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			To my dear friend Stephen Ufford, who has been my friend and cofounder throughout the last twenty-five years.

			 

			Thank you for being the example of tenacity, perseverance, belief, and loyalty; I’m sure it’s not possible to build a company with a better business partner.

			 

			I am so grateful for the adventures we have been able to go on together, and I truly appreciate your friendship and the gift of who you are in my life.

			 

			I will forever cherish all the memories, all the laughter, and the stories that will be told for years to come.

		


		
			Contents

			Foreword by David J. Blumberg

			WHO, WHAT, HOW, AND WHY: An Explanatory Note

			The Next Phase

			Part I

			How to Find and Secure the Right Partner

			Chapter 1

			The Cofounder Debate

			Something Special, Done Right

			A Risky Proposition

			It’s Not Enough to Be Friends

			The Pros of a Cofounder Partnership

			The Value of Ownership

			Insurance Policy

			Reality Check

			Two Heads Are Better Than One

			The Cons of a Cofounder Partnership

			Relationship Management

			Three Insufficient Reasons to Bring on a Cofounder

			Alternatives to a Cofounder

			Next Steps

			Chapter 2

			Do an Honest Self-Evaluation

			Results to Real Life

			The Power of Self-Evaluation

			Looking in the Mirror

			Strengths and Weaknesses

			Assets and Liabilities

			Dreams and Reality

			Putting It All Together

			Learn from Hannah

			Chapter 3

			Time for the Pitch

			Arming Yourself

			The Dream

			Learn from Rodrick

			Chapter 4

			Where to Find Your Cofounder

			No, Seriously . . . Where to Actually Find Your Cofounder

			The Great Pool of Candidates

			Potential Customers

			Learn from Josh

			Chapter 5

			PIKE

			Look for PIKE

			More Signs Your Potential Cofounder Is “In”

			Learn from Meg

			Chapter 6

			Assessing Potential Cofounders

			The Cofounder Assessment

			Learn from Brit

			Chapter 7

			“The Talk”

			Have “The Talk”

			Chapter 8

			Factors to Consider (Before It’s Too Late)

			Family Business

			Likability

			Life Stage

			Romantic Relationships

			Chapter 9

			Expectations Defined

			Laying the Groundwork

			Investment (Time and Capital)

			A Corrected Mindset: The Triad

			Final Words

			Chapter 10

			Lawyering Up

			Send in the Lawyers

			Part II

			How to Strengthen Your Partnership

			Chapter 11

			Building a Foundation with Communication

			Building a Foundation

			The Core of Communication

			Chapter 12

			The Long Game Trifecta: Mindset, Expectations, and Trust

			Partnerships Require Your Best

			Chapter 13

			Relating to Employees

			The Three Mistakes

			Do These Instead

			Chapter 14

			Handling Disputes and Disagreements

			The Three Types of Conflict

			The Dark Side of Disputes and Disagreements

			How to Handle Disputes and Disagreements

			Part III

			How to End the Partnership and Start Over

			Chapter 15

			Protect Yourself

			What to Do If the Partnership Isn’t Salvageable

			How to End the Partnership without Losing Everything

			Chapter 16

			How to Start Over by Yourself

			Adapting to Solopreneur Life

			Ask the Tough Questions

			Take the Time to Start Again on the Right Foot

			A New Beginning

			Chapter 17

			Staying Close

			Partners through It All

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

		


		
			Tell Me What You Think

			Let other readers know what you thought of The Cofounder’s Handbook. Please write an honest review for this book on your favorite online bookshop.

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			

		


		


		
			Foreword by David J. Blumberg

			I am David J. Blumberg, founder and managing partner of Blumberg Capital. If you don’t know us, we’re an early-stage venture capital firm that partners with visionary entrepreneurs to build successful technology companies that empower individuals, businesses, and society through the innovative use of AI, big data, and other transformative technologies. We are passionate about nurturing B2B technology companies from the seed stage through their growth journey as active board members and hands-on advisers. And we’ve invested in 150+ companies with $760 million in assets under management.

			But enough about me. I want to share with you how I met Tanis Jorge.

			It was 2011, and I was a regular visitor at the well-known incubator Plug&Play in Silicon Valley to meet some of the latest in promising start-ups and hear their pitches to raise venture capital. On one particular day, I sat down with two serial entrepreneurs who were pitching an ambitious venture. By the end of their presentation, I was convinced this was a solid founding team with the vision to build an exciting company that could grow very large.

			That was how I met Tanis Jorge and Stephen Ufford, cofounders of Trulioo.

			There were many factors that led us to invest. Our team was impressed that the pair had already founded three previous companies together and had managed serial successful exits with each one. This factor alone, for us as early investors, demonstrated that they understood how to build successful businesses as a team. It also demonstrated they had the dedication, persistence, grit, and alignment to build the large company they had set out to create.

			And I liked the two founders as people. They were smart, articulate, and persistent but humble rather than arrogant in their determination to reach a big exit as a shared goal. As partners, they were determined, bonded, and showed they could balance and support one another through both good times and bad. They had experience building companies and also had a track record of surviving the roller-coaster ride of entrepreneurship without driving one another crazy. They learned together how to do the necessary blocking and tackling to succeed in business.

			Best of all, they were not newbies but a vetted pair of serial entrepreneurs. We could tell those two founders had been tested through fire. Over the years, they had enjoyed successes but also worked together to navigate the many challenges they encountered along the way.

			The positive impression they left with me that day led Blumberg Capital to invest in them at Trulioo. And our firm and our limited partners are very glad we did. Apart from the excellent financial returns we have made together, working with them has confirmed to me they are highly ethical human beings. That includes with each other and with their staff. I’ve seen Tanis and Stephen face issues and make tough decisions where others might have failed. They’re a true complementary team.

			In nearly four decades as a venture capitalist, I’ve never seen perfect cooperation with zero arguments between founders; it’s not possible. I’ve also seen every possible issue within business partnerships: fraud, divorce, fights, greed, death, and even suicide. Why? Because we are all human. Over the years at Blumberg Capital, we have met many founders with an excellent education but who were not aligned in their values, so their companies fell apart as a result. If issues arise between the founders, problems start to develop, especially if they don’t tell anyone. So we’ve learned to watch for the warning signs. We see the founders start to get stressed and distracted trying to solve their relationship issues. Those of us looking from the outside then begin asking, “What’s going on? There’s something going wrong there. Why are they making those decisions? They are not acting normally, let alone optimally.”

			Entrepreneurs are often under a lot of pressure. Pressure to please customers, investors, strategic partners, and employees. And it’s crucial for you as cofounders to build and maintain the right relationship to handle and adjust to that pressure together. For the founders of a start-up, selecting the right partner(s) is one of the most important decisions of your life. It ranks up there along with finding your spouse, choosing to have children, moving to a new community, and all the big consequential decisions in life. Selecting the right cofounder is crucial, and, done well, it leads to some peace of mind—because you have one another’s back.

			One needs to go in with open eyes and positive expectations or at least be an “optimistic skeptic” tuned in to reality. Optimistic about the potential for the future, for change, growth, and development, while being a skeptic knowing that what you set out to do may need to change and pivot. You have to agree to trust each other but also trust each other to tell the truth. Trusting does not mean unconditional love; it means I am going to trust you, and I’m going to tell you about my honest conclusions from analysis of the data. You want objective, honest sharing among yourselves and with investors. Start-ups are so potentially tension filled that additional founder-related stress is not helpful, and it breaks down trust. The distrust cycle is so painful and destructive because then you have to spend many hours questioning everything. “Are they telling the whole truth?”

			Partnerships are important, but it’s difficult and time consuming to fashion the right one. The choice of the right partner is a challenge. Once you find the right cofounder relationship, sustaining it is like caring for a plant: you have to nurture it and fertilize it so that it can grow. When a branch grows in a way that you don’t want, you will need to trim it. You need to invest ongoing effort to keep the relationship alive, dynamic, vibrant and not let it wither away.

			That’s why I was so pleased and gratified when Tanis told me she was writing a cofounder’s handbook. It’s mind boggling that this book hasn’t already been written! There is such a huge, latent need for this. Every VC is going to tell you the same thing; this is much needed, so overdue.

			The Cofounder’s Handbook is for cofounders, but it’s very useful for investors too. Tanis’s book will save us time, hassle, brain damage, and money. We will be better investors if we learn from the guidelines Tanis writes about in this book. We can utilize the questions she has framed in interviews and during diligence sessions. For founders, this handbook will give them the support and tools to help counsel them and keep the dynamic vibrant and adaptive along the way.

			If you’re looking to start a company and want to know how to pick the right partner, Tanis’s guide contains crucial guidelines and insights from experience for you. You need not figure it all out on your own. Why reinvent the wheel? There is so much wisdom here that Tanis has distilled from hundreds of interviews and thousands of hours of research, all condensed into this guidebook.

			Do yourself a favor. Do your investors a favor. Read this book. Then apply it in your business, in your life. Do that, and you can build prosperity into your company from the start and live a more successful, happier, healthier, relaxed, and fulfilling life.

			—David J. Blumberg

			www.blumbergcapital.com

		


		
			WHO, WHAT, HOW, AND WHY: An Explanatory Note

			Most people can pinpoint a single moment that put them on the path they took in life.

			My moment came on the first day of junior high—set in motion by the first letter of my last name. Trivial at the time, but these two factors together were ultimately responsible for the next two-and-a-half decades of my life.

			Lockers at my school were assigned in alphabetical order, so on the first day of grade eight, I, Tanis Wingenbach, was placed beside Stephen Ufford. This insignificant act began a neighboring locker relationship that lasted beyond high school. Morning greetings, gossip at lunch, quick shout-outs between classes, and after-school recaps forged our friendship.

			Because we attended many classes together, we often teamed up for school assignments, and through these projects and the routine monotony and teenage drama of high school, we found a way to navigate the ups and downs of our friendship. We also discovered each other’s strengths, celebrated our commonalities, learned to make up for each other’s imperfections, and came out on the other side with a deep understanding of one another. We had no way of knowing that these times of collaboration were laying the groundwork and foundation for our future business partnership.

			Despite our best intentions, Stephen and I drifted apart after high school. Without the luxury of eight hours a day of school to keep us together, we both started down our own individual paths. However, not long after graduation, Stephen reached out to me with a business idea. The proposal was interesting enough, but it was the prospect of working together and reconnecting that really excited me. Little did I know that this decision would define the next two decades of our lives.

			From 2001 to 2011, Stephen and I founded three tech companies. That’s one company every three years. Each of these businesses began from an idea and, after following the classic startup story, all ended in a successful acquisition. They were roller-coaster rides, each consisting of the quintessential highs and lows, all with epic stories of lessons learned that we readily pass on to inquiring entrepreneurs. Each company was lit by our passion and drive to see an idea come to fruition. Stephen and I conceived, strategized, and implemented the beginning steps of each start-up until the company was equipped to be acquired by an organization with the people and capital needed to take it from the early stages to the next level.

			When our third company sold, Stephen and I shook hands, believing that was the end of the line for us. But entrepreneurship is much like that famous movie quote by Michael Corleone in The Godfather: “Just when you think you’re out, it sucks you back in.”

			With a decade as experts in our industry, Stephen and I decided to move forward with our most ambitious endeavor yet: Trulioo. I had two kids under the age of two when we started the company, but we found ways to make it work. Stephen moved to Silicon Valley to focus on raising money and development while I managed our small team in Vancouver. We raised our Seed round and never looked back.

			Trulioo was unlike any company we’d built before. It tested our resolve, tenacity, and perseverance, but it was also an incredibly exciting and growing experience. We started with the intention to see it past our three-year average but once we arrived there, I came to realize two things: My passions and strengths were best realized in a startup and early stages of a business, and building a company with family obligations was a challenge I felt I wasn’t able to successfully navigate in parallel. 

			These two factors put me in the position of looking honestly at where my heart was for both me and our company. Stephen proved to have the aptitude, skills, and desire to take the company further, so after serious deliberation, we decided to hunt for someone who could take over my COO position. When that person was found and brought up to speed, I exited, staying involved exclusively on the Board for many years after. By the time I stepped away, Trulioo had achieved “Unicorn” status becoming a multi-billion-dollar global leader in its industry; a feat I am very proud to have played a part in. 

			The Next Phase

			When the dust settled, I looked at all the knowledge, skills, and experience I collected over the years and thought about how I could apply them in the next chapter of my life. One area stood out more than any other. For many years, I had been mentoring and advising people who were embarking on their entrepreneurial journeys. And I realized that a particular theme kept popping up. I was consistently being asked for advice on how to find the right cofounder and how to keep the cofounder partnership strong. In addition, I was asked how one could extinguish the fires in a crashing-and-burning founding relationship. I discovered that many businesses were built on fragile, incendiary partnerships, capable of sending the entire businesses up in smoke.

			Because I had built four businesses with the same person, I was in the unique position to share what worked and what didn’t. I explored this topic and realized the available tools and resources for helping business partners navigate this unique yet vital relationship were sorely lacking. I came to the conclusion that someone needed to step up to fill in that gap. And at that moment, my journey to assist those building a cofounder partnership began. 

			I interviewed multiple cofounders in all stages of business, from all kinds of industries and walks of life. I learned that many were silently struggling with concerns and issues that couldn’t be brought to light for fear of the backlash from spooked investors, unpredictable employees, disinterested friends and family, and fickle customers. I spoke to retired entrepreneurs, whose past experiences yielded a treasure trove of wisdom in the form of, “I wish I had . . . ” “If only I had . . . ” and, “Thank God I . . . ” With each conversation, I discovered other tidbits, unique to each situation, that could be a warning or a guide to ensuring a partnership can withstand the heat of the entrepreneurial journey.

			I also reached out to lawyers, accountants, mediators, and advisors to hear both the horror stories and triumphant reconciliations that occurred inside their office walls. I spoke to investors whose business models hinge on the ability of founders to work together, to find out what they saw within their portfolio companies, especially the warning signs. Every one of these professionals stated that there was a direct correlation between strong partnerships and strong businesses. When they saw cracks begin to form, they knew a storm was on its way.

			So when all my research was completed, I came away with this: Your co-founder partnership is the most important factor in the success of your business. More important than a great product or tons of capital? Yes! More important than both of those and more. The reason is that when a cofounder partnership goes awry, no matter how amazing the business model or product/service is, the business can easily erode from the inside. Arguments, stealing, lying, absenteeism, failed expectations, poor communication, and lack of trust, are just a few factors that can create a rift within the founding partnership and destroy even the greatest of companies.

			This realization motivated me to design and prescribe multiple tests, conversations, and due diligence exercises that can detect cracks within the partnership, allowing those involved time to fix them or walk away before too much time and money gets invested. I ran these tools past the cofounders I advised, saw success in their implementation, and wrote my findings in what is now The Cofounder’s Handbook.

			This book is the fruition of twenty years of building successful businesses with one cofounder. It’s my credibility, experiences, musings, advice, counsel, and instruction all rolled up in one. It’s also the hindsight, wisdom, and recommendations of countless other entrepreneurs who shared with me their reflections on the triumph and demise of their partnerships. The information within these pages makes The Cofounder’s Handbook the most comprehensive guide for avoiding the pitfalls that befall many business partners before you start the business, then teaches you to nurture the relationship into maturity, whatever that looks like for your situation.

			This book is the first step to building a successful company, through building a cofounder partnership that lasts.

			A Few Questions You May Have

			Who Is This For?

			The information found in this book is for people looking for a cofounder. It’s also for people who are navigating a partnership and understand the importance it plays in their business success. Finally, it’s for people having trouble with their cofounder, or at least don’t feel like you are “gelling” together and are googling for help because you’re struggling. “My cofounder is lazy / getting divorced / on drugs” etc. In short, this book is for anyone who needs direction in managing the cofounder relationship. Not just how to avoid the pitfalls but how to set yourself up for lifelong success. 

			The suggestions, tips, and tricks put forward in The Cofounder’s Handbook will be exhaustive, and I do not expect you to take each of them on right away. Many of the recommendations can be looked at as mini insurance policies, each one protecting your business or you individually. You can go through them and decide whether the recommendation is applicable or even worth it for your circumstance.

			Keep in mind that many of the ideas presented come from someone’s experience in the trenches and are a product of some event that could have been averted or undertaken to increase the likelihood of success. They are recommendations that would have made an entrepreneur’s life easier, and so may do the same for you should you find yourself in a similar position. These recommendations include the documents that failed business partners wish they had in place at the time of solvency. They are the conversations that an entrepreneur wished they’d had before they ever signed on the dotted line. They’re also the actions that one wished they had taken if they had known their partner would be tragically killed in a car accident. You never know what the future holds. Again, I am not proposing you take on everything that is recommended. But know that the more you tackle, the more prepared you will be for whatever comes your way.

			Another thing to note is that some of the suggestions will be uncomfortable. But business is uncomfortable! You have to get used to doing duties you either don’t want or are ill-equipped to do. You have to accept that there will be times when you will need to have conversations that border on intrusive, aggressive, and pessimistic. Completing these difficult tasks early is like digging your well before you’re thirsty. It enables you to stand on more stable ground and build a level of trust that will assist you in making better decisions. You’ll be able to bask in the comfort of knowing that you and your cofounder are headed in the same direction and that’s a luxury you will quickly learn is envied by many.

			Remember, it’s not just you and your cofounder who will be affected by the stability of your partnership. Your employees, customers, investors, and your family are relying on you to have done your homework on the one person or group of people who will be the foundation for the legacy you are building. Choose and build wisely.

			How Is This Book Structured?

			From start to finish you will follow the evolution of a business partnership. Part I is about finding and building a new partnership. Part II is about managing, thriving, and troubleshooting the partnership. Part III covers how to exit the partnership.

			Does this mean if you already have a cofounder or partner you should skip Part I? No. Because it’s how to set things up from the very beginning, you might find steps you missed and need to address. If the foundation of your relationship is not as strong as it could be, this section will help you strengthen it. Part I also covers contracts you need to have between each other, as well as other factors you may not have considered that are essential for cofounders at every level of the journey.

			To say it simply, whatever stage you are in your partnership, there will be valuable information that you can implement throughout the entire book. Those starting out could benefit from having an eye toward their partnership’s potential conclusion, and a partnership already on the go can find ways to fill in gaps they missed when starting out. 

			What Does The Cofounder’s Handbook Do for You?

			After finishing this book and implementing the teachings you will find: 

			You’re becoming intentional about working on the strength of your partnership, and not leaving your relationship to the fates.

			You are in sync with your partner as you go through the challenges of your business with your partner.

			You are able to view things from your partner’s perspective. 

			You are able to see past minor issues and focus on the big picture that a strong partnership brings to the table.

			You are a united front.

			Your communication is on point.

			You’re able to have difficult conversations and remedy issues within your partnership.

			You’re thinking about things you otherwise would not have thought as you read through the stories of other cofounder partnerships. 

			You see your partnership as the asset it is to the company, but you also grasp its weight— understanding that it can become a liability if you let it. 

			You’ve built a relationship with someone or a group of people who you can rely on and reference for the course of your lifetime. A friendship unlike any other.

			What if You Need Help Beyond the Book?

			I’ve made tools available in The Cofounder’s Hub. There, you can get access to the contracts you need, conversation starters and questions to ask prospective cofounders, and self-analysis tools. You’ll be able to take the data about yourself and find people looking for a cofounder. It’s all about cofounder connections!

			You’ll also gain access to experts like lawyers, mediators, coaches, and advisors, all with experience working with cofounders. You will be able to learn from their clients through more inside stories about partnerships—how they found each other and worked out their partnerships. I’ve also created an online community where you can engage and network with other entrepreneurs navigating their partnerships.  I provide additional insights and evaluation tools on a regular basis to stay intentional and keep your partnership strong, and communication tips and tools for growing business. All of these tools will help you plan out your business while simultaneously strengthening the partnership.

			Finally, you’ll gain access to unique offerings you won’t find anywhere else. Cofounder retreats and team building events which focus on the partnership and 2345 help you tackle any issues when they arise.

			Check it out at www.thecofoundershub.com

			On a side note: If you are just getting started in your business, this is the point where you are least likely to take precautions and truly analyze your partnership. Due to the flood of optimism in your new venture, you will likely be seeing the future and your cofounder through rose-colored glasses, a perspective that could blind you to the pitfalls your partnership could be heading towards. Because of that, The Cofounder’s Handbook will walk you through the reality checks that are necessary to ensure that you are looking at all the angles objectively and seeing the pros and cons of your partnership going forward.

			Also, note that I’m assuming your success. I’m assuming your business will flourish for years to come and that you are embarking on a business relationship that will carry on for decades. Laying a positive framework in the beginning will be the ultimate insurance policy that future conflict (which will happen, I assure you) will be mitigated, handled professionally and fairly, and resolved to the best advantage for you and your company.

			This book is only the beginning. You’ve got a whole journey ahead of you, and I’ll give you the tools to succeed.

			—Tanis Jorge
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			(The stories you will read at the beginning of every chapter are true. I have changed the names of the people and companies for the sake of anonymity and privacy.)

			Brian and Chris worked the line together at a local restaurant. Both were in their early twenties and had honed their skills in the kitchen. Over the course of a couple of years, they grew to be friends. Great friends. “When we were not working together we were often hanging out with one another,” Brian told me. When Brian bought a modest duplex house as an investment, Chris moved into the second suite as a tenant. “Even our girlfriends were friends, so we were very interconnected.”

			One day, Brian got word that a restaurant had become available in the outskirts of their city. The lease was manageable and the family restaurant concept was right up his alley. “The first thing I did was tell Chris,” Brian remembered. “I knew that I didn’t want to start a business on my own, and I wanted to have someone who could come along beside me to carry the weight and to help me figure it all out.” Brian had a few years of experience in restaurants with Chris. They worked well together and complemented each other’s skill sets. So when he broached the idea to partner with Chris, it didn’t take much convincing.

			“It was a fifty-fifty venture,” Brian explained. “We did that because we both needed money. Neither of us could afford to go without a paycheck, so it went without saying that we would split profits down the middle.” The two knew they had to make money quickly in order to afford the basic cost of living, so it was imperative they were both ready and willing to roll up their sleeves and get to work.

			The first obstacle they hit was the startup costs. Brian laughed as he recalled the earliest days. “We had no money. I mean zero. I borrowed $10,000 from my parents to get started and that went to cover inventory, a few minor repairs and touch-ups, and our first food and beverage order.” That money was gone by the time they opened their doors. Chris, like Brian, didn’t have any savings to contribute, and he didn’t have anyone who could help him out either. Because of this, Brian was the one who took the financial risk. “I will say that Chris was on board to repay my parents for their loan as soon as possible. He understood the relationship risk I was taking borrowing from them and was just as eager to square things up.”

			The other thing that Brian and Chris discussed early on was that no family members would work in the business. “I guess upon reflection I had concerns that Chris was going to want his then-fiancee to work with us.” Brian believed that having her work on the team could create an “Us vs. You” atmosphere and he felt that the two cofounders needed to rely upon each other, no one else. “I wish we had stuck to our guns on this one, as it would have saved us a lot of trouble down the road.”

			The restaurant was an instant success. That proved both a blessing and a curse. Unlike most businesses which ramp up slowly, Brian and Chris had little time to find their groove before they were overwhelmed. Brian recalls that it helped to be young and full of energy. “The thing about the restaurant business is that it’s all-encompassing. We started our day at six am and went till ten pm, every night, seven days a week.” But even with the strength of youth, the workload got heavy. “We were ok for a year or so but then the cracks started to show.”

			Eventually, Brian learned that Chris was carrying secret debts. “One day he came to me and said he needed to make more money because he had significant debts that needed to be paid down.” Brian had no idea about these expenses, and their existence put the two friends in a predicament. Because of their fifty-fifty relationship and the state of their business, the only way they could pay Chris more would be to increase hours of operation and add on more working hours for both of them. “I became resentful of Chris for the added pressure I had to take on because of his financial issues,” Brian admitted. The added workload made their already exhausting day-to-day working relationship even more stressful.

			Then, not long after shuffling the business around to accommodate more revenue, Chris informed Brian that he and his fiancé were having a baby. His new request was now to work less in order to spend more time with his new family addition, yet he still needed the extra money to cover his ongoing debts. This request meant Brian would have to work close to double Chris’ working hours but still split the profits down the middle. When Brian informed him that wasn’t possible, Chris walked out.

			Chris came back a couple of days later with a list of demands, which included a redesign of the schedule which ensured they’d almost never work together. “Basically Chris would work the morning shift and I the night. We would see each other briefly as we transitioned shifts but otherwise we were passing ships. That hurt. I became very angry, and we basically stopped talking. What we should’ve done was hash things out. But in the back of my mind, I was afraid of a major fight and him walking out permanently.” So Brian kept his mouth shut and they started following opposite schedules in order to avoid working together.

			To make matters worse, Chris’ fiancé started working part-time during the day shift. Supposedly this was to help out, but also so that the couple could spend more time together. Brian recollected: “As expected, the two of them began to make decisions about the business without my input. And the environment within the restaurant became fractured.” Even the staff began to take sides, with “Team Chris” and “Team Brian” attitudes. It started to get unbearable. Finally, the two partners decided to sell the business.

			Brian’s shoulders slumped when he recalled the fighting. “I thought I knew Chris well, but when you get into business it changes the relationship. The way I see it is, I don’t think you can ever know how the situation is going to change someone. You can’t always know what that person will become in a stressful environment or when they’re up against significant obstacles. It would be nice to have a crystal ball. In the end, you need to make a calculated guess and then be proactive in making it work.”

			I asked Brian what he would advise people to do differently. “If you are seeking a partner you need to be prepared, should things go sideways, to run the business yourself. I wanted someone to come alongside me, to work together, so I was never prepared for the idea that I could have to run it myself. A backup plan would have been valuable.”

			Brian figures that a few key conversations could have helped him to figure out their problems. “We should have discussed our financial situation prior to getting into the business.” In particular, Brian felt that a few major decisions they had to make were based on Chris’ financial predicament. “We may have been able to sketch out a better payment situation, or we could have determined that the scale of work to make the revenue we needed would be too much and we may not have even gotten started.”

			The all-too-common idea that you can sweep things under the rug seldom pans out in a cofounder partnership. Eventually, there’s an explosion, and you cross the threshold of the possibility of repair.

			Ironically, Brian felt that the fifty-fifty nature of their equity split, while an issue when it came to salaries, kept Chris tied to the business when things were difficult. “I believe that if our equity split recognized the additional work and early financial investment I contributed, it’s possible that it wouldn’t have given Chris enough incentive for him to stick it through. If we were seventy-thirty or even sixty-forty, I think I would have been left holding the bag.” The larger, equal paychecks ensured that everything felt fairer and the equity upside made it worth the stress and pain.

			I asked Brian about his relationship with Chris after they left the restaurant. “We only saw each other one more time after we sold the business. It was a week later to hand over a set of keys to the new owner. And we never saw each other again. It’s funny, talking about it after all these years, how it brings up such emotion. It still makes me feel sad.”

			Still, Brian had hope. “I bet that if you had a good partnership, if you were more honest with each other and handled problems when they were small like we should have, you could build your dream together. That would be something pretty special.”

			Something Special, Done Right

			I would argue that the cofounder partnership is one of the most significant human relationships one can enter into, next to that with a spouse and children. The reason for this is that cofounding a business together has a substantial effect on every facet of one’s life experience: personal life, professional life, financial life, political life, and even spiritual life. It requires a depth of honesty, vulnerability, compromise, expression, and respect between people that is necessary for few other relationships.

			The people in the partnership can become so intertwined that often one partner cannot make a significant move in any area of their own life without it affecting the others involved. That is why entering into a partnership requires the same amount of caution, due diligence, discussion, and care that one undertakes when entering into a marriage and family planning. The consequences of a mismatch could make or break the financial success, emotional well-being, and professional status of those involved, potentially limiting the growth and experiences they have throughout their lifetime.

			So, after reading the horror story above, you might ask yourself, “Why would anyone want to partner up with someone on a business venture?” That’s a valid question. The answer lies in people’s desire to take their destiny and future into their own hands. Owning a business gives you the opportunity to embark on an adventure that, despite the risks, has the potential to provide a better life for yourself, your loved ones, and your community. Many feel compelled to take an idea and bring it to reality and try their hand at improving on a product or service they believe in. So once that decision is made, the question becomes how to proceed and where to begin.

			Entrepreneurship tests even the smartest, hardest-working, and most tenacious person. Its 80 percent failure rate isn’t lost on a new business owner, and it will take everything a person has to make their dreams a reality. So many turn to the idea of finding one or even two people to support them in the battle. To stand with them through thick and thin. People who have equal passion and belief in the same vision. As partners, they will be able to retreat from the battlefield, tend to their wounds, and prepare and strategize for the next attack. They will be able to collaborate on the execution of their plan and draw from the wisdom, knowledge, skills, and strengths of others besides themselves.

			This is the picture that I believe compels entrepreneurs to find a partner. Just like a two-string rope is stronger than a single thread, when starting a company, having two or more sets of hands, minds, and bank accounts lets you get things done sooner, better, and cheaper. 

			All this being said, it’s imperative for you to recognize that going into business with someone does have its own set of pitfalls. Bringing together different personalities, habits, perspectives, and goals can make a working relationship difficult. Pile on top of that the challenges of starting a business, and it could be a recipe for disaster.

			The objective, then, is to find the person or persons who can provide the greatest assistance in reaching your goals and invite them to undertake the journey with you. You need to find someone who compliments your personality, has skills that fill your gaps, and has the same passion to fulfill the shared vision. It’s among the most important tasks you will undertake in the early stages of your business as it will lay the foundation going forward. It cannot be taken lightly.

			A Risky Proposition

			Remember the image of the predictive results of a Google search for the term “My business partner is” at the beginning of the chapter?  Did you try the search for yourself?  The Internet makes cofounding sound like a horror show waiting to happen.

			What interests me is that the entrepreneurs doing these searches probably started their partnership devoid of misgivings and doubts. They were likely flush with excitement, hope, and anticipation, relishing that they had found each other and that their business was going to flourish. They probably worked well in the early stages, unaware that their relationship would deteriorate with time.

			Sadly, the searches above represent common turns for many business partnerships. The breakdown of a partnership is among the top three reasons for a company’s demise. Few founders intentionally take the time and effort to avoid that danger. Often they put the majority of their focus on raising capital, gaining substantial market penetration, or sourcing a quality product. Unfortunately, they do not pay enough attention to the growth and maintenance of their business’s foundation: the founding partnership.

			I have discovered that cofounders who fail to acknowledge their partnership’s impact also don’t prioritize communication, disclose expectations, give proper respect, or commit to a shared vision. As such, the foundation crumbles.

			Keep this picture of the cofounder partnership in mind as you consider whether you are ready to jump into business with someone. It can go either way. I’ve compiled a long list of people who regret having brought on a partner and an equally long list of those grateful they did.

			Having spoken to many cofounders and solopreneurs, I’ve realized there is no simple way to determine if you should have a cofounder. However, for the rest of this chapter, I will provide insights into ways that can help you make that decision.  Should you decide you do, the following section will help you determine what to look for.

			It’s Not Enough to Be Friends

			Statistically, 64 percent of businesses fail because of issues between the founding partners. Additionally, of those that fail, 65 percent end with one partner buying out the other. A shared business can be amazing, but the cofounder relationship must be built on more than friendship. Transparency, a willingness to compromise, and self-sacrifice are all traits that need to be demonstrated out of the gate to ensure that a relationship built on trust is created.

			All parties must keep in mind that the cofounder relationship is a business asset, and you need to treat it that way. You aren’t just friends. You’re two or more people with a massive vested interest in the success of your shared business. You cannot think of your relationship equation as 1 + 1 = 2. Instead, you need to look at it more like 1 + 1 = 10. Your combined effort multiplies each other’s strengths. You can do together what you could never have accomplished alone. When you look at it this way, you realize that you would be foolish to leave your partnership’s success to the fates and not milk it for its full potential.

			That’s why seeing founding teams tear each other apart breaks my heart. Cofounders usually start as friends, and they presume their friendship will be enough to see them through. They fail to see the value of building the strength of their partnership, so when something happens in the relationship, they aren’t prepared for the impact it makes. Feelings of betrayal, disappointment, resentment, and mistrust are powerful, and they have the capacity to do great damage and can be very difficult to recover from.

			So what can these cofounders do? The first thing I noticed when I began researching this topic was that there were very few resources available. Many books that have been written are by business coaches, academics, and mediators, not real-life cofounders who’ve been there in the trenches. Their advice was valuable, but it missed that key component of having lived in the shoes of someone going through the experience. They lacked that intimate understanding of the emotional complexity that comes with striving to be the best version of a cofounder. It made their advice feel a little “easy for you to say.”

			This lack of resources, plus the struggles and successes of my own cofounder relationship, paired with the silent suffering many cofounders have shared with me, made me realize I needed to step up. I felt compelled to provide one comprehensive resource that would be applicable to those seeking and starting a cofounder relationship, in the middle of navigating one, and those struggling with challenges. To help partners start off on the right foot and then learn the tools to achieve decades of peace and harmony.

			So this is what I’m going to do. I’m going to teach you everything you need to know about cofounder relationships based on what I’ve learned and experienced. By the end of this book, you’ll be ready to duplicate what Stephen and I accomplished together.

			But first, we need an answer to an important question. 

			Do You Even Need a Cofounder?

			Maybe, maybe not. We’ll explore this question together. For now, consider some data points.

			Only 4% Of Y Combinators top 100 startups don’t have a cofounder.

			According to Crunchbase, a data source on tech companies, 45.9% of  companies successful in raising over $10 million did so with a solo founder.

			Octopus Ventures, a British VC, discovered that almost two in five entrepreneurs (39%) said that the relationship with their co-founder was more stressful than with their life partner. YIKES!

			Yet, the same VC determined that among their portfolio, almost 9 in 10 (87%) entrepreneurs with co-founded businesses said that having one has made their business more successful. 

			There’s so much to unpack here but all in all, when it’s done right, a business partnership puts you further ahead than you would be going solo. It all comes down to the setup and maintenance. 

			The website Foundr shares a great amount of data on cofounder success. The Startup Genome Report states that solo founders take up to 3.6 times as long to scale their business compared to teams of two or more founders. And teams with multiple founders are more likely to attract investors. According to Foundr, that’s because a team makes it look like more than just one person believes in your idea. And they suggest the perfect number of cofounders is 2.09.

			All these statistics show that when it comes to the cofounder partnership there’s benefits and risks to consider. One way to determine what they are is to start by weighing the pros and cons.

			The Pros of a Cofounder Partnership

			Don’t Wanna Be All By Myself

			When I ask solopreneurs about the downside of not having a business partner, bar none, the number one answer is “Loneliness.”

			As any entrepreneur will tell you, business creation is a solitary endeavor, made more so without a partner. The long hours and need for laser focus can turn a solopreneur into a borderline recluse. Even one’s closest family members and friends can feel distant. This absence of someone who shares and fully understands what you are going through can make these challenges increasingly daunting. Wins may feel empty if you have no one to share them with.

			This loneliness is why many choose to go the path of a partnership and forgo the potential benefits of sole ownership. You may be extremely confident in your abilities to launch and scale a business, but the prospect of talking through an idea or challenge with someone who intimately knows and understands all the angles, as well as supports you through the ups and downs, is undeniably an asset to anyone.

			Factors To Consider

			That said, maybe you work better alone, and handling tasks in solitude is preferred over collaboration. Understanding your natural tendencies in these environments will help you assess whether you gravitate towards others or would rather work alone. There are multiple ways to determine this.

			
					Reflect on the times you worked within a team or partnership setting. Taking notice of whether there was an increase in productivity and a boost to your emotional state while working with others can be helpful in determining whether you actually need a cofounder.


					Recall your past experiences in school. Did you enjoy working on team projects? Or did you find group interactions daunting and limiting?


					How about the times you had to work by yourself? Did you enjoy the solitude or did you struggle with the silence and the sole weight of responsibility?


					Consider your hobbies. Do they involve group fellowship or do you prefer to retreat solo?


					Look at your relationships. Are you outgoing or more reserved? Do you love to share the good and the bad with others or do you prefer to keep your life private?


					How do you spend your spare time? Do you like to do life on your terms or are you open to the suggestions and plans of others?


			

			Your answers to these questions will help you discern if a partnership suits your personality type and working style. The main thing to note is that if it goes against your natural tendency to work with someone, putting processes and boundaries in place can very easily create a cohesive working environment.  

			The Value of Ownership

			Nobody cares more about a business than the owner or founder. This care manifests in time spent on the business, cash invested, and willingness to persevere in times of trial. As a business owner, you are often the first one to arrive and the last one to leave. You’re the one bearing the responsibility for making money but often the last to get paid.

			If you see value in having a strong person to lean on, then the best option may be to find someone as devoted to the business as you. Two or more people dedicated to a mission will trump a loner every time.

			Factors to Consider

			
					Will your business require a long ramp-up to revenue? Many people expect the money to roll in quickly, but revenue, let alone profitability, typically takes longer to attain than expected.


			

			Some business models take longer to turn a profit than others. My partner and I knew our last company was not going to make money for a couple of years due to its disruptive and innovative nature. Blazing the company’s uncharted path alone, with all its uncertainty and ups and downs, would have greatly complicated the journey to launch.

			
					If you choose to be a solopreneur, even if a key employee shares your vision, do you have the capital to incentivize them through the long journey ahead? If you are flush with cash, financial motivation may suffice. However, finding a partner may alleviate that financial burden and give you enough time to launch your company. Equity and pride in ownership have the ability to carry people through hard times.


					Employees can take undue liberties in leadership’s absence. When launching a business, every minute of effectiveness lost can exponentially affect your time to market. If your business will require you to take long periods of travel or absence from the office, you may want to consider a partner with a vested interest to cover the home front.


			

			Divide and Conquer

			Starting a business involves a nonnegotiable laundry list of tasks. Delegating portions of that list to others can shorten the road to success. The less time it takes to get into the black, the better off you’ll be monetarily. In addition, the ability to tap others’ complementary skill sets makes accomplishing business tasks easier, quicker, and more enjoyable.

			Factors to Consider

			If you need to hire for the myriad of jobs necessary to start or scale your company, you will see a large portion of your capital taken up in salaries. While some tasks may require someone specific who has skills you lack, a partner will be more willing to try their hand at something new despite the awkwardness and inexperience.

			Take the time to create your business plan for reaching the next stage of your business. Be honest about whether you have the skills and desire to go it alone. If your business plan is simple, you may not need a partner. However, if your plan has many moving parts and multiple growth stages, a cofounder may be the smart move.

			Insurance Policy

			Many people become entrepreneurs because they know business ownership can support their loved ones long-term. Assume that over the course of your company’s lifetime, you will get sick, retire, or die. A business is more likely to outlive you if two or more people start it. A strong partnership can help you plan an exit that benefits all parties involved.

			Additionally, investors love companies with multiple collaborating founders. Partnerships enable more stability since both founders rarely face personal crises at the same time. One can always be the rock. Some investors will refuse to invest in a single-owner company, thus limiting the pool of capital.

			Early-stage investment is as much about the team as the idea. Having a variety of skills and capabilities in the founding team can give your venture a higher chance of raising funds and achieving success.

			Factors to Consider

			
					No one plans for a major setback or starts a business anticipating its early demise. But if you want businesses that will last decades, consider having a partner. Life throws many curveballs, and taking them on with someone at your side can bring peace of mind.


					Note that more and more people are starting businesses after retirement. The energy and grit necessary to build a company can daunt even the most vigorous entrepreneur. If you lack the stamina to go it alone, don’t be afraid to find a partner. It could be the best retirement decision you ever make.


			

			Reality Check

			It takes a degree of eccentricity to come up with a new idea and a lot of faith to bring it to life. These unique traits are some of the most powerful tools in an entrepreneur’s arsenal, but they can also be the most destructive.

			Many of you have watched Dragon’s Den or Shark Tank and seen someone who has spent huge sums of money developing a product that clearly won’t get off the ground. One’s business can easily become an extension of oneself, and that attachment can cloud a person’s judgment.

			The need for a pivot or a complete shutdown of one’s initial idea is more common in business than people think. It requires an honest evaluation, a willingness to let go of ego, and the strength to pull the trigger. Especially if it means forfeiting the return on one’s investment to date.

			A partner could mitigate undue attachment, catch bad ideas sooner, and let you make changes or close shop before your investment becomes too substantial. It’s easier to fool one person than two.

			Factors to Consider

			
					Are you overly optimistic? Or overly pessimistic? Some people are blinded by their dreams or crushed by their fears before they even start. Finding someone to keep you grounded and who takes a practical approach to business may be an asset you cannot do without.


					Has your business plateaued? Bringing on a cofounder isn’t just for budding businesses. Sometimes a company falls into a rut that the founder cannot push through. That may be the time to seek out a partner whose fresh perspective can help take it to the next level.


			

			Two Heads Are Better Than One

			Strategizing, brainstorming, analyzing, and creating are substantial parts of business ownership. Your ability to excel in and manage all of these tasks is limited. Two or more people with a firm understanding of all the moving parts will be more effective.

			Imagine you think of a way to improve your product or service. Now imagine not having a partner to run your idea by. What are your options? Without knowing the ins and outs of your business, outsiders won’t be able to give sound advice.

			Entrepreneurship is an emotional roller coaster. When one person is upset and ready to quit, the other can provide encouragement. Countless entrepreneurs have told me that they motivated their partners when the going got tough; their cofounders ended up reciprocating later.

			Factors to Consider

			
					Are you a good multitasker? Or do you excel at only one facet of the business? If the latter, you may need a partner to fill in the gaps.


					How’s your focus? Are you tenacious when bringing ideas to light? Or are you easily distracted? A partner can help you stay on course.


					Are you emotionally stable? Do life’s minor setbacks shake you? If so, you’ll need tougher skin or a partner who can keep you focused.


			

			The Cons of a Cofounder Partnership

			A partnership is not all sunshine and unicorns. In some cases, having a cofounder can be the wrong decision.

			The majority of cons arise from personality conflicts. All involved need to accept the compromises required in a partnership. Without total commitment, doubt, mistrust, and resentment can erode collaboration.

			You’ll find the main reasons solopreneurs choose to go it alone below.

			Multiple Decision Makers

			A solopreneur is free to make decisions without asking someone else’s opinion or permission. In a cofounder partnership, most issues require consensus. Significant challenges can emerge if partners lack the maturity, trust, or shared vision to compromise.

			Factors to Consider

			
					Your business may have a clear path to success you don’t want to deviate from, but a partner will want a say in the company’s direction. If conflict would result, you may not want to bring in a cofounder.
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