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Dave Lavinsky:  Hello everyone.  Dave Lavinsky here from Growthink and I’m 

really excited today to be able to interview Victor Hwang.  Victor is the cofounder 

and Managing Director of T2 Venture Capital which is a venture capital firm 

focused on breakthrough technology spinning out of government and academia.   

 

Victor is the immediate past president of Larta Institute.  Larta is one of the 

nation’s leading organizations helping to commercialize technology from key 

federal agencies, a network of universities and global partnerships with 

numerous countries.  Victor was the founding CEO of Stonybrook Purification 

which is a water filtration company and Victor was the Chief Strategy Officer at 

Veatros which is a video search company where he led the company’s acquisition 

by DivX.  Finally Victor has mentored over two hundred companies.   

 

He’s also structured venture capital and technology transactions as a corporate 

attorney at several world class law firms.  Obviously Victor knows quite a lot 

about raising capital and growing companies, doing transactions so I’m really 

lucky and excited to be able to speak with him today.  Victor thanks again for 

your time to speak with me today. 

 

Victor Hwang:  Thank you for taking the time.  It’s my pleasure to be here 

today. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  Thank you.  Victor, you’re a venture capitalist that 

focuses on startups spinning out of academia and government.  Is this focus on 

academia and government, is this the one criterion that really differentiates you 

from more traditional venture capital firms or are there other aspects? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think in a broader sense we operate at the intersection point 

between public policy and government and the rest of the private sector, 

specifically venture capital and the innovations industry.  To the extent that 



government support such as for funding R&D requires transition over to the 

private sector we kind of operate to help bridge that gap. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  So do a lot of the organizations that you fund, do they 

already receive some sort of government grant or assistance? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Yeah that’s typically what we like to do.  We understand the 

process of government work.  My nonprofit that I was formerly president of at 

Larta Institute runs commercialization programs for several of the major federal 

agencies.  

 

We understand how government works and we realize that a lot of the quality of 

the technology coming out of these government programs tends to be quite high.  

There’s a built in filter which is a peer review scientific process which often 

includes some of the best scientific minds din the world so we try to leverage off 

of that and look for the opportunity.  We know the science is probably pretty good 

but what commercial opportunity can be created out of that grape vine.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  So I guess a lot of these companies have received 

possibly up to millions of dollars of government funding before you see them.  Is 

that correct? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Yeah that’s right and I think this is a trend that’s actually 

increasing.  You’re finding right now with the downturn in the broader economy 

the venture capital industry is actually contracting and probably will for the near 

future, which means that government sources which are expanding in this time 

period have actually stepped up to the plate and will probably be carrying a lot of 

the water, which means a higher percentage of really interesting new scientific 

developments, and therefore, technology products will be coming out of that 

government research space.   

  



Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  Let me clarify something or understand something.  

If I’m an entrepreneur and I wanted to be relevant to T2 Venture Capital based 

on your focus of government and academia, do I have to be in the government or 

academia or can I just be Joe Entrepreneur who creates a product and gets a 

government grant.  Am I then qualified for you or do I have to specifically have 

worked for the government?  

 

Victor Hwang:  No, you don’t’ have to have worked for the government.  I think 

what happens with government research funding is it flows in many ways.  It 

flows through universities developing technologies, it flows to individual 

companies.   

 

It’s often a startup company that’s affiliated with a university.  Maybe you’re not 

actually a faculty member or researcher at a university but you’re closely tied to a 

university because of the resources there.  We tend to use those types of filter 

ourselves because it helps validate the quality of the technology.   

 

We try not to come at it from a real formalistic standpoint so rather than 

following say the letter of the law we try to follow the sprit of the law.  We’re 

looking for great breakthroughs, scientific developments hat have great 

commercial potential. Almost always in the way the economy works those have 

some kind of tie into universities or government. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  Now do these companies that you specifically fund, are 

these companies typically being funded by other venture capital firms or are they 

not typically in the sweet spot of most venture capital firms? 

 

Victor Hwang:  We try to work with a lot of venture capitalist firms together 

because our view is the type of collaboration where you bring more people to the 

table is actually very helpful.  What we try do is in fact we try to bridge that gap.  

One of the things we found is capital itself is actually a commodity.  

 



There’s a lot of money floating around although startup companies might not feel 

like they’re able to find it.  The money is out there.  What’s actually missing is the 

piece of how do you put a company together and put together a value proposition 

that makes sense.  They understand why this is worthwhile to them.   

 

What we’ll often do is we’ll find a company that’s just a great scientific 

development.  Sometimes we’ll go all the way to actually helping professors co-

found companies, stepping in even in temporary operational roles to build the 

company out, to make sure it gets going.  And then invest in the company at a 

certain point alongside other investors that we know.   

 

Given our relationships in the industry we know lots of the major investors if not 

the large majority of the other venture capital firms around the country.  We’re 

able to get the folks quickly and we can help steer a company and mentor and 

shape it in the right way.  Because early on a lot of it is just access to relationships 

and trying to understand how to move from the game they were playing before to 

the next game that they need to play. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  That’s very interesting.  So when you’re looking to fund 

one of these companies what are the four or five keys that you’re looking for when 

considering whether it’s a good investment or not for you? 

 

Victor Hwang:  There’s so much.  I’ll go through the list but it’s going to be a 

list I think that sounds a lot like what other VCs say.   

 

I think probably more important is the soft things, the intangible qualities but I’ll 

describe those as much as I can.  You’re looking for a big opportunity, something 

that can shake the world in a way that other things can’t.  This is actually a pretty 

high bar as far as companies, probably higher than they think because they all 

think they’re going to rock the world and they’ve got something everybody wants.   

 



It’s not to say we’re any better, we’re just swamped given the position we’re in.  

People kind of throw everything at us, good and bad.  We just see so much that to 

rise above the noise level requires a whole different paradigm.  You’ve got to have 

something that’s just very, very different from anything else we’ve seen and that 

solves a big problem that no one else seems to be solving in the world.   

 

Then there’s the team.  You want people who actually know what they’re doing.  

That’s kind of a usual checklist item.  You want a team that has both scientific 

expertise as well as business expertise.  Then you want some kind of advantage.  

That is you want a playing field that’s uneven.  You want something that other 

people don’t have and that they could not get even if they tried really hard or 

would take them a lot of effort to do.   

 

On the intangible side I will say this.  Not all VCs will probably go into this but 

this is true.  First of all it’s whether the people are appealing people you want to 

work with.  Because so much of this work is about having to interact with people 

on such a continued, longstanding basis that if they’re not people you enjoy 

working with it’s very hard to sustain that energy level.   

 

It’s very much a marriage of relationships because it’s very hard to extract 

yourself out of companies once they get going.  A lot of it is just whether the 

people are likable and whether they’re the type of people you want to spend a 

bunch of time with, whether they’re coach-able, that is whether they’re open to 

new ideas and listening and growing because life is a journey and there are 

always new things to learn.   

 

The hard part is working with people who shut themselves off to new ideas.  You 

really are kind of stuck with what you’ve got at that point.  It’s no longer a 

collaboration, it’s just one man’s or one woman’s individual knowledge tree.   

 



I think the thing a lot of VCs won’t say, too, is it’s just something they like to do.  

It’s a project that just kind of gets them excited and makes them want to get up in 

the morning and makes them proud of they type of work they’re doing.   

 

That often gets people going surprisingly.  It’s very easy for people in my position 

to just not do something.  It’s easy to just say, “Well sorry.”  What you want is 

something that kind of captures the imagination and makes you feel excited 

about being in the business again.  I think that is something that a lot of startup 

companies don’t fully get.  It’s the magic.  You want to try to capture the 

imagination a little bit. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  That’s very interesting.  I’ve spoken to a lot of people 

and that really has never come out.  I appreciate that. 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think they won’t say it because they feel like it’s almost too 

intangible.  They’re afraid it somehow makes them sound a little too mushy but 

it’s true.  People like to do stuff that get them excited. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent. What are some of the surefire signs that a company 

is not good for venture capital? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think the vast majority of very successful companies are not a 

fit for venture capital.  There are legions of stories of people who sold companies 

for hundreds of millions of dollars that never took a dime of venture capital.   

 

I think venture capital sometimes is overrated by companies.  Typically if you can 

make it without venture capital and you have smart enough people that tell you 

you’re not going to end up losing because you didn’t have the capital to move 

faster I think there are a lot of times when it makes sense to do it on one’s own.   

 

The danger of course is you end up losing the race because people start with little 

guns and they move to bigger guns.  If you can’t graduate to bigger guns then 



others might beat you.  I think companies out there that are targeting smaller 

market sizes like if you’re trying to build a $20 or $30 million company which 

could make you fabulously wealthy or wealthy enough to be very comfortable for 

a very long time and probably independent for a long time, then it’s going to be 

harder for you to find institutional capital, because those aren’t the numbers that 

justify the existence of the venture capital industry, those $20 or $30 million 

companies.   

 

But they certainly could work well for individual investors like angel investors 

because they can still realize returns that make sense for them as individuals.  But 

for institutions it doesn’t make sense because by and large they need to move the 

needle.  That is, it needs to register enough that people can feel the impact in 

their firms.   

 

Companies that have too much hair on them – they’ve got either people involved 

that would make the company difficult to cede or the company ha been involved 

in too many things in the past that would make it too hard to extract value out of 

it or they’re weighed down by their history in some way.  That unpredictability 

makes it very hard for outsiders to get too involved in it.  That’s the longwinded 

answer. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  That was a great answer.  I appreciate that.  With the 

companies that are not a good fit for venture capital.  I’m sure you’ve worked with 

a lot of companies that were probably exciting companies that for one reason or 

another were not a good fit.  What recommendations do you have for those 

companies in terms of other forms of capital? 

 

Victor Hwang:  There’s kind of a usual suspect list.  There’s individual investor,  

but I’ll kind of go into a little bit behind the usual suspect list, because I think it’s 

very easy for people to rattle off the same list.   

 



Individual investors and government are two of the usual suspects that people go 

after.  On the individual investor side that doesn’t mean that any rich individual 

would be a target for a particular company. What you really want to do is to get 

people who have some kind of understanding or sympathy or empathy for your 

particular project.  They may be people who were titans in an industry in the past 

but perhaps sold their company off before or are somehow in a semi-retired move 

where they’re still advising other companies.   

 

I found in certain sectors there are giants in industry, they’re actually doing 

startup companies. Or not you, Dave, you’re probably aware of this.  A lot of 

startup companies don’t’ realize when that hotshot executive sells their company 

for a few hundred million dollars or a former chairperson of a major corporation 

retires, they’re usually doing startup companies or very often doing startup 

companies.  They’re advising them.  They’re taking shares in them. They’re 

investing in them.   

 

Those people are often very good people to get involved in a new company in that 

area that may be exciting to them.  Those barriers are much lower because people 

are familiar with the opportunity.  They can do a very quick assessment and say, 

“Yes this makes a lot of sense” or “No I don’t think it’s going to work.”   

 

Then on the government side, there’s so much interest in the government now, 

which there wasn’t even six months ago because there’s so much money getting 

thrown into innovation from the government.  P 

 

robably the easiest place to go still for government money is the SBIR program 

just because it’s structured to accept small businesses fishing new products, 

which is not an area that a lot of government agencies are familiar with.  SBIR is 

highly distributed across a bunch of different agencies which means it takes a lot 

digging on the part of companies to actually find how they fit in the SBIR 

pantheon.   

 



But it’s worth going after because it can be up to anywhere from a million, in 

some agencies even a couple million bucks that doesn’t dilute your shareholdings.  

There are several new projects coming online, especially the Department of 

Energy which could be quite useful for companies as well.  The Department of 

Energy’s new ARPA-E program which is their advanced research projects funding 

entity is actually looking at commercialization.  They’re actually funding projects 

across the valley of death as we call it to create commercial products, which is 

unusual for a government funding program.  That’s certainly one place for a 

startup to be looking as well. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  Okay Great.  So let’s say that – first of all how many 

companies – do most companies raise some form of capital like you mentioned, 

individual investors or SBIRs, etc. even credit card or other types of capital before 

seeking out a venture capitalist and do you recommend that? 

 

Victor Hwang:  It really depends.  I’d say by and large, probably.  Let’s say this 

– most venture capitalists, especially now when most of the venture capital 

industry, a large part of it has sort of been paralyzed by inaction they have the 

luxury of actually waiting.   

 

If coming in earlier only means more risk for them when they can probably 

capture the same opportunity later if they wait.  If you think about it from their 

purely selfish standpoint it’s easier for them to wait until the risk has been 

lessened.   

 

The job of the startup company is to lower the risk or de-risk it as we say.  To get 

to that de-risking point often requires capital.  Those de-risking steps often 

include things like build a prototype, get alpha test data, start to do beta type 

testing with potential customers, sign strategic development agreements, sign 

strategic marketing agreements.   

 



Each of those little milestones becomes an incremental step in value for the 

company and decrease in risk for a private investor.  But to get to each of those 

points requires often capital from somewhere.  In different industry those capital 

amounts can be quite different from one another.  In IT they can often be quite 

low but in say drug development or even some of the alternative energy 

development they can be quite high so finding capital to reach those different 

steps is actually pretty important for a number of companies.  Oftentimes the 

only way to do it is to raise capital somewhere else.   

 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  Now does a venture capitalist such as yourself 

sometimes tell companies, “Hey this is interesting but come back to me when 

you reach this milestone”? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Oh sure.  I think that happens all the time.  It’s very common.  I 

think it’s actually increasing in commonality right now just because what VCs are 

actually saying is, “I’m not willing to take that risk right now.  Come back when 

it’s less risky.”  The company’s job at that point which may either be spoken or 

unspoken It’s your job to hit another inflection point on the value curve. That’s 

kind of MBA speak for make your company worth more than it was yesterday.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  Okay so let’s say somebody has gotten to the point 

where they’ve hit enough milestones that they’re ready for venture capital.  What 

is the best way to contact venture capitalists like yourself?  Is it via phone, via e-

mail, via networking?  What do you think the best form of contact is? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Good question.  The answer I think typically I’d give and what a 

lot of VCs will say is send me an e-mail with your business plan.  I think that’s 

what everybody says but let me kind of add some nuance to that.   

 

One is send e-mails out, but actually get some advice on what you put in that e-

mail because how you’re presented in that e-mail is essentially the first face that 



investor might see.  That initial e-mail needs to kind of hit the buttons that 

particular investors are looking for.   

 

One can reach out like that but I think probably the way to get the most time with 

a VC is probably to run into them at a conference or something like that.  I would 

urge companies not to be too in your face with potential investors.  Sometimes 

that over eagerness is about as enticing as if someone was overeager trying to 

meet you as well.  After a while it kind of gets annoying.   

 

But if you can find a way to engage in a conversation about your general industry 

that becomes of use to an investor as if they were just a normal person who was 

interested in learning about the world and learning about the industry.  Having 

that kind of engagement and conversation could at some point turn into a 

conversation about what someone was particularly working on that could be 

interesting.   

 

You can end up spending a lot more time with a VC if just you run into them that 

way and engage in a meaningful conversation about the state of the world and 

industry than you would be if you just went in with your guns blazing trying to 

pitch them on the spot.   

 

Capital raising and business development is really about dating and marriage and 

you wouldn’t go out and propose to everybody you see when you see them.  You 

would be looking to try to build a relationship and make sure there is some 

likeability there. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  That’s a great point.  Any other thoughts on contacting?  You 

mentioned e-mail.  You mentioned attending conferences. 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think folks like Growthink are great avenues because they’re 

great at coaching.  I’ve known you Dave and Jay and I think the quality of work 



you guys do is fantastic.  There are resources like Growthink out there that can be 

quite useful for companies to help frame the conversation.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent. I appreciate those kind words.  Can you talk through 

what the investment process looks like from start to finish?  You have that 

introduction.  Then you have an intro call or a conference call, in person 

meetings, term sheet negotiations, writing of the checks.  Can you talk about the 

different phases and if possible talk about what percentage of companies make it 

from each phase to the next phase? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Well it’s just like a dating process.  I think there’s a lot more 

warm-up before you get married.  I think in the beginning there’s just getting to 

know each other and these are more causal conversations.  You might go in and 

present something or you might run into somebody and start a conversation.   

 

Getting to know each other which means gong on a few dates as well and 

spending some time together.  If there’s interest what happens is then an investor 

will start to dig deeper in the company.  They’ll start to request more 

documentation.  They’ll start to request patent portfolio information.  They’ll 

start to request business model information.   

 

If a startup doesn’t have it then some investors will work with you on it and 

others won’t.  There are a variety of styles for investors.  There are also a variety 

of timelines as well.  Some investors before they even start to dive into that 

review, that deeper diligence phase as we call it, they’ll try to come to terms on 

what a relationship might look like.  

 

Others will wait to come to terms a little bit later on after they’ve exhausted all 

the different review channels.  At some point however you’ll come to an actual 

discussion of terms.  This will start generically with a term sheet which will go 

down the list and talk about some of the basic numbers around money going in 

and shares owned of the company and what those shares look like.  And then 



after that, once you have a term sheet signed, after a period of time that can be 

translated into a full agreement which is much more detailed.   

 

At a certain point a check is written.  There are some other alternatives as well 

especially for early stage companies such as a convertible debt or convertible 

notes where instead of having to go through a fairly exhaustive term sheet, it’s 

kind of a simplified term sheet where investors will effectively give companies 

money in the form of a loan which converts into stock upon a successful 

milestone.  This is easier in many ways because it’s less of a formal negotiation 

process.  There’s still a little negotiating but it’s not nearly as involved as it would 

if one were actually doing a full on stock purchase at that time. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  You also have your legal background.  What are in 

terms of the negotiation, the terms to negotiate?  What are the most important 

terms that entrepreneurs should know about? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think the dominant numbers that people focus on are let’s call 

it the valuation of your company and the amount of money investors are putting 

in, so what value they assign to the company before they got there and then the 

amount of money they’re putting in and what that money is going to get them.   

 

The shares that the investors put in can have a variety of flavors.  It’s important to 

look at those flavors because they often have what are called “liquidation 

preferences,” which means they actually can get multiples of the money they put 

in, in priority over the original founders of the company.  And those are all 

negotiable.   

 

I would recommend that companies get advice from somebody whether it’s their 

lawyers or their consultants or advisors about what those terms might reasonably 

look like in a venture environment because the venture industry – there’s kind of 

a standard set of rough guideline numbers that are out there that are used by the 

venture industry day in and day out.   



 

They’re very particular to the venture industry.  They don’t necessarily reflect 

valuations that you might get from people outside the venture industry or from 

corporations that you might work with or even large companies and people who 

have been involved with large companies that we work with.  Those numbers 

have been established with precedent.   

 

The reason they’re there is because they somehow generally reflect the risk that 

venture capitalists are required to take.  So if you’re going to negotiate those 

numbers it actually helps to know what the general ballpark looks like so you’re 

not negotiation something that looks too loopy which sometimes happens 

especially with early stage companies they often try to negotiate numbers that are 

so far out of the ballpark that they lose credibility in the negotiation process. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  What do you think the best answer is –  I’ve been to a lot of 

venture capital meetings and the question inevitably comes up to the 

entrepreneur which is what is your valuation? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Yeah.  I’ll tell you these days it’s a moving target because the 

economy is in the state it’s in.  A number of the big law firms for instance that 

work with venture startups, they actually do surveys of valuations.  I think you 

can actually go on their websites and often find these surveys.  They try to update 

them every quarter or two.   

 

That’s one way to go do it.  As an example, as of last year before the turmoil in the 

market people were seeing valuations in what’s called a Series A deal of anywhere 

from $3 million to $6 million as sort of the middle part of the bell curve on a 

Series A deal.  A Series A deal would be kind of the first institutional round of 

venture capital.  Those would be numbers that existed before the crash but 

perhaps they’re not accurate anymore.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  So you think now those numbers are lower? 



 

Victor Hwang:  Yeah almost certainly lower but what they are is really varied. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it. Does the percentage of the company that the venture 

capitalist takes, is that sort of standard?  Do they want to try to take 30%?  Do 

they not want to try to take 60%?  Is there any sort of standard there in terms of 

the percent equity that most venture capitalists would want to take on a Series A? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Well it really does vary.  They do want as much of the company 

as they can get.  I think the better way to look at it is over the life of the company 

they need to be able to deploy a percentage of their total fund size and get a 

multiple return on that.   

 

If there’s say a $150 million venture fund and they invest in fifteen companies 

that means they’re going to be looking to put ultimately $10 million, a little less 

than $10 million into each of the companies they invest in, which means they 

need to be able to turn that $10 million into $30 or $50 million if the company is 

successful or that’s what they’re targeting to do.   

 

What you want to do is you can actually work backwards and say if you got in at 

this point with this amount of money, here’s what the returns would actually look 

like because the company could be valued on its liquidation upon a certain 

number.   

 

You can do this kind of regression analysis to figure out how much money would 

a VC need to put in now and how much of the company would they need to own 

in order to be able to put in that kind of money.  I think much more than saying a 

VC needs to own x% of a company, they’re actually trying to put dollars to work 

and realize multiples for those dollars.   

 

There are some VC firms that actually like to be in the pull position where they 

there’s a dominant role in the venture firm which means they need to be first 



among equals or even the dominant one where they actually own the vast 

majority of the company.  There’s different personality sets and it helps for 

companies to try to understand those different investment personalities.  

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  Are you comfortable talking about any of the other 

terms and what they mean like registration rights and drag along rights or is that 

something you’re not knee deep in at this point? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Registration rights are generally speaking the right for 

investors to register a company for public offering.  Drag along rights, generally 

speaking, are the right to sell a company and to drag other investors along to sell 

a company.  The specific shape of them as they’re negotiated really depends on 

having capable counsel to help people hammer through the details on that.  Is 

that the answer you were looking at? 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Yeah exactly.  And are these things that are generally 

negotiated or are they pretty standard? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I guess they tend to be pretty standard.  In large extent, things 

like registration rights, there are so few companies going public now, even in 

good times most of the companies are getting acquired rather than going public.   

 

People don’t even worry about them so much anymore.  Yeah I think typically 

there’s not a whole lot of negotiation around those terms.  And if there’s 

something really out of the ordinary someone who’s competent for advising a 

company should be able to box those things out pretty quickly.  

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  What about management teams?  If there are two 

cofounders, maybe there’s a couple other staff as well but they don’t really have a 

seasoned management team, are they too early for venture capitalist?   

 



Or could they possibly look for venture capital and have venture capitalists like 

yourself – you mentioned that you guys will actually come on as interim 

management or possibly even recruit.  How does the venture capital community 

work with improving management teams? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think a lot of the venture capital industry views that as one of 

their jobs is to help put together a management team or to complement existing 

management teams.  I think VCs do vary in their competence in doing that.  Some 

people are just good at it and others aren’t.   

 

I think the best thing for companies to do is actually to do as much of it 

themselves as they can.  To the extent that they can actually find people that they 

work well with and recruit them into some role in the company then that would 

be very favorable.  I think one of the things that companies often do is they make 

the mistake of going out there and actually interviewing people, they think it’s 

actually kind of an interview process where you’re hiring an executive to join your 

company.   

 

But really it’s about seeing whether you can work very well in those informal 

situations much more than the formal situations.  I think one of the great skill 

sets which I think is totally undervalued is actually just networking ability, the 

ability to make friendships and relationships that may or may not be of value 

down the road but you just start to build them when you don’t need them.   

 

Oftentimes I find, especially the scientific founders that we often work with, it’s 

not necessarily part of their DNA to actually do networking and to build bridges 

when they don’t need it.  One of the great skill sets I always advise founders to do 

if they’ve never done it is actually to read a book on sales or marketing, 

particularly salesmanship, I think one on one salesmanship because those skills 

actually apply broadly outside of  selling a product.   

 



You can sell relationships and ideas and common vision as well which actually is 

hugely undervalued.  For the good sales books there’s actually an underpinning of 

scientific research behind it.  I think a lot of the science in the last couple decades 

has understood why people are attracted to the things they’re attracted to.   

 

I think it just becomes very valuable because it becomes the differentiator 

between a great product that goes nowhere and a great product that is actually 

able to pull people around it to help it grow.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  What about a board of advisors?  Would you 

recommend or dissuade a young company from putting together a board of 

advisors?  Do you think that helps or hurts the chances of raising venture capital? 

 

Victor Hwang:  I think it hugely helps to have a good board of advisors around 

a company.  The ideal board of advisors would be one that’s very balanced to 

complement the existing company.   

 

If you’ve got an original team that’s very scientifically heavy for instance it would 

be good to have an advisory board with say some other scientists of preeminence 

on it but it would probably help even more to have people from the other aspects 

of society that could be useful in setting up the company, people from the 

nonprofit organizations, perhaps the trade organizations that used to be leaders 

or people who used to be part of those efforts and people from the business side.   

 

Ideally if you were selling widget x and you invented a great widget X, if there’s a 

big industry of widget Xs that’s probably a great person to get involved or the 

former president of that trade organization.  If there’s an industry and there’s a 

former head of business or sales at x corporation that sold widget X and had sold 

millions of these widget Xs before and that person just retired three years ago, 

you probably want to get that person as well to join your advisory board.   

 



What a lot of startup companies don’t realize is those people are out there and are 

probably looking for that startup company.  They’re actually looking to find 

projects like that to get involved with.  We’ve found just asking the question or 

opening the door and asking the question makes a huge difference for a lot of 

startups. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  Now with the board do they have to be 

geographically right by you or can they be more national or international in 

nature? 

 

Victor Hwang:  International.  There are no boundaries today in business.  

Companies are micro-multinational from the day they’re created nowadays. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent. So a company does not have to be limited by, “Hey 

they’re a great potential board member, but they’re two thousand miles away.” 

That’s not an issue you’re saying. 

 

Victor Hwang:  I would even go the opposite direction.  I would say if you’re 

limiting yourself to local resources you’re probably not finding the best resources 

in the world.  It may be that the best one is local but if you’re looking local just 

because it’s local you’re probably not finding everything you need to find. 

 

Dave Lavinsky:  That’s a great point.  A lot of people including myself tend to 

just look down the traditional road and say, “Hey, who’s within x miles of me?”  

We do live in a global economy and you can pick up a telephone and video 

conference and get very close to people who are very far away.   

 

Victor Hwang:  We’ve got a company we’re actually building which involves 

people out of Florida and Arizona and North Dakota and Boston and New York.  

These are people who are best in class and best at what they do, they just happen 

to not be living all in the same place.  You would want to work with these people 

because they’re absolutely the cream of the crop. 



 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  I have a couple of final questions here.  What 

misperceptions do you think most entrepreneurs have about raising venture 

capital? 

 

Victor Hwang:  That’s a good question and probably a huge answer.  One could 

answer that in a lot of ways.  I guess there are a few I can think of.   

 

One I think they feel like it’s something they have to do, it’s the only place they 

can go when in fact there could be a lot more economical routes to commercialize 

their products and grow their companies.   

 

Two, they feel it’s just like a binary decision process.  It’s kind of like an interview.  

You go in for a job interview and they like you and they say yes or no.  It’s actually 

more of an involved relationship building and trust building process which has a 

lot more focus on soft skills and soft qualities than they imagine.   

 

There’s obviously people looking at the hard checklist of things but all the while 

people are assessing the soft stuff which is are they good communicators?  Are 

they listening?  Are they people of integrity?  Are they trustworthy?  Are they 

candid?  Can they take criticism?  Those are things that you might not list on a 

checklist but little red flags go off if any of those things aren’t being satisfied for 

investors.  It’s not a typical straightforward up or down process.   

 

And I guess maybe the third one I can think of is they tend to think of the venture 

capital industry as monolithic.  If someone must be managing money for startup 

companies then they must be interested in every startup company.  There are 

different flavors of venture capital firms because just like people come and have 

all of sorts of different interests, and they have different expertise areas and 

different competencies and different philosophies on the world, investor firms 

are the same.   

 



They all think of the world a little differently, think opportunities are different 

things.  Some things are good opportunities and others are not.  What one firm 

thinks is going to rocket to the moon and change the world, the other firm thinks 

it doesn’t have a shot.  It’s a much more lumpy landscape in the venture industry 

than I think a lot of people realize.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Got it.  Are there any tips you have for an entrepreneur looking 

to raise venture capital? 

 

Victor Hwang:  Well I guess probably the easiest is work with someone that 

actually has been through it before or understands that process.  It’s kind of like 

getting a sherpa to help guide you through the mountains.   

 

It’s not that it can’t be done.  It’s just that it’s been done before by people that 

know the process and can do it faster and more effectively and probably save you 

a bunch of bumps and bruises along the way if you get the right person.  Be 

thoughtful about who you select to be that sherpa because the wrong sherpa will 

impute your own credibility and could hurt you if you don’t get the right one.   

 

That can come in a lot of forms.  It can come in the form of a consultant like you 

guys, like Growthink.  It can come in the form of perhaps some angel investors 

that may be familiar with what you’re doing and understand the venture industry.  

It can come in the form of advisors.  It could come in the form of former 

entrepreneurs who have been successful in the business.  It could come through a 

VC.   

 

If you happen to meet a VC and you’re able get some advice out of them.  Some 

VCs are very helpful with advice.  In fact they often like to give a lot of advice.  

You can find those resources from a lot of places. 

 



Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent and the final question is there anything else I should 

have asked you about raising capital, raising venture capital or growing your 

business that I failed to ask you that you’d like to answer? 

 

Victor Hwang:  No you’ve asked some really good questions Dave.  I think 

you’ve really thought through this and it sounds like you have great perspective 

on what companies are looking for.   

 

Dave Lavinsky:  Excellent.  I appreciate that.  Victor, thank you again so much 

for your time.    This was extremely informative.  I took a lot of notes myself just 

now.  I think that everyone who listens to this interview is going to get a ton out 

of it.  So thanks again Victor. 

 

Victor Hwang:  My pleasure, Dave.  Thank you. 

 


