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PRAISE FOR


Mistakes That Made Me a Millionaire


“I wish I had access to Kim’s wisdom when we started Netflix.”


—Marc Randolph, Co-founder, Netflix


“All my best successes happened on the heels of a failure. In this book, Kim teaches you how to bounce back from any mistake and use it to your advantage.”


—Barbara Corcoran, Shark on ABC’s Shark Tank and Founder, Corcoran Group


“Mistakes aren’t detours; they’re part of the journey. Kim Perell’s book shows you how to own them with confidence.”


—Jay Shetty, Global Bestselling Author and Award-Winning Podcast Host, On Purpose


“A must read for aspiring entrepreneurs—proof that every misstep can become a million-dollar move.”


—Marie Forleo, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Everything Is Figureoutable


“Most people hide their mistakes. Kim turned hers into a road map. This book is pure gold.”


—Chris Burch, Co-Founder, Tory Burch, and CEO, Burch Creative Capital


“Building a brand takes resilience, creativity, and a willingness to make mistakes. Kim’s book is a must-read for every founder.”


—Sarah Lee, Founder and CEO, Glow Recipe


“In fashion and business, you have to take risks—and sometimes, you’ll get it wrong. Kim’s book teaches you how to own your mistakes and turn them into our greatest lessons.”


—Winnie Harlow, Supermodel and Entrepreneur


“Kim offers real, attainable advice that actually works. She empowers entrepreneurs to move forward—reminding us that even the smallest step is progress. Her brilliance, kindness, and expertise make her truly one of a kind. Every entrepreneur needs this book! Thanks to Kim, I’ve turned my idea into an empire!”


—Jill Martin, TODAY Show Lifestyle Contributor


“Think of this book as the ultimate life upgrade—mindset, career, and confidence all in one.”


—Brian Kelly, Founder, The Points Guy


“Kim’s book is a masterclass in turning mistakes into success—every entrepreneur needs to read this!”


—Bill Shaw, President, Entrepreneur magazine
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For my four children—John, Elle, Bill, and Jack, Never be afraid to make mistakes.


The real magic happens in the moments when you dare to try.










Foreword



The path of entrepreneurship is often romanticized as a straight line to success. We celebrate the wins, lionize the breakthroughs, and put successful founders on pedestals. But what we rarely talk about—and what Kim Perell brilliantly illuminates in Mistakes That Made Me a Millionaire—is that the real journey is marked not by triumphs but by mistakes. Countless, necessary, invaluable mistakes.


I should know. In 1998, well before Netflix became the streaming giant everyone knows today, my co-founder Reed Hastings and I were just two entrepreneurs making plenty of mistakes of our own. We spent too much money on inventory and not enough on our web servers (so our site crashed within 15 minutes of launching). We decided to sell DVDs as well as rent them (so we lost money on every order). The first iteration of our DVD-by-mail rental service included due dates and late fees (so no wonder people preferred Blockbuster).


But perhaps our most telling mistake—and the one that ironically may have ultimately saved us—was our ambitious attempt to become the consummate movie portal. We convinced ourselves that Netflix should be everything to everyone who loved movies. We weren’t content with just renting DVDs; we wanted to be the complete destination for movie enthusiasts. We added reviews, we sold movie tickets, we had advertising. Our strategy? The classic dot-com mantra: “Make it up in volume!” I remember confidently explaining to investors how we’d figure out the profit part later, once we had enough eyeballs. And had the internet crash of 2000 not forcibly derailed this grandiose vision and forced us to do something that makes money, I’m convinced Netflix wouldn’t exist today. Sometimes your biggest mistakes—if you survive them—become your biggest teachers.


And that’s what makes Kim’s book different. It’s not a highlight reel of successes or a theoretical framework for business building. Instead, it’s a candid exploration of the potholes, dead ends, and faceplants that every entrepreneur encounters—told by someone who has not only survived them but learned to transform them into stepping stones to success.


As I read through these pages, I found myself nodding along, wincing at familiar scenarios, and occasionally laughing out loud at mistakes that mirrored my own journey. But more importantly, I found myself wishing that I’d had access to this wisdom when I was starting Netflix. How many sleepless nights could I have avoided? How many costly errors could I have sidestepped? While it’s true that every entrepreneur must make their own mistakes—it’s an essential part of the learning process—there’s immense value in learning from someone else’s experience.


Kim understands something that took me years to grasp: Making mistakes isn’t just okay—it’s essential. But as she explains, the real key to success lies in not making the same mistake twice. Throughout these pages, she doesn’t just share her missteps; she provides a framework for understanding why they happened and, more importantly, how to avoid them. It’s like having a map of land mines drawn by someone who has already crossed the field.


For anyone running a growing company—or even contemplating starting one—this book is indispensable reading. Kim’s experiences provide a master class in how to fail forward, how to maintain resilience in the face of setbacks, and how to turn apparent disasters into opportunities for growth.


I’ve had the privilege of knowing Kim for many years, watching her transform from a driven young entrepreneur into one of the most respected voices in the startup ecosystem. During our time together as investors on Entrepreneur magazine’s Elevator Pitch TV show, I’ve seen firsthand how she connects with founders, not just through her business acumen but also through a remarkable ability to share her own missteps with disarming honesty.


So, I have to admit that my endorsement of this book comes with one small personal regret. As her fellow investor, I’ve already seen how founders gravitate toward her wisdom and experience. Now, with the publication of this book, she’s making it even more likely that promising entrepreneurs will choose to take her money rather than mine!


What Kim has created here is more than just a business book—it’s a companion for the entrepreneurial journey. It’s a reminder that behind every successful venture is a string of mistakes, lessons learned, and wisdom earned the hard way. By sharing her story with such transparency and insight, Kim has created a resource that will help countless entrepreneurs navigate their own paths with more confidence and clarity.


But most importantly, the book you hold in your hands is more than a guide to avoiding mistakes; it’s a permission slip to make them, learn from them, and use them as fuel for your success. In my decades as an entrepreneur and investor, I’ve rarely encountered a resource that so perfectly balances practical wisdom with inspirational insight. Kim has managed to turn her stumbles into our confident steps forward, and, for that, every aspiring and current entrepreneur should be grateful.


So, turn the page and let Kim show you how to turn your mistakes into the greatest assets in your entrepreneurial arsenal. Your future millionaire self will thank you.


Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go prepare for our next season of Elevator Pitch—and figure out how to compete with an author who has just made herself an even more compelling investor!


Marc Randolph


Co-founder, Netflix










INTRODUCTION



The Truth No One Tells You


The chairman slid the offer letter to buy my company across the mahogany table: “$235 million.” It was the kind of deal entrepreneurs spend their entire lives chasing. This was Silicon Valley’s equivalent of a royal flush, the kind of number that would make headlines in every tech publication from San Francisco to Singapore. But I was the only person in the room who knew this success wasn’t a result of flawless strategy or great execution. It was built on mistakes—countless, humbling, painful mistakes.


After two decades of building and selling companies, investing in more than 100 startups, managing thousands of employees, and making every mistake imaginable, I’ve discovered something counterintuitive: The biggest mistake you can make is letting your mistakes break you—instead of make you.


I’ve made every mistake you can imagine: I’ve overpromised, underdelivered, miscalculated, overtrusted, held on too long, and let go too soon. I’ve made mistakes that cost me five dollars and mistakes that cost me $5 million. I’ve hired the wrong people, ignored my gut, doubted myself, spent too much, saved too little, hesitated when I should have acted, and acted when I should have waited. I’ve made mistakes that destroyed partnerships and mistakes that built fortunes. But here’s what I’ve learned: Mistakes don’t stop you from succeeding—it’s failing to move forward after making them that does.


From a young age, we’re taught to avoid mistakes at all costs. Success is rewarded, failure is penalized, and doing things perfectly becomes the goal. By the time we’ve reached adulthood, these learned behaviors hold us back in ways we often don’t even realize. We hesitate to take risks, we stick to what’s considered “safe,” and we shelve our dreams—all because we’re afraid of getting it wrong. The result? Unrealized potential, abandoned projects, and a culture that champions perfection while concealing the messy middle where real growth happens.


Mistakes are seen as taboo. In boardrooms, I’ve watched executives tiptoe around admitting fault, afraid of how it might damage their reputation. In classrooms, a perfect score is still held up as the ultimate goal, with little room for the constructive process of learning from errors. Even among friends, I’ve seen them carefully avoid sharing their mistakes, worried they’ll be judged or misunderstood.


But what if we’ve been looking at mistakes the wrong way? What if, instead of something to fear, mistakes are the very foundation of success? What if avoiding them is actually holding us back from our greatest success?


Most business books tell you how to avoid mistakes. This isn’t that kind of book.


This book reveals the untold truth: Success is built in the messy middle between your worst moments and your best decisions. It’s about what happens behind the scenes, when you’re faced with impossible choices, and everything you thought you knew gets turned upside down.


My journey to making millions was far from easy. I’ve sat at my kitchen table at 3 am, head in hands, wondering if becoming an entrepreneur was the biggest mistake of my life. I’ve watched my bank account dwindle to nearly nothing. I’ve had to lay off employees I considered family. I’ve hit lows I never thought I’d recover from. But those rock-bottom moments weren’t dead ends—they were the foundation for every million I’d eventually make.


I wrote this book to be a raw, unfiltered playbook—not theory, not fluff, but battle-tested strategies from someone who’s built her career upon a mountain of mistakes. In these pages, you’ll learn how to turn rock bottom into rocket fuel, when to trust your gut (and when to ignore it), how to protect your energy from toxic relationships, and how to assemble a championship team.


Each story, drawn from a different stage of my life, explores a distinct mistake I made—a mistake that shaped me, humbled me, and taught me an invaluable lesson. It also highlights mistakes I’ve seen others make, too. Every chapter wraps up with key takeaways and a reflection designed to help you navigate your own journey with confidence and clarity. Ten chapters. Ten mistakes. Ten lessons.


Think of this book as a lighthouse, guiding you through the obstacles and hidden dangers that could threaten your success. Many of these challenges—fear, doubt, stress, and self-imposed limits—are the biggest hurdles to overcome. Often, we simply need to get out of our own way.


Mistakes That Made Me a Millionaire is for anyone with a dream who is ready to break free and forge their own path. My hope is that in these shared experiences, you’ll find the inspiration, courage, and insight to navigate your own journey. Maybe you’re a recent graduate with a plan to launch your first startup, or working at a company and ready for a more fulfilling career. Maybe you’re a stay-at-home parent looking to turn your passion into a thriving business or an entrepreneur facing setbacks on the path to scaling your business. Whether you’re taking your first steps, navigating a career change, or pursuing the dream of making your first million, I wrote this book for you.


Th e diff erence between those who make millions and those who don’t isn’t about avoiding mistakes. It’s about making the right ones, learning from them, and using them to build something bigger than you ever imagined possible.


Every mistake I’ve made—and every lesson I’ve learned—is your shortcut to success.


Are you ready to turn your mistakes into millions?
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MISTAKE #1



Waiting to Be 100% Ready


That voice in your head saying “not yet”—the one telling you to wait until you’re more prepared, more experienced, more ready? It’s lying to you. I learned this mistake the hard way: Waiting to feel 100% ready doesn’t protect you, it paralyzes you.


It was the summer of 2000. I was cruising through the sunny streets of Los Angeles in my black Mitsubishi convertible, singing along to U2’s “Beautiful Day” as I headed to my dream job. I had been working for more than a year at one of the hottest internet startups, Xdrive—an internet file-storage company that was a precursor to Dropbox—and its growth had skyrocketed.


With hundreds of employees and more than $100 million in funding, Xdrive epitomized everything about the internet boom—a time when billions of investments poured into the industry, companies like Yahoo went public, startup founders became multimillionaires overnight, and just about every employee had stock options to fuel dreams of becoming rich. As a recent college grad from Pepperdine University in Malibu, I thought I had won the job lottery.


I loved the energy, excitement, and intensity of the workplace, working with young, smart, driven people. Collectively, we fostered a culture of fun, creativity, and success, and I kept climbing the ladder—from marketing analyst to marketing manager to director of a new sales and marketing division I helped start, selling online advertising. No expense was spared to build Xdrive and its brand, with a headquarters based in the swanky Water Garden office buildings in Santa Monica, next to sexy entertainment companies like MTV.


On most nights and weekends, you’d find me at the office with my co-workers. It never felt like a sacrifice because there was nowhere else I’d rather have been. I poured every ounce of passion and energy into that role, acquiring 10 million members and generating more than $9 million in advertising revenue along the way. I believed so much in Xdrive’s future that I recruited some of my best friends, promising them we’d all become dot-com millionaires.


By the spring of 2001, the mood at work had shifted. First, there were whispers about a company-wide hiring freeze. Then came the sudden halt to travel, quickly followed by a series of constant closeddoor meetings between executives. I convinced myself that this was simply a precaution against the market downturn, and that the Silicon Valley internet companies going under were fundamentally different from ours. We had raised plenty of cash, and my division was generating millions in revenue. But if I had been able to see the financial statements, I would have realized that despite my department’s strong revenue, it couldn’t offset the company’s significant losses. Our customer adoption was extremely low, our operating costs were sky-high, and we were nose-diving toward bankruptcy.


One Tuesday morning, as I was sitting at my desk, my co-worker Steve tapped me on the shoulder. “The boss wants to see you,” he said.


My heart pounded as I walked into the office. The moment my boss’s eyes met mine, I knew.


“This is a tough conversation, Kim, but we’ve decided to let you go,” he said.


Listening to him fire me was excruciating. And yet the worst part was grappling with what came next.


“There’s one more thing I need you to do,” he said. “Fire your team. Tell them to clear out their desks. Today will be their last day, too.”


I was still in shock myself, and now I had to deliver the same devastating news to my team. Twelve employees—who were also some of my closest friends—were about to face the same gut punch. I met with them one by one, delivering the news in the most compassionate way I could, but it’s hard to soften that type of blow. The whole experience was emotionally exhausting.


At the end of what had started as a perfectly normal day, I walked out of the office for the last time, went home, crawled under my covers, and cried. Every time I tried to talk myself out of bed and into action, my mind shut down, paralyzed with fear and doubt.


How did things change so fast? What am I going to do now?


I couldn’t find the answer to either question. The more I asked, the more I spun myself into a whirling panic, feeling stuck and unable to move forward. Within a matter of hours, I had lost my job, my income, and my purpose. All I wanted to do was shut out the world.


I drew the shades over the windows and lay curled up under a heap of tangled blankets. When I wasn’t crying or staring at the ceiling, I watched reruns of Seinfeld or shuffled to my kitchen in my pajamas to get another pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie ice cream. It was one of the lowest times of my life.


During that period of self-pity, my mind kept fixating on one overwhelming grievance: I’d poured my soul into building someone else’s vision, only to watch everything crumble. I kept replaying the same thoughts over and over: If only I’d seen the financials sooner. If only I’d had more control over spending decisions. If only I’d trusted my instincts.


And then it struck me. If I wanted full visibility into the numbers, if I wanted ultimate authority over decisions, there was only one answer: It was time to stop building other people’s dreams. It was time to build my own.


I had worked in the internet industry long enough to identify opportunities, and maybe, just maybe, I could start my own internet advertising company, acting as a broker between advertisers and content companies with ad space to sell.


In later years, I would come to learn that when something has just ended, it means that it’s time for a new chapter to begin; it means opportunity is coming. But two years out of college, I didn’t understand this yet. In fact, I was my own worst enemy, drowning in a flood of what-ifs: What if I fail? What if I end up bankrupt or mired in debt? What if I don’t have what it takes?


Days later, and as I continued to overthink everything, my roommates finally convinced me to leave the house and go to dinner. Time to shed my well-worn flannel pajamas, take a shower, and at least make myself look presentable. There I was, sitting at a table at California Pizza Kitchen, when my friends asked the dreaded question that could no longer be avoided. “Okay, Kim, enough already. What are you going to do next?”


“I’ve been thinking about starting my own company,” I confessed, hesitantly.


“That sounds like a great idea, but . . . are you sure you’re ready for that?” my friend Tricia said, her words feeding into my fears. “You don’t have any money or experience, and those are pretty crucial to starting a company.”


As I left dinner that night, Tricia’s words echoed in my head. I didn’t feel ready, and it was clear my friends didn’t think I was either. Stepping into entrepreneurship felt like walking off a cliff blindfolded. So I decided the safest decision was to get a job where I could build the skills I needed to succeed. If I wasn’t ready now, I’d prepare myself for the future.


For months, I interviewed relentlessly, convinced that finding the right role in marketing, accounting, or operations would give me the experience I needed to one day start my own company. I even started filling out applications to business schools, believing an MBA would help make me ready. I was mastering the art of “productive” procrastination—that deceptive form of waiting in which you convince yourself you’re making progress but in reality, you’re standing still.


I made the mistake of thinking I was job hunting, but what I was really doing was hiding from what I really wanted: to become an entrepreneur.


Looking back, it’s almost laughable, the number of roles I pretended to be excited about, the amount of interviews I sat through trying to find the “perfect” job to make me ready. And the longer I stayed in this cycle, the safer it felt. But here’s the real mistake, the one that cost me more than just time: I confused busyness with progress.


I was at a major crossroads, and I was running out of time to choose a path. With my savings dwindling and rent due, I couldn’t afford to stay stuck any longer. I needed a plan. So, I did what I do best: I started analyzing.


Have you ever tried to calculate how “ready” you are? It’s as absurd as it sounds, but that’s exactly what I did. Like any good type A personality facing a crisis, I did what comes naturally: I made a spreadsheet and calculated what I called my “readiness score.”


I created a “READY” column to list the factors working in my favor, assigning a percentage to represent how prepared I felt. Next, I added a “NOT READY” column to outline the factors that I believed were working against me.




In the “READY” column I wrote:


Built a digital advertising division from scratch (20%)


Managed a successful team (10%)


Strong belief there is huge untapped potential in digital advertising (20%)


My passion and grit (15%)


TOTAL: 65% Ready


But the “NOT READY” column was brutal:


Only 23 years old (–20%)


Absolutely no idea how to start a company (–42%)


Still get carded when I order a margarita (–5%)


My savings account has . . . zero dollars in it (–30%)


TOTAL: 97% NOT READY





The math made one thing painfully clear: I wasn’t ready. If this spreadsheet was any indication, I had no business starting a company—at least not on paper. What I didn’t realize was how I was building an argument against my own potential. I had crafted the perfect excuse to stay stuck, using the percentages to rationalize my hesitation and convince myself that taking the leap wasn’t an option.


The craziest part? It all seemed perfectly rational at the time. To me, it felt like I was being smart—playing it safe felt like the wisest thing to do. Waiting for certainty felt like being intelligently cautious. However, waiting didn’t make me feel more prepared, it made me smaller, more scared, more stuck.


I can’t actually pinpoint what shifted but, over the next couple days, my idea came to feel more doable. I started to question my calculation. Maybe it was flawed? What if starting before I was ready was actually the best decision?


At first, I didn’t know if this was reckless thinking or my intuition nudging me. But a clear sign was the excitement I felt at the prospect of starting my own company—far more than I ever felt during the interviews I had been having. I started to listen to my gut feeling and tune out the fears of others. And my intuition and belief in myself is what I ultimately trusted.


I wasn’t 100% ready to start a company, but if I was wrong, I was 100% ready to make this mistake mine.


In everyone else’s eyes, this was a huge gamble. They didn’t think I was ready, and maybe that was true. But what I realized—and they didn’t—was I was ready enough.


Besides, I had nothing to lose. I was already unemployed, and things couldn’t get any worse. There was only one tiny issue standing in my way: I was broke.


————


How was I going to raise money? I had never done it before and had no clue where to start. And with dot-com failures piling up across Silicon Valley, trying to get someone to invest in an unproven industry felt impossible. So, I turned to the one person who always believed in me—my 82-year-old grandma.


I worried that she might doubt the idea, too, but I knew she’d at least hear me out, so I went to visit her and asked if she’d be open to investing $10,000 to fund my internet advertising company. After a lot of nodding, she smiled and said, “What’s an internet?”


“A place of possibility,” I said.


I described how the internet was going to connect the world and be the place where people would spend most of their time and ultimately transform into a hub of commerce. Nanny may not have understood everything I was saying, but she believed in me, trusted my vision, and wrote me a check for $10,000. A loan I was determined to honor.


I immediately put her money to work with the strategic precision of . . . someone who had absolutely no clue what they were doing.


Step One: Buy the cheapest possible computer at Best Buy.


Step Two: Book a one-way ticket to Oahu, Hawaii.


That’s where my college boyfriend John had offered me a summer crash pad. He shared a two-bedroom apartment with his sister and her roommate. It was a tight squeeze but hey, it was rent free and I was trying hard to reserve every dollar of Nanny’s investment for business expenses. How was I going to come up with money for rent after the summer? That was a problem for future me.


What nobody tells you about starting a business is that sometimes your first executive office is a corner of someone else’s kitchen, where the dial-up internet takes nine minutes—with a full symphony of beeps and screeches—to connect. But I was too excited and grateful to care.


On my second day in Hawaii, I registered my company. That’s when I discovered that if anyone thinks the DMV is bad, they’ve clearly never tried to get a business license in the tropics. After driving across the island to downtown Honolulu, I spent six hours in 90-degree heat waiting in line at the business registration center.


The next morning, John gave me a ride to the bank to open a business account and deposit Nanny’s check. I was feeling pretty good, until the bank manager strolled over, smiled at John, and asked if he wanted to celebrate his first business by playing a round of golf. Because obviously, the young woman opening the account wasn’t the real entrepreneur in the room. John motioned toward me and corrected, “Actually, she’s the one starting the business.” It was one of the first (but definitely not the last) times I’d experience being underestimated. And you know what, I had more important things to do than play golf.


I had my business license. I had a bank account. I had an internet connection. Now, I just needed to prove that Nanny’s belief in me—and my belief in myself—wasn’t misplaced.


No matter where you start—a corner of a kitchen counter, a desk in your garage, or a dining table covered in yesterday’s mail—what matters is that you start. Success isn’t about having the perfect setup; it’s about taking the first step even when you don’t feel ready.


But for every person who takes that first step, there are countless others who don’t. They wait. They hesitate. They talk themselves out of it. And over time, that hesitation becomes inaction. I’ve witnessed this firsthand—in myself and others—what I call the Four P’s of Inaction: four silent killers of potential.


The Four P’s of Inaction


Maybe the idea of starting out on your own is terrifying. Or maybe you’re caught in the trap of overthinking to the point that you believe everything has to be planned out before taking the first step. If either of these scenarios resonates, you’re in good company. Countless people know the feeling—whether it’s the uncertainty of launching a business, debating a career change, or taking that first step to pursue a passion.


Inaction can shape our path just as much as making quick decisions can, and it often arises from various underlying factors, including the fear of making mistakes, the comfort of staying in familiar territory, uncertainty about the unknown, and becoming overwhelmed by negative external opinions. Let’s break down the Four P’s of Inaction.


The First P: Perfectionism


The little voice of perfectionism first showed up when I was setting up my new company at John’s kitchen table in Hawaii. Before reaching out to potential clients and partners, I needed the perfect company name backed up by the perfect website. I fixated on the name, obsessing for hours, then days, brainstorming, researching, and filling notebooks with crossed-out ideas. I drove John—and, quite frankly, myself—crazy, asking aloud, day after day, “How about this one?”


Torn-out pages and scribbled notes littered a kitchen table already overflowing with printer paper and Diet Coke cans. The pursuit of perfection became a self-made barrier. I had tunnel vision, unable to see anything but flaws, hindered by “the need to get it perfect!” Clearly, the shame of being fired from my previous job still lingered in the background. I had so much pride riding on this venture; it was a pride invested in wanting to prove to myself (and everyone else) that I could do this.


Consequently, the more time I wasted making everything perfect, the longer it took to launch the company. Hyperfocusing on small details had become my Achilles’ heel. With Nanny’s loan rapidly dwindling, I had to move ahead and accept that the company name and website wouldn’t be perfect. I launched initially under the name “All About Special Offers”—admittedly not my finest creative moment. But it served as a starting point, and, within a year, I rebranded to “Frontline Direct.” And guess what—no one remembered the original name.


Perfectionism is a peculiar kind of beast that holds back anyone who believes every detail must be just right before moving forward. Every step mapped out. Every pitfall anticipated. Every bend in the road mentally navigated. And then, nine times out of ten, life intervenes and reality has a way of unraveling our perfect plans.


There is a difference between having high standards and being prepared, and having unrealistic standards and trying to be perfect. The former is a mindset that’s flexible and agile, open to all possibilities within the pursuit of excellence; the latter is a mindset that’s rigid and needs to feel in control, within the pursuit of flawlessness.


Ironically, striving for perfection makes you less likely to accomplish your goals. Many studies have examined perfectionism, and the common denominator is that “perfectionism isn’t a behavior; it’s a way of thinking about yourself.”1


Author Brené Brown summed it up this way in her book The Gifts of Imperfection: “Perfectionism is the belief that if we live perfect, look perfect, and act perfect, we can minimize or avoid the pain of blame, judgment, and shame. It’s a shield. It’s a twenty-ton shield that we lug around thinking it will protect us when, in fact, it’s the thing that’s really preventing us from flight.”


It’s a fallacy to think you can ever be 100% ready for anything new. There are so many unknowns that do not become “knowable” until you experience them. If mistakes happen, or plans go awry, you simply learn and grow. The process of trial and error shapes every successful person. There is no perfect time to start. The important thing is to get to “good enough” and then go!


One evening, while John was watching the news in the next room, I overheard a segment in which a Marine general was interviewed about how to make fast decisions in tough, changing conditions. My interest piqued, I peeled myself away from my laptop to go watch it. The general talked about how the Marine Corps created a framework for young officers called the 70% Solution—a strategy that stresses the importance of taking action with incomplete information. In short, if you have 70% of what you need to succeed, take action. If you have 70% of the information you need, make a decision. If 70% of the necessary resources are in place, execute the plan.


In the field of combat, indecision can be deadly. In everyday life, the stakes may not be as high, but the same principle applies: Decisive action can provide the momentum you need, especially if you’re stuck, waiting to feel 100% ready.


After watching that news segment, the 70% solution became my mantra. I’d launch new service offerings when they were 70% ready—and let customer feedback shape the rest. For marketing campaigns, rather than overanalyzing, I’d launch at 70% and fine-tune based on real-time engagement. When building my website, I’d go live at 70% and refine the messaging as I went. Adopting this mindset enabled me to embrace imperfection and find the balance between analysis and action.


Exceptional leaders excel at making decisions without 100% of the information. They are biased toward action, they create a plan but do not linger in the planning phase, and they move forward despite uncertainty.


Instead of waiting to be 100% ready, I learned to master the art of making calculated decisions in the absence of complete information. I accepted the possibility of making mistakes and, ultimately, that was far more empowering than striving for “perfection” and getting stuck in the quicksand of indecision. And you know what else I learned? Embracing this mindset brought me unexpected freedom. It was liberating to know that starting at 70% was perfectly fine, since I could always work toward 100% later. Taking that first step is what really matters—everything else tends to fall into place after that.


The Second P: Procrastination


I’ve been known to procrastinate terribly, especially when I’m overwhelmed. It can manifest as putting off replying to a dinner invite, waiting until the last minute to book a flight, postponing my taxes until the day before the due date, or letting the mail pile up before opening it all at once.


We’re all guilty of some level of procrastination and, if we’re lucky, it won’t hurt us. But it can become a problem if we habitually delay things because that can ultimately lead to rushed action which, in turn, leads to mishaps, missed opportunities, and unfulfilled dreams.


Procrastination is a common response of the mind to avoid doing something that we dislike or that we find overwhelming. It’s often a coping mechanism when we’re faced with a difficult and daunting task or challenge that we don’t feel ready to tackle. We divert our attention and choose to channel our energy somewhere else instead. We feel like we are “doing” something while still avoiding the most pressing matter at hand.


For me, procrastination showed up as excuses. I fell into the “when, then” trap. “When my work schedule clears up, then I’ll start exercising,” I used to tell myself. “When my boss realizes how hard I’m working, then I will ask for a raise.” The problem with procrastination is that the more you indulge it, the stronger the habit becomes. Procrastination is the biggest enemy of productivity. It’s why, over the years, I’ve developed three key strategies to help me take decisive and effective action.


Prioritize tasks


Every evening, identify the most important task that needs to be accomplished the next day. Write it down on a notepad or in your reminders list on your phone. Tackle this task first thing in the morning when your energy and focus are at its peak and before distractions set in. If you’re not a morning person, find a time that works best for you—just make sure you prioritize getting it done. Whatever time you do it, the sense of accomplishment is what ultimately breaks the cycle of procrastination.



Eliminate distractions


Distractions are a major obstacle to productivity, so take active steps to eliminate them. For instance, turn off your phone’s ringer or silence notifications for a set period (I do this in two-hour increments) so that text messages or social media can’t bring interruptions. Our devices have trained our mind to be easily distracted, but we can retrain ourselves to be more focused. Sometimes, I retreat to a quiet room or block off specific times in my calendar dedicated to focused work. I let everyone in my house or office know when I’m in do-not-disturb mode, and this helps to create an environment conducive to concentration and efficiency.


Break the task into smaller parts


The scale of a task can be daunting. Breaking it down into smaller, more manageable steps allows you to make progress without feeling overwhelmed by the bigger picture. When writing my first book, I found the sheer volume of work overwhelming. To manage it, I stopped viewing the project as an entire manuscript that needed to be written; instead, it became a single chapter that needed to be finished every month. This way the book didn’t feel bigger than me anymore. Ask yourself: How can I break down the task on my plate? What element can be tackled first, allowing me to make progress?


Embracing these three techniques will not only enhance productivity but also lessen the stress and anxiety that often follow procrastination. By prioritizing tasks, eliminating distractions, and dividing large projects into smaller parts that are easier to tackle, you can give yourself the tools to overcome the procrastination habit.



The Third P: Paralysis



Planning your goals and dreams can feel exciting—until it starts to feel overwhelming. One minute you’re mapping out your goals, the next you’re paralyzed, suddenly questioning if doing “nothing” is really the best option. I know this paralysis intimately. That crushing weight, when a life-changing decision looms, turns even the smallest first step into a mountain climb.


Often, a goal or task can feel overwhelming, leaving you unsure of where to begin or how to reach the finish line. You have a vision and understand what needs to be done, but the sheer size of the challenge—whether it’s the effort required or the disruption it might bring—can leave you feeling stuck. And if it’s not a sense of overwhelm causing paralysis, it’s a sense of fear.


Give fear enough fuel and it can lead to paralysis. You become so afraid that a particular fear will come true—fear of ridicule, of financial implications, of making the wrong decision, of judgment—that you feel unable to take any action at all. But many people don’t stop to consider that fears are not facts. We can worry about something, rationalize it, even build a story around it, but science has proven that most of our fears never come true.


In one study, researchers at Penn State University asked people with an anxiety disorder to log every fear they had over a 10-day period. Over the next 30 days, they recorded whether any of the fears materialized. An incredible 91% of the fears were never realized. What’s more, one-third of the remaining things they worried about turned out better than they imagined.2


One of the first times I was paralyzed in the face of a big decision was right after John and I got married and were considering buying our first home. We were still living at his apartment in Hawaii when a property we loved—surrounded by palm trees and right on the water’s edge—came on the market in a beautiful development in Honolulu. I pictured us sitting on the deck in the mornings and watching the boats go by at sunset. But then the doubts started to kick in. Was I ready to be a homeowner? The company had started to do well, but what if there was a downturn? Could I shoulder the mortgage and expenses if everything went south?


Days later, the realtor called to say another buyer had made a competing offer. I had to make a decision or lose the house. I called my dad, and he cut through all the emotion with one simple question: “What’s the biggest potential downside if you buy the house? If you can’t afford to pay the mortgage at some point, you’ll just have to sell the house or give it back to the bank.”


My dad’s pragmatic approach brought clarity. With only a few hours to spare, I submitted an offer, we secured the house, and we lived in that beautiful home for years. By the time we sold, its value had doubled.


His advice showed me how to streamline decision-making by identifying the biggest possible downside and determining whether I could handle it. The next time you feel paralyzed by a decision that needs to be made, it might be worth asking yourself these three questions:




	What advice would I give a friend in this situation? Considering the guidance you’d give someone else can provide a more objective point of view and help clarify your thoughts.


	What’s the best possible outcome if I take action? Shift your focus to the opportunity and what success will look like. Focusing on the best possible outcomes helps build confidence and makes it easier to take the first step.


	What would I regret more—doing it and failing or not doing it at all? Potential regret can be a strong motivator. Considering what you’d regret more can help you focus on taking action, even if it feels uncomfortable.





Sometimes, we delay starting new things because too much is in front of us—too many options, too many opinions, too much information. This can lead to analysis paralysis.


We make countless decisions a day, whether it is what to wear, what to say, how to say it, what to eat, where to invest our money, who to hire . . . the list goes on and on! Never before have we had so many options. Where our ancestors may have had few choices about how to earn a living or where to live, we live in a digital and tech age of endless opportunity. Having options is a good thing, but there is also a paralyzing effect that comes with “choice overload,” and researchers have found that the more complex a situation, and the more uncertainty there is, the more overwhelmed we can feel.3 Having a Plan A and Plan B is smart. Having a Plan A, B, C, D, and E can send you into a spin.


Too much information actually inhibits our ability to make decisions.4


I’ve seen so many people give up on incredible ideas and carefully crafted plans—not because they weren’t capable but because they got stuck in paralysis. Stuck overthinking, feeling overwhelmed, or letting fear take over.


My good friend Heather has an amazing concept for a podcast but hasn’t taken the first step to launch it. She’s overwhelmed by questions like “What if it’s not good enough?” and “Where do I even start?” Another friend, Mary, dreamed up a brilliant idea for a children’s book but spent so much time imagining all the ways it could go wrong that she never wrote it. Both Heather and Mary overanalyzed every possibility until they talked themselves out of action entirely. They stopped themselves before they ever had the chance to begin.


Instead of getting stuck overthinking every detail, focus on what excites you.


You won’t conquer the world overnight, and you can’t anticipate every conceivable challenge. Even the best-laid plans can go off track, but what part of your vision energizes you? What possible outcome fills you with hope? What about the opportunity makes you feel inspired? When you focus on the excitement and possibility rather than the obstacles, you’ll be amazed how quickly you break free from the paralysis and start moving forward.


When looking to start my first business, I was riddled with fear and overwhelmed with anxiety. It is hard to let go of what’s familiar and safe. Yet the idea of going it alone excited me—and that was a crucial piece of information. Once I believed more in my vision and myself than in my fears, I had the courage to break out of paralysis and move forward. If your idea scares you and energizes you in equal measure, I suggest you take action.


The Fourth P: Pessimism


The way we view our lives can significantly shape the level of success we achieve. Attitude and outlook are everything. When it comes to decision-making, pessimism is poison.


There are numerous reasons for pessimism—events that occurred in childhood, negative role models, hard-luck stories—and it can be damaging. Pessimism filters life through a negative lens that warps and distorts dreams, telling us what isn’t possible. This mindset misleads us into thinking we’re not good enough, or we’re not smart enough, or that nothing we do ever works out.


Pessimism is an innate part of human nature. Science has shown that our brains are hardwired for negative thinking—a phenomenon called “the negativity bias.” Because of this, we subconsciously give more weight to negative information than positive. Here are a few examples of how the negativity bias can show up:




	You get a performance review filled with praise from the boss, but you fixate on the one critical comment, leaving you doubting your overall competence.


	You get positive comments of love and encouragement on social media but obsess about one negative comment and allow it to ruin your mood.


	Your business receives plenty of positive reviews online but one bad review causes you to question your success.





Do any of these situations sound familiar? It’s important to remember that not everyone will appreciate you or your work. Sure, it might make you sad, and it’s okay to have your ego bruised a little. One outside opinion shouldn’t be allowed to define you. So keep things in perspective and don’t amplify one comment, one review, or one piece of feedback. The mind naturally gravitates toward critics, cynics, and flaws—that’s the negativity bias at work. But, by recognizing this tendency and understanding how the mind operates, you gain the ability to rise above it and take control of your thoughts.


Remember, a thought is nothing more than a thought—fleeting and without significance—until we give it meaning. Thoughts don’t define us, nor do they make up our reality. Yet we hold on to negative thoughts and allow them to build into an elaborate, fear-based story. It is far healthier to treat thoughts like clouds in the sky—watch them drift in and watch them drift away. View them as an element of the mind’s weather.


I know firsthand how challenging it can be to maintain a positive outlook when faced with negative feedback, setbacks, or failure. I’ve been rejected, criticized, and laughed at. But I’ve learned that mistakes and failures don’t make me a failure. Success is about believing in yourself even when things don’t work out.


Of course, this is easier said than done. Being optimistic can feel impossible when things aren’t going well. But I have coached enough leaders, business executives, and entrepreneurs to know that optimism can be nurtured.


A negative thought can arrive almost on autopilot, but you can learn to see that thought, dismiss it, and let it go. You have the power to consciously replace it with a positive mindset, effectively retraining your mind to adopt a new way of thinking.


For example, if you’re struggling with a task or project, your first thought might be, I’ll never figure this out. I should give up. That’s the moment when you should counter that thought with a positive belief: I can do this. I have the ability to figure things out. Spend up to a minute focusing on that positive thought and even take a moment to visualize yourself successfully completing the task. Over time, the brain’s natural ability to adapt and rewire itself—a process known as neuroplasticity5—can transform how you think.


Always ask yourself: Is this thought useful or helpful? Or is it negative and fear based? There is a world of difference between a practical thought that serves you and a negative thought that hinders you. You can choose where to focus your attention. With practice, you can lead the direction of your mind, rather than let the mind lead you.


Wherever you happen to be on your journey, the most important thing is that you begin. Take small steps. Keep moving forward.


For those of you who think time has passed you by, just know that it’s never too late! Opportunity doesn’t have an age limit. Consider the stories of these business leaders:


Vera Wang launched her iconic fashion brand at 40.


Christian Dior launched his fashion house at the age of 42.


Sam Walton opened the first Walmart store at 44.


Bernard Marcus co-founded Home Depot at 49.


Arianna Huffington co-founded The Huffington Post at age 55.


Colonel Sanders was 62 when he began actively franchising his Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurants.


My entrepreneurial journey spans decades—from launching my first venture in my 20s to building my ninth company in my 40s.


And then there’s my dad, starting a new company by entering the world of carbon-neutral housing. He’s 72. Entrepreneurship knows no age!


Success Is Only Possible If You Start


To achieve greatness, you have to take the first step, even if you do not feel 100% ready. Progress and success only come to those who dare to begin. As the great motivational speaker Zig Ziglar said, “You don’t have to be great to start, but you have to start to be great.”


Looking back on the course of my career and the companies I’ve started and sold, I know that starting before I felt ready is a consistent theme. In 2021, after 20 years as a tech entrepreneur, I decided to launch two new businesses in completely unfamiliar categories: a clean beauty company called Cay Skin and an adaptogenic tea company named JUNI. You’ll learn more about these launches later in the book. Was I ready? Not at all. But I adopted the 70% rule and had the confidence to believe that once I started, I would figure out the rest along the way. Whatever you’re starting, learning as you go is key. It’s not about knowing everything up front but being willing to adapt, learn, and grow.


I can’t stress enough how important it is to take that first step, even when it feels scary. Opening the door to success means accepting that things won’t be perfect right away. It’s about having the courage to begin without all the answers.


I didn’t have all the answers when I moved to Hawaii, but I leaped anyway. Frontline Direct began as a scrappy kitchen-table startup plagued by uncertainty and eventually grew into something far bigger than I ever imagined. At the beginning, my blue-sky dream was simple: Make a million dollars. A million dollars was a number that seemed almost too big to be real.
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