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            Introduction
Burn the Boats

         
         As I sat behind the desk on the set of a brand-new television pilot, I couldn’t help but reflect on how I’d gotten to the
            point where I could be the host of my very own TV show. I didn’t feel all that far removed from sleeping on a chewed-up mattress
            on the floor in a roach-infested apartment in the New York City borough of Queens, the youngest of four boys growing up with
            a single mother who cleaned houses on her hands and knees to pay our rent. My three older brothers were long gone by the time
            I realized just how desperate our situation was.
         

         
         When I dropped out of high school at age sixteen, I’m pretty sure none of my classmates could have imagined they’d see me
            less than three decades later as a Guest Shark on Shark Tank, the top business television show in the world. Now I was leveling up once more, this time as host and executive producer of my own TV pilot developed by MGM’s Mark Burnett, the visionary behind megahit reality TV franchises like Shark Tank, The Apprentice, The Voice, Survivor, and more.
         

         
         I write these words before I know if the show will ever even air—but it doesn’t matter. What excites me is the act of moving
            forward. Mark and his team saw the hunger in me that I still feel in my bones, and the sheer force of will I can recognize
            in the entrepreneurs we filmed who were right on the edge of buying their first business, making the biggest leap of their
            lives. The stakes are high. Almost half of all businesses fail in the first two years. That’s where I come in, guiding their
            thinking in the same way that I guide the entrepreneurs I work with at RSE Ventures, the company I cofounded with Miami Dolphins
            owner Stephen Ross, where I’ve helped grow game-changing consumer businesses like David Chang’s Momofuku food empire.
         

         
         Through my own experience and through the hundreds of businesses and entrepreneurs I’ve worked with—many of whose stories
            appear in this book—I’ve realized that there is indeed a powerful formula for achieving never-ending progressive growth and
            sustained success: Toss your Plan B overboard and burn the boats.
         

         
         What do I mean by “burn the boats”?

         
         To accomplish something great, you have to give yourself no escape route, no chance to ever turn back. You throw away your backup plans and you push forward, no longer bogged down by the infinite ways in which we hedge our own successes. Over time, our primitive instincts have been supplanted by conventional wisdom that pushes us to make contingency plans. The words “You never know” echo in our brains on an endless loop. We are so out of practice tapping into our own internal navigation systems that when we’re about to make a bold move, our first impulse is to undercut it with a backup plan. In other words, we no longer trust our instincts. Yet the act of building a safety net is precisely what forces you to need one. If you’re someone who’s worried you won’t succeed, you’ve already failed. 

         
         I’m living proof that the universe sets no ceiling on ambition. If I’ve learned one thing over the past three decades—from
            dropping out of high school to get my GED in a bid to escape from poverty to landing on Shark Tank to help new entrepreneurs launch their careers—it’s that you don’t win when you give yourself the option to lose. Greatness doesn’t emerge from hedging, hesitating, or submitting
            to the naysayers that skulk in every corner of our lives.
         

         
         I wouldn’t have accomplished anything if I hadn’t lived the Burn the Boats philosophy. Now, with this book, I’m ready to arm you with all the tools and tips to do exactly the same.
         

         
         *  *  *

         As a kid, I scratched and clawed my way out of that hellish Queens shoebox—to college, to law school, then on to becoming
            the youngest press secretary in New York City history, on the ground with Mayor Rudolph Giuliani during the horrors of 9/11.
            After that, I served as chief operating officer of the effort to rebuild the World Trade Center site, then executive vice
            president of business operations for the New York Jets, and then vice chairman of the Miami Dolphins and cofounder of RSE.
         

         
         I’d always imagined myself in business, but I’ve also found myself succeeding in arenas far outside any initial plan, from
            appearing on Shark Tank to hosting my own TV pilot to becoming an executive fellow co-teaching one of the most popular intensive programs at Harvard Business School. I’ve met every US president who has served in the past three decades, and recently had a private audience with Pope Francis concerning our shared passion for human rights. 

         
         But I’ve also had my share of failures, big and small. I’d envisioned opening this book with the triumphant story of how in
            the fall of 2020, I stood on the podium of the New York Stock Exchange, looking out on bright-orange banners hanging from
            the rafters with the logo of a new public company I had created in the middle of global chaos. I raised $206 million to form
            the Omnichannel Acquisition Corp., whose mission was to identify an exceptional digitally fueled consumer business brimming
            with potential and merge with it, driving the company to new heights of success. I assembled a board of consumer giants and
            worked nonstop for months to get there, day and night, with a host of unexpected stresses on top of all of my other professional
            responsibilities. I rang the bell at the New York Stock Exchange, live on CNBC, only to end up the next day with COVID-19
            and double pneumonia before there was even a glimmer of a vaccine.
         

         
         A year and a half later, after so much more work, just as I was about to bring an incredible business called Kin Insurance
            public, the deal fell apart. I could blame the economic environment—inflation was soaring, high-growth stocks were getting
            crushed, and the company’s biggest competitor (and comparison point) crashed and burned, casting a dark cloud on the entire
            insurance tech space—but the bottom line is that I failed.
         

         
         I could have licked my wounds and decided to stick to safe projects that I knew would succeed. Instead, I doubled down on
            risk, putting Shark Tank in the rearview mirror to take a chance on a show of my own, launch a metaverse fund, and write this book. My philosophy informed my trust that the failure of Omnichannel would lead to something better, and I continued to press on in search of more freedom and more autonomy. I gave up my role with the Dolphins and I resigned from a number of boards, opening up opportunities to continue to burn the boats and seek even greater reward. 

         
         *  *  *

         This isn’t just my story. It’s every story, and it’s all of history. Burning the boats as a strategy for success goes all
            the way back to the Old Testament. “In ancient times,” writes Rabbi Naphtali Hoff, “Israelite armies would besiege enemy cities
            from three sides only, leaving open the possibility of flight . . . They understood that so long as the enemy saw that they
            had an escape route available, they would not fight with utmost earnestness and energy.”1

         
         Sun Tzu, the great Chinese general, military strategist, writer, and philosopher, echoes the same point. “The leader of an
            army . . .” he wrote in his classic guide to military strategy, The Art of War, “carries his men deep into hostile territory before he shows his hand. He burns his boats and breaks his cooking pots.”2 He gives his men no option to return, and the only way they will eat again is to eat the food of their enemy.
         

         
         Five centuries later, Julius Caesar sailed his army from Rome to the Irish coast, looking to conquer England. As their ships
            arrived, and he and his men saw themselves greatly outnumbered, there was ample reason to retreat. But Caesar was set on completing
            his mission, and wanted to make sure his fighters—and the ones they would soon be up against—knew that there was no exit strategy.
            This would have to be a fight to the death. “Burn the boats!” Caesar ordered, and then there was no way home.
         

         
         More recently, in 2022, Volodymyr Zelensky, the comedian turned president of Ukraine, was under siege from Russian invaders when the United States offered him a plan to evacuate. The entire free world had concluded that Ukraine had no chance of overcoming the full weight of the Russian army, and that if Zelensky didn’t abandon Kyiv soon, he would meet his demise. But the Ukrainian president proved himself a student of both history and psychology when he took to the airwaves to reject the offer from US president Joe Biden. “I don’t need a ride; I need weapons,” he said. 

         
         Zelensky signaled to his Russian opponents—and to the world—that he had given himself no way out. He had burned the boats
            and was prepared to fight to the death. His defiance proved contagious, and with those simple words, he inspired his country—and
            ultimately all of NATO—to resist the invasion.
         

         
         I was in a hotel in Pittsburgh with the New York Jets—their playoff hopes in the 2010–11 season quickly evaporating after
            two consecutive losses—when our emotive head coach, Rex Ryan, summoned fire and brimstone to awaken something deep inside
            his players. With his face bright red and his voice cracking, jowls animating every word, Rex told his team about the legend
            of Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés, outnumbered as he tried to conquer the Aztecs in 1519, demanding his soldiers burn
            the boats and give themselves no chance to turn back. As the New York Times later reported, “‘They burned their boats!’ [Rex] shouted. ‘I’m only asking you to give me seven weeks!’”3

         
         “The Jets surged from the ballroom,” the Times continued, “filled with adrenaline. Several said later that they could not sleep. The Jets went on to topple the Steelers,
            their signature win of the season.”
         

         
         It was thrilling. I truly believe the burn the boats analogy activated a switch inside our players to unlock another level
            of effort they did not know they possessed. The quote has stuck with me ever since, as I recognized that the philosophy had
            been guiding my decisions long before I was able to put it into words.
         

         
         I’ve never been at war like Sun Tzu and Caesar, or literally under siege like Zelensky, defending democracy from evil, but the journey of my life has sometimes felt like a true battle. It’s not just that I grew up in poverty. I grew up without hope. My mother—raising four boys on her own—was desperately ill, declining before my eyes until she finally succumbed when I was just twenty-six years old. It would have been easy to end up like so many kids in my neighborhood—on drugs, in jail, achieving nothing, or, in many cases, dead. My gift was that I saw another path. And then I took it. 

         
         I credit everything in my life to understanding as a struggling high school kid that the cavalry was never coming. The universe
            owed me nothing. I had one life to live and no one was going to show me the way.
         

         
         I see this same pattern in every business I invest in, and in every successful person I know. They understand that it’s all
            on them, and that it doesn’t matter what other people do or even what they think. I’ll talk in the chapters ahead about how
            important it is to trust your instincts and act. I’ve seen hesitation kill more dreams than speed ever will. And when you
            hesitate, or when you hedge, or when you divide your attention between your goal and the safety net you think you need to
            build, it all just begs the question: What are you waiting for?
         

         
         *  *  *

         Science bears this out. Studies have convincingly shown that backup plans hobble us on the road toward success—that abundant
            choices end up rendering us paralyzed.
         

         
         It’s okay to be unsure if it’s the right move or the right time, or to imagine that your good ideas should be obvious to everyone around you—but if you act on those doubts, I promise you’re only sabotaging yourself. Breakout success means training your mind to pursue opportunity before the tipping point of evidence, in the interstitial space between intuition and data. By learning how to confidently burn the boats and set a match to whatever corrosive Plan B you’re cradling, you will collapse the time delay between insight and action, and you will reap exponential returns. 

         
         *  *  *

         The Burn the Boats philosophy informs this book’s three sections: Get in the Water (Part One), No Turning Back (Part Two),
            and Build More Boats (Part Three). Within each part are chapters that dive into a set of principles supported by stories from
            my own life, the companies I’ve worked with, and the research that backs up what trailblazers know instinctively.
         

         
         By the end of this book, you’ll be ready to tear down the barriers to living the life you’re meant to live—indeed, you’ll
            be ready to change the world. All that matters, wherever you’re starting from, is that next big move. Get ready to burn the
            boats.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Get in the Water

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Trust Your Instincts

         
         For people who don’t know my story, hearing that I dropped out of high school often comes as a shock. We have a stereotype
            surrounding high school dropouts—unmotivated failures, limiting their future possibilities to the extreme. My well-intentioned
            high school guidance counselor, Mr. Baker, told me I’d be throwing my life away. He insisted that the stigma of being a high
            school dropout would cling to me forever.
         

         
         He didn’t understand—no one did. Dropping out of high school wasn’t just something that happened to me because I couldn’t
            make it through. It was an architected plan that I was able to execute only because I saw a vision of a possible future, fully
            committed to it, and wouldn’t be dissuaded. I trusted my instincts.
         

         
         Let me explain: In the tiny rent-stabilized apartment in Queens where I grew up, my mom and I were really struggling. My biggest dream when I was a kid was simply having enough money so that we wouldn’t need to worry about where dinner was coming from. I remember the near-empty fridge containing only Spam, leftover Steak-umm meat slices, and government cheese—quite literally, a five-pound block of mystery cheese product stamped with the words “American Cheese Donated by the US Department of Agriculture.” 

         
         Our Thanksgiving ritual began with a knock at the door, the priest from our local parish on the other side. As far as I could
            tell we were not great Catholics. I could never remember the last time we had been to church, and I was never sure what I’d
            say if asked directly. But one of my earliest memories is of tugging on my mom’s dress, peering through the gap in the door,
            and hearing her say, “Hello, Father.” There were no questions asked, there was no judgment on the priest’s face, there was
            no shame in that hallway. All I felt was love as he handed us a box of food for the holiday. The gesture has stuck with me
            all these years.
         

         
         It was really rough. My father was out of the picture before I was nine. My three brothers, older than me, left the house
            as soon as they could scrounge together enough money to go. While my mom had a lightning-quick mind and could write like nothing
            I’d seen in the books at school, she too was a high school dropout—by circumstance in her case, not by design. She was depressed
            and physically struggling, increasingly confined to a chair by knees that couldn’t support her frame, gaining weight by the
            day until she ultimately ballooned to 400 pounds. The one saving grace in her life was the classes she was taking at Queens
            College after getting her GED. She loved them. She would often have me tag along with her on Saturdays to her urban studies
            lectures, and I loved them, too.
         

         
         Those classes inspired me. But inspiration didn’t pay the bills. I got my first job at ten years old, trying to help my mom make ends meet. I sold flowers on street corners and hawked ten-dollar leather handbags from a van at local flea markets. I was eventually able to get a job at McDonald’s, cleaning the gum from underneath the party-room tables. But as a minor, my earning potential maxed out at around five dollars an hour. That was never going to be enough. We needed so much more. I looked at ads in the local PennySaver—college students only, $9/hour—and I realized that maybe I didn’t have to wait until I was eighteen to get there. What if I could pull forward all the trappings
            of adulthood two years early—college, a better-paying job, freedom?
         

         
         I was fourteen when I realized that the traditional path wasn’t going to work for me. I decided I would do it. I would drop
            out of high school—not because I couldn’t hack it, not because I didn’t want to be in school, but because I was desperate
            to escape the filth and depression and start my future now. I hatched a plan to leave school two years later, right at age
            sixteen, the first moment I was legally able to, and take advantage of a loophole in the system inspired by my mother’s journey.
            If I could score well enough on the GED—the stigmatized, option-of-last-resort GED—I could jump right to college long before
            my high school class graduated, gain access to those higher-paying jobs, and fast-track the possibility of rescuing myself
            and my mother from the horror show we were living in.
         

         
         I remember as a freshman in high school crashing the college preparation orientation night. I summoned the courage to approach
            the representatives from a few of the best colleges and ask for validation of my plan: “Excuse me, sir. If someone never actually
            graduated from high school but took the GED, and got a really, really good score, would you consider admitting them? Asking
            for a friend.”
         

         
         The answer was always rendered in the same diplomatic tone, delivered with a self-congratulatory whiff of noblesse oblige and a condescending half-smirk: “I suppose so. We do believe in second chances, young man.”
         

         
         Did anyone understand what on Earth I was up to? No way. Not my friends, not my teachers, not my mother. But for two years,
            I clung to this road map. I intuited that I needed to fail all of my classes in order to make it work. If I was getting by,
            still earning some credits, there would be so much gravitational pull to stay the course and redeem myself, with pointless
            interventions by guidance counselors. It needed to be a total and complete annihilation.
         

         
         I torpedoed ninth grade, twice in a row, and ended up held back for two years, sitting in the same homeroom, surrounded by
            high school drug dealers with beepers on their belts who were making very different life choices. Whatever our motivation,
            we all ended up dumped onto the same island of misfit toys. I would work overnight at the local deli sometimes, sleep in a
            bit, watch the Gulf War briefings from General Norman Schwarzkopf on CNN and saunter into school midday, evading the truancy
            police on the way in. I earned no credits except for typing class. (I figured it would be a useful skill to know—to this day,
            I can type more than ninety words per minute.)
         

         
         I dug a hole too deep to climb out of except by executing on my vision. I created my own crisis. But it’s one thing to have
            a plan, and quite another to go through with it. When the day came to actually drop out, I felt like a complete loser. I remember
            going to each of my classroom teachers to return my textbooks, head hanging low, the academic version of a walk of shame.
            I tiptoed into Mr. Rosenthal’s science class, and handed him my never-opened book.
         

         
         “Higgins, what a waste,” he said, dripping with contempt, and looking straight ahead at the room full of students. “I’ll see
            you at McDonald’s.”
         

         
         I’m mostly Irish, so when I’m embarrassed, my red-tomato face broadcasts it to the world. I was so hot that I thought I was going to pass out as I slithered my way to the door in front of thirty-five laughing teenagers. But as I turned the knob, I got a burst of courage, and blurted out, “If you see me at McDonald’s, it’s because I own it.” 

         
         The last words I heard in high school were “Ooooooooh, snap,” and “Are you going to take that, Mr. Rosenthal?” I kicked open
            the metal prison doors to my supposed freedom. And then I sat on the steps of Cardozo High School for the last time, lit a
            Marlboro, and thought to myself, Uh oh, he might be right.

         
         *  *  *

         My crazy chess move ended up working out. Two months later, I aced the GED, and before the summer was out, I was accepted
            to Queens College and began earning my nine dollars an hour working on the political campaign of Congressman Gary Ackerman.
            When my baby face showed up at the Congressman’s makeshift campaign headquarters, they demanded to see proof that I was a
            college student. I showed them the promissory note for my student loans—and I was in. I ended up as president of the Queens
            College debate team, and ran for student body president, telling the school paper that I dropped out of high school because
            “I didn’t feel challenged,” my story to the world back then. From Congressman Ackerman’s office, I jumped to a job as a researcher
            in the press office of New York City Mayor Giuliani—and onward from there.
         

         
         As I sat down to write this book, I wrestled with how to tell my story, and whether burning the boats was actually a strategy that made sense for everyone, or just for people fortunate enough to be born with certain structural advantages. Yes, I grew up poor, with a sick mother confined to a wheelchair. But even so, society still endowed me with the undeniable privilege that comes from being white and male. That’s why I’ve endeavored in these pages to share the stories of entrepreneurs who don’t necessarily look like me, and don’t share my background. In hearing those stories, similar and dissimilar to mine in a variety of ways, I realized that no matter where you begin, the answer really is the same. The journey may be longer or harder, depending on the hand you’ve been dealt, but to make the most of it and to reach your highest heights, you have to go all in, trust your instincts, and act. 

         
         Deep down, we all know what we are capable of. We all see visions of our future that no one else ratifies. Too often, conventional
            wisdom and external pressures sway us off course. From the time we are old enough to articulate our instincts, we are conditioned
            to dismiss them in favor of the institutions that govern us, and the people who are paid to know better. The advice of others
            may keep us safe from catastrophe—don’t put foil in the microwave!—but it also keeps us from tapping into our own unique brilliance.
         

         
         This entire book is about not becoming hesitant when your instincts don’t match what the world is telling you to do. The key
            to unlocking potential is to embrace your highest competitive advantage: you are the only one who has the full story of your
            life. YOU are the one subject about which there will never be a greater expert in the world. And so of course you will see
            your path forward before anyone else will.
         

         
         In other words, if you don’t trust yourself, you will miss the chance to be extraordinary.

         
         As Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his 1841 essay, “Self-Reliance” (a work that I return to again and again for inspiration), “A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across his mind from within, more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages. Yet he dismisses without notice his thought, because it is his.”1

         
         Listening to yourself is how you begin to find your future. There are four principles to help you get there:

         
         
            Destiny Starts with a Vision

            For me, it was freedom. I needed to do everything I could to escape the limitations of being in high school. For you, it might
               be anything—but it needs to be something. You can’t achieve a goal that you haven’t defined. You need to know where you want
               to go; only then can you come up with a plan to get there. The best dreams are the ones that emerge from somewhere deep within
               you, where the ambition is inextricably linked to your unique take on the world, your gifts, your talents, and your soul.
            

            
            Freddie Harrel envisioned a new reality for Black women like her, who wanted to express themselves through their hair without
               having to endure a costly, time-consuming, stigmatized experience. She wanted hair extensions—a $7 billion market for Black
               women globally—to be easy and fun, and yet fake hair was anything but. Freddie hated that women who wore wigs were made to
               feel ashamed. Even the word “wig” felt like it had a negative connotation. She and her friends were tired of their only option
               being beauty supply shops with questionable product quality and hair with texture that didn’t match their own.
            

            
            So Freddie raised more than $2 million to create RadSwan, a beauty startup changing the hair market for Black women, building a community around celebration and empowerment. “For Black women all around the world, hair can communicate so much about who we are, where we are, it’s like a whole extra language,” she told me. And the incumbent brands weren’t seeing it. Only Freddie was. 

            
            Another example: my friend Brian Chesky dreamed of helping everyone with a guest room, an extra couch, or even just an air
               mattress earn some added income when he came up with the idea for Airbnb in 2007. When the website TechCrunch covered the
               company’s launch a year later, the very first comment predicted instant failure: “If this ever becomes mainstream, the whole
               thing will come crashing down.”2 Cut to more than a dozen years later, and the company’s initial public offering in December of 2020 valued Airbnb at $47
               billion. My company RSE had a chance to be an early investor and we passed, focusing too much on potential regulatory challenges
               rather than trusting my instincts that Brian would overcome them. Huge mistake. And proof that inaction can cost you far more
               than failure.
            

            
            My partner at RSE, Stephen Ross—real estate developer, owner of the Miami Dolphins, and number 267 on the Forbes Billionaires
               Index with a net worth of $11.6 billion3—had his own big dream that seemed impossible to onlookers. Hudson Yards had been the site of an old Manhattan railway, an
               open sore on the island’s West Side for almost fifty years, a blight on the New York City landscape.4 Redevelopment project after redevelopment project was proposed by a string of mayors and governors, and each failed, due to lack of budget and little support for investing in what was seen as a wasteland, too far from the subway lines for enough people to flock there. I had my own history with the area, as I was originally hired by the New York Jets to lead the effort to build a new football stadium on the very same Hudson Yards site. That effort had gone down in flames, a victim of NIMBYism (“not in my backyard”), just like the multiple attempts to turn the property into a new baseball stadium for the Yankees, a stadium for repeated failed bids by New York City to host the Olympic Games, and, finally, office towers, in a deal that fell apart during the financial crisis of 2008. 

            
            Stephen saw something no one else did—a chance to build an entirely new neighborhood from scratch, a mixed-use development
               with office buildings, performance spaces, condominiums, shops, restaurants, a public plaza, and a new soaring public art
               masterpiece that would serve as a magnet to this unexplored area. It would become the largest development in New York City
               since the building of Rockefeller Center in 1939, a $20 billion project when all was said and done, and it happened because
               he took on a nearly impossible combination of tough negotiations, the complex engineering challenges of building on top of
               active subway lines, and a financial crisis and a pandemic both threatening to derail the whole enterprise.5 His crystal-clear vision is what carried the effort through to success.
            

            
            Throughout this book, we’ll hear about inspirations of all kinds: Christina Tosi’s dream to bake a cookie for everyone on
               the planet; Lauren Book’s ability to see a way to use her own trauma from childhood sexual abuse to help improve life for
               millions; and Laurie Segall’s mission to launch a media company built around bringing the metaverse to the masses (countering
               the “bro” culture that has dominated the tech space in the past), just to name a few. Intrinsic motivations borne of personal
               experience are the most valuable assets we possess. No visions are ever rendered to us in the dead of night that we are incapable
               of pursuing at the break of dawn. But we have to give ourselves permission to see them and then act on them.
            

            
            Abhi Ramesh is the twenty-nine-year-old founder of Misfits Market, which sends discounted produce and pantry goods to people around the country, saving them money and helping to fight food waste. The company has raised over $300 million and has a multibillion-dollar valuation.6 Abhi had an epiphany while picking apples at a farm with his girlfriend, seeing slightly damaged fruit on the ground and,
               after finding out from the farmer that supermarkets wouldn’t accept them, wondering why those misbegotten yet perfectly edible
               apples were relegated to the trash. The genesis of that insight is worth reflecting on because it speaks to the importance
               of cumulative experience.
            

            
            “The overarching theme of my life has been looking for value in places other people aren’t looking,” Abhi told me. In high
               school, he saw his friends tossing out their old textbooks, useless to them once the school year was done. Abhi bought them
               up (for thirty cents on the dollar) and resold them on Amazon (for sixty cents on the dollar), doubling his investment. After
               getting a degree from Wharton, he worked at a distressed-credit hedge fund, mining nuggets of hidden treasure in struggling
               businesses. “Finding hidden value is in my DNA,” he says—and so when he saw the apples on the ground, he was ready to capitalize.
               The idea fit into the larger picture of his journey, his goal to unlock value wherever he could.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Abhi understood what he was looking to achieve, and so embracing his vision did not require much of a leap of faith. Do you
               have that same clarity to recognize your own vision when it is revealed to you? When I talk to my Harvard Business School
               students, they seek advice on which private equity firm they should go to, or which consulting firm they should join, but
               I start by telling them to take a step back.
            

            
            “I don’t want to hear what you want to be. I want to know who you want to be.”
            

            
            That kind of existential question is what should really be driving our lives. Abhi says finding hidden value is what motivates him. My imperative is to further my ability to take action without interference by securing more freedom and autonomy, an impulse born at a time when I had neither. What’s yours? 

            
            To surface those deep motivations, you can ask yourself some hard but critically important questions:

            
            
               	What qualities make me someone I can respect and admire?

               	Do I want to spend my days creating from scratch, or executing someone else’s vision?

               	Can I tolerate the risk of an uncertain future, or do I need predictability to thrive?

               	Would I rather be thinking or doing?

               	Do I feed off of human interaction, or does it drain me?

               	When have I been happiest, and what would it take to feel that way again?

               	What do I want my epitaph to read?

            

            Having concrete answers is, to some extent, less important than thinking about the ideas. I find that most people who feel aimless got there because they bypassed introspection at the inception of their journeys. When they arrive, they feel lost because it turns out they embarked on the wrong voyage. We need to take the time to sit with ourselves, and see our own visions. 

            
            Next, we have to trust what we see.

            
         
         
            Data Is Secondary; Make a “Gut Sandwich”

            Stuart Landesberg had a vision of a consumer goods company that would let people actually live the values they espouse. He
               knew so many people who believed in protecting the environment, and yet when it came to the essentials that we all rely on
               every day, convenience dictated our choices. Most of us default to the most common, easiest-to-find brands, which aren’t (in
               most cases) the best options for the planet. Stuart decided that there needed to be a company focused on creating consumer
               products that all of us use—such as hand soap, toilet paper, and laundry detergent—that were sustainable, healthier, and free
               from single-use plastic. He left his job in private equity and committed to making that mission a reality, but 175 investor
               pitches were met with 175 rejections over the course of more than a year and a half. Not a single investor saw what he was
               seeing.
            

            
            After all of that rejection, most people would have concluded that the marketplace had spoken through its designated proxy—the
               returns-driven world of venture capital—and the message seemed to be loud and clear. No one wanted Grove Collaborative, the
               name he’d chosen for his business. But Stuart decided that he just hadn’t yet found the right enlightened investor. He understood
               that not everyone would see it until he’d already made it a reality that couldn’t be ignored. But he needed one. One investor to see it, or at least to trust that Stuart was seeing it and let him prove his vision right. 

            
            Stuart followed Jacob Riis’s timeless advice:

            
            
               When nothing seems to help, I go and look at a stonecutter hammering away at his rock, perhaps a hundred times without as
                  much as a crack showing in it. Yet at the hundred and first blow it will split in two, and I know it was not that last blow
                  that did it, but all that had gone before.7

            

            Stuart did something most entrepreneurs are too embarrassed to do. He reached back out to one of the investors who had rejected
               him, Paul Martino at Bullpen Capital, and tried for a second bite at the apple. “I knew he was close,” Stuart told me. “He
               wanted to do it, but his teammates were blocking him, or something like that. I told Paul, ‘I want to work with you. I know
               the answer has been no, but there’s gotta be a price.’”
            

            
            Stuart sensed that this was going to be the right match, and was willing to do whatever it took to get it done. “Bullpen’s
               whole story was about good businesses that are ugly in some way,” Stuart remembers. “In our case, it was that e-commerce was
               very out of fashion. We did not pattern match to any big successes. Bullpen’s whole mandate was to do uncool deals . . . and
               selling soap only recently got sorta, kinda, a little bit cool.”
            

            
            Paul came back with a price, and it was one that Stuart could live with. “It was fair to both Bullpen and the company,” he says. And so, after 175 rejections, he made a deal. Now, five years later, Stuart has become a hero of the sustainable movement, Bullpen is thrilled that Stuart never relented, and Grove Collaborative is making headlines. The company will collect $400 million in top-line revenue as of 2023, and recently announced its intention to go public backed by British billionaire Richard Branson, at a $1.5 billion valuation. 

            
            *  *  *

            The data was telling Stuart to quit. Stuart didn’t agree. The best leaders make decisions that masquerade as data-driven choices
               when they are actually what I call gut sandwiches: data sandwiched between insights and intuition that we can’t justify with
               numbers alone. Game-changing ideas have too many ingredients to be reduced to a formula. Steve Jobs knew we wanted to carry
               ten thousand songs in our pocket before we ever knew it was a possibility. Katrina Lake, the founder of Stitch Fix, understood
               the possibility of a fashion subscription service before anyone else—and became the youngest woman ever to take a company
               public. Jeff Bezos launched an online bookstore and, with few seeing it coming, turned it into a cloud company, a grocery
               store, self-driving cars (with Amazon buying self-driving startup Zoox in 2020), and on and on.
            

            
            These moves weren’t driven by numbers and statistics. We can marshal those supporting elements later, but leaders rely on
               hunches purported to be backed by proof. Steve Jobs could have taken an incremental approach to music, and added more CD capacity
               to his version of a Sony Walkman. But as a music fan, he started with the problem and worked backward to find the solution:
               How do I take my Beatles collection, made up of hundreds of songs, with me wherever I go? He walked onstage in 2001, reached
               into the front pocket of his jeans, and showed the world an iPod for the very first time.
            

            
            My fellow Shark Katrina Lake had an instinct that shopping for clothes didn’t work for so many consumers, having to sort through an unending pile of options to find something they liked. With Stitch Fix, she reimagined the personal shopper as a possibility for everyone, not just the wealthy, and grew that idea into a curated online clothing business that now brings in almost $2 billion in revenue every year—and which has launched countless products-in-a-box imitators. 

            
            Conventional wisdom would have insisted that Jeff Bezos be content with Amazon becoming the largest book retailer in the world.
               Stay in your lane and keep your eye on the ball. Lack of focus and clarity will chip away at your success. But Bezos had a bigger insight, which he called Day One: What if he built a company on which the sun never set, where each
               day brought another opportunity to expand into a new facet of your life? He ran with it, and two decades later he’s the wealthiest
               person on the planet, or at least in the top five.
            

            
            At RSE, we invested in Jordana Kier and Alex Friedman, who had the instinct that if women knew more about what they were putting
               into their bodies, they would flock to a feminine hygiene company committed to 100 percent organic ingredients and a culture
               of openness and stigma-busting. Their revelation came when they happened to notice the long ingredient list on the back of
               a box of tampons, and the words “may contain” followed by a laundry list of things they’d never willingly let touch their
               bodies—including bleach. There was no data to confirm their insight—in fact, skeptical venture capitalists insisted that there
               was no market opening, the space dominated by three corporate giants, including Procter & Gamble, with research showing women’s
               preferences to be firmly entrenched. But the research turned out to be wrong, or at least incomplete. No one had actually
               asked women the right questions.
            

            
            “Most venture investors and leaders of feminine care brands are—and have always been—men,” Alex explained to me. “I knew the problem was real because I experienced it! I couldn’t figure out what was in conventional tampons, which made me feel disrespected. I used the same brand over and over because of inertia and lack of options—not because I was loyal. I had a hunch that other women felt like me and behaved like me. I knew that if there were a period product out there with transparent ingredients and convenience, from a brand that resonated with me, I would switch immediately. Talking to other women validated that they would, too. We spoke with hundreds of women who were quietly dissatisfied with their feminine care brands. Their responses reinforced our instincts, and we built LOLA to solve a very real problem for them and for us.” 

            
            Four years later, LOLA’s products are displayed in every Walmart right next to the market leaders, growing their share every
               single day. Alex and Jordana’s instincts weren’t going to move the legacy players, as the data insisted that the existing
               products were perfectly fine for most women. But the two founders knew the data didn’t tell the full story, and the women
               they talked to backed up those convictions and gave Alex and Jordana the strength to push forward. So often, data is merely
               insurance against self-delusion. It won’t (and it shouldn’t) provide the green light. In fact, research too often ends up
               serving as a reason people give up before they start. Don’t let numbers hold you back when you know in your gut that you’re
               onto something, and don’t be afraid to go digging for the support you know in your heart must be out there somewhere.
            

            
            There’s a larger point to be made here, too, and it came out in a conversation I had with Sean Harper, the cofounder and CEO of Kin Insurance, the company I sought to take public until our deal fell apart. When you rely solely on data, there’s so much opportunity to second-guess yourself. The data might be wrong, or your analysis of it might be flawed, and lead you in the wrong direction. “But if you just do what you feel like—what your instincts are telling you—then you can’t second-guess,” Sean insists. “You can’t argue with your feelings. And that can ultimately give you a great sense of peace about whatever the decision is.” 

            
            Jordana and Alex didn’t dismiss their gut. They resented the feminine care products they had been using. They knew other women
               must feel the same way—and they were absolutely right. Most of us talk ourselves out of sticking with our instincts. Winners
               like Sean Harper and the founders of LOLA don’t.
            

            
         
         
            Trusting Your Instincts Is like a Muscle—You Get Stronger over Time

            A life spent going all in and burning the boats isn’t easy, largely because it’s not about just one right decision. Achieving
               sustained success is about continued motion and successive choices. Kevin O’Leary of Shark Tank—aka Mr. Wonderful—began his career by co-founding an educational software company. From there, he could have grown in that
               same industry and become a giant. Instead, he used his experience to jump to private equity and venture capital, and then
               got himself on television, first in Canada (on Dragon’s Den, their version of Shark Tank), and then in the US. Kevin has since launched an empire across industries, and even used his fame to catapult himself into
               Canadian politics.
            

            
            Lori Greiner is another great example. She began as an inventor, creating and patenting an earring organizer that was ultimately picked up by JCPenney—and she leaped from there to television stardom. She now holds 120 patents for some of the most popular household inventions in the world, has created and marketed more than 800 products, and—building on her television bona fides—has started a TV production company of her own. Neither Shark has stood still, even on the heels of massive success. 

            
            *  *  *

            I was a high school dropout working in the New York City Mayor’s Office and could have decided that the job was enough for
               me to relax and trust that my life was back on track. But I didn’t want to stop there. My instincts told me that there was
               so much more to do. First, I knew I had to cleanse the stigma of being a high-school dropout. Looking ten steps ahead, I didn’t
               want that blight to ever stand in my way—so after getting my degree from Queens College, I decided to go to law school part-time
               at night. A degree from Fordham Law would take my résumé up a notch. I figured no one could hold it against me for leaving
               high school if I not only graduated from college, but I was a lawyer as well, with a degree from a top school, and on Law Review for good measure.
            

            
            At the same time, I asked for a promotion at the mayor’s office. I wanted to be a deputy press secretary, even at age twenty-three.
               I knew my work showed I deserved it, and it would mean a substantial raise, inching me closer to getting me and my mother
               out of poverty. Given my relative youth, they said I should wait my turn, and that others who were older and had served longer
               were ahead of me in line. That’s when my instincts told me to make another bold choice: to quit.
            

            
            You have to be in the driver’s seat of your life. Justice won’t be meted out on your behalf. If you sense that you are being exploited, or being held back from your time to shine, you can’t stew in your own resentment and wait around to be recognized—or, even worse, indulge in self-pity. The law of compound interest applies as much to ideas and achievements as it does to money. The faster you secure new accomplishments, the more time you have over the course of your life to reap the fruits of exponential growth. It’s why in the musical Hamilton, Eliza pleads with her husband, “Why do you write like you’re running out of time?” Alexander Hamilton writes furiously because
               he recognizes that we’re all running out of time.
            

            
            I was not going to wait in the mayor’s office forever. I had to achieve escape velocity to rise out of poverty securely and
               permanently. So I got a job at New York Life, a massive insurance company, in their government affairs department. They offered
               me a higher base salary in addition to paying for law school. My colleagues in the mayor’s press office said I was making
               a mistake, but I did it anyway. Of course I did. They didn’t have a stake in my future; only I would be held to account for
               my choices.
            

            
            The job was soul-crushing and terribly dull—the first and last nine-to-five job I’ve ever held—but then, four months later,
               City Hall called me up and invited me to come right back as deputy press secretary. The move paid off. I sprung to the front
               of the line based on merit, not age, just as I’d wanted—with a raise that didn’t give me enough to pay for law school (I ended
               up with a pile of student loans), but at least I would have enough to take care of my mother.
            

            
            I didn’t know back then that I was following a pattern I’d see in the paths of so many others throughout my career. I didn’t
               know that being unafraid to make leaps and take risks was anything more than my own idiosyncratic approach to the universe.
               But as it turns out, it really does

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Your Instincts Are What Will Save You—Even When Things Fall Apart
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“Matt Higgins knows from experience that when you have little to lose, there’s a lot to be gained by
making bold bets. In this engaging, actionable book, he shows how it's possible to take the reins
and reinvent your career.” —ADAM GRANT, #1 New York Times bestselling author of
Think Again and host of the TED podcast WorkLife
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