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CHAPTER ONE

WHY 
#REALTALK?

It was 26 December 2017, and it was the worst day of my life. Something 
was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. I woke up that day with a sense 
of dread. Inexplicable, stomach-turning dread.

For the last 48 hours, I had been trying to reach my little brother, 
Keane. Keane was my only sibling, and I missed him. We owned a Canadian 
blockchain company, a first mover in the space, that provided infrastruc-
ture and liquidity to global financial markets. I was involved as an early 
investor and Keane was its co-founder and chief operating officer.

Even though there was a fierce determination to make this company 
work, entrepreneurship was hard. Really hard. Keane was working long 
hours, the 100-hour weeks familiar to tech founders. It was workaholism – 
a common and even expected condition in the tech industry. A few weeks 
prior, Keane said he would be harder to reach. The year was ending and 
there was a frenzy to complete as much as possible before we saw each 
other for the holidays.
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S T I L L  S TA N D I N G

Despite our busy lives as sibling entrepreneurs, Keane and I had an 
unsaid agreement. Even though we were constantly busy and stressed, we 
always made time for each other when the other asked. Always. It was 
nonnegotiable. We made time for the things that mattered, like birthdays 
and tough times.

That day felt bizarre. Multiple people, from our mum to his best friend, 
were sending texts and calls to Keane. I left so many messages that day: 
texts, Facebook messages, WhatsApp messages, and phone calls. No one 
heard back and everyone was worried.

Keane was nowhere to be found. Everyone was wondering, Was Keane 
okay? Where was he? Had something happened to him? I had this weird, 
unsettling feeling that was building in my stomach.

Something was wrong. We needed to do something now.
I ended up calling his building and talking to a security guard. They 

knocked on his door to see if he was home. No answer. They guessed that 
Keane was outside, shopping on Boxing Day like many others in the city.

At that moment, I had a visceral reaction in my body, a whisper that 
said, “No, he’s in there. I don’t know how or why I know this, but he’s in 
there.” I asked them to open his door and they refused. I wasn’t listed as his 
emergency contact. What was I going to do?

With one choice left, I called the police.
No one could have prepared me for what I saw. I remember rushing 

my way downtown with my parents and seeing paramedics and police 
surround his building. Watching the red and blue lights, the night felt so 
loud yet so silent at the same time. I ran to the elevators ahead of my 
parents, who were parking the car. I was trying to see what was happening.

As the elevator doors opened, I ended up on Keane’s floor. Running 
toward his condo, I was stopped immediately. In the hallway stood a police 
officer with a solemn look on his face. The officer told me he was so sorry.

“Your brother is gone,” he said.
Keane was gone. He had passed away in his sleep on Christmas.
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Why #REALTALK?

THE DARK NIGHT  
OF THE SOUL

I share this experience of loss with you because, for many years, I grappled 
with my dark night of the soul and the aftermath that ensued across my 
family, our friends, and the tech industry.

Keane passed away from massive and sudden organ failure, a combina-
tion of prolonged overwork (120 hours a week, in fact) and a misdiagnosed 
condition. What do you do with that?

At the time of writing this book, the planet has been ravaged by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, followed by the economic recession. For the first 
time in decades, our planet is collectively grieving as millions of loved ones 
have passed away: sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, and even 
friends. So rarely, when we need the support the most, do we allow our-
selves to be seen. So rarely, when we are struggling in the darkness, do we 
allow ourselves to be heard.

When was the last time you were able to be real with someone?
In this book, in this journey we share together, you are safe. You are 

seen. I wrote this book for people like you and people like me, who are 
navigating this messy world. I wrote this book for the business leaders of 
the future, the bold and the ambitious, who are innovating and building 
the new world we live in. Leaders, founders, and entrepreneurs who seem 
indestructible on the outside, but are just as human as everyone else.

This book is your eye in the storm, a space to return and rest when 
you need it.

In the media today, the game of innovation is glamorized. We celebrate 
the founders, the money they have raised, and the companies they have 
sold, but rarely do we see the journey it took to get them there. The sweat, 
the tears, the times when we doubted ourselves. The things we lost as we 
chose work and the pursuit of success over relationships, safety, and even 
our own health.
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Innovation is an all-in sport. It is intense, emotional, and confronting 
for even the strongest of leaders.

As a serial entrepreneur, I am often hired by clients around the world 
as an innovation and mental health speaker: to share my real and hard-
won experiences in navigating the game of innovation. This game includes 
exponential technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain, and 
metaverse, where all corporations, associations, and even universities are 
feeling the pressure to catch up. It is in these high-pressure, high-stakes 
environments that our workplaces are suffering.

Regular folks are struggling to make ends meet, and there is a general 
level of discontent (or as my clients like to call it, “rage”) that has resulted from 
years of prolonged suffering on multiple levels: physical, mental, emotional, 
financial, and political. Regular folks are trying to find their way in this weird 
and wacky world, while being faced with the real and looming threat that 
their jobs and their livelihood can disappear at any second due to layoffs,  
offshoring, or even AI. In such a pressure cooker where so many of us feel the 
need to be excellent and to stand out to survive, the ability to share our true 
selves with others has lessened over time.

In working with many of my students as a university professor, I see 
them struggle to pause or even admit to needing help for fear of losing out 
on an opportunity or showing weakness. These pressures are at the indi-
vidual level and also occur in teams and finally organizations, who are 
facing the largest wave of uncertainty they have seen yet: the extinction of 
300 million jobs this decade due to AI.

How do you operate in a world of never-ending stress and change? 
How can we still stand as leaders, despite struggle after struggle?

MY WHY
Back in 2019, I ended up at a private event hosted by Jayson Gaignard, who 
founded the company MastermindTalks. His community of entrepreneurs 
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Why #REALTALK?

is one of the most exclusive masterminds in the world, attracting 8- to 
10-figure entrepreneurs and thought leaders from various industries.

At a restaurant in downtown Toronto, I met Tucker Max, a four-time 
New York Times best-selling author. As we chatted privately, our conversa-
tion became emotional. I had been following Tucker’s work because he was 
public about his own struggles as an entrepreneur and how deep-seated 
trauma (and his subsequent healing journey) had affected his life. Being 
with Tucker, I remember leaning in and sharing my story. My story of what 
I had lived through and lost.

It took the 20 years of trauma that I had experienced and the 15 years 
of healing I had done prior, in order to have that conversation with him.

I told him that I was running #REALTALK, the mental health move-
ment for the tech industry – my most important work yet – a platform for 
entrepreneurial stories, resources, and support through executive training, 
peer circles, and podcast interviews. Like the name of this movement, our 
superpower was talking: I was spending my days, fresh from my brother’s 
death, sitting with tech CEOs and realizing that I wasn’t alone in my lived 
experience. I was having mental health conversations with friends and 
colleagues in tech and it surprised me. There were so many of us who had 
struggled with mental health.

In those rooms, behind closed doors, these conversations opened a 
floodgate in my heart. These conversations felt tender and precious; despite 
the successes of these business leaders, they had struggled with depression, 
grief, addiction, and more.

In being with Tucker that night, he told me in no uncertain terms that 
I needed to write this story. That there are leaders we have lost in our 
families or in our circles due to mental illness and suicide. That this book 
could be the difference to the business leaders standing on the edge.

I know you, fellow leader, because I was one of those people.
When I lost my brother, my only sibling, I was confronted by my 

existence and the experiences I had lived. Before #REALTALK, I would 
walk into every room, thinking that I was alone. Despite being respected in 
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my personal and professional circles, I felt like no one understood me.  
I had the accolades and the degrees, but no one knew the intensity of 
my despair.

I was a Filipino-Chinese Canadian and a first-generation immigrant.  
I was a Woman of Color (often the only one in the room), surrounded by 
other C-Suite leaders. As much as our industry pushes to be progressive, 
we have a long way to go. For instance, 7 to 10% of all venture capitalists are 
women, yet 52% of them are White men. This stat matters because career 
opportunities and upward mobility are dependent on who makes the deci-
sions and who holds financial power. When we look at tech founders who 
are venture-backed, less than 1% are Women of Color, with 0.32% being 
Latinx founders and 0.0006% being Black founders.1

I share this context because the impact of mental health and trauma 
can feel absolute. Mental health impacts every part of our personal and 
professional lives, and it has a disproportionate impact on those who are 
already underrepresented.

When I began in the tech industry, in the game of innovation, I came 
as a trauma survivor. I was young, but I had already lived through so much, 
being surrounded by years of abuse, trauma, and mental illness. I had a 
family history that was rich with entrepreneurship yet steeped in painful 
experiences around colonization, war, and poverty from the Philippines.

By the time I came into this world, the odds were already stacked 
against me.

Even though I have suffered great losses, I understand that I am lucky. 
I could have ended up a statistic like my late brother, but I survived. Thrived 
even. In my grief, I was able to create a platform like #REALTALK and turn 
something horrific into something beautiful in this world.

I know Keane would be proud.
Through the unexpected ups and downs of life, we can choose to do bet-

ter. We can say: It is time to support our own. It is time to see this book in the 
hands of every business leader and for them to know they are not alone.

Tan279029_c01.indd   6 9/16/2024   6:44:24 PM



7

Why #REALTALK?

FOR FOUNDERS, BY 
FOUNDERS

In the early days of our movement, there was pushback. Lots of pushback.
Our branding was particular, aimed at tech founders and only tech 

founders. People would approach me at events and say, “Why is #REALTALK 
for the tech industry? Why isn’t #REALTALK for everyone?” As a trauma 
survivor myself, I know many industries and many communities struggle 
with mental health.

People found our obsession with tech founders very peculiar.
Many people assumed that #REALTALK was influenced by Keane’s 

death, but the stakes are much more than that.
It is my deepest belief, being one of you and building the companies of 

the future, that business leaders of all walks of life can change the world. It 
sounds cheesy, but it’s true. Despite what I have lived, I am lucky that I 
discovered entrepreneurship and innovation at such a young age.

When I was a little girl, I didn’t know better. I didn’t know that I was an 
anomaly or that my upbringing was unique, sitting at the dining table with 
Keane and our parents as they asked us what business idea we wanted to 
build next.

In every great loss I have ever experienced, I have created a company 
or a community to solve that problem.

In seeing how the tech industry has evolved in just a decade, we are the 
future. Technology is the future, not just for the founders, but for every 
industry on the planet. The business leaders of the future, individuals like 
yourself, are some of the biggest dreamers I know, declaring their moon-
shots and building their literal or figurative rockets to the moon. Each of us 
has so much potential, so much to give to the world, but we forget that.

We forget our roots and our why. Most importantly, we forget 
our hearts.
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Our decisions and the way we lead can harm or inspire the people 
around us. In climbing the very steep hill that is building #REALTALK,  
I am certain that we can do better. That we must and can support our own, 
especially when leaders are stumbling in the darkness that is mental health. 
I know that being a leader in these times is tough, but we don’t have to 
do it alone.

We can be friends. We can be allies. We can speak out and reconnect 
leader to leader. That was the vision of my late brother, who built and left 
his legacy in his own way.

Back in 2014, Keane was fresh out of university and working at one of 
the best mobile development firms in North America. When summer 
came, he flew with his close friend to Cape Town.

That trip was a big deal for him. Growing up as first-generation immi-
grants, we were poor. It was only when we were adults, making money 
from our jobs and our businesses, that we could afford to travel outside of 
North America.

He desired to see the world.
When he arrived in Cape Town, he noticed something: his entire 

itinerary was full of tourist traps, rather than authentic experiences to meet 
and understand the people who lived there. At the last minute, he changed 
his itinerary and booked a local guide, who arranged for him to stay in the 
villages. These villages were far away from the glamorous hotels. These 
were the villages where many of the locals stayed.

In the village that hosted him, Keane’s life would be forever changed. In 
the weeks he stayed there, what moved Keane were the South African 
people who were entrepreneurs. Business leaders just like you and me, who 
have a dream. Who utilize their gifts to create something from nothing.

As Keane often reminded me for years to come, they were the original 
entrepreneurs. The original founders.

He admired them for their tenacity and resourcefulness, the way they 
used their hands and their lands to build goods. As he got to know them, 
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there was one person who stood out: a grandmother. She had lived in this 
village her whole life and her presence was formidable. For decades, she 
would weave baskets by hand and then travel many miles by foot, selling 
these baskets to neighboring villages. Afterward, she would save every piece 
of money from those sales, allowing her to purchase her first house years later.

In her example, she embodied a glimpse: an opening, an image show-
ing what was possible for every other person in her village. It was her heart 
and her devotion to a better life that inspired Keane to become a founder.

In the same way that she was a glimpse for her village, Keane wanted to 
be a glimpse for her and all of the other entrepreneurs who dreamt of a 
better life. She reminded him so much of our ancestors, who experienced 
colonization, war, and poverty. Humble roots across generations, my 
ancestors planted the entrepreneurial seeds for our lineage and cultivated 
these seeds into successful businesses.

This is my brother Keane from this trip. He reminds me why 
#REALTALK stands for founders, by founders.
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Keane saw this woman’s potential.
It was his belief, our belief, that entrepreneurs like her deserved equal 

access to opportunities – that it didn’t have to be so hard. In Canada, we are 
fortunate that services like banks are just a walk away. In that village and 
many regions like it, there are no physical banks for miles around. Banks 
didn’t build in those places because they didn’t see those individuals as 
“profitable” customers.

Was there a way to empower her, leader to leader?
It is this glimpse, a world for founders, by founders, that birthed our 

journey into blockchain.

THE LONE WOLF
We are more connected and disconnected than ever. I know this sentence 
to be true because of the 40 000 leaders we have worked with at #REALTALK.

In many ways, my experiences have led me here. A potent combination 
of a trauma survivor, psychology expert, and tech founder has led me to 
you. #REALTALK started organically from the need to be connected, 
knowing that as business leaders we could and will support our own.

In technology, we are heading there. Coming from the world of block-
chain, Trust (with a capital T) is significant. Blockchain is a record-keeping 
technology that was built to restore and secure Trust, restoring functional-
ity and progress in people and institutions where power and money reside. 
Blockchain and crypto have made their mark on the world because inherent 
in their nature is the ability for stakeholders to engage with each other, 
even in initial conditions where there is low or no trust amongst individu-
als. When you make a transaction, blockchain is what serves as the 
discerning and vetting intermediary, protecting both sides from harm. It is 
this trust that allows people to transfer and invest their money at whatever 
level they wish to participate. It is this trust that is the bedrock of our finan-
cial systems for the twenty-first century.
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I share this observation because, unlike blockchain, our interactions 
with humans lack this foundation. We lack trust in one another, and thus, 
we are lonely.

We operate like lone wolves.
We live in a world where instead of connecting with others, we pretend. 

Our social media feeds are examples of how hard we try to hide and show 
people that our world is perfect. It is this foundation that has led to other 
trends like cancel culture and fake news.

Despite our technological advances, we are the loneliest we have 
ever been.

In a 2020 study, health insurer Cigna found a 13% rise in loneliness 
since 2018. Surveying 10 000 adult workers, they found that 63% of men 
are lonely and 58% of women are lonely.2 This trend is increasing with 
every generation too: Gen Z (18–22 years old) reporting the highest loneli-
ness average, with Boomers having the lowest.

Not only are we facing a dramatic increase in loneliness from a genera-
tional perspective, but it is occurring in our entrepreneurs as well. For instance, 
Startup Snapshot conducted a 2023 study focused on North American tech 
founders and found that founders spend 60% less time with spouses, 58% less 
time with kids, and 73% less time with friends and family.3 Despite the hype 
around startups and the latest technologies like metaverse and AI, entrepre-
neurs are facing an average level of loneliness at 7.6/10.

The path to success can and has been incredibly painful for many. In a 
world of pretend, we have eroded trust completely. With the erosion of 
trust is the erosion of our dignity, connection, and support of other human 
beings, and a standard in the workplace where every person is left to fend 
for themselves, lucky if they survive. What is even more troubling about 
this growing pattern is that when I speak to audiences around the world, all 
companies from now until the foreseeable future are tech companies.

No company will be able to survive in the long run without being able 
to innovate. No company will be able to ignore the effects of technologies 
like blockchain, artificial intelligence, augmented reality (AR), and more. 
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Instead of allowing our people to drown in the workplace, unable to keep 
up with modern-day pressures and technologies, we need to come together. 
We need to create a shared language to acknowledge the difficult realities 
of the workplace, so that ourselves and others can feel safe to drop the 
mask. To stop pretending and operating as lone wolves.

What is a world without trust? What is a world without real talk?

THE GLIMPSE OF 
#REALTALK

When I talk to strangers, the most common question I get asked is, “How 
did #REALTALK start?”

In my world of startups and venture capital, we are inundated with the 
mythical figure of the founder, akin to an entrepreneurial superhero. 
Instead, my dive into #REALTALK was humbling, messy, and pro-
foundly human.

Right after Keane’s death, I was in huge amounts of pain. Not just 
physical pain or emotional pain, but spiritual pain. I was questioning 
everything about the fundamentals of life, principles that I once saw as 
resolute. I was questioning my purpose, my family, and my career. I had 
stayed awake for three entire days, my body in shock and heartbreak.

I couldn’t sleep. I went from being an older sister, building companies 
with Keane for 10 years, to being an only child.

It destroyed me.
What was worse was the onslaught of struggles, of uphill battles, 

that came.
I was organizing my brother’s funeral of 400 people and writing the 

eulogy. I was creating his Celebration of Life video and pouring through 
thousands of his pictures and videos; it was heartbreaking. My mother, 
who was grieving, was diagnosed with Stage 3C cancer less than two weeks 
after Keane’s death.

Tan279029_c01.indd   12 9/16/2024   6:44:25 PM



13

Why #REALTALK?

She got the news four days before the funeral.
The company that Keane and I shared felt the loss too. His best friend 

was its co-founder and CEO, and the leadership team was like family to 
Keane. In the aftermath of losing their co-founder and COO, there was so 
much personal and professional stress for the team. Like any other startup, 
there were relationships to manage from employees to investors. There was 
years’ worth of hard work on the line and they needed to keep going.

It was at this moment, when everything in my life was burning, that  
I saw a glimpse. Akin to my brother’s glimpse in South Africa, I saw some-
thing different for the first time.

Before this moment, I had moved through life using intelligence and 
willpower. I worked very, very hard to escape my demons. I came from an 
abusive and dysfunctional environment, the byproduct of a family member 
whose trauma and hurt went unprocessed. However, there was a key differ-
ence between my experience and theirs: I had the privilege (and eventually 
opportunity) to access mental health support, while they did not

I felt so alone at that moment, grieving Keane’s death. Who else could 
understand what I had survived and what I was going through?

In that moment of rock bottom, of finding a way to survive, my glimpse 
whispered, “This can’t be true. You’re not alone. Surely, there must be oth-
ers like you.”

Four weeks after the funeral, I delved into this glimpse. Tactical and 
lean like a founder, I emailed 50 tech founders and asked if I could sit down 
with them one-on-one. I wanted to know:

1.	 What was it really like for them, being a founder?
2.	 Was I the only one who lived through this kind of pain? Was I alone 

in my experience?
3.	 When they look back at their business failures, what was the number 

one reason why they failed?

I was a ball of nerves. Tender and exposed, I had never asked my peers 
these questions before. Before this moment, our conversations were safe 
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and even predictable: fundraising, legal, and operations. This, right here, 
was a different ball game.

It was real talk.
The conversations I had over the next several months blew me away.
The more I sat with the founders, the more I heard something. 

Something small, subtle, and repeating, especially around their busi-
ness failures:

•	 “I knew my co-founder wasn’t the right person to scale this company. 
I should have asked them to leave. I waited until the last possible 
moment to talk to them.”

•	 “We were running out of cash flow and I didn’t want to admit it.  
I waited until our company went nearly bankrupt to ask for help 
from my investors.”

•	 “I was burnt out. I was so good at what I did, but I hated my life.  
I was so embarrassed to admit that I didn’t want to be the CEO of 
my company anymore.”

In the glimpse, the pattern I saw was avoidance. Thirty-five of the 50 
founders (70%) cited avoidance as the number one reason for their busi-
ness failures. People were holding on to their secrets and masks and they 
were hurting themselves, their families, and their companies. Highly suc-
cessful people, hiding in plain sight, not allowing themselves or anyone 
else to see what was real.

And what was more remarkable?
We had so many of these founder stories intertwined with mental 

health and trauma that there were more survivors (people with direct 
experience) than allies. Despite their large and affluent networks, they had 
been hiding for long periods of time. I had people in hiding for six years, 
all the way to three decades.

That’s a long time, pretending to be someone you’re not.
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THE SECOND PANDEMIC
This book has gone through hell and back. I meant to release this book in 
the fall of 2023, and six weeks before the finished books arrived at my 
house my former publisher became insolvent. It was shocking and sudden 
and it hurt.

It hurt to be so close to the finish line and to feel the opportunity, the 
opportunity to impact thousands or even millions of people, to be taken 
away from us. That after 2.5 years of tolling away to bring this book to you, 
I had another marathon ahead of me.

I share this part of my story because I am grateful to my publisher, 
Wiley, for taking the leap with me. We spent eight months talking behind 
closed doors to see whether or not this book, a book that is essentially 
about the importance of tough conversations, was a good partnership for 
both of us. In discussing with my Executive Editor Bill Falloon (thank you, 
Bill!), we came to the mutual conclusion that this book was and is needed 
more than ever on the planet.

The fact is, every organization and every workplace in the world is 
going through what I call a second pandemic – not a physical one, but a 
mental health one. Every entrepreneur, leader, and organization out there 
is faced with the threat of their survival as a business, in the face of the most 
massive and systemic problems of our lifetime, from climate change to 
artificial intelligence.

For far too long, leaders have risen to this challenge by doing more. 
Working harder. And asking their direct reports, their employees, to do the 
same. But people are tired and are fed up. Every day, I check Reddit for the 
latest news to get a pulse of how people are thinking and really feeling – 
and it’s not good. New subreddits like r/antiwork and r/canadahousing 
convey a sentiment where the American dream is broken and even 
nonexistent: no longer can the security and success we dream of be achieved 
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through hard work. Working as hard as you can, for as long as you can, is 
no longer an acceptable solution for my generation and the genera-
tions to come.

The reality is that hard work is no longer enough to survive and suc-
ceed. We need to work smarter, not harder, in order to stay relevant and 
valuable to the people we serve, and we do this by innovating. By creating 
products or services, often utilizing the latest technologies, in order to win 
the game of innovation.

Every leader and every organization must innovate, not just 
entrepreneurs.

When I started as an entrepreneur nearly two decades ago, it was fringe 
and counterculture to be an entrepreneur, much less one in the tech space. 
I remember taking computer classes in high school (encouraged by my 
dad) and being the only girl in my Computer Engineering class. I was 
learning how to code with Python and they had just introduced typing 
classes at school, where we were given keyboard devices for the purposes 
of learning how to type.

When I wrote this book with my previous publisher, I initially imag-
ined this as a survival guide for tech founders, having worked with so many 
of them as clients or as colleagues for decades. I had seen the necessity of 
#REALTALK, where tech founders were going through unnatural and 
immense work pressures that are destabilizing on a daily basis, from being 
sued to having your whole business model become irrelevant the next day.

Now, as I imagine the people reading this book, this manifesto is for 
the tech founders and for the leaders of the future. My mission is to see 
every leader build the future of their organization, without burning out.  
I want a world where every leader feels good and even empowered to come 
into work each day, ready to meet the challenges that innovation and tech-
nology have set for us, because they have the mindset, heartset, and skillset 
to meet their circumstances head-on as a leader.

How will you meet the circumstances of tomorrow? Who is the leader 
that you can become?
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