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			DEDICATION

			I dedicate this to my son, Ryan Reagan Blair: May you never experience the rock bottoms that I have, and become the rock star that I could only dream of being.

			

		

	
		
			
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I would like to express my deepest gratitude for my biographer and writing partner of eight years, Shannon Constantine Logan, for extracting my innermost thoughts, deciphering my handwriting, and writing this book with me.

			

		

	
		
			
			THIS BOOK CONTAINS POTTY MOUTH

			You can’t just bleep out colorful language in a book the way you can with a documentary, and unlike albums, books don’t come with parental advisory ratings, so I struggled with whether or not to give you the uncensored version of my thinking process in my writing this time around. (I swear a lot more in my mind than I do in real life, rest assured.) After some debate, I decided that my readers could handle it. But if you’re sensitive to strong language, then definitely consider bleeping out my f-bombs yourself. Also, out of respect for my mom, who is going to probably read this book, and because it may also be read in high schools, I’ve omitted a number of stories that were either too explicit for mass media or weren’t relevant to business. If you want those stories, I’ve included them in the bonus content, which you can get by signing up for the newsletter on my website: ryanblair.com

			One last note, I did my best to make sure all the facts and figures lined up in this book, but I did change some people’s names for privacy purposes.
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			This isn’t a rags-to-riches story, because not everyone comes from rags or wants riches. This book isn’t about a charmed path to success or some untouchable fairy tale that nobody can relate to—this is about going from rock bottom to rock star, something that everybody can relate to. Can you relate?

			Think about it. Everyone has had at least one rock-bottom moment: lost a job, landed in the hospital, went through a breakup, had to borrow money, repeated the cycle—because not one of us is immune to adversity. And everyone has had at least one “rock star” moment. Can you remember that one time you got recognized in class, or someone thanked you for your contribution to their life, or you looked back to see your pastor, mentor, or parents smiling at you with pride? You were a rock star, even for just one second. This book is about learning how to take those moments at the bottom, when you’re beaten down, exhausted, embarrassed, and cornered, and using them to propel yourself forward, when you get to shine your brightest—and not just in your imagination, like when you were a kid and still believed you could be anything (even a rock star).

			Today the term “rock star” has a whole new meaning; it isn’t exclusive to someone on a stage holding a mic. You can be a rock star CEO, employee, or mom—a rock star is anybody who embodies the qualities of success and lives a life that lets them own their own stage. In the tech industry people always talk about the rock star engineer or the rock star coder. On the philanthropy side there are rock star fund-raisers (there are individuals out there raising more money than Bono, on a regular basis). There are rock star advertising execs. You don’t need to be a millionaire to be a rock star; you don’t need to quit your job. You can start wherever you are, in whatever industry or position you’ve already chosen. But you have to start now.

			One of my friends, James Moorhead, is a great example of a rock star chief marketing officer. He created the brand campaign that reinvigorated Old Spice. Here’s a man in his 30s who came up with a totally crazy idea—a half-man, half-horse spokesperson—for an aging brand at Proctor & Gamble with declining sales. Most people would hate working on a project that reminds them of their dad’s cologne, but James was up for a challenge. He got a team together, came up with the ads and social media strategy, and launched it. The campaign went viral, he won prestigious awards (including an Emmy) for his concept, and Old Spice went from being in the gutter to being a top brand again. This rock star marketer went on to become the chief marketing officer at DISH Network (and currently, Metromile). All of this happened because he believed it could, he committed to it, and took action.

			I’m living the rock star life, a life that I created, one that I built with my own hands through countless battles. I’ve had ups and downs, but I’ve always strived to stay true to myself. I’ve started many companies over the course of my career and have been running ViSalus for the past twelve years, and even though my trajectory has been upward, that doesn’t mean it’s been easy. I’ve personally gone broke starting companies, had to sell companies and then buy them back. I planned an IPO (only to cancel it) and survived the 2008 recession. And in between, I wrote a New York Times best seller, made Time magazine’s highest paid under 40 list (number five), collected trophies for my documentary, and was named Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year, all while making tens of millions of dollars.

			My rules for being a rock star are simple: Rule 1. Don’t listen to the noise. Especially in this day and age, any fool with a mobile phone and a social media account thinks he’s an expert, so don’t listen to useless, negative messaging, and only take advice from those who are qualified to give it. Rule 2. Don’t believe your own hype. The moment you start celebrating, you’ve left the stage. It wasn’t celebration that made you a rock star, it was hard work. Remember that. Rule 3. Practice. There will be times where you’re going to get rusty, and you’re going to ask yourself, can I still do this? You have to get out there, play, rehearse, get feedback from your “audience,” and modify your performance. Rule 4. Surround yourself with the right musicians. You have to constantly assess the people you choose to hang with. Are they helping you move forward or are they just along for the ride? Are they building you up, or tearing you apart? I’ve lost relatives over this. Rule 5. Always remember where you came from.

			I know not everyone reading this book is a rock star. If you don’t have a rock star story yet, start with your rock bottom. Start from that place of fear and uncertainty, wherever you are at this moment. Maybe you’ve had enough, or maybe someone’s had enough of you? Been fired? Got passed up for the big promotion again? Or maybe you’re just tired of seeing rock stars all around you while you’re still just scraping by. One of the reasons I wrote Nothing to Lose, Everything to Gain, and talk openly about my fucked-up upbringing, is because my ultimate rock-bottom moment—going to jail—is what made me who I am. Prior to writing my first book, I used to wear long sleeves to hide my gang tattoos during business meetings. Now I’m comfortable showing my scars. Don’t forget your rock-bottom moments, and don’t be ashamed of them. Some may criticize you, but there are also a lot of people out there who will relate to your story. Your story is an asset, and every time you tell it to someone, not only are you giving them hope, you’re one step further away from rock bottom.

			What you’ll find in this book are stories from my own life—the highs and lows—intended to give you a feeling for the rhythm of entrepreneurship and inspire you. For the times when I hit bottom, I’ve included what I’ve learned, and specific instructions about how I got through them. For the times when I found myself living the rock star life, I talk about how to avoid my mistakes and not blow your success. In Nothing to Lose, I wrote about my earlier years in business, what I learned, and how I demanded success, with everything to gain. Now I’m writing from the standpoint of having achieved success, with everything to lose, and talking about how life can send us from the top to the bottom again to start all over, wiser and stronger. In my first book, I told you how I did it; in Rock Bottom to Rock Star, I will show you how you can do it, too.

			Now read the book and go create your own multiplatinum career.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			BE A BOSS

		

	
		
			It’s hard to be a boss if you’re at rock bottom. If you’re like me you’re probably thinking, “Where do I start?” Whether you’re looking for work right now, changing careers, or have spent many years in an industry, the only way you’ll become a rock star anything is to start taking responsibility for your life—be the boss of it.

			My stepfather had a saying: “Do more than what you get paid for, and you’ll always get paid more.” What that meant to me was that if you’re doing more than what you’re getting paid for, your bosses will likely notice it, and you’ll get a raise. If they don’t notice you going above and beyond your job, you’ll leave, and the next company you work for will give you more. In other words, you need to take control of your career. That’s what I mean by being a boss. Don’t wait for others to give you structure or provide the path. Take what you already have and expand on it—add more value than they expect—and as a result, you’ll become even more valuable. This formula applies to everything. The more value you add today the more value you’ll receive later.

			Before Bruce Springsteen was a rock star, he would play small club gigs—these were less than desirable venues—and he took on the task of collecting the band’s nightly pay and distributing it among his bandmates. That’s how he got the nickname “The Boss.”

			When I say “be a boss,” I am not only speaking to entrepreneurs like myself, but also to employees, parents, teachers, engineers, artists—really anyone who is focused on taking their game to the next level. There are different types of bosses in the business world, but all the good ones have these three things in common: they take responsibility, they add value to everything they do, and they own their careers. So, my question to you is: what are you going to do to earn the nickname “The Boss” as you seek to become a rock star in your chosen field?

			Learn the Rules to Break Them

			Most people are held back by the belief that there are smarter, better qualified, better connected people already in line ahead of them, so they don’t take their shot, or, worst case, they sit back and wait for a turn that may never come.

			There’s an old Steve Jobs documentary that inspired me at a young age, and in it he was interviewed after he was ousted from Apple. In the interview he said, “Everything around you, everything about this thing you call life, was made up by people no smarter than you.”

			We are given so many hard-and-fast rules about life: Save your money instead of investing it. You have to go to college to get a good job. It takes money to make money. And if you work forty hours a week for forty years, you can retire happily ever after. These are just some of the rules that are imposed on us by our parents, our teachers, and our well-meaning friends, and many times as we make our way through life, we find out that the rules set by others don’t always apply. People create rules based on their respective belief systems. And people’s belief systems, most of the time, come from their parents or from their specific environments. So, it’s impossible that your belief system will completely match anyone else’s.

			If a rule doesn’t work for you, you should question it. The rules were written by people, people no smarter than you.

			One of my earliest mentors, Fred Warren, used to laugh at me whenever I would argue with him. He’d say, “What I like about you, Ryan, is that you’d rather beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.” In Nothing to Lose I mention that he would tell me that he “broke his pick on me.” To me that meant that I wouldn’t compromise. You might not like some of my stories or agree with all of my philosophies, and you might even hate everything I stand for—who I am, the wealth I’ve acquired, the person I was in the past—but there is no question that I learned the hard way, and I earned the hard way. Don’t compromise or let people who don’t share your values convince you to do what they think is right. Everybody has their own set of rules, and their rules don’t need to rule you.

			My goal with this book isn’t to force my rules onto you, it’s to help you see some of the rules at play, so that you can find the ones you agree with—and break the ones you don’t. We have a choice—we can follow others’ rules, or we can find our own truth, but either way, we have to be aware.

			Like Picasso said, “Learn the rules like a pro, so you can break them like an artist.”

			Business School of Hard Knocks

			I started college while I was still on probation. I got my only “degree” on the streets from the School of Hard Knocks. And even though I didn’t have a high school diploma, I had already done business—but none of it was legal. My stepfather’s rules were nonnegotiable: never steal, get a job, go to school, and no girls allowed in my room. The alternatives—jail or going back to my old neighborhood—weren’t really an option. I reluctantly enrolled at Moorpark Community College. My first semester I failed, I got nearly all Fs. This wasn’t going to help me keep my room and board. I had to come up with a plan.

			Every morning I’d drive my 1978 Toyota Corolla (with wood paneling on the sides) to school while listening to audiotapes on various subjects I was interested in, such as vocabulary (because I didn’t have one), or listening to recordings of my teachers’ lectures. I recorded everything because that was how I learned best; I figured out that I had a gift, when I focused, for retaining what I heard. And focused I was. My addiction to being smart had started.

			One day I got to my humanities class a little early, and what do you do when you’re a twenty-year-old kid? I was pacing the halls reading the bulletin boards on the walls. The first one was some public health and safety announcement, then upcoming events on campus, and the third bulletin was the dean’s list. I thought, Why even bother reading the dean’s list, it’s not like I know anyone on here. But I had ten more minutes to kill, so I scanned the A’s, the B’s . . . and there was the name Blair. Wait, is there someone else named Ryan Blair on campus here? That’s interesting. Then it settled in: That’s me! At that point I started reverse engineering the process: What did I do to make that list? With my remaining five minutes to kill, I went directly to the administration building so they could confirm that it was me, and not a typo. I felt like a genuine rock star. (I had made many “lists” before, and I was not proud of any of them.) I had gone farther than I’d thought possible; from the “D” list to the dean’s list. It was time to spike the mic.

			With my first taste of academic accomplishment, I got accepted to California Lutheran University, and transferred over to their business school as a sophomore. I was able to get student loans and grants by applying for affirmative action status, which was possible because my guardians were the state of California (I was made a ward of the court at the age of fourteen) and because my address had once been 380 North Hillmont, Ventura—Juvenile Hall.

			When you’re poor, you learn to leverage your environment, or be leveraged by it. These survival skills have gotten me through every economic phase of my life. On my first day on campus at Cal Lutheran, I signed up for a credit card and got approved. Then I signed up for another, and another. I saw the age of the Internet coming, and I saw my opportunity to join it. I started borrowing money off my credit cards and using my student loans to trade high-flying Internet stocks during the dotcom boom. This wasn’t easy. I still had a full course load, and I would ambitiously wake up at (or stay up until) 5 a.m. every morning to do my research and to make my trades before classes started. I was getting an excellent education, learning fractions and finance, on top of my other studies. (Prior to college, I never passed a math class, but I could count money. It turns out counting money is what counts in business.)

			At twenty years old I was making around $130,000 a year, while in school, trading stocks. (Adjusted for inflation, it was the equivalent of $200,000 a year.) School was hard for me, but making money came naturally, especially back then, when credit was flowing and technology stocks were riding high on the rising tide of the Internet. It was easy to win.

			I got a job fixing and testing computers in a data center, while I day-traded and went to college. It still wasn’t enough for me. I wanted more. I had watched my father lose everything trying to stay in the middle class. I saw the middle class as a compromise and a trap—an economic strategy set by the rich—and I had sworn I’d rather be poor than land in the middle.

			I bought my first house at the age of 21 for $165,000 with no money down, and negotiated cash back. With the money I got, you can guess what came next—I invested it. While my friends were in college trying to keep up with each other, I was doing the exact opposite of what I watched my father do with his life. He bought brand-new cars to show off or plunged his money into drugs and other superficial diversions. I lived cheaply so I could invest even more. I drank Folgers instant coffee instead of Starbucks and ate chicken-and-rice bowls from Costco—for a couple bucks each. I lived on $10 a day when I was making $350 a day, and I dreamed of making $1,000 a day (or someday $10,000 a day). I watched people no smarter than me making their own rules and their fortunes, and I believed I could do it, too.

			The beautiful thing about skills is that they can be learned, and the great thing about experience is that it’s earned. I knew how to survive, and I had figured out how to make money on the streets. So, now all I had to do was to learn about business. I knew the only way I would be able to learn business quickly, and apply what I had learned academically, was to practice it. My instincts were to start a company.

			When I worked at the data center at Logix, back then computers would break down constantly (these were the Novell days). We literally had people on call 24 hours a day, seven days a week, just in case. I’d get woken up at all hours of the night with emergency calls from junior technicians, and I’d have to go into the office at 3 a.m. sometimes just to watch the server index for hours, swap out a motherboard, or reboot a system. It dawned on me that if my company was going through this, then other companies must be, too. And not all of them had staff on call 24/7. The idea for my first company was born, a computer repair service called 24x7 Tech (When your computer is a wreck, call 1-800-24x7-Tech!), which led me to start my next company, SkyPipeline. Soon, I found myself facing a big decision: Do I leave school and risk it all to try to become a rock star entrepreneur like other college dropouts (e.g., Dell, Gates, etc.)? Or do I stay in school and finish what I had started? (Something no one in my family had ever done.)

			The question kept me up at night. I had come so far, so much further than anyone else in my family. I was firmly in the middle class, making more money than my father ever had, and if I left college now, it could destroy my middle-class status. But what does a college degree matter if you’re a millionaire? I thought. Then again, if I wanted a career in corporate America, and to keep that cushy six-figure salary, the smartest thing to do was to stay in college.

			I sought out the best advice I could get. I decided to ask my mom.

			When I approached my mother, I had been up for twenty-four hours straight, trading stocks, handling my new company’s operations, and doing homework. I had bags under my bloodshot eyes, and I was afraid she was going to think I was crazy. I had lost so many friends once my business started taking off, and even some of my own family had reacted with jealousy. She was one of the few who knew the person I had become, and she was unconditionally proud of me.

			I told her, “I’m leaving school to work on my company full time.” (I know, not the best way to request advice from your mother.)

			I’ll never forget her face. First she looked confused, then she said, “Are you kidding me? You make more than your father ever did, you’re on the dean’s list, you just got into a private school, you’re only twenty years old, and you are really taking for granted how lucky you are.”

			Now, I’m a self-proclaimed mama’s boy, but those were not the words I was trying to hear. And I was exhausted.

			“First of all, I don’t believe in luck,” I said. “Second, Bill Gates left school, Steve Jobs, Craig McCaw—”

			“You’re not Bill Jobs, Ryan,” she said.

			At that point I realized I couldn’t win a debate with my mother on this topic. When it came to the subject of her son, she was the expert. I stopped talking about it with her, but my inner monologue didn’t stop. I will show her that I am going to make it. And I’m going to make it big. I’ll make her proud.

			After I relaxed a bit, I realized that maybe my mom wasn’t the best person to seek advice from about this. I was asking business advice from someone who didn’t know anything about it. So, I went to the dean of the Cal Lutheran business school, Dr. Harry Domicone, and asked for his counsel.

			He said, “Ryan, my job is to keep you in school, so we get tuition, but in your case you’ll be back here keynoting to the graduating class someday anyway, so leave, run your business, and come back if you need to, or when we invite you.”

			When I compared his words to my mother’s, I recognized her fears as my own. I decided I wouldn’t let fear stop me. I left college heading into my senior year. But the decision took its toll on me psychologically. To this day, whenever I’m debating a tough decision, I still have nightmares about deciding whether to leave school.

			College isn’t just where you learn many of the rules. Right now, going to college is the rule. The lessons I learned in college were priceless, but so were those I learned from practice. In school I learned how to count to a billion, I learned marketing, and I learned about how the business world would one day become globalized. From practice, I learned to apply what college had given me, but I also learned, by failing, how not to fear failure; figured out how my self-esteem worked; and discovered ways to get around my learning disabilities. I started educating myself, using influence, ambition, and making connections to further my career, and I learned to leverage my brand—tattoos and all. And most important, I learned that the world is run by entrepreneurs and rock stars.

			There’s More Than One Path

			According to a recent article in the New York Times, 14 percent of Google’s current workforce doesn’t have a college degree. Proof that many of us didn’t take the prescribed route, yet we can still offer a special kind of ingenuity and creativity to the companies we lead and work for. One of the five largest companies in the world has recognized this, and there’s something to be learned by it.

			My teachers at continuation high school had a favorite pastime: basking in their tenure and fantasizing about their retirement. I vividly remember Mr. Conner bragging loudly about the fact that the school couldn’t fire him and talking about the summer to come, when he would get to live carefree for three months straight. Conner, and the other teachers like him, would say things like, “If you don’t get good grades, graduate, go to college, and get a good job, you’ll never own a home.”

			My stepfather, Bob Hunt, didn’t buy into anyone else’s rules but his own, and when I’d come home from school and project my teachers’ beliefs onto him, he’d immediately correct me and say with a smirk on his face, “Bullshit . . . You don’t need a diploma to buy a house.  There’s nowhere on a
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