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n Ireland, Bill Liao is regularly referred 
to as “the Australian entrepreneur 
and venture capital partner”, which 
is both chummy and conjectural. 

He is occasionally referred to as 
the co-founder of professional social 
network Xing and, increasingly, of a 
thriving network of computer pro-

gramming clubs for young people, CoderDojo. 
There are numerous other trusty descriptors: 

investor, angel investor, low-profile investor, 
mentor, diplomat, philanthropist, author, 
speaker, multimillionaire businessman. Liao, 
who has been living in Cork since 2009, uses 
none of them.  

“I’m a networker,” he says, in a tone that 
suggests this addresses everything. “And I’m 
also a maven. So I’m this odd person that you 
might call a catalyst.” 

For the definition of what a catalyst is, Liao 
refers to a 2006 book, The Starfish and the 
Spider: The Unstoppable Power of Leader-
less Organisations. “I read that book and I 
thought: oh my God, that’s me,” he says. “I 
do not necessarily want to be number one. I 
make a good co-founder.”

Catalysing, Liao explains, is “looking at con-
ditions and saying to yourself: that’s just got 
to change. How are you going to change that? 
You know, some people would say, oh, you 
know, you’ve got to make a massive campaign 
and wipe the floor clean with it. 

“I don’t agree with that. I think . . . to anal-
yse the conditions and look for places where 
you have can have a little leverage and have 
it grow itself. 

“When you’re a catalyst, you want to ca-
talyse something, you want to be connected 
to people. There are limitations – if you don’t 
have technology, you can only have 250 people 
in your circle,” he says. “And that’s if you’re 
good.”

✽  ✽  ✽

Liao and I meet in Dublin Castle on 
the occasion of a Unicef summit Co-
derDojo is involved in. In 2011, he 
and a coder from Cork named James 

Whelton (then just 18 years of age) estab-
lished the first free and volunteer-led “dojo” 
in Mahon, teaching people between seven 
and 17 how to code, develop sites, apps and 
programmes. There are now more than 500 
like it worldwide.

“CoderDojo was designed to be, as largely 
as possible, self-replicating,” Liao says. “We 
got to 150 dojos without even opening a bank 
account. That was the power of the boot-strap-
ping, if you like. It’s not command and control, 
it’s not super-centralised, and yet it works. If 
you’ve designed it well, it fulfils its mission.

“Part of the challenge in the last six months 
has been to get a core team together and also 
to get funding for that core team. Sean O’Sul-
livan’s been very generous to that,” he says. It 
is the first mention of O’Sullivan – of whose 
technology investment fund, SOS Ventures, 
Liao is the European partner. “I’m loving that 
because I’m getting to catalyse a whole lot of 
things in Ireland,” Liao says.

CoderDojo appointed a “proper, full-time 
CEO”, in Liao’s words, Mary Moloney, last May. 
“Our biggest obstacle previously is now gone,” 
he says. “We need to do a little fundraising. 
You know. But it’s a very lean team compared 
to the size of the impact. The biggest challenge 
is still awareness.”

Laughing, Liao talks about “the taxi driver 
test”. For the first two years, “zero” taxi drivers 
knew about CoderDojo. Lately, it’s hovering 
around 15 per cent.

He explains (as he has, one suspects, to 

some of those uninitiated drivers) that there 
are no ambitions to have CoderDojo, or its 
open-source resources, subsumed into school 
curriculums, anywhere. 

“No,” he says flatly. “You’ve got to think of 
it this way, if you want to get good at football, 
you might have a little football at school, and 
that introduces you to it. But if you really want 
to get good, you’ve got to have a club. You’ve 
got to have a place to go. If you want to be 
amazing at music, jamming with your friends 
is going to be an important part of your mu-
sical education. 

“For coders, there was just no place to go. 
We offer that place to go.”

Liao homeschools his kids. Teaching is, 
you get the sense, never far from his mind. 
He says that if a dojo does something that 
works better than CoderDojo has, he wants 
to know about it and he wants to replicate it. 
If they do something “plain wrong”, he says, 
“the foundation owns the brand and we will 
protect the brand”.

“There are certain touchpoints that need to 
be consistent, but coding is a creative language 
skill. As a journalist, you should be aware 
of the need for diversity in approach when 
somebody is learning creative language,” he 
says. At CoderDojo, Liao will tell me later, 
there is just one rule: be cool.

Once he left school in Melbourne, Liao 
began “assembling computers for a friend”. 
He never went to university. He was later 
employed by Canon - “this Japanese multina-
tional”, in his words. While still in his 20s, he 
moved into “the whole personal development 
industry”. 

“I taught myself how to sell, because I was 
pretty geeky,” Liao says. “And so I started busi-
ness coaching. Working with other businesses 
to actually teach engineers how to sell.”

He tears through the plotline. “After I did the 
business coaching stuff, I sold that business 
in an MBO and I invested that into a little 
company in Australia called Davnet. Davnet 
was the greatest success that ever failed. And 
yet, it didn’t actually fail, either.”

According to Liao, Davnet – a telco and 
internet service provider – had the fastest 
capital appreciation of any company on the 
Australian stock exchange. The company came 
in “just at the right time, during the craziness 
of the late 90s”. 

“You did not have to be a rocket scientist 
to make money when you’d buy your stock 
at 2 cents a share and, you know, it starts 
trading at six bucks a share,” he laughs, thin 
and wheezy, then guttural staccato.

“Davnet had a market cap of like US$1.2 
billion at one stage. Even if you just swept the 
floor you made money, you were doing fine. 
The one thing I’m proud of is we never traded 
below our issue price. Our original issue price. 
Which I’m kind of happy about,” he reflects. 

✽   ✽  ✽

In 2003, Liao co-founded Xing. “That was 
pre-Facebook,” he is quick to point out. 
Xing is still profitable in the millions, Liao 
says, making money from subscription 

and recruitment licences. He exited the com-
pany in 2009. 

“So when I made tons of money, more mon-
ey than I knew what to do with, I moved to 
Europe,” he said. “I was in Switzerland, I’d 
worked with funds, I’d helped other IPOs hap-
pen. Then met Lars [Hinrichs, Xing co-found-
er] in Monaco, at the Grand Prix, in the queue 
for the helicopter, and we founded Xing a 
year later.”

Did they just get talking? “No, no,” Liao 
says. “We’re both networkers, right? So this 
huge German standing in front of me turns 
around and says [he mimics]: ‘I bought this 
damn expensive helicopter ticket so I could 
meet other people. My name is Lars, I like to 
network.’ 

“I went: ‘Hi Lars, well, I’m Bill, I like to 
network too.’ We went from there. The Xing 
IPO was also pretty dramatic, pretty big. Good 
exit.”

How good? €35.7 million “good”. Since 
then, however, Hinrichs has claimed that 
Xing had only one founder: him.

“I was the first investor and was granted the 
title of co-founder and frankly, that is what 
is says in the original prospectus and public 
filings,” Liao wrote in an email in the days that 
followed our meeting. “Lars refers to himself 
as the sole founder these days, despite what 
the public filings say.”

In discussing his triumphs, Liao is energised 
and full of levity. He either takes himself ter-
ribly seriously,  or not at all. His royal purple 
polo shirt matches his fuzzy golf jumper (he 
is a golfer, indeed, the golf course was where 
Sean O’Sullivan is said to have pulled him 
from the west of Ireland retirement he had 
planned). The arms of his glasses, seemingly 
stainless steel, are the same shade. His hair, 
which is black, has a white-grey streak that 
hovers between his brows. 

Liao will not fly until his reforestation foun-
dation, WeForest, plants 100 million trees. He 
became interested in the environment while 
working as special envoy for St Kitts and Nevis. 

“I haven’t set foot in an aircraft for nearly six 
years. In fact, I’ve got a trip to the US coming 
up. My last trip I took a container ship. This 
trip, I’ll take a container ship. We’re about to 
take another company public under the SOS 
banner in the US and I’m managing to do all 
that remotely,” he says. 

I ask him to explain WeForest in a con-
densed manner. “Umm,” Liao says, for a 
fraction of a second. “Trees make clouds!”

As excitable and messianic as he is, Liao 
is capable of humility. “I’ve also had a huge 
failure. I had this company, Ethertouch [in 
electronic sensing], that blew millions of dol-
lars. I’ve been through ups and downs. Very 
few entrepreneurs have that continual, steady 
upward track.”

In the summer of 2012, Dublin Web Summit 

founder Paddy Cosgrave prefaced a series of 
tweets with one that read: “I take issue with 
an investor trying to grab cheap equity in 
young start-ups, particularly Irish ones.” He 
continued: “Backchannel from some young 
start-ups in Ireland, former colleagues in 
Europe, about @liaonet, suggests that hard 
questions need to be asked.” 

Liao says he doesn’t know what drove Cos-
grave to “attack” him on Twitter. An animated 
text-to-speech video clip on the subject, com-
plete with Liao’s Australian accent and other 
comic exaggeration, was posted to YouTube 
by an anonymous person in the immediate 
aftermath.  

“Whoever made the video to rebut his at-
tacks does not know me at all well,” Liao 
says. “While I might dream of having Jedi-like 
powers of mind control, I would certainly 
never say anything to do with Scientology is 
amazing. I despise cults of all kinds.”

✽  ✽  ✽

One of Liao’s better-known recent 
investment “picks” was Mark Little’s 
social media news agency, Storyful 
(last year acquired by News Corp). 

It was his first within SOS Ventures.
“Mark had a very accomplished career, a 

very good job, a lovely family; from the per-
spective of being a, you know, a mover and 
shaker in the world that he was in, nothing left 
to prove,” Liao remembers. “It was interesting 
to see this accomplished person come in and 

say: you know what, I want to do a start-up. 
When everyone in his circle was kind of like: 
are you mad? I respect that. 

“The thing that makes somebody an entre-
preneur more than anything else, is you just 
can’t stand it the way it is. Once you have an 
entrepreneur that actually has the itch, that’s 
a good start. Then, you need the entrepreneur 
to develop; either to possess, or to develop, 
the skill of being data-driven,” he continues.

“It [entrepreneurship] can’t be taught. You 
can create the conditions,” he says. 

“It’s like that old joke: how many therapists 
does it take to change a lightbulb? One, but 
the lightbulb’s got to want to change.” Liao 
cracks up at this. 

“If you are very observant and you are will-
ing to test lots and lots of stuff, you have got 
to look at what the results are, then you can 
take a room and you can structure it such that 
it creates a new reality for someone. People 
are obsessed with this idea that their past 
gives them who they are. Actually, it’s your 
future that you choose powerfully that gives 
you who you are.

“When kids walk into CoderDojo, they may 
have a little bit of interest, but when they write 
that first piece of code and they see something 
come up, that is a powerful reward and they 
start to imagine the future. That changes who 
they are.”

The third annual CoderDojo conference, DojoCon, 
takes place in Sligo this Friday and Saturday, Oc-
tober 3 and 4
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