
At the Table with Tony Episode 6 Hasnain Zaidi 
 
 

Transcript by Rev.com Page 1 of 15 
 

Penelope North: 

Welcome to At the Table with Tony, a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, Professor Emeritus at 
the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University and inspiring members of his community. His podcast is 
meant to be a breath of fresh air, a chance to break away from the stress of everyday life and reflect on 
meaningful ideas that can help you make better decisions in life. And it's about connection, sparking conversations 
between Tony and his friends, creating a shared space for reflection. At the heart of it all, it's a way to nurture a 
meaningful generative relationship with Tony, which is a big part of making 2025 a good year for him. 

There are two central ideas behind this podcast, one's that Tony has lived by and taught in his classroom, first from 
Socrates that the unexamined life is not worth living. And the second from Tony's leadership model, that when we 
focus on creating benefits for others, we also strengthen our own identity, agency and sense of purpose. My name 
is Penelope North and I'm the host and producer of this podcast and a senior at Duke University. I'm excited to sit 
today at the table with Tony and his former student and current product leader at one of the largest wholesale 
platforms in the world, Hasnain Zaidi. 

Before we start, if you've listened to previous episodes, you know that Tony is facing some health challenges and 
since he shared the news with his thousands of former students and friends, he's been getting a lot of messages 
like this one. Dear Tony, I think about it often but I've never shared with you the impact that you've made on my 
life. So, here goes. With your cheerful ebullient inquiries and guidance I've examined my assumptions and made 
big and small decisions with intention. The way your eyes light up when someone is brewing a new idea or onto 
something big is contagious motivation. 

I've often circled back to lessons we discussed years ago in class and then later on in conversations and over email 
when knocking new or challenging ideas around my head. To have this framework to consider my path has been 
invaluable to me. And to have your example as you share with others how you live your life with intention, 
consideration and purpose is so powerful. Thank you for teaching me in so many ways. With love and boundless 
gratitude. Today we'll talk about work-life balance with Tony and Hasnain. Hasnain graduated from Duke in 2008 
and currently lives in Durham with his wife and three kids. He grew up in Abu Dhabi and first came to the US 
attend college. 

He started his professional career at Bain & Company where he got to work with some of the world's top 
companies. He then left consulting to "fix a crack in the sidewalk" that he saw as a road warrior, the lack of tasty, 
high-quality food options in most cities. He moved to San Francisco to start Tava Indian Kitchen with some friends 
from college and grew it to a local chain before selling the company. That experience left him with a passion for 
retail and a sense of how important brick and mortar businesses are to communities and the economy. He worked 
at Apple for a few years leading the entire franchise retail business before leaving to join a startup in 2019. 

That startup was Faire wholesale, which is now one of the largest wholesale platforms in the world and where 
Hasnain is currently a product leader working on some of the company's highest impact opportunities. Welcome 
everybody to the table. 

Tony Brown: 

The letter you read touched my heart and as does Hasnain because he touches my heart also because he's a dear 
friend and we're really glad to have him in Durham. What we're going to do today is we'll talk about work-life 
balance, and I think the place to start is with Hasnain's story, both his family story, nuclear family and extended 
family, and his work story because this is what work-life balance is about. And then, we'll get more specific about 
issues in your work-life balance. And at the end, I'm going to have some comments about definitions and a new 
way to approach the whole issue of work-life balance. But start with your family. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I'm really excited to have this conversation, Tony. One, just to be here with you both. But also I think the topic that 
we're talking about cuts to the very heart of something that I'm wrestling with every day. I think many people are, 
certainly many people at this phase of life are grappling with it and so it's very real, it's present. 
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Tony Brown: 

Let me jump in. I deal with some issues we've recorded that are important to people but not front of mind, like 
meaning of love or something like that. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Okay. 

Tony Brown: 

Work-life balance is front of mind. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Totally, every day. 

Tony Brown: 

For everybody your age, 10 years older than you are and 10 years younger than you are. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

But you mean I'm not going to have this figured out in the next 10 years, still grappling? 

Tony Brown: 

No, we may. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Well, maybe the next hour we'll figure it out. Okay. So yeah, let's start off with family mostly just because it is so 
central to who I am. Maybe we'll look back first. So, my mom's family is a big family and I think a lot of ways has set 
the tone for the kind of future that I envision. So, my mom is one of five siblings and then her mom was one of six 
siblings. And so, I remember growing up we would go to Pakistan, which is where she grew up, and we'd just get 
together and there'd be these just big gatherings of family. And when I say big, I'm talking about 100 people. These 
are not small families. 

And it was family in the sense of everybody was in everybody's business. Everybody was super connected, 
everybody had an opinion, everybody wanted to be a part of your life. And it was incredibly multi-generational. My 
great-grandmother who I was fortunate enough to meet, lived to her 90s and she would interact with kids that 
were one or two and everyone was kind of just in this same space. And I think there was something incredibly 
beautiful about that. It was loud, it was vibrant, it was warm. And there were some blow-ups too, it wasn't perfect, 
we're human, but it was sort of just a very vivid experience. And I remember that coloring a lot of my childhood. 

Tony Brown: 

This is where I wonder if the word balance is the correct word because the way you described your family, it was 
vibrant. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Oh, we're completely off-balanced, yeah, there was nothing balanced about it, it was all in. 

Tony Brown: 

So, the objective is not necessarily balance. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 
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Totally. And actually it's a really interesting counterpoint because my father's family is balanced. He's one of three 
brothers but it's one of those good fences, make good neighbors kind of things where everyone has their 
boundaries. They talk on the phone once a week but they don't express opinions unless asked. They're very 
cordial, they care about each other but there's a lot of space and it's not messy. My mom's family is messy and it's 
loud. So, to your point, balance and vibrancy may not be the same thing. 

Penelope North: 

Talk to us about growing up in Abu Dhabi with those two families as models, and then eventually getting to the 
point where you came to Duke and took Tony's class. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. Abu Dhabi is a wonderful place to grow up. It's a little bit like Vegas now and so I wonder how much of that 
soul still exists. I think it's there but you may have to dig for it. But when I was a kid, it was magical. You're kind of 
in this little bubble where things generally were nice, it was safe, it was pleasant, it was incredibly diverse. So, I had 
friends growing up from Sudan, from Armenia, from South Africa, from the UK. And so, from a very young age I 
was exposed to people with different opinions, different walks of life, different lived stories. 

And I think that's been a pretty important part for me is this recognition that you can create community with a 
bunch of different people in the same place if they care about similar things. I think one of the most animating 
forces in my life has been friendship, which is like I would do anything for a friend. It's like a pretty high label for 
me to say that you are my friend, but I give it away. It's not like, "Oh, I'm going to be there for just a few people." 
It's like, "Look, if you want to be that person, I want to be there for you." 

And obviously the deeper our friendship goes, Tony, you and I are a great example of this where it's now been 
decades. Those things are just worth investing in and strengthening. And I think Abu Dhabi sort of helped foster 
that because there were a lot of folks that were coming in from places that weren't their own. A lot of the folks 
that I grew up with weren't people that had grown up in Abu Dhabi, they didn't have deep roots there but were 
trying to plant that and create that and I was fortunate to get that. 

So, I think the upside of coming to Duke was I knew how to interact with people from different walks of life. I had 
sort of been very fortunate to have this kind of diverse experience. And so, even coming in as an international 
student, I didn't feel overwhelmed versus let's say I'd grown up in the states with maybe a more homogenous 
population or maybe a little bit less diversity, perhaps that initial experience of Duke would've been pretty scary. 
And I don't think that was scary but it was strange to be so far away. 

I mean, my parents were on the other side of the world and didn't know anybody, I'd never been to Duke 
beforehand, didn't know a thing about Duke basketball. It sort of was just this thing where I lucked into this 
beautiful place with these wonderful people and slowly finding community here. And I think finding like-minded 
people, I think most people are wonderful but finding that right community of the people that really cared about 
the world, cared about each other, cared about values, I think Tony's class tends to be a magnet for folks like that. 
And I'm still friends with many of those folks today. 

Tony Brown: 

So, you were president of your class in your sophomore year? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I was, yeah, sophomore year onwards. 

Tony Brown: 

So, you came in from far away, came into a new culture, probably surprised by the lack of diversity in the new 
culture in terms of ideology, but you ran for office and were elected. 
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Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. 

Tony Brown: 

Within a year. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. So, I was president of my freshman dorm, but we had a great dorm and it was just a nice way for me to meet 
people. I think like Tony, I love meeting people, I love talking to people. It's deeply energizing to get to know folks, 
and so you become friends with them and you're like, "Hey, I want to serve, can I maybe represent y'all?" And so, I 
was president of the freshman dorm that I was in and then president of my class through senior year, which was 
lovely. 

Tony Brown: 

And that's when you took my class, it was your sophomore year, correct? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

Do you remember your initial proposal, you took my social entrepreneurship class? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I took two classes but yeah, the social entrepreneurship was the first one. 

Tony Brown: 

Do you remember your initial proposal in my class 'cause I do? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. Why don't you tell me about it? Juggle my memory. I'll see what you remember then I'll fill in the blanks. 

Tony Brown: 

It was something about ambulance drivers in Pakistan. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Mm-hmm, that's right. So, I came to college and the understanding that my parents had was that I was going to be 
a doctor so it was a medical school kind of thing. And I learned how to be an EMT here on campus. And then, that 
summer after freshman year, I worked on ambulances in Pakistan. And so, very different setting. You can imagine 
you're in Karachi, which is one of the world's largest metropolises, pretty under-resourced setting and I was just 
working in these small ambulance vans and was deeply moved by that experience and in particular by the 
dichotomy of what was available there. 

I mean, I remember responding to a gunshot wound with kind of the little plastic poly gloves that you see at 
Subway. If you're working at Subway where you're kind of putting them on, they look like little plastic bags. And 
meanwhile, my on-campus EMS experience, I had like just tip-top equipment for sprained ankles. And that's not to 
say that it needs to be the same. Certainly Pakistan is a different setting and the organization that I was with did 
incredible work with the resources they had. But I came back fired up for this sense of like, "Okay, well could we do 
something to take some of what we have too much of here and make it available to folks back there?" 
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Tony Brown: 

That was it. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

But I sort of came in and I had this sense that my project was great. I was like, "Guys, this is a no-brainer, we 
should definitely do this." And as it turns out, when three people have strong opinions, they weren't just like, 
"Yeah, you're right, your idea is better. We should just go do that." 

Tony Brown: 

They had each made their own proposals. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

They had and they were good proposals. I don't know that I would've acknowledged it then because I was 
definitely convinced that ambulances in Pakistan were the thing that Duke students in Durham, North Carolina 
should prioritize. But in that class, I think Penelope when you did the intro, you talked about fixing a crack in the 
sidewalk. And that is a thing that I remember from Tony's class where he defined entrepreneurship and it wasn't 
this grandiose thing, it was just finding a crack in the sidewalk that you want to fix and go fix it. 

And so, Katherine Taylor and I started this process of discussing or negotiating what was it that we all believed in. 
And it turned out that all three of us felt deeply passionate that there weren't enough opportunities for students 
at Duke to make a difference in the world. And this was back in, I guess it would've been 2005, and it was right 
before the university had knowledge and service of society become a center point of what we did here. So, there's 
this sense that students have tremendous energy, they have these experiences, they want to go out and make a 
difference but they don't have access to resources or abilities to do that. 

And so, we started a, the idea was basically can we start a business that is owned by students, led by students, 
operated by students and then the profits from that are used to fund students to go do entrepreneurial things? So, 
we started a company called Holy Crepe, it was a food cart on the Bryan Center Plaza. And the idea was that we 
would sell crepes to students and then use that to fund impact ventures. 

Tony Brown: 

And then, you got to the very end, did everything and then you got the rug pulled by an ordinance, what was it? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. This is, I think Tony, maybe you called it the best planned failure that came out of your class. And it was, we 
did everything right. We had a business plan, we lined up all this stuff with the administration and we just ran into 
some issues where the actual equipment never showed up on campus. And so, we kind of scrambled to do what 
we could but at the end of the day, that venture didn't make it too far. 

Penelope North: 

It's funny, Tony because every guest that we've had, you're now our sixth guest, all of whom have been former 
students, and they all have said the exact same thing, which is even 20 years ago when they were students and I 
can say this confidently now as a current student, there's this craving for students who want to do something in 
the world, they want to do something, get their hands dirty, make change, have an impact from such a young age. 
And I think I find it so funny that there's that consistent through-line through every single person that we've talked 
to. They're like, "I wanted to get my hands [inaudible 00:15:13] right upon coming here," and Tony's class filled 
that need for them. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Totally. And was the catalyst for many of them to actually then carry that through the rest of their lives. 
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Penelope North: 

Right. I want to give you the chance to give us a brief introduction, walk through your different career paths as we 
talk about work-life balance. I'm interested because you said you came to college, your parents were under the 
assumption that you were going to become a doctor. So, talk to us about the path that you eventually paved, 
obviously not in medicine. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah, it was Tony's fault, by the way. 

Tony Brown: 

I'll take it. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Well, so specifically in that class, I think one of the big things that the light bulb moment for me was that I didn't 
have to be a doctor to live an impactful life or to make a difference. And I think a lot of Duke students struggle with 
this right now. It doesn't have to be a doctor it could be like, "I need to go work for a nonprofit or I need to go 
volunteer in Africa, I need to be underpaid." And I think the big thing that clicked for me in that class was that you 
can be a force for good without having to be in nonprofits or in medicine or things like that, because I still haven't 
given up that, I've just expanded my definition of impact. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, and spending time on defining the person you want to be instead of what you're going to do, the payback on 
that is huge. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Totally. Otherwise, you're just chasing labels. 

Tony Brown: 

You're framing a puzzle, you got to do the outline first. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

That's right, that's right. 

Tony Brown: 

And then, you can decide whether you're going to do doctor or you're going to do lawyer or you're going to do 
whatever. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

And you're not wedded to that specific set of achievement. If you've got the frame right, then you can actually go 
be what you want to be versus what you want to do. 

Tony Brown: 

That's absolutely right. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

So yeah, after Tony's class, I did consulting mostly because at that time I had this idea of like, "Oh, I want to have 
impact," but didn't know how. And so again, you sort of at Duke there is a big pull towards consulting and I just did 
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that because that was the thing to do. And it was great, I loved it, I learned a lot but it wasn't for me. And again, 
going back to those animating forces in my life is building something and working with people that I care about. I 
started this restaurant company with friends and it was as simple as that. There was not a master plan, it was just, 
"Oh, this seems like it could be fun and let's just get into it." 

And sort of overtime you learn a little bit more and in that I learned about the power of brick and mortar retail. We 
had a bunch of restaurant locations in the San Francisco Bay Area and it was sort of just powerful to see people 
coming together. And I had a chance to go do that at one of the world's greatest companies, go work at Apple and 
sort of learn on a global scale. I got a chance to travel to 24 countries, interact with people from all sorts of 
cultures and sort of see how they did it and help them and learn. And ultimately, for as good of an experience that 
was, it was just too big of a company. I felt like I was not as connected to the others, I was still just sort of a small 
piece in that machine. 

And so, for me I think trying things on [inaudible 00:18:03], Tony, trying on and seeing what fits was less about the 
subject matter and more about the size of company was do I want to be a part of a small team, a big team, a 
medium-sized team? And I think that's been sort of where the baby bed search has been is I think the Goldilocks 
spot for me has been startups that are growing where you can sort of grow with it versus entering a big mature 
company where I think there's less room to be enterprising. 

Tony Brown: 

Right. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Do you ever compare yourself to other versions of what you could have had or to other folks? 

Tony Brown: 

No. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Why not or how do you not? 

Tony Brown: 

I think I've got the right fit for me. I certainly don't compare myself in terms of envying somebody else who makes 
more money than I do or a faculty member who makes three times the money that I do. I couldn't care less about 
that because I'm doing what I want to do. I've had the opportunity to teach 2,000 students. Creating my own 
course, I've been able to create my own life, which is one of the things that gives me a lot of strength moving 
forward is that I've led the life that I want to live. 

Penelope North: 

Can I turn that question back around to you, Hasnain? Do you struggle with the comparison whether to alternate 
versions of yourself or somebody else? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Oh yeah, all the time. I am not where Tony is, where again, that's why it's so nice to have friends like him it's 
something to aspire to certainly and it's both. It is looking at friends that have taken different paths, it's looking at 
and wondering about decisions you yourself have taken. I think it's become less over time, I think I felt it much 
more acutely later in my 20s and early in my 30s. I think over time I've become more at peace. And to your point, 
Tony some of it is just feeling happy with the life that you're living and feeling like you are actually doing what 
you're meant to do feels pretty important. 
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Tony Brown: 

So, there's a big dose to me of the glass being half-full because my background's different than everybody else's 
background. And my background, the two nuggets of my background is you have to keep in mind that when I met 
Teddy and I had dropped out of college twice and transferred twice and I can remember going to Harvard Business 
School being totally intimidated by that environment. And I did very well the first semester and that's all I needed. 
I said, "Okay, I can play with these guys," and then I met Teddy, we've been married 59 years. And so, those two 
things, the glass is always half-full for us. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I love that. And again, optimism is the foundation of that and sort of this ... 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, optimism, humility. We made our own way financially. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. I mean, look, Cyra and I are not hurting for anything, everything we need we have and more. It's all 
psychological. To your point, it's how we choose to look at that glass. Certainly there's no deficiency for water in 
there. 

Tony Brown: 

Right. Doing this kind of framing makes a difference and words make a difference. And so, when I looked at 
yesterday, work-life balance, work-life balance, I said to [inaudible 00:20:58], "I don't like that language." So, I get 
on my friend ChatGPT and I say, "What's the meaning of work and what are the similarities and differences 
between work and XYZ?" And when the definition of work-life balance, work they're talking about is your job, 
they're not talking about doing things that are generative, which is another definition of work. I am still working 
but I don't have a job. 

What's the meaning of the word work? By life they really talk about, if you look at that and unpack that, they're 
really talking about leisure, obligations of your job or leisure things. And leisure things could be hobbies, they could 
be spirituality, they could be family, they could be travel, they could be a whole bunch of things and that people 
need to spend enough time on leisure activities. Then balance, balance is the third one. When I think about my life, 
it's not necessarily work-life balance, that doesn't describe what it is for me. What it is for me really is to 
understand my values regarding generative work, my values regarding leisure time. 

I've got two decisions to make. One is, how do I define these values? What are the priorities? How do I classify the 
priorities for these things? And the second decision is how high do I want to aim? How do I unpack the meaning of 
work? How do I unpack the meaning of leisure? And we need leisure for mental and physical health and all those 
kinds of things. What's that look like for me this year? How do I hold myself accountable for it? How is it different 
this year than last year, will I hit the gas more or let up? And to me that's a more helpful way to make decisions. 

And the underlying premise here is that if you make better decisions, do better, be better. If you make better 
decisions, you're going to end up with better results 'cause there's a causation aspect of this and you'll end up 
being a better person. So, all this fooling around with words is not being picky, it's about how do I make better 
decisions that enhance my results for the world and for myself? But I don't think work-life balance, I don't find it 
very useful to me as language. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I mean, that resonates. And one it resonates at the meta level your point around the question kind of boxes in the 
answer. Am I saying how do you achieve work-life balance? It sort of has a very specific thing that certainly doesn't 
feel right for me. And so, this idea that it is fluid resonates a lot. I think the analogy that I would is cooking where 
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there's stuff that's on the front burner and the back burner, but everything is still going. And sort of like what are 
you focused on? What are you simmering versus what is boiling? When are you adding ingredients? 

And it is both a minute to minute exercise where today, what am I prioritizing? But it's also a year or a season. So, 
I've got young kids, my season of life is a little different, but all the pots are always active, you're kind of always 
doing it. And the goal is not to balance and have everything be equal, it's just say what is needed, where, what's 
going to make the dish better? What's going to make me happier? So, I love that. And I guess the only thing is we 
just need a catchy phrase 'cause work-life balance is catchy even if it's wrong. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right, that's right. 

Penelope North: 

I think the thing that's underpinning all of this is having the ability or the time and understanding that you need 
self-reflection. I think all of this comes from stopping and as you said, slowing down and asking yourself today, in 
six months from now in this season of my children's lives, it's doing that continual self-reflection. And something 
that Linda, actually, Linda from last week said in this specific context about work-life balances, reflect on those 
values and the values that you have in work and the values that you have in leisure and don't let work ever cross 
those boundaries of leisure. 

And the second it crosses those boundaries, then it becomes a problem or an issue. But if you see that they're 
trending downward like work is starting to creep up on your family time or creep up on your sleep or whatever it 
is, then stop, slow down, self-reflect and implement mitigations. So, it doesn't actually get to a point where it's a 
larger issue. 

Tony Brown: 

I differentiate between, I use the word analysis instead of self-reflection because it's not necessarily about sitting 
on a rock and looking at a lake, it's about being on top of your game. And that's helpful to me. The second thing is 
when you talk about crossing lines, for me, I've crossed a line today, I've got too much going on in my life so one 
day's okay, one minute's okay, one day's okay. You wake up and it's a year, that's not okay. So, you need some 
guideposts or guardrails to help you not lose perspective of this because we can all have to cross these lines on a 
given day. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I love that. And it also helps when other people understand your values because they can help you realize you're 
drifting, whether it's Teddy or Cyra or your friends they'd be like, "Hey man, you seem like you're not really in line 
with what you usually do." 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. This idea would start with values but then it moves to priorities because values are a little more passive. So, 
"Okay, now what's this year look like for me?" So, how about your nuclear family, your beloved wife, your kids? 
Tell us about that. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I'm smiling ear to ear for those of you that obviously aren't here with us. I've been married 13 years now, we got 
married young. My wife Cyra is incredible, she's a force of a human being. 

Tony Brown: 

We both know the value of marrying up. 
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Hasnain Zaidi: 

We do. Yeah, we both married up and I think both of us realize the key to that is you find the girl early and you 
propose before they figure out how much better than you they are. In my case, my wife and I got married right 
after she graduated from college so she hadn't had a chance to see who else was out there. And it's funny, Tony 
for a while we didn't think we wanted kids, or at least I didn't. I thought that I was like, "Ah, there's so much I want 
to do and we're happy and why rock the boat?" And now we've got three kids and I can't believe that I ever 
thought about life in a different way. Those kids are everything. They are the source of delight and the joy in my 
life. My eldest son, Hassan is five, my daughter Zaina is three and then we've got a seven-month-old named Ali. 

Penelope North: 

Coming from such a big family you said your mom and your dad, they had multiple siblings. Why do you think you 
didn't want kids at first? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I think it was a little bit of maybe undervaluing family. I think there was a sense of I've been there, I've done that 
and then there's also all of these other dreams and ambitions that I had. I think Tony, one of the things that maybe 
we should talk about with balance is humility as well. I think that's been pretty important for me is I know back 
when I dreamed I'm going to change the world, I didn't have space or time in my life for kids. And the more I 
realized that that may not be the right goal, the more I realized, "Hey, there are paths to happiness, there are lives 
that I can change," that actually opened up space for family. And now, we're at the point where we've got three 
kids, which I think is a whole handful and the house is loud and it's boisterous, it's a lot more like my mom's family 
growing up. 

Tony Brown: 

So, how about can we get our head around your, you've got these various stops in your career to date, working 
towards your vocation. They go from Bain- 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yep. 

Tony Brown: 

To ... 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

To Tava. 

Tony Brown: 

Tava to- 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Apple and now to Faire. 

Tony Brown: 

To Faire. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 
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And I mean those are about as different as you can get. They're sort of structured management consulting, you're 
in client services, you're very buttoned up. 

Tony Brown: 

Totally different. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

You go to a restaurant business, which is very different than professional service. You also go to your own startup. 
And then, I went from there to the world's largest company, the world's most valuable company then to a startup. 
And so, to your point, it does seem a little bit schizophrenic how you're figuring out different things. And I think a 
lot of it ties to this sense, Tony that it's like Yogi Berra quote, when I get to a fork in the road, I take it, I am not a 
person that tends to overthink things. 

I think if there's been a mantra for me, a lot of it is you often don't need more information, you need more 
courage. There is a time to collect some information, you want to make a little bit of a data-driven decision. But 
Tony, to put it in an uprising leadership terms, it's ready, go, get set. And so for me, a lot of these was there's no 
grand master plan for the career and this is where the humility comes into. If you're like, "I need to be the head of 
the World Health Organization," then you're kind of stuck to a plan. 

But if you're in the sense of like, "Hey, I want to build fun and impactful things and I want to work with people that 
I like," you're liberated to be able to go after opportunities and sort of see where the wind takes you. And in my 
case, that's sort of what happened was just one opportunity opened the door to another, opened the door to 
another and here we are. 

Tony Brown: 

And then, you'll end up connecting them all. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Totally. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, for sure. That's my story also. At Duke, it's hard because it's not about career. So, we have a career center 
here, that works if you want to be a consultant or a doctor or a lawyer. But if you want to really experience life and 
do a bunch of different things and take on the responsibility to connect the dots, you could talk about your career 
retrospectively but not prospectively. I call it working towards discerning your vocation. 

Penelope North: 

Looking back at your path, Hasnain does anything emerge in terms of what your vocation is or what the larger 
purpose that you might have been working towards is? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Again, it's one of those things where I could tell you the story that makes it seem all very well-thought-out looking 
backwards. And Tony, I imagine if we have a couple more rolls of the dice, it'll evolve and change. I think so far 
what it seems to be is that I care about entrepreneurs having lived and gone through that experience, sort of the 
mindset that it takes to just go out and figure it out. And then, I think I more and more just believe deeply in the 
power of technology to empower people. 

And so, those are the threads that have kind of run through and connected the dots for me is just like, how do you 
empower people? And so, obviously Tony's gift is to help people think about their values and live them. I think for 
me, a lot of it is taking technology, which is this very sanitized robotic thing or it can be, and then finding the 
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human in that and joining them. And that's something that it's fun for me. It's one of those things where it just 
kind of comes in naturally and I think for maybe the next 20 or 30 years will be what my life is about. 

Tony Brown: 

So, this is a good segue in taking another step forward because if you think you're hard-wired to be an 
entrepreneur, for entrepreneurs, there are frequent work-life trade-offs. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. 

Tony Brown: 

And for me, I ended up using the word enterprising, which meant it had to be results-oriented, energetic, but not 
necessarily entrepreneur. I tried starting something and I was just not meant to do it. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Right. I mean, every day and looking in the mirror, Tony I think I need ... This was a good reminder that maybe the 
word I need is enterprising. I do think the story I've told myself is I am an entrepreneur and so it feels strange to 
me to work at a company that is somebody else's company. And I think maybe the way I used to define that was it 
was an ego thing of like, "Oh, I need to be the boss of it." And I was like, "I don't think that's it." And I think actually 
what you're saying is like, "I want agency." 

And so, how do you find that in the company? And so, I would say maybe to answer your question of where do the 
challenges come with work-life balance? One is just waking up every morning and feeling like you're doing the 
right thing and how does that bleed over? But then second, I have a tendency to throw myself into what I do. You 
take that enterprising mindset, every thing is an opportunity to be fixed and you feel a deep sense of agency to fix 
it, which can often come at the expense of your family. 

Tony Brown: 

Is that your company's culture too? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

It is, it's a lot of people that take a lot of pride in what they do. And again, it's easier because we serve 
entrepreneurs and so you can tell yourself a story that, "Oh, our work is really important," but at the same time, 
you are making these hard trade-offs and the people out there working, pouring their heart and soul into it. I 
mean, it's pretty easy to shortchange your kids or your wife on a couple of hours here and there. And over time, 
that adds up. And it's both, it's the shortchanging day to day but then longer term, I have to keep reminding 
myself, "I'm allowed to be happy. I can be here, I can not go all the way professionally because I'm happy 
personally and there will be a time for that." 

Tony Brown: 

So, some trade-offs involving shortchanging family are fine because you have another factor, you've got to be 
fulfilled and happy yourself. Can you think of examples when shortchanging your family crossed a line where you 
look back and have regrets? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

There are, in my case, I'm fortunate there's none of those catastrophic like I missed a critical event. My kids are still 
young so there's perhaps more opportunities coming to live life. I think they're actually Tony, it's the little things, 
it's not being present when you're there. And so, I've been doing this thing where I will look at my kids and I'll try 
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and do, if you have an iPhone, if you've ever done portrait mode where it focuses on the subject and the 
background blurs, I try to do that with my brain. 

Where when I look at my kids, I try and focus on them and everything else will blur because otherwise I'll find that 
they're kind of in this jumble of thoughts where I'm thinking about my work and I'm kind of halfway there, halfway 
not. And so, I think that's what I regret is, I mean, these moments, my kids are growing up so quickly. 

Tony Brown: 

So, do you have any little tricks that work for you to navigate that and manage that? For example, in our family, I 
realize that somehow when I was working hard, being at home was not always healthy. So, we would take the kids 
and go to a local hotel with a pool once a month, give money to do the vending machines, jump in the water, take 
a jar of peanut butter. So, a trick for us worked is just to get out of the house. And it's true for Teddy and me now 
is to get away at night in a hotel. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I love that, I love that. I think that's right. So, we do travel a bunch, and it is exactly for that reason. It's less to see 
the world and more to put everybody in a new environment where you kind of reset things. The one that's been 
most helpful for me is actually just to take a walk with my wife. We do that most evenings where we'll just take a 
quick stroll and I think there's something a little bit more casual about that versus sitting in front of each other and 
having to talk, which feels very intense. But when we walk, I think we feel more connected, we're a little bit more 
disconnected from work and then we're on the same page. And I find that sets the tone for everything else. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, one point is these little things make a difference. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah. 

Tony Brown: 

And if you don't have these major regrets, but you know that there are times when you would like to do 
something, have the situation be a little different. Coming up with little specific ideas to address this that work for 
you and your wife makes a difference. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Totally. The other one is mindset, Tony. Do you have things where you think about or you reframe to make sure 
you show up in the right way? The reframe that's been most helpful for me in my life has been the transition from I 
have to I get to. That was the thing that someone told me when we had our first kid was, "You don't have to 
change the diaper, you get to change the diaper. I don't have to take my kids to soccer practice, I get to take my 
kids to soccer practice." It just instantly shifts the sense of burden to a sense of gratitude. So, I think that's been 
where I'd just constantly remind myself of that. 

Penelope North: 

Something Tony often asks his friends is, how can you make the next 10 years better than the last? So, whether it's 
thinking in the frame of work-life balance or in any lens you want to take it, do you have any thoughts on that? 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah, I think the thing, Tony that has been, sorry, I'm going to take this a little bit sideways and then I'll come back, 
Penelope. Tony, watching you grapple with your diagnosis was, and I think the letters show this as well, deeply 
powerful for me because again as a friend, one of the things that I've most appreciated is you kind of have been 
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someone that I aspire to be like, you're a friend where I'm close enough that I have front row seats, but I'm 
actually watching and learning how I want to operate in different situations. 

And certainly you can watch and learn from people that do the thing maybe a way you wouldn't want and you're 
like, "Okay, that's not my model." For you, I feel like at every juncture it's been like, "Oh my gosh, yes, if ever I'm 
faced with a challenge like that, that's how I want to be." And so, obviously the grace with which you've handled it 
has been incredible. But the thing that's been so interesting for me is you're still talking about how this year is 
going to be the best year yet and you're still learning. 

Right before this conversation you're talking about how you got a camera and you're going to learn how to do the 
camera. And to me, that is what the next 10 years should look like is I just want to get deeper and deeper into life. 
I want to learn more and more, I want to have conversations with friends. This is not a farewell tour, we're still 
living life. Tony is in it, he is creating new frameworks, new memories, new things and putting those ripples out in 
the world. And I think that's a thing that I don't do enough of. 

I think I'm sort of squarely at that moment in life where it's pretty easy to be passive. We've got a lot on our plates. 
Some days just getting the kids to bed and showered every night feels like a win. And then, seeing Tony and being 
like, "Wow, this guy is just jumping into it over and over again," is maybe I think what I would like the next 10 years 
to be so thank you for that, Tony. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, you've got 12 years before you're 50. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Yeah, exactly. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, you and I would share values and it's very important for me in my life right now, is the importance of my wife 
as an individual Teddy, the importance of me taking care of myself and the importance of us as a couple. And then, 
right beneath that is the importance of my friendships. And those would be very close to your values too in the 
same situation. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

I think that's right, I think that's right. And the hard part though is it's keeping the main thing the main thing, and 
that's so impressive about what you are is you're not just saying that that is true. 

Tony Brown: 

It is true. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

That is how you are prioritizing. And I think all too often you can say the thing and not do the thing. And I think 
that's going to be the thing that I want to work on is just continue to live life in line with those values 'cause you're 
right, that is what I care about. 

Tony Brown: 

Right. 

Penelope North: 

I think that the two things that I'm taking away from this, on the one hand, I loved what you said, Hasnain is 
recognizing that you can still be a force for good despite the title of your job, it just requires you to expand your 
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definition of impact. I think that falls very much in line with what everything you talk about, Tony that the second 
you define the life that you want to live and your vocation, everything falls in line with that. And then, that's 
fulfillment and that's satisfaction because you know that every single day you're waking up doing exactly what you 
want to do and exactly what you're supposed to do and that's ultimately going to have an impact. 

And the second thing is, it's what we've come back to a time and again, is that Tony loves to reframe things and it's 
something I think we can all be better at, especially in your season of life right now, Tony. Using you as a model for 
how well you're framing everything that you're going through and using you as a source of inspiration to even 
when putting your kids in the shower feels so hard but it's a small win and a win is a win regardless. And reframing 
things as, "I don't have to drop my kids off at school but I get to, and I don't have to wake up at 7AM for a meeting, 
but I get to because ultimately after the entire workday, I had an impact." Or it really is a mindset shift that I think 
can just transform how you live your days, your happiness, your impact. It snowballs for sure. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

Well, maybe the last thing that I'll say is just how generative this has felt. It's like every conversation with you, Tony 
I could talk to you for four hours and there would still be more to get at. And we've been friends for 20 years now 
so I think that is also a model for friendship and for thoughtfulness is like how can you be a generative force, not 
just in your actions but in your conversation so thank you for that. 

Tony Brown: 

Just in conversations. 

Penelope North: 

And that's why this podcast exists. Well, before we go, I have one more letter to Tony that I would love to share 
with everyone today. It says, "Tony, I have many times wanted to share with you how deeply you've shaped my life 
over decades, but each time I try to articulate it, my words fail to encompass the magnitude of it. I think what I 
want to say is this, there's a part of my soul that knows the many ways you've guided my life over these decades, 
touched not only me, but also my kids, my family. You have made an impact across generations. 

The ripple effects of this are too deep and broad for my mind to grasp. Your work in many ways is a testament to 
me of what's possible when we live a beautiful, expansive, healthy, generative life. I'm forever grateful to you and I 
will continue praying for you and Teddy for deep health and enjoyment of life. With gratitude. PS, I expect no 
response, I would rather you go out and enjoy life." 

Tony Brown: 

Beautiful. 

Penelope North: 

I love this one. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, just beautiful. Can't have a bad day when you get messages like that. 

Hasnain Zaidi: 

It takes a lifetime of work to earn messages like that, Tony. 
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