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Lia Majid (see Exhibit 1 for Lia Majid’s resume) had spent nearly a year and a half searching for 
a business to acquire and thought she’d finally found a deal worth pursuing. She spent months 
negotiating with the firm’s sellers and believed she was on the verge of a purchase. However, at 
the last minute, her backers and mentors at the Search Fund Accelerator (SFA)3 wanted her to 
completely restructure the deal. 

Majid was part of the first cohort of SFA. SFA was the brainchild of Timothy Bovard (see 
Exhibit 2 for a bio of Timothy Bovard) who founded the accelerator to help search fund 
entrepreneurs vet deals, review proposals, and provide emotional support during the search. 
Through SFA’s leads, Majid had identified a target company that was willing to sell one of its 
divisions, but she still needed Bovard’s input before drafting a Letter of Intent (LOI) for the 
seller. Bovard, however, was concerned about the proposed carve-out acquisition, a complex 
task for even a seasoned CEO, let alone a first time CEO. 

Faced with Bovard’s concerns and SFA’s new deal structure, Majid had to decide whether to 
reengage the target firm with this new deal or to move on to investigate other prospects. 

Founding Search Fund Accelerator (SFA) 

Timothy Bovard founded SFA after he perceived a need for an organization that would help 
search fund entrepreneurs and their investors achieve their goals.  

Bovard came up with the idea as he was teaching the “Entrepreneurship through Acquisition” 
course as an adjunct professor at INSEAD. Bovard was an established entrepreneur in his own 
right. He founded and built CPI Group through acquisitions until the company became 
Europe's leading book production firm. As a faculty member, Bovard advised students set on 
starting search funds. However, he noted they often lacked direction and savvy about acquiring 
and running a company. 

Bovard's perceptions were confirmed by the Stanford Graduate School of Business’ biennial 
study on search funds.4 Search funds, according to the study, were attractive investment 
vehicles. Investors saw 6.9x MOIC (multiple of invested capital) and 34% IRRs (internal rate 
of return). However, the aggregate results hid a great dispersion in outcomes. Thirty-one 
percent of searchers never found a target and 28% earned no money after buying a business, 
meaning that well over half of all search funds could be considered failures.  
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To follow-up on his observations, Bovard heeded the advice he gave his students — listen and learn. He 
conducted over 300 interviews with individuals in the search fund space to learn about their experience 
and identify how an MBA could successfully become an entrepreneur. He observed how traditional 
startup entrepreneurs benefited from the community-oriented accelerators and wondered “What would 
happen if you combined investing expertise with a Y-Combinator-like platform for search funds and a 
fund of committed capital?” 

To find out, in 2015, Bovard created Search Fund Accelerator, the first-ever accelerator focused on search 
funds. He hoped that SFA would yield superior investor and searcher returns by using its community and 
active mentorship to increase the probability that a searcher would find a business, acquire a strong 
company, and successfully manage the newly acquired business.  

Acceptance into SFA would be based on an individual’s entrepreneurial, operational, and intellectual 
potential. The accelerator would look for people who wanted to be CEOs, not those using the search 
model as a launching point to private equity or banking. By employing a rigorous selection procedure, 
Bovard believed his organization could identify individuals who would enjoy the lifespan of running a 
business and would see the project through.  

Once accepted into the program, SFA would offer searchers a rigorous two-year program to find, assess, 
and acquire a target firm. Each cohort of searchers would work together out of the Boston-based SFA 
office to collaborate and learn from one another. They would begin with a three-week bootcamp to learn 
the SFA method, receiving a crash course in the techniques of searching and best practices, and building 
their cohort bond.  

Then, over the next two years, SFA staff would coach, mentor, and advise each searcher on best practices 
through the multiple stages of searching and acquiring a firm. Each cohort would be supported by a team 
of dedicated analysts and interns, hired by SFA, to ensure that searchers used their time efficiently to find 
and manage potential deals. These analysts would utilize a set of proprietary practices and IT tools to 
support the search cohort. These tools would help the provide unbiased advice so that a searcher could 
avoid "confirmation bias" as they approached making a purchase. Once a target had been identified, SFA's 
legal, banking, and due diligence partners stood ready to support an acquisition.  

Participants were to be compensated at a rate slightly below traditional MBA salaries while searching. The 
compensation jumped once a searcher became a CEO and then scaled with performance in future years. 
SFA looked to offer competitive remuneration for first-time CEOs in relatively small businesses. Of 
course, the real compensation for the newly minted CEOs was the equity upside opportunity. 

Upon acquisition, SFA planned to become the sole equity provider and would recruit independent board 
members with sector and functional experience to oversee a searcher's acquisition. This post-acquisition 
oversight was designed to improve a searcher’s experience in growing the target and to ensure a better 
outcome for all parties.  

Bovard also believed the new organizations would provide better returns for investors. SFA would 
structure each class of aspiring entrepreneurs, or cohort, as a separate investment fund. By allowing 
individuals to invest in a portfolio of searchers who would be actively mentored throughout the entire 
process, SFA believed investors would see higher returns, with less risk and lower return dispersion, than 
from investing in individual searchers.  



 

3   BOVARD AND MAJID    

The idea took off, and dozens of candidates applied for the four or five slots within each annual cohort. 
Over the initial years of the program, Bovard believed SFA improved deal quality, because the program’s 
experience and expertise helped searchers set strict search criteria and focus on firms with high growth 
potential. The institutional mentorship and the community of searchers helped each searcher with those 
parts of the process that typically proved the most challenging. They provided support while encouraging 
searcher autonomy. 

For Bovard, the community that emerged through the program was both the most surprising and most 
rewarding part of the SFA journey. While he envisioned members learning from one another, he was 
astonished to see how quickly this became evident. From the first cohort’s bootcamp, the community 
grew “very tight.” He recalled: 

They became co-shareholders in each other’s businesses and created Google chat channels to stay 
in touch on a daily basis. While I planned the searching cohort, they’ve created their own support 
system and connections for the CEO stage of the journey. It has spawned another organic level of 
closeness whereby cohorts help each other through the business life cycle. 

Lia Majid Discovers Her Ambition 

Majid began her career at a niche R&D firm and enjoyed working in the small environment. She left when 
an opportunity emerged at a Fortune 500 manufacturing company. But in a short time, Majid realized 
she missed being able to roll up her sleeves and dig into the business. In her short career, she had come to 
realize that at a small business all decisions came down to the CEO’s vision. Therefore, to have the type of 
impact she desired, Majid knew she needed to be the CEO of a small firm.  

Majid began investigating pathways towards becoming CEO of a small or medium-sized enterprise; a 
prospect at the outset that seemed daunting to a young engineer. However, during a 2012 meeting with 
an attorney, Majid heard about the search fund model and immediately realized that this was the pathway 
for her to realize her ambition. The meeting proved doubly influential as the young lawyer she met 
became her romantic partner.  

Born and raised in California and having attended middle school in Pakistan, Majid was confident that 
her ability to adapt and fit in across varied settings would help her during an acquisition process. 
Furthermore, she felt confident that her experiences in operations and product management would help 
her wear the many hats required of a CEO. However, Majid found that search fund investors preferred 
backing searchers with an MBA, so she began applying to graduate schools and eventually enrolled at 
Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University.  

At Kellogg, a classmate introduced Majid to Bovard’s nascent search fund accelerator and she felt drawn to 
this new organization. Given her non-financial background, Majid believed that the financing and sourcing 
support would help eliminate some of the barriers she might otherwise face. She explained, “I couldn’t do 
diligence [on SFA] because this was the first cohort, but I saw it as no downside, all upside. Worst case, 
this is a traditional search.”  

 
 Beginning with the 2020 cohort, the cohort size will rise to eight searchers. 
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Majid reached out to Bovard on Twitter to learn more and instantly impressed him with her go-getter 
attitude. He recalled, “She was a compelling force of nature, with the right combination of personality and 
background that would make for a great CEO. And, frankly, I was thrilled to have a female applicant.” 

Majid’s Search Process 

Majid was accepted to the first SFA cohort. From the beginning, she was in near constant contact with 
Bovard and the SFA community. The structure offered her mentorship and guidance, while also affording 
Majid the flexibility to organize a search based on her priorities. With her partner based in Ohio, Majid 
flew home to be with him on most weekends.  

Majid saw the immediate benefits of pursuing the accelerator model instead of a solo search. Working in 
the same space as Bovard and his co-founder and Chief Investment Officer, Jeremy Silverman, created an 
immediate feedback loop that helped Majid quickly vet target industries and firms. Majid noted that 
Bovard and Silverman were continually encouraging the searchers to widen the top of their funnels. 
While the searchers wanted to research industries passively, Bovard and Silverman pushed them to email 
and call their targets directly. “We couldn’t hide from doing uncomfortable work,” she noted. But the 
SFA community aided in the process.  “The peer cohort participants were tremendously valuable and 
surprised me by being more powerful than expected, and I got immediate access to an investor network. 
Whenever I was interested in a target or an industry, I could go to the guys upstairs, and they would go 
through their Rolodex and make an intro.”  

The relationship with Bovard evolved as Majid came to understand the role her mentor could play. She 
recalled: 

It’s a funny evolution. For the first few weeks, you feel like he’s your boss. In the middle, he’s 
your investor, and you manage him as one. And then you see him as a coach helping you grow. I 
realized that I’m the CEO and he’s a good person to bounce ideas off of, but I don’t need him to 
direct me, and he doesn’t see that as his role. 

Majid proved to be a natural people manager and SFA interns clamored to work with her. Her team 
proved incredibly productive. This cemented Bovard’s faith in Majid’s ability to become a successful CEO, 
as he knew all potential deals would have an active management component. 

And the fact that Majid was female seemed to take many in the search community by surprise. This was 
unexpected, but Majid did not believe the attention paid to her gender appreciably changed her search 
experience, relative to others in her cohort. She noted, “Anytime I’d meet someone [in the community], 
they would comment on it, but it didn’t actually impact what I was doing … I was focused on buying a 
company.”  

Majid harnessed her operations background and quickly came up with an organized system to vet targets. 
Using her experiences in executing complex processes, Majid designed a process with stages for each step 
of the search phase and observed how her conversion rates from idea to conversation grew. In comparison 
to the rest of the cohort, she realized that she was having more conversations — and lengthier talks — 
than her peers, suggesting that her ability to connect with targets was productive. Majid observed, “While 
a lot of business school graduates think that it’s about outsmarting the market, [being in SFA] teaches 
you that it’s a lot more about execution than strategy.”  

Designing a process around her skills and background soon proved fruitful. Majid recalled: 
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My search was heating up because there is a natural evolution. You get better at searching, and 
your process is scaling up — you are looking at more companies, and you are better at looking at 
them. Additionally, we all learned from each other’s skills and were tackling searching 
collaboratively. Others were good at finance, finding firms, or staying optimistic. Me, I was best 
at marketing. We took each other’s best practices and applied them. 

Acorn Legal Solutions and the eDiscovery Market 

In her search process, Majid came across Elijah, Ltd., a legal support firm that focused on legal data 
management and digital forensic services for lawyers in advance of litigation. Majid first contacted Elijah 
via a cold email. She had actually been exploring firms in the lab calibration industry, and Elijah had been 
misclassified. After a cold email and a successful call, she became interested in the firm. Despite being 
unfamiliar with the industry, she found Elijah hit many of the requirements she’d set out for a firm, 
including revenue model, ownership structure, customer concentration. She noted, “There are very few 
credible opportunities, and once one comes along, it becomes interesting.” 

The firm offered eDiscovery services and forensic services, in which they advised lawyers early in a case 
life cycle on data collection. The eDiscovery sector was growing within the legal services industry. Upon 
filing a legal claim, individuals on both sides of the case engaged in a process called “discovery,” designed 
to define, locate, and manage the evidence to be used in the legal proceedings. With the advent of digital 
assets, eDiscovery focused on finding, compiling, processing, and reviewing digital data relevant to the 
case. These materials might include emails, electronic files, or social media records accessed during the 
general discovery process.   

Attorneys had sought and utilized electronic records for some time, but in an ad hoc manner. In 2006, 
amendments to the US Federal Rules on Civil Procedure codified the usage of electronically stored 
information in civil litigation and made the management of electronic documents central to litigation. The 
eDiscovery market, Majid observed in original investment memo to Bovard, would reach $2.9 billion in 
2015, and grow to $5 billion by 2020. The eDiscovery division had experienced 20-30% compound 
annual growth; nonetheless, it was still too small to find a financial buyer. 

Majid initially had hoped to acquire all of Elijah, Ltd. However, the founders made it clear that they were 
interested in growing the smaller-scale forensic division themselves — while spinning off the eDiscovery 
division into a new entity, Acorn Legal Solutions. Elijah, Ltd. would continue under the old ownership 
and focus exclusively on forensics — so any buyer for Acorn would also be competing with Elijah’s 
forensics division.  

The eDiscovery division of Elijah generated healthy recurring revenues throughout the life of a case, 
which averaged three years. The work consisted of three parts:  

 Removing duplicate files to make sure they were searchable and converted into easily managed 

file types (20% of revenue); 

 Hosting the data by supporting specialized third-party software that attorneys used to review and 

annotate documents (61% of revenue);  

 Supporting case attorneys on an hourly basis by guiding them through how to use the software or 

performing tasks related to the software (for example, running searches), including preparing 

and exporting information to be shared with opposing counsel (19% of revenue). 
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While most other firms focused on just one segment of the legal market or offered eDiscovery services as 
an offshoot of broader document management services, Elijah’s eDiscovery division was one of the few 
that specialized in eDiscovery for all law firms.  

Law firms fell into three categories, by size:  

 “AmLaw 200” firms, the 200 top-ranked firms according to American Law magazine;  

 Middle-market firms with 6 to 200 attorneys;  

 Small firms with one to five attorneys. 

  
While the large AmLaw 200 firms increasingly performed eDiscovery in-house or secured long-term 
contracts with large corporate eDiscovery firms, middle-market firms were likely to outsource eDiscovery 
but often were disorganized in their bidding and vendor selection.  

The Opportunity at Acorn 

Majid believed that the haphazard way middle-market firms sourced eDiscovery services represented an 
opportunity for Acorn. The local services that mid-market firms chose generally did not offer the level of 
service that Acorn could provide. The firm’s customers generally cited three standout services for their 
patronage:  

 Multiple cutting-edge software platforms typically offered only by expensive national players;  

 Flexibility on lead time and pricing, depending on the customer’s need;   

 24-hour customer support and a designated project manager, which allowed for a close relationship 

and personalized fit with middle-market firms and the lawyers overseeing a given case. 

  
Majid reviewed the pro forma financials and came up with plausible revenue and profit projections that 
would be enticing to SFA.  (See Exhibits 3-5 for further details on the Acorn acquisition). She explained, 
“We asked ourselves, ‘What does growth need to be and how do we do that?” 

For her projections, Majid noted that Acorn had already invested in expensive legal software. These 
investments meant that it could now grow revenues from hosting and processing more cases, without a 
significant incremental investment or increase in operating costs. In 2015, of $640,000 EBITDA growth, 
$200,000 was from cost reductions. Majid believed that by building out Acorn’s sales team to capture 
more of the middle-market law firms, she would be able to increase revenue with only minor growth in 
non-sales expenses. In her initial investment model, she estimated hiring three salespeople, each covering 
a different geographic market, at an expense of $145,000, per salesperson. She projected the newly 
configured sales team should each generate up to $750,000 more in annual revenue.  

Majid also noted the entire industry’s upward trend. She believed that her pre-MBA experiences 
identifying new revenue streams for emerging technologies left her well-positioned to run a firm in this 
space.  

Bovard’s Concerns 

However, Bovard and Silverman had concerns about the investment. Majid noted, “[Bovard] was 
skeptical for a while and never said no or yes. Every time I talked to the seller and summarized what I 
learned about the firm, he’d throw in more questions.”  
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As an investor, Bovard saw his role as safeguarding SFA’s searchers from buying a bad business. While 
SFA’s team of analysts and interns helped the searchers avoid confirmation bias when first investigating a 
deal, Bovard assessed the full spectrum of potential risks and pitfalls before committing to a deal. He 
believed he had to counteract what he saw as searchers’ natural desire to close on a deal. In this, Bovard 
was more hands-on than a typical investor and was in contact with each searcher at least once a week, if 
not more. He was always reminding them that they needed to ask themselves if the companies would be 
able to grow enough for investors to make back the initial investment plus a return that would earn the 
CEO real money. 

With the Acorn acquisition, Bovard had three issues. First, he worried about how Majid, who did not 
have a legal background, could lead a company in such a specialized industry. How could she discover 
ways to differentiate Acorn’s services, provide value, and scale up? 

A member of Bovard’s network brought up a second concern: automation. This investor argued that 
Acorn could soon be obsolete because of technological advancement; machine learning and artificial 
intelligence (AI) would make eDiscovery a routine in-house activity, even for middle-market firms, and 
therefore would wipe out Majid’s planned growth.  

However, Bovard judged the most significant risk as the fact that Acorn would be a carve-out acquisition. 
Carving out a division from an existing firm presented challenges to a seasoned CEO, much less a rookie.  
Bovard noted that issues had already emerged during the due diligence process. Because Majid could not 
perform diligence on a portion of the firm, Bovard was concerned she had an overly rosy view of the 
Acorn spin-off. For example, Majid asked the owners of the firm to introduce her to some significant 
customers so she could get a better picture of the business. However, she only met three of their top five 
customers and was unsure if the CEO was cherry picking the customers with whom she spoke. 
Additionally, it would fall to Majid to create new accounting, CRM, and management tools. In the deal 
proposed, Majid would get the eDiscovery division, but none of the infrastructure and administrative 
backend. In effect, she would need to be more of an entrepreneur than an acquirer, and Bovard was 
unsure SFA was equipped to support her in that effort.  

Investing in Acorn 

By the fall of 2016, half of SFA’s first cohort had found and acquired companies. With four more 
searchers entering SFA in 2016, Majid felt a self-imposed pressure to get something done sooner rather 
than later. She needed either to pull the trigger on Acorn or refocus her attention on searching. Bovard 
and Majid had met regularly over the course of three months to discuss the deal and her plans for the 
carve-out. On a Wednesday afternoon, she entered the office to give them an update on her most recent 
meeting with Elijah. That is when Bovard and Silverman dropped a bomb.  

Based on the carve-out risks, Bovard and Silverman wanted to change the deal structure. The initial deal 
had been very equity heavy. According to Majid’s offer, the purchase price was to be $8.5 million, about 
5x the forecast-adjusted EBITDA of $1.7 million. The seller would provide a $1.5 million note with a 
ratcheting annual interest rate from 6% in the first year to 8% in the last year. The interest would be paid 
quarterly and the entire note would be due in four years.  Majid and SFA planned on using $3.4 million 
in senior debt. So, the equity contribution would have been $3.6 million. 

Instead, Bovard and Silverman wanted the seller to have more skin in the game and provide more debt. 
The seller held all the firm’s current clients and could heavily influence the extent to which these clients 
continued to use Acorn’s services. Bovard proposed recasting the deal with $1.9 million of seller note.  At 
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closing, the SFA portion would be financed by a combination of $3.4 million in senior debt secured by 
the enterprise and $3.2 million provided by SFA – the sole equity holder. The remainder of the purchase 
price would be financed by the seller with a four-year maturity and ratcheting interest rates. This, Bovard 
hoped, would incentivize Elijah to support Majid and help with Acorn’s sales growth.  

Majid was convinced this new request would kill the deal. She had already negotiated a very extensive 
carve-out agreement with Elijah’s CEO. The transition and cooperation agreement included provisions 
for transferring clients, ongoing HR support, and IT support. However, Bovard and Silverman strongly 
encouraged her to at least try to renegotiate with the seller.  

Majid went home and mulled her options. She didn’t want to rush a deal just for the sake of closing but 
was nervous about the negotiations going awry. She had a few other targets under consideration, but 
none as promising as Acorn. When she returned to SFA tomorrow, Majid was scheduled to speak with 
Bovard and Silverman again before going to Elijah. Were they right that the investors needed more 
security before they let her tackle a carve-out acquisition as a first time CEO? Would Bovard and 
Silverman force the structural change, meet her in the middle, or tell her the deal was off? What would 
Elijah say to the new structure of the deal? 
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