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European Unicorns: Do They Have Legs?



» In 2014, we were inspired by the post by Aileen Lee of Cowboy Ventures about billion-dollar startups (“unicorns”) created in the US 
since 2003, which generated substantial discussion on both sides of the Atlantic and spawned various attempts to create a more 
comprehensive list for both the US and Europe, prompting us to write a report about European billion-dollar startups

» This year, we have updated our report and drawn comparisons to the previous year’s report

» We crunched the data on the European billion-dollar companies founded since 2000, with the aim of analysing what it takes to 
create a European unicorn, and find any parallels and differences with the US analysis and our report from last year(1)(2)

» Our methodology and sources:

› We have included: 

› Tech companies only, with a bias towards internet/software (Cleantech excluded)

› Companies falling into the following macro-sectors: eCommerce (e.g. sale of goods or services), Audience (e.g. 
monetisation through ads and lead gen), Software (e.g. license of software), Gaming (including gambling) and 

Fintech 

› Headquartered in Europe(3)

› Founded in 2000 or later

› With an equity valuation of $1bn+ in the public or private markets

› First caveat: our sources include public data (e.g. press articles, blogs and industry rumours), and the accuracy of our 
dataset is limited to the disclosed data

› Second caveat: the analysis is based on data as at May 2015, which has obvious limitations related to, for example,  
the state of equity markets, recent company performance, etc.

Introduction and methodology

1) When we reference US statistics we refer to the post by Cowboy ventures at the link above. 
2) We have used a slightly longer timeframe than the US report in order to capture a large number of unicorns founded in 2000-2001.
3) Including Israel; and companies which relocated to the US pre-IPO or at a mature stage. 2



European Unicorns: do they have legs? 

New unicorn

Company valuation ($bn)
» We have found 40  $1bn+ 

companies vs. 30 in last year’s 

report 

» Rate of growth is 

accelerating: 10 net additions

» European entrepreneurs 

added another 13 companies 

to the club, while three 

companies dropped out  

» Average valuation of $3.0bn: 

new entrants enter 

predominantly at lower 

valuations 

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
*: Indicates valuation estimate based on press and rumours. 
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New kids on the block !

In: 13

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.

Out: 3

4



A Blessing of Unicorns 

The club is growing, but still lagging the US

77%13
New additions Consumer focused

8
Years old on average

$2.1bn
Average valuation

33%
Increase YOY

31%
Fintech

Europe US

France

Netherlands

Germany

UK

22

13

Key stats for new joiners

» The vast majority of new 

additions are consumer 

focused

» All new unicorns in Germany 

are consumer oriented

» The mix in the UK is more 

diversified with software 

companies dominating the 

new additions

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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Country

Cumulative

Value
$40.4bn $26.5bn $18.0bn $16.2bn $6.7bn $7.4bn $1.3bn $1.9bn $1.8bn $1.7bn

No. of

Unicorns
17 6 4 4 3 2 1 1 1 1

LTM

Additions
8 0 3 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Which country is the unicorn champ? 

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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41%

24%

9%

13%

13%

12015

Barbell thesis feeding unicorns 

Large fundraises LTM up to April 2014
» Strong increase in total 

number and value of large 

fundraises (>$30m) 

» Many public market investors 

enter in pre IPO rounds

» Total number of transactions 

increased by 53% to 46

» Total value of transactions 

increased by 96% from 

$2,880m to $5,654m

» Fundraises over $50m 

represent 37% of total by 

number and 59% by value

» It’s the first time European 

Companies have capital to 

rival US peers

Large fundraises LTM

Total number of  transactions: 30 Total number of  transactions: 46

50%

10%

20%

7%
13%

12014

$30 - $50m $50-$75m $75-$100m $100-$150m >$150m

$2,880m

$5,654m

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
Note: Fundraises >$30m in Technology in Europe.
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Our next challenge..

Cumulative value of  European unicorns ($bn)

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
Note: valuations as of May 2015
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Apple Facebook Europe Uber Airbnb
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Unicorn Growing  – Shorten your odds ! 
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Fintech on the rise

Industry split

» Strongest sectors are 

eCommerce, Software and 

Marketplace each 

representing 20% of the total 

number of European unicorns

» Fintech share is growing the 

fastest, with 7 companies 

» More than half of the Fintech 

companies are UK based: 

London’s unique position in 

global finance is driving 

growth

» Audience businesses under 

represented with only three 

unicorns in Europe

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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eCommerce

20%

Software

20%

Marketplace

20%

Fintech

18%

Gaming

14%

Audience

8%



Start in your 30s..

Age of  founders at inception

» The companies in our list were 

in most cases founded by 

experienced entrepreneurs

» Over 58% of unicorns have 

been founded by 

entrepreneurs in their 30s

» Just less than one fourth (23%) 

founded by under 30

» The average age of founders 

is 35, with enterprise unicorn 

founders, aged 38 on 

average, above the age for 

consumer founders at 34

<25 years old

14%

25 - 30 years old

9%

30 - 35 years old

22%

35 - 40 years old

36%

40 - 45 years old

8%

45+ years old

11%

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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..and keep the founding team intact 

Breakdown of  founders still within business 

» 87% of the companies are still 

managed by at least one 

member of the original 

founding team

» Only 13% of unicorns where all 

founders have left the 

management of the 

company
52%

35%

13%

All founders still in the 

business 

At least one founder still 

in the business 

No founders still in the 

business

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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Long shift to liquidity event…

Average time to a liquidity event

» Less than half have reached a 

liquidity event (sale or IPO)

» Time to a liquidity event is long, 

eight years + 

» Positive period for exits, with seven 

billion-dollar transactions LTM, up 

from four last year:

» Markit IPO (Jun-14)

» Pokerstars sold to Amaya 

(Jun-14)

» Zoopla IPO (Jun-14)

» Zalando IPO (Sep-14)

» Mojang sold to Microsoft 

(Sep-14)

» Rocket Internet IPO (Oct-14)

» Skrill sold to CVC (Mar-15)

Exit events in comparison

3
4

1

3

2014 2015

IPO M&A4 Exits 7 Exits

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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8.1 years

9.7 years

Consumer Enterprise

2015

2014
8.5 years

6.7 years



…and requires serious feeding

Capital raised to become a unicorn

» Building a unicorn takes  

$140m (median) in investment 

» 20% of unicorns have raised 

less than $50m 

» Only 10% of companies have 

raised $300m+

» Consumer focused 

companies need more 

capital than enterprise 

focused ones (median of 

$246m vs. $178m)

» Average age of European 

unicorns is 9 years old
Average capital raised: $230m

Median capital raised: $140m

<$50m

20%

$50m - $100m

17%

$100m - $150m

23%

$150m - $250m

13%

$250m - $300m

17%

$300m+

10%

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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Syndicates are critical in Europe

Number of  investors

» The majority (37%) - received 

investment from 5 to 8 

institutional investors to date

» Second largest category with 

32% is unicorns that have had 

less than 3 investors

» The range is wide: 

» Spotify - 17 investors

» King – 2

<3

32%

3 - 5

14%

5 - 8

37%

>8

17%

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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Most successful unicorn investors

Investors by number of  European unicorns they invested in

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.
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Winner takes all entering Europe?

17

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.

Valuation $bn

Years since 

foundation

= $50m raised

Skype 

Rocket Internet

Zalando

Ulmart
Spotify Yandex 

King Digital

Markit Group

Rovio Entertainment*
JustEat

Supercell

Vente Privee
Powa Criteo 

Delivery Hero

YOOX 
Avito.ru Adyen Fleetmatics Group Klarna

Conduit*Wonga*
Zoopla

Skyscanner
Farfetch BlaBlaCar Home24 

Transferwise

Shazam

Funding Circle

Fanduel
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52.6x
46.2x

15.3x 14.0x 12.7x

Rovio* Ulmart Powa Vente

Privee

Avito.ru

425.0x(2)

224.8x

193.0x

125.0x

103.5x

Skype Yandex YOOX King

Digital

Zoopla

Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis. 
1) Equity valuation as a multiple of investment received. Represents an indication of value created, not real returns for investors.
2) Based on sale to Microsoft in 2011. Value created for initial sale to Ebay in Sep-05 estimated at ~130x.
*)     Indicates valuation estimate based on press and rumours. 

Value Created(1)

» Main liquidity event necessary to 

drive Dragons

› Average value created for 

top 5 companies with liquidity 

event is 214x vs. 32x for the 

top 5 without liquidity event

» Consumer focused unicorns on 

average have generated a 

higher return on capital than 

enterprise focused ones

› Consumer - 67x 

› Enterprise – 14x

Dragons vs Unicorns 

Liquidity event happened

Liquidity event not happened
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Facts at a glance

40
Unicorns

8
Enterprise focused 

unicorns

3
Unicorns left the club

54x
Average return on capital 

invested

3
Unicorns born on average 

every year 

$3bn
Average valuation

32
Consumer focused unicorns

13
Unicorns joined the club

2015

19
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Source: Company data, Capital IQ, Mergermarket, press articles, GP Bullhound analysis.

GP Bullhound’s Next Billion Dollar Companies Prediction

The unicorn foals
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We have advised over 15% of  Europe’s billion dollar start-ups

Advised by GP Bullhound

`
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Passionate about creating category leaders



THANK YOU

22



Authors

Manish Madhvani
Managing Partner
manish.madhvani@gpbullhound.com

London: +44 207 101 7567

Twitter: @manishmadhvani

Alessandro Casartelli 
Vice President
alessandro.casartelli@gpbullhound.com

London: +44 207 101 7594

Twitter: @Acasa_GPB

Marvin Maerz
Analyst
marvin.maerz@gpbullhound.com

London: +44 207 101 7660

M. Areeb Bhaila
Intern
areeb.bhaila@gpbullhound.com

London: +44 207 101 7569

Twitter: @mabhaila1

23



LONDON SAN FRANCISCO STOCKHOLM BERLIN MANCHESTER
tel. +44 207 101 7560

52 Jermyn Street

London, SW1Y 6LX

United Kingdom

tel. +1 415 986 0191

One Maritime Plaza Suite 1620

San Francisco, CA 94111

USA

tel. +46 8 545 074 14

Birger Jarlsgatan 5

Stockholm, 111 45

Sweden

tel. +49 30 610 80 600

Oberwallstrasse 20

Berlin, 101 17

Germany

tel. +44 161 667 2290

1 New York Street

Manchester, M1 4HD

United Kingdom

The contents of this presentation document ("Presentation") shall not be deemed to be any form of offer or binding commitment on the part of GP

Bullhound LLP. This Presentation is provided for use by the intended recipient for information purposes only. It is prepared on the basis that the

recipients are sophisticated investors with a high degree of financial sophistication and knowledge. No representation or warranty, express or implied, is

or will be made in respect of the information contained in this Presentation and no responsibility or liability is or will be accepted by GP Bullhound LLP

in this regard. In particular, but without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, no representation or warranty is given as to the accuracy,

completeness or reasonableness of any projections, targets, estimates or forecasts contained in this Presentation or in such other written or oral

information that may be provided by GP Bullhound LLP. All liability is expressly excluded to the fullest extent permitted by law. This Presentation may

contain forward-looking statements, which involve risks and uncertainties. Actual results may differ significantly from the results described in such

forward-looking statements. Any past performance information contained in this Presentation is provided for illustrative purposes only and is not

necessarily a guide to future performance and the value of securities may fall as well as rise. In particular, investments in the technology sector can

involve a high degree of risk and investors may not get back the full amount invested. This Presentation should not be construed in any circumstances as

a solicitation or offer, or recommendation, to acquire or dispose of any investment or to engage in any other transaction, or to provide any investment

advice or service and you should not act or refrain from acting upon any information contained on it without seeking appropriate professional advice. In

the event that you should wish to engage GP Bullhound LLP, separate documentation, including an engagement letter, will be provided to you. For the

purposes of the rules and guidance issued by the Financial Conduct Authority ("the FCA"), this Presentation has been communicated by GP Bullhound

LLP, which is authorised and regulated by the FCA in the United Kingdom under number 527314.

This Presentation is only directed at persons who fall within the category of “Professional Clients” as defined in the rules and guidance issued by the FCA

from time to time and any investment or investment activity to which this Presentation relates is available only to such persons and will be engaged in

only with such persons. The information contained in this Presentation must not be relied upon by persons who are not Professional Clients and any

person who is not a Professional Client should return it immediately to GP Bullhound LLP at the address below. This Presentation and any other

information or opinions supplied or given to you by GP Bullhound LLP constitute confidential information. Neither the whole nor any part of the

information contained in this Presentation may be duplicated in any form or by any means. Neither should the information contained in this Presentation,

or any part thereof, be redistributed or disclosed to anyone without the prior written consent of GP Bullhound LLP. GP Bullhound LLP is a limited

liability partnership registered in England and Wales, registered number OC352636, and is authorised and regulated by the FCA. Any reference to a

partner in relation to GP Bullhound LLP is to a member of GP Bullhound LLP or an employee with equivalent standing and qualifications. A list of the

members of GP Bullhound LLP is available for inspection at its registered office: 52 Jermyn Street, London SW1Y 6LX.


