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Building the plane mid-flight

The first founder | supported did not have an org chart, a process document, or a clear

idea of what he needed from me on any given morning. What he had was a company that
did not exist yet and a conviction that it should, and a calendar that looked like a dropped
plate of spaghetti. My job, it turned out, was to be the reason the plate stopped breaking.

Supporting a founder is not the same job as supporting a corporate executive, and the
assistants who struggle most are usually the ones who expect it to be. There is no
established rhythm to slot into, no department that owns the thing you need, no
assumption that tomorrow will resemble today. You are not stepping into a system. You

are the first one.

It is the hardest version of this role and, for the right person, the most rewarding. You are
close to the center of something being built from nothing, and what you do genuinely
changes whether it gets built. This book is about how to do that well: how to thrive in the
ambiguity, protect the one resource that decides everything, and grow into far more than

an assistant as the company grows around you.

A corporate EA keeps a machine running. A founder's EA helps
build the machine while it is already moving.

The founder is not a CEO yet

It is tempting to treat a founder like any other executive, only busier. That mistake will cost
you. A CEO of an established company sits atop a structure that does most of the
remembering for them. A founder sits atop almost nothing, and holds an alarming amount
of the company in their own head. The gap between those two realities is the whole reason

your job is different.

Because there is no structure, your work is less about maintaining order and more about
creating it where none exists. Nobody will hand you the process for booking travel, running
the offsite, or onboarding the new hire, because there is no process. You will write it, often
while doing the thing for the first time. This is disorienting if you were trained to follow a

playbook, and freeing once you realize you get to author it.



The founder also changes shape fast. The person you support this quarter is running a
five-person scramble; a year later they may be leading fifty people and answering to a
board. Your role has to grow at the same speed they do, or you become something they
have to work around rather than someone they lean on. The good news is that few jobs
offer a front-row seat to that kind of growth, or a better chance to grow alongside it.

Thriving in the ambiguity

The defining feature of a startup is that no one is quite sure what should happen next,
including the founder. Priorities shift between morning and afternoon. The urgent thing at
nine is irrelevant by noon because something realer appeared. If you need a stable plan to
function, this will feel like chaos. The skill is learning to operate well without one.

You do it by anchoring to the mission rather than the task list. When everything is in flux,
the question that cuts through is simple: what actually moves the company forward right
now. Hold that question steady and the shifting priorities stop feeling like whiplash and
start feeling like navigation. You are not being jerked around; you are steering toward the
same star from a moving deck.

Comfort with ambiguity does not mean comfort with chaos. Your gift to a founder is to
absorb the disorder and hand back order. They live in the churn of possibility; you translate
it into the next three things that need doing. The more uncertain their world, the more
valuable a calm, decisive assistant becomes. When you can look at a messy morning and
say, here is what matters, here is what | have already handled, that is worth more in a
startup than any polished deck.

Protecting the one scarce resource

In an established company, an executive's scarcest resource is usually their time. In a
startup, it is something narrower and more fragile: the founder's attention. A founder pulled
in nine directions makes worse decisions, misses the important signal in the noise, and
slowly burns down. The single most valuable thing you can do is protect their focus so the
company gets their best thinking, not their most scattered.



An unprotected founder's day

A protected founder's day

_

Figure: your job is to turn the top row into the bottom row

An unprotected founder's day looks like the top row above: sliced into fragments by every
interruption that reaches them, with no block long enough to think a real thought. Your job
is to turn it into the bottom row, a few protected stretches of deep work with the noise
gathered and handled around them. That means being a real gatekeeper, deciding what
actually needs the founder and shielding them from what does not, which in a startup is
most things.

This is harder than it sounds, because in a young company everyone believes their thing
needs the founder, and often the founder believes it too. You have to protect them from
their own willingness to be interrupted. Done well, it is quietly transformative: the founder
starts having the long, uninterrupted hours that good decisions require, and they will feel
the difference long before they understand you engineered it.

CHAPTER 4

Guarding the founder's energy

Attention is the resource; energy is the fuel underneath it. Founders run hot and run long,
and the failure mode is not usually a single dramatic collapse but a slow depletion that
dulls their judgment for months before anyone names it. A good founder's assistant
watches the energy line the way a good nurse watches a chart, and intervenes before the
number gets dangerous.

Practically, this means building recovery into a calendar that will fight you at every turn.
Protecting a real break in a brutal week. Noticing that the third red-eye this month is a bad
idea and quietly proposing the alternative. Making sure the days stacked with hard
conversations are not also the days with no gap to breathe. You cannot make a founder
rest, but you can remove the friction from resting and add friction to the choices that burn
them down.



It also means managing the emotional weather, at least a little. Founders carry a specific
loneliness, and the assistant closest to them often sees the strain first. You are not their
therapist, and you should not try to be. But a steady, calm presence who does not add to
the load, and who occasionally protects them from themselves, is a genuine stabilizer. A
depleted founder is the single biggest risk to the company, and you sit closer to that risk

than anyone.

Being the company's first operations

Before a startup has an operations team, it has you. Long before anyone has the title, the
founder's assistant is the person quietly turning one-off scrambles into things that happen
the same way twice. You are the company's first process, and how well you play that role
shapes how much chaos the whole team inherits later.

The move is to treat every recurring fire as a system waiting to be built. The first time you
book complex travel, you are doing a task; the second time, you should be writing the way
it gets done. The first all-hands is an event; by the third it should be a template. None of
this is glamorous, and in the moment it always feels faster to just do the thing again by
hand. But the founder who never has to explain the same thing twice is a founder you
have given hours back to, and a company that runs on written systems instead of heroics

is one you helped make possible.

You will not build the whole operational spine of the company, and you should not try. But
you will lay the first stones, and you will very often be the person who notices, before
anyone else does, that something being done by heroics needs to become something
done by system. That instinct, spotting the process the company needs just before it
needs it, is one of the most valuable things you bring to a place still figuring out how it

works.

Managing the hundred small fires

On any given day a founder's world throws off a constant spray of small emergencies: the
double-booked investor, the contract that needs signing now, the flight that just got
cancelled, the vendor going sideways, the new hire with no laptop. Individually, none of
these is hard. Together, unmanaged, they are exactly the noise that fragments a founder's
attention and burns their energy. Your job is to catch them before they reach the founder

as fires.



The inbox and calendar are where most of the fires start, so you own them completely, as
the founder's proxy. You draft in their voice, you decide what they actually need to see, and
you keep the calendar honest against the day's shifting reality. But beyond those two, you
become a kind of early-warning system for the whole company, the person who notices
the small thing at the edge that will become a large thing on Thursday if no one moves

now.

The discipline that makes this survivable is triage, and it is a discipline the founder usually
cannot exercise in the moment because every fire feels equally hot to the person holding
the match. You can. You sort the spray into what to handle now, what to schedule, what to
hand off, and what to quietly let go, so the founder only ever meets the few things that
genuinely need them.
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Figure: the founder cannot triage in the moment. You can.

Run that sort well and consistently, and something remarkable happens: the founder stops
experiencing the day as a hail of emergencies and starts experiencing it as a manageable
list, because you absorbed the storm and handed back the forecast.

Becoming the force multiplier

The whole point of a founder's assistant, stripped to its core, is multiplication. Every hour
you buy back is not just an hour saved; it is an hour the single most leveraged person in the
company gets to spend on the thing only they can do. That is a different and larger
contribution than the tasks themselves, and it is worth learning to see your work that way.



a decision made on time

a meeting they walked in ready for

One founder hour

you buy back a fire out before they saw it

an evening actually off

Figure: the force multiplier, one reclaimed hour, many outcomes

When you triage the inbox, you are not clearing messages; you are handing the founder
back the morning they would have lost to it. When you prepare a meeting, you are not
assembling a document; you are the reason a high-stakes conversation goes well instead
of sideways. When you catch the fire early, you are the reason the founder's afternoon
stayed pointed at the product instead of the problem.

Your output is not tasks completed. It is founder capacity created.

Hold that lens and your priorities clarify on their own. The highest-value thing you can do is
rarely the most urgent-looking one; it is whatever most reliably returns the founder's best
hours to the company. Get good at spotting that, and you stop being someone who does
things for the founder and become someone who makes the founder, and therefore the
whole company, meaningfully more capable.

The high-stakes conversations

Sooner than in most roles, a founder's assistant ends up near conversations that carry real
weight: investors, board members, key hires, the occasional crisis. You are often the one
scheduling them, preparing for them, and handling the follow-through, and sometimes the
one drafting the message that lands in a very important inbox. The stakes are higher
because the company is small enough that a single relationship can genuinely change its
path.

Preparation is where you earn your place here. An investor meeting the founder walks into
cold is a risk; the same meeting with a sharp brief in hand, knowing who they are talking to
and what matters to that person, is an opportunity. You build those briefs, you circulate the
pre-reads, and you make sure the follow-ups that keep important relationships warm
actually happen, because in a startup those follow-ups are the difference between a
network and a list of names.



And you hold, quietly, an unusual amount of sensitive knowledge, about the company's real
numbers, its fragilities, its people. Discretion is not a nice-to-have in this role; it is the
foundation of the access that makes you useful. The founder's assistant who can be
trusted with everything is trusted with everything, and that trust is the thing that lets you
operate near the center instead of at the edge.

Growing as the company grows

The rare gift of this role is that the ceiling moves. In a scaling company, the person who
started as the founder's assistant is often perfectly positioned to become something
much larger, because you have watched the whole thing from the center and you
understand how it actually works in a way few new hires ever will. The path from founder's
EA into operations, into a chief-of-staff seat, into running whole functions, is real and well-

worn.

To walk it, keep taking on the next responsibility just before you are fully ready for it, and
keep building systems that outlast your personal involvement. The assistant who insists on
being the only one who can do everything caps their own growth; the one who documents,
delegates, and builds process creates the room to rise. Make yourself expandable, not
indispensable in the small sense, and the company will keep handing you more.

Be honest, too, about when the role and the company have stopped fitting, and deliberate
about the story you are building. The systems you designed, the crises you steered
through, the trust you earned from a founder who has now built something real, that is a
record almost no traditional path produces. Whether you rise inside this company or carry
that record somewhere new, you will have grown from an assistant into an operator, which

was the point all along.

Protecting yourself in the chaos

A startup will happily take everything you are willing to give, and then a little more. The
pace is real, the mission is magnetic, and the line between commitment and self-erasure is
thin and easy to cross without noticing. Supporting a founder well over years, rather than
flaming out inside one, depends on protecting yourself with the same seriousness you

protect them.



That starts with boundaries you actually hold. Founders often work in bursts at strange
hours, and the gravity of that pulls everyone around them into always-on. You do not have
to match their rhythm to serve it well; you have to be reliable within hours you can sustain.
Decide what those are, make them clear, and let your systems, not your constant presence,
be what keeps things from breaking when you log off.

Guard your own energy the way this book has asked you to guard the founder's, because
the depleted version of you helps no one, and the startup will not notice you running down
until you stop. You cannot be the steady one if you are quietly falling apart. The most
valuable thing you bring to a chaotic company is your steadiness, and steadiness is
something you have to maintain on purpose, not something the job will ever hand you for
free.

The reason it got built

Years from now, if the company you helped start becomes something real, almost no one
outside it will know your name. The founder will be on the stage. The story will be about the
product, the market, the timing. And you will know, quietly, that in the earliest and most
fragile days there was a plate of spaghetti on a calendar, and a hundred small fires, and a
founder who could only do the one thing they were meant to do because someone was
catching everything else.

That someone was you. The role of a founder's assistant rarely gets the credit, and it does
not need to, because the people who do it well are usually motivated by something better
than credit: the rare experience of being genuinely close to something being built, and of
mattering to whether it gets built at all.

You will not be the reason it is famous. You may well be part of the
reason it exists.

So take one idea from this book into your week. Protect one real block of the founder's
focus. Turn one recurring scramble into a system. Catch one fire before it reaches them. Do
that consistently and you become what every founder building something from nothing
most needs and can least articulate: the steady person who makes the impossible pace
survivable, and the whole improbable thing a little more likely to work.

Paul Prado Pacardo is a Senior Executive Assistant and Operations professional with more than ten
years supporting leaders, and the solo founder of a multi-product software studio. He has worked



both sides of this relationship, supporting founders and building a company of his own, and writes
from both.

me.kabuhayan.app - pacardopaull8@gmail.com - linkedin.com/in/paulpacardo
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