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FOREWARD 

 
The world of private capital finance can be confusing and difficult to navigate for the uninitiated.  
And, the rapid changes in the industry keep the initiated on their toes.  

 

Across North America there are over a thousand venture capital funds, many hundred angel 
groups and tens of equity crowdfunding sites.  Each fund has a unique investment thesis that 
drives its decision-making.  Angel groups can have as many investment theses as members.  
Equity crowdfunding sites are new entrants to the private capital industry but each site has 
specific requirements for companies seeking funding.  

 

The investment thesis is a statement, guide or criteria for how these professional investors will 
create value and make money for their investors.  Every potential investment is evaluated 
against that thesis.  To be successful, the entrepreneur, CEO or CFO leading the company 
funding journey must do research to find the right investment funds, angel groups or equity 
crowdfunding sites to target.   

 

Inevitably, every growing company will find itself on a funding journey.  The company may 
require funds to scale the business, provide credit to customers, enhance their business or 
technologies, or buy out competitors.  Bank financing is still non-existent for all but a small 
number of growing companies.   

 

Understanding the world of venture capital and angel investing is critical to supporting and 
enhancing the growth of these companies.  A company that hasn’t done the research prior to 
visiting a private capital investor will find their journey to be much longer and significantly more 
challenging. 

 

The 7 Questions Series gives you a starting point into understanding the private capital world.  It 
provides valuable insights into that world and the preferences, styles and risk profiles of a 
representative sample of private capital investors.  Spending some time studying the 7 
questions and answers will give you a leg up in your funding journey. 

 

Philip Neukom 
August 2015 
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Chris Herbert is the Co-Founder of Silicon Halton, a grassroots 
technology community located in Halton Region in Ontario, Canada. 
He’s a proud husband to Teresa, Dad to Elysia and Olivia, and Papa to 
his three amazing grandsons. Over the past 20 years he’s navigated 
through life focused on helping people connect to play squash, start 
companies and create customers.  
 

Chris is also the founder and CMO of Mi6 Agency, a next generation 
B2B marketing and business development agency and network. He’s 
proud to have worked with various technology companies including 
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America. 
 

Chris published this ebook as part of his ongoing research on startups 
and innovative ways to create content and develop networks and 
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Philip Neukom 

Philip Neukom is the founder and Managing Director of Profit Analytics 
Inc., a strategy execution consulting firm which also advises 
entrepreneurs on fund raising.  He has been a senior executive with a 
number of tech startups, a venture capital investor and management 
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https://twitter.com/B2Bspecialist
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Vinutha Shanmukharadhya is an ardent knowledge seeker. Inspired by 
design, she pursued an Architectural degree from Bangalore, India, 
where she was born and raised. Through sheer perseverance, she has 
added a number of skills to her repertoire in the multi-disciplinary design 
areas including creative design, strategy implementation, analytical 
thinking and technical expertise. 

 

Being a part of a constantly evolving urban environment, challenging 
global economy, changing consumer behaviour, Vinutha believes that 
creative design thinking is necessary to redefine the way we think about 
where we live, how we work, what we learn to meet the changing social / 
civic / consumer needs. Her endeavour towards strategic design thinking 
has taken her on an inspiring journey exploring overlapping complexities 
within various design disciplines. 

 

 

 
 
Lisa Denis 

Lisa's passion lies in leveraging today's technology to create and support 
engaged communities to drive measurable economic growth. A natural 
entrepreneur, she is naturally curious and interested in innovations that 
enhance and expand on the human experience. Her areas of expertise 
include human resource and organizational management, training and 
development, and project management in both print and virtual media.  

 

Lisa is also talented in content management system implementation and 
web and mobile application development and execution. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In 2009, I cofounded a grassroots technology community called Silicon Halton with Rick 
Stomphorst and Reema Duggal.  Silicon Halton has become a platform for Halton region tech 
companies to dream, discuss, develop, test and launch their business ideas and new 
companies.  Since our beginning we’ve had monthly meetups, run many peer to peer groups 
and had hundreds, if not thousands, of conversations with developers, engineers, founders, 
angels and venture capitalists. We’ve had great people present and provide awesome advice on 
building a better product, offering a better service and creating a stronger business, including 
the how, where and who of funding. Whether you get funding from customers, investors, 
governments, banks, or friends and family it’s never easy.  

 

During this time of soaking up advice I noticed that there were varying opinions, guidance and 
advice around private funding options from angels and venture capitalists.  I was intrigued. Was 
there a science or an art to investing? Did investors value the idea more than the team? Did a 
startup have only one chance to pitch a VC or angel? When would it be appropriate for a 
company to seek investment - pre-revenue or post-revenue?  Before or after they had a team in 
place? 

 

I wanted to get inside the heads of angels and venture capital investors and learn from them 
firsthand what matters to them when they consider making an investment. That’s when the 7 
Question series (#7Qseries) occurred to me. What if a group of angel and venture capitalists 
were asked the same questions - would their answers be similar, different or something in 
between?  Each question had a hypothesis to help the interviewee understand the context and 
thinking behind it.   

 

I reached out to about 50 angels and venture capitalists and 18 of them agreed to participate. 
The interviews were first posted on my agency’s blog and this ebook is the next step in this 
learning and sharing process. Those interviewed were primarily located in and/or from Canada 
and their locations are pinned on a map later in this ebook along with their profiles.  

 

This ebook has been laid out to highlight the questions and answers from the interviews.  As 
you read the interview responses, you’ll notice that some of the answers are similar, but others 
are quite different. Some answers are short and to the point; others are quite lengthy. All, I 
believe, provide nuggets of value whatever stage your venture may be in. 

 

So what’s next? Upon reading the book (and hopefully sharing it) it’s really up to you. 
What would you like to see? Connect with me on Twitter (@b2bspecialist) or LinkedIn 
and let’s chat!  

https://twitter.com/B2Bspecialist
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chrisherbert
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THE QUESTIONS 
 

Each interviewee was provided with these 7 questions that included a hypothesis for each one 
to help set context based on what was heard during Silicon Halton meet ups and previous 
discussions with founders, angels and venture capitalists.  Interviews were conducted via 
telephone, online conference and email and were conducted between February 2014 and May 
2015. 

 

Q1: When would it be appropriate for a startup to seek investment from you? 

Hypothesis: I imagine that the stock answer is a startup should have raised money from 
friends, family, credit cards and initial customers first. But is this always the case? 

 

Q2: What’s more important: the idea, the team or both? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard from some VCs/Angels that the team matters more than the idea. I’ve 
also heard from a VC that the underlying technology doesn’t matter. What’s your perspective? 

 

Q3: What are you looking for in a startup team? What does a winning team look like? 

Hypothesis: Looking to understand how experience, youth vs age, skills, drive and passion 
factor into the evaluation. 

 

Q4: What are you looking for in an idea? What does a winning idea look like? 

Hypothesis: My thought is that Angels/VCs aren’t all looking for the next Facebook or 
Instagram. I find it difficult to believe that all are looking for billion dollar markets. I also wonder if 
all of them want to cash out within the same timeframe. Perhaps some evaluate the idea based 
on return plus other factors like the greater good? 

 

Q5: Does a startup really have only one shot? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard that if a startup tanks when presenting to an Angel group or VC that 
word travels to other angel networks and VCs. The result? The startup doesn’t have another 
chance. Is this true? If yes, how best can they prepare and test their pitch and not lose their one 
and only chance? 
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Q6: Can you describe your due diligence and investment process? What’s important for 
a startup to know about it? 

Hypothesis: I’m wondering if all VCs/Angels follow a similar due diligence and investment 
schedule and gating process or not. 

 

Q7: In your view, is Canada a fertile ground for tech startups? If so, why and in what 
ways is Canada unique and competitive in this regard? Are you investing in Canadian 
startups? If so, why? If not, how come? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard that some companies set up in Canada in order to capitalize on our 
R&D incentives and funding programs. Do we have the potential, foundation and 
entrepreneurial climate to compete and win against places like Silicon Valley, Boston, New 
York, Boulder and developing countries? 
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THE INVESTORS 
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Our investor interviewees are entrepreneurs, financial and funding 
geniuses, risk takers and innovators.  
 

They help fuel startup successes by investing their time, money and reputations on 
entrepreneurs, their ideas and innovations. They’ve provided us all with a glimpse into the way 
they think and invest. It’s a great collection of people who offer unique vantage points when it 
comes to investing in startups. Some are repeat entrepreneurs who’ve had successful exits and 
now invest their money in other companies. Others are investing on behalf of institutional funds 
and corporate venture capital from organizations like OMERS, Cisco and Business 
Development Bank of Canada. They’ve worked at companies like eBay and Kijiji and cofounded 
winners like iStockPhoto and Delrina Corporation. Collectively, they’ve been involved with 100’s 
of millions dollars in investment and they are each very clear on what a makes for a winning 
investible business to them.  
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Janet Bannister 

  

Janet is passionate about helping entrepreneurs and their businesses 
reach their full potential.  Her background is a combination of 
founding and building successful entrepreneurial ventures and 
making an impact at leading companies such as Proctor & Gamble, 
McKinsey & Co., and eBay. 
 
Janet is a General Partner at Real Ventures, Canada’s largest and 
most active early-stage venture capital firm.  Janet has led 
investments in ten companies and works actively with Real’s portfolio 
companies to help them accelerate growth and create meaningful 
impact. 
 

Janet launched Kijiji.ca and grew it to become one of the most visited 

websites in Canada.  Subsequently, she led the Kijiji Global business, 
accelerating growth in North America, Europe, and Asia. 
 
Prior to launching Kijiji, Janet was at eBay in Silicon Valley where she 
led multiple “non-collectibles” categories and helped transform eBay 
from a collectibles to a mainstream marketplace. She also founded 
and built a successful consulting business and was CEO at a 
Toronto-based start-up in the online content and commerce space. 
 

Janet was a varsity long-distance runner and competed 
internationally in triathlons.  Today she balances her active lifestyle 
with being a wife and mother to her ten-year old son. 
(www.realventures.com) 

 

 

 

 
 
Warren Bergen 

  

Warren Bergen is an award-winning entrepreneur, corporate advisor 
and is President of AVAC Ltd., a fund of funds and direct investment 
company.  He has participated directly with early stage ventures for 
over 15 years and has experience in investing in companies involved 
in technology, manufacturing, retail, food and agriculture. He was the 
Executive Director of Alberta Deal Generator, a network of venture 
capitalists, private equity and angel investors. He is a former board 
member of the National Angel Capital Organization and has 
participated as a guest lecturer and panelist at many investment 
conferences. Warren is author of Swagger & Sweat - A Start-up 
Capital Bootcamp. (www.warrenbergen.com) 

 

http://kijiji.ca/
http://www.realventures.com/
http://www.warrenbergen.com/
https://twitter.com/jebannister
https://www.linkedin.com/in/janet-bannister-41339
https://twitter.com/WarrenBergen
https://www.linkedin.com/in/warrenbergen
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John Breakey 

  

John Breakey is a serial entrepreneur in the Information Technology 
industry. John founded UNIS LUMIN Inc., a systems integration 
company that grew into a major, national player with 5 offices across 
Canada and $75 million in revenue before he sold the company to 
SoftChoice in 2011. In 2012 John founded Fivel Systems 
Corporation, an online learning company, that specializes in the 
effective adoption of technology we use every day. The service is 
unique in that it combines the latest in multi-media, social media and 
learning management technologies. Companies can ensure that their 
employees optimize the productivity from technology investments.  
Today, John oversees the growth of his companies, invests in 
emerging companies and serves as an advisor and consultant to 
growth companies. John is a regular speaker at industry trade shows 
and webinars, and frequently contributes topical articles for 
publication in trade journals. 

 

 
 
Simon Chong 

  

Simon Chong is a Managing Partner at Georgian Partners, which he 
co-founded in 2008.  Having spent his career in marketing, sales 
management, and operations, Simon applies his strong operating 
background to the companies in which Georgian Partners invests. He 
is focused on designing and building optimal go-to-market models for 
Cloud and SaaS-based companies. 

Prior to Georgian Partners, Simon was Worldwide Director of Sales, 
Information Solutions within the IBM Software Group, via the 
acquisition of DWL Inc., in 2005. In this role, Simon tripled DWL 
software revenue–and doubled overall revenue–in the first year and 
became responsible for the revenue of four acquired enterprise 
software companies. At DWL, Simon was the Senior Vice President, 
Worldwide Sales and Marketing, where he was responsible for global 
field operations and achieving revenue leadership in the Master Data 
Management (MDM) space. Simon holds an MBA from Henley 
Management School in the United Kingdom. 
(www.georgianpartners.com) 

 

 
 
Steven Duckering 

  

Steven currently serves as a General Partner of TDG Capital 
Partners, L.P., which focuses in private equity and corporate buyouts 
of mid-market companies. As well, he actively advises to numerous 
companies and investment funds throughout Canada and the U.S. in 
diversified industries, including technology, real estate, and others. 
(www.stevenduckering.com) 

 

http://www.georgianpartners.com/
http://www.stevenduckering.com/
https://twitter.com/jbreakey
https://ca.linkedin.com/in/johnbreakey
https://twitter.com/simonchong6365
https://www.linkedin.com/in/simonchong
https://twitter.com/sdckg
https://www.linkedin.com/in/stevenduckering
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Brad Feld 

  

Brad has been an early stage investor and entrepreneur since 1987. 
Prior to co-founding Foundry Group, he co-founded Mobius Venture 
Capital and, prior to that, founded Intensity Ventures. Brad is also a 
co-founder of TechStars. In addition to his investing efforts, Brad has 
been active with several non-profit organizations and currently is chair 
of the National Center for Women & Information Technology, co-chair 
of Startup Colorado, and on the board of UP Global. Brad is a 
nationally recognized speaker on the topics of venture capital 
investing and entrepreneurship and writes the widely read blogs Feld 
Thoughts, Startup Revolution, and Ask the VC.  Brad holds B.Sc. and 
M.Sc. degrees in Management Science from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. Brad is also an avid art collector and long-
distance runner. He has completed numerous marathons as part of 
his mission to finish a marathon in each of the 50 states. 
(www.foundrygroup.com) 

 

 
 
Sandi Gilbert 

  

Sandi is the Founder of SeedUps Canada, a CrowdFinance platform 
that supports direct equity investments from ordinary investors into 
privately held small to emerging companies seeking between 
$500,000 and $2 million in capital. In April of 2014, the platform 
facilitated North America’s “First Ordinary Investor” to make an online 
investment in a private company. 
 
She is also the COO of ECN Capital, a Global private equity 
investment platform that brings together qualified investors, 
investment firms and corporate issuers to facilitate private offerings 
ranging from $5 - $150 million. Today, she is working diligently to 
develop technology infrastructures that enhance the private equity 
investment marketplace by making it easier for investors to find good 
investments and good companies to find the investment they need. 
Sandi is a board member of NACO Canada and a co-founder of the 
ECFA. (www.seedsup.ca) 

 

 
 
Patrick Lor 

  

Patrick Lor is CEO of Dissolve, a stock footage company that helps 
creatives, marketers, and brands tell better stories with video. He was 
co-founder of iStockphoto, the world’s first crowd sourced stock 
photography community, which was sold to Getty Images for U.S. $50 
million in 2006. Most recently, he was head of North American 
operations for Fotolia, a stock photography community backed by 
private equity firm Kohlberg Kravis Roberts (KKR). He has also held 
senior marketing and product development roles at Adobe’s Image 
Club Graphics Division. Patrick is active in the tech ecosystem with 
organizations including: iNovia Capital, Flightpath Ventures, Version 
One Ventures, thea100.org, thec100.org, democampcalgary.com, 
University of Calgary, Mount Royal University, GrowLab, and 
FounderFuel. 

 

http://www.foundrygroup.com/
http://www.seedsup.ca/
https://twitter.com/bfeld
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bfeld
https://twitter.com/sandigilbert
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sandigilbert
https://twitter.com/PatrickLor
https://www.linkedin.com/in/patricklor
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Angela Kingyens 

  

As Version One's associate, Angela manages the day-to-day 
activities of the fund, including investing in companies that 
leverage network effects to build a defensible product and 
working with portfolio companies on data & hiring projects. 

Angela received her PhD in Operations Research and 

Engineering from the University of Toronto where she taught 

classes like “Entrepreneurship and Business for Engineers” 
and “Leadership and Leading for Groups and Organizations.” 
As a data scientist with a passion for leadership development, 
she aspires to cultivate talent with data. 

Angela is located in Palo Alto, where she co-launched a Y 
Combinator-funded education startup focused on helping recent PhD 
graduates transition from academic research to careers in industry. 
She is a member of the Computer History Museum Next Gen Board 
and leads the San Francisco Bay Area Skule Alumni Chapter for 
University of Toronto engineering graduates living in the Bay 
Area.  Read Angela’s post: Why Venture Capital is the Perfect Fit for 
Me. (www.versionone.vc), as it is still a compelling read even 3 years 
later.  

 

 
 
Anthony Patrick Lee 

  

Anthony Lee is a Managing Director of Altos Ventures, where he 
focuses on software and digital media investments. Before joining 
Altos, Anthony led marketing efforts for three start-up companies 
including Evolve Software (Nasdaq:EVLV, later acquired by Oracle). 
Anthony began his career as a strategy consultant at McKinsey & 
Company and has published a national magazine. Anthony serves as 
Chairman of TechSoup, the world’s largest non-profit distributor of 
computer software and hardware. He co-founded and co-chairs the 
C100, a network of top Canadian technology leaders dedicated to 
supporting Canadian entrepreneurs. Anthony is a member of the 
Pacific Council on International Policy and served as a term member 
of the Council on Foreign Relations. He is a founding member of the 
Full Circle Fund, a venture philanthropy group based in San 
Francisco. Anthony received his MBA from Stanford University and 
earned a BA in Politics and Economics from Princeton University. 
(www.altos.vc) 

 

 

http://www.utoronto.ca/?
http://www.ycombinator.com/
http://www.ycombinator.com/
http://versionone.vc/why-venture-capital-is-the-perfect-fit-for-me/
http://versionone.vc/why-venture-capital-is-the-perfect-fit-for-me/
http://www.versionone.vc/
http://www.techsoup.org/
http://www.thec100.org/
https://www.pacificcouncil.org/
http://www.cfr.org/
http://www.fullcirclefund.org/
http://www.altos.vc/
https://twitter.com/ATKingyens
https://www.linkedin.com/in/angela-tran-kingyens-38262131
https://twitter.com/aplee
https://www.linkedin.com/in/anthonyplee
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Boris Mann 

  

Boris Mann is managing partner at HUMAN. HUMAN improves & 
creates products through prototypes, business design, and interaction 
research. Prior to that he was founder and managing partner of Full 
Stack, a “napkin capital” angel investment firm that works with and 
funds early stage technology companies. Boris has been active in the 
Vancouver startup ecosystem for almost a decade. His first local 
startup was Bryght, the first commercial Drupal company. He then 
went on to cofound Bootup Labs, the first startup accelerator in 
Canada. Boris holds a B.Sc. in Computer Science from the University 
of Victoria, attending after a coin flip made him choose between 
University and becoming a professional chef. 

 

 
 
Jim Orlando 

  

In his role as Managing Director of OMERS Ventures, Jim Orlando is 
responsible for leading investment activities in the North American 
market focusing on high-growth companies in the technology, media, 
and telecommunications sectors. With more than 14 years of 
experience in the venture capital and private equity sectors, Jim has a 
strong track record of finding deals, closing investments, and in 
working with strong founders, CEOs and management teams on the 
ongoing development and growth of their businesses. He is 
responsible for OMERS Ventures’ investments in BuildDirect.com, 
Ranovus, Shopify and Wattpad. Prior to joining OMERS Ventures, 
Jim was a Managing Director at OMERS Private Equity, which 
directly owns and actively manages a diversified, multi-billion dollar 
portfolio of investments in North America and Europe. Jim was 
involved with direct investments in the software, mobile telephony and 
retail sectors. Prior to that he held key roles with Bell Canada Capital 
and Battery Ventures in Silicon Valley, and also has ten years of 
operational experience in the telecom industry. Jim holds B.Eng.Mgt., 
and M.Eng. from McMaster University. (www.omersventures.com) 

 

 
 
Doug Osborne 

  

Doug is the Founder of Doug’s Unlimited Inc. and creator of the 
‘Success Dashboard©’ Process, an online execution platform that 
empowers businesses owners to take immediate action on their 
business, focus on mission-critical priorities and results, and execute 
with sustained discipline towards substantial growth.  It’s time to stop 
planning, and start doing! (www.dougsunlimited.com) 

 

http://www.omersventures.com/
http://www.dougsunlimited.com/#home
http://www.dougsunlimited.com/
https://twitter.com/bmann
https://www.linkedin.com/in/boris
https://twitter.com/JimROrlando
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jim-orlando-1092a7
https://twitter.com/DougsUnlimited
https://www.linkedin.com/in/doug-osborne-7b51611a
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Sanjay Singhal 

  

Sanjay Singhal is the Canadian Venture Partner for 500 Startups, the 
most active seed investor in Silicon Valley, and aiming to be the 
largest in the world. Sanjay has personally started five businesses, 
and has been an angel investor in over 30 others. Joining the world of 
early-stage venture capital, he hopes to help other Canadian 
entrepreneurs achieve their own dreams of success. Sanjay’s largest 
entrepreneurial win has been as founder of Simply Audiobooks, aka 
Audiobooks.com; however, he has had his share of failures as well, 
the results of which include a divorce, personal bankruptcy, and 
chronic paranoia. Sanjay is a founding board member of Angel One, 
one of Canada’s most prolific Angel investment groups, and also 
serves on the boards of a number of companies in which he is an 
investor. Sanjay has Bachelors and Masters degrees in Electrical 
Engineering from UNB and UBC respectively, and an MBA from 
Cornell University. 

 

 

 
 
Whitney Rockley 

  

Whitney Rockley is the Co-Founder of McRock Capital, a venture 
capital firm focused exclusively on the Industrial Internet. She brings 
over 15 years of investment, operating and strategic planning 
experience in large, established industries such as power, water and 
oil & gas. She is refreshingly real and passionate about women-in-
tech and inspiring girls to get into STEM (Science Technology 
Engineering and Math) through her website whitvc.com. She currently 
serves on the executive committee and board of the Canadian 
Venture Capital Association and has had a number of impressive 
wins over the course of her career.  She was one of the key investors 
behind RuggedCom, which was acquired by Siemens for almost half 
a billion dollars.  She was an investor and board member of the 
Pressure Pipe Inspection Company (PPIC), which was sold to 
Calgary-based Pure Technologies. She was also a board member 
and investor in SpectraSensors, which was sold to Swiss-based 
Endress + Hauser. Prior to co-founding McRock Capital, she was a 
Partner with a Zurich-based venture capital firm and Nomura New 
Energy Ventures in London, England. She has extensive experience 
setting up and managing corporate venture capital programs. In 
addition to PPIC and SpectraSensors, Rockley previously served as a 
Director of Senscient, TerraLUX, DeepFlex, and Novinium and was 
an early investor in Silicon Energy (acquired by Itron) and Capstone 
(NASDAQ: CPST).  Having worked in London, Zurich, San Francisco, 
Calgary, Edmonton and Toronto, she has an impressive global 
network. (www.mcrockcapital.com) 

 

http://www.mcrockcapital.com/
https://twitter.com/ssinghal
https://ca.linkedin.com/in/sanjaysinghalca
https://twitter.com/McRockCapital
https://www.linkedin.com/in/whitney-rockley-37970212


7 Questions Series | Chris Herbert   17 

 
 
Randy Thompson 

  

R Stewart Thompson (Randy) is a builder of companies, angel 
investor and leader of Canada’s largest and most active angel group. 
He is currently invested in twenty-nine companies with four exits as 
well as two funds with a combined 11m under management. 
Originally he began as an entrepreneur when he started the first ISP 
in Alberta. In 1999, he started working on developing angel groups in 
Alberta, beginning with an organization that matched deals for 
Western Canadian investors on the Internet. From this beginning, he 
became the founder and CEO of VA Angels, where over the past 
twelve years the group has done 140 deals worth $41.5 M. Recently 
Randy was one chosen as Canada Angel of the Year in the 2015 by 
Startup Canada. (www.vaangels.com) 

 

 
 
Mark Skapinker 

  

Mark Skapinker is a veteran with more than 25 years of experience in 
software and technology. Mark has a unique vision and 
understanding of how to zig and zag in an ever changing, and 
sometimes unforgiving, market place. For entrepreneurs, Mark offers 
an insider’s view to the scope and magnitude of what it takes to 
create and build a company from an idea through to a thriving 
company. The proof of Mark’s expertise is detailed in his track record: 
in 1988, Mark co-founded Delrina Corporation and successfully grew 
Delrina to annual revenues topping $150 million. Mark was President 
of Delrina from its initial incorporation through its public stock offering 
and listings on both the Toronto Stock Exchange and NASDAQ — 
until Delrina was acquired by Symantec in 1995.  In 1997, when the 
technology market place was yet to recognize the tremendous growth 
of the Internet, Mark founded Balisoft Technologies Inc. – a company 
focused on intelligent customer interaction software. Later, in the 
spring of 1999, Balisoft merged with Boston-based Servicesoft 
Technologies.  Servicesoft became the first major vendor of 
comprehensive Internet customer service solutions. In September 
2000, Servicesoft Technologies was acquired by Broadbase Software 
Inc. (NASDAQ:BBSW). In 2008, Mark co-founded iStopOver.com, a 
Toronto based Internet business focused on peer to peer travel with 
online ecommerce.  In 2010, Skapinker co-founded GaggleUp, an 
Internet business focused on Internet marketing, group buying and 
ecommerce with a focus on enterprise companies.  Mark co-founded 
Brightspark Ventures in 2000 and is a Managing Partner based in 
Toronto. (www.brightspark.com) 

 

  

http://www.vaangels.com/
http://www.brightspark.com/
https://twitter.com/venturealberta
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rstewartthompson
https://twitter.com/MarkSkapinker
https://ca.linkedin.com/in/markskapinker
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Dawn Umlah 

  

Dawn Umlah is an investment manager at Innovacorp, where her 
focus is on identifying attractive seed and early-stage investment 
opportunities. She manages all aspects of the investment review, 
approval and closing cycle, and works hands-on with Innovacorp’s 
portfolio companies to assist them in building teams, accelerating 
their growth, achieving milestones and securing additional financing. 
She is a board member at The Rounds, LeadSift, Karma Gaming, 
TopLog, Up My Game and TitanFile. Prior to joining Innovacorp, 
Dawn held various senior roles in finance, operations, strategic 
planning and corporate development. She was the first non-founding 
employee at DHX Media Ltd. and was an integral part of propelling 
the company through various growth transitions and corporate 
development activities, including two private placements, an IPO on 
TSX and AiM, two secondary offerings, a reverse take-over bid, and 
six acquisitions and integrations. While at Blackberry in Waterloo, 
Ontario, she was the finance business partner for senior 
management, covering business development, strategic alliances and 
multimedia. Altogether, Dawn has been involved in corporate 
development transactions and fundraising activities aggregating more 
than $350 million in value. Dawn graduated from St. Francis Xavier 
University with a degree in business administration and then obtained 
her CMA designation and her M.B.A. from Saint Mary’s Sobey School 
of Business. (www.innovacorp.ca) 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.innovacorp.ca/
https://twitter.com/DawnUmlah
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dawnumlah
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THE INTERVIEWS 
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Q1: When would it be appropriate for a startup to seek investment  
from you? 

Hypothesis: I imagine that the stock answer is a startup should have raised money from 
friends, family, credit cards and initial customers first. But is this always the case? 

 
SNAP SHOT: 
 

 

 
Although most of the interviewees have been involved in investing across different stages of 
business growth, 44% prefer to enter at Series A, 39% prefer early stage or seed investment, 
11% indicated it does not matter, so long as their criteria is being met and 6% prefer later stage 
investments. 

 
Other than the timing of the investment, the group cited four additional key dependencies to 
investment readiness that are applicable to every stage: A good understanding of how to grow 
and engage a confirmed addressable and sizeable market,  founders who are willing to build 
relationships to demonstrate they are focused on building a business first and fundraising 
second, businesses centered on potentially disruptive solutions to tier 1 problems (‘must have’, 
not ‘nice to have’), and founders and businesses who are past pilot and ready to scale while 
seeking first time institutional investment. 

 

  

Preferred Stage to Invest

Series A

Seed

Later Stage

No preference
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: We are an early-stage investor. We invest in pre-seed to Series A. We are 
happy to talk to startups at any time. 
 

  

“If the startup has a ‘must have’, then ‘when’ is immaterial. I’d  
want to see them as soon as possible.” 
 

 

Warren Bergen: Seeking outside investment can be appropriate at various times for various 
reasons. Generally, the founders have exhausted personal funds and available capital from 
those who are close to them. 

 

This money has often helped the founders complete their beta version or trial product and 
further the company to the point of market testing but not outright validation. Perhaps there are 
a few customers who are willing to talk about their purchase rationale which is useful but not 
always sufficient. 
 

More specifically and ideally, I’d like to see that there is sufficient value in the offering that 
presents a market shift or something disruptive. I see lots of products that are some measure 
better than the dominant market offering, but being incrementally better isn’t enough of a shift to 
invest. 

 

“Better” isn’t good enough. Once in a while you’ll see something dramatically different that 
causes the market customers to entirely drop the dominant market offering in favor of the new 
vendor. 

 

This new vendor typically brings one of two values: i) something that either significantly ramps 
their revenue, or ii) substantially cuts their operating or capital costs. Everything else is 
generally a “nice to have”, not a “must have” which puts it in the “B” pile of priorities of most 
customers. If the start-up has a “must have”, then “when” is immaterial. I’d want to see them as 
soon as possible. 

 

John Breakey:  Typically, Angels like to see a business that is 
about to or has just started to create revenue.  Like any good 
portfolio mix, an Angel’s portfolio may have allocations for really 
early start up opportunities where the Angel is a founder 
shareholder and on the other end of the spectrum, companies that 
have active sales but are now ready for accelerated expansion.  
Getting to know a particular Angel’s invest strategy may help to 
determine fit early in the relationship. 

 

Key Dependency #1 

Understand how to 
grow and engage a 

confirmed, 
addressable and 
sizeable market. 
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Simon Chong: Our primary focus is on growth-stage enterprise software companies, typically 
with $500,000 or more in monthly recurring revenues or $6 million+ on an annualized basis. 
That said we are able to invest earlier if we see predictability in the model and strong growth. 

 
We are also happy to talk to earlier stage companies who are doing interesting things in terms 
of Applied Analytics, the convergence of Cloud-based business solutions, Big Data, and broad 
Information Rights. So, we frequently meet with earlier stage companies and establish a 
relationship that might lead to a future investment. 

 

  

“We frequently meet with earlier stage companies and establish a  
relationship that might lead to a future investment.” 
 

 

Steven Duckering: I am interested in a company most generally when they have generated 
sustainable revenue. Getting to revenue is critical, as it proves there is some level of demand 
for your product/service. I also think that generating revenue should happen as soon as 
possible, and through multiple revenue streams. 

 

Brad Feld:  We invest early in the life of companies, but don’t have to be the first investor. As 
long as you’ve raised less than $3 million, it’s not too late to approach us. 

 

Boris Mann: Full Stack is an early stage investor in B2B tech companies. We tend to invest in 
what we define as the Seed 1 round. A team has built some software and some customers are 
using it. You have to be able to show some product metrics and know a bit about your 
customers. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: The typical SeedUps Canada business has a 
proven business model and has raised a small amount of capital 
from friends, family and others close to them. They have a solid 
management team, outside advisors and are seeking their first real 
“seed” capital in the range of $250,000 – $2 million. This capital will 
help them move their product or service to market – generally 
growth capital. 

 

Angela Kingyens: We are mostly interested in early-stage 
opportunities, i.e. Seed or Series A rounds. We need proof of 

product-market fit as well as initial traction. Regardless of the business model, we look at user 
growth and engagement metrics first. We want to get a sense of how quickly and how much of 
the initial target market has been captured, and whether the entrepreneur knows what factors 
convert a registered user to one that is active and/or paying. We aim to invest at an important 
inflection point of a startup’s life: the time when entrepreneurs need an injection of capital to 
scale more aggressively and become a category leader. Having said that, companies in stealth 
mode or running pilots are too early for us. 

Key Dependency #2 

Be willing to build 
relationships with 

potential investors to 
demonstrate your 
focus on building a 
business first, and 

fund raising second. 
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“Companies in stealth mode or running pilots are too early for us.” 

 

Patrick Lee: At Altos, we look for companies that are in the early growth phase of their 
business. Typically they are rapidly ramping revenues from business customers or consumers, 
and ideally have gone through one or two cycles of renewing these customer relationships. At 
our relatively early stage, we want to see more than 100% annual growth. We specialize in 
founder-led, bootstrapped companies that have not raised much if any prior venture capital. 

 

Patrick Lor: Ideally, you want angels and VCs asking you if they can participate. That means 
you would have created that magical combination of customer traction, critical acclaim, and 
product innovation. Before this happens, I think it’s tough for most seasoned investors to spend 
any significant amount of time evaluating your business. My advice to early stage companies is 
to spend more time on building something amazing than on fundraising. 

 

Boris Mann: We are exploring the concept of venture creation, and actually co-founded one 
company and helped build the idea and the team around the founder (CommandWear). But we 
only consider that in very few circumstances – and generally ones where we know the founder 
well. 

 

Jim Orlando: OMERS Ventures invests across the “lifecycle” of 
technology companies. We are best known for our “later stage” 
investments where we invest $10 million or more in companies 
that have other institutional investors, significant revenues and 
can benefit from further growth capital that we provide. These 
companies include well-known Canadian companies such as 
BuildDirect, HootSuite, Shopify, Vision Critical and WattPad. 
 

But these companies only make up one third of our current 
portfolio of 19 companies. Another third of the portfolio were 
Series A / B investments – companies that had some initial angel and/or friends and family 
investment, where we came in to provide additional capital in the $5 million range or so to help 
continue to build the team, the product or service and the customer traction. In these cases, we 
are often the first “institutional investor” in the business.  
 

The final third of our portfolio consist of companies that are first-round startups – with $1 million 
or less as an initial investment from us – and so were essentially “seed” stage companies at the 
time of our investment. 
 

So – long-story short – we are fortunate to have enough capital to participate in the startup 
ecosystem at any stage of company maturity, and to continue to support the companies with 
additional capital as they grow and succeed through successive stages. 

 

Key Dependency #3 

Ensure your 
business is centered 

on potentially 
disruptive solutions 
to Tier 1 problems – 

you are selling a 
must have, not a nice 

to have solution. 
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“If you are giving 25% of your company away on average every time 
you raise money, the longer you can do without raising it is better.” 

 

Doug Osborne: Once they have created the unique product or solution (minimal viable product 
or better), verified/demonstrated viable commercialization and attraction/demand in the market; 
have confirmed sufficient addressable market size, and have assembled a credible (and 
preferably experienced) management team to execute the vision. 

 

Whitney Rockley: The entrepreneur needs to “crack the code first” then raise the money.  We 
look for entrepreneurs that have some early commercial revenue so there is some validation 
from the market.  We like to lead Series A financing but the money needs to be to aggressively 
scale the business not figure out how to scale the business. 

 

Sanjay Singhal: My favourite case is when an entrepreneur is just starting out with an idea and 
maybe a prototype, and needs some advice along with $100,000 or so to get the business 
going. My two best investments have been with personal contacts who came to me before going 
to anyone else. 

 
Once a company gets to speaking with institutional investors, or 
“seed funds”, their valuation is usually too high for me to get 
interested and get involved as an Angel. As a side note, I do invest a 
fair bit of money as a Limited Partner with seed funds, so I get in on 
those investments, but it’s professional fund managers making the 
decisions on which companies to back; I’m just along for the ride and 
the ROI. 
 

I’m not just looking for a financial return on my Angel investments. 
The companies, products, and people have to be ones I like and will 
have fun working with. Often it’s as much a decision on supporting 

someone’s efforts as it is making money. And there have certainly been times when I was so 
impressed with a product that as a potential user I just had to see it come to life. 

 

Mark Skapinker: It depends… From my perspective, it is a “marathon” and not a “sprint”, so 
getting to know the entrepreneur and the concept and the potential takes time. My focus is 
mainly on repeat entrepreneurs, and/or founders who have proven themselves somehow. We 
usually are first “institutional money” but also sometimes participate earlier in the process. We 
like “big” ideas. 

 

Randy Thomson: If you are giving 25% of your company away on average every time you 
raise money, the longer you can go without raising it is better. Ideally you are coming to angels 
when you already know who your first customer is and you have certain things in place. Patents, 
prototypes, and most of the team should all be in order before you go see angels, and ideally 
you know who the first customer is from the prototype testing. 

Key Dependency #4 

Ensure that your 
business is past the 
pilot stage and ready 
to scale – preference 
to businesses who 

are seeking first time 
institutional 
investment. 
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“Warm us up first; let us get to know you.  Start with developing  
a relationship.” 

 

Dawn Umlah: Warm us up first; let us get to know you. Start with developing a relationship. The 
best investments are the ones where I have invested after knowing and following the progress 
of the founders and company for a longer period of time – and this doesn’t mean for a month! 
I’m talking six months to a year. 

 

In terms of what you need to have in place prior to asking for an investment, it depends on the 
stage of the company and the use of funds. We go quite early in some cases where we co-
invest with angels to help fund the product build. This is more typical in the deeper technologies 
with a longer development cycle and can’t simply be built by two people on the cheap in 
someone’s basement. Overall and ideally, there would be an early prototype to demonstrate 
product innovation and a balanced team with domain expertise and unique insights into the 
problem and the customers you are targeting. In this ideal world, you would have also achieved 
some customer validation via deep customer discovery, understand your competitive landscape 
and have started testing plans for how you are going to monetize and get your solution to 
market. 

 

If the company is light on technology and it is more of an execution play, you need to be further 
along; particularly as it relates to product, traction, and how you are going to scale the business. 

 

 
WRAP UP 
 

The investors may prefer different entry points, but they all prefer that the Founders who 
approach them have made some effort to research their portfolio preferences and they have all 
begun to hint at the main reasons they may or may not be interested in pursuing a relationship.  
The questions you, as an entrepreneur, need to begin asking yourself are: 

 

1. Can my business prove sufficient value to an investor? 
2. Do I know which type of investor I am really looking for? 
3. Can I define the ideal time to begin reaching out and establishing relationships with 

potential investors? 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Don’t forget to join the conversation 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q2: What’s more important: the idea, the team or both? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard from some VCs/Angels that the team matters more than the idea. I’ve 
also heard from a VC that the underlying technology doesn’t matter. What’s your perspective? 

 

SNAP SHOT: 
 

 

 
The slim majority of the interviewees (44%) weight both the team and the idea as equally 
important to their consideration. 39% consider the founder/team talent, experience and passion 
more important and only 17% look to the idea to tip to scales.  When considering the team, 
investors look at domain experience, a proven ability to learn and adapt quickly and people who 
have more at stake than just time spent.  None of the investors interviewed take too much stock 
in the previous successes or failures of the team.  When looking at the idea, some factors 
include: a direction that fits with their existing investment portfolio and professional network, 
clarity on product/solution fit (the customer is king), and whether the idea/product/service can 
sustain differentiation regardless of the technology infrastructure used to deliver it – value first, 
technology second.   
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: They are both very important.  You need both to be successful.  Some VCs 
will bet on just a team, because they believe that the team will figure out the idea.  But in the 
end, you need to have an extremely strong idea and an extremely strong team to be successful. 

 

Warren Bergen: Both are paramount. Great ideas without great execution are trash. Lots of 
investors will automatically invest in a previously successful team regardless of what they’re 
doing which I just can’t get behind. Great teams without a great idea and plan will often 
eventually find a way to press the coal to diamonds but so much time, money and energy is lost 
in the process that it generally should have been killed before the start. We are always seeking 
that perfect storm of a great combination of a plan that shows a great strategy to capitalize on 
an unmet market need by a well-rounded team. I’ve seen successful entrepreneurs that made a 
great company from generating real value for significant markets and then go out for a second 
attempt by trying something much less tangible in terms of value creation. That’s a no. 
Conversely, we also see reasonably good ideas by those who can’t/won’t/don’t surround 
themselves or listen to those with experience who can help navigate that difficult path. This is 
also a no. For me it’s both. Always both. 

 

  

“Entrepreneurs need to be focused with the persistence to weather all 
storms and the ability to learn and iterate on product quickly.” 

 

John Breakey: The decision is based on a list of key considerations where any one could be a 
knock-out punch.  The score of each is either: Excellent, Neutral or Unacceptable. The key 
factors I use are: 
 

 Skill and maturity of the leader or team – Do they have strong sales capability, past 
experience managing people, cash flow, past history of execution. 

 Solution: Does it have a unique differentiator in the market that is clearly 
distinguishable?  Is it solving a customer problem that customers are willing to pay for 
NOW? (chasing a solution that many others are chasing is a non-starter) 

 Financial competency:  Do the founders have skin in the game (not just sweat equity)? 
This ensures the founders will not abandon their “dream” if the going gets tough.  Can 
the money they are asking for enough to see them through 12 to 18 months?  Is the 
revenue projection supported by a realistic pipeline of potential customers?  (Trial 
customers are not equal to paying customers) 

 

Simon Chong: Our starting point with a new company is to first understand the solution, what 
drove them to build the business (so yes, the idea) and to really understand the problem being 
solved. We do that by having our team really dig in and understand the product / solution, the 
opportunities around analytics, the underlying technology being used, the data being collected, 
the information rights a company has for using that data and what is coming next, so the 
roadmap. Through doing all of that, we get a great understanding of the business and the depth 
of talent in the team. 
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So, yes, the team is critical, but we like to get there through an understanding of the product / 
solution. We want to invest in teams that we think can execute well and scale but in order to do 
so they need a great product and really deep market understanding. 

 

Steven Duckering: I believe everyone has an “idea”, and we don’t invest in ideas; we invest in 
businesses. You need a great team working on a great business. The business (the actual 
product or service) needs to sell, and the management team is responsible for making this 
happen. I think if you evaluate companies that have failed (under any market cap), you will see 
that it was either the business (for lack of demand or otherwise) or management (unable to 
successfully operate) that failed. Looking at those who have sustained long term success, the 

management complements the business and it works very well 
together. You definitely need both. 

 

Brad Feld: We have a set of themes that we are interested in. If 
what you are doing is outside our themes, we pass immediately. 
Assuming what you are doing fits in one of our themes, then we are 
focused on three things. First, do we have affinity for the product? 
Next, are the founders obsessed about the product they are 
working on. Finally, do the founders want to be long term partners 
with us and do we want to be long term partners with them. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: The team. Having said that, the idea needs to have 
some legs with some quantifiable assumptions for its ability to generate revenue or 
sustainability. I’m honestly not that hung up on the technology – if the business model works, 
the technology will adapt over time. Technology for technology’s sake is just that. It has to be 
put into practice.  Will it attract users? Do people or businesses see the value in using it? And, 
ultimately, can it generate some revenue. 

 

Angela Kingyens: At the stage in which we invest, the team is most important. While the idea 
must be novel and solve a clear pain point, it is only a business if it can be executed by a team 
of effective leaders. In the first 18-24 months of building a startup, so many decisions have to be 
made and inevitably, so much can (and probably will) go wrong. Entrepreneurs need to be 
focused with the persistence to weather all storms and the ability to learn and iterate on product 
quickly. 

 

Patrick Lee: We first look for a really great business in a large market. The team needs to be 
visionary and operationally excellent, but to paraphrase Warren Buffet, we prefer a good team in 
a great business over a great team in a good business. 

 

Patrick Lor: Let’s ask this question another way: Would you fund an amazing team with a 
crappy idea, or a crappy team with an amazing idea? Neither sounds all that appetizing. The 
fact is that most great ventures have both, although the question highlights the fact that 
companies go through huge changes as they scale. The best companies have brilliantly 
adaptive teams that can change the business along the way. I think that means it all starts with 
a great team, but you wouldn’t write the cheque until they came up with something resembling a 
great starting idea. 

Team Requirements 

What do the investors 
want to see in the 

founder/team? 

 Domain 
experience  

 Proven ability to 
Learn & Adapt & 

 Something to Lose 
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“The earlier you invest, the more the team matters.” 

 

Boris Mann: Both. The earlier you invest, the more the team matters. But the idea has to be a 
venture-fundable idea. I can tell pretty quickly if a team has a big vision that requires venture 
funding. There is a subtle difference between venture funding and “this business model only 
works if we have millions of customers”, which is one of the reasons we tend to stay away from 
B2C businesses. 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with getting to break even and/or growing based on customer 
sales. As an angel investor, we have more tolerance to invest outside of gigantic ideas, but we 
still have to have some way to get a return – licensing, dividends, acquisition, etc.  

 

Jim Orlando: This is a common question that people have, and there is no simple answer to it. 
Conventional logic is that if you invest in great people, they will figure their way around market 
bumps and find the biggest and best opportunities to exploit. Likewise, if a team is going after 
the right market, then conventional wisdom will be that there is less risk since a large and 
growing market makes management execution less important. 

 

For OMERS Ventures we balance all of the areas to determine whether a team and a company 
is one that we want to invest behind. If a team has had plenty of “been there done that” and 
investing their own money behind the direction they are going, then we are less concerned 
about the size and/or timing of the market opportunity.  On the other hand, if a management 
team is perhaps less fully formed but we strongly believe in the market then we could also move 
forward with investment.  Much of this depends on balancing the capabilities of the team, along 
with the size of the market opportunity and assessing the sustainable differentiation that the 
team is creating to seize that market opportunity. 

 

Doug Osborne: Both, but with slightly heavier weighting on the team. The world is full of great 
ideas, but if the team can’t effectively commercialize or implement the idea, you’ve got nothing.  
When I write my cheque as an investor I am trusting the team in good faith to deliver what they 
said they could and what they promised. That being said, even the best team has to have 
something good to work with.    You get a sense from some teams that they could build a 
business out of just about anything – those are the teams I’ll sign a cheque for.   

 

  

“The team needs to be visionary and operationally excellent, but…we  
prefer a good team in a great business over a great team in a good business.” 
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Whitney Rockley: The team is the most important.  We look for a team that comes from the 
industry they are targeting as customers.  After we know the team has excellent domain 
experience, we look at the solution to determine if it is solving a real pain point.  We also need 
to assess how easy it is to sell the solution to the customers and how the company plans to 
scale/grow their business given the market they are targeting and the associated sales cycle. 

 

Sanjay Singhal:  It’s always the team, but not in the way most people think of it. As an investor 
there’s no way for me to know whether a particular entrepreneur or team is a great one. I can 
only judge after the fact, along the lines of, “Wow, those guys turned out to be really good at 
running a company!” 

 

Evaluating how they respond to pressure and adversity is the biggest part of it. If the basic idea 
or product isn’t good, then a change in direction, a pivot, is always possible with the best 
people. Since I don’t know beforehand, I can’t use “the team” as an evaluation criteria. I’ve 
made some spectacularly bad judgements about people based on interviewing them. 

 

So when evaluating a potential investment, I’m forced to look mostly at the idea, and trust that I 
can use my own network of professionals to augment any gaps in talent that the entrepreneur 
might have. That means I invest principally in areas I know something about, or where I have 
close colleagues who know something about it. As far as the team goes, I’ll use my best 
judgement to make sure they’re not idiots, but there’s really no way of knowing. 

 

Last point I’m sure someone’s going to be thinking is, shouldn’t I 
know a team is good if they have a good track record? Well, if they 
have a good track record, they shouldn’t need me to give them 
$100,000. As for previous failures, I’m all for them as I’ve had 
several myself, but they don’t give you any insight on whether a 
person is good or not. You just shouldn’t punish people for failure. 

 

Mark Skapinker: Both. The team is critical because every startup 
will have major challenges and need to be able to change and 
adapt to the reality of their market – only a team with the right 
leadership and corporate culture can do that. At the same time, the 
idea needs to be able to create something unique, something that 
can create a huge amount of value and be significant enough to warrant outside investment. 

 

Randy Thomson: I have always said in BaseCamps that the least interesting thing to talk about 
to an investor is the product. Of course, the problem is most startups don’t have anything else to 
talk about except the product. Really, the most important thing to me is actually the customer. 
Then in second is the team. Other angels will change that order, and call the customers the 
“How big is the problem you’re solving?”. We will ask - are you selling vitamins (boring) or drugs 
(non-price sensitive repeat customers)? 

 

Idea Requirements 

What do our investors 
look for in an Idea? 

 Current Portfolio 
Alignment, 
Product/Solution 
Fit Clarity & a 
Value Focused 
Solution 
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Dawn Umlah: Both are required, but the team is more important. A great team can generally 
turn a terrible idea around. A terrible team likely won’t deliver on a great idea. It’s all about 
execution. 

 

 

WRAP UP  

 

So, those billion dollar ideas on the backs of napkins in Silicon Valley coffee shops from the 
stories we have all heard, seem more like a myth than reality based on our investors answers.   

The things you might want to ask yourself now: 
 

1. What metrics am I using, or should I use, in order to clearly demonstrate  
product/market fit? 

2. Is the core technology backbone of my product/service capable of iterations over the 
long term? 

3. Does my team have well-rounded experience and what qualifiers should I use when 
adding members to the core team?  
 

Learn something you didn’t expect?  
  

Join the conversation 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q3: What are you looking for in a startup team? What does a winning team  
look like? 

Hypothesis: looking to understand how experience, youth vs age, skills, drive and passion 
factor into the evaluation. 

 

SNAP SHOT: 

 

 
 

So, what are the tangible traits of a great team?  Relentless sales skills, solid technical 
knowledge, operational and financial management competence and the ability to plan logically 
through the process, with a dash of coachability and strong connections.  But the most cited 
traits our interviewees are looking for are the intangibles: passion, desire (bordering on 
obsession) and honesty. 
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: We look for a great team and a big idea. A winning team brings the right set 
of skills and experience to be successful in the market they are going after.  This does not 
necessarily mean they need industry experience, but they need someone who will figure it out.  
Often teams have one or two people with technical skills and one or two people who are 
focused on business development.  At least as important as the skills and experience is the 
mindset – the determination to win, the resolve to overcome challenges, and the collaborative 
approach which will keep the founders working together as a solid team through thick and thin. 

 

Warren Bergen: Sales Skills: Can they sell? Everything, and I mean everything about a startup 
is selling. You are selling partially paid employees on a dream, investors on a whiteboard plan 
and potential customers on future value. Without the ability to sell, they’re dead before they 
start. 

 

Desire: Show me a team that is so taken by the opportunity that they would continue on their 
path with or without you. 

 

Financial Competence: Cash flow is the difference between startup life and death. Financial 
competence empowers the entrepreneur and sets him/her apart from the masses of financially 
challenged. The sophisticated investor is sophisticated because they are financially adept. Why 
would they hand cash to those who have not added this skill to their team? 

 

Logic: Does the team have a plan that makes sense to you? Are they reasonable about revenue 
ramps, valuation, development timelines and customer acquisition costs? 

 

  

“Everything, and I mean everything about a startup is selling.” 

 

John Breakey: Experience matters – managing a business is more difficult than coming up with 
a winning idea – having related work and leadership experience reduces risk. Execution matters 
– do the team members have any history of turning strategies into results. Honesty matters – 
How well is the founder leveling with you on the market potential, are they understating 
competing solutions or unrealistic about market acceptance? If they don’t trust you with the 
truths why should you trust them? 

 

Simon Chong: That’s a tough question. I think an ability to lead, passion for the business and 
intellectual horsepower are what are really key. That is because experience itself (or lack of it) 
isn’t necessarily a good predictor of future performance. After all, the Shopify leadership team 
didn’t have a whole lot of experience in building a software company when they started, but 
they’ve shown great leadership, passion and they have a very intelligent and analytical 
approach to running the business.  All that said, if I had to pick one role in the leadership team 
where we like to see a bit of grey hair it would be the CFO! 
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Steven Duckering: A winning team in business is comparable to a winning team in professional 
sports. They are all highly talented, there for a purpose, and are focused on winning. Personally, 
I am a fan of small teams (3-5 people) who are working together to achieve something great. It 
is about bringing in “great” people, not just for the sake of “more” people. 

 

Although looking at the past success or failure of a CEO or founder is easy, past success 
doesn’t guarantee future success, and past failure certainly does not mean more failure. You 
need to look at the team in their current state and how well they understand the business they 
are in and how they go from square one to square five. 

 

For myself, it doesn’t matter age or experience. I like teams who are the best at what they do 
and know how to beat competitors. 

 

Brad Feld: It varies dramatically. Ultimately, we are interested in backing founders who are 
obsessed about what they are working on. We use the word “obsession” specifically instead of 
words like passion because it’s a particular characteristic that we’ve found differentiates great 
founders from all the rest. 

While we will back single founder teams, we generally believe the best teams are between two 
and four founders, with at least half of them working on the product. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: The team should be well rounded – not just the guys that thought up the idea 
over a beer.  Adding team members (or advisors) that have had some experience in the space 
and can introduce the product to the market can be integral in speed to market. It’s good to 
have marketing, finance and process people on board. 

 

Angela Kingyens: A winning team is one with passion and 
determination, vision and the ability to communicate it, product 
and design instincts, talent, and deep domain knowledge.  We 
blog frequently on our website about what we look for in founders 
(http://versionone.vc/blog/), and Boris was interviewed by Inc.com 
about the 5 traits that matter most to us (http://www.inc.com/will-
yakowicz/boris-wertz-5-entrepreneurial-traits.html). 

 

Patrick Lee: About half of our team assessment focuses on the 
CEO, often the founder or co-founder who is the heart and soul of 
a startup. We like leaders who have a clear and compelling vision, 
killer operational instincts, ability to build systems, and constant 
desire to learn. We like confidence tempered with the right amount 
of humility and self-awareness. 

 

Patrick Lor: The usual – smarts, experience, determination, plus the ability to work through 
difficult and stressful times constructively. A winning team has some magic chemistry that 
allows each individual to perform better than they ever have before. 

 

The Tangible Skills 

 Industry experience 

 Technical knowledge 

 Sales 

 Experienced 
Leadership 

 Focus 

 Confidence 

 Desire to Learn 

 Domain Expertise 

 Financial 
Management 

http://www.inc.com/will-yakowicz/boris-wertz-5-entrepreneurial-traits.html
http://www.inc.com/will-yakowicz/boris-wertz-5-entrepreneurial-traits.html
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Boris Mann: We are looking for formidable founders who will be able to grow, are coachable / 
like working with us, and will be able to stick with the twists and turns of building a business. 

One of the reasons that we look for the team to have shipped software and sold to customers, is 
that it proves that they can do these things. We’re happy to work with first time founders, but if 
they can’t demonstrate that they can do these things, and are willing to do the work that it takes, 
why should we invest in them? 

 

Roughly speaking, B2B software startups are going to fall into a category of being a tech-driven 
organization or a sales-driven organization. Both need a minimum level of effectiveness of 
building & shipping a technology product, but one innovates directly through technology, and the 
other innovates through sales & marketing channels. (Sales & marketing is increasingly a tech 
supported function as well) 

 

We won’t typically invest in a company that completely outsources its technology, and being 
able to convince a technical person (a “hacker”) to join the team early is another good sign. On 
the flip side, if the team doesn’t have experience in marketing and it doesn’t seem like the 
founders are willing to get better at sales, that’s a bad sign. 
 

So having a “hustler” who can do sales, marketing, business 
development, investor relations, and so on – is also crucial. 
Increasingly, being able to have in-house skills around design – 
and design in the broader sense of user experience, product 
development, and so on – is important.  

Single founders can have a hard time doing everything that is 
needed, but if we see that they’ve already managed to build a 
team, that mitigates it. 

 

Jim Orlando: As described above, we are looking to make 
investments in teams that can bring a differentiated solution to address a large market 
opportunity. This generally requires strong technologists who can do something different that 
others in the world cannot. But it equally includes people who know how to bring this technology 
to market.  It is this balance of differentiated technology, market knowledge and passion that are 
important in building a successful venture-backed company. 

 

Doug Osborne: Passion with a sense of urgency; trust and credibility; 
perseverance/persistence with focus; coach-ability (discern and act on good advice/experience); 
past success is a big asset, or having learned from failure; diversity of pertinent skills; business 
experience & acumen; and they have something substantial (product or service) to work with. 

 

Whitney Rockley: Domain experience.  Take a look at one of our videos for Killer CEO traits. 
(https://www.youtube.com/user/McRockCapital) 

 

  

The Intangible Skills 

 Determination 

 Desire 

 Honesty/Integrity 

 Passion 

 Obsession 

 Good Instincts 

 Hustle 

 Maturity 

https://www.youtube.com/user/McRockCapital
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Sanjay Singhal: The best combinations are two partners, where one is the tech guy and the 
other is the business guy. It’s not that you can’t have one person who’s good at both, it’s that 
having two frees each up to do what they do best. Their egos also don’t tend to clash as each of 
them considers the other the expert at a bunch of things they themselves have no interest in. 

 

The biggest team problem you’ll have at the early stage of a business is that the partners end 
up not being able to work together. I’ve never seen that between a software developer and a 
business grad, but I see it all the time between two software developers or two business guys. 

 

The team can be larger than two people of course, but in the very early days if an idea needs 
more than a few people to get to a demonstrable proof of concept, then it’s probably not a good 
investment for me. 

 

  

“Hustle and/or scrappiness – defined as drive, determination, perseverance,  
and relentlessness – it’s imperative, particularly in Canada.” 

 

Mark Skapinker: We look for experience – founders that have proven themselves. Passion, 
focus on winning, and a strong domain expertise in what they are taking on. Maturity and 
corporate culture are critical. 

 

Randy Thomson: I think it was Dave McClure of 500 Startups that came up with the line: A 
Hacker, a Hustler and a Designer. Those three people create a great startup team. It 
encompasses everything that is important to succeeding in a startup. If you have to lift the big 
tent, you can’t do it one pole at a time, you have to have at least those three things for the tent 
to go up. 

 

Age does not matter. It really is about the mindset. When I did my first startup, I was 26 and 
everyone else was younger than me. That was a huge mistake. If I could go back, I would have 
at least had a blend of experience and rookie enthusiasm. That would have created a much 
better team than what I started with. 

 

Dawn Umlah: Hustle and/or scrappiness – defined as drive, determination, perseverance, and 
relentlessness – it’s imperative, particularly in Canada. As previously mentioned, the team 
should be complementary and balanced with deep domain expertise and unique insights into 
the problem and customers they are targeting. Ideally, the team has worked together before, 
has been through a few rough patches together and has come out the other side still able to 
look at each other every day. 
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WRAP UP 

 

Being able to communicate you’re the intangible assets you bring to your business is essential 
when seeking investment, but here are some other questions you should consider as well: 
 

1. How dependent is the business on a key person or people – the ones whose absence 
could cause major damage to the business? 

2. How can I sustain a high level of engagement with my team? 
3. How can I best determine strengths and weaknesses in the team (both tangible & 

intangible)? 

 

 

 
 

  
Share your thoughts 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q4: What are you looking for in an idea? What does a winning  
idea look like? 

Hypothesis: My thought is that Angels/VCs aren’t all looking for the next Facebook or 
Instagram. I find it difficult to believe that all are looking for $1B dollar markets. I also wonder if 
all of them want to cash out within the same timeframe. Perhaps some evaluate the idea based 
on return plus other factors like the greater good? 

 

SNAP SHOT: 

 

 

 

Social causes hold no sway with the investor community and most expect a 20%-25% return 
within 5 years.  For a third (33%) of the investors interviewed, ideas that require funding in order 
to grow quickly are preferred.  22% are looking for the next billion-dollar idea and 17% seek 
market disruption.  Other idea attractions are stable long-term multi-use market targeting, 
acquisition potential and current relevancy (what’s hot today). 
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: We are looking for big ideas.  The idea needs to be something that can lead 
to a profitable and scalable business.  Some key questions to ask: How big can this be?  How 
easily and quickly can we grow the business if this takes off?  How defensible is it against 
competitors? 

 

Warren Bergen: Again, I’m seeking logical thinking. It’s a rare treat when an entrepreneur has 
gone through the thought process of Plan A with moderate capital and Plan B with larger 
dollars. A winning idea is only a winning idea when it is supported by an entrepreneur who is 
smart enough to be strategic. But again, the idea has to upset the status quo of the category. 
Those last electric typewriters were amazing, but they were trashed by new thinking. 

 

John Breakey: Angel investing is just another option in an investor portfolio.  While it may be a 
bonus that the company has some greater good, it is an investment.  Return is a function of 
capital risk. It competes with other investment markets. I can make 12% on a lower risk private 
mortgage so a higher risk Angel investment needs to produce a 25% annualized return.  Seeing 
a return in 3-4 years allows you to “take profits” that can be reinvested elsewhere and ensures 
your portfolio is growing. If I want to participate in something esoteric I can volunteer in a social 
cause. 

 

  

“The best businesses have a unique product/service that gives them an 
advantage, and they add value to as many people as possible.” 

 

Simon Chong: What gets us excited are teams who have shown they can build a product 
business, really understand their market and are now looking for ways to differentiate through 
the application of analytics to create insights that exploit unique data. 

 

Of course we have a return model we work to but rather than getting hung up on trying to swing 
for the fences we are looking for growing businesses that have or we believe can create 
additional value through Applied Analytics. 

 

Steven Duckering: Right off the start, I am going to change the word “idea” to “business”. 
 

My favorite analogy for this is that, as an investor, you can’t always go to the plate and swing for 
a home run. It is all about your batting average and avoiding strikeouts. Sometimes, a double 
gets the job done (assuming an appropriate amount of downside risk to justify a double). 

 

The best businesses have a unique product/service that gives them an advantage, and they add 
value to as many people as possible. Every investor looks for different things, I am sure some 
only want the next Facebook, but I don’t think that batting average will be too high. 



7 Questions Series | Chris Herbert   40 

 

For me personally, a winning business is one that I understand, has great people involved, and 
has the best interest in mind for the shareholders. I understand the huge incentive to cash out 
and be acquired, but I also find it very attractive when a business can generate cash 
consistently and build something great over time. 

 

Brad Feld: I have no idea what a winning idea looks like in advance. The idea is simply the 
price of admission. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: I’m looking for an idea that business or consumers feel will improve their lives in 
some way. Often times it is simply improving a current process or task through technology – like 
Open Table makes it easier to book a reservation. You could always make a reservation at your 
favorite restaurant – Open Table just took it to the next level. From an investor’s view – it has to 
be able to generate revenue so it can share in profits or be powerful enough to attract the 
attention of competitors that may want to take them out, or a complementary company that 
wants to add them to their own product or service offering. 

 

Angela Kingyens: We seek startups taking a unique approach to solving a big pain point for a 
large market, especially in underserved verticals and geographies.  We invest in emerging 
category leaders and/or category definers.  Based on the economics of our fund, we look for 
companies with a potential $100 million+ valuation. And just as we have shared what we look 
for in founders, we have also blogged about the two ways in which one can build a $100 
million+ business.( http://versionone.vc/the-only-2-ways-to-build-a-100-million-business/) 

 

  

“…good ideas are those that involve addressing a large market  
opportunity with a sustainable differentiated means.” 

 

Patrick Lee: We love great ideas, but we try to fall in love with the business rather than falling in 
love with the idea. So we love seeing exponential growth curves and great organic traction. 
There are three simple questions we try to answer when evaluating opportunities: why big, why 
now, why you? 

 

Patrick Lor: Typically, you look for dead simple ideas in established markets that require great 
execution. Consumer habits die hard, so your business should offer an improvement over 
conventional products, rather than replacing them with something entirely new & unfamiliar. The 
10x rule says if you can offer 10x the service, or offer the same service at a tenth of the price, 
you’ve got a good chance of disrupting the incumbents. Ideas that are too complicated – for 
example, processes that require more than 3 steps to complete a transaction, are doomed to 
fail. 

 

Boris Mann: We’re looking for an idea that doesn’t have obviously non-scalable elements to it. 
That being said, “do things that don’t scale” is one of the ways that early stage startups can win 

http://versionone.vc/the-only-2-#ways-to-build-a-100-million-business/)
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early on, as long as they have a way for creating process and tooling that will let them scale 
later on. 

 

I think there is lots more growth in B2D (business-to-developer) tools. As many businesses 
become software-enabled or software-supported, there are more and more developers. And 
they look for tools that make their life easier. 

 

A winning idea looks like a team that is passionate about the space and the customers in the 
space. We usually get involved at an early stage that both customers and product morph quite a 
bit before it’s clear that it’s a winner. 

 

  

“In general, a winning idea for us is one that is disrupting a large market in a 
differentiated way – either via product innovation, substantial simplicity or 
applying new concepts in a new area.” 

 

Jim Orlando: OMERS Ventures has a relatively large base of capital – our first fund, raised 3 
years ago, was $200 million and we will soon announce our second fund. In order to meet the 
requirement for venture returns on a capital pool of that size, we seek companies that are going 
after very large market opportunities, and that, by definition, will require a relatively large 
amount of capital and time to address that market. 

 

As an example, BuildDirect is a company we invested in a couple of years ago. To the North 
American end-consumer or homebuilder, BuildDirect looks like an online retailer of home 
building materials such as hardwood flooring and tiling; this in itself is a multi-billion-dollar 
market opportunity. But behind the scenes BuildDirect is building an infrastructure and capability 
to deliver any heavyweight or bulky good to any consumer anywhere in North America – which 
opens up an even larger long-term market opportunity. 

 

This dynamic of being able to profitably grow into addressing massive market opportunity is key 
for the types of investments that we seek to make. Stated more generally, good ideas are those 
that involve addressing a large market opportunity with a sustainably differentiated means. 

 

Doug Osborne: Is it easy to understand and adopt; does it solve 
a big enough pain-point for a big enough user-market within a 
short enough timeframe; does it have an efficient “time to value” 
(provide value quickly) and “time to money” (prompt sales 
cycle/cash flow); is it sufficiently unique and better that other 
available options and can that advantage be 
maintained/protected for an extended period of time;  A ‘platform’ 
solution (with multiple uses/applications) versus just one product 
or application is always preferred from a risk and scalability 
perspective. 

 

Definition: 

CAGR = Compound 
Annual Growth Rate 

The growth rate from 
initial investment value 

to end investment 
value compounded 

over a period of time. 
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Whitney Rockley: We look for a solution that solves an industry pain point.  We like validation 
from the market that the solution works and is valued by the customer.  The key is to identify 
markets that demonstrate high CAGRs (compound annual growth rate) but in absolute dollars 
they can be less than $500 million.  As VCs we are 100% return driven. 

 

Sanjay Singhal: To me it’s pretty simple. Would I want to use it myself? Either as a business 
tool for my company, or as a personal service or tool? 

 

My first successful startup, Simply Audiobooks, took the Netflix idea of mailing out DVDs and 
applied it to CDs that Audiobooks come on. I listen to a lot of audiobooks, and they’re expensive 
as well as hard to find, so when my partner initially put forth the idea, I instantly thought, “I have 
to have this.” 

 

Of course there are the business mechanics as well. It has to be able to either make money or 
be needed strategically by another company. 

 

In the case of Simply Audiobooks, we were able to evaluate the financial potential by using 
many metrics that Netflix published in their public filings, like how many DVDs people used a 
month, that sort of thing. The only thing we had very little idea of was whether people would 
want to use the service, and that’s where my own desire for the product became the decision-
maker for me. 

 

Mark Skapinker: An idea is something that can create significant value. It may be a better way 
of doing something, it may be capitalizing on new technology or markets. It needs to be 
something that is in a “space” where focus and money are being spent now; it needs to have 
some barriers to entry (even if that is timing); it needs to be something that is a “need”, and not 
a “nice to have”. 

 

Randy Thomson: If the angel has done the right thing, and is treating their investment portfolio 
the same way a VC would, or a pension fund, where they give 6% of their portfolio to do high 
risk, then why would you look for mildly profitable? You already have that covered in your 
portfolio. You can hang out in the public markets, you can go into real estate, you can find ways 
to generate a 14% to 20% return. Anything under a 20% return should be unacceptable as an 
angel investment. 

 

In fact, when right now the average exit we have seen inside of VA Angels is between eight and 
twelve years, you can appreciate that return on investment is something we measure in single 
digits - the longer we hold the companies the smaller the ROI is. So, there is no point going for 
mildly interesting companies, you are trying to hit the home runs. You are actively trying to find 
the next Facebook. 
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Dawn Umlah: I love highly differentiated, deep technology where the founding team has built a 
similar solution and is applying it disruptively (the first time being commercially available or in a 
new vertical, ripe for change) in a large market. 

 

In general, a winning idea for us is one that is disrupting a large market in a differentiated way – 
either via product innovation, substantial simplicity or applying known concepts in a new area. 

 

As for fund economics – we welcome, but don’t require, mythical creatures. 

 

 

WRAP UP 

 

Real innovation is the key to having a winning idea – a new & better of doing something, a new 
market for something that already exists, or a new and original take on an old idea.  Some 
things to think about: 
 

1. What is my growth strategy? 
2. Are there other practical applications for my product/service? 
3. What kind of return can I budget for over what period of time? 

 

 

  

Join the conversation 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q5: Does a startup really have only one shot? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard that if a startup tanks when presenting to an Angel group or VC that 
word travels to other angel networks and VCs. The result? The startup doesn’t have another 
chance. Is this true? If yes, how best can they prepare and test their pitch and not lose their one 
and only chance? 

 

SNAP SHOT: 

 

 

 

The overwhelming majority of the investors will give a startup a second chance to pitch, but 
there are caveats to consider.  To get a second chance, you will need to be persistent, show 
that you have listened to and applied advice given from the first try and maintain the relationship 
that began with the initial pitch. 
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: No. We will definitely re-look at a startup after we have turned it down if the 
reasons why we turned it down have changed.  Whenever we turn down a company, we give 
the founders our reasons for passing on the opportunity.  If this changes in the future, we would 
be happy to revisit it.  For instance, if we turn down a startup because of the team and then the 
team adds key talent, we would revisit it.  Or if the company changes its strategy or develops a 
key business partnership, we might revisit it. 

 

Warren Bergen: Yes and no. Of every 100 pitches I see, I’d say that 80 are not appropriate and 
I won’t want to see that pitch again unless they’ve completely changed to something else. There 
are then those five or so that really strike an immediate chord and the remaining 15 go to live on 
the watchlist for a period. You like the people and what they’re doing, but you might want to see 
some market proof or refinement in some area prior to going any further with them. We ask 
these 15 to add us to their newsletter or update schedule so that we can follow progress. 
Watchlist companies become the farm team and often become investable over time as they 
work through their strategy or whatever other element is missing. 

 

John Breakey: Yes, Angel groups share both good and bad pitches but a failed pitch does not 
preclude a second chance.  If the idea is fundamentally a bad idea it has little chance to return 
for successful investment, however, most failed pitches are an opportunity for the founder to get 
good feedback from experts so the founder can learn to retool their strategy to make it a 
stronger company.  Sometimes the company is too early in their evolution and need to mature 
the business whereby they can demonstrate their future success.  For example, getting a few 
paying customers may tip the scale compared to having no customers. 

 

  

“Remember, in business, no doesn’t mean no; it means try again.” 

 

Simon Chong: No, I don’t believe so, at least not at our stage of investment. Certainly, if a 
company has been trying raise capital for a long time, that can lead to some questions - we like 
to make up our own minds. 

 

Steven Duckering: Remember, in business, “no” doesn’t mean “no”; it means try again. 
Pandora was taken to over 300 investors that turned them away and we can see their success 
today from persistence. I would not be discouraged after rejection, I would use it as an 
opportunity to be better and return (even to the same investor) with a different pitch. 

 

Brad Feld: Nope. Many of the companies we’ve funded that went on to be successful were 
ones we initially passed on. One of my favorite examples is Fitbit, which is doing remarkably 
well. I passed on investing after my first meeting with the Founder/CEO because I wasn’t 
inspired enough at the time. A year later, we led the second round. My judgement the year 
earlier was completely wrong and I wasn’t afraid to acknowledge it. Fortunately, the founders 
were willing to give me a second chance. 
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Sandi Gilbert: I think that the VC world likes to propagate this concept. I absolutely disagree. If 
your pitch didn’t fly – try to determine if you weren’t a fit for the investor – or if you simply didn’t 
get your message across effectively. Practice in front of people that don’t know your business 
and see if you can get them to understand what you are doing. Dust off your jeans and go for it! 

 

Angela Kingyens: Absolutely not.  Startups evolve and even pivot as they discover a stronger 
product-market fit.  Also, what appeals to one VC doesn’t necessarily appeal to another VC. The 
best way to prepare a pitch is to practice telling your story: focus on how you deliver your pitch 
as well as the content being shared. 

 

Patrick Lee: One shot to make a first impression, but if that doesn’t go well, we are always 
open minded if entrepreneurs can come back with better momentum or market proof. And no, it 
is not true that bombing a venture pitch will doom a company with investor peers – most good 
investors don’t talk about their prospective investments with other funds unless they are trying to 
collaborate on a financing. 

 

Patrick Lor: If you can’t get money from investors, get money from customers. And if you can’t 
money from customers, you can always find resources to keep things going. Startups last for as 
long as they can keep the lights on, and it doesn’t matter how. Typically, you raise money so 
you can cover salaries and rent. But you can get people to work for free, and you can find 
places to work for free as well. 

 

  

“If a startup team demonstrates that they are listening to the market, have 
 acted on sound advice received, and are presenting something meaningfully 
better than before, then absolutely they have a second shot.” 

 

Boris Mann: Not at all. We actually try and help the startup and work with them before 
investing. We hope we can be helpful in a number of different ways, and if writing a cheque 
ends up being part of that help, then so be it. The pitch is one of the most insidious things. For 
one, there are very few situations where the “theatrical pitch” of standing up in front of a 
projector and pitching your concept with some slides will result in an investment. 

 

We like the investment deck better than the pitch. This is the standalone presentation deck that 
encapsulates a snapshot of the business and answers a lot of the typical questions about an 
early-stage business, as well as educating the potential investor about the space and customers 
that the startup is targeting. 

 

This investment deck is standalone, and can be sent via email, as well as being used as the 
basis to have a discussion around an in person meeting, aka “the pitch”. 
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You’ll want to be meeting with investors early (before you’re ready to take investment, even) 
and tell them about yourself and where you’re heading. Future updates can show the progress 
you’ve made. Neither of those interactions are necessarily a “pitch”. 

 

When you’re in full on fundraising mode, you’ll be pitching all the time, asking for intros to other 
potential investors, and so on. Someone on the team needs to dedicate time for this process. As 
you do more and more investor meetings, you’ll get better. And don’t be afraid to ask investors 
for feedback. Are you too early? What criteria would they look for to consider an investment? 
Can they recommend someone who invests earlier or later to introduce you to? 

 

What’s the best thing you can show an investor during a pitch? Traction. Customers. Growth. 

 

  

“If I encounter an entrepreneur who think he only has one shot, then  
that’s not someone I want to invest in.” 

 

Jim Orlando: Absolutely not.  It is not uncommon for startups to start in one direction, interact 
with investors and/or potential investors, and then pivot into a slightly different direction to 
address a different and larger market opportunity.  We support and encourage this kind of 
movement and welcome the opportunity to interact with management teams over long periods 
of time. 

 

Doug Osborne: It’s fundamentally about credibility – of the idea, and/or of the management 
team.  If the idea has credibility and viability, you’ve got something to work with.  Most startups 
experience numerous pivots before they are positioned to scale.  If the startup team 
demonstrates that they are listening to the market, have acted on sound advice received, and 
are presenting something meaningfully better than before, then absolutely they have a second 
shot.  Investor patience wears thin quickly however if you don’t listen/take good advice or just try 
to ‘repackage’ the previous product.  If you don’t catch their attention on the second shot, your 
hill just became a cliff. 

 

Whitney Rockley: Test your pitch out on groups that do not matter as much so you can refine it 
and get really good at pitching to the important groups in time.  Use your advisors/board to dry 
run it as well.  I believe startups have more than one opportunity as long as they do not crash 
and burn.  Remember to prep prior to the pitch so it is tailored to the needs/requirements of your 
investor.  Check out our “Art of Fundraising” video. 

 

Sanjay Singhal: I think any investor would say “no” to this question. If I encounter an 
entrepreneur who thinks he only has one shot, then that’s not someone I want to invest in. If the 
initial idea is good, then there’s almost always a related idea that might work if the initial one 
doesn’t. The only problem is if you run out of money, but hopefully you either have some left, or 
the new idea is good enough to be able to raise more money for. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGbyxkbJGZA
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Mark Skapinker: I do not think this is true. Startups are constantly evolving and pivoting. The 
right team and focus will get the market’s attention – they may need further proof points or 
validation, but persistence is more important than a one-shot try. 

 

Randy Thomson: It depends whose perspective that is from. As an investor, I think a startup 
only has one shot because every time you do an iteration, that means you have to raise more 
money and the time to an exit goes longer. So, once I’ve gone into an investment and you fail 
during an investment round (i.e. Create a down share price or even the same share price in the 
next round), that’s not going to change. 

 

As a startup, you probably don’t care about the investor from this perspective. You’re worried 
about staying alive, paying bills and keeping the team together. So for you, iterating, or the ugly 
word – pivoting, is all fine for you, as long you are still around in five or six years.  For me I 
watch the struggle take so much time to get an average return and know that as an investment 
opportunity you are dead to me – a zombie. 

 

Dawn Umlah: No, particularly at the early stage we invest in. We realize it may take a few kicks 
to get it right. The exception is if you are an ass. Then you only have one shot. 

 

 

WRAP UP 

 

It’s important to look at the investment process from the investors side in order to make a 
connection that will yield results at any stage.  You should be asking yourself these questions: 
 

1. Where can I practice my pitch before approaching investors? 
2. What do I know about the investor that can be used to personalize my pitch? 
3. What kinds of questions do I need to ask if the pitch fails? 

 

  

Don’t forget to join the conversation 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q6: Can you describe your due diligence and investment process? What’s 
important for a startup to know about it? 

Hypothesis: I’m wondering if all VCs/Angels follow a similar due diligence and investment 
schedule and gating process or not. 

 

SNAP SHOT: 

 

 

 

Several investors felt that the due diligence and investment process is pretty standard across 
board, but a review of the individual replies shows a lot of variances.  Being open and realistic 
about your projections and knowing your numbers is the key, but these investors go from 
requiring complete financial breakdowns, background checks, customer validation interviews 
and professional references to experienced intuition and excitement when making their 
decisions.  A startup should aim to satisfy all. 
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: We spend time getting to know the team and what they are trying to do.  We 
also might research the industry.  Once two or three people on the team have reviewed the 
opportunity and are excited about it, we ask the team to come in and present to the entire 
Investment group.  After that, we occasionally ask for more information, but typically make a 
decision following that meeting. 

 

Warren Bergen: Startup entrepreneurs that haven’t educated themselves tend to bemoan any 
due diligence process. Entrepreneurs that have been through it before or have sought proper 
advice understand why it’s important and are ready. Most entrepreneurs will bend over 
backwards to sell their product to their target market. In order to be able to sell to this market 
they learn about the customer needs and they continue to refine their product until it’s really 
good. They need to understand that when they are seeking investment, they are simply trying to 
sell another type of product (an investment opportunity) and preparation is expected by the 
purchaser (investor) just the same. Therefore, the investor would like to see the plan of how the 
team will execute on the market opportunity with the capital that is being raised. The investor 
wants to see that the founders understand what skill sets might be missing and when they plan 
to bring those talents to the team. Is there board independence? What assumptions have gone 
into the forward-looking financial plan? What intellectual property exists or are they infringing on 
others? Are there any unacceptable terms in the shareholders agreement? Talking to customers 
is usually quite informative. A non-binding term sheet can be offered to the startup anytime 
during the process which simply highlights an agreement to invest at a stated valuation if the 
various factors being evaluated through the due diligence process work out favorably.  

 

John Breakey: Yes, most Angels have similar criteria.   
The ability for the leadership to execute, realistic growth 
projections and the importance of the solution for customers  
to buy is key to a winning pitch. 

 

Simon Chong: We typically start with some sort of 
introductory call to figure out if there is a fit in terms of the 
company and ourselves, stage, etc. From that point if we go 
into a formal preliminary due diligence process we typically 
start with looking at the solution (including current analytic 
capabilities and future potential), technology, competition  
and market, marketing, sales and finance. 

 

In our experience working alongside co-invest partners, and 
from feedback we get from companies, our focus on the solution and analytics is a welcome 
change from the approach of many investors. Our experience and passion is software and that 
tends to come through when working with us. 

 

From there we will decide whether we can issue a term sheet or not, and if that is accepted then 
we move into detailed due diligence. 

Definition: 

Term Sheet 

A bullet-point document 
outlining the material terms 

and conditions of a 
business agreement. After 

a term sheet has been 
"executed", it guides legal 
counsel in the preparation 

of a proposed "final 
agreement".  

(Source: Wikipedia) 
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Steven Duckering: Due diligence can generally take 30-90 days, but extend as long as 6 
months. It depends on what information is readily available, and how the communication and 
cooperation flow is. We start with an analysis process where we understand, value and find an 
acceptable price to pay. This can take anywhere from a week to over a year.  The better 
prepared/organized a company is, the easier the process will be. 

 

Brad Feld: It varies by company. I have three partners – all four of us engage with every 
company that we are exploring investing in. The process could happen very quickly or stretch 
out over a year. A great detailed example online is the story of us leading an $18 million 
financing in Moz or more recently leading a $6.5 million financing in Mattermark. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: We conduct formal due diligence on companies raising capital on SeedUps, 
including background checks, corporate governance and references. We require 3 year 
proformas (with quantifiable assumptions), business plans and market validation.  Additionally – 
there are unique qualities that make a raise from the Crowd possible. Companies that have 
strong social followings, trending products or services and media attention can be more 
successful in a Crowdfunded raise than complex offerings that can’t be easily explained in an 
online environment. 

 

The SeedUps platform is regulated by securities regulators in Canada, so we ensure that 
companies profiled on SeedUps don’t “over promise” the investment potential. Each company 
profiled on SeedUps must present an Offering Memorandum that certifies that the information 
provided does not contain any misrepresentations. Our entrepreneurs may think they are going 
to change the world, but we make sure they back it up! 

 

  

“One important thing for entrepreneurs to understand about due diligence is 
whether an investor is doing diligence to figure out if they are interested, or 
whether they are doing diligence to confirm their desire to invest.” 

 

Angela Kingyens: Being a two-person investment team, we make decisions quickly.  One of us 
interviews the entrepreneur first, and if we feel that the startup might be aligned with our thesis 
during the initial meeting, we schedule a second meeting with the other one of us.  As we get a 
clearer sense that the opportunity fits our fund, we continue with due diligence by collecting 
feedback from previous co-workers, investors, and customers.  We want to make sure that the 
team is comprised of people who others enjoy working with.  We also analyze the startup’s data, 
especially that related to user engagement.  We want to make sure the entrepreneur 
understands what key metrics drive the success of his/her business. 
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Patrick Lee: We try to spend a lot of time getting to know the entrepreneurial team, to 
understand their motivation, vision and capabilities. We like to have a dialogue with the 
entrepreneur as if we were already investors – asking questions, making connections and 
offering help – to see how the give and take of the relationship might feel once we make the 
investment. One important thing for entrepreneurs to understand about diligence is whether an 
investor is doing diligence to figure out if they are interested or whether they are doing diligence 
to confirm their desire to invest. Obviously, you want to be in the latter category. 

 

Patrick Lor: The investment process is a funnel: you want to see a lot of opportunities and only 
a few make it through to the end. In between, you might find indicators that keep you interested. 
The team and idea are good starts. Numbers are great, because almost every investor can do a 
bit of math. This is where it’s important for entrepreneurs to know their numbers, and tell the 
truth. Due diligence is simply the process of going through Google Analytics, financial 
statements, talking to customers, and trying out the product to verify what the entrepreneur has 
told you already. Any discoveries to the downside is bad news for the entrepreneur, as it brings 
everything they say into question. 

 

  

“Firstly, every investor’s criteria for investing and approach to due  
diligence is different, and may change over time.  So, if I don’t choose to 
invest in your business, it’s not necessarily that your business is bad, it’s 
just that it doesn’t fit my criteria at that time.” 

 

Boris Mann: We’re looking for an idea that doesn’t have obviously non-scalable elements to it. 
That being said, “do things that don’t scale” is one of the ways that early stage startups can win 
early on, as long as they have a way for creating process and tooling that will let them scale 
later on. 

 

Jim Orlando: The diligence process that we undertake depends greatly on the situation. Some 
important factors include the stage and size of investment that we are considering. Smaller 
investments in sectors that we are very knowledgeable about with a management team that we 
have known for some time can go quite quickly – often measured in weeks prior to issuing a 
term sheet outlining the terms under which we would be interested in investing. 

 

On the other hand, larger investments in larger companies require further diligence as they are 
typically at higher valuations and hence require greater “proof” of their customer traction. As an 
example, in the case of our investment in Shopify in late 2013, we were able to undertake a 
third-party market study to help validate the customer interest in the Shopify product solution; 
this involved speaking with 100s of users of Shopify and Shopify competitors. The results of this 
study gave us great confidence in the differentiated product set and untapped market 
opportunity that Shopify has. 
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Doug Osborne: Firstly, every investor’s criteria for investing and approach to due diligence is 
different, and may change over time.  So if I don’t choose to invest in your business, it’s not 
necessarily that your business is bad, it’s just that it doesn’t fit my criteria at that time. 

 

Pay close attention to business fundamentals, be open & responsive to what the marketplace 
and those with pertinent business experience are telling you, and keep focused on what is 
essential and right for your business. 

 

If I don’t understand (or it takes me too long to) or believe in your offering, your business model, 
or your target market, etc., I likely won’t invest in you.  If I feel you are not being up front or 
open, aren’t telling me everything, or don’t know (or are exaggerating) your business, potential 
market or growth potential, I likely won’t write a cheque. 

 

Your biggest challenge (and opportunity) is to get the market, then investors, excited about your 
business solution – if you engage them both to help you build and refine your solution, you’ll be 
a success. 

 

  

“We prefer a quick NO than a long MAYBE.  Our diligence is our 
network, our contacts and a deep dig at the right time.” 

 

Whitney Rockley: On the whole, VCs follow the same due diligence process.  A startup needs 
to get in front of the investor so they can get on the investor’s radar.  Once on the radar, the 
larger investor team can discuss the opportunity and vote to determine if further review is 
warranted.  Once in a formal due diligence process, it should take 6-8 weeks to complete due 
diligence and receive a term sheet.  It then takes about 3-4 weeks to negotiate the legal 
documents and close. 

 

Sanjay Singhal: I don’t make late-stage investments, so due diligence isn’t something I worry a 
lot about. I like to get into a company at the point where a formal corporation and shareholders 
agreement don’t already exist, so I get to participate in the creation of the structure. 

 

It’s important to know something about the people you’re investing in, so usually I’ll do some 
reference checks, and of course I’ll “ask around” about an entrepreneur’s reputation. Given that 
the person probably found me through some mutual contact, I’ll know people who can 
knowledgeably comment on their background. 

 

If I like the idea, I’ll write a cheque very quickly. Lawyers don’t have to get involved until later, if 
at all. 
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Mark Skapinker: We need to know if it is an idea/team that we can support. We prefer a quick 
NO than a long MAYBE. Our diligence is our network, our contacts and a deep dig at the right 
time. Schedule depends on the company and our access to investment dollars. 

 

Randy Thomson: I think most due diligence and investment processes are the same. In our 
BaseCamp we teach the companies that they need to have six things: 
 

 One, that they need to have a pretty clear idea what the product looks like. 

 Two, ideally they know exactly why the customer is dying to have it and is not just mildly 
interested. Hopefully they also know who the customer is that is dying to get the product. 

 Three, is team, team, team, team, team. Everyone hears that, but I think we should start 
teaching startups that it includes boards and advisory boards, and that as a person 
building teams you get known by the people you hang out with and that becomes 
important. 

 Four, is how do you protect your idea from the competition?  

 Five, is deal structuring. 

 Six is exits. 

 Points five and six are the ones we really focus in on because remember – the product 
does not matter. 

 

Dawn Umlah: Sequentially, we take some time getting to know the company and the market, 
we have initial discussions with the larger investment team, bring the company in to pitch, vote 
re: progression and then enter into a more formal due diligence process. All the while, we are 
trying to figure out how well you understand the key drivers of your business and the probability 
of your team to execute. 
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WRAP UP 

 

Based on our investor’s responses, here is a comprehensive list of all items you may be 
required to produce to secure a term sheet offer: 

 

 Due Diligence Checklist: 

 Business Plan 

 Marketing Plan 

 Key Personnel Resumes 

 Board Member Resumes 

 IP definitions 

 Shareholder Agreement 

 Customer References 

 Corporate Governance Policies 

 5 year Financial Forecast (investment factored in) 

 User Engagement Analytics 

 Personal/Team References 

 

  

Tell us your thoughts 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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Q7: In your view, is Canada a fertile ground for tech startups? If so why and 
in what ways is Canada unique and competitive in this regard? Are you 
investing in Canadian startups? If so, why? If not, how come? 

Hypothesis: I’ve heard that some companies set up in Canada in order to capitalize on our 
R&D incentives and funding programs. Do we have the potential, foundation and 
entrepreneurial climate to compete and win against places like Silicon Valley, Boston, New 
York, Boulder and developing countries? 

 

SNAP SHOT: 
 

 

 

These investors are overwhelmingly in favour of Canadian startups and invest heavily here, 
while acknowledging that the ecosystem is still newly developing and some areas, such as 
quick growth models, are not as attractive to Canadian investors.  On the positive side, 
government funding programs, access to great talent, proximity to large markets, and a strong 
education system.  On the downside, a more risk averse investor base, small market size, and a 
natural resource focused economic climate that will take time to change to really foster better 
entrepreneurs. 
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ANSWERS: 

 

Janet Bannister: We invest almost all of our fund in Canadian companies.  We are big 
believers in the potential of Canadian startups. I do not believe there has ever been a better 
time than now to start a company in Canada.  This is because of the powerful ecosystem which 
supports startups, the abundance of strong talent, the access to capital, and the opportunities 
created by the Internet, mobile, and other technologies. 

 

Warren Bergen: Canada has a significant advantage for companies to develop their 
technologies and locating in Canada can provide great financial advantages. Tech talent is 
readily available and living costs are very favorable as compared to the valley. That said, there 
are considerations that are sector dependent. For example, an oil and gas technology company 
may do well to set up in Alberta but it will soon be faced with the need to add a U.S. office in the 
deep south to better reach and serve that market whereas web-based companies of course 
have no limitations in this regard. It is a great time to be an entrepreneur in Canada. Not only do 
these cost-reduction programs exist but the infrastructure continues to build. 

 

Incubators that provide mentorship are tremendously valuable. These were either extremely 
rare or did not exist at all in Canada in the 90’s. Serial tech entrepreneurs are now formally 
organizing to assist the up and comers. Angel groups are becoming increasingly more 
organized and educated because it’s not just about investing in smart startups it’s also about 
smart investing in smart startups. All these changes have occurred during the last decade and 
these are all great underpinnings for a healthy ecosystem of entrepreneurship which is 
everything. 

 

The future of every country is entirely dependent upon entrepreneurship. Without 
entrepreneurship, nothing happens and we can only wait for the inevitable economic decline 
without it. Here in Alberta, we have a lot of people who believe that oil and gas is our business 
full stop. They forget that at one time Alberta was a province of farmers and ranchers and the oil 
men were the risk takers that most thought were crazy. They didn’t call them wildcatters 
because they were drilling in tried and true locations. Now, generations later, Alberta oil and gas 
is what drives the province. Texas figured this out in the 70’s and has driven it’s economic 
dependence on oil and gas down by diversifying its economy through entrepreneurship. And it 
didn’t happen without planning. Major initiatives were undertaken to provide infrastructure to 
support new categories of economic diversity pie. If we can stem the short term thinking and lift 
our view to fifty and a hundred years from now, it’s immediately evident that today’s startups are 
our future. Not just here in Alberta, but right across the country. 

 

  

“We are certainly investing in Canadian companies, not because  
they are Canadian, but because we see great companies here” 
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John Breakey: The federal and provincial governments have excellent programs to aid early 
stage companies that hedges the risks for the startups and the investors.  Having face time with 
the founders makes local investments easier and most Angels understand local markets more 
than international ones so there may be greater comfort for the Angel.  Having said that some 
solutions may require a larger market to be really successful but proving your solution in local 
markets first can be easier to get early feedback and input for a pivot from their original go-to-
market hypothesizes. 

 

Simon Chong: We are certainly investing in Canadian companies, not because they are 
Canadian but because we see great companies here. We are also investing in the USA. We 
don’t have any particular industry focus; rather we look across North America to find companies 
doing interesting things with Applied Analytics. 

 

As for whether or not Canada is any more unique than other locations? Probably not, but we 
can be very competitive and build great companies like Shopify, Top Hat, Hootsuite, 
FreshBooks, Desire2Learn, Vision Critical, Silanis and many others. 

 

We would also argue that while financial incentives are helpful, the reason that companies like 
Cisco are coming to Canada to invest in the sector is primarily based on the great companies 
they see coming through. It’s the talent, ideas and the execution of those to create great 
businesses that is gaining attention. 

 

  

“The only problem with Canada is that there are lots of people willing to 
put $100,000 into a business, and very few who’ll do the initial growth 
round of $500,000 or a few million.” 

 

Steven Duckering: Canada is a great place to do business for both investors and 
entrepreneurs, although I will not paint an entire country with a generalized stereotype. There 
are always going to be great businesses and poor businesses in every country we do business 
in. We are a very micro analytically, in a sense where we look at hundreds, thousands, of 
companies individually and do not apply any biases on them from their location. 

 

I believe it is important not to compare different geographical places to others, whether it’s 
Canada to Silicon Valley or New York to Boston etc… Today, the world is integrated and I don’t 
view it as a segmented market place. 

 

There are a lot of helpful resources that assist, promote and support startups in Canada. I have 
never found any issues of finding any business, of nearly any size, in Canada. 
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“Canadians have the talent, resourcefulness and frontier 
mentality needed to start companies” 

 

Brad Feld: I believe tech startups, and more specifically great Startup Communities, can be 
developed anywhere in the world. I’ve written extensively about how to do this in my book 
Startup Communities: Building an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in Your City. And yes, we are 
game to invest in companies in Canada. 

 

Sandi Gilbert: It’s tough to raise startup or venture capital in Canada. I’m not sure why, but 
Canadian investors don’t have a strong appetite for risk capital and many companies, both large 
and small, are forced to look south of the border for the capital they need. We’re hoping to 
change that by bringing private capital investment opportunities to more investors through our 
online platforms. Entrepreneurs can now seek out investment from young investors, already 
comfortable with online transactions, who have never before been exposed to private equity 
deals. A great amount of potential capital could be unlocked by including the “ordinary” investor 
in raising capital for startups.  

 

Angela Kingyens: The Canadian startup ecosystem is definitely growing as we are seeing 
incubators and accelerators being formed, an increase in government support (like SR&ED and 
the Startup Visa program), and more international investors looking for opportunities in Canada.  
Living and working in Silicon Valley, I feel that the ecosystem here is definitely special and more 
mature.  It would be unfair to compare Canada or any other city or country to it. 

 

However, the challenges of building and investing in a startup outside the Valley are now less 
related to geography.  We are all connected and creating new and unique ecosystems in 
different cities and countries.  As mentioned, at Version One, we seek opportunities in 
underserved geographies. 

 

In fact, 75% of our portfolio companies are based outside the Valley, and 50% are in Canada.  
We are excited to be a part of their growth, and by extension, are proud to be a part of the 
impact that they will have on the Canadian tech scene. 

 

Patrick Lee: I’m super excited about Canada as a breeding ground for tech startups. 
Canadians have the talent, resourcefulness and frontier mentality needed to start companies – if 
they are globally ambitious and connected to the proper resources. Canadian startups also tend 
to be more capital-efficient in building to scale. I also have a hypothesis that Canadian 
companies are particularly competitive in the new cloud environment. Just look at the 
proliferation of category-leading SaaS companies like Hootsuite, Shopify, Freshbooks, Radian6, 
Wave Accounting, etc. 
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Patrick Lor: All it takes is super smart people. Money will find its way to great people running 
great companies. Between airplanes and the Internet, you can reach customers from just about 
anywhere in the world. Without a critical mass of super smart and talented people though, 
startups will suffer. I think that our government plays a big part in the process by funding 
universities. Then, it’s up to the rest of us to support the ecosystem by encouraging more young 
people to take computer science and engineering degrees. Let’s also support young people with 
mentoring, internships, and jobs. 

 

  

“If you are taking on the world, growing stupid fast, need a pile of capital  
and absolutely grab market share as soon as possible, Canada is  
absolutely the wrong place to do a startup.” 

 

Boris Mann: Aside from natural resources, Canada’s greatest resource is its people. We have 
a great healthcare and education system which is producing many smart talented people.  Many 
of those people get job offers all over the world. As Canadians, it is our job to do more 
“secondary processing” at home. That means, driving towards more great digital companies 
here at home that are large enough and growing fast enough to be of interest for people to work 
at. Even better, to provide a place to get hired, to come back to, after someone has left Canada 
and had a career elsewhere and wants to come back. 

 

Full Stack has been investing in Canadian startups. We still believe that early-stage tech 
investing in Canada suffers from not enough “first cheques”. This causes some of our best 
entrepreneurs to accept offers at US-based accelerators and venture capital firms, meaning 
they leave the Canadian ecosystem. These individuals might be gone for 10 or 20 years, 
especially if their businesses succeed. The loss to the Canadian entrepreneurial ecosystem is 
massive. 

 

Finally, we have large firms recognizing that Canada has great talent, and setting up shop in 
Canada. The recent report on Vancouver by Business Week was talking to Facebook, Amazon, 
Twitter, Microsoft, and Salesforce – all of whom have offices in Vancouver. 

 

Does Canada have what it takes to compete and win against other areas of the world? I think 
when it comes to ecosystems, that’s the wrong way to think about it. What kinds of companies 
and what kinds of support will lead to great tech companies anchoring in Canada? 

 

Jim Orlando: OMERS Ventures is very active in the Canadian market place. There is no 
shortage of passionate and talented entrepreneurs in Canada, who want to build world-leading 
companies from here in Canada and we are fortunate to be active in this ecosystem. 

 

As an example, Wattpad is an online platform used by writers to publish to and interact with 
their readers anywhere in the world. In early 2013, millions of readers spent 6 billion minutes 
reading on Wattpad each month. Given that it is based in Canada, that user metric means that it 
is not only Canada’s most visited website but the user community is one of the most engaged in 
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the world. The founders of the company built up the company over the years from within 
Toronto and have successfully raised capital from Canadian sources, New York-based sources 
and SiliconValley-based sources. 

 

As more and more Canadian companies grow and succeed, we expect that that success will 
feed on itself to continue to grow an even larger ecosystem of entrepreneurs, technology talent 
and risk capital, and OMERS Ventures is proud to be part of that success in whatever way we 
can. 

 

Doug Osborne: Yes, Canada is fertile ground for tech startups.  We have an amazing talent 
and imagination pool, an energetic and responsive eco-system, and some progressive funding 
programs.  Our biggest challenges are getting the business engine right (i.e. to commercialize 
the tech), and getting beyond Canada’s relatively small market size.  That being said, our 
smaller market gives us unique opportunity to test out ideas/commercialization, fine-tune/bullet-
proof our offerings, then graduate to the big pond south of the border and internationally for 
exponential growth if desired. 

 

I typically have investments in 6-8 startups at any one time, and deliberately maintain a diverse 
portfolio of companies and lower individual spends.  I focus my due diligence and investing 
decisions mostly on strong business fundamentals, management teams that I feel can ‘cross the 
finish line’, and the market potential.   

 

Whitney Rockley: Canada is fertile ground.  We’ve had a lot of success stories.  See our paper 
on entrepreneurship in Canada – The Phoenix Report.  We are active investors in Canada and 
have been for over 15 years. (http://issuu.com/mcrock/docs/the_pheonix_report_2013_final). 

 

  

“There is no shortage of passionate and talented entrepreneurs in Canada, 
who want to build world-leading companies from here in Canada” 

 

Sanjay Singhal: All my successful investments have been in Canadian companies, so I have to 
say yes, it’s a very fertile ground for startups. 

 

There’s a strong ecosystem of entrepreneurship in Waterloo and Toronto and several other 
cities, fostered in part by government funding initiatives like SR&ED grants, as well as 
government sponsorship of Angel investment clubs, and Regional Innovation Centers where 
entrepreneurs can go to get information on how to start and grow their businesses. 

 

The only problem with Canada is that there are lots of people willing to put $100,000 into a 
business, and very few who’ll do the initial growth round of $500,000 or a few million. But that 
kind of investment is falling off trees in places like Boston or Silicon Valley, and Canadian 
companies often have to make the leap from initial capital in Canada to obtaining growth funds 
in the U.S. I’m trying to build up my own contacts in the U.S. to make sure my own investee 

http://issuu.com/mcrock/docs/the_pheonix_report_2013_final).
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companies know where to look for that growth. This is not to say there aren’t great institutional 
funds in Canada as well, just fewer of them. 

 

Ultimately the best source of growth capital is revenue, so I try to focus on investments that can 
turn cash-flow positive without achieving a huge amount of scale. 

 

Mark Skapinker: Canada is as unique as anywhere else outside of Silicon Valley (which is 
unique). The right team and company can succeed here. We focus on Canada because we 
attract entrepreneurs looking for institutional monies from investors that have been 
entrepreneurs – we have been there, we have started our own companies and have succeeded 
and failed doing so. We are entrepreneurs investing in entrepreneurs – that makes us unique in 
Canada and we attract the best repeat entrepreneurs. Canada has excellent talent, amazing 
entrepreneurs, but has major challenges in financing and experienced support team members. 

 

Randy Thomson: The answer is that it depends. If you are taking on the world, growing stupid 
fast, need a pile of capital and absolutely grab market share as soon as possible, Canada is 
absolutely the wrong place to do a startup. We don’t build companies that way. But if you are 
going to take a year and a half to test and prove theories, if you are going to blow up your 
product idea in a small Canadian city, you are going to use tax credits and SR&EDs in addition 
to all the different government grants – if you have the luxury of taking your time - Canada is an 
awesome place to build a startup. It really depends on the kind of startup you are dealing with. 

 

Yes, I am investing in Canadian startups, in fact, I am in eighteen deals with Canadian startups 
right now. This is because of the deals that are presented to me, and I have been comfortable 
with it. It is hard for me to get into deals with U.S. companies as I do not have my U.S. holding 
company structure set up, although I am about to do my first two down there. My investing 
thesis is one where I do put some money in, but the real value for me is when I get shares for 
my time. This means that all the companies I have been involved with all feel that I can move 
the needle and so that has been an important part to my personal investing thesis. 

 

Dawn Umlah: Absolutely. Canada is unique; our entrepreneurs are resourceful and smart. It’s 
true, our government may be controversial in terms of its level of involvement, but it’s 
supportive. It backs the growth of a knowledge-based economy and helps build Canada’s 
dynamic high-growth entrepreneurial culture. We’re in an apprenticeship business, so retaining 
and fostering talent is imperative in order to build more billion-dollar companies in Canada. And 
a number are on their way – HootSuite, DHX Media, Shopify, Desire2Learn, FreshBooks and D-
Wave Systems, etc. So now it’s game time. Let’s encourage, support and keep smart people 
here. 

 

And thank you for not referencing Silicon Valley of the North! We need to be different. As a 
nation, and as regions, we need to think of ecosystems and communities similarly as you would 
for a business. What are your resources? What are your strengths? Where can you really 
differentiate and drive your own niche? We need purposeful city/region building. 
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WRAP UP 

 

So, as a Canadian entrepreneur, ask yourself: 

 

1. Am I taking advantage of any and all cost-reducing programs available? 
2. Would my business benefit from inclusion in an incubation or accelerator program? 
3. If I am looking for a Canadian investor, what other information do I need to provide 

around risk mitigation? 

  

Don’t forget to share your 
answers with us 

@b2bspecialist #7QSeries 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
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CONCLUSION – YOUR TURN 

 

My experience with these interviews has helped me to look at my business –and the future of 
my business – in a new light.  In their answers, they provided great insights into what a great 
company/idea/team looks like and needs to succeed. Whether you will someday be looking for 
outside investment or not, there are some essential things every entrepreneur needs to know 
and plan for throughout their venture’s lifecycle. 

 

There were some myth busters as well.  Things like the idea that great successes only come out 
of Silicon Valley and that all investors are focused on finding ‘unicorns’; fast growing, multi-
billion dollar businesses destined for a large-scale exit through an initial public offering. 

 

For those who are contemplating seeking investment, this group has provided an important 
glimpse into the complex diversity of their profession, portfolios and personalities.  Seeking the 
right level of investor, firm or group at the right time for your business, whose expectations align 
with your own, is of paramount importance. 

 

Now it’s over to you. Join the conversation on Twitter using #7QSeries and my handle 
@b2bspecialist. Tell me your thoughts. Did I ask the right questions? Do any follow up 
questions come to mind? Did this information help you to look at your business in a  
new light?   

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%237Qseries&src=typd
https://twitter.com/B2Bspecialist
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