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Interview with Ms. Esther Dyson- Edventure Holdings, Inc.

So you want to start something?  Everywhere, it seems, people have a new idea that they want to turn into a business, a new business model that they want to turn into a company -- or an established company that needs a new idea.  Thus, for our first issue of Insider Insights, we wanted to go right to the source of start-up insights.  A proven warrior, she has been there, done that and succeeded in helping others to succeed.

Esther Dyson, writer, investor, commentator, and chairwoman, focuses on emerging technologies and business models.  Dyson is the chairman of EDventure Holdings which publishes the influential monthly computer-industry newsletter, Release 1.0, and sponsors two of the industry's premier annual conferences, PC (Platforms for Communications) Forum in the US and EDventure's High-Tech Forum in Europe. 

We contacted Ms. Dyson for some general insider tools, tips and tactics to making a start-up work.  We interviewed her on a Sunday afternoon from her New York office:

Q: What do you believe are three important traits for a successful start up entrepreneur?

A:  Intelligence, Persistence and Communication Skills.  Persistence, in terms of pushing ahead with one’s vision, dealing with the inevitable problems that arise, dealing with employees, customers, partners, etc.. Communication skills are important for everything, communicating vision, to employees, to partners and investors.  Clarity is an important point in communication. Listening is the more powerful side to communication.  To listen, to interpret, to tailor one’s message, and to in turn be heard by your audience.

Q: How would a prospective investor identify these traits in an entrepreneur?  What is involved in the due diligence process in evaluating a prospective idea for investment?

A:  It is always the person that is presenting the idea, which is the most important component.  Although there is no cookie-cutter answer, the issue is to see whether the individual is the right person to carry out the venture.  Look at the person’s track record in business.  Find someone who has worked with them, who knew them.  A track record is an employment history, accomplishments, even school projects, etc. Unless you were born yesterday, you have a track record.  The track record provides a critical view of one’s abilities, experience, direction, etc.  

It is difficult to give generic advice.  Use the people around you first.  One should always go to their network of friends, classmates, and business acquaintances first, before looking for funding or support outside.  It also serves as a strong indicator of the confidence the people who know you best, have in your abilities and those traits that I mentioned earlier as important success factors.

Q:  When one ultimately has to bring in new management, to build the company, take it to the next level, does vision become compromised?  Is that important?

A: Well it depends.  Each case needs to be considered separately.  Is it compromised or improved?  I believe that there is often a negative bias associated with changing a vision.  Being an entrepreneur and making it work in the real world with customers who are too busy to understand your vision, does it matter that your vision the same?  Again, there is no general answer that can be applied across all cases.

Q: Whether you are starting a company or leading a change in a big one, partnership can be an important factor.  What is your view on partnerships and identifying the right mixes?

A:  It depends on each individual situation.  Identifying the right partnership opportunities would depend on the first trait of a successful entrepreneur, intelligence.  Business stories are general topics, and need to be applied to specific situations.  

Thus, the traits one would look for in a potential partner should be the opposite of what yours are.  Look for what you don’t have and are in need of and find a partner who can cover those.

Q: Must someone be in charge?  If they both have opposite traits, who leads?

A: Partnership is based on leadership.  It depends who carries which skills.  Ideally it should be outlined in the contract, to reflect the reality. One partner may have more alternatives than the other, more power, money, resources, distribution, etc.

Q: When an entrepreneur chooses an investor to work with, what are they looking for?  An established network, funding, channels to market, what?

A:  The reality is often you don’t have that much choice.  Ideally, yes, you would want to work with someone who can optimize your potential venture with all the points you mentioned.  You really need to note that the interpersonal relationship plays a large role.  You have to be able to work with a relationship that has fundamental respect and values.  What values do you need to establish?  What is it that you want to accomplish with your business, profit versus quality, etc..  In the end the relationship you can establish with an investor is a fundamental success factor to any business.  You need each other and you ultimately have to work with other successfully.
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EDventure Holdings ( http://www.edventure.com ) publishes "Release 1.0," a monthly newsletter that tracks developments in information technology. It also sponsors PC Forum and EDventure's High-Tech Forum, and manages EDventure Ventures. Esther Dyson also sits on the board of the advertising giant WPP Group and is the interim chairman for the Internet Corporation of Assigned Names and Numbers.

Invterviewed by Zoran Vukasovic, Postidea.com (http://www.postidea.com).  
