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ENTREPRENEURING

JOHN FREISINGER

Are Idea Guys Entrepreneurs?

I

has its
unique hazards at a cocktail party. Doctors are continually asked
to “look at this and tell me if it's
serious.” Lawyers are often cajoled
into giving free legal advice on situations with which they have no familiarity. When people find out that
I am an entrepreneur, I am often
assailed by the “idea guy.” The idea
guy is never at a loss for solutions
to the world's problems. The energy
crisis can be solved with his perpetual motion machine. Global warming can be eliminated by pumping
carbon dioxide into the bottom of
the ocean. And world hunger could
be solved if everyone ate more of his
organic, free range, soy hotdogs.
The amazing thing about the
idea guy is he is never alone. I have
yet to attend a function where there
was only one idea guy. They seem
to travel in packs and when one of
their colleagues finds a receptive
ear for his ideas the rest chime in
with equally innovative solutions.
By contrast, I run into remarkably few entrepreneurs. An entrepreneur is the rare person who
takes an idea, adds value to it,
and creates a business around it.
Entrepreneurship is hard and I
think that's why there are so many
more idea guys than entrepreneurs.
The transition from idea to
entrepreneurial endeavor begins
when the inventor recognizes that
the world is full of lifeless ideas.
Ideas, in and of themselves, are
useless without someone to put
them into action. There are very
few companies that are willing to
pay for raw ideas. Even if there
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were, it would be much better to
increase the value of the idea before
you sold it to another company.
I believe that most of the idea
guys that I run into at cocktail parties are engaged in the first step
toward turning their ideas into
entrepreneurial endeavors. That
step is basic market research, which
involves polling other people to find
out if your idea has any value in the
market. Will people be willing to pay
for a solution? How do people solve
this problem today? Would they be
willing to pay for a solution tomorrow? This vital first step is best performed in small groups of people
who can give you honest feedback.
The feedback that most entrepreneurs need comes from groups
of potential users. These are people who are likely to use the product or service to solve a specific
need that they have. Everyone
has an opinion but the only opinions that are valid to the entrepreneur are ones that come from
potential customers. Spending too
much time polling people who may
never use your product is a waste
of time and could potentially give
you skewed view of the market.
Talking to potential users is not
a passive activity. You can certainly
start by searching the internet, trade
journals, and other industry publications to establish the most likely
users of your product, but eventually
you'll need to talk to actual potential
users of your product. This should
be done in person when possible.
Do not view this as a sales call.
This is simply a meeting with a
potential user of your product to

understand his opinion, needs,
and your competitors in the market. The better you understand the
needs of your potential customer,
the more value you can develop
in your idea to solve his needs.
Once you have established that
there is indeed a need for your product or service, and that your idea
can be competitive in the market,
the next step is to protect your idea.
This can be done in a variety of ways
including copyrights, trademarks
and patents. Without some form
of protection, as soon as your idea
starts making money someone will
likely rip it off. These protections do
not guarantee you will not get ripped
off, but they do give you a legal
footing from which to defend your
idea. If you have done a good job of
understanding the market for your
product you will have a good understanding of how much money you
should spend protecting your idea.
If there is a market for your
product, and you have the ability
to protect the idea, the next logical step is to start to build a company around the idea that can
harvest the profit associated with
selling your product or service. A
company is usually formed as a
separate legal entity from the individual that conceived the idea. The
inventor may be part of the company but the creation of the legal
entity allows him to do things that
he may not be able to do as an individual. For instance, a company
can issue stock that can be sold to
investors. An individual cannot.
■
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efforts, you can integrate social networking sites into your customer
service planning by offering tips on
using or maintaining your products,
and by allowing the user community
to discuss your product. If you see
anything negative, you have an opportunity to respond to it immediately. i
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for weapons programs. Maxwell’s success continues with his most recent
win of a 2010 R&D 100 Award for
Ultraconductus, a technology that has
the potential to increase the conductivity of metallic wiring by at least 100
times.
Ultraconductus can be applied to
create high-voltage cables used to transmit power to homes and businesses
around the world, as well as motors and
generators that power everything from
simple electronics to complex manufacturing systems, or for electrical wires
used in cell phones and televisions to
specialized devices in which the tensile
strength of copper or aluminum conductors is insufficient.
The technology can also be applied
to magnetic storage devices that enable
the use of alternative energy sources
that require enhanced grid stability and
use wind, solar, or other intermittent
energy sources. One of the major benefits of using Ultraconductus-produced
cables is that it yields annual energy
savings of approximately 150 billion
kilowatt-hours of energy and an associated $15 billion in cost savings by
replacing just one-half of existing highvoltage cables with Ultraconductusproduced cables. Additionally, there is
no need for expensive cooling to achieve
ultraconductivity, and it creates lighterweight, smaller cross-section conductors that greatly reduce the infrastructure needed to support heavy cabling. i

work. Once in CAT, files are automatically
ingested, indexed, and prepared for use in
other analytic tools as they are stored in
an underling document management system that is modeled similarly to Windows
Explorer.
To analyze large collections of text
documents, FADE relies on PNNL's
IN-SPIRE text analytics platform. Its
integration in this environment supports
easy visualization of folders of documents
to identify key themes and concepts.
Brightly colored graphs make it easy for
users to identify the most common themes
detected within the data, allowing them
to quickly drill down to deeper levels of
detail.
Frame of Reference Visualization—or
FoRViz—provides visual representation of
the documents that have been categorized.
Using both the relationships provided by
the folder hierarchy in which the documents reside as well as those determined
through statistical analysis of word usage
and placement, the FoRViz visualization
provides immediate recognition of similarity or lack thereof between documents.
For instance, two documents may relate
to “shipping and the Mediterranean Sea”
but one may be about cargo ships carrying
shipping containers and one may be about
the operations of UPS-air in the area surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. In this
case, the user may only be interested in
activity related to shipping via cargo ships.
FoRViz distinguishes between the two.
FADE's semantic graph analysis environment provides a way to automatically
construct link analysis diagrams from
source information and see connections
across data sources. For example, an analyst could track shipments on several
vessels traveling between a set of ports,
including people, places, items, schedules
and related electronic correspondence—
and how all of those entities might be
related—to investigate trafficking of illegal items or potential terrorist activity.
that can then be used and re-used by the
other analytical tools.
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research director at Technology
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The formation of a company
allows the inventor to build further
value in an idea. Within a company
the idea can grow in value through
the creation sales, operational systems, operating history, marketing,
manufacturing practices, and the
hiring of employees. All of these are
metrics by which the business world
determines the value of an idea.
The value of the company increases
as each one of these functions is created within it. An idea protected by
patent may only be several thousand
dollars. But if a company can demonstrate that the patented idea can be
manufactured, sold and serviced in a
repeatable fashion the value of that
same patent expands exponentially.
As the company grows and expands
additional opportunities to add value
become available. The company may
be able to attract venture funding in
exchange for equity. New employees
may be hired. Additional research
into improvements to the idea could
be discovered. Competitive ideas
may be overtaken or acquired. And
changes in the way the world solves
problems may truly be possible because
someone added value to an idea.
John Freisinger is a director of
project development and business assistance at Technology Ventures Corp.
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dance a promotional song for a soft
drink. A few companies have been
able to use these types of techniques
to get others to spread their message
for them. The popularity of social
media has enabled the people to rapidly spread unique and interesting
ideas. When an idea, or advertisement,
spreads rapidly it is said to be “viral.”
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Send your questions to
Sherman McCorkle, president of
Technology Ventures Corp., at sherman.mccorkle@lmco.com.
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