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“How to unlock your inner entrepreneur? Alexandre Mars demystifies what it takes to launch a successful business by sharing his journey and synthesising dozens of conversations with great entrepreneurs into a handful of critical insights. Founders rarely originate an idea, but they are brilliant at recycling a concept and getting the timing just right. It’s not about the ‘eureka’ moment; it’s about the passion that helps you work harder, much harder, than your rival. Entrepreneurs don’t get lucky. But they recognise a breakthrough moment when they see it. Mars’ narrative is replete with inspiring examples from conversations with the founders of businesses ranging from Business Insider, Bird to Headspace. This is the book you need to read before launching your business.”


Edward Roussel, Head of Digital, The Times and The Sunday Times


“In my experience, Alexandre’s advice has been proven to be true time and time again. His business savvy, coupled with his ability to cut to the core of the entrepreneurial adventure, is truly remarkable.”


Alex Chung, Co-founder, Giphy


“An invaluable read for anyone wanting to build a successful, sustainable, and socially impactful business.”


Andy Puddicombe, Co-founder, Headspace


“It is so great to be inspired by a seasoned entrepreneur like Alexandre who has decided to spend the rest of his life on doing good. His work allows you to start your journey, define your mission, and contribute to changing the world. Look no further!”


Lucie Basch, Co-founder, Too Good To Go


“Alexandre’s extensive business experience, along with the advice from his contemporaries, makes for a unique and valuable contribution to the world of business.”


Frank Boulben, Chief Revenue Officer, Verizon Consumer


“A roadmap to help you navigate through the twists and turns of entrepreneurship. We all have our fears and our dreams. If you’re struggling with the choice of where to go next, look no further than Mission Possible.”


Tony Fadell, iPod inventor, Nest Founder, Bestselling Author of Build


“Alexandre Mars is one of the world’s most respected entrepreneurs and philanthropists. His charitable work to advocate for the health and safety of children around the globe has been an inspiration to me. If you are passionate about changing the world through real business ideas and solutions, this book expertly lays out ideas from Alexandre and his unparalleled network of changemakers.”


Kimbal Musk, chef, entrepreneur, and philanthropist
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Introduction


So many people dream of starting their own business, but are afraid to take the leap. I meet people like this every single day – people who are afraid of making a mistake, afraid their business idea will never work. They are afraid of failure. They struggle with the decision whether to set up on their own and sometimes come to me looking for answers. This book was written for them.


I, like you, lived through the crisis brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. What I didn’t expect was that this crisis would act as an accelerator for so many of us to realize the dreams, plans and desires that we carry inside, but which we rarely have the time or the audacity to pursue. Under lockdown, we finally had the time. All of a sudden, the urgency to turn the page on this broken world revealed itself. As did the urgency to act.


In this book, I want to share all the things I’ve learned that I’ve never read anywhere else, the things that were never explained to me, and all those lessons I had to learn the hard way. At times I stumbled, got knocked down, but I always picked myself back up, and learned from my mistakes.


I’m going to talk about money, ambition, success – subjects that have us walking on eggshells nowadays, as if it’s shameful to talk about them. There shouldn’t be.


I’m also going to discuss a world that has gone through great changes. While I am not that old, I can still recall a time when a person’s success was measured by the number of zeros in their bank account. I have witnessed the dawn of a new era – we are living in a time when these zeros can serve not as the ultimate goal, but as the means to an end. In today’s world, the real value of money comes not from the money itself, but from what you do with it to fulfil your own mission.


I’m going to write you the book I wish I had read before going into business. I know it would have saved me a lot of tough times and sleepless nights.


I can only hope that after reading it, you will take up the mantle.




And remember …


Your mission is possible.












CHAPTER ONE


There’s No Such Thing as a ‘Eureka!’ Moment


‘I’ll go for it as soon as I come up with the right idea!’


Not a week goes by that I don’t hear someone utter these words. My status as a seasoned entrepreneur must instil a sense of trust in people who dream of striking out on their own. Of course, the idea they are waiting on is ‘the one’ – a concept no one has ever thought of before. A brilliant invention. The Google of tomorrow. The next Amazon or Tesla, or even better.


Meanwhile … time passes. I’ll run into the same person, months or years later, and they are still waiting for that morning when they wake up and jump out of bed, struck with the idea of the century. They think it’ll be just like a cartoon, that a blinking lightbulb will appear over their head: ‘Eureka!’ Or that they’ll have a legendary breakthrough like Newton’s, when he discovered the law of gravity after an apple fell on his head.


Well, they could be waiting forever. Sadly, there’s no such thing as disembodied idea lightbulbs in real life. As for Newton, he had been studying the laws of motion for years, and that fabled moment wasn’t even the first discovery in the field. Aristotle, Archimedes, Galileo and Kepler had already paved the way for him; the apple was just the moment when it all fell into place.


So, where do ideas come from? The truth is that most ideas are recycled, and where they truly originated isn’t the most important thing. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you can begin to create the essential conditions for your success.


Before Google, there was Metacrawler, AltaVista, Lycos and InfoSeek. In 1995, Amazon was just one of hundreds of online bookstores. When Jeff Bezos got started, he was already kicking himself for being late to the game. As for Steve Jobs, if he had waited around for ‘the idea of the century’, a completely original concept born of his own imagination, the iPhone would have been forever discarded in the drawer of half-baked ideas. After all, BlackBerry had already developed their first pager by 1996. Then, through trial and error, they added the telephone function and finally multimedia, which earned the brand its reputation as an industry legend. From an objective standpoint, there was nothing left to invent in the world of smartphones when the iPhone was launched in 2007. But there was still much to perfect. And the rest is history …


Apart from Epic – a platform that has disrupted the charity world by professionalizing the donation process and redistributing 100 per cent of the money raised to rigorously vetted NGOs – I have never created a concept out of thin air. I have recycled and initiated. I have adapted. Improved. And I have found success.


My first business venture dates back to high school. The idea behind it was far from ground-breaking. Two years earlier, a concert had been organized at my school. I started with that simple core concept and made it my own. I added additional ingredients and a new aim: to ‘go bigger” with more extensive line-ups, better-known bands and more attendees, changes that required improved organizational structure. By the third concert, tickets were selling like hotcakes. I took the profits and wasted no time in launching my second company. The year was 1996. I had just turned 22 years old.


The idea for the second company wasn’t exactly revolutionary, either. I was riding a wave of innovation, feeling the spirit of the times and the enormous potential of the internet. The concept of a web agency wasn’t something I came up with on my own, and I was certainly not the first to think of it. But at the time, Minitel reigned supreme in France and web agencies were barely a blip on the radar. I didn’t set out to change the world when I founded A2X. I simply wanted to be my own boss, despite my limited means, baggy jeans and unkempt hair that inspired little confidence in the business leaders I approached. I threw all my savings into the project. Two years later, I sold off my shares.


I learned an important lesson from those first two experiences: to succeed, a company must meet the needs and expectations of consumers, even if those needs are not yet apparent – or at least not yet fully formulated. An idea can’t burst forth from a blank slate before its time.


I have met people who have invented extraordinary products that no one ever used. Unless those inventors had the means and the patience to wait for demand to catch up with their ideas, they eventually closed up shop.


I believe it’s a mistake to be wary of competition. As far as I’m concerned, it’s reassuring. When people tell me, ‘It’s amazing. Nobody’s doing it!’ I say, ‘It would be better if someone was.’ Because if there is no competition, there may be no market.


On top of that, even if you’re the first to come up with an idea, assuming it’s a good one, you’ll soon have competition. But that shouldn’t make you want to give up; it should push you to continue innovating, in order to make your idea stand out. You should always find the need to innovate, especially if you are ‘copying’ a pre-existing idea. Success comes in knowing how to stand out from the crowd, to make your idea more attractive than other products on the market. How else can you expect to grow?




Your list of ideas


How do you come up with new ideas?


This is a question I asked friends, entrepreneurs and serial entrepreneurs – some of whom I’d go as far as to call entrepreneurial junkies. I expected vague and flighty answers, tales of coincidence and strokes of luck. Instead, they offered me their ‘recipes’ for success, which, as it happens, are easy to reproduce and endlessly repeatable.


Some use a well-established method: a list of ideas. Yan Hascoet serves as the perfect example. Even as a student, he dreamed of becoming an entrepreneur. Young, hungry, and right out of school, he joined a prestigious strategic consulting firm. While traveling the world for business, Yan made a number of interesting discoveries and created an Excel file that he continually updated with his findings. The ideas were sorted into three columns: ideas that existed in North America but had not yet reached Europe; those that existed in Europe but had not yet reached North America; and finally any ideas at all that came to mind, however far-fetched.


Two years later, Yan left the firm with no plan for the future other than to start pulling ideas from his list. The first two ideas he developed – a natural energy drink project in Argentina and a group shopping website in France – were a bust. One proved to be too complicated, the other not well-developed enough.


The third idea arose from his own experience on the road. As Yan describes it: ‘I was looking into how loyalty programmes impacted the business habits of the consultants I frequented, especially in terms of booking planes and hotels. I began thinking about the element that was missing, the third link in the business-travel chain: taxis. It was an anomaly. I added the idea to my list. As I dug deeper, I discovered the existence of Taxi Magic (now named Curb) as well as Uber, which had started in San Francisco and was worth $10 million at the time. I’m no visionary. I take measured risks. But when I dove back into my list, I was sure I was onto something.’


Flash forward to October 2010. France had just eased regulations dictating the operating conditions of the taxi industry. Yan Hascoet was putting the finishing touches on a booking platform, while a friend of his – Othamne, his co-founder – started approaching driver companies in the Parisian suburbs, explaining how the application worked. The company expanded, going on to cover all major cities across France. In 2018, it was sold to the German group Daimler for 200 million euros and rebranded under the name Kapten to prepare for international expansion. It has since merged with its parent company to become Free Now.


Where do you start when making your list of ideas? Alex Chung, co-founder of Giphy, a vast database and search engine for animated GIFs, is a serial entrepreneur and a proponent of the ‘catch-all’ approach. That is, to jot down any and every idea you have with total abandon, and then to filter them drastically as you narrow down to the good ones. ‘It’s a technique used by musicians,’ he explains. ‘In the writing process, 99 per cent of their compositions end up in the trash, but they come out of it with a hit, which they live off for the next five years, during which time they fill up their trash once more with terrible songs until they land on the next hit. Serial entrepreneurs are like rock stars. They just need to keep creating, they can’t stop. Keep your ideas coming – the right one’s just waiting to be found!’


Even without lists, some entrepreneurs lean on a natural gift: knowing how to listen to their own needs. Kevin Ryan falls into this category, with a talent he has honed to the extreme. Ryan confided to me recently that he dedicates most of his time to thinking about the problems he encounters on a daily basis. He mentally deconstructs everything that he finds overly complicated, expensive, draining, or time-consuming. And where others would get annoyed (by the endless searching, time-wasting and frustration, etc.), Ryan strives to reach a better solution, dedicating a period of one to two months to feeling out potential customers. Then, he simply launches the new business – without even having a business plan.


The sum total of his creations, gathered under the umbrella of the holding company AlleyCorp, is a seemingly endless list – one idea after another, the Stephen King of entrepreneurs.


What did he do after getting (mildly) annoyed at not being able to find the data, metadata and other economic and financial news he needed with a single click? He launched Business Insider in 2009, the financial news site that was an instant hit and has continued to grow exponentially. In 2015, it was sold to Axel Springer for $450 million.


When Ryan was invited to a wedding in the USA in 2013, he found nothing more on the registry than the same tired list of cutlery and kitchenware, when he preferred to offer the bride and groom the gift of a fine vintage wine or concert tickets, which the French were already doing. So, what did he do? A few months later, he founded Zola, a gift-registry site that allows you to choose from basically anything on the internet. The concept was so striking that it landed the company a slot on the Forbes 2017 ‘Next Billion-Dollar Startups’ list.1


Then there was MongoDB, a database management solution he created in 2007 to meet all his own database needs – a system both financially accessible and extremely efficient. It was first listed on the stock market in 2017, and at the time of writing is valued at 18+ billion dollars.


Ryan also revolutionized online shopping with Gilt, which was created in 2007, and sold to Hudson’s Bay in 2016.


Or consider for example, Samada, created in 2017 and sold to Care.com in 2018. This website was a huge help to caregivers, providing a full range of geolocalized products and services online for the elderly and others in need of care.


From the moment when he is struck with an idea, Kevin Ryan gives himself between 30 to 60 days of reflection before deciding whether to implement it. He asks himself three key questions that he considers essential to the viability of the idea:


1. Is the market big enough?


2. Do I have a clear enough vision of the product I want to launch?


3. Are there any constraints or other reasons why I can’t bring this idea to fruition?


[image: image]    Tony Fadell, who invented the iPod and co-invented the iPhone before launching Nest, is also inspired by problems in his daily life. These are the type of problems that many people experience around the world, which have serious impact on some of the world’s largest industries: ‘I was building a house for my family in Tahoe. I wanted it to be high-tech, but also eco-friendly, and I ran into issues when selecting a thermostat. The ones on the market were either ugly, overpriced or not user-friendly. They also didn’t have any smart features, so they were impossible to control remotely. Not to mention the fact that they weren’t energy or cost efficient! At the time, I was travelling around the world with my family, and I realized that this was a problem everyone was experiencing. It became clear that the thermostat market was ready for a massive shake-up. And I became convinced that my idea and my product could change the lives of millions of people.’ That’s how Nest was born. Fadell’s ideas are often designed to disrupt existing markets.


[image: image]    For Pinterest founder Ben Silbermann, the concept was almost the continuation of a trend. As he describes it, ‘I had already worked on Tote, an iPhone application with a catalogue of images that could be viewed on a smartphone. It was one of the very first applications on the platform. We took several ideas from Tote – such as the navigation system and image collections – and integrated them into Pinterest, which went live one year later.’


[image: image]    And then there are those who decide to turn their passion into a business – a path which, as you’ll see, calls for no shortage of tenacity and determination. John McPheters and Jed Stiller are two friends with a love of vintage sneakers who joined forces to create a veritable empire through their venture, Stadium Goods. Andy Puddicombe, a former monk who had dedicated his life to the study of meditation, went on to become the co-founder of Headspace, a global giant in the personal development industry. Eric Kayser, the artisan baker with a passion for quality bread, left his parents’ bakery behind to launch 300 bakeries in 27 different countries at the point this book was written, at least. The Eric Kayser brand’s growth seems boundless.


Your idea won’t just fall into your lap. Get outside and walk around. Think. Study. Go chase after it!




And remember …


If there is no competition, there may be no market.













Chapter Two

A Split Second Ahead of the Pack

The other day I was trying to define the theory of ‘weak signals’ to an audience of young engineers and I found myself talking about intuition. This left the attendees, a crowd far more accustomed to calculations and reasoning, and far more at ease discussing evidence and verification processes, dumbfounded by something that, to them, seemed straight out of a book of magic spells.

Etymologically speaking, ‘intuition’ originates from the Latin word intueri, which means ‘to look carefully’. Some consider strong intuition a kind of magical sixth sense. I believe it is, above all else, the ability to be in a constant state of alertness, wide awake, listening and trying to pick up on any partial, scattered, or even anecdotal elements – in other words, the constant weak signals we can glean from our environment.

Weak signals and their importance in the business sector were first studied in the 1970s by Igor Ansoff, an American economist.1 He defined weak signals as early warning signs of a low intensity that indicate an important trend or event. Such signs are not quantifiable, and their true value is revealed only when they are cross-referenced with other data. His theory seemed far-fetched at the time, and was roundly ignored by his peers.

Yet, weak signals can be a useful tool; they can become your very own Jedi lightsaber. Identifying and recognizing them is like having a window into the future, to see what’s coming moments before anyone else does. This means spotting trends as they are just barely emerging – small changes in the current that will eventually turn into tidal waves. This ability can make you a ‘first mover’, or at least the first to occupy a specific niche in a given market by developing the additional service that makes all the difference. It can even give you a crucial head start in fundraising before others in your market segment. After all, every second counts! When Alex Chung launched Giphy, he didn’t invent GIFs, the short, animated clips now used everywhere in digital media, but he did detect the first weak signals heralding their emergence. He was thus able to create the most convenient platform to find or create GIFs.

Giphy grew to be such an indelible fixture of the online landscape, that it was acquired in 2020 by Facebook in a deal worth around $400 million, according to a report by Axios.2

What we refer to as ‘instinct’ is something you develop by learning to detect these weak signals and how to work them into your thought patterns. It’s a skill you can acquire on your own, but not by isolating yourself in the hope of learning a new way to think. While I appreciate and respect great thinkers, they are not always entrepreneurs. Being an entrepreneur is about taking action, getting it wrong, studying the market, evolving, repositioning, pivoting, testing and failing. Then one day, when the time is right, testing and succeeding.

The training I’m talking about is scientific in nature, the result of actual work in the field and a keen sense of intuition that you develop when the task calls for it. This requires a capacity for empathy, a boatload of curiosity, a real desire to listen and ask questions, to see everything around you with eyes wide open, to lend an ear, to interact with others, and to be hyper-connected rather than living in a bubble. Don’t stop to think it over – go for it, jump right in! The worst that can happen is that you fail, which means you’ll do better the next time around.

I know what you’re going to say: How does an entrepreneur find the time? Where is the time to wander about aimlessly, when we’re all juggling a thousand different tasks without a moment to spare? But the truth is, weak signals can be detected all the time – when you’re on the subway, walking down the street or getting coffee. The entrepreneur with ‘intuition’ becomes like a sponge, equipped with 360-degree vision. Armed with this ability to collect and accumulate so many different elements, the idea gains momentum and reveals itself, before the entrepreneur is even able to explain it or defend its merits. Some call it luck. I say it’s a matter of keeping your antennae out and receiving the signals.

Personally, I have learned to stay on the lookout for these signals all the time. Getting there ‘a split second ahead of the pack’ doesn’t just help during the development phase but should be a constant force in the ongoing improvement of a business. This crucial element guides us to do even better, pushing us to challenge ourselves, to surpass our own limitations, to constantly improve, to remain highly flexible and responsive, at the risk of living in a permanent state of discomfort – a balancing act that’s often tricky to maintain. That split-second advantage gives you the ability to say: I was right two years ago, but I’m not right anymore. I have to keep moving forward, so which direction should I take?

I had the foresight to spot the end of Minitel on the horizon when I launched my web agency A2X. But now, in hindsight, I think my timing was off. I played my hand two or three seconds too soon, which in the entrepreneurial world means far too soon. The clients I was pursuing at the time told me that the web simply wasn’t a priority.

I launched Phonevalley in 2001 after spotting the next big wave of innovations on the horizon, and made a shift from computers to the mobile phone industry. The timing was right with this project, but in order to keep it that way, I had to stay up to date and evolve with the changing market, shifting activities from SMS marketing to smartphones and then to applications. Clients I approached at the time would laugh in my face when I told them that one day soon, the first thing they would do when they woke up in the morning would be to look at their phone – before even looking at their spouse. Turns out, I was right.

I quickly understood that the greatest business developments in this digital world would be found at the crossroads of technological innovation and commercial success. A technology without any users is not a great assurance of success, and a company that has customers but lacks technological innovation is rarely worth more than its turnover.

I had not relied on any ‘vision’. I had no crystal ball. Instead, I was armed with something far more valuable: the will to constantly be improving. I listened and analysed the information I was given. I didn’t close myself off. And in the end, it’s thanks to other people that I’ve gotten better over time.

Paying attention to weak signals helped me predict the rise of social networks back when they were just starting to make waves online. ScrOOn, the business platform I developed in 2006, was taken over in 2013 by BlackBerry, who saw it as an opportunity to develop its own trading platform. At the time, there was a deluge of other smartphones and emerging platforms that Blackberry viewed as easier and more adaptable. Mine had simply arrived a split second too late …

If I had launched Epic just a few years earlier, I would have jumped the gun. I got the timing on that one just right. Top executives were ready to heed my message: that they’d soon find themselves without customers and employees if they didn’t get with the times and shift their values. Today, Business Roundtable brings together the heads of America’s largest companies – from General Motors to Oracle and Walmart – with a declared willingness to pursue a more ethical and meaningful path. Meanwhile, Larry Fink, CEO of the powerhouse investment fund BlackRock, now dares to do what would have been unthinkable just a few years ago: to bridge the gap between meaning and profit. My takeaway: these are signs that the world is changing.


The split second that makes all the difference

Another type of weak signal is a wake-up call that keeps you from reacting a split second too late. The head of a multinational company comprised of several industrial food brands told me the other day that some of his employees – younger ones, to be sure, but older ones as well – are growing increasingly uncomfortable about what they do for a living. Gone is the pride they once felt, now replaced with fear, anticipating awkward looks from friends and loved ones when they mention where they work. And to think how happy my friend was back when he started working for the multinational! Even now, he can’t wrap his head around why people are on edge or embarrassed. And yet, the signals he is receiving should be setting off alarm bells and triggering action plans. They might even warrant changing course entirely – which is just what I advised him to do, although I’m not sure if he really heard what I was saying.

The split second that makes all the difference can be a boon for startups and competitors – provided they know how to take advantage of it and transform it into a split second lead for themselves. Case in point: the two largest ride-hailing companies in the United States, Uber and Lyft.

In January 2017, US President Donald Trump signed an executive order banning citizens of seven nations comprising large portions of New York City’s taxi driver population from entering the United States. In response, the drivers declared a strike around airports. Uber immediately announced an easing of surge pricing to and from airports to fill the gap in service.3

Angry protesters took to social media to denounce the move, which they saw as tantamount to strikebreaking. Users joined them and the hashtag #DeleteUber began trending, including posts with photos of people actually deleting the application. What started off as a weak signal that went undetected soon became a full-on crisis for Uber. Before they knew what hit them, #DeleteUber went viral, extending far beyond New York to the rest of the country and the world.
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