
To thrive, entrepreneur must

learn to overrule their

destructive tendencies while

taking advantage of their

considerable constructive gifts.

Learn systems that can help you

slow down, inhibit, pause, ask

for help, take advice, make a

plan, get organized and think a

project through. 

Spend as much time as possible

at the intersection of three

spheres: what you love to do,

what you have a special skill at

doing, and what advances the

project or what someone will

pay you to do.

THE ENTREPRENEUR’S BRAIN: A FERRARI
ENGINE WITH BICYCLE BRAKES—AND HOW

TO MAKE IT WORK FOR YOU
 

There’s no question that as entrepreneurs, we’re

a bit … different. We don’t operate like other

people. We view the world differently. We make

decisions differently. And we take action

differently.

We have the equivalent of a Ferrari engine for a

brain. That’s why we are major winners in the

business world. 

The problem? That Ferrari engine of ours usually

comes with bicycle brakes. We have difficulty

controlling the power of our brains. Sometimes

our brains run away with us, and we crash into

walls or fail to slow down or stop when we should.

Those bicycle brakes can cost us the race.

Key Takeaways:



So says Ned Hallowell—and he should know! Hallowell is a pioneer in the field of

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and how business owners can harness it to their

advantage. Hallowell recently shared with us his insights into the entrepreneurial brain

—how it operates and how we as business owners can harness its power effectively so

we get to our desired destination—tremendous success—happy and in one piece.

Got pop?

For starters, says Hallowell, it’s helpful to acknowledge that entrepreneurs are wired

differently than the rest of society—and to realize that’s a good thing. “Entrepreneurs

constitute the guts and gusto of our economy,” he says. “They’re the people who keep

us bouncing back no matter how bad things get, and the people who break new

ground no matter how many times they’re told they can’t go there.”

So what makes us this way? The psychological characteristic that defines

entrepreneurs more than any other is what Hallowell calls pop: grit combined with

imagination and optimism. Entrepreneurs have lots of pop. They never give up, they

keep inventing new solutions, and they believe in the pot of gold.

That said, there’s more than pop involved in making an entrepreneur. A set of complex

and often contradictory tendencies combine to define these pioneers and rebels. For

every positive trait the entrepreneur possesses, he or she usually has a corresponding

vulnerability. In order for entrepreneurs to thrive and achieve their magnificent dreams,

they need to learn to overrule their destructive tendencies while taking advantage of

their considerable constructive gifts.

In short: The ones who find the

pot of gold are the ones who

learn how to master their minds,

rather than letting their minds

misdirect their lives.



To help you gain control over your powerful mind, Hallowell offers a compilation of

some of the central traits and tendencies of the entrepreneur (see Exhibit 4). 

Note: Each asset has a corresponding vulnerability—what he calls Jekyll-and-Hyde

pairs. As you read down the list, put a star next to the assets or vulnerabilities

that particularly characterize you.

Jekyll and Hyde

How to master your
mind
One of the most important

skills successful

entrepreneurs learn—by

instinct or through

consultation, education,

experience and practice—is

the skill of maximizing the

benefits of their assets 

while minimizing the damage done by their internal Mr. Hyde.

The assets will prevail naturally and instinctively, without intervention or practice. But

it’s virtually certain that Mr. Hyde will get in the way and pose significant problems at

various times—often at crucial times for your business. 

Look at the assets and liabilities you starred. Chances are, they all share the

phenomenon of power. The assets represent a positive power, while the liabilities stem

from a lack of control over that power. 



This is the Ferrari-bike brakes predicament!

The visionary will continue to come up with new and useful visions, but

these visions will not become useful—unless the entrepreneur learns the

discipline of slowing down enough to perceive current reality, or listens to

and believes others who can. 

The tenacious deal-maker will persevere until the deal is done—unless the

stubborn side of her walks away from a perfectly acceptable compromise

out of an inability to stop. 

The charismatic startup owner will get the venture capital—unless the racing

brain cannot slow down enough to allow a consultant to write a linear, step-

by-step business plan the venture capitalist wants to see.

The jokester entrepreneur will warm up the business meeting with his humor

— unless his uninhibited, inappropriate side mortifies the group with an

utterly offensive joke. 

The risk-taker will pounce upon the lucrative opportunity and avoid the

sucker’s bet—unless her headstrong side goes all in on every hand.

If you look down the list of pairs of qualities in the inventory above, you will see that all

the vulnerabilities relate to an inability to control, discipline, inhibit or slow down certain

tendencies. Put simply, entrepreneurs’ problems derive from weak brakes. For example:

The solution: Find a person, agency, course or book that can help you develop the

strategies, habits, policies and routines that protect you from yourself while allowing

the best of you to shine. Learn systems that can help you slow down, inhibit, pause, ask

for help, take advice, make a plan, get organized, submit to a certain discipline and

think a project through. Some of Hallowell’s best advice here includes:

Find one person you trust who can act as your brakes. That person (a coach,

a partner, a colleague) should be detail-oriented, thoughtful, good at

anticipating roadblocks and problems, and cautious when moving forward

on a plan. Those traits will help you apply the brakes when necessary. The

caveat: You have to be willing to listen to this person and seriously consider

his or her advice.



Make it happen

Take action yourself. Quick bursts of physical exercise throughout your day—

such as ten push-ups on your office floor—can help you reset your brain and

regain focus. Likewise, meditation for ten minutes a few times a day will help

your assets shine and mitigate your vulnerabilities. 

Connect with other people. Face-to-face contact with another human being

can reshape your outlook and help you think better. Hallowell notes that it

doesn’t have to be a 30-minute deep conversation. It can be as simple as

chatting with the barista at a coffee shop. “The more the better, of course,

but any affirming moment where you connect with someone makes a

difference,” he says. 

Hallowell recommends four key action steps:

1. Review your list of assets and vulnerabilities.

2. Meet with a partner, friend, colleague or hired
consultant and brainstorm ways to add structures
to your life to increase the power of your brakes.
Lists, schedules, detailed plans and priorities all
matter. Don’t skip this step because you feel it’s too
pedestrian or boring. Your success depends upon
it.

3. If this proves insufficient, consider working
with a consultant over a period of time. The
skills you need can be learned, but many of
them go against your grain, which is why it is
difficult to coach yourself successfully. This is
no different than hiring a trainer at the gym to
give you the right tools, keep you on track and
hold you accountable for making progress.

4. Spend as much time as possible at the
intersection of three spheres: what you love to
do, what you have a special skill at doing, and
what advances the project or what someone will
pay you to do. Focus on these highest-level
skills—and delegate all the rest.

End result: As you follow these steps,

you will gain a greater feeling of control.

Mood improvement fuels peak

performance. Once you get in the right

frame of mind and create the structures

that allow you to compensate for your

liabilities, you will increase your mental

focus, thereby allowing you to maximize

the benefits your enormous talent can

generate.



Hallowell has written numerous best-

selling, action-oriented books you’ll find

helpful if you want to dive deeper into

this topic. In particular, check out Driven

to Distraction at Work, as well as his

upcoming memoir, Because I Come from

a Crazy Family: The Making of a

Psychiatrist. 

Ultimately, structure allows you to

create an atmosphere that replaces

frustration with

confidence, control and positive

emotion. These traits, coupled with your

innate entrepreneurial drive, lead to

focus—the magic wand of peak

performance.

The next step
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