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Our values help to build bridges

Words written on a wall at Version 1 make the firm stand out from its competitors, says boss Tom O'Connor

GAVIN
DALY

WEE

om O'Connor gets his inspira-
tion from the wall. The chief
executive of Version 1, a
specialist IT services and
software business, gestures to
the facing wall of the board-
room, where the company's
“core values” are writ large.
“Honest and integrity,” it
says. And “Personal commit-
ment”, “No ego”, “Customer first” and
“Drive”.

Corporate culture is de rigueur these
days, but Version !'s Is the real deal, he
insists. The vnlusllive been in place for
more than a
storming of alwut 10 executives, lndud
ing O'Conne

“Our HR dlremr asked us, ‘If allens
came down to earth, who is the person In
the company you would send out to talk
to them?"™ says O'Connor.

The bulk of the group came up with
KenMcMahon, a kefmcuﬂve. “Thenwe

were asked, ‘What are the characteristics
that made you pick Ken?' The whole
lhlng took aboux an hour-and-a-half —
and we had our core values."

Credit the values or not, but Version |
is doing something right. Revenues are
up by an average of 29% in each of the
past flve years, touching €105m last year.

‘The company marked the hiring of its
1,000th employee kast month and had a

cake for its first employee, who Is still on

-

ESB - are still on board, anchoringa 98%
customer-retention rate,

O'Connar describes Version I's work as
“the glue that keeps the economy going”,
from underpinning the state's car tax
system and handling EU payments to
l‘znnen. to billing for utilities and book-

for air] ion has acceler-

nu:d since April last year, whm Version |

raised €90m from Volpi Capital, valuing.

the low-profile business at £200m.

At the ume time O'Cunnnr, a I7-year

1 veteran, t chief

fmm the fmmder Jns\in Keat-

e Anch e aformer head of

the quoted FBD Insurance, ;nmnd afew
‘months later as chief financial officer.

Q comfortable in the top job,
0'Connor has & stated ambition to make
Version 1 a “billion-euro company” by
2025, To get there he plans more acquisi-
tions in the UK, where Version 1 has done
several deals, as well as expansion into
northern Europe and a possible IPO.

“The scale of the opportunity in the
UK Is massive,” says 0'Connor. “If we had
the same market there as we have
in Ireland, we would be five to 10 tmes.
the size we are niow.”

anm 3
festival, O'Connor went to the
Jocal national school and then to St Fin-

e
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wup!enqolsoclnllslng. It was a great
H= did duee yun at Andersen, then

j jained bous tancy Prospectus
in Dublin In 1996 He sﬂyed for more
three years, ts in
financial services and hﬁldmxe and the
public sector.
In 2000, at the height of dotcom
‘mania, 0'Connor joined Digital Channel
Partners (DCP), a Dublin internet
company that was founded the previous
year. It had grown rapldly to 200 people
and won business with blue chips and

agencies.

and we stood up to it,” he says. Yet sitting.
down to list the core values was the
“seminal moment” for Version 1.
0'Connor describes them as the main
pu{nln(dﬂrerenoebmemvhemmpmy

mpetitors.

which has

andiscompetitors. o wem. we 11 afan of Meath

often don't have their scale. The differ-
ence comes back to our values,” he says.

“Anybody can grow a services business
quickly on the back of employees or
customers. Those

The values permeate everything from

says 0'Con-

O'Connor

nor. A

company, which claimed to be valued at
€127m and was plotting a stock market
listing. Then it all went south.

DCP collapsed into liquidation in
2002, owing €2.7m to creditors. Near
the end, the staff were paid out of plastic
bags, says O'Connor.

“There was some madness ata corpo-
rate Jevel, but DCP had some really great
people. Some of them joined Version &

His mother s a retired special needs
teacher and his father, a mechanic who
owned Moynalty’s filling station, passed
away when O'Connor was 12.

*“1 was helping out from when I was in

mary school. 1 get flashbacks when-
ever | smell petrol or oil.” he says,

At 16, he completad his Leaving Cert
and went to University College Dublin to
study commerce. “[ have been too
young;" he muses. 0'Connor also did a
‘master’s in business at the universitys

says.

0'Connor had left DCP in 2001, after
‘meeting Version | when DCP was
apartner on a ‘When he went in
tobuild Version I's cansultancy business,
the five-year-old c had about 30
staff over a coffee shop in ‘kmple Bar.

“The lads here would say they misse
the dotcom boom and bust. They just had
thelr heads down, working.”

Version 1's then chairman suggested
0'Connor should move to sales. “I didn't
veally know what 1 was dofng. We didn't

a.

1ot proceed. New hires are expected to
know the values, while 0'Cormor and

“performance conversations” a year and
must give examples of using the values.
Version 1alsc avolds getting clunky by

THE LIFE OF
TOM O'CONNOR

STATISTICS
Age: 45— *younger
than | look but older
than | feel”
Home: Batterstown,
CoMeath
Family: Married to

i id

and Aston Villa,
soldon’thave
much successin
my life. Version 1
isitforme

WORKING DAY

Ileave home &t 7am and drop
my daughter at school in
Dublin city centrs. I'm in tha
office by
aquarter of my tima on
uequlﬂlbn related work, a
quarteronstef matters, &

organising itself into smaller units. The
approach allows the company to stay
flexible as it grows, says 0'Connor.

have 40 senior managers, so

had aboss, though clearly 1 had.”

“The company grew through the reces-
sion by market share from
competitors, he says. It also got deeper
Into key partmerships wit rh Microsoft,
Oracle and Amazon Web Services.

“Some competitors got lazy and
thought the sky was falling in. We saw itas
an opportunity - and we would say the
same about Brexit. A lot of it comes

to the menullty of leadership in

an organisation.”

Version 1 had about 500 staff and reve-
nues of more than €50m when it looked
atthe UK In 2013, Its first acquisition was
almost by accident, says O'Cannor.
“Someone sent a teaser document [for a
sale]. We bid and we won.”

The company bought the UK business
of IT services firm Tieto in November

P

The deal with the London-based Volpt,
run by Irishman Crevan OGrady,
emerged vver time and without a formal
fundraising. ess. After deliberating,
0'Connor dedd!d he could not ignore.
the prospectofthetop b, Herefers ack
1o th one of my core
valus, 00. I'm competitive by nature.
Iwouldn't be setting a very good example
1f1 passed up this opportunity”

BDO Development Capital exited two
years earlier than éxpected, with a 250%
Teturn on its investment. The chunky
€200m valuation was “for others to
decide”, says 0'Connor.

“Look at organic growth, look at a
track record acquiring companies, an
empowered workforce, customer suc-
cess - that Is what drives valuation.”

O'Connor, the founders and 40
‘managers are, shareholders. Company
filings suggest he ownecd 20% of Version 1
blfDrE the Volpi deal

past year ;
panple uomxrehndan the mllnﬂm
UK - bringing the workforce to 1,030. It
will have 1,300 staff by 2020, though

2013, followed by the purch: f Rocela
(‘.mup. based in Edinburgh and near
Manche

"For our peeple to progress, we had
you are waiting for
p:up]em leave or die," says O Cotmm
In July 2014, the company ralsed
first external h.mrling of €8m from v.he
BDO Development Capital Fund in
Dublin. The fund got a 10% stake and
Version 1 “professionalised” its board
and structures, says 0'Connor, who was

“We always have a pipeline [of deals).
Acquisitions nvolve kissing a lot of
frogs,” says 0"Connor.
Being known as an acquirer brings its
own issues. Version I's acquisitior man-
Kevin Ryan was recently contacted
by a UK hardware business, says 0'Con-
nor. “We don’t do hardware, we're a
services and S
said to look again. It was an actual hard-
ware shop, in Southampton.”

graduate business school, and was really have a dedicated sales team and I ication: querter O'Connor’s ambitions are certainly
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tocompany news, andnot | somewhat puzzied. | deal with Origin in 2004, v $50a. been a shiftin thinking,
Own un el' Just ours”. In fairness, the share price | the Australian company ! Energy giant Total s pressing waek that China w:sleoldng When Falcon floated on
He was talking last Tuesday | had enjoyedadecentrunas | essentially: plcldn;upﬂne tab | ahead AIM, O'Quigley made little
morning via Skype to h fora proj S hent would
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| YouTube channel, justhours | start of the year, Falcon's of | model...is mnym sell,”
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market isn't gushing, says Brian Carey

prior
indicated a contingent
Teserve of up to 6 trillion
cubic feet of gas. The drilled
acreage represents just one-
eighth of the total field. In
short, as 0'Quigley pointed
out to Stocktube, this could
be “enormous”.

‘The market reaction to the
news from Australia was

| strike it big. It sold out o
Thailand's PTT for £1.2bn
| (@.4bn) in2012. Cave Energy

itlisted on AIM a year later.
‘The company has
exploration licences in South
Africa and Hungary, yet
Beetaloo basin has always

not
complete until the end of

company, discounting for

$9m onits balance sheet.

2020. Falcon will be charged | both political and geological
for ifthecost | risksin to

| d: of AS10tm Last week he said
(€63m), which s uniikely. lhel.tﬂingofthe fracking ban
The company has cash of ted 2 target valuation of

| 70pa sham, ormore than

treble
conﬁ'lmed then 0' Qulglzy Whm.bu the market
value or not
basin | wvmhermsenpamnsauss | remalns to be seen.
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