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Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology, the series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans, touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: Welcome back to another episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. To tell you a 
little bit about Sian Morson, who's joining us today, Sian is a 
entrepreneur in residence at Cross Culture Ventures and we'll talk a little 
bit about what EIRs do in our podcast. She is also what's called a limited 
partner or an LP and a mentor for Backstage Capital, which is a dynamic 
seed stage fund that focuses on underrepresented founders. We'll talk a 
little bit about the differences in those two experiences. But let me tell 
you some more about Sian. In 2010, she founded a company called 
Collective Mobile, which specializes in native mobile development. And 
she does that for agencies, she does it for startups and she does it for 
orgs. Most notably, she's not a developer by trade. And this is a really 
interesting story about her. Her company really grew quickly. She 
attracted new clients and she started creating opportunities for others. It 
grew from Sian's vision of a community tech center in Atlanta, which was 
basically offering technical programming in an area known as an 
innovation desert. 

Melinda Byerley: But in 2013 the company formed as one of the first coworking spaces as 
well in the Castleberry Hill district, which was a precursor to newer 
spaces such as the Gathering Spots to Switchyards and TechSquare 
Labs. In 2014, after she founded Collective Mobile, she launched Cast 
Beauty, which is a data-driven beauty recommendation platform, and it 
was the only beauty app that uses a unique algorithm and specific data 
points from the weather to provide users with personalized beauty 
product recommendations. 

Melinda Byerley: Cast Beauty won L'Oréal's prestigious Women In Digital award, which is 
presented to women founders of companies with the potential to 
revolutionize the beauty industry. It got global attention, it got write ups 
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in Marie Claire, Blavity, Ebony, Red Book, PopSugar and Ad Age among 
others. Sian has also authored two books, if that's not enough: "Learn 
Design for IOS" and "Designed for IOS with Sketch." "Designed for IOS 
with Sketch" is the first book written on Sketch and Sketch has quickly 
become the defacto standard for web and Mobile UI design. 

Melinda Byerley: And Sian is also a producer. She is working with Sidra Smith, who worked 
on "Free Angela and All Political Prisoners" on a film called "A Luv Tale," 
which was originally created by Smith 20 years ago. It's been revised as a 
web series with a new original cast and it premiered in June 2018. I don't 
know where she gets the time. She's pretty amazing and I'm glad she's 
going to be joining us today to talk about her experience. 

Melinda Byerley: I invited her to join because I was fascinated for a couple of things. One 
is, it's so rare to find other women founders who are focused specifically 
on engineering and doing bespoke engineering and building apps for 
people, especially when they have engineering backgrounds. And in 
Sian's case, especially because she is a woman of color, there are many 
women of color who do code, who do start companies. We don't talk to 
enough of them. And so, Sian, in addition to just being a person I look up 
to and admire, has an incredible story to tell. I hope you'll enjoy it, and 
please, as always, consider this my plea for you to leave a review for us 
on iTunes or in the Google play store because it's those reviews that get 
us more listeners. Be sure to share us on social media and let us know 
who else you'd like to hear from. We are working on season three 
already, so we look to you to hear your input about who we should be 
talking with. Thanks again for listening. 

Melinda Byerley: Welcome, Sian Morson, to the podcast. 

Sian Morson: Thank you, Melinda. Great to be here. 

Melinda Byerley: Sian, I like to ask everyone this question and so our frequent listeners will 
know what's coming, but I'm going to ask you if you remember the first 
time you ever put your hands on a computer. 

Sian Morson: Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay. We're done. We can hang up. 

Sian Morson: That was great. 
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Melinda Byerley: Tell me more. 

Sian Morson: I was in junior high school in the Bronx and we had a computer lab, 
which was ... Now that I think back about it, I think how amazing it was 
that a) I had a computer lab in junior high school in a public high school 
in the Bronx, and b) secondarily that I had a African American computer 
teacher and his name was Mr. Fuller. And he was teaching us basic 
programming. And that was the first time that I'd ever seen or touched a 
computer and I was just completely enthralled with it. 

Melinda Byerley: Which type of computers were these? 

Sian Morson: I don't remember what type they were, but I do know that that Christmas 
I begged and pleaded and got myself a Commodore VIC-20. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 

Sian Morson: And then I got the Commodore 64 after that. Somewhere along the lines 
of those types of computers. But that was the first time that I'd ever even 
seen one or touched one or anything. And I was fascinated. 

Melinda Byerley: Did you program with the computer? Did you play games? How did you 
use it? 

Sian Morson: We did basic programming and I started, I remember staying up really 
late at night programming, trying to program a game on my VIC-20. I 
don't think I was very successful, but I did understand the basic concepts 
of programming at that point. That was ... What grade was I...I think it was 
probably seventh or eighth grade, probably eighth grade. Yeah, that was 
my first interaction with technology and computers. 

Melinda Byerley: Did you keep coding then through high school or how- 

Sian Morson: No. 

Melinda Byerley: Tell me more. 

Sian Morson: I'm a Gemini. I'm a bit mercurial, so I jump around a bit and I was 
completely enthralled with computers and then I dropped it for art, and I 
started drawing and painting and I got myself into the High School of Art 
and Design in New York City. While I was there, I picked up media arts, 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/s2-e5/sian-morson-the-story pg. 4 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

which then turned into film and video making. And so I didn't do anything 
related to technology really, unless you want to consider like editing. 
Editing the videos that we made in high school, but I didn't touch a 
computer until well after high school. 

Melinda Byerley: As a child of the 80s, I have to confirm, you went to the Fame high 
school? 

Sian Morson: No. What I often say is I went to the high school that the kids who didn't 
get into the Fame high school went to. 

Melinda Byerley: I just had to ask. I'm fangirling anyway, but it was going to be double after 
that. 

Sian Morson: The Fame high school is the LaGuardia School for the Arts, and I went to 
High School of Art and Design. Music and art was multidisciplinary. 
Singing, dancing, all of that stuff, but art and design was graphic design, 
painting. We learned calligraphy. We literally spent half of the day doing 
creative stuff and the other half doing academic stuff. It was wonderful. I 
think Harvey Fierstein and Calvin Klein and Tony Bennett went to High 
School of Art and Design. We've got some famous alumni, but it's not the 
Fame school. 

Melinda Byerley: I was gonna say I've heard those names before. I think I've heard of those 
people. Just a little bit. It's fascinating, Sian, because you mentioned your 
art background and I was thinking on an earlier podcast when I was 
talking to Ellen Petry Leanse from Apple, she did her career in visual art 
before she went to work for Apple. That's what her college degree was 
in. And we ended up having this chat about art and technology and I'm 
going to bet that you still use a lot of that in your current work. 

Sian Morson: Without question. Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: We're going to talk about that. I love it because I'm a theater major, so 
I'm particularly interested in stories of people like me who started in one 
profession and then found their way into tech because I'd like to believe 
we have something special to add. 

Sian Morson: I agree. 
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Melinda Byerley: Jumping ahead a little bit, so I noticed that you have your degree, you 
have your bachelor's in Fine Arts in Film and Television at NYU. 
Prestigious. So maybe talk a little ... You talked about studying the media 
arts in high school. When you went to college at NYU, what did you hope 
to do when you graduated with this degree? Did you want to work in the 
movies, be a documentary filmmaker? Where were you headed? 

Sian Morson: I wanted to make films, I wanted to be the female Spike Lee or John 
Singleton at that time. I was writing a lot and I just knew that I would be 
making films, that that was my passion and that's what I wanted to do. 
And in fact that's what got me out to the West Coast was after that I 
came out here, hoping to make it to LA, but got stuck in San Francisco 
and never actually made it down to LA. 

Melinda Byerley: It was too nice here, you just couldn't leave? 

Sian Morson: It was. It was a few things. I was raised pretty religiously and my trip out 
to the Bay was my first time really getting away from mom's apron strings 
and just being able to see a bit of the world that I'd not seen in New York, 
believe it or not. And I was hooked. I believe as well that when I came to 
visit, I came to visit San Francisco and that weekend was the Folsom 
Street Fair. I just remember sitting on a sidewalk and going, "Whoa! I 
have never ever seen anything like this, but I need to live here." 

Sian Morson: I felt like that was maybe ... When is Folsom Street Fair? September- 

Melinda Byerley: It's usually in September, I think. 

Sian Morson: September, and I was back the day after Christmas, the following 
December. I was like, "That's it." I went back, I made my decision and I 
was back here in December. The Bay definitely is unique. A lot of my 
friends who are still in New York say that it is a bit of a bubble and I do 
agree, but I love it nonetheless. And so I think that, like I said, it opened 
up a whole new world for me, just culturally, but with regards to 
technology as well. 

Melinda Byerley: What year was this? Tell me what year this was that you made that about. 

Sian Morson: I don't remember. I feel like it was sometime in the late 90s, mid 90s. 
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Melinda Byerley: Were you aware of that going on around you as you sort of ... And for 
those of you, by the way, who were wondering what the Folsom Street 
Fair is, we'll put a link in the show notes. We'll just let you know right now 
that it's not safe for work. 

Sian Morson: Not safe for work. 

Melinda Byerley: We'll just leave it at that. Especially, I know that some of you also have 
your kids listening, so we'll let you say that this is an adults only fun time. 
But going back to this, so the tech boom is going on, the first tech bubble 
is sort of exploding around you. Were you aware of that when you were 
living here? 

Sian Morson: Initially, no. I came out, I took a series of retail jobs. I then started to work 
at a bar called the Elephant Walk at the time. 

Melinda Byerley: Where was that at? 

Sian Morson: It was at Castro and 18th, right on the corner. I believe it's called Harvey's 
now, but it was a piano bar, and I didn't know anything about making 
drinks or bars. I had to cover the bartenders when they went on break. 
And so the guys would teach me how to make the drinks that they 
ordered because I didn't know anything about that. And so I did that for 
a little while. Bartended and bar-backed. And then strangely enough, I 
was bar-backing at a club named Liquid down on 16th and Mission. 
Between Mission and South Venice. This guy would come in every night 
really late. Looked like a punk rock dude and the bartenders love him 
and he had a lot of money and I was like, "Who is this guy?" I asked him 
one night, "What do you do?" And he said, "I'm a software engineer." And 
I said, "What is that?" I literally did not know if he was kidding. I was like, 
"What does that even mean? A software engineer." And he's like, "Well, I 
program computers." 

Sian Morson: One night at a party after the bar closed, everybody went over to his 
house and he lived in this warehouse, it was like a block long and he had 
a room filled with computers. He had a basketball court and a pool table. 
And I just remember sitting in the room with the computers going, "You 
have to show me how this works." I didn't care about the pool table. I 
didn't care about anything else. And I was just like, "You have to show me 
what you do here and how you're able to live this life." 
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Sian Morson: And he basically was like, "Well, I code all night and I sleep all day." I was 
sold. Literally just hooked. I was like, "Okay, this sounds fantastic." It 
helped that he just looked like a cool guy and I would go over to his 
house after work every night and ask him to teach me the basics of 
HTML. And he ended up giving me my first computer that connected to 
the Internet. He taught me how to use ... There is this WYSIWYG editor 
called Symantec visual page, I think, which is like well before 
Dreamweaver. And I built my first website, and that was it for me. I was 
like, "This is amazing. This is fantastic. This is what I want to do." We 
actually stayed really good friends. His name's James and he just left the 
Bay area, got married, had a kid and moved back to Chicago. But we're 
still friends to this day. 

Melinda Byerley: Hi James. I hope to meet you. That would be awesome to meet him too. 

Sian Morson: I'll send him this recording. He loves to say that he created me. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you remember what that website was, Sian? 

Sian Morson: I do. It was called barrot.com, and I don't know why I called it this, but it 
was like a little Citysearch before Citysearch and it listed bars in San 
Francisco. There was like this image map on the home page and you can 
click on the neighborhood and it would tell you what bars were in that 
neighborhood and whether they had a pool table or happy hour. 

Melinda Byerley: That sounds like a really useful tool. Man, that's great. 

Sian Morson: It's funny because I was looking at the Wayback Machine the other day 
and they have some index of it, but they don't have any of the images, 
which is like that was the cool thing 'cause I remember creating that 
image map myself and just sketching it out and then photocopying it. It 
was just such a process, but it was the very first site then that I created. 
Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: 'Cause I was looking at your LinkedIn profile and it amazed me how 
quickly, how short of a time it seemed from the time you graduated to 
college to actually starting your first application development firm. 

Sian Morson: Ah, well, I mean, I don't know if it was ... Wasn't that long? 
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Melinda Byerley: Seemed like it was two years. Maybe I got the dates wrong, but I 
remember thinking, "Wow, that's quick." I mean, you learned quickly is 
my point. 

Sian Morson: I am a quick learner when I'm really interested in something. I'm an 
autodidact. If you explain the basics to me, I will go away and sit with it 
until I get it. And I'm very tenacious in that way where if something's not 
working, I will stay up all night and all day and make sure that it works or I 
fix it or I understand it. That's how my brain works. I certainly did that 
with tech and just learning the basics of it. I used that to become a 
project manager and I think I learned a lot in that role because I was able 
to be ... I think it was the perfect role for me. I was able to be Jack of all 
trades, master of none, but just interacting with all of the different pieces 
and that was heaven for me. That was really wonderful. I think I learned a 
lot more doing that role. 

Melinda Byerley: You went from being a bar-back or a bartender to learning HTML, you 
built a website, and then you became a project manager. Did I 
understand that correctly? 

Sian Morson: Yes. Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: And what type of company, what were you building at this company? 

Sian Morson: Oh, I was a project manager in an ad agency at the time I was working ... 
It was McCann. They're interactive. That's what it was called then, the 
interactive arm of these traditional advertising agencies. So I was at 
McCann, and we were building websites for clients like MGM. And 
banners, lots and lots and lots and lots of banners. 

Melinda Byerley: Lots of banner ads. 

Sian Morson: Oh my goodness. Yeah. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of 
banners. 

Melinda Byerley: Were any of them flashing? 

Sian Morson: Yeah. Weren't all banners back then? 

Melinda Byerley: I know. Flashing red text and banners. That was the time. 
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Sian Morson: Yes. Those were primarily the projects that I was working on. And I did 
that. I did that at McCann, which then became Zentropy Partners. And 
then I left and moved back to New York and I was working at FCBI there. 
And then I moved to London to work at another agency, at Tribal. We did 
some really interesting work there actually because that was the EMEA 
Account: Europe, Middle East, and so lots and lots of localization. But 
that was also I think where I first encountered what mobile could be. 

Melinda Byerley: Was there a project in particular that got your attention on mobile? 

Sian Morson: There wasn't a project in particular. It was just life. I remember us texting, 
which wasn't something that folks would have been doing, or not like we 
are now anyway. And that's when I was like, "This is fascinating. What is 
this thing that everyone is doing?" And that just got me really hooked in 
terms of the way that people were communicating, and the immediacy of 
it as well, I think really moved me. That lit a spark for me for sure. 

Melinda Byerley: How did your background especially ... I think I know the answer, but I 
like to hear the way you say it, which is when you have this background 
of Film and Television and now you're building creative, whether it's 
websites or advertising, how did you use that background in your work at 
that time? 

Sian Morson: At that point anyway, streaming, that was early days streaming. And I 
always knew, and it's funny because James always says this to me too. He 
says, "You were always going on about how people are gonna Watch TV 
on their computers or on their phones." I knew that that would be a 
thing, but I didn't know how to bring it to fruition. And so there were a 
few instances where we tried to bring streaming into some of the banner 
ads and for me, that really drew on my filmmaking and video making 
experience. Some of that stuff's turned out pretty bad because latency 
issues and bandwidth issues and it wasn't quite there yet. But I think that 
definitely pushed me forward in terms of the possibilities of what could 
really happen. Not only with mobile, but just technology and how that 
would change how we interact with media. In the back of my head I think 
that was always there. 

Melinda Byerley: It's hard for people who haven't lived through it to sort of realize how 
fast it all really changed. 
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Sian Morson: Yeah. When I was in film school, we would have these big philosophical 
debates about film versus video and you have to be a purist. You had to 
shoot on film and if you didn't shoot on film, you weren't a real filmmaker 
and now- 

Melinda Byerley: People are shooting movies on their iPhones. Yeah. 

Sian Morson: Exactly. Exactly. And so it just goes to show with time everything changes. 

Melinda Byerley: I was surprised because I think of you so much as being involved in 
engineering because of software development your firm now and we'll 
get into this in a minute. And I was surprised to find out that you didn't 
have an engineering background, although many people our age didn't 
because there weren't as many degrees in it. But I'm curious to have you 
talk about what led you into starting an application development firm. 
Did you have entrepreneurs in your family? How did it come to you? 
When did you decide to make the leap and why? 

Sian Morson: I was a head of interactive at an independent digital health care agency 
here in the Bay. At that time, we were doing CD-ROMs, websites, that 
kind of stuff for the pharma industry. And I wasn't very happy. It wasn't 
my cup of tea, let's just say. The iPhone had just come out and I was like, 
"Okay, this is it. I need to just immerse myself in what this thing is and 
figure it out." And I gave notice. I went to my CEO and I said, "I'm going to 
leave." And he said, "Why are you going to leave?" And I said, "I want to 
completely immerse myself in mobile. I want to see where this goes. I'm 
convinced that it's going to change business. It's going to change 
communications, it's going to change everything." 

Sian Morson: And he says, "Well, why can't you do that here?" And I was like, "Oh, I 
wasn't aware that that was an option." And he said, "Well, what do you 
want to do?" I said, "Well, I think we should be making apps for our 
clients." And he was like. "For pharma companies?" And I said, "Why not?" 
He showed a little bit of faith in me and he let me stay. And he let me 
come up with an idea for an app that I thought would be ... He worked 
on it with me. We worked on it together, and we hired two engineers. 
Two IOS engineers to build it. 

Melinda Byerley: Incredible. 
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Sian Morson: It turned out to be a hit. And from that, we spun off a subsidiary where I 
think by the time I'd left, there were about 25 people, project managers, 
engineers, QA, everything. And we were making apps for Genentech and 
Novartis. And you named the pharma company we were working with 
them creating mobile applications. That was a lot. That was way more 
than I bargained for, but I'd also learned a ton. I wasn't 100% happy. I 
was working a lot. And I was like, "Why don't I do this for myself?" 

Sian Morson: I marinated on that idea for about a year and then I decided, "Hey, I'm 
going to try this. I think that there's something here and I need to 
explore it," because it wasn't a fleeting thing. You know how you get an 
idea and then you forget about it. It just kept nagging at me. For me 
anyway, when something is that persistent, it requires exploration. I 
knew that I had to at least try. And if I didn't try, I would hate myself, so I 
took the leap. 

Melinda Byerley: I was thinking about, there's so much talk about managing engineers, 
and of course I've interviewed people like that, and most of the people I 
interview about managing engineers are engineers themselves. And I 
think I would love to hear your perspective on that. Has it ever been 
difficult to manage engineers as someone who is not an engineer and 
what do you think the benefits are? 

Sian Morson: I think that I am good with taking complex ideas and distilling them down 
into layman's terms. And I think that that helps me because ... I also think 
that just the basic foundation that I have in terms of understanding the 
basic concepts of computer programming really, really helped me. Like I 
said, I'm not an engineer. I don't code. You don't want me coding 
anything to be honest. You just don't, you don't want that. 

Sian Morson: But I think that basic foundation that I got when I was younger came in 
handy in my interactions with engineers, not only when I was project 
managing, but also when I interact with my engineers now. There's this 
myth ... Well, I don't know how much of a myth it is. There is a belief. 
There's a faction that believes that engineers don't like to talk. You don't 
want to put them in front of a client. They can't do presentations. They 
just want to interact with their code. And sometimes that's true, but 
sometimes that's also not true. 

Sian Morson: I've had engineers on both ends of that spectrum and I think it really just 
comes down to personality. So for me, if I'm working with an engineer 
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who is that type, who doesn't want to sit in on client calls, doesn't want to 
be in the presentation, then I think that it's helpful for me to sit with 
them and try to understand what it is they would be saying to the client 
and then I can just step in and do that role for them. It puts them at ease 
somewhat because then they can focus on that thing that they're really 
good at and they don't have to be angst out about talking to the client. 
But I also have engineers who are fine with being on the client calls and 
they explain their ideas really well and it takes the load off me. But I do 
think that having that, that basic foundation is super, super helpful. 

Melinda Byerley: Have you ever run into trouble with prospective clients or anyone else 
who doesn't take you seriously? If the answer is no, that's awesome. 

Sian Morson: No. 

Melinda Byerley: That's fantastic. 

Sian Morson: I think probably because maybe if I'm wrong, I still sound like I'm right 
because of the way that I present, so I don't get a lot of questions on 
that. 

Melinda Byerley: There's something to be said for just being confident, right? 

Sian Morson: Right, right. So I think particularly when I'm speaking with clients, I try to 
sound like I know what I'm saying anyway. That came with time as well. 
I've had some pretty tough times with difficult clients when I was a 
project manager. Clients can be brutal and so it wasn't always easy for 
me, so that's something that I've had to build, that thick skin when 
interacting with clients and certainly it's different when you're the boss as 
opposed to just a project manager. 

Melinda Byerley: Any advice for people in that role? I'm selfishly thinking of the people on 
my team who are younger and are learning to kind of develop that skin ... 
I call it detachment. You want to support your client, but if you are 
marinating in their issues, it makes it really hard to give them good 
advice. 

Sian Morson: Yeah. I would just say, you can't take that stuff personally. You just can't. I 
remember at one point when I was working in New York, I was on a call 
and this client just berated me in front of my entire team. And I held it 
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together on the call because for me, that's important to do. But I just lost 
it like an hour later I was in the bathroom just crying. It was horrible. 

Melinda Byerley: We've all been there. We have all been there. 

Sian Morson: I think for me it was more important to keep it together for the team. Not 
let the team see me break down, but at the end of the day it's just about 
not taking that stuff too personally. I've had an instance as well since I've 
had my company where ... I haven't had very many bad clients at all. I 
think all my clients have been wonderful. But I did have an instance a few 
years ago with a really, really bad, bad client and I had to ... That's where 
you make the decision and you're like, "I don't need this piece of 
business that much. I'm going to save myself. I'm going to save my team 
and we're just going to walk away from this," because it wasn't getting 
better at all. 

Sian Morson: And so there's only so much abuse that you should take I think. But I 
think, if you can, you shrug it off and you do the best that you can, but 
when it gets to the point where it's just abusive, I think you have to walk 
away. 

Melinda Byerley: I agree. You and I talked about when you founded your current firm 
about what its mission is. And I thought I would let you tell that story 
about finding a technical co-founder. 

Sian Morson: Well, see this is timely and topical. I started a software development 
company and I don't have a technical ... I'm not a technical person and 
I'm not an engineer and that's worked out fine. In my experience, I've 
also had a startup that I founded as a solo founder. I think having a 
software development company helped to help me get it built. But in 
that time since, I've come across lots of founders who, they have a great 
idea and they're having a hard time executing and there is a school of 
thought here in the Bay or I would say in the valley or maybe not even in 
the valley, just in technology that feels like if you don't have a technical 
co-founder, you shouldn't outsource the development of your MVP or 
your initial product, and I disagree with that. Like 100%. 

Sian Morson: I find that oftentimes the people that have a harder time finding a 
technical co-founder ... I think for some people it's really easy, but in my 
experience and what I've seen is that a lot of people who have 
challenges with finding a technical co-founder, it's often women and a lot 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/s2-e5/sian-morson-the-story pg. 14 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

of people of color. I think the perception maybe here in the Bay is that 
it's really easy to find a technical co-founder. You know what I mean? Just 
look around, be resourceful. 

Sian Morson: You're not a resourceful founder if you can't find a technical co-founder. 
And I think that that's patently false. It is really hard to find a technical co-
founder. If you're here in the Bay, it's even harder I think because you're 
competing ... These guys are not going to work on your product for free. 
Oftentimes they're working on their own thing or they want to be paid 
and they don't want to give up a significant amount of time, which I 
completely understand. And so I think that outsourcing it should be 
considered a viable option for founders to at least get their MVP done. 

Sian Morson: I do know and I do agree that there are predatory firms out there who 
will take your money and give you spaghetti code and give you a bad 
product. I've had lots of those brought to me to try to fix them. But I 
think if you can find a reputable firm to work with, that it behooves you 
to do what you can, I think that is in fact being resourceful, is to find any 
way that you can to build your MVP so that you can test your thesis. I 
mean, isn't that what VCs tell you that they want? Isn't that what they tell 
you they need? They need product market fit, they need traction. How 
are you supposed to get to that if you can't even get your product feel? 

Sian Morson: So we've worked with a lot of entrepreneurs, we've worked with a lot of 
startups. It's a little bit more handholding, I will say, but in the end it's 
worth it because we know that what we've given them is something that 
they can then a) not only test their thesis and try to get those initial 
customers that they really need, but also they have something that they 
can build upon. They're not locked into the relationship. They don't have 
to come back, but at least they have something that they can use moving 
forward. 

Sian Morson: By that time, they're able to bring on, whether it's just an engineer or 
someone in a senior technical role that can then maybe move into the 
technical co-founder role and we sit with them and we walk them 
through their code so that everything is clear. And I think that's being 
resourceful. I don't think it's fair to say to founders, "Hey, if you don't 
have a technical co-founder, then what kind of founder are you?" 

Melinda Byerley: Well, it's fascinating even in my lifetime or certainly even before I got 
here, it was so expensive to do a technology startup. You had servers, 
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you had hosting and it's gotten cheaper for sure, you don't have to buy 
hardware the way that you used to. And so people will say, "Oh, it's so 
much more democratic," except that that cost of founding has been 
pushed out to the entrepreneur. It seems from where I sit that there's 
less risk-taking even by early money than there used to be. What do you 
think about that? 

Sian Morson: Yeah, I agree. I agree 100%. I'm not even going to add anything to it 
because you put it so succinctly and so perfect. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh, your check is in the mail. I will pay it later. As I listen to you talk, it 
makes me think about how that has happened. And so now, we call it 
democratic except that if you come from less privileged means, if you 
don't have those skills for whatever reason, suddenly...you may have a lot 
of other great skills, but suddenly you're blocked from entering. And then 
I wonder how democratic the process really is, because those things that 
go into having that privilege we know are very complicated. They can be 
class, they can be race, it can be gender, sexuality and so on. 

Sian Morson: Well, look at the numbers. The numbers speak for themselves that the 
number of women who receive VC funding, the number of black women 
who receive VC funding, it's dismal. 

Melinda Byerley: What are the numbers today? I have the 97% number, which is that 97% 
of venture capital, as I understand it today, goes to men. 

Sian Morson: I think it's 2% to women and 0.02 to black women. As far as I know, only 
34 black women have raised over a million dollars or more in venture 
capital funding. 

Melinda Byerley: That's me. I started from my ... I know I think three or four of them and 
the idea that I know 10% of all the black women that have raised this 
money is it's ridiculous. 

Sian Morson: Yeah. I'm actually trying to put together a documentary around that very 
fact and featuring some of those women. There is a lot of talk in the 
entrepreneurial community, particularly among black women 
entrepreneurs. And some of them are just like, "Forget it. I'm not even 
going to try to raise venture capital because it's a waste of time." I can't 
say that I blame them, but I think there's two sides. I think exploring 
some alternatives doesn't hurt either, and there are a few entrepreneurs 
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that have gotten grants and gone the government route and crowd 
funding and just plain old bootstrapping, which is what I did, but I do 
think that we still need to make inroads, so I wouldn't say just give up 
completely. I think as that number increases it's a good thing. 

Melinda Byerley: You became a partner, right? A limited partner and mentor at Backstage 
Capital. Did that come out of your experience with being a woman of 
color or seeing the experiences of women of color? 

Sian Morson: Yeah. As you and I both do, I spent a lot of time on Twitter and- 

Melinda Byerley: It's my guilty secret. Nobody knows. 

Sian Morson: Not any more. 

Melinda Byerley: Word is out. 

Sian Morson: I've been following Arlin for quite some time and I read a post that she 
wrote a while ago. Something to the effect of "White venture capitalist, if 
you're reading this, it's too late." Something like that. It was a very 
provocative title and it was just her declaration that she is here and she's 
going to change things, one way or the other. And I loved the balls that 
she had to just call them out, and I love that she was a queer black 
woman, like myself. 

Sian Morson: I vowed that whenever I was in the position, I wanted to be a part of 
whatever she was doing. And when I was, I reached out to her and I said, 
"Hey, I'd love to put a little something into the fund." And we worked it 
out. It's just been wonderful to watch her rise and see the incredible 
work that she's doing. I'm in awe. I'm in awe of what she's been able to 
do in just like a few years. I mean, literally a few years. And I think that 
what she's done is she's shamed a lot of people who have been in 
venture capital for quite some time, who say that they're interested in 
the quality and all of this stuff and she's come along and she's done so 
much work in so little time that I feel like now people are trying to catch 
up. 

Sian Morson: People who have billions under management are now saying, "Oh, well, 
yeah. We're gonna do something in this diversity field. We're gonna try to 
make a difference," but why did it take this? You know what I mean? Why 
did it take this one woman to sort of just shift everything? I'm really 
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happy for what she's doing. I love working with the ... They call them 
Headliners. The companies in the Backstage portfolio. I think she's doing 
a great job. I'm happy to be involved. 

Melinda Byerley: I love to hear perspectives of venture capitalists because ... I'm like the 
peanut gallery when it comes to investment because I'm observing. I've 
never taken venture capital. I've pitched, I've done a lot of pitching. I 
know people who are in venture capital, but I've never been on that side 
of the desk. And so I do say I'm the peanut gallery sometimes 'cause I 
have an opinion. But being on the other side of it, as an LP, as a mentor, 
being involved in investing in companies, what are the things that you 
wish entrepreneurs knew about VC? 

Melinda Byerley: 'Cause I always feel like we spend so much time in the media, VC is this, 
VC is that, and what people are actually doing it talk about, like, "Forget 
about the press. This is what you need to know as an entrepreneur." 

Sian Morson: I was going to do a blog post on this, but- 

Melinda Byerley: You still should. You still should. 

Sian Morson: There were so many things. There's so many things. Okay. Let me start at 
the beginning. Perhaps the first thing I would say to founders is it's more 
art and less science, and a lot of the times it's just your gut feeling. 
Particularly when you're talking early, early stage investments. Another 
thing that I would say that I'm not sure, I think some founders know this, 
but I don't think all of them do is that they all talk to each other. And 
there are conversations happening in the background all the time. And 
so it really blows me away when a founder is less than polite or less than 
gracious or when they misrepresent the truth because it's really, really, 
really easy to check that. Like never drop a name, never drop a name 
that you ... You know what I mean? Never mess with- 

Melinda Byerley: Because they'll just call the person. Yeah. 

Sian Morson: It's so easy to do. And that's something that I think happens way, way too 
often. Again, I think part of it is, founders, they get excited and they really 
want you to invest and so they embellish and it's like don't do that. Just 
be honest. I know for me, personally with the few angel investments that 
I've made, it really just comes down to whether or not I like you and I 
think that you can pull this off and sometimes I don't even think you can 
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pull it off, but I know that if you don't pull it off, you're going to do 
something else. There's that tenacity. That's what I look for really. 

Melinda Byerley: I liked what you said first and we went fast passed it and that is the gut 
because I certainly struggled with this as I watched VC's talk all the time 
about it's a meritocracy and you need to have so much traction. And I 
think people do ... I think founders, I was one of them get really hung up 
on what are my metrics, what are my numbers? Which are important. 
Don't anybody walk away from this thing they're not, but talk more about 
the gut because especially I think too, you describe yourself as a queer 
black woman. 

Melinda Byerley: I think when I hear it from a white man, sometimes I'm a little less 
interested right in the gut because what I fear is that their gut is, "Does 
that person look like me?" But hearing that from you I think is even more 
powerful. So maybe talk more about that. The gut. 

Sian Morson: So what I mean is, and I am speaking as someone who only has 
experience in angel investing, in early seed stage investing. So I think that 
at that stage things are less quantifiable. And a lot of it does have to 
come down to how you feel about this person and whether or not you 
can work with this person and you think that this person can really pull it 
off. But if they pull it off, they're going to need your help. At that early 
stage we're a team. I'm giving you money, but I'm also on board to help 
you with intros and whatever else in my network that I can bring to the 
table to help you get to maybe series a. 

Sian Morson: If I don't see that in you, if I don't think we can work together, then I can't 
invest. And so that gut-check, it has to feel good. It has to feel good in 
every interaction with you before I make that final decision. 

Melinda Byerley: VCs are not disembodied wallets, they're human beings. 

Sian Morson: Right. Exactly, exactly. I've heard quite a few times, 'cause like I say, we 
talk. "Oh did you meet so and so?" "Yeah. Wasn't really feeling it." Maybe 
they said something that ... It all comes down to how you feel, that really 
visceral feeling that you get in that first interaction, I think, with the 
entrepreneur. I don't necessarily think there's anything wrong with 
saying, "This person reminds me of myself." I don't think that's 
necessarily wrong. 
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Sian Morson: When we get to a point where we're saying that it's a meritocracy and 
we're not pattern matching, it's when everybody that reminds you of 
yourself happens to look like you. Because everybody that reminds me of 
myself doesn't always look like me. You know what I mean? I see myself 
across a number of different people, different races, different genders. 
So that's why I say it really is a gut thing. This is not to say as well that 
there's not any element of due diligence that you do as well. 

Sian Morson: I still want to see your financials. If you have traction, that's even better. If 
you have a product that's wonderful. You have paying customers. Yes. All 
of that helps. But for me it doesn't really help if I don't vibe with you, if I 
don't feel like we can work together, if I don't feel like you're receiving my 
instruction. You know what I mean? And we don't have to be best friends 
either, but it's a relationship and it has to work. 

Melinda Byerley: Those are two really good takeaways. I want you to write that blog post. 
Consider this your follow up. 

Sian Morson: If I told you how many blog posts drafts I have sitting around waiting for 
me to complete them, I really have to get on that. Maybe when I finish 
the book. 

Melinda Byerley: What's your book going to be about? This is a great. 

Sian Morson: Yeah, I have been fascinated first of all, with Japanese culture for as long 
as I can remember. When I was at NYU I met a kid named Tomomi 
Chitabata and he became my best friend. He was obsessed with like 
black culture. He wanted to be MC Hammer, but he was Japanese. He 
literally like went from Japan to Chico state and transferred to NYU. My 
first trip outside of the US after college was to Japan and I spent six 
months with him. And so I've always been fascinated by Japanese culture. 
Emoji came out of Japan. It came out of i-mode, the larger mobile carrier 
in Japan, NTT DoCoMo. And so I've been obsessed with emojis since they 
came out. I call myself an Emoji anthropologist because sometimes I only 
respond to an Emoji when people text me. 

Melinda Byerley: I love emojis. Seriously same. I don't want to have to type because what if 
I piss you off? The emoji does the work for me. 

Sian Morson: Exactly. Yeah, I pitched this book and I'm writing it as we speak, as we 
speak. The first three chapters I'll do at the end of next month. I am on 
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deadline and so it should be out next year. It's going to be published by 
Apress, and it's basically the history of Emoji, how it's affected culture 
and communications. 

Melinda Byerley: Well, I hope that you will come back at a year and talk to us specifically 
about the history of emoji because I think that would be fabulous. 

Sian Morson: If you'll have me, I'm happy to come back. 

Melinda Byerley: I can't wait. Thank you so much for your time, Sian. 

Sian Morson: Of course. Of course. 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive in Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find this on the web at stayinaliveintech.com, 
where you can talk to us, learn more about the show and our guests, 
and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter at @StayinPodcast. Until 
next time, keep Stayin' Alive. 

 

 

 


