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Overview
US private equity and venture capital earned solid returns during fi rst 
quarter 2015, outpacing the S&P 500 but trailing the Russell 2000® 
small-cap index, as indicated by the Cambridge Associates LLC bench-
mark indexes of  the two alternative asset classes. Over the fi rst three 
months of  the year, venture capital outperformed private equity, and in 
the public markets, the small-cap and technology-heavy indexes bested 
large cap. In more recent periods, the private equity and venture capital 
indexes have had mixed results against public markets, but on a ten-, 
20-, and 25-year basis they have handily outperformed.

First quarter’s 2.6% return for the Cambridge Associates LLC US 
Private Equity Index® was an improvement over its 0.8% performance 
in the previous quarter, while the 3.8% return for the Cambridge 
Associates LLC US Venture Capital Index® was a 6.1 ppt drop from 
results in the prior quarter. The private equity benchmark has earned 
positive returns in 11 straight quarters, and the venture capital index has 
produced positive results in 14 straight. While public equities have had 
similar strings of  positive returns, the IPO market had its worst quarter 
since fi rst quarter 2013. 
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The Cambridge Associates LLC indexes are derived from performance 
data compiled for funds that represent the majority of  the institutional 
capital raised by private equity and venture capital partnerships. The 
Cambridge Associates LLC US Private Equity Index® includes funds 
raised between 1986 and 2014, and the Cambridge Associates LLC 
US Venture Capital Index® represents funds raised between 1981 and 
2015. Based on the performance data collected, private equity and 
venture capital returns versus indexes tracking large- and small-
capitalization public equities—the Nasdaq Composite, the Russell 
2000® Composite, and the S&P 500—are shown in Table 1.

First Quarter 2015 Highlights 
  As of  March 31, 2015, the private equity benchmark outperformed 

indexes tracking both small and large public companies in fi ve of  
the eight time horizons listed in Table 1. The index underperformed 
both small and large public companies in only one of  the other time 
periods, the three-year period. The venture index’s success against 
the Russell 2000® and the S&P 500 has been similar to the private 
equity index, in that it outperformed both small and large public 
companies in all but two of  the time periods listed in the table. The 
most glaring exception was the 15-year period, which encompasses 
both the technology crash in 2000 and the global fi nancial crisis later 
in the decade. The venture index’s performance against the tech-
heavy Nasdaq has been strong, outperforming it in all periods. 

  Public companies accounted for about 17.4% of  the private equity 
index, roughly equal to the percentage at the end of  2014. Public 
company representation in the venture capital index was about 
16.2%, down 1.5 ppts from the previous quarter. Non-US company 

Qtr 1 Yr 3 Yr 5 Yr 10 Yr 15 Yr 20 Yr 25 Yr

CA US Private Equity 2.6 10.7 14.5 15.4 13.0 10.2 13.4 13.6

CA US Venture Capital 3.8 20.2 17.8 16.8 10.8 3.2 35.8 22.7

Nasdaq Composite* 3.5 16.7 16.6 15.4 9.4 0.5 9.4 10.2

Russell 2000® 4.3 8.2 16.3 14.6 8.8 7.2 9.6 10.0

S&P 500 1.0 12.7 16.1 14.5 8.0 4.1 9.4 9.8

Table 1. US Private Equity and Venture Capital Index Returns
US$ Terms • Percent (%)

Sources: Cambridge Associates LLC, Frank Russell Company, Standard & Poor’s, and Thomson 
Reuters Datastream.
Note: Because the US Private Equity and Venture Capital indexes are capital weighted, the largest 
vintage years mainly drive the indexes’ performance.
* Capital change only.
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exposures in the private equity and venture capital indexes have 
dropped slightly, and at the end of  the fi rst quarter they stood 
at 17.4% and 10.3% for the private equity and venture indexes, 
respectively.

Private Equity Performance Insights
  Returns for vintage years 2002 through 2014 (which represented 

97% of  the index’s value) were positive for the quarter.

  Among the six vintage years that were “meaningfully sized” 
(representing at least 5% of  the index), returns ranged from 1.4% 
to 3.8%; the 2007 vintage was the best-performing, while funds 
formed in 2008 earned the lowest return of  the group (Table 2). 
Led by 2007, the top six vintage years by size together represented 
79% of  the index’s value. The 2009 vintage nearly qualifi ed as a key 
vintage year with 4.8% of  the benchmark’s value during the quarter. 

  Vintage year 2007 had write-ups in all but three sectors, and the 
largest increases were in health care, consumer, fi nancial services, 
and IT; media was the only sector with meaningful write-downs. For 
the 2008 vintage, write-ups in IT, consumer, and health care were 
partially offset by write-downs in energy and mining. 

  During the fi rst quarter, fund managers called $13.4 billion, a 34.2% 
decrease from the previous quarter. Limited partner (LP) distribu-
tions equaled $27.2 billion, a 40.0% drop quarter-over-quarter. The 
fi rst quarter marked the 13th consecutive (and 16th out of  the last 
18) quarter when distributions surpassed contributions.

  In terms of  contributions and distributions, the fi rst three months 
of  2015 were much less active than the same period in 2014. The 
decreases from the prior year’s fi rst quarter were almost $6 billion 
and more than $10 billion for contributions and distributions, 

Q1 2015 Returns (%) 3/31/15 Weight in Index (%)

2005 3.0 10.3

2006 2.3 16.7

2007 3.8 25.7

2008 1.4 10.4

2011 3.5 8.9

2012 2.4 7.0

Table 2. Private Equity Vintage Year Returns: Net Fund-Level Performance

Note: Vintage year fund-level returns are net of fees, expenses, and carried interest.
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respectively. Funds raised in 2007 and 2011–14 all called more than 
$1.8 billion, and these fi ve vintages combined to call $10.7 billion, 
or 80% of  total capital called. Vintage years 2004 and 2008 both 
distributed more than $2.2 billion during the quarter. The fi ve 
vintages distributed $23.1 billion, or 85%, of  the total. The largest 
vintage, 2007, alone distributed $8.9 billion during the quarter. 

  All but one of  the seven sectors representing at least 5% of  the 
private equity index earned positive returns during the quarter; 
energy’s -0.9% return was the exception (Table 3). Health care 
earned the highest return at 5.9%. Energy company valuations were 
written down in most vintage years, with the most signifi cant drops 
occurring in 2008 and 2012 funds. The biggest write-ups for energy 
were in the 2011 vintage. Write-ups in the 2007 vintage year were by 
far the largest contributor to the health care sector’s performance. 
The only other sector of  note in the benchmark with a negative 
return was media, representing 4.4% of  the index, which fell 2.4 
ppts for the quarter.

  Energy companies attracted the most capital during the quarter, 
27% of  the total, which is nearly 10% higher than what has been 
invested in the sector over the long term.

Q1 2015 Returns (%) 3/31/15 Weight in Index (%)

Consumer 5.2 19.7

Energy -0.9 16.7

Financial Services 4.1 9.4

Health Care 5.9 12.2

IT 4.5 10.2

Manufacturing 2.2 6.7

Software 3.3 7.2

Table 3. Private Equity Sector Returns: Gross Company-Level Performance

Note: Industry-specifi c gross company-level returns are before fees, expenses, and carried interest.
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Venture Capital Performance Insights
  Quarterly returns varied widely across the meaningfully sized 

vintages in the venture capital index (Table 4). The best return of  
the group (vintage year 2011) was 8.2%, while the worst (vintage 
year 2004) was 0.3%. All vintages earned positive returns over the 
quarter.

  For the best-performing vintage, 2011, health care and IT sector 
write-ups were the primary drivers of  performance and for the 
lowest performer, 2004, large gains in health care were almost 
entirely offset by write-downs in software.

  Performance varied among the four largest vintage years, 2006–08 
and 2010. Health care was the primary contributor to the 2006 and 
2008 vintage year funds’ returns; alongside health care, electronics 
also drove the 2007 vintage. The 2010 funds’ write-ups were domi-
nated by software and IT.

  Venture capital fund managers called $3.6 billion from investors 
during the fi rst quarter, a 9.5% decrease from the previous quarter. 
Distributions from venture funds were $6.6 billion, a sizeable 
number but a 20.6% decrease from fourth quarter, which was the 
highest quarter for distributions in our data since fourth quarter 
2000. Distributions outpaced contributions for the 13th quarter in 
a row. 

  Funds formed in 2008 and 2011–14 were responsible for 79% of  
the total capital called during the quarter; each of  these fi ve vintages 
called more than $267 million. Distributions from vintage years 

Q1 2015 Returns (%) 3/31/15 Weight in Index (%)

2000 1.3 5.6

2004 0.3 5.5

2005 0.4 8.7

2006 4.5 12.4

2007 2.4 12.1

2008 2.2 14.1

2010 4.5 11.3

2011 8.2 5.7

2012 7.8 8.1

Table 4. Venture Capital Vintage Year Returns: Net Fund-Level Performance

Note: Vintage year fund-level returns are net of fees, expenses, and carried interest.
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2000, 2004–08, and 2010 totaled $5.3 billion, representing 79% of  
the total from the quarter. Each of  these seven vintages distributed 
more than $500 million in the quarter.

  The three meaningfully sized sectors together represented over 
80% of  the value of  the index, and all three had positive returns in 
the fi rst quarter (Table 5). The best return was earned by the health 
care sector. For the second quarter in a row, the lowest return was 
posted by information technology companies. Write-ups for health 
care companies were mainly driven by the 2006 vintage year funds, 
which had more than $1.0 billion of  valuation increases in the 
sector. IT company valuation changes (either positive or negative) 
were modest across vintage years.

  In keeping with historical norms, IT, health care, and software 
companies attracted the lion’s share of  the dollars invested by 
venture capital managers in the index. At 85% of  capital invested, 
the amount is almost 9% higher than the long-term trend for the 
three sectors combined. ■

Q1 2015 Returns (%) 3/31/15 Weight in Index (%)

Health Care 9.2 27.0

IT 1.8 32.7

Software 4.1 21.6

Table 5. Venture Capital Sector Returns: Gross Company-Level Performance

Note: Industry-specifi c gross company-level returns are before fees, expenses, and carried interest.
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About the Indexes
Cambridge Associates derives its US private equity benchmark from the 
fi nancial information contained in its proprietary database of  private equity 
funds. As of  March 31, 2015, the database comprised 1,206 US buyouts, 
private equity energy, growth equity, and mezzanine funds formed from 1986 
to 2014, with a value of  nearly $564 billion. Ten years ago, as of  March, 31, 
2005, the index included 587 funds whose value was roughly $161 billion. 

Cambridge Associates derives its US venture capital benchmark from the 
fi nancial information contained in its proprietary database of  venture capital 
funds. As of  March 31, 2015, the database comprised 1,576 US venture 
capital funds formed from 1981 to 2015, with a value of  roughly $158 billion. 
Ten years ago, as of  March 31, 2005, the index included 1,053 funds whose 
value was about $52 billion.

The pooled returns represent the net end-to-end rates of  return calculated on 
the aggregate of  all cash fl ows and market values as reported to Cambridge 
Associates by the funds’ general partners in their quarterly and annual audited 
fi nancial reports. These returns are net of  management fees, expenses, and 
performance fees that take the form of  a carried interest.

Both the Cambridge Associates LLC US Venture Capital Index® and the 
Cambridge Associates LLC US Private Equity Index® are reported each 
week in Barron’s Market Laboratory section. In addition, complete historical 
data can be found on Standard & Poor’s Micropal products and on our 
website, www.cambridgeassociates.com.

Copyright © 2015 by Cambridge Associates LLC. All rights reserved.

This report may not be displayed, reproduced, distributed, transmitted, or used to create derivative works in any 
form, in whole or in portion, by any means, without written permission from Cambridge Associates LLC (“CA”). 
Copying of this publication is a violation of US and global copyright laws (e.g., 17 U.S.C. 101 et seq.). Violators of 
this copyright may be subject to liability for substantial monetary damages. The information and material published 
in this report is nontransferable. Therefore, recipients may not disclose any information or material derived from this 
report to third parties, or use information or material from this report, without prior written authorization. This report 
is provided for informational purposes only. The information presented is not intended to be investment advice. Any 
references to specifi c investments are for illustrative purposes only. The information herein does not constitute a 
personal recommendation or take into account the particular investment objectives, fi nancial situations, or needs 
of individual clients. This research is not an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to buy any security in any 
jurisdiction. Some of the data contained herein or on which the research is based is current public information that 
CA considers reliable, but CA does not represent it as accurate or complete, and it should not be relied on as such. 
Nothing contained in this report should be construed as the provision of tax or legal advice. Past performance is not 
indicative of future performance. Broad-based securities indexes are unmanaged and are not subject to fees and 
expenses typically associated with managed accounts or investment funds. Investments cannot be made directly 
in an index. Any information or opinions provided in this report are as of the date of the report, and CA is under no 
obligation to update the information or communicate that any updates have been made. Information contained herein 
may have been provided by third parties, including investment fi rms providing information on returns and assets 
under management, and may not have been independently verifi ed.

Cambridge Associates, LLC is a Massachusetts limited liability company with offi ces in Arlington, VA; Boston, MA; 
Dallas, TX; and Menlo Park, CA. Cambridge Associates Fiduciary Trust, LLC is a New Hampshire limited liability 
company chartered to serve as a non-depository trust company, and is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Cambridge 
Associates, LLC. Cambridge Associates Limited is registered as a limited company in England and Wales No. 
06135829 and is authorized and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority in the conduct of Investment Business. 
Cambridge Associates Limited, LLC is a Massachusetts limited liability company with a branch offi ce in Sydney, 
Australia (ARBN 109 366 654). Cambridge Associates Asia Pte Ltd is a Singapore corporation (Registration 
No. 200101063G). Cambridge Associates Investment Consultancy (Beijing) Ltd is a wholly owned subsidiary 
of Cambridge Associates, LLC and is registered with the Beijing Administration for Industry and Commerce 
(Registration No. 110000450174972).



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 6.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


