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ADVANCE PRAISE


“An entertaining and authentic collection of highly engaging anecdotes, hard-won life lessons, and unbelievable stories generously shared by experienced Silicon Valley CEO Mike Grossman for the benefit of future leaders. This book imparts wisdom with a humility and reflectiveness that is refreshing, and a sense of humor and candor that makes each message immediately accessible. An easy and enjoyable read with worthwhile and valuable learnings.”

—KELLY BAYER ROSMARIN, CEO and Group Managing Director, Australian Unity; Former CEO, Optus

“Mike Grossman has written an unconventional and deeply human book that highlights the messy, unpredictable nature of running a company. His honest reflections on luck, timing, and failure are delivered through a series of personal stories that are as thought-provoking as they are entertaining. If you’re looking for a realistic portrayal of the entrepreneurial journey, this is it.”

—KEWSONG LEE, Founder and CEO, BellTower Partners; Former CEO, The Carlyle Group

“The format is great and the storytelling is terrific. A young executive in either a small or large enterprise could save themselves many years of agony if they read this book and take it to heart. But alas, that’s not how the system works. We go to graduate school, then work in consulting or investment banking and then perhaps try to start something. With a little luck and good timing some find success and then they write books about how smart or clever they were and how they had it all figured out from the start! Failure Is an Option is a breath of fresh air.”

—CARLOS RODRIGUEZ, Former CEO and Executive Chair, ADP

“Leadership is not about avoiding failure; it’s about navigating it with humility, integrity, and resilience. Failure Is an Option strips away the mythology of Silicon Valley and replaces it with something far more valuable: truth. Mike Grossman writes with uncommon honesty about the emotional and ethical realities of leadership. I found this book both grounding and generous, a gift to anyone willing to lead when outcomes are uncertain.”

—BRAD SMITH, President, Marshall University; Former Chairman and CEO, Intuit 

“Failure Is an Option is a refreshing and deeply human look at the courage it takes to lead with heart. It beautifully captures the empathy needed to navigate the startup roller coaster while never losing sight of the people who make the journey possible.”

—AMY ERRETT, Founder and CEO, Madison Reed; Former General Partner, Maveron Ventures

“Mike Grossman’s new book, Failure Is an Option, not only reveals the truth about entrepreneurship’s probability of failure but also shares what to do about it. Leadership books, especially autobiographical ones, rarely discuss setbacks in our success-oriented culture of self-help press, going back to Benjamin Franklin, Norman Vincent Peale, Dale Carnegie, and Stephen Covey. Grossman constructively challenges the fantasy of an endless success spiral. Studies of folk heroes across cultures, centuries, and continents demonstrate that failure is not only an option but a necessary stage of punctuating the career trajectory of heroic character. Grossman was never bitter from setbacks. Only a few make it through the cauldron of defeat, but those who are resilient from derailments are better, stronger, and heroic.”

–—JEFFREY SONNENFELD, Lester Crown Professor of Management Practice, Yale; Founder, Yale Chief Executive Leadership Institute; Author of Firing Back

“As a former operating executive and now a corporate director, I read a lot of business books. Failure Is an Option is different. It’s a refreshingly honest look at what it actually takes to launch and run a VC-backed startup. Having led six such companies – some successful, some not – author Mike Grossman offers his lessons learned through a series of pithy, candid, and relevant stories – easy to read and hard to forget. This isn’t a glossy success story nor a how-to manual. It’s a candid account of missed calls, hard trade-offs, and good and bad luck that come with building something new. For entrepreneurs, operators, investors, and anyone curious about life inside a startup, Failure Is an Option pulls back the curtain and takes you inside a Silicon Valley CEO’s head and heart. It’s a book you’ll want on your desk whether you’re considering an entrepreneurial journey or are far down that path.”

—CHRISTIANA SMITH SHI, Founder, Lovejoy Advisors; Co-Author of Career Forward; Former President of Direct-to-Consumer, Nike; Former Senior Partner, McKinsey & Company

“Mike Grossman doesn’t just share the victories (though he’s had his share). He walks you through the missteps, the bad luck, and the decision-making amidst uncertainty that define startup leadership. It’s candid, insightful, and quietly reassuring for anyone who’s in the arena and looking around to see if they’re doing it correctly.”

–GREG SANDS, Founder and Managing Partner, Costanoa Ventures
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To Wati

Every morning when I wake up,

I think about the same two things:

how I need to make the day count,

and how grateful I am that you walked into my life.
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INTRODUCTION


Several years after my wife and I got married, I decided to write a holiday letter that would be sent to friends and family. The letter was fairly typical – which is to say, not very interesting – and summarized what we had done the previous 12 months. The following year, I wrote a similar letter. The third year, however, I decided to branch out.

I thought, wouldn’t it be more compelling, both for me and the people reading the letter, if I took a more innovative approach? And gradually, an idea began to take shape.

The concept was to treat each year’s letter as a creative writing exercise, but with specific rules of engagement. First, each letter needed to tell that year’s story in a distinct and surprising way. I would never repeat myself with respect to voice, style, mood, narrative structure, or characterization; each year’s letter needed to be different from every letter I had previously written. Second, I would never again write a holiday letter that was, in any way, conventional. The creative twist would vary from year to year, but there would always be a twist. Perhaps I would focus on one person in the family, or one specific experience. Perhaps time wouldn’t be linear. Perhaps the language I used would be symbolic or allegorical. Perhaps the point of the letter wouldn’t be revealed until the end. What I hoped was that people would read each year’s installment and think – what an interesting, unusual letter; it’s so different from any holiday letter that I’ve ever read before.

In a broader sense, I decided to metaphorically think of each year’s letter as a patch in a patchwork quilt. The “quilt” was a “book” that I was writing in slow motion, one short chapter a year, that, in the aggregate, would tell the story of our lives.

I ended up writing holiday letters for 25 consecutive years. It was a good run, until I ran out of ideas. I eventually got to the point where I couldn’t figure out how to continue making each of the letters distinct. So I stopped.

Over the next decade, I wrote a lot – thousands of emails, texts, Slack messages, etc. – but nothing creative. Then, I decided to write this book.

My motivation was clear. Although many books have been written about Silicon Valley, few focus on the real-life experience of running an early-stage, venture-funded technology company. And since I’ve run six of them, I have a unique perspective. Sharing that perspective seemed worthwhile.

What was less clear was how to best tell the story. I hoped to share lessons based on my personal experiences, but I had no interest in writing a traditional business memoir. Nor did I have any interest in writing a traditional “how-to.” The one thing I (emphatically) knew was that if I was going to write a book, it needed to be original and unconventional.

And then inspiration struck. I may not have written a book before in any traditional sense, but I had many years of experience in writing holiday letters. So that, in effect, is what I decided to do.

Failure Is an Option is the result, a collection of 44 “holiday letters” – well, short stories. Each is autobiographical, concise, highlights a specific lesson or theme, and, with a couple of exceptions, stands on its own, complete and self-contained. In a sense, they can be read in any order, and purposely so.

I also followed several other rules of engagement. I intentionally didn’t put the stories (or chapters) in chronological order. I also intentionally excluded most dates. In my view, the timeline simply doesn’t matter. If someone wants to know more about the sequence of events and rough chronology, they can always check my LinkedIn profile.

Moreover, I generally avoided providing details about my operational playbook. I’m interested in examining the key issues faced by Silicon Valley CEOs and their practical, ethical, and emotional implications. I’m much less interested in offering tactical, prescriptive, one-size-fits-all solutions.

For the people who read this book, I have three main goals in mind. First, I hope you find it thought-provoking and entertaining. Second, I hope it provides you with a better sense of what running an entrepreneurial technology company actually feels like. And third, I hope you conclude that it’s unlike any business book you’ve ever read before.






THE REAL SILICON VALLEY


Hear the words Silicon Valley, and what comes to mind? For most people, I think the answer is either billionaires like Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Steve Jobs, or the transformative companies they founded (Tesla, Meta, Apple). In other words, when people think of Silicon Valley, they think of the entrepreneurs and organizations that have achieved the greatest financial success.

That’s understandable. I would probably have a similar perspective had I chosen a different career path. But the truth is that the Musks, Zuckerbergs, Teslas, and Metas of the world are an aberration. In many ways, they aren’t the real Silicon Valley. They’re the exception rather than the rule.

The real Silicon Valley is more about failure than success. Fewer than 1 percent of startups succeed in raising venture capital,1 and of the ones that do, only 25 percent end up with a positive return on investment (ROI).2,3 Moreover, most of the 25 percent are only moderately rather than massively successful.

Even companies that ultimately have a great financial outcome face enormous adversity along the way. They often fail, or at least struggle, for many years before meaningful progress is made. And even when meaningful progress is made, something typically goes wrong, and progress comes to a grinding halt.


It’s not for the faint of heart. Running a company in Silicon Valley is an enervating, emotionally draining, gut-wrenching experience.



It’s a psychological roller coaster that goes down more than up – a metaphorical Omaha Beach on D-Day – a relentless exercise in self-delusion and masochism.

I’ve spent 30 years running companies in Silicon Valley, and it’s been a wild ride. My stats speak for themselves. I’ve been the CEO of six early-stage, venture-funded companies. These companies have collectively pursued 18 different business models, 12 of which ended up failing. Five of the six companies required layoffs. Two had multiple rounds of layoffs. Only three of the six ever exceeded $10 million in annual revenue. Only one exceeded $50 million in annual revenue.

Through the decades, I’ve received funding from 12 venture capital firms, three public corporations, one hedge fund, and dozens of angel investors. All six of the companies were ultimately acquired. The largest deal was for $400 million. The smallest was a $250,000 fire sale.

Some of the companies were severely disrupted by macroeconomic adversity. One was on the verge of doing an IPO when COVID-19 suddenly emerged. Another was on the verge of being acquired by Mastercard when the Great Recession suddenly emerged. And this latter company was disrupted again three years later, when Congress passed a law that effectively destroyed the company’s business model.

At one point or another, all six companies faced an existential crisis. Three were persistently in a state of existential crisis. Describing all of this as a wild ride may be an understatement.

Do I have any regrets? Of course, the list is long. When you’re a Silicon Valley CEO, you constantly have to make decisions based on limited information, and the inevitable consequence is that you make a lot of mistakes. And some of these mistakes end up being highly significant. Sometimes the mistakes relate to strategy. Sometimes they relate to execution. Often they relate to people. It’s baked into the cake and is unavoidable.

Nonetheless, while I regret many individual decisions I’ve made, I don’t regret the choice of career. It hasn’t been easy, but it has always been interesting. It hasn’t always been fun, but it has always been challenging. And I’ve learned an enormous amount along the way – about entrepreneurship, leadership, and myself. This book is an attempt to share some of those insights.






UNLEARNING THE WRONG LESSONS


Sometimes we learn the wrong lessons. One of the fundamental lessons I learned as a kid was that there is a direct correlation between effort and results. At school, when I studied harder, I got better grades. The more I practiced activities like tennis, baseball, and piano, the better I played. So I initially assumed that the same rule would apply to entrepreneurship and being a CEO. The more I worked, the more successful the business would become. It seemed to be a truism. And that perspective gave me the confidence necessary to quit my job and co-found a company when my wife was nine months pregnant. Because I knew in my gut that success was inevitable. All I had to do was apply myself with sufficient diligence and relentlessness.

I wasn’t entirely naive. I didn’t expect success to be immediate. I realized it would require a lot of effort and grit. But I implicitly assumed that, in the end, effort and grit would be sufficient.

Of course, if you had spoken to me at the time, I would have professed humility. I would have acknowledged that leaving my job to start a company was highly risky and uncertain. But I didn’t really mean it. My humility was merely performative. The truth was that I was certain I would succeed because I had always succeeded before.

Unfortunately, I had learned the wrong lesson. I had assumed that my experience, first as a student and then later as an employee, would directly apply. In reality, however, neither experience was especially relevant. That’s not to say that grit and effort don’t matter as a Silicon Valley CEO. They matter a great deal and are prerequisites to success. But they’re hardly sufficient.

What I failed to perceive was the difference in context. In an academic setting, students have considerable control over the outcome. The educational system is designed to reward hard work. Of course, some students are more capable than others, and that plays a role in their results. But success in the form of good grades is generally achievable if enough effort is applied.

The dynamics are similar, or at least somewhat similar, in most professional environments. While employees often have limited authority, they can usually influence their personal success. The harder they work, the more likely their performance will be well regarded. It doesn’t always work out that way, but the odds are good.


As a CEO, however, success isn’t defined by personal performance. Success depends instead on how well the company performs, and how hard you work isn’t the determining factor. A wide range of factors affect company performance, and as a CEO, you have a lot of influence over some, a little influence over others, and no influence over many.



When I realized the truth, it was a humbling and startling revelation. It meant that I could do everything in my power in terms of effort, grit, focus, discipline, and perseverance – and fail. I could do an outstanding job individually and fail. I could hire an amazing group of people, all of whom do outstanding work, and fail. I could collaborate with those amazing people to build an innovative, exciting product that solves important problems and delights the customers who use it, and fail.

I first became a CEO in 1996 after co-founding a fintech company named LiveCapital. It was a year after Ron Howard’s Apollo 13 was released, a film that featured many memorable lines, including the classic “Failure is not an option.”4 In the early days of LiveCapital, my close friend and co-founder, Scott Belser, and I effectively adopted this line as our mantra. Whenever any challenge arose, we would remind each other that failure was not an option. As time progressed, however, our perspective shifted. We came to understand that “Failure was most definitely an option.” And, on our darkest days, when gallows humor became one of our most important coping mechanisms, we would plaintively lament that “Success is not an option.”






TIMING IS EVERYTHING


When I embarked on my journey as a Silicon Valley CEO, I believed that building a successful company was largely within my control. I had what I would describe as a “business school perspective” about what was most important. If asked to provide a list of key success factors, I would have talked about things like focusing on a large market, identifying an unmet customer need, hiring a talented team, building a great solution, raising sufficient funds, doing extensive research and rapid experimentation, setting clear objectives, defining a viable business model, and working exceptionally hard. To a great extent, I would have been right. All of these items really are critically important. But it would never have occurred to me to include timing on the list. And one of the main things I’ve learned is that timing is everything.

Let me share a story from my experience at LiveCapital that brings this to life. The company was founded during the early days of the internet. Our concept was provocative: make it possible for a small business to apply for a loan in five minutes and get approved in real time by multiple banks. It was a bold and exciting idea with the potential to revolutionize small business lending. Once we realized the opportunity existed, we dove in headfirst.

The next several years were a blur. We raised more than $50 million from prominent investors, including Kleiner Perkins and Bill Ackman; expanded our team from 3 to 125 people; built and launched the
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