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For builders and those dreaming of building.










INTRODUCTION


On an otherwise normal summer Monday in 2018, my wife, Hannah, returned home from her daily run with tears streaming down her cheeks. As she came into the kitchen of our Berkeley, California, home where I was making breakfast for our boys, she pulled the earbuds from her ears and said through deep breaths, “Why didn’t . . . you prepare me . . . for this episode?”


That morning, the team at How I Built This — the business podcast I created and have hosted since September 2016 — released our most recent episode, about Stacy Brown and her company, Chicken Salad Chick. I had forgotten this was the episode airing that day because the lag time between an interview and its release is usually many months. What I had not forgotten was how much of an emotional roller coaster my interview with Stacy Brown was. And it was clear from Hannah’s reaction that it had resulted in a very powerful episode. Here’s the basic outline of the story.


Stacy starts making chicken salad out of her home in Auburn, Alabama, as a way to make ends meet after her husband walked out on her and their three children, all under the age of six. Her goal is to earn $500 a month to pay the bills.


She finds small-time success right away selling her chicken salad door-to-door for several months, until someone calls the health department on her. (Apparently making food out of an unlicensed kitchen and selling it in off-the-shelf storage containers, basically out of the back of your car, is, technically speaking, not legal.) In response, the health department shuts her down.


As this is happening, she enlists the help of a business-savvy family friend named Kevin Brown, who convinces her not to give up, but to double down and open a restaurant instead, in an 800-square-foot shack. The rent is $800 a month. So with his help, she does just that, and it’s successful, too. On their first day in business, they sell out of their chicken salad by 2 p.m.


The intensity of the business and their partnership brings Stacy and Kevin closer together. Eventually, they fall in love and get married. Now as partners in life and in business, they steadily grow Chicken Salad Chick and use the cash flow to open two additional locations in Auburn, since no bank will even give them the time of day, let alone a small-business loan.


After four or five years of bootstrapping their way to sustainability, they realize it’s time to find someone who can help them pivot to a franchise model where they’ll have a shot at turning a real profit and taking some cash out of the business.


Unfortunately, they end up partnering with a less-than-honorable couple to whom they foolishly, in retrospect, sell 51 percent of the company, and who threaten to fire Stacy and Kevin from their own business just a few months later when the two couples’ visions for the future of Chicken Salad Chick diverge.


Unwilling to let go of all they’ve built, Stacy and Kevin negotiate a buyout — except the partners want a 3× return on their initial investment, which amounts to $1.3 million(!), and they want it in thirty days(!!), or they are going to take over the company, and Stacy and Kevin will get nothing(!!!).


Needless to say, Stacy and Kevin don’t have $1.3 million, so they travel all over Alabama pitching to anyone who will listen to them, trying desperately to raise the money. They get nowhere until the very last day — day 30 of thirty — when a man named Earlon Mc-Whorter, who made his money building Lowe’s Home Improvement stores, calls them up after attending their pitch meeting at the Auburn Chamber of Commerce and tells them that he believes in them, that he loves their chicken salad, and that he will write them a check for every penny they need.


Earlon’s investment doesn’t just give Stacy and Kevin their company back; it propels them into a franchising model that catches fire immediately. They start opening stores all over the South. Everything is going amazingly well. And then, in the middle of their expansion, Kevin is diagnosed with stage 4 colon cancer that has metastasized to his liver. He immediately begins an aggressive chemotherapy treatment regimen and, astoundingly, never misses a single day of work.


It’s the beginning of another fight. This one, tragically, they will not win. But that does not stop them. Not only do they continue growing Chicken Salad Chick, but they also start the Chicken Salad Chick Foundation to support colon cancer research. As part of their fundraising efforts, Kevin has the idea to put on a huge benefit concert at Auburn University’s Jordan-Hare Stadium and to have Kenny Chesney (the biggest star in country music at the time) headline it. It’s a crazy idea, but then so was a restaurant dedicated exclusively to chicken salad. He helped make that happen, so why not this?


Why not, indeed. They get Kenny Chesney. They sell 50,000 tickets. And on that night in April, they fill Jordan-Hare Stadium. Except Kevin will not be among the crowd, not in his physical form, at least. He passes away six months before, on November 21, 2015, surrounded by family.


For Stacy, it’s an unfathomably painful loss. One that comes after nearly a full decade of very high highs and incredibly low lows, in both her personal life and her professional life. And yet, Stacy, like her husband, continues fighting. She perseveres. Not just for herself and her children, but for the memory of what Kevin meant to her and to their business. Later that year, all of their effort is rewarded: Chicken Salad Chick is listed in the Inc. 5000 as one of the fastest-growing restaurant brands in America.* Today, it is a $100 million business.


This tumultuous, inspiring story is, in many ways, a quintessential entrepreneurial story. It’s also a classic hero’s journey. If you’ve ever read any Greek mythology or the Bible or watched Star Wars, you have experience with the “hero’s journey,” the concept — identified by the author and philosopher Joseph Campbell — that most great epic stories follow a similar narrative arc: a hero has a crazy idea; people doubt her; she leaves the village to pursue her vision, faces untold obstacles, falls into an abyss, barely escapes death, but manages to come out the other side with whatever she was looking for and continues on her journey to an eventual triumphant return.


This is obviously a gross oversimplification of the structure of the hero’s journey, but those are the basic ingredients of a great classic story. They’re also the key elements of many great business stories — Stacy Brown’s included. It was a discovery I made entirely by accident while taking a business school class during the year I spent at Harvard as a Nieman journalism fellow in 2008. It was in that class that I was first exposed to the case study method and to the idea that you could learn about business through stories. Time and again I found classic heroic journeys embedded in these case studies. There were calls to adventure, trials and errors, all-is-lost moments, the ultimate boon — all told through the prism of business.


What was even more surprising, to me at least, was that I was at all interested. In high school and college, I used to think that “business” was a dirty word. To me, it was the realm of hucksters and pitchmen selling cheap consumer products on late-night infomercials. Even though my generation produced people like Elon Musk and Larry Page, most of my cohort subscribed to an anticorporate, anticommercial ethos, perhaps best illustrated in a famous 1992 cover of Rolling Stone featuring Kurt Cobain wearing a shirt that read CORPORATE MAGAZINES STILL SUCK.


Why would I care about the story of some business? It’s not like business was ever going to be my thing. Especially because I watched the ups and downs of my parents’ pearl-importing business and how much time and energy it sucked out of them. I have vivid memories of my parents grinding away at the kitchen table late into the evening, combing through customer lists, making cold calls that more often than not ended with the proverbial door being slammed in their faces — all in the service of providing a stable life for me, my younger brother, and my two older sisters.


I didn’t want that life for myself. Watching my parents endure what entrepreneurship demanded of them, I could not think of any career less suited to my temperament and my interests than talking about businesses all day, let alone starting one. That’s why I went into journalism, then into radio, and eventually into hosting at NPR. And yet, here I am. I have somehow managed to create or co-create five podcasts that, together, generate millions of dollars in revenue and are heard by 19 million people a month. It’s a lot of work, more than I ever imagined, and to make sure it all gets done, I started a production company. An actual company! Who would have guessed it? In truth, I’m still not sure how it all came (or stays) together, but we’re a small, nimble, tight-knit outfit, and I freely admit that I love it.


What I love most is the journey of coming up with a big idea and turning it into something tangible — though it would take me until my late thirties to start to feel even a tinge of confidence about some of my ideas or my ability to execute them. For most of my career before then, I struggled with the kinds of worries I thought charismatic entrepreneurs never confronted: anxiety, fear, imposter syndrome, even depression.


But over the course of my time doing deep-dive interviews with hundreds of business founders and CEOs for my shows, I’ve come to understand that, for the most part, they are just like you and me. Which is to say, they’re human. They all have sleepless nights and midnight terrors. Most of them, at some point, feel like imposters. They are not natural superheroes; they are all Clark Kents. The only difference between them and you, at this moment, is that when opportunity presented itself, they went into the phone booth and put on the cape. They took the leap. That’s basically it.


How I Built This was not my first leap, but it was my biggest, and the one that took the longest to make. It was a slow burn that began with the epiphany inside that Harvard Business School classroom. As a former war reporter, I knew that the most compelling human stories are journeys, and I had a hunch, now that I could see the hero’s journey inside most business stories, that there was a tribe out there that would relate to these journeys in a business context.


That was how the idea for How I Built This evolved. And like the birth of the show, most of the ideas you will read about in this book didn’t begin with a big explosion either . . . but rather with a little spark. A spark that got nurtured, sometimes very slowly, until one day the person who would eventually bring that idea to life woke up to realize the thing that used to get them out of bed in the morning was no longer the thing that fired them up. It was something else now.


An idea, as it was for Lara Merriken, Gary Erickson, and Peter Rahal, who all wanted to make a better energy bar.


A desire to strike out on their own to see if they could do it, as it was for Angie and Dan Bastian when they moved back to Minnesota from Florida and decided to buy a $10,000 kettle corn starter kit that would eventually become Angie’s BOOMCHICKAPOP.


An opportunity that leverages one’s skill set and experience, as it was for Randy Hetrick of TRX, when the homemade workout system he’d cobbled together to stay in shape while deployed overseas as a Navy SEAL captured the attention of his fellow SEALs, and then his friends, and then other fitness fanatics, including one very famous Super Bowl–winning quarterback.


Or sometimes, a lucky (and perfectly timed) pivot, as it was for Stewart Butterfield when the internal messaging system his team developed to help build a massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) actually turned out to be more promising than the game itself. The game was scrapped. The messaging system became Slack.


In short, this book is for people who aren’t natural-born entrepreneurs or even entrepreneurs at all, but instead are dreamers whose lack of experience is inversely proportional to the force of their ambition and the momentum of their desire to bring something new into the world and to make the world a better place. People who are idealistic but may not have found an idea worth going out on a limb for just yet. People who appreciate success if it comes, and who can find ways to learn from failure when it happens (oh, yes, failure will happen). People who learn the hard way — through experience — though the wisdom in those lessons may not always be immediately self-evident to them. People who still have no idea how they ended up where they are, with a product or a service, with employees and customers, but who want to make a real go of it, because they don’t want to let anyone down, least of all themselves.


This book is organized to help those people — people like you and me, like Stacy Brown — succeed. It is the product of in-depth interviews with hundreds of the most successful and inspiring entrepreneurs from across the business landscape — from the food industry to consumer packaged goods to the tech world, and more. It is a synthesis of the lessons I have learned from those founders, and it is structured to follow the path we took as we traced their entrepreneurial hero’s journeys from the call to found their businesses (part I), through the tests and trials of their growth phases (part II), and finally to their destination as the mature, global brands we know today (part III). My goal is to pull back the curtain on entrepreneurship, to shed light on the black box of entrepreneurial success, and to provide an architecture for how to think creatively about building something, whether that’s an idea, a movement, or, of course, a business.


Each chapter explores a discrete moment that nearly every founder faces in the life of their business — from coming up with an idea to getting their story straight; from finding funding to finding a co-founder; from pivoting their product to building their culture; from surviving catastrophe to figuring out how to grow and scale a business that lasts and leaves them feeling good about who they are and what they have done for the world.


That said, not everything in this book will apply to your specific situation. Maybe you are trying to build something small. Maybe you don’t want to scale. Maybe you’re an employee trying to build something inside your company. And that’s totally fine! This book is not an all-or-nothing proposition. I just hope you’re able to find something in these pages that leaves you with a sense of both possibility and relief, since almost every story in the book describes a real problem that needed to be solved and an entrepreneur who found a way to solve it.


My hope in structuring the book in this way is to show anyone who has the courage to pursue an idea but is struggling with the fear of failure that every mistake that could be made in business has been made, that solutions to your problems have already been found — many of them by the founders you will meet in the pages to come — and that to learn from other people’s mistakes instead of going through them yourself is, perhaps, the only shortcut that exists in all of entrepreneurship.


Now that you know how I built this book, let’s dive into how these brilliant innovators, entrepreneurs, and idealists built some of the world’s greatest businesses, so that one day soon, you can build your own.


Let’s start writing your hero’s journey.


Guy Raz


Spring 2020










PART I





THE CALL




ENTREPRENEURSHIP ISN’T VERY NATURAL. It defies many of our most human instincts. Our desire for security. Our fear of crazy risks. Our tendency to go with the flow and not make too many waves. As much as we think of ourselves as unique individuals, we also like to fit in and to be chosen — by those who fit in and were chosen before us.


And yet, there is always that one person we know who goes the other way. Who embraces a different set of instincts. The kind that have driven humans for millennia to leave home, to push boundaries, and to build. For most of history we have called that kind of person an explorer. But in the twenty-first century, with the frontiers that are still open for exploration no longer physical, but technological, social, intellectual, and economic, we have given that person a new name: entrepreneur.


The entrepreneur is a person who strikes out on their own to reach these frontiers of progress, aware of both the risks and the rewards of going it alone. They are driven to discover what might be found out there. They feel the call to make something out of what they find — something new, better, faster, more efficient — and to make it accessible to the rest of us in a way that we can use. It could be a product or a service or an idea that spurs its own kind of exploration, starting the cycle anew.


It doesn’t matter. What matters is that anyone can be an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs aren’t chosen, they are made. Self-made. You could be an entrepreneur. Maybe you already are. Maybe you have already heard the call: Of an idea that gets you excited. Of a problem that needs a solution. Of a friend who needs help that you are uniquely suited to provide. Either way, what follows is a critical set of things to think about as you prepare to cross the Rubicon of entrepreneurship into truly uncharted territory.













1



Be Open to Ideas


People start businesses for all kinds of reasons. They do it to satisfy a dream or to solve a problem or to fill a void in the market. Some people want to improve on something that seems obsolete, and others want to reinvent an entire industry. There are literally dozens of on-ramps to the entrepreneurial journey. But no matter which one you take, at some point you are going to need an idea. Something specific. Something concrete and unique and new. An idea that makes life better or more interesting and delivers on the reason you wanted to start a business in the first place.


Sounds simple enough, right? After all, ideas are a dime a dozen. Or at least that’s what many of us are led to believe: That ideas are easy and abundant. That what matters is execution. And all of that is true to some extent. It’s just not the whole truth, because coming up with a good idea is hard. Good ideas are hard to find and hard to get right. But once you find one, they are also very hard to turn away from. That’s what makes good ideas so intimidating. Not that you won’t ever find one, but that one day you will, and when you do, it’s very possible that your life will never be the same again.


So where do you find one of these good ideas? Where do you look? Can you look? Or do you have to wait for the angels to sing in your ear and the light bulb to go on over your head? Some people are lucky, and this epiphany happens for them early. An idea hits them out of the blue and sends them on their way. For most of us, though, it isn’t so simple. We have to look for a good idea, or at least be open to receiving it.


It’s one of the eternal entrepreneurial questions: Can you actually find a good idea, or does it have to find you? The answer is the same for both options: yes.


Chef and restaurateur José Andrés told me that ideas happen “when you are actively moving and searching.” When I asked him how he came up with his first restaurant concept in the early 1990s — a small-plates restaurant called Jaleo that revolutionized Washington, DC, dining, and then launched a thousand competitors nationwide — his answer was simple: “I was looking.”


Lisa Price, on the other hand, wasn’t actually looking for the idea that would become Carol’s Daughter, her beauty brand, which the makeup and personal care giant L’Oréal would eventually snap up for north of mid–eight figures in 2014.


“I thought that I had found the career that I was going to do for the rest of my life,” Lisa told me. A graduate of the High School of Music & Art in New York City, she was in her late twenties and had just come through a decade-long gauntlet of unrewarding clerical jobs — first at American Express, then at the United Nations, then in health care — along with a brief and emotionally devastating attempt at a singing career in between. She was living with her soon-to-be husband in a one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn when, in the late 1980s, through a friend, she found herself in what she thought was her dream job: writer’s assistant on The Cosby Show.


This was, of course, long before the tragic drama surrounding the show’s eponymous star that has changed how we think about everything Bill Cosby created. The Cosby Show was then the most popular sitcom on television, and for African Americans arguably one of the most important television shows ever made.


“It was particularly incredible being an African American woman and what that show meant to me and my family,” Lisa told me. “To see African Americans depicted in such a positive light, and for me to be standing in the Huxtable kitchen the morning of my first table read, as I’m listening to the cast read the script, I could have just floated off at that point.”


In the years that followed, she could have floated off to any number of television production jobs: script supervisor, production coordinator, producer. “And that is what I thought I was going to do,” she recalled.


Then one day Lisa read an article about one of the greatest — and apparently best-smelling — musicians of all time. “I’m a huge Prince fan,” Lisa said. “And this article talked about how he always smelled very good. And the reason for it was he kept an assortment of fragrances on his bureau. He put Chanel No. 5 in his boots.”


Lisa happens to love fragrance. She always has. But her fascination had never gone much beyond the appreciation of a consumer. Prince made her realize that fragrance was so much more than an accessory. It was a form of creative expression. An art.


“I just loved the idea of this blending of fragrances and creating these unique scents,” she said, reflecting not just on an interest that she shared with Prince (which was obviously totally cool) but also on the moment that really got the ball rolling for her.


Over the next few years, Lisa started to read and research the different kinds of scent notes in perfumes — top notes, heart notes, base notes — and how to combine them. She learned the art of application. “The way that your fragrance lasts on your body is you layer it,” she explained to me casually during our conversation, as I’m sure she’d done for thousands of people before me. “You wash with it, you moisturize with it, then you spritz it on.” Early on she tried blending drugstore lotions with various fragrances from her collection to make her own scented moisturizer, but she only ended up making a mess. “They weren’t balanced from a chemistry perspective, so things would just separate,” she said. Eventually, browsing the shelves of a new age bookstore with her husband one Sunday afternoon in Brooklyn’s Park Slope neighborhood, she came across a book on essential oils that also included recipes for things like massage oil, hair oil, creams, balms, and butters. Everything she liked.


“I thought, ‘This is great, I can make my own lotions,’ ” Lisa recalled. “The recipes were very bare-bones, and they used things like paraffin and lanolin, which I wasn’t too crazy about using. I wanted to use beeswax, and I wanted to find cocoa butter. So I used the skeleton of the recipes within the book, and then I just started adding my own combinations. I could go back and tweak it if something came out runny or too thick or too oily or too stiff, and adjust the recipe accordingly.”


By the early 1990s, Lisa had her formulas down: Lotions and body butters that held together just the way she wanted. Lotions she could actually use. Now, if you are anything like me when Lisa first told me this story, you would assume that these first lotions were the beginning of the Carol’s Daughter empire as we know it. Not quite. In those first few years, none of Lisa’s creations were for public consumption. They weren’t for sale. They were only for her. They were made with fragrances she liked, with ingredients like aloe vera and cocoa butter that she preferred, that addressed the moisturizing needs of her skin. This was her hobby, after all. It was for fun. She wasn’t trying to please anyone else. She was, well, scratching her own itch. Why wouldn’t her creations match her preferences? Plus, it wasn’t like she was making this stuff as a diversion from, or a fast track to, a different life. She was very happy with her career.


“I was ecstatic. It was wonderful,” Lisa said. “And I think because I was very happy at what I was doing with work, when I had my downtime I didn’t have that desperate feeling that you feel when you’re like, ‘Oh, God, I’m finally not at work, and I just want to relax and veg out.’ So I became creative when I was at home.”


The sheer joy of tinkering and stretching her creative limits sustained Lisa all the way through the end of The Cosby Show, which went off the air in 1992. She spent the next year as a freelance production assistant, bouncing from show to show until the summer, when the television business in New York traditionally gets very slow and work dries up. That’s when her mother, Carol, suggested Lisa try to sell her lotions and creams at their church’s upcoming flea market.


It was May 1993, and Lisa thought it would be nice to make some money and contribute more toward household expenses during the summer lull. But still she was skeptical: “I said, ‘Really, Mommy? Do you think people would pay for this?’ ” We know the answer to that question now, and with hindsight it seems self-evident. But in the moment, Lisa’s apprehension would have been a totally reasonable reaction for someone who, for the first time, was being asked to think about her personal creation as a product marketed to other people. As a business idea.


In this way, at least as entrepreneurial stories go, Lisa Price is the most like the rest of us. She was so passionate about what she did, it was so intrinsically rewarding just as an activity, that it didn’t even occur to her to take the next step with her idea — to sell it, or to turn it into a business. It was almost weird for her, as her response to her mother clearly illustrates, to even think other people would be interested.


I’ve heard numerous variations of this story from a number of entrepreneurs. I even lived it myself when, in a nod to the growing popularity of the podcast, we decided to take the show on the road and do live interviews in big theaters. I mean, for the majority of my career, I have come to audiences as a disembodied voice through their car radio speakers or their earbuds. No one wanted to see me, I thought. For weeks, often months, before each of these initial live events, I worried whether enough of our fans would be interested in watching two people talk onstage. I wondered aloud to anyone who would listen, much as Lisa Price did to her mother, whether people would actually pay for this. And not just the $50 for a ticket, but also the cost of childcare and parking and all the other things that go along with a night at the theater.


As luck would have it, we sold out nearly every one of those early live shows, and each time it happened, it was a genuine shock to me. Because when you’re not looking for a good business idea, it just doesn’t seem real when one finds you, even when the proof is staring you in the face. This is especially true, I learned in talking with Lisa, when the idea involves a consumer product. Products are things on shelves in stores, with labels and bar codes on them, and prices that end in “.99.” In 1993, Lisa was making these lotions in her kitchen and storing them in Tupperware containers she had in the cupboard. She didn’t have names for them — they were just whatever they were. And let’s say she took her mom up on this crazy idea to set up a table at the flea market, what was she going to sell them in?


Of course, none of that was really important. Those issues would be easy enough to address with a little bit of time and ingenuity (for example, she used old baby food jars as packaging in the early days). What was important was something Carol understood that Lisa had never really considered: her stuff really worked. And Carol would know. Lisa produced a number of lotions specifically for her mother and for her younger siblings, and they worked brilliantly. Carol’s skin had never looked better, and her kids’ dry, irritated skin had never felt better. These lotions may have started as a personal passion project that gave Lisa a creative outlet, but soon enough they served a greater purpose. They solved real problems: hers, her mom’s, and her siblings’. Her customers, if they were out there as Carol believed, would benefit from her products in much the same ways.


And that is the key to finding an idea, whether you are actively on the hunt for one or simply open to the possibility. No matter what kind of business you are thinking of starting — whether it’s a product or a service, whether it’s your side hustle or your main thing, whether it’s for men or women, kids or adults — the intersection of personal passion and problem solving is where good ideas are born and lasting businesses are built.


Trusting her mother’s instincts, Lisa invested $100 in materials, table rental, and flowers for decoration, and then put her items up for sale for the first time. And guess what? She sold out. But just like the creative process up to that point, this, too, was all about fun. It still wasn’t a business.


Then, in August of that year, something revelatory — possibly fated — appeared on Lisa’s TV screen. I’ll let her describe it, because it’s too good not to share in its entirety.


“I was watching an episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, and she was talking to people who had started businesses with little or no money and one person said, ‘Well, you have to know that you’re passionate about what you do. If you’re not passionate about it, you will quit before you make any money.’ And I remember thinking, ‘I’m really passionate about this stuff. I like doing this.’ And then somebody else said she would define passion as, if someone woke you up out of your bed in the middle of the night, would you go and do this thing? And I honestly could answer yes to that question. And I remember sitting on the edge of my bed and saying, ‘Wait a minute. Maybe this could be a business.’ And that day was the day that I realized this just doesn’t have to be a hobby. This can be more.”


Actually, a lot more.


As the summer drew to a close, and buoyed by her success at the church flea market, Lisa expanded her marketing that fall to street fairs, arts and crafts festivals, and other flea markets throughout the city’s five boroughs. But it wasn’t raw entrepreneurial ambition that spurred her expansion. It was the two greatest forms of organic growth: repeat customers and word of mouth. Or to put it another way, it was Lisa’s passion reflected back to her in the form of consumer demand.


“People would call and say, ‘Hey, I bought a jar of cream from you at such and such street fair, and I’m running out. How can I get some more?’ And I would look at my schedule, and if I knew I was going to be home on a Saturday, I said, ‘Well, I’m working the rest of the week, but if you want, come by my apartment on Saturday. What time would you like to come by?’ ”


And when those people came to her apartment, they almost never came alone.


“My husband called it the ‘sister-girl network.’ Somebody always brought a friend with them. And if you brought a friend, you’d get a free gift, or I’d give them [a discount],” Lisa said, recounting the early growth of Carol’s Daughter. “It was all that grassroots kind of stuff.”


This is where so many aspiring entrepreneurs get tripped up when thinking about startup ideas. They forget about igniting this kind of passion in their customers and instead use only their own passion as the North Star for their search. Passion is important — you will never hear me say otherwise — but the trouble with passion by itself is that it can lead you down rabbit holes that only you care about, or to problems that only you have.


Watching a few episodes of the immensely popular business television competition show Shark Tank is all you need to do to see this phe nomenon play out in real time. There was the funeral concierge service called Good Grief Celebrations; the custom bobblehead company called The Bobble Place; a better tanning and massage pillow called the Podillow; an energy drink for women called Cougar Limited; a ticketless coat-checking system called CoatChex; and, perhaps the idea most diametrically opposed to Lisa Price’s scented skin care products, the No Fly Cone, a flytrap that used dog poop as bait to catch annoying flies in an effective, nontoxic way.


One of the judges, Daymond John (whom we will meet later, in chapter 3), immediately identified the central challenge of that particular idea. “So the dog has to defecate outside, and you put the trap over this, and that attracts the flies. But if you clean up the dog’s mess and put it away . . . you’re kind of creating the problem by leaving the poop outside, aren’t you?”


The product’s inventor, a Colorado-based horse trainer named Bruce Gaither, who was tired of dealing with horseflies all day, gave an impassioned answer to the question, but the explanation wasn’t convincing enough for any of the Sharks. Passion for the idea may have gotten Bruce out of bed every morning, and it surely helped him persevere whenever he felt like he might quit, but it was never going to sell his product, nor would it make the Sharks any money, because customers don’t pay for passion. They pay for things they can use.


The same month the episode of Shark Tank with Bruce Gaither aired, Paul Graham, co-founder of the startup accelerator Y Combinator and a kind of entrepreneurial Confucius, wrote a long essay titled “How to Get Startup Ideas” for his blog. It opens with a discussion of problems and reads like Graham had just watched Bruce on Shark Tank and was talking directly to him.


“The way to get startup ideas is not to try to think of startup ideas,” Graham wrote. “It’s to look for problems, preferably problems you have yourself . . . It sounds obvious to say you should only work on problems that exist. And yet by far the most common mistake startups make is to solve problems no one has.”


The reason this mistake happens so often, as far as I can tell, is that looking for problems — looking for ideas — tends to take time, sometimes a fair amount of luck, and always hard work. If you aren’t searching smartly, or at least open to the possibilities and perspectives around you, it becomes that much harder to find something that works.


Bruce Gaither found a problem to solve — he got that part right — it just wasn’t a problem enough people had. It was, in many ways, a solution in search of a problem, or as Daymond John might have put it, a solution that required Bruce to create the problem he was trying to solve.


Lisa Price, on the other hand, was open to her mother’s perspective, she heeded the advice in that Oprah episode, and she managed in the process to solve problems that not only she had, but that millions of African American women and other people of color also had, though that was not her original intent.


“I was not deliberately saying this is for African American women. I was deliberately saying this is for dry skin, and subsequently, when you have more melanin in your skin, that dry skin will show. You look dull. You look a little bit gray. You look, as people say, ashy. And you cannot get away from that. And that’s how I probably at that time ended up with that audience of people who were more brown, because they found something that took away that ash.”


There is a name for a person who creates something purely out of passion: hobbyist. There is a name for a person who creates something out of passion that solves a problem only they have: tinkerer. There is a name for a person who creates something out of passion that also solves a problem they share with lots of other people: entrepreneur.


At one point or another, Lisa Price was all three of these people. Prince turned her into a passionate hobbyist. Experimenting with ingredients to solve her dry skin problem made her an inveterate tinkerer. Once she combined her passion as a hobbyist with her problem-solving skills as a tinkerer, and then applied that to the needs of the women of Brooklyn and beyond, what she ended up with was a great idea. What she built was an amazing business. What she became was . . . an entrepreneur.


But there was an additional layer of genius to Lisa’s lotions as well. They didn’t just solve the problem of dry skin for women of color; they created a brand-new market that Lisa could dominate. “This was not something that you could walk into a drugstore and say, ‘Oh, look at that. This is fantastic,’ ” she remembered. “It wasn’t there. There was definitely a community that was not being served.”


And now it would be. A community that continued to grow in size and purchasing power and would ultimately demand more and better options in other areas as well; including skin care brands like Bevel, designed for men of color by Walker & Company,* which was founded in 2013, just a year before L’Oréal’s acquisition of Carol’s Daughter. That’s twenty years of steady growth in a segment of the market that had been systematically ignored for generations.


The French novelist Victor Hugo famously wrote in 1862, “One withstands the invasion of armies; one does not withstand the invasion of ideas.” Lisa Price, open to inspiration from all quarters, identified this surging idea whose time had come before anyone else. Then she embraced it and made the decision to harness its power and lead the charge into a new market, all from the front.
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Is It Dangerous or Just Scary?


Why is it that so many of us are so bad at differentiating between things that terrify us and things that present a real hazard? We’re scared of flying, but we have no problem zipping down the highway in our cars at eighty-five miles per hour, even though you’re eighty-six times more likely to die in a car accident than a plane crash; the odds of which are nearly 1 in 10,000, which itself is three times less likely than choking on food. We’re afraid of letting our children go in the ocean on summer beach days because of sharks, but we demand they take baths on a regular basis, even though bathtubs claim one American life every day and sharks claim only one per year on average.


“Bathtubs should be 365 times as frightening as sharks, but it’s the reverse. We don’t have ‘Bathtub Week’ on the Discovery Channel,” the brilliant writer-scholar James Fallows wrote in a 2014 article for The Atlantic on this very subject of the difference between danger and fear. The reason for this is fairly simple: we’re more relaxed around things we’re more acquainted with.


How many car rides have you taken this year? How many flights? How many showers or baths have you taken in your life? How many sharks have you come across in open water? The number of shark encounters is so minuscule in comparison that their rarity turns them into mysteries, which then turn into uncertainty within ourselves. And most of us do not do well with uncertainty. We worry. We fill the gap in our knowledge with our worst-case-scenario thinking. We get scared. And then we refuse to step even one foot in the water.


This is a position that many first-time entrepreneurs find themselves in as they contemplate leaving the relative safety of stable everyday employment to start a new business. They are forced to reckon with the gap in familiarity between a regular paycheck and a boss who tells them what to do on the one side, and being their own boss with no guarantees on the other. For some, that gap can look like a canyon — or, worse, an abyss. And crossing it seems like the scariest, most foolish thing anyone could consider.


In 1984, the creator of Sam Adams beer, Jim Koch, was staring long and hard across the chasm. It was spring. It was the beginning of the baseball season in Boston, and it was about to be “morning in America.” Ronald Reagan was preparing for what would be a landslide reelection to the presidency, the economy had finally turned around after years in recession, the US Olympic team was about to run away from the competition at the Summer Games in Los Angeles, and Jim was in the middle of his sixth year as a management consultant for Boston Consulting Group (BCG), already earning $250,000 per year (that’s more than $600K in 2020 dollars) before his thirty-fifth birthday.


By all accounts, Jim Koch had it made. His feet were planted securely on the terra firma of the business consulting world. “We flew first-class. You consulted with CEOs. Everyone treated you really well,” Jim recalled. These were interesting, heady times at BCG. The company had just become fully employee owned, complete with an employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) that forged a real path to truly significant wealth for consultants like Jim. At the same time, he had already worked alongside a quartet of future luminaries: a young Mitt Romney; a thirtysomething Benjamin Netanyahu; the soon-tobe-legendary business school professor and author Clayton Christensen, whose seminal work, The Innovator’s Dilemma, helped shape twenty-first-century entrepreneurship; and future hedge fund billionaire John Paulson, who would make his fortune virtually overnight betting against the subprime lending market with credit default swaps some twenty-five years later. Jim Koch was no slouch either. He’s triple Harvard (BA, JD, MBA), and to anyone who was paying attention — which included BCG’s founder, its current CEO, and the man who would be next in line — the sky was the limit for this kid from the east side of Cincinnati.


“It was a great job for a while,” Jim said with trademark under-statement.


For a while? At Jim’s salary, with the stock options still ahead of him, he was closing in on “pay off your parents’ mortgage and start a foundation” territory. What more could one person possibly want from a job? Well, for Jim Koch, it wasn’t about more; it was about different. In the beginning at BCG, Jim was being paid to learn about business strategy, product categories, organizational issues, and business problems. But once he entered management, his job became . . . well . . . boring. He was selling BCG’s services rather than diving into problems and finding solutions. “The learning stopped,” he said. “And then I had this epiphany. I asked myself, ‘Do I want to do this the rest of my life?’ And the answer came back: ‘No.’ And the corollary to that was, ‘Well, if I don’t want to do it for the rest of my life, I probably don’t want to do it tomorrow.’ ”


It was a pretty abrupt turn for someone who had three degrees from Harvard and every reason in the world to wrap himself in the security and the creature comforts of his job. Yet something had to change. “I knew I did not want to work in the corporate world anymore,” he said. So he started to think about quitting. Then, not unlike what happened with Lisa Price, a fortuitously timed article, this one in Inc. magazine, about a small but successful craft brewery in San Francisco called Anchor Brewery, triggered something in Jim, and it developed into an idea: a new craft beer.


Like any good consultant, Jim did his research into the current state of the beer industry, and once he settled on that as the very thing he wanted to pursue, he went home to visit his father to tell him of his plan to start a brewery. His father’s response was unequivocal: “He looked at me and he said, ‘Jim, you have done some really stupid things in your life. This is the stupidest.’ ” And Jim’s father would know, because beer was the Koch family business.


Jim Koch’s father was a fifth-generation brewmaster. Five generations of eldest Koch sons had been brewers. Jim would be the sixth — if his father wasn’t able to talk him out of it. And there would be ample reason for him to do that. When Jim’s dad got out of brewmaster school in 1948, there were a thousand breweries all over the United States. By 1984, that number had dwindled to fifty. In the intervening years, his father had to move the family from town to town as breweries closed, before finally leaving the brewing industry entirely.


“My dad told me that it was a miserable way to make a living,” Jim said. “The last thing that he wanted for me to do was to go back into brewing.” Jim was married with two small children. He was making a good living. That much was undeniable. To leave now, with everything looking up? It was too risky. Too scary.


Or was it?


Now, here’s the thing about Jim Koch when it comes to fear and risk: this was not the first time he had taken a significant jump away from the safe, familiar path. In his midtwenties, while pursuing a joint JD and MBA, he dropped out of Harvard to become an Outward Bound instructor. “I just didn’t want to make decisions that would bind me for the rest of my life [while still] having more to do,” he explained. “And I also realized that there are things you can do in your twenties that if you don’t do them then, you will never be able to do them.”


For the next three and a half years, Jim spent his life outdoors, rock climbing, kayaking, backpacking, doing adventurous things that probably scared his parents half to death. But in doing them he learned that “you don’t need that much to live on if you’re really enjoying what you’re doing.” He also learned that nothing is permanent and that you can always go back once a different path has run its course. It was an experience that changed Jim’s life. It shaped his entire perspective on the decision, some ten years later, to ignore his father’s advice, to leave his job at Boston Consulting Group, and to create Sam Adams and the brewery that would become Boston Beer Company.


For anyone who possesses even a modicum of risk aversion, myself included, this seems from the outside like it must have been a terrifying decision. Think of the old proverb “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.” Well, the bird in Jim’s hand wasn’t just any bird. It was a golden goose. It provided money and power and influence. He was going to let all that fly away? To brew beer? To have the same job that his father and grandfather had had? When precisely what they had always wanted for him was a better life? To Jim’s mind, though, that golden goose looked more like golden handcuffs. It wasn’t leaving BCG that carried all the risk; it was staying.


“It is the difference in life between things that are scary and things that are dangerous. There are plenty of things that are scary but aren’t dangerous. And there are things that are dangerous but not scary. And those are the things that get you,” Jim said by way of explanation. I understood in theory what he was saying, but he offered a climbing analogy from his Outward Bound days to really drive it home.


“One of the things we taught people to do was rappel off a cliff. It is a very scary thing to do, but you are also held by a belay rope, and that rope would hold a car. So walking off the cliff backwards is scary, but it’s not dangerous. Walking across a thirty-five-degree-angle snowfield on a beautiful late May afternoon with bright blue sky, on the other hand, is not scary at all, but it is very dangerous, because the snow is melting, eventually it is going to find a layer of ice, the water will lubricate that ice, and then you have an avalanche. That is dangerous but not scary.”


Jim was describing to me the exact same kind of comparative scenario that James Fallows had for his readers a few years earlier. We’ve all gone on walks when the weather is beautiful. Of course it’s safe! But how many of us have rappelled off a cliff? And how many more than once? The whole thing just sounds dangerous. Like swimming in the ocean where, similar to rappelling, you can’t really see the bottom. Except Jim Koch didn’t need to see the bottom to know what was there — or, more likely, not there — and he wasn’t at all concerned about hitting it.


“In my situation,” he said, it was “staying at BCG that was dangerous but not scary. The danger was continuing to do something that didn’t make me happy and getting to sixty-five years old and looking back and going, ‘Oh my God, I wasted my life.’ ”


Failing is scary. Wasting your life is dangerous.


The great irony, of course, is that the history of modern entrepreneurship is littered with the stories of founders whose success we roundly celebrate today but whose loved ones worried in the beginning about the same thing that Jim did — that they’d waste their lives — but only if they did take that leap in pursuit of their ideas.


When Steve Jobs and Bill Gates dropped out of college in 1972 and 1975, respectively, to go on to found Apple and Microsoft, you can be sure their parents weren’t high-fiving and sleeping soundly those first years, just as Mark Zuckerberg’s parents weren’t a generation later when he left school to start Facebook. Or Evan Williams’s parents, when he left the University of Nebraska after a year and a half to work in the nascent tech startup sector before eventually founding Blogger and Twitter and then Medium.


Leaving a stable, well-paying career or dropping out of a prestigious university has simply never been something you did if you wanted to be successful in life, even if you did have a world-altering idea. Despite many success stories to the contrary and a laundry list of self-made billionaires who never donned a cap and gown, this conceit is as true today as it was in 1984. And not just for Jim Koch, but also for an eighteen-year-old freshman at the University of Texas named Michael Dell, who had just endured from his parents a harsher version of the talking-to that Jim was about to receive from his father later that spring.


Just as Jim came from a long line of brewers, Michael came from a long line of physicians. “I was a premed major,” Michael told me, “and some of this was [a result of] the programming from my parents, because my father was a doctor, my older brother was a doctor, a lot of my cousins were doctors, and I always thought I’d be a doctor.”


Except Michael had discovered computers several years earlier as a junior high school student, and they had quickly become his passion. He bought his first computer, an Apple II, when he was fifteen years old, and he took the whole thing apart to see how it worked. He was one of those kids. Then, as a premed freshman, he started upgrading off-the-shelf computers out of his dorm room. “It was just sort of a fun thing to do, a way to make some money,” he said. “I was buying new computers and souping them up and then reselling them. I would upgrade them with more memory, and that actually became the main business — putting hard drives in those machines.”


Today, we take memory and computing power for granted. Companies give away two-gigabyte thumb drives as swag at conferences like they are breath mints. But in late 1983 and early 1984, when Michael Dell was a freshman, machines like the original IBM microcomputers didn’t even have hard disk drives.


“So what I would do is, I would make a hard disk drive system that you could put inside an IBM computer, and then instead of two 160K or 320K floppy disk drives, it would have a 10-megabyte hard drive, which at that time was something amazing.”


It was so amazing that Michael quickly found customers at area universities and in lawyers’ and doctors’ offices, architecture firms, and other high-dollar, tech-savvy professions. (“Students weren’t really buying computers at the time, and most of the students that I knew weren’t really interested,” Michael said.) He was even bidding on state contracts, which is just fantastically precocious. Before too long he was doing $50,000 to $80,000 per month in sales. That’s nearly a million-dollar business. From a dorm room. In 1983.


Sounds like a pretty great business, right? Well, there were two people who would have disagreed: their names were Mom and Dad. And Michael knew it, which is why he never told them what he was doing or how much money he was making. They only found out when he had to explain why his grades that first semester were so poor.


“They became very upset with me and said, ‘You have to stop this and focus on your studies.’ They said, ‘You’ve gotta get your priorities straight. What are you doing with your life?’ All that stuff,” Michael recounted. To Michael’s credit, he gave it a shot. He tried to do what his parents asked of him.


It lasted about ten days.


“I actually realized that this was more than a hobby or a nice way to make some extra cash on the side while I was going to school,” Michael said. “It was actually something I was very passionate about. So during those ten days, I sort of mapped out the beginnings of how I was going to finish up my freshman year but then launch this as a real, official business. And I eventually made a deal with my parents that I would do that, and if it worked out I would continue, and if it didn’t I’d go back to school.”


In January 1984, he registered his little dorm room Skunk Works as “PC’s Limited.” In May, just a month after Jim Koch decided to quit his job at BCG to start Sam Adams, Michael Dell finished his freshman year, officially incorporated as Dell Computer Corporation, moved his operation into office space in North Austin, and left school forever.


The disconnect between Michael Dell and his parents, and the key issue that I suspect has thwarted many young, aspiring entrepreneurs, is misapprehending the difference between something being dangerous and something being scary. It is mistaking fear for folly, risk for recklessness. It is the presumption that if something has never been done before, that is because it can’t or it shouldn’t be done. If you have a good idea that excites you, that compels you to take a detour from the comfort of a normal existence along the beaten path, you will first need to navigate this minefield of misunderstanding, whether it lives within you or sits between you and those whose opinions you value and respect. Because while you can never fully know what you’re getting yourself into when it comes to building a business, you should at least know whether you can get yourself out of it if everything goes south. That is the difference between dangerous and scary.


For Michael’s parents — coming from a family of well-educated people at a time when personal computing was mostly a curiosity that was often dismissed as a fad — leaving school to tinker with computers and resell them must have felt like their son was in danger of throwing his life away. What is more dangerous to a parent than a child taking their first steps out onto the high-wire act of adulthood and doing so without a net?


But for Michael, there was nothing at all dangerous about this idea. He loved working on computers. He knew them well enough as a teenager that professional adults with even more to lose than he did trusted his insight and his work. He was solving their problems. Moreover, having found early success and having seen what was on the other side of this big leap, it was impossible to go back and see the world in the same way again, to ever again see it as his parents had. He knew the rules of this new world, and because of that, any last vestiges of danger melted away. And, hey, if it didn’t work out for whatever reason, he could always just go back to school and slot right back into the premed program. He was nineteen years old; he had his entire life ahead of him.


The reality was, the scariest part of starting Dell Computer Corporation was the same thing that is scary about starting any business: it’s the unknown. What did a teenage Michael Dell know about running a business? About hiring? About leading people? About finding and leasing office space? About corporate taxes? What do any of us know about that stuff before we confront it? Nothing. That is truly terrifying to any first-time entrepreneur. But it is also eminently knowable — if you choose to learn it.


The danger for Michael was in relenting to his parents’ demands that he become a doctor, in hating every waking second of it while he watched the personal computing revolution unfold in front of him, and then in resenting his family for the rest of his life because they pushed him down a path that he knew in his heart was wrong for him.


If there is one thing I am certain of from my time interviewing entrepreneurs, it is that anyone who found their success after leaving the relative security of higher education or their previous profession would be utterly unsurprised by the choices that Jim and Michael made in 1984. When entrepreneurs of that type think back to the moment they took the leap — when, swinging on the monkey bars of life, they finally took one hand off the bar behind them and swung forward to reach for the next bar in front of them — they all talk about that initial uncertainty and the scariness of the unknown. But then those concerns melt away as they reflect on the even greater dangers of regret and squandered opportunity, and, as Jim put it, waking up at sixty-five years old only to realize that they’d wasted their lives.


Even though it comes from an old French word, “entrepreneurship” is a fairly new term in the vocabulary of business. Founders today self-identify as entrepreneurs in a way that the generations who came before them struggle to understand, mostly because they didn’t have the language back then to describe what they were doing as they built their businesses. Fundamentally, though, they were doing the same thing. They were taking the detour, taking the leap — away from the type of professional life they didn’t want, and toward some thing new and exciting and their own.


As a group, they have made entrepreneurship both less scary and less dangerous. By developing a lexicon for the process of starting a business, by giving it a name, many of the modern founders whom you will meet in this book have helped to demystify the prospect of taking the leap. By breaking new ground, the older generation of founders — of which Jim and Mike are a part — have made taking the leap seem almost normal.


They are why you can trust the rope threaded through your harness by experts and counterweighted by mentors, and have faith that the anchors hammered into the cliff face by those who came before you will hold, as you take that first big step backward off the cliff and into the unknown. Because they know what it means to take your fate into your own hands and to feel that you’ve got a real grip on this idea that has its own grip on your soul.
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Leave Your Safety Zone . . . but Do It Safely


PayPal alumnus and LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman captured the romance of entrepreneurial daring perhaps better than anyone when he said, “Starting a company is like throwing yourself off the cliff and assembling an airplane on the way down.”


There is something romantic about the struggle to do something new, isn’t there? About taking the leap. At one point or another, all of us who are enamored of the pursuit of big ideas have found ourselves enthralled by the origin story of a successful enterprise: the marathon coding sessions; the all-nighters that stretch across an entire week; the four friends stacked on top of one another inside a one-bedroom apartment, meeting every evening at the kitchen table in the “boardroom.” In commencement addresses and keynote speeches, famous founders talk wistfully about these memorable and crucial moments. Being down to their last dollar; maxing out their credit cards; eating nothing but ramen noodles and drinking nothing but Mountain Dew for months on end.
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