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To Lydia Foreman, who taught me about Wisdom Literature
and gave me the idea for this book. I couldn’t ask for a better wife
and friend.






A Few Things Up Front

i! 'm John. I work as the chief product officer (CPO) at

one of those tech unicorns you’re always reading about
called Podium. As far as unicorns go, we’re pretty grounded.
We’re based in Utah, not Silicon Valley. Better skiing, worse
cocktails.

We build software to help local businesses run their front
office: things such as finding leads, talking with customers, col-
lecting payment, marketing, and getting feedback. I'm in charge
of making sure we build the right software. I'm paid to make
good decisions (that’s important. . .we’ll get to that).

At Podium, we do regular training for all our managers. We
found that oftentimes when things went awry, it wasn’t a prob-
lem with the folks on the ground. No, they were often just “fol-
lowing orders.” But somewhere in that managerial chain of the
telephone game, things had gotten wonky. And while our manag-
ers were super smart, hardworking folks, many of them hadn’t
managed before, and they just needed some help being more
effective. Hence, we implemented regular manager training. I
was on board!

That is, I was on board until someone from HR asked me to
conduct one of the training sessions.

“What do I talk about?” I asked.

XV
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“Whatever you want,” they said, “perhaps your management
philosophy or something topical to our values or what’s going on
in the business.”

I replayed in my head things I'd heard in previous manager
trainings. There had been content on managing your time wisely.
There’d been a bit on holding folks accountable. I remember
one leader shouting, “Fuck hustle culture!” All the people who’d
presented their bits seemed to know what they were talking
about. They had a perspective on work.

And then there was me.

“Uh, let me think about it and get back to you,” I said.

Did I have anything to say about management? I’d been lead-
ing people since my first year out of grad school, and here I was
with a graying beard, three kids, two dogs, a 20-year marriage,
and absolutely zero to say about leadership. Well, not exactly
zero. | had precisely two words to say.

It wasn’t that I didn’t think about leading. I thought about it
constantly. I had to lead people every day! No, it was that every
time I tried to distill my views on the topic, all that was left in the
distillation was a 150-proof bottle of “it depends.”

It depends. My leadership philosophy could be summarized
in two words.

Shit. How was I going to train my managers in the subtle
art of “it depends?” I started talking it through with my wife,
Lydia. She doesn’t work in tech like I do. No, she’s got an aca-
demic background in Hebrew Bible and has spent much of
her working life in ministry. When I told her that my leader-
ship philosophy was “it depends,” she understood me. She’d
encountered it before in cultures that existed rather far away in
space and time. She was able to give me some historical foot-
holds for what felt like me just hanging off the side of a cliff
all alone.

So I got to work trying to articulate just what I meant. I didn’t
have anything shocking to say like, “Fuck hustle culture!” I kinda
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like hustling. I also like naps. But I was able to clarify my milque-
toast “it depends” philosophy.

I presented my thoughts to Podium’s managers, and interest-
ingly enough, they liked what I had to say! They agreed! I was
shocked. Perhaps they were just sucking up? I hope not.

What follows in this book is my theory on leadership. There’s
not much to it, honestly. And what there is, well, I didn’t make
up. It’s ancient. Dare I say, it’s wisdom! But before we dive in, let’s
define our terms a bit.

Other Than Being a Bad Corporate Trainer,
What Are My Qualifications?

It was a cold fall day in 2018. I had gotten out of bed in Atlanta,
Georgia, with the gurgles. My stomach felt like a milkshake that
someone was blowing bubbles into through a boba tea straw. Audi-
bly so. I spent the morning gripping the sides of the toilet like a kid
doing cannonballs at the pool. You get it. You’ve been there.

But today was an important day! Many of the product teams
at Mailchimp (this is where [ worked before Podium) had “show-
case” meetings where they’d take myself (the CPO) and the chief
technical officer through what they were working on. It was my
chance to micromanage the hell out of them. Ooooooh, I lived
for a good round of micromanagement. After I got off the toilet
for the third time, I told Lydia I was going make a run for it.
I grabbed a coconut LaCroix and headed out the door.

Now, Atlanta isn’t known for its speedy commutes. I lived
7 miles from the Mailchimp office at the time, but that usually
took me 25 minutes to drive. And even with a degree in mathe-
matics, I hadn’t done the math on the time between my intestinal
“contractions.”

I'made it 10 minutes into my commute before I shit my pants.
I remember the exact spot. It was here.
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Source: John Foreman

I hit a U-turn faster than a mobster trying to lose a tail,
stuffed my jacket between me and the seat, and gunned it home
like Ryan Gosling in Drive; only my outfit was far less pearly
white. I was 34 years old at the time.

I’'ve never had a coconut LaCroix again. I never told that
story to my colleagues at Mailchimp. And I never again tried to
push through the trots to make a meeting.

This story is basically my entire professional life in a nut-
shell. I care deeply about my work. Perhaps a little too deeply.



A Few Things Up Front Xix

And T often shit my pants, proverbially speaking, in pursuit of
excellent outcomes. In the process, I learn lessons, whether they
be about R&D teams or about morning commutes.

You’ve never heard of me. And there’s a good reason for that!
I’'m not a luminary. 'm not a titan of industry. I'm not a wunder-
kind. I have no quotes on leadership that appeal to courage; my
inspirational quote would be more like:

A leader shits their pants trying to get through Atlanta
traffic to work.

Not sure that’s terribly inspiring.

I’'m just a guy who’s had to lead for a long time. And I've
failed # Jot, gastrointestinally and otherwise. And I've succeeded
sometimes! Reviewing my progress throughout the years, I've
gotten better at leading over time. I've learned some things that
have allowed me to get better at making decisions for teams and
companies.

What I've learned is generalizable. As in, anyone who wants
to be a better leader can engage in these things I've learned
over the years. More to the point, they can engage with the
stuff in this book without having to be someone else. There will be
very little in this book about changing your voice Elizabeth
Holmes-style, drinking your coffee with MCT oil in it, low-
dosing psychedelics, or whatever the new on-surface leadership
performance tactic might be. My goal is that you can learn a
thing or two about leadership from this book and apply it at
your job while still being yourself—maybe even a better version of
yourself, rather than trying to get you to be someone else
entirely. One of my employees once called me an “equal oppor-
tunity asshole,” so I'm definitely not going to try to get you to
behave like me.
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So why do I think I’'m capable of writing a leadership book
especially given that just a year ago, I was scared to talk to my own
managers about the topic? Here are my basic qualifications:

* I’'m an OK writer: Most leadership books are nauseatingly
dull. I don’t even know how people got through them before
the 1.5x audiobook speed button was invented back in the
early naughts. They’re almost impossible to get through
unless Alvin and the Chipmunks are your narrators. I swear
to you this book will be 20 percent more interesting than
any other leadership book you’ve bought in the airport
bookstore. Why am I confident of this? My previous book
was about Microsoft Excel (Not sorry. Excel is the best!), but
the preponderance of the reviews say it’s 20 percent more
interesting than other stuff about Excel, and if I can make
spreadsheets interesting, I can make business leadership
interesting. Hell, more often than not, leadership and
spreadsheets may be the same things in modern times.

* I know some fiddly academic things: I have a background
in decision-making. I have a graduate degree in it from MIT
(math applied to decision-making, specifically). And I worked
as a consultant helping some of the largest organizations in
the world make decisions using math. I wrote a book about
decision-making (from a mathy perspective) called Data
Smart. So when I talk about decision-making in leadership,
I’'m not purely shooting from the hip. Only kinda from the
hip? I'm shooting from the midriff, let’s say. The midriff is in
style again fashion-wise, right? Ka-chow!

* I’'ve seen some shit: I was the chief product officer for
Mailchimp and helped build a product that eventually
commanded a $12 billion purchase price from Intuit. And
currently, I'm the chief product officer at Podium. We’re
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currently valued at about $3 billion. That’s a lot of value to
be responsible for! As a tech executive, “life comes at you
fast.” Every week there are tons of decisions to make. Hiring
and firing, forming teams and dissolving teams, building
products and sunsetting them, moving money around, decid-
ing which customers to make happy and which to piss off.
I’ve seen a lot, and I've had to make thousands and thou-
sands of decisions, some of them quite important.

* I’ve failed: Too many business books are written solely from
a place of strength to prop up the ego of the author. That’s
cool. But that’s not this. I've made so many bad decisions I've
lost count. If you don’t believe me, please know that I have a
neck tattoo. That’s how committed to bad decisions I seem to
be. Gotta practice what you preach! Failure is how we learn.

* I’ve succeeded too: But I don’t want to fetishize failure! We
fail so that we can do better. Those who fail for failure’s sake
and cite bullshit like “90 percent of Google’s experiments
fail!” are so tiresome. They’d A/B their own wedding night
if they could. They’ve become so enamored with failure that
they no longer seek to win. I fail, but I've failed while trying
to win. I shit my pants, but at least I'm trying to make the
meeting when I do! And I've kept my eyes open when I fail,
taken note of why, and done better next time. My hope is to
pass on those learnings to you.

Those are my basic qualifications, such as they are. Let’s
get to it.

What's a Leader?

A leader is a dealer in hope.
—Napoleon Bonaparte



