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The Journey to CEO Success
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—Mort O’Sullivan, Founder, ARCA
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“Michael Praeger has a rare combination of operational strength and optimism that has powered AvidXchange to its current success with his great executive team. This book is a step towards bottling and sharing his wisdom.”

—Teresa Mackintosh, Partner, Blue Star Innovation Partners; Board Member, AvidXChange; former CEO, Trintech


“Mike Praeger is relentless in his pursuit of possibilities. He is a master at envisioning a compelling future and then bringing it into reality.”
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—Dr. Jay Cohen, Co-Founder, Dexian (formerly Signature Consultants)


“I have known Patrick and Michael for more than 10 years. The wisdom reflected in The Journey to CEO Success is not only a profound guide for leaders but also an embodiment of their collaborative genius, offering practical and effective strategies that are indispensable for any C-Level executive. This book no doubt will be celebrated by many for its actionable advice, and is a must-read for leaders wishing to enhance their journey with proven methods that have already paved the way to success for numerous C-Level executives.”
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“A leader’s most important asset is clarity of purpose. The coaching and practices in this book have helped me develop my own purposeful leadership style with confidence. Use it to further develop your leadership brand and style!”
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FOREWORD





Over the last 30 years, I’ve invested in many companies, sat on many boards, and worked with many founders and CEOs. Occasionally, I’ve had the chance to work with an entrepreneur who can start a company, grow it sustainably, take it public, and continue scaling and leading the business to deliver strong and predictable results.

This seldom happens. Entrepreneurs tend to be successful up to a particular stage in their company’s growth. Then, at some point, they stop being able to scale with the company and become their own most significant obstacle. The founder reaches a threshold where they must grow their leadership capabilities or step aside and bring in an experienced manager to scale the business to the next level. Many founders are uncomfortable and unprepared to transition away from the frontline work of product building and customer interaction to focus on business management.

I have had a front-row view of the leadership journey of Michael Praeger, beginning with his first software company in the 1990s in Boston. In 2014, I joined the board of AvidXchange, the software-enabled payments company Michael founded in 2000. Throughout my tenure on AvidXchange’s board, I saw firsthand how Michael’s relentless drive, passion to become a great leader, and curiosity enabled him to evolve and build his leadership capabilities while navigating through each growth and organizational milestone. During this period, AvidXchange experienced a 10X increase in revenue and became a public company with its IPO in October 2021.

The seven practices Michael learned during his journey—which you will find in this book—helped him dramatically increase his leadership effectiveness, achieve incredible growth, and build several billion dollars in shareholder value. Michael’s growth was guided and accelerated by his coaching partnership with his long-time business advisor, Patrick Thean, who has worked relentlessly with Michael on his development journey. They aren’t finished; Michael continues forward with the same motivation, drive, and curiosity to grow as a leader and take AvidXchange to its next milestone: achieving $1 billion in annual revenues and being the dominant industry player in their market segment.

To grow as Michael has, incorporate the seven practices discussed in this book into your ways of working and being. These practices must become deeply embedded habits since it takes repetition and discipline to grow as a leader. To build your organization, you must build yourself—and you must do so continuously.

Start with the foundational stages of self-development, captured in the first two practices shared in this book: Be Curious and Level Up. Curiosity will spur you to grow your knowledge, and a genuine desire to level up will open your eyes to daily growth opportunities. If you’re not enacting these two practices, your leadership abilities are already becoming stale. Failure will creep in, unnoticed at first, and then seemingly multiply overnight. But very few failures happen overnight. Most took root long ago, but without curiosity and the drive to level up, you cannot see them until they’re too big to correct.

This book will spark your curiosity to go deeper and further as a CEO, leader, and human being. It will help you avoid failure and repeatedly tackle new challenges and obstacles. Follow these practices to develop yourself, execute effectively, build a strong organizational culture, and serve your customers with excellence. Do these things, and you will increase your chances of success as a leader and a CEO.

I hope you will enjoy the seven practices that Michael and Patrick share and implement them in your growth journey.

—BRAD FELD

PARTNER, FOUNDRY
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION




My worst nightmare was becoming a reality: my company was about to die. And now, when I needed him the most, the one person I could ask for help was saying “no.”

“Please just come down here,” I remember begging him, “and see if you can help me.”

“I don’t think so.”

“But … I’m dying here,” I told him.

“Nah,” he said. “I don’t want to come to Charlotte.”

“Why not?” I asked, becoming more and more desperate. “I’ll pay you for your time.”

“I know,” said Richard, “but I’m still not coming.”

I pressed and pushed and begged, but he wouldn’t budge. My lifeguard was flat-out refusing to throw me a life preserver. “Come down here, and assess things with me, just for a couple of days. Please.”

“Nope. Sorry.”

“Why not?” I demanded again. I knew Richard enjoyed a flashy lifestyle—fancy meals and Ferraris. Guys like him usually like the idea of more money, right?

But he stuck to his guns. “I have all the clients I need here in New York,” he explained. “There’s just no reason for me to jump on a plane to Charlotte.”

“Then I’m gonna die!” I reminded him.

“That’s just panic.”

“You bet I’m panicking!” I almost shouted. “You’re going to read my company’s obituary in the papers, and you’ll know it was your fault!”

This wasn’t the first time I’d been worried about Metasys. We’d  already survived so many dangerous moments during our shorthistory. Despite those, my company had grown quickly to $15 million in revenues and achieved Number 151 on Inc. Magazine’s Inc. 500 list of the fastest-growing privately held companies.

At that time, I believed we were facing challenges that threatened to kill our company. We’d already endured more than one cash crunch, hanging on only by our fingernails. We had to watch as our sales dipped and fight hard to regain sales success. And then there were personnel problems. I’d had to ask one of my partners to leave in our very first year, and when another left a few years later, I was convinced I’d need three people to replace her. In the end, it was only two, and again, we survived.

In difficult times, I’d managed to raise capital from investors to keep the lights on. My largest customer had asked to cancel their contract and demanded a $1.5 million refund, when at the time we were only a $2 million company. We successfully solved that crisis, and the customer not only remained a customer but also became a strong reference. What kept me going all those years was a desire to make a difference in the lives of our customers and our employees.

So, what was different about this time? Why was I on the phone to Richard, begging for help? After surviving so many crises, why was this one filling me with a sense of impending doom?

A lot of the pressure was coming from our venture capital partners and the fact that we had a high valuation. I had received offers to sell Metasys—including a prior offer from Richard himself as CEO of his previous company—and that only added to the stress. A high valuation sounds great, right? Not long before, an industry analyst had told me, “You’re amazingly young to be so successful. If you cash out, you’d be financially set for life at age thirty!” But that’s not how it felt to me. Selling at a high valuation was never my primary goal. I was a dream chaser and really wanted to build a great company that made a difference to the lives of people we touched—employees first, and then customers. But I felt like the dog chasing the car. Just as I got close, the car would get faster, and then where was I? Just a dog chasing a car again! That’s how it felt to run a fast-growing company for the first time. Just as I thought I had learned enough to run it, it got bigger and faster. Things were starting to get away from me. And I was beginning to get exhausted.

Then, there were the day-to-day issues. Our customers were disappointed when we started getting late with product deliveries. We had more than sixty programmers, all working super hard, yet we were unable to deliver on time. Adding more engineers seemed to make us less efficient and less productive. And adding new features from customer requests added complexity. Our problems were multiplying.

Thanks to our having closed some large deals, Metasys was really taking off. But these new agreements included complex new features. No doubt these features made our software more compelling and unique, but we were having trouble delivering these features on time. In the software industry, this is known as “customer debt”: features that were paid for and owed to customers. I took great pride in doing what I said I would do, and customers signed on believing in me and my team. As this customer debt began to pile up, I believed we were going to fail even though the company’s financial performance continued to improve. This is because I believed that this compounding customer debt was a leading indicator of our company overcommitting, and unless we were able to get that under control and reduce our customer debt, we would ultimately fail. This caused me enormous stress and anxiety.

Then, at the height of our challenges, we won the Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year award for North Carolina. But that only brought me even more stress!

My wife asked, “Why are you unhappy about winning this award? We’re going to get great press for the company!”

I explained to her, “If Metasys had died last week, no one would have noticed. But now, if we go under, it will be a public disaster!”

All of this was weighing on me, adding a growing panic to the tone of my phone call to Richard. I also sounded tired, because I was. Not just regular tired but truly bone-deep tired. Years of hard work had left me so close to burnout that even my father had noticed, and he had set the example of working long and hard hours. As a lawyer in Singapore, he worked twelve-hour days, Monday to Saturday. He even worked Sunday mornings, though he was always home for our family lunch. He’d work in the evenings after dinner, and from my room next to his home office, I’d see that his light would stay on until midnight. And now, he was telling me to dial it back a little. “Careful, son,” he told me, “you’re working too hard.”

“Yep, I sure am.” I was proud of the hours I was putting in. “I’m working even harder than you did.”

He agreed. “I never woke up at 6 a.m. and worked until 2 a.m. You’re burning the candle at both ends.”

“No,” I proudly told him, “I’m burning it at both ends and in the middle!”

“You need rest,” my father said. “Everyone does.”

“Sleep is for the weak! I’ll have lots of time to sleep when I am dead!” I said, making light of my crazy schedule.

Looking back, that sentiment feels pretty foolish. I was young and believed that hard work, drive, and energy could solve anything. Of course, I was being blind to the truth, persuading myself that I was a superhero who could work limitless hours without rest. “All I have to do,” I told myself, “is to work harder than everyone else and keep going.” But I really could not keep up this pace. I was starting to burn out.

I’d also started to resent how much people were asking of me—a classic early sign of burnout. The demands on me were relentless. I felt like a dish served on a lazy Susan, getting spun around while everyone took pieces out of me with their chopsticks. And for all my bullish talk—“I’ll sleep when I die!”—people were starting to notice my growing exhaustion.

My cousin, Jiejun, visited me and noticed how tired I looked. “You know,” she quipped, “watching you, I’ve learned that I don’t want to be an entrepreneur. Some people have double bags under their eyes. But how the heck did you get triple-eye bags?”

It was around that time that I hit my limit. My company was set to implode. One hundred and eighty people were going to lose their jobs. Six years of the hardest work I’d ever done was going to yield nothing but failure. “I’ve ‘Peter Principled,’” I told myself. “I’ve hit the limits of my competence. I should replace myself and hire a CEO to get us through this.” I’m not a quitter, and the idea of bringing in someone to help felt repulsive to me. But admitting that I needed help was a monumental realization. It’s like going through addiction treatment: the first step is to acknowledge you’ve got a problem. I was addicted to my company, to growth, and to work. I’d become a workaholic and a growthaholic. It was time to reach out for some serious help. That’s when I called Richard and begged him to come down to Charlotte.

What attracted me to Richard was his deep experience as a software CEO. He had taken two software companies public, and he was now advising various entrepreneurs. He sounded like the perfect advisor. With luck, he might even agree to come and run Metasys for me. But all I was hearing was, “No.”

“Why not?” I asked.

And then, finally, he told me. “Remember a couple of years ago,” he said, “when I offered to buy Metasys?”

“Yeah.”

“Ever since then, I’ve had a nickname for you.”

I could tell this wasn’t going to be good. “Really?”

“Really. I call you ‘Mr. X-Plus-One.’”

It clicked. “Oh.”

“You remember now?”

I did, and his reluctance to help suddenly made perfect sense. “Uh-huh.”

“I asked how much you wanted for Metasys,” he said, warming to the tale, “and do you happen to recall your reply?”

I almost choked, painfully dredging up the overconfidence of a Patrick who was both much younger and much dumber. Eventually, I was forced to say, “Yeah. I said ‘X-plus-one.’”

“And when I asked you what that meant, you replied, ‘A buck more than you have, buddy!’”

Richard said, his voice filled with satisfaction.

Now, I felt about two inches tall.

“I complimented you by offering to buy your company. You could have said ‘No’ in a polite way, but instead, you insulted me. That is why I don’t want to come to Charlotte to help you.”

“I know. You are right. I was a jerk, and I’m sorry.”

“And now,” Richard said, clearly enjoying rubbing my face in it, “‘Mr. X-Plus-One’ has become ‘Mr. I’ll Die Without Your Help.’”

“Yeah.” I’m glad to this day that our call took place before the days of Zoom, so Richard couldn’t see the anguish and self-loathing on my face. “That’s right.”

“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” he intoned.

I asked him to forgive me and consider coming down to Charlotte to save me.

“Alright,” he finally said. “I’ll come down there.”

“Really?” I said, brightening quickly. My lifeguard had finally seen that I was drowning. And he’d decided I was actually worth saving.

“Just three days, that’s it,” he promised. “Then we’ll see what kind of shape you’re really in.”

We arranged for him to meet the Metasys executive team. In the days before his arrival, they were pretty freaked out. The rumor mill started up: “We’re bringing in the ex-CEO of a successful public company? What’s going on? Is Patrick fixing to replace himself?” Naturally, some worried that Richard would find that our problems were among our team and start to clean house. Any moment of change and uncertainty is scary, and this was no different.

At the end of the three days in Charlotte, Richard shared his thoughts. “Your problems are typical of a successful, high-growth software company. Your products are gaining momentum, and that brings problems. Right now, you don’t have the experience to solve those problems, and so they feel a lot worse than they really are. But they’re very solvable. It will take hard work, but you’re no stranger to that,” he told us. “You need more experience and some guidance to calm down, solve your issues, and reduce the chaos and stress.” Then he told me, “Your people have their heads down. They’re overworked but under-inspired. As for you, I know you’ve worked really hard, but you look haggard and depressed. You are not having fun anymore.”

“Yep, I am,” I replied candidly. “That’s why I called you.”

“There’s nothing bad happening at Metasys,” he told us all. “You’re experiencing the problems of success. To you, it looks like chaos. But I’ve got more experience, and I can see the patterns. Sure, you’ve got customers who are yelling at you because you can’t deliver what you promised, but no one delivers 100 percent of the time.”


YOUR PROBLEMS ARE TYPICAL OF A SUCCESSFUL, HIGH-GROWTH SOFTWARE COMPANY.



Richard got us all into a room. “I want you to do an assets exercise.” He had us write down all the positive things about our company and list all our assets. We were all exhausted and worn down by stress, so the list we wrote was very short. He facilitated our session: “Your customers are also positive assets. So, make a list of them.”

When we were done, we looked at the combined list on the glass boards. Quickly, some optimism began to return. Our head of development said, “Wow! We have a pretty awesome list of assets!”

“Damn straight!” Richard agreed. “And that means we have a pretty awesome company here!” He smiled and asked, “Anyone notice something interesting about your customer list?”

After we all tried to guess the answer but failed, he did what great coaches do: he educated us again, showing us a pattern that we hadn’t yet seen. “Most of your customers are Fortune 500 companies. I see Monsanto, Levi Strauss, Michelin, Cisco Systems, etc. This is an incredible list of customers—American icons—who believe in your products and what you are building. We have so much here to work with! Of course, they are mad at you when you don’t deliver on time. But they have also committed to you and believe that your product is right for them. So, there’s no need for self-pity,” he told us. “Just look at this list of customers and your other assets. Look at it for as long as you need to. If you can’t get excited about a list like that, I don’t know what’s wrong with you.”

Then, he gave us a stern instruction. “When you leave this conference room, I want every one of you to be excited about solving all your problems. I want you all fully re-committed to building a great company together. And if you can’t be excited, if you can’t bring yourself to believe in this company, then we don’t need you here!”

Richard hadn’t said anything I didn’t know, but he’d framed our situation so that my emotional brain could access it. First, he’d shown us a pattern that we hadn’t been able to see: our incredible clients were our best assets, and listing them helped us to see that. Then, he’d spanked us for falling into the trap of assuming that our customers hated us and were ready to jump ship when, in fact, they needed us for their own success. We’d become defeatist and depressed, but Richard’s perspective showed us that our situation was actually pretty favorable. Finally, he’d given us the inspiration we needed, a chance to reassess and re-engage, to come together and solve our problems.

When I spoke to him after the session, he said, “You’ve got a great company here. I know you’ve doubted that lately, but it’s true. Your problems are typical of companies that grow fast and have great success. There’s no reason to be scared. I’ve seen much worse problems than yours, and I promise they’re solvable.”

By this point, I was as impressed with Richard as I’d ever been with anyone. Right there and then, I asked him if he wanted to be our new CEO.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “But after three days here, I do know that you’ve got a great team, and they love you, but here’s the strange thing: they don’t view you as the boss.”

This confused me. “How do you mean?”

“When you ask for something to be done,” he commented, “they act like it’s a suggestion. You don’t hold them accountable for accomplishing the important things. You don’t come back and check to make sure the execution is done. Plus, they’re working hard for you, but they’re not necessarily working on the right things.” Then he said something else that really stuck with me. “I’m glad to report that you’re not the arrogant jerk I thought you were. You’re not really ‘Mr. X-Plus-One’. In fact, you’ve demonstrated vulnerability working with your team. You’ve got the humility to admit that you need to learn and enough curiosity to learn and change. That’s why your team loves you. You’ll find those are key traits to being a successful CEO.”
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