
12 COVER FEATURE � Talking with a Dragon

Talking with a 

dragon
By JEnniFER SORliE

If there’s one thing I have learned from interviewing entrepre-
neurs and executives, it’s that business is extremely easy to de-
personalise. You can have conversations around topics such as 
mergers, profits, losses and V-shaped recoveries without learning 
anything about your fellow interlocutor. And while the ‘it’s-not-
personal-it’s-just-business’ veneer is maintained for professional 
reasons, it would be remiss to ignore that behind every business 
decision is a human, someone with his or her own experiences, 
thought processes, strengths and shortcomings.
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Maybe that’s what makes Brett Wilson so fas-

cinating. More than just the really nice guy (who 

sits directly right of the really mean guy) on CBC’s 

Dragons’ Den, Wilson is a respected businessman 

and philanthropist who continues to share his life 

with the Canadian public. And it’s not just his suc-

cesses about which he remains transparent; it’s 

also his failures, low points and lessons learned.  

 For someone who could easily highlight his 

victories and leave the rest unsaid, it strikes me 

as brave to hear Wilson reveal messy details of his 

life, such as his divorce, near loss of his kids, pros-

tate cancer and the consequences of working too 

hard. Although if you asked him (which i did), he 

wouldn’t really see it as brave at all, just honest. 

Sure, he could talk your ear off about oil and 

gas and investment banking—and he will, when 

appropriate—but Wilson has more to discuss than 

just numbers. And this month, i was fortunate 

enough to listen to some of what it is that Brett 

Wilson has to say. 

Jennifer Sorlie: You’re very candid in your 

interviews, delving into your personal life more 

than most businesspeople. Why do you put 

yourself out there?

brett wilson: i don’t think of myself as ‘very’ 

candid. if someone asks me a question i’m going 

to answer it. i think that by being open about the 

mistakes i have made, it encourages others to 

realise it’s not just about success or winning, but 

about the journey. 
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Js: Without the defining moments of your life, 

such as your divorce and cancer, do you think 

you would have stayed on a ‘workaholic’ path? 

bw: i suspect if i hadn’t had the speed bumps 

i did have, i would have had different speed 

bumps. This was my lot in life. i have enjoyed 

some incredible highs and the valleys have 

been a little deeper than i would like. But as i’ve 

learned, there are two sides of every valley; you 

get to the bottom and you’re on your way back up 

again. i just try to keep the valley bottoms as far 

apart as possible. 

Js: Had you followed your work/life balance 

philosophy from the beginning of your career, 

do you think you would be as financially suc-

cessful today?

bw: I suspect I would have accrued significant 

wealth either way. i have more than enough. i 

just wish i had realised i had more than enough 

earlier on in the journey. It’s a really difficult 

balancing act people make to provide for their 

families, covering basic cost of living first and 

then trying to provide a better life. Then you sud-

denly get into the trappings of success and they 

become a little bit infectious. Overtime becomes 

the best way to get that extra deal done, and the 

weekend becomes the only time to chase the 

new client. it becomes a vicious spiral. 

Would i have enjoyed what i have now if i had 

practiced more balance? yes, i probably would 

have enjoyed the lifestyle and everything i have. 

Would i have as much in the bank? i don’t know. 

it’s a hard question to answer. But the journey 

might have been a little less painful. 



My mentor was my father. It took me a long time 
to realise it and I wish more kids would think of 
their parents differently, as a result.“
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Js: let’s talk about Dragons’ Den. i read an 

interview in which you said you’re not as kind 

as the show makes you appear, that it edits out 

your tougher moments. Do you wish Dragons’ 

Den would leave those scenes in?

bw: There are two aspects of this. Without Kevin 

[O’leary], i wouldn’t look so nice.  i’m just a regular 

businessman. i listen, i’m respectful, i ask ques-

tions and i make a decision. The show, let’s not 

forget, is a show; it is contrived reality where people 

come in and are subjected to an instant bombard-

ment of questions and challenges. it’s not exactly 

how the real world works. Usually, there is a lot 

more respect from people who do what i do, which 

is angel investing or merchant banking.

The approach to Dragons’ Den is really de-

signed for entertainment, and sometimes when 

i ask regular questions (such as “how much time 

and money have you personally invested?”), the 

editors leave it out. i’m not sure the journalism 

graduates understand the relevance of that busi-

ness question, but they’re making decisions for 

the show. And i understand their decisions are the 

right ones, because the show has been an incred-

ible success. 

Js: As Dragons’ Den’s most frequent deal mak-

er, would you say you see potential that other 

Dragons don’t? Do your deals ever come from 

a place of wanting to see the underdog rise 

above?  
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bw: There’s no question i get a return on invest-

ment, but the deals are about more than just 

cash. i enjoy working with people, i enjoy think-

ing about how i can connect other people and 

help move their lives forward, and in return, i get 

something out of the investment. For the effort 

it took me to help Eleanor who runs Pro Elvis 

Jumpsuits, it has been life changing for her. With 

$5,000, she has more than doubled her sales. 

She has gone from scratching out a living to hav-

ing a bona fide business. The other Dragons said 

it’s not a big enough company.

i’m not sure what they’re looking for, because 

they criticise deals that don’t have cash flow and 

they criticise deals that are too small, and yet 

that’s the essence of who comes on the show. it’s 

not apparent that they’re interested in the earlier 

stage investments, as some are. The essence of 

the show is angel-style investing. Having said 

that, i’m probably as aggressive in the real deals 

as well, in terms of cash flow and upside. And 

companies like Hillberg and Berk (the jewellery 

company), or ecoTRACTiOn (the road salt substi-

tute) are real businesses that have been doing 

$1 million to $3 million in sales per year. That’s 

not soft heart investing, as one of the Dragons 

wants to accuse me. 

 

Js: You give plenty of advice to aspiring entre-

preneurs on the show. Who is your entrepre-

neurial mentor?
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The approach to Dragons’ Den 
is really designed for entertain-
ment, and sometimes when I ask 
regular questions (such as “how 
much time and money have you 
personally invested?”), the edi-
tors leave it out.

“
”
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bw: i’ve been watching [Virgin Record’s founder] 

Richard Branson’s activities since I first heard 

his name a decade or two ago. i love his passion 

for branding and respect for the local economies 

of the countries he gets involved with. i also love 

how he approaches the environment.

i’ve gotten together with him on more than 

one occasion. He did everything he could to get 

me to spend more than $100,000 to fly on mini 

space tourism rocket around the world at high 

orbit. i looked at it, but didn’t do it. i’m very inter-

ested in it, but he hasn’t commercialised it yet. 

When it’s closer to that stage, i’ll look into it.

i also look up to people like Dick Haskayne 

who are good at running businesses the right way. 

The University of Calgary was renamed the faculty 

of management after him: The Haskayne School 

of Business. 

Js: How about personal mentors?

bw: My mentor was my father. it took me a long 

time to realise it and i wish more kids would 

think of their parents differently, as a result. He 

was community-minded. He would help a strang-

er who appeared to be in need. He was there 

at all times for all of his kids, in any way. i don’t 

know what more someone would ask of a father. 

it wasn’t until a decade ago that i began to fully 

appreciate what an amazing man he is.

He was a lead-by-example man, except when 

it came to university. There was no question in my 

world that i was going to university. i wasn’t tak-

ing a year off to travel and i wasn’t taking a year 

to work. i was going straight to university, and that 

was driven in no small part because my dad didn’t 

finish high school. There was no way his son was 

going down that path. Dad got an amazing job in 

grade 10 and the money kept him away from his 

education. He’s also one of the best salesmen i 

have ever met, and that’s ultimately how he made 

his living. 

Js: As a renowned philanthropist, what moti-

vates you to help people?

bw: it’s really to help people to be better, it’s 

that simple. If I can help a charity raise its profile 

and raise some cash and bring on new people, 

then i’ve accomplished my goal. i am typically 

described as a serial philanthropist: i work with a 

cause and move on. i don’t abandon them, but i 

do move on in the sense that i want to work with 

a different cause. i do several fundraisers a year, 

and i rotate causes and charities every time. The 

reason for that is it allows me to spread myself 

around. 

For example, i climbed Mount Kilimanjaro for 



COVER FEATURE � Talking with a Dragon 23MAy 2010 � The Canadian Business Journal

Alzheimer’s research, and i was contacted again 

by Alzheimer’s Canada asking how they could 

reconnect me. And, with apologies, I said to find 

someone else. There are 35 million Canadians. 

it’s someone else’s turn.

Js: last question. in light of your upcoming 

book, i was wondering what you like to read. 

bw: The book that’s on the top of the pile is 

called The Ultimate Gift by Jim Stovall. it’s basi-

cally about a billionaire great uncle who, after 

dying, leaves his great nephew an opportunity to 

do a bunch of tasks to earn his inheritance, while 

reconnecting him with the real world. it’s one of 

the most touching stories for children of wealth 

that you see ever read. i am not a child of wealth 

but my children are. 

There’s another book called Code of the 

West by James Owen, which is about what Wall 

Street could have learned from the cowboy. it’s 

powerful stuff. 

…

i told Wilson at the beginning of the phone call 

that i felt like i already knew him. This, of course, 

is ridiculous, because you can’t possibly know 

someone you haven’t spent a significant amount 

of time with—maybe that’s why he laughed. Having 

said that, i wasn’t surprised by any of his answers. 

This interview only confirmed what I already be-

lieve to be true about Brett Wilson, which is that 

he is a genuine and vastly interesting person, 

whose worth to Canadian business lies beyond his 

bank account.  Cb  

www.wbrettwilson.Ca


