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FROM�APPS�
TO�RICHES

What happens to young tech startup founders when they 
sell their companies for millions—or even billions—of 

dollars? Believe it or not, most don’t take their windfall 
as a lotto ticket to a life of leisure.

By ADAM K. R AYMOND 
Illustration by JASON R AISH
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W
ITH 12 words spoken by a thin, bespectacled man 
in a black turtleneck, everything changed 
for Ankit Gupta and Akshay Kothari. The 
year was 2010, the man was Steve Jobs and 
the words were, “Pulse, which is a wonderful 
RSS reader, if you haven’t seen it.”

It’s hardly a sentence and it doesn’t make 
much sense out of context, but neither of 

those facts is important. All that matters is that Stanford 
students Gupta and Kothari started Pulse, a mobile news-
reading app, a month before Jobs praised it at Apple’s 
Worldwide Developers Conference, and that those 12 words 
put Pulse on the radar of everyone listening.

“It was probably the happiest I have ever been,” Kothari 
later recalled. And things only got better. Pulse took off, 
they secured millions in venture-capital funding from 
prominent Silicon Valley players and, by April 2013, more 
than 30 million people were using the app.

That’s when LinkedIn came calling. The professionally 
oriented social networking site paid $90 million in stock and 
cash for Pulse, instantly making Gupta and Kothari, both barely 
old enough to rent a car, rich enough to start renting limos. 

By selling their company last year, Gupta and Kothari 
joined the ranks of thousands whose apps and companies 
have been gobbled up in the acquisition boom sweeping 
tech hubs from Palo Alto to Tel Aviv. In the three years 
from 2011 to 2013, nearly 6,000 tech companies changed 
hands at a cost well north of $100 billion. For those in the 
know, it’s hard to go a week without reading breathless blog 
reports of Google, Yahoo! or Apple forking over eight figures 
for a lean startup run by a kid just off the quad. When the 
sums are big enough, those headlines make their way to 
the masses, which furrows its collective brow and marvels, 
“$1 billion for Instagram?”, “$1.1 billion for Tumblr?” or 
“$19 billion for WhatsApp?”

But eventually the news gets old, the casual observers 
move on to being stunned by another big sale and loyal 
users of the app in question realize that it doesn’t neces-
sarily matter if it ’s being run by a 26-year-old in a hoodie 
or a 56-year-old in a tie. At that point, there is but a single 
person left thinking about the acquisition: the one who 
cashed the check. 

“The money was wired into my account on February 28, 
2013. To describe it as anything other than transformative, 
financially and personally, would be an understatement,” 
says David Wadler, age 39, who sold Twistage to Lexington, 
Ky.–based printer company Lexmark for millions.

Wadler conceived of Twistage in 2004 as YouTube before 
there was a YouTube. After recasting it as a business-to-
business application, Wadler reeled off a few years at the 
startup grind, not paying himself and constantly working. 
That effort bore fruit, and he ran Twistage for several more 
years with profits and paychecks. Then Lexmark knocked 
on his door, paying millions for the company—and hiring 
him. Wadler effectively was demoted from a CEO making a 
comfortable living to a middle manager with a bank balance 
so big he printed it out to look back on later. 

“It’s life-changing money,” Gupta says of the windfall 
he reaped when LinkedIn bought Pulse, when he was just 
25 years old. And while he didn’t do anything lavish with 
his riches—he still lives with his roommate and drives a 
modest car—the funds are doing something just by being 
there. He says, “Every time I feel a little down, I just think 
about how much safety I have and I recover pretty quickly.”

It may not be the kind of safety David Karp got when he 
sold the microblogging platform Tumblr to Yahoo! in May 
of last year—he netted $279 million in cash and stocks, plus 
an additional $41 million in stocks if he stayed on for four 
years—but mega-deals like that are rare. A 2013 survey 
by venture capital database CB Insights found that only 1 O
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REVENGE OF THE NERDS Above: Kevin Systrom of Instagram; right: Ankit Gupta 
and Akshay Kothari of Pulse
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percent of private tech acquisitions had billion-dollar price 
tags. In fact, most sales were for less than $200 million. 
That might sound like a lot, but after paying investors and 
often splitting the money a few ways, that number can 
drop significantly.

For Wadler, the money was enough to know that his kids 
will be able to go to college and he will have a comfort-
able retirement—“If I’m not an idiot,” he says. Gupta sees 
his payday as a guarantee of stability. For Elaine Wherry, 
who founded the web-
messaging service Meebo 
with two friends in 2005, 
at age 25, it was enough 
to take a break. 

In 2012, Google paid 
a reported $100 million 
for Meebo, which mor-
phed over its seven years 
of standalone existence 
from an IM client to an 
ad-supported toolbar. The 
search giant absorbed 
most of Meebo’s employ-
ees, whereas Wherry her-
self had recently left the 
company, with an eye to 
building something new. 
Thanks to the acquisition, she’s been able to proceed at a 
leisurely pace toward figuring out what that something is.

“I have some time to pursue a few passions before jump-
ing on the startup saddle again,” she says. One of these is 
a graphic novel about leadership called 100 Mistakes. An-
other is the San Francisco chocolate shop that her husband 
opened. She’s also taking woodworking and bread-making 
classes, all while thinking about her next move. “Being an 

entrepreneur is what I’m programmed to do,” she says. 
“Having time to be deliberate and build a few ideas before 
committing to one is a real luxury.”

To many outside the land of VCs and UIs (user inter-
faces), the luxury of striking tech gold wouldn’t be time 
to decide which job is next, but rather never having to 
work again. Most tech entrepreneurs don’t seem wired that 
way—even those whose acquisition sums add up to more 
than an island nation’s GDP don’t typically go out and 

buy island nations.
Take Kevin Systrom, 

who in April 2012 sold 
the picture-sharing app 
Instagram, in which he 
had a 40 percent stake, 
to Facebook for $1 bil-
lion. Today Systrom, 30, 
remains atop Instagram, 
as a Facebook employee. 
That ’s not an accident. 
Most companies make 
retention of key talent a 
requirement of acquisition 
deals, which often install 
them atop the division in 
which their former startup 
will live. Sometimes that 

can be a difficult transition. 
“It ’s different and it ’s weird. I’ve gone from having a 

personal relationship with everyone who works for me 
to knowing probably 1 percent of the company,” Wadler 
says. “I used to know everything that was going on with 
the business. Now, that’s not even possible, and it’s not my 
responsibility. That’s a real adjustment.”

Nat Turner didn’t particularly enjoy his adjustment, either. In 
2010, when he was just 24, Turner sold his online ad company, 
Invite Media, to Google for an estimated $81 million. He 
and co-founder Zach Weinberg, a friend from the University 
of Pennsylvania (where they started the company as juniors), 
immediately went to work for Google.

“It sounds entirely selfish and stupid, but it is actually 
extremely hard seeing your company get swallowed by a 
larger company and then have control slowly taken away,” 
Turner says. As Invite Media was subsumed into the river 
of tech running through Mountain View—site of the 
Googleplex, Google’s HQ campus—Turner realized it was 
time to depart. Money or no, he wasn’t without his wounds, 
either: “I didn’t expect how hard it was to let go,” he says.

Yet once he did, Turner did what most startup founders 
do after acquisition: He started another company, Flatiron 
Health, again alongside Weinberg. “At a high level we are 
trying to organize the world’s oncology data,” he says. 
Flatiron Health is the kind of high-minded company two 
20-somethings start only after hitting a big bet. In part 
that is because financial freedom allows for pursuit of 

“BEING AN ENTREPRENEUR 
IS WHAT I’M PROGRAMMED 

TO DO. HAVING TIME TO 
BE DELIBERATE AND BUILD 

A FEW IDEAS BEFORE 
COMMITTING TO ONE 

IS A REAL LUXURY.”

QUEEN OF THE 
INFORMATION AGE

 Elaine Wherry, 
whose company sold 

for $100 million

RHAP0514_092_FT_Apps.indd   95 01/04/2014   10:43



�� �—  may  2014 

more noble goals, and also that the legitimacy lent by sell-
ing project No. 1 to a marquee name like Google makes 
people pay attention.

Even for those who are still working on the acquired ver-
sions of their first company, like Wadler and Gupta—now 
a senior product manager at LinkedIn—the next company 
is always on their minds. Wadler says there is a 95 percent 
chance he tackles another startup after he feels that his job 
is finished at Lexmark. “Why would I go through all this 
and learn so much and meet all these people and then not 
take advantage of that again?” he asks.

Meanwhile Gupta, inspired by a trip to South America 
(paid for with acquisition money), is cooking up an idea 
that he hopes will touch many more people than a mobile 
news app. “A lot of the stuff we’re building in the Valley 
is for ourselves, and I want to think about things that can 
actually affect a lot of people,” he says.

That kind of grand, creative thinking can be risky, but it’s 
the kind of chance Gupta feels he can take, and that the 
success of Pulse propelled him toward. “I can actually think 
about bigger ideas, try much bigger things and take much 
bigger risks,” he says. “I never had that kind of confidence 
in myself until the acquisition.” 

������
GOOGLE�BUYS�

YOUTUBE�
﹩�﹒���billion

When Google made 
its largest purchase 
yet, YouTube was 

still an unprofitable 
company whose issues 

with copyright law 
drew comparisons 

to the Napster saga. 
Now YouTube has $5 
billion of estimated 

yearly revenues and its 
founders have moved 
on to ventures both 

tech-related and not, 
including co-founder 
Chad Hurley’s failed 
attempt at starting a 
Formula One team. 

����
FACEBOOK�BUYS�

INSTAGRAM�
﹩��billion

It only took 18 
months for founders 
Kevin Systrom and 

Mike Krieger to 
grow Instagram from 
an unknown startup 

to a company 
Facebook wanted 
bad enough to pay 
a cool $1 billion for. 

Coveted for its active 
user base and mobile 
stronghold, Instagram 

has continued 
to grow under 

Facebook, where 
Systrom and Krieger 

both now work. 

����
YAHOO!�BUYS�

TUMBLR�
﹩�﹒��billion

When Yahoo! snatched 
up the then-six-year-
old blog platform, it 
hosted 108 million 
blogs, giving the 

company best known 
for its search engine 

an enormous new 
audience to consume 
ads. Tumblr founder 

and high-school 
dropout David Karp 

remains atop the 
company, which is 
now a division of 

Yahoo!. He spends 
his free time partying 

with Diddy.

����
MICROSOFT�
BUYS�SKYPE�
﹩�﹒��billion

Microsoft scooped 
up Niklas Zennström 

and Janus Friis’ 
video-chat service to 
give it a foothold in 
the mobile comms 
market. Zennström 

now works at the VC 
firm he founded in 
2006 and Friis has 
continued to work 
on startups, among 
them a now-defunct 

Netflix rival and a 
speaker manufacturer 
whose smart speaker 

goes on sale this 
summer.

����
FACEBOOK�BUYS�

WHATSAPP�
﹩���billion

WhatsApp, a mobile 
chat system developed 
by Jan Koum as a way 

to send messages 
without paying for 

SMS, was snapped up 
by Mark Zuckerberg, 
who craved access 

to the app’s 450 
million users. Koum, 
who celebrated the 

deal by having dinner 
with Zuckerberg and 

“Gangnam Style” singer 
Psy, continues to run 
WhatsApp and now 
sits on Facebook’s 

board.

FIVE TECH ACQUISITIONS THAT TOPPED $1 BILLION
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