
This is the first time I’ve 
done an interview for 
Entrepreneur. If I blow it, 
my career could suffer. 
Should I be a little afraid? 
Sure. One of the triggers of 
fear is uncertainty, and you 
don’t know how this 
interview will turn out. We 
have about seven times as 
much architecture in our 
brains to detect threat as 
we do for spotting reward. 
It’s evolutionary; it has 
allowed us to survive. We’re 
not fierce, fast or strong. 
We’re just smart. And we’re 
exquisitely sensitive to 
things that feel dangerous.

Doesn’t it seem like we 
should have some kind of 
built-in mechanism that 
helps us differentiate 
between life-threatening 
danger and, say, whether 
a meeting is going well? 
We do have that mecha-
nism. It’s called the frontal 
lobe. Every piece of 
information you meet in the 
world triggers an emotion, 
which tells you whether to 
believe something is true, 
dangerous, or right for you. 
So when you have an 
emotional response to 
something—a deadline, for 
instance—that’s the animal 
brain putting you on high 
alert. The frontal lobe is the 
cognitive part of the brain 

that says, “You don’t really 
need to be that afraid.” This 
gives intelligence to our 
emotions. The downfall to 
emotion is that if it’s strong, 
it stifles your ability to 
access your prefrontal 
cortex. I tell the people I 
counsel, when you’re 
feeling anxious and you 
know you’re inflating the 
risk of something, literally 
walk away.

And what, this will give 
you more courage? 
It will. Danger is magnified 
through a stress hormone 
called cortisol. It focuses 
danger in your brain. Taking 
a break resets the neuro-
chemistry so that the stress 
response goes down. 

What about when you’re 
on a deadline? It’s still 
good to take a break? 
Absolutely. In my book I talk 
about research that says we 
need a break from intense 
cognitive work, the kind that 
uses the frontal lobes, about 
every 57 minutes. And that 
break should last for 10 or 
15 minutes. I rounded down 
to make it a perfect hour, 
and now I call it the 50-10 
rule. And it works. Set an 
alarm to go off after 50 
minutes, and then go 
distract yourself. Hard-
charging entrepreneurs—
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E.piphany, through a $66 million IPO. (And what’s he 
afraid of? “Waking up every morning knowing what my 
burn rate was, how much cash I had left in the bank, and 
the day, hour and minute I was out of business,” he says. 
Oh, and people not wanting his product, and his best 
employees leaving him, and…)

He likes that title because it doesn’t discount worriers. 
Blind optimism? Now that will get you in trouble. His 
bet is always on the founders who know bad things will 
happen—and have steeled themselves for the possibility. 
They’re people who have already proven themselves 
in other high-pressure training grounds like military 
combat, dysfunctional families or just other tough start-
ups. “They’ve been trained how to deal with chaos and 
uncertainty and fear, and they’ve learned to shut down all 
the things that are extraneous to survival,” he says. 

Haven’t done any of that? Latch on as an early employee 
at another startup to get hands-on experience with the 
day-to-day challenges, or sign up for hack-a-thons, startup 
weekends and entrepreneurship courses—“anything that 
can simulate the pressures of a startup,” he says. And then 
when you’re in the hot seat at your own company, do as 
the most experienced founders do: anticipate. “You need 
to constantly plan for what could go wrong. You need to 
have not just plan A but also plan B, C and D. I was always 
thinking multiple moves ahead. ‘What do I do about cash? 
How do I raise money? How do I get customers?’ If your 
head isn’t churning 24/7 on multiple levels and multiple 
things, you’re gonna get screwed.” 

Only the paranoid survive.

lthough, is that true? The paranoid may not 
trust anyone. They may be afraid to leave 
their desks, working nonstop and treating 

Delivery.com like a lifeline. Nah—not all paranoid survive. 
The survivors have something else. Because this is the 
most important thing of it all, the greatest weapon against 
fear. It isn’t naming thy enemy (“anxiety!”), and it isn’t 
having a game plan (or three or four). The most important 
thing of it all is:

Making decisions. Only the paranoid who know how to 
make decisions survive.

When you’re afraid, you stick with what you know—and 
that’s the state you’re in now, unchanged by any future 
decision making. Startups have scant time and resources 
to waste on this kind of nonsense. And so, you need to 
adopt a “bias to action.” It’s a phrase Blank likes to use. It’s 
a little wonky, but it makes a good point: You should favor 
action over inaction. You don’t want to study something 
forever. You don’t want to say the phrase “Let’s circle 
back,” because you will never truly circle back. What does 
it even mean to circle back? Where else does the circle 
take us? Your employees hate that phrase. Quit it.  

“You learn very quickly that if you don’t have a bias to 
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and I’m one of them—think 
we can plow through the 
day, skip lunch, work 
nonstop. When we do that, 
we’re setting ourselves up 
for bad decision making 
and increased fear. 

Say I pitch you an idea for 
a great startup, and after 
I’m done, I say, “Ah, but I 
could never make it 
work.” What do you say? 
I’d say you’re confusing fear 
with a lack of confidence. 
Confidence is a very 
different thing. It has fear 
based in it, sure: You’re 
afraid you’re not good 
enough. But it’s different. 

So what’s the relationship? 
Say you’ve just finished a 
proposal, and you’ve 
submitted it to the client. 
What a lot of people do 
after that is they let anxiety 
and fear build up. That 
dents their confidence, 
which starts to affect the 
rest of their life. 

You second-guess 
yourself.
That’s what we call useless 
rumination. You’re re-eating 
it. That’s what cows do. OK, 
maybe you did screw up the 
proposal. But there’s not 
one thing you can do about 
it now. It goes back to that 
adage: Hope for the best, 
but expect the worst. 
Because if you expect the 
best and then you don’t get 
it, it causes depression. And 
then we begin to fear the 
next disappointment, 
because nobody likes 
depression. So do you see 
these circular patterns? 

Absolutely. It sounds like 
fear is an emotion we 
experience more acutely, 

and the long-term effect is 
an erosion of confidence. 
That’s exactly right. People 
with confidence are willing 
to step out and try some-
thing where they don’t 
already know the outcome. 
People with fear, when 
somebody comes back to 
them and says, “I don’t 
know if this is going to 
work,” they say, “Yeah, 
that’s what I figured.” They 
don’t ask for feedback or 
redirection. We feed the 
fear, which erodes our 
confidence, which then 
feeds fear again. 

But it’s hard to imagine 
CEOs like Jeff Bezos or 
Marissa Mayer being 
afraid of a business 
decision.
I’d venture to say they’ve 
made lots of decisions that 
they were afraid about. But 
again: Don’t confuse 
confidence with fear. Bezos, 
Jobs, Gates—I bet they’d 
tell you that they’ve faced a 
lot of uncertainty. What we 
see are their successes, but 
I bet they’re meeting failures 
all the time. 

How about talking about 
my fear: Will that fortify 
my courage?  
You’re weaker if you don’t 
talk about it. You know, 
more women get cancer, 
but more men die from 
cancer. One reasons is that 
men don’t go to therapy. 
They don’t talk about it. But 
I would counsel against 
using the word fear here. 
Language matters. When 
you talk to somebody, you 
say, “Here are my con-
cerns,” or “Here are my 
challenges.” Then you start 
to reframe the emotion. You 
start to talk yourself down.

action, you end up frozen in fear. You die, and the people 
around you die,” Blank says. “Shit happens all the time: 
New competitors come up, VCs change their mind, blah 
blah blah. You need to figure out what to do. You don’t 
have time to waste.”

Where to start? Blank has some more jargon for the 
occasion: “revocable decisions or irrevocable decisions.” 
Divide and conquer the questions that await you. That 
price change or marketing tweak—can you change it 
later, if the decision turned out to be wrong? Yes, you 
can. That’s a revocable decision. Make it now. How about 
that long-term office lease or venture capital offer—can 
you change that later? No, that’s an irrevocable decision. 
There are fewer of those, and you’re allowed to take longer 
on them. You’re welcome.

The point is: Make decisions and see what comes 
from them. The more steps you take, the more impact 
you’ll see, and that will inform your next steps. Become 
experienced. And don’t be afraid to ask for advice. 
“You want to surround yourself with really grounded 
folks who help you deal with things, partly because 
they’re not exactly like you are. That’s really helpful,” 
says Hello’s Dubitsky. “That’s where a good board of 
directors comes in, along with good investors and good 
friends in and around your business who’ve been entre-
preneurs themselves.”

This may sound obvious. That’s OK. Good, even. It 
means there’s no secret to defeating fear—no mutant gene 
contained within the 11,000 entrepreneurs an hour who 
launched their companies. Fear is common, and so is 
overcoming fear. It’s a part of the process.

And for argument’s sake, let’s just say the worst 
happens: You fail. Your fears are realized. The business 
closes, the employees are laid off, maybe someone writes 
an embarrassing news story about you. Tears are shed. 
Some people are pissed. Some jerk, somewhere, says, “I 
told you so.” And then…well, what?

There will be nothing left to fear, that’s what. It hap-
pened. You survived. And you’re free to try again.

That’s how it went for Jim Snediker, whose last com-
pany, the flash-sales curation site Left of Trend, folded 
in mid-2012. “There wasn’t any part of me that was like, 
‘This won’t work out’ until I’d done Left of Trend for a 
while and realized it’s pretty hard to build an e-commerce 
business with no money and no competitive advantage,” 
Snediker deadpans. “But I wanted to do something good. 
I didn’t want have to go back to the job I was doing with 
my tail between my legs. That was the fear and motivation 
driving me. So you keep trying different things.” And he 
did: Within weeks of his failure, he cofounded a mens-
wear company called Stock Mfg. Co., which he’s now CEO 
of. “It reinvigorated me.”

There’s nothing to fear. The worst is never as bad as you 
think. Again, that is, unless you’re the guy facing down 
the bear. That probably is just as bad as you think.


