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QUIET
RAINMAKER
WI TH LI TTLE FANFAR E,
BUYOUT BI LLI ONAI R E
MI C HAEL KI M C LOSED
HI S LARG EST FUND
AMI D THE PAND EM I C .
HE’S NOW R EADY
TO M AKE D EAL S .

BY G R AC E C H U N G

P H OTO G R A P H S BY J A M E L T O P P I N F O R F O R B E S A S I A
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→When Korean private equity
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maven Michael Kim, founder of
MBK Partners, launched a new fund
last November, little could he have
imagined that the world was on the cusp
of a once-in-a-century pandemic.
But in crisis lies opportunity. When much of
the world was still under lockdown, Kim closed
MBK’s fifth and largest fund in May—raising
$6.5 billion in just six months. Secured amid an
environment that has upended the global economy, the fund is Asia’s largest to close thus far
this year.
With this accomplishment, Kim bucked the
trend in fundraising for Asia-based private equity firms, which is down two consecutive years,
according to McKinsey. The pandemic, ironically, helped Kim reach part of his original target. Investors bought into his thesis that pandemic-linked economic distress would create
new opportunities. “We are now sitting on the
largest pile of deployable dollars [of any Asiabased buyout fund] just as the market opens up
for a golden opportunity,” he says in a video interview from his New York condo overlooking
Central Park.

H I G H F LY E R

WITHIN THE PAST TWO YEARS, MBK PARTNERS BOASTED
THREE OF THE FIVE LARGEST EXITS IN ASIA.
ACQUISITION
DATE

EXIT
DATE

EXIT
AMOUNT

RETURNS
(MOE/IRR)*

Orange Life Insurance
(formerly ING Life)

Dec 2013

Feb 2019

$2.1 B

2.8x /29%

Coway

Jan 2013

Mar 2019

$1.5 B

3.4x/28%

Daesung Industrial Gases

Apr 2017

Feb 2020

$2.1 B

2.2x/34%

COMPANY

*MoE: Multiple of Equity, IRR: Internal Rate of Return
Source: MBK Partners
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With this latest fund, Seoul-based MBK Partners now manages more than $22 billion in assets across Greater China, Japan and South Korea, making it the largest Asia-based private equity firm (by assets) focused primarily on buyouts. Kim has an enviable track record: since its
founding in 2005, MBK Partners has, on average, more than doubled every dollar from investors and had an annualized IRR of 18% across its
four funds. This success has translated to handsome personal gains: with the new fund, he now
has an estimated net worth of $1.9 billion, propelling him up 11 spots to No. 12 on the annual
list of Korea’s 50 Richest.
MBK focuses on consumer-driven companies in North Asia, such as eHi, China’s secondlargest vehicle rental firm by fleet size, chocolate brand Godiva Japan and Homeplus, a Korean discount retail chain. “Basically everything
that touches the consumer,” says Kim. He looks
for companies with strong cash flow, well-known
brands, solid market positions or backed by real
estate assets. MBK’s current portfolio of 44 companies boasts an aggregate $44 billion in revenue and employs more than 370,000 staff across
North Asia. In 2019, the firm was able to notch
up three of the five largest exits in Asia, garnering $3.5 billion in proceeds.

W

hile it’s annus horribilis for the
global economy, 2020 may turn
out to be a pivotal year for Kim,
56, who named MBK using the
initials of his full name, Michael
ByungJu Kim. Sitting on $6.5 billion in fresh
capital—representing about a third of MBK’s total assets—he’s also celebrating a milestone for
J U LY 2 0 2 0
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his firm, its 15th anniversary. Kim has also just
published his first book, which he says took him
25 years to write. The current global downturn,
he says, resembles the times when he clinched
some of his most successful deals: on the heels of
the Great Recession of 2008 and amid the Asia
Financial Crisis of 1997-99. “This is an eventdriven crisis,” says Kim, in his first major interview in five years. “What that means is when the
event is resolved or even after it’s under control,
you have a much sharper recovery.”
Kim traveled to New York in May to launch
his debut novel Offerings. Kim says the book
is fiction, but parallels to his own life are peppered throughout the pages. Born into an affluent and academically-oriented family, Kim spent
his childhood in South Korea before his father,
a scholar turned insurance executive, sent him
to the U.S. when he was 12. “I didn’t speak a lick
of English,” Kim recalls. “He wanted me to get a
J U LY 2 0 2 0

proper education in an open society, 1970s Korea was not that.” Kim, who at one point considered becoming a journalist, earned a degree in
English at Haverford College in Pennsylvania. “I
read Fitzgerald and Hemingway before I discovered girls or sports,” he says. To appease his father, however, Kim went on to get a more practical degree: an MBA from Harvard Business
School in 1990.
He landed his first job in the mergers and acquisition department of Goldman Sachs, working
first in New York and then in Hong Kong. At 31,
Kim returned to South Korea and rose to become
chief operating officer for Salomon Smith Barney
Asia, where he led a $4 billion sovereign bond issue in 1998 that helped stave off South Korea’s
national insolvency. In 1999, during the Asian Financial Crisis, he joined private equity firm Carlyle Group as its Asia president—where his late
father-in-law Park Tae-joon was an advisor.

Kim traveled to
New York in May to
launch his debut novel
Offerings. Kim says
the book is fiction,
but parallels to his
own life are peppered
throughout the pages.
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Since its founding 15 years ago,
MBK Partners has, on average,
more than doubled every dollar
from investors and had an
annualized IRR of 18%
Kim, then 37, was quick to seize another opportunity arising from the crisis: the landmark
acquisition of KorAm Bank, the country’s sixth
largest lender by assets, with billions in potential bad debt. Kim had to overcome many hurdles, among them a rule that blocked a nonbank
foreign investor from owning more than 4% of
a “healthy” bank (KorAm, despite its exposure,
was still classified as viable). After 13 months of
intensive, complex negotiations, Kim was able to
buy a 37% stake with a group of investors that
included Corsair, JPMorgan’s private equity arm.
Four years later, KorAm was sold to Citigroup
for $2.7 billion, more than twice what the group
had paid. In between those events, to chronicle
his feats, Kim appeared in 2002 on the cover of
Forbes Global, the precursor to Forbes Asia.
After six eventful years with Carlyle, Kim
was ready to set up his own private equity shop.
Tapping five former colleagues to join him,
Kim set about raising MBK Partners’ first fund,
drawing $1.6 billion from blue-chip investors
such as Singapore sovereign wealth fund
Temasek and Canada’s Public Sector Pension
Investment Board.

OV E R T H E PAST 1 5 Y E A R S

MBK’S PERFORMACE PER FUND SINCE ITS FOUNDING
IN 2005; ITS VINTAGE 2008 HAS BEEN THE MOST
SUCCESSFUL TO DATE IN TERMS OF REALIZED GAINS.
FUND I

FUND II

FUND III

FUND IV

Vintage

2005

2008

2013

2017

Capital Invested

$1.4 B

$1.3 B

$2.4 B

$2.8 B

Realized Value

$2.1 B

$3.6 B

$1.5 B

$970 M

(amount fully exited as of Dec 2019)

Source: MBK Partners
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“Ninety-five percent of pension funds do not
invest in first-time funds,” says Jim Pittman,
who was a managing director at the Canadian
fund at the time. Getting the two investors on
board was a testament to Kim’s solid reputation
as a dealmaker, according to Pittman. Kim
likes to describe MBK as a bridge connecting
global investors with opportunities in Asia—
emphasizing his local knowledge to close
deals. He built the firm with the idea of fusing
Western buyout tactics with the intricacies of
Asian business, an approach that convinced his
network of institutional investors to write big
checks—and re-up for the next fund. Shunning
hostile takeovers, he forged partnerships with
management and hired local CEOs for his
portfolio companies. “We move faster than
anybody who has to report back to New York,”
says Kim.

B

ut can Kim sustain MBK’s winning streak? While the firm sits
on a massive cash pile, Kim must
now strike a balance between
making smart investments and
growing his portfolio companies, some of which
have been hurt by the pandemic. While Kim
would ideally like to deploy 40% of his latest
fund in South Korea and 30% each in China and
Japan, he must also contend with the possibility
of a second wave of the coronavirus. “If there’s a
second or third wave I would be certain to keep
my purse strings tight and only spend on essentials,” says Ee Fai Kam, a Singapore-based senior
vice president at global research firm Preqin.
“But it’s reasonable to expect the distressed pipeline to grow.”
Kim has thrived in past crises. Apart from the
KorAm deal, his second fund, launched on the
heels of the Great Recession of 2008, returned
nearly three times its invested capital—thanks
partly to the $1.4 billion acquisition in 2009
with Goldman Sachs of Universal Studios Japan.
Faced with low visitor counts, the private equity
owners boosted traffic by bringing in popular attractions such as a Harry Potter-themed musical
show. U.S. media giant Comcast then acquired
Universal Studios Japan in two tranches in 2015
and 2017 for a total of $3.8 billion, netting some
$1.4 billion for MBK’s investors.
MBK solidified its position with the $1.6 billion acquisition of ING Insurance Korea in 2013,
amid doubts that it could run an insurance business. Four years later ING went public, at a valJ U LY 2 0 2 0

REALITY CHECK

Shane’s father-in-law was known as
the feared and revered “Dragon Eyes.”
True. Park Tae-joon was part of the
inner circle of former president Park
Chung-hee. “He had a scary reputation,” Kim says. “I’ll never forget when
I first met him….Despite my apprehension, he turned out to be the warmest
guy you could imagine. Almost the
opposite of the tough, domineering
businessman and political leader that
he has become famous for.”
Shane’s father was a scholar who
died prematurely due to pulmonary
fibrosis, a lung disease.
True. Kim’s father died of the same
disease at 68. Kim was 38 at the time.
During Shane’s formative years, his
father encouraged him to learn English by reading books aloud.
True. Kim’s father did exactly that. “I
credit that toughness and intellectual
stubbornness to my father. He got
me started in my love for the English
language, particularly books.” Today,
Kim’s personal library features a collection of signed first edition classics.
Shane is introduced to his wife
through family friends; she is a
daughter of a chaebol family, specializing in the defense industry.
Close. Kim’s wife is Park Kyung-ah,
whose father Park Tae-joon founded
the industrial group Posco and was a
former prime minister of South Korea.
The couple’s fathers met during their
time in the military. Introduced in New
York, Kim was working a summer stint
at McKinsey; she was getting her masters at the Parsons School of Design.

uation of some $2.4 billion—the first company wholly owned by a private equity firm to list
on the Korean exchange. In 2015, Kim scored
South Korea’s largest buyout deal by value: the
$6.1 billion acquisition of Tesco’s Korean subsidiary Homeplus, beating out rival bidders KKR
and Carlyle.
Alongside his successes, Kim has given back,
setting up the MBK Scholarship Foundation in
2007. It is one of the first nonprofits in South
Korea to award educational grants on the baJ U LY 2 0 2 0

Shane’s story takes place during
the Asian Financial Crisis, when
his U.S.-based investment firm is
asked to rescue South Korea from
sovereign default.
Close. Kim managed a $4 billion
sovereign bond that recapitalized
Korea’s coffers, followed by the
KorAm Bank deal in 2000, which Kim
led, helping to restore confidence in
Korea’s financial system.
Shane tries to broker a deal to acquire
a troubled Korean company, which
may trigger another round of layoffs.
After witnessing workers protesting
in the freezing cold, he heads over to
a local coffee shop to buy coffee for
the protestors.
Close. Ten years ago, after MBK
Partners acquired a Korean firm, staff
demonstrated outside the portfolio
company headquarters in Seoul,
unhappy with circumstances under
its previous owner. “Michael went out
there, in the cold, asking why they
were doing this,” recalls James Yoon,
a partner at MBK. “He actually went
and bought them coffee.”

sis of financial need as opposed to merit-based
scholarships. More than 130 MBK scholars
to date have received full tuition to attend the
country’s universities.
While Kim has plenty to boast about, he believes in the need to stay grounded. “I always
thought the success I’ve had is due to some talent, yes, hard work, yes, but it’s also due to luck,”
Kim says. “Recognition of that is critical to giving
you a sense of reality, and it’s from that recognition that you get humility.”
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Kim says it took him nearly 25 years
to write Offerings—the musing of a
financier-philanthropist who has a
penchant for the written word and
dreamed of being a journalist while
editing his college newspaper at
Haverford.
“I haven’t taken a real vacation
in 20 years,” Kim says, claiming any
downtime he had was spent writing
the book. “This was a labor of love.”
Chronicling the young protagonist
Dae Joon, who also goes by his English
name Shane, Kim traces the life of
an investment banker who balances
cultural imperatives in the art of
dealmaking, makes moral decisions
that could cost a friendship, and, most
poignantly, yearns for the acceptance
of his father—a loving but stern man—
in a redemptive story of triumphs and
defeats. Kim dedicates the 280-page
book to his father.
The book has received glowing
reviews from Malcolm Gladwell and
Sandy Weill, the former head of
Citigroup. With exquisite timing, the
book was slated for release in March,
with pre-publication publicity starting
in January. He remained stuck in New
York after traveling there for the book
tour (now delayed); the book itself,
published by Arcade, launched on
schedule. “I was in Seoul when the
[coronavirus] blew up there and now
I’m just chasing all the epicenters,”
he jokes.
Offerings is also the first English novel written by a South Korean billionaire. And while Kim maintains the book
is fiction, its plot has parallels with his
own life. To make out fact from fiction,
six vignettes were selected from the
book. Spoiler alert.

In 1990, Kim used a Fulbright scholarship in Korea to be with her; they married the following year.

