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BETTER KEEP YOURSELF 

CLEAN AND BRIGHT; 

YOU ARE THE WINDOW THROUGH 

WHICH YOU MUST SEE THE WORLD.

“

”
GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
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MAN VS. FEAR

You only have one shot, 
so ultimately, what do 

you want to do?“
”

ADAM BAKER
An Interview with
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ADAM BAKER: My story 
starts from a very young 
age. I did fairly well on the 
SAT in high school and I 
was pretty good at science 
and math, so I felt the only 
choice I had in my life was 
to go to engineering school. 
That’s what I felt I had to 
do. So I went to Purdue 
University, local to me in 
Indiana, because they had a 
good engineering program. 
I didn’t make it all the way 
through for a variety of 
reasons, one being that it 
turned out to not really be 
what I wanted to do. I was 
never encouraged to travel, 
or intern, or start my own 
business, or any of those 
options.

Around the same time, 
Courtney, my future wife, 
was pursuing a teaching de-
gree. By her last year of col-

lege, I grew interested in real 
estate. I founded a property 
management company with 
a partner and we started to 
do very well. Courtney and I 
got married. Three months 
into our marriage we were 
pregnant, and three months 
after that, Courtney was due 
to graduate. At that point, 
my business was just start-
ing to show positive cash 
flow – enough to reap the re-
wards of well over a year in-
vested in the business. So we 
were doing a lot of things at 
once in life. Unfortunately, 
that’s the typical American 
life path: must have more, 
more, more, force it, do 
everything you can to not 
delay gratification. 

Our debt comprised over 
$50,000 in student loans, 
$10,000 in credit cards, 
$10,000 in cars and $4,000 

in jewelry. We never hit 
absolute rock bottom to the 
point of not having food or 
shelter, but we did have the 
typical attitude of, “This is 
just how we get started in 
life, we’ll make money later 
and take care of the debt 
situation later,” which was 
fine until our daughter was 
born. That was what caused 
the turnaround for us. 

I always say to people, I 
wish Courtney and I had sat 
down early on and discussed 
cleaning up our debt and 
taking control of our lives, 
but we didn’t. People in 
these circumstances, unless 
they’re amazingly strong-
willed, usually require some 
sort of catalyst to drive them 
to action. Our catalyst was 
our daughter Milligan. We 
had been willing to risk our 
future (because that’s what 

debt is, selling off a piece of 
your freedom in exchange 
for gratification right now), 
but we weren’t willing to do 
it to our daughter. We were 
burnt out. I was working 80 
hours a week and Courtney 
had just finished four years 
of school. So we said, we’re 
going to get on track, count 
up our finances and pay 
off our debt. We knew that 
our student loan debt, at 
$52,000, would need some 
time to pay off, but it didn’t 
reflect upon us as poorly 
as the other extra stuff did. 
That extra stuff was just 
that it was excess, it was a 
big liability in our lives and 
it was causing us to miss out 
on a lot.

ISHITA GUPTA: What 
constituted excess for you? 

Adam: Anything stemming 

Debt is selling off a piece of your freedom 
in exchange for gratification right now.“ ”
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father, who’s done fairly well 
with money, and it’s not just 
him. There’s just a prevalent 
attitude in the American 
lifestyle that you don’t have 
to delay gratification. We 
wanted to switch our mind-
set to say, “Actually, debt is 
not a requirement to our 
life” and to believe we could 
live a fruitful life without 
debt.” Traveling was a big 
part of changing that mind-

set. We were able to prove 
to ourselves that the typical 
American lifestyle was not 
the only one. I don’t bear 
any grudges toward that 
lifestyle, but…

Ishita: It’s not very open-
minded.

Adam: Exactly. Everyone 
gets funneled into it and 
spat out. It’s not a sustain-

able path on a personal 
level. You just can’t do all 
the things you want to do 
if you’re burdened by excess 
debt.

Ishita: How did you actu-
ally get from that feeling 
of being stuck to the active 
decision to think differ-
ently about it?

Adam: That’s a really good 
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from the impulsive attitude 
that got us into debt. There 
was no reason for us to 
have debt. Most of the time, 
there’s not a great reason 
for it. Some people might 
have a medical emergency or 
some special justification for 
theirs, but we didn’t. Maybe 
a student loan is a little jus-
tified, but really, we could’ve 
done a much better job of 
preparation.

Ishita: Can you talk about 
that mindset shift you 
had? Because we think in 
terms of what we lack, I 
think that’s how we pile up 
debt.

Adam: We had a mindset 
of abundance that made 
us feel we could do any-
thing. We already had what 
we wanted: the family, the 
health, all the freedom in 
the world except for this 
stupid debt. It’s easy for us 
to get stuck in the idea that 
we’ll always have student 
loans, car loans, mortgages, 
because “these are normal 
facts of life.” That’s actu-
ally a direct quote from my 

mailto:?subject=Face your fears. Subscribe for free to fear.less magaz http://bit.ly/fearlessstories
http://www.fearlessstories.com/


FEAR.LESS
question. When I was in real 
estate, I had been reading a 
lot of self-help books for the 
first time in my life. We’ll 
just label them self-help, 
although that’s almost a 
derogatory term.

Ishita: It has a negative 
connotation, but I just see 
it as another way of learn-
ing about oneself. 

Adam: Exactly. Who cares 
if you read a bad or a cheesy 
book along the way to 
reading three or four good 
books?

Anyway, the first couple 
books I turned to were by 
Tony Robbins. I didn’t know 
it at the time, but it was his 
work that planted a lot of 
the seeds for my eventual 
change in mindset. I had 
also started reading blogs, 

8

particularly Zen Habits, 
back when Leo Babauta was 
fighting against debt too, if 
you remember back several 
years ago. But at this time, 
before Milligan was born, 
I didn’t exactly apply the 
principles, I was kind of just 
consuming the information. 
One of my biggest sugges-
tions is to always make sure 
your mind is open to infor-
mation; never be so close-
minded that you’re not at 
least processing it if not 
applying it. 

We wanted to become 
certain that we would get 
out of debt. I heard a Will 
Smith quote recently about 
his work ethic in general, 
but he related it to running: 
“If we get on the treadmill 
together, either you’re get-
ting off first, or I’m going to 
die.” I thought it was very 

“
”

One of my biggest suggestions is to always make sure your 
mind is open to information; never be so closed-minded that 

you’re not at least processing new information if not applying it. 
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funny, but you could tell by 
his posture and tone that 
he was dead serious. That 
is ultimately the attitude 
we cultivated, the passion-
ate, absolute certainty that 
we were going to kill our 
$30,000 of consumer debt.

Ishita: So you said that 
anything not dedicated to 
killing the debt was unnec-
essary to have in your life.

Adam: All that stood in 
the way. We knew that we 
wanted to try to pay it off 

in a year, even though we 
didn’t, and still don’t, make 
a lot of money. We’ve made 
sacrifices that cause us to 
make less money than we 
could in order to live the 
life that we choose. Part of 
that life entails that one of 
us will always be home with 
our daughter. So I sold my 
business, which also gener-
ated some money up-front 
to tackle that debt, and then 
we basically cut out every-
thing unnecessary in our 
life. We decided that we’d 
sell everything and travel. 

With that goal in mind, even 
if we fell flat on our face, ran 
out of money and fled back 
home, at least we could say 
we tried. 

I stayed home with our 
daughter while my wife 
taught her first year of 
school. This job went 
through March, and dur-
ing that time we cut out 
cable television, eating out, 
we stripped every aspect 
of our daily life down to 
bare-bones. Our entertain-
ment was hanging out with 

friends and playing sports 
or board games we already 
had. That was basically it. 
We didn’t go shopping, and 
we were selling stuff the 
whole time too.

Ishita: Were you selling 
stuff online?

Adam: Yeah, we were sell-
ing stuff on EBay, Craigslist, 
Amazon, House.com, those 
kinds of sites, because we 
wanted to get mobile and 
prepare to travel. The num-
ber of possessions we had 
accumulated was ridiculous 
for so early in our married 
life. 

We ended up living on a 
third of our income, one 
single family income, for 
that year-long timeframe. 
It’s not something we could 
have done or wanted to do 
for the rest of our lives, but 
it was a really impactful 
crash course in delayed grat-
ification. We had spent our 
whole lives with our backs 
to the concept. We grew up 
in the Midwest with great 
families; got everything 
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we wanted when we were 
young adults and still when 
we were married. We didn’t 
know what delayed gratifica-
tion was like for 90% of the 
world. 

We succeeded in saving up 
$17,000 in addition to pay-
ing off the debt.

Ishita: You have a lot 

of insight into people’s 
relationship to money. 
The idea of delayed ver-
sus instant gratification 
is about one’s emotional 
and mental relationship 
with money. What would 
you tell someone going 
through a similar situation 
to yours?

Adam: I guess, number one, 

realize that most of what 
you’ll have to do isn’t go-
ing to be related to money. 
This is the biggest way I 
can shock someone’s belief 
system: you only have one 
shot at this. One day, you’re 
going to die, so ultimately, 
what do you want to do? 
Money is just a weapon 
against you to keep you 
from doing what you want. 
Figure out what you want to 
do or at least that you want 
to have freedom.

Number two, leverage ev-
erything you can to build 
a passionate, burning goal. 
Leverage your kids, if you 
have to. We taped pictures 
of Milli to our credit cards.
Number three, absolutely 
bury yourself in positive 
influences and informa-
tion, like people who are 
killin’ it, people who are 
already out of debt. For me 

it was finance blogs and 
books: Dave Ramsey’s “Total 
Money Makeover” was huge, 
Ramit Sethi’s “I Will Teach 
You to Be Rich”, “Your Mon-
ey Is Your Life.” Find three 
or four things to regularly 
read that to keep you fresh 
with different experiences 
and perspectives. 

So that’s three things. Tips 
on optimizing your ac-
counts or managing your 
credit are nothing compared 
to getting into the right 
mindset. 

Ishita: I know you said that 
you never actually hit rock 
bottom, but emotionally, 
was there any time you 
felt like the pressure was 
too great and you couldn’t 
handle it?

Adam: There were definitely 
times like that. When I had 

You only have one shot at this. One day, you’re going 
to die, so ultimately, what do you want to do? “ ”
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which is crazy, because we 
don’t have a lot of money 
right now. I think we have 
maybe $8,000 and we’re still 
$50,000 in debt and we’re 
on a different side of the 
world.  But we don’t fuss 
about it on a daily basis. We 
have our emergency fund 
set up. It’s all good. If we 
drop to a certain point we’ll 
pull the plug, fly back to 

backed into my real estate 
business, that hadn’t been 
my first option. I realize 
now that after failing out of 
college, it was likely I’d end 
up in some small business, 
but at the time I felt like a 
failure. I was determined 
to prove myself so I worked 
way too hard, as countless 
people do in life. Small busi-
ness owners, and people try-
ing to climb the corporate 
ladder, we work ourselves 
to death. I was certainly on 
the path to burnout. I’d 
never stopped along the way 
to consider whether pedal-
to-the-metal was the only 
option. I never had to think 
about stealing food for my 
kids, but…

Ishita: Your story is impor-
tant because even though 
people don’t necessarily 
have to think about steal-
ing food for their kids, 
most are similar to you 
that they’re normal fami-
lies just under a mountain 
of debt. 

Adam: Cool. I appreciate 
that. I think the key mo-

the US, rebuild our funds 
and decide how we want to 
attack the next part of our 
lives. The only stress I will 
admit to is about generating 
income in a way that doesn’t 
jeopardize my message or 
who I am. For any entrepre-
neur that’s a huge issue. 
But mostly, it’s just so great 
to have the feeling that came 
with our decision to sell our 

ment for us was when we 
just realized that we felt 
trapped. We lived in a free 
country, and even in this 
free, awesome shell, we had 
trapped ourselves with debt. 

Ishita: Do you have any 
anxiety related to money 
now?

Adam: Almost none at all, 
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simplify, you realize, “Hey, 
I can do this. I don’t need a 
degree in math to be able to 
control my finances. Anyone 
can do this.”

Ishita: That’s wonderful 
to hear. Taking the mys-
tery out of finances really 
reduces the anxiety. So is 
there something that you 
only believed before that 
now you’ve proven to your-
self? 

Adam: That’s a very intense 
question. I always hesitate to 
say I’m certain about literal-
ly anything. I’ve been asked 
this question once before 
and I said I’m certain about 
nothing but one thing: I’m 
fortunate. I’m lucky to be 
born where I was. Given 
some parts of the world, I’m 

even lucky to be born with 
the color skin I have. If I 
waste my fortune, then I’m 
really an idiot.

Maybe that’s not really the 
gist of your question. I think 
the real answer might be 
that I came to accept that 
I, or Courtney and I, can 
accomplish anything we 
want to. While people tell 
you that as a kid, you think, 
“Oh yeah, that’s fluff, that’s 
great.” But when we actu-
ally sold our stuff and paid 
off our debt and took off 
across the world, we started 
to believe it. All I really do 
is share my life and people 
want to come on and read 
about what’s happening 
with me. I’ve met incred-
ible people and worked on 
projects with people I used 

stuff, our burdens, to pay 
off the majority of our debt 
and to simplify our lives in 
general. It’s much harder to 
faze me monetarily now.

What sank in from some of 
my interactions with people 
on my blog is that all of our 
purchases have more than 
just a concrete dollar cost. 
They have emotional cost. 
They have physical cost 
sometimes. And then there 
are hidden long-term costs: 
upkeep, storage, depre-
ciation. Most important, I 
think, is the emotional cost.

Now yeah, there’s an emo-
tional cost to having noth-
ing. But in America, it’s easy 
to cover the basics and still 
be able to help those who 
don’t have the basics cov-

ered. Then, our definition 
of “basics” inflates beyond 
belief. For us, we had to get 
really hardcore about what 
we considered the basics. We 
need health, shelter, food, 
warmth, utilities. That’s it. 
Selling everything else really 
shed the emotional burden 
we had accumulated with 
those items. As we started 
selling stuff, there was this 
exponentially growing feel-
ing of “wow, this is awe-
some!”

The more you simplify your 
finances, the easier it is to 
dominate them. This goes 
for tangible things, like 
physical evidence of your 
finances in your life, and for 
your abstractions like “ac-
counts” and “investments” 
and credit cards. When you 
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The more you simplify your finances, the 
easier it is to dominate them. “ ”
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to read and admire. Over the 
last year or so, as corny as it 
sounds, Courtney and I have 
proven to ourselves that we 
have a lot of possibility.

Ishita: I’m impressed. 
You’re transparent about 
your journey and the anxi-
ety related to finances.

Adam: Well, transparency 
was the point. It resonated 
with people online when 
I had no idea what I was 

and if you want to come 
along, and if I can help you 
and you can help me, you 
bet that I’m gonna try to 
capitalize on that.  Every-
thing you know, I want you 
to tell me, and if there’s any 
way I can help you, I want 
to help you. And luck-
ily, that’s exactly how the 
online environment works 
right now, so I’ve kind of 
had lucky timing in that the 
state of mind and growth 
that I’m in meshes very well 

doing.  So I’d love to say 
I’m the mastermind behind 
this awesome plan, but 
that’s not how it happened. 
I didn’t want to appear, as, 
well, an asshole. I didn’t 
want to appear as a guru, 
or This Is How You Should 
Budget: Use Credit Cards 
For These Reasons. Every 
time I post, or every time I 
try to talk to someone, it’s 
always through the mindset 
of “This is what has worked 
for me.” I am on my journey 

with people online. It’s not 
about defining some sys-
tem for someone, it’s just 
about creating a commu-
nity of people that can be 
cheerleaders for each other, 
share their stories and their 
knowledge.
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In 2008, after the birth of their daughter, Adam Baker and his wife decided 
to sell everything, pay off their debt, and spend a year traveling abroad. 
Adam began sharing his journey in 2009 on his blog Man vs. Debt, which 
now has a growing and solid community. Man vs. Debt chronicles Adam’s 
goal of not only “getting out of debt” but also “getting into life.” Known 
as “Baker” in the online world, Adam’s past experience includes studying 
Engineering and Business and launching his own property management 
company. He’s a father, husband, traveler, blogger, and personal finance 
freak focusing on the ups and downs in the areas of personal finance. 

ADAM BAKER
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LISA NAPOLI
An Interview with

FOUND HORIZONS

I needed to figure out how 
to take care of myself.“ ”

14
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ISHITA GUPTA: Why did 
you go to Bhutan?

LISA NAPOLI:  I was at a 
crossroads in my life – seek-
ing an unspecified change. 
I had been unemployed for 
a long time before I moved 
out to Los Angeles to take 
up my current job, and I 
needed to go somewhere 
or do something different.  
It was a funny story where 
met a man at a party who 
kept talking about this 
place, Bhutan, and he spoke 
about it in such a way that 
I was enthralled by it. Later 
on it kept coming up and I 
researched it and found out 
I could go to Bhutan. 

Ishita:  What were you do-
ing L.A.?

Lisa:  I was working for 
NPR’s radio show “Market-
place.”

Ishita: Things weren’t go-
ing well?

Lisa: The world had had a 
terrible few years because 
it was right after 9/11 and 
it felt like most aspects of 
my life were falling apart; 
my personal life had fallen 
apart, my professional life 
had fallen apart and it was 
just a bad time. Then I got 
this job and I didn’t really 
want to move to LA, but I 
needed a job, so I took it.

Ishita: What was going on?

Lisa: I was forty; my engage-
ment had ended; 9/11 hap-

pened; and I was waking up 
in the middle of the night 
to look online at ‘midlife 
crisis,’ the clinical defini-
tion. It said that a midlife 
crisis was when you reached 
a point where you cant keep 
doing what you’ve been 
doing before. At that point 
in time I was living in New 
York City and had recently 
lost my job. My first instinct 
was to take care of myself 
physically while all of this 
was happening. I canceled 
my gym membership and 
took up swimming. I realize 
now that the swimming was 
(and is) meditation for me.

Ishita: What were some of 
things that made you ques-
tion where you were?

Lisa: I was asking myself 
“Why did I get into the 
media business? I don’t 
like stress!” Some people 
thrive in that environment. 
I got into it because I like 
stories and meeting people. 
It offered access to things I 
didn’t have.

Ishita: Bhutan did that -- 
in a different way?

Lisa: Bhutan was a dream 
come true. It is the most 
amazing story and when 
I went there, it had noth-
ing to do with stories. It 
really had to do with mix-
ing it up. I remember some 
of my friends said, “Make 
sure you bring a recorder, 
bring a camera.” I thought, 
“I can’t; That’s not why I’m 
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”
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“I need to figure out how 
to take care of myself and 
include other people that I 
want in my life.”  

Ishita:  During that period 
did you spend a lot of time 
alone? 

Lisa: I did. I think people 
who do spend time alone are 
healthy, able to know and 
learn about themselves. It’s 
why I’ve been afraid of on-
line dating with men who’ve 
gotten out of relationships, 
because you need a quiet 
time after that, you need 
healing time at the end of 
the day. I think we all need 
time alone; it’s only society’s 
categorization of it as weird 
or strange.

Ishita: What your favorite 
part of your book, Radio 
Shangri-la: What I learned 
in Bhutan, the happiest 
Kingdom on Earth?

Lisa:  My favorite part was 
that I didn’t end up in a 
relationship with someone! 
Perhaps the most power-
ful message that I can give 

going at all.” I barely took 
photographs the first time I 
went - I was so happy to be 
out of my element and in a 
new place -- it shook things 
up a bit.

Ishita: What did you find?

Lisa:  People are the same. 
Their wants are the same. 
Their needs are the same. I 
was tired of the fast-paced 
media universe, as apprecia-
tive of it as I was. Going to 
Bhutan got me out of that 
world. I don’t know what I 
would have done without 
that chance.  

Ishita: How did things 
work out?  

Lisa: I’d been married 
before, but at this point I 

is that it’s fantastic to be 
coupled off and it’s fan-
tastic to be surrounded by 
people you love, but that 
there’s no greater gift than 
being comfortable with 
who you are. When you 
are comfortable with who 
you are, you can be sur-
rounded by people who are 
comforting to you and you 
don’t necessarily have to be 
in a “partnership.” I can’t 
stand the attitude that as 
a woman if you aren’t in a 
relationship you’re saddled 
with this sense of inad-
equacy. Being lonely is like 
boredom. It’s a figment of 
imagination. You can’t truly 
be lonely if you’re in touch 
with yourself and what’s 
important. If you think 
about somebody like my 
mother, who grew up one 
of nine children in a very 
small space, there was never 
a moment alone. She left 
the house because she got 
married. That was how it 
used to be for most women. 
Nobody lived alone in many 
parts of the world, in fact 
in most parts of the world 
people don’t live alone. You 

didn’t have children or a 
husband. I was never the 
type of person who wanted 
to work 24/7. I got in some 
trouble in television because 
I refused; they’d call on a 
Sunday, and I’d go in all 
the while thinking, “Why?” 
I love work and I know it’s 
important and work can be 
salvation at times, but I nev-
er wanted to be on call 24/7. 
I didn’t want to become a 
work machine. Around the 
time I was learning swim-
ming I was also doing yoga. 
I was walking, which I still 
do and it surprises people 
in L.A. I began to weed out 
people from my life who 
I began to see as negative 
influences, which seemed 
odd because I’d always been 
a social person. It was a real 
eye opener for me to think, 
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live with multi generations 
in one household. That’s 
fantastic and there’s a lot to 
be learned from that. I don’t 
think there’s time for us 
these days, with the people 
around us. I was walking 
through the airport last 
month seeing the kinds of 
ads aimed at us and notic-
ing we’re not being taught 
to be on our own. It’s a scary 
thing. 

Ishita: Why do you think 
some people do better with 
life crises and than others?

Lisa: Well, there are people 
who are clinically and me-
dicinally depressed. Then 
there’s situational depres-
sion of the end or loss of 
a relationship or a loved 
one or a job, the grief - the 
transitional times that we 
go through. For me it was 
entering midlife and how to 
deal with it. 

Ishita: What did it mean to 
you? Was it merely asking 
“What is the next phase go-
ing to be’?

Lisa: It was the shedding of 
people that weren’t healthy. 
I did not sit around think-
ing “I’m going to have kids” 
because it’s different at 40 
than it is 30. At forty you 
can wake up and decide to 
go to medical school, except 
it’s not as probable that 
you’ll do it. I didn’t know 
what else to do, so I concen-
trated on what change could 
be most meaningful for me. 
I’ve seen things and gone 
places I never would have 
imagined. I asked myself, 
“What’s going to happen 
next?” and I knew I had to 
make a living. Everything in 
our culture says “Great! You 
have a job, stability. Fan-
tastic! What more do you 
need?”

Ishita:  How did you over-
come those messages? 

Lisa:  You realize stability 
is you. You are the stabil-
ity.  It is inside of you. This 
job, that person, this place 
-- they’re all nice, but they’re 
not ‘you.’  Realizing this was 
a big eye-opener. I was sit-
ting around thinking about 
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what I didn’t have, but 
then I changed to, “What 
do I have?” What I have is 
me. And what I have is the 
ability to say, “Yes, I’ll got 
to Bhutan. And if it doesn’t 
work out, I’ll come back. 
There are very few things 
that we do in our lives which 
involve a life-long commit-
ment that you can’t undo, 
so why not try it? Why not 
go out there and see? This 
opportunity presented itself 
and there it was. I took it. 

Ishita:  I wanted to ask 

about the kid thing be-
cause I hear it so much - 
from family, friends, even 
just around the city about 
how old you should be to 
raise kids. 

Lisa: It’s important to keep 
in mind that it is not es-
sential to want children. I 
was very fortunate because 
my mother never laid a guilt 
trip on me when I didn’t 
get married and have kids. 
Hillary Clinton is correct: 
It takes a village. Nowadays 
it’s great that we can do 
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whatever we want, whenever 
we want it, and that free-
dom comes with a price. My 
revelation was I could have 
lots of people in my life and 
lots of children in my life 
by embracing the people 

raised with the belief that 
you’re going to be able to 
do everything.  You can run 
the company, you can have 
the fabulous husband, you 
can get the PhD, you can 
have three kids. Maybe some 
people can do it all. I doubt 
it’s healthy, desirable, or re-
ally even possible. 

Ishita: You have to priori-
tize.

Lisa: I prioritized making 
sure I got self-actualized. 
There are plenty of people 
who choose the partner 
who is there and that works 
out or it doesn’t. It sorts 
itself out in the end -- it is a 
bizarre conundrum of our 
age. It’s a lot of work for 
women to do and be all of 
these things to all people. I 

around me who had them, 
and of course, that’s not the 
same thing as raising them 
yourself. You can’t have 
everything and I think that 
is another myth for women 
who are my age. We were 

have never been in the situ-
ation where I could give the 
150% that I would want to 
give.

Ishita:  You were not look-
ing for a relationship when 
you went to Bhutan?  

Lisa: I didn’t think I was 
going to go meet a Bhuta-
nese man and marry him. 
I met my now boyfriend, 
Ted, by accident. That’s a 
whole other story, but no, I 
didn’t go on this trip think-
ing, “I’m going to meet the 
love of my life.” I met this 
very handsome man who I 
thought was fantastic, but 
he wasn’t in Bhutan when 
I went. It was about seeing 
another part of the world. 

Ishita: Were you scared?

It’s important to keep in mind that it is 
not essential to want children. “ ”
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 Lisa:  The only fear I expe-
rienced was fear projected 
on to me by other people 
-- comments like “You’re 
going to an unsafe place” 
or “You’re going there all by 
yourself? How will you man-
age?” Those ideas hadn’t 
occurred to me, and maybe 
I was naïve - it hadn’t oc-
curred to me to think, “May-
be this is going to be dan-
gerous.” I’m not the kind of 
person who would step into 
a war zone, and Bhutan was 
a peaceful kingdom, so there 
was no reason to think I 
would be in danger. A lot of 
people are afraid of all sorts 
of things. There are places 
people would never go based 
on these fears. When you 
think about it, there are 
also people who won’t go to 
dinner or a movie by them-
selves. 

author, Alain DeBotton, I 
think found it much more 
interesting, more nurturing 
and nourishing to go on his 
own.

Ishita:  Is that how you 
felt? 

Lisa:  Yeah, it was fantastic. 

Ishita:  So it wasn’t hard 
going from one media 
world to the other - be-
cause you ended up work-
ing at a Bhutan radio sta-
tion as well?

Lisa: I think it was a good.  
There was a microphone at 
the radio station where I 
had planned to just help the 
locals get set up. And sure, 
it was in my comfort zone 
because I was familiar with 
radio, so it was comfortable 
to help them do this. Radio 

Ishita: What makes people 
fearless enough to take 
risks? 

Lisa:  Some people are 
wired to be fearful and 
specifically could be afraid 
of going to strange new 
land; and God bless them 
if that’s not their thing. It 
didn’t occur to me. I like 
being by myself. I like doing 
things by myself and I’m 
used to it. My attitude was 
“Cool. I’ll go. This is go-
ing to be great.” If you’ve 
ever read the book The Art 
of Travel, you know if you 
travel with someone, it’s far 
different than when you’re 
by yourself. The books talks 
about the different frame 
of reference in traveling to 
a strange place in a time of 
transition, a poor country 
as a single person, or travel-
ing with someone else. The 

is such a fantastic medium 
- people are so captivated by 
it, and I was tired of making 
ninety-second stories for ra-
dio, so going to Bhutan gave 
me an even greater apprecia-
tion for the power of radio.

Ishita:  Is it still running, 
the station in Kuzoo?

Lisa: Yes. Anyone can hear it 
on the web.

Ishita:   Is it in English?

Lisa:  This one is in Dzonke.  
It’s fun to listen to it in the 
native tongue. 

Ishita:  Did you pick up 
any Dzonke? 

Lisa:  I can hear it and 
understand a little bit what 
people are talking about, 
only because I’ve heard it 

We were raised with the belief that you’re 
going to be able to do everything.  “ ”
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spoken so much. Unfortu-
nately I’m not particularly 
gifted with languages. I can 
pick up the cadence of a 
conversation and there are 
some words I can recognize. 
I’ve been back to Bhutan 
six times, usually living 
there for about two months 
each trip, and it’s been five 
months altogether. Since 
I went more people have 
been going in service work 
the way I did - more young 
people going as teachers, 
some as students, and it’s 
really opened up a lot more 
in the last four years.

Ishita: Didn’t Bhutan 
legalize television and the 
Internet in 1999, and have 
its first democratic elec-
tions in 2008? 

Lisa: Exactly. 

Ishita:  Do you think the 
beginning of democratic 
reform helped western-
ers feel more comfortable 
traveling there? 

Lisa: Yes, and also Bhutan 
has opened up more by 

taking the initiative and ask-
ing people to come. They 
need teachers as desperately 
as they do here. They need 
medical personal. There are 
more programs in place, 
partially because of the 
democracy, and partly due 
to growing interest in the 
Kingdom. Also more Bhu-
tanese are coming to the 
States, so they’re bridging 
the gap. 

Ishita:   Is there a large 
Bhutanese population in 
NYC?

Lisa: Very small. The city 
has the biggest population 
of ex-patriots that I know 
of, but it is not a large num-
ber. Someone said it was 
three or four hundred in the 
entire country. Now that’s if 
you don’t count the Bhu-
tanese refugee population, 
which is very controversial.  
But in terms of card car-
rying, citizenship card, ID 
Bhutanese people, there are 
very few. It’s 650,000 people 
in the whole country, so it’s 
very few people who leave 
there to come here. And 
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historically if they do leave 
- to study, to work - they go
back.

IG: Should the West adopt 
Bhutan’s “Gross National 
Happiness”? 

Lisa: It’s a really good 
marketing slogan that they 
never intended it to be! The 
King just said it haphaz-
ardly in an interview years 
ago but it caught on because 
it’s great. Why wouldn’t it 
be? Why wouldn’t you want 

to go to the happiest place 
on earth?  Now people are 
saying, “Maybe measuring 
happiness or ‘well-being’ is 
smarter than measuring in-
come.” And I say, “why not?”
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AN OCEAN OF RISK

“ ”
The fear of doing it 

alone was debilitating.
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ISHITA GUPTA: As an 
entrepreneur, how did you 
stop being afraid of taking 
risks?

RICK SMITH: I never 
thought of it as being an 
entrepreneur. The number 
one thing that held me back 
from even thinking about 
it was my financial posi-
tion- I got married early and 
in five years was suddenly 
supporting a family with 
three kids. I wrote my first 
book because I was bored 
with my full-time recruiting 
job. I liked certain aspects 
of it, but I missed the re-
search and the intellectual 
challenge. Writing my book 
helped me say, “There are 
other things out there. I 
have this great brand name 
from the firm I’m working 
with and maybe I can come 
up with something using 
their brand that creates a 

more interesting job for me 
on a daily basis. Maybe I can 
do that and continue pursu-
ing my other interests, like 
writing.” So I did - I pursued 
that path, and talked to the 
CEO about continuing to 
write and do my speaking 
engagements. I was still an 
employee, but at the same 
time I was writing and 
doing my own thing - like 
my idea to start a company 
around executive network-
ing. Initially the CEO sup-
ported me, but when I got 
to the point where I wanted 
to launch the idea and test it 
out they said, “We thought 
we could help you in this, 
but you’re on your own. It’s 
an interesting idea, but we 
don’t want to be a part of 
it; feel free to go off on your 
own and make a run at it.” 
I’ll never forget what the 
CEO said. He said, “Look, 
you make a pretty good liv-

ing, but you can replicate 
your income by doing so 
many other things. So go 
out there. You’ve got the 
bug. Go and figure some-
thing out” which felt en-
couraging at the same time I 
realized I was being laid off. 
It was strange.

So I was left in a situation 
where I didn’t have much 
money and a crazy idea 
to launch a company but 
no real customers signed 
up. In fact, a lot of people 
I talked to thought it was 
crazy that I would even be 
considering leaving my job 
and starting up an idea like 
I had. So because of the fear 
of leaving my job to start 
something that may fail, my 
first thought was to get my 
finances in order and start 
interviewing for real jobs. 
It was almost as if I gave up 
from the beginning on the 

reality that I might do this 
on my own. 

The job search was slow, but 
it gave me the opportunity 
to take the next step to see 
if it was possible to start the 
company I had in mind. I 
started asking potential cus-
tomers what they thought 
of the idea and put some 
financial sheets together to 
see if the model was there. I 
filled up my time with small 
steps, each of which encour-
aged me to take more steps 
forward.

One of the first calls I made 
was to the chief marketer at 
GM. One of my senior part-
ners at my old firm knew a 
lot of these chief market-
ing executives and one day 
he said, “Lets just call X at 
GM.” And before I knew 
it, he picked up the phone 
directly and I was having a 
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pitch call with one of the 
top marketing executives in 
the world. During our call 
he said, “This sounds very 
interesting. If you can pull it 
together and get thirty other 
executives on board, count 
me in.” He didn’t write me 
a check on the spot, but he 
did give me exactly the en-
couragement that I needed 
by saying, “Hey, all you need 
to do is make more calls like 
this and your dream can 
become a reality.”

Ishita: Fear of starting 
holds us back, did you use 
incremental steps to over-
come fear.  

Rick: Yes. Initially, the 
fear of going it alone was 
debilitating because I had 
always worked on teams. I 
love companies with a great 
team culture, where you feel 
like you’re part of a group 
and enjoy learning from 
the people around you. The 
thought of doing it alone 
was terrifying. And sure, 
it’s only for a short period 
of time perhaps, but that 
period of uncertainty and 
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loneliness you have to go 
through in order to get fur-
ther down the road - that’s 
scary. It takes a lot to get to 
the point where you’ve cre-
ated your company from the 
ground up exactly the way 
you envisioned it.  

Ishita: What did you do?

Rick: I quickly realized that 
I was trying to create a great 
executive network but that I 
didn’t know a single person. 
So what I started to do was 
approach the people that I 
did know - a few executives 
at service providers, one per-
son at Accenture, a couple 
local PR professionals. So 
I went to each one of those 
people and said, “Hey, this is 
what I’m thinking of doing. 
Do you think it would be 
something you’d consider 
joining?” Most of these peo-
ple introduced me to other 
people that did know some-
one who’d be interested and 
soon I was working with an 
impressive team of people 
representing major brands. 
That’s the thing. If you’re 
not part of an existing team, 
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it’s critical to build a sup-
port network of people who 
believe in you and who can 
help you make contact with 
the big-time people that you 
need to make things hap-
pen.  

Ishita: It’s also interest-
ing that you decided to 
get feedback from people 
at the early stages of your 
company. Sometimes we 
think we need to go to 
someone only after we 
have everything figured 
out.

Rick: I’ve been thinking 
about a blog post on this 
exact topic. I recently had 
lunch with a guy who’s 
starting his own company. 
My first question was, 
“Whom have you talked 
to?” and he said, “We’ve 
been working on this for 
a year and we want to get 
it just right before we talk 
to anybody.” My response 

was, “The initial idea is the 
only thing that matters. Is 
it successful and provoca-
tive enough that people will 
respond?” The rest is small 
details that can be changed 
in execution. If you tee it up 
right, your customers will 
tell you exactly what you 
need to know; “Here’s the 
problem that I have that I 
need solved. Can you find 
people with the same prob-
lem and solve it for all of 
us?” It’s as simple as that. 
That’s why I think an ini-
tial five-page power point 
is so effective. “Here’s the 
problem. Here’s a proposi-
tion. And here’s how I think 
I could pull this together.” 
It all just sets up the con-
versation, where ultimately 
the customers can then tell 
you, “That’s great. Here’s 
the problem that keeps me 
up late at night. Solve that 
problem and you’ve made 
my day.”

Ishita: And I’ll pay you for 
it.

Rick: Absolutely. I’m prob-
ably proudest of the fact 
that I launched my business 
with no money at all, and 
that the entire venture was 
financed by customers who 
led me into the whole thing, 
and received no equity in 
the company in return. I 
think the only way this 
works is if there’s somewhat 
of a consulting relation-
ship that develops. The 
customer really feels like you 
understand their problem 
and now you’re solving that 
problem for them. They’ll 
pay you up from for that, 
just like they would pay a 
consultant.

Ishita: How can you access 
the “abundant” frame of 
mind when failure and 
financial troubles were 
on your mind when you 
started your company? 

Rick: I’m a huge proponent 
of the Blue Ocean Strategy. 
It’s one of my favorite books 
and the whole idea is to 
go and find a market that 
doesn’t exist yet, instead 
of jumping into a pool of 
sharks where everyone is 
competing for the same 
market share. For example, 
in the World 50, my com-
pany’s model, you have a 
proliferation of networking 
companies that sponsor 
events all over the world and 
solicit participation from 
tons of people. But what 
I identified was that the 
people at the very top were 
not active in this market, so 
clearly there’s value in net-
working, but for whatever 
reason that small segment 
of people weren’t reaping 
the benefits. The way I came 
up with my concept was 
simply by asking the indi-
viduals at the top, “Why is 
it that you don’t go?” Every-
one I talked to said the same 

27

The initial idea is the only thing that matters. Is it successful and 
provocative enough that people will respond? “ ”

mailto:?subject=Face your fears. Subscribe for free to fear.less magaz http://bit.ly/fearlessstories
http://www.fearlessstories.com/


FEAR.LESS
thing: “People sell to me. My 
true peers are not there and 
I don’t really have a place 
where I can be vulnerable.” 
So my thought process soon 
centered around creating 
a place where all of those 
objections were eliminated. 
I saw a ton of competition 
out there, but no one was 
doing it right now.” And the 
only way I found any of this 
out was simply by having 
those conversations with 
potential customers in the 
formation or exploration 
stages of my idea. They were 
the ones telling me what did 
and didn’t exist.  

Ishita: So what helped you 
combat the uncertainty 
initially – you had no road-
map of whether this could 
be successful. How did you 
manage the frustrating 
moments? 

Rick: You have to make a 
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It’s all about the right thought process and 
taking those extremely small steps.“ ”

list of things to do everyday 
and ask yourself, “How can I 
take the next, logical, small 
step forward.” It’s easy to do 
the daily tasks, but the big 
picture stuff in the middle is 
very scary. You start think-
ing years down the road, 
“What if I make this invest-
ment and ten months down 
the road these people back 
out.” The uncertainty can 
demoralize you, so the best 
method for me is to take 
action and get things kicked 
off. My main goals on most 
days was to simply sign up 
twenty five people to pay 
money and make an excel 
spread sheet to represent the 
companies and individu-
als that I was targeting. I 
had nine different colors; 
dark green means they’ve 
paid and light green means 
they’ve been sent an invoice.  
So I would spend most of 
my time every single day 
simply going up and down 

that list and figuring out 
how I could possibly add 
more names.  I’d take a look 
at Coke and ask, “What is it 
that I can do today to move 
Coke further along in the 
process?” It’s all about being 
in the right thought process 
and taking those extremely 
small steps. Could I send 
this email? Could I make a 
call or call somebody that 
may know someone else?  
Could I spend an hour just 
researching five people that 
I might want to contact?  It 
was that process of push-
ing things forward through 
micro actions and decisions 
that really helped me. In the 
course of a few months you 
realize, “Wow. Fifteen people 
just signed up because of my 
small, tangible actions.”

Ishita: You saw the small 
steps adding up?

Rick: It’s easy to look 

back and say, “I signed up 
fifteen or thirty people” 
but it is much harder to 
look forward and say, “I’ll 
be doomed if I don’t sign 
up thirty people over the 
next three months.” In 
those moments, you have 
to look forward and take 
the small steps.  “I need to 
send this email.” and then 
do it.  BOOM I just sent it. 
I completed a task and did 
something positive. What’s 
the next thing I can do?”

Ishita: Tunnel vision is 
more beneficial than 
thinking about the larger 
goal - to just have five tasks 
and knock them out.

Rick: Most people think the 
entrepreneurial process is 
inward out - that you focus 
internally to come up with 
the concept and then you 
broadcast it out. I think it’s 
exactly the opposite. There 
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is all this broadcasting out 
that needs to be done to 
identify what problem will 
be solved. Then as you begin 
to launch your solution, 
that is when the focused, 
internal stuff starts to hap-
pen. It’s almost like, “Okay, 
I’ve defined the big problem. 
Now I need to break it down 
into pieces, start getting 
stuff done, and solve this 
problem.”

Ishita: I remember you 
writing about Francis Ford 
Coppola saying: “The 
seeds of success are often 
right in front of us, hidden 
in the ashes of adversity.” 
How do you feel about 
that? 

Rick:  He was one of the 
people at our first meet-
ing, and probably one of 
the most profound think-
ers that we ever had in any 
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of our groups. He told the 
story of how he was basically 
about to declare bankruptcy 
at the time The Godfather 
was being filmed. He was 
chosen to do this movie and 
he was way too young and 
the guy who hired him soon 
got fired. So he’s thinking, 
“Okay, now I’m about to get 
fired and I have to declare 
personal bankruptcy.” And 
during the sixty days of 
filming, he kept getting a 
feeling that the executives 
were trying to find a way 
to fire him. So he got word 
one day that they fire people 
on Thursdays or Fridays, 
because it allows them to 
regroup over the weekend 
without missing too many 
days of shooting. And he 
finds out that he’s going to 
get fired on that Thursday. 
So before that can happen, 
he goes in and fires his en-
tire staff except one person, 

on Wednesday. He put his 
bosses in a position where 
they can’t fire him because 
he’s the only guy left on the 
project! He was basically 
riding the rails, but he made 
it through the movie! He 
later admitted that he tried 
to create those scenarios 
of chaos in his own films, 
because that’s when people 
actually do their best work. I 
found that really interesting. 
I’ve been laid off twice and 
have experienced some pret-
ty disappointing moments 
in my life. But the funny 
thing is that the bigger the 
disappointment was, the 
better the situation turned 
out. The disappointment 
ended up quickly leading to 
some monumentally posi-
tive thing in my life, which 
would otherwise have never 
happened had I not experi-
enced that failure. I think 
that during one of my most 

disappointing moments, 
when I was laid off from my 
old firm, this recognition 
of what would inevitably 
come from failure really 
helped me. One of my first 
reactions was, “Something 
really great has to come out 
of this! If it’s a big disap-
pointment, then something 
bigger on the positive side 
is going to stem from this.” 
I’ve actually found that to 
be true fairly consistently in 
my life. If you look at failure 
and channel it into some-
thing positive mentally, 
you’re more likely to find 
the outcome positive.  

Ishita: Were you afraid of 
failing during the startup 
phase of the business?

Rick: I probably had a lot 
more fear of failure when I 
was thinking about launch-
ing the company inside the 
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other company. I thought 
they would all judge me. 
But as soon as it became my 
own thing, I found it a lot 
easier to focus on the very 
simple things that need to 
be done that day. It’s not 
about showing your prog-
ress to someone at the end 
of the week, or “What are 
they thinking” or “I’ve got 
this big, scary meeting com-
ing up.” Instead I thought, 
“Hey these people told me 
that they’d be interested if I 
could solve this problem for 
them. Now I just need to ex-
ecute on those simple tasks 
and solve the problem.” 
When you get engrossed in 
that process, you don’t re-
ally think about the fear. In 
fact, in the months leading 
up to our first meeting in 
October, I was too busy ex-
ecuting to have even a single 
thought of fear about the 
big picture. But a couple of 
hours before the meeting, I 
threw up in my hotel room. 
I think it finally hit me, 
“Holy Smokes. What if this 
doesn’t work? What if this 
is a disaster?” It was just all 
the anxiety that was bottled 

up and just suddenly came 
out.  It struck me as funny 
that that was the first I time 
I had really thought, “What 
if this doesn’t work?”

Ishita: Some entrepre-
neurs say they don’t have 
that feeling - that they 
don’t think what they’re 
doing won’t work out. It 
just has to. How have your 
fears changed since you’ve 
gotten more experience?

Rick: Something I’ve been 
reflecting on recently is how 
lucky I was that fifteen of 
the first sixteen people I 
talked to were interested in 
what I was doing, and most 
of them eventually signed 
up. Now, this was with a 
six-page power point and 
nothing else; no established 
company, no brand. I was 
the only employee, I had no 
experience, and still I man-
aged to sign up almost every 
single person that I talked 
to. Since then, we haven’t 
even come close to that ratio 
of people being interested. 
Now it’s more like thirty 
percent of people we talk 
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to sign up. So I look at it 
almost like there was an act 
of God in the process. There 
was such an enthusiastic 
response that I was actu-
ally shocked when the first 
woman told me she wasn’t 
interested. I thought she 
was crazy!

Now as I’m launching this 
new venture, I’m getting a 
great response, probably 
seventy percent positive, 
and I look at it and think, 
“Wow, give me a seventy 
percent hit rate on this sale 
and it’s absolutely going to 
work out.” Before, if my suc-
cess rate had been seventy 
percent, I would have been 
too nervous to go through 
with the whole thing. Just 
a couple weeks ago I talked 
to a friend of mine in a very 
powerful position about the 
company I’m trying to start. 
He essentially told me that 
I was crazy. In a very candid 
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way he said “Hey, I control 
this huge budget and there 
is no way in the world we’d 
ever spend this kind of mon-
ey.” If I encountered that 
response my first time, it 
would have really left a neg-
ative mark on me. But now 
I tell myself, “Look, that is 
one of the fifteen or twenty 
percent that I’m not inter-
ested in. I’ve got a whole 
bunch of people signed up 
that think it’s a phenomenal 
idea, and I just have to keep 
knocking on doors and play-
ing the percentages.”  

Ishita: What is the most 
useful pieces of personal 
or business advice you’ve 
received?

Rick: One of the best things 
I’ve learned is how humble 
many of the most success-
ful people in the world are. 
At the World 50 meetings, I 
had a chance to spend time 

with sixty iconic figures - all 
top executives, CEOs and 
celebrities. And they all 
seemed to have, along the 
way, figured out the one or 
two things that they were 
especially good at, and it 
gave them the confidence 
to let go of everything else. 
Whereas when you look at 
middle managers, there’s 
an element of arrogance 
that comes from jockey-
ing for positions that just 
doesn’t exist among senior 
executives. This taught me 
that the ability to perform 
at the highest level is often 
about finding what you’re 
great at and being comfort-
able letting go of all the 
rest. For the best of the 
best, it is more about let-
ting other people fill in the 
gaps around them than it 
is about simply being better 
than everyone else across the 
board. One other lesson is 
that there is almost always 

more opportunity right 
in front of you than you 
believe. On the macro scale, 
there’s a big opportunity to 
change your life if you just 
open yourself up to it. On a 
micro level, research shows 
that people can incremen-
tally leverage their strengths 
and passions more than 
they ever thought possible. 
Some people say, “It’s unre-
alistic that I make this big 
move in my life, so I’ll just 
resign myself to living life 
exactly the way it is now.” 
But you can start making 
changes that will have an 
effect on your daily life right 
now - maybe it’s not perfect, 
but it starts moving you in 
the right direction.  

Ishita: Did any of the ex-
ecutives or celebrities offer 
you advice that you took to 
heart?

Rick: Bono had this great 

The ability to perform at the highest level is often finding what you’re 
great at and being comfortable letting go of all the rest.“ ”
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story about how so many 
things in life result from 
hard work; but when he’s 
writing or creating music, 
it just comes to him and 
flows through him. He said 
that’s how you know what 
you’re supposed to be doing 
with your life - that it feels 
simple, not like too much 
hard work. Even though you 
still have to work hard. That 
really resonated with me at 
the time.  

And Robert Redford told a 
story about someone who 
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gave him advice before his 
first movie - about what 
happens when you have a 
big acceleration in life or 
you achieve a level of celeb-
rity status. The first step, 
he said, is that the people 
around you create an image 
for you; not just as an actor, 
but anywhere you go. If you 
take a big job somewhere, 
they create this image for 
you, and the next step is 
that you start to act like that 
image. The third step is that 
you become that person 
that they created for you. So 

sometimes people who ex-
perience success go down a 
path and end up someplace 
they never thought they’d be 
in their lives. The point was, 
“If you’re starting to experi-
ence some level of success, 
you always need to differ-
entiate who you are from 
who they’re making you 
out to be.” So for me, who 
was hanging out with these 
celebrities and companies 
worth millions of dollars 
and experiencing this suc-
cess, it could be very easy to 
allow yourself to get caught 

up and think, “Wow, I must 
be something really special!” 
But the reality is that you’re 
no different than you used 
to be, and you’re not really 
much different than the 
people around you. If you 
stand back for a minute, it’s 
all kind of comical, actually.

Rick Smith is the bestselling author of The Leap: How 3 Simple Changes Can Propel Your 
Career from Good to Great and co-author of the Wall Street Journal and Business Week 
bestseller, The 5 Patterns of Extraordinary Careers, one of the top-selling professional 
career books of all time. He is the founding CEO of World 50, one of the world’s most 
influential senior executive networking companies. Rick has been featured in the 
media including CNN, Time, The Wall Street Journal, The Economist, The New York 
Times, Harvard Business Review, Financial Times, and Forbes. He has amassed an 
incredible personal Rolodex, having collaborated with dozens of business and cultural 
icons including: Bono, Alan Greenspan, Magic Johnson, Lance Armstrong, Martha 
Stewart, Jon Stewart and others.
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ISHITA GUPTA: You are 
the CEO of a genuinely 
unique non-profit, and I 
can’t wait to learn more 
about it – the seeds of the 
idea began in West Africa, 
correct? 

LEILA JANAH: I had gone 
to Africa when I was 16. I 
volunteered in a rural com-
munity in Ghana where I 
learned for the first time 
that a lot of myths I had 
internalized about poverty 
were simply not true on the 
ground – the idea that the 
poor don’t have the right 
cultural values, the right 
work ethic, that governmen-
tal or political corruption 
was really at the root of pov-
erty in the developing world. 
Instead, I found that the 
number one reason people 
in Ghana, or perhaps in 
most parts of the world, are 
poor is that they are discon-
nected from global markets 
- they can’t sell their prod-

ucts and services to the rest 
of the world.

Ishita: But if they don’t 
have products or services 
to sell?

Leila: There’s a flipside to 
that which is they also have 
a hard time consuming the 
products that the rest of the 
world consumes, it is less of 
a problem than not being 
able to be active economic 

agents in the rest of the 
world. That’s manifested 
directly in a lack of good, 
quality jobs available to 
Ghana’s youth, for example. 
And I observed that during 
my time there – I was teach-

The number one reason people in Ghana, or perhaps in most parts of the world, 
are poor is that they can’t sell their products and services to the rest of the world.“ ”
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ing students at a school for 
blind and I observed that 
most of my students were 
really keen to leave Ghana 
for no other reason than 
that they wanted to be able 
to provide for their families 
and eventually find a decent 
paying job.

Ishita: What happened as 
you compared what you 
expected to see and what 
you actually found out?

Leila: That was really inter-
esting to me. I thought, you 
know, why is it that there’s 
this whole crop of talented 
young people and all they 
want is dignified work-
ing opportunities, and we 
haven’t been able to provide 
that to them, it was kind 
of shocking to me. Most of 
the ideas I had about Ghana 
before I went there were 

things like, “Oh, people are 
too poor and too desperate” 
or “They are illiterate and 
not capable of doing good 
work.” If you travel there 
and talk to people and get 
to know them though, you 
realize quickly that that’s 
not the case at all.  

Ishita: People avoid pov-
erty, and its not due to 
apathy or indifference – I 
think it’s because we don’t 
want to feel pain we can’t 
do something to alleviate. 
In the States we keep it out 
of our minds but there are 
places where it is universal. 
Had you seen that before?

Leila: It was my first ex-
posure to the problem of 
poverty and to some of the 
social ills that it causes. I 
decided I would dedicate 
my life then to trying to 

figure out a way to make 
fewer people poor. After 
high school and my trip to 
Ghana, I went to Harvard 
and studied African Eco-
nomic Development as a 
special major and ended up 
getting a chance to work at 
the World Bank with one of 
my professors. 

Ishita: Some entrepre-
neurs struggle to find a 
way to make a difference; 
Did you feel that this was 
what you were “meant” to 
do?

Leila: I definitely felt after 
Ghana that my life’s pur-
pose was to level the playing 
field. I’d done a lot of work 
in high school on social 
justice, locally in Los Ange-
les, I was involved with the 
ACLU which had brought a 
case against the California 

Board of Education for not 
providing enough opportu-
nities for low-income public 
school students to take ad-
vanced placement courses. I 
remember feeling like, here 
we have this State Board 
whose job it is to equalize 
access to educational op-
portunity for public school 
students – and I happen to 
be lucky I went to a public 
charter school for math and 
science that had tremen-
dous access to resources 
– but my peers in other
public schools were basically
screwed. It had nothing to
do with whether or not they
were capable or motivated,
but everything to do with
the property values of the
homes around their schools.

Ishita: How did you feel 
about seeing that injus-
tice?

I definitely felt after Ghana that my life’s 
purpose was to level the playing field. “ ”
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Leila: It made me angry - I 
firmly believe that the best 
societies are the ones that 
promote the hardest work-
ing, brightest people. I felt 
that in Ghana and I feel that 
even more strongly now. I 
guess my interest in poverty 
alleviation is really to free 
up all of this talent wait-
ing in the wings and ready 
to participate in the global 
economy. We have to con-
nect that talent to genuine 
opportunity. 

Ishita: How did you find 
your way to the World 
Bank? 

Leila: I worked there while I 
was still in college; I took a 
year off to do that. The ulti-
mate lesson I learned at the 
Bank was that I didn’t want 
to work for a big develop-
ment institution – I came 
to feel like these big institu-

tions are not structured to 
foster innovation, to really 
find a solution to poverty. 
I think they’re structured 
to perpetuate themselves. 
Many great people who 
work at the Bank get frus-
trated for that same reason.  
Still, the Bank prepared me 
to speak intelligently about 
a broad range of develop-
ment issues and it gave 
me the chance to work for 
some of the best minds in 
the field. I gained exposure 
to some of the metrics 
and underlying rationales 
that I’d eventually use at 
Samasource. I got, in ef-
fect, walked through all the 
steps that would be required 
to start my own company 
around finding a solution to 
poverty.

Ishita: What was the 
mindset behind starting 
Samasource? 

Leila: I decided to enter the 
for-profit sector first and try 
to understand more about 
business, because I really 
felt strongly that the big aid 
bureaucracies were not go-
ing to solve poverty whereas 
business might. I joined a 
management consulting 

firm, got quickly depressed 
there, and joined Yale Pro-
fessor Thomas Pogge to 
form a non-profit called 
Incentives For Global Health. 
The idea was to develop new 
financing mechanisms for 
pharmaceutical R&D on 
diseases of the poor. Then 

The best societies are the ones that promote 
the hardest working, brightest people. “ ”
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In December 2008, I was 
in Kenya doing research 
on this idea of connecting 
small digital work centers 
around the world to jobs.

Ishita: How did the idea 
come together? 

Leila: I was in Kenya in late 
’07 on a safari vacation with 
a good friend of mine. I’m 
sitting there and I asked 
him if he could connect me 
to some local entrepreneurs 
because I wanted to see 
what Kenyan entrepreneurs 
were doing. So we did, and 
an overwhelming number 
of these entrepreneurs were 
entering the digital work-
space - starting little com-
panies that could do data 
entry, some programming, 

accounting, basic kinds of 
outsourced tasks. 

Ishita: You weren’t expect-
ing to find so many of 
these companies? 

Leila: I was really shocked. 
I met almost 50 of these 
entrepreneurs in a month. 
I mean, when I think of Ke-
nya, I think giraffes, zebras, 
and lions and occasionally, a 
person in a village – I don’t 
think of computer centers, 
right? What’s happening 
there is really remarkable – 
a mini-outsourcing sector 
brewing in Kenya. But what 
these entrepreneurs told 
me was, “We’re employing 
local youth, we’re prevent-
ing them from leaving the 
country to go and find jobs 

elsewhere, a lot of the people 
we employ would otherwise 
not have jobs – and our big-
gest challenge is in finding 
contracts to employ them.” 
The proof is that they’re 
sitting there in Kenya, which 
is really far-removed from 
global markets where the 
hubs are, removed from 
anywhere near where these 
outsourcing deals get made 
- on the golf courses, in the 
fancy gentleman’s clubs, and 
in the bars of big cities in 
the U.S. and Europe. These 
Kenyan entrepreneurs were 
totally disconnected from 
that. And at the same time 
they’re doing something 
valuable, creating employ-
ment for local youth that’s 
environmentally friendly 
and fulfills a major busi-

ness need, but yet constantly 
struggling to find enough 
work. 

Ishita: What did they tell 
you?

Leila: I asked them, “Well, 
what could somebody like 
me, who can go back and 
forth, and can kind of un-
derstand U.S. business needs 
and maybe understand a 
few things on the ground in 
Kenya, what’s my value add 
in this equation?” They said 
very clearly it was “to go out 
and find us work, you can 
sell our services.” They were 
asking, “Can you convince 
American business to work 
with small Kenyan grass-
roots companies that hire 
local youth?”

When I think of Kenya, I think giraffes, zebras, 
and lions and occasionally, a person in a village 

– I don’t think of computer centers. “
”
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Ishita: Did you have the 
idea at the time or did it 
develop when your heard 
that? 

Leila: I was a manage-
ment consultant, so I’d 
been exposed for about six 
months to a top-tier Indian 
outsourcing company, and I 
thought then if this model 
can work in Bangalore, why 
couldn’t it work in Nairobi 
or in rural parts of Kenya. If 
the issue is merely connect-
ing talented people to the 
Internet, that seemed like 
a good place to start. There 
are billions of talented 
people worldwide who don’t 

have opportunity to simply 
get business. 

Ishita: What did you do at 
this point?

Leila: I canvassed the lo-
cal outsourcing companies 
in Kenya, put together a 
screening process to under-
stand whether these com-
panies would be capable of 
delivering, and by Septem-
ber ‘08 we launched a pilot 
program with seven Kenyan 
companies. We needed to 
know if we could sell to 
Americans and find out 
if the outsourced projects 
could be executed success-

fully and win a renewal 
contract from the American 
customer.

Ishita: When you say “we,” 
at this point, it was you 
and who else?

Leila: I was joined first by a 
woman who was the Opera-
tions Director for the Clin-
ton Foundation named Joy 
Sun, who became part of the 
initial discussions on how to 
set it up. Then in a month 
or two I recruited some 
interns and found a couple 
of other volunteers from 
Craigslist. 

Ishita: How did you per-
sonally handle the admin-
istrative, outreach, sales 
and everything that needs 
to happen to run an orga-
nization? 

Leila: Well, it was really 
overwhelming when I got 
started. I wouldn’t recom-
mend starting an organiza-
tion to anyone unless there’s 
no way to do what you want 
within an already existing 
organization. There’s so 
much overhead that you 
have to take on when you 
start something new – you 
have to file all these papers 
with the I.R.S. – and you 
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have to do it properly - you 
can’t really cut corners, and 
if you do, there’s a good 
chance your work will be 
shut down at a later point. 
It’s kind of dangerous to cut 
corners.

Ishita: Good to know.

Leila: So we had all this 
paperwork to do, I wrote 
the 501-C application for 
Samasource myself. Even 
though we got a pro-bono 
legal team to help us, it still 
took a long time for me 
to do the heavy lifting. We 
had to incorporate; we had 
to think about the right 
legal structure, whether 
we should be non-profit or 
for-profit. Then we started 
approaching funders, and so 
really, as a social business, 
you are running multiple 
businesses at once. I went 

staff and to keep our of-
fice space. I’m not joking. I 
had left a lifestyle of being 
a management consultant, 
flying business class with a 
corporate credit card and so 
to go to sleeping on my ex’s 
futon, it was a pretty dra-
matic change. It was really 
challenging. Nobody would 
fund us, everyone said, 
“Well, maybe you should 
be for-profit” and then all 
the for-profit people would 
say, “You’re trying to help 
women and youth. If you’re 
working with people who 
are a little bit less poor any-
time soon, give me a call.”

Ishita: Ouch.

Leila: An entrepreneur I 
know once said, “Success 
almost feels like death” 
and I totally understand 
him. We were this close to 

though probably the hardest 
time in my life when I kind 
of ran out of money - we’d 
gotten some initial fund-
ing from a business plan 
competition in Amsterdam 
and from Stanford - this is 
in early ‘08 and we used that 
money to get started and 
incorporate and all that fun 
stuff. But by early ’09, I’d 
basically blown through all 
the money that we had – we 
had to go back and forth to 
Kenya, etc. I was trying to 
live as cheaply as you can in 
the Bay Area – but it takes 
about $30,000 to run an 
organization for a year.

Ishita: So what did you do?

Leila: First I had to give up 
my apartment and actually 
live on my ex-boyfriend’s 
futon for six months to be 
able to afford paying my 

it not happening. So for 
me, I think what ended up 
happening was: We weren’t 
getting funding. I was get-
ting more broke and more 
frustrated. But every time 
I’d think about quitting – by 
now we were selling projects 
to our U.S. customers and 
actively sending work to 
our pilot partners in Kenya 
–I remember they would 
send me hand-written 
thank-you card from our 
partner in Nairobi saying 
essentially, “If it weren’t 
for Samasource, I would’ve 
gone out of business.” I 
focused hard on that. It was 
the most touching thing 
anyone had ever told me. So 
I got really, really inspired 
hearing that, and that was 
enough validation for me to 
keep going.

Ishita: Is that the advice 
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you’d give to an entrepre-
neur just starting out – 
that you’ve got to focus on 
the real mission? 

Leila: I think that you have 
to be a little bit crazy to be 
an entrepreneur, and I think 
what you have to focus on is 
your end goal which for me 
was leveling the playing field 
for work, and giving people 
who really had the skill 
and the will to work – the 
opportunity to do so. I’m 
a mission-driven person, I 
think the reason that I quit 
my consulting job, and the 
reason that I could’ve have 
entered probably any other 
job than what I’m doing 
now, is that this is what I 
care about - this is my pas-
sion. To get a chance to be 
part of an organization that 
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is executing on something I 
believe in so strongly – that’s 
the most important thing.

Ishita: Could anything 
have made you quit?

Leila: You know, I would’ve 
probably quit if the Kenyan 
partners hadn’t believed in 
us, and had said- “Oh, you 
guys aren’t actually finding 
any work and what the hell.” 
But the fact that they kept 
encouraging us, and kept 
telling us “Please don’t stop, 
we really need you. This 
month we hired five more 
people,” that was what we 
all needed.

Ishita: What do you do 
when you encounter a 
challenge?

Leila:  It depends on the 
nature of the challenge – 
you have to ignore 90% of 
the critics. There are a lot 
of people who critique the 
model on the Internet and 
write really negative feed-
back on blogs and tell us 
that we’re ruining America.
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Ishita: Does anything get 
you down?

Leila: Stuff like when a 
partner doesn’t deliver or 
a customer doesn’t close a 
deal with us does get me 
down a bit. I think what it 
really comes down to is, “Am 
I happy waking up every 
morning and putting my 
heart and soul into it for 
16 hours every day?” The 
answer to that has always 
been “Yes.” The minute the 
answer is “No” I’ll  have to 
look for a new job. 

Ishita: What do like best 
about what you’re doing?

Leila: For me the most satis-
fying thing in the world is 
to tackle what I think is the 
world’s greatest moral prob-
lem – which is wasted talent. 
Even if we’re eking along, 
even if no one’s funding us, 
I’ve found a lot of inspira-
tion.

Ishita: Are you your big-
gest critic?

Leila: I’ve been told I need 

to stop because I push my-
self and the organization. 
I’m naturally kind of a per-
fectionist. I’m pretty critical 
of myself, but a lot of what I 
find flaw in are valid, things 
we could be doing better.

Ishita: So do you believe 
in the work/life balance 
concept?

Leila: I’ve never really be-
lieved in that idea of work/
life balance. We used to have 
it at my consulting firm, I 
was similarly kind of crazed 
and always wanted to do 
things perfectly and would 
get told, “You have to bal-
ance things out, otherwise 
you’re gonna burn out.” To 
be totally honest, I think 
that balance is a concept 
invented by people who 
don’t really like their work. 
For me my work is my life. 
I could never do a job that 
wasn’t firmly embedded in 
my values. My life values are 
reflected in my work and 
vice-versa, and I want that 
unity. 

Ishita: What does that 

mean in daily life terms? 

Leila: It means I don’t sleep 
very much – in fact, I don’t 
know many entrepreneurs 
who do sleep more than 7 
hours a night, I sleep about 
5 hours a night. I simply 
don’t believe everyone needs 
to take two days off every 
week to not think about 
work - I find happiness in 
innovating in my work, it’s 
what keeps me happy. But 
I find moments during my 
days to reflect on things – 
I read fiction to keep my 
mind occupied by things 
other than Samasource. I 
think those are things that 
every human needs to do to 
be happy and productive. 
Ishita: What lessons have 
you learned about yourself? 
Leila: I learned that any-
thing is possible; I definitely 
didn’t think I was capable of 
doing this. I had never run 
an outsourcing company 
before, everybody said it 
couldn’t be done, they said, 
“You’re nuts to think you 
can attempt this right out 
of school, you should go to 
grad school, why don’t you 
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go to law school, why don’t 
you go to business school” 
so I really surprised myself 
by kind of pulling it off. It 
still remains to be seen if 
we’ll get big and become one 
of those world-class NGOs, 
but I think we’re on the 
path to getting there, so it’s 
exciting. 

Ishita: What do you tell 
aspiring entrepreneurs?

Leila: The most important 
thing I can say is that when 

life would’ve been so much 
easier to go to a great com-
pany like Google, or if I had 
continued with consulting – 
I would’ve had time to do a 
lot of other personal things 
that I might like to do in my 
life. It’s not a cakewalk. But 
marginalized people, they’re 
a market, and they have 
needs, and we should be 
focused on designing things 
to meet those needs. We 
saw a need on this end and 
the product we’re selling 
is high-quality services to 

those U.S. customers. And 
we have to make sure that 
what we sell really addresses 
a market problem effectively. 
That discipline, of finding 
the “product/market fit” is 
what makes or breaks an 
entrepreneur.

you start a venture, make 
sure you see what Mark An-
dreessen calls “product/mar-
ket fit.” If you can identify a 
real market need that hasn’t 
been met, that’s the most 
important thing in starting 
a venture. Everybody thinks 
that being an entrepreneur 
is super glamorous, and 
it’s their path to fame and 
stardom, but more than 9 
out of 10 startups fail. You 
slog away for 16 hours a day 
trying to make it work and 
in many ways, I think my 

LEILA CHIRAYATH JANAH
Leila Chirayath Janah was a social entrepreneur, activist, adventurer and founder of 
Samasource, Samaschool, and LXMI. Leila tragically passed away in January 2020 due to 
complications from Epithelioid Sarcoma. She was 37 years old. Leila was a pioneer in the 
field of impact sourcing, and will be best remembered for the innovations she brought to 
the work of eradicating poverty. She believed that “the greatest challenge of the next 50 
years will be to create dignified work for everyone. We will remember Leila’s spirit and 
contribution always. 
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“THE WAY TO SUCCEED IS TO 
DOUBLE YOUR FAILURE RATE.”

THOMAS WATSON
Founder of IBM
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