If we depended 
on business from France we would be 
dead by now,” he says. Labor laws are 
an issue for the company, as are rules on 
stock options. “To motivate the employ-
ees we need the upside — the stock op-
tions — we need to have something very 
good at the exit; this is something that 
must be improved,” says Le Moan.

Lack of access to growth capital re-
mains a huge issue. Although a govern-
ment matching fund within an organiza-
tion called the Bpifrance has been set up 
for late-stage growth companies within 
France, it is not enough, say industry 
observers. That alone could push compa-
nies like Sigfox to leave the country. 

“We want to be a global carrier of 
Internet of Things devices. We have very 
ambitious plans but we need to raise the 
right amount of money,” says Le Moan.

“I’d like to stay here; I’d like to prove 
it is possible. But if the new shareholders 
are American and they tell us the condi-
tion is to flip to the U.S., we will do it.”

Lack of exit routes also remains a prob-
lem. To date Euronext, a pan-European 
exchange with branches in Paris, Brussels 
and Amsterdam, has mainly been used to 
float biotech companies but Eric Forest, 
president of EnterNext, the Euronext 
exchange for small and medium-sized 
companies, announced several initiatives 
on November 17th to encourage more 
tech companies to go public in Europe. 

Capital gains taxes are another issue. 
Chappaz complains that while a 2012 pro-
test by the French tech sector prevented 
capital gains tax rules from getting worse, 
the current system is still byzantine. “It is 
impossible to understand which slot you 
are in and what level of taxation you can 
expect,” he says. This is just one of many 
reasons “most of French entrepreneurs I 
know do not live in France anymore and I 
know no foreign entrepreneurs who want 
to install themselves in France,” says 
Chappaz, adding that he has no plans to 
return to his native country.

The image France projects is a real de-
terrent, say industry observers. Idinvest’s 
Grossmann describes how, whenever he 
meets U.S. investors, he is asked to ex-
plain the 35-hour workweek, five weeks 
of vacation and the French government’s 
blockage in 2013 of the sale of a con-
trolling stake in Dailymotion to Yahoo.

Very few people realize that France 
has become a good place to start a tech 
company, even when it comes to tax and 
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“France has significant comparative 
advantages and can boast plenty of 

globally competitive companies.”
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From Russia  
With Caution

EASTERN EUROPE/RUSSIA

Russian VC Alexander Galitsky says despite recent developments,  
the country remains a vibrant opportunity, writes Ben Rooney

Alexander “Sasha” Galitsky, a scheduled 
speaker at LeWeb, is one of the most influ-
ential figures in the Russian tech industry. 
A former researcher for the Soviet Union’s 
“Star Wars” response program, he has 
founded and successfully run five tech com-
panies. Galitsky now runs Almaz Capital, a 
Silicon Valley-based venture capital firm. Its 
portfolio contains two of the most success-
ful Russian tech companies to date: Yandex, 
which has a market cap of over $8 billion, 
and Parallels, a global software automation 
and virtualization company.

Have you taken companies from the U.S. 
into Russia? Or is most of your work taking 
Russian or CIS companies into the U.S.?

The tech world has become flat and a great 
idea can be created anywhere, but this idea 
can be realized only with a reasonably big 

market. With offices in Silicon Valley and Mos-
cow, we are focusing on emerging markets 
like Russia/CIS and Eastern Europe with an 
idea to create globally-competitive technology 
start-ups originating in this part of the world.

Right now the most difficult thing for 
entrepreneurs is talent. Everyone is hunting 
talent. A company is successful if a company 
has great employees. We make an investment 
in companies that were born in the U.S. but 
we power them by engineers from Russia, 
Ukraine, Belarus, many of these places. These 
are places where great engineering resources 
can be found. 

Do you see Eastern Europe and the CIS then 
just as a place to find talent?

No, there are great opportunities in Russia 
for the right kind of company. From the point 
of view of Russia and the CIS, the Internet is 
bringing a huge opportunity to countries that 
are well educated but still struggling. It is open-
ing up opportunities for Eastern Europe in 
comparison to the lazy Western Europe which 
has become too socialist and too relaxed.

If you are speaking about an Internet site 
for business, e-commerce, anything related to 
using the Internet in your usual day-to-day life, 
of course Russia is a huge opportunity. If you 
add in the other Russian-speaking countries — 
that’s a very large population; it is about 270 
million people. 

But if I am trying to build a systems-driven 
company, if I am trying to build a giant soft-
ware company, then I know today I have no 

Galitsky: ‘Foreign people who do not understand 
the culture feel pretty unsafe about investing’

FRANCE

These include more analyst coverage 
(via a deal with independent investment 
research firm Morningstar) and a Fast 
50 program similar to one launched in 
the UK. However, lack of retail investor 
appetite and sector knowledge, coupled 
with lower valuations than those offered 
by the New York exchanges, remain 
major challenges, which is why venture 
capitalists interviewed say companies like 
Criteo list on NASDAQ.

In addition to the potential restrictions 
on foreign investment, trade sales are dif-
ficult in France because in its own market 
there are very few local players capable 
of integrating a start-up into their own 
operations. Furthermore, legal instability 
is causing potential international buyers 
— the subsidiaries of large foreign compa-
nies — to flee France, says Collombel.

What’s more, the Loi Hamon, a package 
of employment legislation enacted in July 
of this year, stipulates that the owner of 
a company must inform every one of his 
employees, and any new potential hires, 
at least eight weeks before selling a com-
pany. The penalty for failure to comply is 
the cancellation of the sale. It is difficult 
to imagine how that could be applied: can 
a French court go after former sharehold-
ers and force them back into a company? 

And France’s wealth tax remains a 
deterrent for successful entrepreneurs. It 
discourages the wealthy to stay in France 
as it creates a complex and expensive 
tax system, with up to 75% tax on all new 
income, says Pascal Gauthier, a former 
COO of Criteo. 

Although he has moved back to France 
his current venture, Challenger Deep, is 
headquartered in London.

Cause For Optimism?
Still, there is some cause for optimism, 

say venture capitalists and entrepre-
neurs.“France has some of the most 

well-respected engineering and business 
schools, the productivity of French start-
up employees is amazing, it has a swelling 
population of serial entrepreneurs and 
active early-stage VCs,” says Collombel, 
who despite his concerns remains bullish 
about the sector. (Partech is opening a 
nine-story building in central Paris in 
December to connect France’s start-ups 
with big corporates.)

A 2014 study prepared for the Europe-
an Commission by France Digitale found 
that France is the top European market 
for early-stage investments with 35% of all 
European deals ranging from $500,000 
to $2 million taking place in France, says 
Villuendas (see the chart). 

Ekeland, a board member of Criteo 
who recently left French venture capital 
firm Elaia Partners, says she sees lots 
of potential in the local market and is 
raising a new $100 million fund aimed 
at early-stage European start-ups, 
including French companies.

“We now have entrepreneurial role 
models in France who show the way 
such as Xavier Niel from Free/Iliad and 
Jacques-Antoine Granjon from vente-
privee.com,” says Ekeland. What’s 
more, she says, Criteo has demonstrat-
ed that you can build a global leader 
from Paris and compete with the best 
U.S. players in ad tech, a historically 
Silicon Valley-dominated field.

Ekeland points out that although 
more progress is needed there have 
been some concrete actions by the gov-
ernment in the last two years, including 
a €30 billion decrease between 2013 
and 2017 in taxes and social charges on 
business through Pacte de responsabilité 
and Crédit d’impôt pour la compétitivité 
et l’emploi (CICE); some capital gains 
taxation reforms; abolition of a rule that 
labeled failed entrepreneurs as ineligi-
ble for credit from banks; an obligation 
on public school teachers to teach 
entrepreneurial skills; enlargement of 
the definition of innovation to include 
usage, design and business models and 
not only technology and science; the 
issuing of entrepreneurs’ and develop-
ers’ visas; the launch of La French Tech 
to gather the ecosystem and promote 
it at the international level; a law pro-
posed by Macron that would enlarge 
the so-called “BSPCE regime” (start-up 
stock options system); and a reform of 
the free shares and performance shares 
regime to be able to attract talent to join 
growth companies.

“We are not saying things are fine, abso-
lutely not,” says Prunier, a member of the 
French ministerial cabinet. “Entrepreneur 
is a French word but entrepreneurship 
is not any more in the minds of all of the 
French people. That is why we have put a 
reform of the stock options in the Macron 
law. It is a first step. If people have shares 
in their own firms then they will under-
stand what entrepreneurship is.”

The reforms have come about largely 
thanks to France Digitale, following 
protests two years ago by a group 
called “Les Pigeons” (French slang for 
suckers), which was formed to oppose 
changes to the tax regime.

Until the very vocal protest by “Les 
Pigeons” VCs and entrepreneurs “were 
ignored by politicians and the general 
press,” says Jean-David Chamboredon, 
CEO of ISAI, a micro-VC fund seeded by 
French web entrepreneurs. This is no 
longer the case. Plus, he says, the tech 
ecosystem in France, “has been unified 
and this is major progress.”

While agreeing that change will 
be painful and long, Chamboredon 
remains upbeat. He is currently raising 
a successor to his first fund that will aim 
at “leveraging the diaspora” — assem-
bling French entrepreneurs now living 
overseas “so that if you are a French 
entrepreneur we will be able to help 
you expand everywhere on the planet.” 

The local market alone can support 
great tech businesses. Just ask vente-
privee.com, the French company that 
pioneered the flash sales model in 2001 
and today has revenues of $2 billion. 
Fintech could also prove to be a lucra-
tive market for local start-ups. Entrepre-
neur Olivier Goy hopes to capture part 
of the multi-million-euro loan market in 
France with a new start-up called Len-
dix and then expand geographically. 

“Even if I know France is described as 
a difficult place for doing business you 
can have great success stories here,” 
says Goy, who in addition to launch-
ing Lendix, backed by Partech Ven-
tures, runs a France-based €1.2 billion 
private equity fund called 123Venture 
that invests in European companies. 
“Everything is possible as long as you 
innovate and try to think differently.”

The good news for France is that 
a growing number of companies are 
taking up that challenge and despite the 
odds and the obstacles imposed by the 
government are managing to scale not 
just in France but globally.

“Entrepreneur is 
a French word but 
entrepreneurship is not 
in the minds of all of the 
French people. If people 
have shares then they 
will understand what 
entrepreneurship is.”

France Is The Top 
European Market 
For Early-Stage 
Investments
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other choices but to go to the U.S. The main 
challenge  for all Eastern European countries, 
including Russia,  is to understand how to 
build global companies, to get industry knowl-
edge and to understand the industry prob-
lems. The problem is that Russia doesn’t have 
companies like Google or like Cisco. We have 
Yandex but it is just one company. Yandex 
is doing a lot of good stuff but the point is we 
need to have more companies to understand 
the market problems.

You have been investing in Russia and the 
U.S. for some time. How have things changed?

When I meet people who are older than 
30 years old, they grew up in families that 
were still influenced by the Soviet times. But 
when you talk to younger people, say 18 or 
20, they were born in a completely different 
environment and they think completely 
differently. These people are more interna-
tional. Most of them would like not to be in 
government jobs and they don’t want to be 
in official type of companies like [Russian 
gas giant] Gazprom. They want to build 
their success through some technological or 
business opportunity. 

Moscow is now too spoiled. It is a megalop-
olis, it is spoiled by too many opportunities to 
make quick and easy money. We found that 
most of the interesting start-ups come from 
less-developed places in Russia, since people 
need to work harder to be successful. You get 
better teams from the regions than from Mos-
cow. Many teams who would like to get imme-
diately into the global market skip Moscow. In 
Moscow when you find interesting start-ups, it 
is often people who moved from some region 
to Moscow — maybe Tomsk or Novosibirsk or 
perhaps Ukraine or Belarus or Armenia. 

Have things like the unrest in Ukraine and 
the increasingly antagonistic relationship 
between Russia and the West had an impact 
on your investments?

Of course there has been an impact. For me 
personally it is very complicated. I am a Rus-
sian citizen and hold a Russian passport, and I 
am doing a lot for development of the Russian 
tech and investment ecosystem, but I was 
born in Ukraine, it’s my mother tongue, my 
father is there. But it is not as bleak as people 
sometimes think. Foreign people who do not 
understand the culture and who just read the 
news, they feel pretty unsafe about investing. 
But we are taking risks and of course it does 
give us some benefits. We see that people are 
more motivated to do something and they are 
more open for open partnerships. We have 
looked at about 10 deals and have already 
invested in two and are looking at two more. 

“Lazy Western Europe  
has become too socialist  
and too relaxed.”
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A Map To 
The Stars
While France is an attractive country 
in which to create start-ups, there’s still 
room for improvement as an environment 
in which to grow a business. Have other 
countries had greater success in producing 
companies with valuations over €1 billion?

The tables and map show valuations for 
select venture-capital-backed European 
companies founded no more than 15 years 
ago which have had an exit or are judged by 
investors to be on track for an exit soon. (The 
companies appear in their country or region 
of origin, although some have now moved 
their headquarters.)

The Nordic region has produced the great-
est number of companies with real or antici-
pated valuations above €1 billion — there are 
six on the list. (This doesn’t include Finnish 
game company Mojang, which never took any 
venture capital and was acquired by Microsoft 
for $2.5 billion.)

Outside the Nordics, France, Germany and 
the UK are fairly evenly matched and all have 
a strong bench of companies that are private 
but growing fast. Italy also does well. Spain, 
whose VCs are relatively less active, has fewer 
high valuations. But there are several strong 
companies to watch on the list.

In 2015 several of the privately-held compa-
nies on this list will almost certainly IPO, and 
some will be acquired. The signs are good for 
more €1 billion valuations — including compa-
nies in France.

(These figures have been gathered by 
the European Venture Capital Association 
Digital Agenda Task Group. This taskforce 
promotes the digital media sector in Europe 
by highlighting compelling cases of success-
ful investments and exits. Members of the 
taskforce include representatives from EVCA, 
Acton Capital Partners (Chair), Informilo, 
360 Capital Partners, Creandum, DN Capital, 
France Digitale, Nauta Capital, Open Ocean 
Capital, Ventech and White Star Capital.)

Who says Europe can’t produce €1 billion companies?  
Look again. The continent’s high-tech ecosystem is thriving

Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Softonic 275 P

Infojobs 185 A

Odigeo 169 I

Tuenti 120 A

Trovit 80 A

Akamon Entertainment 12 P

Bodaclick 7.6 I

Groupalia NA P

FON NA P

Kantox NA P

Offerum NA P

Privalia NA P

SocialPoint NA P

Wallapop NA P

Digital Legends NA P

Spain

Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Wonga 3,000* P

Badoo 2,000* P

Zoopla 900 I

SkyScanner 800 P

Shazam 500* P

Net-a-porter 426 A

Playfish 400 A

FanDuel 250* P

Farfetch 200* P

Secret Escapes 165* P

Hailo 150* P

TransferWise 150* P

Mind Candy 100* P

Graze 100* P

Rightster 69.5 I

UK
Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Iliad 13,000 I

Vente-privee.com 3,000 P

Criteo 2,000 I

Boursorama 900 I; A

SeLoger 633 I; A

Photoways 600 P

Outremer Télécom 500 A

Showroomprive.com 500 P

Kelkoo 475 A

Neolane 458 A

Meetic 437 I; A

Webedia 350 A

LeBonCoin 400 A

Fotolia 360 P

Deezer 350 P

France

Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Rocket Internet 7,300 I

Zalando 5,300 I

Scout24 2,000 A

Delivery Hero 1,000+* P

TeamViewer 870 A

Trivago 774 A

Soundcloud 700 P

Xing 520 I

Zooplus 440 I

Interhyp 426 I; A

HolidayCheck 250 A

mytheresa 200 A

Goodgame Studios NA P

Windeln de NA P

Idealo NA A

Germany

Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Bol.com 350 A

Marktplaats.nl 226 A

Immoweb 159 A

Booking.com 131 A

Albumprinter 65 A

Flurl NA A

eBuddy NA A

Benelux
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The Nordics

France

UK

Germany

Spain

Italy

Benelux

6 December 2014

Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Fastweb 4,200 I; A

Intercept Pharmaceuticals 2,575 I

Yoox 1,100 I

Octo Telematics 405 A

EOS 335 A

Okairos Srl 256 A

Buongiorno 224 A

Venere 200 A

Gruppo Mutuionline 188 I

Gioco Digitale 115 A

Jobrapido 60 A

B-Pack Due Spa 43 A

TXT Polymedia 27 A

Co.Import 25 A

Italy
Company Name Latest Valuation   (€ m) Exit Status

Skype 6,290 A

King 4,982 I

Rovio Entertainment 2,960 P

Spotify 2,960 P

Supercell 2,220 A (51%)

Just Eat 2,482 I

Trustpilot 925 P

Klarna 888 P

Zendesk 873 I

Avito 814 P

Unity 740 P

Soundcloud 518 P

Tradeshift 222 P

iZettle 185 P

The Nordics
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June 1977
Born near Paris, 
France.

June 2000
Graduates from École 
supérieure d’optique 
(“SupOptique”) and 
from Paris XI.

2002
Gemfire goes 
bankrupt. Brusson 
helps refinance the 
venture and restart 
the business.

July 2007
Graduates with an 
MBA from INSEAD 
and meets Frédéric 
Mazzella founder 
of covoiturage.fr 
(which later became 
BlaBlaCar). They 
present the first 
BlaBlaCar business 
plan at INSEAD’s 
New Business 
Venture Competition.

March 2011
Returns to BlaBlaCar 
to scale the company 
internationally while 
staying involved  
part time with 
Amadeus Capital.

2012
Scales BlaBlaCar  
in Europe with  
two acquisitions and 
several country launches.

September 2000
Joins Gemfire 
Corporation in Palo 
Alto, California, which 
goes on to raise $85 
million from Kleiner 
Perkins Caufield & 
Byers, Intel Capital 
and others. 

June 2006
Leaves Gemfire  
after leading the 
operations team. 

September 2007
Joins Amadeus 
Capital in London. 
Invested in companies 
in Sweden, U.S., UK, 
Israel, Italy and Ireland.

December 2011
Closes a $10 million 
round with Accel 
Partners. Transitioned 
full time to BlaBlaCar 
as COO and  
board member.

2014
Closes a $100 million 
round led by Index 
Ventures, the largest 
VC round ever for a 
French company.

Driving 
Ambition

ENTREPRENEUR PROFILE

When Nicolas Brusson graduated from one 
of France’s prestigious grandes écoles with 
degrees in engineering and physics at the 
height of the tech boom in 2000 he did not 
even know what venture capital was.

“I knew nothing about start-ups, I was a 
pure technical guy with no business training,” 
says Brusson, a scheduled speaker at LeWeb, 
an annual international Internet conference 
in Paris. Then, “I moved to the U.S. to get a 
PhD and I arrived in this crazy environment of 
Berkeley and San Francisco.” The idea of help-
ing to build a fast-growing company sounded 
intriguing; he took the plunge, joining Gemfire 
Corp., a 30-person start-up in Palo Alto, that 
specialized in photonic integrated circuits.

Six years in Silicon Valley, including the 
near-death and rebirth of Gemfire, steeped 
him in the culture of entrepreneurship 
and taught him the importance of scaling 
fast through “acqui-hiring,” says Brusson, 
co-founder and COO of BlaBlaCar, the Par-
is-based global inter-city ride-sharing service 
that has become one of Europe’s brightest 
tech stars.

Not long after Brusson joined Gemfire, the 
Silicon Valley company raised $85 million in 
venture capital from Kleiner Perkins Caufield 
& Byers, Intel Capital and other venture firms 
and added 120 employees. But after 9/11 
Gemfire went bankrupt. “I learned about the 
dark side: Chapter 11 and laying off people,” 
recalls Brusson. He and the nine others who 
remained decided to refinance the business, 
acquiring a company in Scotland and another 
in southern California. It was a way to add 
talent and expand reach quickly, an approach 
that Brusson has replicated at BlaBlaCar.

By 2006 Gemfire was back to 150 employees 
and selling to clients around the world. At that 

point Brusson returned to Europe to earn an 
MBA from the Fontainebleau-based business 
school, INSEAD. It was there he met Frédéric 
Mazzella; their friendship was to prove crucial 
to the future BlaBlaCar.

The idea for BlaBlaCar was born when 
Mazzella arrived at the Paris airport and want-
ed to get home to his family in La Rochelle for 
Christmas. He had no car and the trains were 
full. However the roads were packed with 
people driving in his direction, many alone in 
their cars. He wanted to find one of the driv-
ers 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 in 
2005 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 the first few years everyone was work-
ing on the project part time. After graduating 
from INSEAD Brusson decided to try his 
hand as a venture capitalist, joining Amadeus 
Capital in London in September 2007. For the 
next four years he invested in, and sat on the 
boards of, start-ups in Sweden, the U.S., the 

UK, Israel, Italy and Ireland, while advising 
BlaBlaCar on the side.

Brusson began work to scale BlaBlaCar in-
ternationally, while staying involved part time 
with Amadeus Capital until December 2011. 
That month he closed a $10 million round 
with Accel Partners and transitioned full time 
to BlaBlaCar as COO and board member.

The French start-up knew it needed to move 
fast if it wanted to dominate the European 
market because a similar ride-sharing service, 
carpooling.com, already existed in Germa-
ny. It flaunted convention and used the $10 
million to expand internationally before it had 
proven the model in its home market.

“By the time most European companies go 
international it is too late,” says 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.”

The company, which was recently named 
a World Economic Forum tech pioneer, 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 2014 it raised the largest VC round 
ever for a French start-up — $100 million — 
from Index Ventures, Accel Partners, ISAI and 
New York-based Lead Edge Capital. It plans to 
use that capital to expand to India and Latin 
America. With big ambitions, and an even big-
ger potential market, BlaBlaCar is hiring in all 
of its offices around the world, says Brusson. 

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 entrepreneurs that start 
local operations are more interested in adven-
ture [and hence equity] than cash,” he says. 
“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 understanding 
of the local markets and how to best tackle 
the specific problems posed by launching a 
ride-sharing service. That saves the French 

company precious time, says Brusson, helping 
it become a market 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. 

If he had to do it all over again what would 
he do differently? “I would have gone even 
faster on international expansion,” he says. 
And, he says, he would have shifted to mobile 
earlier on. “You constantly have to think 
about disrupting yourself because if you don’t 
someone else is going to do that.”

Just as his experience at Gemfire helped 
him understand the strategic importance 
of acqui-hiring, Brusson’s time as a venture 
capitalist served him well when it came to 
fundraising. He advises other entrepreneurs 
“not to think of fundraising as something that 
you do for three months and then you are 
done. Never forget that the people who invest 
and take equity in the company are going to 
sit on your board and define your strategy so 
you have to think really hard about who you 
want to bring in.”

What’s more, he says, it is important to 
reach out to potential investors even before 
you are ready to raise money. His strategy for 
BlaBlaCar is to meet target investors and say 
“‘we are not fundraising now but we might be 
in a year — what do you think about our strat-
egy and our targets?’ Then if you can deliver 
what you say you are going to deliver it makes 
it a lot easier to go back to the same people 
when you are ready to raise money,” he says.

So where will BlaBlaCar go from here? 
Brusson says he has integrated Silicon Valley’s 
“go-go” mentality. Like other entrepreneurs, 
he works long hours every day, including Sat-
urdays and Sundays. His only escape is taking 
a few long weekends per year to go skiing. 
“Ending up in the wild in the winter for two 
or three days with your phone turned off is a 
great way to relax,” he says.

Brusson doesn’t foresee slowing down any-
time soon. “When we started this adventure 
we thought if we could get 100,000 people in-
volved it would be a miracle,” he says. “Today 
we have over 10 million. We could potentially 
enable better use of cars on a global scale and 
get hundreds of millions of people to come to-
gether through a people-powered network.” 

Ride sharing may only be the beginning. 
“What we are building is a trusted communi-
ty. We are gathering incredible information 
about people including their phone numbers, 
bank accounts and photos and we have peer 
reviews about who can be trusted. You can 
potentially do a lot more than transport 
with that,” he says, an indication that for 
BlaBlaCar, the road trip is far from over.

Nicolas Brusson applied his Silicon Valley 
experience to build a global ride-sharing  
company out of France, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Brusson: 
Building 
a trusted 
community

BlaBlaCar’s $100
Million Road Trip

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.

“When we started we thought if 
we could get 100,000 people 
involved it would be a miracle. 
Today we have over 10 million.”
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Follow  
My Leader

SOCIAL MEDIA

Pity poor Belgium. Maybe it is because its 
Prime Minister has only recently taken 
office, but just nine other world leaders 
follow Charles Michel on Twitter. 

At least he is more popular than Joko Wido-
do, President of Indonesia. Just three other 
leaders hang on his every tweet.

At the other end of the spectrum one name 
dominates Twiplomacy — the art of interna-
tional relations conducted in 140-character 
snippets. Barack Obama, President of the 
United States, is not only the leader of the 
Free World, he is nearly the leader of Twitter, 
too. That title goes to singer Katy Perry.

Twiplomacy is the brainchild of LeWeb 
speaker Matthias Lüfkens, social media 
architect at Burson-Marsteller and formerly 
head of digital at the World Economic Forum. 
His team identified 643 accounts of heads of 
state and government, foreign ministers and 
their institutions in 161 countries. The study 
analyzes each leader’s profile, tweet history, 
and connections with other leaders.

Twitter has opened up the previously-closed 
world of international diplomacy. For exam-
ple, Twitter users were able to follow Nobel 
Laureate Paul Krugman and Estonian Presi-
dent Toomas Hendrik Ilves exchange virtual 
blows in public over economic policy. 

But while Obama may have the greatest 
number of followers and set a record on 
retweets for one of his tweets he is not the 
most influential Twitterer. On average his 
tweets are only retweeted 1,442 times. Pope 
Francis is far more influential with more than 
10,000 retweets for every tweet he sends on 
his Spanish account and 6,462 retweets on 
average on his English account. 

Which world leader is the most 
popular, and which the least? 
Twiplomacy lets us find out, 
writes Ben Rooney PMO India 

Prime Minister, 
India

Barack Obama

President,  
United States

49,166,434

Rania Al Abdullah

Queen,  
Jordan

3,388,404

Juan Manuel 
Santos

President,  
Colombia

3,248,871

Papa Francisco

Religious Leader,  
Vatican

7,133,446

Cristina 
Kirchner

President,  
Argentina

3,295,323

Narendra Modi

Prime Minister, 
India

7,602,690

3,304,074

Enrique 
Peña Nieto

President, 
Mexico

3,182,993

Pope Francis

Religious Leader,  
Vatican

4,667,550

HH Sheikh 
Mohammed

Royal,  
United Arab Emirates

3,281,821

Cour Grand-
Ducale

Princely Palace, 
Luxembourg

3,444

Joseph Muscat 

Prime Minister, 
Malta

10,113

Belgian Royal 
Palace

Royal Palace, 
Belgium

21,783

Bettel Xavier

Prime Minister,  
Luxembourg

9,257

Nicos 
Anastasiades

President,  
Cyprus

18,124

Taavi Rõivas

Prime Minister,  
Estonia

4,966

President’s 
Office

President,  
Mongolia

15,258

Prince’s Palace 
of Monaco

Princely Palace,  
Monaco

6,322

Stephen Harper

Prime Minister,  
Canada

16,562

Prime Minister,  
Moldova

2,259

lurie Leanca

Number of Followers

Number of Retweets

Katy Perry
Singer

60m+
Barack Obama
President

49m+

Justin Bieber
Singer

56m +

Most Followed World 
Leader By Other 
World Leaders

4 Hippest World Leaders 
(Tweet via iPad)

Least Followed 
World Leader By 
Other World Leaders

3 Most Retro World 
Leaders (Tweet 
via Blackberry)

Leader’s Tweet Most 
Re-Tweeted

Most Popular 
Leaders In The World

Least Popular 
Leaders In The World

People More Popular 
Than Barack Obama

Barack Obama
President 
United States

775,104
Mohd Najib Tun Razak
Prime Minister 
Malaysia

33,761

Narendra Modi
Prime Minister 
India

70,628
Casa de S.M. el Rey
Royal Household
Spain

28,397

Papa Francisco
Religious Leader 
Vatican

45,343
HH Sheikh Mohammed
Royal
United Arab Emirates

27,676

BritishMonarchy
Royal Household
United Kingdom

42,944
Joko Widodo
President
Indonesia

26,549

Pope Francis
Religious Leader
Vatican

38,819
Enrique Peña Nieto
President
Mexico

24,690

Number of Followers

Number of Followers

Bettel Xavier,  
Prime Minister, Luxembourg

Nicolás Maduro,  
President, Venezuela

Alexander Stubb,  
President, Finland

Erna Solberg,  
President, Norway

Horacio_Cartes 
President, Paraguay

Paul Kagame 
President, Rwanda 

Enrique Peña Nieto 
President, Mexico 

One man dominates the world of Twiplomacy. 
U.S. President Barack Obama is by a 
substantial margin the most popular world 
leader on Twitter. He also has the distinction 
of having held the record for the most 
re-tweeted message, “Four more years,” 
following his re-election. 

For the purposes of this survey only heads 
of state or heads of government (not foreign 
ministers, et al.) were considered. Accounts 
had to be active and verified by Twitter. 
One name is conspicuous by its absence. 
There is an account that purports to belong to 
Vladimir Putin, but it is unverified. 

Twiplomacy Leaders
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ADLUDIO
ADLUDIO.COM
London, UK
What it does: New formats of branded digital advertising.
Why it’s hot: Adludio, formerly Future Ad Labs, develops 
and distributes ad units for mobile phones. Clients 
include P&G, Unilever and Sky. It serves ads across a 
network of over 100 premium sites. In 2013 the company 
raised $1 million. This year it became the first company 
to use a crowdfunding platform to raise a convertible 
investment round.

BRANDNEW
BRANDNEW.IO
Berlin, Germany
What it does: Connects brands to photo-sharing sites.
Why it’s hot:  Brandnew connects brands with Instagram 
and Pinterest influencers around the world to deliver 
native ads. Clients include Coca-Cola, Adidas, Ford, Uber 
and L’Oreal. In August it received a $1.1 million grant 
from the city of Berlin, as well as $845,000 from investors 
in Europe. The capital will support development of 
technology, marketing strategies and brand partnerships.

KIOSKED
KIOSKED.COM
Espoo, Finland
What it does: Content monetization.
Why it’s hot: Kiosked’s platform turns publishers’ content 
into targeted ad placements based on contextual and 
behavioral data. It claims its click-through rates are 80%-
200% better than industry averages. The company has 
more than 10,000 customers, including Asos, eBay, Nike 
and Zalando and adds one billion new impressions to its 
network each month. Kiosked has raised $12.65 million.

QUBIT DIGITAL
WWW.QUBITPRODUCTS.COM
London, UK
What it does: Customer experience platform.
Why it’s hot: Qubit collects more than 300 data points to 
help its customers understand visitors in detail. Founded 
by four former Google employees, Qubit’s visitor data hub 
processes more than 1.5 billion customer events online 
every day. In September it closed a $26 million Series 
B round, investors included Accel Partners, Salesforce 
Ventures and Balderton Capital.

SOMO
SOMOGLOBAL.COM
London, UK
What it does: Mobile marketing solutions.
Why it’s hot: Somo is the UK’s largest independent 
mobile marketing agency. Its app tracker, Lithient, helps 
marketers analyze and optimize in-app advertising and 
engagement. Clients include Audi, Home Depot and BP. 
The company claims to have grown more than 100% in 
the past year. In April Somo raised $5.5 million from MMC 
Ventures and other investors. 

CAMPANDA
WWW.CAMPANDA.COM
Berlin, Germany
What it does: RV rental.
Why it’s hot: Berlin-based Campanda offers a wide range 
of recreational vehicles for rent; it has more than 20,000 
RVs in over 30 countries including Germany, France, 
Switzerland, Austria, the UK  and the U.S. The company 
raised an undisclosed round earlier this year. Investors 
include TA Venture, Berlin-based B to V, and Soundcloud 
co-founder Eric Wahlforss.

DRIVY
DRIVY.COM
Paris, France
What it does: Peer-to-peer car rental portal.
Why it’s hot: Drivy enables car owners to rent out 
their vehicles when not in use. Alven Capital and Index 
Ventures invested €2 million in Drivy in 2013 and another 
€6 million in April. The service has more than 20,000 cars 
available to rent and more than 350,000 registered users 
in France. The latest round will be used for international 
expansion, first to Germany.

JUSTPARK
JUSTPARK.COM
London, UK
What it does: Car parking marketplace.
Why it’s hot: JustPark (formerly ParkAtMyHouse) 
connects drivers with home and business owners with 
spaces. The site lists more than 100,000 spaces, 
and 500,000 drivers have parked using the service. 
It launched an in-car app in August. JustPark raised a 
£250,000 round from BMWi in 2011, and an undisclosed 
series A round from Index Ventures earlier this year.

VINTED
VINTED.COM
Vilnius, Lithuania
What it does: Marketplace for second-hand clothes.
Why it’s hot: Vinted was founded in 2008 to provide a 
marketplace for girls in Vilnius to swap clothes with one 
another. Today it has three million members, 14 million 
listings, and 60 million monthly visits. In late January 
Vinted announced a $27 million Series B round led by 
Insight Venture Partners with participation from Accel, 
bringing total funding to more than $35 million.

WUNDERCAR
WUNDERCAR.ORG
Hamburg, Germany
What it does: On-demand ride-sharing app.
Why it’s hot: Unlike services such as BlaBlaCar, 
Wundercar offers free rides, unless the passenger 
wants to make a donation; Wundercar then takes 20%. 
The service is available in Hamburg, Berlin, Dublin and 
Budapest. The company has received close to €1 million 
in seed funding from Piton Capital, TA Associates, German 
angels and others.

GLASSUP
GLASSUP.NET
Modena, Italy
What it does: Augmented reality glasses.
Why it’s hot: GlassUp’s glasses display information, 
such as email, directions and translations, on the glass, 
directed by the user’s smartphone apps. The devices 
communicate using Bluetooth. Glassup raised $127,700 
via Indiegogo in August 2013. It was the first Italian 
company to seek funding on Seedrs. GlassUp is hoping to 
deliver product by the spring of 2015.

INTELCLINIC
NEUROON.COM
Warsaw, Poland
What it does: Intelligent sleep mask.
Why it’s hot: IntelClinic claims its NeuroOn mask is the 
first consumer device that can measure sleep waves, eye 
movement and other activity with professional accuracy. 
The company reached its Kickstarter funding goal of 
$100,000 in one day in December 2013, ultimately 
raising $438,000. It should ship in January 2015. 

NARRATIVE
GETNARRATIVE.COM
Linköping, Sweden
What it does: Lapel-worn camera.
Why it’s hot: Narrative (which started life as Memoto) is 
$229 postage-stamp-sized, five megapixel camera that 
snaps an image every 30 seconds. With a two-day battery 
it can record 4,000 pictures. The company, founded in 
2012, has raised $12 million, including an $8 million A 
round in September. Investors include Passion Capital, 
True Ventures and Khosla Ventures.

ORCAM
ORCAM.COM
Israel
What it does: Smart camera for the visually impaired.
Why it’s hot: Orcam gives the visually impaired 
independence through artificial vision technology. Its 
$2,500 device can be attached to glasses; it interprets 
what it sees and communicates with the user via bone-
conduction audio. It comes pre-installed with objects 
it recognizes; it can also learn to recognize objects. In 
March Intel Capital invested $15 million.

QARDIO
GETQARDIO.COM
San Francisco, CA, U.S.
What it does: Wireless blood pressure and ECG monitors.
Why it’s hot: QardioArm is a blood pressure monitor 
that works wirelessly with a user’s iOS or Android device; 
QardioCore is a wearable ECG heart monitor. In November 
the company received two CES Innovation Awards for the 
upcoming CES 2015. Has raised close to $1 million in 
venture funding and an Indiegogo campaign.

BRAINBOW/PEAK
PEAK.NET
London, UK
What it does: Brain-training app.
Why it’s hot: Brainbow, now Peak, was founded by 
entrepreneurs from Google, Amazon, Playfish, EA and 
academia and aims to blend tech, gaming, science and 
education to create a brain-training product. The Peak 
app was launched in September and the company claims 
a large global take-up. Brainbow/Peak has raised $3 
million from Qualcomm Ventures, DN Capital and others.

BRAINLY
BRAINLY.COM
Warsaw, Poland
What it does: Homework help.
Why it’s hot: Brainly claims to be the world’s largest 
social network for students. Its 30 million+ users in 35 
countries pose an average of 8,000 questions an hour. 
The community then provides answers; 80% arrive in 10 
minutes. In October the company raised $9 million from 
General Catalyst Partners, existing investor Point Nine 
Capital and new investors Runa Capital and Learn Capital.

BUSUU
BUSUU.COM
London, UK
What it does: Peer-to-peer language learning.
Why it’s hot: Busuu enables users to learn directly from 
native speakers in its community via an integrated video-
chat application. The service is free, although a premium 
option offers more materials. Busuu claims 45 million 
users and expects to generate revenues of €10 million 
this year. It has raised €4.8 million since launch. In April 
Busuu signed a distribution deal with Pearson English.

MEMORADO
MEMORADO.COM
Berlin, Germany
What it does: “A gym for the brain.”
Why it’s hot: Memorado claims its brain games, available 
on the web and iOS app, improve working memory and 
cognitive control. It’s the number one education app in 22 
countries; more than one million users have completed 
more than two million “workouts.” In March the company 
raised a $1.3 million seed round from Sunstone Capital 
and a number of Berlin-based angels.

SHOW MY HOMEWORK
SHOWMYHOMEWORK.COM
London, UK
What it does: Homework tracking.
Why it’s hot: Founded in 2011 by Naimish Gohil, a former 
teacher, Show My Homework allows teachers, pupils 
and parents to assign, track and monitor homework. It 
claims to be the UK’s No.1 site for homework tracking 
and monitoring. The company works with thousands of 
teachers and has served more than 500,000 students. It 
has raised £300,000 in funding from Passion Capital.

BELLABEAT
WWW.BELLABEAT.COM
San Francisco, CA, U.S.
What it does: Connected monitoring for pregnant women.
Why it’s hot: Slovenian-Croatian start-up Bellabeat 
has developed tools to monitor the health of pregnant 
women and their babies. Its app connects mothers 
with a community. Bellabeat won first prize in the 2013 
Pioneers Festival start-up competition, was asked to join Y 
Combinator’s March class in Silicon Valley and has raised 
$4.5 million in funding.

BIG HEALTH/SLEEPIO
SLEEPIO.COM
London, UK
What it does: Sleep improvement program.
Why it’s hot: Big Health’s Sleepio app creates sleep 
programs from tests and wearable devices. The service 
has been integrated with Apple’s HealthKit. Big Health 
has raised seed funding from angels including Esther 
Dyson and a series A round of $3.3 million from Index 
Ventures and Forward Partners in April.

MEEDOC
MEEDOC.COM
Helsinki, Finland
What it does: Securely connects users and doctors.
Why it’s hot: Meedoc enables patients and doctors 
to talk via a secure video connection. The service is 
registered as a CE-certified Medical Device which means 
it can be used throughout the EU. Meedoc claims 
thousands of users, including a corporate relationship 
with KONE Elevators. In August the company raised $1.5 
million in seed funding from unnamed investors.

MYSUGR
MYSUGR.COM
Vienna, Austria
What it does: Diabetes-monitoring app.
Why it’s hot: mySugr gamifies diabetes management: 
users collect points for interacting with their diabetes by 
recording nutrition information and exercise sessions, 
and entering blood sugar levels. The company claims 
nearly 183,000 users in 50 countries (half in the U.S.). In 
February the company raised more than €1 million from 
health investor XLHealth and Püspök investor group.

ZESTY
ZESTY.COM
London, UK
What it does: Healthcare booking service.
Why it’s hot: Zesty allows patients to find a healthcare 
provider near them, compare providers by reading user 
reviews and book an appointment. It currently works only 
in Greater London, but should be live in 14 UK markets 
by the end of 2014. In April it raised $2 million from TA 
Ventures and ABRT Fund. It raised seed funding from 
Mangrove Capital.

To identify the most 
promising up-and-
coming start-ups in digital 
marketing, education, 
healthcare, sharing 
economy and wearables, 
Informilo asked investors 
focused in these areas to 
nominate start-ups outside 
their own portfolios. Many 
of the companies are below 
the radar, but they are 
unlikely to stay there for 
very long.

Top

25
Up-And-Coming 
Innovative 
Start-Ups

Digital Marketing
Education
Healthcare
Sharing Economy
Wearables

The partner  
to accelerate  
your business
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Take Two Apps 
And Call Me  
In The Morning

HEALTHCARE

Healthcare systems are full of internal 
contradictions. The more successful the sys-
tem, the longer citizens live. But the longer 
citizens live, the greater the strain placed 
on the system; older patients are prone to 
diseases which typically are more prevalent 
as longevity increases, so the cost of the 
system rises. The more the system succeeds, 
the more it precipitates its own collapse.

The reality for Europe’s aging population 
is that healthcare is going to consume an ev-
er-greater proportion of GDP. The UN’s World 
Population Prospects report projects that the 
proportion of Europeans aged 65 years and 
older will grow from 16% in 2000 to 22% by 
2030. As a result, spending on healthcare 
within the EU will consume 14% of GDP in 
2030, up from 8% in 2000, according to the 
World Bank.Throw into that gloomy predic-
tion that longer life spans mean an increasing 
number of people suffering from chronic 
conditions, and it suggests that unless there is 
a shift in the way healthcare is provided, cash-
strapped systems in Europe will struggle to 
manage increasingly sickly, aging populations. 
It is hardly a rosy picture.

Can technology help? So far it has not lived 
up to its promise, says Dr. Anurag Gupta, 
research director specializing in healthcare for 
analysts Gartner. “For the last 20 years, every-
one has been saying, “okay, now is the time,” 
he says. “Every time it has just gone past. The 
big change is not really happened.” 

Gupta is confident that this time it really is 
different. “The big change is going to happen 
with that supercomputer that so many of 
us have in our pockets.” A 2013 PwC report 
conducted for the mobile phone industry 
trade body, GSMA, predicted that as early as 
2017, increasing use of m-health could save 

€99 billion in healthcare costs across the EU 
and add €93 billion to EU GDP if its adoption 
is encouraged.

Smartphones, and other connected devices 
that can be used to monitor patients and 
report back, offer the potential to nudge the 
healthcare system away from treating sick 
people, to stopping them from getting sick in 
the first place. “The healthcare provider has 
been educated to respond to pathology, not 
to keep people well,” says Skip Snow, a senior 
analyst at Forrester. “The entire system has to 
shift. It has survived in an almost pre-industri-
al model. Healthcare is under a huge pressure 
for processes to be automated.”

All of which should provide huge opportu-
nities to entrepreneurs. Companies such as 
Fitbit were quick to step into the market with 
fitness devices that let health-conscious con-
sumers monitor their activity. Some 37,000 
retail outlets worldwide now sell the devices, 
says Jeff Clavier, a speaker at LeWeb and a 
VC at Silicon Valley firm SoftTechVC, early 
investors in Fitbit.

But while such devices offer a way to em-
power concerned consumers to take control 
of their own wellness, which in turn has the 
potential to nudge the healthcare system 
away from pathology and towards preven-

tion, significant work remains. A 2014 U.S. 
report, “Wearable Technology & Preventative 
Healthcare,” found 74.9% of U.S. adults do 
not track their weight, diet, or exercise using a 
fitness tracking device or app. 

Getting people to change is going to take 
some innovative approaches; hectoring isn’t 
going to do much. Less than half of respond-
ents (44.3%) said that better healthcare advice 
from their physician would be an incentive to 
use a fitness tracker.

Rewards may work. Since June Russia’s Alfa 
Bank has offered higher rates of interest to 
customers who adopt and use trackers. There 
are no figures for its take-up. Some 57.1% of 
non-tracking U.S. adults said that the possi-
bility of lower health insurance premiums 
would make them more likely to use a fitness 
tracking device.

But, says Forrester’s Snow, while there are 
huge opportunities for fitness and wellness-re-
lated companies, people thinking of breaking 
into the $6.5 trillion global healthcare market 
need to be realistic. “You are not having two 
guys in the garage reinventing healthcare.”

The market is divided in two: regulated 
medical devices which deal with health and 
diagnoses for medical professionals, and un-
regulated wellness devices used by consum-

ers. Like many venture capitalists Clavier says 
SoftTechVC shies away from the regulated 
sector. “Typically we don’t want to invest in 
companies that have a regulatory involve-
ment,” he says. “They are expensive, it takes 
too long. When we fund a company we typi-
cally have 18 to 24 months of runway to prove 
that the company is viable and is worthy of 
the next round of financing. That goes out of 
the window for anything which requires any 
sort of regulatory process.”

And while the idea of using connected 
devices to help medical practitioners monitor 
patients sounds appealing, unless those 
devices are regulated there are legal issues in 
using such data.

“Once the doctor drags the information 
into the chart then the institution becomes 
liable for the facts,” says Snow. “If the person 
reported that I have arrhythmia and nobody 
acted, who is responsible for negligence? It is 
very complex crossing the wall. This is not the 
technology, this is a business problem.”

One company that has succeeded in getting 
regulated is Hamburg-based Tinnitracks, a 
service that helps sufferers of tinnitus, a hear-
ing condition characterized by a persistent 
high-pitched whistle. The company, which 
treats the condition using a medical proce-

dure called “lateral inhibition,” sells a service 
that applies sharp-edged filters to music files 
to remove the selected frequency. “By putting 
silence around the frequency where the tin-
nitus is, you stimulate the neighboring cells,” 
says CEO Jörg Land. “Due to the cross linkages 
of the cells you can retrain the tinnitus.” 

Passing medical regulation in Germany 
was, he says, a “pain in the ****, but we did it 
because it is a market entry barrier for anyone 
to follow us. IT engineers and architects do 
not like to comply to medical regulations. 
They are used to deploying very fast steps. 
Nowadays we have to document everything 
because by law we have to.”

Where opportunities do exist for start-ups 
is in what Yashu Reddy, who runs the London 
end of Healthbox, a health accelerator with 
offices in the U.S., UK and Israel, describes as 
operational efficiencies; simply put, making 
the existing system work better. She says 
Healthbox has seen at least 1,500 health-relat-
ed start-ups and made investments in more 
than 80. “At least 40% of the companies that 
we see are in the wellness and fitness space, 
but operational efficiency is another huge 
area,” she says. “We are looking at solutions 
that actually help providers. There are a lot 
of operational efficiencies, pathway manage-
ment, so looking at the entire path and how to 
optimize it would be another sector within the 
digital health space.”

One such company is Warsaw-based 
DocPlanner (see box) that helps patients, 
mainly in Eastern Europe, find doctors and 
book appointments. The company recently 
acquired a Turkish company and is now serv-
ing six million unique monthly visitors.

Alex van Someren, managing partner of 
early-stage funds at Amadeus, a London VC 
firm, says the healthcare IT sector has huge 
opportunities. Amadeus has invested in Trial-
Reach, a UK company that matches patients 
who have a medical condition with clinical 
trials that could potentially help them. “It 
sounds ridiculously simple,” he says. “It turns 
out no one was capable of doing it. There is a 
lot of complexity. 

“What it does actually, besides facilitat-
ing those connections, is generate a lot of 
data. It learns a lot about how people tend 
demographically to be able to participate or 
not in trials and all that is really interesting. 
Ultimately the data is where the money is.”

Gartner’s Gupta is optimistic that change is 
coming. He looks to another highly-regulated 
sector, finance, for a parallel. “As some of 
the fintech companies have found, banks are 
changing. Start-ups are not changing dramati-
cally the whole bank business model, but they 
are eating away at the corners. 

“That is precisely what is going to happen 
in healthcare.”

Digital start-ups are aiming to help tackle the 
problems in Europe’s creaking healthcare 
system, writes Ben Rooney

 

If some western European citizens 
complain about their healthcare systems, 
spare a thought for Eastern Europe.
“We are operating in the eastern markets, 
Poland and Czech Republic, Turkey, 
Russia,” says Peter Bialo, CFO of Warsaw-
based DocPlanner, an online service that 
lets patients book appointments over the 
web. “A lot of them are from the Soviet era 
so that means old equipment, old ways of 
doing things.
“In western Europe it’s about 30 days on 
average to see a specialist. In Poland that is 
about 60 days.”
DocPlanner, which went live in 2012 and 
has raised two rounds of funding totalling 
$4 million, is currently serving six million 
unique visitors a month, up from 4.5 million 
a few months ago, having acquired Turkish 
rival Eniyihekim earlier this year.
The company started as a Yelp-type 
service, allowing patients to find and rate 
doctors and specialists. “Patients a lot 
of time don’t know who to go to, except 
for their GP. If he had to refer them to a 
specialist maybe he could refer them to 
a friend and be biased about it. We gave 
patients the option to be able to see 
the whole listing of doctors in a country, 
read relevant and legitimate and credible 
reviews so that you can make a decision.”
The company added its booking service, for 
which doctors, not patients, are charged. 
“In Eastern Europe doctors’ offices may 
not have a full-time receptionist so it can be 
hard for patients to make appointments.
In return, says Bialo, their system reduces 
missed appointments. “There is a very high 
no-show rate in general in private medicine. 
We estimate that about 30-40% of 
patients do not show up for appointments.” 
Having started in Poland, DocPlanner now 
operates in many states across central 
and Eastern Europe. Bialo, a former Rocket 
Internet employee, says Germany and 
Scandinavia are not on their radar. (“They 
have pretty good public care systems.”) 
They are considering some southern 
European markets such as Italy. But he 
says the greatest opportunities lie in Asia. 
“We are testing Indonesia now as well and 
the traffic is growing pretty quickly. It seems 
like emerging markets tend to be stronger 
for us.”

The Doctor 
Will See You

“Passing medical regulation in 
Germany was a “pain in the ****, 
but we did it because it  
is a market entry barrier.”
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WHAT’S NEXT?

Five Trends  
For 2015

Social 
Investing

What will be big next year? Henry 
Mason of Trendwatching.com shares  
his predictions with Ben Rooney

Does popularity on social media affect 
the attractiveness of a company’s stock?

INVESTMENT FEATURE

eToro, a social investment network used by almost 
four million users in more than 170 countries, 
encourages traders to try stock trading by allowing 
them to see how popular investors in the space 
trade, and then copy them or make their own 
investment decisions. 
But according to a November survey by eToro 
of its traders there is no correlation between a 
stock’s attractiveness to eToro investors and 
social media activity. 
Looking at the same exercise from last year 
shows how stable investment in the companies 
at the top of the table has been, but how much 
fluctuation there has been elsewhere, with eight 
companies entering for the first time. 
Sony fell the furthest, slipping nine places to 17th 
as the once-mighty Japanese electronics giant 
has struggled. 
The biggest riser is online video service Netflix, 
which has had a number of successful shows that 
have won popular appeal.

Ranking (2013) Company Facebook Likes Twitter Followers

1 (2) Google        18,985,187     9,381,637

2 (1) Facebook 166,432,918      13,902,238

3 (3) Apple         26,493,078      14,717,565

4 ( - ) Bitcoin    306    71,133

5 (10) Netflix     10,201,787      1,049,012

6 (7) Tesla Motors     716,466     408,834

7 ( - ) Twitter       15,506,748           33,505,233

8 ( - ) Alibaba    194,949    27,670

9 ( - ) American Express    5,621,558      774,067

10 (5) Amazon         25,755,054    1,551,529

11 (11) Zynga    3,635,554     420,839

12 (6) Microsoft    6,176,696     5,707,457

13 ( - ) NVIDIA Corporation   1,704,885     649,944

14 (4) Coca-Cola                        90,785,160    2,756,334

15 ( - ) Visa       17,091,786    236,745

16 ( - ) Walt Disney              49,987,627     4,007,564

17 (8) Sony     6,822,210    2,968,510

18 (13) LinkedIn     729,736      836,667

19 ( - ) Adidas         19,269,877    1,623,977

20 (9) Yahoo     12,119,374       1,350,957

Top 20 Companies In Which Etoro Users 
Invested And Their Social Media Activity

 FAIR SPLITTING. 
A study found that 45% of U.S. and UK millen-
nials would like to use mobiles to split bills. 
2015 will (finally) be the year when mobile 
payments become commonplace but those 
simply accepting mobile payments will fall 
behind the curve, says Mason. “Let m-pay-
ments facilitate ways to share and split costs, 
and add new value for consumers.” 

 THE INTERNET OF SHARED THINGS.
This will be the moment where the sharing 
economy meets the Internet of Things. “Audi 
has launched a program called Audi Unite 
powered by an app and a smart key. You can 
build a private car-sharing network where you 
and up to five friends share a car. Anyone can 
book it. The Internet of Things will make the 
sharing economy that much easier.”

 THE CURRENCIES OF CHANGE.
If people took control of their health it would 
dramatically cut costs for society as a whole. 
Why not incentivize people by rewarding 
consumers for doing things that benefit them? 
“Russia’s Alfa Bank has connected a user’s 
health tracker to their account. For every step 
a customer takes they can shift money into a 
high-interest savings account.”

 SAFETY NET.
The desire to stay safe is a fundamental 
human need. “In Singapore there is an app 
that is Yelp for food safety. It will tell you that 
there were reports of rats in a restaurant for 
example. In São Paulo we have apps saving 
you from urban violence. You have the same 
overarching trend, but where an entrepre-
neur takes it depends on cultural context.”

 M2P – MENTOR TO PROTEGÉ.
This is an evolution of the peer-to-peer con-
nection. “It’s a little bit about sharing, it’s a 
little bit about monetizing your assets through 
instant social connections. There is an Argen-
tine company that will connect you to a fitness 
coach in real time. In Brazil you can message 
a chef via WhatsApp and say, ‘this is what I’m 
trying to cook’ and then get instructions.”

3 4 5

1 2



18 19informilo.comDecember 2014

l @informilomediaf /informilod Informilo.com

If pundits are right, before long pulling 
your phone out to text or email, or 
heaven forbid, to make a call, will mark 
you as being hopelessly unhip.

The total number of people around 
the globe using “smart” wearable de-
vices will more than triple in the next 12 
months, according to analysts Forrester 
Research. Some 10 million consumers 
are expected to buy the Apple Watch. 
(By comparison, Apple sold 10 million 
iPhone 6 and 6+ in the first weekend of 
sales.) This is just the beginning of what 
analysts say will be a major shift in the 
way we communicate. 

According to a Forrester survey some 
42% of people in the U.S. and 32% of 
those in Europe expect to buy a weara-
ble device in 2015. 

The failure of Google Glass to capture 
the consumer market was due to a lack 
of must-have applications and is not 
expected to dampen enthusiasm for 
the next generation of wearables, says 
James McQuivey, a Forrester Research 
vice president and principal analyst.

WEARABLES

Despite the setback caused 
by Google Glass’s failure 
to engage consumers, the 
number of people using 
wearable technology is 
expected to triple in 2015, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Revenue for the global wearable 
electronics market is expected to grow 
at a compound annual rate of 24.56% 
and cross $11 billion by the end of 2020, 
according to MarketsandMarkets, a U.S.-
based market research company.

“Apple Watch will be a big driver of 
the market but Apple is not interested 
in creating a device for your body,” says 
McQuivey. “They are going for an all-
body network; it will reach out to envel-
op you with a series of devices — maybe 
there will be another one for your ear, a 
camera for your lapel or something for 
your eyeglass frame.

“The point is to provide communi-
cation and collaboration in all of the 
touchpoints of your life. It is the services 
that Apple will create on top of that 
that will create a much deeper digital 
experience.”

In addition to Apple, major players 
include Motorola, Samsung Group, 
Sony Corporation, LG, Adidas and 
Nike, as well as emerging players 
like Withings, Fitbit and Jawbone.

Smart watches and earpieces that 
are able to communicate with smart-
phones allow people to address 
“mobile moments of need” and take 
care of things as they occur to them 
while on the move, says McQuivey, 
who will be leading a discussion 
about wearables at LeWeb, an 
annual Internet conference in Paris 
from December 9th to 11th. 

Say you are walking down the 
street, rushing to a meeting, and you 
remember you have to remind your 
daughter of a doctor appointment. 
Instead of stopping, taking out your 

Smart watches and earpieces will 
soon communicate with yet more wear-
ables. Cameras worn on the body could, 
for example, identify someone nearby 
who you know but haven’t seen in 
years, communicate that to the phone 
in your pocket and then whisper into 
your earpiece, ‘there’s Susan, you last 
saw [her] in 2009,’ says McQuivey. “Yes 
maybe people will be upset for a while 
but in four or five years capturing imag-
es won’t bother anyone,” he predicts.

Even Google Glass may yet have a future 
as a way to make businesses more efficient 
but its failure to capture the hearts of 
consumers is a lesson that other wearables 
manufacturers should heed, says McQuiv-
ey. Smart devices have to make our lives 
better or they will fail, he says. “There is 
nothing sexy about tech for its own sake.” 

Some 42% of  
people in the U.S.  
and 32% of those  
in Europe expect  
to buy a wearable 
device in 2015. 

Withings, which also makes other 
devices “is trying to create a wellness 
network of devices and that network 
is going to cover your body with a 
variety of instruments and tools,” says 
McQuivey. “The Withings Activité, like 
the Moto 360 smart watch, appeals to 
people who want to integrate fitness 
into their lives but want an elegant 
watch as a statement of their identity. 
Other people want you to know they 
are wearing a smart watch. There are  
a variety of approaches and all of  
them work.” 

Those who don’t want to wear a 
watch might opt for Motorola’s Hint. 
It connects to your phone by sensing 
when you place the device in your ear 
and uses voice to communicate with 
services and apps on your phone.

phone and awkwardly inputting a 
message (there is a reason why people 
include “excuse my fat finger typing” in 
their texts) these devices will allow you 
to use your watch to make a quick call 
or tell your phone to send a preset or 
dictated missive, he says.

For example, the Apple Watch, which 
is expected to go on sale in early 2015, 
claims to be able to predict what you 
want to say from the context of mes-

sages and the way you most 
often respond and will offer 

options to choose from 
that can be sent at the 

click of a button. 
France’s Withings, 

a consumer elec-
tronics company 
that specializes in 
wellness and health 
devices, is launch-
ing its own smart 
watch as is Nevo, 
another French 
company. Both are 
integrating smart 
features into analog 
watches. While they 

don’t have as many 
bells and whistles as 

the Apple Watch these 
timepieces integrate fitness 

trackers — lessening demand 

Motorola’s 
Hint earpiece

Apple’s Watch 
may be a 

game changer

Withings has opted for 
traditional elegance

The Wearable-Enabled Vitruvian Man 
Where Will We Wear Our Devices?
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Watch 
This 
Space

for standalone devices — and unlike 
the Apple Watch they don’t need to be 
charged daily.

Withings’ Activité, which is expected 
to be available by year end, integrates 
a fitness tracker that records all of your 
movements and sleep patterns and 
communicates that data to a 
smartphone. The wrist-
watch has a smaller 
analog dial that tells 
you what percent-
age of your daily 
fitness goal has been 
completed. When 
you are ready to delve 
deeper into the data 
you can review it on your 
smartphone, says Cédric 
Hutchings, co-founder and 
CEO of Withings, which has 
raised €37 million.

While first-generation fitness trackers 
are niche and tend to be set aside after 
the novelty wears off, smart watches 
are naturally integrated into a person’s 
everyday life and have a better chance 
of being used regularly to truly change 
behavior, says Hutchings, a scheduled 
speaker at LeWeb. “We believe that the 
frontier between wellness and health 
will disappear and that people will begin 
placing themselves at the center of their 
own health management,” he says.
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Investors believe Internet services 
for the roughly 400 million Arabic 
speakers is one of the last green-field 
opportunities. Trouble is, up to now 
the local start-ups best placed to serve 
that population have had limited access 
to capital or mentorship.

That looks set to change, thanks in part 
to a recently-announced collaboration 
between Amman-based Oasis500, an 
accelerator program backed by King Ab-
dullah of Jordan and France-based mobile 
network operator Orange.

“Orange represents a door to a global 
market that is very challenging and dif-
ficult for start-ups in Amman to access,” 
says Oasis500 CEO Yousef Hamidaddin. 

Oasis500 was started in 2010 by the 
King Abdullah II Fund for Development 
to identify young people from Jordan 
and the region with ideas for start-ups 
who typically don’t have access to seed-
stage funding.

Until Oasis500 was formed the only 
local fundraising option was from private 
families in the region, who typically take 

60% to 80% of a company’s equity in 
return for investment, Hamidaddin says.

Oasis500, which invests up to $30,000 
in each start-up, began by taking 20% 
stakes and has since dropped that to 10%. 
Some 5,000 would-be entrepreneurs 
applied and 1,550 have passed through 
the three-month accelerator program, 
says Hamidaddin. The majority of the 
companies come from Jordan with the 
rest from Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, 
Morocco, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. 

Eight-eight companies received funding 
from Oasis500. And through its connec-
tion with angels in the region Oasis500 
says it has helped these companies raise a 
total of $18 million.

An agreement between Orange and 
Deutsche Telekom allows selected 
start-ups from Orange’s Fab and the 
German operator’s hub:raum accelera-
tor programs anywhere in the world to 
be connected to the innovation teams 
and business units of both operators to 
distribute a start-up’s products to the 
operators’ customers in Europe, Africa 
and the Middle East. Combined, the two 
operators reach a potential 500 million 
people. “For a start-up that is ripe in 
terms of opportunity,” says Hamidaddin.

The latest Fab program will be 
launched in Amman as part of a pilot 
phase and will be expanded into other 
MENA markets, deepening Orange’s in-
teractions with start-ups throughout the 
Middle East, says Jacky Abitbol, Orange’s 
vice-president of corporate development 
in charge of relations with the investment 
community and international alliances. 

Fab Jordan (along with Orange Fabs 
in France, Silicon Valley, Poland, Japan, 
South Korea, Taiwan, Israel and the 
Ivory Coast) uses a range of criteria to 
determine which companies get selected, 
including whether it is a product fit for 
Orange, product readiness, team back-

ground and ease of integration into the 
Orange business/infrastructure. Those 
that make the cut get free office space for 
three months and mentoring. Orange has 
the option of investing up to $20,000 in a 
start-up or becoming a shareholder if the 
company raises outside capital.

But perhaps the biggest advantage 
of the Fab program is the possibility of 
leveraging the operator’s customer base 
to expand into geographies where it has 
a presence. Four of the seven start-ups 
in Fab’s first cohort in France have been 
able to do just that, says Pascal Latouche, 
Director of Orange Fab France. 

Orange is helping two start-ups in the 
cohort to expand into Asia, by involving 
them in demo days in the region and 
helping them get exposure in the local 
press, says Latouche. 

Hamidaddin says he is hopeful that 
the presence of Orange Fab programs 
in different regions will also help MENA 
companies go global. “People always 
go west to the U.S. but there are plenty 
of opportunities in Europe and Asian 
markets. Orange will help our companies 
think in a different context and better 
frame their solutions,” he says. 

A Door To The 
Global Market

ACCELERATORS

Global start-ups are using Orange’s Fab program  
to expand their reach. Amman is the latest to join  
the fold, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Hamidaddin: opportunities for MENA start-
ups in Asia and Europe
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Unruly works with Ad Age 100 
brands to get their videos watched, 
tracked and shared across the Open 
Web. Here’s a rundown of the con-
tent, measurement and platform 
trends we’ve seen that defined 
online video advertising in 2014.

Facebook Shook Up The Digital 
Video Ecosystem

This was the year when the world’s 
largest social network challenged 
the world’s largest video platform 
— YouTube — for consumer share of 
views and share of advertiser dollars. 
Facebook rolled out sponsored video 
ads for brands within the newsfeed 
with a $1 million-a-day price tag, and 
it made its view counts publicly avail-
able on Facebook — an alternative to 
the YouTube counter that has long 
held sway with advertisers and press 
pundits alike. 
“Trackvertising” Boomed 

Is that an ad or a music video? It’s 
a question that was asked a lot this 
year, thanks largely to the success of 
Activia’s successful World Cup col-
laboration with Colombian pop star 
Shakira. The brand’s video “La La La” 
overtook Volkswagen’s “The Force” 
to become the most shared ad of all 
time, with 5.82 million shares and 
over a quarter of a billion views.

We’re not surprised that more 
brands are taking music video 
seriously. Music videos are the most 
shared type of video content on the 

social web, with an average share rate 
of 7.1% compared with brand videos, 
which average 2.1%. Music triggers 
deep-seated emotional responses — a 
critical factor for brands as emotional 
intensity is the most significant varia-
ble in driving social activity.
Brands Tugged At Our Heart Strings 

From epic love stories to exhila-
rating World Cup warm-ups, the ads 
this year had one common thread — 
strong emotional storytelling. Brands 
thought hard about their emotional 
DNA and created ads that made a 
strong emotional connection with 
their target audience. How we feel 
about a video is the most critical 
factor in prompting us to share it with 
our social networks. The stronger we 
feel about an ad, the more likely we 
are to want to become advocates for 
the brand behind the commercial.
“Femvertising” Took Center Stage 

Dove may have started the ball 
rolling back in 2006 with its “Real 
Beauty” campaign, but in 2014 there’s 
been a noticeable shift in the way 
brands market to women. Leading 
the way was the Always #LikeAGirl 
ad, showing what young girls really 
think it means to act “like a girl.” 
Whether it was connecting with 
future mothers (Dear Future Mom), 
sassy little girls explaining equality 
(FCKH8), or breaking down gender 
stereotypes (#ShineStrong — Pan-
tene), femvertising was headline 
news in 2014. 

Social Video Used For Social Good
Brands used social video to pro-

mote good causes in record numbers 
this year, with a third of 2014’s top 20 
videos promoting social causes.

The most talked-about campaign in 
this category was undoubtedly the Ice 
Bucket Challenge, which drenched 
millions with ice cold water across 
the globe to raise awareness for the 
neurodegenerative disease ALS. 

The campaign gave massive expo-
sure to the disease and the millions 
of video uploads generated a billion 
views on YouTube and 10 billion 
views on Facebook. 

Better still, it has helped to raise 
more than $115 million in donations 
since July 29, dispelling the myth 
that “slacktivism” doesn’t deliver 
real-world results.
Viewability Is The New Standard

Some 54% of display ads are 
never seen by humans according 
to a comScore February 2014 
report. So the adtech industry has 
scrambled to formulate an agreed 
standard on viewability. 

In June the Media Rating Council 
and the IAB released a minimum 
standard for video viewability, which 
states that at least 50% of a video ad 
needs to be in the viewable space 
of the browser page for at least two 
continuous seconds. 

Since then, other agencies and 
brands have announced their own — 
different — ‘standards’ of viewability, 

so we’ll be looking to 2015 to provide 
a standardization of standards that 
the whole industry can get behind.
The Speed Of Sharing Doubled 

The first few days of a campaign 
have never been more impor-
tant. Brought on by the growth of 
always-on video consumption across 
mobile devices, viral velocity has 
increased dramatically in 2014. In 
2013, 25% of shares occurred in the 
first three days following campaign 
launch. Jump to 2014, and that 
number increased to 42%. With 
two-thirds of all brand video shares 
now occurring within the first week 
of launch it’s more vital than ever to 
launch hard and launch fast in this 
critical launch phase or risk losing out 
on online buzz. 
The World Cup Became The Most 
Shared Event Of All Time And Pro-
duced The Most Shared Ad Ever.

2014 was a sporting hat-trick, from 
the Winter Olympics to the Super 
Bowl and through to the World Cup. 
Advertisers bring out their best work 
for these events and the clear winner 
in sports marketing this year was the 
2014 World Cup, with four out of the 
top 20 global ads this year related to 
the event. 

The multi-month offering of ads 
from sponsors and non-sponsors also 
delivered the most shared ad of all 
time. “La La La” from Shakira and 
Activia now holds the top spot with 
more than 5.82 million shares to date.

The Year In  
Viral Video Ads

Sarah Wood is Co-Founder  
and COO/CMO of Unruly
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