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To Ned, my best friend, my partner, and the love of my life, who taught me how to dream big.

And to our two boys, the brightest stars in our universe.






Foreword


by Meg Cadoux Hirshberg, former Inc. magazine columnist, and Gary Hirshberg, chairman and former CEO, Stonyfield Yogurt



Spouses of entrepreneurs, rejoice: Dorcas Cheng-Tozun has thrown you a life raft. Cleverly organized according to the typical stages of a start-up (market research, strategic planning, etc.), Start, Love, Repeat looks carefully and closely at the intimate relationship dynamics that occur when a business enters the family.

As a writer and the spouse of an entrepreneur, Dorcas is eminently qualified to give voice to the spouse’s perspective on the concerns, struggles, and—yes—joys that typically occur in an entrepreneurial marriage, and she does so in clear and impassioned prose. My own entrepreneur husband and I often liken the spouse’s journey to riding shotgun down a curvy stretch of road. Usually the driver—the one in control—is just fine. It’s the passenger who feels sick.

When people start companies, they research the competition, market data, Small Business Administration loans, and the cost of office space. But they generally give little thought to how a business will affect their personal lives. The spouse may fret and worry a bit more about the insecurity of the venture for family, but generally both entrepreneur and spouse assume that they’ll muddle through for the “year or two” it takes the company to gain traction. When things don’t go as expected, and they rarely do, the cracks that exist in any marriage can grow into fissures, as the spouse’s resentment blooms into full flower, and the entrepreneur comes to feel unfairly condemned and misunderstood.

A close reading of Start, Love, Repeat will go a long way toward dissolving those resentments before they start to build. Dorcas writes intimately and with great nuance about her own experience of being in an entrepreneurial marriage, and also includes illustrative stories of many other entrepreneur-spouse couples. Throughout the book, she cites fascinating research concerning entrepreneurship, as well as insights from therapists and executive coaches.

A common romantic image of the entrepreneur is of an exceptionally daring person who sallies forth—alone—with persistence and determination to realize a dream. While there is some truth to this vision, the unspoken reality is that an entrepreneurial venture sucks the entire family into its vortex. Dorcas details that reality, and acknowledges its potential danger to the couple’s relationship. To better arm those who are along for this ride, she offers useful, practical, specific suggestions of actions the couple can take.

While Dorcas is sober about the challenges, she is equally clear about the tremendous potential upsides for a spouse in an entrepreneurial marriage. Much of it, she argues, is a question of perspective. She urges the spouse to consider: What is the opportunity in this?

As I opened page one of Dorcas’s book, I wasn’t sure I had much more to learn about the tribulations of marriage to an entrepreneur. First, I’ve been married to one of the tribe for more than thirty years. And as a former columnist for Inc. magazine, I had covered similar turf in my “Balancing Acts” columns for the magazine, as well as in my book For Better or For Work: A Survival Guide for Entrepreneurs and Their Families. Tearing through Dorcas’s lively manuscript, I found her insights to be powerful, useful, and true.

Dorcas quotes author Brené Brown, who wrote that “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage.” This is a perfect summary of Start, Love, Repeat. Dorcas’s courage in making herself exquisitely vulnerable by speaking frankly about her own experience is quite clearly in service to her desire to help others who find themselves hitched to an entrepreneur’s dream. The reason is simple. While the inevitable trials of an entrepreneurial marriage could have driven Dorcas apart from her husband, Ned, working through them has actually brought them much closer. “I don’t want us to be lucky,” she adds. “I want us to be typical.”

—Meg Cadoux Hirshberg
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Ever since Meg’s book was published, I’ve advised every entrepreneur I know to read it with their spouse. It was the book I wish Meg and I had had when we got started on our crazy entrepreneurial ride growing our company, Stonyfield Yogurt.

Now I will have to add Dorcas’s important book to my list of recommended reading. While she aims her thoughts and research directly to the spouses of entrepreneurs, this book is a must-read for entrepreneurs as well. Dorcas’s insights into the entrepreneurial life and what is required of both spouses and entrepreneurs to survive and thrive on this journey should not be limited to spouses alone.

The essential quandary for entrepreneurial couples can be summarized this way: For a business to survive, the entrepreneur has to be all in, or the business doesn’t stand a chance. The intense focus required by this passion project, aka the business, can be in conflict with the entrepreneur’s passion for their intimates. Stimulated by the endless series of challenges, what feels to us entrepreneurs like a long series of sprints is often a lonely marathon for our mates.

I wholeheartedly agree with Dorcas about the importance of shared mission in keeping an entrepreneurial marriage alive. Meg and I found that our mutual commitment to growing the organic food sector helped get us through our darkest days with the business. Both spouse and entrepreneur must ask themselves and each other: What is our motivation? Why are we doing this? Ideally, the answer to that question can become a touchstone through the trials of growing a business.

Dorcas has great insight into the entrepreneurial personality, characterized by “that nagging yearning to start something.” She understands that the entrepreneur perceives stress differently from the spouse. What’s different, as Dorcas points out, is that an entrepreneur often perceives stressors as positive challenges. The spouse, not so much.

These and many other insights into the psyches of entrepreneurs and their spouses will not only give you tools you need to move forward and grow but will make you feel less alone in your struggles. Looking for a guaranteed good investment? Read this book.

—Gary Hirshberg






Introduction

When my husband, Ned, and I were expecting for the first time, I told everyone we were looking forward to the arrival of our first human child, but not our first child. That distinction went to my husband’s latest and biggest start-up, which was conceived by Ned and several graduate school classmates just a few months after he and I married.

Our first child, also known as social enterprise d.light, has led to countless missed holidays and broken appointments; it has contributed to physical illness and emotional meltdowns for both of us; it even caused us to move to China for three years and to Kenya for seven months. Thanks to the demands of his business, Ned and I have had years-long disagreements about work-life balance, time management, and quality of life. We delayed any consideration about having real children until d.light was a little more grown up and independent. I have been in therapy several times and have even had to take antianxiety medication because of how deeply my husband’s start-up affected my personal life.

Today d.light is a thriving multinational business with hundreds of employees across five continents—an outcome neither of us would have predicted in its wild, roller-coaster first years. Worldwide, about 80 million people are using d.light’s solar products. Our lives have gotten a little easier as the company has matured, but the truth is that an entrepreneur never really stops being an entrepreneur. The challenges that we face as a couple, while morphing countless times over the past twelve years, continue to this day.

Along the way I kept hoping to find a resource or community of people who could explain the challenges of being with an entrepreneur and could tell me how to support my spouse’s dreams without sacrificing my own. More often than not, my search led me to broken relationships or failed businesses.

Determined not to be another one of those statistics, Ned and I fought for our marriage even when doing so affected his business and both of our careers—and the outcome has been mostly positive for us. I know we’re one of the lucky couples, as any foray into the lives of entrepreneurial spouses will quickly lead to stories of resentment, betrayal, and conflict. But I don’t want us to be lucky. I want us to be typical.

We tend to stereotype entrepreneurs as uniformly young and single, but the truth is that nearly 70 percent of business founders have spouses, life partners, or children—all of whom, whether they like it or not, are living the start-up life.1 Those who choose to be with entrepreneurs invite things into their lives they may never have wanted: financial instability, uncertainty, stress, and the nagging sense that they are always playing second fiddle to the greater lure of their partner’s business.

In American lore, the entrepreneur that has most captured our imagination is the Steve Jobs–Mark Zuckerberg–Jeff Bezos–Elon Musk type. Someone who walks that fine line between brilliance and nuttiness, between the present and a future few can imagine. Someone from a humble background who eschews tradition, beats the odds, and through a fortuitous combination of ingenuity, perseverance, and good timing becomes a multibillionaire who changes the way the world works.

You may be in a committed relationship with one of these entrepreneurs, and to you I say, Good luck. Hopefully the years of striving and sacrifice will all be worth it when you can no longer keep track of the number of zeros in your bank account balance.

But the vast majority of entrepreneurs are a little more earthbound. Yes, they are creative and passionate, hardworking and motivated, but they also likely come from middle-class or upper-lower-class backgrounds.2 They come from all different ethnic backgrounds and have varying levels of education. They have perhaps been gainfully employed for one or even two decades and may be around the age of forty (the median age of someone starting a first business).3 Their reasons for wanting to start their own business will vary, of course, but most likely the list will be topped by their determination not to work for someone else, to be the masters of their own fate.

Ironically, your beloved’s decision to be his or her own boss will likely impinge upon your ability to have full control of your life. Anyone who has been there knows that start-ups, at least at the outset, require what seems like a black hole’s worth of two finite resources: time and money. Never seeing your significant other who is obsessively working to get his or her business off the ground will deeply affect a relationship. So will not having a regular source of income while savings disappear and debts pile up.

Or, if your business is among the nearly one-quarter of new businesses that are co-managed by spouses, you are living and breathing the start-up life in every way imaginable.4 There may be no clear boundary between your work life and home life—which, over time, creates its own challenges in the relationship.

But even if you aren’t a co-preneur, it’s likely that you’re playing at least some role in your significant other’s venture. My roles in Ned’s multiple companies have ranged from envelope stuffer and proofreader, to circuit solderer and Santa-signature forger (more on that later), to human resources manager and director of communications.

Regardless of how involved you are in the venture, or how long you have been with your beloved entrepreneur, having a business in the family will affect you in innumerable ways—from your day-to-day schedule to your quality of life when you are old enough to join AARP. This book is for you.

This is the book I wish I had when Ned and I were preparing to say our wedding vows. I would still have married him, but understanding how deeply Ned’s professional choices could affect me would have given me the chance to build my support network, gird my loins, find a really good therapist, and do whatever else I could to ensure that the pursuit of his dream wouldn’t come at a cost I was not always confident I could bear. This book answers the questions that plagued me for years, from basic start-up information to relationship advice, including:

[image: ] What are the typical challenges faced by the spouses and partners of entrepreneurs?

[image: ] How can we minimize our financial risk before starting a new business?

[image: ] Is it possible for entrepreneurs to have work-life balance?

[image: ] How can I prevent my own identity from being subsumed by my spouse’s larger-than-life work?

[image: ] Should we delay having children if we’ve started a business? Should we delay starting a business if we have young children?

[image: ] Is it ever reasonable to ask my significant other to walk away from the business for the sake of our family?


The content of this book follows the same trajectory as a (hopefully successful) start-up, beginning with market research on who in the world these entrepreneurs are; due diligence on understanding what you and your marriage need to be okay; strategic planning approaches to make your relationship and family life work; and ending with that hardest of questions: When is it time to call it quits, either in the business or the relationship, and start over with a clean slate?

Each section includes recent research findings and insights I have collected from professionals in the start-up ecosystem—business school professors, investors, executive coaches, experienced entrepreneurs—as well as advice from top marriage-family therapists. I have also been privileged to hear stories from dozens of entrepreneurial couples. In their hard-earned experiences, which I share throughout the book, are some of the most valuable lessons of all.

No research exists on how many entrepreneurs’ marriages fail, but in one 2017 survey, 27 percent of business founders said that starting a company had negatively impacted their relationships and family life.5 Ask anyone who has been in the start-up world for a while, and they’ll tell you about the disproportionate number of broken relationships and divorces they’ve seen. Relationships, like businesses, take quite a bit of investment for them to last. They require our best energy and thinking, and our willingness to sacrifice and make adjustments. There may be only so much you can do to help your partner’s business succeed, but there is plenty that you can do to help your partnership succeed, come hell or high water, or yet one more hundred-hour workweek.

Several therapists I’ve interviewed have said that someone faced with challenging or unexpected circumstances should ask this most powerful of questions: What is the opportunity in this? Our willingness to see everything that comes our way as a chance to learn and grow and try something new could be all we need to keep ourselves grounded and our relationships thriving. My hope is that this book will help you find your opportunities—for yourself and the ones you love most.






PART I

[image: ]

MARKET RESEARCH



Chapter 1: Meet the Entrepreneur

Chapter 2: Meet the Start-up

Chapter 3: The Entrepreneurial Life

Chapter 4: The Entrepreneurial Relationship








1

[image: ]

Meet the Entrepreneur

My husband, Ned, entered college thinking he might like to major in music. Then he decided to be pre-med. Then he considered astronomy. Then audio engineering. Then physics. Electrical engineering. Environmental science. Computer science. Each time his major changed, he reorganized his entire class schedule, frantically adding and dropping courses right before the registration deadline. He usually ended up with an eclectic grab bag of classes, all of which he was already behind in. He would pull several all-nighters just to catch up in his classes and then push himself at full speed for the rest of the term to get good grades.

Ned and I became friends in the middle of our freshman year. “You’re studying what?” I found myself asking him each quarter. “Why?” I was bewildered by Ned’s behavior. I had come into college knowing that I wanted to study communications and was proceeding in a straight line toward completing my degree.

“Doesn’t it sound fascinating?” he would reply. “I wanted to try it in case I want to be a doctor/scientist/astronomer/engineer/musician/person who does something cool.” Occasionally he shot back with a cheerful, “Why not?”

Watching Ned change majors and course loads more often than I changed my hairstyle drove me nuts. But I still fell head over heels for him, in large part because of his gentle persistence and infectious curiosity.

Yet some serious questions surfaced as I weighed our potential future together. What in the world would he end up doing after he graduated? Could he even keep a stable job? What would life be like with someone so lacking in focus and decisiveness?

The issue, we both realized much later, wasn’t that Ned lacked focus. The challenge was that he wanted to focus on everything, to understand a bit of nearly every field. He worried about missing out on something better if he spent too much time and energy in one area. He actually enjoyed the rush of serially dating and dumping so many majors and classes. (Fortunately for me, he had no inclination to serially date and dump humans.)

We both should have known he was going to grow up to be an entrepreneur.

When Ned eventually graduated, he had earned two separate degrees: one in computer science and another in environmental science. He promptly found a job as an audio software engineer. I felt relieved that he was finally settling down. He had a real, stable, well-paying job, and he was getting ready to make a lifelong commitment to me. The wild days of his youth had passed.

Then, six months later, Ned quit his job. He had been miserable, his soul slowly suffocating under the weight of silent coding, socially awkward coworkers, and organizational politicking. He had no idea what he was going to do next. But he knew he didn’t want to be an engineer.

Alarm bells began to ring in my head, triggered by everything my parents had ever taught me about being sensible. Ned should have been able to suck it up, I thought, to do what he needed to support himself and be a responsible member of society. Yet I was still madly in love with this unpredictable, unconventional young man. As someone who had always played by the rules, I admired Ned’s willingness to buck expectations and plunge into new arenas without a second thought. He seemed fearless, bursting with confidence and hope that he could find work that was interesting, meaningful, and fun.

But I also worried there was something seriously wrong with him. If we ever merged our homes and our bank accounts, his freewheeling, devil-may-care approach to life could very well screw up my orderly existence.

Ned wanted to do something creative with music and technology, and after a few months of brainstorming and experimenting, he and a couple of buddies decided to develop personalized children’s music. They composed and recorded their own music, and developed an algorithm that seamlessly inserted each child’s name into the songs. Their families fully funded the business. I did not put in a cent of my own money, but I contributed countless hours burning CDs (the height of audio technology in the early 2000s), sticking on labels, and stuffing envelopes.

Even then, I didn’t quite know what to make of Ned’s venture. Interesting, yes. Fun, yes. Perhaps meaningful for parents stuck on road trips with demanding youngsters. But I couldn’t imagine him becoming a personalized children’s music guru. Was he going to tour the country doing personalized concerts? What did success even look like in this industry? Most importantly, was he ever going to make any income?

By the time we got engaged a couple of years later, in 2003, Ned was on to his next business. He had realized the children’s music market couldn’t be profitable. The market was too niche, the distribution network too limited. Instead he was going to record and sell original mobile-phone ringtones.

I’m sure I gave him a look—one that has become quite familiar to both of us over the years. “They’re huge in Europe and Asia,” Ned explained defensively. “People there spend a ton of money on ringtones.” He tried to convince me that even if I was content with the “Trio” and “Samba” ringtones that had come with my little flip cell phone, millions of other people in the world weren’t.

You may be wondering how Ned and I addressed my ongoing concerns as we prepared for our wedding. We didn’t. I didn’t know how to tactfully raise the issue without sounding like I was questioning Ned’s intelligence or character. And he, of course, didn’t even realize there was a problem to be discussed.

Truthfully, my modern feminist self didn’t mind the idea of being the stable breadwinner of the family. But I also didn’t want to marry someone who would be dead weight. Despite Ned’s excellent education and obvious talent, I thought this could be a real possibility—especially as he seemed to be running away from what he disliked (working for other people) more than he was running toward something he was passionate about. Children’s music and ringtones were intriguing to him. But it seemed to me that his real motivation was to avoid being gainfully employed.

In this regard, Ned is actually like most entrepreneurs in the country: one of the top reasons company founders give for starting up is that they do not want to work for someone else.1 As I’ve talked with entrepreneurs and their spouses around the country, I’ve found this to be a common story. Aaron Armstrong of Maple, Wisconsin, left his job because of an abusive, belligerent boss. He decided to open a music studio, from which he currently provides private lessons and trains church groups on building music ministries. Chris Bruno of Fort Collins, Colorado, was successfully leading an American nonprofit in Turkey until his vision outgrew that of the higher-ups. His day-to-day job became about fighting against the limitations placed on him, which was slowly killing his passion for building new things. He knew he had to leave, though he had no clear sense of where he was going next. He tried out a few different jobs until he discovered a passion for supporting the personal and spiritual development of men through counseling programs.

According to a number of studies, the other reasons why men and women choose to start a new venture are primarily opportunistic: they are unemployed or underemployed, or they’ve been working in an industry for ten to twenty years and feel confident enough to start their own venture in that same space.2 Entrepreneurs have also reported being motivated by the opportunity to build wealth, to capitalize on a business idea, or to work in a start-up culture.3

Women are still greatly outnumbered in the start-up world, making up only 31 percent of business owners—a statistic that has increased only five percentage points in the last two decades.4 But for females who choose to take the plunge, being their own boss may provide opportunities that working for someone else doesn’t. Despite being more educated than the male population, women still make only 80 cents for every dollar earned by men and hold only 14.2 percent of executive positions within S&P 500 companies.5

For Lauren Schneidewind of Atlanta, Georgia, the lack of “equal pay for equal work” in her job at a chemical consulting business pushed her to venture out on her own. She was shocked and angered to discover that her annual salary had been $20,000 less than her male counterparts. “It was probably a 20 percent pay difference. It was not insignificant,” she told me. “And they didn’t want to make it right. I could see no path for success there. So I said, ‘If you’re not going to pay me, I’m going to do it myself.’” She decided to start her own consulting firm.

Beyond the numbers, though, many entrepreneurs seem unable to do anything but strike out on their own. They just can’t help themselves, is what many have told me. That nagging yearning to start something often shows up early and can persist through changes in employment, income, marital status, and family planning. It’s like an extra protein has been embedded in the DNA of 10–15 percent of the population, a protein that is all about creating something new and sharing it with the world. “It’s just what they do,” Dave Phillips, an executive mentor and coach who has worked with thousands of executives around the world, told me. “They’re subject to their own poison. They’re a wild bunch. They’re unpredictable. That’s why they’re entrepreneurs: they can roll with the punches.”

Dave Boyce of Provo, Utah, is a classic example of the consummate entrepreneur. Now in his forties, Dave paused for a moment when I asked him how many different jobs he has had. “I counted once for a presentation,” he began, “and I counted forty-three different things I had been a part of in my life.” From mowing lawns and delivering newspapers as a teen, to starting bands and an a cappella group in college, to serving as an executive or board member for several companies that have been acquired, Dave’s life journey has been defined by his pursuit of new opportunities. This desire to try the novel, to provide something of value to others, has intrinsically been a part of who he is for as long as he can remember.

This tendency can show up even when someone has a clearly defined job with a large company. Henry Gross had worked in sales for Bloomingdale’s for twelve years and, throughout that time, he worked his job like it was a start-up. “He treated it like his own business, working long hours, traveling often, and doing whatever he had to do to get the job done,” his wife, Nancy, told me.

They had been married for sixteen years when Henry finally decided to leave Bloomingdale’s to start a specialty store in Princeton, New Jersey, the community where they lived. Nancy had just given birth to their first child. Despite her concerns with the timing, and the even greater stress and longer hours such a venture required, she didn’t think to stand in Henry’s way. “I worried that he would be miserable for the rest of his life if he didn’t do this,” she explained. “And it would be all my fault.”

I felt the same way when Ned informed me just a few months before our wedding that he wanted to attend business school at Stanford University, the leading educational institution for entrepreneurship in the country. In college I had become a bit of a flaming liberal/environmentalist/social justice junkie, and the thought of being married to someone with an MBA, who was being groomed to flourish in our broken capitalist system, was horrifying to me. He might as well have told me he was running off to join the Taliban.

But I didn’t feel like I could stand in the way of something that Ned was so excited about and would open up new opportunities for him. And he was more focused than I had ever seen him. So I gave him my blessing, even as I fretted over Ned’s potentially shifting ideologies.

I realized soon after that my concerns were entirely misplaced. I should have been worrying about our marriage and our finances instead. My puny nonprofit salary forced us to live extremely frugally for the first two years of our marriage, even as Ned’s school loan debts ballooned and his classmates regularly invited us out to hundred-dollar dinners. The only apartment near the Stanford campus we could afford was tiny, dilapidated, and owned by a cantankerous woman who was at least ninety years old. She liked to yell at us whenever we called to ask her a question, and she regularly let herself into our apartment to “fix” things.

On top of all this, I barely saw my husband for two years. The MBA has sometimes been called “the divorce degree,” as the intensity of the experience and both the physical and emotional distances it creates have ended many a marital union.6 A number of business schools now have programs and staff that cater to the needs of students’ family members in hopes of stemming the tide.7

With its endless cycle of classes, group projects, student clubs, and pricey social events, business school was only the beginning for us. A couple of months into the school year, Ned began talking about a project he and his classmates called d.light, a play on the name of Stanford’s design school (d.school for short), and their project goal: to create affordable lighting products for the developing world.

I loved the concept of d.light; I did not love what it required of Ned. The project quickly grew from an annoyance to a serious competitor for my husband’s time and attention. d.light began seeping into all the cracks of extra time he had. Sometimes weeks would go by without our having a single meal together.

During the trying season that Ned was in business school, I forced myself to remember how Ned had fought for our relationship for years, even as I struggled to decide whether I could commit to someone so unconventional. Surely he wouldn’t let the shininess of his schoolwork or his new business idea derail that. I also held on to his promise to find a paying job after he graduated. When he began interviewing for positions at large tech firms toward the end of his second year, I knew he was doing his part to honor that agreement.

In the late spring of 2007, I arrived home from work one day to find a large box nestled against the worn, creaky front door of our apartment. Not knowing what was inside, I dragged the package in the house and ripped it open. The box was filled to the brim with Google swag—a bright green athletic jacket, a rainbow cap, a blue Frisbee, pens, and other assorted tchotchkes. It was official. Ned had accepted a job with an excellent salary and great benefits at Google, that most giant of Silicon Valley companies. He would be managing an entrepreneurial team that developed new products and brought them to market. It was the best of both worlds: Ned would get to exorcise his entrepreneurial restlessness, and he would be paid handsomely to do so by someone else. I wanted to dance a celebratory jig as brightly colored Google health insurance and financial security rained down on me from the ceiling.

Even with his future cemented, though, Ned kept investing an inordinate amount of time in d.light—and the work he was doing had nothing to do with transitioning the business to someone else or closing it down.

A few weeks later, I arrived home to find another unexpected gift in our apartment: an oversize check for $250,000, made out to d.light from venture capital firm Draper Fisher Jurvetson. Ned and his four cofounders, a fellow business student and three engineers, had just won a major business plan competition that morning, resulting in more than enough start-up capital for d.light to become a reality. I was immensely proud of Ned, but I also braced myself for what was coming.

Sure enough, that same day, Ned carved a tiny bit of time out of his overflowing schedule to inform me that he was going to turn down the position at Google and work for d.light instead. We both knew he was de facto asking for my permission while assuming that I would give it to him. And he knew exactly how to push my social justice–junkie buttons.

“With this money, we’ll be able to help thousands, maybe tens of thousands of families that are still using kerosene lamps,” Ned explained, his voice rising in excitement as he waved his hands in large, sweeping circles. “I feel like we have to at least give it a shot.”

I nodded in agreement, knowing that what he said was right even as my insides twisted in fear. I was now working for the housing department of a local county government, and my salary and benefits were better than they had been earlier in my career. But our family was still far from being financially stable. “How long will this money last you?” I had to ask.

“I’m not sure. Maybe a few months,” Ned replied. “But we’re going to leverage it to find other funding.”

“Do you know if you’ll be able to get more investment?”

“I don’t know for sure, but there’s a much better chance we can now.”

He was right. Within six weeks, they had raised a total of $1.5 million from venture capital firms and social-impact funds, enough to launch the business and provide a decent salary for all five founders for at least a year. The company would provide no benefits, and Ned would be making less than half of what he would have made at Google. But in all the years I had known him, I had never seen him so animated. He was energized, motivated, driven—a man entirely confident in his calling to do this very business at this very moment. He was no longer running away from what he hated; he was running toward something that excited him and was, by every measure, incredibly meaningful. That had to be worth more than a huge paycheck, right?

Actually, yes. Though many of us assume that the very definition of a successful entrepreneur is the twenty-five-year-old semiretired billionaire, consider this surprising point: business experts—academics, investors, longtime practitioners—know that entrepreneurs motivated solely by money or the lure of success will likely not do well. For one thing, the chances of financial success, even moderate success, are relatively low. Only about one-third of owner-operated businesses earn more than $10,000 of profit annually, while the median profit for owner-operated firms is $39,000. The typical business owner actually earns 35 percent less over ten years than he would have earned working for someone else.8

That’s not to say there aren’t real-life stories of stunning financial success. In the investment industry they’re called, appropriately, unicorns: start-ups with a valuation exceeding $1 billion. In high tech in particular, creating the next unicorn may not require more than a great idea and a few excellent coders. Think Instagram and WhatsApp, acquired by Facebook for $1 billion and $19 billion, respectively. But such businesses are extraordinarily rare; even those with a valuation in the millions are unusual.

And it takes an extraordinary amount of hard work to get there. Entrepreneurs motivated by money will likely become discouraged and give up, or they’ll keep going but be miserable and hard to live with. If you’re smart, hardworking, and ambitious, there are far easier ways to fill your bank account to bursting. (Also, striking it rich with a start-up isn’t necessarily all it’s cracked up to be. Sudden wealth and success can create their own host of problems, which we’ll discuss in chapter 20.)

Entrepreneurs seeking status and public acclaim don’t fare much better. Nancy Gross, the woman I mentioned earlier whose husband left Bloomingdale’s to start the specialty store in Princeton all those years ago, now works for Stanford’s Graduate School of Business and has seen all kinds of students with entrepreneurial ambitions come through her office. She says it doesn’t take much to recognize the students who are drawn to the supposed glitz of entrepreneurship but have no idea what it entails. “They wanted to be fed. They wanted someone else to give them all the answers,” she explained. “Sometimes they wouldn’t even bring a pen and paper when they came in.” Nancy and her colleagues instinctively knew that such entrepreneurs would never make it.

One reason why money- or status-driven entrepreneurs won’t succeed is that they tend to make decisions that are bad for the business in the long run—though perhaps good for their own ego, image, or bank account in the short term. A woman I’ll call Erin challenged her then-husband when he said he wanted to start a company making products for low-income families. “I knew he didn’t give a shit about the people he was serving,” she told me. “I know that sounds harsh, but it’s true. He just wanted to start the next big thing and become famous. And because of that, I knew he would never succeed.” She watched as he refused investors’ calls to bring in more experienced leadership and alienated his employees with his top-down management style. Eventually, his intense need for control and obsession with the business (among other factors) caused their marriage to falter as well.

The risks of chasing money and fame exist in the arena of venture capital–funded start-ups as well. One Silicon Valley venture capitalist always attempts to discover an entrepreneur’s core motivation before making a funding decision. He thinks of it this way: Is the entrepreneur motivated by money, fame, or a desire to change the world? It’s not a question most of us would answer honestly, especially to someone from whom we’d like to collect a huge check. But over decades of funding start-ups, this investor has found that only those who want to change the world will persevere through the great challenges of building a company. So this investor typically gets the entrepreneur in a relaxed environment, maybe buys him or her a few drinks, and then probes gently around this question of motivation until he’s found his answer.

Guy Kawasaki, who was the chief evangelist for Apple in the 1980s before he cofounded venture capital firm Garage Technology Ventures and became a bestselling author, puts it this way: “The best reason to start an organization is to make meaning—to create a product or service that makes the world a better place.”9 Today the archetypal example of this kind of world-changing dreamer is Elon Musk, cofounder of Tesla and founder of SpaceX. A recent biography of Musk called him “the possessed genius on the grandest quest anyone has ever concocted.… Where Mark Zuckerberg wants to help you share your baby photos, Musk wants to… well… save the human race from self-imposed or accidental annihilation.”10

Entrepreneurs who seek to create something meaningful for the world, even if it’s on a slightly smaller scale than saving humanity, gain something far more precious than finances: contentment. It turns out that entrepreneurs consistently report higher job satisfaction and overall happiness than those employed by someone else.11 In fact, a global study of 197,000 entrepreneurs found that they have relatively higher rates of subjective well-being than their non-entrepreneurial peers, regardless of country or culture.12 (It probably helps that entrepreneurs have a tendency to be optimistic about their own chances of success. One survey found that entrepreneurs could easily list challenges that a company founder would face, but often did not apply those same challenges to themselves.)13

That’s not to say that entrepreneurs who have the right motivations will have perfectly rosy experiences starting their businesses. Despite their greater job satisfaction, business founders work significantly longer hours and report higher levels of stress than those who work for someone else.14 Another thing I’ve heard from entrepreneurs, Ned included: it’s lonely work. Entrepreneurs bear a lot of responsibility and often do so alone. As much as they love controlling their own destiny, it’s wearying to know that the buck always stops with them and no one else.

But that’s where we as the significant others come in. Of the limited studies that have been conducted on entrepreneurial support networks, the consistent findings have been that having a strong network of supporters gives entrepreneurs a significant leg up. And the most critical source of support? Spouses, of course.15

While society already assumes that entrepreneurs are exceptional, I want to assure you that their spouses and partners are as well. It takes remarkable people like you to support the creative, independently minded, can’t-help-themselves entrepreneurs we love. What I have discovered over the nineteen-plus years of my relationship with Ned is that my role—no matter how invisible, overlooked, or overshadowed—is absolutely critical. His ability to succeed professionally and personally, to remain grounded and healthy, and to have the right perspective on life’s greatest priorities is all dependent on my willingness to truly be his partner.

Of course, my ability to be a good partner to Ned is contingent upon my ability to understand what in the world we’re getting ourselves into. We’ll talk next about that crazy, dynamic, resource-sucking organism commonly known as a start-up.
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Meet the Start-up

Over the years I’ve waffled between two definitions of a start-up: 1) a ticket to the greatest adventure of your life; or 2) a recipe for madness.

Perhaps it’s a bit of both. I still can’t say for sure.

When I agreed to support Ned in his pursuit of d.light, neither of us knew we would end up moving to China. From the beginning, Ned and his cofounders assumed they could manage all the company’s operations through frequent travel. Ned oversaw their fledgling manufacturing processes in China, while his business school classmate Sam took on sales and marketing in India. The engineers managed product development and customer research, most of which took place in South Asia.

As soon as Ned graduated from business school, he began traveling more and more often to a city in China called Shenzhen. The Pearl River Delta region in which Shenzhen is based makes around 90 percent of the world’s electronics—everything from calculators to laptops, and battery-operated toys to drones—leading many an entrepreneur to walk along its smoggy streets.1 But, as we learned the hard way, manufacturing high-quality products in China doesn’t just happen by itself. d.light’s initial products were plagued with defects, quality issues, shipping challenges, and miscommunications with Chinese suppliers and manufacturers. To make matters worse, sales in India remained flat because we had trouble importing the products and developing strong relationships with distributors.

Things were clearly not working, and the team was burning through their funding fast.

After about eight months of working one-hundred-plus-hour weeks and traveling more than half the time, with few results to show for it, Ned and Sam had to do something to assure the investors breathing down their necks. They made the decision to move everything—including everyone—overseas. Ned would go to China to open an office and build a local team there, Sam to India to do the same thing.

To his credit, Ned shared this very significant turn of events with me before he shared it with the rest of his cofounders. He knew this would never work without my support, but he also knew there was a fairly decent chance I would be willing to go all in with him. For years I had told Ned of my interest in living overseas and working in international development. And here he was, giving me the chance to prove the sincerity of my supposed dream by handing me the opportunity to live abroad and help change the world.

He gave me the hard sell, pitching the opportunity as seriously as if he were pitching to an investor. He showed me a series of photos he had taken on his recent trip to Shenzhen. The city was well developed, teeming with efficient public transportation systems and all the Starbucks, McDonald’s, and KFC we could consume. “Just think how much we’ll learn,” he said fervently. “Think how interesting it’ll be and the kinds of things we’ll get to experience. And best of all, we’ll get to do it together.”

My lonely heart, which had spent far too many days without the company of my spouse, quickened at this promise of being together, of living unconventional lives together. But I still hesitated. I had never lived more than fifty miles from the town I grew up in, and, with a great job and a well-established social circle, I had plenty of reasons to stay. “What if we stayed here and you just traveled a lot?” I asked.

We did the math. Ned would likely need to travel two-thirds or even three-quarters of the time. But his current level of travel had already taken a toll on our relationship. Though we had been married for less than three years, our individual lives were already seriously diverging. Some of my friends had never even seen Ned and wondered about his existence. He was an actual, flesh-and-blood person, right? they’d ask. He wasn’t a figment of my imagination?

During business school, we knew of a few of Ned’s classmates who had maintained a long-distance marriage for the duration of the two-year program. Most of those couples ended up divorced. We agreed that if we wanted to stay married, we would have to spend most of our time in the same city. The only way Ned could stay with me in the Bay Area was if he left d.light—and we both knew that was not an option.

China it would be, then. That meant I had to resign from a meaningful job with plenty of advancement opportunities and say good-bye to the only home I had ever known. The mochas and burgers, I told Ned, had better be delicious.

Not everyone could make the same decision. Of the three founding engineers, only one elected to move to China with us. The other two, including the only other founder who was married, decided to stay in the US and phase out of the company altogether.

I continued to doubt the wisdom and necessity of our move long after the decision had been finalized. “Are you absolutely sure you have to be overseas full-time?” I asked Ned at least once a week. In the relatively short time since d.light had become more than a concept, the company’s business plan had changed so drastically and with such frequency—they were launching one product! No, three products! They would be AC-powered! No, solar-powered! No, both-powered!—that I couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t change again.

Unlike the other aspects of the business, Ned never budged on this decision. “Yes,” he assured me over and over again. “We can’t run the business from the US. It won’t work and it’s too expensive.”

In the spring of 2008, Ned and I broke the news to our family and friends. They responded with almost universal excitement: How wonderful! What an adventure! Good for you! Everyone in our Silicon Valley bubble loved the idea of a start-up, especially one trying to do social good, and couldn’t imagine a more glamorous life than moving overseas to make our professional dreams come true. We were showered with gifts and well-wishes and farewell parties.

If only they knew what was to come. More importantly, if only we knew what was to come.

Despite being Chinese American, nothing in my upbringing had prepared me for life in mainland China. I had visited the country only once as a tourist and had never set foot in Shenzhen. But there was neither time nor money for me to take a scouting trip before we moved. Every day that we delayed meant more time in which the products were not being made in the right way nor distributed to the right people. The company was bleeding money, and any pleading I made about needing more time to pack or say good-bye or rethink this life-changing decision felt insignificant in the face of a dream on the cusp of cardiac arrest.

I was planning a new life in a country I knew almost nothing about, banking on a company that still had a very small chance of succeeding. I was no stranger to taking risks—I had been working in low-income communities for seven years, often attending meetings in which I was the youngest individual and the only Asian American in the room—but the degree to which we were staking our livelihoods on something that could implode at any moment boggled my mind a bit.

Even more alarming was the frequency with which I had to answer well-meaning questions from friends with the words I don’t know.

“How long will you be there?”

I don’t know.

“What will you do there?”

I don’t know.

“Will you be able to find friends?”

I don’t know.

“What will it be like to live in a Communist country?”

I don’t know.

As I started to experience heart palpitations and bouts of anxiety about the transition, friends tried to offer helpful advice. Maybe the company could hire packers or movers. The company could cover our moving costs. The company could have someone in Shenzhen set up our apartment before we arrived. The company could take care of our visas. The company could send someone to meet us at the airport. The company could provide an assistant or interpreter to help us get settled.

“There is no ‘the company,’” I tried to explain over and over again. “We are the company.” Any work that had to be done would come from our own labor, sweat, and late nights. Anything that had to be paid for would come out of our own limited savings. When we arrived in China, any setting up or settling down would be our own responsibility, despite the fact that we were ignorant, illiterate, and friendless.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was experiencing two of the classic characteristics of start-up life: uncertainty and going it alone.

These are some of the things that don’t typically exist in start-ups, at least in the beginning: paychecks, health insurance, job descriptions, assistants, business phone lines, office space, office supplies, tech support, reimbursements, vacation days, sick days, comp time, delegation, boundaries, work-life balance, timelines, guarantees, and answers. Believe me, I know. I asked Ned about every single one of these—especially health insurance, timelines, and answers. I prayed fervently for guarantees, but those weren’t coming either.

Most start-ups begin with this: one person, or maybe two or three, and a home office, which could be anything from a kitchen table or garage workbench to a desk or a dedicated room. Those who live in cities with high real estate prices, like San Francisco or New York City, might spend a few hundred dollars a month to rent a desk in a coworking space. Ned’s company resided on a cofounder’s dining table for months before they could afford office space. The cofounder and his wife were relegated to eating on the couch. Luckily for them, this lasted for only a few months. One study found that fewer than 5 percent of home-based businesses moved out of the home within a five-year period.2

Perhaps even more surprising, not all businesses begin as a fully formed idea. An astonishing 42 percent of new business founders start a company before they have identified a business idea, and nearly half of them change their business idea at least once.3 There is nothing about the start-up life, not even its inception or its purpose, that is predictably linear.

As you might expect, the conceptual phase (or lack thereof) is where problems between significant others can already begin. In the 2014–15 academic year, Ryann Price oversaw a two-quarter course at the Stanford Graduate School of Business called Startup Garage. The course simulates the start-up experience and lays the groundwork for students to launch new ventures when they graduate. Entrepreneurship is becoming increasingly popular with each incoming cohort, which is why Startup Garage attracted more than 25 percent of the school’s second-year MBA students that fall. But by the start of the second quarter, the number of students in the class had dropped from 140 to only 50.

According to Ryann, the majority of those who left the class had finally wrapped their minds around the “emotional risk” that pursuing a start-up involved. When the dream began to turn into a reality they weren’t sure they wanted to live, they left. For those with significant others, their partners’ protests played a major role in their leaving.

When I asked Ryann what the difference was between significant others who supported their entrepreneurs and those that didn’t, she immediately replied, “The nos come from spouses when the entrepreneurs are still exploring. If they can’t communicate a clear vision or goal, then their spouses can’t get on board.”

An insatiable passion for the business, however, can certainly win over the reluctant significant other. Vanessa Quigley of Provo, Utah, had many reasons not to support her husband Nate’s decision to pursue a start-up. Even as he was finishing up his MBA program, she was caring for their three young children and expecting a fourth. They were saddled with large school debts. But instead of returning to a cushy management consulting job, Nate wanted to team up with some friends to create a software company aimed at helping distributors get their products into convenience stores.

I asked Vanessa why she supported this decision when their life circumstances seemed to indicate it wasn’t the wisest choice. “It was a leap of faith for me. But I believed that he wanted this badly enough, and so it was going to work out,” she explained. “We didn’t draw a list of pros and cons. It was just clear that this was where his passion was. As a student he spent way more time on business plans than reading cases. It was obvious that he was supposed to do this.”

But even with all the vision and passion in the world, no entrepreneur can avoid taking risks, especially financial risks. It just comes with the territory. The typical new business requires about $30,000 to get off the ground, though a more ambitious business plan could require a significantly higher investment.4 The majority of entrepreneurs provide these funds on their own—by charging their credit cards, or pulling money out of their savings, retirement funds, kids’ college funds, or getting a second mortgage. A smaller number secure bank loans or borrow from family members and friends, and an even tinier portion seek venture capital funding. Women entrepreneurs remain at a significant disadvantage when it comes to outside investment: in 2016, male-run companies received more than sixteen times more venture capital funding than female-run companies, which received only 2.19 percent of all venture capital funding in the US.5 This may be why female entrepreneurs are almost two times more likely than their male counterparts to seek early-stage funding from business partners.6

In recent years, crowdfunding has also become an increasingly popular option for entrepreneurs from all industries, funding everything from the latest skateboard and video game to an entire feature film or musical album. Launching a successful crowdfunding campaign isn’t necessarily as easy as it sounds, however, as marketing the campaign and managing hundreds, if not thousands, of backers can suck up significant time and resources. As of May 2017, Kickstarter, the most popular crowdfunding platform, reported that only 35.83 percent of its campaigns were successfully funded. And more than two-thirds of the successful campaigns raised less than $10,000.7

Regardless of where the money comes from, that initial investment likely won’t make its way back into the entrepreneurs’ pockets anytime soon. Only 11 percent of new businesses are able to make a single sale by the end of their first month of operation.8 Unfortunately, living with debt or a minimal budget is a concept that almost all company founders—and their families—are uncomfortably familiar with.

From personal experience, I can say that financial stresses don’t go away when a business has secured outside investment. Even though d.light was a venture-backed company from early on, the vast majority of that money went into business operations rather than salaries, reimbursements, and decent health insurance. Whenever the business had severe cash flow problems—which happened several times—the first things that Ned and his business partner axed were their own salaries. (Each time this happened, I felt both great respect for and great frustration at Ned.)

Unsurprisingly, the conceptual instability and financial uncertainty so common to start-ups can bleed over into almost every area of life. Without a clear sense of your joint income, it’s hard to establish a budget. When your significant other is working in the home at all hours, she never actually leaves her job and has limited, if any, time for you or your family. Planning a night out becomes challenging, let alone a weekend away or a vacation. Family members may question what she is doing: “When is she going to get a real job?”

If you are anything like me—and I consider myself fairly typical in this regard—then you will have some trouble with this uncertainty, especially when it seems self-inflicted. What do you mean, you’re rewriting your entire business plan? Why in the world are you making a new product when you still haven’t sold the old one? And when are you going to start giving yourself a paycheck? But such is the start-up life: It grows in fits and starts. It develops through pivots and learning from mistakes. It succeeds through big risks, flexibility, and educated guesses.

Because I enjoy a well-defined, predictable life, I have struggled for years to understand this reality. Why? Why does it have to be this way?

Investor and billionaire Howard Marks, cofounder of global asset management firm Oaktree Capital Management, is well positioned to answer this question. After thirty-plus years as a remarkably successful investor, he has developed a two-by-two matrix to demonstrate when investors can expect outstanding returns.9 For me, this matrix also begins to explain why the start-up life cycle has to be so zigzaggy and tumultuous. According to Marks, all business ideas are either driven by conventional or unconventional behavior. Both can lead to either favorable or unfavorable outcomes. But he draws a distinction between so-so favorable outcomes, like a modest return on investment, and what investors really want: the big, flashy, 10x-factor “above-average good results.”


Conventional Behavior

Favorable Outcomes: Average good results

Unconventional Behavior

Favorable Outcomes: Above-average good results


Conventional Behavior

Unfavorable Outcomes: Average bad results

Unconventional Behavior

Unfavorable Outcomes: Below-average results



Even if making money isn’t what’s driving your entrepreneur, Marks’s model is still applicable. Every entrepreneur I have ever met, regardless of their deepest motivations, wants positive results—whether it be by providing for his family, creating a useful product, impacting an industry, or changing systems and lives. To meet any of these goals, the venture has to generate revenue. As Guy Kawasaki writes, “You can’t change the world if you’re dead, and when you’re out of money you’re dead.”10

Some business owners are content to live in the conventional behavior/favorable outcomes box if their primary objectives are to have a flexible schedule and earn just enough to support themselves. This usually involves starting something in a well-established industry with a proven, robust market, such as educational apps for children or fashion accessories for women. I have great respect for entrepreneurs who pursue what’s commonly called lifestyle businesses and make it work for them. By definition, though, these are not the entrepreneurs who are willing to risk a lot for their businesses; they are also probably not the entrepreneurs who drive their significant others batty. They may actually enjoy relatively placid family lives.

But not so for those of us in bed with entrepreneurs who dream of succeeding big. The success that they are seeking (however they define it for themselves) most likely requires a deep foray into the unconventional behavior side of the matrix. Now we can begin to see why the start-up life is a bit crazy making. Your entrepreneur may have a fantastic, world-changing idea, but few people, if any, will recognize it. They will question her. They will challenge him. They will refuse to invest in her. They will not work for him. They will need a lot of convincing to buy her product.

Put another way, a great but unconventional idea hasn’t been successfully implemented before. No one, your beloved entrepreneur included, really knows how to pursue this dream. The entire process to get there, let alone the end product or service itself, remains untested and unproven. Major triumphs—like securing funding or signing a big customer—rarely offer relief but instead lead to more pressure and more challenges. You may not have the processes and controls to manage the funding you just received. You can’t deliver the products quickly enough for your new customers. You have no idea if you can meet the targets that you are now accountable for to an ever-growing list of stakeholders with competing interests. No wonder, then, that only 45 percent of new firms last five years, and only 29 percent last ten years.11

At a Kauffman Foundation training for aspiring entrepreneurs a few years back, a venture capitalist warned, “There will be a moment in time, if the start-up takes off, that will be like drinking out of a fire hose.” And that’s if things go well.

Assuming you can tolerate the short-term pressures—and not everyone can—the chances of long-term success remain pretty small. Only one-third of those who set out to start businesses have something “up and running” within seven years.12 Even Y Combinator, the much-touted Silicon Valley start-up incubator, reported that 93 percent of its ventures—selected through a highly competitive process—eventually failed.13

A decade after its founding, Ned’s company has hundreds of employees and millions in monthly revenue. It doesn’t look like a new business anymore. But I can’t think of a significant period of time in the last ten years in which it didn’t feel like a start-up. If anything, the stakes have only gotten higher as more and more people become dependent on d.light for employment and the services it offers.

Given the low odds of success that all new companies have to contend with, any substantial effort to make a business work—especially before someone else makes it big with the same idea—requires substantial resources. That includes money, of course. But it also includes time. In his national bestseller Outliers: The Story of Success, Malcolm Gladwell relays how every exceptional artist, athlete, innovator, and intellectual we know—from the Beatles and Mozart to Bill Gates and chess grandmaster Bobby Fischer—had to invest ten thousand hours of practice in order to master a skill. Gladwell calls it “the magic number of greatness.”14

The same time commitment, and perhaps even more, may be required of the nascent entrepreneur, who is trying to become proficient in multiple areas of expertise as quickly as possible: how to run a business, how to do every job in the company, how to develop and disseminate a product or service, how to succeed in a particular industry, and more. To meet that ten thousand hours, your significant other would need to work ten hours a day, every single day, for nearly three years.

The most dogged entrepreneurs I’ve seen are willing to do anything and everything, whenever it’s required, to optimize the chances of success. A company founder who is going at it alone and requires minimal capital needs to spend one year of full-time effort just to get his new business started; for larger teams with more complex and costly business models, this could take significantly longer. Some experts estimate that it may take six to seven years for a start-up to become an established firm.15

Several years operating at maximum capacity on a full sprint with no guarantees? That’s a lot to ask of anyone.

When Ned and I moved to China, we were only at the beginning of that sprint. But, without anyone to help us, I was quickly overwhelmed by how much there was to do—and how much we had to sacrifice for the sake of the company. We applied for our own visas and bought our own one-way plane tickets. A few weeks before our move, Ned traveled to Shenzhen, found an apartment and an office, and opened a bank account. We packed no more than what we could fit into four large suitcases, with no idea as to whether that would be enough to build a new life in a new country. After we arrived, we shopped and paid for all the household and personal items we needed. We carried Chinese-English dictionaries with us everywhere we went. We converted a significant chunk of our personal savings into Chinese renminbi and deposited it into a local bank.

On the business side, Ned and his engineer cofounder did all the business negotiations themselves. They spent many nights building business relationships over lavish Chinese banquets and drank far too many glasses of baijiu, a disgustingly strong Chinese alcoholic beverage. Ned signed endless contracts written solely in Chinese, hoping against hope that his suppliers weren’t trying to take advantage of him. I started working full-time for Ned’s company because he desperately needed the help, and I, frankly, didn’t have any other good options for how to spend my time. I oversaw the company’s public relations, communications, and human resources, with little idea of what I was doing.

We were putting all our chips in the unconventional behavior side of the matrix. If I thought Ned’s previous children’s music and ringtone businesses had impacted my life, it was nothing compared to how much my life was about to change now. I felt exhilarated and terrified, all at once, during almost every waking moment. I thought we were living the craziest lives imaginable.

Oddly enough, we weren’t. The move to China aside, we were actually living pretty typical start-up lives. The financial risk, the big lifestyle changes, the infinite workload, the way in which Ned’s company had taken over our lives—for better or worse, these are actually pretty normal circumstances when it comes to life with an entrepreneur.
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The Entrepreneurial Life

Let’s get to the bad news right away: it is normal and expected for entrepreneurs to work ridiculously long hours.

In one UK survey, entrepreneurs reported working 63 percent longer each week than the average worker.1 In the US, more than 40 percent of founders surveyed said that they are on the clock for fifty or more hours a week.2 Many entrepreneurs I know regularly work up to and even beyond eighty hours a week.

The constant connectivity enabled by smartphones, tablets, and laptops sure isn’t helping. A recent study by the American Psychological Association’s Center for Organizational Excellence found that more than 50 percent of working adults check their email before and after work, on weekends, and even when they’re home sick. If your entrepreneur is male, the tendency to log in after hours is even greater.3 One reason could be the telepressure—or, “the urge to respond immediately to work-related messages, no matter when they come”—that many American professionals experience today.4 Entrepreneurs, whose companies are their babies and whose homes are often their offices, live with telepressure in spades.

When you look more closely, it’s easy to see how the hours add up. Entrepreneurs officially work at least fifty hours a week, probably more. Then they go home, laptops in one hand and smartphones in the other, and keep working. They’re making phone calls, responding to emails, strategizing in their free time. And then there’s the travel.

Studies haven’t been done on how much entrepreneurs travel, but almost every entrepreneur I know has to travel. As our world becomes smaller, this will probably become more and more commonplace. Investors may be scattered around the globe. Suppliers will be in one corner of the planet, distributors in another. IT support could be outsourced to one country and accounting to another. Customers might be spread across six continents. In 2016 alone, Americans logged 457.4 million person-trips for business.5 Ned estimates that he’s flown 1.5 million miles for the business over the past ten years, which, in some circles, is considered pretty run-of-the-mill. Perhaps your mate has traveled just as much, if not more, for his or her company.

It’s no wonder, then, that venture capitalists have been accused of having an age bias when selecting their investees. Young, single entrepreneurs, unencumbered with any other responsibilities, are the ideal workhorses. Michael Moritz, a venture capitalist with Sequoia Capital, one of the most prestigious investment firms in the world, has famously said that he’s “an incredibly enthusiastic fan of very talented twentysomethings starting companies.” Why? “They have great passion. They don’t have distractions like families and children and other things that get in the way.”6

While few in the investment community would dare say it so baldly, the vast majority retain sky-high expectations of an entrepreneur’s commitment, regardless of personal circumstances. Married or not, with kids or not: the company founder who wants to be taken seriously must prioritize the business—heart, soul, body, and mind.

This is definitely not a recipe for a healthy marriage or a robust personal life. But there’s a reason why this is the norm in the start-up world: few new businesses can succeed without extensive investments of time and energy. That’s why entrepreneurs, many of whom started a business to have more say over their own lives, often end up having less control over what they do and when they do it. Meg Cadoux Hirshberg, wife of Gary Hirshberg, the first CEO of Stonyfield Farm, has written extensively about her experience of being hitched to her husband’s dream. She explains that “businesses are like babies: they need you when they need you. And they always need you—your time, your attention, and your energy.”7

Every entrepreneur I’ve met feels the pressure to prioritize the business first, and it shows in their behavior and their decisions. Ned’s business partner, Sam, was riding his bike to work one day when a bike coming from the opposite direction suddenly clipped his. Sam went flying and crashed into the ground—hard. One of his arms was in excruciating pain, at least sprained, possibly broken, he guessed.

At that moment his cell phone rang. Sam saw that it was a potential investor that was still doing due diligence on d.light but seemed on the cusp of investing. Sam braced his aching arm and took the call.

The investor, noticing that Sam’s voice sounded strained, asked him if he was okay.

“I just got in a bike accident,” Sam replied honestly.

“Do you want to talk later?” the investor offered.

“No, I’m fine. Let’s talk now,” Sam said. It seemed like a logical choice at the time. Answer investor questions first, go to the hospital later.

Clearly impressed, the investor paused for a moment—and then launched into his latest round of questions about the business. Shortly after that conversation, the investor agreed to put money into d.light, citing the founders’ total commitment to the company as a factor in his decision.

The start-up may require this kind of hyperactive devotion for several years before it evolves into a more established firm (assuming it survives that long). And I can’t overemphasize the intensity of the experience—thus the previous analogy of drinking out of a fire hose.

Well, people who drink out of fire hoses for prolonged periods of time rarely come out unscathed.

In the Silicon Valley circles that surround me, entrepreneurs are universally admired. Say the names Steve Jobs or Mark Zuckerberg, and it’s not unusual to see people’s faces begin to glow. Even the entrepreneurs who fail big—like those who started Webvan or Pets.com before the dot-com bust at the turn of the millennium—are revered. They did it. They lived the dream. They had the chutzpah to chase their ambitions, even if they flamed out.

But here’s what we almost never hear in the romantic yarns about pursuing start-up dreams: being an entrepreneur is out-of-this-world stressful. When I met Ned in college, he was one of the most lighthearted, carefree people I had ever known. Today, nineteen years later, his head is full of gray hair. He regularly goes through periods when he can’t sleep, doesn’t exercise, barely remembers to eat, and oozes anxiety like sweat. He unquestionably loves what he does, but the frequent ups and downs and loop-the-loops have taken a huge toll on him.

One entrepreneur uses this analogy to explain what it’s like: Imagine a man riding a lion. Others look at him and think, “This guy’s really got it together! He’s brave!” But the man on the lion is thinking: “How the hell did I get on a lion, and how do I keep from getting eaten?”8

Kelly McGonigal, a leading health psychologist who teaches at the Stanford University School of Medicine, defines stress this way: “Stress is what arises when something you care about is at stake.”9 In everyday life, the list of things we care about ranges from the mundane (being on time for an appointment) to the earth-shattering (the survival of a loved one). For company founders, the birth of a new business creates a host of new things that are at stake:


[image: ] The idea

[image: ] The product or service

[image: ] The business model

[image: ] The cofounders

[image: ] The funding

[image: ] The investors

[image: ] The employees and their families

[image: ] The customers

[image: ] Other stakeholders (external partners, advisers, advocates, lenders, etc.)


And that’s on top of the personal things that entrepreneurs risk when they strike out on their own:


[image: ] Their dreams and ideals

[image: ] Their reputation

[image: ] Their competence

[image: ] Their financial situation

[image: ] Their family’s well-being

[image: ] Their career trajectory

[image: ] Their confidence

[image: ] Their identity


These are not trivial things that entrepreneurs are laying on the line. No wonder building a business can sometimes feel like a life-and-death venture. And no wonder entrepreneurs’ stress levels can seem monumental. If your beloved is right in the middle of the start-up process, he’s probably feeling that stress with every breath.

While we may think of stress as uniformly negative, psychologists actually separate stress into two subcategories: eustress and distress. Eustress, first explored by pioneering psychologist Richard Lazarus in the 1960s, is stress that is good for you.10 Eustress invigorates you, pushes you to achieve a goal, and often leads to feelings of fulfillment.11 Distress, on the other hand, leads to the negative impacts that we more commonly associate with stress, including anxiety, impaired thinking, and illness.12 Most interestingly, what causes us to feel eustress or distress is not the specific stressor, but our perception of that stressor: Is it a positive challenge or a negative threat?13

Unsurprisingly, entrepreneurs seem to experience copious amounts of both kinds of stress. You’ve probably already seen the effects of eustress on your significant other: that light in her eyes; that fire in his belly; that insatiable excitement to do something new, different, and challenging. Some people come alive when faced with the challenge of starting up a new venture. A friend of ours, who recently started his own investment firm, called it “the most stressful fun” he’s ever had.

Leanor Ortega Till of Denver, Colorado, has seen astonishing changes in her husband, Stephen, since he started his screen-printing business in 2010. Many people around them—herself included—weren’t convinced he could do it. “I was against it from the beginning,” she admitted. “I told him, ‘I’ve never seen you lead anything.’” But Stephen took those doubts and questions and used them as motivation. “When people say you can’t do this… that gives him a burst of inspiration like no other,” she explained to me. “Now he’s one of the best bosses I’ve ever seen.” Stephen used his loved ones’ critiques and doubts to fuel eustress instead of distress.

For all my concerns and complaints about Ned’s entrepreneurial ambitions, I’ve clearly seen how pursuing a start-up fed his spirit and stretched his intellect like nothing else. It isn’t something I’ve ever wanted to stand in the way of, especially given how Ned felt in that audio software engineering job he had right after college. A decade and a half later, this is how he describes it: “Every day I went there, I felt like I was dying. It was a soul-killing experience for me.” Or, to put it more clinically, he was not experiencing eustress. There was nothing driving him to do better or be better.

Compare that to what happened when Ned and his business partner, Sam, had to pitch d.light in the Draper Fisher Jurvetson business plan competition I mentioned in chapter 1. Here’s the behind-the-scenes story of how that $250,000 check ended up in our living room.

With all the work they were juggling as second-year MBA students, Ned and Sam actually forgot about the competition until eleven o’clock the night before. They haphazardly threw together a presentation with just a few hours to spare. Only after giving the presentation before a panel of judges at the competition did they realize they were supposed to have prepared a second, even longer presentation. They created it on the spot, taking the sixty-minute lunch break to put together a PowerPoint and come up with talking points. While the other competitors enjoyed filet mignon and quinoa salad, Ned and Sam—sweating and starving—paced outside in the parking lot and practiced, practiced, practiced. When they returned, they gave what Ned considers the best presentation they have ever given in the history of d.light. They successfully won over the most skeptical judge and even moved some audience members to tears.

That $250,000 prize launched the entire company. This is eustress at its best.

But when does eustress turn into distress? According to the American Psychological Association, “an extreme amount of stress can have health consequences and adversely affect the immune, cardiovascular, neuroendocrine and central nervous systems.”14 The point at which these negative effects kick in will differ for everyone, of course, given our individual capacities to cope with challenging circumstances. It’s likely that entrepreneurs, renowned for their expansive sense of optimism, have a higher capacity for perceiving stressors as positive challenges. However, the start-up path is so demanding that even the most buoyant entrepreneur will experience some distress.

For one thing, distress is more likely to come about when stress becomes chronic. Evolutionarily, stress was designed to help us survive occasional threats like bear attacks and flash floods. But when stress goes on for months or years, without any time in between to recover, the structures of our brains actually change in response. We live in a constant fight-or-flight mode, causing our brains to function less efficiently and become more vulnerable to mental disease.15 We become less resilient and less able to cope with stress, not more. Human beings—whether entrepreneurs or not—are not built to be under high degrees of stress, nonstop, for years on end.

Then there’s the sheer number of stressors entrepreneurs experience. When I asked Bill Reichert, managing director of venture capital firm Garage Technology Ventures, what he would most want the partners of entrepreneurs to know, he replied, “What’s hard for a spouse to appreciate is all the different pressures that a founder is under. It’s hard to communicate this. There’s pressure from the team, from investors, from customers, and others.”

This pressure can come in many forms, from difficult personalities and relational conflicts to deadlines and financial challenges. Investors almost always push business founders to accomplish more in a shorter amount of time. Team members demand to be heard, respected, affirmed, and included. Customers ask for higher quality, lower prices, and responsive service. It’s easy to see how the entrepreneur may feel like she is constantly and simultaneously juggling the needs, opinions, and demands of multiple stakeholders—and how she will likely feel that she is failing to please anyone in the process. On top of all this, she is probably doing the work of at least five people.

For those of you who think more quantitatively, here’s another way of weighing the stress caused by a start-up. You may have heard of the Holmes and Rahe stress scale, a list of stressful life events that can contribute to illness. It was developed by psychiatrists Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe back in the 1960s, and scientific research on the immense physical toll of stress has only reinforced it in the fifty years since. Of the forty-three items on the list, I can conservatively count at least a dozen that will likely affect a household at the start of a new business, including: taking on a mortgage or loan; major change in responsibilities at work; major changes in working hours or conditions; major change in type and/or amount of recreation; and major change in sleeping habits. Add all these life changes together, and it’s actually quite easy to exceed the scale’s threshold score of three hundred for someone at high risk of illness.16

These high levels of stress exist even when everything is going right. If something goes wrong—and your entrepreneur would have to live an extraordinarily charmed existence not to have something go wrong—there are no limits on the amount of stress he may experience.

Jake and Hillary Denham of Denver, Colorado, have been running their own carpet cleaning and water damage restoration business since 2008. Today the company is doing great, but that’s only because it survived what Jake calls “the winter from hell.” In late 2013, the Denver area was hit by a freak rainstorm that caused flooding across the city. The Denhams responded to the sudden spike in demand by hiring another full-time employee and spending $25,000 on additional equipment. That month they restored more than forty flooded properties, a 400 percent increase over a typical month. But the following month, the number of calls they got inexplicably dropped to 80 percent below their average—and stayed there for the next eight months. “I spent $120,000 over four months to keep the company going. I used every line of credit I could,” Jake recounted. “Our employees were leaving. We had no money. We didn’t even have money to buy food for the kids. We were hopeless and depressed.”

At the height of the winter from hell, Hillary found out she was expecting a third child. She sobbed as she broke the news to her husband: “Jake, I’m so sorry! I’m pregnant!” Jake remembers going out to the porch, sitting down, and being unable to move or speak for at least an hour. “We were barely surviving, and now we had another human being coming into the world,” he explained. It took ten excruciating months of cutting expenses, laying off employees, and doing everything on their own again, along with extremely frugal living, for the Denhams to climb back out of that hole.

Needless to say, Jake and Hillary were feeling distress, not eustress, throughout that season. The number of things they cared about that were at stake and the volume of external challenges that they couldn’t control were overwhelming. In such a situation, running the business together may have hurt them more than it helped. When both partners experience the same stressors at the same time, it’s extremely difficult to shore one another up. Jake and Hillary’s marriage survived—but not without a lot of work to prioritize the relationship before their dreams of building a big and successful business.

After we moved to China, Ned and I experienced our own parade of horribles, which tested our relationship and our individual mental health to the breaking point. (I broke. Ned didn’t. That’s why he’s the entrepreneur in the family.) I had naively thought that moving the company overseas would solve its most pressing problems. But the challenges that came our way after we moved to China were far, far worse. Here is a sampling of the greatest stressors we experienced in the first six months after we moved:


[image: ] Feeling overly ambitious, we tried to launch three products at once. But two of the products were hastily designed and did not fit the market. We ended up having to cut those two products before they launched, costing the company significant time and money.

[image: ] Ned and Sam had to work desperately to secure a new round of funding. They had already deferred their own salaries to keep the company alive as investors hemmed and hawed over the decision. The day the investors finally signed the term sheets and began wiring the money to d.light’s account was the same day in 2008 that Lehman Brothers collapsed, marking the dramatic beginning of the worldwide Great Recession. If the deal had been delayed by even twenty-four hours, the entire thing would likely have fallen through and spelled the death of the company.

[image: ] We received our very first container order—a tremendous victory for the still-young business—and filled the container with 6,300 products that had a 100 percent failure rate. Of course, we didn’t discover this until the container was already in the middle of the Indian Ocean, halfway to East Africa. Another container, sent to the team in India, was full of the same defective products. A couple of team members from China went to India to rework all the units, but they couldn’t do it fast enough to fulfill orders. They had to hire an entire team of temporary workers to work around the clock for one week.


Talk to almost any entrepreneur and you will hear similar stories: living under six figures of debt; losing key investors, customers, or business partners; dealing with crashing websites and malfunctioning products at the worst possible moment. No doubt your entrepreneur has experienced something like this already. Any of these circumstances would create a huge amount of stress—and that stress has an impact.

In a recent Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index, 34 percent of entrepreneurs reported feeling worried, and 45 percent said they were stressed. In both instances, these numbers were several percentage points higher than that of other kinds of workers.17 In another study, conducted by researchers across several California universities, 72 percent of entrepreneurs self-reported mental health concerns. About one-half of the study’s 242 participants said they had one or more lifetime mental health conditions. A sizable number reported struggling with depression (30 percent), ADHD (29 percent), and substance use conditions (12 percent).18 In contrast, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has found that about 7.6 percent of the general population over the age of twelve are depressed, the majority of them women.19

It’s possible that some of these numbers might be attributable to the well-documented link between creative genius and mental illness.20 But the brutal start-up environment certainly can’t be helping.

Ben Horowitz, an entrepreneur-turned-investor who was one of Netscape’s first product managers, has blogged frankly about the monumental challenges that come up over and over again when one is following the entrepreneurial path. He calls it “the Struggle” in a passage that would be beautifully poetic if it didn’t make start-up life sound like one of the nine circles of hell. Here’s an excerpt: “The Struggle is when you are surrounded by people and you are all alone. The Struggle has no mercy. The Struggle is the land of broken promises and crushed dreams. The Struggle is a cold sweat. The Struggle is where your guts boil so much that you feel like you are going to spit blood.”21

I don’t know about you, but reading that makes me want to curl up in a ball and call my mother.

It’s no wonder, then, that entrepreneurs seem particularly susceptible to burnout. Drena Fagen, an art therapist and social worker in New York City who specializes in burnout, defines it as “the gap that exists between our expectations and what is actually possible.”22 For our perpetually dreaming entrepreneurs, this gap could be as wide as the Grand Canyon. “We occupy the land of the unknown—each of us is an inventor and innovator in our own ways,” writes author and businesswoman Adelaide Lancaster. “There are no maps, no guidebooks, and no pre-defined expectations.” But then she goes on to say: “No one knows what is possible, and that’s what is exciting.”23

Are our beloved entrepreneurs gluttons for punishment? It’s tempting to think this, but it may be more accurate to think of them as gluttons for a challenging, thrilling adventure. Taking the risk to pursue a passion, to overcome seemingly insurmountable odds, to create something with lasting value for society, can give an adrenaline rush like nothing else. Just ask the 550,000 Americans who are flocking to start their own businesses every single month.24

If launching a new venture were easy, it probably wouldn’t be nearly as fun or satisfying. Richard Branson, the billionaire founder of Virgin Group, is known for saying (with his typical swagger), “If you want swashbuckling action in your life, become an entrepreneur and give it a go.”25 Even the very down-to-earth Apple cofounder Steve Wozniak, whose favorite haunt is Outback Steakhouse, can’t resist encouraging aspiring entrepreneurs to take the plunge. “If you love what you do and are willing to do what it takes, it’s within your reach,” he writes in his memoir. “And it’ll be worth every minute you spend alone at night, thinking and thinking about what it is you want to design or build. It’ll be worth it, I promise.”26

The allure of an adventurous, fulfilling, and inspirational life is something that few of us are immune to. But the entrepreneurial path exacts a cost, almost all of which is personal. Entrepreneurs live at the epicenter of the Struggle and breathe and bleed every high and low. This inevitably affects their health, their character, their priorities—and their loved ones.

Even if you have the most solid relationship in the world, and you yourself are healthy and well-adjusted and content with your life, the stresses of your significant other’s new business will impact you. Recent studies have found that stress is as contagious as the common cold. Being around a stressed individual or even just seeing him or her on video—beware video chats!—will elevate your own cortisol levels.27 In addition, stress caused by factors wholly outside the relationship can deeply affect marriages. Social scientists call this phenomenon stress spillover, and it can do everything from increase marital conflict to cause you to like your spouse less.28

And no wonder. In my research and the interviews I’ve conducted, I’ve come across the same metaphors again and again to describe a start-up: It’s like a child. A lover. An obsession. The center of your beloved’s universe. And life in this strange threesome—you, your entrepreneur, and the business—is its own unique adventure.
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The Entrepreneurial Relationship

If I asked you to conjure up an image of Steve Jobs, chances are that you would picture him wearing a black turtleneck. He wore that rather bland garment every single day in his later years—whether in the office, at home, or before thousands of adoring fans at Apple’s annual Worldwide Developers Conference. This might seem like an odd quirk of a particularly brilliant man, but he’s not the only one. Mark Zuckerberg dons the same gray T-shirt in television interviews, business meetings, and family photos with his wife and baby. Other well-known people who have stuck with such banal uniforms include Albert Einstein, Segway inventor Dean Kamen, and even President Barack Obama.1

Fashion icons they are not, but their commitment to wearing the same clothes is deliberate. And it provides an important clue for understanding what life with an entrepreneur is like.

At his first-ever public Q&A in 2014, Zuckerberg explained why he wore the same T-shirt every day: “I really want to clear my life to make it so that I have to make as few decisions as possible about anything except how to best serve this community.”2 Even small decisions like choosing what to wear or deciding what to eat for lunch take too much mental energy. After all, he’s a little busy running the world’s largest social network.

Neuroscientist and psychologist Daniel Levitin, author of The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload, says we all practice this, called satisficing, to some degree. Satisficing, a term coined by Nobel Prize winner Herbert Simon, refers to the strategy of making a decision that is not optimal but is sufficient enough to satisfy us. When we pull into a gas station that doesn’t have the best price but is convenient, or we put on the first jacket we see in the closet, we are satisficing. As Levitin explains, “Satisficing is one of the foundations of productive human behavior; it prevails when we don’t waste time on decisions that don’t matter, or more accurately, when we don’t waste time trying to find improvements that are not going to make a significant difference in our happiness or satisfaction.”3

For the most part, satisficing is a healthy and helpful practice. Entrepreneurs, who typically make hundreds of decisions daily, must practice satisficing simply to survive. In a typical week your beloved may be making high-level judgments on strategy, expenses, designs, and target markets—while juggling those alongside menial choices such as what kind of pen to buy, what brand of paper to order, and what salutation to use in an email.

That is quite a bit of information for a single human brain to process, even if that brain belongs to a creative genius. Our conscious brains can process only about 120 bits of information per second. It takes 60 bits of processing power to listen to one person speaking to you. Add in another person talking to you at the same time, and your brain is already maxed out.4

To make things worse, neuroscientists have found that our brains don’t automatically know how to differentiate between more important or less important decisions.5 It takes additional processing power to prioritize which decisions need to be made, which can be postponed, and which can be ignored altogether.

The end result? Your entrepreneur’s brain is very, very full from business-related matters alone. He will likely begin satisficing to a degree that increasingly limits the mental energy he has left for personal matters. If it gets bad enough, he may even begin satisficing you.

Cheng-Ling Chen of San Francisco, California, has known her husband, Andy, since they were sophomores in high school. Their relationship was his top priority during their high school, college, and grad school years. But then, as Andy was finishing his PhD, he and three friends started a company that developed and sold debugging software. Cheng-Ling’s close relationship with him changed dramatically in the years that followed. “What enabled him to be so focused on what he does and be successful is because he’s so single-minded. He pushes everything else to the side,” Cheng-Ling reflected. “We were used to a certain level of closeness and connection that his obsession with his company didn’t allow for. Before then I was what he was focused on.” Andy’s satisficing had practical and emotional ramifications for their marriage. “There were times in the past when he could have or should have reached out, but he didn’t have the mental capacity for it, so he didn’t do it. I couldn’t understand that and couldn’t forgive it for a long time.”

Andy’s company was acquired in 2014, providing the successful exit that many entrepreneurs dream of. But that success doesn’t mean that he and Cheng-Ling have figured out how to balance their relationship with the time and space he needs if he pursues another start-up. “One thing we’re continuing to work on is, how can he still turn toward me without losing that single focus? How can I feel included in his world?” More than ten years after Andy started his company, they’re still struggling to find a solution that works for both of them.

When I asked Julian Gorodsky, a clinical psychologist in Silicon Valley for nearly four decades, how he would characterize the experience of being with an entrepreneur, he didn’t mince any words. “The start-up can be like a lover,” he said. Gorodsky has a gray beard and kind eyes that make you want to confide in him. He has counseled many high-powered couples in the Valley and has seen firsthand the pressure that a start-up puts on a relationship. “The entrepreneur is intensely involved in this other,” he continued. “As with extramarital affairs, some marriages break up because of it, and others don’t.”

According to Gorodsky, the difference between the couples who stay together and those who don’t is whether there is a true affirmation of love and a deep understanding of what it means to love unconditionally.

Unconditional love isn’t easy under any circumstances, and it’s certainly not easy when your partner’s venture takes over her brain and begins affecting multiple areas of your life—finances, schedules, quality of life, geographical location, emotional health, children, and more. As much as you might try to buttress your personal lives against the turbulent waves of the business, it won’t be possible to avoid some kind of impact. As a result, you may find yourself doing things or putting up with things that you never expected.

Meg Cadoux Hirshberg moved into the Stonyfield farmhouse after marrying her husband, Gary, in 1986. The farmhouse had no central heat, no insulation, and no locks on the doors. It also doubled as the yogurt company’s office. She went to bed each night with “the sickening odor of fermenting curds and whey.” She could never take a bath for fear an employee would wander into the bathroom. She even gave birth to two of her children there, employees roaming the hallways as she moaned through labor.6

Eleanor Williams7 found herself moving from California to Togo, a tiny West African nation, shortly after she married. Her husband, Andrew, had worked there a few years earlier. She had visited Togo only briefly before, yet now she was relocating her entire life to help him start a business in one of the poorest countries in the world.8 On Eleanor’s first visit to Togo, she lived in a village for a week with no running water and no electricity. She rode an overcrowded ferry that ended up crushing a passenger against the dock. The whole experience was quite a shock for someone born and raised in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Others may experience more common but no less challenging circumstances when their significant others are consumed by their ventures. Heather Caliri of San Diego, California, was not expecting to have to operate like a single parent when her first child was born. But when the stop-motion-animation software project her engineer husband, Dyami, had been doing as a side project suddenly began to take off, he told her that he wanted to quit his job and work on the business full-time. Realizing this was a train she couldn’t stop, Heather gave Dyami her support—even as she dealt with postpartum depression and their aging kitchen literally fell apart around them. The 2008 Great Recession hit soon after, and they lost most of their savings and had to move back in with Heather’s parents.

It takes a significant level of commitment to stick with our mates through such challenging circumstances. Even more so when we are faced with the reality that they have voluntarily created greater chaos and stress for us—while simultaneously having a diminished capacity to help manage that chaos and stress. You may feel like your partner is the bull who destroys everything in the china shop and then splits, leaving you to clean up the mess.

To their credit, it’s probably not intentional. Our significant others are simply protecting their brains from decision overload by limiting the number of things they need to worry about or act on.

This can start off innocuously enough. If your beloved begins wearing the same clothes or eating the same meal for breakfast every day, that’s no big deal. If he begins to forget to put his dirty dishes in the sink or to fill up the gas tank in the car, that’s annoying but manageable.

From there, assuming his business is becoming increasingly complex and demanding, the brainpower he has left for the rest of life will only dwindle. He may stop paying attention to what he eats altogether. He may forget important dates and events. He won’t remember to do chores around the house. He won’t think to schedule time to see family or friends. He’ll lose track of the kids’ activities and the names of their friends.

And the fate of all those daily life decisions that fall through the cracks of your entrepreneur’s overtasked brain? Unless your family has its own personal assistant, they will land squarely in your lap—whether or not you want the job.

Outside of the direct support I have offered to Ned and his company, the list of indirect support I have had to give him—sometimes happily, sometimes less so—is long and continues to grow even now. I do most of the household chores. I pay our bills. I plan our date nights and pack for our vacations. I schedule our medical checkups. I buy the groceries and cook all our meals. I run most of the errands that need to be taken care of during business hours. I’m the first line of defense for fixing stuff around the house. I oversee our social calendar and maintain our friendships.

If I include everything I do to take care of our son, especially when Ned is traveling or working late, the list grows even longer.

The concept of a lead parent is espoused by Anne-Marie Slaughter, the scholar and policy analyst who shot to national fame in 2012 after writing about how women “still can’t have it all” in The Atlantic. Many modern couples, Ned and myself included, have fully bought into the ideals of co-parenting, but Slaughter and her husband, Andrew Moravcsik, make the argument that this isn’t necessarily feasible. Unless the couple has perfectly complementary and flexible schedules, one parent will almost always have to take the lead in caring for the children. This is how Moravcsik, who has played this role for several years, explains it: “Lead parenting is being on the front lines of everyday life. In my years as lead parent, I have gotten the kids out of the house in the morning; enforced bedtimes at night; monitored computer and TV use; attempted to ensure that homework got done right; encouraged involvement in sports and music; attended the baseball games, piano lessons, plays, and concerts that resulted; and kept tabs on social lives. To this day, I am listed first on emergency forms; I am the parent who drops everything in the event of a crisis.”9

Moravcsik admits that this list is significantly shorter because he and Slaughter have the financial resources to hire plenty of help. For middle- or lower-class families, the lead parent has even more responsibilities.

If your mate is an entrepreneur and you have children together, the chances that you will be the lead parent are pretty much 100 percent. I have been the lead parent for our son for the entire five and a half years of his existence, and I don’t expect that to change anytime soon. I track everything from his doctor’s appointments and meals to his social activities and physical development. Some days I feel like I’m struggling with decision overload just from taking care of everything that Ned can’t. And that’s before I’ve paid attention to any of my own personal or professional needs.

For all the responsibilities that your entrepreneur has at work, you, as his or her partner, will have to take on as many responsibilities at home. You will be the CEO of your home and your family, of your children and your marriage. You will be the primary advocate for your personal lives, ensuring that you, your partner, and your children remain emotionally and physically healthy, and that your relationships stay strong. It is very possible that your own career prospects will suffer, or at least be limited by, the proportionally greater responsibilities you need to take on at home.

The truth is that your contributions—behind-the-scenes, unglamorous, and often unrecognized—are what allow your entrepreneur to pursue his or her dreams. This is why your support of your partner’s venture is so vital. If you don’t genuinely buy into this journey, all the effort and sacrifices that will inevitably be required of you will be a ticket straight to resentment purgatory. And resentment, if left to fester and grow, can be the beginning of the end for relationships.

Resentment “is the persistent feeling that you’re being treated unfairly—not getting due respect, appreciation, affection, help, apology, consideration, praise, or reward.” Unlike anger or rage, which require physical and psychological energy that we can’t sustain for long periods of time, resentment can be easily maintained for years on end. After a while, resentment becomes “more of a mood than an emotional state, and the behaviors it motivates are more habit than choice.”10

Resentment is a risk and a reality in the entrepreneurial life. One Silicon Valley investor I spoke with, who has worked with start-ups for more than a decade, has seen plenty of entrepreneurs split from their spouses. The primary reasons? “Resentment and infidelity,” he told me without hesitation. “The spouses spend so much time apart that resentment can build up in either of them. It could be on the part of the entrepreneur, who feels like he or she is not being supported, or the spouse, who feels like he or she is not being acknowledged. That’s when you want to blame your spouse or find someone better.”

It’s not realistic, of course, to simply will yourself not to feel resentful. Over the years I have felt far more resentment toward Ned and d.light than I would like to admit, dating all the way back to the second Christmas after we married. Back then the company was just a months-old school project. Ned decided to go to Myanmar to do field research for d.light during winter break—the same winter break I had been expecting to spend with the husband I’d barely seen since the summer. But he chose to spend the holiday volunteering his time with a project in a random foreign country with people he had never met instead of choosing me. And it hurt—deeply.

Over time, the d.light project began to fill up every extra bit of bandwidth that he, as a full-time graduate student, had. When he needed more margin, he created some by reducing the time he spent with me and other people. He worked on d.light whenever he wasn’t doing homework, and he went on business trips whenever he had a break from school. When he graduated, all the time he had dedicated to attending classes and doing homework was seamlessly and completely absorbed by what had become a full-fledged business.

In just a couple of years, Ned went from being my new husband, to a roommate who was sometimes around to eat and help clean up, to a phantom that emerged only occasionally. Just as the theory of satisficing would predict, Ned stopped helping with errands and chores around the house. He rarely attended social events with me. Any date night we put on the calendar was usually rescheduled, and rescheduled again, until it was inevitably canceled at the last minute. Worst of all, even when Ned was with me, he wasn’t fully there anymore. I often had trouble getting him to look me in the eye or listen to an entire sentence I spoke. Ned had been completely captured—intellectually, emotionally, and physically—by his venture. The other love of his life was taking over, and I had been relegated to making do with the crumbs of attention he occasionally threw my way. Resentment and I became well acquainted during those years.

But the truth is that resentment doesn’t help Ned or me, in large part because it adds emotional strain without spurring us into action. When I am in the throes of resentment, Ned feels more guilty and I feel more stressed. Yet we’re no closer to finding actionable, helpful solutions. Our relationship, and we as individuals, are far better served when I channel my resentful energy toward doing things differently. This begins with more realistic expectations, is fueled by a sense of empowerment, and is facilitated through strategies like proactive communication and intentional time spent together. (We’ll get to all of these strategies later in the book.)

For the couple that is doing business together, the challenges of finding the mental capacity for managing your personal lives can be even greater. You will both need to learn how to create the time and energy for priorities outside of work. If you have children, you will need to negotiate what co-parenting looks like, or if one of you can take on the role of lead parent. You will both need to be advocates for your relationship and your family.

But what, exactly, does that advocacy look like? Part of the answer, I believe, can be found in the wisdom of the late business guru Stephen Covey. If you’ve been around the business world at all, you’ve probably been exposed to Stephen Covey’s quadrant of time management. Covey made the case that all our tasks can be labeled as urgent or not urgent, and important or not important. They will then fit into one of these four boxes:11


I. Urgent and Important

II. Not Urgent and Important

III. Urgent and Not Important

IV. Not Urgent and Not Important



At first glance, the table looks simple enough to put into practice. Do everything in quadrant I first. Then move to quadrant II. Only when you’ve finished those tasks should you even consider the items in quadrants III and IV.

Unfortunately, the reality is that many of us spend a disproportionate amount of time in quadrant III, on things that feel urgent but don’t really matter. That’s a problem for entrepreneurs and their significant others, given their greatly limited time and mental capacity.

In his classic book First Things First, Covey explains how many of us have an urgency addiction: “Some of us get so used to the adrenaline rush of handling crises that we become dependent on it for a sense of excitement and energy.” That sense of urgency can be so exhilarating and satisfying—contributing to the eustress that we discussed in the last chapter—that we begin to equate urgency with importance. “Then when the importance isn’t there, the urgency fix is so powerful we are drawn to do anything urgent, just to stay in motion.… It’s become a status symbol in our society—if we’re busy, we’re important; we’re almost embarrassed to admit it. Busyness is where we get our security. It’s validating, popular, and pleasing.”12

What helps us feel busy and important? Making decisions, big and small, about a business. Checking things off a to-do list. Attending meetings. Creating documents. Replying to emails. And what feels like a less productive use of time? Chatting with our significant others. Playing with our children. Hiking. Reading a good book. Sleeping.

Your family and your relationship are the epitome of what it means to be in quadrant II. You are no doubt very important to your entrepreneur, but you’re certainly not urgent. You will still be there if she works a fourteen-hour day, just as you will be there if she works an eight-hour day. You will be there if he travels 70 percent of the time or if he never leaves home. The challenge for both of you will be gaining clarity on what is paramount in your life and allocating your time accordingly. Together you’ll need to develop the discipline to ask questions like: Is this task important or is it just urgent? Can I make that decision tomorrow? Is finishing this actually essential to the business?

We tend to avoid such questions because making these decisions takes work and consumes valuable processing power. But when we don’t do the work of understanding what is truly important, the siren call of urgency can lure us in. If your entrepreneur always answers that call, and you enable him or her to do so, you and your family will come second—or third or fourth—every day. And when your relationship is put on the back burner for too long, the simmering affection you have for one another may eventually fizzle.

The top reasons for divorce in the US, while differing slightly across surveys, always include the following: financial problems, infidelity, poor communication, and growing apart.13 It’s pretty easy to see how being with an entrepreneur could exacerbate all these factors. The stress and uncertainty alone could strain your relationship. If you’re also constantly getting the message that you are not as deserving of time, attention, and energy as the business—well, it’s understandable why some mates might struggle to stick around.

My hope is that, if you’re reading this book, you want to stick around despite the challenges. If your beloved is a decent human being who loves you but just happens to be consumed with a business, it makes a lot of sense for you to fight for your relationship. Even if you think the start-up is taking over your marriage and your family life, it need not be that way forever. Some measure of hardship is normal in start-up life, but that is not a predictor of how the rest of your life will turn out. Things can get better. Remember the three women whose stories I highlighted earlier in the chapter? Consider where they are now:

After surviving a hellish few years, Meg Cadoux Hirshberg saw her husband lead Stonyfield Farm to become the bestselling brand of organic yogurt in the country. As a result, I’m pretty sure she is no longer living in a farmhouse and now has locks on her bathrooms.

Eleanor survived a couple of eventful years overseas before returning to the US with a much clearer picture of her own needs and sense of vocation. Her experience equipped her to have a frank discussion with her husband when he wanted to move abroad for another venture a few years later. Together they decided to remain in the US so she could work and take care of their new baby. Her husband was then able to start a locally based company.

After a harrowing year and a half for Heather and her family, her husband’s stop-motion-animation software company took off. Their software has been used in major studio films ranging from the Claymation hit Shaun the Sheep to Star Wars: The Force Awakens. The family has been living comfortably off the income of the company for more than a decade, and she and her husband have attended some pretty fabulous VIP movie screenings. Dyami has attained the life that most entrepreneurs hope for: he’s working less than forty hours a week, earning more than he did in his previous jobs, and has a flexible schedule that allows him to spend lots of time with his wife and children.

There’s hope for entrepreneurial couples to get to the other side of the craziness as stronger individuals with deeper, more grounded relationships. I know that’s been the case for Ned and me.

When the professional and personal challenges overwhelmed us after we moved to China, Ned and I rallied to one another’s side. We advised one another, vented together, celebrated together, and cheered one another on. We poured the best of our intellects and skills and hearts into d.light—and grew profoundly in our respect and love for each other as a result. I’m convinced that our marriage is more resilient and our level of trust in each other far deeper than if we had remained in our comfortably predictable lives.

That being said, the whole start-up thing was still a lot harder than it needed to be. If we had prepared better for the experience, we could have saved ourselves a lot of misery, conflict, and burnout. If I had made the effort to better understand myself and Ned, to know my greatest needs and greatest stressors, we probably could have arrived at the same place we are today with fewer battle scars and a lot less baggage.

In the next section, we’ll cover these areas in hopes that you won’t need to repeat my mistakes.
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Knowing Yourself and Your Partner

Less than two years after Ned and I married, I found myself in therapy. Unlike when I sought grief counseling after the death of my father, this time I couldn’t explain how or why I had ended up on a therapist’s couch. One day, I had been my usual hyper-productive, overachieving self. The next, I was a depressed, weepy individual who could barely get out of bed. I didn’t know what was wrong with me—and I was terrified.

My therapist solved the mystery within minutes. “It sounds like you’re suffering from burnout,” she suggested gently after I explained to her how much I had been working and what my work environment was like.

“Really?” I was surprised at her diagnosis. As a twenty-seven-year-old, I had assumed burnout wasn’t a legitimate thing. And if it was, it only happened to old men with receding hairlines who had overworked themselves for decades. “Why? What would cause that?”

“Well, for starters, it seems like you have trouble saying no to others,” she replied. “Is people-pleasing important to you?”

I hesitated. “I guess so,” I said reluctantly.

“What do you think would happen if you started saying no to people and started setting boundaries?” she pressed.

My insides clenched, my skin tingling with horror. If I began saying no, surely all of humanity would hate me. The earth would break apart into tiny little pieces and get sucked up by the universe. But I chose to give a milder response. “Other people would be disappointed in me. I could lose the respect of my friends and coworkers.”

“Are you sure that’s true? Is that how you feel when other people say no to you?”

“No,” I admitted with a heavy sigh. I had really been hoping to blame someone else for my depression and dysfunction. Unfortunately, as is often the case, the root issue was my own.

But Ned’s entrepreneurial pursuits were part of the equation too. The stress and strain it had put on our marriage helped create fertile ground for some of my worst character traits to emerge.

When d.light became the time-suck of all time-sucks for Ned, I responded in a way that surprised even me. Yes, I felt the usual hurt, loneliness, and resentment. But I also experienced a peculiar need to prove that I could keep up with my dream-big husband. A competitive fire within me, which I thought had been extinguished when I was beaned in the head with a dodge ball in fourth grade, came surging back with unexpected vigor.

If Ned was going to dedicate his whole life to his work, so could I. If Ned was going to give his heart and soul to his company, then I would give my heart and soul to my job organizing programs and community service opportunities at our church. If Ned was going to be too busy for me, then I would be too busy for him. He worked very long days and most nights and weekends. I tried to outdo him by scheduling meetings every night and every weekend on top of my extended daytime hours.

I’m going to go ahead and say what you are already thinking: this was not a good or healthy response. It was bad for our marriage, of course, as we went from seeing one another a tiny percentage of the time to not seeing one another at all. We were acting more like competitors than partners. (Admittedly, the competition was totally one-sided. Ned was too busy to pay attention to the fact that I was trying to compete with him.) And it was terrible for my personal health, as evidenced by my emergency visit to a therapist’s office—and my eventual resignation from a job that I could no longer sustain.

My therapist’s insights broke open the protective shell behind which I had been hiding for years—even from myself. I now recognized that I had been a bona fide people-pleaser for as long as I could remember. I could never say no to anyone or set any personal boundaries. I babysat my boss’s three young kids for an entire night on a moment’s notice. I went ninety minutes out of my way to drive home someone I barely knew. I was available for meetings and phone calls anytime, anywhere.

It had been a long time since I had reserved any time or energy for taking care of myself or having fun. I had pushed myself far past the point of exhaustion, ignoring any physical and emotional cues my body tried to give me, determined to prove that I could be as important and hardworking as my husband. No wonder, then, that my body and mind completely shut down. It was the only way to force me to exit my self-inflicted rat race.

For your sake, I hope you don’t struggle with people-pleasing and boundary-setting as much as I do. Trust me, it’s not fun. But chances are you struggle with something—and that something will be triggered, possibly to epic proportions, by the stress of being with an entrepreneur.

And you wouldn’t be the only one. There’s more than enough space for two to tango on this dance floor. It’s likely that your beloved will also begin exhibiting different or unexpected behaviors in response to the stress of creating a new business. (Not to state the obvious, but every human being has issues. If your partner ever tries to make the claim that you are the only one with neuroses that need to be addressed, take comfort in knowing that you have just identified one of his or her issues.)

A woman I’ll call Cindy had saved up a comfortable nest egg with her husband when he first joined a relative’s start-up. They had several children, but their financial situation was stable enough and the potential of the product high enough that their personal risk in the venture seemed minimal.

But a year later, when the seed funding dried out and with no substantial sales on the horizon, things went quickly downhill for them. Her husband stopped receiving a salary, yet continued to spend most of his time out of state for the start-up. Cindy was left behind to care for their children, including two toddlers and two autistic preteens, on her own. She begged her husband to find another job; instead he extended his contract with the start-up without consulting her. When their car stopped working, he bought a car from his business partner but told his wife he was just borrowing it.

Within two years, their financial reserves and their children’s college funds had disappeared entirely. Cindy kept asking her husband to find other work nearby or to stay home to care for the children so she could get a job. He refused to listen to her pleading. Instead he retorted, “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not the boss of me.”

The state of their finances and their family relationships continued to deteriorate. Their home was eventually foreclosed on, and Cindy and the kids had to move in with a family member. Only then was her husband willing to reconsider his employment options, eventually finding another job with an established company.

When Cindy shared these events with me, several years after the fact, her tone was incredulous. “He was a good and caring man,” she assured me several times. “But working on that company totally changed him.” Their financial challenges had been painful, but far more excruciating had been how her husband became someone she couldn’t recognize or fully trust. He no longer prioritized the needs of his wife and children; he willingly risked everything his family had for a failing business; he lied and made major decisions without asking for her input.

I asked Cindy why she thought her husband had changed so much.

“I think he wanted to see the company succeed so badly, he felt the ends—a huge financial windfall—would eventually justify the means,” she replied. “But once you start ignoring your conscience, I think it gets easier and easier to do things that you never would have considered before.”

Executive coach Dave Phillips would probably add that Cindy’s husband already had these behavioral tendencies within him; they just hadn’t had the opportunity to manifest themselves. Phillips uses the Birkman Method—a multidimensional assessment of behavioral, motivational, and occupational data—to guide his clients toward healthier, more productive careers and family lives. “Lots of people don’t like behavioral assessments,” he told me. “But they allow us to understand our natural predispositions and understand the animal we’ve been created to be. We need to understand that the enemy is us.” (For the record, Phillips was able to diagnose my off-the-charts competitive spirit after just a quick glance at the results of my Birkman evaluation.)

For hundreds of years, we humans have tried to develop different ways of understanding and categorizing ourselves, from ancient astrological signs to the twentieth-century codification of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.1 Philosophers, spiritual leaders, and psychologists all make the case that self-awareness is necessary for personal health and development. In the last few decades, scientific research has helped us better understand that self-consciousness and the willingness to disclose what we’re learning about ourselves to others actually allows us to be more effective leaders and to have stronger, more satisfying relationships.2 According to the authors of one psychology study, which showed that asking a series of personal questions could accelerate intimacy in a relationship, “One key pattern associated with the development of a close relationship among peers is sustained, escalating, reciprocal, personal self-disclosure.”3

This self-awareness is particularly key when venturing down the entrepreneurial path, which is guaranteed to be fraught with challenges and stress. None of us are our best selves under such circumstances. “The more stress people get under, the more their time horizons narrow, the less far they can see into the future,” Dave Phillips explained. “They will not see the natural consequences of their actions.”

The transformation you might see in your beloved doesn’t have to be as extreme as what Cindy witnessed. For example, most days I cohabitate with normal, everyday Ned, who happens to be one of the most even-keeled, good-humored, and kind individuals I know. But, occasionally, overly-stressed-entrepreneur Ned emerges. He is exasperated and snappy, distracted and cold. When this version of Ned comes into the house, I feel my own cortisol levels rising. I snap back at him. I keep my distance. And, ultimately, our relationship suffers.

When I speak with entrepreneurs’ significant others, I almost always ask the question, What do you wish you had known before this whole thing started? The question is intentionally broad, leaving space for people to talk about business or marriage or anything else. Frequently the responses I receive have to do with personality or character. Here’s a sampling of the statements I’ve heard:


[image: ] “ I wish I had known about my desire to control everything.”

[image: ] “ I wish I had learned how to set better boundaries.”

[image: ] “ I couldn’t admit to myself how selfish my husband actually was.”

[image: ] “ I should’ve understood that she didn’t think about the practical matters in life.”

[image: ] “ I wish I had known that I didn’t want a single moment of financial exposure.”

[image: ] “ I didn’t know we would drive each other crazy while working together.”

[image: ] “ I didn’t realize what a good listener my spouse is, so I didn’t take advantage of that earlier.”

[image: ] “ I wish I had known how much I would struggle with my own sense of identity and purpose.”

[image: ] “ It took me a long time to realize how much I internalize stress, and how harmful that can be if I don’t have a good outlet.”

[image: ] “ We should’ve played to our strengths more, dividing up the responsibilities of the business based on what we are each good at.”


This wide range of regrets points to the same truth: the more we understand ourselves and our partners, the better prepared we will be for the challenges of maintaining a relationship and building a start-up at the same time. If we can anticipate how we will respond to immense stress and uncertainty, we can better understand how best to cope and support one another.

Renowned psychologist John Gottman has researched married couples for more than twenty years. He emphasizes the importance of emotional intelligence in a successful relationship: “The more emotionally intelligent a couple—the better able they are to understand, honor, and respect each other and their marriages—the more likely that they will indeed live happily ever after.”4

A significant part of this emotional intelligence is developing detailed “love maps” of one another, or the mental file cabinet where we track everything important to our partner: his or her likes, dislikes, pet peeves, past experiences, fears, hopes, goals, and more. “Couples who have detailed love maps of each other’s world are far better prepared to cope with stressful events and conflict,” Gottman explains.5 These love maps, so long as we continuously update them, help us stay intimately connected with our partners regardless of the swirling, unpredictable challenges that come our way. Put another way, all the seemingly insignificant tidbits of information I’ve learned about Ned over the years (dislikes jazz, hates shopping, loves Thai food, passionate about astronomy, enjoys making Excel spreadsheets) actually do matter.

This is especially true for couples that work together. Julie Holly, who ran a real estate business with her husband in Modesto, California, explained, “It can be rough. It’s not like you can go home and gripe about your boss. If something goes wrong at work and you blame your spouse for it, you’re not going to want to be all snuggly with the same person you’re mad at.” The keys for Julie and her husband were finding one another’s personal and professional strengths, dividing roles and responsibilities accordingly, and then respecting and trusting one another to carry out those responsibilities well. “We’ve had to develop a healthy level of trust and certainty. Now we know one another well enough to know when we can go ahead and push the button without consulting the other.” It’s taken them several years of missteps and conflict to get to this point, but they’re finally seeing the fruit of their efforts.

Fortunately for today’s entrepreneurs and their partners, we live in an age full of self-assessment tools and resources. Just take a peek inside your local bookstore or online retailer and you will find everything from What Color Is Your Parachute? to Strengths-Finder and the latest essential guide to Myers-Briggs. Those of us who are verbal processors can call upon all sorts of wise and well-trained people to help us untangle our inner workings, including mentors, life coaches, spiritual leaders, and therapists. I have learned more about myself through therapy and spiritual direction (a cross between counseling and spiritual mentorship) than I ever could have learned through self-reflection or journaling alone. There are even exercises couples can do together, like “The 36 Questions That Lead to Love,” which went viral in 2015 after being published by the New York Times.6 (If you happened to miss it, just Google it to find the quiz.)

Despite all these great resources, it takes work—and a lot of time—to decrypt ourselves. We are fluid beings living in fluid environments that become particularly dynamic and challenging when there’s a start-up involved. Julie has certainly found this to be true. “I feel like entrepreneurs change at a much faster rate because we always have to make very broad moves very quickly. We have to contort ourselves so much more to realize our dreams.”

In Ned’s case, the contortions he made seemed part and parcel of the entrepreneurial journey. He worked hard—really hard—but what entrepreneur doesn’t? Only years later did we recognize that Ned was struggling with workaholism. He was addicted to the highs that work provided him, and it was a dependence that couldn’t be broken without help.

I should have seen this back in college, when Ned was taking six classes each quarter, leading a student advocacy group, and serving as an academic adviser—while also playing in a band, singing in an a cappella group, and recording and mixing full-length albums for both. I thought he just liked being busy.

Family therapist Bryan E. Robinson, a leading expert on workaholism, defines it as “an obsessive-compulsive disorder that manifests itself through self-imposed demands, an inability to regulate work habits, and an overindulgence in work to the exclusion of most other life activities.”7 We both thought d.light was requiring this level of obsessive commitment from Ned, that it was the only way for the company to succeed. There was some truth to this, but Ned was also stretching the truth when he made the decision over and over again to choose his work over nearly everything else in his life. Robinson explains the difference between healthy workers and workaholics: “Healthy workers know when to close the briefcase, mentally switch gears, and be fully present.… Workaholics allow work to engulf all other quarters of life.”8

At his workaholic worst, which was aggravated by his pursuit of a start-up, Ned ended up making decisions that he now regrets—missing weddings and birthday parties, neglecting friendships, disregarding his own health, casting aside hobbies and other interests, taking our marriage for granted. He let his venture turn him into a one-dimensional individual with only one clear goal in life: to make d.light work, at all costs. He no longer had a clear sense of what was most important to him.

Thankfully this isn’t the version of Ned that I live with today. But it’s been a long journey for him. Just as I have needed years to come to terms with my poor boundary-setting and stubborn people-pleasing, Ned has required an extensive amount of time to restructure his life such that work is only one part of who he is.

I’ll be the first to admit that the process to uncover our deepest neuroses can be humbling in that painful, wanting-to-claw-your-own-face kind of way. Yet, in the end, it has been extraordinarily empowering for me to know who I truly am—obnoxiously large warts and all. This knowledge has allowed both Ned and me to focus our limited time and energy on the things that keep us grounded, healthy, and content. I’ve had much greater awareness of the expectations and priorities I bring into our relationship, and how that affects my response to the topsy-turvy journey we are on.

Only after I hit rock bottom and burned out did I realize how unrealistic my expectations of Ned were. Inspired by the romantic comedies I had grown up watching, I wanted him to be my everything. But he didn’t want that role, and he certainly had no time or ability to fill it. I had to find emotional nourishment from other family and friends. My burnout also helped me understand how much I need balance for my well-being. That prompted me to invest significant time in counseling, journaling, good books, yoga, long walks, and rest. I encountered helpful resources like the classic book Boundaries: When to Say Yes, How to Say No to Take Control of Your Life, by Henry Cloud and John Townsend, and the Enneagram, an ancient system with Sufi and Christian roots that postulates nine different personality types. (I found this incredibly insightful, but not always easy. When I learned that I was a Four on the Enneagram—appropriately called “Tragic Romantics” for our pessimistic outlook and tendency toward despair—the first thing I did was cry.)

The knowledge I gained about myself and the practices I developed then, especially in building a broader support network and learning how to take care of myself, are practices I have relied on ever since. As a result, I am much better equipped to stay afloat even when our entrepreneurial journey gets stormy. And I have been able to pursue my professional and personal goals in a more balanced, soul-nourishing way.

Lisa Boyce of Provo, Utah, experienced this empowerment firsthand. (We met her husband, Dave, the consummate serial entrepreneur, in chapter 1.) A few years into being a new mom to several little ones, she was filled with bitterness at Dave’s frequent business trips. He was sometimes gone as much as three out of every four weeks. Lisa found that she could power through those weeks of solo parenting, but as soon as Dave walked in the door after a trip, all of her suppressed resentment and frustration would come rushing out. “I felt mad and irritated because he didn’t know my system. He didn’t know how to do everything the way I wanted it,” Lisa told me. “But, really, he could have screwed up or done everything perfectly, and I still would’ve been mad.”

She later found out that Dave, in contrast, felt almost euphoric whenever he came home. He wanted nothing more than a warm, loving welcome from his beautiful family in his perfect, sweet-smelling house. “Just knowing he was wanting a welcome like that made me want to punch him in the throat,” Lisa admitted, laughing.

As she grew more aware of her own emotional response and what she really needed after her husband’s long business trips, the couple developed a new approach. The moment he returned home from the airport—whether early in the morning, late at night, or any other time of day—she would immediately walk out the door and stay out of the house for a couple of hours. “We wouldn’t even talk. We would just high-five each other and I’d get in the car, whether or not I had somewhere to go.” Sometimes Lisa would find a girlfriend to hang out with; other times she’d take a walk or go browse the local bookstore. The strategy, while unorthodox, allowed the spouses to avoid unnecessary conflict and gave Lisa the break she desperately needed after caring for her family on her own for so long.

Of course, being aware of our personal needs and weaknesses isn’t the only thing that will empower us. Knowing our strengths and unique capabilities can be just as, if not more, important. Angela Tam of San Jose, California, grew up with a mother who was ill and a father who was constantly sacrificing to care for his wife and two daughters. As a result, she’s developed razor-sharp clarity on what matters to her and what doesn’t, and hardly bats an eye at the idea of living with uncertainty. “I don’t need control,” she explained, her tone as relaxed as her words. “I can go with the flow.” When her husband, Theo, expressed his desire to join a yearlong fellowship that would help him launch a start-up, she was comfortable with the risk he was taking. “I told him, ‘It’s okay if it takes one to two years to get this off the ground.’”

When Theo completed his fellowship and joined his second start-up, Angela’s support remained unwavering, even as she worked a full-time job to pay the bills and cared for their two young children. For her, life is all about experiences, not material things or professional success. She wants her husband to try his hand at being his own boss and pursuing his passions. “It doesn’t matter to me if he succeeds or fails. It’s more important that he tries. I don’t want him to regret not trying.” She holds Theo accountable to spending time with her and the children, but as long as he keeps his commitments to them, she is happy to continue supporting his dreams.

I’ll admit, I find myself envious of Angela’s well-adjusted attitude. She’s independent, flexible, low-maintenance, supportive, and very self-aware—all traits that seem to make her the perfect partner to an entrepreneur. But take it from this devotee of structure and certainty: we all have something positive to contribute to our beloved entrepreneurs and their start-up adventures. My more pessimistic approach to life has actually been a healthy counterbalance to Ned’s fanciful, pie-in-the-entire-universe perspective. My stubborn need to have things scheduled has facilitated Ned’s own boundary-setting with his work.

Understanding yourself and your partner provides another huge benefit: when everything goes to hell, and your resentment and anger are boiling over, you will hopefully be able to remember what you like best about him or her. Reminding struggling couples of this is a favorite tool of marriage counselors: Why did you first fall in love with your partner? What characteristics and qualities most attracted you? What are your fondest memories of your relationship?

These are among your “truths,” as one therapist explained to me. Such truths will anchor you as individuals, and they will anchor your relationship through wild successes, spectacular failures, and whatever else may come your way. This is critical, because regardless of whether the business takes off or flatlines, you and your beloved will still have one another. The greater the distinction you can make between your own identities and the start-up, the better your chances of coming out of the experience with a richer, more mature partnership.

There’s another set of truths that can help set you up for relational longevity: recognizing the particular dynamics, both the glorious and the ugly, that define your relationship. We’ll explore this next. Knowing how you operate as a couple can help you decide if your family can handle the rigors of the entrepreneurial journey, or if, perhaps, the risks are too great.
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Knowing Your Relationship

Chances are that you’ve heard this line from your entrepreneur: “It’s going to get better soon.”

Ned has said this to me more times than I can count. It’s been his favorite go-to assurance whenever I was certain that d.light was about to crumble, or I was overwhelmed with stress, or I fretted about the state of our relationship. He would look deep into my eyes as he said this, his voice calm, confident, and sincere. His workload would lessen as soon as he hired a few more people, he explained. His schedule would become freer after a new product was launched. We’d get to spend more time together as soon as a particular crisis passed.

Unfortunately, Ned was almost always wrong. The strain that the company placed on him and our relationship never abated. The more people Ned hired, the more work was required to train and manage all those people. When a product launched, he simply turned his attention from design and manufacturing to marketing and distribution. And as soon as one crisis was resolved, another one would rear its scary head.

Over the years Ned’s resilient optimism has turned into a string of broken promises that fueled my disappointment and resentment. I never doubted, and still don’t doubt, his sincerity. Every time he assured me that things would soon improve, I knew he meant it and he wanted it to be true as much as I did. But it wasn’t realistic.

The false expectations he kept setting ended up being far more painful than if he had come right out and admitted, “It’s going to stay really hard for another few years. I don’t know when my schedule will get better.” That would have been excruciating to hear, but at least I would have been better prepared.

In fairness, the questions that I asked month after month, in hopes of getting some concrete answers and deadlines, probably painted him into a corner. When will you be home tonight? When are you traveling? How much are you going to travel this year? When will you stop working on weekends? Can you promise me we’ll get to celebrate our anniversary? When are we ever going to have work-life balance? When is d.light going to be more self-sufficient?

I asked because I simply wanted to know, but Ned heard my queries as, Things better improve soon because I don’t know how much longer I can take this.

Ned has a high tolerance for my idiosyncrasies, but even he sometimes got fed up with my nagging. “I’m selling d.light all day, every day, to everyone around me,” he’d say. “I don’t want to have to sell it to you too.” He needed me to be his number one fan and cheerleader, something that this stability-loving pessimist had a hard time doing.

You’ve probably already recognized that we had a basic problem in our relationship: we had mismatched expectations of one another. I wanted Ned to be a particular kind of husband, one who was more present and available for drawn-out dinners and weekend getaways. He wanted me to be all in with him and his venture—buoyant, adaptable, happy to join him on his wild ride and laugh about it along the way.

It’s clear to me now that these were not realistic expectations—at least, not for our particular relationship. For most people, the desire to see your significant other for dinner or the belief that a planned and paid-for vacation will actually happen are reasonable assumptions. But those of us who are hitched to ambitious entrepreneurs live in something of a parallel universe. Not all the same relationship rules apply. And the sooner we’re able to accept that, the easier it will be.

Through more than twelve years of my marriage, I’ve had to revise and re-revise my expectations of what our relationship and family would look like. I’ve had to remind myself that I love Ned for who he is, not for who I wish he could sometimes be. Ned is never going to become predictable or conventional; I am never going to feel comfortable with uncertainty and risk.

If the dynamics of our relationship sound familiar to you, it’s because they are fairly common among entrepreneurial couples. Through the many Birkman assessments he has done with entrepreneurs and their spouses, executive coach Dave Phillips has found that “entrepreneurs often, but not always, marry their opposites. If they married someone like themselves, they’d go crazy. People who are entrepreneurial and wild need someone a little calmer. People who are chill and relaxed need someone to bring excitement into their lives.”

Aside from the “chill and relaxed” part—I tend to be more neurotic and anxious—Phillips’s description fits Ned and my relationship to a T. Our dissimilarities didn’t matter much earlier in the relationship, when we were still in the honeymoon phase and had a lot of bandwidth in our lives to accommodate the other person’s needs. But when d.light began taking up all our time and emotional resources, those differences quickly came center stage.

Here’s the unfortunate reality for those of us who love entrepreneurs: just as the pressure of a start-up exacerbates our personal hang-ups, it can also amplify areas of tension in our relationship. Anything that has caused conflict in the past will most certainly cause more conflict once a new venture comes crashing into your existence.

When Lee Ott of Sunnyvale, California, launched his email-screening software company, he and his wife, Sophia, started arguing with greater and greater frequency. The business caused both of them a significant amount of stress, as did their three children under the age of two. (They had one set of twins, if you’re wondering how the math adds up.) The ongoing sleep deprivation and ever-changing trajectory of Lee’s company infected their relational dynamics.

“I remember it was New Year’s Eve,” Sophia told me. “We had the biggest fight we’ve ever had in ten years of marriage.” They went into marriage counseling for three months, during which they made a surprising discovery: they weren’t fighting about the company or the kids. “We were actually fighting with our moms, not each other,” Sophia, a therapist herself, explained. “We were fighting about our attachment patterns from childhood.” These dynamics had always been present in their relationship, but Lee and Sophia hadn’t had to wrestle with them directly until their emotional resources had been drained by the collision of parenthood and start-up life.

At its best, having your unhealthy relational dynamics brought into such clear focus could be a catalyst for addressing them head-on. At worst, the foundational challenges the two of you have—those red flags that were always there but neither of you wanted to address—might gain enough of a foothold to destroy your relationship altogether.

In chapter 1, I mentioned a woman named Erin,1 whose ex-husband had started a company that made products for low-income families. Here’s the longer story of what happened to her.

She had married young, right out of college. Unfortunately, the union began exhibiting fissures almost immediately. Two weeks after the wedding, her husband decided to leave for a two-week out-of-state internship without consulting her. She threatened divorce just to get his attention. He called her bluff and left anyway.

At home, her husband refused to help with chores. Erin once decided to let the dirty dishes pile up in the sink until he washed them. After ten days of fruitless waiting, she could no longer stand the mess and the stench, and ended up washing the dishes herself.

Whenever Erin went to her husband with a concern or a request for something to change, he responded with anger. “Stop trying to change me,” he’d say.

Two years after the wedding, he hit upon an idea for a product and decided to launch a company. There was one big problem, though: he and Erin had already mapped out their lives for the next few years, a plan that she was following to the letter. She had been hoping to leave a job she hated in order to stay home and raise the kids they had both said they wanted. Instead, her husband’s new, high-risk business locked her into her current job and required her to get a second one to pay their bills. Children were definitely off the table.

Erin raised her many objections with her husband, including her belief that he was starting the company for fame and status rather than out of any real desire to help others. She begged him not to pursue it. Just like with the internship, he ignored her entreaties and went ahead with it. He worked crazy hours and maintained an even crazier travel schedule that got progressively worse. After a couple of years he decided to move to Bangladesh for the business and asked Erin to join him. She was extremely reluctant to move but agreed to visit Dhaka as a test run.

While there, Erin became violently ill for five days. She couldn’t keep any food down and was so weak that she could only lie on the bathroom floor. In the middle of her illness, her husband announced that he needed to go to China to take care of a manufacturing emergency. He would be gone for ten days. Despite Erin’s pleading with him to stay, he kissed her good-bye as she lay on the bathroom floor, and left. She did not have a phone or a taka to her name. She didn’t know a soul in the entire country.

Realizing that she had to help herself, Erin peeled herself off the floor, checked into a five-star hotel down the street, and stayed there until her husband returned, at which point she declared that she wanted to live in the US.

But the long separations were hard on their relationship, so a year later she agreed to live in Bangladesh with her husband for part of the year and remain in the US the rest of the time. They stumbled along for a while—both under intense stress, neither of them happy in the marriage—until three years later, when Erin discovered a love letter to her husband from a female employee. The letter referred to an extramarital relationship that had been ongoing for two years.

Her husband was in Asia and she in the US, so she confronted him about it over Skype. He didn’t deny it. Hoping against hope to salvage their marriage, she offered him forgiveness and a clean slate on two conditions: cut all ties with the other woman and start couples counseling with her.

He refused and said he wanted a divorce. She didn’t offer any further protest, and the papers were filed within a month.

Erin realizes now that she should have seen this coming. “He’s one of the most selfish people I have ever met, but I couldn’t admit this to myself before,” she told me. His unwillingness to change his behavior or respect her wishes, pretty much from day one, were major warning signs that she had ignored because she desperately wanted the relationship to work. She had also buried her own emotional response to the situation. “I got used to pushing aside my own thoughts,” she admitted. “I learned to keep quiet in the marriage. I lost all sense of myself, my self-esteem, and was very depressed.”

I spoke to Erin nearly a year after they had called it quits, by which time she had realized that splitting from her husband was exactly what she needed. She had moved to a new place, was working at a new job, and had a bounce in her voice that she said she never had when she was married. “When I finally let go of him, I really blossomed. I woke up one morning, took a deep breath, and felt my soul reenter my body,” she told me. “I realize now how much denial I was in to make that marriage work.”

I can’t say whether Erin’s marriage was destined to fail even if her husband had relinquished his entrepreneurial dreams. But it’s clear that the start-up and all its baggage fast-tracked their relationship’s demise. Life with a start-up was too full and moved too rapidly for them to invest the time and effort necessary to address the weaknesses in their marriage. The long periods spent apart and their rapidly diverging priorities made any intervention extremely difficult, if not impossible.

If your relationship has major cracks in it even without the stress of a start-up, you and your significant other may want to first figure out how to plug those cracks—or at least stop them from growing wider—before launching a new venture. Otherwise, the topsy-turvy entrepreneurial experience could turn those cracks into unassailable chasms.

But how can entrepreneurial couples know if their relationships are robust enough to hold together through the thrills and trials of start-up life?

A good place to start could be taking an honest assessment of your partnership. The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has developed a tool for couples to rate the health of their relationships.2 You don’t have to be Catholic or even religious to use this tool, which simply asks you to rate your level of satisfaction (1–10, with 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest) in fifteen areas of your relationship. It’s recommended that you and your significant other complete these ratings individually and then compare answers.



	
	You
	Your Partner



	1. Shared Values
	_____
	_____



	2. Commitment to Each Other
	_____
	_____



	3. Communication Skills
	_____
	_____



	4. Conflict Resolution Skills
	_____
	_____



	5. Intimacy/Sexuality
	_____
	_____



	6. Spirituality/Faith
	_____
	_____



	7. Money Management
	_____
	_____



	8. Appreciation/Affection
	_____
	_____



	9. Lifestyle
	_____
	_____



	10. Recreation
	_____
	_____



	11. Decision-Making
	_____
	_____



	12. Parenthood
	_____
	_____



	13. Household Chores/Gender Differences
	_____
	_____



	14. Careers
	_____
	_____



	15. Balancing Time
	_____
	_____




Scores of 8–10 show that you’re happy with those areas of your relationship; scores of 4–7 indicate where your level of satisfaction could be improved; and scores of 1–3 point to areas of high dissatisfaction. When you compare your responses with your partner’s, take note of any low scores or respective scores that differ by three or more points. Such low ratings and sizable discrepancies highlight the issues where you and your mate likely have tension.

This exercise can also help provide an overall snapshot of your relationship health. Do you and your partner have more areas of satisfaction than dissatisfaction, or is it the other way around? Is one of you happier in the relationship than the other? Do you have similar views on your relationship, or are there major differences? Are there one or two areas that you need to pay particular attention to?

There aren’t many things in life that I can guarantee, but here’s one: you and your beloved entrepreneur will argue, and probably more than you typically do, during the process of building a company. I have spoken with dozens of entrepreneurial couples, and every one of them has experienced conflict because of the business. Some couples keep quarreling about the same issue over and over again; others uncover multiple layers of friction and difference. But an important distinction is that some couples are able to hang together despite their disagreements, while other relationships fall apart because of them.

Psychologist John Gottman makes the case that how we argue is critical—and can make the difference between constructive conflict and destructive conflict. Among other factors, Gottman cites four forms of negativity so lethal to a relationship that he calls them the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling (or disengagement and avoidance).3

Most relationships can survive occasional brushes with these forms of negativity. But when they become permanent staples in your arsenal, so familiar that one or both of you wield them in your first line of attack, your relationship is at serious risk. If this is where you and your partner are at, proceeding down the road of entrepreneurship may not be the wisest option. Your relationship likely has far deeper issues to address than how much time you spend together or how much money you want to expend on a business.

If the two of you are able to keep the Four Horsemen of negativity mostly at bay, there’s still work to be done. You can find productive ways of communicating your differences (which we’ll discuss more in chapters 9 and 10), but it’s also important to recognize when you can agree to disagree. After studying thousands of couples over several decades, Gottman has discovered that the majority of ongoing arguments in a marriage cannot be resolved. “Couples spend year after year trying to change each other’s mind—but it can’t be done. This is because most of their disagreements are rooted in fundamental differences of lifestyle, personality, and values. By fighting over these differences, all they succeed in doing is wasting their time and harming their marriage.”4 My persistent demands that Ned operate with a predictable schedule, and his ongoing expectations that I be completely tolerant of uncertainty in our lives, were never resolved despite years of conflict. In fact, focusing on these differences only drove us apart.

Here, then, is a crucial difference between how we treat our own personal foibles and how we deal with the problematic areas of our relationship: while it is always a good idea to address our personal shortcomings directly, we shouldn’t expect to fix all the things that are amiss in our relationship.

If you and your partner had areas of dissatisfaction in the assessment above, you will need to decide how important these issues are to you. Perhaps one of these areas is particularly painful or sensitive to you, and you can’t imagine surviving the tumult of a new business until it is resolved. Then, by all means, try couples counseling or other methods of conflict resolution to work through your challenges. But if something is less than make-or-break for you—an annoyance more than a fundamental concern—it’s actually best if you can learn to let it go. That will allow you to focus your limited time together on bolstering the health of the partnership.

Here’s another way to think about it: Anyone who has experienced a severe sprain or broken bone knows that overworking the point of injury in an attempt to help it heal or grow stronger will only make it worse. Instead, functionality is regained by strengthening the healthy muscles around the injury point and investing in the well-being of the overall system. The injured area will recover more quickly and effectively when everything around it is more robust and able to offer more support. Similarly, it is critical to invest in the strengths that you have as a couple. Your problem areas will become less substantial, and your overall relationship will become more hardy.

For many couples, their greatest strength is their friendship with one another. Gottman defines this friendship as “a mutual respect for and enjoyment of each other’s company.… [Such couples] have an abiding regard for each other and express this fondness not just in big ways but in little ways day in and day out.”5 Couples who genuinely like one another as friends will be less likely to feel adversarial against one another and will be more likely to experience “positive sentiment override,” when positive thoughts about one another are so pervasive that they can nullify negative thoughts.6

When Ned and I first met in college, we spent months just hanging out—studying together, eating midnight snacks, playing good-natured pranks on Ned’s roommate, commiserating about our respective dysfunctional dating partners. By the time the first spark of romance emerged between us, we had developed such a deep level of trust and camaraderie that dating felt like the natural next step. This foundational friendship has been a major source of resilience in our marriage through hyperactive schedules, unrecognized emotional needs, and, yes, even horribly mismatched expectations. When Ned and I drive each other crazy, there is still no one else with whom we’d rather watch a movie or share a joke.

Dr. Harville Hendrix, an educator, therapist, and author of the bestselling book Getting the Love You Want, calls this “safety” in a relationship, something that every couple needs in order to feel well connected. Each needs to trust that he or she is not going to have to constantly defend against attacks from the other; rather, they should be able to see each other as allies and partners.7

This sense of safety is built through time and experience, as we practice affirming our commitment to and affection for one another over and over again. But how this unfolds will be different for each couple. Ned and I had the luxury of being college kids who lived in the same dorm for four years and had way too much free time on our hands. Audrey Kalman of San Mateo, California, strengthened her relationship with her husband, Dave, through several major life transitions and the fiery rite of passage known as parenthood. Dave first brought up the idea of starting his own business when their two sons were only three and five years old. As Audrey remembers it, she “freaked out” and begged him to reconsider. “I had spent time working for start-ups myself and I pictured myself functioning as a single parent while he was off pouring himself into his new venture,” she explained. Dave heard her concerns and decided to pursue consulting instead.

Then, just a few years ago, with one son in high school and the other in middle school, Dave once again expressed his desire to start a company. This time Audrey was ready and happy to support his dream. By then they had been married for more than twenty years, during which they underwent a cross-country move and made multiple career shifts, in addition to raising their two children. “Having kids will prepare you for a lot,” Audrey told me. Enduring these transitions together and co-parenting two boys into adolescence was the perfect training ground for them to develop a strong level of partnership and trust. She could then fully support Dave’s entrepreneurial pursuits, regardless of whether or not his venture succeeds.

Fortifying your relationship also involves figuring out what your partner most needs from you to feel loved, and then doing that to the best of your ability. Entrepreneur and business adviser Jim Warner, who has worked extensively with executives and entrepreneurs through the Young Presidents’ Organization, encourages his clients to write down a list of ten specific ways in which he or she likes to be loved, and to ask their significant others to do the same. After exchanging the lists, each partner should take as many opportunities as possible to honor the requests of the other. But “don’t keep score,” warns Warner. It’s not a competition. Instead it’s about serving and caring for your mate in ways that are meaningful to him or her.

Dr. Gary Chapman, a minister, marriage counselor, and bestselling author, uses the analogy that we each have a “love tank” that needs to be filled up on an ongoing basis by our romantic partners. “When the love tank is full the world looks beautiful and we feel loved,” he explains. “When the love tank is empty we feel discouraged and uncertain about ourselves and our relationships.”8 He postulates that people typically rely on five main expressions of affection, which he calls love languages: words of affirmation, quality time, giving and receiving gifts, acts of service, and physical touch. Each individual has one or two preferred love languages, or the ways in which we most feel loved. The secret is in knowing which love language is most important to your partner, and being willing to express that love language regularly.

Ned’s favorite love language is words of affirmation. While I will never be free of concerns or questions about start-up life, I can still encourage him and celebrate his achievements. And Ned, to his credit, has made herculean efforts to give me the quality time that I need to feel loved. Neither of us does this perfectly. Words of affirmation were not spoken regularly in my family of origin, and Ned is still a workaholic at heart. But the effort that we each put into doing something purely for the sake of the other communicates quite a bit about our devotion to one another.

All of these activities—strengthening your friendship, creating safety and trust, proactively doing what your partner asks of you—require time and intentional effort. As such, it isn’t always easy to invest in your relationship. But when (not if) you and your entrepreneur encounter a major challenge together, you’ll be grateful for all the relational reserves you’ve built up over time.

This happened to Ned and me ten months after we moved to China. Things turned ugly when the endless work hours, the persistent threat of d.light’s demise, and the isolation of living in a foreign city with few friends finally caught up to me. I burned out again and was overcome with depression and anxiety. Just the thought of leaving our flat each morning and contending with the crowded streets of Shenzhen nearly gave me panic attacks.

That season was one of the first times in our marriage that Ned didn’t have an optimistic platitude to offer me. Instead, recognizing the urgency of the situation, he sprang into action to make things better for me. He pleaded with our friends in the US to reach out to me by email or Skype. He hired other people to take over my work responsibilities. He opened an office in Hong Kong—just across the border from Shenzhen but, culturally, a world away—in part so we could live there. We knew that Hong Kong would offer many more sources of support for me, including therapists, a vibrant expat community, and other job opportunities.

Ned was able to make a business case for these changes, but the truth is that he did them for me. It wasn’t your typical romantic gesture, but I received it as an epic declaration of love to me, one that I will never forget. He proved that he was my partner first and an entrepreneur second.

Our move to Hong Kong also marked another significant turning point in our start-up journey: we were finally beginning to get our priorities straight. For too long we had prioritized the company’s needs over our personal needs. We finally realized this wasn’t a sustainable way forward for any of us, d.light included. The company couldn’t survive if we killed ourselves in the process of trying to bring it to life. We needed to know—and actually live by—what mattered most to us.
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Knowing Your Priorities

In 2009, a year after the Great Recession hit, Paul and Halee Scott decided to pursue a new start for their family in Denver, Colorado. After working as a therapist for several years, Paul was eager to pursue his dream of creating new resources on addiction recovery for churches and parachurches. Halee was caring for their infant daughter, Ellie, while completing a PhD program. She encouraged Paul in his ambitions and wanted to do whatever she could to support him.

And then one night, shortly after they moved, everything changed.

“The night before my daughter’s first birthday, she was breathing funny and was fussy and wouldn’t go to sleep,” Halee recalled. “I called the pediatric nurse, but she didn’t call back until after I had put Ellie down to sleep. The nurse asked me to put the phone next to her so she could hear her breathing. Right away, she said, ‘She’s not breathing enough. You have to go to the hospital right now.’”

Paul and Halee rushed their daughter to the emergency room. She was diagnosed with respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), a common virus that usually causes cold-like symptoms but can occasionally lead to severe complications for babies.

They found out later that it had been a close call. If they had let Ellie sleep for much longer, she probably would never have woken up.

Ellie remained in the hospital for more than a week before she was stabilized enough to go home. Able to afford only minimal health coverage, Paul and Halee saw their entire savings wiped out over the course of a few days. Paul’s pursuit of his own business was no longer tenable. Instead, he accepted a standing job offer with a hospital in Holland, Michigan, and the family moved to a new state for the second time in a year.

“It took us four years to get back to where we were,” Halee told me. “We had to live in Michigan for that amount of time before we could afford to go back to Denver.” Only then could Paul begin developing the programs and resources he had hoped to create back in 2009, work that he continues to this day.

The Scotts learned that there are times when pursuing a start-up makes sense, there are times when it doesn’t—and it’s possible to flip from one to the other overnight. For Paul and Halee, the most prudent decision was pretty clear. With no financial resources and a young child to care for, at least one of them needed a full-time job that could provide a good salary and reliable benefits.

But what about when the possibilities before you aren’t as clearly defined? What do you do when you have some choice in the matter, but you’re uncertain what the best decision is? The answer, I believe, lies in knowing our priorities.

When Ned and I decided to leave everything we knew and move to China for the sake of a barely viable company, there was some logic to our madness. As twenty-nine-year-olds, we realized this could be the best time in our lives to try something like this. Among the realities we considered:


[image: ] We were young and physically healthy.

[image: ] We had minimal financial responsibilities.

[image: ] We had no children and were not planning to have children for several years.

[image: ] Our parents weren’t elderly yet, so they didn’t need us to care for them.

[image: ] We both wanted to try living overseas.

[image: ] We wanted to spend more time together.

[image: ] We felt confident in the health of our marriage.


And perhaps most important:


[image: ] We both believed wholeheartedly in the mission of d.light and felt that whatever we were sacrificing was worth it.


Even I had to admit we weren’t taking that many risks. In the worst-case scenario I could think of—d.light goes belly-up in a few months and we move back to the US with our tails between our legs—our lives wouldn’t look that different from what they had been before. We had very little savings and few assets to lose. We were both still early in our careers. We weren’t responsible for anyone but ourselves.

On top of that, we were at a stage in our lives where the one thing that mattered most to us was pursuing our dreams. If it required us to put other priorities on hold, such as having kids or buying a house, so be it.

Your life may look nothing like this—remember, the median age for entrepreneurs starting their first company is forty—but that doesn’t mean this isn’t a good time in your life for a start-up. It all depends on who you are as individuals and as a family, and what matters the most to you in this season of your lives.

If you don’t already know your top priorities, having a start-up in the family will probably drive you and your partner to figure them out. When your time, attention, and funds are in short supply, choices have to be made. And, if possible, being intentional in those choices is preferable to falling into them or having them forced on you.

In chapter 4, we discussed Stephen Covey’s quadrant of time management, and how you and your entrepreneur need to figure out how to make time for the things in life that are important but not urgent. Once a start-up is born, everything related to it seems extremely urgent for the foreseeable future—making it even more critical that you have an unshakable understanding of what is most important to you. Whether your family is on the precipice of launching a new venture, or you’ve been walking this path for longer than you care to admit, taking the time to determine your life priorities will set the stage for critical decision-making now and in the future.

Action for Happiness, an international group patronized by the Dalai Lama that is “committed to building a happier and more caring society,” recommends a list of eighteen common priorities from which to begin assessing what is most important to you:


[image: ] Family

[image: ] Friends

[image: ] Health and fitness

[image: ] Income

[image: ] Independence

[image: ] Influence and power

[image: ] Making use of talents

[image: ] Personal growth

[image: ] Positive impact on society

[image: ] Prestige and status

[image: ] Professional growth

[image: ] Security

[image: ] Spirituality/faith

[image: ] Spouse/partner

[image: ] Stimulating/rewarding work

[image: ] Time for leisure and relaxation

[image: ] Wealth/savings

[image: ] Where you live


They suggest taking some personal reflection time to rank these items from one to eighteen in order of importance to you. (No ties allowed.) The top six are “essentials”; the middle six are “nice to haves”; and the bottom six are “non essentials.”1

Trust me—this is not an easy task. But we can’t put our best energy into all or even most of these priorities at the same time. The hope, then, is that once you know what falls where, you can begin to make decisions on how to structure your life around your greatest priorities.

Or so goes the theory. Exercises like the above are definitely helpful, but the assumption that my highest values are static can make me feel a bit boxed in. What if I change my mind in a few years or even a few months? What if my priorities seem like they are constantly shifting? What about external circumstances that may force me to adjust my priorities? For example, just the simple fact that I am getting older has already changed my priorities. I actually have to think about my health and fitness these days, as opposed to the health that I used to merely wake up with when I was younger.

If you share these concerns, then it may help you to remember that the start-up cycle moves quickly. On average, new businesses that don’t survive fizzle out about twenty months after their last round of funding.2 That’s not to say that your beloved’s company will fail—I hope it doesn’t!—but this gives a helpful marker in time when you and your significant other may have more information to reevaluate the future.

With this in mind, we can look at that list of eighteen priorities again with more defined parameters. Start with your own desires first; you can figure out your shared priorities as a couple later. Ask yourself: What are my six essential priorities in the next two years or so? Don’t worry about ranking the remaining twelve items; in reality, you probably won’t have much bandwidth to focus on them. (That being said, I’ve found it helpful to at least make note of the important things I’m choosing not to prioritize.)

Once you know your top six priorities, the next step is to get practical. What are your medium-term goals in each of these priorities? (Remember that the most effective goals are specific, measurable, and attainable.) And what are the practical implications of these goals on your two most limited resources—time and money? You may want to create a chart that looks something like this:


Priority: Professional growth

Goal: Get promoted to manager

Time/Money Required to Meet Goal: Work at least 45 hours a week; participate in monthly leadership trainings after work


Priority: Family

Goal: Have a baby

Time/Money Required to Meet Goal: Three-month maternity leave at reduced salary; cost for baby gear (clothing, diapers, etc.) and nanny/daycare

Priority: Wealth/Savings

Goal: Save enough for a down payment on a house

Time/Money Required to Meet Goal: Need to save $50,000; siphon off at least $2,000 of monthly income into savings account



Now comes the tough part. Assuming that your significant other, if he were to also complete this exercise, had “start a new business” or “continue growing my business” listed among his goals, you’ll need to consider whether your collective goals are compatible. With the huge financial and time investments that start-ups require, is it possible to achieve these goals in the same timeframe? Do you currently have enough resources between the two of you to sustain a new business, your relationship, and the things that matter most to each of you?

If not, you and your partner have a tough but crucial negotiation ahead of you. Together, you’ll need to consider which priorities and goals can be moved down the list or postponed to make room for a start-up. Keep in mind that you’re only thinking about the next two years, not the rest of your lives. But even then, it can be a painful process. You may both need to postpone something you care about, or one of you may feel like she is being asked to sacrifice more than the other.

This, of course, gets to one of the trickiest balancing acts in romantic relationships: taking care of yourself while also selflessly loving your partner. If your significant other wants to pursue a new business, this will inevitably require sacrifices. On the other hand, it’s important not to sacrifice everything for the sake of his or her dreams. You need to hold on to at least a couple of things that will help you remain healthy, grounded, and somewhat balanced.

When I asked one longtime Silicon Valley marriage-family therapist about this kind of give-and-take between spouses, she explained, “You cannot achieve a mature marriage without power struggles.” At some point, individuals in every couple will ask questions like, Who will define this family more? How come he or she is not doing what I want? and Whose money is it? It is normal, healthy, and necessary to struggle with these questions, and I’ve found that being with an entrepreneur can necessitate these discussions more quickly and urgently.

But how to draw the line between a healthy sacrifice for the sake of your partner or the family, and one that could be harmful? “Don’t do things that will build resentment,” the therapist warned me. “Ask yourself: What am I willing to do without resenting it?” For example, if you are worrying about your biological clock and do not want to wait another three years to have a child—and you think you may resent your spouse forever for asking you to wait—then this is probably a nonnegotiable priority for you.

It’s possible that you may look at your priorities and decide that a start-up just can’t work at this time. As a couple, you have too many other obligations, too many time-sensitive goals that can’t be delayed. In this case, the sacrifice will need to come from your partner, who may need to let go of her entrepreneurial dreams—at least for a little while. But it’s a big enough decision that you’ll want to make it together, in hopes of staving off any bitterness or future regrets.

Elliott Rains3 of Toronto, Canada, has had a bit of what his wife, Jen, calls “that entrepreneurial itch” throughout their twenty-year marriage. But he has yet to pursue a new venture for five very good reasons: they have five school-aged children, for whom Elliott and Jen would like to save enough for private college tuition. “If he didn’t have me or the kids, he would definitely start a business,” Jen told me. But they’ve both agreed that it’s not a good time for a start-up. In addition to their parental duties, they have health concerns that require dependable insurance and two sets of aging parents to look after. “We have a lot of financial responsibilities. Elliott doesn’t feel the freedom to jump off the ledge to jeopardize the security that we have.”

Among all the entrepreneurs and their partners that I’ve interviewed, the issue of children seems to be a core determinant of the start-up life—if you want them, when you want them, if you have them, how many you have, how old they are, what special needs they might have. It’s no wonder, given how drastically children change the family dynamic. In studies over the last decade, researchers have consistently found that the arrival of a first child can cause marital satisfaction and happiness to plummet. A second child often sends these numbers even lower. Blame that on the huge financial resources, personal energy, and time that children require, no matter how adorable they are. One Ohio State University study found that couples with a baby spend only one-third of the amount of time together that childless couples do.4 If you have a new business and a new child, you probably won’t be seeing much of your significant other.

In addition, nurturing children into adulthood is a shockingly expensive venture. According to the US Department of Agriculture, a baby born in 2015 will on average cost his or her family $233,610 up until the age of eighteen, or about $12,978 a year.5 Childcare alone costs American families an average of $11,666 per year per child.6 And that’s not including the skyrocketing cost of higher education, which has consistently outpaced wages and inflation in recent years. We can all expect to spend a cool half million or more to prepare each of our children for a life of independence.7 If you have one, two, or five children, your pocketbook will most definitely be impacted—now and for many years to come.

On the other end of the age spectrum, elderly parents or other aging relatives may also require expensive care. Assisted-living facilities can cost thousands of dollars a month; round-the-clock care for those with serious health issues can cost as much as $500 per day.8 Folks who are in what’s called the sandwich generation—caring for young children and elderly parents at the same time—may find their time, energy, and finances stretched extremely thin.

It can feel crass to discuss our loved ones in terms of how much they cost us, but these are exactly the kinds of realities that couples need to face before making an informed decision about starting a business. If you’re like me and talking about money makes you squeamish, you may want to take a few sips of wine before considering this tough truth: like it or not, money is often the most pragmatic lens through which to consider what matters most to us. Unless you are so fabulously wealthy that you can afford everything you want, you will need to ask yourself: What is important enough to me that I am willing to pay for it? And how much is it going to cost me?

With these questions in mind, I went to David Cooper, a financial adviser with a major financial planning institution, to ask what advice he would give couples that are considering doing a start-up. “You have to have a clear understanding of what you’re getting into, a believable pathway to success,” he told me. “Both members of the family have to buy into this and believe in it. It’s one thing if you have lots of money in the bank and lots of cushion. Then it might be okay to fail. But if you haven’t made good headway on lifestyle and family goals, and if the entrepreneurial venture impacts those or prevents you from achieving them, then it’s problematic if one of you isn’t on board.”

And what if the couple wants to start a business and pursue some other major financial investment, like having a child or buying a house, at the same time? “Don’t do it,” Cooper said immediately, and then laughed. “I’m saying that tongue-in-cheek, but those types of decisions are big, life-changing activities with long time horizons. You need to ask the question: Am I ready and willing to commit my energy and financial resources to starting a family or buying a home at a time when my income is highly uncertain? It’s probably not the best timing that I could think of.”

The unpredictable income—one of the hallmarks of the start-up life—is why the discussion about money is one that every entrepreneurial couple should have. If you or your partner enjoys the finer things in life and would be fairly miserable without them, then the entrepreneurial path may not be for you. Sacrifice is always going to be part of the package, at least for a while.

In the Startup Garage program at Stanford University, one team of students went so far as to create a detailed spreadsheet of lifestyle choices they would make based on how much funding they could raise. If they raised all the investment they were looking for, they could rent their own apartments and regularly eat out. Lower amounts of investment resulted in different scenarios, all the way down to living with their parents and subsisting on a daily diet of instant noodles if they couldn’t raise any funding.

While I wouldn’t recommend that anyone try to live off of cheap ramen—true story: the only person I ever heard of actually doing this broke out into painful boils after a few weeks—creating a detailed budget that breaks down your quality of life options is an excellent idea. Cooper recommends the following steps for families that are considering the entrepreneurial path:


1. Based on the business plan, set a timeline for the season of financial uncertainty.

2. Set a monthly line-itemed budget for the family, spending only as much as you can afford based on existing savings and anticipated income.

3. Before committing to the business, do a dry run on this budget for three months.

4. Evaluate how you did with the dry run, and adjust the budget as needed.


On the last two steps, Cooper explained, “It’s one thing to say you can do it, it’s another thing to actually do it.” In other words, we’d all like to think we could tough it out for a while so our significant others can pursue their dreams. But it’s hard to know how much we’re really willing to sacrifice, and for how long, until we try it. “Prove that you can do it sustainably for an extended period of time,” Cooper proposed.

One of the challenges with these kinds of conversations—about priorities, goals, life stage, lifestyle preference, and financial capacity—is that they won’t always lead to a clear yes or no answer on pursuing a new business. If your significant other is like most entrepreneurs, she probably has a stubbornly persistent dream of starting something. As a result, the most relevant questions for the two of you will likely be when and how.

Paul Scott had to wait four years. Dave Kalman (from the previous chapter) waited more than a decade for his children to reach adolescence before founding a new company. For Elliott and Jen Rains, it’s an ongoing discussion that they revisit at least once a year. “We both would say that the decision is still open,” Jen explained. “When our last kids are out of college, Elliott will be in his mid-fifties. There’s still more time for us to do other things.”

But waiting isn’t always what makes sense. Ned and I agreed that being in our late twenties was the ideal life stage for a start-up. Lee and Sophia Ott, who had those three children under the age of two, made the intentional decision to start the company at that time. They had saved up enough money to hire a full-time nanny, and Lee wanted to pursue his entrepreneurial ambitions while his children were too young to significantly miss his presence. The hope was that an intensive time investment in the start-up now could allow him to be more available when his kids were older and required greater emotional support and guidance.

The correct answer to the question of when will be different for everyone. It can only be answered by you, your significant other, your unique circumstances, and the priorities that you set together.

As for the question of how, the truth is that not all start-ups are created equal, and the kind of business your loved one pursues can and should be shaped by the other priorities in your shared life.

We didn’t fully appreciate it at the time, but Ned chose a particularly challenging path with d.light. The company had a number of characteristics that increased the complexity, risk, and hardship involved. To name just a couple: the company was selling unproven products in unproven markets, and all major operations were happening in developing countries. Our lives would have turned out quite differently if Ned had chosen to program an app for American consumers.

For the aspiring entrepreneur who doesn’t want to be completely consumed by his venture, lifestyle businesses are a viable option. They’re more limited in scale and usually rely on the creativity, skills, and personality of the founder to sustain.9 Ranging from opening a mom-and-pop shop to building a successful blog or selling your creations on Etsy, lifestyle businesses typically provide greater flexibility in time and energy.

Of course, lifestyle businesses aren’t for everyone, especially if your entrepreneur wants to engineer macro-level changes in systems and industries. The good news is that she doesn’t have to think small to pursue a start-up that allows for more margin in her personal life; she may just need to be a little more creative in how she goes about it.

Diana Rothschild of San Francisco, California, founded a coworking space with high-quality onsite childcare a few years ago. She’s also married to a man who makes a habit of joining early-stage companies, and she is the mother of two girls under the age of six. Diana was just gearing up to launch her business when she discovered she was pregnant with her second child. Knowing that she needed to create more room in her life for family, Diana eventually chose to sell her company to another coworking business instead of continuing to run it on her own. “I gave up equity for this,” she told me, “but it was worth it because I can have a life with my family and I can focus on the things I’m good at.” She stayed on as the director of her coworking site and fast-tracked her hiring schedule so others could take over while she took a three-month maternity leave. When she returned from leave, she began flexing her hours as needed to help with the kids and manage the household, a practice she continued when she became CEO of the larger coworking firm shortly thereafter.

In all likelihood, your priorities will change as your personal circumstances change—and they probably should. One of the greatest mistakes I made in the early years of d.light was focusing only on my professional priorities, with a small nod to my marriage, and ignoring everything else.

When we moved to Hong Kong after I burned out, I organized my life around completely different priorities. Things like friends, personal growth, time for leisure and relaxation, and health and fitness suddenly became paramount. I had neglected my own well-being for so many years that these areas became necessary for my survival. In the years since, and especially after becoming a parent, I’ve learned that I need a robust balance of personal and professional priorities to operate sustainably. As strange as it may sound, I actually need to make sure I schedule quality time with friends, read good books, and occasionally eat some chocolate.

Other entrepreneurs’ spouses I’ve met have faced the opposite challenge: they’ve spent so much time focusing on their family that they’ve neglected their professional interests. For these men and women, the best thing they could do for themselves might be to go back to school or to start a new job.

Being proactive about reexamining your priorities on a regular basis can hopefully save you from heartache and conflict later down the road. You and your partner could do this on a set schedule, such as every six to twelve months; you could also commit to revisiting this discussion with every major life change.

The business itself might even provide openings to reevaluate your priorities. Despite all the chaos that early-stage ventures create, they usually generate natural decision points around funding, product, and growth milestones. Perhaps you could make an explicit agreement about this with your significant other: Each time you need to raise more funding, let’s look at our priorities. When you want to start developing a new product, let’s reconsider where we want to focus our time and money. When you’ve opened your second restaurant, let’s revisit what’s most important to us.

Even when you’ve been in the start-up life for a while, it never hurts to have the conversation about what matters most. Not too long ago, ten years into our marriage and shortly after d.light celebrated impacting fifty million people, Ned and I had some huge decisions looming: whether to have a second child, when to try to buy a house, where to settle down, and how all that related to what was happening with the company and when Ned might be ready to move on to something else.

Worried that Ned and I were veering in very different directions, I actually followed my own advice and proposed that we map out our priorities and goals for the next two years. The result? It wasn’t the easiest of conversations, and there were a few tears (mostly mine). But we discovered, much to my relief, that our priorities were largely compatible. The main discrepancies were around timing. We didn’t resolve everything, but knowing that Ned and I both wanted the same things for our family in the long run gave me greater clarity and the assurance that we were still on the same team.

That sense of teamwork, while critical for every marriage, is especially important for entrepreneurs and their significant others. Whether I like it or not, whether it’s official or not, I will be on team d.light for as long as Ned is. But what, exactly, does that entail? We’ll explore your role as an entrepreneur’s right-hand partner in the next chapter.
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Knowing Your Role

I met with Bill Reichert, managing director of Garage Technology Ventures, on a June afternoon that was scorching by Northern California standards. We sat inside a downtown Los Altos coffee shop, which was full of students, retired seniors, and a couple of aspiring entrepreneurs, judging by the conversations I overheard around us.

Bill founded four successful companies before becoming an investor. He has been with Garage for more than nineteen years. Knowing that he’s probably seen a lot over the years from both sides of the table, I asked him what he saw as the most significant things entrepreneurs struggle with on a personal level.

He immediately listed off the obvious ones—challenges with time, availability, and stress—but then his response went in an unexpected direction. “Every founding team has an allocation of equity and salary. Often there is someone who feels like they’re being treated unfairly,” Bill told me. “And whenever that happens, in the background there is always a spouse saying, ‘That’s unfair!’ Something in the allocation feels out of whack for the spouse.”

As any entrepreneur can tell you, when one business partner has a complaint about his title or salary or equity, things can get really ugly really fast. From the look in Bill’s eyes, I could guess that he had spent far too many hours trying to mediate such tensions between cofounders.

According to Bill, conflict that is fueled by spouses happens more frequently than you might think. And it’s one of the worst things that a spouse can do to his or her entrepreneur. “It looks like the spouse is being supportive, but it’s actually a criticism. ‘You’re letting yourself get taken advantage of. You need to stand up for yourself,’ is what the entrepreneur hears,” Bill explained.

I admit I was a little taken aback by what he said, both because it was the first time I’d heard someone mention this specific scenario and because this was a clear example of how we significant others may sometimes cause more harm than we realize. I could easily imagine a well-meaning spouse encouraging her entrepreneur to ask for what he deserves. I could also imagine a spouse, driven by fear and anxiety, pushing her entrepreneur to get a bigger slice of the pie, just in case.

Bill’s scenario drove home two points for me: First, our roles as significant others absolutely matter. Whether or not it seems like it, we have a lot of influence over how our beloved entrepreneurs think and act. Second, figuring out what that role looks like, such that we’re being genuinely supportive partners, can be a little complicated.

The role of an entrepreneur’s number one fan can take many shapes and sizes, depending on your personalities, your relationship, and the venture in question. But there is no denying you will have some role. Sitting on the sidelines and pretending that your mate is a paper-pusher who works a regular nine-to-five isn’t an option. As therapist Julian Gorodsky put it to me, “As the spouse, you’re living the entrepreneurial life. How can you not?”

As an entrepreneurial partner, you can choose whether or not to get involved in the business itself. (We’ll discuss this decision more in chapter 15.) But I would argue that offering other kinds of support isn’t voluntary. There’s the logistical support we discussed in chapter 4, including taking on management of the home and serving as the lead parent for your children. There’s also emotional support, which I believe is the most foundational support you can offer on a regular basis. Our entrepreneurs rely on us to help shore up their psychological and spiritual scaffolding, for the survival of the company and for their own well-being.

If you’ve been around in the early stages of a venture, you’ll know that the daily existence of a founder can seem like one sales pitch after another. If she’s not pitching the business, she’s pitching herself. If she’s not pitching herself, she’s pitching the product. Or the team. Or the strategy. Or the messaging.

Most of these pitches will probably not be successful. Some rejections will be accompanied by harsh criticism; others will be a respectful but still-painful no. Ten years later, Ned still remembers the investor who, as she was escorting him and his business partner from her office, told them in a kind but firm voice that they had absolutely no chance of succeeding and should just give up.

Female entrepreneurs, unfortunately, often face even more hurdles than their male counterparts. In its second season, the hit podcast StartUp dedicated an entire episode to the sexism and sexual harassment that female entrepreneurs face, from not being taken seriously to unwanted advances and groping.1

One female entrepreneur told me how, when she began pounding the pavement to raise venture capital for her company’s first product, she encountered some stunning responses. “I’ve been propositioned by investors,” she told me. “I’ve been mocked by investors.” One investor went so far as to question the appropriateness of her desire to start a company. “What about your kids? Who’s going to watch them when you have to travel?” he challenged her. Female investors, it turned out, were even harder to please. More than one critiqued her appearance and wardrobe in addition to her business plan.

These are the underlying messages that our entrepreneurs hear over and over again: You’re not good enough. You’re not smart enough. Your product’s not unique enough. You’re not in the right line of work. You’re wrong. You’ll fail.

And even though entrepreneurs tend to be more optimistic and self-confident than the average individual, such relentless critiques eventually take an emotional and even physical toll. You, as the person who knows and loves your entrepreneur best, are particularly well positioned to step in and offset the many rejections and failures she may experience. When so many forces are pulling her down, you can be the proverbial buoy that keeps her afloat and moving forward. You are good enough, you can say confidently. You can do it.

For artist Liz Grace of San Francisco, California, the support of her husband, Cameron, was essential to the launch of her company. “I’m very type A, very risk-averse,” she told me. “And I was very aware of the emotional ups and downs that starting a company could bring.” When she told her friends and family members about her business idea to create hand-drawn portraits from photographs, they questioned her rationale. “They asked me why I was doing this. They said it wasn’t a real business.”

But Cameron encouraged Liz to pursue her passion, one that she had been talking about for five years. They even went to business school together in hopes of making her dream a reality, and both started working on the company full-time in their second year as MBAs. “One thing I’m sure about: none of this would have happened without Cam,” Liz explained. “He was the one who pushed me to do it. He would always say, ‘You have to risk a lot to get a lot.’ That goes for business and for our relationship.”

As significant others, we are often our entrepreneurs’ most steadfast allies. And in the lonely, uphill life of an entrepreneur, they need all the allies they can find. As Entrepreneur editor-at-large Ray Hennessey writes, “Along the entrepreneurial journey, there are a good number of successes to share with your team, with your stakeholders and your customers. But there are a ton more failures and setbacks. Few people around you share in those. That means you are essentially alone. You can only rely on yourself.”2

With you in his life, your entrepreneur isn’t alone. But that doesn’t mean he won’t feel alone, carrying the weight of all that he is risking and all that he is trying to build on his own two shoulders. Fortunately, there is much you can do to remind him that you are there for him.

Of course, being champion-in-chief is by no means a simple role. Along the way, you will likely have to wear many hats for your mate. You may need to be a cheerleader, encouraging her through rejection and celebrating any and all accomplishments. You may need to be a coach, pushing him to keep going and brainstorming new ideas and approaches. Or you may sometimes operate like a therapist, asking good questions and providing safe spaces for her to share and vent.

Perhaps most importantly, though, you need to be the one person who consistently expresses affirmation based not on how hard he works or the potential of his business plan. In words and actions, entrepreneurs need assurance from their mates that they are good enough. Regardless of what venture capitalists or competitors may say, you are smart and capable. Even if your business doesn’t make it, you are still a person of value. I love you for you, not for your earning potential, your pending patents, or the number of shares you own.

The start-up world has enough ups and downs on its own; ideally, our affections for one another shouldn’t be volatile in the same way.

In her book Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead, nationally renowned shame researcher Brené Brown discusses the culture of scarcity, of never being enough, that has become pervasive in recent decades. One of the reasons why we are so susceptible to this way of thinking, Brown explains, is that “we are often comparing our lives, our families, and our communities to unattainable, media-driven versions of perfection, or we’re holding up our reality against our own fictional account of how great someone else has it.”3

This feeling of not being good enough is amplified to outsize proportions for our entrepreneurs. Just think about the accounts of successful company founders that we typically encounter in books and movies. They aren’t just wildly rich and famous, but they are also vaulted into our institutional memory as people who forever transformed industries and societies. They changed how we spend our time and our money, and affected how our brains are wired. They revolutionized our very ways of living and being. They rewrote the history books.

If this is the standard by which our partners are measuring themselves, if they feel like they must be the next Sergey Brin or Jeff Bezos to be successful, then they are in dire need of voices in their lives that remind them they are enough. No matter how many rejections, failures, or challenges they encounter, they are still individuals of worth and value and love. They are far more than the sum of their entrepreneurial pursuits.

But, going back to the equity distribution scenario at the beginning of the chapter, when does supportive behavior become unhelpful or even harmful? And what does support look like when you have serious doubts about your spouse’s business or her entrepreneurial ambitions?

To answer both of these questions, we should look at a category of support that is less about warm fuzzies and more about tough love. Being supportive doesn’t mean saying yes to everything your entrepreneur desires or dreams about; chances are that he will occasionally want something that isn’t wise or well thought out, or that requires more than your family can bear. In those moments, your support will need to come in the form of much-needed (and perhaps unwelcome) reality checks.

You may recall executive coach Dave Phillips’s words from chapter 5: “The more stress people get under, the more their time horizons narrow, the less far they can see into the future. They will not see the natural consequences of their actions.” If you are not playing a major role in the venture, you may be the one in the partnership with the clearer, longer-term perspective on how much the business is affecting each of you and your family as a whole. And even if you’re working with your significant other in the company, you will likely see things that she won’t.

For example, it’s possible that you will notice negative health effects—sleeplessness, depression, poor eating choices, and lack of exercise, among others—in your beloved before he does. You may have greater awareness of the state of your relationship and the well-being of your family. You may be watching the family bank account and credit card bills more carefully.

Here’s how Bill Reichert explains the significant other’s role, based on advice he received from an experienced businessman: “It is a partner’s responsibility to pull the other partner from the edge of the cliff when he is about to step off.” If your entrepreneur, your marriage, your family, or the business is in serious trouble, it may be down to you to wave the red flag and call both of your energies back to what matters most. You may need to ask the hard questions about what you as a family are willing to sacrifice for the business, and where the line needs to be drawn.

I’ll be honest: fulfilling this role isn’t particularly enjoyable, and your mate probably won’t be gushing with gratitude because of it. But its importance cannot be overstated.

Ned once mused that, if it weren’t for me, he probably wouldn’t have any friends left. We both laughed about it, but he may be right. I have been the unofficial social events manager in our family ever since d.light came into existence. For years, I’ve dragged Ned to outings with friends and meals with family members when he would have preferred to stay holed up at home, answering emails and building business models. I’ve made sure key events like weddings and parties and showers have a prominent place in Ned’s calendar. On the home front, I’ve needled him about date nights, family time, and sharing household chores for as long as we’ve been together.

No doubt my meddling has been obnoxious to Ned at times, and I certainly haven’t relished playing the role of the nagging spouse. But it was necessary, and, looking back, I’m glad I did it. After all, Ned wasn’t going to do much of this on his own. When d.light was at its most demanding, he pretty much put a full stop on anything else in his life that wasn’t work. No doctor’s visits, no hobbies, no socializing, no date nights. And he would have kept going in that direction—except for my persistent insistence that his lived identity be broader than that of an entrepreneur.

No wonder, then, that scientific studies have consistently found that married people tend to be healthier than single individuals. Married people tend to get more preventative health checks and to give up unhealthy behaviors like smoking. And the health benefits actually increase with age and longevity of the relationship.4 Sometimes nagging—if done in a loving way—really works.

I can’t say my motives have always been pure; I have often demanded that Ned stop working because of my own neediness or insecurity. But other times I have seen the sallowness of his complexion and the bags under his eyes; I’ve sensed his heightened anxiety and heard the overwhelmed tone in his voice. And I’ve known that I had to intervene, even if Ned resented me for the intrusion. I wanted him to take care of himself well enough to grow old with me.

And that, I think, may be one of the most meaningful things that we significant others do for our entrepreneurs: we are the protectors of our shared future. We want our spouses to succeed, of course, but we want to balance that with long-term well-being. That includes physical health and financial stability, but also a strong marriage and meaningful relationships. And it includes caring for something far more lasting than a few headlines in the media or a big exit: their character. In the hyperactive rat race that building a business can be, it can sometimes be easy to lose sight of who our beloved entrepreneurs are at their very core, and whom they are becoming.

New York Times columnist and author David Brooks calls these “the eulogy virtues.” “They’re the virtues that get talked about at your funeral, the ones that exist at the core of your being—whether you are kind, brave, honest or faithful; what kind of relationships you formed,” he writes in his bestseller The Road to Character.5 We actually spend the bulk of our life’s energy pursuing a different set of virtues, which Brooks calls “the résumé virtues.” Many of us prioritize having an impressive list of achievements, titles, and skills that we can tout. But it is the eulogy virtues that will outlive most of our mates’ start-ups—and will even outlive us.

That’s not to say that your spouse shouldn’t pursue the résumé virtues. He’s actually going to need a significant scope of expertise and experience in order to succeed. But there are plenty of other voices out there telling him how he needs to learn a particular skill or gain a particular kind of know-how. Your beloved probably has an entire line of business partners, investors, customers, and others champing at the bit to tell him what he needs to do in his professional life and how to do it. Unfortunately, there are far fewer people reminding him about those important-but-not-urgent, often intangible priorities in life.

I once heard about a woman who liked to tell her entrepreneur husband, “You can do whatever you want. You’re the CEO.” She said this when he wrestled over a decision; when he wondered what others might think; when he accepted more modest perks and benefits to try to save the company money.

To Bill Reichert’s point earlier, it’s possible to read some hidden criticism in her words. She might have been telling her husband that he didn’t have enough of a grasp of his own power, authority, or knowledge. She might have been implying that he wasn’t doing a good enough job of asking for what he deserved.

But let’s say we give her the benefit of the doubt and assume that she was only trying to express unequivocal affirmation and belief in her partner. Even with the best of intentions, I believe this kind of support is shortsighted and risky. Imagine what would happen if her husband began consistently operating with this mind-set. He might stop listening to others or taking their needs into account; he wouldn’t seek advice or input; he wouldn’t take the time to carefully consider his decisions or to learn from his mistakes. Such an approach could end up harming his start-up hopes, his character, and even their relationship.

As we discussed earlier, the typical entrepreneur is on a steep learning curve. She’s trying to master business in general, a particular industry, and almost every role within the company at the same time. Assuring your beloved that she already knows everything she needs to know and is capable of everything she needs to do is a lovely sentiment, but it’s simply not realistic. You may be inadvertently setting her up for failure. And you may be coaxing her toward a style of leadership that is ineffective and alienating to others.

Across the many entrepreneurs I’ve encountered, I’ve seen two character traits that have frequently gotten them and their businesses in trouble: arrogance and a need to control everything. Such entrepreneurs don’t ask for help and drive away those who could help. They take on far more than they should, including things that they don’t have the appropriate expertise in. They make poor decisions and stubbornly stick to them, even when they are clearly causing the company, its employees, and its customers harm. Such entrepreneurs almost always eventually become overwhelmed, let important matters fall through the cracks, and find themselves with very few allies who are willing to bail them out.

Occasionally I hear about an entrepreneur like this who still manages to build a hugely successful company, usually because he or she is independently wealthy or happened to have particularly fortuitous timing. But, on the whole, such entrepreneurs don’t do well.

Unfortunately, when significant others offer unwavering affirmation to their entrepreneurs without any accountability or long-term vision, they are pushing them toward such narcissism and myopic thinking. They are, in essence, failing to intervene even when their beloved entrepreneurs are about to step off the cliff.

In all likelihood, you wouldn’t want your mate to act with such impunity in your own relationship. If that were the case, she would make unilateral decisions without ever consulting you. She would control all the details of how you lived your life and organized your home. She would consistently do what was best for her without considering what was best for you. I know I wouldn’t want to be in a relationship with a person like this. So why would we wish our entrepreneurs to conduct themselves in such a way in their businesses?

For me, meaningful and effective support of my entrepreneur spouse has two distinct but complementary approaches: First, I need to unconditionally love Ned, no matter what happens with his start-up or his career. He needs to know that I value him as a life partner and as my best friend outside of his identity as an entrepreneur. Second, I need to be willing to challenge him as much as is necessary.

Even as my commitment to Ned is unwavering, I’m willing to ask him tough questions. I hold him accountable to his responsibilities at home. When he’s struggling over a decision, I offer differing perspectives. I push him to set boundaries and to prioritize things in his life other than work. I don’t hesitate to call him out if I think he has overstepped or treated someone badly.

Because I truly want the best for Ned, I want to make sure he is conducting himself with integrity, treating others well, and continually growing into the finest version of himself. I want to nudge him toward actions that he won’t regret, even for years to come. I want to encourage him to be as grounded, healthy, and well-rounded as possible. I want to do what I can to nurture his eulogy virtues, knowing that almost every other force in his life will pressure him to focus primarily on his résumé virtues.

If that’s not enough to convince you or your entrepreneur, consider this: providing accountability and developing character will give his company a better chance of succeeding. They will equip him as an effective leader and a contributing member of society. And they will increase the chances that your relationship will last long enough for you to grow old together.

The accountability cuts both ways, of course. I expect Ned to be just as willing to challenge me. If I am becoming too resentful or pessimistic, if I am pulling away from him or not providing the support he needs, I want him to tell me. I want to know that he loves me enough to push me to keep growing and learning and becoming.

After all, during the high-stress moments in our start-up journey, I am just as susceptible to making poor decisions and thinking with a shorter time horizon. When we were living in China, it was Ned who recognized how burned out I truly was. He pushed me to quit my job at d.light and moved us to Hong Kong. And, once we were there, he gave me space to recover but he also encouraged me to seek counseling and take the time to truly figure out where I wanted to go next with my career.

It isn’t easy for anyone to find the right balance of unconditional support and tough love. Exactly how this plays out will look a little different for each couple. But the depth of partnership and the growth in character that you’ll both experience will make it well worth the effort. (We’ll talk more about the great and long-term benefits of personal growth in chapter 18.)

But enough talk about lofty character virtues. You’re no doubt itching to get practical, which is what’s coming up next. What are the tangible, tried-and-true tools that can help you prioritize your personal well-being, your relationship, and your beloved’s start-up ambition? In the next section, we’ll explore the day-to-day practices and long-term strategies that can help you and your entrepreneur move forward with thoughtfulness, intentionality, and respect for one another. They are, I believe, the essential building blocks for creating an existence in which every member of your family can thrive.
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Developing Trust

One night in 2008, when Ned and I were preparing to move to China, my mother pulled me aside. “You need to be really careful,” she said in Cantonese, her tone hushed and urgent. “Women in China might try to steal your husband.”

I glanced at Ned on the other side of the room, checking email on his laptop, completely unaware that he was at risk of being pilfered.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” I replied lightly, even as a sliver of unease slid into my stomach. My mom had always been overly cautious, bordering on paranoid, when it came to protecting my sister and me from the evils of the world. I knew this, and yet her anxiety was still infectious.

“And are you going to wear your wedding ring?” she continued. “There are a lot of thieves in Shenzhen, you know. They’ll probably cut off your finger to steal your ring.”

When I heard those words, I began to relax. This was just another one of my mom’s worst-case-scenario warning speeches, which always ended with someone dying a particularly horrific or tragic death. “Um, I think we’ll be okay,” I said, trying hard not to smile as I waited for the punch line.

My mom didn’t disappoint. “Also, never go into a public restroom in Shenzhen. If you do, you’ll never come out.”

At that I laughed, unable to indulge her fears any longer. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

Ned looked up at my laughter, and I saw a spark of humor in his eyes. Though he didn’t understand her exact words, he knew my mom well enough to guess the gist of the discussion. “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry,” he chimed in.

“Okay,” she replied in English, looking resigned. When Ned looked away again, she muttered to me in Cantonese, “You’ll see. That kind of stuff happens all the time in Shenzhen.”

I just shook my head, knowing there was nothing I could say to change her mind. I could only go to Shenzhen and show her that the city was not the crime-ridden, black-market-driven underworld that she and other members of the Chinese diaspora assumed it was.

I’m happy to report that I had no trouble retaining all my fingers after we moved to Shenzhen. The public restrooms, while not ideal because of the prevalence of squatty potties, did not cause my demise.

But on one point, my mom was actually right. I had to keep an eye on my husband.

Unfortunately, Shenzhen has many factors that make it a haven for the proliferation of prostitution and mistresses: rich businesspeople, impoverished women, lax government oversight, porous borders, and unequal power dynamics across cultures and genders. While we were there, I watched as pimps solicited Ned and local women flirted with him. I heard stories of foreign men who hired prostitutes for business meetings and local factory owners who took their business partners out to sketchy karaoke bars late into the night. If ever a husband was going to be stolen, this would be the place for it to happen.

On top of that, Ned was often traveling alone to countries around the world that are known for sex trafficking and brothels, including India, Kenya, and Indonesia.1

If I hadn’t trusted him, I likely would have driven myself crazy with paranoia. Even though I had moved to China to be with him, we still found ourselves spending weeks at a time in different countries. Other times he came home from the office after I was already in bed. Occasionally he even worked through the night on the factory line to help get a shipment out. In many of those instances, the only things I had to rely on were Ned’s word and my confidence in his commitment to me.

Trust is a foundational component of any successful relationship, and it’s what we most often seek in our partners. Across numerous studies, social scientists have consistently found that the top quality both men and women want in their partners is trustworthiness.2 In a committed relationship, trust extends far beyond the question of sexual fidelity. We want to trust our partners with our emotions, our finances, our time, our children, our social interactions, our home, our belongings, our memories, and more. Trust leads to security and safety in a relationship; it’s the gateway to meaningful communication and intimate connections. For entrepreneurs and their significant others—who often spend most of their time physically and emotionally occupying different realms—a high degree of trust is essential. Without it, heading down the path toward anger, resentment, anxiety, and infidelity is all too easy.

“If you trust your spouse, that’s worth gold,” one longtime marriage-family therapist, who has worked with many entrepreneurs, told me. “Then, even if he or she is busy, that’s okay.”

The sense that your spouse is trustworthy, though, does not happen automatically. It needs to be developed and maintained over time by the things we do and say to one another. Trust building requires us to get past the deceptions we often create about ourselves and our significant others when we first fall in love.

Renowned therapists Ellyn Bader and Peter Pearson founded and direct the Couples Institute in Menlo Park, California. Their office is situated about four miles from Sand Hill Road, home to many leading venture capital firms and the country’s most expensive real estate.3 Bader and Pearson believe that lies—not malicious lies, but lies that we ourselves want to believe—are among the greatest barriers to a healthy relationship. Some of the most common lies we tell ourselves in the honeymoon stage of a romance include: “I like everything about you” and “We like all the same things.”4 It is only when we take the risk to get past this stage—to acknowledge our differences and, yes, even the things we don’t like about each other—and still remain committed that our relationship can grow. In their book Tell Me No Lies: How to Stop Lying to Your Partner—and Yourself—in the 4 Stages of Marriage, Bader and Pearson write, “The impetus for most marital lies does not stem from a wish to deceive the other, but rather from the wish to keep the relationship as it is. That’s the incredible irony: Couples lie to preserve their relationships, but it’s those very lies that create dissent and leave the partners feelings stagnant, isolated, and alone.”5

They make the case that both partners have a role in encouraging honesty. For every liar, there is a lie invitee: someone who doesn’t want to hear the truth out of fear, anxiety, or insecurity.6 Only when both the liar and the lie invitee consent to airing and accepting the truth can a couple begin to break down the deceptions that have stagnated their relationship. In the past, when Ned told me that his workload would lighten in the near future, it was a deception we both desperately wanted to believe. When this assertion was proven wrong over and over again, my trust in him faltered. We both had to reject this lie in order to restore that trust. Ned had to stop being overly optimistic, and I had to challenge him to be honest with me instead of saying what I wanted to hear.

Rather than developing through a single grand gesture, trust grows through the small daily decisions we make to move toward honesty with our partners and ourselves. Bader and Pearson explain, “Several times each day you’re faced with these choices: (1) to pursue a path of honesty or deception; and (2) as a listener, to encourage more truthfulness or to close down the avenues that could lead you to truth.”7

Jenny Rae Armstrong of Maple, Wisconsin, held back her own anxiety about her husband’s music business not to intentionally keep it from him, but because she didn’t allow herself to be fully aware of how the up-and-down start-up life was affecting her. “Entrepreneurs are good salespeople and influencers. It’s easy to get swept up in their passion and charisma,” she told me. Thankfully her husband, Aaron, intentionally made time to check in with her and ask her how she felt. The more he created this space, the more comfortable she felt acknowledging and voicing her concerns.

Just as trust does not develop overnight, betrayal of trust does not usually come in the form of one cosmic-shifting event. We may instantly think of betrayal as infidelity—especially given its prevalence in the start-up world—but marriage researcher John Gottman calls it simply a “turning away from.”8 By this definition, life with an entrepreneur may very well feel like an unending series of betrayals, as our beloved chooses his or her company over us time and time again.

For partners who work together, mutual trust (or lack thereof) could have serious implications for the viability of the business. Every co-preneurial couple I’ve interviewed has mentioned trust as a key element in their professional and personal relationship. Each spouse needs to believe that the other will fulfill work responsibilities to the best of his or her abilities. Without this confidence in one another, work-related conflicts will likely be frequent and spill over into life at home. Lack of professional trust can lead to blowups that permanently sever a couple’s ability to work together—even if they are still able to live together.

It may be tempting to look at your mate and think, He’s the one who needs to prove his trustworthiness to me, what with all his travel and long hours and prioritization of work over almost everything else in his life. But the tricky thing about trust is that it’s a two-way street. It is not just about your partner earning your trust by keeping appropriate boundaries and honoring commitments; you also need to demonstrate your trust of your partner through your willingness to be open, honest, and vulnerable.

As nationally renowned psychotherapist David Richo writes, “The first requirement for trust and commitment is telling the truth. We sometimes do not share our feelings and reactions with a partner because we sense that she [or he] cannot receive the truth from us.”9 Shutting your significant other out from your thoughts and feelings could be enough to signal that you do not trust her, which may prompt her to respond in kind—thus beginning a cycle of betrayal that could lead to far more damaging and possibly relationship-ending deceits. Remember how Cindy’s husband made major decisions without consulting her (chapter 5) and Erin’s husband cheated on her (chapter 6)? If you want your relationship to last, you don’t want the cycle of betrayal to ever go that far.

The good news and the bad news is that betrayal usually happens in the little choices we make on a regular basis—choices we can make easily but may be so subtle that we don’t think they matter. The reality is that I betray Ned when I choose to sit in silence over dinner instead of asking him how his day was, just as he betrays me when he checks his phone while I’m trying to talk to him. I betray Ned when I’m not honest about the hurt and resentment I feel at his frequent absences, and he betrays me when he books tickets for a business trip without first consulting me about the dates.

What looks like betrayal to me, of course, may not be betrayal for you. A key step for you and your significant other will be to define what you need to trust one another and avoid betrayal. Every marriage-family therapist and executive coach I interviewed used this word when referencing healthy relationship practices: agreements. I’ve come to see agreements as similar to setting expectations—with the important delineation that agreements are, well, agreed upon by both parties. Expectations can be, and often are, just one-sided.

“People need to make agreements,” executive coach Dave Phillips explained. “But people don’t make agreements in their relationships. They don’t consider realistically what is actually going to happen. They don’t get their agreements settled up front.”

As you have probably figured out, Ned and I had no such agreements when we first married. We made no agreements when he was in business school, nor when he started d.light.

And then we discovered that we absolutely needed agreements. Otherwise, we were each operating under different sets of expectations that were unspoken and mostly unrealistic. We were setting ourselves up to be constantly hurt, angered, and disappointed by one another. And we were, over and over again.

Figuring out and then voicing these agreements can feel awkward, but I can assure you that the alternative is far more painful. Agreements helped tether me to a tangible framework for what my marriage would look like, which was particularly helpful when Ned’s business was sowing chaos and unpredictability deep into the foundation of our lives. Agreements became even more important after our son was born, when I felt like I had ceded all control in my life to our human child and our start-up child.

To ascertain what agreements you and your beloved entrepreneur need, you may need to ask yourself some tough questions, such as, When do I trust my spouse and when don’t I? or What kind of parameters do I need my spouse to set around work relations, work hours, or travel? The responses to these questions will help determine what you need in the relationship to fuel trust in your partner, and what you need to ask of him.

For me, reexamining my tender spots and neuroses has been a good place to start to know where I most need Ned to be trustworthy. My primary love language, you may recall, is quality time. So it’s essential that Ned and I have some kind of agreement about the time we spend together. I know I have a lot of anxiety about money and taking care of a young child on my own, so I can take only so much financial instability and travel. As a result, in these areas reside some of the most important agreements for the strength and stability of our marriage.

Here are some examples of agreements that you might ask your entrepreneur to make. The more specific and measurable you can make these statements, the better:


[image: ] When I need to work late, I will _________.

[image: ] I will set these parameters with friends, colleagues, and business partners of the opposite/same sex: _________.

[image: ] When _________ happens with the company, I will let you know right away.

[image: ] When I am traveling, I will call home _________.

[image: ] On the weekends, I will do _________ with the kids.

[image: ] If I need to make a large business purchase with personal funds, I will _________.


And here are some examples of agreements you might make:


[image: ] If I am feeling neglected or resentful, I will let you know by _________.

[image: ] If I need more time to pursue my own professional or personal interests, I will _________.

[image: ] I will set these parameters with friends, colleagues, and business partners of the opposite/same sex: _________.

[image: ] I will be responsible for taking care of the kids when _________.

[image: ] I will continue to support your pursuit of this business as long as _________.

[image: ] I will reserve _________ in my schedule as our date night.

[image: ] If something in our house needs major repairs, I will _________.


Though the process of developing these agreements will probably not make it into the highlight reel of your relationship, there’s an important upside: creating these agreements can be a trust-building exercise in and of itself. Just engaging in the process requires that you be honest about your vulnerabilities and hopes, and be able to articulate what is most important to you and why. It also pushes you to hear your partner’s vulnerabilities and hopes, and to give her the benefit of the doubt that she will do her best to honor these agreements.

The downside of making such agreements? If your significant other is human, he is going to break one—or perhaps even a few—of these agreements at some point. And so will you.

But betrayals will happen even if you don’t make agreements with your partner. The difference is that both of you now have a clear, agreed-upon framework to reference. The aggrieved party has a basis for raising his or her concerns; the other party knows exactly what he or she did wrong and why it matters. Having agreements, then, allows your disagreements to be more healthy and productive. They become opportunities to extend forgiveness, understanding, and trust—yes, that word again—to one another. In an article for Psychology Today, educator David Bedrick puts it this way, “This takes a new kind of trust—the trust in ourselves to be aware of our hurts, express our hurts, and address the injury and breach with our partner. Essentially, you are saying, ‘I trust that there are times you will hurt me and I will hurt you.… However, I also trust that we can take steps to address these hurts and breaches and even turn the process, over time, into a strengthening of our relationship.’”10

Agreements can get us in trouble, however, if we wield them like a weapon, ready to be unleashed whenever we want to call out our significant other for the slightest misstep. If you are tempted to approach agreements with this punitive approach, your loved one will likely reciprocate. At that point, you are no longer partners but have become adversaries. (And it might be a good idea to revisit some of the strategies we discussed in chapter 6 for strengthening the foundation of your relationship.)

Thankfully, agreements are not meant to be carved in granite. They should be as dynamic as your relationship (hopefully) is, or as flexible as your partner’s business plan (probably) is. Just as your beloved entrepreneur needs to respond to changes in the industry or the market, so should he respond to changes in you, your relationship, and your family situation. The arrival of a new child, the loss of a job, a health crisis, the death of a loved one, financial emergencies, major betrayals—these are all excellent reasons to reevaluate your agreements to see if they still work for you.

Just because you and your significant other have agreements, though, doesn’t mean that you will automatically have trust. Perhaps you have been wounded in the past by a family member or loved one. Perhaps your spouse has already broken your trust through one significant act of betrayal or through a thousand tiny deceptions. How do you begin to build trust when you’re starting from zero—or if your level of trust is in the red?

Executive consultant Jocelyn Kung specializes in working with Silicon Valley CEOs and other business leaders on developing the softer skills they need but often overlook: team building, empowerment, and trust. She has found trust between colleagues, partners, and spouses to be a huge challenge in the business world. “If a team has problems, the dysfunction can usually be traced back to relationships and to a lack of trust,” she explained. Therefore, building trust is often one of the first areas she addresses with her clients. She has developed four steps for developing trust between people, based on business management expert Patrick Lencioni’s research into workplace relationships.11 Kung has used this paradigm successfully in her consulting work as well as her own personal relationships.


1. I understand you: I’ve taken the time to understand what your values are.

2. I appreciate you: I appreciate what you value. I will show this appreciation through affirmation and recognition.

3. I have your back: I have your best interests at heart and can articulate that in a way that is meaningful to you. I understand your fears and insecurities, and will do what I need to do to help you feel safe and loved.

4. I will tell you the truth: I will not deceive you or keep things from you. I will be honest and open about the hard truths.


According to Kung, the first three steps put money into the relationship bank, which is what allows the fourth step—the hardest step—to happen. We can understand one another by taking the time to really get to know each other, perhaps through one of the personality assessment tools we discussed in chapter 5. We show our appreciation of one another through words of affirmation or other forms of recognition. We have each other’s backs by demonstrating our willingness to accommodate the other’s needs and creating security in the relationship. If you’ve invested in each of these steps, your bond will be more resilient when a betrayal (perceived or real) occurs, or a hard conversation needs to happen.

One thing to be aware of: the process of building trust can sometimes lead to increased conflict. But this isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Healthy conflict is good for a relationship. It means you’re working through issues that need to be addressed—but you’re doing it in a way that strengthens your bond rather than harms it.

When a conflict arises, Kung suggests using these four steps as a template for communicating with your significant other. For example, someone might say this to his or her entrepreneurial spouse: “I recognize how important this business is to you. I see how it’s an incredible opportunity for you to pursue your dreams. I love how this has energized you in a way I haven’t seen before. I want you to know that I believe in you, and I’m trying my best to take care of the kids and the house so you can have more time to work. But I’m having trouble managing everything right now, and I’m feeling lonely in my parenting. I’d like to see if you could set aside some more time to help out during the week and on weekends.”

Within that short speech, it’s easy to see how the foundational pieces of understanding, appreciation, and accommodation would make the hard truth easier to hear. If you’ve made the effort to understand your significant other’s perspective, he will likely want to return the favor.

That’s not to say that these kinds of conversations are easy. Giving your hurts and concerns into the care of someone else always feels risky. But if you have intentionally invested in the relationship through the above steps, you greatly increase the chance that such a risk will lead to positive outcomes for both of you.

In fact, even if you aren’t feeling particularly inspired to trust your partner, just acting like you do can have significant benefits. Social psychology researchers at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill have found that one partner’s “pro-relationship behaviors”—actions that are sacrificial and counter to their own self-interests—help sustain a cyclical pattern of increased commitment, dependence, and trust.12 The more pro-relationship behaviors, the more commitment and trust. The more commitment and trust, the more pro-relationship behaviors.

I distinctly remember the time Ned returned from a business trip to China and told me that a prostitute had tried to force her way into his hotel room. She persisted for a while but eventually went away after he refused to open the door or engage with her. Ned didn’t have to tell me this had happened; in fact, sharing this could have backfired pretty badly for him. But his desire to be completely transparent with me, even about something he knew I wouldn’t like, caused me to trust him even more.

If you still feel like the idea of trust is too nebulous, then perhaps you can think of it in the same way therapist Chris Bruno does. As an entrepreneur himself, he understands well the challenges that entrepreneurial couples face. He prefers to use the word loyalty instead of trust when describing the foundational characteristic of a successful relationship. “At the base of the marital vow is the loyalty that you as my spouse are more important than anyone and anything else in my life,” he told me. “As we make choices, we will always be, first and foremost, loyal to each other.”

In my marriage to Ned, this has been one of my greatest struggles. When he is traveling half the time and working long hours the other half of the time, can I truly believe that I am more important to him than anything else in his life? He has had to remind me of this over and over—through agreements and honesty, but also just by telling me time and again. He is practicing open vulnerability by sharing how much I mean to him on a regular basis, and in return, I am choosing to trust him at his word. It doesn’t feel like much in the short term, but, as we’ve seen, every little bit counts in the development of trust between significant others.

If we want our relationships to last, building and maintaining trust will always be among the most critical tasks we need to pursue on an ongoing basis. And one tool we all need to help keep trust strong? Healthy communication. In fact, one would be hard-pressed to exist without the other. But what does effective communication look like when life always seems to move just a little faster than our ability to keep up with it? We’ll look next at the whats, whys, and hows of communicating—even over-communicating—with your beloved entrepreneur in the midst of start-up craziness.
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Maintaining Communication

A couple I’ll call Justin and Alexandra were two days into a months-long European vacation when Justin abruptly had to leave. He was urgently trying to sell off his company, which had been struggling after his business partner unexpectedly dropped out. After driving an hour to the nearest city to send an email to a potential buyer, Justin decided that he needed to meet the buyer face-to-face to try to close the deal. He booked a flight back to the US the next day.

Then he broke the news to his wife. As you might imagine, she didn’t take it well.

“I was pissed,” Alexandra shared honestly. “The decision was made without consulting me. I didn’t understand what the urgency was. Why can’t it happen tomorrow? Why can’t it be next week? I was completely blindsided.” Even worse, she was suddenly left alone in an unfamiliar country, responsible for moving all their luggage from one lodging to another until Justin was able to return.

Justin readily admitted, “I could have been better about talking about it. I was not making good decisions. I was under so much pressure I just wanted to get things done.”

More likely than not, you have been blindsided by your entrepreneur in some way over the years. I’ve lost track of the number of last-minute, unexpected business trips Ned has taken over the years. I know several couples that have made cross-country or international moves with only one or two days’ notice.

Given the dramatic twists and turns of the start-up journey, it’s inevitable that there will be surprises—and probably mostly unpleasant ones—along the way. But the negative impact of those surprises can easily be mitigated by ongoing and intentional communication between the two of you.

Communication is the oldest topic in the marital survival handbook, and any book or seminar on maintaining a successful relationship is going to discuss it. But it’s a skill that takes a lifetime to master, in large part because we all bring a lot of baggage into our communication styles.

In her book Making Marriage Beautiful: Lifelong Love, Joy, and Intimacy Start with You, pastor Dorothy Greco writes that we can’t underestimate the influence of our families of origin in shaping our attitudes and behaviors as adults. Early on in her marriage, after multiple arguments with her husband over the proper way to host a dinner party, Greco realized that “our family cultures had so deeply shaped our preferences, biases, and beliefs that we reflexively judged anything different as wrong.”1 This extended to their communication styles as well. She describes her husband’s family’s communication style as “operatic”: loud, passionate, and dramatic, with little quiet in between proclamations. Greco’s own family tended to speak at a more measured pace, with plenty of space for question-asking and reflection.

Each of us has grown up accustomed to a particular way of talking and listening and being—and it’s probable that your significant other grew up with a dissimilar way of talking and listening and being. We each respond differently to certain tones or words or body language. Oftentimes, those responses aren’t entirely under our control. They’ve been deeply ingrained in us since childhood and may reside in the more subconscious areas of our brain.

Our communication preferences are also inextricably intertwined with fundamental aspects of our personality. Relationship expert and research psychologist Ty Tashiro explained to me that entrepreneurs “are a little more allergic to being told what to do.” (Remember how the majority of them are motivated by the desire not to work for someone else?) “They can have this reflexive reaction that’s unpleasant,” even if their spouse comes to them with a perfectly reasonable request. One way to counteract this reflexive response, suggests Tashiro, is to invite your entrepreneur into a collaborative problem-solving process instead. “You can say something like, ‘I need you to work with me on this’ or ‘Can we problem-solve this together?’ If you make it a collaborative thing and you’re married to a good person, nine times out of ten they’ll work on it with you.”

Growing in awareness of our mate’s communication biases and trigger points, as well as our own, can be invaluable for couples as they try to share with one another in a meaningful way. Another thing to be aware of? Neither of you is going to be at your communicative best when the intensity dial of your start-up experience approaches ten, as Justin found when he was fixated on urgently trying to sell his company.

Psychiatrist Mark Goulston, who previously worked as an FBI hostage negotiator, writes that productive communication is especially difficult for individuals who are stressed, angry, or fearful. When people are consumed by these feelings, their amygdala, the lower part of the brain that acts more by instinct than reason, holds sway over their rational brain. “If you’re talking to a boss, a customer, a spouse, or a child whose lower midbrain or midbrain is in control, you’re talking to a cornered snake or, at best, a hysterical rabbit,” Goulston explains.2

Given the overwhelming pressure that entrepreneurs and their partners often labor under, it’s expected that we would each have our moments as cornered snakes and hysterical rabbits. I have lashed out at Ned many a time when he told me about yet another business trip or late-night conference call. My anger was rarely about that specific event but was instead rooted in Ned’s repeated failures to give me advance notice about things that directly affected me. Feeling like I was the last to know about such decisions—after Ned’s business partners and board members and distributors had already been consulted—really hurt, and I wanted Ned to viscerally experience my pain.

Ned has also occasionally lost it, taking small critiques I’ve made and becoming disproportionately defensive about his roles as husband and father in our family.

At our best, Ned and I are levelheaded people who can have rational, empathetic discussions about complex subjects and decisions. But in the crucible of start-up life, those old reptilian claws and snapping jaws emerge more easily. Developing strong, healthy communication patterns that we can rely on even when we’re stressed can help us all become a little more evolved.

If communication is an ongoing challenge in your relationship and you’re not quite sure how to improve it, a simple and practical place to start is talking through your basic schedule and day-to-day responsibilities. This is pretty much mandatory for all entrepreneurial couples, given the ever-shifting landscape of activities and schedules that a growing business requires, and how that affects the running of your household.

It turns out that simply agreeing on who is doing what on a daily basis actually matters quite a bit. In fact, the distribution of chores between a couple can make or break a relationship. One Pew Research Center study found that married couples rated the sharing of household chores as the third most important factor of a successful marriage, behind only faithfulness and a happy sexual relationship.3 Why? According to a team of UCLA researchers, “More than constituting a series of simple instrumental tasks, household work represents a complex set of interpersonal exchanges that enable family members to achieve (or fail to achieve) solidarity and cohesiveness.”4

In addition, psychologists have consistently found that a couple’s ability to coordinate logistics says a lot about their ability to collaborate in other, weightier spheres in their lives. A couple that regularly disagrees about household chores will bring that tension into other topics of discussion.5 If you and your partner have trouble agreeing on who should do the dishes and when, chances are that you won’t have much luck deciding where you should live or how much money to invest in a business.

Fortunately, we have access to plenty of digital tools to help us coordinate our daily responsibilities. (That said, if you and your beloved prefer old-fashioned wall calendars, by all means use them.) Many couples have told me how they absolutely depend on shared online calendars and to-do lists to keep them on the same page. They use these documents to coordinate chores, childcare responsibilities, social events, work meetings, business trips, date nights, birthdays and anniversaries, and more. The effort the two of you put into keeping your calendar and to-do list updated and relevant will help you to respect one another’s time, coordinate your shared responsibilities, and keep the household running smoothly.

Each couple needs to determine what division of labor works for their particular circumstances. If your beloved is an entrepreneur, it’s very likely that you will be taking on the lion’s share of household chores and childcare. If you are both working on the business, it may make more sense to outsource the cooking, cleaning, and after-school pickups to someone else. The most important factor is clarity: a mutual understanding of who is doing what, and when.

If you’re like me, the prospect of having such a carefully scheduled existence doesn’t sound particularly appealing. Having to write down everything from “take out the trash” to “watch movie with kids” and “date night” on your calendar seems to take all the zest and spontaneity out of life. But keep in mind that you and your significant other simply don’t have as much brain capacity to remember all the big and little things in life. Having agreed-upon systems in place and allowing your computers and smartphones to do the work of remembering everyday tasks can free up your mental bandwidth for more important matters. Hopefully, you will then actually remember to take out the trash and watch a movie with your kids.

Coordinating your schedules could also save your marriage from a lot of conflict. I can’t even count the number of arguments Ned and I have had when he scheduled a work event that interfered with a personal commitment. The resulting scheduling conflict was often hard to resolve, logistically and emotionally, as it reflected far more complicated issues in our relationship. Whose calendar item is more important than the other’s? we would have to ask. Who gets to decide? Does this set precedent for the next time we have two conflicting events?

That kind of disagreement never had any winners, and I would much rather avoid needing to have that argument to begin with. Now, Ned and I can each see one another’s calendars and we each do our best to work around the other’s schedule. We have been clear with each other about the things on our calendars that cannot be touched or moved. And if something absolutely needs to be scheduled but it would overlap with something else, we check in with each other and decide together what would work best.

But having good communication in a relationship does so much more than keep you and your mate on task. When you communicate proactively and consistently with one another, you are actually transmitting respect and care for one another. You are important enough that I want you to know what I know. I care enough about your opinion that I want to know what you think. A 2017 study of 162 couples found that just having one pleasant, positive conversation with each other helped both partners feel more connected and less lonely. They even fell asleep faster that day.6

“Every couple needs a daily time when they can look into each other’s eyes, talk, and listen as they share life with each other. This kind of quality time spent daily is one of the most fundamental exercises a couple can do to enhance intimacy in a marriage relationship,” writes Dr. Gary Chapman in Now You’re Speaking My Language: Honest Communication and Deeper Intimacy for a Stronger Marriage.7

Even if your entrepreneur is traveling frequently, it’s still important to try to check in with one another on a daily basis. Video chats are a great way to gaze into one another’s eyes from afar. And if that’s not possible, then use whatever means are at your disposal, whether it be a phone call, texting, or something else.

Of course, that brings up the questions of what to talk about and how to talk about it—which can be harder than it sounds. For me, one of the more bizarre aspects of being in a relationship with an entrepreneur is that the two of us are oftentimes simultaneously living very different realities. While your entrepreneur is happily pursuing his dreams, you may feel like you have put all your dreams on hold. While he’s invigorated, you’re exhausted and resentful. While she is being intellectually challenged and stimulated, you’re stuck at home with the kids or working a job you don’t like to pay the bills.

Each of these is a distinct reality from the other. The important thing to remember is that they are equally real.

But the end result may be that you and your spouse are experiencing entirely different perspectives, emotions, and thoughts, perhaps even more so than the average non-entrepreneurial couple.

As Dr. Chapman writes, “As humans, we are each unique. That means that the thoughts and feelings that we experience will inevitably be different. When a husband expects his wife to agree with his thoughts and she expects him to agree with hers, they will be forever frustrated. We must first of all accept our humanity and allow each other the freedom to think and feel differently.”8

Though I’m sure we all know this to be true, it bears saying: Effective communication in marriage is not about winning an argument, assigning blame, or proving who is right. It is about our ability to share openly and respectfully; to listen to one another attentively and graciously; to commit to increasing our understanding of one another; and to provide input and feedback that is for the betterment of our partner and our family.

That starts with letting go of our own ego. That doesn’t mean you should stop advocating for yourself—as the spouse of an entrepreneur, you absolutely need to advocate for yourself!—but it does mean accepting that you’re not always right and that you can’t control everything. It also means recognizing that your partner’s thoughts, emotions, and ideas are as valid as your own, and should be treated accordingly.

This is far from simple. Swallowing our pride can often feel like swallowing the bitterest pill. Twelve years into my marriage, I still want to choke each time I need to apologize or concede a point to Ned. But my willingness to do so makes it easier for Ned to offer me the same level of respect and care, and it makes our relationship healthier. (It does get easier over time. I used to want to vomit, so that choking feeling is a significant improvement for me.)

Fortunately, some simple adjustments in perspective and practice can shift you and your entrepreneur toward what psychotherapist David Richo calls “cooperative love.”9

Liz and Cameron Grace, whom you met in chapter 8, told me that one of the most helpful things they learned about communication is the power of “both/and.” Even as co-preneurs running the same business, they found that their individual experiences of the same reality could be distinctly different. But that didn’t mean that one of their perspectives was truer than the other. “Both perspectives can coexist,” they explained to me. “You can hold those feelings at the same time. Both are validated.”

The both/and approach is helpful even when considering the multifaceted perspectives of a single individual. I have many conflicting feelings about Ned’s entrepreneurial ambitions. I love d.light and how driven Ned is, but I hate how much stress the business brings into our lives. In turn, I know that Ned deeply loves me and our son—more than anything else in the world—but he will still prioritize traveling and working long hours for the sake of the business. One is not mutually exclusive of the other.

When you and your partner are able to accept the existence and validity of multiple emotions and perspectives, you can let go of the need to figure out who is right and instead move toward understanding and finding any necessary solutions.

In his aptly titled How to Be an Adult in Relationships: The Five Keys to Mindful Loving, Dr. Richo describes a three-step process for working through conflicts or challenges: addressing, processing, and resolving. Addressing means that you and your mate commit to “bring up all your concerns rather than covering them up or disregarding them.… This includes what gnaws at you from within or what you keep feeling but fail to mention.” Processing means to talk through what happened and its implications. Richo suggests that we “say what happened as you saw it; express what you felt then and what you feel now; explore what is left to be resolved and followed up.” Finally, resolving means developing agreements on what needs to change or what could be done differently.10

If you want a more specific template for how to bring up hard topics with your spouse, business adviser Jim Warner encourages his clients to use the following step-by-step process:


1. List the facts of the situation, which can be verified by both parties. “You said you’d be home at five, but you’re home at seven,” or “You said you’d help with putting the kids to bed, but you didn’t, and the same thing happened last week.”

2. Explain your opinion or story about this, to help contextualize why this is important to you. “I feel like you’re putting your business ahead of me and breaking commitments that you’ve made to me.”

3. Describe your feelings about the situation. “I feel angry and hurt about this.”

4. Name your part in creating this dynamic. “I’ve seen this pattern of making commitments and breaking them in the last three months, and I haven’t said anything about it. In my silence, I’ve become complicit in this behavior.”

5. Name your big want in specific, actionable terms. “I want to get this off my chest so it won’t bother me anymore, and I want to have a sit-down so we can make agreements in a clean fashion and count on the other to deliver. If you need to break an agreement, try to give advance notice so I’m not wondering where you are.”


I can say from far too much personal experience that communicating hurt and frustration to your spouse in snappy, sarcastic one-liners or through a flood of tears isn’t particularly effective. When I’ve done this, Ned has never quite known what to do, and we both ended up feeling worse. But when I’ve approached him with a clear articulation of what is bothering me, why it matters to me, and what both of us could do to make it better, he is far better equipped to respond in a meaningful way—assuming he is willing to listen, of course.

Which brings us to the other, equally important part of the equation: listening well to each other. Warner believes that active, reflective listening is a mandatory skill for every couple. Your goal—at all times, but especially during a conflict or difficult conversation—is to be fully engaged and to hear what your partner is saying without becoming reactionary or defensive. You want to be able to reflect back to her what you heard, so she knows that you understand.

When your mate is feeling emotional, it’s particularly important not to offer solutions or rationalizations, but simply to allow him to be heard. And if he is opening up about a challenge related to the business, it’s important to resist the temptation to react emotionally in response. Ty Tashiro explains, “If your partner is experiencing something hard, the natural reaction is to freak out with them. It’s empathic, or what clinical psychologists call expressed emotion.” But by adding more emotion to the pressure cooker, you are increasing your entrepreneur’s stress and pushing him toward overload. Instead, Tashiro recommends, “If you take out expressed emotion from the situation, that will ultimately help them get to where they want to go.”

In previous chapters, we’ve covered many of the topics that you and your significant other should strive to communicate to one another, including expectations and agreements, priorities, responsibilities, and needs. If you feel stuck in any of these areas, consider approaching it again through Richo’s or Warner’s recommended process. In these high-stakes conversations, more often than not we probably get stuck at the beginning of the conversation, when each partner comes to the table with a very different list of desires. The more you and your entrepreneur can practice talking through tough decisions, giving constructive feedback, and listening reflectively, the easier it will be to find common ground or to compromise.

While you and your entrepreneur could probably discuss dozens of challenges from sunup to sundown, I hope you will also set aside time to communicate simply to nourish your relationship and to keep yourselves connected to one another. You don’t even need to invest much time to do this effectively—you just need to invest that time well.

One simple but meaningful practice that Ned and I have used since our darkest days in China is something called the Daily Examen. A spiritual practice developed by Saint Ignatius Loyola in the sixteenth century, the Examen provides a way for us to reflect on our day with gratitude and mindfulness. There are several steps to the practice, but Ned and I use a simplified, one-step version. Once a day or once a week, we share with one another our consolations and desolations, or the recent experiences that invigorated us and those that drained us. Another way of thinking about this would be to simply share your highs and lows with one another.

While extraordinarily uncomplicated, it’s actually quite a powerful exercise. When we were in China, doing this practice every day gave Ned and me significant insight into one another’s lives. Most immediately, we learned what had happened and how the other person felt about it; over time, we came to better understand the other person’s values, hopes, fears, and needs.

In addition, this practice helped me develop a greater sense of contentment and gratitude—no small feat when I was living in a foreign country, mired in loneliness and depression, and feeling like I had given up everything that mattered to me to help my husband’s struggling business stay afloat. Each day, I was challenged to find something that had fed my soul. The more I could name things I was grateful for, the more I became aware of the positive things in my life. The challenges still existed, but I began to see my existence—and especially my existence with my high-risk-loving, entrepreneurial husband—as something more than just awful. And when I moved beyond pitying myself, I was in turn better equipped to have productive conversations with Ned about how we could find better balance in our lives.

You and your beloved may have an entirely different way that you like to check in with each other regularly—and that’s perfectly fine. What matters is not exactly what you do, but that you do it faithfully and with the honest desire to deepen your relationship. And, as with many other things in life, the more you practice communicating in healthy ways with each other, the better you’ll get at it and the more it will benefit you as a couple.

In the next chapter, we’ll go over one key topic that you and your entrepreneur will definitely want to talk about: setting boundaries, which can help anchor you through the surging tidal waves that seem to knock every new business about.
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Setting Boundaries

A columnist for Inc.com once made the claim that entrepreneurs love their work so much that it must be considered fun and relaxing for them. “No need to ever tell an entrepreneur to slow down or take time off,” he wrote. “It’s like trying to teach a pig to sing. It just wastes your time and annoys the pig.”1

My first response, I’ll admit, was to try to prove him wrong by searching on the Internet for a singing pig—a joyfully singing pig, to be specific. I found a surprising number of YouTube videos that claimed to feature singing pigs. But when I watched the pigs “sing,” they were really just snorting. Their snorts were loud, sometimes rhythmic, and perhaps even joyful, but any human would be hard-pressed to categorize it as singing. (Obviously, this didn’t stop several humans from doing just that.)

I was disappointed—until I remembered this: No one’s well-being is affected by a pig’s singing ability, or lack thereof. Its mates will not care; its piglets will not care; and the pig itself will certainly not care.

In sharp contrast, an entrepreneur’s unwillingness to slow down or take time off can have serious ramifications—for him and those closest to him. It doesn’t matter how much he loves his work or how much he gets energized from it. We were not designed to be creatures that never rest or never take the time to connect with our loved ones, just as pigs were not designed to sing The Barber of Seville.

Many entrepreneurs seem to have a come-to-Jesus moment when this reality finally hits them. (And for those who haven’t had this moment, it’s likely coming soon.) Brad Feld, an entrepreneur-turned-venture capitalist, and his wife, Amy, wrote about a weekend that was supposed to be a relaxing getaway with friends. After Brad worked through the entire first day, including through dinner at a nice restaurant, Amy confronted him. “I’m done,” she said. “Not with the week. But with living this way. You aren’t even a good roommate anymore. I love you, but I just don’t want to live this way. I’m done.”2 That conversation was “the nadir of [their] marriage”—and the turning point for how Brad lived his life.3

Ned and I had a similar moment, catalyzed by the birth of our son and culminating in a very telling Excel spreadsheet.

When our son was born in 2012, just eight months after we moved back to the US from Hong Kong, he brought us much joy—and the beginning of a prolonged argument about Ned’s travels. Before we became parents, I didn’t like the amount Ned traveled; after we entered parenthood, I hated it with a passion. His trips, which often took place with no more than one week’s notice, now meant proportionally more work, more stress, and less sleep for me. I had to wrestle with all the terrifying questions that haunt new parents—Is my baby eating enough? Is he sick? Is he still breathing?—but I spent far more time pondering these questions alone than I would have wanted.

We both agreed that Ned’s frequent business trips were not ideal. But he maintained that he couldn’t travel any less, and I argued that I would lose my mind if he continued traveling at the same rate. We couldn’t even agree on how much Ned traveled. He contended he was gone only 25 percent of the time; I argued that it was closer to 40 percent.

We spent so much time bickering over this that Ned finally sat down and created a detailed Excel spreadsheet tracking every day, including every half day, that he had traveled in the past twelve months. It turns out he was traveling 33 percent of the time, exactly in between our estimates.

Ned has always been a numbers guy, so seeing in black and white that he was spending one-third of the time away from his wife and baby gave him the kick in the pants he needed to fix specific limits on his travel. At long last, we were setting a boundary that had remained fuzzy for the better part of six years. Part of the problem, I’ll admit, was that we had never been particularly skilled at setting boundaries in our marriage as a whole.

According to renowned psychologists Henry Cloud and John Townsend, a boundary “denotes the beginning and end of something,” like a property line. In marriage, having healthy boundaries allows us to know who owns what in the relationship. The delineation allows us to see how we are each responsible for our own feelings, attitudes, and behaviors—and clarifies what we can and cannot change.4

As much as we may wish otherwise, all the cajoling or raging or reasoning in the world cannot force another person, not even your soul mate, to change. I could not get Ned to adjust the amount he traveled unless he also wanted to. Nor could I pressure him into being more proactive in his trip planning or more empathetic toward my situation when we argued about it.

I’ll be the first to admit that the idea that I can’t change or control my spouse is a little alarming. Does this mean we’re stuck with our significant others’ habits, quirks, and neuroses, even if they’re harmful to the relationship? Definitely not, claim Cloud and Townsend. Knowing the boundaries in your relationship should be empowering. “We are not at the mercy of our spouse’s behavior or problems,” they write. “Each spouse can act both to avoid being a victim of the other spouse’s problems and, better yet, to change the marriage relationship itself.”5 Appropriate boundaries can break harmful patterns of codependence, support our development as individuals, and help us each understand what we can do to improve the relationship. This is true regardless of how willing your partner is to respect your limits or establish her own.

Of course, setting boundaries works best when both partners take responsibility for what is within their emotional and behavioral domains. Ned had to own that his frequent and spontaneously scheduled trips were encumbering our family connections. He also had to acknowledge the challenges that continued when he was home, since he was often too exhausted or jet-lagged to help out. When I struggled with resentment, I should have examined where those feelings came from and how I could address them in a productive way. I also needed to better communicate how his travels strained my already frazzled new-mom nerves, and what specifically he could do to help alleviate that stress. And I had to do a better job of asking for help, even if that meant paying more for childcare or being more indebted to gracious friends.

For us, having healthy boundaries in our relationship was inextricably linked with having healthy boundaries with the business. Recognizing the first allowed us to more successfully implement the second. The more deeply Ned and I each understood what we had to own, the closer we moved as a couple toward real solutions when his work life encroached into our family life.

Cloud and Townsend call such couples boundary lovers. Among other traits, they take ownership of their own problems and feelings, are open to feedback and change, and recognize that their spouses are separate individuals with separate experiences.6 I would add that boundary-loving couples probably also have a high degree of trust in the relationship, and believe that each wants what is best for the other person and the relationship as a whole.

Do you and your partner have a clear sense of boundaries in your relationship? Do you know where your responsibility ends and your significant other’s begins? If you’re not sure, perhaps the two of you should take some time to consider the following questions. These are not easy questions to answer, so I recommend looking at them when you have the mental and physical space to review them as objectively as possible. (Put another way, don’t try to answer these questions right after having an argument with your partner.)


1. What attitudes, emotions, behaviors, and consequences am I experiencing because of my significant other’s business and its impact on our lives? (Examples: resentment, losing my temper with the kids more, disappearing savings, lackluster social life)

2. Objectively speaking, which of these attitudes, emotions, behaviors, and consequences do I need to own? In other words, which of these do I have some measure of control over? (Examples: resentment is my own emotional response; losing my temper with the kids is because I’m projecting my resentment onto them; we never set a limit on how much my significant other could invest in the business; I haven’t been scheduling social engagements)

3. Which of these attitudes, emotions, behaviors, and consequences do I want to change? If you’re not ready to change a long list of things, that’s okay. Pick one or two—perhaps those most negatively affecting you—to start with.

4. What are specific and practical things I can do to change them? (Examples: examine the sources of my resentment, both internal and external, and try to address those; use breathing techniques when I get frustrated with my kids; talk to my partner about setting a ceiling on the burn rate of our savings; schedule a night out with friends at least once a month)


As you can see from the examples, your response to that last question will likely include actions you can take independently of your significant other, as well as something to the effect of “explain to my partner what I’m struggling with, what I’m going to do about it, and what he can do to help.”

Though I can’t control how Ned will respond when I ask him to do something, I certainly have the power to make the request and to explain why it’s important to me. I’ve found that my doing so significantly helps motivate him to make changes. When Ned knows that something he’s doing is creating hardship for me and he knows I’m doing everything I can to mitigate those effects, he is much more likely to want to partner with me to find a better way—which, in the start-up world, almost always involves setting better boundaries between work and family life.

If your entrepreneur needs a little extra motivation to set boundaries, you can also gently remind her of the harm she may be doing to herself if she never takes a break. Yes, launching a business will probably require more than forty hours a week. But studies have consistently shown that working nonstop actually reduces productivity in the short term and increases burnout in the long run.7 Those who keep answering phone calls and writing emails after the typical workday report “worse sleep, higher levels of burnout, and more health-related absences from work.”8 Believe me, you don’t want to burn out. It’s a terrible thing to experience. The threat of burnout alone should be reason enough to pursue setting limits on work.

If you and your spouse work together, you should feel even more empowered to set boundaries. To be frank, you probably need them more than anyone. One big challenge for co-preneurs is the complete enmeshment of the relationship with the business. Therapist Chris Bruno has seen this often. “Everything they’re doing in the relationship with one another is for the business. The marriage has been put on the back burner,” he explained. “When they finally realize they don’t want to just be business partners, there’s no love left.” It’s essential, then, to invest in your relationship outside of the company.

One of the most common pieces of advice that Ned gives to fellow entrepreneurs is It’s a marathon, not a sprint. While it may not feel that way in the height of start-up madness, your significant other should remember that no one benefits—not even the company—if he works himself into a zombielike state. Taking breaks, doing something just for fun, and resting are commonsense practices. They will keep him sane, healthy, and productive.

But taking time off work probably isn’t going to happen unless your entrepreneur sets some clear boundaries. As a starting point, let me suggest some areas in which you may want to set boundaries, based on the categories I’ve seen entrepreneurial couples wrestle with most frequently: time, physical space, finances, and business relationships. As you look at this list, don’t forget that you also need to set and honor boundaries—whether you work, are a stay-at-home parent, or fall somewhere in between.

Setting Boundaries with Time


[image: ] When you will normally end the workday/come home from work

[image: ] When you won’t be checking email

[image: ] When you won’t be taking phone calls

[image: ] When you can be fully present to your partner each week

[image: ] When you can be fully present to your children each week

[image: ] How often you will travel in a month/quarter

[image: ] The maximum length of a business trip

[image: ] How far in advance you will notify your partner of an upcoming trip

[image: ] When you will take time off (with no work at all)

[image: ] Which holidays and special occasions you will prioritize


Setting Boundaries with Physical Space


[image: ] Which parts of the house will be used for work

[image: ] Which parts of the house won’t be used for work

[image: ] Which parts of the house will remain screen-free at all times

[image: ] How much storage is available, if any, for business-related supplies

[image: ] What other places will remain work-free (friends’ and relatives’ homes, the beach, at restaurants, etc.)

[image: ] What part of the house, if any, will be available for colleagues and business partners to use

[image: ] Whether you will host visiting business partners in your home for meals or overnight stays


Setting Boundaries with Finances


[image: ] Your monthly household budget

[image: ] How much personal money will be invested in the business

[image: ] How much debt you will take on for the business

[image: ] Whether you will cash out other investments to support the business (retirement accounts, college savings accounts, etc.), and if so, how much

[image: ] How much in business expenses can be charged to a personal credit card each month

[image: ] The minimum monthly income needed for the family

[image: ] How long you can go with no or limited income from your significant other


Setting Boundaries with Business Relationships


[image: ] How much you will socialize with business colleagues and partners outside of work, and in what way

[image: ] How much your family will socialize with business colleagues and partners, and in what way

[image: ] Which family events or parties that colleagues will be invited to

[image: ] What limits you will set with colleagues of the opposite/same sex


If some of the above items remind you of the agreements we discussed in chapter 9, they should. Ideally, your agreements should encapsulate many of these boundaries. And, as with agreements, you should probably revisit your established boundaries on a regular basis to make sure they are still meeting your needs as a couple.

Hopefully the above list resonates with your experience and seems fairly reasonable. But if it looks daunting, as if every aspect of your life were going to be boxed in by an endless array of restrictions, let me assure you that your boundaries don’t have to be massive in number or size. They just need to be clear, strategically applied, and as firm as possible.

As I write this chapter, these are the primary boundaries that Ned is adhering to:


[image: ] Keep business trips to one week or less.

[image: ] Limit business trips to one or two each month.

[image: ] Arrange trips so they overlap with as few weekend days as possible.

[image: ] Be home for major holidays and celebrations, including birthdays and our anniversary.

[image: ] Limit late-night business calls to three nights a week.

[image: ] Have one date night a week. (No phones allowed.)

[image: ] Have dinner together as a family at least four nights a week. (No phones allowed.)

[image: ] Help with our son’s bedtime routine on most nights.

[image: ] Aside from offline e-readers, no screens allowed in our bedroom at any time.

[image: ] Make time for attending church and at least one family activity each weekend. (No phones allowed.)

[image: ] If the family needs to attend a company function or host a colleague in our home, provide at least one week’s notice. (I have veto power if I don’t want to participate.)


When you count them, there actually aren’t that many boundaries on Ned’s work. He still has quite a bit of freedom to travel and work on weekends or in the evenings after our son goes to bed. He even has flexibility with several of the boundaries, since extenuating circumstances might necessitate more travel or late-night conference calls. Overall, though, these boundaries are the rule of thumb we live by. And having just a few times each week that are work-free and reserved for family has made all the difference for us.

Of course, establishing boundaries for time and physical space is one thing. Creating mental boundaries can be another challenge altogether. Many professionals I know (including those who aren’t entrepreneurs) continue thinking, worrying, and problem-solving about work long after their computers have been shut down. When something has been consuming you or your beloved all day, it’s not easy to simply pack it away into a mental box. We’ve probably all seen that glassy-eyed look that means our mate is physically present but mentally buried in her hard drive.

Occupational psychologists have consistently found that detaching from work after hours and on weekends is critical for daily recovery, improved job performance, and overall well-being.9 But detaching is particularly challenging when tasks are left unfinished—and, in the life of an entrepreneur, there are always unfinished tasks.10 The secret to preventing these unfinished tasks from encroaching upon personal time is to bring as much closure as possible to each workday.11 If an incomplete email or phone call is going to hang over your significant other for the rest of the night, encourage him to go ahead and spend a few minutes doing it. With larger tasks that can’t be finished, suggest that he write down a brief plan for how he will complete this task.12 With those concerns out of your entrepreneur’s head, he can hopefully be more present, and the time you spend together can be richer.

According to Dr. John Gottman, you don’t need that much time together to nurture a relationship. He argues that couples can maintain a strong relationship by spending just six hours together each week through intentional partings, reunions, end-of-day debriefings, appreciation, affection, and a weekly date. He calls this the Magic Six Hours.13 Research on children says the same: it’s not quantity of time but quality that matters when it comes to bonding with your children.14 Even though Ned spends significantly less time with our son than I do, the time they have together is so focused that their connection is as strong as our mother-son bond.

We can probably all agree that investing a few hours a week in your most important relationships, regardless of whether your company is coasting or hobbling, makes a lot of sense. Just talk to any businessperson in his or her twilight years who has always put career first. The most common theme you’ll hear from them is regret—deep, sorrowful regret. Bronnie Ware, a longtime palliative nurse from Australia, wrote about the top five regrets that she heard her dying patients share. The two most common regrets? I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me and I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.15 (The latter regret was particularly common among men.)16

The conversation about work-life balance has been happening in corporate America for years, but the reality is that many of us don’t actually believe in it. A global study of supervisors, managers, and executives found that half of them believed that “men who are highly committed to their personal/family lives cannot be highly committed to their work.” An even higher percentage thought this of women.17 Those who don’t like feeling pressured to be on call for work all the time still expect their colleagues to be available 24/7.18

Thankfully, some in the start-up world are looking seriously at this and trying to find different ways to work.

When Eric Kim cofounded Goodwater Capital after working in venture capital for seven years, he and his business partner wanted to remake the investor-entrepreneur relationship. While most venture capitalists focus only on professional performance, Goodwater Capital takes a more holistic approach. “We want our entrepreneurs to be holistically empowered,” Kim explained. “We want them to be great leaders and great spouses.” For investees with families, Kim and his colleagues see a close relationship between the personal and professional: for someone to be the best entrepreneur and manager he can be, he also needs to be the best spouse and parent he can be.

Kim’s team has direct conversations with entrepreneurs about their personal lives and the importance of balancing work and family. And they model this in practical terms. “We don’t do email between five thirty and eight thirty each night,” he told me. “That’s family time.” In other words, if the investor isn’t going to be sending emails during a certain time period each night, then entrepreneurs will hopefully feel freer to focus that same time at home instead of work.

Andy Kuper, founder and CEO of LeapFrog Investments, a private equity firm headquartered in London, makes a point of meeting with his investees and saying to them, “I’ve sat in your chair. Tell me about your challenges, and maybe I can be helpful.” He makes sure to discuss far more than valuation and leverage, but to also cover “the human struggle” of building a company and how that impacts their personal lives and families. Kuper models the prioritization of family in his own life: he has based himself near relatives in Sydney, Australia, which allows his wife to pursue her own career as a human rights lawyer and his children to see their grandparents regularly.

But even if an investment firm isn’t explicitly family-friendly, it’s still possible to incorporate some boundaries into the working relationship. “Every savvy investor knows that an unhappy founder is an unproductive founder,” explained investor Bill Reichert. “Whenever I’m interviewing a founder or new executive, family life will inevitably come up.” Once he understands an entrepreneur’s family circumstances, Reichert can work with him or her to develop reasonable expectations for work.

Investors want their entrepreneurs to succeed. If the founder’s personal life falls apart because of the business, it doesn’t do the investors any good either. Not all will be as supportive as the investors mentioned above, but more investors than you’d expect are open to the conversation.

Regardless of where investors stand, though, your entrepreneur has more power in pursuing work-life balance than she may realize. She can set the tone for the company’s work culture. She can model a way of working that is not health destroying, relationship harming, or generally crazy making. You may remember that one of the top reasons people give for starting a new business is to have more say over their lives. Creating a workplace culture in which boundary-setting is possible is one of the most meaningful ways entrepreneurs can exert that control.

Katy Yeager is a senior consultant with Accretive Solutions, a consulting firm that has valued work-life balance since its inception in 1989. Back then, a certified accountant named Leslie Murdock was troubled by the many women he saw leaving the accounting industry because they couldn’t maintain the requisite long hours after having children. He decided to start a consulting firm that explicitly esteemed work-life balance for these professionals—who were talented, experienced, and motivated, but just needed a little more flexibility in their schedules. When Katy joined Accretive in its early days, all fifteen employees had part-time schedules that they themselves set around family and personal priorities.

I asked her what impact such an office culture had on her and her colleagues. “It made me more efficient,” she told me. “I had to finish everything by 3 p.m. each day so I could be with my kids. I was very motivated and dedicated. And so were my colleagues.” She believes this has been a substantial competitive advantage for the firm over the years. Their employees are happier and more efficient; worker turnover is much lower than the industry average.

Today Accretive Solutions has over seven hundred employees (both men and women) across the country and continues to prioritize work-life balance in its culture.19 According to Katy, there have been two key ingredients to maintaining their family-friendly values. “Most of the responsibility is on the employee,” she explained. “They have to be okay saying no. They have to ask for help if they need it. They have to be okay leaving the office.” But this is only possible when the leadership explicitly models and supports boundary-setting. If an employee chooses not to work on a project that requires more hours than she wants to put in, a manager doesn’t ask questions but instead assigns another project that fits within her limitations. “You shouldn’t ding people or make them feel bad for leaving the office early,” Katy told me. “If someone has to go to a kid’s soccer game or a doctor’s appointment, they should go. Those are the important things in life.”

As I spoke with Katy, I was struck by how this flexible, collaborative workplace culture, which has benefited hundreds of families, can all be traced back to the visionary leadership of one individual nearly thirty years ago. His business has flourished, and so have its employees.

Just imagine: that could be part of your entrepreneur’s legacy as well.

If your significant other has business partners, he will need their help to develop this kind of organizational culture. The two of you could develop the clearest, most reasonable boundaries between work and family, but if his peers do not respect those boundaries, he will be hard-pressed to honor them himself. Hopefully your mate feels empowered to inform his business partners about the limits that you as a couple have set, and to ask them to respect those limits. It could be a natural opening for a discussion about the kind of work-life balance the company culture could support.

After all, having a healthy work culture supports the long-term success of the organization, especially as it grows. As reported by journalist Brigid Schulte in the book Overwhelmed: Work, Love, and Play When No One Has the Time, “a raft of new research is demonstrating that better work gets done when workers have more control over and predictability about their time and workflow, and when managers focus on the mission of the job rather than the time in the chair and recognize that workers are more engaged, productive, and innovative when they have full lives at home and are refreshed with time off.”20 The goal in setting boundaries is not to get less done, but to work smarter and more efficiently.

But even if your significant other doesn’t have the support of her colleagues or her company culture, she can still maintain some boundaries. And by doing so, she may give others permission to do the same. The effort you and your spouse put into boundary-setting might actually create a way forward for her colleagues and business partners to lead more sane and balanced lives. If your entrepreneur is driven to create meaningful change in our society, then modeling how to live the start-up life and still have time for family is certainly a worthy cause for him or her to pursue.

But what if your significant other isn’t willing to set boundaries? Perhaps you have asked him—lovingly, clearly, and persistently—to respect your limits and set his own, but to no avail. Don’t despair. There’s plenty you can do to make your own life manageable while nudging your partner toward better work-life balance. A good place to start is to nurture the intimacy in your relationship.
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Staying Intimate

Here’s one fact we can all agree on: our entrepreneurs sure are fascinating individuals. “Entrepreneurs are set apart from others in business by their novelty seeking. They’re fantastic because they’re interesting, fun, spontaneous,” psychology professor and author Ty Tashiro explained to me. And being in a relationship with an entrepreneur comes with its own brand of excitement. “There’s rarely a dull moment with them. They’re likely to be curious about you and the relationship. They’ll give you an intense focus, which can feel really good at the start of a relationship.”

These are all great qualities, Tashiro went on, in someone you’re dating. When you’re in a long-term, committed relationship with a novelty-seeking entrepreneur, the very qualities that drew you to him will likely threaten the satisfaction and stability of both partners in the relationship over time.

According to Tashiro, the impulsiveness, curiosity, openness to new experiences, low constraints, and tendency to fantasize that help entrepreneurs succeed in business also place them at an 8 to 10 percent higher risk of addiction, infidelity, and divorce than the general population. Not a colossal difference, but not insignificant either, considering that the percentage of those who have admitted to being unfaithful to their partners hovers around 20 percent for men and women.1

Recent research has found that our evolutionary tendencies, our personalities, and even the makeup of our genes can be linked to our tendency to cheat. One study of 7,400 Finnish twins and their siblings found that 40 percent of promiscuous behavior in women could be attributed to variants in the vasopressin receptor gene, which strongly affects social behavior like trust and empathy. For men, the link between evolutionary urges to stray and the desire to procreate ever-larger numbers of mini-mes has already been well documented.2

So, the fact that entrepreneurs have a tendency to get bored and to look for something different and new absolutely matters when we’re discussing long-term faithfulness. And it doesn’t help that, nowadays, it is easier than ever to start up a flirtation (or more) through online chats, texts, video calls, trips to other places, or other means.

But before you start despairing that your relationship is doomed, it’s important to remember this: Our entrepreneurs may be a little more vulnerable to the temptations of infidelity, but their fates are by no means sealed. You and your mate still have very important roles to play in maintaining a healthy, dynamic, and deep connection, which could inspire both of you to remain fully (and happily) committed to one another.

Consider what executive coach Jocelyn Kung sees happening when entrepreneurs cheat. To her, their infidelity is the behavioral indicator of long-term resentment. “The entrepreneur may feel lonely or not understood. They may lose respect for their spouses, whom they’ve known for a long time,” she told me. “It can be easy to flip into seeking short-term gratification.” Spouses of entrepreneurs could easily fall into the same trap. With everything that may cause entrepreneurs and their significant others to struggle in their relationship—financial stress, uncertainty, lack of communication, and more—plus the fact that founders often travel and work long hours, it’s not hard to see why entrepreneurial partners may also look for a little extra fun, romance, and affirmation on the side.

Social science research findings support this. In the general population, some of the most consistent factors linked with infidelity are, unsurprisingly, related to the state of the relationship. A team of researchers at the University of Denver found that low relationship satisfaction, negative communication, lower dedication, and a partner’s previous infidelity, among other factors, significantly predicted a future affair.3 Other studies have found that sexual dissatisfaction can play a role, but that usually comes in tandem with emotional dissatisfaction.4

Maintaining a strong level of intimacy in your relationship, then, is fundamental to remaining committed to one another and staving off the risk of someone wandering. It’s something we should prioritize, even when there’s a needy, demanding business venture regularly coming between you.

Since this is among the dicier topics covered in this book (is anyone else sweating like I am?), I want to clarify a couple of things first. To begin with, when I talk about intimacy, I’m not just talking about sex. Sex is vital to the health of a marriage, but it is only one element of intimacy. When married couples in a psychological study were asked to define what intimacy meant to them, they listed the following categories in order of importance: affection, expressiveness, sexuality, commitment, compatibility, autonomy from parents, minimal conflict, and healthy self-identity.5

Intimacy involves afternoon walks and late-night talks, cuddling on the couch and sharing deeply. It is acts of service, light touches, shared looks, or companionable silence. Intimacy takes many forms other than sex. (Never fear, though, as we will get to sex later in this chapter.)

Secondly, by emphasizing the importance of intimacy, I don’t mean to suggest that your beloved entrepreneur should be your be-all and end-all. Internationally renowned psychotherapist and author Esther Perel claims that, in the US in particular, we have remade the definition of intimacy to be “into-me-see.” We expect our significant other to see all our needs and to, on his or her own, meet all those needs. According to Perel, we say, “You need to be my best friend, co-parent, and intellectual equal.… One person needs to give me what a whole village used to.”6

In reality, healthy intimacy in a romantic relationship is best experienced in the context of a larger community. You can expect your beloved to provide a unique level of companionship and closeness, but it is also important to cultivate friendships to meet your other relational and social needs. (We’ll discuss this more in the next two chapters.)

All that said, intimacy is still essential to your relationship. Feeling some measure of nearness to and affection for your partner makes everything easier, including managing the unpredictable start-up journey. It will be easier for you to choose to stay and endure and work through and improve when you feel deeply connected to your mate.

Now, let’s review all the various factors that are probably getting in the way of your feeling intimately bonded with your significant other: You spend very little time together. You’re occupying different worlds most of the time and have little overlap in your daily experience. You’re both exhausted. You don’t have enough hours in the day to manage your work, household, and children. You’re stressed and worried about finances and your future. You may feel resentful of one another. As a result, the last thing you’re interested in is hanging out or getting frisky with your entrepreneur. It may take all your energy just to be civil to him.

That’s okay, as the small kindnesses you do for your entrepreneur can actually do quite a bit to build a foundation of intimacy. In his bestseller Love, Sex and Staying Warm: Creating a Vital Relationship, marriage-family therapist Neil Rosenthal explains, “You can be feeling rather hurt or withdrawn or miffed and still do positive gestures of goodwill—with the desire to communicate that you value your partner’s happiness—and that you are making daily efforts to nurture your relationship and to help the two of you to feel closer to each other. What you are shooting for is to soften the atmosphere of tension and distance—with emotionally generous behaviors that are intended to rekindle the feelings of greater warmth and love. Your partner may not reciprocate, and certainly not immediately, but be patient and continue to reach out anyway.”7

Just as one partner needs to be the first to apologize after an argument, it is often the case that one of you needs to take the initiative to build intimacy. It can start with simple but intentional acts, such as asking your entrepreneur how her day was or cooking her favorite dish or giving her hand a squeeze. Whether or not your significant other responds, your acts are still doing something. If nothing else, they are softening your heart toward your beloved entrepreneur and closing the emotional gap between you.

Intentionally drawing near to my husband even when he’s not seeking intimacy with me is, to use a very unromantic term, an act of discipline for me. I’m strengthening my giving and forgiving muscles. As a result, my emotional connection to Ned is strengthened, leading to a deeper sense of intimacy that is increasingly buffered against the wild ups and downs of the start-up journey. Relationship expert Michele Weiner Davis puts it this way: “… there is a reciprocal relationship between what you do, think, and feel and your body chemistry. Since your mind and body are inextricably interconnected, a change in your actions can alter how you think, feel, and act.”8 In other words, small acts can lead to real emotional movement in a relationship.

When Ned has been experiencing some of his most stressful seasons with d.light, he often acts like he’s in a personal fog, unseeing of anything but what his business needs. I could revamp his entire wardrobe or whip up a cookies-and-cream ice cream cake (his favorite dessert) from scratch, and he probably wouldn’t notice. Or, more accurately, he wouldn’t have the energy or brain space to give me any indication that he noticed.

Sometimes, after Ned emerges from his fog, I can’t help but ask, “Did you notice that I put our son to bed every night this week? Or that I did the dishes for you? Or that I gave you plenty of time and space to work without complaining about it?” Nearly every time, his answer has been: “Yes, and I really appreciate it.”

For years, the give-and-take of affection in our relationship didn’t feel particularly equal. I felt like I was always the one initiating, asking for more time and more attention, trying to reach out to Ned even when he didn’t have the bandwidth to reciprocate. But, as our relationship has matured and we’ve learned how to prioritize our marriage, the dynamic has become more balanced. These days, when it is my turn to be in a fog—when I have a conference to attend or a big deadline to meet—Ned does small acts of service for me without my asking. He takes on more of the housework or watches our son or helps run errands. I see what he’s doing for me, even when I don’t say I do, and it grows my affection for my spouse. (Of course, it would be ideal if Ned and I not only noticed what the other does for us but also made a point to regularly express our gratitude for these gifts.)

Something else that can make a big difference in a relationship: small investments of time. In the last chapter, I explained how couples need only a few hours a week to stay connected. A quick but intentional check-in can do much more for your bond than an hour of small talk. A short walk could connect you more than watching a three-hour movie together. And the effects can last for days: studies have shown that one high-quality relational experience can have a positive impact on a couple for one to two weeks.9 This is a perfect example of an effective relational strategy that provides leverage and value-add—two terms that every entrepreneur is familiar with.

Justin and Alexandra, the couple who had the interrupted European vacation in chapter 10, ended up enduring quite a bit in their first two years of marriage, including the sale of one business and the start of another, a dozen moves, a major health scare, the death of a close friend, and the impending arrival of their first baby. As they told me their story, listing one hardship after another, they kept mentioning these walks that they would take together almost every day. When they had a difficult decision to make, they would walk together and discuss it. When they had a disagreement or misunderstanding, they would walk and talk through it. When one felt deeply hurt by the other, they would walk. When one was feeling particularly stressed or depressed, they would walk.

This seemingly inconsequential act of togetherness has anchored Justin and Alexandra through incredibly intense, uncertain, and even frightening times. It has remained a foothold of intimacy when so many other circumstances in their lives were pulling them apart.

For the couple that works together on the same venture, such moments of intimacy can happen fairly naturally. You’re around each other all the time; you have plenty to talk about; and you have an abundance of opportunities to do things for one another. Many co-preneurs I’ve met genuinely enjoy collaborating with one another. “We get to spend all day together for very long hours,” said Will Smelko, whose company develops organic, vegetarian supplements, of his experience working with partner Erica Bryers. “I really don’t know if I could survive the alternative right now, which might be only seeing each other half an hour a day and then passing out.”

There’s also the added benefit of getting to see your mate thrive in his or her role. I’m sure I’m not the only one who finds my spouse particularly sexy when I see him in his element, kicking ass and taking names like there’s no tomorrow.

But co-preneurs also have an extra challenge: they’re around each other so much that they risk staying in work mode all the time. Over time, the love and intimacy in the relationship fizzle. “They have created a business and have lost any sense of the marriage,” explains therapist Chris Bruno.

Erica saw this happen with her own parents. They ran multiple businesses together, to the point where they became friends more than romantic partners. Fortunately, Erica’s experience working with Will has been the opposite so far. “When Will and I started working together, the relationship became more exciting,” she told me. “There were all these new challenges and adventures we were having together.”

While a relationship may be nurtured by that sense of adventure in the beginning, the long-term task for co-preneurs is to remember that they are life partners first and business partners second. Setting firm boundaries between the work life and home life can certainly help, especially when you set aside time to be together without talking about work. But the reality is that you can’t fully separate these two aspects of your identities. Pretending that you’re not spouses at work or pretending you’re not also colleagues at home just isn’t realistic. A happy medium instead might be to find meaningful ways of nurturing your relationship throughout the workday and at home.

When Ned and I worked together in China, we spent every minute of every day together. Our dinner conversations and even our pillow talk often centered on to-do lists and work issues. But then, just as I would start to worry that we were becoming a little too collegial, Ned would do something to remind me that I was more to him than an employee. He would give me a conspiratorial wink in the middle of a meeting or squeeze my shoulder as he walked by my desk. Occasionally he would ask me, in a serious voice, to come into his office. Then, when I closed the door behind me, he would give me a sunny smile and say, “Hey, I just wanted to see how you’re doing.” I loved these little stolen moments with Ned. They reminded me that, even when we were surrounded by other people and giving all we had to this company, he and I shared a particular bond.

Other entrepreneurs might find it helpful to inject a bit of professionalism into how they interact with their significant others. Janica Alvarez, who runs a women’s health technology company, admits that she can sometimes talk to her husband, Jeff, without much of a filter. But in their workspace, where she is CEO and he is CTO, she is very conscientious of how she addresses him. “I can’t talk to him like my husband or treat him like my husband,” she explained. “I need to treat him like other employees.” For Janica, that means speaking to him with more respect in the office than she would if they were, say, just lounging around on the couch at home. She is intentionally interacting with her husband at work in such a way as to maintain and strengthen her personal connection with him.

But there’s something else that co-preneurs need: space away from each other. Nicki Boyd of Portola Valley, California, worked with her then-fiancé, now-husband, for a couple of years on an educational technology start-up. “We lost some of the romantic element because we were spending so much time together,” she told me. “We thought it might be healthy if we spent some time apart as well.” When the two of them took time to pursue their own interests and eventually began working at separate companies, the intimacy in their relationship was revived.

Wait a minute, you may be wondering. Haven’t we been discussing how all the time entrepreneurs and their significant others spend away from each other can cause strain in a relationship? Yes, it can. But when it comes to sex, it turns out that time apart and well-developed individual identities are among the most important ingredients for a healthy sex life. According to many sex therapists, desire is cultivated through excitement and distance.

This is how Esther Perel explains it in her internationally bestselling book, Mating in Captivity: Unlocking Erotic Intelligence: “Love enjoys knowing everything about you; desire needs mystery. Love likes to shrink the distance that exists between me and you, while desire is energized by it.… It thrives on the mysterious, the novel, and the unexpected. Love is about having; desire is about wanting.”10

If Perel is right, then you and your beloved entrepreneur may actually have a significant advantage in the erotic department. Unlike your friends who have regular schedules and conventional life trajectories, you’ve signed up for a much wilder ride, full of uncertainty and unexpected events. Your mate probably isn’t at your beck and call most of the time. He can easily fit the mold of the elusive, mysterious, and unavailable object of your desire.

Of course, that alone doesn’t mean that you and your significant other are having a raucous time in the bedroom. If one or both of you is struggling with fatigue, stress, or depression—as many entrepreneurs and their spouses are—then you’re not going to be particularly interested in making love. If your relationship itself is struggling, then you’re not going to get much action either. Addressing these challenges separately will help your sense of connectedness. But I wouldn’t recommend waiting for everything else in your relationship to be resolved before turning your attention to maintaining—or, if need be, increasing—the level of desire between you and your mate. There are definitely things you can do now to facilitate greater physical intimacy.

Michele Weiner Davis encourages partners to practice being giving to one another sexually, meeting your partner’s needs and wants in the bedroom rather than focusing on what you want. “Real giving is when you give to your spouse not what you want or need but that which your spouse wants and needs,” she writes. “Plus—and this part is really important—you don’t really have to fully understand why your spouse feels the way s/he does.… Love is contagious. When you give genuinely and consistently, your spouse will reciprocate.”11

Perel has similar advice, especially for the entrepreneur in the relationship. “Entrepreneurs must learn to straddle the commitment, the passion, and the focus they bring to the personal and the professional dimensions of life,” she said in a 2014 interview. “It always amazes me how much energy and attention they invest in their startup, and how often they bring the leftovers home. Treat your partners as well as you treat your customers, I say. You will do better at work if your home life is stronger and your business will benefit from the resilience of your relationship.”12 I don’t think it would be a stretch to claim that Perel’s reference to “home life” includes a healthy and engaging sex life.

Leanor Ortega Till, whom you met in chapter 3, found a surprising connection between her bedroom activities and her husband Stephen’s performance in his screen-printing business. She’s careful never to use sex as a reward or a punishment, but she does believe it can be an expression of affirmation. Through the ways she chooses to be intimate with her husband, she communicates to him: “I believe in you, and I’m going to be generous.”

“When I show him I believe in him, I have seen a direct connection with his success in the business,” Leanor told me. “His ability to connect with me is a nutrient. The more I can bolster him and give him support in the bedroom, the more I see his confidence and his ability to be an awesome boss grow.” Stephen’s increasing confidence and success, in turn, make him more attractive in Leanor’s eyes—thus perpetuating a positive feedback loop of intimacy and achievement.

When I first heard Leanor’s story, I thought it was a cute anecdote about a creative way she supported her husband. It turns out that there is scientific evidence to back her up.

A few years ago, two separate teams of researchers, one at the University of Maryland and the other at Konkuk University in Seoul, conducted studies on rats and mice, respectively.13 The Maryland researchers found that middle-aged rats that were allowed to have intercourse had an increased number of new neurons generated in their brain, improving cognitive function.14 In Seoul, the “sexually experienced mice,” as the scientists called them, performed better on memory and learning exercises than their chronically stressed counterparts. The sexual activity also helped counteract some of the negative impacts that stress could have on memory and learning.15 (In contrast, pornography seems to detract from humans’ ability to multitask.)16

If you’d rather not think of yourself as comparable to a middle-aged rat or a sexually experienced mouse, there’s plenty of (less brain-invasive) research on humans demonstrating the link between sexual activity and markers of well-being and success. Across the medical and psychological fields, sexual activity has been linked to improved physical and mental health, as well as healthier lifestyles (better diet, more exercise) and higher self-esteem and confidence.17

One 2013 study from the Institute for the Study of Labor in Germany, which examined a large dataset of working-aged adults in Greece, found that higher rates of sexual activity were linked with higher wages, regardless of education level, industry, or occupation. Specifically, individuals who had sex four or more times a week earned 5 percent more in wages than those who didn’t; those who weren’t having any intercourse made 3.2 percent less than their sexually active peers.18

Regular sexual intercourse, it turns out, is good for your marriage but also good for your respective professional careers. That fact alone may be enough to motivate your entrepreneur to stop working at a decent hour so the two of you can get intimate. And it provides further evidence that you play an integral role in supporting your mate’s start-up efforts.

So, go on, have a little more fun with each other. Share secret looks and extra touches and long walks. Prioritize time in the bedroom and practice being generous to each other while you’re making love. You’ll both likely end up feeling better and doing better, in the workplace and at home.

But even if you and your mate have the most sizzling of relationships, it’s important to remember that you can’t only look to one another to meet your needs. In the next section we’ll discuss the role that a robust self-identity and reliable community have in sustaining you through the many curveballs that start-up life will probably throw your way.
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Investing in Yourself

As you may have already guessed, I’m a verbal processor. I need to articulate what is going on in words—either verbally or in writing—for me to fully understand what I’m experiencing and how it’s impacting me. So, when Ned and my depressed, worn-down self moved from Shenzhen to Hong Kong in early 2010, one of the first things I started doing was writing.

Following the morning pages routine that artist Julia Cameron recommends in her classic The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity, I faithfully journaled, without filters or editing, every single morning. I wrote pages and pages of complaints, questions, and reflections about the depression and anxiety that continued to burden me. My stream-of-consciousness ramblings were regularly punctuated with age-old philosophical questions like Who am I? and What is my purpose in life? I allowed myself to express a wide range of emotions through my words: anger, fear, confusion, despair, frustration, and, eventually, a tiny sliver of hope over how I could learn and grow from this experience.

That writing led me to see a therapist who helped me sort through the most painful elements of my time living in Shenzhen. I then became interested in documenting the previous year and a half, to make sure I gleaned everything I could from that experience. That, in turn, pushed me to find other writers who could encourage me, advise me, and provide me with helpful feedback on my writing.

Soon I was taking long walks along the edge of Hong Kong’s iconic Victoria Harbor, watching the ferries and junk boats as I pondered what I should do next in my life. I took writing classes and photography classes. I had coffee with various expatriates working in different industries. I meditated and did yoga. For perhaps the first time in my life, I allowed myself to explore a wide range of options, both personal and professional, of what my future could look like. And for the first time since we had moved overseas, the bulk of my energy and effort was focused on my own needs and desires and dreams, not Ned’s.

For his part, Ned loved what I was doing. He missed working with me at d.light, but he felt content knowing that I was doing activities that made me healthier and more balanced. When I applied for a nonprofit job in Hong Kong in hopes of going back to what I already knew, he encouraged me to look past my familiar horizons. He told me not to worry about the money or time I felt like I was frittering away. “I would rather you take your time to find what you are meant to do instead of jumping into something because you feel like you need to work,” he said. In short, he was giving me permission to take the best, most freeing aspect of the entrepreneurial life—having enough hope and confidence in myself and my dreams to pursue them—and apply it to myself.

I had done a little bit of this back in 2006, the first time I burned out. But it had been far too easy to slip back into my old habits of trying to keep up with Ned’s busy schedule or waiting around for him to come home. Codependency was, unfortunately, my default mode. But now, that pattern of behavior had been blown up to bits by my fiercely independent husband. I had a hard-earned clarity that I couldn’t build my life around him, and it would be foolhardy for me to continue trying.

Entrepreneurial couples certainly aren’t the only ones who struggle with codependency and overattachment. Psychologists use terms like symbiotic, merged, or fused to describe such relationships.1 Social scientists and relationship experts seem to have all different ways of defining exactly what this means and what behaviors it leads to, but in general they agree that fusion shouldn’t be the ultimate goal of your relationship.

Dr. Robert Firestone, a longtime clinical psychologist who specializes in negative thought processes and their consequences, coined the term fantasy bond to refer to any relationship in which we are not present to the actual state of the relationship but are instead enamored of the idealized version of that bond. According to Firestone, these “fantasies” are often based on shortcomings in the caregiving relationships we had in childhood, causing us to compensate by trying to merge with others in our adult relationships. “Most people are afraid of leading separate, independent lives and therefore cling to family ties and fantasies of love, which offer the illusion and false promise of connection,” Firestone explains. “…They give up a free existence and the intimacy and closeness that is part of a genuinely loving relationship in a desperate attempt to find fusion with another person.”2

Psychotherapist David Richo sagely writes, “A relationship cannot be expected to fulfill all our needs; it only shows them to us and makes a modest contribution to their fulfillment.”3 Unsurprisingly, it is a tall order to ask your partner to be the solution to all your childhood and familial pain, or to counteract every personal insecurity or deficiency you may have. Even more so when that partner has absolutely no interest in playing such a role.

Almost every entrepreneur I know falls on the other end of the spectrum of dependence—that of not wanting to feel much dependence at all. They are itching for independence and freedom, to be their own person doing their own thing. They don’t want demanding bosses or overly needy significant others. They are deep in the throes of individuation, or differentiating themselves as individuals apart from others or society.

If this sounds like your spouse, then your own individuation may actually be imperative for your well-being. Trying to build your life around someone who has no desire to be pinned down, controlled, or beholden to another will only set you up for a world of hurt. I know this from personal experience—and so, unfortunately, do many other entrepreneurs’ spouses.

A woman I’ll call Zoe told me how she was always informing her entrepreneur husband how lonely she was. She constantly asked him to take her out or to do something romantic for her. Retired and at home alone during the day, she wanted him to come home during his workday to take her to lunch, or to leave work early and spend the afternoon with her at the beach.

Year after year, he failed to respond to her entreaties. Once, when she called him at work to tell him how lonely she was, he recommended that she get a dog. “It’s a very lonely existence, being married to someone who works 24/7,” she told me. “There’s no time for play and romance.”

When I asked her if there was anything she would have done differently in her twenty-five-year marriage, Zoe instantly replied, “I stopped working ten years ago, but I should’ve stayed working.” She had given up her job in hopes of spending more time with her husband; instead, she just ended up feeling even more lonely and isolated without her colleagues and work responsibilities.

A few years ago, Zoe’s husband finally retired. She has now gotten her wish of having a readily available spouse—but it hasn’t quite turned out the way she expected. He now has too much time on his hands to keep her company. “I went from being alone to having a shadow,” she said. “I went from total autonomy to no autonomy.” Today she laments how the two of them have only lived in extremes. They have never been able to find a happy medium, that middle-ground balance between togetherness and individuality.

I have experienced the consequences, up close and personal, of failing to invest in myself or in other relationships. Fortunately, I was fairly young (thirty) when I hit that wall, allowing me plenty of time to hit the reset button. Coming to the place of recognizing that Ned could only meet a small number of my needs—an even smaller number than the typical nine-to-five working spouse could address, it seemed—was a long and painful process for me. But I can say with certainty that this has been one of the best, most healthy things ever to happen to me.

How can you evaluate whether or not you have fallen into the pattern of trying to fuse with your entrepreneur? Dr. Firestone tells us that “perhaps the most significant sign that a fantasy bond has been formed is when one or both partners give up vital areas of personal interest, their unique points of view and opinions, their individuality, to become a unit, a whole. The attempt to find security in an illusion of merging with another leads to an insidious and progressive loss of identity in each person.”4 I would add that this loss of identity could happen rather quickly when one partner is an entrepreneur. Your beloved’s dreams are already larger than life, and the effort required to pursue those dreams can be all-consuming. Even the most self-possessed spouse could get swallowed up by the supernova of this kind of existence.

If you are bending over backward to accommodate your entrepreneur’s unpredictable schedule; if you are regularly putting your hobbies, social life, and other activities on hold until your entrepreneur has the time to do them with you; if you don’t have any strong interests or desires outside of supporting your partner; if you have trouble advocating for yourself or giving a contradictory opinion in the relationship, then you may very well be overly dependent on your significant other. I would venture to guess that this kind of arrangement isn’t working out well for you, and you are being regularly hurt by the imbalanced nature of your relationship.

The good news is that no matter how old you are or where you are in your career or life stage, it’s never too late to try to create a healthier relationship dynamic. One Silicon Valley therapist assured me that having a busy entrepreneur as a mate could actually be a great opportunity. “Having an absent partner is not the worst thing in the world,” she told me. “It can be a blessing too. You can come to the point where you can say, ‘I’ve really learned to love my alone time.’”

That’s what happened to a woman I’ll call Hope. When she first married her husband, Gregory, she would wait for him to come home for dinner every night. But he would often work until midnight, come home to sleep for a few hours, and then begin work again at six the next morning. He traveled 50 percent of the time. Whenever he had a bit of free time, he would fill it with other activities that interested him.

“That was when I learned I needed to have my own identity outside of my marriage,” Hope told me. “I wanted fulfillment in my husband, but my husband can’t be the one who fulfills everything for me.” Hope learned how to do things on her own that she enjoyed but her husband hated, like attending the opera. She became active in her faith community. She traveled for her own career. She would even give herself extra treats when Gregory was away on business, like eating cereal and wine for dinner and allowing the dishes to pile up in the sink.

Though I’m sure Hope would have preferred to spend a little more time with her husband in the early days of their marriage, she also made the most of her time alone. She stretched herself and tried new things, and can now actually look back on that early season with gratitude. When she and her husband moved to Europe for two years because of his work, she took that well-developed sense of individuality with her, building her own social circles and activities in a foreign country. Having a less available partner broke the inertia of their preexisting relationship patterns and forced her to do things she otherwise might not have tried.

To be clear, living as two individuated partners isn’t the same as living parallel lives. I am not advocating for you and your beloved to go your separate ways in life and just meet up occasionally to give each other a high five. Your entrepreneur is still one of the most important, if not the most important person in your life. It is reasonable and healthy to expect him to make an effort to meet some of your needs and to be available to you some of the time. Even while Hope was developing her own friendships and interests, she still spoke up when things weren’t working for her and asked Gregory to make specific changes for the sake of their relationship. Investing in yourself is simply part of the equation of a robust marriage in the start-up journey and must work in tandem with staying connected to one another.

If you have been flirting with codependency for a while, I’m sorry to say that moving to a place of healthy individuation isn’t going to be a particularly straightforward process. It may involve confronting some unpleasant emotions like disappointment, frustration, and anger, aimed at both yourself and your beloved. It may push you to see your entrepreneur in a new light, as a person with limits and deficiencies who is still worthy of your love. It will involve trying new things and placing yourself in unfamiliar environments that feel strange and risky.

Like many deep changes that we want to make within ourselves, this one starts with small steps. For me, I started by journaling, pouring all my feelings out on a page and asking hard questions of myself without any clear sense of where they would lead me. Then I gradually started asking those questions of others, followed by trying out activities I could do on my own. The more I connected with other people and tried new things, the easier it became. I felt a growing sense of courage and vitality that I hadn’t experienced in years.

And in the funny way things work out in our human existence, if you take these risks, it is more likely than not that you will find yourself on an adventure you never would have imagined. In fact, I can draw almost a straight line from those days of loneliness, sadness, and desperation in Hong Kong to this book that you hold in your hands. These words would not exist if I had remained on the same path of codependency and safety that I trudged on for the first five years of my marriage. Only when I acknowledged that what I had been doing wasn’t working, and that Ned wasn’t going to fix it for me, could new and unexpected opportunities open up to me. (We’ll talk much more about how this can happen for you in chapter 18.)

Individuation is also helpful when you have two entrepreneurs in the family. Neal Thornhill and Bridget Sampson of Chatsworth, California, each runs their own business. Neal has an insurance claims business and Bridget a consulting firm. After being married for twenty-three years and raising two kids together, Neal told me one of the most valuable lessons he had learned was that “the less you expect from the other person, the better it is.” He and Bridget like to compare their emotional well-being to a gas tank. “You’ve got to fill yourself up 90 percent. Then your partner can top you off with 10 percent,” Neal explained. “If you expect your partner to fill up most of your tank, you’re going to be running on empty.”

That’s not to say that Bridget and Neal don’t ask each other for support when necessary. But when it comes to emotional fulfillment, the two of them have a realistic picture of what the other can provide, and so they nurture their spirits through other activities. Bridget, for example, does yoga six times a week and meditates every day. She voraciously reads spiritual books and regularly attends spiritual training programs. Such activities have helped keep her centered and grounded, and have kept their marriage well balanced. “That’s probably the biggest thing that has helped us remain happy through our marriage,” she told me.

Fortunately, there are many sources that you can draw that 90 percent of emotional well-being from. Here are just a few of the paths you could pursue to cultivate your own sense of identity:


[image: ] Arts and culture: Visit a museum or attend a dance performance or listen to your favorite album. Experience an old favorite or try something completely new. Simply being exposed to art and music can release chemicals in your brain that elevate your mood and act as natural painkillers.5

[image: ] Career: If you already have a career you enjoy, great. If you don’t have a career and don’t feel the need for one, that’s also great. But if you are somewhere in between and aren’t content with your professional life, do something about it. Brainstorm what you’d like to do next. Talk to a career counselor or personal coach. See what new skills you could learn. Update your résumé and search for opportunities that excite you. Conduct informational interviews with individuals whose careers or jobs interest you.

[image: ] Creative pursuits: Whether or not you have artistic talent, just engaging in a creative activity can improve your well-being. Practicing creativity has been linked with increased happiness and reduced anxiety.6 I know people who have tried activities as varied as ceramics, flower arranging, graphic design, poetry, and improv theater, and every one of them has been glad they took the risk to do so.

[image: ] Community activities: Unless you prefer the life of a hermit (and no judgment if you do), spending time with other people who share similar interests is one of the easiest ways to expand your social circles. Join an activity, like a class or outdoor adventure or faith group, and get ready to mingle with some like-minded people.

[image: ] Community service: Doing something for others is a meaningful and positive act in and of itself, of course, but it will also help you. Those who volunteer tend to have lower rates of depression and improved brain functions. And the more someone volunteers, the greater the health benefits.7 I’ve found that serving others is also the perfect antidote to self-pity and helps fuel that sense of purpose we all need.

[image: ] Continuous learning: Learn a new skill or study a topic you don’t know much about through a class with a community center, college, business association, or other organization. Or, if you’re feeling particularly passionate about something, go back to school as a full- or part-time student.

[image: ] Health and fitness: One of the simplest, most effective defenses against depression and anxiety is exercise. Even if it’s taking a brisk walk, the resulting release of endorphins will energize you and lift your spirits. Eating healthy, if you don’t already, will also help give you a greater sense of vitality. If you need help in this area, you could ask a nutritionist or a personal trainer to develop a program for you.

[image: ] Hobbies: Having favorite pastimes taps into the same benefits of creativity and rest. Engaging in a hobby can improve your mood and your outlook on life. It can also help increase your sense of focus and concentration, which can benefit other areas of your life.8

[image: ] Recreation: Do something purely for fun. Go to the beach, watch a movie, or read the latest bestselling novel. It’s good for you to spend time without worrying about being productive or doing anything particularly meaningful.

[image: ] Relationships: Get back in touch with old friends. Hang out with a relative. Make new friends through one of the above activities. Having other nurturing relationships that offer support and encouragement is one of the most critical components of being individuated. You no longer require one person to meet all your needs if you have a small community of people you can call on for companionship. (Just keep in mind that you should still respect any boundaries that you and your spouse have set, in order to avoid unnecessary temptations.)

[image: ] Solitary time: Do something just for yourself and with yourself, like journaling, taking a walk, meditating, or having a cup of coffee. Enjoy the quiet and the opportunity to sit with your own thoughts. It can be uncomfortable at first, but growing in mindfulness, self-awareness, and self-acceptance is advocated by experts across various fields. Learning to enjoy your own company can actually be remarkably freeing.

[image: ] Spirituality: No matter your preferred approach to spirituality or faith, the notion that there is a Higher Power in the universe and a higher purpose for each of us is extraordinarily helpful for maintaining a healthy perspective. Psychologists have found that spiritual practices and beliefs can help individuals cope with stressful situations and can encourage personal growth.9

[image: ] Therapy: I have had therapists walk me through grief, burnout, depression, and anxiety. If you are able to find a therapist whom you are comfortable with, and who can both affirm and challenge you, he or she could be one of your best allies in discovering more about yourself and what you need to be healthy and content.

[image: ] Travel: Not everyone has wanderlust, but if you do, traveling to new places is a great way to create an exciting new chapter in your life story. You are essentially guaranteed novelty and adventure and learning. Similar to community service, going into a different environment or cultural context can activate new perspectives on your own life circumstances.


I have tried every single category on this list throughout my marriage. Being with an entrepreneur has prompted me to be much more creative in how I spend my time and what activities I pursue in order to build a meaningful life for myself. Ned is very much a part of that meaningful life, but he can’t be the sole foundation—and we were healthier and happier after we accepted that reality.

You don’t need to try the entire smorgasbord of options like I did; even picking one or two of these to focus on could be a great start. Just keep in mind that not every unfamiliar and challenging experience you try is going to transform your life; sometimes you may even take a few steps backward in the process. The class about the history of genocide that I took definitely worsened my depression rather than helped it. The cross-stitching I pursued fed into my perfectionistic tendencies and added more items to my to-do list. A community service activity I participated in exhausted my already meager emotional reserves.

But despite falling flat on my face on numerous occasions, I have no regrets about stretching myself in so many different ways. Some of my dearest friendships have come out of risks that I took to reach out to someone I didn’t know or to try something unfamiliar. The soul nourishment I have received from these relationships and activities far outweighs any failures or embarrassments I may have experienced along the way. And the greater balance that Ned and I have in our relationship, as separate individuals with our own unique interests and activities, has been its own priceless reward.

It’s possible that, for some of you, the above list may be nothing but fodder for frustration. Perhaps you and your entrepreneur are on an extremely tight budget and you can’t afford to travel or see a therapist, no matter how much you’d like to. Perhaps you have to work multiple jobs to support your entrepreneur’s venture and you don’t have time for taking a nap or picking up a new hobby. Perhaps you have young children, elderly parents, or a family member with special needs who requires constant care and attention, leaving very little energy for you to invest in yourself.

Your entrepreneur may be able to help alleviate some of these burdens, but in all likelihood, his or her efforts alone won’t be enough. That’s why asking for help—and being able to receive it—will be one of your most useful practices for surviving the start-up life.
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Asking for Help

When Ned was in business school, one of his classmates was a young woman named Jessica Jackley, who had just recently cofounded a new kind of microlending platform called Kiva. Kiva has gone on to become one of the most celebrated nonprofits in recent years, providing $964 million in small loans to budding entrepreneurs in the world’s emerging markets as of April 2017.1

If you were to meet Jessica in person, you would likely be impressed by her energy and enthusiasm, her passion and thoughtfulness. She is married to religious studies scholar and television host Reza Aslan and has three adorable children. In many ways, she is exactly the kind of woman that makes you think, There’s someone who has it together.

But when I asked Jessica for her thoughts on how to balance marriage, family, and entrepreneurship, the first anecdote she shared with me involved a personal SOS signal that she and Reza developed after the birth of their twin sons. If Reza was out and Jessica really needed him, she would call his cell phone, hang up, and then call again.

When the twins were only a few months old, both Jessica and one of her sons became very sick. Like most new parents, she was terrified and didn’t know what to do. So she sent out the Bat signal, calling Reza, hanging up, then calling again.

It just so happened that Reza was beginning a guest lecture at a nearby university. But when his wife called the second time, he paused his talk and answered the phone—in front of the entire class. Even more astonishing, after Jessica explained why she had called, Reza excused himself, walked out of the classroom, and headed straight home.

I couldn’t help feeling impressed when Jessica told me this story. I was impressed by her willingness to ask for help when she needed it, and by Reza’s willingness to respond immediately—even if it meant breaking a longstanding professional commitment.

Ned and I don’t have any kind of comparable story to share, in large part because I have never been good at asking for help. There are elements in my cultural background that discourage this, but I think the bulk of the problem stems from my own desire to be seen as a competent, high-achieving person. I should be able to handle this, I have told myself over and over again. Everyone else seems to handle work and busyness and kids just fine, so I should be able to as well.

If you have ever wondered at your own relative incompetence, know this: the idea that there are all these other people who are managing their lives on their own with nary a problem is an illusion. Dig a little further under the surface, and you’ll find that everyone who has found a way to juggle careers, health, kids, and personal activities has had a small army of people who have offered practical support and taken on some share of the responsibility. Those that haven’t had such help ended up paying a high cost in terms of their well-being.

In the previous chapter, we discussed the importance of developing your sense of individuality in your relationship, to ensure that your needs and desires aren’t swallowed up by your beloved’s dream. Becoming individuated, however, is a far cry from trying to manage everything on your own. Unfortunately, many of us try to do so anyway—and find plenty of reasons to justify why.

Cheng-Ling Chen, whom we met in chapter 4, raised her two young children mostly on her own as her husband, Andy, focused on his start-up. Knowing that he wasn’t available to lend much practical support, Andy had encouraged his wife to get some help after the birth of their first child. But Cheng-Ling resisted his suggestion. “I’m the one who said, ‘I don’t need help. I don’t deserve help. I’m not working. My mom did it,’” she told me. “Our life didn’t fit the model that I knew.” Her parents were not entrepreneurs; her mother was a stay-at-home parent. Her family background and expectations of herself got in the way of her asking for help, even when she was desperate for it.

I had a similar experience shortly after our son was born. Ned would travel for two to three weeks at a time. My mom and my mother-in-law would pop over occasionally to help out for a few hours, but for the vast majority of the time I was by myself with a little human, so exhausted that I could barely see straight. Ned kept encouraging me to think of other options, like hiring a nanny or putting our son in daycare. But I could hear all those voices from parenting circles that warn against letting someone else care for your child. Maybe my son and I wouldn’t be able to bond properly as a result. Maybe he would develop attachment issues. Maybe I would mess up his social development for the rest of his life.

I had fears aplenty. But if I was honest with myself, I also had a lot of pride. I didn’t want to admit that I couldn’t handle parenting on my own, especially when I wasn’t even working a regular job.

But the exhaustion got the better of me and I eventually relented. We hired a part-time nanny when our son turned four months old. She was incredibly sweet with him, and I often walked in on the two of them sharing smiles and giggles. Contrary to my worry that my son would lose the ability to bond, I saw how fortunate he was to be able to bond with another adult who cared for him. And since I was able to engage in more activities for myself with that extra help—exercise, recreation, socializing, writing—I was becoming a healthier version of myself, who was then equipped to be a better mom.

Unless you come from a long line of ancestral entrepreneurs, you probably have preconceived notions about what you should or should not be able to do as a spouse and parent that are built around a more stable lifestyle, just like Cheng-Ling and I did. Perhaps your parents never ordered takeout or never hired someone to clean the house. Maybe one parent stayed home with you until you started attending school full-time. Or perhaps both of your parents were able to hold full-time jobs and raise you and keep your house spotless.

Let’s pause a moment to remember the reality that you are living in: Your spouse, the person you are most likely to call upon for help, is often unavailable to you physically and emotionally. You are managing high levels of stress and uncertainty, which come in sudden, uncontrollable, and intense bursts. Many of the needs you thought a partner would meet—companionship, shared responsibility, co-parenting, emotional support, and more—aren’t actually being fully met. You often find yourself operating like a single parent or just a single person, managing an entire family’s worth of responsibilities on your own. There’s a reason why entrepreneurs’ spouses are sometimes called start-up widows.

Hopefully that reminder blows up any preestablished ideas you have of what you should be able to handle or how your household should operate. The truth is that you cannot survive the start-up life on your own. There is no shame in this admission. I like to think of it as a simple statement of fact, applicable to all humans who find themselves journeying through life with an entrepreneur.

Just like your beloved needs investors and business partners and employees and customers to make her business thrive, you need a team of supporters to help you thrive. You need people in your life who can act as mentors, advisers, and confidants. You need folks who can provide logistical support to manage the extra share of household management and childcare that you are responsible for. You may need work colleagues who have more margin and flexibility to step in and offer assistance when you’re overstretched. And last but certainly not least, you need to be empowered to ask your mate to step up—no matter how crazy busy or stressed out he is—when you need him to provide more support to you.

I once spoke with an entrepreneur who, by her own admission, had trouble focusing on a single venture. Even while she was in the middle of one business idea, she would get distracted by the next shiny object. She tended to jump from venture to venture without wholeheartedly pursuing any of them. Her husband, in turn, worked two full-time jobs to support the family and to fund her various ideas.

She knew her husband was frustrated by her inability to commit to a business, but she didn’t realize how much it was affecting him until the day she saw a sticky note on his computer at home. “Help is not coming. Get back to work,” the note read. The entrepreneur interpreted the note for me: “If it’s going to happen, he’s going to do it. He feels like, every time we make progress, I will make a choice that gets us further behind.”

Whenever I think of that note, I feel a little twist in my gut. Those few words communicate such loneliness and despair and exhaustion, as well as a husband’s desire to keep doing right by his family—but without anyone to help him along the way. I know I have sometimes felt that way, and it’s a pretty awful place to be. Yet this is certainly not the way it needs to be. No matter who you are, where you live, or what resources you have access to, there are others who can help.

But the first step toward getting help is to acknowledge that you need help and are worthy of receiving it. That can be extraordinarily difficult for many of us, even when we know that our need is normal and rational. Musician Amanda Palmer, who successfully funded the largest music project on Kickstarter and has regularly relied on others to house and feed her, gave a TED Talk in 2013 entitled “The Art of Asking.” In her memoir of the same name, she describes how huge numbers of people responded to her talk, causing her to realize that “everybody struggles with asking.” But it isn’t the act of asking that stops most of us in our tracks. Instead “it’s what lies beneath: the fear of being vulnerable, the fear of rejection, the fear of looking needy or weak. The fear of being seen as a burdensome member of the community instead of a productive one.”2

Personally, I have found this narrative of being “a burdensome member of the community” to have extra potency when I compare myself to the entrepreneur in my family. There is Ned, taking the reins of his life, building an organization from scratch, and changing the world, all in one fell swoop. If anyone deserves people to rally to his side, it’s him. In comparison, I seem much less valuable to society. What am I doing to change the world? Why should I be deserving of help?

In the book Mayday! Asking for Help in Times of Need, longtime executive coach M. Nora Klaver explains that, despite being social creatures who have always been dependent on community support, we have come to see asking for help as a sign of weakness, shame, and vulnerability.3 Americans in particular seem to be susceptible to the belief that we can and should do everything on our own. In contrast, the actual truths that we need to embrace are that “we deserve, we are cared for, we are blessed. When we accept these truths, our perception changes. We see what we had been missing all along: that asking for help is a declaration of self-worth, a bold belief in the connection of all things, and another blessing in a long line of blessings.”4

This sense of worthiness is an especially important and meaningful affirmation for entrepreneurs’ spouses. When we occupy an existence in which we are constantly competing with a business for our beloved’s affections, having someone come alongside to say, “I see you and how you’re struggling. I care for you enough to do what I can to assist you and hold you up” provides much-needed nourishment to our thin, tired souls.

There is vulnerability in asking for help, in admitting that we can’t do it on our own. But, according to author and shame expert Brené Brown, that’s a far cry from weakness. “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage,” she writes. “Truth and courage aren’t always comfortable, but they’re never weakness.”5

Asking for help is an act of courage. It is an affirmation of self-worth. And it is one of the most powerful ways in which we can connect with others. “Through the very act of asking people, I connected with them,” says Amanda Palmer in her TED Talk. “And when you connect with them, people want to help you.”6 It’s a lovely self-perpetuating cycle. The more you ask for help, the more connected you are to others; the more connected you are to others, the more you are able to ask for help and receive it.

In short, having the courage to admit our own needs and then to ask for and receive help can contribute richly to our own personal growth and sense of community. It is anything but shameful. “Help cuts about as close to the bone of what it means to be human as any subject I can think of,” observes writer and former Episcopal priest Garret Keizer.7

Perhaps you’re in a place where you’re ready to ask for help but you’re just not sure what you should be asking for or when you should ask for it. One exercise that could help is an honest assessment of what you are responsible for—whether it be at work, at home, or elsewhere—and whether that activity energizes you or drains you. Taken by itself, without any consideration for what else is going on, does that particular undertaking result in a positive, negative, or neutral outcome for you, emotionally and physically? Another way to think about it is: If you did not have to do this activity, would you still choose to do it? Or would you discard it as soon as you could?

You could create a list that looks something like this:


Responsibility: Make meals for the family

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Negative

Responsibility: Drive kids to and from school

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Positive

Responsibility: Pay utility bills

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Negative

Responsibility: Grocery shopping

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Strongly negative

Responsibility: Household chores

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Neutral

Responsibility: Manage project X

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Strongly positive

Responsibility: Lead team Y

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Positive

Responsibility: Do presentation for Z

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Negative

Responsibility: Coach soccer team

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Neutral

Responsibility: Put kids to bed

Net Outcome for Me (Strongly negative, Negative, Neutral, Positive, Strongly positive): Strongly positive



This kind of list could provide much-needed clarity on what tasks are taking the most energy out of you, and which responsibilities are soul-nourishing or neutral. The areas in your life that make you feel the most physically exhausted or emotionally drained are probably a good place to start asking for assistance from others. Focusing on these tasks will give you the most bang for your buck, in terms of increased energy levels and contentment.

Of course, I’m not advocating that you happily shirk all your responsibilities if you find there are things that don’t energize you. You’re still going to need to care for your kids and complete your duties at work. But if you can figure out how to alleviate the pressure from those tasks—perhaps having a sitter come help with your least favorite routine with the kids or asking to reconfigure your job responsibilities—you might find yourself feeling a little less overstretched.

Recognizing when you actually are overstretched can be its own challenge. It has taken me years to recognize the cues my body gives me when I am trying to do too much. Now, I am very familiar with the progression of physiological and emotional warning signs: My sleep usually gets affected first; I need more time to fall asleep and may wake up more frequently in the middle of the night. That is usually followed by a lot of tension in my body, as evidenced by clenched muscles and a racing heart. Then I tend to become more cranky in general and more short-tempered with Ned and our son. Whenever any of these signs begin to manifest themselves, I know that I need to adjust how much I’m juggling—and I need to do it fairly soon. I usually have only a week or two to get assistance or to simply do less before the exhaustion and stress take a greater toll on me.

In an ideal world, we would all be so well plugged into a support network that we wouldn’t ever get to the point of feeling overcommitted. But given the unpredictability of your beloved’s venture, how much you’re taking on—and your physical and emotional capacity to handle it—will probably fluctuate quite a bit. So, even if you have a team of family and friends who regularly step in to offer assistance, knowing your own warning signs of burnout is essential for ensuring that you stay healthy and well balanced through the most stressful seasons in a business life cycle.

One co-preneur couple I spoke with used a more quantitative strategy for assessing when they needed others to step in. They assigned a dollar figure to the value of their time, valuing it at $500 an hour. With this assumption, deciding when and how to leverage assistance became a simple math equation. If it cost them less than $500 an hour to have someone else file their taxes or fix the plumbing or watch the kids, then it made sense to have someone else to do it. Time, after all, is often an entrepreneur’s most valuable resource.

Now, what forms could this assistance come in? These days we have access to many easy methods to streamline your tasks, such as making use of delivery and automatic payment services for buying groceries and paying bills, respectively. We have gadgets and gizmos that can help us do everything from vacuuming to maintaining a household budget. I would encourage you to use as many of these services and technologies as you have access to.

If you’re in a financially comfortable place, you could also pay professionals to take care of the duties that drain you the most, whether it be household chores, cooking meals, or childcare needs. You could hire a personal assistant or concierge or a chauffeur for you or your children. You and your entrepreneur can discuss which of these services would most ease your mind without breaking the bank.

If, however, you and your entrepreneur are facing an uncertain financial outlook, hiring help may not be a possibility for you. Ned and I managed to scrape together enough money to hire a part-time nanny, and have put our son in daycare since he turned one, but we’ve had to rely on the goodwill of others for almost everything else.

There are still plenty of ways you can draw upon the time and expertise of those around you. And, I would argue, such forms of assistance and the interdependence they generate will likely foster richer relationships with others.

If you are fortunate to have relatives nearby that you actually like and trust, family is often the first place that many of us look to for assistance. I have found family to be especially helpful around childcare and carpooling needs, as well as meals and helping with emergencies. One entrepreneur told me how she, her husband, her mom, and her in-laws took turns taking care of her two children when they were young. All five adults worked full-time but they were fortunate enough to have flexible job schedules. So they devised a schedule that provided twenty-four-hour care for the kids, passing them off from adult to adult as they were available. She admitted that it got a little complicated at times to figure out the scheduling, but they were able to make it work without needing to rely on a nanny or childcare provider.

I have spoken with more than one entrepreneur who moved their spouse and kids close to extended family just so they could make use of this kind of support. More often than not, this meant that the entrepreneur had to telecommute or set up shop in a less ideal market, but it was a concession they were willing to make in order to make sure their family was well cared for.

If you’re not living near family, you may need to get a little more creative in how you ask others to support you. This could actually be a really positive thing, pushing you to find new ways to manage your household and to broaden your support network. Friends, neighbors, and colleagues are all possibilities. Maybe you’ve made some new acquaintances in a class you’re taking or a community group you’ve joined, as we discussed in the previous chapter. Places of worship are another great place to find support. These days, meeting friends online is also a real possibility. Some of my most treasured friendships have grown out of Facebook groups or Twitter exchanges. (The downside being that most of these online friends probably won’t be geographically close to you, so they may only be able to provide emotional support.)

If you have a specific need in mind, and you are willing to ask someone for it, you’re already 90 percent of the way there. Now you just need to make the ask—and trust that most people will respond positively. That’s what entrepreneur Jaynée Howe, whose company creates educational apps for children, has found. She encourages others, women in particular, “to get comfortable asking for what you need. People can’t read your mind. You’d be surprised how many people are thrilled that you’re asking for help.”

Perhaps all this talk about asking others for help has you worried about turning into a mooch. Another very viable option is to exchange services with others. You could swap playdates with another parent. You could take turns driving the kids, shopping for groceries, or cooking meals for each other. You could share a nanny or a personal assistant. You could also just commit to checking in with each other once a week or so, to see how you’re doing. I have a number of friends who have tried this and have been rewarded with deeper friendships for themselves and their families.

In addition, there are absolutely going to be times when the person you most need help from is your mate—like Jessica and Reza’s experience at the beginning of the chapter. I often have the hardest time asking Ned for help because I am so intimately acquainted with the work that I would be pulling him away from. In some ways, it’s even worse because the mission of d.light is so meaningful. I can’t help but think about all the people in developing countries who are gaining access to electricity because of Ned—and how can I, a privileged person with plenty of electricity and resources, compare to that? One entrepreneur I interviewed actually groaned in sympathy when he heard about Ned’s business. “The triple bottom line,” he moaned, referring to the outcomes of profit, social impact, and environmental impact that social enterprises like d.light often aim to have. “You can justify almost any personal sacrifice when you’re doing that kind of business.”

But this is what I have come to learn over the years: such comparisons are never helpful, because it’s like trying to choose between eating and sleeping. They are both vital. Whether your entrepreneur is developing life-saving medical devices or providing safe drinking water to rural communities or promoting interethnic dialogue, you are still a priority in your entrepreneur’s life. Your needs still matter and deserve to be voiced aloud.

That said, the responsibility to know your needs and to form them into specific, achievable requests for your significant other is yours. Her responsibility is to listen well and to respond to the best of her ability.

The shared responsibility in this kind of give-and-take is something that therapist Chris Bruno encourages all couples to have. Especially when things get really bad—such as one or both of you being on the verge of burnout—it’s important to have agreements about raising red flags. “It will only be raised when things are really bad,” Bruno explains. “And there will be a commitment from both of us to really look at this.” As the two of you consider solutions, Bruno recommends that you try to think as long-term as possible, to see the more far-reaching consequences of what you choose to do today, and to act accordingly.

More often than not those solutions, I believe, will include calling upon a community of supporters to walk along this journey with you. This entrepreneurial adventure is a lot more manageable and a lot less lonely when there are others who can help carry burdens for you. But they may not know that you need them unless you speak up.

In other cases, it may be your entrepreneur who needs your help in the business. We’ll look next at when it makes sense to join the venture and in what capacity, and how to keep romance in the relationship when most of your waking hours are spent as colleagues.
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Getting Involved—or Not

When Ned was running his children’s music business after college, he had the brilliant idea of promising his customers that every Christmas CD would come with a personalized letter from Santa that was hand signed.

Ned has many talents, but neat handwriting is not one of them. So, for weeks, I would go to his place after work each night and join the assembly line of family members and friends processing the orders. I signed Santa on thousands of letters until my hand cramped up. I occasionally added flourishes, like curls or hearts or stars, to the signature, just to keep it interesting.

Ned did not approve. “You’re making Santa’s signature way too feminine,” he told me, as if he knew what the handwriting of a magical man who lived in the company of elves and flying reindeer should look like. I raised my eyebrows at him—I’m doing all this for free and you’re asking me to do what?—and he wisely backed off.

Years later, Ned and his d.light cofounders asked me to solder some circuit boards to help them meet a next-day deadline to deliver twenty prototypes to South Asia. I had never soldered a circuit board in my entire life. But it was all hands on deck, significant others included. Even then we didn’t finish until well into the middle of the night. (Later on, I heard that the electrical engineer had to redo every circuit board that I had soldered, confirming my lifelong suspicion that I do not have an engineering bone in my body.)

Chances are that you’ve also helped out with your entrepreneur’s business at some point, whether you were keen to do so or not. Perhaps you’ve attached labels and shipped products; maybe you’ve printed receipts and tracked orders; or you’ve written press releases and designed advertisements.

In the beginning phases of a new company, there is always too much to do, and never enough free labor to do it. As a result, significant others are often called upon to be involved in some way with the business, even if they are not officially business partners. In small businesses, I’ve found that mates often fill roles that are heavily administrative or require a high degree of trust, such as scheduling client appointments or bookkeeping. Big-dream entrepreneurs can sometimes struggle with the details of running a business, and they look to their (hopefully) more organized counterparts to step in and offer support.

That’s what happened to Leah Everson of Minneapolis, Minnesota, when her mechanic husband, Tim, opened an auto shop out of their garage. Since Tim was not particularly business minded, she volunteered to help with the books. “I was helping with invoices, making sure sales were logged, all while trying to find an accountant to help us,” she told me. Leah may be detail oriented, but she’s not a bookkeeper by training. As a result, she struggled with the unfamiliar tasks. “It was harder than I expected and took more time. We did a lot of things wrong in the process.”

Their business relationship led to quite a bit of conflict. Tim would keep all the receipts from parts he had purchased in a single stack. But Leah couldn’t tell which receipt went with which customer, so she was constantly asking Tim to give her the information she needed. “I felt like I was always nagging him, asking questions while he was trying to work,” she explained. “There were lots of interruptions for both of us. We didn’t have a good flow.” After a while, they learned that they didn’t have to be as detailed in their record keeping as they thought. Today Leah realizes that “our conflict came out of trying to work out details we didn’t understand.”

They eventually figured out the ins and outs of tracking expenses and revenue, and reporting taxes, but the irregular revenue stream and their many arguments took a big toll on their relationship. Six months after the start of the business, one of their fights escalated until Leah said she was done. “I still don’t know if I was fired or I quit,” she explained with a laugh. They eventually agreed that Tim would take on the more day-to-day accounting operations, while Leah would step in once a quarter to make sure the books were balanced and to help file that quarter’s taxes.

As the Eversons found, there are some real risks to working together, especially if you are both still learning how to run a business and manage your household through the uncertainty of the start-up existence. If neither one of you is entirely certain what you’re getting into and you’re both figuring things out as you go, it’s likely that you will experience a high degree of stress and anxiety—and end up taking it out on each other. For couples in this situation, doing what you can to strengthen your relationship through building trust, maintaining communication, and other strategies can go a long way in ensuring that permanent damage isn’t done to your relationship through business-related conflict.

Tensions can also arise when your entrepreneur asks you to take on tasks that don’t match your skill set or interests. Jenny Rae Armstrong, whom you met in chapter 9, took on many administrative responsibilities for her husband Aaron’s music and real estate businesses—but she quickly discovered that she wasn’t the administrative type. “When I’ve helped him, it seldom turned out well,” she told me. She helped Aaron’s businesses register as limited liability companies, and assisted with filing, developing marketing copy, and other administrative tasks. She became increasingly unhappy in the role, and working together seemed to increase the conflict between them. “I didn’t want to be his secretary,” Jenny explained. “Like many visionary entrepreneurs, Aaron had a specific vision for the business and had a hard time letting go. He wanted to control everything.” Eventually Jenny began saying no when her husband asked for help, a decision he respected, and that ultimately ended up strengthening their marriage.

There are, of course, plenty of couples who work together in a business and enjoy it. The extra level of partnership actually enhances their relationship. The reason these couples make it work seems to boil down to the issue of control that Jenny mentioned. Can the partner who is the entrepreneur fully trust her spouse to fulfill his responsibilities in the way he sees fit? Or, if both partners are company founders, can each commit to allowing the other to be fully empowered in his or her area of responsibility? Significant others who feel respected and empowered, and who are given roles that match well with their interests and skills, tend to be able to stick with the business longer. Those who aren’t allowed to fully own their job, or for whom there is a mismatch between their duties and their interests, typically end up moving on in a few months.

Unfortunately, most couples don’t know how they’ll respond to one another in such a situation until they try it. Before Jake and Hillary Denham experienced their “winter from hell” described in chapter 3, they endured another reckoning of sorts when Jake asked Hillary to join his carpet cleaning company as a business partner. They both thought it would be great—until it actually happened. “We didn’t accomplish anything for six weeks. We fought for six straight weeks,” Jake told me. He and Hillary couldn’t make any decisions because they kept questioning one another. Neither was clear about who was responsible for what. They both wanted to control everything in the business. Finally, their conflict led to a pivotal moment, at which point they realized, according to Jake, that “either we need to get a divorce so we can work together, or we need to stop working together to stay married.”

Looking back now, Hillary found that insight to be surprisingly liberating. “The conversation took the pressure off me to force our business relationship to work,” she said. “I had put the business relationship and the marriage together. I thought that if the business didn’t work, the marriage wouldn’t work either.” Once they were able to decouple their personal relationship from their business relationship, the stakes were lowered just enough for them to let go, draw dividing lines between their responsibilities, and trust the other partner to fulfill his or her duties. As a result, both their marriage and their business flourished.

Working together, even if it’s with the best of intentions and the most hopeful of expectations, will likely create additional tension in your relationship. There are that many more things, on top of the day-to-day management of your household and family, that the two of you could disagree about. Your respective schedules may become more unwieldy and unpredictable, making it harder to figure out the logistics of chores and childcare and social events. Your financial outlook as a family will probably be less stable. You will be hit with the challenges and failures of the business at the same time, such that neither of you has the wherewithal to support the other. It’s a lot harder for one of you to conduct a rescue or to pull the emergency brake when you’re both on the roller-coaster ride.

If you and your significant other already wrestle over control and decision-making in other areas of your life, you may want to approach the idea of working together with an abundance of caution. If your relationship is already plagued by conflict or you already have trouble collaborating with, trusting, or listening to one another, it would be wise to ask if your marriage can weather additional stress. Some couples can handle it and actually use it to reinforce their bond. Others can’t. The two of you, along with the help of trusted confidants and mentors, will need to decide for yourselves whether it makes sense for you to work together on this particular business at this specific moment in time.

That being said, if you have confidence in the resiliency of your relationship and are genuinely interested in supporting your beloved’s venture, there is plenty to be gained from the experience. “Finding a shared mission as a couple is essential to a vibrant marriage,” write authors John and Stasi Eldredge in their book Love & War: Finding the Marriage You’ve Dreamed Of. “It might be the very thing to rescue a floundering couple, and it will surely take you both to a whole new level of companionship regardless of where you are now.”1 And what better mission to drive your relationship than building an organization that you both care about?

Lauren Schneidewind, whom you met in chapter 1, cofounded a product design and technology consulting firm with her husband, Daniel Rice, about a year after they married. The two of them have certainly experienced a deeper link with one another because of their shared work. “We have similar long-term goals, and that goes hand in hand with marriage,” Lauren explained. Daniel added, “Our personal finances and business finances are so tightly connected that our fates are truly tied together. It makes it easier to know if you’re going in the same direction.”

This is the kind of synergy I was hoping for when I started working full-time for d.light. Up until we moved to China, I had been content to assist Ned’s business on an ad hoc basis, leaving a clear demarcation between his career and mine. He was the entrepreneur; I was the nonprofit professional. The separation was practical as much as it was emotionally fortifying. I could bring in a steady income, albeit a pathetically small one, and I could retain something that was wholly mine, untouched by the ever-increasing reach of d.light.

But when we relocated to China, my only realistic career options in Shenzhen were to: 1) find work with a manufacturing or shipping company or 2) teach English to the locals. Neither appealed to me in the slightest, a fact that made Ned strangely excited. “You should work for d.light,” he encouraged me. “We really need the help. You could make a big difference. And it’d be fun to work together.” He made it sound so easy.

I didn’t believe him, because he had a tendency to make everything sound easy. In this case, though, he was actually right.

Despite my many concerns about having my husband as my boss, working with Ned was one of my favorite parts of our otherwise challenging time in China. Ned and I were partners in the fullest sense of the word, relying on each other in every aspect of our lives. We underwent what felt like an accelerated marriage track, learning far more about each other and how we could best support one another in two years than many couples do in ten. We experienced a deep level of bonding that has remained with us ever since, and for which I am deeply grateful.

The secret to our successful working relationship was that Ned never really acted the part of my boss. He treated me more like a peer, giving me free rein to make decisions and manage tasks in the areas I was responsible for. He regularly demonstrated to me and those around me that he respected me as a professional and he trusted me entirely to do what was best for the company.

It helped that the business culture around us reinforced this idea. In China, it’s actually so common for husbands and wives to run businesses together that there is a term in Mandarin for “boss’s wife”: laobanyang. For our Chinese colleagues, the label held far more weight than any job title. Being the laobanyang garnered me instant respect and authority as the assumed second in command. Everyone on the team came to me for guidance if Ned was unavailable.

I loved sharing a meaningful, world-changing passion with my husband. I loved putting everything we had as a family into the same mission. I loved the opportunity to see my spouse in a different light—as a problem-solver, innovator, and leader. My respect and admiration for Ned grew considerably as a result, and I’m pretty sure he would say the same about me.

But, in the end, the start-up life was too intense for me. The emotional turmoil of constantly skirting disaster, the exhaustion of working fourteen-hour days, and the stress of trying to do a job that I wasn’t experienced enough to do wore me down until I had nothing left to give. I loved working with Ned, but I did not love the start-up life. For my own health and that of our marriage, I had to leave.

I have never returned to working for d.light full-time since we left China. Now that we have a young child, I don’t think it would even be possible for both Ned and me to keep up with the demands of the company. I am still involved, stepping in occasionally to help with a project or to provide guidance to a new employee taking on some of my old responsibilities. However, my most prominent role in d.light today is simply as supporter-in-chief, providing affirmation, encouragement, and advice whenever Ned needs it. The balance we’ve found allows me to contribute to Ned’s business in ways that feel meaningful while still allowing for a healthy separation between his life and mine.

For a couple to be able to work together long-term, I believe both partners have to feel strongly about the business, about doing it together, and about living an unconventional, unpredictable life. Without all of these elements in place, one or both partners will eventually become discontent or burn out.

Jeff and Gail Wall of Freeport, Maine, have been working together on their concert promotion and music festival business for several years. Their partnership has been far from easy, especially as they’ve had to navigate the unusual hours required in the music business along with taking care of their three kids. But when I asked Gail how her marriage has been impacted by the business, she provided a long list of benefits and lessons learned: “We have more time that we’re together. We’ve had to work harder to relate to and communicate with each other. We have to spend time to work through stuff that we didn’t have to before. You have to make it work for the job, but you also have to live together.” The depth of understanding that Jeff and Gail now have of themselves and their relationship, as well as the challenges that they have endured together, gives their marriage an extra measure of resiliency that I’m sure will serve them well for years to come.

Even better, they’ve been able to involve their children as they have gotten older. All three children have worked alongside their parents in various jobs, like selling water bottles, preparing catered food, and even being responsible for the musical artists. “That’s been a really positive thing for our kids,” Gail told me. “They’ve seen how hard you have to work. It’s been valuable for them to be part of it and to be entrepreneurial themselves.” Their oldest daughter has already expressed interest in being an entrepreneur and is planning to major in business in college.

Nate and Vanessa Quigley, whom you met in chapter 2, also intentionally involved their seven children in their photo-book-printing company. Even before they launched the business, they asked their kids for help. “We brainstormed with the kids,” Vanessa explained. “They got so excited about being involved and learning how to start a local business.” Another tangible benefit to involving the kids? They understand more clearly why their parents have to work so hard and they recognize the benefits, such as an unusually flexible work schedule, that an entrepreneurial career can provide. They see what is possible. “I hope my girls can see that I can be a stay-at-home mom and work,” Vanessa reflected. “I want them to pursue their professional dreams.”

Turning the business into a true family affair could help align your family’s values and priorities, and leverage the business as a meaningful teaching tool for your children. Having an entrepreneurial parent, after all, is one of the strongest determinants of someone becoming an entrepreneur herself. Kids with at least one entrepreneurial parent are 60 percent more likely to become entrepreneurs themselves—with the role modeling they see having a stronger effect than any biological commonality.2

Jake Wellrich3 of Seattle, Washington, grew up in a household in which both his parents ran a home-building and development company. “The whole notion of someone running their own business was part of the household my sisters and I grew up in,” he told me. “That whole notion of business ownership—we thought this was common.” As a result, Jake and his sisters have started multiple companies throughout their professional careers.

Working together with your spouse can be a gloriously rich experience. But it also makes your marriage far more complex. When both of you are working on the same business, the issues that every couple wrestles with—such as power, communication, conflict resolution, and boundaries—seem to come center stage with greater urgency and higher stakes. If you’re not able to work through these issues together, not only will your relationship suffer, but so could the business and everyone it touches, including employees, business partners, and customers. That’s why co-preneurial couples, more than any other type of couple I’ve interviewed, tend to have particularly detailed and formal agreements on how they interact with one another. Some specific strategies I’ve heard include:


[image: ] “ I am the majority shareholder with 51 percent; my spouse has 49 percent. This helps us make decisions for the business when we can’t reach a consensus. The marriage is equal but the business can’t be.”

[image: ] “ We don’t discuss work issues when we’re in our pajamas. We interact as colleagues only when we’re in our work clothes.”

[image: ] “ We have a meeting every Sunday night to do a detailed review of our schedules for the upcoming week.”

[image: ] “ When we finish our work for the day, we come out of our home offices, physically close the doors, and focus on just being spouses.”

[image: ] “ If we want to take a vacation, we set a budget, scope out our to-do lists to prepare for it, and make sure we’re organizing our lives to make it happen.”

[image: ] “ If I have a work question for my spouse, I will email him about it, even if he’s sitting just a few feet away from me.”

[image: ] “ I take care of the business side, my spouse does the technology side. We give each other full authority in those areas and don’t interfere at all with one another’s work.”

[image: ] “ We regularly do big outings with our daughter for the distraction and to practice doing normal family stuff.”

[image: ] “ When we have fights, we have to be able to forgive one another wholeheartedly and give each other a clean slate.”

[image: ] “ We do one weeklong getaway each year as a retreat to reconnect with each other.”


As fastidious as some of these agreements may sound, having such practices in communication, decision-making, and boundary-setting can significantly help a couple navigate through the stickiness of being both spouses and colleagues. Even then, there is no magic formula to ensure that a couple will work together well. Some amount of trial and error is unavoidable in learning how to be business partners—or in discovering that the two of you just aren’t meant to be professional colleagues. No wonder, then, that Lauren Schneidewind feels that “starting a business with my significant other is the best and worst decision I’ve ever made.”

If you are seriously considering jumping on board with your beloved’s business, it may help for you to explore some key areas together to determine whether the benefits outweigh the risks. Here are some questions you can ask one another to get the conversation started:


1. Finances: Is our financial situation stable enough to have both of us working for a start-up? Will we both receive salaries? If so, how will we establish what is fair and reasonable compensation? If we are not receiving salaries, can we agree on how much of the business’s revenue will go to the family and how much will be reinvested?

2. Job responsibilities: Do the tasks in question align with your personality, interests, and skills? Is this job one that you can at least tolerate, if not enjoy? Can you accomplish the required tasks in the amount of time you actually have to dedicate to the work? Are you truly the best person to do this job, or are there alternative options that should be explored?

3. Empowerment and respect: Is there a clear division of labor? Can your spouse trust you to do your job without micromanaging you? Can you treat one another respectfully at work, especially in front of employees and customers?

4. Decision-making power: How will you make business decisions? Will you share authority equally, or will one person have the authority to make the final call?

5. Giving and receiving feedback: How will you give one another feedback on your job performance? What specifically will you give feedback on? What do each of you need to be able to receive that feedback well?

6. Children: If you have younger children, do you have the childcare resources necessary to allow both of you to work for the business? If you have older children, can you manage the logistics of their activities along with the company’s needs? Can you agree on how you’d like to involve your children in the business, if at all?

7. Boundaries: What kind of boundaries can you both agree to? How will you hold one another accountable to these boundaries? What will you do to remind one another that you are spouses first and colleagues second?

 
There are no right or wrong answers in this conversation. You are simply exploring if working together is prudent and beneficial for your family and the business. As an added bonus, just having this discussion will give you some idea of how you and your mate work together. If you can successfully come to an agreement in the above areas, that bodes well for your ability to make decisions as professional partners. But if any of the above questions becomes a wrestling match over control and power, then you may want to seek additional counsel or wait a little longer before joining the company. Your relationship, after all, should come first—no matter what is happening with the venture.

That’s one of the greatest challenges that entrepreneurs and their spouses face: how to stay committed to one another in the long term through the unpredictable journey of building a business. We’ll explore this more in the next section of the book.
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Establishing Goals and Deadlines

One of the most disconcerting feelings I have experienced as an entrepreneur’s spouse is not knowing what my life will look like next month, let alone next year. Where will we be living? Will Ned be around? Will he receive a paycheck? Will I have time to work or to see friends? It’s unsettling, and not a little bit anxiety inducing, to ask questions without knowing when, or in what form, the answers to these questions will come. It’s particularly difficult when you are not in control of discovering those answers; they are, instead, entirely dependent upon the fickle, unpredictable business that has taken up residence in your life.

The start-up life, as we’ve already established, is chock-full of uncertainty and turbulence. One marriage-family therapist I spoke with went so far as to say that couples “collect uncertainty” on the entrepreneurial journey. For the most part, that can’t be avoided. But you and your beloved entrepreneur can certainly draw some lines in your future path, setting clear milestones that will instigate important conversations about how the company is impacting your family, and how you will decide what to do next.

Having a shared set of goals and deadlines that you both develop and keep an eye on will provide some much-needed structure around your chaotic lives, and could help you feel more empowered in shaping your destiny as a family. These markers will also help you determine two of the most critical decisions in the start-up journey: when to go all in with the company, and when it makes sense to walk away.

As I’ve interviewed therapists, executive coaches, and entrepreneurs themselves, I have frequently heard comparisons between managing a business and managing a family. It turns out that many of the tools that we know are necessary for a successful business—budgets, strategic plans, communication systems, mission statements—are also exceedingly helpful within the context of the family. But we often forget this, preferring instead to fly by the seat of our pants when it comes to our personal lives, figuring things out as they come up and dragging our significant others and children along the way.

If some major pieces in your life, such as your home and your job, are set in place, this relaxed approach to personal planning could work just fine. Who knows? It might even add a bit of spice and spontaneity into your family life.

But for you and your entrepreneur, life is likely overflowing with spice and spontaneity. More likely, you’re in need of some measure of structure, answers, and clarity. Just as goals and deadlines help keep a business on track by focusing on priorities and providing concrete measurements of progress, so they can assist the two of you in figuring out whether you as a couple are doing what you need to do to get where you want to be. This involves evaluating the impact that the company is having on your lives, the sustainability of your current pace and quality of life, as well as how this interplays with other personal goals, like having kids or buying a house.

To be clear, when I talk about goals in this chapter, I’m not referring to your ultimate wish list of nice-to-haves, which probably includes things like an around-the-world vacation or an extra million dollars in retirement savings. You’re welcome to keep such a list, but far more helpful in the entrepreneurial journey are concrete goals with within-sight deadlines that provide a roadmap for where you are headed as a couple. They could be short-term goals (“We will earn $5,000 in revenue this month”) or longer-term deadlines around nonnegotiable priorities (“We will begin trying to conceive a baby within three years”).

Another way to think about effective goal-setting is with the oft-cited mnemonic acronym S.M.A.R.T. First coined by consultant George T. Doran in 1981, the acronym has been around for more than thirty-five years and remains exceedingly useful for businesses and individuals alike. The word that each letter stands for has evolved over the years, but the most commonly cited are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound.1 When the goals we establish meet the S.M.A.R.T. criteria, it’s easier to objectively determine what progress has been made on the goal.

There are three categories of goals that you and your beloved may want to consider establishing together: 1) business goals; 2) quality-of-life goals; and 3) business entry and exit goals.

The first category, business goals, is the most straightforward but not without its emotional baggage. While many spouses I’ve met are genuinely interested in their entrepreneurs’ businesses, there are also plenty who don’t want to know anything about the widget or platform or network that their mates are building. Given all the ways the start-up is intruding into your life, I completely understand the desire to shut out any additional information and focus on what you need to do to survive. But no matter how hard you try to push away thoughts of the company, what’s happening within it will continue to impact your life in very real ways.

If you are able to track, even on a very high level, where your beloved’s start-up is headed, you will be better equipped to anticipate how the company’s trajectory will affect your family. You will be better positioned to have a voice in major business decisions that will directly impact you, especially when it comes to issues related to finances and time.

A simple way to begin this conversation is to ask your entrepreneur to share her business plan with you. What are her milestones? What is she trying to achieve in three months or six months with regards to production or sales or revenue? If she doesn’t yet have a business plan, you could offer to help her brainstorm goals or targets.

Some business goals and deadlines that I have found helpful to know include:


[image: ] The business should be able to secure funding by _________. This funding will sustain operations for _________ months/years.

[image: ] The company will begin generating revenue by _________.

[image: ] The company’s next major product/service/offering will launch in _________.

[image: ] The company will have _________ customers, or _________ in monthly revenue, by _________.

[image: ] The business will hire _________ people in the next _________ months.

[image: ] The business will become profitable by _________.

[image: ] The stretch goal for the company is that it will achieve _________ by _________.

[image: ] The ideal exit plan for the business is _________, by _________.


Though incredibly important, this isn’t always an easy conversation to have with your beloved entrepreneur. He is likely already feeling a lot of pressure from customers or investors, and the idea of fielding pointed questions of what and when and how much from his significant other may feel like a bit too much. If done right, however, this discussion could actually bolster your partnership and alignment as a couple.

P.J. Simmons of Atlanta, Georgia, married his wife, Ashley, in early 2016. Almost immediately, she began to ask him a lot of questions about his business, which provides resources for faith-based entrepreneurs. She wanted to know about his plans, his long-term strategy, his markers for success and failure. And he couldn’t help but get defensive.

“As a visionary and as someone starting a business, it’s easy to wonder about someone else’s motivations,” P.J. told me. “I thought, ‘You’re asking these questions because you don’t trust me. You don’t think I can do it.’” But Ashley persisted, explaining to him clearly and gently why she wanted to know this information and how that would help her better partner with him. “She helped me realize that she’s not coming with ulterior motives. She wants to be involved. She wants to champion me and cheer me on. She wants to be in the know when things go south, so she knows how she can properly encourage me and lift me up.”

What I love about Ashley’s approach to a potentially delicate situation is her emphasis on partnership. She is not trying to put P.J. on the spot by asking him to defend his business plan or to prove his competency. She is instead asking him to give her information that will allow her to know how and when to support him. As a result, she is more prepared to collaborate with him in decision-making about the business.

It’s important to remember that a company’s goals can change, and often do. Rather than giving your mate a hard time about these shifting goals and timelines, I’d suggest taking the posture of simply wanting to be informed when it happens. That way you can keep up with whatever your entrepreneur is wrestling with and what he or she may need from you.

Another benefit to knowing more about the company’s key milestones? You will have more context to inform your shared goal-setting around quality of life. Unless you are particularly fond of minimalist, nomadic living, you will likely have trouble sustaining the compromises in quality of life that a start-up, especially an early-stage start-up, typically requires. It is absolutely reasonable to want to know when you can stop using your savings to pay for regular monthly expenses or when you’ll be able to spend an entire weekend together as a family.

The mistake that many entrepreneurs’ significant others, including myself, often make is that we demand an improvement in our quality of life without naming what specific shape or form those improvements should take. “I just need you to be around more,” I have told Ned on many occasions. Or, “I need more stability and certainty.” Even the most understanding spouse is going to have trouble knowing exactly how he or she is supposed to help make this happen.

That is the power of goal-setting, especially when we attempt to establish goals that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound. Goal-setting forces us to sift through our needs and wants, discovering both what is most important to us and what is actually possible. In fact, just the act of writing down our goals can move us closer to achieving them. According to communications expert Henriette Anne Klauser, “writing it down says you believe it’s attainable.”2 She contends that it doesn’t matter what medium we use to write it down; once we do, though, the goal becomes more clear and tangible, and you will naturally begin aligning your actions and decisions toward achieving those goals.3

Justin and Alexandra, the couple who had a dramatic first two years of marriage full of business transitions and moves, told me that they have now gotten into the habit of writing down everything. They schedule dates as if they were meetings and regularly make agreements with one another. Every agreement, from how much paternity leave Justin will take off to what Alexandra needs to pursue her professional passions, is meticulously discussed and revised until both of them are comfortable with it. Then they sign the document and upload it to Google Docs, to be revisited regularly in the future.

“It’s crazy and formal, but it clears up those expectations, especially if you don’t remember what you agree to, or if you’re not on the same page but you think you are,” Alexandra explained. “It’s more businesslike, but it takes the hard conversation and the fight off the table.”

In case you’re wondering if there are overlaps between establishing goals and the making of agreements discussed in chapter 9, the answer is yes. But goals are different in that they don’t name what you commit to doing now; they name what you are working toward, or where you want to be at a particular moment in the future. Rather than relying on your entrepreneur’s vague promise that things will get better, the two of you can create a concrete plan that will actually allow you to make things better. Having this clarity—and the hope that it provides—will enable you to hang on through the choppy ride you may currently be on.

The quality-of-life goals that you and your entrepreneur set should center on the priorities that you have established as a couple and a family. Some of the most common categories will probably be related to health, finances, family planning, and professional pursuits.

Here are some examples of goals about quality of life, as impacted by the start-up, that the two of you may want to write down and agree to:


[image: ] We will stop investing personal money in the business after _________ months.

[image: ] Your entrepreneur expects to begin collecting a salary of $_________ when _________. This salary can be increased to $_________ when _________.

[image: ] Once the product is released, your entrepreneur will take off _________ days for vacation.

[image: ] We will live in a smaller home and pay $_________ in rent for _________ months/years. At that point we will move to a larger place that is no more than $_________ in rent.

[image: ] When our household salary reaches $_________, we will both sign up for a gym membership.

[image: ] When the baby is _________ months old, we will hire a nanny so I can work or pursue other interests.


Aside from focusing your attention toward a milestone, articulating these goals helps you and your entrepreneur in a few other ways. For starters, you can both see, in black and white, how the new venture is directly impacting your relationship, your family, and your future plans. It can be surprisingly hard to name these specific impacts when you’re full of resentment or exhaustion.

In addition, you have established a clear marker of when it’s okay to initiate a conversation or raise a flag. “We said this would happen by this time, but it hasn’t happened,” you could say to your entrepreneur. “Can we talk about why we’re not reaching this goal? Is there a way we can change course? Do we need to reset our expectations around this goal?”

These are the kinds of conversations that all entrepreneurial couples should be having, but the truth is that they rarely happen organically. Agreed-upon goals give you a structure for what those conversations need to be about and when they need to happen. And, as Alexandra says above, because the commitment was previously agreed upon by both of you, these kinds of discussions are less likely to devolve into conflict. You can instead focus your energy on working together to problem-solve.

Finally, having these shared quality-of-life goals helps to emphasize your shared priorities. They remind you that you’re on the same team, working toward the same things, even when your day-to-day existences can feel disparate and at odds with one another. This sense of close partnership is especially important when entering into conversations about what may be the most sensitive of discussion topics for entrepreneurs: when to launch a business, and when to walk away from it or close it down.

If you and your mate are able to set goals around starting or walking away from a business, you will be able to have some influence over a process that could otherwise seem random and disempowering. As a couple, you can preemptively set limits to protect the financial and personal well-being of your family, thus minimizing risk for any long-term damage. And you can move forward, whether it be launching a company or closing one down, with more wisdom and clarity in your plans.

When Jenny Silva of San Francisco, California, wanted to start a company that helped facilitate summer camp sign-ups for parents with kids, her husband at the time was uncomfortable with dipping into their savings to start the business. Instead Jenny used the severance from her last position and got a part-time job. These two sources of funding covered all the expenses of starting up the business for at least six months. That gave Jenny a clear target for when her business needed to at least be breaking even, and it helped her spouse feel more comfortable with the risk she was taking.

Jordan Raynor of Tampa, Florida, was running a crowdfunding site for government projects when he decided to start his own consulting agency in 2014. He and his wife, Kara, were expecting a daughter, so he wanted something that would allow him more flexibility in his schedule. But he wanted to launch his venture with as much financial certainty for his family as possible.

“Nothing Jordan did required a huge investment from us. We didn’t have to do anything that would financially ruin us,” Kara told me. “When he did the consultancy, he stacked his clients ahead of time.” By the time Jordan made the leap to starting his business, he had enough clients lined up so that his income remained virtually unchanged.

Here are some examples of goals that you and your entrepreneur could set to determine when it makes sense for him or her to go all in with the business. The majority of them have to do with finances, which is one of the greatest causes of strain and stress for entrepreneurial couples but can be easily quantified.


[image: ] When we are able to save $_________ or _________ months’ worth of expenses

[image: ] When our baby is six months old and we hire a nanny or put him in daycare for _________ hours a week

[image: ] When I attain a monthly salary of $_________

[image: ] When we can lower our monthly spending to $_________

[image: ] When I have completed my graduate school program

[image: ] When you have lined up _________ number of customers or $_________ in purchase orders

[image: ] When we have paid off our school loans and credit card bills

[image: ] When you have raised $_________ in investment from angel investors or venture capitalists

[image: ] When you are able to pay yourself a minimum salary of $_________


Setting these kinds of parameters around the launch of your entrepreneur’s business isn’t meant to stifle her dreams, but to allow her to enter into the venture more deliberately and wisely. Many companies have been started by founders who were working full-time jobs or had other commitments. They were then in a position to wait out some of the growing pains that all new businesses experience, devoting themselves fully when the venture was more sustainable or at an inflection point of major growth.

Just remember that launching a new venture could be a long process, and so the goals that you and your mate set will likely need to be revisited and revised over the course of months, if not years. Jenny Silva and her then-husband ran into trouble when her business hit the six-month mark and it wasn’t breaking even yet. She saw how much the business had grown and the great potential it had; he couldn’t see past her lack of an income. Jenny ultimately found another job and passed off the camp sign-up business to her cofounder. But this lack of alignment in goals and priorities played a significant role in Jenny and her husband’s eventual divorce.

Even more emotionally fraught than setting goals around starting a business is establishing deadlines for when to step back from it. One spouse told me how, when she gave birth to her first child, she finally understood what it was like for her husband to start a company. “It’s just like having a baby,” she said. “It’s something deep inside of them. It’s their creation.” Bringing up the possibility of your entrepreneur stepping away from his or her baby, even if it’s partially or temporarily, will likely be a sensitive conversation. But if the venture is struggling, or if your relationship and family are buckling under the weight of trying to support the company, this is an essential conversation to have.

Because P.J. and Ashley Simmons had been so intentional about discussing P.J.’s business goals earlier on, they had laid a strong communication framework by the time they needed to make some tough decisions about their financial future. “If the business isn’t bringing in this amount of money by this time, then this is when I begin putting feelers out there for something else,” P.J. explained. “I’m not quitting but I am doing something else to supplement the income.” He stuck by that commitment when his company wasn’t able to meet those revenue targets. Fortunately, he was able to make the most of the situation by finding a part-time job that complemented the mission of his own company. This job built up his skill set and allowed him to continue working on his business during off-hours.

Depending on the type of venture that your entrepreneur has, she may not have to close it down even if it isn’t taking off. Perhaps she could simply scale back her hours for a while, or she could put it on the back burner while she does something else. Perhaps he could sell off the company or its assets, or license a product or program. There are multiple directions he could go to keep the business going. The more clearly the two of you define the goals that the company and your family are working toward, the easier it will be to determine what he should do next.

Some ideas for goals to set that would trigger your entrepreneur stepping away from the business include:


[image: ] If $_________ in investment is not raised by _________

[image: ] If the business is not able to bring in $_________ in revenue by _________

[image: ] If the business is not able to break even by _________

[image: ] If we have spent $_________ in personal savings on the company but it is still not sustainable

[image: ] If there are fewer than __________ customers


I’ll be honest: talking about your entrepreneur stepping back from his business, even if it’s just temporarily or partially, is really, really difficult. Ned and I have been doing the start-up thing for more than a decade, and we still haven’t figured out how to have this particular conversation well. Perhaps it’s because all entrepreneurs tend to be optimistic that the next big break for the company is just around the corner. But if you jointly set a specific deadline and that big break doesn’t come by then, you have a viable opening to begin this tough but necessary discussion.

Knowing that you are talking to your mate about possibly abandoning or neglecting his or her treasured creation, you’ll want to approach this conversation with as much sensitivity and gentleness as possible. It’s a delicate dance of asking and listening and respecting. It may take weeks or months or even years, but as long as the two of you are continuing to talk and move forward in the same direction, you’re still doing fine.

Gregory and Hope, whom you met in chapter 13, were really struggling in 2008. Gregory had been trying to raise a certain amount of funding for his financial start-up for two and a half years. But then the economy tanked, and Hope couldn’t see how Gregory’s venture could find any investment or gain any traction under those circumstances. Eventually, Hope, who was working two jobs to pay their bills, told her husband that she had had enough. “I’m tired and exhausted,” she told him. “You’re not getting closer to your fundraising goal. I think you need to get another job.”

Gregory told her that he needed time to think about it. Hope intentionally gave him plenty of space, checking in with him only once a month. Three months later, he agreed to shut down the company. “Once the decision was made, I didn’t bring it up again,” Hope explained. “I just tried to be very understanding of his big loss. I knew he needed to mourn.”

Gregory ended up joining a start-up as one of the earliest employees. He was then given the opportunity to open up a new office in Europe, gaining valuable entrepreneurial experience within a more stable context. Gregory stayed in the job for five years before he struck out on his own again. By agreement with Hope, he had a certain amount of savings, strong cofounders, and an already developed product when he left his job to launch his next company. They had learned what they needed to enter a new business with minimal collateral damage to their relationship and finances.

While the idea of setting goals together and sticking to them may sound strange or unnecessarily formal, the practice actually provides some extraordinary benefits. You and your entrepreneur will have plenty of opportunity to practice communication and trust—and the entire process could actually bring you closer together. Establishing goals is also one critical component in pacing yourselves over the entrepreneurial journey that you may find yourself traversing for the next few decades. And, as we’ll see in the next chapter, every little thing you can do to help sustain one another on this long and tiring road can make a big difference.
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[image: ]

Sustaining the Entrepreneurial Life Together

Sticking by your entrepreneur through a couple years of craziness is one thing; staying by his side for decade after unpredictable decade requires another level of fortitude altogether. It also requires an extra measure of patience and wisdom, something I am still very much trying to learn. It is no longer a sprint to survive, but a slow, steady study in perseverance and commitment.

In the waning days of 2014, I dubbed the upcoming year as “the year of the family.” Ned had been working on d.light for more than eight years, and it seemed like we were finally emerging from the start-up phase. The company had hired other experienced executives, and Ned’s scope of responsibilities was becoming more manageable. He was traveling less, was home for dinner more, and generally seemed less stressed. Our corporate child had finally grown up and was functioning with some independence. I was looking forward to some hard-earned peace and stability.

Then 2015 arrived. Within days, it became clear that d.light had hit a really rough patch. Ned was suddenly instated as CEO, and I had to bid an abrupt farewell to my dreams of normalcy. We would be lucky if we could set aside one Saturday a month for family time.

Even though we were past the point at which the average start-up becomes an established firm, we suddenly found ourselves in the most exhausting and stressful season of d.light’s existence. Ned started traveling frequently again. When he was home, he spent every morning and every night on conference calls with team members and partners in other countries. I could sense the depth of his stress and anxiety in the way he spoke in short bursts or paced around the house at night. We could barely have a coherent conversation together, so distracted was Ned by his new responsibilities. Even when he was home, he was, mentally, a world away.

For all intents and purposes, my husband was gone, sucked back into the start-up vortex I thought we had left long ago.

Meanwhile, I was back in the familiar role of almost-single parent, trying to manage a cranky, tantrumy three-year-old who could not understand why his favorite person in the world was suddenly so unavailable. Once again I had to oversee our household on my own and put my own goals and priorities on hold to give Ned what he needed to resuscitate his baby.

I’m sorry to say that I did not handle this unexpected twist in our collective fates with grace. I was grumpy and resentful and stressed out. But most of all, I was tired. Our past start-up adventures had already stretched me further than I wanted to go, and now I was being asked to sacrifice even more. I wanted out of the start-up life. But, unless I was ready to walk away from my marriage—which I wasn’t—getting out didn’t seem like an option for me.

Here’s the thing about entrepreneurs: most of them never really stop being entrepreneurs. One twentysomething entrepreneur I spoke with kept emphasizing how he wanted to be successful enough to retire early. When I pressed him on what retirement meant to him, he admitted that he simply wanted the time, financial resources, and flexibility to build an even bigger business than what he is currently able to do. “Retirement means doing what I want to do,” he told me. And what he wants to do more than anything else is to start yet another company.

Far from being simply a career, being an entrepreneur is more of a lifestyle choice, one that our significant others will choose for as long as their minds and bodies allow them to. (Ned has assured me that we will soon have the technology to reverse the consequences of aging, thus allowing him to be an entrepreneur for centuries, if not longer. God help me.)

Committing to being with an entrepreneur, then, could very well mean signing up for a lifetime of uncertainty, unpredictability, and risk. So how can this kind of life together be sustained for the long run?

Ned has a business school classmate who runs one-hundred-mile ultramarathons on a regular basis. As if running such a ridiculously long distance isn’t enough, he tends to sign up for races that take place in extreme weather conditions or across punishing terrain, like the Sahara desert or the Colorado Rockies. I read this guy’s Facebook updates with a combination of admiration, respect, and more than a little horror.

Marriage is its own kind of marathon, hopefully one of the longest commitments you will make in your life. Marriage to an entrepreneur, far from being your run-of-the-mill race through paved city streets in temperate climate, is more like a Sahara desert ultramarathon.

I have never enjoyed long-distance running; going one and a half miles in middle school was far enough for me. But there are plenty of good lessons to be drawn from the practice of endurance running—beginning with the fact that no one can run a marathon without proper planning, training, and pacing.

If you’ve read up to this point in the book, you hopefully have some ideas for how you and your beloved entrepreneur can plan for the ups, downs, and one-eighties of the start-up journey. You can, for example, create financial budgets and stick to them. You can establish your priorities and organize your lives around them. You can recruit a team of people to help you along the way.

The training comes through many of the practices we have already discussed, especially around setting boundaries; investing intentionally in your relationship through time, affirmation, and addressing tensions; and establishing healthy individual identities. These practices will strengthen your relationship muscles, eventually becoming habits that make you consistently healthier and happier.

But, in order to retain a robust relationship through more than one venture, through successes and failures and everything in between, you and your mate must learn how to pace yourselves. According to training specialist and author Matt Fitzgerald, a successful marathon runner “must have a solid sense of the fastest pace he or she can sustain through the full race distance and the ability to make appropriate adjustments to pace along the way based on how he or she feels.”1

Most entrepreneurs will probably chafe at the idea of pacing. In the highly competitive start-up landscape, many founders act based on fear—fear of not moving fast enough, fear of being squashed by the competition, fear of missing out on their big break. They can’t stop, can’t rest, can’t slow down because to do so could result in the death of their idea. (In chapter 19, we’ll talk more about failure and why it doesn’t have to be the frightening specter that we make it out to be.)

But if we look again at Fitzgerald’s words above, the role of pacing is not to slow you down. It is to help you go further. Pacing teaches us to expend our energy with a long-term view, in hopes that our accomplishments will be greater and more lasting than the results of a short sprint. And, although many of us don’t like to think about this, we need to make allowances for how our bodies age over time. If your beloved entrepreneur started his first company when he was twenty-three, chances are that he’s not going to be able to operate at the same pace when he starts his next company at thirty or thirty-five or forty. Nor should he try to.

To be clear, I’m not saying that you should pester your mate to spend minimal time on her business, building it leisurely and with little effort. Pacing oneself doesn’t mean being ineffectual or not working hard. Your significant other will still have to pour huge amounts of time and energy into her venture. She will experience times of particular intensity that require long hours and frequent trips. But such intensive times should be occasional seasons, not a way of life. Your entrepreneur should not pour so much into her business that she has completely emptied herself while she still has decades of life before her.

Despite our assumptions that 24/7 devotion is the best strategy for a new company, social scientists have found that hard work is not the best determinant of success. Nor is IQ or privilege. The commonality that academically and professionally successful individuals share is actually grit. According to psychological researcher Angela Lee Duckworth, “Grit is passion and perseverance for very long-term goals. Grit is having stamina. Grit is sticking with your future, day in day out, not just for the week, not just for the month, but for years. And working really hard to make that future a reality.”2 Hard work is extraordinarily important, of course, but so are perseverance and stamina.

Even if you weren’t born with entrepreneurial DNA, you can just as easily forget how to pace yourself. After years of seeing how hard and how long Ned works, my perspective of what is normal and healthy has been skewed. I am more likely to push myself as well, picking up the slack at home or dedicating more hours to work. Or I may feel the need to prove my capabilities as a spouse, parent, or professional by refusing to ask for help.

If you are planning to stay with your entrepreneur for the long run, you need to pace yourself as much as he does.

The possible consequences of either of you not slowing down are deadly serious. It’s not your livelihood but your life that is at stake, from your physical and mental health to the relationships and activities that sustain you. Without proper pacing, you open yourself up to depression, exhaustion, and illness. The longevity of your marriage or your ability to stay present in your children’s lives may be seriously compromised. Unfortunately, most of us (myself included) don’t learn this lesson until we extend ourselves to the limit and then hit bottom—hard.

Amanda Slavin of Las Vegas, Nevada, operated at a completely unsustainable pace in her twenties. She worked fifteen-hour days, while also exploring other career opportunities on the side. When she started her marketing and events company, she traveled constantly, couch-surfing wherever she went to save money. She would go out for drinks or to socialize and network every spare moment she had. Sleep was not a priority. Unsurprisingly, she got very little of it.

And then, at the tender age of twenty-five, Amanda had what she calls “an early-life crisis.” She wasn’t healthy, she realized. She wanted a family one day, and her current lifestyle wasn’t doing anything to lay the groundwork for that. As a result, she began making significant changes in her life, reordering her schedule so she could travel less and sleep more, making arrangements to sleep in actual beds instead of on strangers’ couches. She also implemented changes at work, more clearly defining and narrowing the scope of her own role.

More than five years after she had that original epiphany, Amanda now sleeps eight to ten hours a night. She regularly goes to the gym, meditates, and does acupuncture. Over the next two years, she plans to hire and train other leaders to take on most of her business’s daily operations. “Then I can be an ancillary support for the company,” she told me. “I want to be able to work from home. I’m altering my role but I’m not leaving.” With each of these choices, Amanda is making additional space for her relationship with her boyfriend and the kids that she hopes will come one day.

Business adviser Jim Warner would say that Amanda is absolutely on the right track. The secret to enduring such a “high-octane career,” as Warner calls it, is to delegate responsibilities and empower others. The entrepreneur needs to know exactly what he is good at and be willing to delegate everything else to those with greater capacity or capability. This requires making excellent hires, including those who are more experienced or more skilled or who bring a particular area of expertise that he doesn’t have. It also means letting go and learning to trust other people to nurture his start-up baby.

This ability to share the burden of responsibility with others is directly related to the health of your marriage. “Entrepreneurs have to delegate and empower,” Warner explained, “or else they will be divorced a few times or have a numb marriage.” A numb marriage is one that is flat and polite, and involves going through the motions more than any kind of genuine affection or partnership.

Delegating isn’t easy for most entrepreneurs, who become accustomed to doing everything for themselves and jumping on every opportunity that comes their way. It’s part of the reality of pursuing a nonconsensus, unconventional idea. Your entrepreneur needs to chart her own path. Without knowing what that path is, she will try every open door, window, and doggie door that comes her way.

I get it. Sometimes that’s necessary. But there is the real risk that your entrepreneur could become addicted to this kind of behavior.

Warner says entrepreneurs have a tendency to be “opportunity junkies.” “Those who have grown up in a scarcity type of environment are wired to never go back to that place, and they will take advantage of every opportunity they have,” he told me. With about 22 percent of entrepreneurs coming from upper-lower-class backgrounds, the fear of scarcity is not an insignificant force among business founders.3 But even those who grew up with plenty are susceptible to becoming addicted to the thrill of chasing the next potential big break.

This is where accountability really comes in handy. From Warner’s perspective, such accountability shouldn’t come from the significant other but from a more objective third party, like a mentor, coach, or trusted friend. This should be someone who can “watch the entrepreneur’s back, and can say, ‘You’re not going to do this because it will harm your family and personal well-being.’” Warner goes so far as to ask some of his clients to treat him like a sponsor, in the Alcoholics Anonymous tradition. If ever they feel the urge to chase after a new opportunity, they have to call Warner first. Only if he gives his blessing can they pursue it.

I think most of us would squirm at the idea of giving another person this kind of veto power over our career decisions. But the reality is that we—entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs alike—sometimes have a hard time evaluating what is truly worth our time and energy. We can’t see how a choice we make will hurt ourselves or those we love. That’s why the outside, more objective perspective of a wise and trusted individual, who has likely seen these patterns in the behaviors of others, is so valuable.

The ability to say no and to delegate can make a significant difference in how your life, your family life in particular, looks. Neal Thornhill, whom you met in chapter 13, decided to truly prioritize his family several years ago. He started with reducing his own workload at his insurance claims company. “I decided that I wanted to make the company run on its own,” he explained. “That became my focus. I learned systems to put in place and make it happen.” As a result, Neal is no longer deeply involved in the day-to-day operations of the business. He now has lots of free time to be with his family and to pursue another passion of his: search-and-rescue service. As an added benefit, his business is more successful than it’s ever been.

Perhaps your entrepreneur isn’t a work or opportunity junkie. Perhaps his justification for lack of pacing is the greater mission of his work, such that he tends to consider his own health and well-being a lower priority.

When Ned and his cofounders first started d.light, they were extremely frugal with the funding they had received. In many ways, I think this was a wise and correct approach. But they were frugal to the point at which they sacrificed their own health. This is why we stayed in motels in rural India that cost a few dollars a night but were so dirty and dilapidated that I broke down sobbing after a couple of nights there. Ned would buy the very cheapest plane tickets he could find, following exhausting itineraries of red-eyes and multiple stopovers. He even occasionally put himself in situations that didn’t seem entirely safe, arriving in a developing country he had never been to before in the middle of the night, without anyone to meet him, and walking to his hotel while dragging his luggage behind him.

In those early days of d.light, the rationale was that every dollar spent on an unnecessary luxury was a dollar that wasn’t being spent on improving the lives of off-grid families. It was a rationale that Ned and I both had trouble disputing. We even carried this way of thinking to China, skimping on our own comfort—compromising on our housing, our transport, and any help from others. We didn’t think taking care of ourselves was nearly as important as the work we were doing.

Entrepreneurs who are driven by a social mission seem to be particularly susceptible to this way of thinking. So many people in the world are suffering, we tell ourselves. How can I prioritize my own comfort and well-being over theirs? Shouldn’t I be willing to sacrifice for the good of others?

I have found this way of thinking to be unhelpful at best, and paralyzing at worst. If you and your beloved are pursuing the entrepreneurial path, you are likely already making sacrifices. There is no need to kill yourselves in the process. In fact, pushing yourselves too far too fast will, in the long run, limit your ability to serve the cause you passionately believe in. The positive impact that your beloved could have over ten, twenty, even thirty years is magnitudes greater than what she could achieve in a short sprint of a few years.

As much as Ned and I can help it, we don’t push ourselves to the brink of burnout anymore. Truthfully, we can’t push ourselves like that anymore. Our bodies experience aches and pains and injuries that we didn’t experience as twentysomethings; our ability to push through long days is not what it once was. Fortunately, d.light has more financial resources than those early days, giving us more options. Ned now allows himself to purchase direct flights whenever possible; he even occasionally upgrades to a business-class ticket so he can sleep while making transatlantic journeys. I allow myself to rely more heavily on friends and family, asking others to help watch our son or provide a meal when I feel especially stretched. We have learned to notice and respond to the limitations of our bodies and minds. It is both a kindness to yourself and your loved ones, and a necessity if you would like your start-up journey to last beyond a few years.

If we can pace ourselves well, we can also create margin in our lives for the unexpected—positive or negative. Shortly after Neal put systems and people into place to make his business more self-sustaining, his wife, Bridget, had a major opportunity to grow her consulting business to the next level. That would require Neal to take on the responsibilities of running the household, including being the lead parent for their two children. Fortunately, he now had the time to do so. “I became the primary caretaker for the kids. I drove them everywhere. I was more involved in everything,” Neal told me. “It was great.” He was able to spend precious time with his kids and help propel his wife’s career forward—all because he had created space and time in his own life.

The year 2015 was our own unexpected surprise. Neither Ned nor I had thought he would take over the company, or that our lives would suddenly become so stressful and demanding. Yet the slightly calmer existence we had led in the couple of years prior gave us the stamina to persevere. Whenever Ned was able to slow down and breathe, we made sure to schedule date nights and fun family activities. Those months were difficult and exhausting, but they were tolerable.

Like anything worthwhile in marriage, pacing doesn’t just happen. It requires planning and deliberate choices. Try to put a hard stop on your workdays. Make sure you have at least one day a week in which you’re not working. Say no to opportunities that would require you to overstretch yourself. Prioritize rest and comfort and leisure when you can. If you have a little extra space to breathe, use that space to breathe instead of filling it up with new activities. When you go on vacation, make sure it’s actually a vacation. If possible, take a few months off in between different start-up ventures.

Each of these small choices can eventually become habits—which will ultimately affect your overall lifestyle and quality of life. Trust me: your future self will thank you for your decision to intentionally pace yourself now. And you may even find that taking care not to burn yourself out can enable you to do far more than you thought you could.

After our disastrous year in 2015, you’d think the last thing I would want to do is consider another international move. But by the end of the year, it became increasingly clear that Ned needed to spend several months in the company’s office in Nairobi, Kenya. We knew that we didn’t want to be apart for that long, and we obviously didn’t want to leave our three-year-old son behind. Therefore, the only feasible options were to move to Kenya as a family, or not go at all.

Ned and I spent hours discussing and debating every aspect of a stay in Kenya: how long we’d be there, schooling arrangements for our son, the kind of support I needed, the type of home and neighborhood we would reside in, Ned’s work hours. Now older and as parents, we knew we couldn’t afford to make the same mistakes we had made in China. So we deliberately arranged our lives in Kenya in a way that was sustainable, including staying in a nice expatriate neighborhood that was close to Ned’s office and hiring both a driver and a house helper. Ned even committed not to travel for the duration of our stay, so we would have more time together as a family in Kenya than we typically did back home.

The remarkable thing is that, for all the challenges of living in another country, the plans and choices we made for our time there turned it into a wonderful experience. We prioritized our marriage, continuing our tradition of weekly date nights even when making childcare arrangements was a little more complicated. We prioritized family, taking our son on local excursions to explore the vast natural beauty of Kenya. We prioritized community, so we intentionally sought out places where we could find like-minded friends. Against all odds, the seven months we spent in Kenya ended up being one of the richest, most balanced seasons in the entirety of our marriage. On top of that, Ned was able to be extraordinarily productive while there, building up new systems and making key hires so that the office could run on its own after we left.

We had learned some valuable lessons and had actually been able to apply our learnings to the benefit of our own health and the health of our family. This willingness to learn and adapt will not only make your entrepreneurial life more satisfying and sustainable, but, as we’ll see in the next chapter, it could actually end up being the best part of the entire experience.
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Growing with Your Entrepreneur

Pastor Timothy Keller writes, “Marriage by its very nature has the ‘power of truth’—the power to show you the truth about who you are.… Marriage does not so much bring you into confrontation with your spouse as confront you with yourself. Marriage shows you a realistic, unflattering picture of who you are and then takes you by the scruff of the neck and forces you to pay attention to it.” If this has you feeling like you want to punch marriage in the snout and demand that it let you go, Keller adds this bit of inspiration: “This may sound discouraging, but it is really the road to liberation.”1

When I dug a little into the history of the human concept of self-awareness, I found that philosophical writings on this subject go back thousands of years. Ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu, who lived in the sixth and fifth centuries BC and is considered the founder of Taoism, wrote, “He who knows others is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened.”2 Across cultures, societies, and generations, the consensus is that truly understanding ourselves—in all our glory and messiness—provides clarity on our values and goals, and empowers us to pursue them in an authentic and meaningful way. Liberation, indeed.

The challenge is that this particular road to liberation can feel more like a superhighway when you are doing life, day in and day out, with an entrepreneur. What other kind of relationship forces you to confront your deepest fears and issues around money, control, self-worth, time management, codependency, and self-care—all at once?

It’s overwhelming, to be sure. I’ve seen many entrepreneurs’ significant others get stuck in that state of feeling deluged by the emotional and psychological chaos that their beloveds have created. As a pessimist, I find it far too easy to dwell on the costs of being married to an ambitious entrepreneur.

Yet that would be only a fraction of the story of how my marriage has impacted me. Far richer and more lasting are the ways in which being married to an entrepreneur has grown me—as an individual, a professional, a spouse, a parent, a friend, and even a global citizen. Consider these lessons that being with Ned has taught me:


[image: ] I had my first burnout and “midlife” crisis when I was twenty-six years old, which forced me to confront my addictions to people-pleasing and perfectionism, as well as my poor professional boundaries, early in my career.

[image: ] We have moved—sometimes across town, sometimes across the world—almost every year of our marriage. This more nomadic lifestyle has made it very clear what is most important to me and has diminished my attachment to material things.

[image: ] The many unpredictable circumstances that Ned and his venture have thrown my way have steadily chipped away at my need to control and plan for everything in my life. I’ve been forced to learn how to make due in all circumstances, and to seek contentment and gratitude no matter what my life looks like.

[image: ] After a concerted effort to have a codependent marriage, I soon learned that I couldn’t depend so much on Ned and had to develop my own sense of independence and autonomy. As a result, I have a strong sense of my individual identity and have cultivated my own social circles and activities outside of our relationship.

[image: ] I have always hated asking for help, but I had to learn how to after our son was born. Doing so has given me the opportunity to benefit from others’ care and generosity, and assured me that I am not alone in this journey.

[image: ] Our stays overseas—in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Kenya—have been extraordinarily stretching, pushing me to the limits of my tolerance and courage. Yet I have a much deeper understanding of other cultures and places, and how global systems of business, trade, and politics operate.


In all honesty, each of these areas remains a work in progress for me. But I had made significant strides in each before I reached my mid-thirties. I couldn’t imagine this happening if Ned and I had journeyed down a more traditional path that relied on stability, predictability, and security. Being with Ned, and hanging on for dear life through his wild start-up journey, has completely transformed the person I am—and almost entirely for the better.

My growth trajectory has certainly not been a straight line. I have had long seasons of inertia or regression, of anxiety and depression, of frustration at having to deal with the same issues over and over again. It has been extraordinarily painful at times, like a kind of dying as I laid to rest aspects of my character, personality, and ego that I had relied on for over three decades. More than once I have wondered if I would be able to emerge from a particularly difficult season with my soul intact.

Despite the short-term discomfort that this dynamic of deep, enduring personal growth may cause us, it actually represents marriage at its most ideal. In fact, having a partner who will challenge you and push you to grow and mature may be one of the most essential things we should consider when entering into a long-term commitment. Relationship expert Susan Quilliam, known for authoring more than a dozen books on sex, relationships, and parenting, addresses this in her most recent book, How to Choose a Partner. “The most important factor is not whether we are currently ecstatic,” she explains, “but whether we are currently growing, and whether we trust that we will grow in the future, and whether we believe our partner is growing too.”3 This is what makes for a successful relationship—not happiness or passion or financial plenty. And this, in my experience, is what keeps a marriage engaging and compelling for decades.

The good news is that entrepreneurs, by their nature, may be ideal partners in this quest to acknowledge and grow into our most authentic selves. In his nearly three decades of work with entrepreneurs, Silicon Valley executive coach Julien Adler has found entrepreneurs to be among the most adaptable people around. One of their greatest strengths is their ability and willingness to try new things or to approach a problem from multiple perspectives. “That adaptability can be used to great effect in a relationship,” he told me. “A lot of the skills and strategies required to build a successful business can also be used to build a dynamic and great relationship.”

In other words, the constantly shifting approaches and strategies that Ned successfully applied when d.light first got started—and that drove me crazy with uncertainty—are actually a strength in our family life. He can adapt to how I change over the years and what our family needs from him. He can find new ways to prioritize his personal life even as the needs of his business morph in unexpected ways. He can continue to be a partner who stretches me, in all the best possible ways, no matter how long we have been together.

Just like the old maxim says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.”4 And, if you’ll allow me the extended metaphor, the “irons” our beloved entrepreneurs bring into the relationship always seem particularly hot and ready to strike. The question is: Are you willing to embrace the process of being sharpened, or are you going to fight it or run away from it?

In my second job out of college, I had the privilege of working for a nonprofit that had a core value of “continuous learning.” We talked about how everything, whether a success or failure, progress or misstep, was an opportunity to grow. We emphasized the importance of giving and receiving feedback, of not operating out of assumptions and being willing to ask questions. I’ll be honest: continuous learning, especially in the intense context of the short-term leadership program we ran, was a messy process. Despite all our best intentions, we would still become frustrated at one another or end up hurting one another. There were tears and raised voices and many, many difficult conversations.

When it comes to our own development, it is normal to resist growth and change. We don’t like letting go of the versions of ourselves that are familiar and comfortable; we don’t like admitting that we have a lot of room for improvement. And sometimes, we resist this push to change the most when it comes from those closest to us, including our spouse.

Fortunately, those feelings of resistance or anxiety are actually a good sign, as they indicate that something substantial is probably happening within you. According to internationally recognized Enneagram experts Don Richard Riso and Russ Hudson, “The process of growth entails an ongoing cycling among letting go of old blockages, opening up to new possibilities in ourselves, and then encountering deeper levels of blockage. Although we might wish that spiritual growth would be more linear and that it could be accomplished in one or two major breakthroughs, the reality is that it is a process that we must go through many times on many different fronts until our whole psyche is reorganized.”5

It is perfectly fine to feel anxious, uneasy, or even fearful when we feel like we are being pushed beyond what is comfortable. But the key is to stay with that process rather than withdraw from it, even when you are tempted to stick with the status quo version of yourself. The reality is that, if we are unwilling to deal with our shortcomings today, we will have to deal with them another time. They’re not going away until we intentionally make the decision to try to learn and grow and change.

Another essential? Remember to be especially kind to yourself and your mate when you are undergoing a season of personal development. If your experience is anything like mine, it is likely that, just when you think you’ve got it figured out, you will experience a new challenge, courtesy of your unpredictable entrepreneur. The learning journey doesn’t let up. It’s exhausting. I have gone through many periods when I didn’t particularly like myself, and I have tended to lash out at Ned when I was feeling that way. I have had to learn to forgive myself for not living up to my own standards and to give myself the space to try again.

If we can weather the storms of our spiritual and personal development, we get closer and closer to what Riso and Hudson call our Essence, which they define as “what we fundamentally are, our Essential self, the ground of Being in us.”6 Aligning your daily experience with your Essence brings peace, confidence, and an assurance of your place and purpose in the world.

I’m not just talking about transformations in your heart and mind; whatever development you undergo will also have practical implications. The personal growth that you experience through your relationship with an entrepreneur will affect the kind of friend, family member, and colleague you are to others. And it could very well affect your own career path.

For example, it took only two years for Amanda Slavin, whom you met in the last chapter, to infect her boyfriend with the entrepreneurial bug. He went from being a salesman to launching his own company. “Once he started getting around people who were really doing it, he couldn’t sit still anymore. He couldn’t be in a normal job anymore,” Amanda explained.

Erica Bryers, whom you met in chapter 12, ended up taking a big risk after she met and fell in love with Will Smelko. When Will started his supplements company, Erica started helping out when she got off work in the evenings. But there was an extra wrinkle to their relationship. Erica, a native of New Zealand, was living and working in Sydney. Will was in California.

When they made the decision for Erica to officially join the team, it required not only a change in careers for her but also an international move. She admits that moving to the US was challenging. “In the beginning, it was unsettling,” she explained. “I’m very used to my independence. I couldn’t drive very well on the other side of the road. I couldn’t go out and do stuff on my own.” Over time, though, the benefits have far outweighed the costs. She is now able to spend all her time “with the guy I was waiting my whole life for,” and she has developed a new community and sense of identity.

I am quite certain that I would never have had the courage to pursue writing if I hadn’t learned from the many calculated risks that Ned took. The twenty-six-year-old version of me who married Ned would have been horrified at the idea. Just five years later, it didn’t seem so crazy after all.

I’ve spoken with a number of other spouses who have tried new things and taken unfamiliar risks, in part because being with an entrepreneur makes these kinds of choices seem more accessible. And given the novelty-seeking profile of most company founders, it’s likely that your mate will encourage, affirm, and be inordinately excited by such untraditional interests and choices. One woman I met started pursuing photography after her husband founded his business; she now works as a wedding and portrait photographer. Another started a nonprofit to fight human trafficking. Others have moved to new cities or new countries. A surprising number have joined their significant other’s venture or started their own businesses.

I love hearing stories like this, about men and women who have been empowered to make the most out of a trying experience. Instead of focusing on the ways in which they have been neglected or felt out of control in their relationship, they have drawn valuable lessons from life with an entrepreneur and used it to open up new opportunities for themselves. This, I believe, is one of the most powerful strategies that an entrepreneur’s significant other can employ: Look at everything as a learning opportunity. Apply that lesson in a way to make your own life, and the lives of those around you, better and more meaningful.

Doing this, however, requires a release of expectations that you may have had about how your life would turn out. The more you are holding on to hope that your beloved will settle down and follow a predictable trajectory, or that your family finances will be stable and support a certain quality of life, or that your days and weeks will be predictable and controllable, the more you will have trouble adapting to—and benefiting from—the topsy-turvy start-up life. But if you can embrace the volatility and ride the waves coming your way, you will open yourself up to new possibilities that you may not have imagined before.

Perhaps this is why therapist Chris Bruno told me that the best antidotes for resentment are “curiosity and wonder.” When we’re feeling resentful and stuck, we only see what we have lost or don’t have, rather than what is possible. An emotionally healthier option is to ask ourselves questions like: What else could be in store for me? What new opportunities are available to me because of this? What have I learned about myself and my spouse that I could apply in the future? What can I do to turn this into a positive experience?

For example, here are some common challenges that entrepreneurial couples face, and possible opportunities that could come out of those hardships.


Challenge: My significant other is unavailable to me much of the time.

Opportunity: I can reach out to other family members and friends for support and assistance, giving me the chance to grow those relationships.

Challenge: Our family income is unpredictable and unstable.

Opportunity: We can become very clear on what material things matter most to us, and what things we can do without.

Challenge: We have had to move multiple times in only a few years.

Opportunity: We can experience life in new places and develop friendships all over the country/world.

Challenge: My spouse and I keep fighting about her business and how it’s affecting our family.

Opportunity: We can learn effective conflict resolution skills and practice reconciling with and forgiving one another.

Challenge: I am stuck at home with the kids while my significant other gets to work and travel and make his dream come true.

Opportunity: I can explore new activities that I can do at home or with my kids that would be nourishing for me, such as taking online courses or joining a parents’ group.



As you can see, the context of a difficult situation can shift dramatically if you are able to focus less on the challenge itself and more on the opportunities available to you. Even the hardest of circumstances will offer some possibility to try something new or to learn something new. But we have to have the willingness to acknowledge those possibilities and the courage to pursue them.

That’s not to say that this shift in thinking is going to happen with the flip of a mental switch. It took me at least five years of marriage to Ned before I moved the dial—even a little—on my ability to let go of my expectations and resentment. Twelve years in, I’ve made some more progress but am still very much working on it. The greatest barrier for me has been my pride. I wanted Ned to know how much he was making me suffer; I wanted to keep tabs on all that I had given up for him so I could use it as leverage against him; I didn’t want to admit that his wholehearted pursuit of something other than me could actually be good for me too.

Because Ned has a remarkably strong sense of self-confidence and purpose, my grumblings rarely caused him to change course and didn’t even seem to particularly bother him. Over time I realized that my beliefs about how miserable Ned was making me were just as responsible for my own unhappiness, if not more so, than the circumstances themselves. The unpredictable journey my husband had me on was unlike almost anyone else’s. There had to be something valuable I could gain along the way, if only I let myself.

Change in life is inevitable. We all know this to be true. Even if you and your mate followed the most predictable of life plans, working steady jobs and settling down and having your 2.5 children, you couldn’t escape unexpected events, pleasant or otherwise. A new family moves in next door. One of you gets laid off. One of you gets promoted. A relative passes away. A new law is passed that affects you personally. You have a big health scare. Your house needs major repairs.

How we choose to respond to these changes, as individuals and as a family, is ultimately what determines who we become as a result of that change.

In the start-up journey, those changes will likely come faster and more furiously than is typical. The hope, though, is that the unexpected twists and turns will push you to dig deeper and adapt faster—and nudge your learning and maturation forward at an accelerated pace.

As I’ve interviewed dozens of entrepreneurs’ spouses across the country, I have been deeply impressed with the wisdom they carry. Many of them can speak about their own foibles, and that of their spouse, with humility and humor. They often have a crystal-clear sense of their own strengths and interests, and a well-balanced perspective about everything from material possessions to parenting and dealing with difficult people. As marriage-family therapist Julian Gorodsky explained to me, “A long-term relationship is like sandpaper to the ego.” You will be shaped and softened and sculpted by the many adventures that your entrepreneur creates—and you will likely mature significantly because of them.

The shaping goes both ways, of course, but it may very well look different for each partner in the relationship. It’s likely that your mate, just by being who she is and undergoing what is necessary to build a business, will push you to change and grow. Unless you are also an entrepreneur, your existence alone may not have that kind of impact on your significant other. You may need to act with more intentionality, providing the affirmation and challenge to encourage your significant other’s growth as a partner, friend, co-parent, and more.

This requires great gentleness, thoughtfulness, and care in how you communicate with your beloved. Even under the best of circumstances, not many of us respond well to constructive feedback. Entrepreneurs are often already on a steep learning curve when it comes to running a business and bringing their product or service to market. Though I’m not sure they would admit it, I’d be willing to bet that many are not particularly interested in also thinking about their personal development. They may feel so inept on a day-to-day basis that they’re simply not interested in hearing about other ways in which they could grow.

If this is where your partner is at, then a good place to start is to regularly affirm all the things he is doing that make you feel loved and cared for, and to encourage him to do more of that when he can. Another possibility is to help your entrepreneur apply the growth he is experiencing professionally at home. As he learns how to manage a team or to roll out a product or to pitch to investors, you could highlight those skills—such as negotiating or giving and receiving feedback—that could also strengthen your relationship.

We all want to become better versions of ourselves, but sometimes we need a little nudge from a loved one to begin taking the first steps forward. That said, it’s important to remember that you don’t have the power to change others, not even your spouse. You can encourage their growth, but the bulk of your energy should focus on how you yourself can mature. And hopefully the fruits of those efforts will ripple out across your entire family.

For years, Jake Denham, the owner of the carpet cleaning business who had the winter from hell in chapter 3, had a very negative reaction whenever his wife, Hillary, tried to give him input. “I had listened to Hillary like she was a nagging person who just wanted to tell me what to do. I thought she just wanted to wash the joy out of my life,” he admitted. One day, they attended a marriage seminar together, and Jake had a stunning realization: “I’ve got a filter that I listen to my wife through, and it’s my fault. She wants love and connection, but I want control.” For Jake, being brutally honest about his own shortcomings has made it easier for him to receive feedback from his wife.

I think the Denhams’ relationship is a wonderful picture of how one partner’s self-awareness and willingness to learn can positively impact the other’s. If you are willing to model for your spouse that you want to learn and grow and mature, there is a decent chance that he will begin responding in kind.

This prioritization of continuous learning is especially important if your beloved’s business fails—or if it succeeds on a massive scale. Both circumstances could dramatically change your lives, and not always for the better. But if you’re willing to take it in stride, there are some very valuable lessons that your family could glean from both start-up defeat and start-up glory.
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Surviving Failure

Let’s start with the good news about a failed start-up: It’s unlikely to harm your entrepreneur’s future career prospects. Having a business that doesn’t make it is remarkably commonplace; remember that around 90 percent of new ventures end up failing, and the typical entrepreneur endures 3.8 failures before hitting upon a successful venture.1

In many start-up circles, failure is relished and seen as necessary. Some investors don’t even want to hear pitches from entrepreneurs who haven’t been through the demise of a company. Failure means you believed in yourself enough to take risks. Failure means you learned some important lessons. Failure means you are better equipped—and statistically more likely—to be successful the next time you start something.

I know plenty of entrepreneurs whose companies no longer exist, and yet they are doing just fine professionally. They still get invited to speak at conferences and are regularly offered wonderful professional opportunities. Their failure, it turns out, was just a stepping-stone to the next great thing they did.

Now for the bad news: As your beloved is watching the organization she has poured her heart, soul, and countless hours into die a torturous death, nothing I have said above will feel true. She will feel frustrated, humiliated, and small. She may think she’s a professional pariah. She may wonder if her life is over.

Sadly, far too many entrepreneurs buy into this belief. Some high-profile entrepreneurs who have taken their own lives in recent years include Austen Heinz, founder of Cambrian Genomics; Ilya Zhitomirskiy, cofounder of social media platform Diaspora; and Jody Sherman, who founded Ecomom. All three companies were struggling and teetering on the edge of failure when these founders committed suicide.2

And it’s not a challenge that is unique to Silicon Valley or the US. In 2016, Entrepreneur India published an article about the risk of suicide among Indian entrepreneurs.3 In a culture that doesn’t celebrate risk-taking and failure as much as American culture does, struggling entrepreneurs can become overwhelmed with shame and isolation.

Walking with your entrepreneur through the demise of a company is a serious, potentially life-and-death matter. If your significant other is one of the nearly one-third of entrepreneurs who struggle with depression (regardless of business success or failure), you’ll need to be even more aware of what he is experiencing and the kind of support he may need.

But even if your mate is emotionally resilient, the loss of a business can be incredibly painful and will likely incur real costs in your lives. When Jerlyn Hollars first married her husband, Dennis, twenty years ago, he was embarking on his first company. A successful, well-regarded astrophysicist with a few dozen patents to his name, Dennis had developed a way to transmit information via light waves at the height of the dot-com boom. Just as the company was ready to go public, the dot-com bust at the turn of the century hit. After three years of effort and quite a bit of personal investment, Dennis had to walk away with nothing.

His next company didn’t fare any better, collapsing once again just as it was about to go public. Dennis promptly moved on to another idea, developing solar panels that could be integrated into replaceable roof tiles. He and his business partner received some initial funding and had several other foreign investors interested in supporting them. But then Solyndra, the California-based solar-cell manufacturer that had received a $535 million loan from the US Department of Energy, filed for bankruptcy in August 2011.4 The sudden collapse of one of the darlings of the solar industry made international news—and spooked foreign investors away from the American solar industry. Dennis’s company had no choice but to fold.

He and Jerlyn had refinanced their home with an interest-only mortgage to help fund the solar business. They ended up investing one million dollars of their personal money into the company—none of which they got back. Unfortunately, there was more bad news to come. “Almost immediately Dennis started talking about having to sell the home and move away,” Jerlyn told me. They could no longer afford to pay the mortgage on their home in the Silicon Valley neighborhood that Jerlyn had grown up in, and instead had to move inland to a more affordable community in central California.

I spoke to Jerlyn more than five years after this happened, but the wounds were still fresh. “I’m still not over it. I miss my family and friends. I spent my whole life there,” she told me. She used to live one and a half miles from her daughter and grandchildren, and would regularly walk over to see them. Now she lives more than a two-hour drive away, and sees them only about once a month. She and Dennis are spending their retirement years in a community that is unfamiliar and far from what they envisioned. “It broke up my family. There’s a price to pay, and it’s a heavy price.”

Frankly, these are the kinds of stories you rarely hear in start-up circles, and I’m grateful for people like Jerlyn who are willing to share their experiences. For all the talk among investors and entrepreneurs about how great it can be to fail, few are willing to publicly address the very real and heavy costs of failure—psychological, relational, and financial.

Dennis’s experience is unusual in the amount of bad luck and unfortunate timing he seemed to have hit over and over again. In most cases, you will see the failure of a business coming for months. You may get warning signs when the goals and deadlines your entrepreneur sets (as discussed in chapter 16) are missed and clearly won’t be achieved anytime soon. Or it may simply be that the financial numbers don’t add up, and high expenditures, lack of revenue, or some combination of the two is bleeding the company dry.

It is extraordinarily painful for a founder to watch her precious venture dying a slow, drawn-out death. On the upside, the slow descent gives your family time to prepare for the worst. (Also, keep in mind that the worst may not come. I have been convinced that d.light would expire at several points in its existence, and somehow it managed to pull through each time.)

If the business is funded by outside investors, then how or when the company ends may be a decision that is out of your entrepreneur’s hands. But if your beloved is among the majority of entrepreneurs who self-fund or have friends and family fund their companies, the decision to pull the plug may be up to him—and I firmly believe it should involve you as well.

One of the most challenging decisions to make as a business struggles is whether additional capital should be injected, and where that capital might come from. Don’t forget that shutting down a company incurs its own costs, such as severances for laid-off employees, fees for broken lease agreements, or final tax filings. So it’s wise not to wait until the company’s bank account is down to zero before deciding to close it.

In the waning days of a business, the same financial principles that we discussed in chapter 7 still hold true. As much as is possible, it’s best to avoid taking on significant debt or wiping out savings accounts and retirement funds. You and your significant other should decide where you will draw the financial line—how much risk or debt or loss you are willing to take on before calling it quits—and commit to honoring that agreement.

That being said, when your partner’s company is on the verge of cardiac arrest, it will be much harder for him to be clear-eyed about what he should and should not do to try to save it. In the bestselling book Sway: The Irresistible Pull of Irrational Behavior, organizational expert Ori Brafman and his psychologist brother Rom Brafman discuss two powerful forces that cause otherwise smart, rational people to stay the course even when it’s clear they shouldn’t: commitment and aversion to loss. When we are highly committed to something—and the level of commitment grows the more time and resources we put into it—the Brafman brothers write that “it’s difficult to let go even when things clearly aren’t working.”5 Similarly, with aversion to loss, “the more meaningful a potential loss is, the more loss averse we become. In other words, the more there is on the line, the easier it is to get swept into an irrational decision.”6

Remember that long list of things from chapter 3 that an entrepreneur puts on the line when he starts a business? Entrepreneurs have commitment in spades, which is what they need to pursue their dreams to begin with. But this overhyped sense of commitment could get them into trouble if the company is heading south. And they may feel like the possible losses, such as financial capital, intellectual property, reputation, and professional opportunity are too great to be tolerated. I have heard far too many stories of entrepreneurs who kept trying to inject life into a doomed venture, to the great detriment of themselves and their families. Even when it’s the right thing to do, letting go of a dying company is terribly difficult.

That’s where you—and perhaps a financial adviser or trusted mentors and friends—will need to step in. You may need to walk your partner through the reality of the state of the company and help her see that continuing down the same path will only make things worse, not better. Gently remind her of whatever thresholds the two of you may have set, such as a certain amount of cash reserve or below-target sales orders, that would automatically trigger the shutdown of the business. No matter how wonderful a business, it’s not worth sacrificing your family’s financial future for it. In the heat of the moment, your entrepreneur may need a little help remembering this.

Once the decision has been made to shut down a company, your significant other will need to begin the bitter journey of accepting this loss and moving on from it. Every entrepreneur experiences loss differently. Some may bounce back fairly quickly, eager to move on to the next opportunity; others may sink into a deep depression. The majority will probably fall somewhere in the middle.

Grieving such a momentous loss is normal, and your mate should be allowed time and space to process this. (And, if he is open to it, engaging the services of a therapist or coach at this time wouldn’t be a bad idea.) You might have cause for concern, though, if your entrepreneur exhibits signs of chronic depression, such as prolonged changes in appetite, sleep, and energy level, or remains stuck in the grieving process for a long time.

In his book Failing Forward: Turning Mistakes into Stepping Stones for Success, leadership expert John Maxwell cites five warning signs that someone is not moving past a disappointment, challenge, or failure:


1. Comparison: I have it so much worse than other people.

2. Rationalization: I have good reason to wallow in what happened.

3. Isolation: I don’t need or want anyone involved in my life.

4. Regret: I can’t stop thinking about what I did wrong.

5. Bitterness: I really got screwed over.7


You may notice that all five of these stem from an individual’s outlook or perspective. There are many things—far too many things—in the start-up world that are out of our control, but how we perceive and respond to the circumstances around us is one thing we can control. And it is through cultivating a healthy attitude and seeking the necessary help that our beloved entrepreneurs can process and move on from a failed business in a productive way.

We can try to will ourselves to be more optimistic or content with what has happened to us, and there are plenty of books and resources that encourage that. But I think there is a far deeper character trait that will benefit our significant others. In all the stories of entrepreneurs I’ve read and heard, those who are best equipped to handle the demise of a business seem to have one characteristic in common: they are able to separate their ventures from their personal identities. “Failure is simply feedback,” explains executive coach Julien Adler. “It’s like saying make a right here or make a left here.”

Here is what all entrepreneurs need to understand, not just with their heads but deep in their hearts and guts: Just because a company is struggling or has failed, it does not mean its founder is a failure. It does not mean he no longer is a person of worth. It does not mean he has lost everything. He has only lost a portion of what matters in his life. In fact, your existence is evidence of the fact that your entrepreneur still has plenty going for him.

Even if an entrepreneur hasn’t experienced the failure of a company, he will likely become intimately acquainted with failure through the start-up process. Perhaps he wasn’t able to secure a big investor; perhaps he lost a vital customer; perhaps his product has a major design flaw. If your entrepreneur is able to own these mistakes without internalizing them or allowing them to define who he is, he will be better positioned to recover from and even capitalize upon these challenges.

In an interview with Inc., entrepreneur Mark Woeppel described how his management consulting business was hit hard in 2009, at the height of the global depression. He was eventually able to turn around the business, but during that dark season he learned some profound lessons that have remained with him. “I used to be like, ‘My work is me.’ Then you fail. And you find out that your kids still love you. Your wife still loves you. Your dog still loves you.”8

In the start-up world, many people often express admiration for entrepreneurs who lay it all on the line for their companies. But entrepreneurs who choose to tie up everything—including their identity, self-worth, financial future, and personal lives—with their businesses risk turning into one-dimensional creatures. Every aspect of their well-being is dependent upon a venture that is unpredictable and hugely impacted by circumstances outside of their control. Instead of the limitless potential, vision, and freedom that being an entrepreneur can bring, having such an all-or-nothing attitude actually places vast limitations on who your beloved is and who she could become.

In contrast, the entrepreneur who can separate her identity and value from her business is able to act with more freedom and less fear. Without the risk of losing themselves in the business, they can pursue it with more audacity and make decisions in a more clear-eyed manner. Investing in their personal life and their family actually makes them better entrepreneurs.

Martin and Cindy Arroyo started an organic food store and delivery service in Saratoga, California, in early 2015. They love their business and believe passionately in educating people about the importance of purchasing organic and locally grown food, but they both told me they would be willing to walk away from the store tomorrow if they had to. Part of it is the strategic way in which they started the business. They built it up slowly, such that they have never had to take out a loan or invest personal money. From day one, their venture has been cash-flow positive. (They managed to eke out a profit of $1 in their first week of operations.) As a result, the Arroyos are under no pressure to earn a certain amount of money before they move on.

Even more important is how they view their business: as just one step in a lifetime’s worth of opportunities. “There’s this fear that a lot of people have: If I’m not doing this, what do I do next? What can I do next?” Cindy said. She admitted that this fear used to weigh her down, but it has lessened over time. Her optimistic, ideas-driven husband has helped her learn that “there’s no shortage of what we could do next.”

Julien Adler agrees. “Very few entrepreneurs are one-trick ponies,” he explained. “They don’t just have one idea. The skills they have used to get to that point can be used anywhere. When you know both sides of it, you understand better how you can be successful.”

Another contributing factor to the Arroyos’ healthy outlook, I believe, is that they are able to reinforce this attitude in one another. If one of them begins to go down the rabbit trail of turning the company into something more than what it is, the other can help pull him or her back. Hopefully, the same dynamic could work for your relationship, whether you are both entrepreneurs or only one of you is. The more you can remind your significant other that he has far more going for him than the ups and downs of the business, the easier it will be for him to hold on to that as truth. There will be plenty of voices telling your entrepreneur that his business, and nothing else, needs to be his life. As his spouse, you are best positioned to counter those voices by offering affirmation and encouragement in other areas of his life.

But if your significant other isn’t yet able to root her identity in more than her business, how can she begin to make that shift? This is a major alteration in perspective, involving adjustments in behavior and habits and thought patterns. It will take practice and time, and the exact process will look different for every individual. Many of the strategies that we discussed earlier in the book—such as setting boundaries, maintaining communication, establishing goals and deadlines, and asking for help—are good for your relationship but are also good for the soul of your entrepreneur.

When he consistently draws a perimeter around his business and invests time and energy in your marriage, his health, his hobbies, and his friendships, he is building up other aspects of his life that are foundational to his character and well-being. He is broadening his perspective on what matters most in his life, both now and for many years to come. He is also strengthening his support network and his safety net. If things go badly—and for every entrepreneur, things will almost always go badly at some point—he has other people and activities to fall back on to help restore his confidence and sense of optimism. You, your children, and other loved ones will be the best reminder that he still has a lot to be thankful for.

Adler also suggests that spouses play the critical role of reframing for their entrepreneurs. When your mate says something negative or limiting, such as “I’m such a failure” or “I can’t do it,” your responsibility is to check her on that—kindly and gently, but checking all the same. You could simply say, “Let’s cancel that” or “Let’s rephrase that.” Once she hears that enough, she will become aware of her own negative thought patterns, which sets the stage for her to make concrete changes in perspective and behavior.

Aside from simply surviving failure, your entrepreneur can also gain quite a bit from a company’s demise. Mistakes and failures—not successes—are the very best training ground for learning and maturing. “Success leads to the greatest failure, which is pride,” writes David Brooks in The Road to Character. “Failure leads to the greatest success, which is humility and learning.”9

Much of the learning will be practical. Starting a business is a remarkably complex process, so the number of skills your entrepreneur can learn from the experience is almost limitless. Depending on the nature of the business, she may be simultaneously learning about creating and executing plans, managing cash and inventory, sales and marketing, supervising employees, establishing contracts, building up partnerships, and much more. No matter what your significant other does next, whether it be starting a new venture or joining an existing organization, these skills and experiences will be put to good use.

Even more significantly, though, your mate will learn hard but incredibly valuable lessons about leadership and character. Many start-ups are felled by outside forces, like recessions or competition or changes in government regulation, but just as many are brought down by the founder’s approach to leadership or decision-making. Maybe he held on too tightly to control or he made some poor hires. Perhaps he didn’t prioritize tracking his cash flow or lowering his costs.

Once an entrepreneur experiences the negative consequences of her mistakes, she will be able to more clearly see her strengths, weaknesses, and any changes she needs to make. She will better understand the most effective ways she can lead and the most effective ways she can empower others to support her.

Some of these skills could be learned through classes or trainings, but this kind of on-the-job, trial-by-fire learning is far more effective. There’s even an educational theory around it called desirable difficulties, a term coined by UCLA research psychologist Robert Bjork. The theory “suggests that introducing certain difficulties into the learning process can greatly improve long-term retention of the learned material.”10 And there may be no learning process more difficult than starting a company, building it up, and watching it die. That’s why even entrepreneurs who couldn’t successfully sustain a venture find themselves in high demand by other organizations.

What, then, is your role in supporting your entrepreneur through this learning process? One approach is to simply encourage him to talk about what happened and what he learned. As Bjork writes, “… the act of retrieving information is itself a potent learning event. Retrieved information, rather than being left in the same state it was in prior to being recalled, becomes more recallable in the future than it would have been otherwise, and competing information associated with the same cues can become less recallable in the future.”11

The learnings from an experience as stark as losing a business are so invaluable, in fact, that this supposed “failure” may end up being one of the best things that happens to your mate. George Kembel, who was an entrepreneur and venture capitalist before founding the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University, talks about how being an entrepreneur almost destroyed his marriage. At the age of twenty-seven, he was working on his second company when he married his wife, Alice. He did the typical entrepreneurship thing: he never turned off and never fully stepped away from the job. Alice, like many of us, felt incredibly resentful and accused her husband of having an affair with his company.

Today, Kembel says, “I think I’m lucky that that second company failed.… It saved my marriage.”12 When his company was doing well financially, he became much more focused on multiplying that success, giddy at the thought that he could retire early and provide for his parents, his wife, and his children for the rest of their lives. “Because the company failed, I realized that I almost lost everything that I was doing it for. And that’s not worth it. And I think I was lucky to learn that in two years. I think most people… learn that in a career.”13

No matter how dark the season of failure may feel for you or your entrepreneur, remember that you are both getting a lifetime of learning out of it. It’s impossible to put a price on that kind of wisdom and experience, and both your family and your beloved’s future career will undoubtedly benefit from it.

That being said, I’m sure we all hope that our significant others can eventually hit upon an idea that flourishes. In fact, I’m sure most of us wouldn’t mind that ultimate prize of a big acquisition or IPO as a reward for everything our family has sacrificed for the business. But that kind of success comes with its own major risks. If you want your relationship and family to stay intact, preparing for success is just as critical as preparing for failure.
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Surviving Success

A woman I’ll call Penelope thought her family had reached the promised land. After ten exhausting years of supporting her husband and his start-up, including raising two young children mostly on her own, the end had arrived. Her husband’s company had been acquired by a large corporation, and they were suddenly rich beyond their wildest dreams.

Penelope envisioned a lovely future for their family, with years of happy partnership, co-parenting, and domestic bliss ahead of them. To some degree, that vision came true. Her husband was around more. He could help out with the kids and the household chores. Penelope felt like she finally had her partner back, and their family was together in a way they hadn’t been before.

But then, not too long after the acquisition, her husband suddenly asked her for permission to sleep with other women. Stunned, Penelope immediately said no. He backed off and didn’t ask again.

Yet, for Penelope, the idea that her husband would even consider such an arrangement remained immensely painful. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that his deep betrayal was related to his successful exit. “There’s a fantasy that gets portrayed,” she told me. “One day he’ll be done with his company, we’ll ride into the sunset, and everything will be hunky-dory. But that’s just not real.”

What was real were the accolades and acclaim that were suddenly being showered upon Penelope’s husband. He had gone from being a fairly obscure entrepreneur to someone that everyone wanted to meet. Rich and powerful people told him how amazing he was and how he could do anything he wanted.

The effect on his ego was not pretty. The man who had been Penelope’s best friend and closest partner for fifteen years became someone she no longer recognized. His request to sleep around was only one of the problems that came up. The many fissures that had formed in their relationship over the past decade came boiling to the surface. They fought constantly. At one point, Penelope told him, “I don’t think I can respect you anymore. You’re a jackass now.”

Unfortunately, Penelope’s experience isn’t that unique. Executive coach Julien Adler explains that money and fame tend to have a peculiar effect on people. “Money and fame magnify all areas of you, the good and the ugly. It magnifies what’s going on in an individual. If someone is well balanced, they will certainly grow. If someone is not balanced, they will also grow but there is a lot of collateral damage,” Adler explained. And that collateral damage is likely to strike your marriage and family first.

Contrary to what we tend to think, reaching the pinnacle of success for entrepreneurs—that big exit—doesn’t mean you are set for the rest of your life. If anything, it means you have that much more responsibility to manage your new wealth and the impact it will have on your life. It means you have to be that much more careful about who you are and how you use your financial resources.

You’ve no doubt heard the many stories of lottery winners who have blown through their winnings within months and ended up bankrupt. Others have lost friendships, struggled with substance abuse, gotten sucked into criminal activity, or even become so depressed that they committed suicide.1

These individuals have experienced what psychologists Stephen Goldbart and Joan Indursky DiFuria, founders of the Money, Meaning & Choices Institute, call Sudden Wealth Syndrome (SWS).2 Typical symptoms of SWS include stress, isolation, guilt, and fear of losing money.3 At the root of SWS is a deep, expansive identity crisis: the rapid shift from being a typical hardworking individual to a person of extraordinary privilege and status. How an individual sees himself, and how others see him, has been transformed overnight.

Though financially successful entrepreneurs typically work harder for their money than lottery winners, they are just as susceptible to the stressors and challenges that come with a massive and abrupt change in wealth and standing. Your beloved may be average Joe or Jane entrepreneur one day, and then be featured on the cover of Forbes magazine the next. She may be toiling in an unmarked office building this week, and treated as a celebrity the next. This change is not necessarily negative in and of itself, but if you and your entrepreneur don’t prepare well for this possibility, the consequences of a big exit could get really ugly, really fast.

Even if you are not directly involved in the business, you are not immune to these impacts either. Where you fit in society, who wants to be your friend and who doesn’t, what unfamiliar opportunities open up for you, how your material possessions measure up to your peers’—these are all fresh challenges that you will likely need to deal with almost immediately after your family’s material worth skyrockets.

There’s a catchphrase that Google likes to use in many of its employee communications: “Scarcity brings clarity.”4 Though I’m willing to bet that Google employees only experience artificially created scarcity, this is still a useful maxim. When there is less to go around, we are forced to choose what and who matters most to us. In what will we invest our valuable resources—whether it be time, money, energy, or skill—if we have only a little bit to share? These are the questions most entrepreneurs and their families wrestle with for much of the start-up journey.

It makes sense, then, that an overabundance of resources would create confusion. When you are swimming in wealth, it’s easy to forget your priorities and what you value or who matters most to you. It seems like you can do anything you want, whenever and in whatever manner you desire. If you need more time or energy, you can simply buy it by paying other people to help you. If you need a particular skill, you could hire for it. Or take some classes. Or attend a conference. Or get a private coach or teacher. Or self-fund a project to figure it out yourself. The options are endless—which can actually be a dreadful thing.

Psychologist Barry Schwartz, who specializes in memory and learning, explains that having choices provides individuals with an important sense of freedom and self-determination. “But as the number of choices keep growing, negative aspects of having a multitude of options begin to appear,” Schwartz writes in The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less. “As the number of choices grows further, the negatives escalate until we become overloaded. At this point, choice no longer liberates, but debilitates. It might even be said to tyrannize.”5 Unsurprisingly, the symptoms of choice overload that Schwartz cites are the same as that of Sudden Wealth Syndrome: anxiety, stress, dissatisfaction, and clinical depression.6

So, can money bring any measure of happiness? Based on decades of research, scientists have found a clear and consistent correlation between money and happiness—but only up to a point.7 Those who have enough money to provide for their basic needs and live comfortably are typically happier than those who are struggling to make ends meet. However, after a certain threshold—in 2010, one research team said it was $75,000—more money doesn’t produce proportionally more happiness.8 Affluent individuals are only marginally happier than those who have a lot less. “The surprising truth is that we all reach a saturation point when it comes to money,” Goldbart and DiFuria write.9

Here’s more bad news about money: having a lot of it can fundamentally change your character, and usually for the worse. Recent studies have shown that the more wealth someone has, the less generous and empathetic he or she will be. Those who are more affluent, despite all their material advantages, tend to lie, cheat, and act less ethically than people with less. They commit adultery more often.10 They’re more willing to cut off other drivers on the road and to take candy from children.11 While it would be perfectly logical to argue that the wealthy need less help and fewer perks, they instead end up feeling like they are exempt from the rules and entitled to more.

I say this not to wag my finger at people who happen to have more material resources than I. My point is that we are all susceptible to these pitfalls. Ned’s company hasn’t had an exit yet, and I don’t know when or if that will come. But our household income has ticked up gradually over the years as d.light has grown, and that alone has been enough to cause changes in my behavior. There are subtle ways in which I have become less empathic and more entitled. I get more frustrated with having to wait in line; I am less patient with others; I’m more likely to interrupt when someone is talking or to ignore an email I don’t feel like responding to. If I continued on this trajectory long enough without checking myself, I’d probably end up taking candy from children too.

Sadly, this is the direction human nature tugs us in when we have relatively more power and resources than others. No matter how grounded and compassionate and humble you and your entrepreneur are now, if you suddenly find yourself with a few extra zeros in your bank account balance, there will be powerful forces pulling you toward arrogance, selfishness, and entitlement.

Even one of the most noble reasons people have to pursue wealth—to provide for their children and future generations—isn’t all it’s cut out to be. It turns out that children who grow up in extremely privileged households struggle with certain challenges far more than the average population. According to psychologist and Stanford professor Madeline Levine, who has provided clinical counseling for high-income families in Silicon Valley for decades, “American’s newly identified at-risk group is preteens and teens from affluent, well-educated families. In spite of their economic and social advantages, they experience among the highest rates of depression, substance abuse, anxiety disorders, somatic complaints, and unhappiness of any group of children in this country.”12

Levine has found that the many privileges provided by affluent families, plus the pressure to perform and achieve that often comes from successful parents, can form young adults who are less resilient, disconnected from others, and have underdeveloped interests and passions.13 No wonder, then, that some of the world’s richest people are deciding to leave only a tiny fraction of their wealth to their children.14

On top of that, because many newly affluent adults don’t actually have the financial know-how to manage their own finances or the tools to talk to their children about it, 70 percent of wealthy families lose their fortune by the second generation. By the third generation, a whopping 90 percent have frittered away their financial resources.15

Yet most of us are in denial about the detrimental impact that large amounts of money can have on us and our families. Despite the broad range of research documenting the challenges that come from wealth, the majority of us persist in thinking that more money will bring us that much more life satisfaction. We also assume that those who have fewer financial resources are a lot more unhappy than they actually are.16

This mismatch between expectation and reality probably explains much of the emotional turmoil that can come in the wake of sudden wealth. Like Penelope, you may expect all your hardships to disappear when that IPO happens.

Instead, aside from helping with practical matters of survival, money tends to make life more complicated. A wildly successful start-up can threaten your marriage as much as a failed start-up may. Remember how conflict over finances is one of the top causes of divorce? Unfortunately, couples can fight just as much about an abundance of money as they can about a shortage of money.

The bottom line: money is not, in fact, the be-all and end-all that we often make it out to be. It is a valuable tool, but like any tool, what matters most is how we choose to use it. It can do great good or cause great harm, depending on what role it plays in our lives and decisions.

Given all that is at stake for your well-being and family, I would contend that it makes sense to approach preparing for an IPO or acquisition with as much deliberation and care as you might prepare for bankruptcy. If you see a business-related windfall coming in the next few years—or even if you don’t—now would be a great time for you and your mate to begin discussing and planning for this possibility. Before your judgment is clouded by all those dollar signs, before you have too many voices vying for your attention and trying to sway your decision-making, it’s a good idea to figure out what matters most to you and how you would want to use your increased wealth.

Perhaps your mate’s business is not the kind that’s going to be acquired or to go public. Your family is doing fine financially but you don’t see any possibility of a sudden payout coming your way. Or you set up your company as a lifestyle business from the beginning and have no interest in selling it off. That doesn’t mean that you are exempt from all these risks. If your family’s income is trending upward, it just means you have a little bit longer to adjust to your new economic status.

A man I’ll call Mitchell took over his company when it was small and floundering, and has painstakingly built it up over a decade. He and his wife Vivien’s affluence has come gradually. But because most people in their social circles have remained in the same socioeconomic class during that time, the dynamic of most of their friendships has changed quite a bit over the last few years.

“The people who have always been my peers and friends have very different economic lives,” Vivien told me. “We have a really nice house now. People make assumptions because of that. There’s an inherent awe and jealousy that people have because of our supposed status.” Vivien has felt a lack of understanding from others who think that she has only “first-world problems,” and she doesn’t feel able to share openly about challenges related to the business because word might get back to some of Mitchell’s employees.

As a result, Vivien actually feels more isolated now than earlier in Mitchell’s career. When friends do approach her, she can’t be entirely sure of their motivations. “People see us and think what they can get out of us. They’re inviting us to fundraising dinners,” she explained. “We’re still us, but there’s this added thing. ‘Come to my this,’ ‘donate to my that.’ It feels like we have this identity that people see but we don’t project.”

Vivien and Mitchell feel challenged to find peers who fully understand their situation and whom they can confide in. They have encountered friends who are wealthy but don’t understand the start-up life; others are entrepreneurial but they haven’t been as financially successful. They try to be generous with their resources, but that can sometimes feed into the image that they are extraordinarily wealthy with money to spare.

Money can buy a lot, but it can’t bring relationships or personal contentedness. As a team of psychologists from Harvard, the University of Virginia, and the University of British Columbia reported, “Money is an opportunity for happiness, but it is an opportunity that people routinely squander because the things they think will make them happy often don’t.”17

According to Goldbart and DiFuria, almost everyone goes through a honeymoon phase as they adjust to their newly minted status as affluent people.18 In that initial period of euphoria, of feeling like you can do anything and be anything you want because you have so much money, you are most at risk of making bad financial decisions. You may make large, spontaneous purchases; you may give lavishly (but not particularly thoughtfully) to family and friends; you may try your hand at investing without doing the proper due diligence.

A good place to start, then, is to make sure you take things slowly. Don’t go and buy yourself a Tesla right away. Don’t promise every family member a new house. Don’t immediately enroll your children in the best private school in the area. Don’t tell your childhood friend that you’ll be the first investor in his new company.

This may be harder than it sounds, as you’ll likely have both friends and strangers approaching you for favors or to present you with new and exciting opportunities. Ned told me once that, each time d.light closes an investment round, he gets a slew of emails and catalogs from random (and sometimes fairly aggressive) individuals with requests to help manage his finances, pitches about new business opportunities, and advertisements for large-scale luxury purchases like yachts and vacation homes. If you or your significant other are impulsive or have trouble saying no, it could be particularly challenging for you to fend off the many requests that will come your way.

Instead, it may be a good idea for your family to just keep living life at the same pace and spending rate that you were before. Both of you are going to need some time just to get used to this major shift in your reality. The people around you—your family and friends and colleagues—may also need time to get used to your new status, and are likely watching you carefully to see how you will change. Keeping as many things constant in your life as possible will only help in that adjustment period.

The priorities that we discussed in chapter 7, for example, shouldn’t change even if you have a sudden explosion of wealth. Perhaps the number of priorities that you can act upon expands a bit, but ultimately what was important to you when you had less money should still be what’s important to you when you have more.

The challenge is that when we have a lot of wealth, we may forget about the other currencies that we used in the past to build contentment, like daily practices and rhythms to keep us grounded or authentic friendships that have no strings attached. The two of you can help gently remind one another what your priorities were and still are, regardless of how much you’re worth on paper.

Another reason to take it slow? As strange as it may sound, you need to learn how to be a person of considerable financial means. You may find yourself being inundated with invitations to new social circles and investment opportunities. And now that you have the option to spend your money on more things, you need to figure out the best use of those funds that will feel most meaningful to you. For example, studies have found that a majority of people derive more satisfaction and happiness from purchasing experiences rather than things, and from spending on others instead of themselves.19

You will likely also need to consider areas of financial management that you never knew about before: trusts, estates, wills, philanthropy, and different tax laws. One couple I spoke with had to delve into international tax law when the husband’s company was acquired. His wife had the opportunity to enter her dream graduate program in Europe, but she decided to turn it down when they discovered that they would have to pay $250,000 in wealth tax if they moved abroad.

To evaluate and understand each of these new areas, it would be a good idea to ask for as much help as you need. In general, entrepreneurs can benefit from sound financial advice, and this is even more the case when their finances are beyond what they know how to manage. It’s never too early to engage the services of a trusted financial adviser. You and your mate may also want to work with a coach, therapist, or spiritual leader to develop a robust sense of self-worth outside of any material success. If you haven’t yet gotten your big windfall, I’d suggest investing deeply in friendships now, such that your bonds become resilient enough to withstand a sudden widening in the economic differences between you. Or, if you’re already awash in cash, try connecting with someone who has been through a similar acquisition in wealth and could offer you helpful advice.

In the process of learning how to be a responsible, kind, and grounded person of wealth, I cannot say too much about the importance of humility. No one succeeds, or remains successful, alone. Your significant other likely had many supporters along the way to her big payout: cofounders and business partners, investors and funders, employees and contractors, clients and customers. She has also had you and your children and the rest of your family.

Similarly, you will continue to need the help of others even after you become millionaires or billionaires. You may not need the advice, encouragement, or friendship of others for survival, but you will need it for the well-being of your soul and spirit. And you and your significant other will probably need to depend on one another more than ever to act as the sandpaper to one another’s egos, gently nudging each other toward greater maturity and groundedness.

An important part of that is ensuring that your entrepreneur’s sense of identity and self-worth remain distinct from his financial assets and social status. Just as being defined by failure is harmful to our character, so is being defined by success. As many entrepreneurs can attest, success can be fleeting and fickle. Your wealth and status are subject to change depending on factors far outside of your control, such as government regulations or the state of the economy.

But even if you remained wealthy for the rest of your life, your contentedness about your status would likely wane. After a while, you and your mate might start worrying that it’s been too long since you had your last big success; you might fall into the habit of comparing yourselves to even richer individuals and feel like you need more to be happy. Therefore, it’s important to remember that the two of you have value far beyond the size of your most recent buyout, no matter what your peers, the media, or other successful people may tell you.

If you hope to get rich without damaging your family, your integrity, or your soul, the odds are actually stacked against you. But it is possible to walk with your entrepreneur through this transition wisely and relatively unscathed, as long as you hold on to your values and priorities and sense of identity, and limit your expectations on what money will do for you. Perhaps then you’ll be able to follow in the footsteps of the remarkable humanitarian work of Bill and Melinda Gates, or the generosity and down-to-earth family life of Warren Buffett.20

But the best news of all may be the fact that you and your entrepreneur don’t need to strike it rich to have a full and contented life. Living with purpose while surrounded by loved ones is a far more reliable recipe for a meaningful existence with few regrets. You can, in essence, create your own happiness and well-being, no matter the valuation, acquisition potential, or eventual fate of the start-up in your family.

In fact, as I’ve reflected on my experience as an entrepreneur’s spouse, and the many other stories I have heard from others, I’ve come to the encouraging conclusion that you and your mate have a very good chance of being okay. In fact, you may even be better than okay. This thrilling, unpredictable ride that our beloved innovators and leaders have taken us on is truly one of a kind, and there is every reason to believe that we can come out of this as uniquely mature and experienced individuals.







Conclusion

There’s a daydream I like to indulge in occasionally: Ned and I are semiretired, living off the funds we got when he cashed out on his d.light shares. We are still involved in doing meaningful things, of course, but there’s not the pressure to build it from the ground up or to constantly secure funding or to worry about everyone’s jobs. Maybe we work or volunteer twenty hours a week, but the rest of the time we read books, go to the movies, and make spontaneous weekend getaways to the beach or the mountains. We spend plenty of time together as a family, playing board games and going hiking and regularly taking our son on exotic vacations.

As much as I savor this dream, I know it’s never going to happen. That kind of life is not compatible with the man I married. He doesn’t ever want to stop innovating and learning and stretching himself. By extension, I don’t expect that he will ever stop stretching me.

Among the dozens of couples I interviewed for this book, the most well-adapted significant others all had one thing in common: they accepted who their entrepreneurs were, warts and all, and accepted the kind of impacts the start-up life would have on their existence. They didn’t try to resist the uncertainty and instability. Instead, they figured out how to operate within the ups and downs, creatively thinking around them and courageously trying different things to ensure that their bond and family life would continue to thrive.

I think it’s no coincidence that acceptance is the fifth and final stage of grief. Coming to a place of acceptance requires a letting go of the way you wish things were but can’t be. It is right and healthy to grieve the loss of dreams and hopes you may have carried into your relationship. It takes time to release our long-held expectations. Yet grief is only the beginning, not the end destination.

I’ve seen many a significant other give in to the temptation to stay in their grief and milk it as much as they can, laying the guilt and resentment on their entrepreneurs’ shoulders as thickly as possible. I have done this many times over the course of our marriage and still occasionally mourn how life with Ned will never resemble a Thomas Kinkade painting. Oftentimes, I find myself doing this when I want Ned to fix everything. He’s the one who made the mess, I think, so it follows that he should make it right again.

Entrepreneurs, for all their positivity and innovative energy, can fall into a similar rut of despair. It’s not possible to balance a start-up and family, they argue. I have to give this business everything I can in order for it to succeed. I don’t have anything left for family. I can’t do anything more.

If there is any message that you take away from this book, I hope it is this: there are plenty of things you can do to make things better for your family.

There is, however, no magic formula that will work for every couple all the time. Much of the work comes in figuring out what strategies are most effective for your relationship in the particular circumstances that you find yourselves in. And those strategies will change over time, as the business grows and falters, and as you and your partner enter and exit different life stages. Adapting, pivoting, adjusting, experimenting, innovating—these will all be required by you and your beloved entrepreneur at some point to ensure that you are still investing in one another.

It turns out that the stubborn persistence, creativity, and grit that enable company founders to be successful are exactly what your family needs as well.

Of course, it is ideal if both partners recognize the importance of investing in the relationship and are willing to change and sacrifice to improve your marriage. But even if only one person in the relationship—whether the entrepreneur or the significant other—chooses to prioritize family, there are still many options for making the most of this unpredictable journey. And more likely than not, the actions of one partner will eventually influence the behavior of the other.

I know that Ned chose to be with me, and chooses every day to remain with me, not because I enable and indulge his every whim, but because I support his dreams while also keeping him grounded. My broken-record insistence that he pay more attention to his own well-being, our marriage, and our family has no doubt irritated him over the years. Yet he has witnessed firsthand how everyone in our family is healthier, happier, and more well connected when he is fully present to us. And that, in turn, gives him more energy and focus to be a strong leader and manager for his first baby, d.light.

But what if that’s not the case? What if your entrepreneur refuses to change, and the stressors on your marriage and family only worsen over time? When is getting out of the relationship the best course of action?

Every marriage-family therapist, executive coach, and relationship expert I interviewed for this book, who have cumulatively worked with thousands of couples, was surprisingly reluctant to recommend separation or divorce, even for the most unhappy spouse. There are some behaviors that they agreed were unacceptable in a marriage, such as physical or emotional abuse, or chronic addictions that remain untreated. One therapist cited irreconcilable values systems as another consideration for ending a marriage. But in general, they agreed, one after the other, regardless of their faith background or personal experience, that divorce is a much-higher-risk proposition than we often like to think it is.

“The devastation that divorce causes is generally huge and lifelong,” therapist Chris Bruno told me. This is especially the case if children are involved. Social science research has consistently shown that children from divorced parents are more likely to have behavioral, psychological, and academic challenges. The only benefits children may experience are if a separation takes them out of a chronic high-conflict household environment, full of regular shouting, arguing, and other aggressive behavior.1

The financial side of divorce can also be complicated for entrepreneurs and their spouses, especially when both partners have a financial stake in one or more companies. I’ve heard a fair number of stories about spouses who waited until the big acquisition or IPO payout, and then immediately filed for divorce. Some entrepreneurs have had their earnings gutted and their businesses destroyed by a separation from their spouse.2 Investors, for better or worse, are becoming more savvy about this, requiring soon-to-be-married entrepreneurs to sign prenuptial agreements with their significant others as a condition of investment. Ned and I had already been married for several years when d.light received its first investment; even then, I had to sign papers agreeing not to try to take over the company if Ned and I ever divorced.

The stark reality, though, is that the majority of couples who choose to separate do not do so because of abuse, irreconcilable values, financial difficulties, or even infidelity. “Most people divorce because they feel like the magic or spark is gone,” research psychologist Ty Tashiro explained. “That’s the most prevalent category of divorce.”

Guess what? The spark will go out at some point even if your mate has the most predictable nine-to-five job and its accompanying cost-of-living salary increase each year. The spark will disappear when you have children, or it will fizzle out if you never have children. The spark will be snuffed out from stress, exhaustion, conflict, busyness, and boredom—whether your beloved is an entrepreneur or not. This is the challenge that all couples face, no matter their professional choices or career trajectories.

But the spark, if you let it, also has a very good chance of coming back. One recent study in the UK found that 70 percent of couples who reported being unhappy when their first child was born felt fulfilled ten years later.3 And, as we’ve discussed, there is plenty you can do to re-create romance and intimacy in your relationship, no matter how busy or stressed the two of you are feeling. “There can be a value in defaulting to staying,” one therapist told me.

Choosing to separate or divorce is, of course, a very personal decision, and the circumstances in most entrepreneurial relationships are highly complex. I cannot tell you what the best decision is for you and your entrepreneur. I can only encourage you to make such a weighty decision slowly and with caution. The truth is that, in the vast majority of relationships, it can, in fact, get better, if we’re willing to keep trying.

In all honesty, my marriage with Ned no longer has the same heated romance of our first few years together. But our relationship is far more mature and robust, carved and polished by the many hardships we have endured into something beautiful and lasting. My love for him today is deeper and full of greater respect and unconditional acceptance than our heady days as dating teenagers. We have seen the very best and worst of one another, we know all about one another’s shortcomings, and yet we remain wholly committed to each other. It is, to put it simply, a relationship worth fighting for and staying for.

That said, our life together is anything but predictable. Ned and his ongoing entrepreneurial adventures always keep me on my toes and compel us to keep working to strengthen our bond. The challenge for us to stay connected and on the same page about our priorities and life plans will likely remain with us for as long as Ned has that entrepreneurial bug.

If you happen to be married to an entrepreneur who really, truly is ready to hang up her founder hat, the journey to grow together is just as worthwhile. When you are faced with an empty business nest, the past investments you have made in your relationship mean that you still have a strong marriage to turn back to. You will hopefully delight in the opportunity to spend extra time together and to dream about other, slightly less wild escapades you want to go on together. It won’t be about rebuilding, but building on the reliable foundation you already have.

The journey to figure out a healthy and sustainable balance for your relationship is by no means straightforward. It will include false starts and restarts; mistakes, mishaps, and misadventures; conflicts and compromises; tears and heartache. But, as a number of entrepreneurs reminded me over the course of writing this book, nothing that is truly worthwhile is ever easy. Figuring out how to pursue your biggest professional dreams, while also nurturing your marriage and family life, can enrich you and your loved ones in immeasurable ways. I can think of fewer things more worthwhile than that.

As an entrepreneur’s spouse, I have had a heck of a time accepting the fact that I cannot control my husband or the craziness he brings into my life. I can’t alleviate the constant fundraising pressure or stop sudden pivots in business strategy. I can’t make all of d.light’s partners, employees, and customers behave in a way to make Ned’s life as painless as possible. What I can fully control, though, is how I respond to the circumstances around me. Even when things are hard and exhausting and uncertain, they can still be good.

Despite everything—through severe anxiety and depression, through seasons of intense doubt and conflict, through many surprising and abrupt turns in our fate—the truth of the matter is that I wouldn’t have it any other way. Though Ned has not been able to provide me with quiet nights and planned vacations, his work has taken us on some remarkable adventures. He has stretched and challenged me far beyond where I would have gone myself. His courage, tenacity, and risk-taking have inspired me to live with more grit and purpose.

I am an entirely different person because of who Ned is and how his pursuits have impacted my choices. My life story, in the end, is so much richer because of my entrepreneurial spouse.

It starts, of course, with your commitment to one another, and your shared determination to make this unconventional road into something good for both of you. There is enough time for both of you to do what you love. There is enough space in life for both of you to flourish.

Now, go, and try to make it happen. And if you can’t figure it out the first time, get up, dust yourselves off, and keep trying. You and your relationship are well worth it.
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