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Dedication
For Alessia.
If you are reading this someday, whether I’m beside you, watching from above, or living in your memories, I hope you never stop listening to the quiet pull inside you.
The one that makes you pause when everyone else keeps moving.
The one that asks you to look closer.
The one that won’t let you walk away without giving it a go.
That pull is what guided me here.
For me, it began as curiosity.
Then it asked for courage.
And eventually, it asked for the work.
You don’t have to chase success, noise, or anyone’s approval.
Follow what feels true, even when the world hasn’t caught up yet.
The path won’t always reveal itself in advance.
You learn it on the climb.
Step by step, up the mountain.
And when the climb gets steep, remember this.
The mountain doesn’t just test you.
It shapes you.
If these pages ever help you build not just projects, but a life that feels honest, then every day spent writing them was worth it.
And to every founder, dreamer, and builder who feels that same pull, this is for you too.
Not to start something just to start it.
But because a problem keeps calling you back.
You are answering something real, not chasing a trend.
That is where meaningful journeys begin.
And I’m so grateful I got to be part of yours.
Author’s Note: Why Revisited, Why Now
I wrote the first Startup Field Guide more than ten years ago.
It was short, practical, and direct. A reflection of who I was then. A founder building in real time, learning through pressure and adaptation.
A lot has changed since that first edition.
The tools have evolved.
Distribution channels have multiplied.
The noise has grown louder.
But the fundamentals of building something real have stayed the same.
In the years after selling my startup, I joined Amazon and led product initiatives across mobile, developer platforms, identity, AI, and machine learning. I helped build products used by tens of millions of customers, integrated computer vision technology that became part of Amazon Rekognition, and contributed to the evolution of Amazon Go during the pandemic.
Working at that scale revealed patterns that only time, repetition, and real-world constraints can teach.
This new edition returns to fundamentals.
It blends the hard-won lessons of my early startup years with the clarity, discipline, and practical skill that come from leading products inside a global company and advising founders across many different stages.
No hype here.
This second edition is a companion for the work.
This book is written for founders who feel overwhelmed and still care enough to keep going.
It is for learning to see the problem clearly, building the first version, and paying attention to what customers actually do instead of what we hope they will do.
And it is for scaling with presence instead of panic, and for becoming the kind of builder who grows alongside the company they are trying to create.
How to Use This Book
Each chapter blends story, strategy, and practice.
You can read straight through or open to the stage you are in right now.
Every chapter ends with Field Notes, a short section of practical steps and reflection questions to help you apply the ideas to your own journey, followed by Lessons Learned, a brief closing takeaway to help the chapter’s core message land.
There is no required order for building something real, only the next honest step.
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Preface: The Beginning of the Mountain
When I started my first company, I had almost no idea what I was doing.
I had an idea I believed in. A burst of courage. And the kind of naive optimism that convinces you the future is yours if you just run fast enough.
At the time, I didn’t know what the climb would require.
Confusion, self-doubt, setbacks, and then breakthroughs that arrive suddenly after weeks of feeling stuck.
I didn’t know how high the mountain went, or how many times I would have to stop to catch my breath.
Looking back, I’m grateful I didn’t know.
If I had seen the full difficulty, the emotional and financial weight, and the identity-level uncertainty, I might have hesitated. But that early ignorance allowed me to take bold steps.
It allowed me to say yes before I had all the answers.
There is a strange and sacred truth at the heart of entrepreneurship.
You learn the mountain by climbing it. There is no other way.
No book or mentor can walk the path for you. But the right guides can help you avoid the steepest cliffs and the avoidable mistakes that drain energy before momentum begins.
This book is meant to be one of those guides.
One founder passing a lamp back down the trail to another.
Inside, you’ll find timeless principles that hold up regardless of industry. Modern approaches to building and distribution. Lessons earned through experience. And practical exercises designed to help you think for yourself.
At the end of the day, build something that matters, for people who care, alongside people you trust, in a way your future self will be proud of.
Part I: The Internal Journey
Chapter 1: Becoming a Founder
Most journeys begin quietly.
They rarely arrive as lightning or revelation.
Most beginnings start with a small noticing, a moment that keeps pulling at you.
You notice something that bothers you, feels off, or should be better.
At first, the thought passes through your mind while you are doing something ordinary.
But it doesn’t leave.
It lingers.
You start seeing it everywhere.
You begin wondering why things are the way they are.
That curiosity is where every founder’s story begins. Mine began there too.
The Moment You Notice
For me, it began in London around 2008.
I was in business school, commuting by train each day, taking photos on my walks through the city with a small Kodak EasyShare camera. This was before sharing photos felt easy.
I loved capturing details.
The rhythm of movement in the streets.
The way light hit the buildings after a rainstorm.
Flowers blooming in Green Park.
Guards standing in front of Buckingham Palace.
A quiet cup of tea on a gray morning.
But sharing those moments was slow.
Sharing a photo took longer than taking it.
Different platforms required different steps.
Friends were scattered across networks, or only reachable by email.
The joy of capturing a moment dissolved into the work of uploading and sharing it.
Nothing about the process felt easy.
That frustration wouldn’t leave me alone.
I wasn’t chasing an idea.
I was following a problem.
It felt unnecessarily hard.
It also felt solvable.
And it mattered to me personally.
I built the simplest fix I could. A way to upload a photo once and share it everywhere. No filters. No editing tools. Just a smooth path from camera to connection.
I put it online and told a few people.
More than five thousand people signed up for the beta.
Then more.
And more.
That small experiment turned into something real.
That project became Plixi, formerly TweetPhoto.
It kicked off everything that followed.
Looking back, that was the moment I crossed from curiosity into creation.
That small decision didn’t just change my work.
It changed how I saw myself.
The Shift in Identity
Becoming a founder isn’t defined by what you do.
It is about how you think.
Waiting for permission fades. Assumptions fall away. Your perspective becomes enough to act on.
The shift is subtle, but it sticks.
The world starts to look different.
Not as something fixed, but as something that can be shaped.
Different questions emerge. Friction becomes easier to spot. Solving starts to matter more than talking.
It is both exciting and uncomfortable.
Exciting because something meaningful is waking up.
Uncomfortable because you are leaving the known behind.
That mix is healthy.
That feeling is a sign you are engaged with the work.
I didn’t learn this perspective out of nowhere.
I grew up in a house where entrepreneurship was the norm. My parents both ran small businesses, and I learned the fundamentals early by watching them.
Not the lemonade-stand basics.
The real ones.
They taught me how to create something people want, how to talk to customers, and how to walk into a local shop with something to sell, ready to hear yes or no without taking it personally.
Those early experiences taught me that business isn’t theory.
It is listening, adjusting, and trying again.
That rhythm became the foundation for every company I built later.
The Mindset of Beginning
There is a myth that founders start with confidence.
Most don’t.
They start with curiosity, a bit of courage, and a willingness to find out.
Confidence grows by doing small things that work.
Consistency creates momentum.
If you wait to feel ready, you’ll wait forever.
Start anyway.
Fear shows up at every stage.
Fear of being wrong, wasting time, or being seen starting small.
The goal is to move with it, not eliminate it.
Courage is the quiet decision to stay in motion while uncertainty lingers.
Courage is rarely loud.
More often, it looks like presence.
Most people wait for validation before they act.
A mentor’s approval. A market signal. A moment that feels official.
But that moment rarely comes.
You decide when your idea deserves action.
You choose whether the problem is worth solving.
No one will give you permission to build.
So begin.
Sustaining Energy
People often say, “Follow your passion,” but that advice isn’t enough.
Passion alone is unreliable.
It rises and falls with emotion.
Commitment remains when emotion fades.
Commitment is choosing to keep caring when the process gets difficult.
Showing up again tomorrow matters, even when today didn’t go the way you hoped.
Learning what you don’t yet know keeps the problem alive.
If you rely on passion, you’ll quit when the excitement fades.
If you build from commitment, you’ll endure long enough to create something meaningful.
Building a company will test your patience, focus, and belief in yourself.
If the problem you’re solving does not matter deeply to you, the stress will outweigh the meaning.
Meaning keeps you moving when motivation fades.
Progress comes from meaning, not mood.
Ask yourself:
If this succeeds, am I excited about the life it creates for me?
If the answer is no, adjust now, not later.
What you build shapes you.
Build something you’ll be proud to grow inside.
At Amazon, one Leadership Principle shaped me early: Learn and Be Curious.
As a founder, curiosity is your greatest advantage.
It keeps you learning instead of defending.
It invites experimentation instead of rigid plans.
It keeps arrogance in check.
Curiosity turns failure into information.
Ask questions constantly:
	What is the real problem here? 
	Who feels it most strongly? 
	What have they already tried? 
	Where does the friction come from? 


Curiosity keeps your mind flexible. A flexible mind builds better companies.
The Clarity That Comes From Starting
Clarity rarely comes before you begin. It comes because you begin.
You learn by doing.
You discover the shape of the problem by engaging with it.
You understand your users by talking to them, not about them.
You can’t think your way into certainty.
You must act your way into it.
Start small.
Release something simple.
Observe, adjust, and repeat.
Progress rarely feels like progress in real time, but it compounds.
A Simple Exercise
Take a blank page and write this question at the top:
What is the smallest version of this idea I can test in the next seven days?
Not the impressive version.
Not the final version.
The smallest version.
Maybe it is a conversation, a landing page, or a single prototype screen.
Do that.
Then learn from what happens.
For me, it is typically building a crude prototype to validate whether the core idea even works.
From there, momentum builds clarity, clarity builds confidence, and confidence builds direction.
That is how founders are formed.
The Mountain
When I started, I had no idea how hard the climb would be: sleepless nights, moments of doubt, and the joy of seeing something come alive that once existed only in my head.
I didn’t understand then that building a startup is not just about creating a product.
It is about who you become while doing it.
You’ll change and grow, learning to stay calm under pressure, to see patterns others miss, and to listen before you react.
The founder who starts the climb isn’t the same person who reaches the ridge.
And that is the point.
You learn the mountain by climbing it.
So take your first step.
You don’t need certainty or confidence to start.
You only need the willingness to begin.
Field Notes
1. Notice what lingers.
Pay attention to the small frustrations or patterns that keep tugging at your attention. Write down three problems you’ve noticed in your own life that haven’t gone away.
2. Start before you feel ready.
Take one small step this week to test an idea, a conversation, a prototype, or a landing page. Focus on learning, not validation.
3. Redefine courage.
Courage is the willingness to keep moving while fear is still present. Write one sentence that names what scares you about starting, and take one action anyway.
4. Choose meaning over motivation.
Ask yourself: If this succeeds, am I excited about the life it creates for me? Adjust your idea or direction until the answer feels like yes.
5. Remember the mountain.
You learn by climbing. Every small step matters more than you think.
Lessons Learned
Every founder’s journey begins the same way.
With a small step taken before certainty arrives.
You don’t need to see the whole mountain to start climbing.
You only need to take the next honest step.
Chapter 2: Choosing a Problem Worth Solving
A startup doesn’t begin with an idea.
It starts with a problem.
Ideas are easy. They arrive quickly, sound exciting, and make you feel creative. But a problem has gravity. It persists in the real world whether you build a company around it or not.
Your first real act as a founder is choosing which problem deserves your time and attention.
Ideas vs. Problems
Ideas live in your head.
Problems live in people’s lives.
An idea says, “Wouldn’t it be cool if…”
A problem says, “This keeps happening, and it’s painful.”
For me, the best problems to solve are the ones that annoy me enough to try fixing them myself.
Ideas inspire.
Problems motivate.
If you start from an idea, you spend your time convincing people to care.
If you start from a real problem, you spend your time building something they already want.
The Problem That Wouldn’t Leave Me Alone
When I was in London, I did not set out to start a company.
I was simply paying attention.
I took photos every day. Street corners. Coffee shops. Train stations. Small moments of life. I wanted to share them with friends and family back home in San Diego, but the process was slow and frustrating.
There were too many social networks.
Too many logins.
Too many steps.
That frustration became familiar.
That frustration stayed with me.
Every time I uploaded a photo, the same thought returned.
This should be easier.
I didn’t have language for it yet, but I was feeling the earliest signal of product-market fit. Not a metric or a milestone. A feeling.
Persistent friction that refuses to be ignored.
The pattern repeated in conversations. Friends felt it too. They wanted to share photos instantly, but every tool made it complicated.
That opportunity went beyond simplifying photo sharing.
It required rethinking how photos moved across the social web.
Real-time photo sharing meant taking a photo and sharing it everywhere instantly. People could share quickly, engage naturally, and avoid creating yet another account they would forget tomorrow.
Each piece was small by itself.
Together, they created a flow that felt obvious. Natural. Aligned with how people were already living online.
So I built a tiny solution.
One upload.
Many destinations.
Done.
That simple act of solving my own frustration became the origin of Plixi.
It taught me something I have carried into every product since.
The best problems echo. You feel them yourself, then you hear them again in other people’s lives.
How to Recognize a Real Problem
Real problems share three traits:
	They are frequent: The pain happens often enough that people notice it. 
	They are emotional or costly: The frustration carries weight, whether in time, money, or energy. 
	They already create workarounds: When people build messy solutions just to cope, you are seeing demand in disguise. 


The test is simple:
If you stopped working on this tomorrow, would anyone be disappointed?
If the answer is yes, you are onto something real.
If the answer is no, keep looking.
The Signal Beneath the Noise
Founders often chase novelty, something no one has ever tried before. But novelty can be a trap.
Most great companies didn’t invent problems. They clarified ones that already existed.
Airbnb didn’t start by disrupting hotels. Stripe didn’t start by disrupting banks. Figma didn’t start by replacing Photoshop overnight.
Innovation rarely begins with invention. It begins with attention to friction.
You start by noticing where existing systems cause unnecessary struggle.
Pay attention to complaints, repeated behaviors, inefficiencies, and moments where people say, “I just deal with it.”
That is what opportunity sounds like.
The Founder’s Advantage
Your advantage is awareness, not originality.
You see what others overlook.
You feel the friction others tolerate.
You care enough to ask why when most people have stopped noticing.
That awareness, sharpened by curiosity, is the founder’s superpower.
It requires paying attention, not genius.
The Pattern That Repeats
Years later, at Amazon, I saw a new version of the same problem.
People had thousands of photos.
Some had millions.
Yet they could not find the moments that mattered.
Storage was no longer the problem.
Sharing was no longer the core problem.
Understanding became the challenge.
The memories were there, but the meaning was buried. You could search by date, but that only worked if you remembered the year or the month. Most of the time, you did not. You remembered the moment, not the timestamp.
Then I came across a small company called Orbeus.
Their technology could look inside a photo and understand it. Not through folders or manual tags, but through recognition. Faces. Objects. Scenes. Moments.
What surfaced felt less like searching and more like remembering.
I invited them into our developer program not because they were impressive, but because the pattern felt familiar.
There was a growing human need, rising frustration, and technology that could solve the problem.
The same ingredients I had seen years earlier in London were forming again.
Once you learn to spot patterns like this, they appear everywhere. It becomes one of the quiet skills that founders develop. You begin to sense real problems before the world has language for them.
That recognition is learned.
It comes from repetition.
And it is one of the most valuable instincts you can build.
Questions That Reveal Worthy Problems
Take a sheet of paper and answer these five questions honestly:
	What do I do so often that small inefficiencies add up? 
	Where do I feel consistent frustration or friction? 
	Who else experiences this? How do they describe it? 
	What do people currently do as a workaround? 
	If this were solved, what emotion would it replace? 


The emotion is the point.
People don’t buy features. They buy relief.
The Overlap Test
Create three quick lists:
	Things I do often. 
	Things that frustrate me. 
	Things I care deeply about. 


Now look for overlaps.
Where a task you do frequently intersects with something that frustrates you and matters to you. That is your opportunity zone.
The best companies are built at those intersections.
After moving on from Plixi, my CTO and I realized we genuinely missed building together. So we did something simple. We opened our credit card statements and scanned for recurring charges, the things we paid for month after month without thinking.
We wrote every subscription and repeat purchase on a list. Then we asked a better question than “What should we build?”
We asked ourselves the following:
	Which of these do we use often? 
	Which ones annoy us? 
	Which ones do we actually care about improving? 


Pretty quickly, patterns showed up. A few categories kept triggering the same reaction: “This is useful, but it’s overpriced,” or “This should be easier,” or “Why does this still feel clunky?”
That overlap is the opportunity zone. Not a brainstorm. Not a trend. A real problem you already live with.
The Size of the Mountain
Not every problem deserves a venture-scale company.
And that is alright.
Every business fits one of three shapes.
Lifestyle businesses serve smaller, focused markets. They are built for independence. The reward is freedom, craft, and control. Growth is optional. Sustainability is the goal.
Product businesses target mid-sized markets. They aim for steady scale and long-term stability. The work is about building something durable that can support a team and evolve over time without requiring constant acceleration.
Venture-scale businesses pursue large markets and require significant capital. The reward is speed and growth. The cost is pressure, complexity, and leadership evolution at a pace few people anticipate.
The only wrong move is expecting the rewards of one while building another.
Choose the shape that fits the life you want to live, not the one others celebrate.
Before I understood the implications, I unknowingly chose the venture-scale path with my photo-sharing startup.
I built the first alpha version alone in my flat in the United Kingdom. I self-funded the early work with my American Express card while finishing my dissertation. When I needed a real beta version and the service began to grow, I outsourced the software development and kept using the card to support the product as it reached its first few hundred thousand users.
Eventually, I maxed it out at $25,000.
I had always been financially responsible. But at the time, the upside felt worth the risk. Only later did I understand how much I had actually put on the line.
As traction increased, I reached out to Kodak. The same company whose EasyShare camera had sparked the original frustration that led to the idea.
They invested $250,000 in exchange for advertising credits and warrants they could convert into equity in a future fundraising round. That investment cleared my credit card debt and gave us enough breathing room to keep building.
Our small team worked for sweat equity until we eventually raised a $2.6 million Series A from venture capitalists and several angel investors.
Looking back, the lesson is clear.
I had chosen the large mountain before I understood what it demanded.
Growth, capital, pressure, and accelerated responsibility.
This is what the venture-scale path feels like in the beginning. Uncertain. Risky. Full of commitment long before any reward is guaranteed.
Validate with Conversation, Not Code
Before you build anything, talk to people who live the problem.
Skip surveys.
Have real conversations.
Ask open questions:
	“What is hardest about doing this today?” 
	“How do you currently handle it?” 
	“What is the last time it really frustrated you?” 
	“If you could wave a magic wand, what would be different?” 


Listen for energy.
When someone talks faster, leans forward, or tells a story unprompted, you’ve hit something real.
Validation is about emotion, not volume.
Problems That Pull You Forward
Some problems are intellectually interesting but emotionally flat. Others call to you.
Choose the latter.
A meaningful problem will pull you through the long middle, the months or years where progress is invisible. It gives purpose to the grind.
The work will still be hard, but it will be worthwhile.
Common Traps to Avoid
I’ve fallen into these traps time and again. Sharing them will hopefully prevent you from doing the same thing.
	Trend-Chasing: If everyone’s already talking about it, you are late. 
	Solution-First Thinking: Building a product before confirming anyone cares. 
	Micro-Niche Blindness: Serving a need so small it can’t sustain you. 
	Frictionless Fallacy: Assuming “easy” always wins. Some problems require depth, not simplicity. 
	Personal Disinterest: Solving something that does not matter to you just because it looks profitable. 


Each of these traps pulls founders away from the kind of problem that builds both a company and a calling.
A Modern Way to Test Demand
Today you can validate faster than ever before.
Create a landing page with a clear statement of the problem and a single “Notify me” button. Share it where your target users already spend time, such as LinkedIn, X, or niche communities. Watch for engagement.
Real signal looks like people signing up with work emails, not personal ones, replying with questions or suggestions, and asking when they can use it.
Attention without follow-up is curiosity.
Follow-up is intent.
Meaning Over Momentum
In the early stages, you’ll feel pressure to chase visible traction, including users, followers, and investors.
Resist it.
Traction built on vanity metrics collapses.
Traction built on genuine meaning compounds.
Ask yourself daily:
Is this problem still worth my life energy?
If the answer is yes, keep going.
If the answer ever becomes no, pause and realign.
You don’t have to stay loyal to an idea.
Stay loyal to your integrity.
Field Notes
1. Write down three frustrations you’ve felt this week.
For each, note who else might share them and why they matter.
2. Have five short conversations.
Speak with people who experience those frustrations. Listen for repetition and emotion.
3. Create a one-sentence problem statement:
“People who [audience] struggle to [pain] because [reason].”
4. Test it publicly.
Post it, share it, or talk about it out loud. Watch for who responds.
5. Follow the heat.
The problem that draws conversation is the one worth pursuing.
Lessons Learned
Choosing a problem is the quiet beginning of everything.
This is about choosing something real enough that it will still matter to you five years from now, not chasing a trend or the biggest market.
You can’t predict how far the mountain goes.
But if the climb itself feels meaningful, you are already on the right one.
Chapter 3: Turning Insight Into a Product
Once you’ve identified a real problem, the next step is to make it tangible.
Not a business plan or a full company.
Something small and real that people can touch, use, or respond to.
Startups don’t come alive through thinking.
They take shape through testing.
Early on, impressing anyone doesn’t really matter.
What matters is learning.
Understanding comes first. Perfection comes much later.
In college, I had a professor who noticed something in me before I saw it in myself. He pointed out that I questioned assumptions more than my classmates did. I kept asking why things worked the way they did and whether they could work another way.
At the time, it felt like restlessness.
Later, I recognized it as the beginning of a founder mindset.
Opportunities rarely arrive as invitations. They arrive as friction.
A small irritation, a process that feels harder than it should, a pattern that doesn’t make sense.
The work is to keep your eyes open long enough to notice what others overlook, then turn that friction into something concrete.
This chapter is about turning that friction into something real.
Turning a felt problem into a small, working thing that can teach you the truth.
Start With Humans Before Software
Before I ever wrote a line of code, I learned the problem by talking to people.
When I was in school in the UK, I took the train from the south of England into London every day. Over time, you start seeing the same faces.
The dad who dropped his kids at a private school in the city.
The retired couple heading to a health clinic.
Commuters with cameras slung over their shoulders or phones always in hand.
I have always enjoyed talking to people in public places, so conversations started naturally.
People would ask how long I was staying in the UK.
What I was studying.
Whether I had captured any good photos that week.
Photography came up often.
A pattern began to emerge.
Everyone took photos.
Almost no one enjoyed sharing them.
It did not matter whether they were using a point-and-shoot camera or an early cell phone. The pain was the same.
Uploading took forever.
Photos got stuck on memory cards.
Devices filled up because moving images off them was such a hassle.
More than once, someone joked that taking the photo was easy, but getting it to friends or family was not worth the effort.
I avoided pitching anything.
I avoided building anything.
I just listened.
And the signal was clear.
When you hear the same frustration repeated by people who do not know each other, in places where you are not looking for feedback, you pay attention.
That was when something real came into focus. Long before I opened a code editor. Long before I imagined a product.
That experience shaped how I build to this day.
The signal comes first.
Software comes later.
If you want to know whether a problem is worth solving, start with humans.
The truth usually shows up in conversation before it ever shows up in code.
From Insight to Action
A clear signal doesn’t mean a company yet.
It means an opportunity to learn faster.
When I launched the first version of Plixi, it didn’t have a marketing page, brand identity, or monetization plan. It had one function: share a photo to multiple social networks in one step.
That single act removed friction.
That was enough to test whether people cared.
When I saw them using it again and again, that was proof, not of success, but of direction.
Direction is the raw material of momentum.
Why Most MVPs Fail
The term Minimum Viable Product has been overused.
Too often it means minimum lovable product for investors, not a true learning tool.
A real MVP answers one of three questions:
	Do people understand what it is? 
	Do they actually use it? 
	Do they care enough to return? 


If you can answer those questions clearly, you have a foundation.
If not, you have a hypothesis that still needs work.
Ideas can’t be validated in theory alone.
You validate them through behavior.
The Smallest Useful Version
Most founders overbuild.
They want the first version to feel complete, polished, or investor-ready.
But your job in the beginning isn’t to create the finished product.
It is to identify the smallest movement from frustration to relief.
Ask yourself:
What is the smallest version of this idea that delivers real value to a real person?
If you can solve one tiny piece of the problem well, you earn the right to solve more later.
A few days after recognizing the frustration so many people shared, I built the smallest possible version of the solution.
The first version was a crude alpha site that did one thing: take a photo from my device and publish it to multiple places across the social web in real time.
The design was basic HTML, CSS, and a little JavaScript. 
I did all the visual work myself, and it looked like it. 
Nothing about it suggested a polished startup.
And it worked.
It let me test the core idea before I even registered a domain name.
That tiny, imperfect version created enough relief for early users that it pointed the way forward. 
It proved the concept before the company had a name.
Build in a Week
The first version should take days, not months.
Modern tools have removed many excuses.
You can:
	Design interfaces and prototypes with modern no-code tools. 
	Build interactive apps without engineers. 
	Automate workflows and connect systems easily. 
	Accept payments online within hours. 
	Use AI assistants to draft copy, test ideas, and synthesize feedback. 


For me, these tools matter less for speed and more for ending arguments. Building something quickly replaces opinions with reality.
A team is no longer required to validate an idea.
What you need is focus and a willingness to learn in public.
For a list of tools and platforms, see the Bonus Materials at the end of the book.
Observe Behavior, Not Opinions
People will tell you your idea is great.
Many will say they would totally use it.
They will mean it in the moment. But behavior tells the truth.
Watch what people do, not what they say.
Identify the following:
	Do they return without reminders? 
	Do they tell a friend? 
	Do they reach out when something breaks? 
	Do they feel disappointed when it is unavailable? 


Behavior is the only reliable metric of value.
What Progress Really Looks Like
Progress at this stage is quiet and repeatable.
Not a TechCrunch article. Not a seed round.
In my case, the early traction was visible enough that the press noticed.
TechCrunch, Mashable, and ReadWriteWeb covered the product when it began to spread across the social web.
The Wall Street Journal ran a feature titled A Start-Up’s Tale, Tweet by Tweet, which followed our journey from idea to growth.
Articles like Realtime Media Sharing Service TweetPhoto Raises $2.6 Million Series A and TweetPhoto Becomes Plixi, Presents New Vision for Location-Based Services captured the excitement of the moment.
The coverage was meaningful and it brought more attention, but it did not change the nature of the work.
Press can amplify a signal once it exists, but it cannot create the signal for you.
The real progress still came from the quiet loops of building, testing, and listening.
Progress looks like one user returning because your product made something easier.
It shows up when someone tells a friend unprompted.
It appears when usage replaces explanation.
You’re chasing clarity, not scale.
The Power of Imperfect Starts
When you release the first version, it will feel incomplete.
That is normal.
If it doesn’t feel a little uncomfortable, you waited too long.
Every feature added before you have real users is a guess.
Guesses are expensive.
Being slightly embarrassed by what you ship is better than being paralyzed by what you imagine.
This line has always stayed with me: “Done creates feedback. Perfect creates silence.”
Years later, I learned this lesson again when I joined the Amazon Photos mobile team.
The product technically worked, but it felt heavy. Simple actions took too many taps. Navigation was cluttered. Uploading photos required patience instead of confidence. Customers were doing more work than they should have been to enjoy their own memories.
It was clear something needed to change, but the shape of the solution was not yet obvious.
Instead of waiting for a perfect plan, I started sketching a simpler experience. Rough flows. Incomplete screens. Uncomfortable questions. What could be removed. What could be shortened. What could be made obvious without explanation.
The vision wasn’t polished. It pointed in a direction.
When I shared it, the reaction was mixed. Some worried it was too much change. Others felt it was unfinished. A few questioned whether it was worth disrupting something that already existed.
They were not wrong. The work was unfinished.
But unfinished was the point.
I chose to move forward anyway. We shipped an imperfect redesign, knowing it would expose gaps and invite criticism. And it did. But it also created momentum. Customers responded immediately. Confusion gave way to relief. Reviews shifted. What felt heavy began to feel usable.
The release was not final. It was a starting point.
That experience reinforced something I have learned repeatedly. Progress rarely comes from waiting until everything is resolved. It comes from acting on what you can see clearly enough, then learning in public.
Imperfect starts create feedback.
Feedback creates clarity.
Clarity creates direction.
Perfect plans create silence.
Learn Through Cycles, Not Launches
The myth of the big launch is one of the most persistent distractions in product building.
It shows up everywhere.
In startups.
Inside large companies.
Teams plan for a perfect moment when the world will finally see what they have crafted in isolation.
That moment rarely delivers what they hope.
You don’t need a press release, a countdown, a launch party.
You need loops.
The learning loop is simple.
Build the smallest version.
Put it in front of real users.
Observe what happens.
Adjust one variable.
Repeat.
Each loop compounds insight.
Each insight compounds momentum.
Momentum is the real currency for any team trying to bring something new into the world.
Two months before we planned to launch the Amazon Photos public API, I noticed something unsettling.
We had been building for months.
But no one outside our team had touched anything.
We were moving forward, but we were not learning.
When you build in isolation, the product can look stable simply because it has never met real users. That illusion is dangerous.
So I proposed a hackathon.
I printed small posters and placed them in elevators across dozens of Amazon buildings in downtown Seattle. They invited anyone in the company to spend a day experimenting with our unfinished API.
More than one hundred people signed up.
Seventy-five showed up in person.
Within the first hour, I watched teams I had never met exploring the edges of our work and trying ideas we hadn’t imagined. They pushed the API in directions we had not planned.
By the end of the day, twenty different projects existed.
Some focused on smarter search.
Others rethought how memories could be organized.
A few exposed gaps we had completely overlooked.
None of those projects shipped.
They did not need to.
That single day gave our team something real to react to. It turned assumptions into clarity and showed us where the product was strong and where it was brittle.
Most importantly, it created belief.
Not through a document.
Not through a presentation.
Through working prototypes that people built with their own hands.
That one day taught us more than the previous two months of isolated building.
It reminded me of something I have seen over and over again.
Learning does not come from launches.
Learning comes from cycles.
A working prototype in the wild, even an imperfect one, will always teach more than a polished plan kept indoors.
If you want momentum, shorten the distance between what you build and what people can experience.
One loop creates the next.
One insight sparks another.
The loop becomes a quiet engine that pulls the entire team forward.
Your goal is not perfection.
It is to connect with reality.
That is where learning happens and momentum begins.
When You Build, You Learn Who You’re Building For
Every interaction reveals something about your audience.
The way they describe the problem.
The moments they hesitate.
The features they ignore.
Patterns form quietly in the background.
If you pay attention, you’ll discover not just what people want, but who you’re truly serving.
Many founders begin with a broad target and end with a narrow truth.
That narrowing is progress, not failure.
The tighter your focus, the stronger your product becomes.
Using AI as a Thought Partner
Artificial intelligence is more than a tool for efficiency. It can help you explore faster.
Use it to:
	Summarize customer interviews. 
	Generate variations of product copy or onboarding flows. 
	Simulate user personas for brainstorming. 
	Prototype interfaces visually. 
	Draft scripts or prompts for testing. 


I use AI to explore possibilities faster, not to make decisions for me.
AI accelerates iteration, but it doesn’t replace judgment.
You still have to decide what matters.
Technology amplifies direction. It doesn’t create it.
Building for Learning, Not Ego
Every product decision will test your ego.
You’ll want users to love everything you make.
They won’t.
When someone ignores your feature, resist the instinct to defend it.
Curiosity beats pride every time.
Ask why.
Observe.
Adjust.
A humble founder learns faster than a brilliant one.
When to Expand the Vision
You’ll feel pressure to grow fast, to add features, hire people, raise money.
Pause before you do.
Expansion only makes sense once three signals are consistent:
	Users return on their own. 
	New users arrive through existing users. 
	You can describe the core value in one clear sentence. 


Until then, more features will only dilute the learning, so focus on depth first and breadth later.
The Founder’s Mindset During Building
Building the first version of anything tests your patience.
It is a slow kind of intensity. A progress that is invisible from the outside.
The key is to treat building like practice, not performance.
Practice means showing up daily, iterating, and reflecting.
Performance means chasing validation.
Startups thrive on practice.
Every iteration is a rep.
Every rep builds intuition.
Intuition compounds into judgment.
That is how craftsmanship is built.
Field Notes
1. Define your smallest useful version.
Write one sentence that describes the simplest path from frustration to relief.
2. Simulate it manually before you automate it.
Do the work by hand. Notice what is hard or confusing.
3. Ship in seven days.
Build something usable. Share it with real people. Observe.
4. Watch behavior.
Forget compliments. Look for repetition, retention, and referrals.
5. Reflect each week.
Ask: What did I learn? What changed because of it?
Lessons Learned
Progress does not announce itself.
It accumulates slowly and quietly.
Every founder begins by chasing clarity.
Every product begins by solving one small pain point.
Every great company begins as a simple test that taught its creator something true.
Start with the smallest useful version.
Learn.
Adjust.
Repeat.
You’re building more than just a product.
Start with understanding first.
Understanding is what builds everything else.
Chapter 4: Understanding Your Customer
Once you have a working version of your product, the real work begins.
Understanding your customer is an ongoing practice, not a single step.
Feedback alone won’t get you there.
You need empathy in the room.
The closer you get to your customer’s lived reality, the stronger your product becomes.
Most founders think they understand their users because they understand the problem.
But those aren’t the same thing.
You can know a problem exists without knowing how it feels.
You can identify friction without understanding what it costs someone emotionally.
Empathy builds better products than guesses.
Listen Like a Student
When you talk to users, don’t try to prove you are right. Don’t pitch, persuade, or lead them.
Ask questions and listen like you are studying a craft.
Curiosity is your greatest form of respect.
When you listen well, people reveal the truth.
What they actually do, not what they say they do.
What frustrates them most.
And what they have already tried and abandoned.
Every user conversation is a mirror showing you where your assumptions end and reality begins.
During my time at Amazon, one of my managers gave me advice I’ll never forget:
“If you want to truly understand a customer, take them to get a manicure and pedicure.”
The point wasn’t the manicure or pedicure.
It was the context it created.
When people feel relaxed, they tell you the truth.
They stop trying to sound smart. They stop trying to impress.
In a calm environment, people speak from their lived experience, not from the version of themselves they think you want to hear.
When users feel safe, they share what matters.
What annoys them, takes too much time, or they wish worked differently.
Your goal is to create comfort, not extract answers.
Comfort makes truth easier to say.
That is where opportunity shows up.
Observe Where the Product Lives
Survey data won’t help you understand your customer on their own.
You have to see the environment where your product lives.
If your product helps people cook, watch them in the kitchen.
If it helps them plan, sit beside them while they work.
If it helps them share photos, observe how they use their phones.
A product doesn’t exist in isolation.
It lives inside someone’s habits, attention, and emotional context.
By observing that context, you learn more than metrics ever could.
At Amazon Photos, I learned this lesson again.
When I joined the team, the product had just gone through a very public and disappointing launch. Leadership was frustrated. Morale was low. My manager gave me a simple directive in my first week.
“Figure out who our customer actually is.”
I started where most teams start. I pulled analytics. I reviewed customer support transcripts. I reached out directly to people who used the mobile apps consistently.
Patterns emerged, but they were incomplete.
So we did something different.
We went where the product actually lived.
We visited homes across Seattle. We sat in living rooms. We watched how people captured, stored, shared, and worried about their photos.
That is where the truth surfaced.
Our core customer was not defined by age, geography, or device. They were defined by responsibility. They were the ones quietly carrying the emotional weight of memory for their families. The people who took the photos, backed them up, organized them, and panicked when something went missing.
They were the unofficial Chief Memory Officers of their family.
Inside those homes, the pain points were impossible to ignore. Storage anxiety. Uploading friction. Photos scattered across devices. Workflows that made preserving memories harder than it should have been.
Seeing the environment changed everything.
Once we aligned around that lived reality, the product began to resonate. Not because we added features, but because we finally understood where it fit into people’s lives.
You cannot learn that from a dashboard.
Go where the product lives.
Listen for Emotion, Not Features
When you ask customers about your product, they will often talk about what they want, more features, different buttons, new capabilities.
But those requests are surface signals.
Emotion is the data you can’t afford to ignore.
When someone’s voice rises, when they repeat a story, when they sigh or laugh or pause, that is the moment to pay attention.
Repetition shows frequency.
Emotion shows depth.
A product worth building always sits at the intersection of both.
Patterns Speak Louder Than Praise
When you speak to users, write down (or record) everything.
After ten conversations, look for repetition.
After twenty, look for emotion.
By thirty, look for contradictions.
Patterns that repeat are your roadmap.
Emotions that repeat are your fuel.
Contradictions that repeat are your blind spots.
One enthusiastic user might be an anomaly.
Ten who say the same thing is a pattern you can build on.
Create a Living Feedback Loop
Don’t make customer understanding a one-time event.
Build a system that keeps you connected.
A simple Slack, Discord, or chat group with your 100 users can become the heart of your product.
When users feel they have access to you, they tell you what is working and what isn’t, faster than analytics ever could.
Ask them:
	What surprised you? 
	What confused you? 
	Where did you feel friction? 
	What took too much time? 


Small questions reveal big truths.
These early users become your learning partners.
When they feel invested, they help you grow the product they wish existed.
Your Customer Is the Expert in Their Problem
As the founder, you are the expert in solutions.
Your customer is the expert in their pain points.
They don’t know how to build your product. But they know exactly how it feels when something doesn’t work.
Translate their pain into design, not defense.
Never argue with a complaint.
If they are confused, the product is confusing.
If they are frustrated, something in the flow is breaking.
The product exists to make their life easier, not to prove your intelligence.
Watch What People Do When You’re Not There
Analytics aren’t the full story, but they are part of it.
Use modern analytics tools to observe actual behavior.
Here are some things worth tracking:
	Watch how people move through your app. 
	Where they drop off. 
	What they ignore. 
	What they return to. 


Then combine that data with direct conversation.
Quantitative tells you what happened.
Qualitative tells you why.
The intersection of both is where truth lives.
For a list of product analytics tools, see the Bonus Materials at the end of the book.
Be Willing to Be Wrong
The faster you can let go of being right, the faster your product will evolve.
Every assumption you had before real users touched the product is now just a hypothesis waiting to be corrected.
Founders who cling to their original idea suffocate it.
Founders who treat every release as a question accelerate learning.
Curiosity and humility will take you further than certainty ever will.
Teach Your Team to Listen
Empathy doesn’t scale by accident.
You have to design for it.
When your team grows, bring engineers, designers, and marketers into user conversations.
Let them hear the words directly.
You can summarize insights, but you can’t translate emotion.
When everyone hears it for themselves, decisions become grounded in reality, not debate.
Empathy is contagious when practiced together.
Practical Habits for Deep Understanding
At Amazon, we treated customer insights like a weekly operating rhythm, not a one-off research project. The goal was simple: build a steady stream of real-world observation, then turn it into clear next steps the whole team could act on. Here’s what that cadence looked like:
	Five Conversations a Week
Schedule recurring time with users. Even 15 minutes is enough. 
	Observation
Either through screenshare or sitting in the same room, ask users to show you how they use the product while narrating their thought process. 
	Pain Journals
Ask them to document frustrations or workarounds over a week. These entries are gold. 
	Customer Map
Create a visual map of your user’s journey, from trigger to solution to satisfaction. Update it often. 
	Team Playback
After every round of calls, summarize insights and share a short playback with your team.
Ask: What patterns are we seeing? What is surprising? What needs testing? 


Listening is a system, not an event.
When You Truly Understand Someone
When you understand your user deeply, something shifts.
Your product decisions start to feel obvious.
Design feels intuitive.
Messaging writes itself.
Marketing feels like conversation, not persuasion.
This is the state founders describe as fit.
Not just product-market fit, but empathy-driven fit.
When you see the world through your user’s eyes, you stop guessing.
You start building alignment.
And alignment is what growth feels like from the inside.
Field Notes
1. Talk to five users this week.
Ask about their last experience, not their opinions about your product.
2. Write down exact quotes.
Paraphrasing removes truth. Capture their words verbatim.
3. Watch someone use your product silently.
Notice where they pause, scroll, or hesitate.
4. Keep a “friction log.”
Every confusion or workaround is a design opportunity.
5. Share what you learn.
Empathy compounds when shared across the team.
Lessons Learned
The more deeply you understand your users, the simpler everything else becomes.
Everything.
You make fewer guesses.
You make faster decisions.
You build what matters.
A startup lives or dies by how well it listens.
Listening is a posture, not a task.
And when you master it, everything else begins to fall into place.
Chapter 5: Building Emotional Endurance
Startups don’t fail because founders run out of time, money, or talent.
They fail when founders run out of energy.
Not physical energy. The emotional kind.
The ability to stay clear, steady, and centered when everything feels uncertain is what separates those who burn out from those who build something lasting.
This chapter avoids productivity hacks.
It is about the emotional systems that let you keep going, stay grounded, stay patient, and stay present in the process of building.
The Real Work Is Not the Work
Building a company will challenge every part of you.
Not just your strategy, but your identity.
It will test your confidence, your focus, your relationships, and your ability to hold contradiction.
You will experience moments where progress feels invisible.
Where the future feels foggy.
Where you wonder if any of it is worth it.
That is normal.
Emotional endurance is not about eliminating those moments.
It is learning how to move through them without losing clarity.
I learned this lesson the hard way during the rise of Plixi.
For nearly six weeks, our Microsoft SQL Server database froze at random times. There was no pattern. No logic. No obvious fix.
Sometimes it hit during peak traffic, other times late at night when usage was low.
It hit during meetings and in the middle of the night.
Each freeze knocked our entire platform offline.
The website went down.
The mobile apps stopped working.
More than a thousand developer partners who depended on our API were affected.
Even our redundant database failed in the same way.
Every outage triggered an alert on my phone. Often while I was sleeping.
Each one meant restarting servers, calming partners, and wondering when it would happen again.
It was relentless.
I was exhausted. Not just tired, but emotionally drained. The kind of fatigue that makes everything feel heavier than it should have.
Doubt crept in. About my judgment. About whether I could keep going at all.
And yet, every morning, I showed up again.
What kept me from cracking was not grit or willpower.
It was a simple ritual.
Every afternoon, no matter how chaotic the day felt, I left the office and went for a run.
I did not run to solve problems.
I ran to quiet my mind.
To step away from the noise long enough to breathe.
Those runs became an anchor.
They didn’t remove the stress, but they gave me space inside it.
On one of those runs, clarity finally returned.
Not an answer, but a realization.
I was too close to the problem. Guessing was no longer helping. I needed an outside perspective.
That afternoon, I searched for a book on Microsoft SQL and reached out to its author.
He came on as a consultant.
He dug into the issue with fresh eyes.
He uncovered the root cause.
The bug that had dominated our lives for weeks was finally fixed.
The system stabilized.
The alerts stopped.
But the more important change had already happened.
Those weeks taught me that endurance is not about pushing harder or numbing yourself to pressure.
It is about building emotional systems that keep you clear enough to see the next step when everything feels overwhelming.
You cannot solve hard problems when your mind is constantly flooded.
You have to protect your clarity before you can protect the product.
That lesson has stayed with me ever since.
The Founder’s Paradox
As a founder, you must care deeply, but not so much that it destroys you emotionally.
You must believe enough to keep going, but stay open enough to see when something needs to change.
You have to hold vision and reality at the same time without collapsing into either.
That balance is endurance.
It is also the founder’s paradox.
Cling too tightly and you become reactive.
Pull too far away and you lose heart.
The goal is to stay emotionally intelligent, not emotionless.
The Emotional Cycle of Building
Every founder moves through the same cycle, again and again:
	Excitement: The idea feels alive. Energy is high. 
	Doubt: The complexity appears. Nothing works as easily as planned. 
	Discomfort: Frustration sets in. Comparison creeps in. 
	Breakthrough: Learning compounds. Something finally clicks. 
	Renewal: Confidence returns, this time grounded in experience instead of fantasy. 


Then the cycle begins again.
The goal is to recognize it, not to try to escape this rhythm.
Once you can name where you are, you stop identifying with it.
You stop mistaking a temporary low for a permanent failure.
I learned this firsthand at Amazon during a stretch of years when one word kept appearing in almost every performance review I received: persistence.
Not brilliance or perfection, just the willingness to keep something moving when others stopped.
I never set out to be the persistent one. I just cared.
I followed up faster, closed loops others forgot, and contacted more partners.
When an idea mattered, I refused to let it drift into the background.
Again and again, that simple persistence made the difference.
Deals moved because I kept pressing.
Integrations launched because I kept clearing blockers.
Projects that should have stalled eventually shipped.
Founders often assume they need genius to win.
They don’t.
What they truly need is the emotional endurance to keep nudging the work forward long after the excitement fades.
Persistence is emotional endurance applied in action.
Calm Is an Advantage
In a world of constant noise and urgency, calm is rare.
The founder who can stay calm during uncertainty makes better decisions, communicates more clearly, and inspires trust.
Calm is not the absence of stress.
It is the ability to stay present inside it.
It is the pause before reacting.
The moment of observation before deciding.
The choice to speak with precision instead of panic.
Teams mirror their leaders.
If you are scattered, they become scattered.
If you are centered, they become centered.
Your presence becomes the culture.
I learned this again during one of the most emotionally difficult weeks at Plixi.
We had been invited to meet with Twitter’s platform leadership. Inside the company, speculation was electric. Maybe a partnership. Maybe a deeper integration. Maybe even an acquisition.
For an entire week, my mind raced at night.
I built pitch decks, rehearsed scenarios, imagined new product lines and larger possibilities.
I barely slept.
We flew to San Francisco and met with the head of platform. After a few minutes of small talk, he said it plainly.
“We are launching our own photo-sharing product.”
My heart sank.
The meeting lasted less than thirty minutes.
On the flight home, I felt heavy. The team was waiting for good news. Instead, I was carrying something that felt like a dead end.
The next morning, I woke up early and went for a run.
It grounded me.
It slowed my mind.
It brought me back into my body.
When I met with the team later that day, I was calmer. Clearer. Ready to lead.
I told them the truth.
I told them I was disappointed.
I also told them we would find a path forward.
And we did.
That week taught me something essential.
Calm is not something you turn on once you feel safe.
Calm is a practice.
Clarity is what calm buys you.
Calm lets you move through uncertainty without being consumed by it.
Build a System for Emotional Maintenance
You can’t rely on willpower to stay grounded.
You need systems. Rituals that reset you before you drift too far.
Here are a few that work for me:
	Daily Centering
Begin each day with 10 minutes of stillness. No phone, no screen. Just awareness.
Ask: What actually matters today? 
	Physical Reset
Movement clears emotional residue. Run, lift, stretch, swim, or walk. Use your body to reset your mind. 
	Reflection Loop
At the end of each day, write three short notes: 


	What energized me? 
	What drained me? 
	What will I change tomorrow? 


	Disconnect Windows
Schedule deliberate time without inputs. Clarity returns in quiet, not in consumption. 
	Support Network
Keep a small circle of people who understand what you’re doing and can reflect truth without judgment. 


Endurance is built through rhythm, not bursts of intensity.
The Danger of Identity Fusion
When your identity becomes fused with your startup, every problem feels personal.
It can happen when a technical bug feels like a verdict on your competence, an investor email feels existential, or a quiet week of growth reads like a comment on your worth.
But you aren’t your company.
Your company is something you are building.
When you remember that distinction, you can make clearer choices.
You can hear feedback without collapsing.
You can pivot without feeling like you’ve failed.
The healthier you are, the healthier your company becomes.
The Practice of Emotional Distance
There is a skill in learning how to zoom out.
When things get chaotic, step back, both physically and mentally.
Look at the situation as if you were giving advice to a friend.
What would you tell them to do?
That small gap between reaction and reflection is where wisdom lives.
It is what allows you to respond, not just react.
The founders who endure don’t suppress their emotions. They regulate them.
The Value of Stillness
The pace of startups rewards motion.
But motion without awareness is noise.
Stillness is where insight appears.
Some of my best decisions, the pivotal hires, product shifts, and partnerships, all came after moments of quiet reflection, not constant hustle.
Clarity rarely arrives during motion.
It arrives when motion stops.
Give yourself permission to pause.
Pausing is leadership, not weakness.
Building a Relationship With Fear
Fear doesn’t disappear as you grow.
It evolves.
At first, it is the fear of starting.
Then the fear of failing.
Then the fear of success and what it might change.
Each version of fear shows up as a signal, a request for presence.
You can’t fight fear into silence.
You have to listen to it until it becomes information.
Ask:
	What is this fear protecting? 
	What might it be trying to teach me? 
	What would I do if I wasn’t afraid of the outcome? 


Fear is a signal, not an enemy.
The enemy is unexamined fear.
Learning to build alongside fear, rather than waiting for it to disappear, is part of what emotional endurance actually looks like.
The Importance of Recovery
The best athletes don’t train constantly.
They recover deliberately.
Founders often forget this. They sprint endlessly, mistaking exhaustion for commitment.
But recovery is maintenance, not indulgence.
Your body needs it.
Sleep, rest, time outdoors, shared meals, and laughter.
Your body needs them.
These are what keep your nervous system capable of carrying the weight of responsibility.
A burned-out founder is not brave or effective.
Recovery is strategic.
How to Stay Grounded in Chaos
When everything feels like it is unraveling, return to what you can control:
	Your Breathing: Slow it down. 
	Your Posture: Sit or stand tall, your body informs your mind. 
	Your Priorities: Write down the next smallest step. 
	Your Gratitude: Name one thing that is still working. 
	Your Values: Remind yourself what kind of person you want to be in this moment. 


Crisis doesn’t define you.
Your response does.
Emotional Endurance as a Team Advantage
When you learn endurance, you teach it.
Your calm spreads, patience anchors, and presence gives others permission to breathe.
The more emotionally regulated you are, the less energy your team wastes managing uncertainty.
Emotional steadiness becomes a strategic edge.
I learned this through high-stakes launches where dependencies slipped and timelines moved. When I stayed regulated, wrote down the next steps, and kept communication tight, the team stopped spiraling and started executing.
Calm turned into momentum.
The Practice of Touching Things Once
Momentum rarely dies in dramatic moments.
It leaks away through small delays.
It can happen from a message you mean to reply to later, a decision you postpone because it feels minor, or a loose end you carry longer than necessary.
Those unfinished loops quietly drain energy.
One simple practice helps protect momentum.
Touch it once.
When something comes across your desk or inbox, decide while it is in front of you.
Respond.
Delegate.
Archive.
Or let it go.
The point is closure, not speed.
Close the loop while the context is fresh. Your attention stays clean, and your progress stays steady. Fewer open loops mean more capacity to build, test, and learn.
I learned this early and carried it through Plixi and later into Amazon. When an email or text message arrived, I took the small action required in the moment. A reply. A decision. A note. Then I moved on. Important things did not linger. Nothing drifted into ambiguity.
This habit did more than keep my inbox clear.
It kept the work moving.
Learning compounds when friction stays low.
Momentum survives when decisions do not stall.
Touching it once is a small discipline, but it creates a powerful effect. It keeps you light. It keeps you present. And it protects the forward motion that turns insight into something real.
Field Notes
1. Create a daily reset ritual.
Five minutes of stillness before opening your laptop can change the tone of the entire day.
2. Separate identity from outcome.
Your startup is what you do, not who you are.
3. Track energy, not just productivity.
Notice what drains you, what renews you, and build your week around that rhythm.
4. Define what “enough” looks like.
Success without a finish line becomes exhaustion.
5. Reconnect to meaning.
Ask weekly: Why does this work matter to me right now?
If the answer changes, listen.
Lessons Learned
You cannot build endurance overnight.
It is forged quietly in how you rest, how you think, and how you respond when plans collapse.
You don’t need to be unshakable to succeed.
You just need to stay steady long enough to see clearly.
Endurance is presence, not toughness.
And presence is what allows you to keep climbing the mountain, no matter how far the trail winds.
Part II: The External Journey
Chapter 6: Finding Your First Users
When you have something real, even a rough first version that solves part of the problem, it is time to find the people who need it most.
This is where the product meets the world, and this is where a lot of founders freeze. I’ve done it too, more times than I can count, and I still have to catch myself.
They tell themselves they will reach out when it is ready.
That moment never actually arrives.
You don’t need a marketing team, a launch campaign, or a growth plan.
What you need is your first 100 real users.
Not advisors. Not friends doing you a favor.
People who actually use what you’ve built because it helps them.
When I’m starting something new, I don’t begin with marketing. I begin with people.
After I build something basic, I look through my network for anyone I think is already living with the problem.
Then I reach out, usually by email or LinkedIn, until I find a few people who will try it and tell me the truth.
Once I have a few real reactions, I either go back to building with clearer direction or scrap the idea altogether.
The Myth of the Big Launch
The startup world loves the idea of the launch. The big reveal, the countdown, the post that is supposed to change everything.
I’ve been guilty of this.
I used to think the same way.
I often waited too long to ship something.
Just one more feature, one more design tweak, one more thing.
You get the idea.
But launches rarely build momentum.
They create a spike, not a foundation.
Real traction comes from conversations and relationships.
From getting out there and letting people experience what you built.
You don’t need a spotlight. You need contact as soon as you can.
Because growth starts with learning long before it looks like marketing.
Why the First 100 Matter
1 user is noise.
10 might be curiosity.
100 usually means you’ve found something real.
100 users are enough to see patterns in behavior, hear recurring feedback, test messaging and onboarding, and to prove that the problem exists beyond your circle.
You don’t need thousands of users to start scaling.
All you need is a small group who care enough to come back on their own.
Your Network Is a Door, Not a Market
Most founders start by reaching out to friends and colleagues.
That is fine, but understand what this group is for.
Your personal network is a testing ground, not your market.
People close to you might try the product out of support, not need.
That is kindness, not validation.
Use your network to find introductions to real users, people who live the problem daily.
Warm introductions create faster learning loops than cold outreach.
I remember exactly when this shift happened at Plixi.
It wasn’t gradual. It happened all at once.
In April 2009, I showed the product at a business plan competition in London. It was the first time it had been shown publicly outside a beta group. I placed second, but the real moment came after the event ended.
Once the product was live, something changed almost overnight.
Within hours, I began seeing usernames I did not recognize.
New users were uploading photos, leaving comments, and sharing links. They were not classmates. Not friends. Not people doing me a favor. They had found the product on their own and were using it because it solved a real problem.
That was when support turned into demand.
Until then, growth had been powered by my network. After that point, the network no longer mattered. Word of mouth had escaped my circle and entered the world.
The product was no longer moving because people knew me.
It was moving on its own because it worked.
That early shift became the foundation for everything that followed. Tens of thousands turned into hundreds of thousands, then millions. Developers built on top of the platform. Companies integrated it directly into their workflows.
But the real beginning was not scale.
It was the moment I looked at the activity feed and realized I didn’t know any of these people.
After that point, my network stopped being the engine.
Now word of mouth was doing the work.
That was a different kind of growth.
Lead With the Problem
When you reach out, resist the urge to pitch.
Instead, start conversations about the problem itself:
“I have been noticing how [problem] keeps showing up for people who [audience]. Does that sound familiar to you?”
That usually opens a real dialogue and invites honesty.
People are usually happy to talk about their frustrations. They shut down when they feel sold to.
If their response is flat, move on.
If they respond with energy, you have found signal.
In the early days of Plixi, conversations mattered far more than campaigns.
Once we built version one of our developer platform, I personally emailed the first one hundred developers who signed up.
I did not pitch them.
I asked them what they needed.
Many of these developers were building some of the most important Twitter apps at the time. Their feedback did more than improve the product.
It handed me our roadmap.
If they wanted a feature and we built it, they integrated it.
If they suggested something we had not considered, it usually revealed a deeper pattern we needed to understand.
The product itself had two sides.
There was the consumer experience, where people discovered, shared, and interacted with photos in real time.
And there was the developer platform, a complete set of RESTful APIs that made it easy for other applications to upload, display, and distribute images across social networks.
Together, they formed a system that let anyone, from individual users to large companies, move photos from one place to another instantly.
That combination mattered.
It felt simple on the surface, with real power underneath. 
It is what allowed the platform to spread as quickly as it did.
Those early developer conversations taught me something essential.
Your first users often know the next steps before you do.
Selling Before You Feel Ready
In the beginning, sales and user acquisition are the same motion.
Don’t think of it like you are out there closing deals.
You’re inviting someone to try something new because it might help them.
Before you have brand awareness, funding, or a polished product, what you do have is presence.
Early traction comes from curiosity, listening, and a willingness to reach out even when it feels uncomfortable.
Talk to people directly.
Send thoughtful emails.
Walk into offices.
Offer to solve one small part of someone’s problem.
Show the product even if it is rough.
Ask for honest reactions.
Most early traction comes from conversations you feel slightly nervous to start.
At this stage, business development is a game.
Follow every thread.
Build relationships without expecting anything in return.
One introduction often leads to your first real feedback loop.
Early sales are not about polish.
They are about sincerity.
When you show up consistently and respond personally, trust forms.
And trust accelerates learning.
That is how Plixi grew inside the Twitter ecosystem.
Not through campaigns or funnels, but through direct conversations and real relationships.
What stuck with me was this.
Your first 100 users don’t just use your product.
They help you build it.
You don’t need everyone to care, just the right people to care deeply.
Be Visible Before You’re “Ready”
Your early users cannot find you if they do not know you exist.
You don’t need to be polished yet. 
You need to be present before launch announcements, marketing plans, or anyone tells you it is time.
Start sharing what you’re working on and learning.
Share what is not working yet.
Visibility gives the right people a way to find you.
This is what many founders now call building in public.
I did this instinctively while building Plixi, long before the term existed. I shared progress openly, talked about challenges as they happened, and let people see the product evolve in real time. The Wall Street Journal later chronicled that journey, following the company from idea to growth, not because it was polished, but because it was visible and honest.
Building in public works because it builds trust before scale.
People don’t follow perfection for long.
They follow momentum, curiosity, and truth.
You can do this today by doing the following:
	Posting short updates about what you are learning. 
	Sharing early prototypes and the insight behind them. 
	Writing about the problem, not just the solution. 
	Asking questions that attract people who feel the same pain. 


Some founders hesitate to share their work publicly because they are afraid someone will steal the idea. That fear is understandable, but it is rarely grounded in reality.
Ideas are easy to copy. Commitment rarely is.
What makes a company hard to replicate isn’t the concept, but the accumulation of decisions, relationships, and learning over time. Most people are too busy solving their own problems to chase yours, and the ones who do notice are far more likely to become early users, collaborators, or partners than competitors.
Invisibility is usually the bigger risk.
A great idea that no one sees has no advantage at all.
Transparency starts conversation.
Conversation brings users.
Users bring clarity.
Modern tools make this easier, but the principle is old. Let people see you thinking, building, and adjusting. That presence does more for early traction than any launch ever will.
A 30-Day Plan for Your First 100 Users
You don’t need a playbook. You need forward motion.
Here’s a rhythm that works:
Days 1-3:
Clarify your problem statement in one sentence.
Make sure anyone can understand it instantly.
Days 4-7:
Reach out to 20 people in your network who might relate.
Ask about the problem, not the product.
Invite those who resonate to test your solution.
Week 2:
Start sharing publicly.
Write one post or thread each day about what you’re learning.
End every post with an open question.
Week 3:
Collect feedback.
Listen for repetition and emotion.
Invite your first 50-100 users into a private Slack or Discord group.
Week 4:
Ship three small improvements directly based on user feedback.
Announce them publicly.
Thank your users by name.
By the end of the month, you’ll usually see a community forming, not through advertising, but through alignment.
Community Before Customers
Your first users aren’t just customers. 
They are shaping the product with you.
Treat them as co-builders or partners.
Give them access.
Show them progress.
Ask for their perspective.
Thank them publicly.
When people feel part of something, they stay.
And when they stay, growth begins to take care of itself.
Where Real Users Actually Live
Finding users is not about chasing the newest platform. It is about understanding where the conversation already exists for the people you serve.
Every product has natural gathering places, spaces where people complain, compare, share workarounds, or teach each other. That is where signal lives.
Don’t chase algorithms.
Don’t broadcast into empty rooms.
Go where people are already talking about the problem you are trying to solve.
The key is paying closer attention, not shouting louder.
The specific platforms and workflows change constantly. Rather than include a fixed list here, I maintain a living guide in the Bonus Materials at the end of the book. Use it as a reference, because judgment matters more than tools.
One of the most important lessons I learned about distribution didn’t come from an external channel at all.
It came from inside the product.
When I was at Amazon Photos, it struck me one afternoon that photo backup could live directly inside the Amazon mobile shopping app. Customers opened that app constantly. It was one of the largest distribution channels in the entire company.
No one owned the idea.
So I picked it up.
I wrote a narrative, mocked up the end-to-end flows, and started talking to teams across the company. Progress was slow. Teams were busy. Priorities shifted. Coordination spanned product, engineering, design, security, and legal.
Eventually, a small team working quietly on a confidential initiative agreed to explore it with me.
Five months later, we launched.
The first metrics review revealed a serious issue. Customers who never touched the feature were still having Amazon Photos accounts provisioned in the background. It put immediate pressure on our systems.
That part was on me.
I pulled the right people together, traced the issue across multiple services, and redesigned the workflow quickly enough to stabilize the launch. We fixed it. The system held.
Once it settled, the integration became a quiet acquisition engine. Thousands of new customers arrived each month through an Amazon Prime benefit most people never actively sought out.
That experience reinforced something I carry with me to this day.
Distribution does not always mean going outward. Sometimes the most powerful channel is already there, waiting for someone to notice it and take responsibility.
Opportunities rarely come with clear instructions. Sometimes distribution begins when you move first and make the path visible.
How to Know When You’ve Found “Your People”
Your first users will teach you who your real market is.
Look for these three signals:
	Repetition: The same kind of person keeps showing up. 
	Engagement: They use the product without being asked. 
	Referrals: They bring others in naturally. 


When these three signals start happening, you’ve crossed from searching to serving.
That is the foundation of organic growth.
Early Partnerships and Leverage
Once you have confirmed a small, loyal user base, look for leverage.
Ask yourself:
	Who already serves this same audience? 
	How could I make their offering more valuable? 
	What would make collaboration natural? 


Early partnerships work when they create shared benefit, not transactions. One well-chosen partner can bring more users and credibility than months of outbound effort.
I learned this firsthand while building Plixi.
In the early days, Twitter did not have its own mobile apps. The ecosystem was powered by third-party clients, and the largest of them was UberTwitter. When I landed an integration with UberTwitter, everything changed.
Suddenly, our photo sharing experience was live inside the app people were already using every day. More importantly, I no longer had to explain what Plixi was. I could point to a real partnership in the wild.
Every subsequent conversation became easier.
Developers who were hesitant before now leaned in.
Credibility travels faster than pitch decks.
That same pattern repeated years later at Amazon.
When I worked on the Amazon Photos team, we were building a developer platform with support for Login with Amazon. That was where I first learned the mechanics of the service and saw how much value third-party adoption could unlock.
Later, when I joined the Login with Amazon team directly, I encountered the same challenge at a much larger scale. The technology worked, but adoption was slow. Many companies were cautious because of competitive concerns with Amazon, and most conversations ended politely.
The breakthrough came when I led the partnership that brought Login with Amazon to the UPS website, one of Amazon’s largest delivery partners. Once that integration was live and public, the tone of every conversation changed.
It took one anchor partner to open the door for many.
The lesson is simple and durable.
Partnership leverage does not come from volume. It comes from trust.
One credible example can collapse months of skepticism into a single moment of belief.
When you earn that first partnership, treat it as more than distribution.
It is proof.
And proof scales.
Avoid the False Metrics
It is easy to get distracted by visibility: page views, followers, impressions.
They feel like progress but they are not.
The only numbers that matter early on are:
	Active users who actually return. 
	Engaged users who tell others. 
	Honest feedback that you can act on. 


Traction is behavior, not applause.
Build Relationships, Not Funnels
People don’t want to be acquired.
They want to be understood.
The first 100 users you build relationships with will define your next 1,000.
If you make time to listen now, to reply personally, to ask deeper questions, to fix their pain quickly, you build trust that no marketing budget can buy.
When people feel seen, they become advocates.
Advocates become the strongest growth engine you’ll ever have.
The Founder as Community Manager
In the early stage, you are the marketing department, the support desk, the researcher, and the storyteller.
That is a gift, not a burden.
You get to see every part of the system up close.
Learn the language of your users directly.
And earn the insights that later leaders will rely on.
Do not rush to outsource the human part of the work.
It is how you build intuition.
What Growth Feels Like in the Beginning
Growth arrives as quiet momentum, not with fanfare.
Someone you don’t know signs up, sends feedback you didn’t request, or posts about your product without tagging you.
It is subtle at first, a small current under the surface.
Then, slowly, it compounds.
One day you realize you are no longer pushing.
People are pulling.
That is when product-market fit starts to form.
Field Notes
1. Define your first user clearly.
Write a single sentence: “I’m helping [who] solve [what pain] by [how].”
2. Talk to ten people who match that profile.
No pitch. Just curiosity.
3. Create one public post about what you’re building.
End it with an open invitation: “Does this resonate with you?”
4. Build a home for your first 100 users.
A small Slack, Discord, or Notion community is enough.
5. Respond fast and personally.
Gratitude builds loyalty faster than features do.
Lessons Learned
The first users you serve will shape everything that follows: your product, your messaging, your direction, your reputation.
Treat them like partners, not prospects.
Build with them, not at them.
Learn through them, not around them.
If you stay close to the people who care most, growth stops being something you chase.
It becomes something that happens naturally.
Chapter 7: Product-Market Fit
Product-market fit is less a milestone and more of a turning point.
Everyone talks about it like a finish line, but it is not.
The moment what you have built finally meets what the world actually needs, people start pulling it from your hands faster than you can push it toward them.
A feeling backed by data, a shift from convincing to responding, not just a number.
The Moment It Clicked
When we launched Plixi, the early weeks were quiet.
Beta testers used it, some friends and family joined, and a few strangers stumbled across it. But it wasn’t clear if we had something real.
Then one afternoon, something unreal happened. A photo was uploaded by a celebrity. It was Britney Spears. Overnight, usage tripled. Servers strained, new uploads appeared every few seconds, and emails poured in.
That was the first real sign of pull. 
Not hype, but gravity.
People weren’t talking about us.
They were talking about what they could do because of us.
That distinction matters.
Fit happens when the story users tell about your product becomes more interesting than the story you tell about it.
Fit Feels Different
Before fit, growth feels like pushing something heavy uphill.
After fit, it feels like running alongside something already moving.
The work changes. You explain less. Signals get clearer.
Your footing on the mountain finally holds.
At Plixi, fit did not arrive as one dramatic moment. It arrived as a string of small moments that kept whispering the same thing: I think we might have something here.
5,000 people signed up for the beta. Not because we asked them to, but because they wanted in.
We placed second in a business plan competition in London, and the room leaned forward instead of politely nodding.
A celebrity uploaded a photo, then another, then dozens, then hundreds.
Developers started reaching out before we had a real program, asking how they could integrate.
Startup programs accepted us, including one backed by Microsoft and another through Rackspace, the same company hosting our servers.
The milestones that followed were not vanity metrics. They were evidence of pull.
100,000 users. Then 500,000. Then 1,000,000.
Every time we checked the numbers, the product had moved forward without us having to drag it.
Fit feels like that.
Less persuasion. More response.
Less chasing. More keeping up.
You stop wondering whether anyone cares and start worrying whether your system can handle how much they do.
That is what fit feels like.
The weight lifts, and the product starts moving with you.
Pull vs. Push
You can’t force fit.
You can only notice it, or notice when it is not there.
Push and pull feel completely different in practice.
Push means chasing users, following up repeatedly, lowering prices to create urgency, and worrying about churn.
Pull shows up when users reach out to you first, ask for upgrades, and describe the value back to you in their own words.
Push feels heavy. Pull feels inevitable because users start finding you.
When pull appears, your job changes from selling to scaling.
That is what happened when celebrities started using Plixi.
We could see it in real time. We had a dashboard called Chartbeat running all day. It was displayed on a big-screen television in our office. It showed exactly where traffic was coming from and which pages were lighting up.
A photo would get shared and within minutes the chart would climb. Pages would spike, servers would strain, and the ripple would spread across Twitter through retweets, replies, and new signups.
Developers would reach out asking how to integrate, because they could see what was happening too.
It didn’t stop at one moment.
It happened again and again.
Over time, hundreds of high-profile Twitter accounts found the product the same way everyone else did. They used it, shared it, and the distribution took over. It wasn’t about fame. It was the unmistakable feeling that the product had slipped out of our hands and into the world.
That is pull.
The Signals of Real Fit
Some signs you’ll see when fit is real:
	Return Behavior: Users come back on their own, not because of reminders or incentives. 
	Retention Curve: Usage stabilizes instead of dropping to 0 after week 2. 
	Organic Growth: A growing share of new users arrives through word of mouth. 
	Emotional Language: Feedback includes words like love, can’t live without, or finally. 
	User-Driven Evolution: You start hearing new use cases you never planned for. 


Fit shows up emotionally first, then becomes measurable.
You feel it in the tone of emails long before it shows up in analytics.
The Learning Loop That Leads to Fit
Fit emerges through iteration, the same loop from Chapter 3.
Build something small, watch what happens, then adjust.
I saw this most clearly in the early days of Plixi. What followed was not a big bet, but a series of small responses to what people were already doing.
Each photo uploaded generated roughly 35 page views. Every photo was not just content. It was distribution. If people shared more photos, the system would grow on its own.
That realization led to a question we could not ignore. What would happen if distribution was treated as part of the product instead of something external to it?
We aligned incentives with that reality, and growth accelerated.
We paid a small amount for every photo uploaded through our API, giving top developers a new revenue stream inside their apps. They earned more when users shared more, and the platform grew as a result. Distribution became a shared outcome rather than a marketing expense.
The next step was deliberately small.
We added commenting. Just a simple box under each photo. People used it immediately. Real conversations appeared. Small, human, and meaningful. It was enough to keep people uploading.
That was the first loop. 
Build, observe, adjust.
We tracked page views without obsessing over them. In our case, they were downstream of behavior. When people shared more and engaged more, page views increased, and the business worked. Advertisers paid on impressions, which funded distribution and developer incentives. Page views were not the signal of love. Behavior was. The metric simply kept the loop alive.
From there, we kept iterating.
We introduced micro-interactions. Lightweight gestures that required no typing. A thumbs up. A thumbs down. Simple signals. People clicked them constantly. So we added favoriting. Then view counts. Then a feature that showed who viewed your photo, complete with profile pictures.
Each addition was tiny.
Each one created a spark.
And each spark nudged more users to upload more photos, because the platform now felt alive. A moment shared produced a reaction. A reaction produced curiosity. Curiosity pulled people back to upload again.
We were not guessing our way toward fit.
We were listening our way toward it.
Iteration became the engine. Launch something small. Watch what people actually do. Adjust based on behavior, not on assumptions. That rhythm guided every product I built after Plixi.
Each loop reduces friction between what people want and what you offer.
Eventually, the friction flips. The product becomes the easier path.
That is what fit feels like when it finally arrives.
When You Don’t Have Fit
Lack of fit is not failure. It is information you haven’t acted on yet.
And the worst outcome is not no traction. It is ambiguous traction.
If growth depends on constant pushing, such as ads, discounts, or persuasion, you are propping up an idea that has not found its truth yet.
Ask yourself:
	Are users returning on their own? 
	Are they telling others unprompted? 
	Would they miss the product if it disappeared tomorrow? 


If the honest answer is no, you are still searching.
And that is okay.
Most of the journey is search.
During our time at Plixi, we had used countless survey tools, and we were convinced there had to be a better way. So we tried to reinvent surveys with RapidEngage.
Our idea was simple.
Instead of long, tedious forms, we designed micro interactions around individual questions. The goal was to make surveys fast, intuitive, and even enjoyable.
Over the next six months, we built and launched a new platform. We collected more than five hundred thousand interactions and landed several impressive partnerships.
On paper, it looked promising.
In reality, we had misread the market.
The people taking the surveys loved the experience.
But the people paying for the surveys did not.
Survey creators cared about one thing.
Getting answers as quickly as possible.
They didn’t care how much friction the end user experienced. Their incentive was speed of insight, not quality of experience.
Our product was delightful.
It just solved the wrong problem for the wrong customer.
We had built something clever.
We hadn’t built something our customers needed.
After about a year, we made the hard decision to stop. I negotiated an asset sale to QuestionPro, a Seattle-based startup, and closed the chapter.
It was not the outcome we hoped for.
But it was one we learned from.
Not every idea has a market.
Not every signal is fit.
Sometimes the most strategic move is knowing when to walk away.
Growth Isn’t the Same Thing as Fit
It is possible to grow fast without fit, with ads, hype, or incentives.
But artificial growth collapses the moment you stop feeding it with effort.
True fit produces inherent momentum.
It sustains itself because users receive more value than they expected.
Fit is quiet at first, like the steady hum of something that works.
You can use a few quantitative checks to validate what you’re sensing.
You do not need perfect data. 
But a few simple measures help confirm what you’re feeling:
	Retention: 40% or more of users return in the first month without prompts. 
	Referral Rate: 20% or more of new users arrive through existing ones. 
	Engagement: Daily or weekly active users grow faster than total sign-ups. 
	Net Promoter Score: A score above 50 indicates a strong emotional connection. 


Numbers don’t create fit. They just help you confirm it.
The Founder’s Role After Fit
Once fit appears, the founder’s job shifts.
Before fit: you experiment.
After fit: you build structure.
You start thinking about:
	Onboarding and simplicity. 
	Infrastructure and reliability. 
	Team clarity and culture. 
	Protecting focus as momentum grows. 


Fit is fragile.
Scale carefully.
Losing Fit
Markets evolve. Competitors catch up.
A product that fit last year may drift out of alignment.
That is why you can never stop listening.
Stay close to users even when you are growing fast.
The same curiosity that helped you find fit will help you keep it.
The companies that endure treat fit as a living relationship, not a single event.
What Fit Feels Like Inside
When you finally reach it, something shifts in you as well.
Meetings get simpler.
Roadmaps get clearer.
Energy returns.
Decisions move faster because reality is giving you feedback instead of resistance.
It doesn’t mean the climb is over.
But that you have found a trail worth following.
Field Notes
1. Track retention, not reach.
Ten loyal users beat a thousand curious ones.
2. Look for unprompted behavior.
Any time users act without your push, note it. That is signal.
3. Ask, “What would break if we doubled tomorrow?”
Fit without readiness becomes chaos. Readiness without fit becomes stagnation.
4. Keep talking to power users.
They reveal where value truly lives.
5. Protect simplicity.
Don’t let early success bury clarity under features.
Lessons Learned
Product-market fit is not luck.
It is the reward for patient learning, honest listening, and steady iteration.
You’ll feel it when the work stops fighting you and starts meeting you halfway.
That is the moment the climb changes.
It doesn’t easier, but it becomes aligned.
Chapter 8: Building the Team
You can start alone, but you can’t scale alone.
Eventually, the work outgrows your bandwidth, and the bottleneck becomes your brain.
A team brings more judgment, not just extra hands.
The right team doesn’t simply execute your vision. 
They sharpen it and stress-test it. They catch what you missed. They turn a rough idea into something real.
I learned this firsthand at Plixi. We went from concept to product, raised venture capital, scaled fast, and sold the company, all within eighteen months. I didn’t do that alone. An exceptional team made the difference.
Building With Intention
Many founders hire in a panic. It is reactive, not intentional.
They hire quickly to relieve pressure.
Pressure is real, but it is not a strategy.
Every hire changes the DNA of the company.
Each person brings habits, assumptions, and a way of working that will spread.
If you are careless, you dilute focus.
But if you are deliberate, you multiply strength.
Slow down enough to get the first hires right. You are setting the tone and shaping culture, not just filling seats.
The Three Roles That Matter Most Early On
Early on, most teams need coverage across three kinds of work:
	The Builder: Turns ideas into reality. The hands-on creator who can ship. 
	The Organizer: Creates systems, clarity, and operational calm. 
	The Connector: Brings in customers, partners, and energy from the outside. 


These are functions, not job titles.
One person might fill more than one role at the start.
If one is missing, the company feels lopsided. Either nothing ships, everything is chaos, or no new customers show up.
The key is to balance creation, structure, and connection.
Hire for Values, Train for Skills
Skills show up fast in an interview, but they are also easier to rehearse.
Values take longer to reveal, but they show up under stress.
When you are small, the way someone shows up matters more than their resume.
One wrong attitude can slow the whole company down.
Ask yourself:
	Do I trust this person when I’m not in the room? 
	Would I be proud if they represented our company publicly? 
	Do they approach uncertainty with curiosity or defensiveness? 


If the answer is not a clear yes, keep looking.
Skills can be taught.
Character can’t.
The Five Traits of Early Team Members
Early hires I trust tend to share a few traits:
	Resourceful: They solve problems without needing perfect instructions. 
	Calm Under Pressure: They stabilize the energy when things go wrong. 
	Curious: They keep learning without being told to. 
	Communicative: They share context freely, not defensively. 
	Egoless: They care more about outcomes than credit. 


A small group like this will outperform a larger team optimized for optics.
I learned this firsthand while building Plixi.
We didn’t start with job descriptions. We built until we hit a wall, and the wall told us what we needed next.
That clarity made hiring easier.
The need was real, not theoretical.
When we reached out for help, we did it openly. We posted on Twitter and connected with people in the community who had the skills we didn’t. The first two people who joined us were local engineers in San Diego.
I had a good feeling within minutes.
They were calm, thoughtful, and curious in a way that made the room feel steadier.
They listened closely, asked good questions, and cared about solving the problem as much as I did.
They joined as consultants and worked entirely for equity because that was all I could offer at the time.
Our beta kept hitting roadblocks. We needed a full rewrite of both the front end and the API to make the platform stable and scalable. They rebuilt the entire system.
That work changed everything.
Their architecture allowed us to support growing traffic across the website and developer ecosystem. They filled gaps I could not fill myself.
That stability mattered.
It helped us secure an investment from Kodak, which allowed me to pay them properly and gave us enough momentum to raise a Series A.
Those early hires worked not because they were perfect on paper, but because they showed up with the right traits when the company needed them most.
Culture Shows Up Under Pressure
Culture is how people behave when they are under pressure, not something written on the wall.
Your first ten hires become your culture.
Their habits set the tone for every person who joins later.
If you want transparency, be transparent first.
If you want accountability, model it.
If you want kindness, show it even when it is inconvenient.
You create culture by what you tolerate and what you model, not by what you declare.
Communication Is the Operating System
As teams grow, communication becomes the main risk surface.
Misalignment creates more friction than technical problems ever will.
Build simple communication systems early:
	A shared Notion or Google Doc where all updates live. 
	Weekly syncs that focus on priorities, blockers, and learnings. 
	Written recaps so context never gets lost. 


Avoid meeting overload.
Encourage writing over talking.
Written thinking forces clarity, and a written culture scales.
Charisma does not.
I learned this early at Plixi, and my time at Amazon reinforced it.
At Amazon, it did not matter whether you worked in product, engineering, marketing, or operations. Everything started with a PRFAQ.
A written narrative paired with questions, designed to force shared understanding before work started.
The PRFAQ saved months of effort by making teams work backward from customer value before committing resources. It was not just a document. It was a rhythm of thinking that scaled across thousands of people.
It taught me something simple but lasting.
Clarity does not emerge by accident.
It has to be designed into the process.
Once a PRFAQ was written, the owner would schedule a review and bring printed copies for everyone in the room.
The first twenty minutes were silent.
Everyone read the document on their own, marking questions and reactions. Only after that did discussion begin.
The silence mattered. It leveled the room.
It ensured everyone was reacting to the same context, not fragments or interpretations.
Debate became sharper.
Feedback became more useful.
Weak ideas surfaced fast. Strong ones improved.
If a document survived those sessions and became clear enough, it moved upward for senior review. If it did not, it was killed early, before time and energy were wasted.
I wrote dozens of these documents at Amazon and refined the practice over time. I still use it at the start of every project.
Clear thinking scales better than charisma.
Clear writing preserves it.
Communication is the operating system, not overhead.
Clarity Before Consensus
Consensus sounds nice, but chasing it can stall you.
Startups move fast when everyone has clarity, not necessarily agreement. Your job as the founder is to name the direction, invite honest feedback, and then decide.
Debate before the decision. After that, align and move.
I learned this the hard way at Plixi.
When Twitter moved into photo sharing, we felt the ground shift under us. We knew we had to respond with something new, something that could stand on its own.
Inside the team and even among our board members, the obvious answer was to focus on location. So we built a product around shared collections based on where photos were taken.
My photos. 
Your photos. 
Our photos.
A public stream of moments tied to the same place or experience. In the room, it made perfect sense. It had a clean narrative. It felt like a smart move.
But I had a different pull in my gut.
The real opportunity was not location. It was the social camera. It was the product that would make taking a photo feel like publishing. Filters, identity, and a new kind of lightweight sharing loop. The early version of what became Instagram.
We did the thing we could all agree on, instead of the thing that felt riskier but truer.
Hindsight is sharp, but the lesson is simple. Consensus can give you comfort, and that comfort can cost you momentum. When the market is moving, you do not get credit for being reasonable. You get rewarded for being right.
Clarity is what keeps momentum alive. Not everyone has to agree, but everyone has to understand the call and commit to making it work.
The Founder’s Energy Sets the Tone
People don’t listen to what you say as much as they watch how you behave.
If you panic, they panic.
If you blame, they hide.
If you take responsibility, they follow.
Your nervous system sets the tone.
When you stay grounded and calm under pressure, you teach your team how to handle chaos.
When you celebrate small wins, you teach gratitude.
When you admit mistakes, you teach humility.
People copy what you do.
Building Trust in Motion
Trust is built through consistent small actions over time, not team off-sites or slogans.
It is built when you keep promises, share credit, and show up when it matters.
It takes a long time to build trust and it compounds.
But it can be lost quickly.
Protect it like oxygen.
Systems That Scale Humanity
As you grow, complexity increases faster than headcount.
You need systems, not to replace humanity, but to preserve it.
Design systems that reinforce human behavior:
	Clear onboarding so new hires feel safe. 
	Documentation so decisions are visible. 
	Regular one-on-ones so people feel seen. 
	Written principles so judgment can scale. 


Bad systems kill culture. Good systems give people more time to think, create, and connect.
I learned this the hard way at Amazon.
For months, every developer who wanted access to the Amazon Photos API had to email me directly. I was the approval system.
It worked at first.
Then interest grew.
My inbox filled. Requests piled up. Each email pulled attention away from the work that actually moved the product forward.
Instead of handing the burden to someone else, I redesigned the workflow.
I wrote a narrative.
Mapped the onboarding path.
Made the case for automation inside the Amazon Developer Portal.
When we launched the new system, it handled more than a thousand developer submissions without human intervention.
What began as individual effort became infrastructure.
Founders and early teams often rely on heroics.
It works.
Until it doesn’t.
If you don’t build systems, you become the system.
That gets painful fast.
The right systems create space.
Space for clarity, creativity, and people to do their best work without drowning in operational weight.
Build systems that make the work lighter, not heavier, and reduce load instead of shifting it onto people.
When to Let Go
One of the hardest responsibilities as a founder is knowing when to part ways.
Sometimes good people outgrow the role.
Sometimes the role outgrows them.
Letting go is part of protecting the mission, not betrayal.
As Plixi grew and we began hiring more deliberately, not every hire worked out.
Over the next eighteen months, we hired around ten people, and we also let two people go. They had passed the interview process, but once they joined, it became clear they were not the right fit for the pace or the culture we were building.
Those conversations were difficult. I had never let anyone go before.
I handled them with directness and respect.
No long buildup.
No avoiding the truth.
I explained what was not working and why the decision was necessary for both sides. I listened. I stayed present. I did not hide behind process.
It was uncomfortable.
But it was correct.
That experience taught me something I have carried into every stage since.
When your values are clear, your decisions become simple.
Not painless, but simple.
The way you part with people says more about your leadership than the way you hire them.
The Invisible Side of Leadership
Leadership is less about authority and more about presence.
It is being the calm in the storm, seeing potential before others do, and reminding people of the bigger picture when they are lost in the weeds.
You don’t need to have all the answers.
You need to create an environment where the right answers can emerge.
That is what real leaders do.
Field Notes
1. Define your first three roles clearly.
Builder, Organizer, Connector. Who fills each today?
2. Write down your top three non-negotiable values.
Then live them daily.
3. Create one shared document for alignment.
Everyone should know priorities, owners, and progress.
4. Set a rhythm for connection.
Weekly syncs, monthly reflection, quarterly reset.
5. Protect clarity.
When in doubt, over-communicate. Clarity beats consensus.
Lessons Learned
The team you build will define the company you run and the life you live.
Choose people you trust.
Model the values you want to see.
Stay human even as things scale.
A product may attract users.
But a team builds a movement.
And movements are what endure.
Chapter 9: Leadership in Uncertainty
Leadership in a startup is about steadiness, not charisma or titles.
When things get messy, people don’t need brilliance.
Your team looks for someone who stays calm when plans collapse.
They look for someone who listens, then decides.
Leadership in uncertainty is about guiding others through what is happening now, not knowing what will happen.
I learned this again and again at Amazon, where I saw how the Leadership Principles could turn uncertainty into action, without losing the people in the process.
What Leadership Really Is
Leadership is a practice, not a personality type.
It is something you can learn.
Leadership is the daily act of aligning people around what matters, removing confusion, and modeling composure when uncertainty is high.
Some days are inspiring. Most days are maintenance.
Small, consistent choices that compound into trust.
When things go wrong, people remember your presence more than your plan.
The Calm in the Room
In my first startup, the nights before launches were chaos.
Servers crashed.
Code broke.
Tempers flared.
I learned quickly that panic is contagious.
But so is calm.
When a founder panics, the team amplifies it.
When a founder stays grounded, the team recalibrates.
At Amazon, I saw the same pattern. The leaders who performed best in crisis were not the loudest or the fastest. They were the ones who could hold steady when everything felt unstable.
Calm is practiced, not passive.
And when you control your attention, you control the energy of the room.
Here’s what it looked like for us at Plixi.
We had just crossed four million monthly active users when our infrastructure started bending in ways none of us expected. Traffic was surging. Developers were integrating our API into their apps. The growth curve felt almost vertical.
It was exciting.
Behind the scenes, our systems were struggling to keep up.
One evening, our small leadership team gathered in our tiny office. Soft music played in the background, an attempt to ease the tension. Our CTO walked in holding a new set of performance graphs.
They looked like a seismograph during an earthquake.
Sharp peaks and sudden drops, with no flat lines anywhere.
The message was unmistakable. We could not keep growing on the path we were on.
We were out of time, and we weren’t aligned.
Different experts told us completely different things. Some argued we should stay fully in the cloud. Others insisted we move entirely to dedicated hardware. Still others believed a hybrid approach was the only viable path forward.
Nobody agreed.
Nobody had certainty.
I could feel the tension building. The conversation started looping, searching for certainty where none existed. It would have been easy for the room to tip into panic.
I let the room run for a minute, then I said, “We’re going to get through this. We’ll make the best call we can with what we know. If we’re wrong, we’ll adjust. Our job is to keep serving customers and keep moving.”
Something shifted.
The air changed.
Voices slowed.
The discussion moved from fear of choosing wrong to clarity about what mattered.
Growth was not slowing down. We needed an architecture that could expand quickly and give us control.
We committed to a hybrid model.
It was a significant jump. Our monthly infrastructure costs rose from $10,000 to roughly $30,000. We set up dedicated database, application, and API servers, added load balancing, and built the ability to scale cloud capacity up and down as traffic spiked.
It was a bet, and it was reversible.
That is the part people often forget. Most decisions are not permanent. In that moment, the team did not need a perfect answer. They needed someone who could stay steady. They needed someone who could stay anchored when the path forward was unclear.
That night taught me something I have carried with me ever since.
Calm is strength under pressure.
It shapes the room.
The Three Signals You Have Lost the Center
Uncertainty magnifies everything, especially a leader’s blind spots.
When I’m drifting, it usually looks like this:
	Reactivity: I’m solving symptoms, not causes. 
	Control Obsession: I’m micromanaging instead of clarifying. 
	Emotional Whiplash: My mood dictates the team’s morale. 


When these show up, pause.
Step back.
Re-center before you act.
If I cannot get calm, I don’t trust my decisions.
During one stretch at Plixi, I caught myself bouncing from outage to outage and rewriting plans late at night until it hit me that the real issue was not the system anymore. It was my lack of clarity.
Decision-Making Under Fog
The hardest part of leadership is making decisions when data is incomplete and time is short.
Here’s the model I use when it is foggy:
	Clarify the goal: What outcome are we actually optimizing for? 
	Identify two or three variables: What matters most? Ignore everything else. 
	Match decision to the stakes: Some decisions need near certainty. Most do not. 
	Set review window: Make reversible decisions quickly. Schedule irreversible ones with intention. 


You don’t need perfect prediction. You need a clean adjustment loop and the discipline to use it.
The best leaders optimize for learning speed, not ego preservation.
When I was at Amazon, ambiguity was constant.
We were often building things that did not exist yet. There was no historical data to rely on and no established playbook to follow. Still, decisions had to be made quickly and with conviction in order to serve customers.
To do that, we relied on a simple distinction.
One-way doors and two-way doors.
A one-way door is a decision that is hard or impossible to reverse. Once you walk through it, you cannot easily come back. These choices are hard to unwind. They require significant capital, long-term commitment, and deep planning. They deserve time, rigor, and debate.
Two-way doors are different.
They are decisions with limited downside and a clear path back. If the choice turns out to be wrong, you can undo it, adjust, or try something else. When we integrated Amazon Photos backup into the Amazon mobile shopping app, that decision was a two-way door. If it failed, we could roll it back without lasting damage.
Once we named that distinction, we moved faster.
One-way doors moved carefully.
Two-way doors moved fast.
Most decisions turned out to be two-way doors.
The mistake leaders make under fog is treating every choice as if it were irreversible. That slows teams down and creates unnecessary fear.
High velocity comes from knowing which decisions demand certainty and which ones reward learning.
You don’t need perfect information to lead well, but you do need judgment to know when speed matters more than certainty.
That is how you move when the path is unclear.
Information Flow Is Leadership
When teams don’t have information, they fill the gaps with anxiety.
That is why transparency is part of the job.
Share what you know, what you don’t, and what you are doing to find out.
Even when you don’t have answers, clarity about the unknown reduces anxiety.
Trust thrives through communication.
Courage and Candor
Honesty builds credibility faster than optimism.
When you tell the truth, even the uncomfortable parts, you teach your team that reality is safe to face together.
Avoidance destroys morale, not candor.
Your people can handle the truth.
They can’t handle confusion.
Be honest. Always.
Leading Through Failure
When something fails, your instinct will be to protect your ego.
Resist it.
Admit mistakes quickly and publicly.
Turn blame into curiosity.
Ask your team:
What did we learn?
The goal is to make failure cheap, visible, and educational. It isn’t to avoid failure.
Every setback is tuition for the next level of clarity.
Teams that know failure is safe to discuss learn faster than teams that fear it.
Here’s what that looked like for us.
A few months after the hybrid migration, just when we thought we had solved our scaling problems, we hit a deeper issue. The platform was growing even faster, and our database servers were drowning.
Requests began to queue again.
Pages slowed down.
Customer complaints rose.
It felt like we had come up for air, then got pulled back under.
The issue came down to I/O. Input and output. In simple terms, it is how fast a system can read and write information. Think of it as one checkout line with a slow cashier scanning items. The line grows no matter how eager customers are to check out.
Our database had become that overwhelmed cashier.
Every photo view required a read.
Every upload or comment required a write.
Reads came in unpredictable bursts, especially when celebrities uploaded photos. Writes arrived in long sequences. On top of that, our database was mirrored for redundancy, so every write had to happen twice.
The line kept doubling.
We watched millions of requests stack up and stall.
The team was discouraged.
We had already pushed through one major infrastructure shift.
And now it felt like we were back at the base of the mountain again.
One afternoon, the room was packed with laptops and half-eaten takeout containers. Our architect walked through the bottleneck in detail. Our CTO showed charts where queue times rose like cliffs.
The energy in the room was heavy.
This is the moment when teams start wondering whether the climb is worth it.
I listened, then said, “Okay. We’re not going to spiral again. We’ll figure out what matters, then take the next step.”
After exploring our options, we decided to test a new kind of flash storage that promised speed far beyond traditional disks. It was not guaranteed. It was expensive. But slowing down was not an option.
Customers were hitting the site from every time zone.
There was no quiet period to hide.
We made the call.
The results were immediate.
Database queue length dropped by a factor of 12.
Average response time fell from 1 second to 10 milliseconds.
Page loads got four times faster.
We could handle twice the traffic without grinding to a halt.
It was like replacing a single overwhelmed cashier with a team working in perfect sync.
The lift was immediate.
Not just because performance improved, but because confidence returned. We proved to ourselves that we could face repeated uncertainty and still move together.
We learned that solving one crisis does not mean another will not come.
Leadership is about returning to center quickly each time chaos arrives, not about eliminating it.
The Two Jobs of Every Leader
Leadership has two simultaneous jobs:
	Hold vision. 
	Hold people. 


Hold the vision when morale wavers.
Hold the people when pressure rises.
If you lose the vision, the company drifts.
If you lose the people, the company cracks.
Balance both, and you become the anchor others can rely on.
The Power of “I Don’t Know”
There is a quiet kind of strength in saying, “I don’t know.”
Pretending to have all the answers destroys credibility.
Admitting uncertainty creates trust.
When you say, “I don’t know, but I’ll find out,” you invite collaboration.
It turns fear into collective problem-solving.
People don’t need you to be perfect.
They need you to be real.
Most of my time at Plixi was searching for answers in the middle of growth and uncertainty. When I didn’t know, I learned fast and pulled others in.
Leadership Is About Energy, Not Authority
Titles don’t create leadership, energy does.
The energy you bring into a room changes how others think, decide, and act.
Your tone sets the temperature.
Your steadiness becomes the compass.
As your company grows, your words carry more weight than you realize.
A casual comment can shift direction.
A sigh can spark doubt.
Be intentional with your energy.
You’re not just managing people. You’re shaping atmosphere.
Feedback as a Gift
You can’t lead what you don’t understand.
And you can’t understand if no one tells you the truth.
Invite feedback constantly.
Not just on the product, but on you.
Ask your team:
	What is something I could do better? 
	What is one thing I might not be seeing clearly? 
	What is slowing us down that I’m not aware of? 


Feedback is oxygen for growth.
It only flows in cultures where leaders make it safe to speak.
Leadership Is a Practice of Return
Even the best leaders lose their center sometimes.
What matters is how quickly you return.
When the pressure builds, breathe.
When your judgment feels clouded, pause.
When you lose patience, remember the mountain you’re climbing together.
Leadership does not require perfect alignment.
It requires returning to center faster each time you fall out of alignment.
Leading With Honesty About Your Role
Part of leadership is knowing when you are no longer the right person to carry the company forward.
Not every founder is meant to lead through every season. Sometimes the business grows faster than your experience. Sometimes the next stage requires a different kind of operator or a different kind of calm.
This is stewardship, not failure.
The most grounded founders evaluate their ability to create value with clear eyes. They ask whether the company would be stronger with someone else at the helm. They make decisions that serve the mission, not the ego.
Stepping aside when the time is right takes courage. It protects the company, preserves your integrity, and often opens the door to the next chapter of your own growth.
Great leadership is not defined by holding a title.
It is defined by doing what gives the company its best chance to thrive.
There was a moment in my own journey when I had to face this question directly.
When Twitter moved into the photo sharing space, everything about our trajectory shifted. The board paused, reassessed the landscape, and began to question whether the next stage of the climb required a different kind of leader.
I was the founder and CEO. That did not guarantee I was the right person for the next chapter.
The board asked me to interview seasoned CEOs. People with deeper experience scaling companies through competitive pressure and rapid change. It was not easy to imagine handing the reins to someone else, but it felt important to give the company its best chance to stand on its own outside the shadow of Twitter.
Over the next few months, I met with candidates. I asked hard questions. I evaluated skills I did not yet have.
Eventually, I found someone I trusted.
He joined as a consultant and spent time inside the product, the culture, and the market. He watched how the team worked. How decisions were made. How we navigated uncertainty.
He also spent time with me. Not just as a CEO, but as a founder still learning on the job.
After completing his evaluation, he met with the board and shared his assessment. He believed I should stay in the role. He had seen enough to conclude that I could lead the company through the transition ahead.
The board agreed.
That experience taught me something essential.
Being willing to step aside did not weaken my leadership. It strengthened it. It showed the board that I was committed to the mission rather than the title. It reminded me that humility often opens doors that ego would close.
Sometimes leadership means holding on.
Sometimes it means letting go.
And sometimes, as in this case, it means being willing to do either for the sake of the company you set out to build.
Field Notes
1. Define what calm looks like for you.
How do you want your team to feel after a meeting with you?
2. Audit your information flow.
Does your team know what you know?
3. Rehearse decisions before pressure hits.
Use small stakes to build decision-making muscles.
4. Invite feedback proactively.
Make it a habit, not a surprise.
5. Protect presence.
Stillness, reflection, and breath are strategic assets, not downtime.
Lessons Learned
Leadership in uncertainty is less about control and more about composure.
It is the practice of seeing clearly when others can’t.
Standing still when others rush and reminding people that there is a way forward, even if you are still finding it.
Most teams don’t need louder leadership. They need steadier leadership.
That steadiness is built in the ordinary moments. The late nights, the unclear metrics, the tense meetings where nobody knows the answer yet.
That is where you choose presence instead of panic.
Chapter 10: Systems and Scale
Scaling a company reveals who you are. Early on, everything runs through you. Your energy, your instincts, your attention.
That works when you are small.
But as your product grows, what once felt like momentum starts to feel like chaos. You cannot keep everything in your head anymore.
There was a moment at Plixi when this stopped being theoretical.
At the time, every support email landed in a shared inbox. We had an alias set up so the whole team received every message. Whoever replied would hit “Reply All” so everyone else knew the customer had been helped.
It worked at first.
It even felt scrappy and fast.
Then the product started to take off.
The inbox turned into a firehose. Emails poured in from end users, partners, and developers across every time zone. Support never slept because the site never slept.
I try to keep my inbox at zero. One morning, I remember waking up to hundreds of unread messages and feeling the weight of it immediately. Each one was a person waiting.
That was the moment it clicked.
I couldn’t run support from my head anymore.
None of us could.
We implemented our first real system. A help desk platform with self-service tools that routed requests into a single queue, created clear ownership, and gave customers visibility into the status of their issues.
The impact was immediate.
Inboxes cleared.
Work stopped disappearing.
Support shifted from constant reaction to planned rotation.
It was the first time I felt what a real system does.
It saved us from drowning.
Amazon operates support at a completely different scale, but the principle is the same. Systems protect focus by making problems visible and manageable instead of personal.
That is when the deeper truth becomes obvious.
You cannot solve every problem personally.
You cannot rely on improvisation forever.
Growth demands systems.
Not to replace creativity, but to protect it.
What Got You Here Won’t Get You There
The habits that help you survive the early stage, like speed, intuition, and improvisation, can become liabilities at scale.
At first, you can run on adrenaline. You sprint, pivot, and problem-solve on instinct. But as more people join, the system starts to bend under its own weight.
What you need is structure, not more effort.
Structure doesn’t mean bureaucracy.
It means clarity and designing your company so that excellence can happen without constant supervision.
Systems Let You Stay Human
When you build systems well, they don’t stifle creativity. They free it.
A good system removes mental load.
It eliminates repetitive work.
And it keeps the company aligned when you are not in the room.
Systems don’t replace judgment. They protect it.
They allow you to focus on strategy, culture, and product evolution, the things that actually need your attention.
Scaling without systems is like building without a foundation.
It looks impressive until the foundation shifts.
The Foundation: Rhythm and Visibility
Every growing company needs rhythm, consistent and predictable beats that align communication and action.
Here’s a simple cadence that works for most teams:
	Daily Updates: Written check-ins or Slack standups. 
	Weekly Team Syncs: Focused on priorities, blockers, and decisions. 
	Monthly Reflection: Review metrics and learnings. 
	Quarterly Planning: Align strategy, goals, and resets. 


This rhythm reduces guesswork.
People know when they will be heard.
They know how information flows.
They know when decisions get made.
Our first real rhythm at Plixi grew out of pure necessity.
Early on, we ran on fast ideas and late-night energy. Someone would think of an improvement, sketch it out, and we would jump straight into building.
It worked.
Until it didn’t.
We found ourselves rewriting things. Redoing work. Discovering that two people had built different interpretations of the same idea.
So we slowed down.
We introduced a weekly product session.
Every new idea had to pass through a simple but powerful process. We met in a small conference room with mockups, requirement documents, and a whiteboard. We broke each idea into smaller pieces from both an engineering and product perspective.
We turned big ideas into small tasks.
That cadence slowed us down just enough to create clarity. The chaos became repeatable progress.
That rhythm became the backbone of how we shipped.
Every feature.
Every API call.
Every update.
Each one followed the same sequence: scope, estimate, break down, assign, build, review.
Alignment replaced guesswork. Wasted work dropped dramatically.
At Amazon, I saw the same principle applied at scale.
PRFAQs created a shared rhythm for thinking before building. Work moved forward with fewer surprises because clarity was established early and revisited often.
Different company.
Same truth.
Rhythm is the structure that keeps alignment intact.
Visibility is what keeps them empowered.
Pair rhythm with visibility through shared dashboards, progress documents, and public notes.
When information is visible, decisions become easier.
Meetings become shorter.
And teams move with confidence instead of confusion.
The Three Layers of Systems
As you scale, you need three simple systems working together to keep the company clear, fast, and human.
	Operating System: How decisions, communication, and alignment happen. 
	Product System: How you build, ship, and learn from users. 
	People System: How you hire, develop, and support your team. 


If any of these break, growth stalls.
They don’t need to be heavy. They need to be clear.
1. Operating System: Clarity and Flow
As teams grow, the biggest risk is information debt, when context gets lost faster than it is created.
To prevent it:
	Centralize decisions and documentation. 
	Use async tools (Notion, Linear, Loom, Slack) to share updates instead of meetings. 
	Write decisions down. Clarity compounds through writing. 


If communication feels chaotic, slow down.
Speed without direction is just motion.
2. Product System: The Feedback Engine
A scaling company needs a clear way to turn learning into product change.
Here’s a simple loop:
	Data to insight. 
	Insight to decision. 
	Decision to build. 
	Build to measure. 
	Measure to share. 


Keep this loop visible to everyone.
Your engineers should understand the customer story behind the feature.
Your designers should know the metrics that guide their work.
A shared loop prevents silos.
It turns learning into habit.
3. People System: Growth Without Burnout
As headcount grows, communication lines multiply. Without structure, confusion scales faster than impact.
Create lightweight systems that support your people:
	Clear roles and expectations: Everyone should know their lane and their growth path. 
	Performance check-ins: Regular feedback prevents surprises. 
	One-on-ones that matter: Talk about energy, not just output. 
	Hiring checklists: Protect culture by systematizing values-based interviews. 


Your people system determines whether scale feels sustainable or crushing.
When Systems Reveal Themselves
As your product grows, some systems are designed intentionally. Others only reveal themselves when the stakes rise high enough.
You think you are chasing a partnership or solving a technical problem. Then you realize you are actually building a scalable pattern.
These moments matter because they show you what your organization is capable of when clarity, process, and alignment finally snap into place.
I saw this most clearly at Amazon during a partnership I explored with Yahoo Mail.
Yahoo had hundreds of millions of monthly active users. If we could integrate Amazon Photos and file storage into its workflow, the growth impact would be enormous.
There was no introduction.
No warm lead.
No obvious path.
So I reached out cold.
What followed were months of coordination across legal, tax, finance, business development, engineering, and design teams. Every meeting surfaced a new dependency, a new rule, or a new part of the system that required alignment.
We mapped the full customer journey.
We modeled multi-year projections.
We built workflows that touched authentication, storage, account provisioning, and support.
At some point, it became clear that this was no longer a deal.
It was a system.
And once the pieces aligned, we launched. The impact showed up quickly. Yahoo Mail became one of our largest customer drivers.
But the deeper value wasn’t the spike. It was the blueprint.
The documents, cross-team processes, and approval paths we created became templates for future partnerships. What once felt like a one-off effort turned into a repeatable motion.
This is how scale actually happens.
Not through heroic effort, but through moments when a win becomes a pattern instead of an exception.
Systems reveal themselves when complexity demands coordination. Your job is to recognize the pattern and turn it into something repeatable.
Build Playbooks, Not Bureaucracy
As teams grow, consistency matters more than control.
You do not need rules for every situation.
You need shared understanding for the situations that repeat.
That is what a playbook is for.
Playbooks capture how you do things when it matters. They reduce friction, preserve judgment, and prevent teams from relearning the same lessons under pressure.
Looking back, those early Plixi scoping sessions were our first real playbooks.
We did not call them that at the time. But anytime a feature broke or a pattern repeated, we updated how we planned and executed. We captured what worked in a simple shared document so no one had to relearn it from scratch.
It was light.
It was fast.
And it was always evolving.
That small discipline let us scale the quality of our decisions without scaling the stress.
The same pattern showed up again when we started forming partnerships.
Early on, I spent weeks closing a deal with the top developer in the Twitter ecosystem. We worked through which apps made sense, how incentives should work, how integration would happen, and how revenue would flow. When the partnership launched and photos started moving through their app, growth followed.
It was successful.
But the success lived entirely in my head.
If we wanted to repeat it, I could not be the bottleneck. So I turned the entire process into a playbook for our business development team.
I wrote down the criteria a partner had to meet.
The type of app.
The size and engagement of their user base.
How closely their users’ behavior aligned with ours.
I documented how to find them.
Where to look.
How to separate real traction from noise.
I captured how to reach them.
How to find the right contact.
An example outreach email that explained the value clearly and simply.
I defined the incentive model.
How much we could pay per photo upload.
What made the economics work.
Where the limits were.
I included integration guidelines so engineering did not have to reinvent decisions.
A standard legal agreement.
Clear steps to get partners into our accounting system.
Monthly reporting procedures so nothing was ambiguous.
What started as a one-off win became repeatable.
Business development no longer relied on intuition or heroics. Partnerships moved faster. Integrations became smoother. Distribution scaled without chaos.
That playbook did not slow us down.
It freed us up.
What I learned from that experience is simple.
Playbooks help create continuity, not bureaucracy.
A good playbook is a living document. It captures your best practices, principles, and decisions in motion. It doesn’t need to be fancy. A few shared pages in Google Docs are enough.
Every time something breaks, document the fix.
Every time a pattern repeats, write it down.
Before you know it, you have a playbook.
That is how small teams become scalable organizations without losing agility.
Systems create consistent, repeatable behavior.
Metrics That Matter
As you scale, data starts to flood in.
You’ll be tempted to measure everything. Don’t.
Focus on a few key metrics that reflect real progress:
	User Retention: Are people coming back? 
	Referral Rate: Are they telling others? 
	Revenue Efficiency: Is growth sustainable? 
	Team Health: Are people energized, not exhausted? 


Everything else is noise unless it serves one of those signals.
Protect Simplicity
Growth often brings complexity disguised as progress.
New dashboards, new tools, new layers of management.
But complexity kills momentum.
Ask regularly:
	Can this process be simplified? 
	Is this meeting still necessary? 
	Does this metric still matter? 


If not, remove it.
Scaling is about refining, not adding.
Simple scales. Complex breaks.
Simplicity is a discipline.
Keep it simple. Then keep it that way.
Founder as System Designer
As a founder, you eventually stop being the builder of products and become the builder of systems.
Your job shifts from doing the work to designing how work happens.
You’ll still get your hands dirty, but your leverage now comes from enabling others to perform at their best.
That requires letting go of control, but not of standards.
You move from direct creation to indirect creation.
From sprinting to conducting.
From intensity to rhythm.
That is the evolution from founder to leader.
When to Add Layers
Don’t add roles, processes, or tools just because others do.
Add them when pain demands it.
A good rule of thumb:
If something breaks twice, systemize it.
But systemize the problem, not the symptom.
For example:
If onboarding new users is chaotic, fix the onboarding process, not by hiring more people to patch the chaos.
Systems exist to reduce friction, not to hide it.
Scaling Without Losing Soul
Growth should amplify what makes your company special, not erode it.
As you scale, get ruthless about what stays human and what gets automated.
Ask yourself:
	What part of our culture must never change? 
	What behaviors do we protect even when we are under pressure? 
	What is non-negotiable, even if it slows us down? 


Preserve those.
Automate everything else.
At Plixi, even as the platform scaled and the developer ecosystem grew, I kept answering early partner emails myself because that direct feedback loop was part of the product, not a support task. It kept me close to the customer and helped drive our product roadmap.
Scale is getting more precise about what you are, not just getting bigger.
The Founder’s Internal System
Just as your company needs rhythm, so do you.
Establish your own personal operating system:
	Weekly review of goals, metrics, and learnings. 
	Daily reflection or journaling to clear your head. 
	Physical and mental resets to sustain energy. 


A scattered founder creates a scattered company.
Your internal rhythm is mirrored by your team.
When you operate calmly and consistently, scale becomes manageable and even graceful.
Field Notes
1. Document one process this week.
Anything you repeat twice, write it down.
2. Create a visible company rhythm.
Decide when updates, syncs, and reflections happen and stick to it.
3. Define your core metrics.
No more than five. Everyone should know them.
4. Simplify one system per month.
Complexity creeps in quietly. Prune often.
5. Protect culture in code.
Bake your values into onboarding, meetings, and decisions.
Lessons Learned
The secret to scaling is design, not intensity.
You don’t grow by doing more.
You grow by doing better, together, repeatedly.
Systems are how creativity survives growth.
They keep the mission clear when momentum accelerates.
Scale doesn’t have to mean chaos.
It can mean clarity at a higher resolution.
That is what real growth feels like.
Part III: The Continuous Journey
Chapter 11: Growing Without Losing the Center
Growth changes everything, especially you.
It tests your patience, values, boundaries, and clarity, magnifying both your strengths and your blind spots as momentum accelerates.
You start saying yes to more opportunities, more meetings, more people, more everything.
And in the process, it is easy to drift from the very principles that got you here.
Real growth is about alignment, not expansion.
Staying connected to your center even as everything accelerates.
Growth as Reflection, Not Reward
Most founders imagine growth as a prize.
The validation that their idea was right.
But growth is a mirror, not a reward.
It reflects what is working and what isn’t, reveals whether your product has substance or just velocity, and shows you whether your culture is grounded or fragile.
Growth amplifies problems.
It does not fix them.
If communication is unclear, growth multiplies confusion.
If priorities are fuzzy, growth spreads chaos faster.
If values are inconsistent, growth magnifies hypocrisy.
I saw this firsthand at Plixi.
In the early days, our systems looked fine. Requests flowed. Pages loaded. The platform felt stable. But that stability was an illusion created by low traffic.
As usage grew, everything changed.
More photos meant more reads.
More sharing meant more writes.
More integrations meant longer queues.
Traffic did not create the problems.
It exposed them.
Our database bottlenecks, request queueing issues, and infrastructure limits only appeared because people were actually using the product. Growth took what was hidden and put it under a spotlight. Every architectural shortcut, every assumption, every unresolved decision was suddenly visible.
The same pattern shows up everywhere.
Growth reveals weak systems, unclear ownership, and cultural cracks you could ignore when things were small.
That is why growth should never be chased blindly.
Before you accelerate, be honest about what growth will expose.
Growth doesn’t improve what is broken.
It amplifies whatever already exists.
And what it amplifies is what you have already built.
The Weight of Success
After the first wave of growth, you will notice a strange shift.
In the early days, your biggest fear is failure.
After success, your biggest fear becomes losing it.
You go from scrappy to careful.
From hungry to cautious.
From taking risks to protecting what already works.
That is when stagnation creeps in. It is disguised as responsibility.
The companies that endure don’t protect their past.
They build from their present.
You can honor what got you here without becoming loyal to it.
I experienced this firsthand at Plixi.
After our initial surge of growth, we became more conservative in our decisions. We optimized for not breaking what was already working. When new ideas surfaced, we filtered them through a lens of risk rather than possibility.
At one point, we debated two directions. One was to build a playful, filter-driven photo app inspired by the early rise of Instagram. The other was to invest in a more technically ambitious location-based photo sharing experience.
We chose the path that felt safer to us at the time. It was more complex, more defensible, and further from what competitors were already doing.
In hindsight, that choice revealed something important.
The filter-based approach felt obvious because millions of people already understood it. It lowered the learning curve and leaned into behavior users had already embraced. The option we labeled as risky was actually familiar and aligned with where user expression was moving.
We didn’t make the wrong decision because of poor analysis.
We made it because success had quietly shifted our instincts.
We were no longer asking, what would users love most.
We were asking, what is least likely to jeopardize what we’ve built.
That is the subtle weight of success.
It changes the questions you ask before you notice the shift.
And if you are not careful, it slowly replaces curiosity with caution.
Expansion Without Exhaustion
You can grow without burning out, but it has to be intentional.
As a company scales, the outside expands fast.
More users, revenue, and reach.
At the same time, the inside has to expand too.
Your maturity, judgment, and ability to stay present.
When the company grows faster than the person leading it, stress shows up in predictable places. Decisions get reactive. Communication gets sloppy. Small issues start to feel louder than they should.
The goal is to keep those two forms of growth moving together. When they stay aligned, the work feels demanding but sustainable.
I learned this at Plixi in a small, unglamorous way.
Most nights ended late, and my brain kept spinning even after I left the office. I started bringing books on leadership, product, and decision-making into the jacuzzi, not to squeeze more work out of the day, but to reset while I kept learning. On runs, I listened to business books on Audible and let the miles create enough space to think.
Those habits weren’t about doing more. They were how I stayed steady enough to keep making good decisions as everything sped up.
As your company expands, keep expanding your capacity.
Read. Reflect. Delegate sooner than you think you should.
Protect the rituals that bring you back to yourself.
Every company eventually runs into the emotional limits of its leadership.
Raise that ceiling by growing from the inside while the outside grows too.
Protecting Clarity
As headcount grows, clarity becomes fragile.
Everyone sees a slightly different version of the vision.
Meetings multiply.
Information fragments.
Small misunderstandings start compounding into real misalignment.
Protect clarity at all costs.
Write down the mission in plain language.
Repeat it until you are tired of hearing it.
Then repeat it again.
Clarity is an act of kindness.
Repetition is how leadership holds.
I learned this lesson at Lockerz.
We were the first of several acquisitions the company completed, and as the organization grew into the hundreds, clarity quietly eroded. Meetings filled the calendar. Decisions required pulling context from multiple teams. Critical information lived inside people’s heads instead of in shared systems.
Progress depended on knowing who to ask, not where to look.
Days were spent stitching together fragments from different groups, each led by someone who held a piece of the picture. By the time alignment emerged, the workday was gone. Actual product work happened after hours, late at night, once the noise finally settled.
The problem wasn’t effort.
It was the absence of a single source of truth.
The company didn’t lack talent or intent.
It lacked shared clarity.
A single, well-maintained place for decisions, priorities, and direction would have saved hundreds of hours and countless small frustrations. Instead, tribal knowledge became the operating system.
That experience stayed with me.
As teams grow, clarity doesn’t survive by default.
It has to be designed, documented, and reinforced.
If you don’t make clarity explicit, confusion will fill the gap.
The Temptation to Chase More
At scale, opportunities flood in.
Partnerships.
Press.
Funding.
Speaking invitations.
Side projects.
It feels flattering.
But most founders do not fail from starvation.
They fail from indigestion.
You can’t do everything.
And you shouldn’t try.
The art of sustained growth is learning what to say no to, even when the opportunity looks exciting.
A simple filter helps:
Will this create momentum or distraction?
If it doesn’t move you closer to your mission, it is noise.
I learned this lesson the hard way at Plixi.
At the time, we were running basic Google Ads to help cover costs. They worked, but they were not great. There was limited context, and the ads were often irrelevant.
Then a well-known advertising agency in Los Angeles reached out. They wanted to represent us. They had relationships with major brands we couldn’t reach on our own.
It felt like a breakthrough.
The team was impressed.
Our investors were impressed.
And if I’m honest, I was too.
We signed a year-long contract.
At first, the results looked promising. Revenue increased. New advertisers appeared. It felt like progress.
Then everything changed.
Almost overnight, our clean photo pages became cluttered. Ads everywhere. Load times slowed. The simplicity we had worked so hard to protect disappeared.
Users noticed.
We noticed.
And because we were under contract, there wasn’t much we could do.
What started as a partnership became a drain.
It pulled energy from the product.
From the team.
From me.
Six months in, the agency missed a payment. That gave us the legal opening we needed to exit the deal.
Our CTO removed the last lines of their code.
The pages returned to normal.
And so did my focus.
That experience taught me something I have never forgotten.
Looking impressive isn’t the same as being aligned.
Anything that distracts from your mission becomes a tax on your energy.
Culture Is a Living System
Culture doesn’t freeze at 10 people, 100, or 1,000.
It evolves every day, whether you guide it or not.
As you grow, new people will join who never met the early team.
They will not know the origin story unless you tell it.
They will not know what your values look like in practice unless you show them.
Culture is behavior under pressure, not slogans on a wall.
When things get hard, culture shows up in small moments.
Keep returning to your core principles:
	How do we treat people when things get hard? 
	How do we make decisions when data is unavailable? 
	What is our definition of success beyond metrics? 


Culture rarely breaks under growth.
It breaks when no one is paying attention.
When I joined Amazon, I felt the weight of the culture immediately.
The Leadership Principles were not decorative.
They were tools, expectations, and sometimes guardrails to help make decisions.
One principle shaped me more than any other.
Have Backbone. Disagree and Commit.
In product meetings, we spent hours reviewing PRFAQs, debating strategy, and testing ideas.
Not every idea deserved to move forward.
Some lacked focus.
Some pulled attention away from what mattered.
Some were simply wrong.
When something felt off, I spoke up.
I backed my conviction with data when I had it.
With judgment when I did not.
The environment felt like a disciplined debate.
You learned to challenge ideas without attacking people.
You learned to stand your ground without making it personal.
The Amazon Photos team was recovering from a very public failed launch.
Clarity mattered more than comfort.
During that period, I spoke up more than was comfortable.
My input was not always accepted.
But it was always heard.
And once a decision was made, I committed fully, even when it was not my idea.
That balance shaped me.
Backbone paired with commitment.
It taught me that staying centered does not mean staying silent.
It means bringing your full perspective to the table.
And once the choice is made, supporting the team completely.
That is how culture stays alive.
The Rhythm of Reflection
The faster your company grows, the more deliberate your pauses must become.
Growth pulls you outward.
Reflection brings you back inward.
Build rhythm into your leadership:
	Weekly review: What worked, what didn’t, what changed. 
	Monthly pulse: How is the team’s energy? What are we learning? 
	Quarterly reset: Are we still building what matters? 


Reflection keeps you from drifting. It is not a luxury.
And for me, reflection often showed up in motion.
During the fastest months of Plixi’s growth, the thing that kept me grounded had nothing to do with business.
It was running.
Every day, I left the office for a three- or five-mile loop.
No meetings.
No inbox.
No product issues.
Just breath, rhythm, and space to think.
Running gave my mind space to process decisions and strip away urgency. It helped me hold both the highs and the lows without being pulled too far by either.
I carried that habit into Amazon and still rely on it today. Daily runs around South Lake Union and along the Burke-Gilman Trail became part of how I stayed centered while everything accelerated.
Growth pulls you outward.
Ritual pulls you back inward.
In a world that accelerates constantly, those miles became my anchor. They kept me centered enough to move forward without losing myself in the speed.
The only way to keep your center is to return to it, again and again.
Don’t Confuse Urgency With Importance
As teams expand, everything starts to feel urgent.
But urgency and importance are rarely the same.
Urgency screams.
Importance tends to whisper.
Urgency lives in notifications.
Importance lives in the quiet work that actually moves the mission forward.
If you spend your days reacting, your company starts reacting too.
Protect long, uninterrupted time for thinking.
It is the rarest resource you have.
Success Is a Stress Test
Growth introduces new stressors, not always financial, but emotional.
You’ll have more visibility, more responsibility, and more people relying on you.
Some days that will feel empowering.
Other days it will feel heavy.
That is why it is essential to keep perspective.
Don’t mistake external attention for internal validation.
Don’t let praise from others replace your own sense of purpose.
Success doesn’t change who you are.
It makes whatever you already are easier to hear.
Use it wisely.
Growing the People Who Grow the Company
Eventually, your impact as a leader is measured less by what you build yourself and more by who grows because of you.
Titles fade. Products evolve. Companies change shape.
What lasts is the people.
Mentorship is about creating space for others to find their own right answers. Sharing context. Offering perspective. Letting someone borrow your confidence until they build their own.
Give people responsibility slightly before they feel ready.
Trust them with decisions that matter.
Let them learn in motion, the same way you did.
I continue to do this work with founders today. One-on-one conversations. Quiet guidance. Helping people see their situation more clearly than they could alone.
This book is one way I scale that mentorship beyond a single conversation.
The ultimate test of leadership is whether the system continues to thrive when you are no longer at the center of it, not whether you are needed.
That is how impact compounds.
Recalibrate Often
Every stage of growth demands a different version of you.
The scrappy founder who thrived in the first year might need to evolve into a systems designer by year three, and a strategic communicator by year five.
That is evolution, not identity drift.
Revisit your role every six months.
Ask: What does the company need from me now?
If the answer feels uncomfortable, you are probably growing in the right direction.
Staying Rooted in Why
As scale builds, simplicity fades.
It is easy to lose sight of why you started in the first place.
Go back to your original spark, the problem that wouldn’t leave you alone, the curiosity that pulled you in.
That is your anchor.
When pressure mounts, return to that clarity.
It is the compass that cuts through noise, fatigue, and distraction.
Your original motivation becomes the force that keeps you grounded.
Don’t let growth pull you out of orbit.
Remembering to Enjoy the Climb
Companies grow through discipline and execution.
But they come alive through joy.
Work moves faster when the environment feels light.
Creativity expands when people feel safe enough to play.
Even the most serious missions benefit from moments of laughter and connection.
Make room for that.
Take your team to lunch.
Celebrate small wins.
Share a walk after a long meeting.
Let people breathe.
Sustained performance requires regular pockets of joy.
At Plixi, we built this intentionally.
The office became a place people wanted to be.
We ordered lunch for the entire team every day.
The kitchen stayed fully stocked with drinks and snacks.
A refrigerator filled with Naked Juice was replenished weekly.
A ping-pong table sat in the middle of the floor and was used constantly.
We played tennis at the courts in our business park.
We walked together around the block to think through product ideas or untangle engineering problems.
Those moments weren’t distractions.
They were connection.
They were the glue.
Fun is fuel, whether you are a startup or a company the size of Amazon.
When people enjoy being together, when they feel a sense of play alongside the pressure, the work becomes more human and the culture becomes more resilient.
A company without fun becomes a company without imagination.
Growth lasts longer when the culture feels alive.
Field Notes
1. Reconnect to your why.
Write it down again. Does it still feel true?
2. Schedule reflection.
Put thinking time on your calendar like a meeting.
3. Simplify constantly.
Growth adds complexity. Keep pruning.
4. Say no more often.
Treat focus as a finite resource.
5. Invest in people, not hype.
The team that grows with you becomes your real legacy.
Lessons Learned
Intentional growth does not pull you off balance. It tests your balance.
The challenge is to stay centered while everything changes around you, not to stay the same.
Build.
Refine.
Return to what matters.
That is how you grow without losing your footing.
Chapter 12: The Long Game
The real test of a founder is not how fast they start.
But whether they learn how to last.
The long game is a marathon, not a sprint.
The mountain only yields to pacing.
Endurance is learned over time.
The long game is building in a way that compounds without consuming you, not constant growth or endless ambition.
You cannot play the long game if you burn out halfway through.
You have to design for longevity in your product, your culture, and yourself.
Time as a Teacher
Speed feels like progress early on.
You try to do everything faster.
Shipping, growing, and raising capital.
For a while, speed works. Until it doesn’t.
Time teaches a different lesson.
Not everything important happens quickly.
Often, it is better to slow down.
Some things only appear after you stay with the work long enough to see the full cycle.
At Plixi, I measured nearly everything by speed. How fast I could ship product. How quickly I could sign partnerships. How rapidly users grew. Even how efficiently I could raise capital. Momentum was the scorecard.
After our first major investment, I flew to Silicon Valley to raise the next round. For weeks, I moved through a blur of conference rooms, pitch decks, demos, and familiar questions. Each meeting felt urgent. Each decision felt like it needed to be made immediately.
By the end of the process, we had two offers.
One came with prestige and complexity.
The other came with simplicity and clarity.
At that stage, the business did not need sophistication.
It needed focus.
So I chose the path that fit what we were building, not the one that looked best from the outside.
What mattered more than the outcome was how I moved through the process. I stayed respectful. I kept relationships intact. I followed up. I shared updates. I treated every conversation as something that might matter later, not just in the moment.
That patience paid off in ways I could not see at the time. The relationships outlasted the deal. When the business eventually needed a next chapter, those connections resurfaced naturally.
Looking back, the most important lessons didn’t come from speed.
They came from duration.
Time humbles every founder.
It reveals what compounds and what fades.
It shifts the scorecard from metrics to maturity.
If you stay in the work long enough, you begin to realize that the real measure of progress isn’t how fast you move, but how well you choose once the noise settles.
That is what time teaches, if you are paying attention.
What Endures
Trends come and go.
Platforms rise and fall.
Technologies evolve faster than we can predict.
But some things don’t change.
People still crave meaning.
Trust still compounds slowly.
Simplicity still wins over noise.
Integrity still scales better than taking shortcuts.
Principles outlast tactics.
Companies built on them outlive any platform.
The Maturity of Perspective
When you build for long enough, something changes.
Over time, the questions change.
Perfection gives way to clarity.
Getting ahead becomes less interesting than staying aligned with what feels meaningful.
You realize that success without peace isn’t success at all.
And that growth is hollow if it costs your health, your family, or your sense of purpose.
The long game is about learning to hold both ambition and balance at the same time, not choosing between them.
Early in my founder journey, I believed real builders got things right on the first try. Failure felt like proof that you were not good enough. The only acceptable growth trajectory was up and to the right.
Working at Amazon dismantled that belief.
I watched major initiatives launch with confidence, struggle in the real world, and in some cases shut down entirely. Products that had years of effort behind them. Teams that had done everything “right” still learned the hard way.
The most visible example was the Fire Phone.
From the outside, it looked like a carefully orchestrated moment. A polished launch. Big expectations. Inside the company, when it failed to resonate, it was not treated as a career-ending mistake. It was treated as a costly lesson.
What mattered was what happened next.
Many of the same people went on to build other products. Some contributed to Alexa and Echo. Others worked on entirely new experiences. I later joined efforts like Amazon Go, including work during the pandemic on contactless drive-through flows that responded to a world changing in real time.
Those successes were not accidents. They were built on muscles developed through earlier failures.
That is when the long game clicked for me.
Progress is not a streak of uninterrupted wins.
It is a portfolio of experiments.
Some work.
Some do not.
What matters is whether you keep learning long enough for your judgment to outlast any single product or launch.
Being inside a culture that absorbed public failure without panic reshaped how I approached risk as a founder. I stopped asking, “What if this fails and ruins everything?” and started asking, “What will this teach me even if it fails?”
The fear never disappears.
But it stops running the show.
That shift is maturity, not giving up.
And it is one of the quiet rewards of staying in the work long enough for perspective to catch up with ambition.
Building for Decades, Not Launches
The founders I admire most don’t think in quarters.
They think in decades.
They don’t chase trends but build foundations that last.
They create products that still matter years later because they were solving problems that mattered long before anyone noticed them.
These founders stay curious when others get comfortable, keep improving systems when others stop seeing the cracks, and measure progress by depth, not just reach.
I didn’t learn to think this way on my own.
I grew up watching my parents run small businesses. They never talked about the long game or compounding, but that is exactly how they lived. Early mornings. Late nights. Familiar customers returning year after year. They were not building toward an exit. They were building toward trust.
Doing right by people was not a tactic.
It was a steady strategy.
Later, in college, I met a professor who led a capstone program pairing students with real companies. He pushed me to question assumptions, challenged my thinking, and treated small projects as preparation for something larger. At the time, it felt demanding. Looking back, it was formative.
After I graduated, he kept inviting me back to speak to his entrepreneurship classes. Each visit reminded me of something important. The real value of a career is not a single launch or a single win. It is the ripple effect that comes from staying in the game long enough for your experience to help someone else begin their climb.
Those early examples shaped how I see the work of a founder.
You’re not just building a product.
You’re building a body of work and a reputation that compounds over time.
That perspective changes how you make decisions. It pulls you out of urgency and into something steadier. Something more durable.
Playing the long game means thinking in seasons, not sprints.
Compound Trust
The most underrated compounding force in business is trust.
Trust with your customers.
Trust with your team.
Trust with your partners.
It takes years to earn and seconds to lose.
Every honest conversation, every fulfilled promise, every transparent decision adds to a shared reservoir. When hard times come, and they always do, that reservoir is what carries you through.
Trust is the currency of endurance.
You learn this most clearly in moments of friction, not moments of ease.
I saw this firsthand while preparing to launch the public API for Amazon Photos. The debut was scheduled for a major company event. Everything had to work at once.
Cloud Services needed to scale correctly.
Login with Amazon needed to authenticate new accounts.
The Developer Portal needed clean onboarding.
Marketing needed accurate pages.
Third-party partners needed stable integration points.
None of it aligned cleanly.
Dependencies slipped.
Security reviews surfaced late issues.
Marketing pages broke.
Account creation flows needed safeguards.
Every step forward required multiple sideways adjustments.
In the middle of it all were people. Engineers, marketing managers, security teams, operations teams, partners. Each carrying pressure from their own deadlines and commitments.
For months, my real job as a product manager was not pushing the launch forward.
It was holding trust together.
Some days that meant patience.
Other days it meant pressure.
I had to raise issues without assigning blame.
Push decisions without eroding confidence.
Protect relationships while protecting the customer experience.
Trust became the glue.
Teams delivered what they committed to.
Concerns raised early were handled fast.
Setbacks were communicated, not hidden, because we were aiming at the same horizon.
“Earns Trust” is one of the Amazon Leadership Principles, and it is the one I leaned on most because without it, nothing moves.
We eventually launched. Developers adopted the API. Press coverage was strong. The metrics were solid.
But the deeper outcome was invisible.
The relationships strengthened under pressure became the foundation for every project that followed. The reservoir had grown.
The real lesson was not how to coordinate a complex launch.
It was how to lead through friction without losing the trust of the people around you.
Trust does not grow when everything is smooth.
It grows when you navigate difficulty with clarity, honesty, and steadiness.
And when it compounds, it becomes one of the most powerful forces in the long game of building anything that lasts.
The Myth of the Next Big Thing
After every exit or milestone, there is a quiet moment when you ask, “What is next?”
It is easy to chase another mountain just because you have learned how to climb.
But another mountain isn’t always the answer.
At times the long game means deepening what you’ve already built.
Sometimes it means mentoring or volunteering instead of starting again.
Sometimes it means building smaller, wiser, slower, but more honestly.
Ambition evolves with perspective.
It stops being about scale and starts being about substance.
The Second Mountain
There comes a point in every builder’s life where the goal shifts.
The first mountain is about achievement, proving you can build. 
The second mountain is about meaning, proving you can build something that matters.
The first mountain gives you skills.
The second gives you wisdom.
The long game is the climb between them.
That is where identity transforms into purpose.
What I Learned From Letting Go
Every chapter of building asks something different from you.
Holding on too long can be just as limiting as giving up too early.
Growth requires knowing when to carry the weight and when to set it down.
When I sold my startup, I expected relief.
After Plixi was acquired by Lockerz, a social commerce company in Seattle, the first month felt less like an ending and more like a continuation. We were still working from the same office in San Diego. The team was intact. The product was live. Only the logo on the paycheck had changed.
For the first time in years, I walked into work wearing a single hat.
No payroll. No legal contracts. No fundraising. No investor updates.
My job was simple. Build a great product and grow usage.
The lightness was real.
I spent mornings deep in the product. Sketching flows. Reviewing designs. Talking with engineers about what we could ship next instead of what bill was due next. Over the following months, we kept releasing features. Monthly active users grew from 30 million to 45 million. The developer ecosystem expanded. We mapped the plan to fully integrate Plixi into Lockerz.
On paper, everything was working.
Then the quiet arrived.
About six months after the acquisition, I stayed late one evening. There were no urgent calls. No looming decisions. No crisis demanding attention. The integration was nearly complete. The product was stable.
Sitting alone in my car in a dark parking lot, I realized something had changed.
I was no longer building something that was fully mine.
The pressure that had driven me for years was gone, and underneath it was an unexpected emptiness. Not failure. Not regret. Just the recognition that a chapter of identity had ended.
Founder.
Owner.
The person whose name was on the incorporation papers.
That version of me was done.
Letting go was not a clean emotional exit. It was a gradual understanding that the company would eventually move on without me, and that this was both right and disorienting.
It took time to see it clearly.
Letting go is a necessary evolution, not loss.
You cannot begin the next chapter while gripping the last one. Knowing when to hold, when to grow, and when to release is part of the long game.
Every ending, handled with integrity, becomes a foundation for something deeper.
Redefining Success
Early on, success is easy to define. It looks like momentum. Growth. Numbers moving in the right direction.
That definition works at the beginning. It gives you something concrete to chase and a way to know if you are making progress. But it rarely survives scale unchanged.
I learned this at Plixi.
At the time, I measured progress in milestones.
Ten thousand users.
Then one hundred thousand.
Then one million.
Then five million.
Each number felt like proof that we were doing something right.
Once we passed those thresholds, the flywheels we had built began feeding each other. Growth compounded. The system carried more of the load.
Something unexpected happened around that time.
I got pieces of my life back.
For the first time in years, weekends were not consumed entirely by firefighting. I could spend real time with family and friends. I could do things simply because they were enjoyable, not because they moved the company forward.
On paper, that looked like success.
But scale did not remove difficulty. It changed its shape.
The problems became heavier. The decisions carried wider consequences. We were navigating challenges no one on the team had ever faced before. Rocket-ship growth was new territory for all of us, and it demanded a different kind of presence and judgment.
That period forced me to confront a deeper question.
What was all this growth actually for?
That question is what changed how I define success going forward.
Companies as Living Systems
Companies are living systems made of people, emotion, and energy.
They grow, adapt, and change.
They need rest and reflection just like people do.
Treat your company like a living system, not a machine.
Feed it wisely.
Protect it from noise.
Give it clear purpose and enough oxygen to breathe.
When you care for it as a living system, it thrives longer than you do.
That is what lasts.
Longevity Over Winning
Early in a career, it is easy to treat building like a competition.
Who is ahead, growing faster, and getting attention.
That mindset is understandable.
It just does not last.
The work that endures is about staying capable, not chasing wins.
Capable of learning when the environment shifts, adjusting when certainty disappears, and continuing when the easy momentum fades.
Companies break when the work becomes about proving something.
They last when the work becomes about contributing something.
Longevity is an active choice to keep showing up with curiosity instead of ego.
To keep serving even when the spotlight moves on, and refining the craft long after the novelty wears off.
There is no finish line waiting at the end, only the work evolving as you do.
When you stop chasing the idea of winning, something steadier takes its place.
Clarity.
Sustainability.
A sense that the work itself is worth continuing.
That is what makes a career resilient and allows a company to matter longer than a moment.
Field Notes
1. Think in decades.
What problem will still matter ten years from now? Build for that.
2. Protect integrity.
Reputation is trust compounded over time. Guard it.
3. Rest as strategy.
You can’t play long-term if you live in constant depletion.
4. Mentor someone.
Pass the lessons you’ve earned to the next builder.
5. Revisit your definition of enough.
If you don’t define it, the world will define it for you.
Lessons Learned
Playing the long game means slowing down enough to see clearly before you act.
It means building what lasts instead of chasing what happens to be trending.
And treating time as a partner, not an opponent.
In the beginning, you measure your impact by what you create.
In the long game, you measure it by what remains when you are gone.
Chapter 13: Staying Human in a Machine World
We’re living in a time when machines can think, create, and communicate faster than people.
What once took months of effort now takes minutes of computation. Sometimes seconds.
That still feels unreal to me.
Technology has collapsed the distance between imagination and execution. An idea no longer needs a large team, a long runway, or even much patience to come to life. You can build, test, ship, and iterate before lunch.
That collapse changes the game. It also creates a new temptation.
The upside is obvious. Small teams can now do things that once required entire organizations.
The risk is losing the plot. We can move so fast that we forget why we’re building in the first place, or who is on the other side of what we ship.
The real question for founders isn’t whether machines will get smarter. That part is already settled.
The question is how we stay human alongside them.
This is something I’ve been thinking about since my time at Amazon, working closely with artificial intelligence and machine learning systems. I’ve seen how powerful these tools can be, and how quickly they can dull judgment and push responsibility out of view.
This shift changes how decisions get made. It also makes it easier to hide who owns the outcome.
The Shift We’re Living Through
Every generation faces a defining technological change.
In the 1990s, it was the internet. In the early 2000s, it was the mobile phone. Each wave reshaped how we communicated, how businesses formed, and how power accumulated.
This shift is different because the technology itself is intelligence.
For decades, we taught computers how to see, hear, and understand. Now they are learning how to decide. The tools that once served us as instruments have become collaborators. They write copy, design interfaces, forecast outcomes, and recommend actions.
They learn from our data. They mirror our patterns. They amplify our strengths and our blind spots at the same time.
At their best, these systems solve problems we couldn’t reach before. At their worst, they return answers that look right while missing what matters.
I’ve experienced both.
Over the past year, I leaned heavily on AI to improve my health. After an annual physical and advanced bloodwork, something unsettling surfaced. I had significant inflammation and markers that suggested a high risk of a future cardiac event within the next decade.
The data was overwhelming. Numbers everywhere, and too many of them were heading in the wrong direction. It was an eye-opener. I exercised daily and thought I ate well.
Instead of guessing, I used AI tools to help analyze the data, connect patterns, and design a personalized plan. Together with my cardiologist, I made substantial changes to my diet, exercise, and sleep. The AI did not replace the doctor. It accelerated understanding.
One year later, every biomarker that was out of range has improved. Most are now optimal.
The tools worked.
The harder part came later.
At several points along the way, the models suggested paths that looked statistically sound but felt wrong in practice. Recommendations that ignored how I actually live, what I could sustain, and how fear and motivation show up in day-to-day life.
Those moments required judgment and context.
They required a human in the loop who could say, “This works on paper, but it won’t work for me.”
That tension is now part of the job.
The potential of AI is extraordinary. But only if we remain clear on what it can’t replace.
What Machines Can’t Do
Machines are good at sounding like they know. They can mirror tone, predict behavior, and simulate empathy well enough to be convincing.
What they can’t do is care.
They don’t understand meaning, hold intent, or feel responsibility for the outcome of what they produce.
That difference has real consequences.
The world doesn’t need more perfectly optimized products. It needs products built with judgment, restraint, and an understanding of who might be affected when things go wrong. Those qualities don’t come from systems but from people.
I learned this firsthand while working on Amazon Rekognition.
The technology itself was impressive. From a single image, it could identify faces and match them across massive photo libraries in seconds. From a purely technical standpoint, it worked.
Inside the team, we talked about the risks early on. What if accuracy was uneven across populations. What if bias in the training data showed up at scale. What if the technology was used in situations where mistakes carried real consequences.
Those concerns were real, but abstract.
After weighing them, the decision was made to move forward. The service was marketed broadly, including to law enforcement agencies. Adoption was fast.
Then the edge cases stopped being theoretical.
There were false matches. Misidentifications. In several publicly documented cases, wrongful arrests. These outcomes disproportionately affected people of color. The concerns we had discussed in conference rooms showed up in real lives.
Advocacy groups raised objections. Journalists investigated. Over time, Amazon restricted law enforcement use of facial recognition in response to concerns about accuracy, bias, and harm.
It wasn’t a failure of computation but a failure of judgment.
The technology did what it was designed to do. What it lacked was context, restraint, and an ability to weigh human cost against technical capability.
That is where machines stop.
We need to ask ourselves whether something should be automated or whether it is better left alone.
Automation still requires someone to say no, slow down, or not like this.
Those are human decisions, not technical ones.
Technology as a Mirror
Technology rarely changes who we are. It reveals what we value under pressure.
Used with awareness, it amplifies creativity. Used on autopilot, it amplifies distraction. AI reflects our inputs, our assumptions, and our intentions.
The problem isn’t that machines are becoming human. The real risk is that people stop thinking once the system gives them an answer.
As founders, the job is deciding what we let that reflection amplify.
I felt this clearly for the first time while working on Amazon Photos.
Our team had just launched a new Photos and Files API, and I was searching for partners who could unlock capabilities we didn’t yet have. At the time, finding a photo meant scrolling endlessly through a timeline. If you didn’t remember when a moment happened, it might as well have been lost.
One afternoon, I discovered an app called PhotoTime.
It claimed it could understand your entire photo library, not through folders or tags, but through recognition. Objects. Scenes. People. Locations. Even subtle moments.
I expected a gimmick. Instead, it felt like intelligence.
You typed “beach,” “birthday,” or “dog,” and the memory surfaced instantly. It didn’t feel like searching. It felt like remembering.
I reached out to Orbeus, the company behind the app, and a week later my manager and I flew to San Francisco. We handed over API credentials so they could ingest Amazon Photos directly.
When we returned for a live demo, I connected my account, ran a few searches, and watched every memory inside it come alive.
Leadership was stunned.
This was not an incremental feature. It changed how people experienced their own memories.
We wrote the PRFAQ as if we had already acquired them. We mapped how the intelligence would power Amazon Photos. We mapped how it could become an AWS service. Momentum built quickly. Within months, senior leadership approved the acquisition. Jeff signed off personally.
That experience showed what technology looks like when it serves people.
AI didn’t replace anyone. It restored context. It brought forgotten moments back to life. It made people feel something.
That is what it looks like when the technology serves the human.
The New Craftsmanship
There was a time when building something took months of effort, experimentation, and persistence. That process shaped the builder as much as the product.
Today a founder can generate prototypes, marketing campaigns, even a brand identity in seconds. The temptation is to skip the struggle.
The struggle was never the problem. It was part of the point.
Craftsmanship still matters, not because it has to be slow, but because it has to be intentional. The right use of automation is to remove friction, not erase meaning. Let technology handle repetition so you can focus on judgment, taste, and refinement.
The goal is to build better, then build faster.
I have friends who use AI coding tools the way a strong pair programmer would. Not to blindly generate features, but to pressure test logic, catch edge cases, and reduce unforced errors. The work still belongs to them. The tool just sharpens it.
I used AI while writing this book in a similar way.
Because this book is self-published, I didn’t have a traditional editor reviewing every draft. I used AI to help proofread, surface repetition, and flag sections where the writing drifted or lost clarity. It helped me see the work more clearly.
But there were places where I deliberately refused its suggestions.
The tool often proposed cleaner, shorter versions of certain passages. Technically better sentences. Smoother transitions. Tighter phrasing. I ignored those in several sections.
Some parts needed time to unfold. Some sentences needed to stay rough. A few moments needed friction because that is what the experience actually felt like at the time. Optimizing them would have made the writing more polished, but less true.
That choice wasn’t about speed. It was about what felt right on the page.
AI is a powerful tool. But craftsmanship still requires someone to decide what should not be automated. To know when clarity matters more than cleverness, and when authenticity matters more than optimization.
That decision still belongs to a human.
Wisdom Over Efficiency
AI is brilliant at pattern recognition, prediction, and speed.
But efficiency without judgment can turn into harm.
Wisdom is the pause that asks, should we, not just can we?
Every founder will face a shortcut that looks tempting. Take it when it saves time and doesn’t change what you stand for. Skip it when it cuts into trust, quality, or how people are treated.
Efficiency is easy to measure.
Wisdom is what tells you when to slow down or stop.
The Empathy Deficit
As more communication moves through algorithms, empathy becomes harder to hold onto.
It is easy to hide behind dashboards and charts. Numbers feel clean. They update in real time. They give the impression of control. They are easy to review in a weekly team meeting.
But numbers don’t capture nuance. They don’t show hesitation, confusion, or quiet frustration. They can’t tell you when someone almost gave up, or what made them stay.
When you lose touch with that, you lose connection.
I’ve seen this at every company I’ve worked at and with every product I’ve shipped. There was always a dashboard of health metrics, performance indicators, retention curves, and usage graphs.
They are useful at a high level, but not enough.
More than once, I watched a metric dip and felt the urge to fix it from behind a screen. Tweak a flow. Adjust a prompt. Change a setting. The dashboard invited fast action.
Instead, I made time to talk to customers.
That is where the real story showed up.
Sitting side by side with users, you could feel the friction in ways the data never showed. A pause before clicking. A sigh when something didn’t make sense. A workaround they never should have needed. These were moments no chart could surface.
At Amazon and at startups, I made this a habit. At a minimum, once a quarter, I spent time with customers directly. Watching how they used the product. Asking what frustrated them. Listening to what almost worked and what quietly failed.
More than once, those conversations explained drops in numbers that looked mysterious on a dashboard. The data showed that something was wrong. The people showed why.
Dashboards tell you what happened.
Empathy tells you why it mattered.
The companies that thrive in the AI era won’t be the ones with the most data. They will be the ones that remember every metric still represents a person, and that some of the most important signals never show up on a screen.
Leading in the Age of Automation
The leaders who stand out now will be the ones who know how to blend intelligence, both artificial and emotional.
They will design systems that scale without becoming cold, teach machines to assist rather than dominate, and preserve human moments that still matter, especially as everything else speeds up.
Automation is inevitable.
Human connection is optional. That is exactly why it is valuable.
At Plixi, one place we leaned into automation was content moderation.
Plixi was built on user-generated content, which meant we had to keep the platform safe as it scaled. The hard part was that unsafe content doesn’t show up on a roadmap. It shows up on a random Tuesday, at the worst time, and it only takes a little of it to break trust.
We didn’t want people to stumble into NSFW (not safe for work) content. So we used image recognition technology to scan uploads and flag anything the system judged as highly likely to be inappropriate. We set a confidence threshold and sent those posts to human review.
Getting that threshold right took work.
If we set it too low, we created a lot of false alarms and buried the review team in noise. If we set it too high, we risked letting the worst edge cases slip through. We adjusted it over time until we found a balance that kept the site safe without punishing average users.
The key decision was simple. We never let the system be the judge in the gray areas.
Automation helped us move fast and catch the obvious problems at scale. Humans handled context and judgment. When something clearly crossed the line, it was removed, and repeat offenders were banned by human moderators.
That approach let us scale moderation without scaling harm.
It is a small example, but it shows the pattern I trust. Use machines to handle volume. Keep humans responsible for judgment. Design the system so safety and integrity don’t get traded away in the name of speed.
Integrate, Do Not Imitate
Don’t compete with AI, collaborate with it.
Let it become your amplifier, not your replacement.
Use it to extend your reach, speed your thinking, test your hypotheses, explore your creativity.
But don’t imitate its pace or tone.
Every example in this chapter points to the same lesson.
Your advantage is judgment and taste, the parts machines still miss.
AI can write the words and offer suggestions.
Only you can give them truth and meaning.
The New Kind of Founder
The modern founder isn’t defined by code, capital, or credentials.
They are defined by how they make decisions.
They understand that building something real in a noisy, automated world requires restraint. Slowing down long enough to see clearly while everyone else is sprinting.
They lead with humility in an era obsessed with scale, choose substance over spectacle, and care about consequences as much as growth.
In a world of machines, your consciousness is the differentiator.
I have worked with founders who had every advantage on paper and still built hollow products. And I have worked with others who moved more slowly and built something people trusted deeply.
The Future of Work Is Emotional
AI will handle logic, optimization, and efficiency.
What remains human, and most valuable, are emotional and relational skills:
	Empathy. 
	Storytelling. 
	Trust-building. 
	Moral judgment. 
	Creative intuition. 


These are the hardest ones to automate, because they are not “soft” skills.
As the world becomes more synthetic, authenticity becomes your unfair advantage.
Every time I’ve watched AI adoption rise inside a company, the value of these soft skills rose with it.
Humanity as Strategy
Being human is no longer the default.
It is a choice. And increasingly, it is a competitive edge.
People crave something real. Something grounded. Something they can trust.
In a world optimized for speed and scale, humanity becomes the differentiator. The companies that last are the ones that make people feel seen, not processed. They build products that add richness instead of noise, and systems that respect attention rather than exploit it.
These choices are harder than optimizing for speed. They require intention to design with care, judgment to slow down when you could rush, and courage to choose long-term trust over short-term gain.
I had to make that choice while building Plixi.
As the platform grew, traffic stopped being the constraint. We had strong monthly visitors and healthy page views, which meant we were regularly approached with opportunities to run more aggressive advertising.
The math was simple. Instead of earning roughly seventy-five cents per thousand impressions, we could have earned three times that by using more intrusive formats. It was tempting. That revenue would have covered a meaningful portion of our monthly costs and made the viability of the business feel safer in the short term.
We chose not to take it.
Those ads would have degraded the experience, slowed the product down, and quietly eroded trust with both users and developer partners. People would still have shown up, but they would have felt processed instead of respected.
We gave up easy money.
In return, we kept the experience clean, preserved trust, and built a platform people were comfortable spending time in and building on.
That tradeoff did not show up as a win on a dashboard that quarter. It showed up over time in retention, reputation, and relationships.
That choice shaped the business far more than the extra revenue ever would have.
Field Notes
1. Audit your automation.
Which AI tools are helping you work faster, and which ones are doing the thinking for you?
2. Keep a human in every loop.
For every process, ask: Where does empathy live here?
3. Make space for reflection.
Don’t let tools think for you. Take time to think with them.
4. Build products that serve emotion, not addiction.
Design for relief, clarity, and joy.
5. Stay curious about what machines can’t do.
That is where your value and your humanity live.
Lessons Learned
The world doesn’t need founders who act like algorithms.
It needs humans who build with heart, guided by intelligence and anchored by conscience.
The future of entrepreneurship is intentional, not artificial.
Build that way, and you won’t feel the need to compete with machines at all.
Chapter 14: The Future of Building
The tools have changed.
The pace has changed.
But the courage to create hasn’t.
We’ve entered a new era of entrepreneurship.
One defined less by capital and credentials, and more by clarity, creativity, and character.
The barriers to building have fallen.
The remaining barrier is intention.
The question is no longer whether you can build it, but whether you should.
A World of Infinite Builders
The next decade will belong to builders, not just founders of companies, but creators of movements, communities, and ideas.
Tools that once required a team now fit in a browser tab.
It still blows my mind.
You can design, launch, analyze, and scale with modern no-code, low-code, and AI-assisted workflows.
You can access capital, knowledge, and mentorship from anywhere.
The future is distributed, no longer controlled by gatekeepers.
That is both liberating and sobering.
Because when everyone can build, the question shifts from how to why.
For a list of creation, automation, and analytics tools, see the Bonus Materials at the end of the book.
The Age of AI-Native Companies
The first wave of startups digitized the analog world.
The next wave will humanize the digital one.
AI is making products smarter and changing how companies are built.
You’ll see AI-native startups that:
	Launch with one or two people and reach millions. 
	Automate work that used to require entire departments. 
	Personalize experiences for every customer in real time. 
	Learn from user behavior faster than any focus group ever could. 


You can feel the shift already. Solo founders are shipping real products at a speed that would have looked impossible when I first started. Teams are using agents and automation to compress months into days.
But the best companies will still use AI as augmentation, not replacement.
Computation paired with judgment.
Automation with taste.
Speed with care.
Because the winners will still be the ones who understand people.
From Scale to Stewardship
For decades, startups were judged by scale: growth curves, valuations, rounds raised.
That scorekeeping isn’t going away. You’ll still see founders flexing about funding and monthly recurring revenue, as if it is the whole story.
But scale without stewardship does not last.
The next generation of founders will measure success by contribution. By whether their products improve well-being, not just engagement.
Something changes when you stop chasing scale for its own sake. You start building ecosystems that add value instead of noise. You start protecting focus instead of exploiting it. You treat attention like something sacred.
That comes from responsibility, not ego. It comes from caring what your product does to people after you ship it.
The companies that practice stewardship will outlast the ones that only chase scale.
The Rise of the Solo Founder
Technology now gives individuals leverage that once required entire organizations.
One person with modern tools can design, launch, market, and scale globally. We’re entering the era of the solo founder. Not in isolation. In autonomy.
This new kind of founder can move quietly and deliberately. AI becomes a collaborator, not a crutch. Growth comes from trust and craft, not just ad spend.
Small teams, real impact.
Less infrastructure, more intention.
Independence becomes a kind of luxury.
In the early Plixi days, building even a simple prototype felt like climbing a mountain with bare hands.
I spent long nights between classes trying to make a photo move cleanly from a single device and ripple across the social web. There were no modern frameworks. No copilots. Just trial, error, and an endless loop of debugging.
It took weeks to get the first alpha working. It was rough, but it proved something that mattered.
The idea could live.
Looking back, that same prototype could be built today in a few days with the tools we now have. What once demanded grit and sleep deprivation now demands clarity and restraint.
Years later at Amazon, I learned a different path to the same outcome.
People often told me I could help them see a product before it existed. A clear narrative, a PRFAQ, and a few mockups could pull a team into a future that felt real enough to build.
That skill opened doors. It created alignment. It secured resources before anyone wrote a line of code.
Founders do more than build products.
They build belief.
You can’t build what you can’t describe. And others can’t follow what they can’t see.
Today, those two worlds have merged.
You no longer have to choose between describing the future and building it. Modern tools let a solo founder sketch, prototype, test, and refine at a pace that used to take entire teams.
You can bring an idea to life almost as quickly as you can articulate it.
The work is still yours.
But the leverage is different.
So the constraint is judgment now, not scale.
When anything is possible, discipline becomes the advantage.
Craftsmanship Returns
As automation expands, the human desire for authenticity deepens.
We crave what feels crafted, products that show care, voice, and restraint.
In a world of infinite output, quality becomes the advantage.
The future belongs to builders who treat building as a craft again, who sweat the details, refine with taste, and make things that feel good to use.
Craftsmanship is attention to detail, not perfection.
It shows that someone cared.
I learned this again while rewriting this book.
The first pass came fast. I expanded the original, found a rhythm, and pushed draft after draft onto the page. In about six weeks, the manuscript was there. Not finished, but alive.
Then the real work started. Not writing it, staying with it, sentence by sentence, until it felt right.
I slowed down. I reread every chapter. I tightened sentences until they said what I meant. I removed repetition that felt lazy. I kept the rough lines when they were true. I tried to make the whole thing feel intentional, like something I’d be proud to hand my daughter someday.
You can feel the difference. You can tell when something was rushed, and you can tell when someone stayed with it long enough to make it right.
That is how I think about products too.
It’s the same thing we did with Plixi when we came out of beta.
The early product worked, but it didn’t feel intentional yet. So we slowed down and obsessed over the details.
I took point on the visual design. I worked with an agency on a rounded, flowing logo, then built a simple style guide so everything matched. We carried the same light blue, typography, and spacing across the site and mobile apps, so it all felt like one product. We also upgraded the artwork across the site.
The result felt polished, and it showed.
The best products are built by noticing where users stumble, smoothing the awkward step, choosing clarity over cleverness, and refusing to let “good enough” become the standard.
Craftsmanship shows up in the small details no one celebrates, but everyone feels.
Conscious Capitalism, Revisited
Profit is no longer the whole story.
It is the byproduct of purpose done well.
The future of capitalism is exchange, not extraction.
Value for value.
Mutual accountability.
The founders who last will design models that make money because they create good outcomes, not despite them.
You can build responsibly and still win, lead with empathy and still outperform, and serve others and still thrive yourself.
The long game of entrepreneurship has always been ethical at its core. For a while, that got blurred.
Now, it is coming back into focus.
The longer I’ve been in this game, the clearer it has become that the best businesses don’t harvest people. They help them.
You don’t need to build the next attention trap. Build something that gives people value without turning them into the product.
Work That Feeds You Back
The companies that last over the next decade will sustain the people building them.
They will be led by founders who refuse to trade health, joy, or connection for momentum.
Burnout is a countdown, not a strategy.
Work that drains you won’t last.
Work that feeds you back will.
I learned this the hard way.
For years, I treated endurance as something you push through.
Late nights. Short sleep. Meals between meetings. Exercise when I could squeeze it in.
It worked until my body started keeping score.
You can’t play the long game in a body that is breaking down.
Building something meaningful requires clarity, patience, and emotional regulation. None of that comes from exhaustion. It comes from sleep, real food, movement, and a week that has recovery built into it.
That realization changed how I build.
Sleep became non-negotiable.
Eight hours a night is my baseline.
Food is fuel.
I shifted toward a Mediterranean-style diet.
It keeps my energy steady and supports heart health.
Movement is daily, not occasional.
Cardio for resilience, strength training for durability, and both for clarity.
I started designing work to fit inside a life I actually want.
It makes me steadier, not slower.
The people who last are the ones who recover well enough to keep showing up, not the ones who sprint the hardest.
Longevity is not just living longer. It’s protecting your good years so you can create, contribute, and actually enjoy what you build.
The future belongs to builders who think in decades, not quarters.
Who design work that gives something back.
Who build a life alongside the company, not after it.
That is the long game.
The Return of the Generalist
The modern world celebrates specialization, but the future rewards synthesis.
The next wave of founders will be generalists with depth, crossing disciplines and seeing patterns others miss.
Design, business, storytelling, and AI are merging into cohesive experiences.
The work becomes connecting dots, not guarding domains.
Their edge is perspective.
In a world of experts, the integrator becomes the innovator.
These days, I feel this shift in my own work.
In a single morning, I might write a PRFAQ for an idea, sketch a product flow, review analytics, tighten a landing page, and use AI to pressure test the plan.
None of those tasks matter in isolation.
The leverage comes from moving between them without losing the thread.
It is less about one superpower and more about stitching together a handful of strengths into one coherent experience.
Humanity at the Center of Innovation
The more technology accelerates, the more we’ll crave meaning, trust, and human warmth.
That is why the companies that define the next era won’t be the most automated. They will be the most alive.
They will help people reconnect with what is real:
Time.
Attention.
Health.
Faith.
Community.
Building now is about restoring balance, not just solving problems.
The future of innovation is the restoration of calm, trust, and humanity itself.
One night after a long day, I was sitting on my daughter’s bed reading her a story. She was half listening, half studying my face, and then she rested her head on my shoulder like it was the most normal thing in the world. No metrics. No roadmap. No urgency. Just presence.
That is the kind of moment no company can manufacture and no metric can replace. It resets your priorities faster than any dashboard ever will.
The Builders of the Next Decade
The next generation of founders won’t look like the last.
They will be teachers, creators, athletes, scientists, and parents using technology as leverage to serve real communities.
Less obsession with “startups,” more focus on solutions.
More businesses that feel like craft, where values show up in the product and in the model.
More building to live, not living to build.
That might be the greatest innovation of all.
Field Notes
1. Play the long game.
Choose depth over hype. The future rewards endurance.
2. Be a craftsman, not a content machine.
Make things that feel like a human cared.
3. Use technology as leverage, not identity.
It is a tool, not a persona.
4. Build systems that give energy back.
For you, your users, and the planet.
5. Stay awake.
The future does not need more noise. It needs more clarity.
Lessons Learned
The future of building won’t be defined by who moves fastest.
It will be defined by who stays awake while they move.
The companies that last will be built by people who stay curious, humble, and human, even as machines get smarter.
In the end, the win is closing the laptop and still feeling proud of what you built.
The next era of entrepreneurship won’t look like the old one.
It will look like you, building with intention and making something that actually helps.
Chapter 15: The Courage to Begin and Continue
Every founder’s story starts with noticing.
Something feels off, unfair, or unfinished, and you decide to do something about it.
You take one small step.
Then another.
And somewhere along the way, you realize you’ve built momentum.
The truth is, the courage it takes to begin is the same courage it takes to continue.
Starting is hard.
Continuing is harder.
Because now you know the price.
You’ve been through uncertainty, setbacks, sleepless nights, and the heartbreak that comes with caring.
And you do it anyway.
That is the courage.
Beginning Again
Every new product, chapter, or idea is another beginning.
And every beginning asks for a quiet kind of faith.
It is the belief that you’ll learn your way forward.
Beginnings are a way of moving, not one-time events.
When you build with curiosity and humility, challenges stop feeling like endings. They start to feel like a nudge back toward what matters, with a little more clarity than last time.
Beginnings aren’t reserved for the young or the fearless.
They belong to anyone who is willing.
When I left Amazon, I felt that familiar mix of excitement and unease that comes with starting over. I’d spent years inside one of the most efficient systems ever built, watching ideas become products, and products become habits for millions.
And I still wanted to build again from the outside. Slower. Closer. More personal.
I started small on purpose.
I chose a simple physical product I wasn’t emotionally attached to. Something designed to teach, not impress. I set it up to be sold through Fulfillment by Amazon and followed every step from sourcing to shipping. At first it felt awkward. I was a beginner again.
That was the point.
As orders came in and reviews appeared, something shifted. The joy of trying came back. So did the humility. Customers wrote about how the product helped them in small but real ways. It reminded me that beginnings don’t have to be dramatic to be meaningful. They just have to be honest.
That small experiment taught me enough to help other founders bring physical products into the world. More importantly, it reminded me of something I had almost forgotten. Beginning again is a practice.
Since then, I’ve kept that practice alive. Small experiments. Real work. A steady return to the beginner’s mindset.
Because sometimes the mountain changes mid-climb. The wind picks up and the trail disappears. The path you thought you were on isn’t there anymore. So you stop, find the next marker, and keep going.
The builders who endure step into new beginnings with steadiness and trust. They do not avoid them.
Beginning again is proof that you are still in the game, not that you fell behind.
The Beauty of Incompleteness
The longer you build, the more you realize there is no finish line.
Every milestone reveals another mountain.
At first that feels exhausting.
Then it starts to feel like freedom.
Finality stops being the goal.
You start practicing presence.
The work stops being about arriving.
It becomes about becoming.
Amazon had a name for this. Day One.
Day One wasn’t a slogan. It was a refusal to act like you were done. It meant treating every win like a starting line, not a trophy. It meant staying close to customers, moving fast, and keeping teams small enough for ownership to stay real.
Day Two was the opposite. Meetings got bigger. Decisions got slower. People started protecting what existed instead of building what mattered. Not because anyone wanted to, but because comfort is a quiet drift.
What I took from that contrast is simple. The moment you build like you have arrived, you stop seeing what is next.
When you release the need to be done, you make space to create without fear.
That is where real creativity lives, on the edge of incompleteness.
The Seasons of the Climb
There are seasons when everything clicks.
Your team is aligned, the product works, and the market finally understands what you’re building.
Other seasons, you feel invisible.
Progress slows, doubt gets louder, and the work feels heavier than it should.
Both are part of the same climb.
The mistake is panicking in the valleys or gripping the peaks like they will last.
Everything moves.
Your job is to move with it, with awareness, humility, and care.
There is no need to sprint.
You only have to keep showing up.
There was a season at Plixi when quitting felt close.
Before we scaled, I handled every developer support request myself for months. Hundreds of emails. Confusing edge cases. Failed integrations. Urgent questions arriving at all hours.
I woke up to problems and went to sleep thinking about them. Product work and partnerships happened in whatever time was left.
It was exhausting. It wasn’t sustainable.
But it taught me everything.
Sitting in that friction day after day, I learned our system in a way no dashboard or meeting could teach me. Patterns started showing up. The same questions kept coming. The same steps kept tripping people up. A lot of it traced back to one place. Our API docs weren’t doing their job.
So I started documenting what I was seeing. I rewrote the vague parts of the API docs, had our CTO drop in real code examples where developers kept getting stuck, and simplified the workflow so fewer steps could fail.
Slowly, a real system took shape.
Clear docs, SDKs, FAQs, and guides let developers help themselves. We added uptime monitoring so the health of each endpoint was obvious. Support volume dropped, confidence climbed, and what used to require constant intervention became steady and predictable.
The weight didn’t disappear.
It became shareable.
What kept me going was not motivation.
It was commitment.
Commitment to the people using the product, to the work we had started, and to finishing what we began even after the excitement faded.
Some seasons aren’t inspiring.
They don’t feel meaningful while you are in them.
They simply ask you to continue anyway.
Answer the emails. Write down what you learn. Show up when progress is quiet and nobody’s clapping.
Those months taught me what continuing actually looks like.
Not intensity or heroics.
Just presence, applied daily, until the terrain changes again.
Beginning opens the door.
Continuing is how you walk through it.
Courage in Practice
Courage does not always announce itself, especially when things feel uncertain.
Most of the time it is follow-through.
One more call after a long day.
Reading a bedtime story while your brain is still spinning.
Fixing the thing nobody wants to own.
At Plixi, I saw this kind of courage up close.
When things got tight, job titles stopped mattering. People did what the moment required.
Engineers answered support emails. Someone jumped into a partner thread to unblock an integration. Another teammate hunted down a weird edge case at midnight because it was breaking real users.
Not because it was assigned, but because we cared about what we were building.
That is how you know you have a real team. Not when everything is smooth, but when pressure rises and people lean in instead of stepping back.
Courage in practice is ownership, not heroics.
It is taking responsibility and carrying the load together when the path gets steep.
Pressure shows up, and you do the work anyway, because the work matters.
You Learn the Mountain by Climbing It
By now, you’ve learned that the mountain never stops teaching.
Each stretch of the climb teaches something different.
The higher you go, the more you can see, and the more exposed you are.
Some days you cover a lot of ground.
Other days you just keep your footing.
Both count.
Looking back, my real education wasn’t college or business school.
It was building.
I learned it by turning an idea into a product, finding the first users, hiring the first teammates, raising capital, scaling, and going through an acquisition.
Then I went to Amazon and watched the same principles play out at massive scale, with customers at the center.
Somewhere in that contrast, I learned the part that matters most. Build a life that can hold the work, not just a company that can grow.
Because the point was never to conquer the mountain.
It was to see who you become on the way up.
Build What Lasts
The startup world loves speed. It rewards the loudest story and the sharpest growth curve.
But that is not the part you are proud of later.
The part that lasts is simpler.
Solve a problem that deserves your time.
Build something useful.
Make the user’s life a little easier.
That matters. It stays.
Plixi did that during its time. It made sharing photos effortless when it still took work. It helped people keep up with friends in real time, without friction.
I remember late nights chasing down upload failures and badly formatted requests so a photo would post cleanly, land on the right social network, and not leave someone staring at a spinner. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was honest work. Real people were waiting on the other side of those bugs.
Later at Amazon, the problems got bigger and the stakes got higher, but the principle stayed the same. Start with the customer. Build what actually helps. Ship with care.
That is what you’ll remember when all is said and done.
Not the press cycle. Not the charts.
The people who are better off because you built with care.
The Work That Never Ends
There is no perfect moment to start again.
You won’t feel completely ready.
You won’t have all the answers.
But you have enough to begin.
The courage to begin and the courage to continue are the same thing, just practiced at different points in the climb.
When you are unsure, remember this.
You learn the mountain by climbing it.
Experience brings a quiet honesty.
When you are young, you begin without fully knowing the cost.
Later, you begin because you do.
Recently, I’ve been practicing this in my personal life. One chapter is closing, and I’m stepping into the next with my eyes wide open. I don’t control the timeline or the surprises, but I can control how I show up. I am grateful for what I have, and I believe what is next can be better than what is behind.
And I’m choosing to begin anyway.
Not because I think it will be easy.
Because I know it matters.
That is the difference.
And that is how you know you are ready.
Field Notes
1. Return to your first spark.
What problem pulled you into motion? That original pull is still your compass.
2. Define courage for real.
Not confidence. Follow-through when things get foggy.
3. Check your definition of success.
Make sure it still matches the life you want to live.
4. Mark progress without needing a spotlight.
The small, steady steps are what built everything.
5. Begin again.
Always.
Lessons Learned
You began the journey up the mountain because something in you wanted to make things better.
That impulse to create, to serve, and to understand does not expire. No algorithm can manufacture it. No market cycle can erase it. No setback can take it from you. That part of you builds for meaning, not recognition.
If I had to choose one image to close this book, it would be simple.
A quiet walk along the beach at sunset.
The tide pulling back.
A colorful sky fading into a faint orange glow along the horizon.
Just footsteps and waves, and the space to think about what comes next.
There is no launch, no meeting, no pitch deck.
Just stillness before another beginning.
That image has followed me through Plixi, through Amazon, and through every experiment and life change since. It reminds me the journey was never about the noise. It was about what returns when things get quiet, and you remember you can begin again.
Bonus Materials
Some resources are best kept alive.
The tools, workflows, and systems founders use change quickly. New platforms emerge. Old ones fade. What works today may feel outdated tomorrow. Rather than freeze these materials inside the book, I have moved them into a living set of bonus resources that I maintain and update over time.
These materials are designed to support your work without distracting from the principles in this book. The book is meant to stay timeless. The tools are meant to evolve.
You can download all bonus materials for free at seancallahan.com.
They include:
The Modern Founder Stack
A living guide to the tools, platforms, and systems I use and recommend for building, testing, shipping, and learning quickly.
Legal and Finance Essentials for Modern Founders
A practical foundation covering incorporation, equity, basic finance hygiene, and investor readiness, written to reduce confusion and prevent common early mistakes.
The Field Notes Workbook
A complete collection of the reflection prompts and exercises from every chapter, organized so you can track your thinking, decisions, and growth over time.
These resources are optional. The book stands on its own.
Use what helps you move forward. Leave the rest behind.
The goal is to build judgment, clarity, and momentum, not to follow any one stack.
Enjoyed the Book?
If this book offered you value, the kindest way to support it is to leave a short review on Amazon. Even a quick rating helps other readers discover the book and decide if it is right for them.
Leave a review: https://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?asin=B01A2FKU5W
Thank you for reading.
Sean
Afterword: A Note from the Author
When I wrote the first Startup Field Guide more than ten years ago, I was still mid-climb. Learning in real time. Building, breaking, adjusting, and trying again.
Back then, I thought the work was about arriving. A finish line. An exit. The moment everything finally settles.
You never stop learning. The climb just changes shape.
It took another decade to accept a simpler truth. There is no finish line. There is only showing up, doing the work, and staying steady while you build.
This book is as much about who you become as what you make. It is about finding your center, then coming back to it whenever the world pulls you off balance. It is about caring in an age built to fragment attention. And it is about choosing substance even when noise gets rewarded.
I’ve had the chance to build in very different rooms. As a founder, as a leader inside a global company, and as someone still learning how to build a life that can hold the work.
Across all of it, the fundamentals stayed the same.
Clarity beats speed.
Integrity outlasts ambition.
Presence is still the rarest advantage.
If one idea stays with you, let it be this. You don’t need permission to start, and you don’t need certainty to keep going. You just need to care enough to take the next step.
Because everything that lasts begins when someone chooses the work over recognition.
If this book finds you at the start of something, I hope it gives you courage. If it finds you in the middle, I hope it helps you stay with it. And if it finds you between chapters, I hope it helps you begin again with more peace, patience, and purpose.
Sean Callahan
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