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This might make you think on a different path than what you've done so far

today, but given the choice of anyone in the world, who would you have dinner

with tonight if you had the option?

Weird Al.

Really?

Yeah.

This is a question that's often asked of me actually, by my team. You know, I guess the

good news is usually I can have dinner with anyone I want. I don't really have a bucket

list, but I have to say – the one guy I haven't been able to meet that I would be

interested in meeting – but frankly probably won't go out of my way to meet because I

don't know what I would say – is Weird Al.

What's the best dinner that you have had, with someone that was unexpected,

or that was really memorable to you?

Wow that's a hard one there are so many. I've made dinners, particularly more

recently, a way of getting people who normally don't get together [actually] get

together and try to synergize [sic] on something. I used to do it in rooms with white

boards, but I guess I've found out in a lot of areas you can't do it that way. For example,

you can't get politicians into a room with a white board. Well, you can, but they'll sit

there with their arms folded. I've found kind of a universal thing – and this is probably

obvious to lots of people but wasn't to me– is [that] a nice dinner with wine... I've had

a lot of experiences recently where people who really didn't know about each other or

didn't even respect each others' businesses or what they did... if you got them around

food and wine, after a little while, they really opened up. [They] became very

open-minded and congenial, but it's been an incredible tool – actually, I wish someone



had taught it to me earlier.

Back when I first started to read about Intellectual Ventures in 2009, 2008, the

articles painted this vision of you and Nathan sitting around a dinner table, you

know, eating dinner and, in Nathan's case, sipping diet Pepsis –

Diet Coke. Definitely diet coke.

- sipping diet Coke, and really solving the world's problems through innovation.

But with the expansion of Intellectual Ventures, I did not realize you were still

using that model.

Well dinner with someone you know is very different than what I was just talking

about. You know, I've always been able to... Frankly, Nathan and I can get together in a

room with a white board, and that's perfectly fine for us. With the people you know, I

think it's very different, and I'm very used to doing that. With a lot of organizations in

the past, there's a lot of people you end up kind of knowing – that's easy. I think the

thing that is worth pointing out is that it is for people you don't know – and I'm not a

person who's particularly outgoing, I don't really do much press – and so to me, it has

been new to try to meet people and bring them into a kind of “context of worker

vision” through food and wine.

How else do you create this innovative atmosphere that Intellectual Ventures

has touted from the beginning? How do you maintain the integrity of that, as

one of the chief architects of the company?

Well, it's about – maybe [we should] call it personality selection. When we did

invention sessions at the beginning, Nathan and I talked a lot about “Okay, so what is it,

when you get into a room...let's say, let's start simple with 3 or 4 people – what makes

a great environment for coming up with cool ideas, versus the not-so-great one?” I did

a tremendous amount of reading on all these types of information systems that people

invented, and you know their processes that they kind of teach to corporations. And



for the most part, all of them work some of the time. But none of them seem to be a

very good hard and fast rule, especially if you're doing innovation. What I distilled it

down to is [that] it has to do with personalities, and in fact, there are many great

inventors – very, very smart, very innovative people – who, because of their

personality, we wouldn't invite to invention sessions because they would be

disruptive. So they're at the best, actually, inventing on their own. There are some

people that are good at inventing on their own – that sort of Doc Smith view of Back to

the Future – being on their own in the lab, just talking to themselves because there's

various reasons why they may not interact well with others.

But a lot of the inventions we've been trying to – are by their nature interdisciplinary.

The whole idea is that any one person who has the skills and knowledge and ability to

build sort of a quarter of a bridge across this [intellectual] chasm, and so you need at

least four or five of them together – maybe six or seven of them – and they all build

different parts of it, and suddenly! They all come together. And, I think what we've

been able to show is that it's extremely successful, but boy, you have to have the right

personalities.

One bad personality makes the whole session go in a way that's not very productive...

And as a consequence, even now, after several years, there's only a very, very small

handful of people who can run these sessions because there's a certain kind of

interaction that you must have.

This company, Intellectual Ventures, has grown... it has grown incredibly.

You've come a long way from where you started. What about that process–

what change – has surprised you the most in how you do business now?

It is probably the willingness of people to commit capital to us. So you know, we came

up with the first concept for IV early, and like any concept, that doesn't usually survive

the reality market, and you have to adjust. But, partly because of the novelty of the

idea, and the complete lack of qualifications that Nathan and I had to actually run

something like this – you know, [we have] never been fund or IP guys... Because of that,

and in conjunction with the popping of the internet bubble, the dotcom bubble and



9/11, it took us a very, very long time and just a tremendous amount of traveling and

talking to people on my part to get to the point where people would commit money to

us. [This] type of project, what we're doing: if you're betting on things that are very

risky, you want to bet on a lot of them, right? If you have a 1 in 10 in chance, [even] if

you have a 1 in 5 chance of success, you don't want to make one bet – that's dumb. You

want to make 30 bets because you're more likely to succeed somewhere.

We had to have something of a certain size, so we couldn't let run with the first 5

million or 20 million in capital or something. We actually had to raise a very large

amount of money, and so it took a long time. The thing that is surprising now is how

easy it has become to raise money. I mean – this may sound kind of odd – the first 100

million was really hard, but this last billion we raised was super easy. Now we actually

have financial partners – major sources of capital, some of the largest asset managers

in the world – literally knocking on our door asking us to take their money, right? It is

so different, and I don't understand. As much as I'm bullish about my asset class, I

really don't understand why [this is happening] and am surprised by how these people

wanna throw as much money at it, you know.

There is a theory that says that asset managers – finance people – they are paid to put

money to work. When they run out of ideas of where to put it, they're going to seek

new ideas, and this may be the category we're in right now where financial managers

have trouble finding yield... They have to get a certain percent of return every year to

pay their liabilities, and it's very hard to do so when most investments right now are

yielding about 1 or 2 percent. They're looking for other things, so sometimes, that

starvation actually causes you to seek new things to eat, and we [Intellectual

Ventures] must look like a tasty kind of sushi or something.

For my generation, anyway, you seem to be doing to innovating and inventing

kind of what facebook did to social sharing. You've built this network, you're

controlling a lot of the components, and you've exponentially increased

accessibility to a lot of these ideas that otherwise, we would not have known

about. However, Facebook has also received criticism for cornering that

market, similar to the patent troll argument you hear daily at this point. In your



opinion, what do you believe is the cause of negativity towards these structures

– these larger, crowdsourced ideas, and do you think that is going to hinder the

development of intellectual ventures with my generation – especially

considering we are so media centric and so focused on the opinions created by

these massive media sources?

Let me try to separate that question into a couple pieces. The first part is the Facebook

analogy...is the winner-take-all phenomenon of networks. If it's a social network or any

kind of network where having more access, or more information is highly valuable,

then you tend to have one winner because everyone wants to go to the network that

has the most. And that phenomenon is always uncomfortable to people because it puts

a lot of centralized power in one place. Now, however, having said that, if you want

your network to actually be very successful – and this is just a philosophical point –

then you must build an ecosystem. There's a guy who used to work with me that

co-wrote a book called Keystone Economies, and it's about Ecosystems in biology. And

it says that you can have very successful ecosystems in biology that have a keystone

player, or a very dominant player, but they must have all these other organisms there,

and in combination, those organisms are much, much larger than this keystone player.

Without them, it dies. And the keystone player actually, if you look at its interaction

with its environment, it has to provide a lot of value to all of its other organisms.

If you look at, for example, Windows, or maybe now the iPhone – although we'll see

how it plays out... The Windows ecosystem really was one that said, “look: if you’re

going to be a small developer – hardware or software – windows is going to add a lot

of value to you since it saves you from having to do a whole lot of stuff.” If you started

to take that away from them, or make it too expensive, you die, or you become

irrelevant – such as the case of what is happening with Windows now.

So I think you have to be very careful about maintaining your ecosystems very

carefully. And I think Facebook is running into the same issue, right? On one hand, they

can sit there and say, “well, we're a public company, we should maximize our revenue;

damn privacy. We should sell as much ads [space] as we can, and we should target

people as much as possible...” but they know if they did that, they remove too much



value from the network, and the network will essentially starve them out. They will be

the next Myspace.

I think that's one phenomenon – we have the same one. We have a network of 400

institutions that we work with, [and] over 4,000 inventors. It's a big network. We have

to add value to that. If we're not adding value so that inventors think, “I'm getting

something out of this – I'm getting educated, I am getting an opportunity to get my

ideas out, these guys do a good job,” – they'll leave.

The second point you're making which is – we'll call it a publicity point – [is that]

whether you're privacy-breaking, in the case of Facebook, or you're someone like us,

where in order to assert our rights, we sometimes have to sue people. That creates a

negative image. It is, I think, important to distinguish between the two. Mind you I am

partial, I am biased, but [take] Facebook's privacy issues, right? The people who are

raising an issue about it are predominantly the customers themselves, and they are

saying, “hey, I am uncomfortable with losing this privacy, and I find this to be an issue.”

I think in the case where you look at “troll-like” behavior, there are definitely bad

actors out there, but I'm not aware of any of our investors complaining about that –

unless they are actually breaking the law by stealing IP. Facebook doesn't actually

break the law – they may be offending people – but the people that we sue are actually

breaking the law. You can argue that the law's not right – that's not my business

though.

On the other hand, I have to point out that one of the ironies I find is that when we sue

somebody, we do not want to put them out of business, right? We are not a competitor,

we do not make competitive products. We want an economic rent. If you put them out

of business, you don't get any rent. We are truly economic in that sense. When Apple

sues Samsung, they absolutely want to put them out of business, okay? So I'm not sure

which is the greater evil, or what's more “troll-like.” The “trolls” [Intellectual

Ventures] are extracting a toll, but the Black Knight wants to kill you as you cross the

bridge. So I find it interesting that I am held in so much contempt for doing something

that seems – actually – somewhat better. By charging this rent, I get to invest in much

more invention, which I tend to think is a good thing for society. We have paid out



hundreds of millions of dollars to individual inventors.

Most of these inventors tried to get their ideas [credited] from these big companies

and got nowhere. We have lots of stories about one who goes to a company and says,

“hey, you're using my invention” and they [the company] go “ah, you're small. Sue me.

By the way, that's going to cost you five million dollars – good luck.” They're a public

company, so I understand why they would take that attitude on behalf of their

shareholders and I think it's hideously unfair. What I have done is – essentially – been

able to assemble a lot of those guys together to the point where they can no longer be

ignored. I'm not asking for a disabling amount of money – I am asking for it evenly

across all competitors. I think that is a good thing because you should recompense

inventors who are expending effort, coming up with ideas, [especially] with the race to

do it first, to come up with those ideas.

What do you think about these 20-something upstarts – my generation, so to

speak – how do you feel that group fits into Intellectual Ventures' framework,

and how do you see the company moving forward with this generation? You

and Nathan have been around since the advent of the internet. My generation

was born into it, and we have been raised with this innate technological aspect.

How do you see our work or our existence – our culture – fitting into and

developing Intellectual Ventures in the future?

I think that ideas come from places where people see the problems. Each new

generation has a new set of issues to look at and a new set of eyes to look at them and

they come up with – I think – very clever solutions, as well as a problem set that other

generations never see. By example: we have inventors all over the world, and the best

clean water inventions come from India. Why? Because they have dirty water all over

the place. And why? Because they understand what actually is deployable, versus what

kind of works well in the laboratory but that would never actually get out to Calcutta.

If you're looking for food safety, you get the best inventions out of China. Why?

Because they have huge problems with food safety – they do not trust their own food.

They go to a grocery store and they get an egg and it turns out to be made of plastic,

okay? You know, you cannot even imagine that happening in the [United] States, it is



crazy.

In the same way, each new generations'... For example: I have what I call the Web

Advisory Group – it's a very formal group down in the Bay Area. They're all much

younger than me, they're sort of “your” generation, and I get together with them – over

dinner – and I talk to them about things like “okay, so what are you seeing? What are

the things you're worried about? What is going to happen in the future?”

I actually talked earlier today to students here [at UC San Diego]. I was talking about

how if you're an entrepreneur – the notion of classic venture-backed startups is going

to change. It is already changing. The role of government doing innovation, fostering

innovation, is changing. The role of global networks is causing innovation to happen in

a different way for this new generation: that's going to create all sort of new

opportunities to be disruptive. When I talked to my son's high school, I was talking

about how all the key inventions that created the major industries of today –

automobiles, lightbulbs, vaccines, computers, cameras, whatever, you can make a

whole list – every single one of those, for the first time in 50 to 150 years is now

fundamentally different.

You've got programmable vaccines, you're manufacturing in a totally different way.

For the first time, there's fluorescent lights – there's lots of different changes for the

lightbulb. Cameras, they are digital, and [functioning] without lenses; television's

completely changed; computers are changing – everything is changing. This is actually

amazing. When I was 20, not that much stuff was changing. Now, a tremendous

amount of stuff [is changing], so that's a huge opportunity for your generation to

participate and contribute. Another interesting thing is there's actually, in a way, fewer

of your generation, too. I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing. It may turn

out that there's more opportunity because there's fewer, it might turn out that there's

less opportunity. I can't quite tell.

A lot of it [also] has to do with social-political balance which, as I go between

countries...it's very different. For example: although it's still considered a little bit odd,

it is definitely increasing in social acceptability and [is] totally possible that if you



don't go to school, you can do a startup here in the US and become quite successful.

That cannot happen in Korea. There's a lot of countries in which there is no way – you

will never get an opportunity to succeed. So that's something to look for – in able to

enable your generation the best, you have to look for social structures that are the best

for it. I don't know if it's the US or where it's going to be, but there will be places

where it is going to be the best, and I assume people will flock over there, just like the

20-somethings of the post-war generation came here [to the US].

A lot of IV pet projects have received press, such as those that were featured in

SuperFreakonomics. They are programs that cover massive issues – things like

healthcare, things like global climate change – and the ideas that IV proposes

could literally save the world or change the world in drastic measures. There's

big vision always happening with you guys, but... some of those ideas have not

yet garnered national support, let alone international support, and they

definitely have not been implemented. What is the timeframe for those projects

that have started to be developed but have not yet come to fruition?

Well, this is the reason that I have had 130 travel legs in this past year. In order to sort

of digest what you're saying:

The problems that we are looking at are really huge problems because the problems

that can be solved by a single company or a single start up? They'll get solved anyway,

so we don't have to do that. But the ones that are really big, that require the integrated

effort of hundreds or thousands of scientists, or hundreds of thousands of companies

and so on– they don't happen by themselves. Nobody creates a Boeing jet by having

lots of little companies suddenly show up and a jet appears. Someone's gotta architect

it from the top down, and take a lot of risk in doing so. Someone's gotta go do that, but

it has to be sponsored by somebody too. Who will sponsor that? Companies are not big

enough, nor are they funded long-term enough, even if they're a huge multi-national.

Only governments or things like the Gates Foundation. We've done a set of things with

guides like the Gates Foundation who are very generous sponsors to our Global Good

projects, and they are deploying pieces of it. And by the way, the things you hear in the

media are usually the weirdest and wackiest things we invent, not the whole



comprehensive thing, but we think of them very comprehensively, we look at multiple

different scenarios and we think, “Okay, here's ways of deploying it.” We [then] try to

find a partner to deploy them. Some of them have to do with infectious disease

prevention and are being deployed today. We had to find a company in China that

manufactures some of our cold chain stuff, and you know, it takes time, but it is being

deployed. Some of the ones that we're looking at in healthcare systems and food safety

and new ways of building cities and ways of revitalizing small business and so on –

those require governments, and it's hard to get governments to do something new. It is

definitely worth trying – and I am trying – and we signed a deal very recently with one

government who's going to be our first to try our ideas in elder care management

which is a problem in every developed nation. But boy, it takes a long time.

So I don't know the answer. I'm going to try really hard, and I am hoping that,

particularly if we can get one customer, the second, third and fourth governments in

all these other areas are going to come faster because it will be de-risked for them. But

these are big, ambitious, expensive projects, so it is like building the Hoover Dam, or

the Apollo Moon Launch or something that is a big deal. It is very hard to get countries

behind it.

The good news is that countries now are fairly desperate for growth, and they have a

lot of cash. They don't know where to put it because of this problem I talked about

earlier with the investments. I think it is now easier to start talking to medium-sized

to small-sized developed countries that have compact governments and therefore

make radical decisions which are very hard for, say, the US... or provinces in China that

have a lot of autonomy... or countries like Singapore, or Finland, or Denmark, or the

Netherlands... [we talk to them] and see if we can get them to do something new.

I am very hopeful that we will get some of these things done because they are

important problems – I think they are ones that really move the needle on social

problems and human problems because frankly... Look, after coming out as the Chief

Software Architect of Microsoft – I don't have to do that kind of stuff anymore. I mean,

I didn't want to be a venture capitalist, and I could have retired... I mean, I want to do

something that really moves the needle and does something important. I can't do it



myself, so harnessing the inventive output of thousands of people and hundreds of

institutions around the world by just creating an incentive system for that? Well, it

just seems like a really leveraged idea. Now, it is a grand experiment, and we may

completely fail, but it is worth giving it a try.

In or outside of IV, regardless reputation or what you've done in the past, what

is your Next Big Vision?

It is probably in healthcare. I have one that's more of a hobby which is art, but I would

say that the one I would really like to dive back into is healthcare. Oddly enough, we

started IV, [but] before we launched it, the first plan we had was Revolution Medicine,

and it was about healthcare. Unfortunately, due to the dot com bubble and everything,

we didn't get it launched. At some point, I would like to go back to that. It's a very

fascinating area – it takes a different approach than what we're doing. It is rife with

problems, but also huge opportunity if you figure it out. There's a lot of money in

pharmaceuticals, biotechs, and these companies are very, very challenged right now,

but the value they offer is huge. It is a system that has to be connected with the tariff

system and all these other systems and it's complicated, but it would be a really cool

problem.

It is a cultural experience and issue as well. You have to navigate those grounds

also, especially in an international arena.

Absolutely.

What is your interest in art?

You know, in all this traveling I'm doing, oddly enough, many government people do

not meet on the weekends. So I have these weekends free, and I started looking at art

galleries. I've always had a passion for art when I was younger, [but] I kind of

wandered away from it for awhile. I really saw how amazing art is in the sense that it

is a universal thing that has existed forever. There is some art that has tremendous

value and some that has none at all, and the artists generally create art partly to get



something out of their system. Some artists don't care if anyone consumes their art at

all, and some of them actually like people to get it and appreciate it.

But the way that artists connect to people, or to their fans, has got to be the least

efficient system on earth.

Right? You're a local artist, you have to go find a gallery owner who will show you

once for a week and then hopefully.. it is the most parochial cottage industry thing

ever. And this is the way that invention was like before I came into this IV model. If

you're an inventor, you're like [a] little cottage industry – you can't get distribution to

the big company that could use your invention or wants you – and so I have tried to

solve that problem.

I would like to do that for art too – not that I have any skill in it. I have talked to a lot

of people in the art community, and started to try to bring them together – over

dinners – to build a new vision that maybe be interesting to launch in some way, to try

to get art from artists to more people. And I have said a lot of heretical things – like, I

talked to a really high end art guy and I talked about how, “you know what? I think

like Mickey Mouse is art.” I thought he was going to stab me, right? He deals in classic

art and all this... “Mickey mouse? C'mon.” And I said, “you know, people who – students

– love art, but they cannot afford art. So they buy art on t-shirts, and they buy posters

and all that, and that is great!” There's not a single...probably most all of your high-end

art fans started out there, right?

Art has to seek its rightful place, so if an artist is ok with giving their stuff on a poster

or on an iPad, no one should stop them. [Right now] that distribution is hard for them.

It's hard for them to do that. I think that if we build a system that allows art to find the

place it needs to go, at any level, whether they want to do an original, or rotate it

between a set of people who could be fans together, or all the way down to people who

just want a very cheap replica... If the artist is okay with it, why not? I think building a

network like that would be really cool.


