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PRAISE FOR THE MESSY MIDDLE

“This is required reading for founders. Experienced entrepreneurs all know this period Scott refers to as ‘the messy middle’ and a few of us have worked our way out of it, but this is the first time I’ve seen an expert—both as a founder and as an investor—break down in such detail just how to endure, optimize, and make it through.”

—ALEXIS OHANIAN, cofounder of Initialized Capital and Reddit

“Scott Belsky is a master of generous work worth doing. The Messy Middle will help you see that you have more control than you dare to admit, and the ability to make a difference if you care enough.”

—SETH GODIN, author of Linchpin

“Building a lasting business is 1 percent idea and 99 percent resilience. The Messy Middle details the unglamorous but essential lessons every founder needs to learn.”

—JENNIFER HYMAN, cofounder and CEO, Rent The Runway

“Starting a new venture is like jumping off a cliff and sewing a parachute on the way down. This book is the parachute.”

—JOE GEBBIA, cofounder and chief product officer, Airbnb

“Having been through the ups and downs of the messy middle many times, it’s critical to understand the challenges ahead. This insightful book empowers you to approach them head-on. Belsky’s powerful tool kit, based on hard-earned experiences, is an essential guide to building a compelling product, revolutionizing an organization, or growing your leadership abilities.”

—TONY FADELL, inventor of the iPod, coinventor of the iPhone, founder and former CEO of Nest, principal at Future Shape




With gratitude to Erica, Chloe, and Miles for helping me make the most of my middle.




The Messy Middle

The journey of creating something from nothing is a volatile one. While we love talking about starts and finishes, the middle miles are more important, seldom discussed, and wildly misunderstood.

You survive the middle by enduring the valleys, and you thrive by optimizing the peaks. You will find your way only by reconciling what you learn from others with what you discover on your own. You’ll get lost. At times, you’ll lose hope. But if you stay curious and self-aware, your intuition and conviction will be your compass.

While difficult to withstand and tempting to rush, the middle contains all the discoveries that build your capacity. The middle is messy, but it yields the unexpected bounty that makes all the difference.
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Introduction

When I set off to write a book about the middle of bold projects and entrepreneurial journeys, you might expect that I started with my own. Having endured five years “bootstrapping” my own business and facing my fair share of challenges as an entrepreneur, this was my chance to share everything I learned. But I couldn’t remember anything. It wasn’t memory loss—it was just all a big blur.

So I turned to the common source of answers to random ponderings these days: my phone. I flicked through years of random photos taken, back to the middle years of building Behance, my first company, hoping to jog my memory. I founded Behance in August 2006 and signed the documents to be acquired by Adobe in December 2012, so I made my way to 2009 on my phone, the absolute middle of my middle. Thousands of thumbnail images showed screenshots taken on my phone of website errors, bad copy, social media mentions of us and competitors, and various product ideas and changes. These screenshots spanned years and, in some months, outnumbered my photos. The sheer volume of them reminded me of falling asleep every night scrutinizing our product, anxiously looking for something but never knowing exactly what.

I also found another type of screenshot—customer messages and feedback. I remember capturing these insights to share with my team, but also I needed them. I wanted to hold on to and extend some early semblance of reward and significance at a time when nobody seemed to care.

Scrolling a little farther, I saw a reunion with college friends and then a special moment from my honeymoon during which my wife and I encountered elephants in Thailand. I was surprised to see how strained my smile looked. The memory rushed back, and I recalled the tension of wanting to relish this once-in-a-lifetime moment while realizing I had a team at home running on fumes and I was just a few months away from missing payroll. Being away from the team felt utterly irresponsible, and this burden followed me everywhere. Scrolling farther now, I stumbled on a team event at a restaurant kitchen where we all cooked a meal together—we couldn’t afford it, but I knew the only thing that mattered was keeping the team together. As I scrolled through our team pics, I was struck by how close and dedicated we became despite the circumstances and our differences. When the odds are against you, without revenue or margin to protect you, teams and relationships are different. It’s not work; it’s survival and self-discovery.

These photos reminded me just how exhausted and uncertain I had been—fueled by my relentless determination to make something awesome. Perhaps, in such periods of struggle, our preoccupations and emotions take up so much mind share that the events themselves become a blur? Or perhaps we don’t remember the middle because we don’t want to?
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You’re probably reading this book because you’re about to embark on a massive journey—or are already trekking through the middle of one. Whether you’re a writer, start-up entrepreneur, big-company innovator, or an artist, you share many of the same hopes and fears.

You might be working within a multinational company, a small nonprofit, a new creative studio, or on your own. No matter what it is you’re trying to create or transform, the myth of a successful journey is that it starts with the excitement of an idea, followed by a ton of hardship, and then a gradual and linear rise to the finish line.

But no extraordinary journey is linear. The notion of having a bold idea and making consistent incremental progress is impossible. Those seeking a linear journey with less instability can still be successful, but they often struggle to create anything new.

In reality, the middle is extraordinarily volatile—a continual sequence of ups and downs, expansions and contractions. Once the honeymoon period of starting a new journey dissipates, reality hits you. Hard. You feel lost and then you find a new direction; you make progress and then you stumble.

Every advance reveals a new shortcoming. Major upsets give rise to new realizations that lead to breakthroughs in progress. At best, you move two steps forward, one step back—at worst, you realize you’ve been walking the wrong path entirely for months. This is what that journey actually looks like.
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I’ve come to call the journey of creation one of “relative joy.” Your job is to endure the lows and optimize the highs in order to achieve a positive slope within the jaggedness of real life—where, on average, every low is less low than the one before it, and every subsequent high is a little higher. In the moment, you can see only the uphill or downhill in front of your nose, but over time, you come to recognize that there is a median that keeps you moving forward in the right direction.
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The volatility of this tug-of-war is hard to stomach. You must pay less attention to the day-to-day incremental advances and more on achieving an overall positive slope. And that’s entirely determined by how you navigate the messy middle.

IT’S NOT ABOUT THE START AND FINISH, IT’S ABOUT THE JOURNEY IN BETWEEN.

There are just a handful of thrilling and treacherous moments as an entrepreneur. Most of them happen at the start or finish of the journey (or one of the restarts or false finishes along the way). They’re all we talk about, but they reveal very little about the journey itself.

We love talking about the starts.

The start is romantic. We love talking about it because it is inspiring without the complication of substance and strife. Conception is an adrenaline rush fueled by grandiose visions paired with naivety. You’re inspired by a destination and have no idea how you’ll get there. The solution in your mind’s eye is rose colored. You don’t yet know how the cards are stacked against you.

In this case, ignorance is not only bliss but also enables you to dream up solutions at the edge of reason. You’re untethered.

We also love talking about finishes.

We imagine the rush, the exhaustion, and the pride of finally making it. This is what we dream of throughout the struggle of creating, isn’t it? How relieved we’ll be when the workout is finally over. A “finish” can happen at different parts of a journey: Launching a product. Publishing a book. Raising money. Reaching a key milestone. Being acquired. Shutting down. Going public. Closing the quarter. The press likes to write these headlines and we like to read them. But the superlatives obscure the fact that they are simply abstract mile markers. We learn very little from these moments despite their gravity.

One of the strangest parts of being an entrepreneur is being part of a community obsessed with starts and finishes. Investors tend to be interested only in starts (when they’re able to invest) and finishes (when they get a return). Similarly, stories tend to be written only about public inflections. Even between entrepreneurs or big company CEOs, what is intended as a network of support becomes an echo chamber. Nobody wants to talk about their self-doubts and the insecurities that fuel them. Every business is “going great” until it fails. The bumps along the road are endured in isolation. The majority of the journey itself is unchronicled because it is unappealing and too revealing.

As a young entrepreneur, the focus on starts and finishes always bothered me. As a manager, I sought to hire people who were seeking a journey rather than a particular outcome. The more immersed I became in the start-up world, the more I wanted to operate without sensationalism. When the journey feels gritty and real, your potential becomes more tangible.

Then I went to work as an investor with dozens of entrepreneurs at all different stages of company building, where it became clear how destructive the spotlight on starts and finishes really is. As we celebrate the success of others, we’re liable to draw lessons from a drastically edited story that excludes the middle. What’s in the middle? Nothing headline-worthy yet everything important. Your war with self-doubt, a roller coaster of incremental successes and failures, bouts of the mundane, and sheer anonymity.

The middle is seldom recounted and all blends together in a blur of exhaustion. We’re left with shallow versions of the truth, edited for egos and sound bites. Success is misattributed to the moments we wish to remember rather than those we choose to forget. Worst of all, when everyone else around us perpetuates the myth of a straightforward progression from start to finish, we come to expect that our journey is meant to look the same. We’re left with the misconception that a successful journey is logical. But it never is. Don’t let others’ stories pervert your understanding of the journey. Emulating someone else’s story is following a playbook without all the pages in the middle.

We don’t talk about the messy middle because we’re not proud of the turbulence of our own making and the actions we took out of despair. Sharing our challenges shakes our egos. And finally, the middle of a journey doesn’t make for good headlines.

The middle isn’t pretty, but it is illuminating and full of essential realizations to finish whatever it is you set out to start. It’s time we start talking about it.
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The journey to create a product or service is reflected in the outcome in ways you may not even expect. It matters, tremendously.

Consider a product you use in your everyday life—is it simple or complicated? Too many features or just the functionality you need? Is it enjoyable or is it a chore? The experience of using someone else’s creation comes from the path the creator took to make it. It is not the plastic, metal, or pixels that make a successful product or service. Rather, it is the thoughtfulness and tough choices made by the makers—the team dynamic, the perseverance, the organizational design (and redesigns), the constraints, the battles fought, and the values that governed the path taken.

This book is about mining every insight from the volatility and the depths of despair to improve your team, product, and self. This book is also intended to help you survive the creative process when you lack any sense of traction, recognition, or significance.

A few years ago I set out to understand what founders and other leaders of bold new projects do throughout their journeys that they don’t talk about. I sought to chronicle the pain-management techniques, the tactics for optimizing, and the instincts that not only help their teams survive the journey from start to finish but also thrive.

This book is the culmination of seven years’ worth of scribbled notes, mobile memos captured on the run, and one-liners committed to memory. It covers insights witnessed and realized in boardrooms, on midnight calls with teams solving a crisis, during sleepless nights fretting difficult decisions, in brainstorming sessions with entrepreneurs, and often in the reflective haze of long-haul plane flights. The perspectives in this book are derived from experiences with many different people and teams, from entrepreneurs to writers from small agencies and start-ups to billion-dollar companies transforming their industries. When a tactic or tenet fascinated me, I’d capture it and share it with others for feedback or better ideas, and the ones that made the cut are in this book. The following pages cover insights garnered from interviews, from my own struggles and relative triumphs, and from working alongside the many entrepreneurs I have advised over the years. While the insights are organized into sections, the book is intended to be more of a buffet than a plated six-course meal. I encourage you to navigate to whatever parts of the journey resonate most at the moment, using the table of contents.

As they have for me, I hope these insights bolster your confidence, fortify your plans, and make you question your assumptions. As you seek to make an impact in what matters most to you, this book will help illuminate your path from start to finish.

THE STORIES FALL SHORT.

In 2006, I founded Behance, a company devoted to connecting and empowering creative professionals. The problem my team and I set out to solve was a simple one: The creative world was one of the most disorganized communities on the planet—there was no way to track a photographer’s work, find out who designed a particular product, or track down the motion graphics artist or creative director behind a particular campaign. We wanted to help organize creative people, teams, and the community at large.

The problem was simple, but the solution was anything but. After several fits and starts, lessons learned the hard way, and five years of bootstrapping (building a business that relied on revenue rather than venture capital), we built a multifaceted business. The Behance Network grew to enable more than twelve million creative professionals to showcase their work, connect and collaborate with one another, and get jobs. Over the years, Behance became the leading online platform for creative careers and provided me with the opportunity to grow a large design and technology team. We then expanded Behance by offering content and events for the creative community, online and off-, by creating a think tank, website, and annual conference called 99U in 2007. Influenced by the famous Thomas Edison quote, “Genius is 1 percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration,” 99U is dedicated to the execution of ideas rather than the ideas themselves.

In late 2012, Behance was acquired by Adobe, one of the world’s largest technology companies responsible for products like Photoshop, Illustrator, and the PDF (Portable Document Format), among many other products for the creative world. It was an incredible and unexpected outcome for the entire team—certainly not the one I imagined for myself when I started designing paper products and running seminars for freelance designers to pay the bills. I joined Adobe as a vice president of products, leading an overhaul of the company’s mobile and cloud asset strategies. The three years that followed were enlightening in ways I didn’t expect. I had to wind down old products, help launch new ones, and lead teams through a great deal of uncertainty and change. I left this role with an appreciation for the frictions in a big company—how they hurt, how they help, and how to keep the ship moving forward, inch by inch.

Being an entrepreneur working at the intersection of design and technology brought all sorts of opportunities as an investor and adviser to help fellow entrepreneurs build their teams, brands, and products. Some of these companies, like Pinterest, Uber, Warby Parker, sweetgreen, and Periscope, are now successful operations that have, at least to some degree, accomplished what they set out to do. Others are still meandering mid-journey, enduring their rough patches and optimizing on the upswings in every way they can. But regardless of the stage, change is the only constant. After successfully seeing my own business over the finish line, and three years at Adobe, I spent a couple of years as a full-time investor, adviser, and occasional cofounder, working shoulder to shoulder with entrepreneurs and helping them navigate their own journeys. And then, at the end of 2017, I jumped back into the fray, building products and services for creative people as Adobe’s chief product officer.

When sharing my story of Behance, I normally skip over the years of challenge and personal growth that existed in between the start and finish. The story I normally tell goes something like this:

We bootstrapped the business for five years before one of our products, the Behance Network, eventually started to gain traction. This allowed us to raise some funding from a top-tier VC [venture capitalist] firm, which gave us the chance to build a dream team that turned our product into a ubiquitous global creative platform. When Adobe turned Photoshop and the rest of their software into a subscription service, they needed a network like ours. The timing and opportunity was great, so Adobe acquired us. It was a great outcome for the entire team, and we happily continued working together for years afterward.


And boom, an entire decade of work tied with a bow.

My tale sounds a lot like other pithy stories of humble beginnings, progress, and an ultimately successful outcome. But there were years at Behance when nobody beyond our team seemed to understand or care about our work. There were moments when it all seemed on the brink of falling apart. In fact, in the early days, antinausea medication was my only way to keep an appetite. Everyone doubted us—if they ever cared—and I endured bouts of self-doubt as well. Persevering long enough to transform vision into reality was harder than I ever thought it would be; anything that challenged the status quo was an uphill battle, and the natural forces of rejection that kill new ideas didn’t discriminate between the good and the bad. Innovation has a nasty headwind, rarely a tailwind.

In our first year it was just four of us. We were completely unqualified for the journey ahead, but our lack of experience didn’t shake our confidence and determination, which came from our love of an idea—and the sheer ignorance for what would be required to make it happen.

Matias Corea had recently arrived in New York City from Barcelona and had practiced graphic design only for a few years. When we first met, he showed me a small brochure he had designed for a saxophone manufacturer. Matias loved jazz and typography, but he had never designed a website. Dave Stein joined us straight out of college. He had studied psychology and had covered his tuition by building simple websites out of his dorm room. The showcase website on his résumé was for an erotic lingerie shop in upstate New York. Our third hire, Chris Henry, had built a few websites in the year or two since he’d graduated from college, but he had never built search applications or databases. And me? My day job was working as an associate at Goldman Sachs. I had taken some design classes in college, but I was not an engineer, and I had never led a company. I had meandered through the worlds of finance and organizational development, but my real aspiration was to create digital products and work in the creative industry.

I had assembled this team of newbies to explore an idea that would connect the creative industry. The odds were most certainly against us. We didn’t know it yet, but we were embarking on a decade-long journey that would shape both us and the global creative community in unimaginable ways.

So let’s get real: The pithy success stories we hear are missing something. My short story of Behance is equally puzzling. How does a team stay together for five years with no traction, barely making payroll? How do you stomach years of anonymity and blank stares when you tell others what you’re doing? How does an unqualified team recruit, manage, and retain very qualified people—often more qualified than ourselves? How do you survive long enough in an industry you know nothing about to become an expert? How do you keep changing (and often killing) parts of your business without destroying morale? And how does a team with no experience pull off something like this?

The volatile terrain of the messy middle of a journey is the real story nobody talks about. Left to hack the middle of the journey on our own, we quietly endure the downs and optimize the ups as best we can. We experiment with ways to motivate our teams when problems feel insurmountable. We agonize over conflict and try to manage drama. We act as magicians, helping our coworkers feel incremental progress when there is none.

The dirty little secret that entrepreneurs hate to admit is just how fine the line is between their success and failure. The middle makes and breaks you, and ending up on the right side of this line depends on how you manage everything in between. It requires immense perseverance, self-awareness, craftsmanship, and strategy. It also requires luck, harvested whenever you encounter it.

As we struggle, we gain insights. Hardship forces us to optimize. Our instincts are honed and our intuitions sharpen. These gems from the journey make you more capable for whatever comes next, and in my own life, they have made all the difference.
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START, ENDURE, OPTIMIZE, FINISH, THEN REPEAT.

The Start

The start is pure joy because you’re unaware of what you don’t know and the painful obstacles ahead. Wearing the start-up world’s equivalent of beer goggles is important at the start, because very few would ever have the tenacity to begin their journey otherwise.

But after the excitement of a new idea dissipates, reality sets in. You’ll become mired in logistics and daunted by the unknown. You’ll frantically attempt to level out your overworked synapses. You’ll be in a freefall without knowing how far away the bottom is—and that’s when the headwinds kick in. Everyone will doubt you. You will struggle to see your own progress. You’ll realize that your industry, your team, and your competitors don’t like change—and society doesn’t, either. Not even your customers.

And then finally: The bottom arrives, and you hit hard. After scrambling to get your bearings and not lose too much time, money, or face, you’ll look back up to see a monstrous peak in front of you.

This is where the journey truly begins.
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The Middle: Enduring and Optimizing

The middle of the journey is all about enduring the valleys and optimizing the peaks. After the joy of conception subsides, your objective is to make every setback less difficult than the one before it—and make every recovery hoist you slightly higher than where you were before.

To achieve the elusive positive slope, you must endure the downs (the incremental setbacks and struggles) and optimize the ups (everything and anything that seems to be working). Your progress will feel rewarding, but only relative to your most recent struggle. The best you can do is harvest and integrate the insights you need to keep moving in the right direction up the slope.

Volatility is good for velocity. The faster you move and the more mistakes you make, the better your chances of learning and gaining the momentum you need to soar above competitors. Moving fast means conducting lots of experiments—many of which will fail—and making quick turns that are liable to leave you and your team dizzy. This volatility can hurt morale and cause anxiety, but you have a better chance of extraordinary results.

The middle of the journey is an excruciating struggle. But there are momentary recoveries throughout the journey that keep you going, like the sensation of seeing your team’s DNA in your product, meeting a customer who sincerely thanks you, watching a culture take shape and the people you hired evolve to become entirely different leaders … there are so many moments along the way that keep you going. You just need to endure the lows and optimize everything that works.
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The Finish

Your “finish” is the final mile of your journey and the recovery time between one project and the next. It’s hard to know when you’re finished, because every project has a piece of you in it that never goes away. In this way, the finish is more a state of mind.

However, there are inflections in every project where everything changes: You debut your creation to the world, you sell your company, or you publish your book. Even though the race continues, it feels like a finish because you’re no longer racing against the clock. Either the volatility subsides or your interest ceases—or both. Your pace changes, and you finally allow yourself to take a break and make a change.

Finishes come in all shapes and sizes and are never as certain (or desirable) as they seem. In fact, finishing should never be the end goal, and you shouldn’t aspire to ever feel truly “finished”; life loses value when challenge dissipates.

In my own experience at Behance, our founding team didn’t have a particular finish in mind when we started. Sure, I imagined a day in the distant future when we might be profitable, have an amazing team, make a profound impact, and be running a brand and company we were proud of. But getting acquired was not even a subconscious thought within that early narrative.

In the end, Behance’s acquisition provided a natural punctuation mark for the end of a chapter. Journeys have all kinds of finishes along the way, and in many respects, you’re never finished. You can always write another chapter.
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Part of my motivation to write this book was to “out” a bold creative project or new venture for what it really is: endless endurance and optimization.

I have organized the insights ahead into a section on endurance and a section on optimization—the two complementary forces that help you conquer the middle of any bold project. Fair warning, the “Endure” section will be uncomfortable and, at times, frustrating to read. Rather than sugarcoat the hurt, anguish, and doubt, I have worked to bring these emotions and painful moments to the forefront. It’s important to become familiar with these inevitable hardships and how others worked through them. When you make your way through “Endure,” you’ll be greeted by a more optimistic and actionable “Optimize” section that is all about capitalizing on your strengths and improving every aspect of your team, product, and self. Enduring and optimizing is the rhythm of making—the pattern of ups and downs that every journey takes you through. It is certainly true for your professional aspirations, but this rhythm also applies to all of life.

One realization I hope you have from this book is the relationship between volatility and preparedness. The lengthy distance between where you are and where you wish to be—with all of its difficulties—is there for a reason, and the ups and downs feed each other in valuable ways. In Zen, the Buddha says you cannot travel the path until you have become the path yourself. Only by embracing the middle will you find your way through.

The easiest route to take is to glide in the direction of wherever fate pushes. But living at the mercy of circumstance makes you a passive participant in your own story. Without a fight against fate (aka the status quo), you’ll never venture beyond the expected. You can stretch your potential only by enduring the volatility of the journey, by getting curious about the bumps, and by optimizing every aspect of your product, team, and self.
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ENDURE



Three years in. Or maybe it was two, or four. I have no idea. The middle years all blend together. I call them the “lost years,” because Behance’s progress felt excruciatingly slow, and we learned everything the hard way. I’m surprised we survived.

Our team was our own little world. We manufactured our goals and self-esteem in the same way we made our product: with imagination and poetic license. The fights and fun were all part of the drama that kept our made-up world intact. We barely had a business, and most of our customers were doing us a favor. Our relationships with one another and our sense of hope were the only things we were building with undeniable value.

Nevertheless, I felt so small whenever I walked out of our office, which was a cordoned-off part of my apartment a few blocks away from Union Square. New York City was always bustling. The guy selling fruit on the sidewalk had more customers than we did. Out at night I cringed when the “what do you do?” conversation came up. I knew my answer—building a company to help organize the creative world—would get a blank stare. Would people think I got fired from my real job? If I told people my vision, would I lose respect if I failed? My family and friends always offered to help me, but there was nothing they could do. I felt the weight of every decision, and the careers of those who quit their jobs to join me, on my shoulders. My shoulders alone.

When I think back to those lost years, I recall a constant somber loneliness, a suffering from the feeling that nobody else could relate. The struggle was further compounded by the optimism I had to exude to my team and potential customers and partners. My hope had to be mined deep beneath the surface of fear and reality. The juxtaposition of the intensity of a start-up and feeling invisible and despondent was soul crushing. Staying positive was exhausting, and there were times when I felt depressed.

Aside from the psychological struggles, these years felt lost because we ran in circles. We had to rebuild the Behance Network’s core technology three times. We switched vendors, hired some of the wrong people, and made countless bad decisions. Keeping our product functional was a game of Whac-A-Mole: Every fix seemed to break something else. But we were determined to get it right. We didn’t make rapid progress with our product, but the hardship strengthened our resolve. As a team, and as individuals, we found a way to endure every valley we faced.
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The middle miles of a venture are full of ambiguity, uncertainty, fear, runarounds, crises, disagreements, and endless bouts of the mundane. Every time you untangle yourself and find your way out of a jam, you’ll fall into another one sooner than you think. These are the inevitable and seemingly endless dips of the middle that we must endure.

Endurance is about much more than surviving late nights and laboring without reward. It’s about developing a source of renewable energy and tolerance that is not innate. Without any customers or evidence of progress, the continuous validation and encouragement that motivates teams will be absent. Without a steady stream of rewards, you will feel empty. You must supplement this void with manufactured optimism. You will have to endure anonymity and a persistent state of frustration. You’ll have to generate a unique and intrinsic sense of belief in yourself as you manage the blows to your plan and ego. Sure, your passion for the problem you’re solving will help. But running a marathon while hungry requires supernatural sustenance in the form of some key insights and convictions that we will discuss in this section.

The line between a big win and failure is thin. You can get the important stuff right and still lose by not enduring long enough. When I recall our years of bootstrapping at Behance, I cringe thinking about just how close we came to falling apart—several times. We survived these troughs in our journey as a team. We relied on one another, managed to find levity in even the darkest moments, and hacked our own reality to endure years of struggle.

The insights in the section ahead will equip you for the middle-journey turbulence. They will also remind you that you’re not alone. But we need to face the mess head-on and learn how to endure and mine the volatility. Exploring the trenches of lost hope, uncertainty, and exhaustion help make such conditions more familiar—and therefore bearable, maybe even manageable.
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LEADING THROUGH THE ANGUISH AND THE UNKNOWN






 Short-circuit your reward system.

One of the greatest motivators is a sign of progress. Hardship is easier to tolerate when your work is being recognized (either through external validation or financial rewards), but long journeys don’t show progress in the traditional sense. When you have no customers, no audience, and nobody knows or cares to know about what you’re making, the greatest motivators have to be manufactured.

I would characterize much of my first few years leading my team at Behance as an adventure in manufacturing motivation. In 2007, and for a few years thereafter, we had very little traction, revenue, press, or any other traditional form of progress to celebrate. We had launched a blog and simple network for creative professionals … that nobody knew about or cared about. When you did a web search for Behance, the first result was Did you mean: enhance? Even Google thought we were a mistake.

The traditional measures of an internet business—page views, customers, subscribers, revenue—didn’t do much for us because we were starting from nothing and struggling to exist. As the team’s leader, I tried all sorts of ways to keep the team engaged. We would make bets for when we would achieve certain milestones based on our priorities. As a lifelong vegetarian, I would commit to trying certain kinds of meat if we reached certain milestones (which the team found, strangely, motivating). We would celebrate any new customers, even if the overall numbers were tiny. We would celebrate completing a page of tasks on the wall or bashing a particularly elusive bug in the software with cheap champagne. Whatever we could repurpose as a milestone, we would.

One of my favorite early manufactured milestones was overcoming Google’s Behance/enhance error message. We longed to be considered a legitimate search result. To achieve this, we needed to game the spread of “back links” to influence Google’s search algorithm. We knew that the more blog posts we wrote and the more portfolios our customers uploaded, the closer we would get to internet recognition, not by our customers, but by Google’s digital gatekeepers. The goal was short term, and the tasks to achieve it were all actionable. It would just take time and effort. “Someday,” I assured the team, “we will no longer be a mistake.”

Then one day, someone on the team went to Google and gave it another go and, lo and behold, Behance came up as the first result without any prompt to correct the search query. We had won—we finally existed! It was a small win manufactured as a way to help us feel a semblance of progress, but it felt great.

And then, I kid you not, in 2008, Beyoncé became popular. And we were a mistake again. Did you mean: Beyoncé? Google asked. But we were undeterred, and it was only a matter of weeks until we were, once again, a legitimate search result.

It is hard to summon a sense of hope and self-worth when you’re on your own. So you squeeze out any semblance of progress you can find, and then you celebrate it.

The great void of feedback and reward that early-stage start-ups must endure cannot be overstated. It is especially apparent when I attend start-up conferences like Web Summit, an annual gathering of start-ups from Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. While the United States has an established ecosystem of start-ups, incubators, venture capital firms, and angel investors, the rest of the world benefits from megaconferences like Web Summit to bring entrepreneurs and investors together. Strolling around the start-up pavilion at Web Summit, I always take heart in the literally thousands of start-ups that have a three-foot-long space to engage anyone willing to hear their pitch.

It’s fun to see so many ideas in the early stages, but with all the energy I also feel the pain and despair. When you’re putting everything on the line, your business and art becomes intertwined with your identity and self-esteem. Nothing is more humbling than everyone passing by your three-foot cube that represents your future without even taking a second look.

Anonymity means you can make mistakes and drastic changes to your product without disappointing anyone, but only because nobody cares. Breaking through anonymity is a game of endurance, so you have to hack your reward system so that the absent short-term rewards you typically rely on, like revenue or new customer goals, are replaced by something else.

Starting at a very young age, we are trained to be governed by a powerful short-term reward system. As toddlers, we behave in ways that yield affection and instant gratification from our parents. In school, our learning is rewarded with good grades. And grades, we soon learn, yield the reward of approval from parents, teachers, and peers. When we enter the job market, we receive a monthly salary and bonuses. And as legendary venture capitalist (VC) Fred Wilson paraphrased at the 99U conference: “The two greatest addictions in life are heroin and a weekly salary.”

Monica Mehta, author of The Entrepreneurial Instinct, studies the role of brain chemistry in entrepreneurship. She explains in Entrepreneur, “With each success, our brain releases a chemical called dopamine. When dopamine flows into the brain’s reward pathway (the part responsible for pleasure, learning and motivation), we not only feel greater concentration but are inspired to re-experience the activity that caused the chemical release in the first place.” This guaranteed dopamine rush and the self-confidence it provides makes short-term rewards addicting. Alternatively, “Each time we fail, the brain is drained of dopamine, making it not only hard to concentrate but also difficult to learn from what went wrong.” Thus, physiologically, we’re hardwired to have a strong preference for actions, decisions, and projects likely to yield quick wins, because delayed gratification causes anxiety and discomfort.

If you consider how short life expectancy was in the dawn of humanity, it’s no surprise that we’re naturally biased toward short-term rewards. Even as late as the seventeenth century, average life expectancy in New England was twenty-five years of age, and 40 percent of people died before reaching adulthood. For early humanity, the prospect of spending five or ten years working toward an eventual outcome, however great it might be, was just not rational. No wonder it is so difficult to stay engaged with a long-term goal—we are biologically wired to abandon such efforts in exchange for shorter-term rewards.

Our addiction to short-term validation is so engrained that trying to defy it is hopeless. Accept this fact. While many people paint an incredible long-term vision for their teams, the prospect of long-term rewards is insufficient for long-term motivation. It is virtuous to aspire to these goals, but a noble venture is not exempt from the need to feel incremental progress and be rewarded for it. Rather than fight the need for short-term rewards, you must hack your reward system to provide them.

As you craft your team’s culture, lower the bar for how you define a “win.” Celebrate anything you can, from gaining a new customer to solving a particularly vexing problem. The problem with traditional rewards like money, which can be counted and accumulated, is that they require the least imagination. Make the most of the period in your journey when you must create your own rewards out of necessity. By doing so, you are engaging your team more dynamically than a raise or bonus ever will
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Jeff Bezos once remarked: Jason Fried, “Some Advice from Jeff Bezos,” Signal v. Noise, October 19, 2012, https://signalvnoise.com/posts/3289-some-advice-from-jeff-bezos.

CRAFTING BUSINESS INSTINCTS

MINE CONTRADICTORY ADVICE AND DOUBT TO DEVELOP YOUR OWN INTUITION.

“Look for investors”: Joe Fernandez (@JoeFernandez), “Look for investors that respect the fact you’re not always going to follow their advice,” Twitter, May 20, 2016, 7:03 A.M., https://twitter.com/JoeFernandez/status/733659372535091200.

“another one of Apple’s”: Macworld Staff, “What They Said About the iPod: ‘Another One of Apple’s Failures Just Like the Newton,’ ” Macworld, October 23, 2006, www.macworld.com/article/1053500/consumer-electronics/ipodreax.html.

“No wireless. Less space”: Ibid.

DON’T BLINDLY OPTIMIZE, KEEP AUDITING YOUR MEASURES.

“Sometimes, the thing”: Seth Godin, “Measure What You Care About (Re: The Big Sign over Your Desk),” sethgodin.typepad.com, February 14, 2015, http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2015/02/measure-what-you-care-about-avoiding-the-siren-of-the-stand-in.html.

DATA IS ONLY AS GOOD AS ITS SOURCE, AND DOESN’T REPLACE INTUITION.

Here’s the chart: superpaow, “My eyes hurt,” Reddit, August 2017, www.reddit.com/user/superpaow.

As Quartz reported: Nikhil Sonnad, “The Misleading Chart Showing Google Searches for ‘My Eyes Hurt’ After the Eclipse,” Quartz, August 23, 2017, https://qz.com/1060484/solar-eclipse-2017-solar-eclipse-2017-google-search-data-for-my-eyes-hurt-didnt-really-spike-after-the-solar-eclipse.

25 percent of Muslims: “Poll of U.S. Muslims Reveals Ominous Levels of Support for Islamic Supremacists’ Doctrine of Shariah, Jihad,” Center for Security Policy, June 23, 2015, www.centerforsecuritypolicy.org/2015/06/23/nationwide-poll-of-us-muslims-shows-thousands-support-shariah-jihad.

opt-in online survey: Lauren Carroll and Louis Jacobson, “Trump Cites Shaky Survey in Call to Ban Muslims from Entering US,” PolitiFact, December 9, 2015, www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/dec/09/donald-trump/trump-cites-shaky-survey-call-ban-muslims-entering.

STRESS-TEST YOUR OPINIONS WITH RADICAL TRUTHFULNESS.

“I wanted to make”: Ray Dalio, “How to Build a Company Where the Best Ideas Win,” TED talk, April 2017, www.ted.com/talks/ray _dalio_how_to_build_a_company_where_the_best_ideas_win/transcript?language=en.

“Rules for Bridgewater’s”: Rob Copeland and Bradley Hope, “The World’s Largest Hedge Fund Is Building an Algorhythmic Model from Its Employees’ Brains,” Wall Street Journal, December 22, 2016, www.wsj.com/articles/the-worlds-largest-hedge-fund-is-building-an-algorithmic-model-of-its-founders-brain-1482423694.

“Bridgewater says about”: Ibid.

“Understand that the ability”: Ray Dalio, “Full Text of ‘Bridgewater Ray Dalio Principles,’ ” archive.org, 2011, https://archive.org/stream/BridgewaterRayDalioPrinciples/Bridgewater%20-%20Ray%20Dalio%20-%20Principles_djvu.txt.

WITH NAIVETY COMES OPENNESS.

“Knowing when to ignore”: John Maeda (@johnmaeda), “Knowing *when* to ignore your experience is a true sign of experience,” Twitter, May 1, 2016, 8:32 P.M., https://twitter.com/johnmaeda/status/726977556008701952.

SHARPENING YOUR EDGE

LEAVE SOME MARGIN TO MINE THE CIRCUMSTANTIAL.

“mistakes or tricks”: Behance Team, “Seek Stimulation from Randomness,” 99U, accessed March 23, 2018, http://99u.adobe.com/articles/5693/seek-stimulation-from-randomness.

WHEN YOU FAIL TO DISCONNECT, YOUR IMAGINATION PAYS THE PRICE.

a movement called the “Sabbath Manifesto”: “Sabbath Manifesto,” www.sabbathmanifesto.org, 2010, www.sabbathmanifesto.org.

called the “Unplug Challenge”: “Join Our Unplugging Movement,” sabbathmanifesto.org, 2010, www.sabbathmanifesto.org/unplug_challenge.

“National Day of Unplugging”: “National Day of Unplugging,” accessed March 23, 2018, www.nationaldayofunplugging.com.

The manifesto included ten principles: “Sabbath Manifesto.”

STAYING PERMEABLE AND RELATABLE

REMOVE YOURSELF TO ALLOW OTHERS’ IDEAS TO TAKE HOLD.

“I really appreciate the power”: Hrishikesh Hirway, “Episode 70: Weezer,” Song Exploder, April 18, 2016, https://songexploder.net/weezer.




THE FINAL MILE

APPROACHING THE FINISH LINE

STAY IN THE EARLY INNINGS.

$19 billion seemed: Josh Constine, “A Year Later, $19 Billion for WhatsApp Doesn’t Sound So Crazy,” TechCrunch, February 19, 2015, https://techcrunch.com/2015/02/19/crazy-like-a-facebook-fox.

in February 2018, WhatsApp: Rani Molla, “WhatsApp Is Now Facebook’s Second-biggest Property, Followed by Messenger and Instagram,” Recode, February 1, 2018, www.recode.net/2018/2/1/16959804/whatsapp-facebook-biggest-messenger-instagram-users.

PASSING THE BATON

YOU ARE NOT YOUR WORK.

“I am not my Twitter”: Rohan Gunatillake, “You Are Not Your Work,” 99U, 2015, 99u.adobe.com/videos/51943/rohan-gunatillake-you-are-not-your-work#.

ASPIRE TO FINISH ON YOUR OWN TERMS.

a documentary was filmed: Isuzu Sakurada, Sakurada: Zen Chef, directed by Hirokazu Kishida, Seattle, 2016, http://zenchef.strik ingly.com.

NEVER BEING FINISHED

CONTINUING TO LEARN IS AN ELIXIR TO LIFE.

holds more than $600 billion: “Warren Buffett: Latest Portfolio,” Warren Buffett Stock Portfolio, February 14, 2018, http://warren buffettstockportfolio.com.

Buffett publicly stated: Henry Blodget, “Here’s the Real Reason Warren Buffett Doesn’t Invest in Technology—Or Bitcoin,” Business Insider, March 26, 2014, www.businessinsider.com/why-buffett-doesnt-invest-in-technology-2014-3.

one of Apple’s largest: Chuck Jones, “Apple Is Now Warren Buffett’s Largest Investment,” Forbes, February 15, 2018, www.forbes.com/sites/chuckjones/2018/02/15/apple-is-now-warren-buffetts-largest-investment/#35e572fb4313.

“had plenty of ways”: Jen Wieczner, “Not Buying Google Is Berkshire Hathaway’s Biggest Mistake,” Fortune, May 6, 2017, http://fortune.com/2017/05/06/warren-buffett-berkshire-hathaway-apple-google-stock.

between six hundred and one thousand: Andrew Merle, “If You Want to Be Like Warren Buffett and Bill Gates, Adopt Their Voracious Reading Habits,” Quartz, April 23, 2016, https://qz.com/668514/if-you-want-to-be-like-warren-buffett-and-bill-gates-adopt-their-voracious-reading-habits.

“Read five hundred pages”: Steve Jordon, “Investors Earn Handsome Paychecks by Handling Buffett’s Business,” Omaha World-Herald, April 28, 2013, www.omaha.com/money/investors-earn-handsome-paychecks-by-handling-buffett-s-business/article _bb1fc40f-e6f9-549d-be2f-be1ef4c0da03.html.

TO BE DONE IS TO DIE.

“we like lists”: Susanne Beyer and Lothar Gorris, “We Like Lists Because We Don’t Want to Die,” Spiegel, November 11, 2009, www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/spiegel-interview-with-umberto-eco-we-like-lists-because-we-don-t-want-to-die-a-659577.html.
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PENGUIN PARTNERSHIPS

Penguin Partnerships is the Creative Sales and Promotions team at Penguin Random House. We have a long history of working with clients on a wide variety of briefs, specializing in brand promotions, bespoke publishing and retail exclusives, plus corporate, entertainment and media partnerships.

We can respond quickly to briefs and specialize in repurposing books and content for sales promotions, for use as incentives and retail exclusives as well as creating content for new books in collaboration with our partners as part of branded book relationships.

Equally if you’d simply like to buy a bulk quantity of one of our existing books at a special discount, we can help with that too. Our books can make excellent corporate or employee gifts.

Special editions, including personalized covers, excerpts of existing books or books with corporate logos can be created in large quantities for special needs.

We can work within your budget to deliver whatever you want, however you want it.

For more information, please contact salesenquiries@penguinrandomhouse.co.uk
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