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Based in Florida, Cortera® provides business information and workflow automation 
solutions to a broad range of clients, including banks and insurance companies 
amongst others.

Following FreePint’s research into private company information published 
recently, FreePint contributing editor, Sophie Alexander, recently spoke to Jim Swift, 
CEO of Cortera®, to find out what they do, who their clients are, and the tricky issue of 
obtaining private company information in the US.

FreePint: Can you tell me a bit more about Cortera® and what you do?

Jim Swift: We compile information on companies in the US with a focus on 
understanding private companies because there’s a real need for it. Throughout my 
career it’s been clear that it’s not easy to understand the businesses you interact with 
and so it’s become our ambition to do something about it. 
 
Cortera® compiles information on businesses from thousands of sources and then 
transforms that information in a variety of ways that companies can make sense of.

We build applications that monitor the risk of businesses as companies change and 
send alerts to you. We deliver the data in research reports so you can just look up a 
company and have a variety of different ways to understand their size, health, growth 
and what’s happening with them.

We also make the data available through modelling attributes so companies that want 
to build their own analytics around risk or response assessment can bring our data into 
their modelling environment and create predictions on what’s going to happen next. 
We’re constantly trying to find ways to package the information so companies can use 
it in their business processes.

FreePint: What type of clients do you work with and in what industries?

Jim Swift: Our customers are coming from all over the place. We have millions 
of people that visit our website annually that are looking for information about 
companies. They might be interested in going to work at an organisation, or they 
might be a potential new customer or supplier. The use-cases are extremely broad.

Then the use-cases narrow as they choose different products from us. We do quite a 
bit of work in the supply chain, also called the trade credit space, where businesses are 
interacting with each other. There’s not a bank in the middle, so a supplier invoices the 
customer and delivers goods to them. Then they have to get paid. They’re essentially 
loaning money to their customers. Our role is to facilitate the flow of money between 
the participants in the supply chain by making them more informed about who they’re 
interacting with.

We also do a lot of work in the banking industry, around scoring and prioritising which 
prospects to go after, and around investigation of credit risk, fraud and compliance. 
Insurance companies are also big users as well as commercial real estate.
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We’re focused on providing the best information on companies we can, as opposed 
to solving specific business problems as there are so many out there. We take lots of 
different data sources and invent new ones and then take all that raw information and 
condense and package it in ways that people can understand and act on.  

FreePint: What’s been your experience of addressing the challenge of US private 
company information over the past 20 years, and how has that evolved into your 
running of Cortera®?

Jim Swift: Early in my career I was working with banks in the US, mostly in consumer 
product lines, such as credit cards and property & casualty insurance coverage. That’s 
where I got a sense of what can be done with data and analytics.

There’s a lot of information about people that’s available in the US and its use is often 
governed by privacy laws. But you can build very interesting predictive models from 
the information that you can use to improve decisions.

Then I started to work with commercial financial services products and was shocked 
and appalled at how little company information there was. I became determined to be 
a part of solving the problem and over the years I’ve pieced together a game plan that 
we follow for trying to solve that. 

I first joined a start up technology company called Seisint back in 1999 and our goal 
was to build out computing platforms in order to solve large-scale data problems. We 
did that and applied the technology platforms to addressing risk solutions following 
9/11.  With our success in other areas, we didn’t have the time to fully focus on solving 
my passion, the business information problem. 

That company was acquired by LexisNexis and I stayed on as the COO of the risk 
management group for a couple of years. Then in late 2006, I left and teamed up 
with what was then called Fidelity Ventures and bought a company that had some 
interesting assets we could start with - and that was really the jump start to the plan 
for providing more insightful data and analytics describing private companies.

Over the past nine years we’ve compiled one of the largest databases in the world 
on US companies along with unique analytics that help our customers to better 
understand their suppliers, their customers and prospects and other companies they 
deal with. Having the reference point in the consumer world helps because it just 
shows what’s possible.

FreePint: Private company information is an often misunderstood and mistrusted 
category of information, particularly in the US. Why is there such a gap between 
what researchers want and need and what is out there? Or what they perceive is 
out there?

Jim Swift: I think there are several issues that feed into it. A lot of it is the desire 
for more information versus the fact that private companies don’t have to disclose 
anything and that gap is frustrating to nearly everybody. There are some interesting 
aspects to that.

In the UK you have Companies House, where companies have to disclose their financial 
statements every year. And in the US that doesn’t exist. For public companies, you 
see detailed financial information about them but there just aren’t that many public 
companies in the US, which I think it surprises many people. 

In the US there are about 28 million business tax returns that are filed but that data 
isn’t made available to the public. Within that universe there are a little fewer than 6 
million businesses in the US that have employees and yet there are less than 15,000 
public companies. It seems like there are more because we see their brands all  
around us. 
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But the reality is that the vast majority of US companies that you deal with are private 
and there’s no central source of public record information about them. That’s a major 
source of the frustration. And most companies are a lot smaller than people think. 
There are only about 19,000 companies in the US that have more than 500 employees. 
Most of the organisations we interact with are small companies.

I think the gap between the desire for information and the sheer lack of it is 
compounded by the fact that most companies are small and private.

FreePint: Cortera® has taken a creative and effective approach to gathering valid 
information. You’ve described to us “levels of trust” in your content - tell us about 
those levels and how you gather the information related to each one?

Jim Swift: Historically most of the companies that have tried to create business 
profiles in the US have relied on demographic information: how big a company is, how 
long they’ve been around, and what industry they’re in, along with public records, e.g. 
bankruptcy filings, and that’s what most databases have consisted of. The problem 
with that is that the data isn’t complete or accurate enough.

A lot of demographic data is self-reported. In the past, companies have telephoned 
businesses to get answers but a lot of the time you don’t get an honest answer. With 
demographic data alone, you can’t build a robust enough view to build statistics 
because of the inherent errors.  It can be a useful datapoint, however, so we have 
compiled demographic data on companies for inclusion in our profiles.

My view is that it’s not about having a completely alternative view of companies, it’s 
about getting better. We compile public records and do a lot of modelling around 
demographics, like other data providers have done before us. On top of that, the new 
insight that we think is really interesting is a view into what a company buys and how 
they pay for it. Creating insightful profiles of companies is like putting together the 
pieces of a puzzle. We’re constantly working on ways to fill in the holes.

Each source of the puzzle pieces has its own level of trust. For example, self-reported 
information from the company itself can be misleading or wrong, while information 
from a government agency such as the SEC or IRS tends to be very accurate, although 
incomplete. How a company pays is another key piece of the puzzle with a high level 
of trust. That data is coming from the suppliers to a company. The trustworthiness of 
that data is high because its tied to the flow of money and goods between buyer and 
supplier.

Technology has allowed us to expand the number of sources that we have so we pull 
in a lot more raw data about businesses - but if anything that poses new challenges in 
weaving it together. With each new source of data, we must factor in how to include it 
into the puzzle and considering the level of trust of the data is an important element in 
doing so.

FreePint: Your approach creates a different portrait of a company than the one 
which researchers might typically expect. How do you help them reframe their 
thinking to get the most use out of your approach?

Jim Swift: Our goal is to provide our customers with the data on companies they’ve 
found to be helpful in the past, such as an estimate of how many employees a business 
has or what their sales are.

But we believe the breakthrough is to bring customers new insights to extend their 
knowledge of the businesses they’re researching. For example, we understand the size 
of a business is important to know, so we look at the amount of spending the business 
has. If I know a company is spending x amount of dollars, then that’s a useful gauge 
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to judging how big they are that may be more accurate than the estimate of their 
revenues or number of employees.

Another new insight is to understand what a company is spending the money on 
and how it’s changing over time. That insight allows us to build a measure of how the 
company is growing or shrinking.

It’s knowing how to create information that’s new but also intuitive, so that busy 
customers can easily understand and incorporate new insights into their business 
processes.

FreePint: Do you find that researchers discover different use-cases for your 
information, based on the different approach? What, if anything, surprises them 
when they start to use Cortera®?

Jim Swift: An interesting thing that keeps us going is that all of our customers have 
nuances to whatever it is that they’re looking for, whether they call themselves 
researchers or credit analysts or risk managers or underwriters or marketers or sales 
people.

They’re dealing with grey areas in many cases. Most research functions and credit 
decisions that people get involved with are not the easy ones. Simple cases tend to get 
resolved quickly, often by automated processes.

When you have a person trying to interpret the data, they’re bringing their own values 
and their own risk tolerance to the setting. We find the best way to present information 
across the board to different types of users is to not overprescribe or oversimplify. 
We try to present the data we have on a company, often with scores that predict 
aspects of their size, growth or risk, in a manner that allows customers to interpret the 
information based on their judgement and individual situation.

And in many cases, it’s the data that’s not there that factors into your research. 

FreePint: What’s the next frontier you’re tackling in US private company 
information?

Jim Swift: We think we have a good game plan in terms of understanding businesses 
in new ways as well as old ways. Part of what our growth is all about is more coverage, 
more data and more analytics to interpret and apply the data.

We’re also trying to anticipate other kinds of information that is becoming available or 
we can make available somehow, with an emphasis on business behaviours.

In the past the biggest problem with information was that it was too static and 
backward looking. It was based on “how big I think you are”, “how much revenue I think 
you had last year”, as opposed to the things that you do - so we think understanding 
the behaviours of businesses will help us better predict events in those businesses, and 
trends that we can identify for our customers to capitalise on. 

A new FreePint review of Cortera Pulse® has just been published.

January 2016

https://www.cortera.com/products/cortera-pulse
http://web.freepint.com/go/sub/report/2610


www.freepint.com  © Free Pint Limited 2016- 5 -

Q&A with Cortera® - Analysing US Business Information

About Jim Swift

Jim is the president and CEO of Boca Raton, Florida-based Cortera®. 
Cortera’s innovative information, analytics and technologies deliver 
behavioural intelligence on over 20 million businesses to power 
business-to-business interactions. The wide range of applications 
of these insights include credit decisioning, underwriting, sales & 
marketing intelligence, supply risk management and host of others.Prior 
to joining Cortera®, Jim was the chief operating officer of LexisNexis 
Risk Management and executive vice president at Seisint, which was acquired by 
LexisNexis.  

Jim is a graduate of Rochester Institute of Technology with a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Mechanical Engineering. 
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For additional information on
Cortera Pulse® or Cortera’s other

data products:

877.569.7376
www.cortera.com

salesinfo@cortera.com
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