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ABOUT TIFF’s PRIVATE EQUITY (PE) PROGRAM 
TIFF has been an active, value-added PE investor since 1997 with around $2.8 billion of 
committed capital since inception.  TIFF’s deeply experienced 7-member PE investment team 
has a diversified global investment focus: seed/early stage VC, lower middle market growth 
equity and buyouts, real assets, distressed assets, secondaries and co-investments. 

As illustrated in this case study, TIFF has been fortunate enough to find and partner with top-
tier established managers and compelling emerging managers, taking part in fund investments 
and co-investment activity alongside this curated group. 

BACKGROUND 
In November 2019, PayPal announced an agreement to purchase Honey Science, an online 
shopping and deal-finding platform, for $4 billion. When this acquisition closed in early 2020, it 
generated approximately $60 million in proceeds to TIFF on only around $1 million of TIFF look-
through invested capital in Honey. This extraordinary outcome was achieved thanks to TIFF’s 
partnership with the Los Angeles-based venture manager Mucker Capital, the first institutional 
investor in Honey; TIFF was the anchor investor in Mucker’s first fund. While Honey is a 
fascinating entrepreneurial success and Mucker’s investment in the company is what any 
venture capitalist dreams of, it also illustrates two of TIFF’s core private investment strategies: 
partnering with emerging managers and building strong co-investment programs alongside our 
managers. We have written about both approaches previously in “The Case for Emerging 
Managers: Private Equity” and “How Co-investments Round Out PE’s Virtuous Cycle” (both 
pieces are available at www.tiff.org). 

MUCKER 
TIFF met Mucker in March 2013 at the outset of the firm’s first institutional fundraise. From our 
earliest interactions, the firm stood out within the crowded venture capital market. The 
founding partners, Erik Rannala and Will Hsu, were a hardworking, disciplined, and well-
respected team with strong backgrounds as both investors and operators. After working 
together at eBay, Erik went on to a product leadership role at TripAdvisor before joining seed-
stage investment firm Harrison Metal, while Will became a start-up entrepreneur before joining 
AT&T as a senior executive. Reconnecting in Los Angeles, Erik and Will saw the opportunity for 
a new accelerator and seed-stage fund in Southern California. At the time, the Los Angeles 
market was only just beginning to emerge as a new tech ecosystem, but still lagged Silicon 
Valley, Boston, and New York in terms of venture capital activity. Erik and Will were happy to 
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take a contrarian view on the market and bet on themselves as a team that could find, invest in, 
and help grow future market leading companies outside of an established tech hub.   

As we spent more time with Mucker, it became clear that Erik and Will were differentiated 
investors who could identify interesting companies that other venture capitalists might ignore. 
In addition to their nose for new opportunities, Erik and Will were capable of being hands-on, 
operationally oriented investors who could help portfolio companies solve problems, achieve 
product-market fit, and stimulate growth. This was most apparent in MuckerLab, the firm’s 
accelerator program for pre-seed opportunities, which it established as a precursor to an 
institutional fund. In many cases, the companies working with MuckerLab were only a founding 
team and an idea, relying on Mucker for initial funding, office space, and coaching as the 
companies worked to build or expand on an early product. In our diligence on Mucker, we saw 
first-hand the in-depth work Erik and Will were doing with MuckerLab’s companies and heard 
rave reviews from founders who had worked with the team. Moreover, we gained conviction 
that Erik and Will would be honest, transparent and committed partners to TIFF and its 
members, a crucial component of our manager selection process. There was also significant 
alignment of interest between TIFF and Mucker, as the firm was raising a small fund where the 
Mucker team would only achieve financial success through outsized investment returns rather 
than collecting management fees. 

Because of our early diligence work and belief in the team, TIFF made a meaningful 
commitment to Mucker’s fund that ultimately accounted for 25% of total commitments. 
Alongside our fund commitment, we also formed a co-investment arrangement for follow-on 
rounds in Mucker-backed companies, which created an opportunity for TIFF to gain additional 
exposure to Mucker’s portfolio at advantaged terms. This arrangement could only have worked 
because TIFF was a first mover in supporting the firm, and Mucker had enough confidence in its 
partnership with TIFF that it was willing to find additional ways to work together outside of our 
primary fund commitment. 

HONEY SCIENCE 
Since our original fund commitment, we have co-invested in growth rounds of several Mucker-
backed companies, and Honey is the best example of Mucker’s differentiated investment 
approach and the benefits of TIFF’s co-investing platform. Founded in 2012 in Los Angeles by 
two serial entrepreneurs, George Ruan and Ryan Hudson, Honey participated in the MuckerLab 
accelerator program in December 2015. Mucker saw the potential not only in George and Ryan 
as founders but also in Honey’s ability to innovate within the staid e-commerce market. As a 
coupon-finding browser extension, it would have been easy to dismiss Honey as a simple idea 
that would be unable to scale or monetize effectively. But Mucker understood that Honey was 
helping solve a serious challenge for e-commerce merchants: online shopping cart 
abandonment. Consumers tend to abandon a large percentage of potential purchases at 
checkout, and merchants were willing to pay for a service like Honey that could increase sales 
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conversion rates. By offering promotions at checkout, Honey could save consumers money and 
improve total sales for merchants, creating significant value for both parties through an 
essentially frictionless online experience. Additionally, Honey could capture data on consumer 
shopping patterns that could then be used for more targeted promotional or marketing efforts 
by merchants. 

TIFF had the opportunity to co-invest alongside Mucker in Honey in an early growth round in 
November 2016. With the benefit of Mucker’s insight into the business, we were well-
positioned to assess both the opportunity and risks associated with an investment in the 
company. Despite its growth potential, Honey faced many of the same risks as other early stage 
companies, including execution risk around the product roadmap and scaling, competition from 
other established businesses in the space, the threat of new entrants, and even business model 
risk as new services were introduced. However, Mucker and TIFF concluded that the potential 
upside of the business more than adequately compensated investors for the risks. Because TIFF 
was building a portfolio of co-investments in Mucker companies, we could also mitigate the 
downside impact of any one co-investment through diversifying our exposure. After this initial 
investment, TIFF made a follow-on commitment in March 2017 based on the strong progress 
Honey continued to display. 

OUTCOME 
Since our fund commitment and co-investments, Honey has grown exponentially and exceeded 
our wildest expectations. With its easy browser integration and clear value proposition for e-
commerce merchants and shoppers, the company has grown to 17 million monthly active users 
and approximately $200 million in annual revenue at the time of PayPal’s acquisition. Even 
more remarkably for a venture-backed company in the recent market environment, the 
company is profitable as its blistering pace of growth continues. For PayPal, Honey may prove 
to be an interesting strategic asset for both the consumer and merchant components of its 
business. In various public statements, PayPal executives reiterated their excitement over 
integrating Honey’s functionality – product discovery, price tracking, offers, and rewards 
programs – into PayPal’s existing product suite. Moreover, by leveraging Honey’s data on 
consumer purchasing behavior, PayPal’s 24 million existing merchants should be able to offer 
more personalized and targeted promotions to consumers. 

The outcome for PayPal is still to be determined, but clearly Honey has been an exceptional 
outcome for its investors. Most venture-backed companies will not achieve an exit of this 
magnitude; considering Honey only raised about $49 million from investors to achieve a $4 
billion exit, the outcome seems even harder to replicate. TIFF believes that our approach to 
manager selection – partnering with groups like Mucker who have a differentiated view on 
their market, who can source dynamic companies, and who can add significant operational and 
strategic value – provides the highest probability of capturing such outcomes. Co-investment 
alongside these managers can further increase exposure to exceptional companies and lower 
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effective fees, a combination that we believe can drive meaningful long-term outperformance. 
We are delighted to have partnered with the Mucker team more than five years ago, and we 
continue to seek partnerships with best-in-class established and emerging managers, like 
Mucker, that we believe can generate superior investment returns.  

 

 

DISCLOSURES 
This case study is intended to demonstrate investment process.  Past performance does not guarantee 
future results.  All investments are subject to risk, including the possible loss of principal. 

The materials constitute neither an offer to sell nor a solicitation of an offer to buy securities. Offerings 
of securities are only made by delivery of the prospectus or confidential offering materials of the 
relevant fund or pool, which describe certain risks related to an investment in the securities and which 
qualify in their entirety the information set forth herein. Statements made herein may be materially 
different from those in the prospectus or confidential offering materials of a fund or pool. 
  
This information is not investment or tax advice and should not be relied on as such. TIFF Advisory 
Services, Inc. (“TIFF”) specifically disclaims any duty to update this information. 
  
TIFF provides investment advisory services only to investors who become TIFF clients pursuant to a 
written advisory agreement with TIFF or its affiliates, including TIFF Endowment Asset Management. No 
investor, solely by virtue of its status as such, is intended to be a client of TIFF as such term is defined in 
the meaning of the Investment Advisers Act of 1940, as amended. Accordingly, notwithstanding any 
provision of this document to the contrary, TIFF does not expect to provide, and will not be required to 
provide, any investor with advice, analysis, or reports regarding such investor’s direct actual or proposed 
investments in any securities. As an investor in one or more funds or pools, you shall be fully responsible 
for any investment decisions you make, and such decisions will be based solely on your evaluation of 
your financial circumstances, investment objectives, risk tolerance, and liquidity needs. 
  
Opinions expressed herein are those of TIFF and are not a recommendation to buy or sell any securities. 
Fund holdings and investment guidelines are subject to change and are not a recommendation to buy or 
sell any security. The enclosed materials may contain forward-looking statements relating to future 

About TIFF 

 
TIFF is a mission-driven, not-for-profit organization dedicated to delivering comprehensive 
investment solutions to foundations, endowments, and other charitable institutions.  Since 
its inception in 1991, TIFF has exclusively served the non-profit community by providing 
experienced manager selection and access, risk-sensitive asset allocation, and integrated 
member service to institutions with long-term investment horizons. 

www.tiff.org 
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events or the future performance of funds or pools sponsored by TIFF or its affiliates or their respective 
underlying investments. In some cases, you can identify forward-looking statements by terminology 
such as “may,” “will,” “should,” “expect,” “plan,” “intend,” “anticipate,” “believe,” “estimate,” “predict,” 
“potential,” or “continue,” the negative of such terms or other comparable terminology. Although TIFF 
believe the expectations reflected in the forward-looking statements are reasonable, future results 
cannot be guaranteed. 
  
Certain of the factual statements made herein are based upon information from various sources, 
including management of underlying funds in which one or more of the funds or pools have invested. 
While such information is believed to be reliable, we have not independently verified any of such 
information. Except where otherwise indicated, all of the information provided herein is based on 
matters as they exist as of the date of preparation and not as of any future date, and will not be updated 
or otherwise revised to reflect information that subsequently becomes available, or circumstances 
existing or changes occurring after the date hereof. 
  
 

 


