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‘Facebook episode helped me startnew
ventureinastructured manner’

\

Divya Narendra seems fo have
picked up the name for his new
venture after realising fairly early
that life may be a zero-sum game.
His earlier venture HarvardCon-
nection had led to founding of the
gigantically successful Facebook.
For many years Narendra had to
fight a legal battle with Mark
Zuckerberg over Facebook while
simultaneously balancing his
personal and professional life.
Now CEOQ and co-founder of
SumZero, a social media platform
for finance professionals,
Narendra says he doesn't dwell on
the Facebook episode anymore,
and sees his new venture
becoming a standard toolkit like
Bloomberg. In Mumbai to
participate in the ‘ZEE Leader-
ship Series 2014', Narendra spoke
to Ashish K Tiwari about the
past, his entrepreneurial journey,
challenges of doing business in
the digital era and much more.
Excerpts from the interview:

How do you go about busi-
ness ideation?

Most entrepreneurs come up
with ideas based on their experi-
ences and my first idea had to do
with connecting university stu-
dents. I was a junior in college
when I came up with
HarvardConnection to
help connect students
with each other over
an internet-enabled
platform. Similarly, af-
ter graduating from school, I
worked in finance for three years,
of which two years were in Credit
Suisse and a year at Sowood Capi-
tal. And then the financial crisis
hit and everyone at this fund got
fired including me. I sensed it was
again a golden opportunity to
build my second business--
SumZero. Itkind of captures both
my experiences with social me-
dia, building HarvardConnection
and investing in finance that I
learned working in New York and
Boston. So it was a natural by-
product of my experiences.

Was the entire Facebook epi-
sode a big drag on your entre-
preneurial thought process?

nections, I'd struggled to find
classmates, programmers. Final-
1y, after nine months of working
on the idea, 1 came across Mark"

Zukerberg who worked with us
for just four months. And then I
read about Facebook in the news-

Thereafter I graduated and de-
cided to completely shift my
mindset and put aside the fact
that there was a lawsuit going on
and just focus on my job, The at-
torneys had already taken over a
and I recognised there was no
point in dwelling on the past and
that it will be much more valuable
for me to focus on the next phase
of my life, which was learning
about business and finance. When
SumZero was started, I'd simulta-
neously enrolled in graduate
school as there was a lot I wanted
to learn in the law and business
schools in addition to just pure
entrepreneurship. Lessons I
learnt from my first business
helped me start the second one in
a more structured manner. Thus,

. with SumZero we had no legal is-

sues and it was a much smoother
business building process, Ihad a
better understanding of how to
raise capital, had a bigger net-
work, etc so the process was a lot
easier for me the second time.

Has the Facebook episode
impacted your abili-
ty to trust people
with sharing busi-

monda
ness ideas and
innovations?

It certainly has im-
pacted me and I was fortunate to
have got off it early. For me it mat-
ters a lot and now I am just more
acutely aware of that dynamics. I
think the movie and the experi-
ence I've had, has probably hap-
pened to a lot many people but it
just so happened in our case that,
that idea turned into a huge phe-
nomenon and got publicised. In
reality though, it wasn’t a unique
experience and a lot of people
probably had similar experience
shared business ideas with some-
one and that person would have
converted that idea into a hugely
successful business opportunity.

Are you happy with the out-
come of the lawsuit?

Yeah, I think at the end of the
day we wouldn't have agreed if it
wasn't a fair settlement. Loo!

terms of decisions that were
made in the past. I moved on right
away as there was no point wast-

ing time thinking, what if T was

running Facebook or was part of
the founding team etc. Even to
this day, I would never want to
trade places with anybody from
Facebook be it Mark or its co-
founders. I am totally sort of hap-
py being where I am at.

Have you sold any stake in

‘Facebook?

No, T haven't. I think Facebook
is going to do really well hence I
have held on to the majority of my
stake in that business. It's a mean-
ingful position tHat I hold in the
company. I think Facebook has got
a long runway ahead of it.

businesses:

'back, I'have got no regrets m ge ! Kuimha‘qu fail

How do you see SumZero

in the future?

It's niche but we are targeting
very high value community. The
vast majority of our members are
mutual fund, hedge fund manag-
ers and analysts of these funds.
What we do is give them incentives
to share their own proprietary re-
search. It's a little counter-intui-
tive because you don't normally
think of hedge fund guys sharing
or publishing research and we are
trying to change that. As we aggre-
gate more and more proprietary
content, part of the vision is actu-
ally to disseminate and make it
available to everyday retail inves-
tor. Right now, it's not our main
focus as we are still trying to figure

While there are a lot of internet businesses that
seem to be launching but most are kind of copycats
" and don't seem very innovative. | think what you
will end seeing happen is that unless those copycat

are brought to a place/exist in areas were the
original business doesn't care for or doesn't market to,
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CW IQ. wnow we have a

free newsletter called SumZero Ba-
sic. Every Friday ‘we send out a
snnmm'yof an investmem idea
sionals SumZeu:eseoreemnmw
nltsri ’s pretty much the only way
to get access to rigorous, profes-
sional research for free. We cur-
rently have a network of a little
over 10,000 professionals and it's
all vetted. In order to get into our
core community you have to apply,
sojt’sjpgnheoppesmofnetworks

like Facebook, LinkedIn or Twit-

mmw;mmmm
of the applications get rejected
because of the exclusive nature of
the network. We'd love to see more
folks in India who are full-time in-
vestors to be part of the network.

Do you see differentiation in
the current line of businesses
being launched in India?

'l‘obehonest, there is a notion
of ‘me too' or concept arbitrage
with a lot of businesses that we
readabominlndia.lt’s more like
cut, copy, tweak and paste ap-

roach than original ideation of
si nesses. For network
driven businesses it's fine to have
a ‘me too' approach but they will
have to execute it in a2 manner to
be able to have that first-mover ad-
vantage and that's what compa-
ms%?ﬁmmmm b
probably

still do well. But are they innova-
ttva?Notheymnm. Having said
that, think there are entrepre-
neurs’ inthlndia 1%0 do busi-
nesses that are to original,
idﬂapth&arecomponmgandsolv
 that are very unique
dia. And those entrepreneurs
wﬂlﬁoa great job and be success-

Hnwacﬁwareyononsocial
networking sites?

I use Facebook and LinkedIn a
1ot more than Twitter. I use Twit-

f

ter mostly for sumZem and not

need a resumﬂmymom 'Whﬂ%.l

P —

people do send us resumes, but a
lot of time I justlook at what their

ng Linkedln profile says.

You think you would have
done things differently at Face-
book, from the way it has
changed over time and is likely
to change in the years to come?

I don’t think too much about
Facebook anymore. But in my
opinion, their goal should be to
build the most useful tool possi-
ble. I think, a lot of people think
about networks vis-a-vis how cool
they are but I don’t. Idon’t need a

| think Facebook is
ﬁglng to do really well
ce | have held on
to the majority of mystake
in that business. It's a
meaningful position that |
hold in the company. | think

Facebook has got a long
runway ahead of it

tool to be cool I just need it to be
useful. What makes a community
useful are things like: are the peo-
ple you want to reach out to on
that network, search capabilities
something Facebook should con-
tinue to improve and there is a
huge amount of work they can do
and probably are doing to make it
easier to find the right informa-
tion, messaging is another big ini-
tiative for them.

Creativity and innovation
have always been cructal for
entrepreneurial initiatives...

Innovation is incredibly impor-
tant for an entrepreneur, society
and for a country. While there are
a lot of internet businesses that
seem to be launching but most are
kind of copycats and don't seem
very innovative. I think what you
will end seeing happen is that un-
less those oopywt businesses are
brought to a plaoe/exist in areas
were the original business doesn’t
care for or doesn't market to, they
will probably fail. Unless you dif-
ferentiate your business, it will be
very hard to have sustainable
eompsmhaadvantagesﬂmtannw



