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This is the second part of the interview with Dr. Wilson,

an American educator and entrepreneur.

In this installment, we discuss his entrepreneurship experience,
thoughts on philanthropy, effective communication and globalization.

PART 2

Looking at your philanthropic work, you
seem to get a lot of satisfaction from be-
coming involved in making education
available to as many people as possible.
You have established a scholarship fund,
an entrepreneurship center at UMass Low-
ell; you give freely your time to education-
al projects. Why is philanthropy important
to you?

Philanthropy is important to me because | rec-
ognize that | have been an incredibly lucky per-
son and have benefited from help that makes
me want to give that same, or better, opportu-
nity to others. I think that most people find that
when they are able to help someone else, that
it provided a very strong feeling of satisfaction
and involvement. | am lucky to have lived long
enough to see students that | have taught, or
people that I have helped, who have gone on to
make tremendous contributions to the world.
| hope that they can find the same satisfaction
in their lives that | found in mine. This means
that satisfaction can be passed from generation
to generation. Living in this way makes for a joy-
ous life.

Let’s talk about your company and IT en-
trepreneurship. You're the founder of an
IT company, the LearnLinc Corporation -
which was eventually worth $500 million.

Correct, it could be easily characterized as IT en-
trepreneurship because we had to solve various
information technology problems, network-
ing, communication, computing, etc. However,
our number one priority was always trying to
connect communities of people who wanted
to learn together, better and faster. We had to
solve many technological problems but that's
not why we founded the company. It eventually
became very successful and later underwent
various mergers — in early 2001, the company's
market value on NASDAQ was $500,000,000
dollars. Again, our goal was not to build a com-
pany and then to sell it for a lot of money. It was
creating learning communities and helping
them interact online. | saw that as something

not only interesting but also something that,
even back then, | believed would later become
an important way of learning.

Eventually, you sold your company. You
were its founder, CEO and chairman. Was it
difficult to move on - more generally, how
do you know when to let go and stop?
Knowing when to stop is one of the most im-
portant and difficult tasks in anyone’s life. | have
seen too many people who have hung on to
a role far longer than they should have. That
hurts themselves as well as others. It is impor-
tant to refresh oneself regularly and for those
around you to experience fresh leadership. | de-
cided that | would try to make a major change
in my work every 7 to 10 years. | have held to
that principle for my entire career. You need to
make a reasonable commitment to anything
that you start, but after 7-10 years, you should
have accomplished your goals -or you probably
never will. In either case, it is important to let
new leadership take the organization in new
directions. Now that | have done this six times
in my career, | will say that sometimes it is hard
to let go, but | have never regretted doing so.
| have always found new and meaningful proj-
ects to work on next.

As a business professor and a successful
entrepreneur, how do you prepare your
students for mistakes or failures? The truth
is simple - you cannot become an entre-
preneur if you cannot bear the pain of mis-
takes - can it be taught?

We do try to teach students about failure and
how to overcome it. We try to teach them that
every mistake and failure, however painful, is an
opportunity to learn and become better. But
you're quite right to say that it's ‘easy’to lecture
about it. The best way to learn is of course to
actually go out and go through that failure and
have a mentor that helps you face the chal-
lenge. | have tried to mentor people through
failures and help them understand that when
they're in the depth of pain of getting punched
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hard that it is just another learning experience.
Mentoring is an important part of entrepreneur-
ship. We have a couple of ways in which we of-
fer it to our students. First, we bring in successful
entrepreneurs who have gone through failure
often more than once. Second, we try to see if
we can find in the student’s own background
some experience of failure and use it construc-
tively so they themselves can see what they
learned from it. But | think in the end, to have
a mentor to help through experiencing hard
challenges is absolutely the key.

Clearly, it is also about persistence as an
overall attitude.

To be an entrepreneur you certainly have to be
persistent. You try to solve a problem, you get
beaten down, then you come back, you try
again, differently. And if it still doesn't work, you
repeat the process. | call it “the Ps’, passion and
persistence, trying again and again. Oftentimes,
entrepreneurs are seen as impatient. In fact,
many entrepreneurs had had a career in a larger
company where they became a squeaky wheel,
even annoying. They didn't like the way things
were done and they saw there was a better way.
They wanted to implement their ideas, but to
bring about change can be incredibly difficult
in a large, traditional company.

So many of them become entrepreneurs. If
they cannot implement their ideas within the
company, then they leave and start their own
company.

In your career, you have had to deal with
all sorts of people. At one point, you had
to work with both Ted Kennedy, an iconic
democrat, and Mitt Romney, who was a Re-
publican governor. What does it take to be
an effective communicator?

There are different approaches to communica-
tion. There’s the manipulative approach where
somebody tries to talk to people and say what
they want to hear. Then there’s the communi-
cative goal where you listen and try to under-
stand the other. You don't have to agree with

other people’s points of view but you learn
a lot when you listen to them. Indeed, | have
had the great opportunity to visit and talk to
quite a few American presidents. | even met
our latest president (Donald Trump) who | will
say is very interesting to speak to. I've never had
a problem communicating with other people,
whatever their beliefs are, because when | meet
them | want to learn about them. | want to see
what makes them tick, what they're interested
in and | don't have to feel | am advancing my
point of view. | might, depending on what we're
talking about, but that’s not the goal of com-
munication. Learning is the point of communi-
cation for me.

You have traveled extensively; you are en-
thusiastic about globalization - can you
discuss its importance and impact?

| traveled in Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union before the Iron Curtain came down.
| watched these countries cope with a very dif-
ferent economic system; | watched Russia go
through many changes. | watched communist
Europe become free. | also spent a lot of time in
China where they've undertaken a very differ-
ent path. You learn a lot through traveling and
actively engaging in international projects and
| encourage my students to get international
experiences, to immerse in different cultures
but at the same time | try to make sure that they
have exposure to the culture here in the US. For
those that can't travel, | teach a global entrepre-
neurship course. | teach about the differences
in the economic systems, entrepreneurship atti-
tudes and free trade. Obviously, | am a huge fan
of globalization, of free movement of ideas, of
entrepreneurship across borders, of free trade.
| recognize that trade hasn't always been as free
or smooth as it should have been and that we
always have to be looking at how to make sure
that different countries benefit as much as they
can from free trade. | believe there are no bene-
fits to isolation. We can all learn from each other,
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we all bring good ideas we can share and work
on developing them together.

How do you see Europe as an‘international’
American?

First of all, my own heritage is European - Ba-
varian and Austrian. | grew up in Pennsylvania
which was very much affected by European cul-
ture. Specifically, by people from Central Europe
- Germans, Czechs, Slovaks, Polish. Later, | was
able to visit these countries. | had applauded
the rise of the more unified Europe; | admire the
changes in Europe. | used to go through Check
Point Charlie in Berlin during the old Iron Cur-
tain times and that was no fun. Today of course,
it is very different - much more free and it's
a much better world. | watched the excitement
of all the communist countries after the Iron
Curtain went down; | observed their aspirations
and optimism. But also a degree of disappoint-
ment - they succeeded in building a pretty
healthy economic system but it takes a lot of
time for the economy to fully develop, to make
sure everybody has a chance to participate in it.
Some of that has been done very successfully
and some still needs to be done. And that's true
alsoin the US and elsewhere. That's another rea-
son why globalization is so beneficial. We can
all work on making sure that everybody has
a chance to participate in a healthy economy.

What do you say to those who claim that
globalization brings in a degree of homog-
enization which is counterproductive?

This criticism is a bit tricky to address be-
cause in fact globalization does mean that
cultures are exposed to each other and adapt
ideas from each other. How much of that is
good and how much is bad? We certainly
see countries that try to preserve their iden-
tity and almost regulate it. Does that work? If
we consider history and go back to the trade
between Europe and Asia during the Silk
Road era, we realize how cultures have influ-
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spaghetti and meatballs are a typical Italian
dish but it was brought in and adapted from
China. Or consider Japan. Their entire written
language was adapted from China. So is it
a bad thing? A good thing? | think it's neither —
as long as it works for a particular culture.

I will also say that to a certain extent, the ar-
gument of trying to protect one’s culture is of
course valid. I do like to see cultures and lan-
guages preserved but | don't like to see taken
this to a point where you try to refuse ideas
from other cultures completely. The world
has advanced by borrowing ideas from each
other, taking and shaping them according to
the needs of a particular culture. That's how
| see globalization - sharing, adapting and ex-
changing freely.
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