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Abstract

:

This paper investigates the impact of an acquirer’s experience on the acquisition of private firms (i.e., private target acquisition) in high-technology industries by analyzing a dataset of NASDAQ-listed firms operating in information technology (IT) industries. Specifically, this paper examines whether two types of experience (i.e., early venture capital (VC)-backed experience and prior mergers and acquisitions (M&A) experience) matter to the acquisition. We find that both types of experience have positive effects on private target acquisition, while only prior M&A experience positively influences public target acquisition, implying that early VC-backed experience is effective in mitigating information asymmetry related to private target acquisition and exploring opportunities for value creation. We also find that an acquirer’s growth performance and absorptive capacity prior to the acquisition enhance the positive effects of the experiences on private target acquisition.
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1. Introduction


Acquisitions of private firms (or private target acquisitions) have received considerable attention from academic studies as well as from practical fields, mainly because of the discounted values and more intangible assets of private targets compared to those of equivalent public targets [1,2]. In particular, recent studies have shown that private target acquisition has recently been an important means by which publicly listed (hereafter public) firms compete, grow, and innovate in high-technology (hereafter high-tech) industries with fast-changing markets and technology [3,4]. Despite its importance, benefits, and opportunities for value creation, private target acquisition is executed only by certain firms. For example, some NASDAQ firms have aggressively acquired private firms in high-tech industries, such as information technology (hereafter IT) industries, over the last decade, but others have attempted fewer acquisitions of private firms during the same period. We argue that the differences in the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions in high-tech industries are mainly related to both the existence of high levels of information asymmetry, particularly regarding intangible resources of private targets, which could be imperfectly evaluated, transferred, or integrated through the mergers and acquisitions (M&A) process, and differences in firm-specific abilities to effectively manage the asymmetry and thus adapt to high-tech environments and explore opportunities for value creation through the acquisition [5,6].



Private target acquisition remains less explored than public target acquisition in the literature [1,7] despite the voluminous literature on M&As and the recent fact that the number of private target acquisitions has recently surpassed that of public target acquisitions, particularly in high-tech industries [3,8,9]. The literature of M&A has usually examined factors regarding antecedents (i.e., motivation and goal) and outcome determinants (i.e., post-M&A performance) of successful M&As [10,11]. In particular, few empirical studies have focused on examining whether information asymmetry matters much more to private target acquisitions by public firms than to public target acquisitions in high-tech industries, although many critical factors in private target acquisition are basically related to asymmetric information on targets with intangible assets [12,13]. Exceptionally, Puranam and Srikanth [14] and Andersson and Xiao [2] considered the main characteristics of high-tech industries, such as intangible assets and complementary capabilities for innovation at the seller (i.e., target) side of private target acquisition, while most existing studies do not discuss buyer-side determinants mitigating information asymmetry in the acquisition.



The purpose of this paper is to investigate which acquirer-specific factors matter to the likelihood and the number of acquisitions among public firms operating in high-tech industries. The paper focuses on two types of experience, including early VC-backed (i.e., being backed by venture capital at an early stage) experience and prior M&A experience, among a range of additional acquirer-side factors. In the literature, prior M&A experience has been regarded as one of the main factors that positively influences the motivation and performance of M&As [10,15]. In contrast, the effect of early VC-backed experience on later-stage (i.e., post-IPO) acquisition behaviors has been imperfectly discussed at the acquirer (i.e., buyer) side in the literature despite the possibility of its lasting impact on the early- to late-stage innovation and growth of high-tech firms. This paper suggests that prior M&A experience and early VC-backed experience are respectively related to the general M&A and innovation-specific abilities of acquirers to effectively manage information asymmetry concerning private target acquisition and seize opportunities for value creation through the acquisition in high-tech industries [16]. Furthermore, unlike existing studies, this study uses a different approach to find which type of experience uniquely matters to private target acquisition by comparing the effects of the two types of experience on private target acquisition with those on public target acquisition for the same sample of acquirers.



This paper finds the positive effects of two types of experience on the likelihood and the number of acquisitions during the period 2011–2013 by analyzing a dataset of NASDAQ-listed firms operating in IT industries. Early VC-backed experience has a significantly positive impact on the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions, while prior M&A experience positively influences both private and public target acquisitions. This result implies that being VC-backed at an early stage allows entrepreneurial firms to persistently develop the ability to effectively manage information asymmetry concerning the target’s intangible resources, thereby obtaining advantages in private target acquisition at a later stage, such as post-IPO. In addition, this paper finds that the positive effects of the two experiences are enhanced by the acquirer’s growth rate and R&D intensity prior to acquisition, implying that performance feedback and absorptive capacity magnify the benefits of the experiences.



The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We draw hypotheses by reviewing the literature regarding early VC-backed experience and prior M&A experience. Next, we describe the data, variables, and empirical specifications to be employed to test the hypotheses. Then, we present and discuss empirical results. Finally, we conclude the paper with strategic implications.




2. Hypotheses and Theoretical Background


2.1. Main Effects of Early VC-Backed Experience and Prior M&A Experience


This study focuses on discussing the role of a public firm’s experience in private target acquisition in high-tech industries. We propose that two types of experience (i.e., early VC-backed experience and prior M&A experience) can positively influence a public firm’s intention to acquire private firms in high-tech industries characterized by uncertainty, information asymmetry, technological innovation, and intangible resources [6,8,9]. The main reasons for choosing these two factors as key variables among a range of preacquisition factors are two-fold. First, prior M&A experience helps acquirers overcome difficulties throughout the M&A process, such as target identification, valuation, negotiation, and contract. Second, early VC-backed experience is associated with the key success factors and environmental characteristics of high-tech industries. In this subsection, we develop hypotheses regarding the main effects of the two types of experience by critically reviewing the relevant literature and providing background for the hypotheses.



In the literature, acquisition experience has been regarded as one of the key factors for the antecedents of acquisition [15,17,18]. M&A-experienced companies have previously conducted target recognition and selection, due diligence and valuation, negotiation for relevant deals, and post-M&A integration for value creation throughout the process of M&As [18]. It is difficult for firms to learn the tacit and complex knowledge and multidimensional skills involved in M&A-related activities without practical experience, which means that prior M&A activities help experienced firms to effectively develop acquisition-specific capabilities [19,20]. In the same vein, prior M&A experience generates organizational routines that positively influence postacquisition behaviors. Organizational routines are a set of behaviors that reflect the prior experience of an organization with a particular type of task [21,22]. As a firm accumulates experience in a certain organizational routine, it gains competence and expertise in that routine [18]. If firms have ever previously conducted M&As, they gain M&A-specific competence, set strategic directions for M&As, and hence are more likely to subsequently attempt current M&As. Existing studies have found that M&A experience has a positive effect on the execution of related strategies and post-M&A performance [14,15,17].



In particular, compared to public target acquisition, private target acquisition in high-tech industries entails a relatively higher level of information asymmetry due to limited information availability, private information, or uncertainty regarding intangible resources of private targets [1,3]. For example, private firms operating in such industries are likely to hold innovative capabilities and human resources for technological innovation, most of which are usually difficult to precisely evaluate in the market or to appropriately deal with classical M&A tactics. Given these conditions, more M&A-experienced acquirers will be better able to effectively deal with such difficulties throughout the acquisition process in high-tech industries than less experienced acquirers. Existing studies have usually examined the impact of M&A experience on post-M&A performance by using a sample of low-tech industries or by analyzing public target acquisitions [18]. Unlike the existing studies, this paper focuses on investigating the impact of prior M&A experience on a firm’s decision for private target acquisition in high-tech industries. Based on these reasons, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1.

The number and the likelihood of a public firm’s private target acquisitions in high-tech industries are positively related to the firm’s prior M&A experience.







In addition to previous M&A experience, this study examines whether a public firm’s being VC-backed at an early stage (i.e., early VC-backed experience) has a lasting impact on private target acquisition at a later stage, such as post-IPO. Previous studies have provided empirical evidence of VC backing at the seller (or target) side before or at the time of IPO [7,23]. They found that the acquisitions of VC-backed private firms provide the targets and their investors with higher returns than those of non-VC-backed private firms due to the benefits of VC backing, such as reduced information asymmetry through VC signaling, selection, and monitoring effects. Unlike the previous studies, this study analyzes the effect of early VC-backed experience on later-stage private target acquisition in high-tech industries on the side of the acquisition’s buyer (i.e., the acquirer). VCs make their investments over multiple rounds that correspond to different stages, which is so-called staged financing [3,24]. In this study, the early stage includes a company’s seed, startup, or early state wherein the company does not have positive cash flows or continuous revenue streams from its product and services prior to the middle stage (i.e., expansion stage) and later stages (e.g., IPO, buyout, acquisition, purchase, etc.).



By learning from advertising innovative resources and market potentials to VCs, early VC-backed acquirers will be able to evaluate the commercial values of a private target’s intangible resources and predict their growth potentials. Therefore, they are likely to effectively distinguish between high- and low-quality private companies, thereby selecting better targets. For example, some NASDAQ-listed firms that received VC investment at an early stage (e.g., Cisco, eBay, Facebook, Google, Intel, NVDIA, etc.) are regarded as entrepreneurial firms that are experiencing successful growth stages from startup to exit via IPO. Such early VC-backed public companies have the competence to identify high-quality targets among private firms and hence to more actively engage in private target acquisitions than their counterparts.



In addition to an ability to resolve the information asymmetry problem, early VC-backed firms tend to be more growth-oriented than do later VC-backed or non-VC-backed firms; therefore, they are likely to attempt private target acquisition for further growth. VCs serve important roles in investment, management, and monitoring by supporting their portfolio firms in terms of financing, managerial resources, technological or commercial information, and external networks and by utilizing valuation skills and industry knowledge. These roles of VCs help entrepreneurial and high-tech companies grow faster in the early stage and sustain higher growth rates even after the early stage [25,26]. The positive effect of early VC backing on firm growth is related to the investment goal of VCs, because the VCs need to maximize the growth of their portfolio companies to ultimately realize the economic returns on investment in the companies by exit strategies via either IPO or acquisition [24,27]. We argue that early VC support has a long-lasting impact on growth orientation at the later stage in high-tech industries; early VC-backed firms are likely to prefer growth at the post-IPO stage. Given that one of main goals of private target acquisition is corporate growth, these firms attempt private target acquisitions due to their tendency for high-growth orientation or additional growth incentives. Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2.

The likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions in high-tech industries are greater for early VC-backed public firms than for other firms.








2.2. Moderating Effects of Acquirer-Specific Variables on the Experience-Acquisition Relationship


In this subsection, we present hypotheses regarding the effects of the interactions between the two types of experience (i.e., early VC-backed experience and prior M&A experience) and preacquisition factors on private target acquisition. Specifically, we focus on the moderating roles of an acquirer’s preacquisition growth rate (i.e., performance) and R&D intensity (i.e., absorptive capacity) in the relationship between the experiences and private target acquisition.



2.2.1. Moderating Effects of Preacquisition Growth Rate


In general, an acquirer’s preacquisition growth positively influences its acquisition, because growing firms can sustain their growth by adopting M&As as their main strategy [15]. Given the positive effect of preacquisition growth, we expect that an interaction between an acquirer’s growth and either M&A experience or early VC-backed experience increases the likelihood and frequency of private target acquisition.



The perspective of adoptive behavior and performance feedback can account for the positive effect of the integration of previous M&A experience and growth [28]. Since a firm’s better performance of strategies increases its likelihood of persisting prior strategic actions [29], firms with recently higher rates of growth by previous M&As become more confident that they have the capabilities and knowledge to effectively execute and manage M&A activities than firms with lower rates of growth by previous M&A experience, and thus the M&A-experienced companies with higher growth rates prior to acquisition will make more acquisitions by repeating the same strategic behavior. Hence, we have the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3a.

The positive effect of a public firm’s prior M&A experience on private target acquisition increases with the firm’s preacquisition growth rate in high-tech industries.







An integration of early VC-backed experience and preacquisition growth provides reliable evidence supporting positive feedback between market performance and firm-specific capability to effectively manage information asymmetry. Venture capital markets in high-tech industries are characterized by high levels of information asymmetry due to an integration of intangible resources, private information, tacit knowledge, and market imperfection [3,7,9]. Early VC-backed firms are likely to have learned how to manage such information asymmetry and to have accumulated dynamic capability to adapt to dynamic and uncertain environments of high-tech industries from their early experience [6]. If such firms have recently obtained higher growth, they are likely to know how to create economic value based on information-processing mechanisms and dynamic capability [15]. Hence, they will actively acquire private firms to explore further value-creation opportunities by counterplotting information asymmetry and finding undervalued private companies with intangible assets [1,13]. Based on this logic, we develop the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3b.

The positive effect of a public firm’s early VC-backed experience on private target acquisition increases with the firm’s preacquisition growth rate in high-tech industries.








2.2.2. Moderating Effects of Preacquisition R&D Intensity


An acquirer’s R&D investment has countervailing effects on its acquisition of private companies due to two facets of R&D, i.e., innovation and learning [30,31]. On the one hand, a firm’s R&D contributes to internally generating innovation, technological knowledge, and intangible resources due to the so-called “innovation” effect. On the other hand, it enhances the firm’s absorptive capacity (i.e., an ability to recognize new and external knowledge, assimilate it with existing knowledge, and apply it to commercial ends) because of the so-called “learning” effect. Due to the former (innovation) role of R&D, firms with higher levels of R&D intensity are likely to depend upon their own internal innovation for new product and business development, growth or survival instead of upon the acquisition of technology and knowledge, which leads to a negative effect of an acquirer’s R&D on private target acquisition. In contrast, due to the latter (learning) role of R&D, R&D-intensive firms with superior absorptive capacity are likely to acquire private companies more actively than are their counterparts to effectively integrate internal resources, such as technology-related or intangible assets, with external ones.



Firms possessing both M&A experience and a higher level of R&D intensity have more incentives to acquire private firms to exploit M&A-specific competence and absorptive capacity together than M&A-experienced firms with a lower R&D intensity. According to Hypothesis 1a, given that firms that accumulate acquisition-specific capabilities through prior M&As are inclined to depend on further acquisitions for the purpose of the search and recognition of valuable resources, such as technology, human capital, and other intangible resources, sufficient absorptive capacity enables M&A-experienced companies to acquire more private firms for value creation based on the integration of internal capabilities and external resources. Hence, we have the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4a.

The positive effect of a public firm’s prior M&A experience on private target acquisition increases with the firm’s preacquisition R&D intensity in high-tech industries.







An interplay of early VC-backed experience and R&D intensity can positively influence private target acquisition by making the learning effect of an acquirer’s R&D greater than the innovation effect. According to Hypothesis 1b, VC backing at an early stage promotes a VC-backed firm’s later growth and further investment from other investors and provides learning opportunities for effectively evaluating intangible resources with asymmetric information in high-tech industries. Accordingly, early VC-backed firms with absorptive capacity in terms of a high level of R&D intensity are likely to acquire private targets, because the firms, as technologically competent or innovative acquirers, are able to pick high-quality targets among private firms despite information asymmetry to integrate their internal resources and externally acquired knowledge through dynamic capability and absorptive capacity for further growth [6,32]. Based on this reason, we draw the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4b.

The positive effect of a public firm’s early VC-backed experience on private target acquisition increases with the firm’s preacquisition R&D intensity in high-tech industries.










3. Data, Variables, and Empirical Specifications


3.1. Data


For analysis of private target acquisition by public firms in high-tech industries, we selected a sample from 467 firms that were listed on the NASDAQ market in 2014 and operated in the “technology industry” according to the NASDAQ classification. The sample firms cover a diverse range of IT industries, including IT-related manufacturing and services industries (e.g., semiconductors, semiconductor equipment and testing, communications and networking, office equipment, electronic equipment and parts, computer hardware, phones and handheld devices, household electronics, IT services and consulting, software, and Internet services).



We collected the data of M&A activities as well as the general and financial information for the sample firms from the Thomson One database maintained by the Thomson Reuters. The database includes the VentureXpert database, which has often been used in previous studies of venture acquisition [7,33] and provides detailed information on M&A deals (e.g., annual number of a firm’s deals, and names of acquirers and targets) and VC backing (e.g., investor information and investment stage). For empirical analysis, we additionally collect annual firm-level data (e.g., corporate establishment date, total sales, accounting profit, R&D expenditure, market value, total assets, and debt) over the period 2008–2010 from the database. We excluded 40 firms founded after 2011 from the sample because these firms do not have M&A data for the period. A total of 41 firms without information on VC backing, and annual financial data over the period were additionally excluded from the sample. These firms have missing values for the dependent and explanatory variables of the regression analysis. The final sample includes 386 firms. Table 1 shows the distribution of sample firms across industries.




3.2. Variables


Two dependent variables are used for empirical analysis, namely, the dummy variable for acquiring private targets during the period 2011–2013 (PRV_DUM) and the number of private target acquisitions during the period (PRV_NO). We construct the dummy variable and the number of acquisitions over the three years to reduce the fluctuations and potential noise involved in annual data of acquisition. Existing studies have collected the data on acquisitions by using a minimum two- or three-year time-window because of the infrequency or yearly variation of acquisition [1,9,34].



The key explanatory variables for the test of Hypotheses 1 and 2 are prior M&A experience (PRIORMA) and early VC-backed experience (EARLYVC). We measure prior M&A experience by the average number of M&As during the period of three years prior to the acquisition (i.e., the period 2008–2010). We include prior mergers as well as acquisitions to control for M&A tendency and to consider the effect of previous merger activities on later acquisition behavior. To capture the effect of early VC-backed experience, we construct a dummy variable for the firms that were funded by venture capital(s) at their seed or early stage for the first financing round by following an existing study’s approach [33]. From the Thomson One database, we collected information regarding investment round and financing for each sample firm and constructed a dummy variable for firms that received the first-round financing investment from venture capital(s) at the seed or early stage.



To test Hypotheses 3 to 4 regarding the effects of the interaction terms between the two experience variables (PRIORMA and EARLYVC) and the moderating variables, we use two moderating variables, namely, an acquirer’s growth rate (GROW) and its R&D intensity (RDINT) for three years prior to the acquisition (i.e., the period 2008–2010). Growth rate is measured by the rate of sales growth for the period. R&D intensity is the ratio of R&D expenditures to total sales. For these variables, we employ a three-year average of lagged values to test the effects of preacquisition factors, to control for potential endogeneity between acquisition decision and acquirer characteristics, and to reduce the noise and fluctuation in the annual financial data.



In addition to the above-described explanatory variables, we include control variables to capture the acquirer’s characteristics that influence the likelihood and the number of acquisitions. We include firm size (SIZE), which is measured by the log of an acquirer’s total sales [3,17]. We include a firm’s Tobin’s Q (TOBINQ) to account for the impact of growth potentials [35], which is measured by the ratio of the firm’s market value of common stock plus the book value of preferred stock and debt to its book value of total assets [9]. We control for preacquisition accounting profitability (PROFIT) by measuring the ratio of operating margin to sales [1]. The firm’s financial leverage (LEVER), which is measured by the ratio of debt to total assets, is used as an indicator of debt structure or slack resources [9]. We include the firm’s ratio of intangible assets to total assets (INTAN) to control for the dependence of strategic choice on intangible assets. Firm age (AGE) is used, given that corporate strategy, such as acquisition, depends on firm age. For these firm-level control variables, we also employ a three-year average of lagged values during the period 2008–2010.



Finally, we add industry- and country-level variables to control for the difference in acquisition tendency across industries and countries. We include the average number of total acquisitions in each industry for the period 2011–2013 (INDACQ) to control for the overall tendency of acquisition at the industry level. Dummy variables for different industries according to the Thomson Reuters Business Classification (TRBC) are also included. According to the TRBC, this study’s sample covers the “Technology” economic sector, which is divided into the “Technology Equipment” and “Software and IT Services” business sectors and consists of 11 industries (third-level). Table 1 shows the distribution of sample firms across the industries. Country dummy variables are also included to control for the effects of country-specific and institutional conditions on acquisitions [36]. We classify the sample firms into four country groups according to the headquarter location, namely, the U.S., China, Israel (i.e., the top three countries in terms of the total number of acquisitions for the sample period), and others. Dummy variables are assigned to the Chinese, Israeli and others firms but not the U.S. firms.



Table 2 describes the variables used in the empirical analysis. Table 3 presents the summary statistics for the variables and the correlation coefficients between them.




3.3. Empirical Specifications


The baseline specification is used to test the hypotheses (i.e., Hypotheses 1 and 2) regarding the main effects of the two key explanatory variables (PRIORMA and EARLYVC) as follows:


Yi = f (β0 + β1PRIORMAi + β2EARLYVCi + β3Xi + β4Zi + εi)



(1)




where Yi is the dependent variable (PRV_DUM or PRV_NO), the β’s are regression coefficients, PRIORMAi denotes a firm i’s prior M&A experience, EARLYVCi denotes the variable of being early VC-backed, Xi denotes a set of firm-specific moderating variables such as growth rate (GROW) and R&D intensity (RDINT), Zi denotes a set of control variables, and εi denotes the error term.



For the test of the hypotheses (i.e., Hypotheses 3 to 4) regarding the effects of the moderating variables, we add the interaction terms between the key explanatory variables and the moderating variables (i.e., PRIORMA*X and EARLYVC*X) to the baseline specification as follows:


Yi = f (β0 + β1PRIORMAi + β2EARLYVCi + β3PRIORMAi*Xi + β4EARLYVCi*Xi + β5Xi + β6Zi + εi)



(2)







We employ different regression models to estimate the effects of the explanatory variables on the discrete dependent variables, depending upon the dependent variable’s type. The probit model is employed for the dummy variable of private target acquisition (PRV_DUM), and the negative binomial model is employed for the number of acquisitions (PRV_NO) [37]. To find the unique factors influencing private target acquisition, we employ the same empirical specifications for the dependent variables such as dummy and the number of public target acquisition (PUB_DUM and PUB_NO). Accordingly, this paper allows us to compare the effects of two experience variables on private target acquisition with those on public target acquisition.





4. Empirical Results


4.1. Main Effects of Two Types of Experience on Acquisition


Table 4 presents the regression results for the main effects of the experience variables on the likelihood and the number of acquisitions. We find in Models (1) and (2) of Table 4 that two types of experience (i.e., PRIORMA and EARLYVC) have positive effects on the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions by the NASDAQ firms, which strongly supports Hypotheses 1 and 2, respectively. We also find that the marginal effects of two experience variables are positive. For example, on average, the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions increase by 8.4% and 0.477, respectively, when the number of prior M&As increases by one. On average, the likelihood and the number of acquisitions for early VC-backed firms are higher by 9.7% and 0.796, respectively, than are those for later VC-backed or non-VC-backed firms. The marginal effects are shown in Table A1 of the Appendix A.



In particular, compared with the results in Models (3) and (4) of Table 4, the results in Models (1) and (2) show that the impact of early VC-backed experience (EARLYVC) on private target acquisition tends to be greater in magnitude and more statistically significant than the impact on public target acquisition. Specifically, the positive impact of early VC-backed experience is significant only for private target acquisition and not for public target acquisition, while prior M&A experience (PRIORMA) positively influences both private and public target acquisitions. These results imply that early VC-backed experience effectively mitigates information asymmetry related to private target acquisition by NASDAQ firms in high-tech industries. Early VC-backed firms have developed firm-specific abilities to evaluate private companies with intangible resources, to assess and use information in the process of M&A deals, and to hedge risks and uncertainty [38,39]. These abilities allow such firms to explore opportunities for value creation through private target acquisition in high-tech industries [38,40]. In addition to early VC-backed experience, public firms that have previously conducted M&As are more likely to currently acquire private firms by exploiting their M&A-related competence and private information-processing capability based on their experience [1], which is largely in line with the positive effect of acquisition experience on postacquisition performance [10,17]. Unlike existing studies, this paper shows that two types of experience have differential effects on a firm’s private and public target acquisitions in high-tech industries on the buyer side; early VC-backed experience as a high-tech and innovation-related learning capability is relatively more important or matters only to private target acquisition in high-tech industries, while prior M&A experience as a general M&A-related capability is important to both private and public target acquisitions.




4.2. Moderating Roles of Acquirer-Specific Factors in the Experience Effect


We find in Table 5 that the experience effect is significantly moderated by acquirer-specific factors such as preacquisition growth rate and R&D intensity, which reflect preacquisition performance and absorptive capacity, respectively. The key findings regarding these moderating effects and their implications are as follows.



Along with a positive effect of firm growth by itself in Table 4, the interaction term between prior M&A experience and growth (i.e., PRIORMA*GROW) has a significantly positive effect on the likelihood of private target acquisition in Model (5) of Table 5, while the interaction has a less significant positive effect on the number of acquisitions in Model (6) of Table 5. This result weakly supports Hypothesis 3a. The interaction term between early VC-backed experience and growth (i.e., EARLYVC*GROW) has a positive effect on both the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions, which strongly supports Hypothesis 3b. Taken together, these results show that an interplay of preacquisition performance and the two types of experience regarding an acquirer’s ability to effectively manage information asymmetry enhances a high-tech firm’s incentive to conduct private target acquisition for further growth. For example, if firms previously executed M&A activities before the current acquisition and then recently obtained high levels of sales growth, they would be confident of the economic benefits of M&As through inertia or performance feedback and hence are more likely to acquire private firms for further growth [18,29]. In a similar vein, if early VC-backed firms have recently obtained better late-stage (i.e., post-IPO) performance in terms of preacquisition growth, they are likely to maintain better growth orientations and potentials by linking information-processing and dynamic learning to market value in high-tech industries [16,25]. Such firms have more incentives for private target acquisition to continuously exploit their internally accumulated resources and their capabilities for further growth.



Interestingly, by comparing the effects of the interaction terms between growth and either prior M&A experience or early VC-backed experience on private and public target acquisitions, we find two results worth mentioning. First, the positive effect of the interaction between prior M&A experience and preacquisition growth is more statistically significant for private target acquisition in Models (5) and (6) than for public target acquisition in Models (7) and (8). This finding indicates that recently fast-growing NASDAQ firms that have previous M&A experience are more likely to try private target acquisitions rather than public target acquisitions. Second, the interaction term between early VC-backed experience and preacquisition growth has a positive effect on private target acquisition in Models (5) and (6), while the interaction has a negative effect on public target acquisition in Models (7) and (8). This finding shows that early VC-backed and fast-growing public firms prefer private target acquisition, but late VC-backed and fast-growing (or early VC-backed and slow-growing) firms prefer public target acquisition.



Although a main effect of R&D intensity on private target acquisition is negative in Table 4 and Table 5, an interaction term between prior M&A experience and R&D intensity (i.e., PRIORMA*RDINT) has a positive effect on the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions in Models (5) and (6) of Table 5. The positive effect is significant for both the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions, which strongly supports Hypothesis 4a. The result implies that an interplay of prior M&A experience and absorptive capacity makes the learning effect more dominant than the innovation effect among the two facets of R&D (i.e., innovation and learning). Even if firms that are intensively investing their resources in internal innovation tend to have weak incentives to obtain external knowledge and technology via acquisition, R&D-intensive firms with M&A-specific capabilities obtained through prior experience will attempt to acquire external knowledge actively by effectively combining their absorptive capacity with the capabilities [40]. An interaction term between early VC-backed experience and R&D intensity (i.e., EARLYVC*RDINT) also has a positive effect on the likelihood and the number of private target acquisitions in Models (5) and (6) of Table 5. The positive effect is significant for the likelihood of private target acquisition but not for the number of acquisitions, which weakly supports Hypothesis 4b.



Compared with the results of private target acquisition in Models (5) and (6), the positive effect of the interaction term between early VC-backed experience and R&D intensity on public target acquisition is much less significant in Models (7) and (8). One plausible explanation of this result is that early VC-backed firms with high levels of R&D intensity want to exploit the information-processing and learning-related capabilities and thus are likely to attempt private target acquisition in high-tech industries by seizing the opportunity to innovate from and assimilate a private target’s resources. Private targets’ intangible assets and undervaluation could give acquirers both the benefit of value creation and the risk of information asymmetry [40]. In contrast, such capabilities of early VC-backed and high R&D-intensive firms would not provide significantly great advantages in the acquisition of public targets. Given that public targets are less likely to be underevaluated than private targets, even competent firms would not have a strong incentive to attempt public target acquisition with less opportunities of value creation and a higher risk of information asymmetry in high-tech industries.




4.3. Robustness Check


The main results reported in Table 3 and Table 4 are based on the dependent and explanatory variables measured for the three-year periods (2008–2010 and 2011–2013), respectively. We conduct additional analysis to check the robustness of the results for a longer period of time (i.e., whether the experience effect can differ depending upon the period of analysis). We measure the dependent variables of acquisition (PRV_DUM and PRV_NO) for the five-year period (2009–2013). We also measure the explanatory variables such as prior M&A experience (PRIORMA), two moderating variables (GROW and RDINT), and a set of control variables for the five-year period (2004–2008) prior to the acquisition. We employ the same empirical specifications for these variables. The regression results for this analysis are reported in Table A2 and Table A3 of the Appendix A, which correspond to Table 4 and Table 5, respectively. The results, supporting all the hypotheses, are qualitatively consistent with the above-mentioned main results. It is worth mentioning that Hypothesis 3b regarding a positive interaction between early VC-backed experience and preacquisition growth (i.e., EARLYVC*GROW) is more strongly supported for the three-year analysis in Table 5, while Hypothesis 4b regarding a positive interaction between early VC-backed experience and preacquisition R&D (i.e., EARLYVC*RDINT) is more strongly supported for the five-year analysis in Table A3. These imply that the positive impact of early VC-backed experience on private target acquisition is enhanced by an integration of the legacy of early VC support’s growth-orientation and an acquirer’s recent growth performance in high-tech industries with information asymmetry for a relatively shorter period, while the positive impact is effectively magnified by an early VC-backed firm’s ability to effectively manage information asymmetry regarding innovation and intangible resources based on superior absorptive capacity in such industries for a longer period.





5. Concluding Remarks


This study investigates how an acquirer’s previous experiences (i.e., prior M&A experience and early VC-backed experience) influence its acquisition of private firms in high-tech industries with high levels of information asymmetry and environmental dynamism by analyzing a dataset of NASDAQ-listed firms in IT industries. It also examines the moderating roles of an acquirer’s growth rate and R&D intensity (i.e., preacquisition performance and absorptive capacity) in the relationship between experience and acquisition. This study compares the impact of the two types of experience on private target acquisition with the impact on public target acquisition in order to explore whether one type of experience matters more to private target acquisition in high-tech industries than the other type. This study contributes to the literature by specifically showing a lasting impact of a public acquirer’s early VC-backed experience on their later-stage private target acquisition in high-tech industries and the impact’s dependence upon the acquirer’s growth performance and absorptive capacity, as well as clearly showing that early VC-backed experience positively matters to private target acquisition and not to public target acquisition at the buyer (acquirer) side. Previous studies regarding M&As and VC backing demonstrated how VC backing as a seller’s signal can help acquirers distinguish high-quality targets from lower-quality targets, but little is known about whether an acquirer’s ability developed through early VC-backed experience can have a positive impact on facilitating private target acquisition in high-tech industries [3,13]. We address this lacuna by highlighting the two roles (i.e., an ability to effectively manage and exploit information asymmetry and dynamic capability to search and explore risky opportunity for value creation) of an acquirer’s early VC-backed experience in later M&A decisions.



We find that public firms with the two types of experience attempt to acquire private firms more so than their counterparts in high-tech industries. This finding indicates that if such experienced firms effectively deal with information asymmetry by recognizing promising targets and evaluating them, they are willing to actively acquire private firms in high-tech industries for value creation and growth despite the existence of acquisition obstacle such as information asymmetry. We also find that the positive effects of the experiences are moderated by an acquirer’s preacquisition growth rate and R&D intensity. For example, a higher rate of growth and a higher level of R&D intensity magnify the experience effect. These findings suggest that the experience obtained through early VC support and prior M&As enable high-tech firms to develop an ability to manage information asymmetry and intangible resources and thus help them effectively maintain their growth by private target acquisition and utilize their absorptive capacity to assimilate the external resources of their targets into existing innovative knowledge.



The findings of this study have several practical implications for private target acquisition in high-tech industries. Entrepreneurial firms need to secure funding from VCs at an early stage so that they possibly will be able to enjoy the early VC-backed advantages in information processing and dynamic learning even at the later stages (i.e., post-IPO) after the VC’s exit. These firms should consider the indirect and lasting effects of being early VC-backed, beyond simply the financing, on continuously developing strategic capabilities to recognize and evaluate private information and promising intangible resources, which is ultimately beneficial to their long-term value creation through acquisitions. This study can also shed light on why private target acquisitions have been more frequent in the high-tech industries such as IT industries particularly in some countries such as the U.S. and Israel, but, in contrast, relatively less frequent in the industries in other countries. The study suggests that the primary difference comes from whether VC backing for early-stage entrepreneurial firms is abundantly available.



Despite interesting findings, practical implications, and the contribution to the literature, this paper has two limitations, which can be complemented by further research with an extended agenda and framework. First, the time span considered in the empirical analysis can be short to fully investigate the long-lasting impact of the two types of experiences on acquisitions. The paper chose the period of six to ten years for the sample of surviving acquirers, even if the sample period is meaningful in examining a recent trend of private target acquisition. One of the most serious challenges in research on acquisitions is obtaining longitudinal data of acquirers and targets over a sufficiently long period of time, as data collection from the corporate database can often be a very expensive and time-consuming exercise [10,38]. Examining the longitudinal data also requires additional analysis such as survival analysis in fast-changing industries and needs to consider other variables affecting long-term acquisitions. Nevertheless, it will be worth testing the experience effect for the longer period, consisting a set of successive years, with a newer dataset. Second, the paper chose IT industries as a sample of high-tech industries [38]. It will be interesting to investigate the impact of experience on acquisitions in other high-tech industries such as biotechnology industries. The results could be similar or different depending upon the industry and technology characteristics which affect motivation and mediating factors of private target acquisition [39,40].
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