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INTRODUCTION �

I've always been a dreamer. When I was four years old and had to put 

on my shoes before going to school, I often just sat on the bench and 

stared out into space, and completely forgot my shoes. My father would 

yell out “Dreamer, you’ve got to go to school!” 

From dreamer to entrepreneur 
To this very day I am still a dreamer. When I was a kid, I was always 

reading. In the small-town public library, I started reading everything 

in the section for young people including all the comic books, then I 

moved on to more serious stuff. While majoring in business in Rotter-

dam, I sometimes thought about becoming a pastor of a church or a 

philosopher. In my college days I was not single for long. At the age of 

23, I had already married. The ceremony took place on a Friday in Feb-

ruary, and five days later my bride and I arrived in India. After going on 

an adventurous tour, we worked in an orphanage for four months. Once 

we returned home, I stumbled on my founder journey by accident. A 

side gig that got out of hand turned into setting up a company which 

specialized in glass walls and garden rooms for balconies and terraces. 

Together with a brilliant technician who invited me to be his business 

partner, we created a thriving business from scratch. 

Stressful, hard growth 
I was fresh out of college and had no clue about the glass or alumi-

num business, let alone the whole market. We just used our common 

sense. The famous Brazilian entrepreneur Ricardo Semler once said: “A 

company is just four things: selling something, making it, sending an 

invoice, and making sure you get your money.” Based on that notion, 

we built a factory, an experience center, a marketing department, a 

sales department, a call center, a design department, and a service and 

installation facility. We had never heard of venture capital, so we just 
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made sure that we made (a little) profit and could grow without exter-

nal money. In retrospect I would have preferred to do this differently; it 

was extremely stressful to grow so fast without any cash! 

Extremely exhausted 
After about four years we moved into a large building and our dreams 

became ten times bigger than we initially thought. We continued to 

grow, but there were also problems that came with it. Unfortunately, 

the partnership between my business associate and myself ended 

abruptly. For a long time, we had been completely in sync with each 

other, but after a while, we just grew apart. I don't know exactly why 

our partnership ultimately ended. In any case, it caused a lot of stress 

to dissolve the partnership and negotiate price and terms while at the 

same time, the company was going through a rough patch. I had trou-

ble sleeping. Finally, the buy-out was over and I was on my own. I didn't 

like doing it completely alone, although I was not doing it all alone, 

but it felt like it. At the age of twenty-eight, I was the 'boss' of sixty 

employees, responsible for a great brand and a company that sold and 

produced more than a thousand projects every year. Unfortunately, our 

business processes had not kept up with the company’s rapid growth, 

which meant that many things went wrong, which I blamed myself for.  

Personally, I was exhausted and, honestly, felt traumatized by every-

thing that had happened. I couldn't process it and relax anymore. I was 

exhausted.

Is he still breathing?
In October that year (2014), I had a meeting with an advisor at the office. 

He thought I didn’t look so well and gave fatherly advice: are you okay? 

Do you ever check your blood pressure? Take care of yourself, don’t 

let yourself get knocked down! That very day, however, I had dragged 

myself back to work after taking a couple of tranquilizers. After an 

appointment with him that lasted far too long, I looked at my day plan-

ner and noticed I had another meeting but still hadn’t eaten yet. I drove 
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down to McDonald's to pick up a quick hamburger in order to return to 

the office as quickly as possible. On arriving there, I got out of the car 

to get some fresh air, but I only felt worse. In a daze I paced back and 

forth in the parking lot, and then finally laid down in a vacant car space, 

unable to think or move. After several cars passed through the McDrive 

window, someone finally called an ambulance. I overheard a paramedic 

say on the phone to the lady hovering over me: 

‘Is he still breathing?’

‘A little.’

‘How does he look?’

‘Gray.’

‘Does he still have a pulse?’

‘I don't feel anything.’ 

Okay, I thought. This is it. I'm dying. All the muscles in my chest were 

cramped, it felt like a heart attack. Fortunately, that was not the case. 

To make a long story short: I was completely exhausted. I had a serious 

burnout, including panic attacks and agoraphobia. For months I was in 

a dark place, stressed and overtired. As a result, I could no longer drive, 

and even having a short conversation with someone was impossible. 

Retired at 31 
Meanwhile, my company slowly went downhill. The controller called 

me and asked if I still had a hundred thousand euros anywhere so that 

the salaries could be paid for the next month. I certainly didn't have 

that, but I eventually managed to borrow it from an acquaintance. Sales 

figures collapsed. Four employees also had burnouts. What a drama! 

Three months after the ambulance experience, I was forced to return to 

the office, fifteen minutes a day. An old college buddy sent me a mes-

sage, asking if I happened to be looking for an investor. Well… That's how 

I managed to sell half of the company to a private equity party. On the 

way to the negotiations, I slept in the passenger seat while the recep-
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tionist drove me. For a while, after the deal was realized, I remained CEO 

for three days a week. Very well paid I must say, but the fun was over. 

I also didn't really recover from the burnout. Too much had happened 

within the company that kept triggering me, and to which my body 

responded with all kinds of inexplicable stress reactions. Therefore, I 

looked for a successor and found one. In 2017, at the age of thirty-one, 

I was retired. However, I remained a shareholder for a few more years 

and then sold my remaining interest. I felt liberated! The company itself 

is still going strong, but not with me. 

Angry, overweight man 
For a dreamer who easily got distracted when putting on his shoes, 

establishing a big, tangible, and capital-intensive company is a rather 

unconventional challenge, to say the least. The outside world had 

always said: what a great company! How smart! Everything looks fan-

tastic! The danger then is that as an entrepreneur, you might start to 

believe in your own fairy tale. But what did I really think? Why didn't I 

ever stop to think about it myself? And then another thing: why didn’t I 

ever exercise? Why did I even go to McDonald's for lunch? When I look 

back at pictures of myself when I was twenty-eight, I see an old, angry, 

overweight man. After this revelation, I started to think. I tried to regain 

my energy. I started going for long walks, exercising, and reading up 

on nutrition. I was finally reading books again. I enrolled at the univer-

sity and started studying philosophy part-time and went into therapy. 

I needed to figure myself out. What had made me put myself through 

all that stress? I walked the Santiago di Compostella route and pilgrim-

aged through Portugal and Spain, and slowly rediscovered myself... 

Awakening volcano 
Professionally, I decided to only do things that I really wanted to do. 

They had to be meaningful, something that I enjoyed and that I believed 

in. For a year, I took a coaching course and started writing blogs, that 

attracted a lot of readers. Several businesspeople wanted to talk with 
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me. For a few years I ran a coaching and consultancy office for business-

men and growth founders. 

Many of the stories these founders shared with me struck a nerve. 

I slowly realized that my own experiences were not as unique as I 

thought. I started doing interim assignments and discovered that other 

companies were encountering the same problems as I had had with 

my company at the time. I started investing in startups and witnessed 

founders going through the same phases that I had encountered. Grad-

ually, it started to dawn on me. The insights I gained, the experiences I 

had had, the patterns I had witnessed – it was like a dormant volcano 

starting to awaken. It had to erupt.

That’s the reason for this book.

My dream
My dream is that entrepreneurs do not get destroyed by following their 

dreams, nor by their success, or lack thereof. My hope is that this book 

will wind up on the nightstand of entrepreneurs and founders, to help 

them when they need it. Mental health is something that you can and 

should actively invest in. Finally: I would love it if you would share your 

experiences, feedback, or own mental challenges with me. I cannot 

promise that I will be able to respond at length to all emails, but I will 

certainly read them with great interest. Feel free to send an email to 

livinghopevcfund@gmail.com 

Leen de Bruyne, Rotterdam



12

FOREWORD �

Dear fellow entrepreneurs,

Having had the opportunity to co-found companies like Startup-boot-

camp, Innoleaps, CNBC Europe, The Talent Institute, I know how it is: 

entrepreneurship is about going through euphoria and deep misery at 

all stages.

As an investor in more than 1,200 startups, I have also experienced the 

highs and lows of entrepreneurship up close. As a result, I can attest 

firsthand that this book is not a theoretical tale, but a real-life account 

of the mental challenges involved.

Getting a startup off the ground is a journey sorely underestimated by 

many. It requires more of you than you think. You will be tested, pro-

fessionally and personally. I've seen up close how pressure can be too 

much for even the strongest among us. 

My companion and buddy Patrick de Zeeuw, co-founder of Start-

up-bootcamp, could relate. The mental pressure of entrepreneurship 

has also affected him deeply.

We all know that in this game you have the freedom to set your own 

hours. But let's face it: the number of hours you're working is often 

twice as much than in a normal job. And when you close your laptop, 

your head just keeps spinning. Solving problems, exploring new mar-

kets - it never really stops. It takes a toll, not just on you, but on your 

loved ones.
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What I've learned, and what I want to share with you, is the importance 

of balance. I myself have had to find it between being an entrepre-

neur and being a partner, a father, a friend and a human being. And yes, 

sometimes that means setting hard boundaries and really unplugging 

for a while. Because in this day and age, “technostress”, that creeping 

beast, is always lurking.

This book is more than a business success manual. It is a plea for a 

healthy entrepreneurial life. So don't just read it as a guide to your busi-

ness, read it as a guide to yourself. Let's take this journey together. One 

where we build great businesses without losing ourselves.

Ruud Hendriks, Amsterdam 
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MANUAL �

Who is the book for and how should you read it? 

It is for entrepreneurs and founders and those who love to: 

 

•	 share fascinating stories

•	 build great technology

•	 grow business fast

•	 push for 100x more turnover within 5 years 

•	 have an exit strategy in which valuation will multiply by 100x 

Why not enjoy fascinating stories and realize the following all at the 

same time: 

 

•	 100x investment in your personal development 

•	 100x improvement in physical, mental, and emotional health 

•	 100x better life-work balance and manifest your goals with less 

stress 

As an individual entrepreneur, investing in good health is crucial for 

long-term technological, commercial, and financial success. That's why 

I've written a hundred personal stories which can aid the mental health 

of entrepreneurs in various ways. 

My goal has been to link my personal experiences, insights, and obser-

vations with larger issues in society, the workplace, physiology, philos-

ophy, psychology and the spiritual. I try to keep it accessible, avoid big 

words, but use the small and mundane as an entrance to insight and 

awareness. 

This book is written by a founder, for a founder. There are plenty of exam-

ples from startup situations, which makes this book ideal for founders. 

But I am sure that every entrepreneur will benefit from this book. 
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To structure the hundred insights, I started from five concentric circles 

that increasingly move towards the core of the matter. Initially, there 

will be plenty of insights taken from the immediate world around 

us and then we will proceed to the workplace where you work as a 

founder. Then I will zoom in on the body, then the soul (the domain of 

our personality), and finally on the mind, where we will address mat-

ters that are related to our identity, mission, and spirituality.

 

Each section ends with a question, tip, or assignment. This way you, you 

will actively start working on yourself. Of course you don’t have to. You 

can also just continue reading. If you want to read it from the beginning 

until the end or the other way around, it doesn’t matter. It’s all good, 

just as long as your health improves. I have also added some sugges-

tions for further reading while you are on vacation, which after reading 

this book, I hope you will have time for. 

Did you finish the book already? Then consider lending it out to another 

founder. This way you also help someone else with their own mental 

health, and food for a good conversation the next time you meet them.  

Disclaimer 
Although the presented experiences in this book are primarily based on my 

own, I have included and adapted the hundred stories in such a way that the 

alleged recognition of persons or situations is purely coincidental. Further-

more, this book is written for every entrepreneur. I have chosen to always 

use the male pronoun ‘he’ instead of the female ‘she’ as otherwise it would 
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become a linguistic mess, and the reader would lose the flow of the story. 

Nevertheless, while writing this book, I was thinking of all founders! 

And one more thing: you might not be familiar with all the startup jargon. 

That’s alright. This is a book for all founders. Only in the second ‘circle’ I, spe-

cifically, included more about startups and that’s why that chapter begins 

with a glossary.
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“The mystery of human 
existence lies not in just 

staying alive, but in 
finding something to live 

for.”
Fjodor Dostojevski
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THE WORLD ALL 
AROUND YOU

You all know how it happens. After a wonderful, sunny vacation, you are 

completely relaxed. You look at your partner and say: I want this feeling 

to last after we are at home! I want more balance in my life. I don’t want 

to worry about the small stuff anymore. And while watching the sun set 

in the blue sea, you both toast to a new start. 

I totally get that. However, every time I returned home from vacation 

and drove into my small town, a heavy blanket of stress came over me. 

It usually started at the highway exit. It was that feeling of stress, of 

‘having to do something’, crept over me. I felt like I was trapped and 

there was no escape.  

Have you ever had that? Returning from vacation and then being over-

whelmed with stress? Sometimes I hear people say, “that’s the way it 

is these days”. I prefer to see it as the outer circle of influence on your 

mental health. I called that circle ‘the world’. The outer world deter-

mines what is normal and sensible. What should and shouldn’t be done. 

By ‘world’ I mean: a wider system of values and ideas which we all are 
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part of, the society which we are part of. Unfortunately, we can’t choose 

the air we breathe, but we can become more aware of it.

In 2022, after my family and I lived and worked in the serenity of Tus-

cany, Italy for six months, we discovered how different life could be in 

another place. 

WORK �

Words can have a completely different meaning and connotation for 

one person to another. So does the word ‘work’. What exactly is work? 

In my mind, for years I had associated work with sitting at a desk in an 

office from eight to five, having to work hard, having to do unpleasant 

tasks, getting tired, and once in a while, of having to kick yourself in the 

butt, to get things done.  

However, I did not always stick to that self-invented definition of 

work. On Monday afternoons, for example, sometimes I would go 

for a walk in the park while thinking about how I could improve my 

business. My walks turned out to be more effective than sitting in 

the office and watching the clock to leave for home. As an entre-

preneur, I did exactly the right things for my company. But I was not 

conscious of it. That’s why when I was walking in that park, I was 

hoping that I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. What would they 

think if they saw me going for a walk, in the middle of the day? 

Shouldn’t he be at work right now? What’s going on if he is off on a 

Monday afternoon? 

Gradually I realized that I had my best ideas and insights while walking 

in the park.  Outside, solutions to problems that I had been struggling 

with for weeks, just came to me, and I had better insight into solving 
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personnel issues. In that park I had the peace of mind to call someone 

and say sorry for something that had gone wrong. 

I was the most effective for my company while strolling in the park and 

taking walks.

How do I think about work now? Work is primarily:

•	  adding-value;

•	  focused on the long-term; 

•	 a means to becoming a more complete person; 

•	 creating space instead of taking up space. 

Question: what is your definition of work?

mission �

In the past, people in the West used to be more religious.  Nowadays 

they are more activists for individual causes. Apparently, we are wired 

in such a way that we like to fight for something that is greater than 

ourselves. While one commits themselves to a strict religion, another 

might follow a tight nutritional diet or fight to save the planet by trying 

to reduce their carbon footprint as much as possible. 

The more prosperous a country is, the more activism. If you are hungry, 

you couldn’t care less about sticking to your carbon-free, vegan diet. 

You want to eat, that’s all! To quote Bertolt Brecht: Erst kommt das 

fressen, dann die Moral. First comes food, then morality. I don’t mean 
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it cynically. I’m just stating the obvious. People seek purpose in life and 

as they climb Maslow’s pyramid, they become more demanding. The 

higher they move up, the more ‘space’ they need to figure out things 

for themselves. How does that work? Perhaps, in hindsight, we are not 

as special as we often think we are... 

As an entrepreneur it is important to be aware of it. For decades, Milton 

Friedman’s The business of business is business was the mantra of Wall 

Street. But not anymore. If your company has a loftier mission or goal, 

and your employees support it wholeheartedly, then your team will be 

even more motivated. In the long run, that equates to less staff turn-

over, more fun, more determination (when the chips are down), and 

ultimately more profit. 

It is essential that your formulated mission is authentic. It must be 

based on your values. Is it important for you to have fun together and 

make the customer smile? Great! Just as long as, you and your team are 

excited about it. Moreover, people can smell inauthenticity and hypoc-

risy a mile away, so: practice what you preach. 

Question: do your employees feel that – by working for you – they 
are contributing to something greater than themselves?

GRATITUDE �

The sources of spreading information around the world are geared 

towards bad news. Spreading bad news apparently sells better than 



23

delivering good news. The newspapers are full of it, but people are also 

quick to share it, especially when it concerns accidents, disasters, and 

gossip. It’s the same in the business world: lower returns, targets not 

achieved, Dan is sick again, the car doesn’t work, the union is not coop-

erating, the product is worthless, customers are dissatisfied with our 

brand. 

Of course, sensationalism sells. But it is more than that. I suspect that 

spreading bad news is also a kind of warning, meant to protect people. 

We think it mentally prepares us to cope when a real disaster happens. 

Someone once told me that our brain is equipped with a ‘sh*t radar’. It 

is constantly scanning for things that might - and could - go wrong. I 

recognize that. My brain is a faithful servant when it comes to providing 

me with every kind of doomsday scenario. 
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What can you do about it? 
Firstly, know how bad news works, in your own head but also for the 

outside world. Ask yourself if what you are being told is true, and if it 

works for your best interests. And secondly: be grateful! That is a pow-

erful antidote. Focusing on the good and worthy things in life. How 

often do we take all the good and wonderful things in our life for 

granted? Only after it’s gone, do we realize how much we valued it, and 

nostalgically look back and realize we took it for granted. 

How can you be grateful? 
Taking action. For example, every morning at breakfast – or in the eve-

ning before you go to bed – write down three things you are grateful for 

that day. By the end of the month, you will see that you will have a long 

list. This relays a power message to your brain, and you will become 

more balanced. Is gratitude purely a mind trick? Personally, I like to be 

grateful for someone: my wife, my parents, my friends, my children, my 

community, and my creator. 

Question: for one week draft a list of things you are grateful for and 
see how long you can make the list.

DECISION FATIGUE �

In the marketing world, there is an expression “everyone wants choices, 

but no one wants to choose”. In a free market – with supply and demand 

and competing alternatives – for a company to remain relevant and 

successful it must distinguish itself and offer choices. 
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In the supermarket nowadays, there are 20 types of apple sauce to 

choose from. With sugar, without sugar, without added sugar, without 

artificial flavors, with fresh apples, large chunks of apple pieces, large 

jars, small jars, A-brand, store-brands …you name it! Before you know 

it, you’re standing in front of the shelf for five minutes and can’t make a 

simple decision. Eventually you grab the jar that looks the most familiar 

and return home with a slightly unsatisfactory feeling that one of those 

other nineteen jars would have been better. 

That’s called decision fatigue: it ultimately makes you unhappy. Unfor-

tunately, this phenomenon is not limited to the supermarket. Many 

people experience decision fatigue in various facets of their lives. It can 

be so paralyzing that some people don’t make a choice at all and just 

remain on the couch with a bag of potato chips and watch Netflix.  

In business, it won’t get you very far. Especially if you have a startup, and 

there are numerous choices like: who do I hire? Who am I going to pay 

first? What am I going to sell? What am I going to ask for that? Who is a 

good investor? Who is my ideal customer? 
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Is there a simple cure for decision fatigue? 
Good news: yes. When my children can’t decide between two kinds of 

sweets from the candy jar, I always say: ‘If you don’t know, it won’t make 

a difference’ Then it’s always good, otherwise you would have known. 

In Refuse to Choose!’, the highly gifted author Barbara Sher recommends 

that people should not have to choose and just do whatever they want. 

It was so simple, but it helped me. 

This simple advice has worked for me for years and I abide by it reg-

ularly. Nothing is more annoying than overthinking and endless con-

templation! It’s like being stuck in the mud. Cut the cord and move on 

with your life! 

Question: are you good at making decisions? What helps you the 
most in making decisions?

PROVOKING �

One of my classes in a course about becoming a coach was called ‘prov-

ocation’. Provoking is a very effective way of coaching, although it is 

quite averse to the way most people nowadays think. People can easily 

get offended, before you know it, you’ve been cancelled.  

However, on the downside, if you no longer can be honest, then you 

maintain unhealthy situations with people unnecessarily longer. Peo-

ple may start thinking that playing the victim pays off. After all, you will 

be heard and get attention. However, your victim role will be played out 

and you will not get any further. If you want to get ahead, then you’ve 

got to take responsibility. You must make choices, reflect, start over 
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again. That kind of mindset is essential for good mental health. Provoc-

ative coaching is an effective means of cultivating such an attitude. 

How does it work? 
A co-worker tells you a story filled with loose ends.  Everything is com-

plicated and uncertain. The problem is gigantic. You reply by saying: 

‘Okay, it’s clear to me: your problem is simply X, or Y.’ You consciously 

draw a completely wrong conclusion about the story. That’s the provo-

cation. 

Then the co-worker probably gets upset and replies: ‘No, you’ve got it 

all wrong!’ Now your co-worker is no longer vague, and you can simply 

ask them: ‘Well, what is the solution then?’ That’s when they will sur-

prisingly reply with a crystal clean answer, and they know exactly what 

they need to do. 

First, try it out on a good friend. If you think you have mastered the 

art of provocative coaching, then you’ve acquired a great tool for get-

ting clarity in a fun way. It’s a cool way to challenge each other without 

insulting or offending the other person. Can it go wrong? Well, maybe. 

But then you ask your co-worker to grab a cup of coffee with you and 

apologize. 

Question: as an entrepreneur, can you still provoke and inspire 
people around you?
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ATTENTIVENESS �

Sometimes I really feel like a boorish Dutchman. Efficient, goal-ori-

ented, cut to the chase. 

I recall an encounter with an Iranian friend. The three of us had a meet-

ing at church, which we were all members of. It took place in a school 

auditorium at 3:00 PM. When we parked next to each other in the 

garage, she asked me if I could carry a few boxes upstairs. She also car-

ried one. Naturally I wanted to help, but what was in those boxes?

Once we got upstairs, I was somewhat surprised when I saw her open 

the box and lay a beautiful cloth out on the table. This was followed by 

a few plates, glasses, candles, napkins, and all kinds of delicious snacks. 

“There,” she said, “now we can have our meeting.” 

What had my Iranian friend brought to this meeting? ATTENTIVENESS. 

She paid close attention to us and the mutual meeting. She trans-

formed a simple meeting into an unforgettable moment. Now for me, a 

northern European, a westerner, everything is supposed to be efficient. 

It’s basically about content, speed, action. My Iranian friend is a warm, 

Middle Easterner whose primary concern is about hospitality, the rela-

tionship, the meeting, the moment. 

Unbelievable, what a difference genuine attentiveness can make! 

The meeting was not only enjoyable, but also very effective. I learned 

something again... 

Question: what do you want to pay more real attention to?
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