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A list of the leading acquiring companies ranked by cumulative acquisition value of the 
companies they acquired.
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We were also interested in who acquired these companies and it was no surprise to 
find that the Category King companies were the leading acquirers. We believe that 
Category Kings expand their Category Potential by making M&A moves into adjacent 
markets or acquiring core technology to expand their Category Blueprint.
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8. Play Bigger Insights for Executives and Investors

Play Bigger believes that the tripling pace of TTMC over the past 15 years has profound 
implications for entrepreneurs, executives and investors in the technology industry.

It’s Good To Be Category King 

With Category Kings taking more than 70 percent of the total available market cap in 
their space, there is little room for the number two, three or four player. It is no longer 
good business to be a me-too also ran or earn a participation ribbon for third place 
and beyond.

Little Time to Pivot: $500 Million In Under Six Years, Or Bye-Bye

Today, a six-year-old start-up with less than a $500 million dollar valuation or market 
cap will most likely never be a Category King or achieve a $1 billion valuation. We 
believe that means that there is little room for execution mistakes and little time left to 
pivot, particularly after the category has begun to take off.

Category Potential Is An Important Driver of TTMC

It is clear that savvy technology investors seek potential, not performance. Elite 
investors know that there is no such thing as a legendary company in a crappy 
category. They look for companies that can design a new category that develops into a 
large and growing total addressable market (TAM). 

“Market Pull” Creates Coronations 

Emerging Category Kings define a new space by conditioning the market to buy and 
consume new technology in a new way. They design a new category, with the intention 
of creating massive market pull. 

Think about what Netflix did to Blockbuster. Or what salesforce.com did to Siebel. In 
both cases they changed the rules of competition in a way that permanently disabled 
the incumbents by creating a “from – to.”  Wannabe Category Kings do not attack 
incumbents head-on with “better” technology. They create a change in the buying and 
use-case criteria of a market with a “different” approach. 
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Category Design 

Category Design is an emerging discipline in technology companies which focuses on 
company / category fit just as Product Design focuses on product / market fit. When 
done right, Category Design creates market pull (think lines out front of the Apple 
store or viral word of mouth for Uber) which becomes a major engine of growth.

Some of the great leaders in technology have practiced this art for many years. 
Remember when Amazon was just a “book” company? Compare the Category 
Potential today compared to back then. Category Design is likely to revolutionize 
company development in the same way that experience design revolutionized 
product development. Entrepreneurs and CEOs who are serious about becoming a 
Category King must hone their Category Design skills.

The Risks of an Accelerating TTMC

As we’ve discussed TTMC and its implications with leading VCs, investment bankers, 
CEOs and entrepreneurs, there are a clear set of risks and concerns that surface as 
TTMC continues to speed up.

•  Category Kings have to be attentive and vigilant because of the rate of change of 
the “Big Platforms” powering the digital economy and the accelerating global 
adoption of technology such as smartphones. Start-ups can emerge out of 
nowhere to redefine categories and markets. Companies can turn from being a 
meteoric star to a has-been overnight. Companies have to continually expand 
Category Potential to thrive over time.

•  Expectations have the potential to run away from reality for many investors and 
entrepreneurs. They all believe – as they should – that they will become a Category 
King and reach multi-billion dollar valuations. But Category Kings are rare. By 
definition, most companies will never be Category Kings.

•  The rocketing valuations of Category Kings draws media attention to these man-
agement teams, often distracting them or warping their view of reality. Egos begin 
to believe their own hype and as a result they commit Category Neglect which has 
a devastating effect on market cap. 

•  The high-speed, high-investment race to become a Category King drives a great 
deal of stupid spending on marketing and sales in particular.

•  When private investors drive valuations to levels higher than public markets are 
willing to bare, it can cause significant different between the IPO valuation and the 
enterprise value and category potential. Zynga and Groupon are great examples of 
companies who suffered from this phenomenon.
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9. Appendix A: Data Sources, Definitions and Methodology

Data Sources

The goal of this research project was to understand how quickly venture backed 
technology companies market capitalization changed (grew) and whether there had 
been a change in the “Time To Market Cap” during different periods of history. 

The key metric we needed to conduct this research was valuation. 

There has been a lot written about the methods of establishing the value of a private 
company.

Private Company Valuation, by Aswath Damodaran, New York University
http://people.stern.nyu.edu/adamodar/pdfiles/eqnotes/pvt.pdf

Valuing Private Companies, by Investopedia Staff
http://www.investopedia.com/articles/fundamental-analysis/11/valuing-private-companies.asp

Private Company Valuation, by PrivCo
http://www.privco.com/knowledge-bank/private-company-valuation  

Private Company Valuations & Valuation Multiples, by CB Insights
https://www.cbinsights.com/private-company-valuations-multiples

Up until recently private markets have been opaque at best. One minute you haven’t 
heard of a company, the next minute they are a billion dollar company taking over the 
world. 

The good news is that the Venture Backed private technology company market is 
becoming more transparent. A new breed of companies have emerged to provide 
insights like never before. Many of these “private market transparency” companies are 
on their own quest for global domination. Here is our short list:

•  CrunchBase

•  PrivCo

•  VentureDeal

•  VC Experts

•  Mass Investor

•  Owler

•  CB Insights

•  Mattermark

•  Dow Jones Venture Source
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We contacted all of these providers (and more) and ran a detailed analysis on what 
they offer and the quality of their database and APIs. 

We selected PrivCo as the primary source because of the depth of their valuation 
data. Getting reliable valuations, especially for private companies is tough. We 
supplemented their data with data from Crunchbase which has really improved in 
access and quality over the past year or so. We also used Google Finance, Bloomberg 
and numerous other news sources.

Definitions

We created a number of defined terms used throughout this report such as TTMC, 
TTMC Model and MCAP Growth Rate. Here is how we define them:

• Market Cap is measure of a company’s valuation and is typically calculated by 
multiplying the number of shares outstanding by the current share price. In this 
report we establish a company’s market cap in one of three ways:

 1. Public market capitalization as reported by 3rd parties such as Bloomberg, 
Google finance, etc;

 2. Valuation at the time of purchase of the company by another entity; or 

 3. The most recent post-money valuation from a financing transaction.

• Time is measured by calculating the difference between the date of a financial 
transaction or valuation and the date the company was founded. It is expressed in 
decimal years. 

• TTMC it is a measure of the time it takes a company to reach certain market 
capitalization milestones such as $500 million, $1 billion or $5 billion. 

• A TTMC Model describes the relationship between Market Cap and Time for a set of 
companies. Typically a TTMC Model is shown as a line or curve. 

• MCAP Growth Rate is a measure of the speed at which a company grows its market 
cap each year. For a single company it is calculated by dividing its latest Market Cap 
by Time. For a group of companies it is the first derivative of the TTMC model. Its 
units are $ billions/year. 
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Methodology

The research was conducted using a primary data source from PrivCo. The PrivCo team 
is obsessed with sourcing accurate, complete, and timely private company research 
and we take pride in finding the "hard-to-find.”

We also used Crunchbase. We wrote python code to extract data. We also downloaded 
data where APIs weren’t available.

We selected financial transactions from 500K+ companies where they met the 
following criteria:

•  Headquartered in the United States

•  Venture backed

•  In the technology industry

•  Founded since 2000

•  Had a financial transaction where the valuation was (a) known and (b) in excess of 
$30 million in the event of a M&A Transaction

This created a raw dataset of 4,531 transactions. We further reduced the transactions 
down to a final database of 974 transactions by removing duplicates, questionable 
valuations, non-standard VC transactions and non-technology companies.

We then added the public company data using a few sources including Google Finance 
and Bloomberg. We used the market capital valuation as of October 19, 2014.

We have a mix of public, M&A and private valuations in the model. We appreciate the 
difference in value based on liquidity but we didn’t discount any of the valuations 
based on risk or any other measure.

We did not adjust for inflation.
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