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PRIVATE EQUITY: “BACK TO THE FUTURE” INVESTING 
 
As a media industry private equity principal for over 20 years, I’ve seen 
more than a few trends come and go. Remember when the words “highly 
confident” meant something? Or how about “your burn rate is too low?” 
And who can forget newspaper reporters following the limousine of 
Robert Maxwell through Manhattan and recording the amount of time he 
spent at the offices of various potential “targets.”  
 
 

One trend that 
seems to have 
the longest 
legs…is 
transaction size 
migration. 

One trend that seems to have the longest legs here however is 
transaction size migration. There’s an old adage in the deal business 
which states that you pretty much have to do the same amount of work on 
small deals as large deals, so generally, do the bigger deal. The virtuous 
effects of the trend toward bigger include the acquisition of properties 
thought more solid and entrenched in their market position, the increased 
access to capital markets for an array of structured financing products 
and generally a lot more “more” to go around. 
 
 
Unfortunately, so many private equity firms have now hopped on this 
bandwagon that transactions focusing on properties of scale have 
become competitive shoving matches of the first order. This all but 
guarantees there will be more losers than winners when the deal dust 
settles. Some see no end of the trend in sight. I, however, suspect that 
the prophets of mega-world may have miscalculated or are at least guilty 
of a little irrational exuberance.  Private equity is after all arbitrage and 
when everybody’s doing it, real returns tend to disappear. 

…return 
histories of… 
successful large 
private equity 
firms were 
created in an 
era when putting 
$5M not $100M 
into a deal was 
the norm. 

 
 
It’s my view that the time is now ripe for some back-to-the-future 
investing. Remember please that the return histories of most of today’s 
successful large private equity firms were created in an era when putting 
$5M not $100M into a deal was the norm. The success of these kinds of 
transactions then led to an increasing appetite by a growing group of 
investors for a piece of that kind of return action - leading in time to fund 
sizes inappropriate for initiating and nurturing these same small deals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
The fact is that there remains a wide world of companies that operate 
successfully below what has now been termed the middle market. Many 
of these businesses have far lower operating risk profiles than their larger 
brethren and have built substantial customer relationships by focusing on 
consistently doing the important things right. Some may be immediate 
candidates for acquisition by a financial or strategic platform constructor, 
but others are frequently out of favor for the time being. These are the 
businesses we at Noson Lawen Partners like to see, because trends tend 
to reverse over time and success, no matter the scale, never seems to go 
out of style.  

…there remains 
a wide world of 
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middle market. 

 
I always advise others in the private equity community to think along 
similar lines but, not surprisingly, few actually do. With so many investor 
and advisor business models now focusing on raw deal tonnage, it likely 
will come as an unpleasant surprise to the un-diversified when the cycle 
turns and the needles move backwards. Better I would say to begin 
thinking small. But before you do that please wait until my latest fund 
snaps up some goodies down here. I’m counting on your forbearance. 
 
 
 
 

 
Ted Carroll has been a media industry private equity principal since 1984. He 
New York-based BG Media Investors in 1997 and Noson Lawen Partners in 2
reached at tedc@nosonlawenpartners.com . 
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IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES AND INFORMATION ABOUT THE USE OF THIS 
DOCUMENT: 
 
Near Earth, LLC ("Near Earth") has published this report solely for informational 
purposes.  The report is aimed at institutional investors and investment professionals, 
and satellite, media and telecom industry professionals.  This report is not to be 
construed as a recommendation or solicitation to buy or sell securities.  The report was 
written without regard for the investment objectives, financial situation, or particular 
needs of any specific recipient, and it should not be regarded by recipients as a 
substitute for the exercise of their own judgment.  The content contained herein is based 
on information obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but is not guaranteed as 
being accurate, nor is it a complete statement or summary of any of the markets or 
developments mentioned.  
 
The authors of this report are employees of Near Earth, LLC, which is a member of 
NASD.  The opinions expressed in this report accurately reflect the personal views of the 
authors but do not necessarily reflect the opinions of New Earth itself or its other officers, 
directors, or employees. 
The portions of this report produced by non-Near Earth employees are provided simply 
as an accommodation to readers.  Near Earth is under no obligation to confirm the 
accuracy of statements written by others and reproduced within this report.  
 
Near Earth and/or its directors, officers and employees may have, or have had, interests 
in the securities or other investment opportunities related to the companies or industries 
discussed herein.  Employees and/or directors of Near Earth may serve or have served 
as officers or directors of companies mentioned in the report.  Near Earth does, and 
seeks to do, business with companies mentioned in this report.  As a result, Near Earth 
may have conflicts of interest that could affect the objectivity of this report. 
 
This report is subject to change without notice and Near Earth assumes no responsibility 
to update or keep current the information contained herein. 
Near Earth accepts no liability whatsoever for any loss or damage of any kind arising out 
of the use of all or any part of this report. 
 
No part of this report may be reproduced or distributed in any manner, via the Internet or 
otherwise, without the specific written permission of Near Earth.  Near Earth accepts no 
liability whatsoever for the actions of third parties in this respect. 
 


