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Vista/Cvent: High Combined Market Share and Entry Barriers in Strategic  

Meeting Management Could Create Hurdle to Clearance; Increased DOJ  

Interest in Data Privacy May Drive Additional Scrutiny  
  

Deal Overview and Timing  

  

On April 17, Vista Equity Partners agreed to acquire Cvent, Inc. for $1.65 bn.  After an initial pull and re-file, DOJ 

issued a second request on June 30. Although one source close to the deal suggests that the investigation’s 

movement between several DOJ shops drove the early delays, another source admitted that the second request 

caught the parties by surprise.     

  

As one of the first event planning platforms on the market, Cvent continues to enjoy a large share of the market, 

thanks to a combination of first mover advantage as well as its deep pockets, which it uses to invest in prominent 

advertising.  In 2012 and 2013, Vista acquired several other event planning software solutions, which it brought 

together to form Lanyon Solutions.  Lanyon combines several well-known event planning software brands and also 

enjoys a large share of the overall market. Any deal to combined close competitors with a high combined share, of 

course, is likely to attract significant DOJ scrutiny.   

  

At the same time, however, DOJ may find that following the transaction, for any given product, there will still be 

sufficient competition to prevent Vista from exercising pricing leverage or otherwise harming customers.  That said, 

one small but growing market, strategic meeting management, in which Cvent and Lanyon have a near duopoly, 

may raise red flags for antitrust enforcers.   

  

For this article, we interviewed several industry consultants, corporate procurement officers, meeting planners, 

hoteliers, and competitors in order to better understand the competitive landscape.    

  

Initial Look at Antitrust Risk to Clearance  

  

Viewed as separate product markets, there are limited overlaps between parties’ event planning tools, and 

most overlap products face robust competition.  Thanks to the proposed merger, as Doubledutch CEO & 

CoFounder Lawrence Coburn mused in his blog, “in one fell swoop, each company’s primary competitor has been 

eliminated, clearing lots of white space for each.  This should eventually pay back their investors due to increased 

pricing leverage.”  However, within the event planning software industry, the number of discrete markets (or at 

least relevant product markets as an antitrust term of art) is debatable.    

  

On his website, Corbin Ball, a meetings technology analyst, provides one framework for thinking about markets.  

According to Ball’s framework, Cvent and Lanyon both compete in the provision of the following Software as a 

Service (SaaS) products: (1) attendee management/registration, (2) event and meetings logistics management, (3) 

site selection/sourcing, and (4) strategic meeting management (SMM).  With the exception of SMM, there are a 

healthy, if not extensive, number of competitors for each of these categories.    
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The parties face little competition in SMM; customers often view Cvent and Lanyon as only options.  Ball 

notes that there are “not really any companies out there today that have a significant product to challenge Cvent and 

Lanyon in SMM.”  Several SMM customers and the representative of another SaaS company concur.  Were SMM 

a properly defined relevant product market, Ball estimates the parties control 90 percent of it.  

  

Ball defines a SMM program as, “the strategic management of enterprise-wide meeting related processes, spend, 

volumes, standards and suppliers to achieve quantitative cost-savings, risk mitigation and superior service.”  An 

SMM product provides the tools that enable enterprise to centralize event planning and assess the efficacy and value 

of their meetings through reporting and analytics.  The nature of SMM products require a provider, at a minimum, 

to sell a full suite of event planning products from registration to site selection to engagement to budget management 

and reporting.  Many of these products may be sold à la carte, but the value of SMM is their integration.  The 

president of one SaaS company explained that the appropriate way to describe SMM is as a platform rather than a 

tool.    

  

Many enterprise clients appear to consider only Cvent and Lanyon for their SMM needs.  Marty Hoski, an enterprise 

sourcing and supplier management director for ETS, left Lanyon for Cvent after Lanyon, apparently without 

justification, raised his licensing fee fivefold.  At the time, Cvent appeared to provide the most similar (although at 

the time still far less powerful) SMM platform.   Hoski described Cvent’s leadership as passionate about improving 

its products and that Cvent’s engineers listened to his needs when developing customized tools.  He added that 

Lanyon’s price increases and apparent lack of customer interest drove a number of conversions – in addition to his 

– on which Cvent capitalized.    

  

Paul Wakelin, procurement consultant at blur Group, was responsible for deploying SMM software for his former 

employer, IBM.  In 2008, Starcite (now owned by Lanyon) was the only well-developed SMM product on the 

market.  At the expiration of its three-year contract with Starcite, Wakelin initiated an RFP process in order to assess 

competing products.  After determining that Lanyon’s (independent from Starcite) platform was too new and risky 

and that Cvent’s product similarly lacked the maturity of Starcite, Wakelin decided to renew the company’s 

threeyear contract with Starcite.  By 2013, Cvent’s product had really progressed, according to Wakelin.  Although 

he had intended to stay with Starcite, Wakelin was able to use Cvent’s product as leverage in negotiating a better 

deal with Starcite.  

  

High costs of switching suggest that current customers may not always be the best litmus test for the level of 

competition in the market.  One explanation as to why customers’ knowledge of the competitive landscape of the 

SSM market is so limited may relate to switching costs.  Most of our sources described significant costs of switching 

from one event planning software to another.  Julius Solaris, Founder and Editor of Event Manager Blog notes that 

the cost of switching is immense since it requires training staff who are not usually literate in event technology.     

  

Jim Spellos, a technology trainer and conference speaker adds, “a lot of companies don’t change just because of the 

time it takes to make such a huge decision, which has cost, service and financial implications.”  The director of 

event operations at one large trade association explained that, “on a scale of one to 10 – it’s probably an 11 to 

switch.”  He noted, however, that sustained increases in price and deterioration in the quality of customer service 

were likely to eventually drive meeting planners to Cvent and Lanyon’s competitors, at least for products for which 

there are competing products.     

  

Lack of competition in SMM may drive DOJ to scrutinize characteristics of few competitors and assess entry 

barriers.  SMM tools are relatively new so it is no surprise that not all users of event planning software have 

adopted SMM platforms. Fortune 1000 companies are most likely to benefit from SMM, which has the ability to 

centralize what is often otherwise a decentralized system of meeting management.  There are a limited number of 
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SaaS competitors offering SMM solutions, and according to Ball, major corporate customers are unlikely to 

consider the other options.  In fact, several SMM customers with whom we spoke struggled to identify any 

competing SMM tools and the only two SMM products customers consistently named were Cvent and Lanyon.    

  

Ball identified other SMM competitors to Cvent and Lanyon: Cendyn and Lenos, etouches and MeetingEvolution.  

Cendyn has a strong budget product, but its SMM product has otherwise limited functionality and we were unable 

to identify any Fortune 500 companies that use its platform.  Historically, SMM has not been one of etouches’ 

strengths, however, its acquisition of event management software rival Zentila last month puts etouches in a better 

position to provide a robust SMM platform to enterprise clients.  Still it is too early to tell how quickly the product 

will gain traction among Fortune 500 companies. MeetingEvolution, launched in 2008, may provide the features 

that some enterprise clients need, but its more limited functionality is less likely to appeal to large clients with 

complex meeting planning needs.  Of the competitors on Ball’s list, Lenos, founded in 1999, appears to be the most 

formidable competitor, with a significant number of large enterprise customers, several of which it managed to 

convert from Cvent.   

   

Despite boasting several prominent customers, Lenos has only a fraction of the market.  Lenos’ failure to penetrate 

the market may result from several issues, including its inability to build relationships with the main Travel 

Management Companies (TMCs), including American Express, Carlson Wagonlit, and HelmsBriscoe, among 

others.  Since the TMCs have long established partnerships with Cvent and Lanyon, they often encourage enterprise 

customers to license the merging parties’ platforms.  Representatives of SaaS companies with whom we spoke 

indicated that knowhow and the ability to hire a robust engineering team were the primary barriers to entry.  

However, if TMCs have such a cozy relationship with Cvent and Lanyon and are able to influence decisions of 

prospective enterprise customers, there may be additional barriers.  

  

Crafting a remedy to address concerns about the parties’ concentration in SMM likely to prove challenging.  

If DOJ concludes that SMM is indeed a separate market, that competition is limited, and that barriers to entry are 

sufficiently high such that the merger could adversely affect a unique set of enterprise customers, it is unclear if 

there is a means to remedy the deal’s competitive effects.  Although divestiture in software deals is not unusual and 

the antitrust agencies often view it as effective in preventing undesirable effects, divestitures typically require the 

sale of a discrete software product.  In the case of Cvent and Lanyon, an example of a discrete product would be 

registration or site selection products.  SMM, on the other hand, is a platform that makes use of the various products 

in the software company’s portfolio.  It is hard to imagine a divestiture solution that would address the SMM 

competitive effects without a complete selloff of one of the merging parties’ product portfolios, which would 

presumably defeat the purpose of the acquisition.    

  

Customer service and marketing across suite of products may set Cvent and Lanyon apart from competitors, 

but unlikely a barrier to entry. Solaris explains that Cvent and Lanyon’s sales and account management services 

may set them apart from their innovative but smaller competitors in areas such as attendee management and 

sourcing.  According to Solaris, “most companies don’t have the team to support clients on a one-to-one basis.”  

Several sources emphasized the importance of face-to-face interactions in the event planning business.    

  

One meeting technology consultant described the lack of human contact inherent in software solutions as the reason 

that the industry has be hesitant to adopt meeting planning technology. The result, Solaris explains, is that event 

planners are more likely to continue to use a SaaS provider with whom they have a good customer service 

relationship, “rather than going online and researching an alternative that costs one tenth of [the merging parties’ 

licenses].”  Solaris adds that the merging parties’ global salesforce is one of their biggest advantages over 

competition.   Joan Eisenstadt, a meeting planning consultant, agrees about the importance of personal relationships 
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in the industry, including 24/7 support.  Spellos adds, “what planners really look for is the company that can touch 

the customer and not scare them away from the meeting.”    

  

On the other hand, several sources indicate that Cvent’s service leaves a lot to be desired.  One former Cvent client 

and senior conference planner recently abandoned Cvent’s registration product and contracted with a newer more 

innovative event software company despite the new company’s lack of 24/7 customer assistance.  She described 

Cvent’s customer service representatives as unhelpful and explained that Cvent often directs customers first to an 

online help manual or an online submission form before allowing them to contact someone in customer service.  

Given this example, even if DOJ were to accept customer service as a product differentiator, it is unclear that 

competitors’ smaller customer support teams would represent a significant barrier to entry.  

  

Many of our sources distinguished Cvent and Lanyon from their competitors based on the merging parties’ large 

marketing budgets and prominence at trade shows.  For example, one meeting technology consultant questioned 

whether most people know that there are more than 40 online registration companies.  He also noted that both 

companies engage in significant native advertising (e.g., Cvent typically sends a speaker to industry conferences).  

Although Cvent and Lanyon’s household status is a result of their significant marketing spend, DOJ is unlikely to 

view the merging parties’ deep pockets as an additional barrier to entry.    

  

Larger competitors almost always enjoy better name recognition than their newer competitors, but that does not 

prevent a newer, more innovative or cost effective competitor from stealing market share.  This is particularly true 

for software industries where the rapid pace of innovation can quickly change the contours of a product market.  

For this reason, DOJ has been hesitant in the past to challenge software deals without any other compelling reasons.  

For example, in early 2012, after an extended review, DOJ decided not to challenge ACI Worldwide’s acquisition 

of the payment processing and financial services software company S1 despite the merging parties’ strong and 

overlapping positions in payment processing.    

  

Concerns about big data and privacy could add fuel to the fire if DOJ chooses to challenge the deal.  Bob 

Gilbert, President of the Hospitality Sales and Marketing Association International comments that “the aggregation 

of big data that Passkey, Cvent and Lanyon would have under one umbrella is massive.”  Gilbert is referring to 

individual transaction data, as well as RFP data.  Hotels already foot the bill for the use of Passkey, Lanyon’s 

product that facilitates group bookings.  There is industry concern that Vista could use its control of the data 

generated through both Cvent and Lanyon products to extract higher prices from hoteliers.   

  

The hotel industry has seen the damaging effects of consolidation.  Following Expedia’s 2015 acquisition of Orbitz, 

the online travel agency implemented a new program that enables hotel properties to move to the first page of 

Expedia’s listings for an additional 10 percent commission.  Hoteliers fear that consolidation of Cvent and Lanyon’s 

site selection tools could similarly lead to a pay-to-play result.    

  

Maurice Stucke, of counsel at the Konkurrenz Group and a law professor at the University of Tennessee, has been 

studying the role of privacy and data consolidation in antitrust analysis. Although viewing data privacy protection 

as an aspect of product quality has been gaining traction among antitrust enforcers, DOJ has yet to challenge a 

transaction primarily on this parameter of non-price competition.  In the case of Vista/Cvent, the acquisition of data, 

although only a byproduct of the transaction, would presumably give the merged company a significant competitive 

advantage and potentially raise entry barriers.  Stucke acknowledges that U.S. enforcers have not publicly addressed 

this issue in previous investigations, but suggests that it could be viewed as a logical extension of the traditional 

antitrust analysis.  Since the primary reason for challenging the transaction would still be predicated on a traditional 

theory of harm, Vista/Cvent might make a good candidate for DOJ to explore and test additional theories of nonprice 

competition.    



       5  
You are a subscriber to The Capitol Forum. Please contact 202-601-2300 for editorial or sales questions.  

© 2016 by The Capitol Forum. Direct or indirect reproduction or other distribution of this article without prior written permission from The Capitol Forum is a violation of Federal Copyright 

Law.  
  

  

Issue Snapshot  

  

Outlook: Current consensus of 83% is slightly bullish  

Reasons for Challenge/Collapse  Reasons for Merger Clearance  

Most Compelling Narrative  

The deal would create a player with approximately 90% 

of the SMM market. Despite offering innovative 

alternatives, few large enterprise clients would consider 

adopting platforms other than Cvent and Lanyon, which 

has resulted in rivals’ failure to penetrate the market.  

Since SMM is a platform that integrates the full suite of 

each company’s products, crafting an effective remedy 

short of selling one of the companies would be 

challenging.    

  

Most Compelling Narrative  

There are hundreds of event management software 

firms on the market, many of which could develop 

the capabilities (either through organic growth or 

acquisition) to break into the SMM market.  SMM 

platforms are relatively new and the parties’ current 

market concentration is likely to be short-lived given 

the fast pace of innovation among SaaS companies.   

  

Competitive Analysis  

- SMM, which has a discrete set of customers and 

offers a unique set of tools, is likely to viewed as a 

separate product market.  

  

- Merger will create a company with 

approximately 90% of the SMM market.  

  

- Given lack of alternatives, Vista may be able to 

raise prices to enterprise customers following the 

merger.  

  

- Several competing SMM products have failed to 

gain a significant share of the market, suggesting high 

entry barriers.  

  

- Data privacy issues may push an otherwise close 

call towards a merger challenge.  

  

Competitive Analysis  

- SMM is not a sufficiently discrete market for 

purposes of merger analysis.  

  

- There are hundreds of event planning software 

companies that market innovative and competitive 

products.  

  

- Even if SMM is considered a separate market, 

the limited competition is a result of SMM being a 

relatively new set of tools.  

  

- Event management software is an innovative 

industry and there is no reason, given time, that 

competing products will not be able to attract SMM 

business.  

Timeline  

- Vista agreed to acquire Cvent on April 17; Cvent pulled its HSR notification on May 26 and refiled May 30.  

- On June 30, DOJ issued a second request to the parties, with which they are now undertaking compliance.  

- The parties anticipate closing in Q3, but the second request is likely to make that timing challenging to meet.  

  


