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From Honduras to the Midwest, the man behind Hackers/Founders crash-landed in
Silicon Valley several years ago with a nursing degree, two startup ideas, and the quest
to fix things. Now he spends his time running one of the largest incubators, helping
new companies turn their visions into sustainable businesses.

B

efore Jonathan Nelson stumbled into the startup
scene, he preached, nursed, animated, and sculpted.
Back then he was preaching to investors to fund a
financial news search engine he built, knowing little about
what it takes to make it in the fierce startup environment.
He had spent 20 years working as an ER nurse, and if you
asked him then how to build a company, he would have
responded, “I save lives. I wipe ass.”
But today he sits at the center of it all: getting startup
founders in front of investors, helping overseas companies
make the transition to Silicon Valley, subletting space to
groups needing a place to work, and, some days, simply
ordering food for everyone in the office. Now one of
Silicon Valley’s largest incubators for entrepreneurs,
Hackers/Founders grew from a five-person Meetup Nelson
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organized in 2008 to an expansive network of 200,000
members in 95 cities and 40 countries.
Nelson describes having a weird childhood, growing up
the “only white kid at the end of six hours of dirt road
in rural Honduras.” His parents worked for an NGO
building Christian ministries in Central America, and
he moved to the US at the age of fourteen. From there,
he found himself in bible school in Chicago, nursing
school in Minnesota, visual effects arts in Los Angeles,
and eventually made his way to software engineering in
the Silicon Valley. Nelson’s hunger for fixing problems and
knack for connecting the right people at the right time,
Hackers/Founders gives startups the support that didn’t
exist seven years ago.

“If one out of every ten
startups succeeds, then,
screw it, I’m going to build
ten companies.”

How did you go from nursing to the startup business?
I obsessed about keeping people alive for 20 years as
an ER trauma nurse. Let me obsess about what keeps
companies alive, what makes companies thrive. Well, if
one out of every ten startups succeeds, then, screw it, I’m
going to build ten companies. I started with my journey
to build ten companies, and I’d work three nights at the
hospital. I’d program four nights a week, and, you know,
startup, startup, startup.
How has Hackers/Founders been growing since the
first Meetup in 2008?
First one was five dudes and me hanging out in a bar.
Next month, it was eight or ten. Next month, it was
thirteen. Next month, sixteen. We’ve been doubling in
size every eight months for the last eight years. We now
have 200,000 people around the globe who have attended
Hackers/Founders events. We have event organizers in 90
cities and 40 countries.
What about your own startup ideas?
My first startup was a reddit clone for cat pictures.
So far ahead of the cute cat curve. The world does not
understand my genius. Then I built a reddit clone for
financial news, because I’m kind of an econ nerd. I
think I’m the only nurse I met who read The Economist
on a regular basis. That’s tough when you grow up in
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a currency crisis. It’s interesting. So I was building a
search engine for financial news and data coming out
of emerging markets. It’s going to be Bloomberg for
emerging markets. It started to actually work. I actually
saw some people from Goldman Sachs use my website for
basic research.
What worked for Hackers/Founders in the beginning?
I ran out and started taking meetings with any
investors who would give me the time of day. By the end
of three months, two of the companies had died, and
the remaining six all had raised at least one seed check.
A year later, two of those companies got acquired, and
it’s been three and a half years, almost four, since then.
We did weird things, like have a demo day like other
incubators, and [my wife] Laura, was like, “Hell, no. It’s
boring. No, we’re going to do this the right way. We’re
going to produce videos of each of them so we can have
their best foot forward. Then the investors can see the
videos, and if they want to talk with them later on they
can take that and run with it.” So Microsoft BizSpark
sponsored the event, and they bought $2,000 worth of
really nice scotch. We had a taste master. How many VCs
actually come to your event when you have three bottles
of 28-year-old single malt scotch? And there were only
110 of these bottles ever produced.

Has your understanding of a startup incubator
changed?
At the time, 500 Startups had just started. Y
Combinator had been around for a couple of years, and
Techstars had just started. They were all run by people
who had been in tech for years, and I thought it meant
“rich person giving wisdom extracted from their years of
wealth.” Whereas I literally got in front of our companies,
and we just had dinner once a week. I said, “Look, I have
no idea how to help you guys build better companies…
but let’s go around the table and talk about what hurts
and what sucks. And I might be able to help you with
what hurts, and worse-case scenario, we’ve had a beer and
dinner. And we’ve talked about it, and we feel better.” I
actually use my nursing and have a much more developed
kind of philosophy of helping startups. So now I talk to
the founders of these companies, and I say, “What hurts?”
And we can kind of start to diagnose companies a little
bit.
How do you guys differ from other incubators?
Where we’ve really done well is with companies
relocating here from overseas, companies who have
revenue, companies who are building a Silicon Valley
office. That’s kind of our sweet spot. As compared to the
other incubators, I think at Y Combinator you might
get 20 hours of staff time, if you’re lucky. 500 Startups

works with 25 companies at a time. We work with 16
companies. We have 10 people. Whatever they need,
whatever in your life cycle, let’s get you through this.
Things that I track are mortality rates and survival rates.
Our companies, on average, their two-year survival rate
is over 80 percent. Three years is actually over 65 percent.
What makes you good at what you do, connecting
people and helping startups?
Really what I have is my network and my reputation.
Part of it is I’m just insanely curious. I get bored easily. I
probably spend two hours a night reading, and I read a
bunch of weird stuff. Go out and have coffee with two
people a day. Be as helpful as you can to as many people
as you can. Be helpful and add value wherever you can.
If you build up enough social karma, people will be more
than happy to help you when you need it. I actively think
of it as a role-playing game, like World of Warcraft. When
you start off, you’re killing diseased rats. You get a little
better knife, and you keep on killing little evil demons.
The more you kill, the more you level up. Eventually you
become kind of the demigod in this universe. So you have
to start small. The other thing is you have to learn how to
sell something, and you have to learn to make something
that other people would be interested in buying.
bit.ly/hfinfo
twitter: hackersfounders
twitter: iamelgringo
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