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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



THIS START-UP BOOK won’t be like the others.


I know what you’re thinking: “Real innovative, Adriana! Another start-up book!” Or maybe it’s something like, “Aren’t you supposed to be from Silicon Valley? Aren’t you supposed to do new things there?” Or maybe it’s just: “I’m confused. You say you’re Mexican, but you look Japanese. Which is it?”


This book is written for first-time founders around the world. First-time founders of any business. Tech founders. She bosses, they bosses, and he bosses. It’s for those of you who can’t stand reporting to someone else because you know deep down inside that you should be that someone else. It’s written for anyone who has ever dared to dream of the possibilities that lie just outside the margins of convention, the ones who itch to solve a problem and won’t stop until they’ve at least tried. It’s written for all of you whose hearts beat to define your own fates.


This book is written for founders of all kinds, but don’t get tripped up about the “tech” aspect. Frankly, you’re kidding yourself if you don’t consider yourself a tech founder. I don’t care if you’re in the business of fashion, pet-sitting, cosmetics, health care, lemonade stands, time machines, whatever. We’re all tech boss people. Every business today relies on technology to scale.


It’s also written for those of you who work in the start-up world as a non-founder and those of you who take charge in the corporate world. Start-up founding team members. Intrapreneurs. Tech workers. Just because you’re not at the helm of the ship doesn’t mean you don’t affect its course. The advice shared in these pages belongs to you, too.


This book is meant to show the real side of start-ups; the gritty underbelly of start-ups that so many people don’t understand until they experience it themselves as first-time founders. I want to discuss topics that make even the most veteran of founders uncomfortable, like failure, insecurity, and disappointment. I want to tell you what happens behind the shiny logos and before the launch events. I want you to understand the realities of what it takes to build something from scratch, forged from willpower, iron determination, and just enough ego to see it through—because it’s going to be harder than you believe, I promise.


But I can’t just use my story—that would be a disservice. I want you to also hear it from female leaders who have been there before us and survived—and the ones who are in the thick of it this very moment. That’s why I met with more than twenty badass female leaders in tech so I can deliver their war stories and sisterly advice straight to you. Learn from their challenges and experiences. Apply their advice to your own goals. My hope is that you close the book with a better understanding of what you’re about to get into.


Start-ups have a sexy appeal, but I want to show you what they look like in the squint of early morning light. Like what you might see after an amazing night out on the town and a one-night stand: no six-pack, off-brand briefs, back hair that would make a bear jealous. The stealth-farts infiltrating your silky bedsheets and the halitosis may make it hard to remember what was ever appealing about your choice in the first place.


Now, this isn’t to downplay the sexy side. Oh, the sexy side! I imagine it like the bright lights of a Broadway show. In fact, I often feel that way even today. Being your own boss, even being an “intrapreneur,” is the gateway drug of entrepreneurship. You’re holding the reins of your destiny, and the doors to any limitations—real or imagined—have been knocked down. It’s you and wide-open range, baby. Do What You Please Land. There, decisions flow freely, red tape doesn’t exist, and the stakes are high.


There’s an inherent adrenaline rush in the idea of being your own boss and breaking away from the safety harness a regular office job provides. Beyond giving corporate America a solid kick in the groin, you have the satisfaction that every minute you give to your venture is for you. Your dreams, your vision, your product, your name.


Yet. Few start-ups will become the next TechCrunch darling.


Here’s what you know, or think you know: You’re probably going to fail. You may never get funded.


I know this. Of course you do.


You’ve probably also considered the huge punch in the face your personal finances are going to take. Pasta and cheap beer every night, and cut the manis and pedis, you hear me?


Yeah, I’ve thought about that. Of course you have.


You’ve probably thought about the massive amounts of cash you’re going to need to make your dream happen. Taking checks from friends, family, strangers. The promise that’s made when you accept that money.


No shit, Adriana.


Well, it’s not enough. What you think you know—it’s not enough. It’s only going to take you so far before you get sucked into the start-up undertow. I want to warn you. To prepare you. I want to open your eyes so you understand what you’re walking into.


I wrote this book to tell you what it’s like to walk in a beat-up pair of start-up shoes. I wrote this book to put you inside the minds and hearts of founders, advisors, and experts across Silicon Valley, to share their stories and insights with you. This isn’t about flowery stories of inspiration (though maybe you’ll find some hope here). This isn’t about making you feel good (no one will care about your feelings). This isn’t a book of success stories or winning (though many people we’ve spoke with have found, or are on their way to, success).


It’s the story of what it really takes to pull it off. It’s the low points and high points of many people’s journeys. It’s the insights and anecdotes from Silicon Valley insiders on what they’ve experienced and what they believe is needed to survive start-up life.


And it’s the story of Girls in Tech. My story.


I want this book to get as dirty as real start-up life. I want you to rip out pages. I want you to scrawl in the margins. I want this book to get trashed at the bottom of your hipster San Francisco messenger bag. I want this book to bear the stains of your greasy late-night taco truck run. I want you to use this book as your personal stress ball, token of hope, and punching bag.


Because this shit is hard.













INTRODUCTION



LET’S KICK THIS party off with a flashback. Year: 1989. Location: Westlake Village, California, an idyllic community of three- and four-bedroom homes, vibrant green golf courses, and public schools good enough to make even the biggest private school snob give a begrudging nod of respect.


I’m twelve and experiencing puberty in all its glory. My features are playing a game of Ms. Potato Head with me; nothing seems to fit my face. I’m rocking a fuchsia tank top, a slap-bracelet, and roller-skates—the real deal, with laces. I’m at my mom’s travel agency in Oxnard, just north of where we live. It’s the weekend, when I can push myself around the foyer without worry of slamming into customers. Paula Abdul’s electric voice blasts from the radio. In a few minutes, my mom will hand me a stack of flyers, warm from the printer. It will be my job to skate through the grocery store parking lot and hit each car with a flyer advertising her travel agency services.


This was my first experience with entrepreneurship.
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I didn’t grow up knowing exactly what I wanted to do. But I knew the kind of life I wanted. My parents set the example for me: my dad was a technical writer for Walt Disney’s Imagineering arm, crafting meticulous manuals on how to put together and fix each and every ride. Growing up, my dad was always around the house. I never wondered where he was, because he was always home. He asked about my day. I helped clean his office, and I filed his work papers. But it wasn’t all paper stacks and filing cabinets; in the afternoons we’d squeeze in one of our signature daddy-daughter burping contests. (My future boyfriends would learn that I belch better than a hippo.) These days were my earliest lessons in the concept of work-life integration; the idea that I didn’t have to separate the two has stuck with me ever since.


My mom immigrated to the United States from Mexico. She was one of twelve kids. She had few other choices in life but to hustle. After working for Mexicana Airlines for years, she discovered a far more lucrative career that still had all the perks of the travel industry.


So, she opened her own travel agency and rocked it. In fact, at one time she was doing so well that she made more money than my dad. It was a family business. My sister and I worked there on the weekends and sometimes after school. I was often tasked with creating my mom’s flyers and keeping the front desk organized.


I didn’t see my friends as much as I wanted to. But, as a family, we all understood that we worked together, and we took care of each other. Just like kids have faith in many things—their parents, teachers, Santa Claus, rainbows, the spooks under their bed—I grew up believing that if I worked hard, it would translate into the life I wanted. I didn’t receive a paycheck per se, but my allowance money was all I needed to grab a movie on the weekend with friends or to save it up for DVDs and CDs (remember those?).


I didn’t connect the dots between entrepreneurship and my roller-skating flyer girl persona until much later in life. I knew I didn’t want to be—couldn’t be—stuck in a corporate job. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to work hard; it was that I couldn’t stand the idea of being put in a box. Corporate jobs come with corporate job descriptions. There’s a chain of command, rules, a thick employee manual. Pay grades and volumes of HR stipulations that say you can only get this percentage raise a year, or that you can only make this much with this title. Even at a young age, these concepts felt claustrophobic to me. I couldn’t stand the idea that I could be hired to do one thing and limited in my ability to explore and do another.


Start-ups offer just the opposite experience, especially at a very early stage: there’s so much to do and so few to do it. Those who volunteer to take on extra responsibilities are heroes in this situation! Rules hardly exist. There’s probably no HR. Projects are up for grabs, and small teams can be nimble. Few people will tell you no if you want to test an idea or dive into a new project that isn’t in your original job description. All hands are wanted, ideas welcome, and duties negotiable. This made sense to me. It sounded far more appealing than being boxed into a stuffy pay grade or job title. At start-ups, I knew I could be just as free spirited and fast flying as my roller-skater persona wanted to be, tearing down the halls and getting things done.


It was settled. The corporate world wasn’t for me.
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Some know early in their careers that they want to come to San Francisco and immerse themselves in its start-up ecosystem—arguably the best in the world. Me? I zigzagged my way here. After graduating from UC Davis with a degree in sociology and a concentration in organizational studies, I hung around LA for a year, working in marketing and advertising. I landed in San Francisco for a quick year to work for Chase Communications before returning to Los Angeles for an opportunity in consumer brand marketing strategy. Later, I moved to Miami to work for a real estate development company for nearly three years. And then a job for a worldwide PR agency brought me full circle back to San Francisco. But it was the next job, heading up marketing for an online video start-up in 2006, that made me stay. It took a few attempts to “stick” to San Francisco, but, once it happened, there was no way in hell you could rip me away.


I still feel this way today.


Now, about that start-up. It was an online video start-up—not the porno kind, the Netflix kind. It was truly cutting-edge, before its time. I had been poached from my ad agency to come lead the product marketing strategy. I breezed through the interview process, and I was ecstatic to get the gig. I had a big title. Good money. Real-world responsibility. I felt like a badass.


Here’s the deal. All the rumors you hear about start-ups and the stereotypes you hold—well, they’re true. I can verify it myself, as I walked into the cliché on my first day. Ping-pong table? Check. Shiny flat-screens with March Madness news bites scrolling nonstop? Check. A bunch of dudes making fart jokes? Check. (Okay, I may have gathered around the ole water cooler for that one.) But you get the idea. It was like walking into a man cave masked as an office. And I was the only woman, aside from a receptionist, at a company of thirty dudes.


There was no build up to it, no peaceful first few weeks. The harassment kicked off as soon as I received my company-issued Mac. The inappropriate e-mails poured in that fast.


You smell good. Gross.


I love what you’re wearing. Your ass looks great in that. This one made me want to crawl into a potato sack and call it a day.


What are you doing tonight? Uh, buying a Costco-size batch of pepper spray?


I even had a water bottle thrown at my head when I was on the phone with a reporter. (No, I’m not making this up. If I was, I’d think of something a lot more creative than water bottle abuse.) And it wasn’t that I couldn’t catch the damn thing; the mountain spring water came along with a refreshing side of, “Shut the fuck up!”


Rather than squash the issue from the get-go, management’s brilliant solution? Offer me a corner office on the other side of the building. Sure, I loved the kick-ass view of downtown. But it was a flashy prison and a shameful excuse for a solution to a pervasive company problem. I was isolated from my team, unable to collaborate. I might as well have been working remotely.


I realized I was working with a bunch of kids running wild on a playground. Welcome to the start-up world, Adriana.
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Two things came from my experience there. One: despite the harassment bullshit, I still loved start-ups; I loved technology. It was the first time I was really in my element in a start-up post-PR job, post–real estate. A bunch of assholes couldn’t deter the sheer joy I experienced from building something. Playing a key part in the early stages of a company felt right. It’s profound to see a product come together and to know it’s from you and your team’s hard work and sweat. When you work around the clock and you get your hands dirty under the hood of a start-up, you earn a right to be proud. Look, Ma! I made that! Two: despite this incredible satisfaction, I realized I couldn’t be the only woman in tech who experienced a similarly unfriendly, sexist work environment. I saw that I was isolated, but I instinctively knew there were others like me, sprinkled at start-ups across the city, feeling just as alone. Apparently, a lot of women poop while giving birth. Whelp. My shitty experience led to the birth of Girls in Tech.


You know the saying, “find your tribe”? My initial mission was just that: find other women in tech. I had survived for a year and change at the video start-up. But, by this time, I was depleted. I was pissed. I was downright sad. I was supposed to be doing what I loved and working on projects that made me feel alive. But, instead, I woke up every day with a pit of anxiety in my stomach. This is a physical reaction to the anxiety that comes from being bullied and harassed at work, the place you spend most of your week. It was a year in, and I didn’t feel safe there. My body said so.


It was as though the veil had been lifted on something that I thought I loved and trusted. The tech industry was exciting, fast paced, and innovative—all the things that pulled me in like a magnet. But it was also rampant with sexual harassment and hostile toward women. If I was going to march on, I owed it to myself to build a support system.


So, I looked for one. But there wasn’t anything out there for women who were early to mid-career who just needed a support framework. Who needed to see that they weren’t the only ones going to work in a man cave every day, they weren’t the only ones passed up for that promotion, they weren’t the only ones receiving creepy new-hire welcome e-mails.


So, I did what every entrepreneur does when she stumbles upon a problem with no solution. I set out to create a solution myself. I spoke with friends about it. I went to sleep at night, thinking in hazy abstracts about what it could all become. Months passed until one Saturday, when I visited my fashion designer friend, Jeff, in his sunny studio apartment.


We snacked on sushi and stared out his floor-to-ceiling windows at the San Francisco skyline. In the corner of his apartment sat his drafting table. Strewn across it were colored pencils, paper, scrap paper with notes on them, samples of soft leather, his laptop. The tools of a modern artist. Seeing his sketches—the stick figures of women, the splashes of color, the messy and loving nature of his work process—inspired an instinctive urge to share my own aspirations.


“I have an idea,” I started.


“Well?” he raised said, eyebrows raised. Do tell.


“I want a way for women in tech to find each other. There’s more of us, out there. But we need to find each other. I was thinking of creating a group or putting on some events.”


“You’ve got to do it.”


Such confidence! For him, it was such a no-brainer. But that’s the way Jeff operates. Have an idea? Just get ’er done.


“I was thinking of calling it Girls in Tech,” I said. “It’s not for girls, it’s for women. I mean, I suppose it could be for girls. But I want it to be fun. I don’t want it to feel stuffy. I want it to be hip. I want people to be excited about it.”


He turned to his laptop and clicked on whatever design software he used at the time. In a matter of minutes, he whipped up a logo. The “Girls” he made cursive; feminine. The “Tech” was blocky and digital. And then he paused, briefly, before adding one last detail: a pair of eyeglasses hanging off the T.


That’s when things became real. That logo didn’t just represent an idea; it represented an organization. That logo carried Girls in Tech through its first few years. Having that logo in a file on my laptop meant something. It gave my idea shape; it made it feel official. In those moments, my idea went from being whimsical to having weight.


Eyeglasses on the T and all.
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I must address the Girls in Tech name here, now, because I can’t let this book pass me by without taking an opportunity to do so. I get put over hot coals on the regular for the name of my organization. A lot of people have a problem with it being “girls” in tech rather than “women.”


When I started the organization back in 2007, I was hyper-focused on the fact that there didn’t seem to be any “cool” organizations for women in tech. I didn’t want to create something that rang of a lecture hall; I didn’t want to give the group a name that felt robotic or sterile or… well… not fun. Perhaps this was the marketer in me putting her foot down. To attract members and grow, I wanted women to know that we were relaxed, that you could come to our events and meet other “girlfriends,” and that it was going to be anything but stuffy. I think it’s fair to say the brand has held this standard since day one, when women came to our launch event in San Francisco and entered a club via a playground-style slide, for God’s sake.


We’ve grown up a bit (bye-bye, slides), and our events certainly raise the standard for grittiness and rawness. That’s the way we like it. That’s what I envisioned more than ten years ago, and I think that’s what women need and want. A no-apologies forum. Our speakers get up onstage and feel comfortable dropping an occasional F-bomb. Our events connect women—but not in a transactional manner; they’re connected because they find real joy in meeting other badass women in tech. The realness, the casualness about our programs has lent itself to a real community feel, one that I don’t think the word “women” would support to the degree that I’d like. Nope. I don’t want to be perceived as buttoned up. I don’t want to dull down our color and vibrancy. I don’t want to extinguish the youthful impression that our name evokes. That’s a light I only want to allow to shine brighter.


But. Women get angry that we don’t call it “women.” To some degree, I see where they’re coming from. Would men flock to an organization called Boys in Tech? Unlikely. But men also don’t refer to their buddies as their boyfriends. They say they’re going to go hang with “the guys.” I could go on, but I’ll leave it there.


Girls in Tech is all inclusive. We do have a handful of teenagers show up at our events, and we love that too. We also have men (dudes, boys, guys, whatever). My goal isn’t to diminish our maturity or our credibility or to lose supporters. I suspect that our members get it and appreciate the playful nature of our brand. We like to think that we speak with the energy and spirit of a girl, that all of us women members share a sort of girlish connection and fierceness.
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So, armed with little else than my hastily made logo and gumption, my vague notion of “women connecting with each other” became Girls in Tech. It was 2007. It was springtime in San Francisco, and the fog was clearing, and the city air hung with optimism.


Ultimately, Girls in Tech launched with a single event: a networking night at a dance club downtown. I’ll admit, I didn’t go into the evening with a lot of goals, or even a lot of strategy. All I knew was there had to be other women in tech out there and they probably felt alone, like me. My goal: get us all into one room and have us step out from the shadows.


There was just one problem: I didn’t have the money to pull it off on my own. So, in typical Silicon Valley style, I pulled strings to make it happen. My friend Jonathan Abrams, founder of Friendster, was co-owner of a night club downtown called Slide. The club was appropriately named. One literally had to go down a giant slide to enter the place, like a twenty-one-and-over Chuck E. Cheese’s. The space was donated to our cause for free and from nine ’til midnight, Girls in Tech owned the dance floor. It was a deal I couldn’t pass up.


My marketing strategy? I used Facebook to get the word out, and I urged friends to share. I called every chick I knew and asked her to tell every chick she knew. Then I waited. It was me, my logo, and our first (humble) offering to the women of the San Francisco tech community. If you had asked me the night before how it was going to go, I would have told you I was wondering the same thing.


The day of the event, I was in heels in a city Target, struggling to push my shopping cart full of wine. With the bottles clinking and my heels tapping, I made my way through the store to check out. I don’t remember what wine I bought (lots). I don’t remember what cheese and crackers I bought from the grocery store after. But I recall a distinct feeling of optimism.


Flash forward to Slide, 9 P.M., I’m too busy cutting cheese (literally) to be nervous. I’m cutting cheese like I was born to do it and frantically opening bottles of wine. That was the deal: the space is free and you’re on your own for drinks, Adi. I didn’t want the women to have to worry about drinks; I just wanted them to show up. In the dimly lit background, a DJ spun the top hits of 2007, and, one by one, women slid into the club (how often can you say that?) to see what Girls in Tech was all about. It was only later that I learned that a long line of men formed around the block around this same time, just waiting for their chance to join us at midnight when our “freebie” time was up.


Here’s what happened while they waited outside. More than two hundred women showed up in their start-up uniforms of jeans and whatever else they felt like wearing that day. There was zero agenda to the evening other than giving women the experience of looking around the room and seeing that they were not alone. I’m sure I said a few words. Frankly, I was overwhelmed. It was a powerful evening, witnessing women coming together from all roles in tech and realizing that, yes, there is power in numbers. That night, something within me ignited. I had caught the attention of these women. It was time to make something real happen.


The potential at my fingertips was mind blowing. It still is today. In those early years, Girls in Tech focused on networking events and panel discussions. I leveraged connections at Stanford and Berkeley, and I called any VC I knew. We hosted presentations on fundraising and financial modeling and branding. Women collaborated and pulled each other up. Girls in Tech quickly launched in Los Angeles, then New York City, and soon after in Kuwait of all places! Turns out, women around the world are interested in technology. And they’re drained from fighting mobs of men to make it happen.
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Nearly ten years later, Girls in Tech Kuwait is still thriving, with the same managing director who originally kicked it off. As for me, I now manage a team of eighteen employees and consultants. If it seems tiny to you, it’s huge to me, especially after being the solopreneur for so long. My baby is walking! Additionally, we partner with a talented team of freelancers and contractors. We keep things lean and scrappy. I primarily work in Girls in Tech’s San Francisco offices, but I also work wherever I happen to be in the world. Leading an international nonprofit takes me to all corners of the globe. I’ve logged into my laptop from Melbourne, Taipei, London, Barcelona, Paris, and back again.


My days are filled with weekly sprints (hang tight, and I’ll explain more when we talk about intrapreneurship), partner meetings, coffee catch-ups, and event logistics. Most meetings happen onsite, but it’s not unusual for me to zoom all over the city and the valley, heading to meetings and taking calls by car. Yes, we’ve grown tremendously, but you wouldn’t necessarily know it if you spotted me at my little coworking desk in the open floorplan.


I spend most of my time doing virtual handshakes. I tell the Girls in Tech story to anyone who will listen. We focus heavily on co-branded programs with corporations (we wouldn’t survive without them) and on annual events. Events are a huge piece of Girls in Tech, even ten years later. Getting together and supporting one another in person doesn’t get old.


We are women in tech. We are teens in tech. We’re male allies in tech. We’re Girls in Tech.


As Girls in Tech spawned new chapters around the world, we’ve evolved to create our own trademarked programs. Today, we have more than 100,000 members at sixty locations around the globe. Our members are CIOs at some of Silicon Valley’s tech darlings; they’re mentors; they’re mentees at all stages of their careers. They’re college grads; they’re young women interested in learning how to code; they’re entrepreneurs finding their way.


They’re this amazing global force, a powerhouse of women helping other women. Girls in Tech’s global army of badass women is an embodiment of all the good that occurs when women stick together. This is what progress looks like. It’s the silver lining of our collective story as women in tech, of all our frustrations, of all our setbacks, of all our joys, of all our steps forward. We may be scattered around the world and we may not speak the same language, but we have a common interest in helping each other, backing each other, lifting each other up, and working to create real change.


This is Girls in Tech, ten years later. Not too bad, huh?


(If you could see me, I’m beaming.)













PART I
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On Being a Tech Boss Lady















CHAPTER 1



What It Takes


I’M NO EXPERT in the human psyche, but there’s one trait I see in every entrepreneur I meet: absolutely no fear. Entrepreneurs are stupidly unafraid. They’re unafraid of failure (or so they say, more on that later); they’re unafraid of the next steps, of the unknowns. No plan? No problem. No money? Who cares. No expertise? They’ll find the way; they’ll discover answers as they go.


It’s as though we entrepreneurs were built without a safety setting. We were built without an off button. We’re bursting to be sent on a mission. We’re a bunch of fireworks just dying to be ignited—someone, please, light that damn match!—we’re water waiting to roar into a boil. Or that inconspicuous car on the road, begging for the thrill of a race.


But what does it really take to foray into entrepreneurship? What do entrepreneurs possess in the microbes of their guts that sets them apart from others?


When I think about what it takes, I think about my mom in the humble early days of her travel agency business, of the way she blindly rolled up her sleeves to aid others, her quick-witted, resourceful nature. She’s still this way. And my dad, who started his own business when I was about ten. It was his defiant rebuttal to corporate America and his determination to lead a life of flexibility for his family (long before the days of flex hours and all that warm and fuzzy HR stuff). And I think about my mom’s mother. For most of her existence, my grandmother in Mexico was extremely poor—the I-don’t-know-how-we’ll-eat-today kind of poor. She had to dig deep to feed her family, yet she dug even deeper to help others, and without a moment of hesitation. And I think of my grandfather, who came to Mexico from Japan, without any knowledge of the language, no idea what he would do for money, unsure of the path before him.


It’s magnetic, the way my thoughts constantly return to them. These four serve as eternal compasses on my entrepreneurial map. These were people who didn’t think about the consequences, only what they needed to do in the very moment they were in. They thought about the next steps rather than letting fear of the unknown take hold. Perhaps that’s what drove them and fueled them to first survive and, later, thrive.


My grandmother grew up in Mexico, in the small colonial village of Guanajuato. She met and married my grandfather—we called him Papa Carlos—when he came to Mexico after being turned away at the border by US authorities. He was on a mission with a friend, in search of adventure, new opportunities, a new way of life. But after being so quickly dismissed by the United States, he couldn’t face his family in Japan before he had even found a sense of footing abroad. So, he did what any entrepreneur would do: he pivoted. He turned south. Mexico 1, US 0.


In Mexico, Papa Carlos worked in, and owned, a garden variety of businesses: he worked hard labor on a pig farm—yes, it was everything you imagine it might be, from the filth and the mud to the blood and the squeals. He worked in a local watch shop, where he learned the mechanics of fixing watches. For a while, he owned a restaurant. He took up anything and everything he needed to keep a roof over his family. But my favorite was his candy factory—how many of us can say their grandpa had a freakin’ candy factory like Willy Wonka? As a kid, I thought this was nothing short of incredible. He specialized in hard candy, like taffy, caramel, and lollipops. But, more importantly, he made jobs for hundreds of families throughout his town. He’s an example of the real current of economic progress that so many forget: entrepreneurs. (You and me, reader. We’re the real job creators.)


By the way, just because Papa Carlos owned his own candy factory, it doesn’t exactly mean he was rich. Most of the kids in the family took turns working in the sweltering heat of the factory to keep the business churning. My mom has a scar on her leg from where boiling hot, thick caramel spilled over on her when she was just a teenager. It seeped into her pants and clung to its cotton threads. When workers peeled back the layers of her pants, her skin went with it, revealing a raw, bloodied wound that today reminds her of the sacrifices her parents made to stay off the streets. That scar was a symbol to me throughout my childhood, of family togetherness, hard work, and commitment. (I suppose hard work and the idea that it will always lead to good isn’t just in me because my parents worked hard to create a better life here in the States. It has its roots in Mexico, where grit saved my family and helped to catapult our success here today.)


And my grandmother, you might as well call her Mother Teresa. Okay, an exaggeration, but not uncalled for in my eyes. She once helped a woman give birth among throngs of people in a crowded, dusty street in her town. I couldn’t dream this up. It’s true.


She took people in on the regular: orphans, travelers, people who were down on their luck, friends and strangers who needed shelter for the night. Her business was her family. Granny had twelve kids. Managing a household with that many children was a business in itself, especially without luxury conveniences like nannies, UrbanSitter, and maids. The children had just one pair of underwear each, and one shirt and one pair of pants. These were worn daily and washed nightly. (How’s that for cojones?) They ate the simple food of Mexico—beans, corn tortillas, and rice. They were happy to have each other. From that perspective, they lived grand lives.


While you’re already aware of my roller-skating escapades in support of my mom’s travel business, my dad was just as influential to me. When I was about ten, Dad quit his corporate gig and went out on his own. He created technical manuals for any kind of product that needed one. Printers, airplanes, manufacturing, assembly lines, rides, and games. Beyond the benefits and allure of being his own boss, it also served as an F-you to corporate America. By this time in our lives, he had experienced a layoff or two; the scariest happened right after we moved into a new home in Los Angeles. I’m guessing I was about five years old, but I still can feel the sadness that shrouded our lives at that time. It should have been a bright highlight in our playbook—a beautiful new home in an affluent area!—but, instead, life was shadowed by uncertainty, piling bills, and disappointment.


And so, Dad made his own path, where he didn’t have to worry about any uncertainty other than whether he could deliver to his clients. While my mom crawled through the grisly Los Angeles traffic—three hours, round trip—to make it to her job at LAX / Mexicana Airlines, Dad worked from home and held down the fort. He led school drop-offs, packed lunches, showed up when I was sick. He was the one who helped with homework, arranged playdates, and did the kid-shuttling across town to take us to ballet and art class.


In fact, this started long before he was his own boss. In my youngest years when we lived in San Pedro, and regular daycare or babysitters weren’t an option because money was tight, I was often dropped at the local YMCA. I vividly remember him packing my lunch and me pleading with him to let me stay home.


“It’s just for a while, Tuner,” Dad said. “Just for today, love.” (I have no idea why he called me Tuner, but I like to think it was about something cute related to a cartoon rather than a tuna fish.)


“Dad.” My voice came out in a strained whisper. “Please, don’t send me to the Y.”


“Just for a while, Tuner.”


“I’ll be good if you let me stay. Let me stay. Please, Dad.”


He would pack my lunchbox—I think it was My Little Pony—the old-school metal sort, and drop me off. No doubt, I eventually came around and played with the other kids, but what I remember most is just sitting on the steps in my dress, waiting for his return. Dad still tears up when he recalls these times. It was a season in our lives when my parents were dead set on creating a better life for us. And that meant we all made sacrifices, even me. My toddler-sized sacrifice was a day at the Y.


These four—my grandparents and parents—steered me on the path to entrepreneurship and the nonprofit world. They lived their lives doing good: in business, in the street, among strangers, at home with friends. They led with their hearts, and I played witness to their passion. I knew that such a life, one of entrepreneurship, of following your dreams, of taking charge, was possible. I knew because it played out before me, every day of my childhood.
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So, I’m not going to say that anyone is or isn’t made for entrepreneurship. My goal isn’t to discourage you or to say who is or isn’t fit for the lifestyle. That’s not my business. But there is a theme I’ve seen across entrepreneurs. Every entrepreneur I know—and I mean every single one—isn’t afraid. It’s a startlingly consistent trait, I’m sure many in my circle would agree. There must be something to it.


My advice to you: if you are afraid, ask yourself why. Listen to your fear. And think about whether you’re ready to push that fear aside and get moving. Pay attention to your inner voice, to your habits, to the way you tackle or avoid problems in your life. If you consider yourself an entrepreneur, do you have the resilience that it will take? There’s a lot to be said about moving to your own beat, but think hard about whether you’re actually meant to join the band if you’re already feeling so out of place.


The lack of fear is quickly followed by acute urgency to propel forward. You want what you want. Now. You have a vision, a spark, an idea, and you’ll crawl out of your skin until it’s realized. Your entrepreneurial dreams invade your life, a demanding army that takes over every conversation, your shower ruminations, your daydreaming, and your bank account. The urgency is surely obnoxious to those on the outside, probably because no one understands or cares—with every breath—as much as you.


The people who don’t make it in entrepreneurship, they have zero urgency.


Business columnist Harvey Mackay wrote about urgency: “Ask any entrepreneur to list the keys to getting a company off the ground, and urgency will be among the traits listed. No matter how intelligent or able you may be, if you don’t have a sense of urgency, you’d better start developing it now. The world is full of competent people who honestly intend to do things tomorrow; however, tomorrow seldom comes for them. Many individuals with less talent are more successful because they understand the importance of urgency. In other words, get started now.”1


The problem here is that many first timers just don’t move, period. And that’s when it’s over before the ride has even begun. Some people languish in the comforts of thought and preparation and strategy and number crunching and analysis. The planning process becomes like a velvety security blanket. These folks roll out the welcome mat for a solid case of analysis paralysis. They cling to a plan and, holy shit, it must be the perfect plan. Their planning and the analysis create a safety harness for complacency. There’s a deep satisfaction in figuring out every little detail before moving forward.


Does this sound like you? If you find yourself in this rut and you’re paralyzed by analysis, there are two routes. The first is to ask yourself why? Why are you so afraid, and what’s holding you back? What is the worst thing that could happen? The most confident founders—even the ones who fail, and we know that nearly everyone will—are not afraid. So, you need to ask yourself what makes you hesitate and do some internal digging. Play therapist.


But here’s where I get harsh: if you’re talking yourself out of your idea or feeling so inadequate, maybe now is not the time to take it on. It’s only going to get harder. This is only the beginning of an uphill climb. If you don’t have the calloused hands, bulging muscles, and thick skin to start nosing forward, then maybe you should hit the bench and sit this one out. The earliest start-up stages aren’t environments where second-guessers thrive. I talk about the need for confidence in Part II. Confidence (even if you’re faking it, and, trust me, I’ve been there) folds into this idea of moving forward fearlessly. Start-ups innovate in real time, and there’s very little room to map out every move, to calculate this and that, to act in slow motion. The beginning should be a time of curiosity and excitement to solve a problem. If you can’t get that far, that is, if your excitement can’t override any fears you’re feeling, then that’s not a good signal for your start-up prognosis.


Now, if you’re just a procrastinator… well, welcome. You have plenty of friends here. That’s an entirely separate issue, one that plagues most of humankind. This is a matter of focus and prioritization. My advice to you is to know how you work, and work with your strengths and weaknesses. This may mean using a project-management system, getting serious about lists, or even partnering with a cofounder who can keep you organized. And I know it’s been said by many smart people before, but make goals that you can achieve. For me, it helps to schedule my time, hour by hour, and plan what tasks I’ll be working on. This forces me to not fixate on knocking out a whole project at once, but rather on achieving baby steps on the daily. I go into every day feeling empowered rather than overwhelmed.


As far as an overall plan, let me tell you a dirty secret: I’m not a details person. Sometimes (usually?) I throw spaghetti at the wall and see what sticks. It’s messy—disgraceful, really. I skip ahead to marketing plans before a program is polished. I hold meetings without agendas. I plan events and let the details fall together in this beautiful haphazard way. For me, it just works.


I’m not bragging. Hell, a lot of people would be embarrassed to admit this. But here’s my take: things move fast, and whatever you think you’re doing on day one, it’s going to change much more than you will ever know. Some of the changes can be soul crushing—that is, if you’re not open to them. You may wind up with a completely different product. And if you’re doing things right, you’ll be okay with that because you’re continually transforming your business into something that people need and want. That takes change and courage.


Some people obsess over the details. I throw spaghetti. I’ll talk about this more later, but, for now, let’s get back to what it takes.


OTHERS WEIGH IN ON WHAT IT TAKES


Heidi Roizen is a legendary venture capitalist who started numerous businesses and advises many start-ups; plus, she teaches entrepreneurship at Stanford University. She considers two attributes critical for entrepreneurship: a growth mind-set and tenacity.


Heidi referenced Carol Dweck as an expert in the growth mind-set concept. She’s a renowned Stanford psychologist and author of Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. Dweck has dedicated her career to studying how people achieve their goals—and what sets those people apart from those who flounder. A growth mind-set is all about navigating the obstacles in your life, figuring out what you can do (versus fixating on what you can’t), seeking opportunities to improve rather than resigning yourself to being stuck in a situation or place in life. Essentially, you’re taking control of how you feel about your life circumstances and failure, rather than simply throwing in the towel if things get tough.


Of this concept, Roizen said, “You have to be constantly learning, adjusting, seeking and understanding data. The startup business is a very messy business and you have to understand how to adapt.”


The second thing Roizen says an entrepreneur must have is tenacity. “[This and growth mind-set] go hand in hand. To me, tenacity is, even when the data is bad, you figure out how to get up and keep going.… If you get kicked down and stay down, you’re going to stay down forever. You have to keep getting up and starting over again, every time you hit an impediment, every time you have a failure.… To me that idea of tenacity and that willingness to learn from your mistakes and get back into the game tomorrow is what differentiates the entrepreneurs who ultimately win and those who don’t.”


Personally, I would add focus to Heidi’s list of what it takes. The first start-up I worked at, ever, was like YouTube before its time. We sure had the tenacity and we had the growth mind-set, but, as things grew more complex and heated, we lost all sense of focus. I was there for about a year and a half. The early days were filled with late-night scrum sessions, strategy meetings, fast prototypes, and down-and-dirty marketing strategy. There was a sense throughout the company that we were on the trajectory to creating something valuable. From a team and warm-and-fuzzy perspective, it was everything I envisioned start-up magic to be.


But, eventually, the company pivoted to focus on soft porn. The CEO sort of disappeared and went on an adventure of his own, seemingly losing interest in the core business. The CTO then attempted to be a CEO but was far more suited for a technical role. The entire leadership team was dismantled, and we lost a vision for what we were working toward. It was as if we were hamsters, running on a wheel to nowhere. The magic fizzled out.


In a start-up environment, you can’t lose sight of focus and productivity. Life is so busy. Everyone is all about multitasking and juggling competing priorities. We’re all just trying to do too much, too fast, and it can create a pile of tasks disguised as progress.


Mercedes De Luca is former COO of Basecamp. She’s an experienced C-level exec, having raised VC and led an early-stage start-up. Her take on productivity and focus: “It’s not about work-life balance. It’s about doing what matters.” She takes something so many of us struggle with and puts it into the simplest of terms. (These words belong on a poster in every coworking space.)


Mercedes’s personal hack for productivity: every morning she draws a T-bar on a piece of paper. It’s the divide between the must-get-dones and the nice-to-get-dones. Anything in the must column not only must be worked on that day, but it also needs to contribute to the big-picture goals. And she tries to knock out the important stuff first thing in the morning, when she’s fresh.


“The problem with most companies is they don’t have a clear focus on what matters. They have people working on and doing things that don’t matter. Time wasters.… You don’t need [to work] 70 hours if you’re doing what really needs to get done. But it’s hard for most people to not try to do multiple things at once.”


Mercedes alluded to parenting as a great example of how we can try to do too much. Every parent wants to give their kid exposure to many different activities. You want Timmy in karate, in swim, in Spanish and piano. You do this because you want to help him find a passion. But, with this approach, your child can never focus on just one thing. What if you were to allow him one thing?
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