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To two of my peer mentors:

Len Fassler, whom I think of and miss every day, for providing the elemental fire that forged my philosophy about how to behave in business relationships,

and

David Cohen, who inspires me with the energy he puts into founders all over the world.
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PART 1 GIVE FIRST







The Moment


It was the summer of 2001, and Interliant, a public company I had co-founded, was falling apart. I sat at the breakfast table at Len Fassler’s house in Harrison, New York.

I was exhausted. Len and I co-founded Interliant with Steve Maggs and Rajat Bhargava in 1996 and took the company public in 1999. At its peak, it was worth around $3 billion. I was also a partner at Mobius Venture Capital and sat on over 25 boards, including five non-US companies and three other public company boards. If you multiplied the stock prices of each of the four public companies, you ended up with a smaller number than any of their individual stock prices.1

I was chewing on a bagel and sipping on a cup of coffee while staring out of Len’s kitchen window, wondering what new version of a fucked-up shitstorm I was about to experience during the long day that would unfold. By this point, I had accepted that each day would be worse than the preceding one. Instead of going to bed hoping the next day would be better, I woke up each morning wondering what new difficulties the day would bring.

I no longer remember why I was at Len’s house that day, but I often stayed there while visiting Interliant’s headquarters in Purchase, New York. I do remember that the coffee was hot.

Len walked in with a bounce in his step like he did every time I saw him. He stopped, looked at me, and asked, “What’s wrong?”

I looked up at him and said, “I’m tired. I didn’t sleep well last night. I know today is going to suck. I don’t feel like I can catch a break.”

He looked at me, walked over slowly, stood behind me, put his hands on my shoulders, and said, “Suit up. They can’t kill you, and they can’t eat you. We’ll get through it.”

He patted me on the back and went to get a cup of coffee. I sat silently for a moment, stood up, turned around, and smiled at Len.

“Thanks,” I said from the bottom of my heart.

He hugged me.

Len had an incredibly successful business career. He didn’t have to co-found Interliant with Steve, me, and Rajat, and he didn’t have to get up daily to go to the office, but he did it anyway—and he did it with a smile.

I first met Len in the spring of 1993, when I was 28 and he was 60. I quickly noticed that almost everyone around him loved him. While an outstanding negotiator, he exuded a graceful ease and was known as someone who always lived up to his word. He was consistently generous, always going out of his way to ensure the people around him felt part of whatever he was involved in. When he was with you, he was really with you. Occasionally, he’d get angry or frustrated, but he woke up each morning with a clean slate. Periodically, someone didn’t fall head over heels for him, but the number of people who would follow him anywhere, do anything for him, and work tirelessly for whatever he was involved in was endless.

I became one of them.

At that moment in Len’s kitchen, I realized why this was true. Len was someone who always gave more than he received. The energy he put into me and his relationship with me far exceeded any expectations I might have had when he bought my company, Feld Technologies, eight years earlier. I immediately felt a connection with him and his partner, Jerry Poch. As time passed, I felt loyal to Jerry, and he taught me to address contentious or challenging issues head-on. But I truly loved Len. I loved him for his style, how he made people feel, and for his willingness to work through anything.

I felt guilty about dragging Len into the mess that had become Interliant. But, when I’d mention this to him, he’d tell me to let it go since it was his choice to get involved.

With each passing month, the mess got worse. Finally, when the Internet bubble began to deflate and ultimately burst, we knew we needed to quickly reach profitability since it was unlikely we’d be able to raise more money anytime soon. Three layoffs later, our CEO suddenly quit. Our stock price declined every week, feeling like it was losing 10 percent of whatever the previous value was the prior week, on a relentless march toward zero. There wasn’t a clear path forward in the rare moments when I could pause and reflect.

Yet, there wasn’t a single day that Len didn’t give it his all.

After the hug, we got in his car to drive to our headquarters. The ever-present smell of cigars that Len smoked on walks at the end of the day was in the air. I didn’t realize it yet, but that morning fundamentally shaped how I would think about the rest of my working life.

Len’s statement, “They can’t kill you, and they can’t eat you,” would echo in my mind repeatedly. It’s just business. Even if the company fails, people will remember you for how you behaved and treated others in difficult situations. They can’t kill you. You’ll survive. They can’t eat you. You’ll still be around after it’s over, regardless of what happens to the company.


A Definition

“Give First” means being willing to put energy into a relationship or a system without defining the transactional parameters. However, it’s not altruism. You can and should expect to get something back. But you don’t know when, from whom, in what form, or over what time frame.







How This Book Is Organized


While this book primarily focuses on mentorship, the concept of Give First encompasses a philosophy of behavior. However, after writing many words in an early draft, I decided that a book on the philosophy of behavior in an entrepreneurial context wasn’t interesting. One day, I was looking up the Techstars Mentor Manifesto to send to someone and decided I wanted to build a book around it to explain the philosophy of Give First.

In 2006, David Cohen, David Brown, Jared Polis, and I co-founded Techstars in Boulder, Colorado. It started as an experiment as an alternative to angel investing, where we’d fund 10 companies at a time, work closely with them for 90 days, and surround them with other entrepreneurs and investors to help them rapidly iterate on their initial idea.

By 2011, Techstars had invested in over 100 companies, expanded to four cities (Boulder, Boston, Seattle, and New York), and the founders had interacted with hundreds of mentors. David Cohen published his observations of which mentor behaviors helped founders and what it meant to be a great mentor, calling this document the Techstars Mentor Manifesto.

This book brings together three concepts.


	1. Mentorship at Techstars and its implementation

	2. How mentorship fits with the Give First philosophy

	3. Stories from my work that show the power of this philosophy in action



PART 1 explains the philosophy of Give First and where it came from.

PART 2 uses the Techstars Mentor Manifesto to explore how mentoring in an entrepreneurial context works. Each chapter has three parts: the explanation of the item of the Techstars Mentor Manifesto, how it fits with Give First, and an example. Many of the examples are autobiographical. While some of my examples are not from Techstars, each applies to the particular item at some level.

PART 3 explores navigating Give First. As with any philosophy, Give First has many challenges. I’ll describe some of them and offer approaches to address or mitigate these challenges.

PART 4 talks about a concept I call Entrepreneurial Tzedakah. The word tzedakah is Hebrew for “righteousness” or “justice” and is commonly used to refer to charity or a good deed. While Give First isn’t philanthropy, many philanthropic activities support entrepreneurship and conform nicely to the Give First philosophy. As examples, I’ll describe two organizations I’ve been involved in co-founding: The Entrepreneurs Foundation of Colorado (which evolved into Pledge 1% Colorado and ultimately into Pledge 1%) and the Techstars Foundation.






The Origin


In 2012, when I was writing Startup Communities: Building an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in Your City, the concept of Give First wove its way into many ideas in the book. At the time, I referred to it as “Give Before You Get,” which I described as:


One of my deeply held beliefs to the secret of success in life is to give before you get. In this approach, I am always willing to try to be helpful to anyone, without having a clear expectation of what is in it for me. If, over time, the relationship is one way (e.g., I’m giving, but getting nothing), I’ll often back off on my level of give because this belief doesn’t underlie a fundamentally altruistic approach. However, by investing time and energy up front without a specifically defined outcome, I have found that, over time, the rewards that come back to me exceed my wildest expectations.



A few decades ago, a group of founders worked hard to incorporate this Give Before You Get philosophy into the Boulder startup community. You rarely hear the words, “What’s in it for me?” around Boulder; instead, it’s “How can I be helpful?” While we were figuring it out as we went along, by the time Startup Communities came out, Give Before You Get was a foundational behavioral characteristic of the startup community in Boulder.

Techstars started in Boulder in 2006 and was one of the organizations amplifying the concept. From the beginning, Techstars incorporated mentors and mentorship deeply into the program, and we referred to Techstars as a “mentor-driven accelerator.”

We defined a vital attribute of a Techstars mentor as someone willing to contribute time and energy to a mentee without expecting anything specific in return. David Cohen talks about this idea constantly and leads by example, not just with Techstars companies but also with many other companies where he’s not an investor. Programs like Techstars Startup Weekend help founders at the beginning of their entrepreneurial journey get involved in startups and their startup community. If you ask Techstars mentors why they participate, many say, “Someone once helped me when I was a young founder; I want to give back.”

But giving back is not enough. In 2011, Will Herman, a close friend (we made our first angel investment together back in 1994) and mentor at Techstars from the beginning, had a long discussion with Katie Rae, then the managing director of Techstars Boston. Katie asked Will why he mentored. Will doesn’t remember his response, but Katie said, “Oh, you want to give back.” Will said, “No, that’s not right. To give back, you had to receive first.” He then explained that he had never had an entrepreneurial mentor and wanted to make the path easier for others. Will’s explanation was one of the earliest distinctions I remember between “giving back” and “giving first.”

In 2013, after I published Startup Communities, Adam Grant published Give and Take: Why Helping Others Drives Our Success. I didn’t know Adam then, but I connected to him through a friend and talked to him about my Give Before You Get idea. It was a delightful moment of simpatico for me as Adam got it and had done extensive research validating the concept before I even knew it was an idea.

One day in 2014, I noticed that my friends at Techstars had started tagging things on Twitter that were examples of Give Before You Get with #GiveFirst. Gregg Cochran, the Techstars Director of Implementation, spoke about the idea at a Techstars NYC mentor event, where several mentors started tweeting #GiveFirst. Gregg told David about it, who said, “Let’s put it everywhere!”

So they did. And “Give First” was born.
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