


[image: cover]








Praise for Founders, Keepers


“This master class in how to build a startup would have helped me avoid some of my biggest professional mistakes—I just wish it had come out years ago!”


—Jonathan Seelig, Cofounder, Akamai


“Founders, Keepers is the mirror every founder needs. It provides the frameworks we, as leaders, need to grow with our companies. It’s nice to find a book that takes the theoretical and makes it generally applicable to real life.”


—Matt Tait, Cofounder and CEO, Decimal


“Rich writes with the clarity of having coached some of the best founders. He brilliantly captures the internal struggles and strengths of founders and shows the path to success.”


—Mårten Mickos, former CEO, MySQL and HackerOne


“Founders, Keepers shows just how hard it is to be a founder and do the most insane thing imaginable—create something out of nothing. Calling on 40 years of research and unique wisdom and full of practical and actionable solutions, this book should be required reading for founders who want to take their companies and themselves to the next level.”


—Maynard Webb, Founder, Webb Investment Network; Director, Salesforce and Visa; and Bestselling Author


“Founders, Keepers helped me to understand my own leadership style, to have the humility to admit where I fell short and to learn and adapt as quickly as my startup grew. From a naive visionary to a manager of relationships and execution—nine years into my startup, I’m still here.”


—Richard Mabey, Cofounder and CEO, Juro


“Rich has created the blueprint for founder growth and success. He shows founders how to survive their unique flaws, but more importantly how they can turn their creativity into massive impact. This is a book that every founder should read.”


—Mitchell Amador, CEO, Immunefi


“This book is the definitive guide on what separates successful founders from the rest, and what the best founders do to beat the odds.”


—Joe Davy, Founder and CEO, Banzai


“Rich has been the secret to success for hundreds of the best Silicon Valley founders. I grew up as a founder thanks to Rich. This book distills his wisdom from a lifetime dedicated to observing and nurturing the world’s top founders over the last three decades. You’re in for a treat.”


—Sander Daniels, Founder, Groombuggy


“I wish I had this book 20 years ago. Every page was poignant and relevant.”


—Joe Hyrkin, former CEO, Issuu, Inc., and Tech Investor/Advisor
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We dedicate this book to founders, and the people who put up with them.










FOREWORD



By Peter Fenton


Founders are the gravitational center around which the entire entrepreneurial world rotates. There’s a magic to founders—a spark that cannot be replicated or engineered. Their bravery to take that first step, moved by a relentless obsession with an idea and an audacious refusal to accept the status quo, enables them to create something entirely new from pure imagination.


The generative traits that make founders exceptional also make their journey uniquely challenging. The traditional leadership templates just don’t apply. Founders, by their nature, are “spiky.” They often excel disproportionately in vision, while other areas—execution or people management—may lag. And that’s okay. As Peter Drucker said, “Wherever there are highs, there must be lows; wherever there are peaks, there must be valleys.”


This tension—manifesting the unbridled power of a founder’s vision with the realities of scaling—defines the role we play at Benchmark, our service to founders. Service means recognizing when founders need support, advocating for their vision, and, when necessary, helping them navigate the complexities of leadership. Too often the stresses of leading through scale oxidize the energy systems of a founder, compromising their—and by extension their company’s—purpose, undermining the totality of what might be possible. More founders are lost to exhaustion and to loss of confidence than to boldness and grandeur. Our commitment to the inexhaustible purpose that motivates the founder motivates everything we do.


I first met Rich Hagberg early in my career, during my time on the board of Lithium. Lithium was at that critical inflection point where the founder’s ability to scale the business needed transformation. Another board member, Richard Yanowitch, recommended Rich as someone who could help. I’ll admit: I was a skeptic of coaching in its traditional form of outside-in platitudes. Too often the homogenized advice of the expert “coach” only erodes the towering peaks of vision and ambition into worn-down rolling hills of domesticated mediocrity. Rich shattered this view of coaching for me. He met founders where they were—free of any mold or cast. He engaged the raw data, the artifacts of their leadership, in rigorous and systematic ways. This allowed him to amplify their strengths and navigate their challenges without stripping away their core. I was happy to introduce him to Tien, a peculiar kind of inexhaustible visionary founder in need of his own transformation.


Two aphorisms illuminate the success of the Rich/Tien partnership. My partner Bob Kagle urged investing in “learn it alls” not “know it alls.” Tien embodied this, diving into his work with Rich arms outstretched, eager to absorb everything. His openness allowed him to confront his own demons with full vulnerability and understand their impact on the company. The second comes from Accel cofounder Arthur Patterson: “We’re only as good as our handlers.” For coaching to succeed, there must be vulnerability and trust. If you doubt your coach is fully committed to your success, the relationship is doomed. Tien gave Rich his complete trust, and Rich honored it with his best work.


This book, Founders, Keepers, represents the culmination of decades of insight and hard-won lessons. Rich’s approach reflects the uniqueness of founders and the importance of embracing rather than flattening their spikes. It acknowledges the paradox of the founder: their strengths are often their weaknesses, their vision is their greatest gift, and their growth as leaders is a continuous process. It also provides something I believe to be invaluable: a road map for founders to navigate the evolution from visionary to leader without losing the magic that makes them who they are.


To the founders reading this: Know that you are not alone in the unique challenges you face. The very qualities that set you apart can also isolate you. This book is a testament to the belief that your vision matters, and with the right tools and support, you can lead your company to greatness while staying true to yourself. You can learn how to defuse the time bomb.


For those who invest in and support founders: Let this book be a reminder of the privilege we have to work with such exceptional people. Our job is not to change them but to serve them, to nurture their vision, and to help them thrive. There is no greater reward than seeing a founder take their dream and turn it into a reality that impacts the world.


Rich and Tien have crafted something extraordinary here. Founders, Keepers is not just a book; it’s a celebration of what makes founders special and a guide for how to protect and empower that uniqueness. To every founder out there: God bless, Godspeed, and go change the world.










DEAR FOUNDER



I am a recovering founder. I fit the classic profile: high on vision, medium on relationships, and abysmal at execution. In other words, I’m part of the problem.


Fifteen years ago I started focusing my leadership coaching practice on founders, because I found that I could personally relate to my clients. I resemble the people I am seeking to help. A big part of my practice is telling them what I learned about being a founder but also how I screwed up and all the mistakes I made. After all, failure is just as instructive (if not more so) than success.


I’m also a psychologist with over 40 years of empirical research on founders, startups, and leadership. What brings all this data to life are the conversations I have with my clients—two founders trying to figure out the way forward together. That’s why I wanted to write this book with Tien.


Tien and I got in touch in 2011 for the usual reason I get in touch with founders: things were starting to fall apart. Tien wasn’t the only one who suspected that his leadership style might be contributing to the problem. So we generated a personality profile showing how his personality impacted his leadership, gathered a huge amount of comments and ratings from his employees and his investors (always a humbling process), and got to work on leveraging his strengths and addressing his weaknesses. Since then he has turned his company into a world-class enterprise (this is the guy who coined the phrase “Subscription Economy”), and he has become a popular teacher in his own right, mentoring dozens of young entrepreneurs over the years.


If you’re a founder, you have an instinctive aversion to people in positions of authority telling you what to do. I know Tien and I both certainly do. We aim to do two things with this book: help you figure out your own leadership and personality tendencies, and then offer some concrete advice on how to improve as a leader based on your own strengths and weaknesses. That’s it. It’s not our job to talk down to you, or get overly academic, or offer up a bunch of reductive metaphors. It’s our job to offer empirically based guidance, which you are of course free to take or leave.


This is the premise of this book: In order to grow your startup, you’re going to have to grow as a person. The natural tendencies that might lead to your initial success won’t get you to the promised land. You need to understand what constitutes an unsuccessful founder so that you can become a successful one. The book doesn’t cover everything, but it should be enough to point you in some promising directions. If you’ve found it worthwhile and feel like you want to dive in more, then by all means, drop me a line.


—Rich
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I am a recovering founder. I fit a slightly different profile: high on vision, low on relationships, and average at execution. In other words, I’m part of the problem.


Founders are ticking time bombs. We can be very clever and charismatic, but when it comes to installing the systems and processes you need to actually run a functional company, we don’t always scale well. I certainly didn’t. Three years after founding my company Zuora, there was plenty of growth, but burnout was high, morale was low, and turnover was turning into an issue. So at the request of my board member Peter Fenton, I submitted to a 360-degree review from a highly recommended organizational psychologist known as “Silicon Valley’s CEO Whisperer.” I found that of the eight characteristics of a great leader, I was in possession of a grand total of two.


And so began my 14-year journey with Rich.


What separates successful leaders from the rest? This is the question that Rich has been working on for almost his entire professional career. Over the last 15 years he has focused on founders. And he has the answers. They’re not platitudes or sports metaphors or the stuff of self-help books. They’re real. Rich has the data. In a way, this book is a summary of his life’s work. It’s also the result of hundreds of hours of conversation—most of them positive and constructive, some of them pretty tense, all of them brutally honest—between Rich and myself. I hope you find the conversation worthwhile. I know I do.


I could have been the typical narcissistic founder who gets fired as soon as my company gained real traction (you know the kind of people I’m talking about—you read about them every day). I was probably going down that path, but Rich’s coaching process is basically like a mirror. It forces you to confront yourself: your strengths, your weaknesses, and what’s holding you back. I credit my personal transformation, and Zuora’s position today, to the insights that Rich has shared with me over the years.


I find Rich’s research to be utterly unique and fascinating. It has inspired me to work with him to get it in the hands of as many people as possible. It’s really important stuff. And it’s all in this book.


—Tien










INTRODUCTION



The Ticking Time Bomb


The Forbes “30 Under 30” list has generated an impressive number of federal indictments.


Take Charlie Javice, who sold her student financial startup Frank to JPMorgan in 2021. She was indicted by the Justice Department for allegedly multiplying her customer count by an order of magnitude in order to facilitate the deal (she allegedly employed an outside data scientist to create a new “synthetic data set” of users).1 Sam Bankman-Fried and his ex-CFO Caroline Ellison are also alumni of the Forbes list. So is Martin “Pharma Bro” Shkreli.2 Elizabeth Holmes didn’t make the cut, but Forbes gave her a special “Under 30 Doers Award” for her accomplishments at Theranos.3 Trevor Milton, who made the Forbes “12 Under 40” list of young billionaires, founded a zero-emission truck company called Nikola Motor. He was convicted of fraud for (among other things) creating a demo video showing his nonfunctional vehicle rolling down a hill. The camera was tilted to make it look like a flat surface.4


A random sample of adults would result in far less evidence of blatant criminality. Most people are just not this felonious. What is going on here? Are these all uniquely bad people? Did they all have evil intentions from the start? (Putting aside Pharma Bro, that is.)


Probably not. Corporate crime is a step-by-step process. Law enforcement officials have a 10:10:80 rule of thumb when it comes to white-collar fraud: 10% of people would never commit fraud, 10% of people are actively seeking out opportunities to commit fraud, and 80% of people have the potential to commit fraud if the timing and circumstances are right. The vast majority of these founders probably started in the 80%, along with the rest of us.


As Bethany McLean, coauthor of the book The Smartest Guys in the Room: The Amazing Rise and Scandalous Fall of Enron, put it in an interview following the collapse of FTX: “It’s very rare that you have one of the characters at the heart of this who actually understands . . . that they’re moving over into the dark side and thinks about the potential repercussions of this and chooses this path anyway. That’s usually not the way these stories go.”5


So who’s responsible? Let’s not forget, all of these people were funded. They were all put in power by wealthy VC firms that pride themselves on their ability to identify dynamic, high-achieving founders capable of generating outsized returns. So are they to blame? Has the venture capital industry created an asshole industrial complex?


Again, probably not. Plenty of VC firms passed on Holmes and Bankman-Fried: their numbers were questioned, their research (or lack thereof) was found wanting. These firms pass on the vast majority of pitches they receive. They are well aware of the horrendous odds involved, the ungodly challenges, the crippling competition.


So what is going on here?


A Killing Field


The startup landscape is a killing field. Approximately 75% of venture-backed startups fail, meaning they fall short of reaching an exit at a valuation that would provide a return to all equity holders.6 One study found that 50% of founders are still in control three years after their company launches, 40% after four years, and just a quarter of founders will remain if their company is one of the 2.5% who eventually IPO.7


How do startups die? Let us count the ways. You can have a great idea that’s ahead of its time. An established incumbent can crush you with a copycat product. A competitor can offer 75% of what you do for 50% of the price (otherwise known as “disruption”). You can reach a certain altitude of revenue and then simply run out of oxygen. You can be undone by deceitful partners, feckless investors, indifferent employees. It’s a cruel world out there.


Take the story of a founder who envisioned a social network exclusively for dog lovers: a space where they could share, connect, and perhaps even find love. But the dog lovers of the world, it turned out, were perfectly content with the social networks they were already using. The result? Three years of work with no pay down the drain. At least the founder still had their dog. It’s a classic case of a solution wandering in search of a problem, a reminder that success in the startup world requires more than just a good idea—it demands that the market embrace that idea.


Financial hurdles are another nasty beast. The initial euphoria of funding quickly gives way to the harsh reality of burn rates. Picture a groundbreaking app, its launch on the horizon, only to be derailed by unforeseen coding costs or server fees. The project dies in the crib and winds up in bankruptcy. It’s a stark lesson in the importance of meticulous financial planning and the brutal reality that in the world of startups, cash is both fuel and fire.


Then there’s the battle against Goliaths—the established giants with their entrenched market shares and deep coffers. They can copy your innovations, gouge you on pricing, offer a “good enough” facsimile of your own service, and steal all your customers in the process.


Amid these external challenges lies the internal struggle—the dynamics of a team venturing into the unknown. Failure is always just around the corner. Your cofounder quits but keeps their equity. Your head of sales goes to a competitor. Your head of product decides to start a competing service. Infighting has killed sports teams, and startups are no different. A rift within the team can doom the entire venture.



Enter the Misfit



What kind of person willingly steps into this kind of hellscape? Who volunteers to play these kinds of odds? Successful or unsuccessful, founders are different from most businesspeople.


They tend to have problems with boundaries and restrictions. They have a natural inclination to break rules, prove people wrong, and do something that can’t be done. They see what others don’t see. They take issue with anything that they perceive as inhibiting their creativity and independence. They are comfortable with high levels of ambiguity. They are fine flying a plane with an engine on fire. Propelled by near-delusional levels of self-confidence, they simply will stuff to happen.


In the early “knife-fight” stages of a startup’s existence, a founder needs to be weird. They need to be driven. They need to be relentless, or they won’t survive. Picture dozens of freshly hatched sea turtles emerging from the sand and racing toward the ocean, with hundreds of seagulls wheeling overhead. Most of them aren’t going to make it. It’s the aggressive, semi-delusional founders that reach the ocean. Because of these people, many of us now live in a frictionless world of near-instant communication, retail, and transportation.


But rest assured—at some point, things will start to fall apart. The organization will outpace the individual. The founder will reach the ceiling of their capacity to lead, and all those inspiring knife-fight attributes will suddenly turn problematic. The time bomb will detonate: tick, tick, boom.


Why? Because the same people who command respect and effort also happen to be control freaks who are terrible at delegating and worse at empowering. The same people who will new things into existence are undisciplined workaholics who exhaust themselves and everyone around them. The same people who innovate and inspire frequently lack the EQ to communicate effectively, work through others, and sustain trust. They can see the future, but they lack the capacity to think and organize collectively. They are not your calm, deliberate, and empathetic Tim Cook types. They can charm you with their drive, but they are typically not “fun hangs.”


The VCs know this perfectly well. The old model worked like this: They funded these sharp, young founders under the assumption that they would eventually flame out and get replaced by experienced executives. Once the startup gained traction (the thinking went), they would need more disciplined, experienced leadership in order to handle the cascade of organizational challenges that come with rampant growth.


So at some point, they defenestrated the founder and brought in the professional manager (this was the Sequoia Capital formula). The problem, of course, is that the professionals inevitably wound up killing the magic—witness John Sculley’s tenure at Apple, for example. To a seasoned COO type, innovation can often look like risk, hazard, and waste. And so they turned previously dynamic companies (that were admittedly organizational basket cases) into orderly zombies.


But then a new wave of founders showed that they could grow with their organization. This was better for everyone. These companies kept their spark, the thing that made them unique. They continued to explore and innovate, not simply manage and maintain. Like Microsoft and Apple before them, their founders avoided the time bomb trap. They defied the conventional wisdom that the same aptitudes required to make an early-stage startup successful—a bias for action, a penchant for risk—would invariably blow it up.


But why should we care? As much attention as it gets, the technology industry only represents about 8% of the US GDP. Has the technology industry helped this country’s income equality problem, or has it divided us into haves and have-nots? If the VCs that support it had to choose between fostering genuine innovation and making lots of money, which option do you think they would favor? Have they helped or hurt the industry’s “bro culture” problem by applying roughly 3% of their total venture capital toward solo female founders? Is it a bad thing when companies like Theranos and FTX and WeWork fail, taking down all their employees and investors with them?


We should care. Here’s why.



The Stakes Are Extremely High



In 2001: A Space Odyssey, we see the most famous edit in film history: a bone that is used to kill an enemy (and also solve a protein problem) is instantly transformed into a vessel that can explore the universe. Our technology is neutral. Our story is up to us.


The rapid growth of technology over the past couple of hundred years has seen an astonishing amount of progress in living standards, from antibiotics to electricity to education. Technology has enabled the most significant (if underreported) story of our time: more than a billion people have been lifted out of extreme poverty since 1990.


In a Fortune piece titled “Fortune’s New Global 500 List Shows Europe’s Decline, the U.S.’s Rise,” Jean-Pascal Tricoire, the then CEO of Schneider Electric, said “the new Fortune Global 500 is ‘the reality check . . . of a new world,’ in which companies focused on technology and emerging economies have consolidated their global position. While the U.S. and China each saw the rise of Big Tech companies, no European or Japanese tech companies made a similar leap forward.”8


Human innovation will become more important, not less. Speculation will be essential. We are still going to need to place big bets on odd ideas. We’re still going to need to fund visionary misfits. But we also need to turn those misfits into responsible leaders. If we can develop founders who can mature as people as their startups mature as companies, to stay responsible and marshal their resources, then we will be able to both (a) solve big problems and (b) improve people’s lives.


Surviving founders are still rarely seen in the wild. But the impact of those who have “gone the distance”—Jobs, Zuckerberg, Gates, Benioff, Ellison, Musk—has been meteoric. For every Apple, there are a hundred WeWorks. So, how do we create more durable founders? Especially ones who don’t fit the classic tech bro stereotype? How do we push more across the line?


How do we turn founders into keepers?



Defusing the Time Bomb



Dear founders, it’s a difficult truth: to grow your startup, you have to grow as a person.


Spend some time with any VC, and they’ll tell you the same story: founders tell themselves they will beat the odds, but sooner or later growth catches up with them. You can outrun your limitations for only so long. You must learn how to work through others, not just yourself. It happened with Rich, and it happened with Tien. Outside of some war stories from their peers and a few Peter Drucker quotes, neither of them had good models of leadership to turn toward.


But Rich’s research allows founders to build an early warning system to counterbalance the “autopilot” tendencies that can undermine their success. It makes them aware of the pernicious cloud of mental biases that lead them to make terrible decisions that can destroy their company. It helps them see themselves.


This is the goal of this book: to translate Rich’s empirical research on leadership in order to understand the psyche of “Homo founderus” and create a road map for developing from a shaky proposition to a solid foundation. To give founders a formal process for effective decision-making, delegating, and team building. To give them (and their investors) the tools they need to defuse the time bomb.


In part one, we’ll examine the strengths and weaknesses of founders as a whole, particularly in relation to their corporate executive counterparts. In part two, we’ll explore the key differences between successful and unsuccessful founders: Why do some go all the way, while others blow up? And in part three, we’ll detail the core competencies that represent the biggest differences between the expectations of stakeholders and the actual performance of founders. In other words, the skills they really need to learn.


But first let’s take a look at the fundamentals—the three core competencies that all leaders need to succeed.










PART I




Founders, Keepers











CHAPTER 1



The Three Pillars of Leadership


In 1979, Rich left academia and came to Silicon Valley to work for a firm of consulting psychologists who vetted potential executives for big Fortune 500 companies. Their approach was fairly straightforward: The firm administered a brief IQ test to a prospective hire, then conducted a two-hour interview, and then made their recommendations. Conclusions were based on the insights that the psychologists could glean from the candidates’ answers to interview questions.


At the time, none of the client information was being seriously collected and analyzed. The psychologist would pull half a dozen themes out of an interview and IQ test, then write up a summary using boilerplate sentences. Some of these interviews were insightful, but most people struggled to draw conclusions about complex personality styles and job and company fit. The company wasn’t generating any in-depth profiles or objective, databased conclusions.


Shortly after joining, Rich came up with the idea of using computers to develop psychological profiles based on personality tests in order to automate the writing of assessment reports and also spot patterns and trends in the data. So he took the computer idea to his boss, who promptly responded, “Young man, you are not being a properly deferential apprentice. Just focus on the work you have been assigned.” Rich took his advice to heart and quit.


Over the next few years, Rich entered the outplacement business, helping executives find new jobs and providing career counseling. He started using more extensive personality testing and 360-degree ratings (reviews from the subject’s coworkers and partners) to help them get a new start. This time, however, he took advantage of his new obsession: technology. He began recording all his research into an early database system in order to discover the broader ideas.


Then, one night, it happened. Rich had his eureka moment. He was preparing to meet with a laid-off executive the following morning. Because his desk wasn’t big enough, he covered his bed in dot-matrix printouts. The man’s personality test showed that he lacked confidence, suffered from extreme anxiety, had trouble tolerating ambiguity, and had tendencies toward perfectionism. Then Rich looked at his 360 scores: His coworkers said he was indecisive, suffered from analysis paralysis, and was prone to outbursts when he was under stress or when people made mistakes.


One test offered insights into the man’s inner life, and the other test described his behavior. They were a complete match. The combination of the two assessments instantly revealed what might have taken months of therapy sessions. It got right to the heart of the matter. The next day, Rich shared his insights with his stunned but receptive client. The man later wound up running a major utility company.


Over the next few years, Rich continued his research with a TI-99/4A running at 3 MHz, with 16 KB of RAM and 26 KB of ROM, data storage on a cassette, and a primitive statistics program. Then he moved on to the first IBM PC and created the technology that he is still using today. In addition to diagnostic interviews and personality tests, he began using the then unheard-of multi-rater 360 rating methodology that generated an objective assessment of competencies from superiors, peers, and subordinates and measured almost 50 management, leadership, problem-solving, and social skills.


By the late eighties, Rich had developed a sizable database and was correlating personality and 360 ratings. His research on leadership and personality started with understanding terminated executives, then moved on to the most highly rated leaders, then to CEOs. Why did some succeed while others failed? Over the course of the next several decades, Rich went on to conduct personality and behavioral profiles on hundreds of executives.


Here is what he discovered.


The Three Pillars of Leadership


Defining truly successful leadership has always been an ongoing debate. In the 1980s Tom Peters and Robert Waterman, in their best-selling book, In Search of Excellence, noted that great leaders are primarily defined by a simple and compelling vision. In the 1990s, Daniel Goleman in his best-selling book Emotional Intelligence surfaced the importance of social awareness, collaboration, and empathy. Then, in the early 2000s, Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan in their book Execution pointed out that while vision and relationships are important, they don’t mean anything without architecture and implementation.


To Rich, this all sounded like the parable of the three blind men describing the same elephant in markedly different ways. Surely, all three competency clusters were equally important. Each had their natural strengths and weaknesses. Strength in one was akin to being left- or right-handed—the dominant hand gets more usage and becomes that much more dominant. If you were execution minded, for example, then of course you would use that dominant hand to lead.


But he needed the data to confirm his hypothesis. By applying factor analysis, a method used to reduce a large number of variables into a smaller number of key factors (much like organizing a heap of laundry into piles of related items), he was able to arrive at a fundamental conclusion: All three were essential. Like gravity, which quietly did its work for several billion years before Newton had his revelation under the apple tree, these three competencies represented timeless principles.


What are the Three Pillars? Quite simply, they are clusters of competencies that Rich has determined (through extensive factor analysis) are essential for leadership. Rarely, however, are all three found in the same individual in equal strengths.




The Visionary Evangelist


A great thinker and visionary. But could not get shit done to save his own life.


—Anonymous 360 feedback


Do any of the following statements apply to you?


•I am better than most people when it comes to influencing others.


•I prefer work activities that involve creative thinking.


•I enjoy being the center of attention.


•I enjoy stating my opinion in meetings.


•Creative ideas frequently come to me at any time, day or night.


•I tend to see opportunities before I see the challenges and risks.


•I feel destined to accomplish great things in my life.


•I have to admit that I am more talented than others.


•It is natural for me to take charge and assume a leadership role when I see an opportunity or have an exciting idea.


•It is easy for me to generate excitement, enthusiasm, and optimism that motivates people to follow my lead.


•I enjoy challenging the status quo and leading change or pursuing new approaches.


•I love developing a vision of what is possible and developing strategic initiatives to make it happen.


•I have always been a bit of a rebel and a nonconformist.


•I dislike rules, policies, and boundaries that restrict my independence and creativity.


If you find yourself nodding your head at the majority of these statements (even the ones that might sound like titanic narcissism or outright pathology to others), you may be a Visionary Evangelist.


“Visionary” and “Evangelist” are two words that get thrown around a lot in Startupland, but we picked them for a reason. The “Visionary” aspect doesn’t simply imply an imaginative mindset, it refers to someone who can create a compelling vision of the future in which others can picture themselves. “Evangelist” refers to the Pied Piper aspect of this personality. It’s one thing to come up with a great idea, it’s quite another to convince and cajole other people into turning that idea into a reality.


These are the people who break through—who make the medical, scientific, and technological discoveries, who spark innovative art forms and religious reforms. Leonardo da Vinci, Ada Lovelace, Albert Einstein, Nina Simone, Steve Jobs, Frank Lloyd Wright, Martin Luther King, Frida Kahlo, Marie Curie, John Lennon, Virginia Woolf, and George Lucas are all Visionary Evangelists.


Visionary Evangelists are typically born as problem children. They are, to put it charitably, not team players. From a young age, they are a relentless menace. Their inquisitive nature and proclivity for exploration sometimes endanger life and limb. In his book Zero to One, Peter Thiel notes that many of PayPal’s early employees shared a common trait—as adolescents they all enjoyed experimenting with explosives.


Visionary Evangelists are exciting. They thrive in the midst of creative destruction. Said one 360 reviewer of their founder: “I witnessed her coming in and ripping apart a process that was outdated, inefficient, and meaningless. It was a beautiful thing.” They have a poorly developed sense of fear and no concept of the odds against them. They make the impossible happen. Commented another reviewer: “She always asks why and how to do things differently than have been done. She challenges all legal, regulatory, and financial thought processes and always makes sure we get the best possible answer for the company.”


Steve Jobs fit the personality of a Visionary Evangelist perfectly. He had very confident assumptions about how to improve things and solve problems, and he was often correct about those assumptions. He inspired everyone around him. He famously “played the orchestra.” He rallied his employees to create a dent in the universe. He was better than everyone else, and he knew it.


He could also be a huge asshole to work with. Andrea “Andy” Cunningham helped launch Apple’s original Macintosh. In an interview with Business Insider, she had this to say about her experience working with Steve Jobs:


Steve got angry with everybody who worked with him. He was very impatient. He had a vision of what it was that you were supposed to be accomplishing and if you didn’t do it fast enough or you didn’t do it right enough, he definitely got angry. He threw things at people, nothing heavy, but he threw wads of paper at people, swore at people, and criticized their clothing. He did all those things. So what it did to certain people is it caused us to push even harder and try to be even better, but for some people it destroyed them. Fortunately for me, I was one of the first types and I am forever grateful to him actually for the experience because now I am so much better at what I do than I would have been without him.1


While we can’t excuse this behavior, we can attempt to explain it: As Cunningham indicates, Jobs was frustrated that other people weren’t seeing the same things he was seeing. The problem, of course, was that those things existed primarily in his head, and he wasn’t doing a very good job at communicating them. This brings us to another key VE characteristic: a propensity for “drive-by delegation.” By that, we mean a poorly described assignment that needed to happen yesterday.


Visionary Evangelists are magpies; they tend to get distracted by shiny objects. Fiercely intelligent, they are quickly bored by routine. Systems and processes hold very little appeal—too restrictive, too rote, too many details. As a result, they are much better at launching a project than maintaining, managing, or even sustaining a modicum of interest. One person’s relentless curiosity and unceasing inspiration is another person’s complete lack of executive functionality: “He loves new and trendy things. That’s fine, but it may cause him to miss the value in the tested models.”


Visionary Evangelists embody a lot of fascinating contradictions. They are aggressive entrepreneurs who are often deathly afraid of conflict. They are inspirational speakers who are frequently disasters at small talk. Lots of them come from good schools, but they can’t concentrate. Some of them wind up leading huge organizations, but they are essentially outcasts and loners. The best of them recognize their weaknesses and put in the hard, unglamorous work of fixing them: learning to be a better listener, making an effort to reply to emails, getting to meetings on time, sticking to deadlines, offering legitimately constructive criticism.


They are notoriously terrible at the mundane but crucial aspects of running a business. Details? Boring. Processes? Stifling. Execution? Someone else’s problem. This is why so many startups led by visionary founders stumble when it’s time to scale. They are brilliant at sparking the flame but terrible at keeping the fire burning. They understand their vision and are confident that they can work their way toward realizing it, and so naturally they assume that other people will get it as well. The end result? Flying wads of paper.


But they are essential. In his book Notes on Complexity, Neil Theise, a professor of pathology at the NYU Grossman School of Medicine, discusses the concept of quenched disorder, or the necessary “Goldilocks” amount of randomness that all systems need in order to adapt and thrive: “New opportunities can’t be found if random things aren’t happening here and there, stumbling into new ways of being, new modes to be reconnoitered and exploited. A little randomness keeps the system alive.”2


Visionary Evangelists provide that randomness, that flickering spark.


The Relationship Builder


Wanting to please everyone all the time sometimes just isn’t possible.


—Anonymous 360 feedback


We all want to be nice, but let’s face it, some of us are nicer than others. How many of these statements apply to you?


•I find it easy to manage reluctant or uncooperative employees to become committed team members.


•I get a great deal of satisfaction when I am helping an employee who is struggling.


•I try to be positive and patient and avoid upsetting others.


•It is easy for me to get very involved in helping my friends and coworkers with their problems.


•I would genuinely enjoy being a mentor to a student or intern.


•I am quite comfortable openly discussing feelings with my coworkers.


•Compared to my coworkers, I am known as a very caring and supportive boss.


•I have a reputation for being very sensitive to employees’ feelings, needs, and concerns.


•I try to bring out the best in people by giving frequent praise, recognition, and support.


•My coworkers see me as a friendly and approachable person.


•My ability to read people and understand their motivations and needs is better than most of my coworkers.


•I am good at getting people to like me.


•Building strong relationships with my colleagues is very important to me.


•I have been told that I am too nice and do not demand enough performance from people.


If you’re the kind of person who actually enjoys team offsites, likes to talk on the phone just to talk on the phone, and sends people texts on their birthdays, you may be a Relationship Builder. And this cold, cruel world needs more people like you.


Relationship Builders are genuinely positive people. They are welcoming, approachable, and nonjudgmental. They tend to see the best in others and treat everyone with respect and consideration. “He is very easy-going and approachable,” a direct report said. “He has a warm and friendly personality and is instantly liked. I can’t think of anybody who doesn’t like him.”


Some public examples of leaders who are Relationship Builders include people like Howard Schultz, Indra Nooyi, Oprah Winfrey, Barack Obama, and Richard Branson. To quote Mahatma Gandhi: “I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles; but today, it means getting along with people.”


Consider Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, who transformed the company’s culture by emphasizing empathy, collaboration, and a growth mindset. Under his leadership, Microsoft has shifted from a cutthroat, Darwinian environment to a place where teamwork and inclusivity are prioritized. Another great example of a Relationship Builder is Tony Hsieh, the late CEO of Zappos. Hsieh was known for his extraordinary emphasis on company culture and employee happiness, which he believed were key to the success of the business. His leadership style was built on trust, open communication, and fostering strong relationships within the organization.


Here’s the basic Relationship Builder perspective: The world is generally a safe place, and most people are basically good and can be trusted. Considering the fact that we spend almost half our lives working in the company of people who are essentially strangers, this kind of empathetic attitude can go a long way. It earns them the respect and trust of others: “In my experience, in direct relationships, she has never been anything but open, friendly, and approachable,” one executive said of his colleague. “She extends trust in all her interactions, and therefore usually receives it.”


Relationship Builders are what we call in our research a model of values—they have high moral and ethical standards and consistently try to live up to them. Their behavior reflects their principles. They try to be just and fair, including the willingness to take responsibility for their mistakes rather than blaming others when things go wrong. They emphasize treating people with respect. They take the Boy and Girl Scout stuff seriously. It matters to them. They are the happy warriors, the people you want on your side when things get tough.


Relationship builders are also socially astute: They know how to read a room. They are canny diplomats who are quick to adjust their approach to fit another person’s mood or need. They can quickly intuit the social dynamics of working groups. They listen attentively and don’t interrupt. They remain calm and unflappable when the meeting gets testy.


In a bleak transactional world, where opportunists flit from company to company like butterflies, Relationship Builders are invaluable because they build the ties that bind. They are the cultural glue. They get people invested. They foster ownership. They develop a sense of shared fate, the feeling that “we’re all in this together.” They make people feel 10 feet tall, willing to rise to any challenge, endure hardships, and make personal sacrifices (such as working long hours when necessary or accepting deferred financial rewards) for the cause. Remember, this is all an exercise in collective imagination.


This brings us to the central paradox of the Relationship Builder: They are conflict resolvers who hate conflict. These people are brilliant at facilitating dialogue. They are the ones sitting in the middle chair of the group circle. But because they are so sensitive to other people’s feelings and are driven by a need to be liked by everyone, they don’t like to deliver bad news or be directly involved in conflict and disharmony. When they find themselves in a really nasty dustup (particularly one involving themselves), they either paper it over or avoid it altogether: “It feels like he really wants to avoid confrontation and have other people make the decisions, and he seems particularly uncomfortable handling the issues with the EVPs.”


But it’s a fact of startup life: Shit happens. All teams have moments of distrust and disunity, especially when they feel stuck and frustrated. People point fingers, blame others, and revert to their petulant adolescent selves. There is nothing a typical Relationship Builder would like more than to avoid conflicts like this. But the leader who fails to address conflict directly is setting the stage for hypocrisy, secrecy, cliques, backstabbing, and all manner of palace intrigue that poisons the atmosphere and undermines productivity: “She has too many people she has to try to please. She can sometimes get caught up in that and lose sight of our objectives. I’ve been asked to do things at times that are not worth my time or effort just because someone on the outside ‘thinks’ it should be done or for the ‘dog and pony show’ of it.”


Their deep empathy and desire to avoid conflict can make them indecisive and overly accommodating. They may struggle with holding people accountable, fearing that tough love might damage relationships. In the pressure cooker of startup life, this can lead to a lack of discipline and accountability that undermines the entire organization. They can be so focused on keeping everyone happy that they lose sight of the bigger picture, becoming reluctant to make the hard decisions that leadership sometimes demands. In short, they can be too nice for their own good.


But they remain indispensable. Relationship Builders bring compassion and humanity to business. They weave the social fabric of the organization. They may not have visionary zeal or managerial rigor, but they are essential ingredients in the mix that makes a successful company. Without a Relationship Builder in an active leadership role, a startup can be a desolate place to work, driven by a checked-out Visionary Evangelist who likes ideas more than people, or a process-obsessed Manager of Execution who lives entirely inside spreadsheets.


Relationship Builders remind us that we are human and that we don’t have all the answers.


The Manager of Execution


There are days when I’m glad that I work with him, not for him.


—Anonymous 360 feedback


Finally, do any of these statements apply to you? Be honest:


•I like to have things under control by having a plan, and I rarely, if ever, do anything reckless or impulsive.


•When I go into a new initiative or project, I prefer to reduce uncertainty by trying to find out as much as I can about what I can expect or how things might turn out.


•Compared to my colleagues, I am much more focused on planning, goal setting, and monitoring performance.


•I have a reputation for being a pragmatic realist who makes fact-based, rational decisions.


•When I use a tool or object, I always put it back where I got it.


•I like making lists of all of the things I have to do.


•I am quite comfortable with a certain amount of routine and regular in my habits.


•I have a reputation for holding people accountable and for having a low tolerance for substandard performance.


•I am a very good project manager. I get things done in a focused, systematic, and efficient manner.


•I have little trouble making tough decisions about employees who are not performing.


•I pride myself in meeting commitments and delivering on time and on budget.


•I am good at bringing order and focus to projects and organizations.


•I feel a sense of responsibility to set high standards of performance and expect excellence from myself and others.


•I believe that this generation would be better off if those in authority were shown more respect.


If you’re the kind of person who checks their grocery receipts in the car, genuinely enjoys home maintenance, schedules regular community service appointments, and likes to spend your free time organizing, you may be a Manager of Execution. And you are absolutely essential.


Vision without execution is hallucination. If you don’t have people who finish what they start and make sure that others do the same, you will have problems. Meetings won’t begin on time. Projects will limp along until they evaporate entirely. Pie-in-the-sky quarterly goals will be dismissed out of hand. And none of it will matter, because no one will be held accountable. Even with the best of intentions and an inspirational vision, without a Manager of Execution, you’re sunk. Public examples of Managers of Execution include people like Steve Kerr, Tiger Woods, Lou Gerstner, Meg Whitman, and Michael Dell.


Managers of Execution deliver results. Their orientation is toward focus and efficiency. Their graph always goes up and to the right. They provide clarity and direction. They turn the hazy dream into a sharp reality. You can almost hear the martial drums beating as we describe them. They understand that work without focus is fatal.


Take Mary Barra, CEO of General Motors. Barra’s focus on execution and operational excellence has driven GM through a significant transformation, including the aggressive push toward electric vehicles. Another example is Tim Cook. While Jobs was the quintessential Visionary Evangelist, Cook is the epitome of a Manager of Execution. His meticulous attention to supply chain management and operational efficiency has allowed Apple to maintain its status as one of the most valuable companies in the world, even after the passing of its iconic founder.


Managers of Execution have a strict set of personal values and a sense of responsibility. They have a strong inner compass. In a conversation, you might hear a Manager of Execution say, “My values may seem to be a little old-fashioned by modern standards.” They hold themselves to their commitments, and they expect others to do the same. Ethics and work are one and the same: “Dependable, reliable, honest, hardworking, and driven . . . he loves to solve problems. He manages both his time and the time and energy of his staff with effective direction and guidance.”


While they like nothing better than to sequester themselves with a spreadsheet, the best of them understand that process is about efficiency. They know that margins make the difference. So they stay focused on organizational goals and are rarely distracted or set off course by unimportant details or activities: “She and her team understand that we are all working for the same goals: satisfied customers and profitable business decisions. They make business decisions with sensitivity to customer need.”


Startups need Managers of Execution in order to scale effectively. Without them, they will run out of cash, overhire, overcommit to customer requests, or similarly self-destruct in a whirlwind of activity that is completely lacking in actual productivity. The company will either limp along in endless circles or flame out like a supernova. Managers of Execution help them set priorities and understand the organization’s real capabilities.


Unfortunately, this gets harder to do as bureaucracy develops. Work creates more work: more dependencies, more meetings, more action items. Organizations generate useless activity like the sun generates solar flares. All too often, this kind of environment can feed a Manager of Execution’s worst impulses. To quote Jeff Bezos:
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