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WHY THIS 
MATTERS
Most people researching 
Independent Sponsorship find plenty 
on why the model works. Almost 
nothing on how to actually start.



First-time sponsors need the actual sequence of 
decisions, not the pitch. On August 5, ISN hosted a 
webinar moderated by Founder Sam Tidswell-
Norrish with Global Emerging Manager Institute 
Founder Ed Stubbings, built around exactly that 
premise: how to structure a first deal and get the 
legal setup right, how to position credibly without a 
fund track record, how to build capital provider and 
LP relationships from scratch, and what it takes to 
move from one deal to a repeatable platform.



The Global Emerging Manager Institute is the 
content, community, and capital platform Ed 
Stubbings built to support the creation and growth 
of emerging managers and Independent Sponsors. 
Ed was previously a founding team member of 
Beartooth Advisors, a placement platform and 
merchant bank acquired by Houlihan Lokey, and 
before that spent his career at UBS. He is also 
Founder of Ternion Alternatives, a GP stake investor 
and advisor that seeds, launches, and 
institutionalizes private markets firms.



The urgency shows up in the market data. The pool 
of active Independent Sponsors in North America 
has roughly doubled in five years, and most of that 
growth is investment professionals leaving 
established managers to go out on their own.

1,500+
ACTIVE INDEPENDENT SPONSORS 

IN THE U.S.


Nearly twice the figure recorded five years ago

Source: H.I.G. Capital / WhiteHorse Capital, April 2026

+23.8%
MEDIAN EQUITY IRR, NET OF 

SPONSOR ECONOMICS


Roughly 29% higher on a relative basis than the 

18.5% median for matched traditional buyout 
transactions


Source: Institute for Private Capital, 

UNC Kenan-Flagler Business School, June 2026



DECIDE BEFORE 
YOU BUILD 
ANYTHING ELSE
The first step is not finding a deal. Stubbings was 
direct on this point: the first real decision is 
committing to the journey itself, because the best 
time to discover Independent Sponsorship is not 
for you is before you have made the decision and 
before you have told anyone. It is a long road to 
unwind once you are on it.



One of the worst reasons to start is frustration 
after a deal gets turned down at IC. That pattern, 
in Stubbings' experience, accounts for the 
majority of inbound interest he sees, and it rarely 
holds up. The better test is whether the IC will 
never see the opportunity the way you do, versus 
one person saying no on one occasion.



Once the decision is made, building the team is 
not a solo effort, but it also does not need to be 
built all at once. Internally, most Independent 
Sponsors run lean, with a small core team and 
often no dedicated ops hire in the early days. 
Externally, the priority is knowing early who you 
will call for legal, capital raising, insurance, and 
IT, even before you sign retainers.

POSITIONING 
WITHOUT A 
TRACK RECORD 
COMES DOWN 
TO TWO 
THINGS
Specialization and positioning as a specialist. 
Specialization is firm identity: a clear, specific 
point of view on the part of the market you are 
trying to change, not a broad thesis. Being a 
specialist means proving the team is the right 
group to unlock that specific opportunity, through 
direct sector experience that maps to the thesis.

 

Stubbings' framing was vision, principles, and 
strategy: the big picture of the world you are 
trying to change, the practical model for how you 
do it, and then the pipeline itself, which is where 
LPs actually engage. Deals closed using 
personal balance sheet capital do count as track 
record, provided there is a real link between 
those deals and the strategy being pursued 
going forward, and provided the outcomes tell a 
disciplined, coherent story.



THE MENU 
APPROACH IS THE 
MOST COMMON 
CAPITAL-RAISING 
MISTAKE
Independent Sponsors often show LPs three or 
four early-stage opportunities and ask which 
one lands, hoping for a signal. Stubbings called 
this out as the single biggest misstep in capital 
sourcing. It reads as a lack of conviction, and it 
burns LP goodwill and diligence time on 
opportunities that are not close to exclusivity.



The alternative is being selective about timing: it 
is fine to warm up relationships and make 
introductions early, but LPs allocate real time 
once there is a specific opportunity, a timeline, 
and a signal that a process is genuinely starting, 
such as entering exclusivity or beginning formal 
due diligence. On placement agents, the 
decision depends on deal size and existing 
relationships. Specialist groups such as Aviara 
have built strong recent track records in the 
Independent Sponsor space, and unlike fund 
placement, debt providers in this landscape will 
often provide equity too. Success-weighted 
engagement terms tend to align incentives 
better than flat retainers.

SERVICE 
PROVIDERS AND 
DEAL FEES 
DESERVE THE 
SAME DISCIPLINE 
AS THE DEAL 
ITSELF
The biggest mistake in selecting service providers 
is defaulting to relationships from a prior firm 
rather than choosing specialists in the 
Independent Sponsor space. Firms such as 
McGuireWoods and Lippes Mathias on the legal 
side, and CohnReznick and Citrin Cooperman on 
the accounting side, come up repeatedly because 
they already understand the structure, rather than 
charging to learn it.

On deal fees, transparency defends the number 
better than a market-rate default. A fee justified by 
a specific, real cost, such as commissioning 
environmental due diligence on a known risk, 
holds up to LP scrutiny in a way that a flat 2 to 3 
percent does not. Broken deal costs are harder: 
without an established track record, sharing 
those costs with LPs is difficult to negotiate on a 
first deal, and is usually easier to structure once 
there are two or three closed deals to point to.



THE INDUSTRY IS 
PROFESSIONALIZING FAST
The data Stubbings and Tidswell-Norrish opened with sets the stakes: deal volume by 
number of transactions is already higher than traditional private equity, and roughly two-
thirds of active Independent Sponsors are now serial operators with three or more closed 
deals. This is not the Fundless Sponsor market of a decade ago. The majority of current 
entrants are still on their first deal, and LPs are increasingly discerning about which of 
those are real, credible platforms versus early enthusiasm. Getting deal structure, 
positioning, and LP relationships right from the start compounds, and the gap between 
disciplined and undisciplined entrants widens with every deal cycle.

What Actually 
Matters Now

01 02 03
Decide with real 
conviction before 
resigning, then build a 
lean internal team plus 
a bench of external 
specialists you can 
call on early, before 
you need retainers

Position around 
specialization and 
specialist credibility, 
not a fund track 
record. Deals closed 
with personal capital 
count, if the story and 
the link to your 
strategy are clear.

Do not shop a menu 
of early-stage deals to 
LPs. Warm up 
relationships early, but 
earn real engagement 
once a specific 
opportunity is in 
exclusivity or formal 
diligence.

04
Choose specialist 
service providers over 
convenient prior 
relationships, and 
defend deal fees with 
specific, real costs 
rather than a flat 
market-rate number.

 

This Insight is co-authored by Independent Sponsor News (ISN) and the Global 
Emerging Manager Institute, drawn from the August 5, 2026 ISN webinar "Getting 
Started as an Independent Sponsor: A Practical Guide," hosted by ISN Founder Sam 
Tidswell-Norrish with Global Emerging Manager Institute Founder Ed Stubbings.



DISCLAIMER

This presentation does not constitute an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to purchase any security. Recipients of this presentation agree that none of 
Independent Sponsor News (“ISN”) or its affiliates or its or their respective partners, members, employees, officers, directors, agents, or representatives shall have 
any liability for any misstatement or omission of fact or any opinion expressed herein. Each recipient further agrees that it will (i) not copy, reproduce, or distribute 
this presentation, in whole or in part, to any person or party including any employee of the recipient other than an employee directly involved in evaluating an 
investment in any funds (the “Fund or Funds”) without the prior written consent of ISN; and (ii) keep permanently confidential all information contained herein that is 
not already public. The information contained herein is preliminary, is provided for discussion purposes only, is only a summary of key information, is not complete, 
and does not contain certain material information about the Fund, including important conflicts disclosures and risk factors associated with an investment in the 
Fund, and is subject to change without notice. Any offer, sale or solicitation of interests with respect to the Fund will be made only pursuant to the Fund’s confidential 
private placement memorandum (the “Memorandum”), limited partnership agreement, and subscription agreement, and will be subject to the terms and conditions 
contained in such documents in accordance with applicable securities laws. This presentation is qualified in its entirety by reference to the Fund’s Memorandum, 
including without limitation all of the cautionary statements and risk factors set forth therein, the limited partnership agreement and the subscription agreement 
related thereto, copies of all of which will be made available in the future to qualified investors upon request and should be read carefully prior to any investment in 
the Fund. The information in this presentation is not presented with a view to providing investment advice with respect to any security, or making any claim as to the 
past, current or future performance thereof, and ISN expressly disclaims the use of this presentation for such purposes. Each recipient should consult its own 
advisers as to legal, business, tax and other related matters concerning an investment in the Fund. Past performance is not necessarily indicative, or a guarantee, of 
future results. Information about the Fund and prior investments made by ISN is provided solely to illustrate ISN’ investment experience, and processes and 
strategies. Such information is not intended to be indicative of the Fund’s future results. There can be no assurance that the Fund will achieve comparable results as 
those presented or that the Fund will be able to implement its investment strategy or achieve its investment objective. Investors in the Fund may lose part or all of 
their invested capital. Statements contained in this presentation are based on current expectations, estimates, projections, opinions and beliefs of ISN as of the date 
hereof. Such statements involve known and unknown risks and uncertainties, and undue reliance should not be placed thereon. Neither ISN nor any of its affiliates 
makes any representation or warranty, express or implied, as to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained herein and nothing contained herein 
should be relied upon as a promise or representation as to past or future performance of the Fund or any other entity. Unless otherwise noted, the information 
contained herein is unaudited and may be preliminary and subject to change, and ISN and its members, partners, stockholders, managers, directors, officers, 
employees and agents do not have any obligation to update any of such information. Certain figures in this presentation have been rounded. In addition, certain 
information contained herein has been obtained from published and non-published sources and / or prepared by third-parties, and in certain cases has not been 
updated through the date hereof. While such information is believed to be reliable for the purposes of this presentation, ISN assumes no responsibility for the 
accuracy or completeness of such information and such information has not been independently verified by it. Certain information contained herein constitutes 
“forward-looking statements,” which can be identified by the use of terms such as “may,” “will,” “should,” “could,” “would,” “predicts,” “potential,” “continue,” 
“expects,” “anticipates,” “projects,” “future,” “targets,” “intends,” “plans,” “believes,” “estimates” (or the negatives thereof) or other variations thereon or comparable 
terminology. Forward looking statements are subject to a number of risks and uncertainties, some of which are beyond the control of ISN, including among other 
things, the risks listed in the Memorandum. Actual results, performance, prospects or opportunities could differ materially from those expressed in or implied by the 
forward-looking statements. Additional risks of which ISN is not currently aware also could cause actual results to differ. In light of these risks, uncertainties and 
assumptions, prospective investors should not place undue reliance on any forward-looking statements. The forward-looking events discussed in this presentation 
may not occur. ISN undertakes no obligation to update or revise any forward-looking statements, whether as a result of new information, future events or otherwise.




