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Context to the nugget 

As an entrepreneur who has built a business, how do you engage with an entrepreneur when you 
are an investor? Avnish talks about walking the tight rope of providing input while holding back as 
appropriate. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): What does it mean to be an investor after being an entrepreneur? The 
reason I ask is, empathy is helpful, and intrusion is not. How do you walk the tightrope of ensuring 
that you provide the support but at the same time you hold back so that you are not breathing down 
the shoulders?  

Avnish Bajaj (AB): Interestingly, there are obviously a few investors I respect. There’s one in 
particular called Fred Wilson of Union Square Ventures. So, the conventional wisdom in the US over 
the last 10 years it’s the most mature venture environment, and I would argue even in China is that 
the operator investors make better venture capitalists. So, the people who have been operators in 
their life or entrepreneurs or some such. Interestingly, this guy just sent an email the other day and 
he said, if you look at me, meaning him, Mike Moritz of Sequoia, Bill Gurley of Benchmark, none of 
them have been operator investors. So, there used to be a school of thought, which was probably 
10–15 years ago, which said that the best investors in the world will probably have operating 
background, but the worst investors in the world will also be the operating-background guys. And 
the others, the non-operating-background guys will have lower beta and can still be great investors.  

The reason they would be the worst is exactly for the reasons you said and the reason they would be 
the best is also exactly for the reasons you said. The reason they can be best, they can empathize 
more, they can relate to situations more, they are able to give better strategic advice, they are able 
to give better operational advice, they are able to give better organizational advice, everything, 
because they have been there, done that. The negative is exactly the same reason. They tend to 
back themselves more. Instead of backing the best founder, they will back their own thesis with the 
founder. They get in the middle of too many things; things the founder should be doing, they would 
end up doing. So, the right answer is to be able to figure that stuff out in your own brain and use the 
positive and not the negative, I think, the best guys are able to do that. Now if you look at the… 

DJ: Actually, maybe if I could ask there, what are the one or two things that differentiate the two 
clusters, the one at the top and the one at the bottom? What about the two clusters would you say 
could be different? 
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AB: So, it is not about the two clusters as such. I would say it’s a much more philosophical answer. I 
think, the philosophical answer is, in my view, this business in particular, of venture investing, can be 
learnt but cannot be taught. So, the question is, how self-aware are you? How much of the feedback 
loop is working for you? Where have you realized that maybe I was backing myself and not an 
entrepreneur? Where have you realized that you are getting your hands in the weeds and then it 
becomes your problem? I think the best guys figure it out.  

I have gone through that journey myself. I used to back myself. I used to be telling the entrepreneur 
do this, do this, and do this. The best returns I have made are when the entrepreneur tells me, no, 
no, no, because they know what they are doing. And frankly, if you ask me, my own personal 
journey, the intellectual stimulation of working with somebody who’s much smarter than you and is 
doing a much better job than you ever can, is a whole different thing. So, it’s about the self-learning 
loop that differentiates the two clusters.  

One cluster is self-learning, I use the term outside-in, is getting signals. Mark Andreessen puts it very 
well, that he has four or five people he looks up to and any situation he is analysing, those people 
are sitting on his shoulders and he is having arguments with them. These are the kind of people who 
are just constantly making themselves smarter, by examining different angles, taking different points 
of view. Versus people who are just very inside-out, always very prescriptive, think they know the 
answers, don’t collaborate. I think that’s what differentiates great investors. So, it’s not as much 
operators versus none. Operators, because they have been there, have a higher tendency to be 
inside-out, because they think they know it. The good news about non-operators is they are very 
open. They don’t know it. Operators have a higher tendency to fall into this trap of saying; I know 
the answers, let me prescribe, and so on and so forth.  

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: It was interesting to have Avnish talk about the fact that operator turned investors often figure at 
the top of the pile and the bottom of the pile for a different set of reasons. A similar insight actually 
showed up in the book Give and Take by Adam Grant. It’s a lovely book and I would urge you to read 
it. In the book, Adam talks about three different types of people: givers, takers and matchers. He 
goes on to say that when you look at a bell curve of outcomes in terms of success for a minute 
without getting into what is success, he says that people at the bottom of the pile are often givers. 
He says that they are the people that often get used as door mats. He then goes on to say that 
strangely enough when you look at the people right at the top, they are givers too. The only thing 
that differentiates these guys from the guys at the bottom of the pile is that people at the top are 
often very strategic about how they give and that can sometimes make all the difference. A lot 
depends on how you walk the tightrope of providing support without intrusion going back to what 
Avnish was talking about in terms of how operators work with investors. Thank you for listening. For 
more, please visit audioboom.com and look for Play to Potential or subscribe in iTunes. 

Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com or subscribe the podcast on 
ITunes, Stitcher or one of the other Podcast apps. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 
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RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Venture Investing: Leaders from the Venture Investing space talk about what it takes to be effective 
in Investing and how effective investors provide support to the entrepreneur without intruding. They 
also talk about transition pitfalls when people come into this industry from other domains like 
Consulting and Investment Banking. You can access the playlist here. 

Excellence: Learn how individuals from across disciplines have pushed themselves to move to the 
very top of their field and profession. As we move towards a flattening world with a leveling of the 
playing field, there is a high risk of being commoditized if we do not strive towards excellence. You 
can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Avnish Bajaj - Nuggets  

• 10.00 Avnish Bajaj - The Full Conversation 

• 10.01 Avnish Bajaj - Goldman Sachs versus McKinsey 

• 10.02 Avnish Bajaj - Starting Baazee.com 

• 10.03 Avnish Bajaj - Entrepreneurial resilience 

• 10.04 Avnish Bajaj - Taking stock of life after Baazee sale 

• 10.05 Avnish Bajaj - Venture investing — Supporting without intruding 

• 10.06 Avnish Bajaj - Misconceptions around venture investing 

• 10.07 Avnish Bajaj - Sharpening investing skills 

• 10.08 Avnish Bajaj - Evolving as a leader 

• 10.09 Avnish Bajaj - Backing the best founders 

• 10.10 Avnish Bajaj - Harsh realities of entrepreneurship 

• 10.11 Avnish Bajaj - What they don’t teach you at HBS 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  
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Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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