
What It Feels Like To Be The CEO Of A Startup 

Very tough to sleep most nights of the week. Weekends don't mean anything to you anymore. Closing 
a round of financing is not a relief. It means more people are depending on you to turn their 
investment into 20 times what they gave you.  
 
It's very difficult to "turn it off". But at the same time, television, movies and vacations become so 
boring to you when your company's future might be sitting in your inbox or in the results of a new A/B 
test you decided to run.  
 
You feel guilty when you're doing something you like doing outside of the company. Only through 
years of wrestling with this internal fight do you recognize how the word "balance" is an art that is just 
as important as any other skill set you could ever hope to have. You begin to see how valuable 
creativity is and that you must think differently not only to win, but to see the biggest opportunities. 
You recognize you get your best ideas when you're not staring at a screen. You see immediate 
returns on healthy distractions. 
 
You start to respect the Duck. Paddle like hell under the water and be smooth and calm on top where 
everyone can see you. You learn the hard way that if you lose your cool you lose. 
 
You always ask yourself if I am changing the World in a good way? Are people's lives better for 
having known me?  
 
You are creative and when you have an idea it has no filter before it becomes a reality. This feeling is 
why you can't do anything else.  
 
You start to see that the word "entrepreneur" is a personality. It's difficult to talk to your friends that are 
not risking the same things you are because they are content with not pushing themselves or putting it 
all out there in the public with the likelihood of failure staring at them everyday. You start to turn a lot 
of your conversations with relatives into how they might exploit opportunities for profit. Those close to 
you will view your focus as something completely different because they don't understand. You don't 
blame them. They can't understand if they haven't done it themselves. It's why you will gravitate 
towards other entrepreneurs. You will find reward in helping other entrepreneurs. This is my email 
address: paul[at]ecquire.com Let me know if I can help you with anything.  
 
Your job is to create a vision, a culture, to get the right people on the bus and to inspire. When you 
look around at a team that believes in the vision as much as you do and trusts you will do the right 
thing all the time, it's a feeling that can't be explained. The exponential productivity from great people 
will always amaze you. It's why finding the right team is the most difficult thing you will do but the most 
important. This learning will affect your life significantly. You will not settle for things anymore 
because you will see what is possible when you hold out for the best and push to find people 
that are the best. You don't have a problem anymore being honest with people about not cutting it.  
 

You start to see that you're a leader and you have to lead or you can't be involved with it at all. You 
turn down acquisition offers because you need to run the show and you feel like your team is the best 
in the World and you can do anything with hard work. Quitting is not an option.  
 
You have to be willing to sleep in your car and laugh about it. You have to be able to laugh at many 
things because when you think of the worse things in the World that could happen to your company, 
they will happen. Imagine working for something for two years and then have to throw it out 
completely because you see in one day that it's wrong. You realize that if your team is having fun and 
can always laugh that you won't die, and in fact, the opposite will happen: you will learn to love the 
journey and look forward to what you do everyday even at the lowest times. You'll learn not to get too 



low when things are bad and not to get too high when things are good and you'll even give that 
advice. But you'll never take it because being in the middle all the time isn't exciting and an even keel 
is never worth missing out on something worth celebrating. You'll become addicted to finding the 
hardest challenges because there's a direct relationship between how difficult something is and the 
euphoria of a feeling when you do the impossible.  
 
You realize that it's much more fun when you didn't have money and that money might be the worse 
thing you could have as a personal goal. If you're lucky enough to genuinely feel this way, it is a 
surreal feeling that is the closest thing to peace because you realize it's the challenges and the work 
that you love. Your currencies are freedom, autonomy, responsibility and recognition. Those 
happen to be the same currencies of the people you want around you.  
 
You feel like a parent to your customers in that they will never realize how much you love them and it 
is they who validate you are not crazy. You want to hug every one of them. They mean the World to 
you.  
 
You learn the most about yourself more than any other vocation as an entrepreneur. You learn what 
you do when you get punched in the face many many times. You learn what you do when no one is 
looking and when no one would find out. You learn that you are bad at many things, lucky if you're 
good at a handful of things and the only thing you can ever be great at is being yourself which is why 
you can never compromise it. You learn how power and recognition can be addicting and see how it 
could corrupt so many.  
 
You become incredibly grateful for the times that things were going as bad as they possibly could. 
Most people won't get to see this in any other calling. When things are really bad, there are people 
that come running to help and don't think twice about it. Tal Raviv, Gary Smith, Joe Reyes, Toan 
Dang, Vincent Cheung, Eric Elinow, Abe Marciano are some of them. I will forever be in their debt and 
I could never repay them nor would they want or expect to be repaid.  
 
You begin to realize that in life, the luckiest people in the World only get one shot at being a part of 
something great. Knowing this helps you make sense of your commitment.  
 
Of all the things said though, it's exciting. Every day is different and so exciting. Even when it's bad it's 
exciting. Knowing that your decisions will not only affect you but many others is a weight that I would 
rather have any day than the weight of not controlling my future. That's why I could not do anything 
else. 

  



Epilogue 

In the post, I had shared my email with everyone to see with the hopes of encouraging anyone that 
needed any help to reach out to me directly. I was fortunate enough that so many people took me up 
on this offer. The exchanges we had ranged from skype calls, testing some new products, sharing 
ideas and even joining an advisory board. Most of the emails I got though were just people that 
thanked me for the post, shared their contact information, and said things like David did: 
"…likewise, if there's any way I can be of help or service, let me know." 
 
For those of you that have reached out to me and shared some of your life with me, thank you beyond 
words. It has been flattering, fulfilling and, and humbling. For those that have voted up the answer and 
said some of the kindest, coolest and most amazing comments anyone could ever hear. I thank you. 
And my startup parents thank you. Suddenly the 80,000lb student loan Gorilla with no income to feed 
him seemed to take the week off and was replaced with elation when reading some amazing 
comments. It meant a lot. Thank you again. 
 
What might be a surprise to hear though is that it felt very uncomfortable to me to say "thank you" and 
I was doing it a lot. Seemingly overnight, there was a collective up vote from over 1,000 people that 
shared similar feelings and situations. I started to get the feeling that this wasn't me that wrote this 
and became uncomfortable taking credit. This post gained attention because it was the collective post 
by everyone who contributed with a comment or a vote and if I hadn't been lucky enough to come 
across this question, someone else would have wrote this. It might have been better or not but it 
would have at least been appreciated in the same way had another entrepreneur wrote it. 
 
I don't recall seeing too many notifications of a down vote and that made me realize a few things: 
 
This post became an online meet up for a group of people that are committed to changing the World. 
And rightfully, as well as fittingly so, it's very difficult and a sometimes a seemingly insurmountable 
undertaking. But what was encouraging was not one person in the entire comments (go ahead and 
look) or in the emails that I received, said that they were overwhelmed or going to quit. They all found 
this inspirational and motivating and just the little encouragement needed that led to a found 
appreciation for what they do and and a reminder that they're not the only crazy ones. 
 
The most common response I received however sounded like: "Thank you for this. I forwarded your 
answer to my friends and family to help them understand." One person even said that their Mom 
thanked me for the post (Thanks, Renee for sharing). Unfortunately, and sometimes rightfully so, 
entrepreneurs are commonly misunderstood by people outside of our networks and by people we 
love. It's mostly our fault. Although we are not understood most of the time, we take for granted that 
while we're often misunderstood, we are always accepted and supported. What we don't say thank 
you enough for, and what we often take for granted, is the very thing that lets us be who we are and 
chase our dreams. The people around us that love us unconditionally without regard for how bad we 
might fail is the equivalent of a superhero's cape. Without this, and without someone we can share the 
ups and downs with, great things do not happen. They can't. The things that are worthwhile to pursue 
and dedicate a life to involve something way bigger than individuals and have to be completely 
selfless or they are not big enough and not worth celebrating if the goal does not have the well being 
of others in mind. A collective thank you on behalf of this group of people that are crazy enough to 
change the World goes out to you. Thank you. If you are reading this because it has been forwarded 
to you, please know that you are appreciated and it's difficult for, often times quirky introverts to 
articulate. You don't have to change anything, we don't say it enough but it's with you in mind that we 
find motivation. You possess the most scarce resource of all: Undying and unnerving support. Thank 
you for it. 
 



Lastly, undoubtedly the greatest thing that came from this post was an amazing calm that came over 
me that was during the most fulfilling, rewarding, interesting and fun week of this tumultuous journey 
to build a company. It came at the intersection of being able to interact with all of these individuals and 
being able to see all at one time, the collective resolve, ambition and just how dynamic these people 
are. The content of who these people actually are, how many of them there are and that they actually 
exist under our noses, let my imagination of what was possible wander in a positive direction for the 
first time in a while. It was powerful enough to spin the negative outlook I thought we were inevitably 
leaving for future generations. What I have just said, you would have not heard me say one week ago. 
It also made me realize something for which I will forever be grateful to all of those that contributed to 
this post. I realized what I am supposed to do to be fulfilled and happy in life: 
 
Inspire. 
I can tell you first hand, from over 1,000 data points and messages, that there is no better feeling than 
when you inspire or when you can help. When you genuinely help, it's a good feeling that is 
impossible to suppress. It's impossible to suppress for a reason: It feels good in the most selfless way 
possible. Entrepreneurs will make their own mistakes along the way, millions in fact. They have to to 
learn and improve. Don't discourage them from trying. There's no reason to. It's a useless thing to do 
and it might be enough to delay the doctor that cures cancer or the visionary that brings sustainable 
water to Africa when a simple word of encouragement was the only push they needed. 
 
Inspire. Help and do so with other people and future generations in mind. Wouldn't it be the coolest 
thing in the World if we were the generation that consistently got punched in the face, didn't 
complain, didn't slow down, picked up our lunch pails and went out every day to create 
sustainable opportunities for a generation that we haven't met yet? If that sounds crazy, 
ambitious, and delusional it's because it is and that's the way we have to have it or it's not worth our 
time. As crazy as it sounds, I can assure you that it will only require one thing for all of us to do for it to 
become real. It requires that we all inspire. 
What do you think? 

 

Looking for other startup fanatics? Request access to the OnStartups LinkedIn Group. 130,000+ 
members and growing daily. 

Oh, and by the way, you should follow me on twitter: @dharmesh.  

 

http://linkedin.onstartups.com/
http://twitter.com/dharmesh

