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Presenter 

Mr. Forker joined Polen Capital Management in 2018. 
He is the lead portfolio manager of the International 
Small Company Growth strategy. Prior to joining Polen 
Capital, he worked for ten years at Loomis, Sayles & 
Company with six of those years dedicated to the 
Global Opportunities Fund as a senior equity analyst 
and four years as an equity analyst in central research. 
Before business school, Mr. Forker worked at Bear 
Stearns and Lehman Brothers on the institutional 
trading desks. He received his B.A. and M.B.A. from 
the University of Virginia. Mr. Forker is a member of the 
Boston Economic Club.

Rob Forker - Portfolio Manager & Analyst
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Mission Statement

Our Mission:

Preserve and grow client assets 
to protect their present 
and enable their future.
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1. Real organic revenue growth 

2. Stable to increasing profit margins

3. High and / or expanding returns (ROE & ROIC)

4. Abundant free cash flow to reinvest in the business

5. Strong balance sheets with little debt and preferably a net cash position 

Our Guardrails Drive Our Process
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Applying our guardrails narrows the investable universe to ~200 companies

Investment Process

• Organic idea generation
• Front-end screens for quality and growth
• Develop bottom-up themes

1. New Idea Generation

2. Initial Financial Analysis 
• Test sustainability of strong financials
• Determine if growth is secular
• Look for expanding or robust operating margins

3. Deep Dive Research
• Assess industry dynamics and growth
• Appraise durability of growth
• Determine earnings power
• Valuation work based on cash flow and earnings
• Examine management based on track record

4. Portfolio Construction & Management 
• Construct portfolio of quality growth businesses  
• Continue to monitor objectively

~4,300 
Stock Universe

~200
Candidates

~60
Coverage 
Universe ~30 

International
Small Company
Growth
Portfolio Holdings
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Our Definition of a Great Investment

• Competitively advantaged
• Attractive industry characteristics
• Large target market
• Leadership position with growing market share

• Evidence of skill in how business is run
• Strong customer demand
• Customer satisfaction
• Consistent results

• Pricing power and operating leverage
• Strong and growing margins
• High ROIC and/or CFROI
• Incremental margins > Current margins
• Not reliant on external financing

• Strategic vision and innovative thinking
• Process orientation
• Proper incentives
• Reinvestment acumen
• Conservative balance sheet management

• Well thought-out roadmap
• High incremental ROIC
• History of high-returning capital projects and 

continued research and development
• Focus on long-term FCF optimization 

through value-creating acquisitions and 
divestitures, and intelligent share 
repurchases 

Uniquely Positioned Product or Service

Repeatable Sales ProcessValue Creating Reinvestment

Effective Management Robust Earnings & Cash Flow 

Redeployment of 
FCF into Value 

Creating 
Investments

Uniquely Positioned 
Product or Service

Repeatable Sales 
Process

Effective 
Management 

Robust Earnings & 
Cash Flow 

Uniquely 
Positioned 
Product or 

Service

Value Creating 
Reinvestment

Repeatable 
Sales Process

Effective 
Management 

Robust 
Earnings & 
Cash Flow 
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• As illustrated by our guardrails and our flywheel, wide moat investing is what 
we do at Polen Capital.

Wide Moat Investing 
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• Kakaku.com is an ecommerce company that owns and operates websites including 
Kakaku.com and Tabelog. 

• The company was founded in 1997 and is headquartered and listed in Japan.

• The company has evolved over the last two decades and now has three primary 
assets:

• Kakaku.com website
• Tabelog
• New Media / Finance

Kakaku.com Introduction
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Introduction – 3 Businesses in One

Source: Kakaku.com
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service

Kakaku.com user traffic data Tabelog user traffic data
User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019) User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019)

Total page views: 640.43m Total page views: 2,082.12m

Monthly unique users: 56.15m Monthly unique users: 119.17m

PC: 19.26m, Smartphone: 36.87m PC: 19.26m, Smartphone: 101.51m 

New Media and Solutions 

Shopping support site for Southeast Asia
id.priceprice.com   

Lifestyle media
kinarino.jp/

User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019) User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019)

Total page views: 53.46m Total page views: 64.78m

Monthly unique users: 15.31m Monthly unique users: 10.31m

Source: Kakaku.com
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service

• Kakaku.com and Tabelog are separate businesses, each of which has its own distinct 
competitive advantages.

• Company continually reinvests into new assets, many of which share similar qualities 
(e.g. capital-lite, network effects, etc.) with Kakaku.com and Tabelog.
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Kakaku.com Introduction 

Kakaku.com (~40% of company revenues today) is a consumer website that allows 
consumers to compare prices and gain information for a given item sold from a variety of 
retailers.

• Consumers go on the site to find the best priced items and are directed to retailers 
such as Yahoo Japan, Rakuten and Amazon.

• The revenue model is driven by a commission / take-rate, advertising, and service 
fees related to the performance of leads generated.

• #1 player in the market with dominant market share.
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Kakaku.com 
Website snapshot
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Kakaku.com Drivers 

• Shift from offline to online.

• Advertising dollars to online.

• Consumer discovery / destination shopping
• Business Flywheels: 

• More users attract more advertisers and more data providers (e.g. Yahoo 
Japan, Rakuten, etc.), which increases consumer experience and better 
connects customers to what they are looking for, which thereby increases user 
engagement and attracts more users. 
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Tabelog Introduction 

• Launched in 2005, based on the concept of “helping make the best restaurant 
choice.” Tabelog provides restaurants rankings based on user reviews and ratings.

• Users go to the site to choose a restaurant to dine via a ranking system based on 
user score.

• Users post information on restaurants.

• The revenue model is driven by fixed fees from the restaurants and transaction fees 
for online reservations, upsell related to ranking search, and advertising.

• #2 player in the market.
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Tabelog
Website snapshot
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Tabelog Drivers 

• Shift from offline to online.

• Growth opportunities from existing customers (i.e. additional services and growth in 
ARPU).

• Increased penetration / add restaurants not currently using Tabelog services.

• Strong network effect.

• As of May 2019, Tabelog had 900,000 registered restaurants, 31M posted 
reviews, monthly users ~119M resulting in ~2B monthly page views.
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Tabelog

• # of restaurants

• # of paying restaurants

• New plan versus old plan
• New plan allows users to get points and ranks listings

• International expansion over time with Tabelog 

Total Addressable Market

Source: Kakaku.com

Page 17



Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Tabelog

• New plan versus old plan
Total Addressable Market

Source: Kakaku.com
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Uniquely Positioned Product or Service: Tabelog

• ARPU
Total Addressable Market

Source: Kakaku.com
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Repeatable Sales Process

Company has continually grown total users across its websites and grown market share. 

Kakaku.com and Tabelog have “toll road” characteristics that attract consumers, 
restaurants, online merchants, and advertisers. 
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Robust Earnings and Cash Flow

• The best types of businesses:
• Generate high levels of cash flow.
• Have numerous opportunities to grow.
• Are capital-lite.

• This combination allows the business to grow without significant reinvestment 
needed. 

• Results in high internal rates of return (ROE, ROIC, CFROI)
• Presents management with unique challenge. What to do with cash? 

• Ability to self fund both organic and inorganic growth.
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Effective Management 

• Long-tenured, successful management 
team.

• History of maintaining a very 
conservative balance sheet.

• Positive track record of value creating 
capital allocation decisions. 

• Willingness to continually reinvest in 
both organic and inorganic growth.

• Financial flexibility to reward 
shareholders through dividends and 
share buybacks, while continuing to 
reinvest.
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Value Creating Reinvestment: New Media

• Identify an unsatisfied need

• Buy and build properties

• Company launches 1 – 2 websites 
each year

• Proven process which fosters new sites
• Gain support
• Aggregate users
• Monetize users 

Source: Kakaku.com
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Value Creating Reinvestment: New Media

• Built Tabelog

• Bought LCL (bus service)

• Willingness to close non-
performing sites

• Not afraid of trial and error

New Media and Solutions 

Shopping support site for Southeast Asia
id.priceprice.com   

Lifestyle media
kinarino.jp/

User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019) User Traffic Data (Data as of Mar. 2019)

Total page views: 53.46m Total page views: 64.78m

Monthly unique users: 15.31m Monthly unique users: 10.31m

Source: Kakaku.com

Source: Kakaku.com
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Value Creating Reinvestment: New Media

• Kyujin Box is the most notable
• 3mm users versus 20mm 

at Indeed
• Japanese born site that 

caters to localized 
services

Source: Kakaku.com
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Value Creating Reinvestment

Management Inbox Targeting 40% ROE

Approach to profit growth
Realize stable profit growth through business expansion and optimal resource allocation.

Approach to allocation of management resources
Growth investment 
• Invest in human resources in process of expanding existing businesses and creating new ones.
• Invest in researching, developing and commercially deploying leading-edge technologies. 
• Engage in M&A and make minority investments to expand business portfolio and expedite growth.

Shareholder return  
• Aim to limit working capital requirements to equivalent of six months of cash flow and return any 

surplus cash to shareholders.  
• Return capital to shareholders by paying dividends twice annually on an ongoing basis and buying 

back shares as necessary.  

Source: Kakaku.com
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KDDI owns ~17% of Kakaku.com

• AU Pay
• Introduce payment with restaurants

KDDI Strategic Partnership

NEWS RELEASE 
February 12, 2019  
Kakaku.com, Inc. & KDDI Corporation 

KDDI has been strengthening its payment business leveraging the business base of “au Kantan Kessai” (Easy Payment) 
and "au WALLET". KDDI will launch au PAY, a new smartphone payment service using barcodes and QR codes, in April 
2019. The au WALLET app will be able to start using au PAY by following some simple steps and can use their au 
WALLET balance and WALLET points to make payments at stores.  

The companies intend to link au PAY and Tabelog, to jointly work towards acquiring au PAY affiliated restaurants and 
attracting customers to these restaurants. Restaurants where au PAY can be used will be introduced to Tabelog users, 
and customers will also be rewarded with points for using au PAY at restaurants listed in Tabelog.   

Further, from February 2019 onwards, the companies will jointly build a data platform for carrying out big data analysis 
(hereinafter “joint analysis platform”). The joint analysis platform, will be utilized to manage in an integrated manner the 
gender, age and other attribute data owned by KDDI and the consumption pattern data, etc. owned by Kakaku.com. 
Supership Inc., a KDDI Group company, will utilize AI technology etc. to carry out advanced big data analysis*. Based on 
this data analysis, the companies intend to offer optimal proposals to customers based on consideration of their 
particular needs, while also providing support to stores affiliated with the “Kakaku.com” and Tabelog websites to help 
them attract customers. 
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KDDI owns ~17% of Kakaku.com

• KDDI has a corporate sales force that can push Tabelog further

• Cross traffic from KDDI’s shopping site

• Ability to monetize data

KDDI Strategic Partnership
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1. Revenue growth over the last five years has grown at a ~11% sales CAGR

2. Operating margins are ~45%

3. High returns – ROE is ~40% 

4. Cash flow is abundant
The company has produced strong cash flow for the past decade via strong 
revenue, high margins, low working capital requirements and relatively low CAPEX. 
Most importantly - the company has re-invested these cash flows into R&D, 
thoughtful acquisitions, dividends and buybacks.  

5. Balance sheet – net debt to EBITDA is -1x

Take Kakaku.com back to our 5 Guardrails 
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• Kakaku.com is growing 2-5%

• Tabelog is growing ~20%

• New Media can grow 
40 - 50% 

Company in Transition (For the Better!)

Source: Kakaku.com
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Investment Thesis

• Kakaku.com has dominant market share within the price comparison segment and has shown a history 
of evolving as consumer preferences change. 

• Tabelog is growing 20% plus per annum and enables consumers to research restaurant options and 
book a reservation. 

• New Media is a collection of sites that allow consumers to price compare in a variety of life's activities.

• KDDI recently became a meaningful owner of Kakaku.com - this relationship has a lot of optionality. 
Kakaku.com and KDDI could partner on the payments side, referrals from KDDI's shopping site, and 
more data to monetize. 

• Capital allocation – company has reduced the share count ~9% since 2012 and has consistently paid 
a compelling dividend with a payout ratio of ~40%.
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Investment Thesis

We love investments where there are multiple ways to win

• Kakaku.com is a high-quality asset with high returns. These cash flows fund 
Kakaku.com’s initiatives to strengthen Kakaku.com, but as importantly fund Tabelog 
and newer assets.

• Tabelog is a compelling asset with a long runway for growth with high returns.

• The newer sites look really interesting and you are betting that 1 – 3 names in this 
basket can deliver strong returns over time.

• And KDDI gives you optionality to favorable outcomes.
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Wide Moat Companies

• Overall, high quality names like Kakaku.com often pleasantly surprise you with 
outcomes that are better than you originally envisioned.

• Said differently, typically wide moat companies have longer and stronger 
fundamentals.

• Power of capital-lite, high cash generative business model run by management team 
of talented capital allocators. 

“The best businesses by far for owners continue to be those 
that have high returns on capital and that require little 

incremental investment to grow.” 
Warren Buffett
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Risks

• Kakaku.com needs to continue to evolve to stay relevant to consumers.

• Tabelog competes with two credible competitors where a response could be unfavorable.

• New Media assets could distract management.

• Amazon threat
• Oligopoly between Amazon, Rakuten, and Yahoo Japan. 
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Valuation is the ‘last part’ of our process, not to be misconstrued as the ‘least 
important part’ of our process 

• At Polen Capital, we are business analysts first.

• Our screen has no valuation metrics, we do not discuss valuation in our initial work 
nor during a shallow dive.

• Valuation is only discussed as part of the deep dive near the end of the process.

• You can’t determine a reasonable valuation for a company until you fully understand 
the business. 

• Looking at valuation too early can create biases and shortcuts that lead to mistakes.

Valuation
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“It’s far better to buy a wonderful company at a fair price than a 
fair company at a wonderful price.” 

Warren Buffett

How we think about Valuation comes back to how we think about the drivers of long-
term investment returns:

We think of ourselves as business owners versus stock investors/traders and believe it 
is the underlying businesses that ultimately create value over the long-term. We 
consider the long-term earnings per share growth and free cash flow per share growth to 
be the primary drivers of long-term stock price performance and try to own businesses 
that we believe can generate consistent above average EPS and FCF/share growth over 
a long period of time. 

Valuation
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This Circles Back to Our Guardrails

Identify well-run businesses with sustainable competitive advantages, high returns on 
equity, above average earnings and free cash flow per share growth, that can self-fund 
and grow their businesses with little to no financial leverage. 
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Disclosure

The information provided in this presentation should not be construed as a 
recommendation to purchase or sell any particular security. It should not be 
assumed that any of the securities transactions or holdings discussed were or will 
prove to be profitable or will equal the investment performance of the securities 
discussed herein. For a complete list of Polen’s past specific recommendations 
holdings report and current holdings as of the current quarter end, please contact 
info@polencapital.com.
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Offices 
Boca Raton, FL (HQ) Boston, MA 

1825 NW Corporate Blvd., Suite 300
Boca Raton, FL 33431-6394

500 Boylston St., Suite 1120
Boston, MA 02116

+1-561-241-2425 (Office)

+1-561-246-3011 (Fax)

info@polencapital.com (Email)
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