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INTERVIEW WITH DALE LUTZ, CO-FOUNDER, SAFE SOFTWARE INC. 
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Company Summary

	Description
	

	Name
	Safe Software, Inc.

	Dates of Involvement
	1993 - Present

	Title
	VP Development / Co-founder

	Name of Company
	Safe Software Inc.

	Web site
	www.safe.com

	Location(s)
	Surrey, BC, Canada

	# of Employees
	95

	Product/ Service
	Digital Map Transformation Software

	Industry
	Mapping Software

	Revenue (range)
	$14 million/year

	Public /

Private
	Private


I. GENERAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP QUESTIONS
1. At what age did you start your first entrepreneurial venture and what was it?

I have to credit a lot of my entrepreneurial tendencies to growing up on a farm; it took me awhile to realize this but all farmers are inherently entrepreneurs.  I don’t even recognize sometimes that I’m doing things entrepreneurially because it’s just natural and I watched my father and my uncles and so on.  

I have to credit my dad with helping me get started because when I was about the age of 10 I began raising rabbits.  I did my first speech for the 4-H Club titled “Raising Rabbits for Fun and Profit”.  I would sell these rabbits as meat, but my dad did the dirty part of the job and actually butchered the poor animals.  I was the guy that raised them.  I had a supply of city relatives that bought them and I would earn a nice little bit of money.    

My first serious entrepreneurial venture, though, occurred while I was doing my undergraduate degree [at University of Alberta] when myself and a couple of friends started a [computer software] consulting company.  We even won a small contract and we did perform it but in the end we disbanded it because we were too busy with our studies.  

2. What originally motivated you to pursue entrepreneurship and what has maintained your ongoing entrepreneurial focus?

I’ll answer that question in relation to Safe Software.  I was fairly happy with my job at MacDonald Dettwiler and Associates (“MDA”)
, but I think the farm boy in me wanted to be in more control of my destiny.  I didn’t think it would be that much more risky to try to get my own work than it was to work somewhere else.  MDA had had some layoffs so my job was not entirely secure.  Some people used to say to me, “Wow that must’ve taken so many guts to step out and start a company.”  However, I never felt it was that big of a jump; rather it was a very natural and easy thing to do.   

There are a couple of things that keep me motivated now.  First, I like to keep creating things that I hope will make the world a better place for at least certain people for specific kinds of things.  The products and services that we offer [through Safe Software] make them more efficient, get them to success quicker and help them to do their jobs better.  I recently returned from a user conference in Brazil and to see these customers getting up and talking about what they’re doing with my company’s products and how that’s helping them was immensely rewarding.  The second part is to create and have a great work place that I want to go to.  I was reflecting on that when I returned from this recent trip to Brazil.  As I got off the plane and I felt awful from this long plane ride I knew that my office was closer to the airport than my house.  I thought, you know what, I’m going to go to the office because I know there’s a shower in there and my wife isn’t home anyway.  I was thinking, wow, what a wonderful environment this is for me and my staff.  

3. What individual(s) have been models of inspiration for you throughout your entrepreneurial career and in what way?  

I give a lot of credit to my dad, a farmer, who was actually quite entrepreneurial in that he had various ideas always of things he could be doing in addition to farming (which, in itself, embodies entrepreneurship).  He didn’t have the time to pursue many of them but I grew up in that environment and to be thinking in those terms.  I would also say, one of my uncles in particular – my mom’s brother – was a very successful farmer and also was always finding ways innovate. And her other brother had a variety of technological hobbies which introduced me to ideas at an early age which ultimately would form the basis of my career.   So, they would be some of the key entrepreneurial early influences.  

There was also a gentleman from my church in Alberta that I grew up in who recently passed away at the age of 95.  He was the ultimate example of a humble, fair and honest man.  I think that his example has influenced me and played a role in how I approach business and being an entrepreneur.

Later models would include John MacDonald – one of the founders of MDA—which is where I first began working after university.  He had great vision and he was an inspirational leader. He gave a rousing welcome speech during my recruitment visit to MDA.  At that time I was a young, naïve Albertan brought out to Vancouver for an interview.  Listening to him for 10 minutes turned me from being uninterested in leaving Alberta to saying I wanted to stay in BC and to work at this place.  

From a company standpoint I have been influenced by a blogger named Joel Spolsky who has made it his mission in life to advise software companies on how to build great software while being great places to work.  Our company has been heavily influenced by his ideas and his approach.    

4. How has any formal education or training you have received (to whatever extent) been helpful?  If so, in which way?

I have a bachelor’s degree in computing science from the University of Alberta, which laid the base for the company that I ended up co-creating.  On a whim I took an accounting class which turned out to be extremely valuable to help me understand some core accounting principles. 

After starting the company I did a part-time master’s degree, which had an enormously-helpful impact.  It injected a bunch of new ideas into me.  At that point I was about 10 years out of university and so getting some additional training that was relevant was very valuable.  

5. How many different business ventures have you started in the course of your entrepreneurial career? 

I have only been involved in one business, which has now gone on for 18 years.  I have had a few smaller schemes prior, but the only real business is the one that I’m in now.

6. What percentage of these business ventures do you estimate were financially successful?

All of them—meaning one!  My stance and attitude is that I’ve been incredibly blessed and that I don’t have some magic formula that I could take from this company that I have been fortunate to be part of, to go elsewhere and start something tomorrow and be successful.  I believe, for whatever set of reasons, God has blessed me in this one thing and I’m enjoying it and I’m thankful for it.

II. ENTREPRENEURIAL QUESTIONS REGARDING YOUR PRIMARY BUSINESS
7. In order to provide some context, please describe your Primary Business: what does the company do?  Who does it sell to?  What does it sell?  What is your competitive advantage?  What is the nature of your overall industry?

We boil it down to three words: “we move data”.  We make a product that moves digital data generally, and digital maps specifically, from wherever they are in computer systems to wherever customers want them to be.  Not only do we move the data from A to B but, along the way, we allow our users to adjust it and rearrange it so that it gets to be exactly what they need.  I’ll give an example that isn’t about maps, but customers do use our products for this.  They start with an Excel spreadsheet and they run that spreadsheet through our program and it applies rules to the spreadsheet.  They get out a new spreadsheet that has 3 tabs where information that was all jumbled together in the original is now separated into those 3 tabs according to some rules.  That’s a simple example.  But we do that sort of thing for maps and all types of information.  

Our customers include governments of all kinds.  They tend to have maps that they need to work with and adjust and share between different groups or departments.  Other customers include oil and gas companies and utility companies around the world.  We do about 10% of revenue in Canada, 40% in the US and the remaining 50% is split between Europe and Australia.  We’re also starting to try to get into emerging markets in South America (eg Brazil) and Asia.  

When we started, nobody in our industry thought it was worthwhile to make a business out of this problem area like we did.  We then started to solve problems and we have now a fairly large technological lead because we’ve been around so long.  There are some people just now starting to enter our market space. 

We have an amazing software package that runs very quickly.  We’ve had a policy of honoring our users by making sure that every version that comes out will work completely with whatever they had before.  We have a plaque that hangs in the halls of our office called “The Six Commandments.”  We left room for four more in case we need them.  The top commandment is that we have to honor backward compatibility.  That means if it worked three years ago, it’s got to work today—customers have liked that.  

Our product provides a fun and productive environment for our customers to work in.  These things combine to make our customers very happy.  It allows them to solve problems that otherwise would take them weeks and months—we solve it in hours.  These kinds of productivity gains are highly valued by our customers.  We have a group of incredible world-leading experts on these issues because few others have bothered to assemble such a team.  We really are a leader in this area.

There’s nobody else exactly like us.  For example, we now support over 265 different data formats in our product.  Some of the other quasi-competitors might support maybe up to 20.  There’s nobody that’s even close in terms of the magnitude.

8. How did you identify the opportunity that led to the setting up of your Primary Business?

My co-founder, Don Murray, and I had a gut feeling that the British Columbia government was on to something big back around 1993 with a program they called “SAIF”, which incidentally is where our company’s name comes from. We thought we’d be clever and name ours S-A-F-E.  I managed to get the domain name www.safe.com; at that time I could’ve gotten anything for $50!  So, we were at the start of the internet revolution.  We realized that the BC Government was promoting SAIF as both a national and worldwide standard.  We thought that if we became the experts in this SAIF, then if the government was successful in getting the standard adopted elsewhere, we could ride that train.  We managed to do this; the government had some success.  We got as far as Saskatchewan and won a bunch of work and then it fizzled out in Manitoba.  But the work resulting because of SAIF ended up transforming and becoming something far more useful than anybody ever imagined.  Today SAIF is an historical footnote but it was our training and our foundation and everything – all the things that we thought SAIF was going to be – we ended up being.  So, we didn’t quite recognize that at the outset.  The target changed as we went along, but in general it was the direction that we first saw.

9. What were the critical elements you assessed before you decided to pursue the opportunity?  

Initially we only did consulting work; we did not set out to build a product.  As a result we did not do assessments on product development.  Our idea was simply to perform the work that was going to be needed for SAIF.   Our concern was whether we could do that work with excellence given the infrastructure that we had.  This was in the age where computers had just became powerful enough that in your home for $5,000 you could have the computing power that 3 years previously would’ve cost half a million dollars.  

We were early Linux users and you could do scientific development work on a home computer back in 1993-94.    We did not do much assessment and we just worked hard.  From that work evolved a product which we then bootstrapped and turned into what we have.

10. How much time did it take from seeing the opportunity to the first day of operation?  

It was shockingly fast.  Now in retrospect I can’t believe it.  My partner, Don, submitted the bid for our first contract even before we had an incorporated company.  We then won the bid.  It was in December 1993 and we received word that we’d won the bid, approximately 3 hours after we received our incorporation papers.  In order to accept the bid we had to provide incorporation details.  So, God’s hand was in that for sure.  I ended up quitting my job at MDA in March and we were up and running with one year of booked work basically in pocket.  So, it was a remarkably blessed starting point.

11. If you had partners, who were they, and how did you find them? 

As I referenced earlier, I have had one partner, Don Murray, who co-founded the company with me.  We are both very technical.  He is a very wonderful friend and great complementary influence.  It’s been just fabulous working with him and we’ve now been in business together for 18 years, which is, I think, more unusual than one may think.  

We met at MDA where I started my career in 1988.  Don started in 1990.  We worked side by side for about 2 years.  Then he left to be an instructor at the British Columbia Institute of Technology.  Don is a high-energy guy.  He started to tell me that he was going to start bidding on “Request for Proposals” [RFPs] in his spare time.  He asked me whether I would join him if he ever won a bid.  Although not exactly true, I like to tell the story that I said yes only because I didn’t think he’d win anything.  Then, of course, he won!  In reality, I felt he was onto something and so I threw in my lot with him and off we went.

We had become good friends during our MDA days.  We got along famously there, and then when he left I certainly missed him.  Our families got to know each other over that two-year period at MDA.  We had a wide range of common interests and background (including the important cultural influences of TV shows like “Star Trek” and “The 6 Million Dollar Man”).  Very often things come up and I think back to my childhood and Don has had an identical experience in his own background.  Although he’s from North Vancouver with an urban upbringing and I’m from rural Alberta, there are so many similar cultural reference points and shared experiences in our backgrounds. 

12. Did you have a business plan of any kind? [or any kind of written plan]

I like to say that Don and I are very aware that he and I together couldn’t plan a birthday party.  We didn’t start off with a business plan.  Fairly early in our company’s history we managed to connect with a guy who effectively became our early business operations manager.  I remember he drew up a business plan, which I didn’t believe at all in.  And the irony was that – I did reflect on it a few years later – it had basically come true, but not remotely in the way that he anticipated.  He made some revenue projections in terms of numbers and sources.  A few years later, the revenue projections actually had come true but not at all in the ways that we thought.  Today we are much more sophisticated and we have forecasts and pipelines and so on, but during those happy, carefree years, we were without a plan and that did cost us at times.

13. What kind of financing did you have?

We didn’t need any.  

14. How much capital did it take?  

It was amazing.  We had none.  We didn’t really need any because, as I mentioned, the capital required to start a computer consulting or software-consulting thing was nearly nothing.  Don and I each worked from our own homes on our own computers.   Prior to starting Safe, we each already had computers so we didn’t even need to spend $3,000 – $5,000 each to buy those. We were set!

15. How long did it take to reach a positive cash-flow position?  

We started in March 1993 and by July I got my first draw.  We had the SAIF contract from the start but of course there were delays in invoicing and all these things.  I still remember some of our early invoices that we sent to the BC government.  Don and I laugh now because they were totally ridiculous invoices we sent them – we didn’t really know how to prepare them properly!  In fact, the guy who processed invoices at the BC Government left on stress leave.  We’re not sure if that was due to us!  
16. If you did not have enough money at the time of the start, or at low points in the business cycle, what were some things you did in order to stretch your capital?

Everything really was done on the cheap.  We didn’t get fancy business cards.  I remember we went for a really inexpensive accountant at the very beginning.  We only had that guy for one year and then we went somewhere else.  I remember being really scared to pay money for anything.  Again, this was a little bit of the farm mentality where you do everything yourself.  I remember our second accountant saying to me, “My fee’s going to be…” It was measured in thousands of dollars and I was freaked out at the thought of paying this amount.  He said, “If I’m not earning you that back and much, much more, then I’m not doing my job.”  That was when I began to realize that you have to spend money to make money.  So, that was a little bit of an evolution.  We were very, very cautious and conservative at the outset.

From a cash flow standpoint, we were okay at the start because both our wives were working so our living expenses were covered.  The second thing was we were both quite frugal.  We each had only one-car households, which meant that when our wives went to work, we were trapped in our houses.  There was no way to drive anywhere to spend money! Although we were partners we would sometimes go weeks without actually seeing each other.  

17. What did you perceive to be the strengths (up to 3) of your venture?  

One of them is that my partner, Don, and I have complementary abilities and a high work ethic.  We pursue innovation and we have had good insights and intuition on our products.  

We are both good public speakers and I think this was and remains an immense asset.  

Another strength is that we have been disciplined in many ways, such as being careful with cash flow and not spending money we didn’t have.  

I think also a core commitment to highly value customers and to treat them well and to over-deliver, to not mind if we’re sometimes doing more than we’re paid for.  Instead, we want to make sure the customers are really happy.  

We also try very hard to care for our staff and treat our people very well; this results in a great workplace which results in great outputs.

18. What did you perceive to be the weaknesses (up to 3) of your venture?

As I previously mentioned, one weakness was our lack of planning and project management skills.  We started off as being solely a consulting company, whereas today consulting accounts for only about 2% of overall revenue.  As an aside, I think we are probably leaving money on the table by not taking on more consulting, given the expertise that our company has, but this would require development of a strong project management discipline which would be hard to square with the our culture.

Our focus now is on selling our software products and supporting our resellers around the world.  We have a team of professional service people that are absolute experts but we’ve changed from having them actually perform work to helping our resellers.  We give away their time quite freely because we’re confident there’s a multiplier when we get our product in more peoples’ hands.  I view this approach as a possible weakness, because if we had project management expertise within the company, particularly at the outset, we would probably have a different company and parts of our company would be more profitable.    

19. What was your most satisfying accomplishment or event?  

One particular moment in time was our first-ever worldwide user conference five or six years ago when we had 100 or so customers come to Vancouver.  To have an event where people are coming to celebrate their successes and learn more about a product that you played a key role in creating was immensely rewarding.  In particular, at that event, our very first customer gave a retrospective on our product.  He finished up by saying that he rarely gets to use our product anymore but something came up and even though he’s in management he rolled up his sleeves years after he had actually been using it, got out a copy and in a matter of a short time solved some vexing problem that his larger group was having.  That particular experience was a highlight.  So, by creating a product that makes people successful and that pleases them makes me happy and gives me a big part of the reward.

Another satisfying event happens every two to three weeks when we have “feature demonstrations” when our development team – which is about 30 staff – presents their latest work to the company.  These demonstrations are open to whoever wants to come and they last about an hour.  It’s like a show and tell.  Four or five staff each get a 10-minute slot.  I find it extremely rewarding to see the things that are being created.  

20. What was your most disappointing situation or event?

The thing that I find the hardest is when things don’t work out with staff members.  To have to let someone go is one of the hardest things to do.  We’ve had to do that many times now over the years.  Not as many as some other companies, but nonetheless, more than I would ever have wanted to.  I know that a necessary part of being an entrepreneur is to have to look someone in the eyeballs and make that hard decision to end the relationship.  But if you highly value relationships with people, if you value your staff immensely, to have to let someone go, no matter what the reason – even if you know it’s the right thing, even if you know that for both parties it will be happier afterwards, which incidentally has always been the case – it’s still very hard.  

I reflect on one individual who was really a good friend of mine and after many years it was clear to us that it just wasn’t working – for him or for the company.  We had the hard talk and we parted ways.  A very rewarding experience for me was that about nine months later we got together for lunch and he told me his story of how much happier he ended up being by not working with us.  We didn’t realize the magnitude of both parties’ unhappiness.  Sometimes making a hard decision is the right thing but it’s still a really tough thing to do.

21. Once you got going, what were the most difficult gaps to fill and problems to solve as you began to grow your company?

I hinted at it before but it’s the infrastructure that you need.  Now because both the founders of the company are technical guys, we know how to program.  That’s what we used to want to do all the time, which means we would neglect the infrastructure that was needed:  getting a proper sales organization created; getting a proper customer relationship management [CRM] system; organizing customer records; and developing a proper a support system.  We were woefully behind on things like that!  Today I know so much more about the systems required to operate a company.  If I could go back in time and talk to me 18 years ago I probably would scare myself off from starting a company.  

On the technology side, in terms of building an excellent product, that has been easy.  We’ve evolved into a very sophisticated software development shop.  We get compliments on our process from many of our customers and from others in the industry.  That’s been a natural thing to create.  

22. What were the key attributes you looked for in people (partners, advisors, managers) as you grew the company? 

The key attributes are to find people with low ego, who get things done and are smart.  If you can find people that embody those three things you can basically overcome almost any barrier.  The ego issue is a challenging one because we’ve had some come through our office and when ego gets in the way of teamwork and other things then there can be big problems.   We’ve tried pretty hard to craft a culture of teamwork.  The company is about 90-some people now and really it’s a pleasant place for everyone to work.  One of our core assets is our company culture.

III. REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
23. What are some things that you have found to be most personally rewarding and satisfying for yourself as an entrepreneur?  

One rewarding thing is to have played a role in creating something helps so many people to do their jobs better.  The understanding of spatial issues is important for so many of the problems our world faces.  Our value is that instead of people fighting with their information to get it where they need it to be, they can use it more effectively.  It used to be that when you started that 80% of any project to do with mapping was fighting with your information and 20% was actually doing whatever you were supposed to do.  We squeeze that 80% down to say 15% - that leaves 85% to do what you want to do.  For example, our software has helped people make better decisions about how to dismantle a nuclear power plant.  This is an unexpected use but nonetheless it helped with these weighty decisions.  Our software was useful because the facility had maps that were very poor.  By using our product they were able to combine their bits and pieces to create a very valuable map of the facility.  They were then able to see the location of radiation leaks.    

I also think the company events such as our Christmas party are very rewarding.  At moments like that I feel happy about being an entrepreneur.  We are able to bring together staff and have a celebration together.  I look around that room and I see all those people whose families are relying on the work that we do and the fact that I can play a role in giving all those people a really good place to work and to provide for them also is immensely rewarding.

24. What are ways in which you have developed your own entrepreneurial skills in order to be more effective as an entrepreneur?

I mentioned earlier that I pursued a master’s degree; that was more about technical skills, but it was very helpful.  

A lot of my work is about assembling the ideas of what’s going on in the world and filtering that through and figuring out what I can do with it.  How can I make my workplace better?  How can I make my product better?  Every year I try to carve out some time to do something deliberate and then daily reading a variety of blogs that expand my knowledge.

Both Don and I have tried every year to go on at least one or another course that’s related to what we do.  We’ve been attendees of Joel Spolsky’s two-day “Business of Software” conferences for about 4 or 5 years.  The people that are there are all kind of like us – smaller companies that come and they have a variety of speakers and those ideas come in there.  

I have found the Entrepreneurial Leaders Conferences
 very useful – both to listen to the speakers and also to network with other entrepreneurs .

I have taken various other classes on sales and marketing and so on.  I took a great one-day negotiating class that was probably the most life changing of any similar class in my entire life.  I’m still a lousy negotiator; the difference is I know now it.  

25. What are ways in which you cope with or manage the personal stress of being an entrepreneur?

In the beginning I probably didn’t do as well as now.  I’ve had an absolutely fantastic wife who has helped me enormously in this area.  For a number of years I have done some form of nearly daily exercise.  I don’t watch television unless I’m exercising.  I’m convinced this helps a lot.  I don’t really have other hobbies.  Having children has helped to get the focus onto other things for at least some chunks of my day and my life.  Very long involvement in church I would say has been a very good thing.  The friendships and the network of support that I have assembled there over the years have been valuable.

26. What are the ways in which you have dealt with others who have disappointed you in business?

I can look myself in the mirror and say that I don’t have any grudge against anybody after all these years.  I think being quick to forgive and even more slow to ever judge is important.  That’s a key thing to help with this because I think if you were the kind of person who wanted to judge and be judgmental – if you are in a business, you have no shortage of opportunities to exercise that—you could drag yourself down quite severely.  

I have tried to assume the best of everybody even if it’s not likely.   I’ll go with the best case and that just helps in terms of dealing with people.  I also try hard if there is an issue to be as upfront about it as possible and as early as possible.  I will grant that I’m not always successful at making myself do that as I’m conflict-averse.  One way of dealing with being conflict-averse is to assume the best of everybody. 

27. What do you think are the most important personal traits (up to 3) for an entrepreneur and why?

I think a strong work ethic is important.  I recently had a discussion with a young fellow who asked what he needed to do to become a successful entrepreneur.
  It was almost like the rich young ruler passage in the Bible:  “What must I do to be an entrepreneur?”  I told him he needed to be prepared to work like a dog for all hours of the day and night for a long time—and then do a little bit more work than that.  He basically said, “Well, that’s not for me” and went away.  He couldn’t imagine not being able to come home at 5 p.m. and just doing whatever he wanted to.  As an entrepreneur you never really stop working.  Somebody once said to me, ‘The great thing about being an entrepreneur is you get to choose which 24 hours of the day you work.’  It’s not that bad for me now but certainly in the first years, when you are bootstrapping a business, you have to be willing to put in above and beyond.  My farm heritage made me not think it’s no abnormal to put in long hours because farmers are like that.  They’re working all the time.  

I think you need to have a very honest stance so that you are not trying to pull a fast one.  You need to be transparent and open and fair in all of your dealings.  You might succeed a bit more early if you weren’t all those things, but it will not last.  I recall that at last year’s entrepreneur event Peter Daniels said something about, “Be careful how you treat people on the way up because you might need to see them on the way down.”
  I know that because we have been fair and tried to our best with individuals over all these years.  We bump into some of those early individuals in random places and they’re there as allies even though we’ve hardly even seen them for 10 years in between.  You have to make sure, as best you can with every customer relationship, to leave things in a positive light and that will repay itself in droves. 
You need to have discipline—financial as well as with respect to your time and your business.  

28. What are the most important lessons you have learned with respect to starting and running a business that you pass on to an aspiring entrepreneur?  

If I had to start my company over again, I would hire help earlier, especially administrative help.  I now recognize that I would free my time to do the higher value things.  In the beginning, because we had no real plan and no forecasts—we were very scared to get any help.  As a result, I think we worked way too many hours and a lot of those hours were spent doing things that would’ve gotten more value if we focused more on our core expertise.

From early on we took the approach of not spending money we didn’t have.  One thing that happens if you have that policy is that you always have the infrastructure today that you needed two years before, because if you’re not in a position to – or you don’t want to – build capacity in terms of infrastructure, you don’t have it.  For example, our finance systems and financial sophistication suffered over the years, our ability to track customers and CRM and our ability to be efficient in terms of following up on market leads and sales funnels through much of our company was woefully lacking.  In the last three years, we have invested immensely and I think caught that up.  But, if I could travel back in time I’d spend more on infrastructure, spend more on overhead.

IV. FAITH, ENTREPRENEURSHIP & THE MARKETPLACE
29. How do you describe the impact of your Christian faith in terms of how you find or define meaning in the context of your entrepreneurial pursuits?  

Because of my faith, I do not view my company’s success as because of me.  My success is because God has chosen to bless me, my partner and the people in my company.  I think it would be very easy as a non-Christian entrepreneur to be very full of one’s self.  The Christian faith, for me, is a lot to do with keeping humble.  I think that’s one side of that.  

Do I feel that my business has been my calling?  In some respects, when I look back at my life, it does seem like all the pieces were being put together to have me end up where I am today.  I recently read the book Outliers
 and while I would not classify myself as an “outlier”, certainly when I look back at how my farming background, the examples of farming entrepreneurs I saw all around me, my early attraction to computers before most people knew of them and my ability to actually obtain one and begin chipping away at my ten thousand hours at an early age – all of these certainly prepared me for where I am today.
 And I do not view that as accidental.

Even my experiences as a young boy—I joked about raising rabbits for fun and profit—sowed the seeds of things I am doing today.  I often speak in front of audiences around the world; when I was 10 years old I was learning to speak in front of an audience.  It seems like God has put things in my life that has prepared me for what has come later, so I’m very thankful for that.  However, I’ve never explicitly said I feel called to be in business, although to me it seems a very natural thing to be.  While it has just always felt like what I should be doing, I’ve just never articulated it that way.  Probably my Mennonite humility (which I’m quite proud of) getting in the way…

30. Who, if any one, affirmed your sense of direction in your entrepreneurial pursuits (as described in Question #29 above)?

My father and mother have been very supportive all along.  I’ve had a variety of friends who have been helpful.  I do think my pastors have played a role in offering encouragement.  Over the years I have come to have good relationships with a number of successive pastors and I keep in touch with some of the ones that I’m not even necessarily involved with through churches any longer.  I’ve really valued those relationships.  There was one incident in our company’s history that was kind of a dark time and I remember being able to share with my pastor during that time and that was very helpful as well.

31. As a result of being a Christian entrepreneur, how has your approach to entrepreneurship changed?

A number of years ago I heard an entrepreneur recite Micah 6:8: 

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 

   And what does the LORD require of you? 

To act justly and to love mercy 

   
  and to walk humbly with your God.

There are three things:  walk humbly, act justly and have mercy.  This entrepreneur explained how those three things played out in terms of how he acted as an employer.  As I listened to him I thought these are the principles that I have been following without knowing it explicitly.  So these principles have permeated through things.  

I try to approach things in a very fair way, to do justly, to be honest as I deal with partners and other companies and to try to deliver value and do even a little better.  I come from an upbringing of walking a second mile for somebody.  I remember sermons on this and it’s been pounded into me.  But, in business, walking the second mile means if the contract says you do A, walking the second mile says, I don’t mind if I do A and B for the same amount of money.  That’s just giving the other party a bit more and if I can, I’m happy to do that.    

32. How did you (or do you) integrate your business/entrepreneurship expertise with your Christian commitment (and how are they complementary)?

In terms of my specific expertise, I have over the years helped with mapping and in a number of situations it has been useful for a church to have maps.  A layperson wouldn’t know where to assemble those and I have been able to use my expertise in that way.  

More generally, I have helped with hiring committees and those sorts of things.  I’ve done that many times and I’ve been able to use some of the resources of my company to assist a church.  For example, I have a staff lawyer and I’ve obtained a legal opinion on some things at different times so that has been possible as well.

33. How have you been involved in your local church (that you now attend and the ones you have attended in the past)? (whether or not these are related to your business expertise)?

For a long time I have done kids’ drama at churches, which I suppose is not a lot different than presenting my product.  I am able to cut loose a bit.  I suppose that probably some of my business presentations have carried some of those drama things into them.  I actually have sung on stage as part of a technical presentation.   When you have a group of mapping people in an audience and the guy presenting breaks into song – which I recently did in Switzerland – the eyes go big!  

I have been involved in eldership roles at churches for a number of years.  In there I can inject experience around hiring and kind of, to some degree, marketing expertise and organizational health kinds of things and so on.  I have also been involved in capital campaign initiatives.  

In a number of ways, churches can benefit from the skills of an entrepreneur.  You don’t want only entrepreneurs running a church.  You need a variety of people that can help, but an entrepreneur can bring a set of skills and expertise to the table that are helpful in many situations.

34. Have you been involved in your church denomination and how?

Ironically, not at all.  

35. Have you been involved in para-church organizations and how?

Yes,  YFC [Youth for Christ] through support of a couple of individuals there for a long, long time.  I’m also currently on the board of Barnabas Family Ministries, Keats Island, BC, that provides a set of ministries around strengthening families
.  It’s primarily a summer camp but it’s also a retreat centre and has weekend events throughout the year. 

36. What are some examples [i.e. situations with partners, suppliers, customers, etc.] of how you have integrated biblical principles into your business practices and thus acted differently than a non-Christian due to your Christian faith?

I go back to Micah 6: 8 and to the reference about having mercy.  In situations where we have to part ways with an employee, we try to go way above and beyond to help them get started into whatever their next thing is going to be.  So, that would be an example where I would say that I am influenced by a Christian stance.  

We try to be a generous company.  We go beyond the legal norm.  I asked myself how I would want to be treated in similar circumstances.  Do unto others as you would have done to you.  

Don and I both started our careers at MDA, which is continually ranked as one of the top hundred places to work in Canada.  MDA is our baseline and we try to go beyond that.  

An important area relates to the treatment of customers.  We often do more than the bare contract requires.  We don’t do project business anymore because it’s easy to go broke if you keep doing project business all the time and you over exceed or you don’t pay attention to the letter of the law.  To some extent we can subsidize our generosity through the fact that we’re going to sell more product by treating our customers well.

37. What are the most important lessons (up to 3) you have learned that you believe are important for Christians pursuing entrepreneurship? 

You are going to find yourself in situations where doing the Christian thing is going to be uncomfortable from time to time and you have to ready yourself for that and still be ready to make that decision.  As a Christian entrepreneur there are going to be scenarios where there is going to be a conflict and you might lose business, you might lose face or you might be an outcast.  It’s not much different than being a Christian university student in a secular environment.  There will be situations you’re going to find yourself in and, even in the short term, it feels like you’re losing face.  In the long term I believe that others in your industry, or that you deal with, will notice your character and eventually – just like again, students in a secular environment – come to honor that.  

I think the development of a Christian approach around dealing with employees is a big issue.  People – all of us – are flawed.  I am flawed and sometimes employees are flawed.  You put some of those flaws together and there will be situations that aren’t easy and so reconciling that and having the strength to recognize when you are at fault and having a low enough ego yourself to accept it.  At the same time – when others are at fault – you need to be able to work through that.  Those are difficult areas, but the Bible does give us – Christ gives us – examples that we can follow and work through to make those situations the best.

38. How could the church in a general sense (i.e. a local congregation) support you in applying your faith in the context of entrepreneurship?

One of the previous churches that I attended floated the idea of having a gathering of entrepreneurs in the church almost like a care group to encourage each other and so on.  

I know that the annual Entrepreneurial Leaders Conference is one of the few things to gather people together who are focused on applying faith in the business world.  That’s given me a venue to invite a guy or two that I know is an entrepreneur that I never would probably get together with otherwise.  I think that having venues like that, this idea of iron sharpening iron, it’s just really good to have that and I probably would seek that out.  

Even today as a crusty old guy I still would really like to have more of a connection:  to help Christian entrepreneurs encourage each other, to help each other get through tough situations whatever they are.  If someone isn’t an entrepreneur it is very hard to identify with the struggles and responsibilities of an entrepreneur.  It would be healthy if the church could have a venue for such like-minded people to get together at least in some way periodically.

39. What have been the most significant challenges for you as a Christian pursuing entrepreneurship?

Generally speaking, I’ve been blessed in that I’ve not had too many cases where the two worlds are at odds with each other.  One issue for me is whether something I have created is then used for war.  I come from a pacifist background.
  I do know that my product is used by some military organizations.  I hope and pray that it is used for good – for example, I’m aware of situation where it assists in finding and disarming mines.  However, I don’t know if it is, and can’t stop it from, being used for less noble purposes. I have chosen rightly or wrongly to put this issue on the shelf concentrate on doing what I can to exclusively promote its use for positive ends. 

40. Who was most helpful (and why or how) in addressing these challenges:  church leadership, Christian friends, etc.?

Ironically I’ve never discussed the role of pacifism in the context of selling a product in business circles.  When I think about this issue, it is always in the context of the teaching of the church I grew up in back in Alberta.  Pacifism doesn’t seem to be talked about in modern times, in the circles I am in, as much as it was back home.  Perhaps I’ve found a topic for some lively future discussion…

41. Have you hired people from your church?  If so, has that been a positive or negative experience?

Yes, I have hired people from churches I’ve attended.  I would say that in all cases it has been very positive.  The individuals contributed greatly to our company, but in all cases we’ve parted ways now.  In all cases, this parting was extremely hard.  In some cases people quit and in other cases we let them go.  But, because of the church relationship, it made those partings much more friction filled.  As much as I dislike parting ways with people, this church dimension even made it 1,000 times worse and very, very, very hard.  

My recommendation is that it might almost be wiser, in retrospect, not to hire people from your church just because reconciling the two relationships can become extremely difficult.  It’s even made more difficult when there are dozens of other employees who aren’t in your church and then this one is and so you naturally have a set of things in common there that the others don’t.  This adds to some of the imbalance in relationships.  Today I wouldn’t hire someone from my own church.  Or it would have to be an extraordinary situation before I would.  It’s hard for me to say that because I know the value that, certainly, we have received.  But, it’s the downside of the parting that is just too great.

42. Have you done business with other people in your church and how?

Yes.  One example is that we use a catering company owned and operated by people from my former church whom I love dearly.  They do fantastic things for us.  We use different kinds of service things here and there when it makes sense.  If I know somebody is in a line of work and we need something done and we can give a contract – all things being equal – I would generally try to deal with someone that I knew from that setting.

43. Has your relationship with those people you have done business with in your church been positively or negatively affected—from a business and spiritual standpoint—by doing business together and how?

This is a type of relationship that I think is easier to manage than hiring people from your church because when you’re doing business it’s peer to peer and it’s not an employer-employee power imbalance.  If I’m employing somebody, whether I like it or not, I have power over them.  I don’t like being in that position with somebody that’s my peer in another setting.  However, if I’m doing business with someone else, I think that’s a much easier thing to do.  

44. What do you believe are appropriate means to share your faith in your company?

I make no secret of my faith at work.  At the same time I’m not evangelizing on a daily basis either.  So, for example, our company has had a prayer group for many years, which I intentionally don’t go to.  I have to be mindful of appearing to have a more special relationship with one group of people than others.  I don’t want that to be a problem.  I want to encourage those that go to the prayer group.  I want to also not discourage others that aren’t or make them think that they’re somehow lesser employees.  

I hope I can share my faith through my actions.  I know that at times of crisis some employees have come to me and during those times, if they’ve come to me about something, then I might be more open about my faith.  I might be able to point out a spiritual side of an issue as something to talk about.  So, in those scenarios I think it’s fine.  But in general I try to project a godly image and hope that this is recognized and that people might be comfortable to maybe explore it with me or others or not.  Nonetheless they know who I am and what I stand for.

45. Is there any particular passage(s) of scripture that you have found particularly meaningful or that is inspirational to you?

Micah 6:8.  

46. Do you have any questions or comments related to Christian entrepreneurs that you would like to express an opinion on and that were not covered in this questionnaire?

As a Christian entrepreneur I believe I do carry a little bit heavier load because I am in more of a position of influence and power in people’s lives or in terms of other dealings.  You can do a lot of damage to the Christian reputation and so, in a way, you have to be consistent and walk the walk a lot more carefully than if you weren’t an entrepreneur.  So, I believe there is a great responsibility to project your faith well through your actions.  I think those high-profile Christians who falter can set back the reputation of Christians greatly.   Please keep Christian entrepreneurs in your prayers! 
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� Malcolm Gladwell provides the following definition of an "outlier"  “It is a scientific term to describe things or phenomena that lie outside normal experience. In the summer, in Paris, we expect most days to be somewhere between warm and very hot. But imagine if you had a day in the middle of August where the temperature fell below freezing. That day would be outlier. And while we have a very good understanding of why summer days in Paris are warm or hot, we know a good deal less about why a summer day in Paris might be freezing cold. In this book [Outliers] I'm interested in people who are outliers—in men and women who, for one reason or another, are so accomplished and so extraordinary and so outside of ordinary experience that they are as puzzling to the rest of us as a cold day in August.”  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.gladwell.com" �www.gladwell.com�.  Accessed October 1, 2011.
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� The “pacifist background” refers to growing up within a Mennonite denomination.  Mennonites are one of the so-called historic peace churches and one of their distinctive theological features is non-violence / pacifism.
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