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PERSPECTIVE

Swinging for a home run: The future of startups with ZayZoon's Darcy Tuer

Calgary’s technology industry is exploding, with buzzworthy companies
setting up shop in a city historically known for oil and gas.

A nam e on  the  l i ps o f  those  tapped  i n to  the  tech  i ndustry i s ZayZoon ,  a  Canad i an  success sto ry tha t  recen t l y ra i sed  US$34 .5  m i l l i on  i n  a  se ri es B
f i nanci ng  dea l  wi th  the  he l p  o f  BLG. Partne r Cam eron  M acCarthy’s conversa t i on  wi th  ZayZoon  co -founder and  CEO, Darcy Tuer,  o ffe rs som e f ri end l y
advi ce  fo r sta rtups,  i ncl ud i ng  why ZayZoon  and  o the r asp i ri ng  tech  busi nesses a re  f i nd i ng  success i n  Ca l ga ry.

Cameron: It ’s  hard to believe it ’s  been seven years s ince you and Craig firs t  introduced me to Tate and we discussed this
business idea. You’ve been on an incredible journey s ince inception. I think startups would appreciate hearing some of the
lessons you learned from start ing ZayZoon.

Darcy:  Fi rst ,  I ’d  say the  success o f  a  tech  com pany i s t i ed  to  who  you  a re .  I t ’s i m portan t  to  f i rst  estab l i sh  your why — why you ’re  do i ng  th i s i n  the  f i rst
p l ace  — and  then  b ri ng  i n  the  ri gh t  peop l e  tha t  understand  and  can  execu te  on  tha t  why.  I  a l ways say tha t  you ’re  the  ave rage  o f  the  f i ve  peop l e  you
spend  the  m ost  t i m e  a round .  Investo rs a re  i nvest i ng  i n  the  CEO, the  founders,  and  the  team s they assem b l e .

M y second  p i ece  o f  advi ce  i s to  de l i be ra te l y bu i l d  re l a t i onsh i ps tha t  a ren ’t  j ust  t ransact i ona l .  Ca l ga ry’s ne twork i s abou t  th ree  degrees o f  separa t i on .  I t ’s
a  connect i on -based  ci ty,  and  the  ZayZoon  team  has spen t  ove r 15  years cra f t i ng  those  pe rsona l  and  p ro fessi ona l  connect i ons to  a l l ow us to  g row to  the
l eve l  we ’re  a t  today.

Bu t  fo rm i ng  connect i ons i sn ’t  j ust  abou t  wha t  the  o the r pe rson  can  do  fo r you .  I t  goes deeper.  I t ’s abou t  sha ri ng  your sto ry and  m essage  wi th  peop l e  and
l ea rn i ng  f rom  each  o the r.  Whe the r you ’re  an  o i l  and  gas com pany,  a  wea l th  se rvi ces com pany,  o r a  ha i r sa l on ,  you r d ream  i s to  do  som eth i ng  and  then
you  en t i ce  peop l e  to  com e a l ong  on  tha t  j ou rney wi th  you .

Cameron: Why did ZayZoon set up in Calgary?

Darcy:  M y en trep reneuri a l  ca ree r sta rted  he re ,  and  I  l ove  th i s ci ty.  I f  I  th i nk h i gh  l eve l ,  bu i l d i ng  ZayZoon  i s a  way to  bu i l d  en te rp ri se  va l ue  i n  Ca l ga ry,
to  support  fu tu re  en trep reneurs and  to  crea te  an  am azi ng  envi ronm ent fo r m y ki ds and  o the r peop l e ’s ki ds.  T ha t ’s m y why.  I  wan t  peop l e  to  see
som eth i ng  pu rpose fu l  happen i ng  he re  — tha t  i t ’s a  p l ace  where  successfu l  busi nesses a re  d ri vi ng  the  econom y fo rward .

Cameron: In your experience, what is  the biggest challenge for s tartups when rais ing capital?

Darcy:  One  o f  the  m ost  beau t i fu l  th i ngs abou t  sta rt i ng  your own  com pany i s you  can  use  i t  to  crea te  an  ou tcom e fo r you rse l f .  Where  i t  ge ts t ri cky i s when
you  con fuse  your pe rsona l  goa l  — l i ke  be i ng  i ndependen t l y wea l thy — wi th  the  com pany’s success.

For ZayZoon  to  con t i nue  g rowi ng ,  we  needed  to  ra i se  i nst i tu t i ona l  cap i ta l .  We needed  to  swi ng  fo r a  hom e run ,  no t  j ust  a  base  h i t .  I t  was 20  t i m es the
work,  and  ou r chances o f  connect i ng  wi th  the  ba l l  were  sm a l l e r.  Bu t  we ’d  a l ready h i t  a  si ng l e  o r a  doub l e .  We wan ted  m ore .

One  o f  ou r i nst i tu t i ona l  i nvesto r says tha t  wha t  we ’ve  done  i s l i ke  wi nn i ng  a  go l d  m eda l ;  tha t ’s how hard  i t  i s to  ge t  to  ou r stage .  T he  bad  news i s tha t
we  have  to  wi n  go l d  aga i n .  We ’ve  j ust  si gned  up  fo r f i ve  to  seven  m ore  years o f  pa i n  and  su ffe ri ng  wi th  no  guaran tee  o f  success — wh i ch  i sn ’t  a  g rea t  f i t
i f  ou r pe rsona l  goa l  i s to  wa l k away wea l thy.

Lucki l y,  I  sa t  m y founders down p ri o r to  si gn i ng  the  te rm  shee t  and  we  ag reed  tha t  wha t  d ri ves us i sn ’t  the  m one ta ry ou tcom e. I ’m  no t  sayi ng  tha t  m oney
i sn ’t  va l uab l e  to  us — i t  i s.  Bu t  we  wan t  to  have  an  i m pact .  Our i nst i tu t i ona l  i nvesto rs te l l  us the  m ost  successfu l  com pan i es they’ve  backed  have  been
sta rted  by peop l e  who  wan t to  be  pa rt  o f  som eth i ng  b i gger than  them , pa rt  o f  som eth i ng  tha t  has a  pu rpose .  No t  j ust  m aki ng  m oney.
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Cameron: So founders need to intent ionally  define success and then measure outcomes against that definit ion?

Darcy:  Exact l y ri gh t .  I f  you ’re  a  st rong  founder,  you ’ve  m apped  ou t  you r b i g  ha i ry audaci ous goa l  fo r the  com pany,  then  com pared  i t  to  you r pe rsona l  goa l  and
asked  yourse l f :  can  those  two  th i ngs exi st  i n  the  sam e un i ve rse?

Cameron: One thing that ’s  been crit ical to the ZayZoon journey is  finding the right advisors at different s tages of the business. How do
you choose advisors to help your business succeed?

Darcy:  T here  a re  a  l o t  o f  sm art ,  com peten t  advi so rs tha t  can  he l p  com p l e te  the  task a t  hand ,  bu t  p i cki ng  an  advi so r shou l d  be  based  on  a l i gnm ent o f  va l ues.

At  ZayZoon ,  we  focus on  fou r co re  va l ues:  hust l e  (ge t t i ng  tasks done  i n  a  t i m e l y m anner),  m aste ry (keep i ng  yourse l f  up  to  speed  and  educa ted ),  be i ng  peop l e
d ri ven  (em p l oyees a re  ou r m ost  i m portan t  asse t) and  t rust  (do i ng  the  ri gh t  th i ng ).  A l l  the  co -founders em body the  sam e co re  va l ues,  and  we  can  a l i gn  and  rea l i gn
i n  a  powerfu l  way even  though  we ’re  now a  com pany o f  ove r 100  peop l e  and  coun t i ng .

BLG — and  pa rt i cu l a rl y you ,  Cam eron  — were  the  ri gh t  l ega l  advi so rs fo r ZayZoon  because  you  showed  you  wan ted  to  see  ZayZoon  succeed  and  cou l d  b ri ng  the
ri gh t  peop l e  to  the  tab l e .  A t  the  se ri es B stage ,  we  wan ted  a  l awyer who  understood  the  ask,  m ade  th i ngs easy fo r non-l awyers to  d i gest ,  and  knew how to
nego t i a te .  BLG fe l t  l i ke  an  extensi on  o f  the  founders and  CEOs — l i ke  a  l ega l  co -founder o f  so rts.

No  m atte r the  stage  your sta rtup  i s a t ,  i f  you  m ake  your co re  va l ues the  d ri vi ng  fo rce  beh i nd  your work and  re l a t i onsh i ps,  you r ci rcl e  o f  advi so rs wi l l  be  the  ri gh t
f i t .

Cameron: Let ’s  talk  about Long Calgary. Spearheaded by your ZayZoon co-founder, Tate, this  init iat ive is  about bringing people
together, making connect ions and growing Calgary ’s tech ecosystem. I was at Long Calgary ’s successful inaugural event and it ’s  c lear
how this movement can help our economy. Can you tell us more about Long Calgary and speak to your vis ion for it?

Darcy:  M ost  peop l e  don ’t  rea l i ze  Ca l ga ry’s l ong -te rm  fu tu re  i s t i ed  to  the  com m un i ty’s support  o f  en trep reneursh i p .  En trep reneurs rep resen t  th ree  pe r cen t  o f  the
popu l a t i on  bu t  crea te  abou t  84  pe r cen t  o f  j obs.  Un fo rtuna te l y,  the re ’s no t  a l ways a  way fo r en trep reneurs to  support  each  o the r and  the i r com pan i es.

Long  Ca l ga ry i s go i ng  to  g i ve  sta rtup  founders and  execs an  opportun i ty,  no t  on l y to  ne twork,  bu t  to  i nvest  i n  sta rtup  com pan i es i n  a  responsi b l e ,  p ruden t  way.
T h i s i s go i ng  to  be  i m portan t  as we  see  the  m assi ve  t ransfe r o f  wea l th  f rom  the  Baby Boom ers to  younger genera t i ons,  pa rt i cu l a rl y i n  Ca l ga ry,  wh i ch  has m ore
si de l i ne  cap i ta l  pe r cap i ta  than  m ost  ci t i es i n  Canada .  T he  by-p roduct  o f  g i vi ng  en trep reneurs access to  d i ffe ren t  i nvestm en t opportun i t i es i s tha t  we  sta rt  to
bu i l d  and  en ri ch  the  i ncred i b l e  sta rtup  ecosystem  i n  th i s ci ty.

Any part ing words for new entrepreneurs?

I ’ve  been  an  en trep reneur fo r 23  years,  and  I ’l l  si m p l y say tha t  eve ry successfu l  en trep reneur i s i n  the  hu rt  l ocke r f rom  the  sta rt  o f  the  j ou rney to  the  end .  I f  you
l ove  tha t ,  i t  doesn ’t  fee l  l i ke  work.  I  wou l d  cha l l enge  eve ry new en trep reneur to  l ean  i n to  the  th i ngs tha t  you 're  g rea t  a t .  I f  you  can  so l ve  i m portan t  p rob l em s and
you  em brace  the  cha l l enge ,  you 're  on  the  ri gh t  t rack.

BLG’ s Fu tu re  o f  Law  se ri es cap tu res the  pe rspect i ves o f  i ndustry l eaders on  the  b i ggest  i ssues faci ng  l aw  and  busi ness ove r the  next  decade  and  beyond  w i th
the  goa l  o f  sta rt i ng  conversa t i ons and  support i ng  act i on  i n  o rgan i za t i ons across Canada .  The  year-l ong  se ri es w as crea ted  i n  honour o f  BLG’ s 200 th  ann i ve rsa ry
i n  2023-2024 .

By: Cam eron  M acCarthy
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