SVB In conversation
with: Mimecast’s
CEO Peter Bauer on
building a business
for the long term

Mimecast CEO Peter Bauer has never been one to take the
traditional route. Both his career and entrepreneurial journey
have been defined by challenging conventional wisdom. On
founding Mimecast in 2003, he did not want to follow the
‘build-up, sell-out’ model. Instead, he and partner Neil Murray
were determined to develop a sustainable business for the
long term. Seventeen years later, they’re still owners and lead
the organisation which now boasts 12 global offices and over
38,600 customers in more than 100 countries. And Bauer is
still forging his own path with his own unique outlook.
Learning through experience
On graduating high school, South African born
Bauer was determined to break straight into the
business world and realise his entrepreneurial
ambitions. “I didn’t want to go to university
because I couldn’t spend four years in another
predictable setting. If you want to start a business,
start a business. Learn from people doing the
same,” says Bauer.
Instead, Bauer embarked on a one-year business
course where he met an experienced mentor with
whom he founded a company distributing school
supplies. “It was a great way to learn the craft of
company building and understand all the different
elements of selling. It also taught me a great deal
about working with a co-founder, valuable lesson
on understanding who you’re in business with,
especially when it comes to equity partners and
control,” Bauer continues.

A few years later, Bauer decided to move his
focus to the technology sector. He teamed up
with a computer science graduate friend with
whom he founded his second company, helping
enterprises set up online business systems. The
startup was successful, consulting to many of
the largest businesses in the country. In 1998 it
was acquired by a larger technology organisation
and, after staying on for a few years under new
ownership, Bauer moved on to realise his ambition
of working in an international marketplace.
However, he reflects positively on what he learned
during this period. In fact, Bauer reveals: “I
wanted to accumulate experience in the craft of
company building. That meant understanding
what business models and margins work. Learning
how to structure relationships with investors and
founders. You feel and experience these things very
viscerally and early; it’s fascinating and was very
beneficial when founding Mimecast.”

Building a company for the long term
On moving to the UK, Bauer met Mimecast
co-founder Neil Murray. They launched the cloud
email archiving, continuity and security business in
2003, with a shared vision of building a company
on long-term principles rather than looking for a
quick sale. However, to realise this ambition, they
needed to keep tight control of Mimecast’s destiny.
“We knew that there had to be clear control and
leadership; a business cannot be a democracy.
There also needs to be a real concern for the
stakeholders who sustain the long-term success
of the company — the customers, employees
and partners. This approach gives you the best
opportunity for long term success,” said Bauer.
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“You should feel responsible
for the trust stakeholders have
placed on you, and choose
investors that respect that.”
An opportunity for investors to
make money, not decisions
Mimecast’s funding journey was originally focused
on angel investors. Bauer and Murray developed
their own angel base comprising High Net Worth
Individuals and friends looking to invest bonus
pots. “We spread out risk and created a base of
patrons with non-voting shares. They were on the
journey but we steered the ship” says Bauer.

Investing in a winning formula
Bauer was reluctant to take venture capital but
came to realise that taking outside funding meant
investing in a winning formula. The challenge
came in finding VCs that were sensitive to his
determination to retain control of the business.
“When you start a company and have staff
and customers, you should feel a tremendous
responsibility to those stakeholders. You need
to protect your ability to meet your obligations
to them. That means maintaining control of the
enterprise and its destiny, because of the trust
they have placed in you and choosing investors
that respect that,” he explained.
By this point, Mimecast was showing strong growth
with a subscription model that was unique at the
time. Many VCs approached the business but Bauer
and Murray selected Dawn Capital. “They were
thinking like entrepreneurs and understood our
ethos.” said Bauer.
Mimecast used their initial venture funding to
support their launch in North America and the
company’s growth trajectory further increased,
despite the financial crisis of 2008 and 2009. “We
could save businesses money and we were doing
important work around cybersecurity and helping
people move to the cloud so we carried on growing.
With hindsight, when I look back at that growth,
it was really exciting. I can see why the VCs were
drawn to it,” shares Bauer
In terms of lessons for new founders, Bauer thinks
that VCs are now more open to founders continuing
to lead and control a business. “We had these
conversations in the 2000’s when VCs were wired

Mimecast’s winning formula led to their current 12 global offices and 38,600 customers

to think that a founder can’t run the company
after a certain point. However, it’s easier now;
many have now figured out there is a magic
in picking great founders that can drive long
term growth,” said Bauer.

Finding a bank that can
identify opportunity value
VC funding aside, Bauer and his CFO were
exploring options for additional runway and looked
at venture debt with Silicon Valley Bank. “In the
early days, we learned a hard lesson about the lack
of flexibility at major banks. However, partners
like Silicon Valley Bank understand what building
a technology business is about. They understand
the value of IP and see the potential of emerging
companies as well as the benefit of what some
cashflow runway can bring. Silicon Valley Bank has
done a great job of working with startups and their
investors to realise potential,” he says.

What is next for Mimecast?
Under the leadership of Bauer and his executive
team, Mimecast has seen huge success and the
team have more exciting plans ahead. Since going
public on NASDAQ in 2015, the company has
grown tremendously, employing almost 2000 staff
globally and they recently announced their 8th
acquisition. They have recently expanded their
operations in central Europe, launched in Canada
and announced plans to target the massive US
public sector market. They continue to expand
their UK operations, with core R&D being based
in London, and a vibrant market facing presence,
London is still the company’s largest office globally.
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