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Opportunity Network (B): Growth Challenges

“We took risks to seize opportunities because we believed in the project. We were 100%
committed to it and to each other as a team.”

- Brian Pallas, founder and chief executive of Opportunity Network

Since Opportunity Network was launched in 2014, it took advantage of every opportunity to
become the network of reference in the business networking sector. It had consolidated its
management team and adopted a functional business model, finding its way to sustainable
growth and global expansion, with $5 million in licenses sold in 2015. In just two years of
existence, the firm had increased its database to 13,500 members. Headquartered in London
and with most of its employees in Barcelona, Opportunity Network employed more than
50 people of 30 different nationalities. It had representatives in 20 more cities, including Dubai,
Frankfurt, Hong Kong, Lagos, New York, Paris, San Francisco and Zurich. The number of
countries covered by the network increased from 75 to 130 in two years and, at the end of
September 2016, the flow of transactions reached $40 billion: 2,000 live deals with an average
value of $20 million. Opportunity Network had also taken one of its most important strategic
moves since its inception: it partnered with banks and the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and
Accenture in what it described as a win-win solution to scale growth. However, Opportunity
Network still faced a challenge, which had only become more of a test as the company grew
successfully: the need to balance its growth with its business model and firm values.

The Growth Model: Partnerships

Replicating Initial Partners

Opportunity Network was created by Brian Pallas as a way for members of Columbia Business
School’s Family Business Club to do business together. As of 2014, the club was made up of
70 future owners of large family businesses from around the globe. It was originally structured
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as a simple monthly newsletter, where each of the 70 members could anonymously announce,
in a couple of lines, a business opportunity on behalf of his or her family. The other members
could then request a connection if interested.

In order to grow the database while preserving the quality of the members, the company
continued on the path of its initial expansion: partnering strategically with similar
organizations from the world’s leading business schools. The natural step was to replicate the
environment in which the company evolved originally. The next step was going a bit further
but within business schools. Those running the club at Columbia planned to reach similar clubs
in other schools, most of which were linked to family businesses. For instance, the IESE Family
Business Club president agreed to join the program in March 2014 as the fourth “trusted
partner” of Opportunity Network, after Columbia, Harvard and London business schools.

After joining up with 17 top MBA schools, Opportunity Network diversified its coverage by
joining up with similar organizations of family business owners: family business associations in
countries they knew well. For example, Opportunity Network partnered with the Italian
Association of Family Offices (AIFO), which represented 140 companies that were responsible for
15% of ITtaly’s GDP. In another example, Spain’s Instituto de la Empresa Familiar (Family Business
Institute) brought the platform 100 companies that together accounted for 27% of Spain’s GDP.

However, the challenge was deciding with whom to partner outside the world of MBA students’
family business clubs. “We were growing by hundreds of members at a time and I wanted to
grow by thousands,” Pallas said. Opportunity Network needed to scale without risking its business
model, while bringing high-quality members to the site. After discussing many important aspects
of the model, the network team came up with a list of attributes that partners should have. First,
they should provide an interesting economic incentive to the partnership. Second, they should
already have a distribution network that companies would respect and trust. Last but not least,
the ideal partner would have the type of organizational and decision-making structures that
would allow the platform to be rolled out effectively to the organization’s corporate and
ultrahigh-net-worth clients. In contrast with, for example, law firms, whose partnership structure
and spread-out decision making made it difficult to implement a new initiative consistently, a
bank’s chain of command and continuous, personal contact with clients provided an ideal setting
for Opportunity Network to reach the world’s best private companies.

New Strategy: Banks and the Financial Sector

In the eyes of the management team, banks were the next logical step. First, they had a very
large network of clients. Second, banks had critical information about their clients, so they
could easily help Opportunity Network filter those companies that were worth a loan or were
able to grow abroad, etc., from those that were not. Opportunity Network was certain about
the mutual match and the benefits of constructive collaboration with the leading banks in each
country. As part of the proposed win-win solution, the firm provided real incentives to banks
so they would facilitate access to the platform by their affiliates. (See Exhibit 1: Dashboard
View of the Site and Exhibit 2: Benefits of Opportunity Network for Trusted Partners.) The
incentives offered were:

e Real-time activity reporting: Opportunity Network provided client intelligence related to
site activity, enabling network users to accelerate time to market.
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e Cross-selling: Opportunity Network channels qualified leads to private wealth
management and corporate and institutional banking on specific deals, thus acting as a
digital form of corporate relationship management.

e Origination: access to abundant high-quality deal flow, stimulating client demand for
high-margin services.

o (lient satisfaction: the use of Opportunity Network was one of the few exclusive perks
that banks’ clients were unable to get on their own.

o (lient relationship: Opportunity Network helped banks secure their clients’ loyalty.

The first bank to join Opportunity Network was Intesa Sanpaolo from Italy. Pilot projects with
Banc Sabadell and BBVA in Spain were subsequently signed, and advanced discussions on
potential partnerships followed in 2016 with all the major banks in France, Germany,
Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States.

In April 2016, the firm signed a partnership with the Boston Consulting Group. This agreement
was different from the type of partnership it had with banks. This agreement was not devoted
to providing BCG clients with access to the Opportunity Network site but aimed to strengthen
the network’s relationship with BCG’s banking clients. BCG facilitated introductions to leading
banks around the globe. In turn, Opportunity Network would hire BCG to take care of the
rollout at those banks where BCG had provided the introduction.

Another niche where Opportunity Network found possibilities was the stock exchanges. In July
2015, it signed a partnership that opened its platform to the London Stock Exchange Group’s
ELITE program, which grouped together hundreds of ambitious high-growth small and medium
enterprises. The stock exchanges of Milan in Italy and Casablanca in Morocco followed.
Opportunity Network was able to use private and investment banks and stock market
membership networks - business development programs run by stock markets - as a source of
prescreened and trusted businesses to expand the network further.

In June 2016 CaixaBank signed an agreement with Opportunity Network to offer 19,000 top
Spanish corporate clients the possibility of becoming members. At the end of August,
Opportunity Network decided to partner with YPO/WPO (Young Presidents’ Organization/World
Presidents’ Organization), the leader network for CEOs, and become its deal provider.

By September 2016, the team felt Opportunity Network was on the right track. The firm had
reached agreements with 42 partners from 78 countries around the world and the future of the
company looked good. (See Exhibit 3 for a sample of trusted partners.)

Financing the Firm

The start-up initially raised $712,000 in funding at a $4 million valuation in July 2014 from
private investors and business partners. Those providing funding included former managers of
Pallas at the Boston Consulting Group who had seen his work in the past and decided to invest
in him. Opportunity Network was made up of entrepreneurs who did not believe in venture
capital. They stuck to that philosophy, despite the interest that Opportunity Network sparked
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