
[image: image]



[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

To everyone out there doing boring things to build a better life for their children and their children’s children
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Start Here

Everybody thinks they need a revolutionary idea or a get-rich-quick scheme to find success. Something that has never been tried before. Something that will put a dent in the universe if it works and turn the founder into a billionaire and a walking legend. TechCrunch. Product Hunt. Shark Tank. Forbes 30 Under 30. All about new ideas. Changing the world. Constant innovation.

Business titans like Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg dominate social media, podcasts, and major publications preaching innovation and living on the cutting edge of technology. To hear them tell it, being an entrepreneur is all about 0 to 1. Blue ocean. Raising money. Infinite growth. Scalability and exits. Initial public offerings. Up and to the right . . . and on and on and on. You know what?

It’s all garbage.

There’s a radically different way of thinking about success, wealth, and entrepreneurship that has worked for millions of enterprising individuals since the beginning of time, and I will explain it to you in this book.

The most widely publicized path to wealth is what I just described, but the most common path to wealth through entrepreneurship is actually by chasing a small, boring opportunity.

Most of the wealthy people in your town who are eating at nice restaurants and have memberships at fancy country clubs didn’t disrupt industries or raise venture capital. They started small, boring businesses.

I’ve met thousands of successful entrepreneurs. People flying around on private jets. People with vacation homes in the most expensive zip codes in America. People who play golf every day while earning more money than ever. People who spend time with friends and family and go on epic adventures with people they love.

What do they all have in common? None of them had a new idea.

These people are not famous. They weren’t trying to change the world. They didn’t raise venture capital. They didn’t move to Silicon Valley to create viral apps. They aren’t on the cutting edge of technology, and a few of them still have fax machines sitting in their offices. They do not spend time giving interviews to major publications, and nobody writes articles about them.

They go about their lives, running their businesses just a little bit better than their competitors.

Most of them started really small and traded their time for money doing actual work. A lawn care business is a sweaty startup. So are home service businesses, construction businesses, and trades. But mobile hairstyling can be a sweaty startup. Interior design, SEO, bookkeeping, video editing, or property appraisal companies are all sweaty startups, too.

What matters most isn’t the type of business. It’s that these entrepreneurs didn’t reinvent the wheel—they stuck with proven business models that work.

Here’s the kicker:

They kept going for five, ten, or twenty years. They built great businesses over time. They kept things simple. When they had more work than time to do it, they hired other people to help them for a few bucks less than they were charging. They managed risk and grew slowly. They built their skills and got better and better at making decisions related to business. They learned to lead other people. They became good at sales and persuading people to go along with them or buy from them.

One of them bought a car dealership and then bought ten more over the next fifteen years. Another took over a body shop from his father and turned it into a highly profitable chain of body shops. A third bought a struggling FedEx delivery route and transformed it into an empire. Yet another started an HVAC company twenty years ago and does more than $20 million in annual revenue today.

A friend of mine buys industrial buildings that were built by somebody else. He manages them a bit better and maximizes their profitability. That’s it. That’s the whole story. He’s worth $250 million and he is thirty-six years old.

The stories you are about to read in this book are real. They are stories of actual people doing boring things for years. People doing hard things, making sacrifices, building skills, having fun, and getting rich slowly.

Most of these individuals have never spent a night in their offices on a cot. Less than half of them average more than forty hours a week after the first few years. None of them started the first or only company in their industry or even their town. All of them have competitors who are bigger and better than they are.

Most of them are just average people doing common things uncommonly well.

Entrepreneurship media has been lying to you, and this book is an official callout.

You do not need a revolutionary idea to become an entrepreneur.

I would go as far as to say with complete confidence that this mindset is sabotaging today’s entrepreneurs and setting our next generation of business leaders up for failure.

Raising money and getting after a new idea are terrible ways to maximize your odds of success. Ninety-nine out of a hundred “new idea” startups fail. Most founders get discouraged by the entire process, think it is impossible to win as a business owner, and end up getting jobs.

I’ve watched it happen over and over again . . .

Above-average people with above-average skills try to start an incredibly hard business that nobody has been successful with before. They realize too late that no one has made that idea work yet because it’s incredibly hard. They fail. They think they don’t have what it takes, so they give up and go get jobs. It is sad. Motivated, talented people starting hard businesses, failing, and giving up on entrepreneurship forever.

Want to hear the most surprising thing about the wealthy people I know?

Most of the highly successful entrepreneurs and business owners I know today are totally normal people. They aren’t brilliant. They don’t have exceptional IQs. They did not score a 1530 on their SAT or go to a top-ten university. Many didn’t even get a high school diploma.

Hell, some of them are even below average. Maybe even dumb.

What did they do well?

They were consistent. They delayed gratification. They put their egos aside and did things they didn’t necessarily find interesting, fun, or exciting. They did something boring. They hired people and delegated. They were salespeople who sold themselves and their ideas to customers, partners, vendors, and employees. They picked a proven business model with weak competition and a lot of profit to go around.

They launched a sweaty startup.




Introduction

Entrepreneurship is undoubtedly the best way—and arguably the only way—to get seriously wealthy. If you want to get rich, trading your time for money won’t work. You can’t “save” your way to having enough to do whatever you want whenever you want.

If you had talked to me ten years ago, I would have told everyone to start a business.

You should do it! It is the only way to be happy. Working for somebody else is terrible!

Entrepreneurship culture has created an entire generation of people who dream about starting their own businesses. They don’t want a job. They will not be happy working for somebody else.

But entrepreneurship isn’t for everyone.

I have a stern warning for everybody reading this book:

Most people simply don’t have what it takes to build their own businesses.

One of my greatest fears with my social media, this book, podcasts, and the rest of the work I do to spread the word about entrepreneurship is that I talk too many people into going down this road and starting companies they can’t handle. Then they end up forty years old, divorced, and unhealthy with a failed business, no freedom, no wealth, and no hope. Thanks a lot, Nick.

The truth is that business ownership is brutal and stressful and requires a unique skill set that most people simply do not have and can’t cultivate. The average person is unhealthy and broke and has poor relationships in every area of life. They are terrible decision makers. They are overweight. They can’t handle a $500 surprise expense without borrowing money.

The average person can’t manage their own life, let alone an organization with employees who depend on them, customers who buy from them, and the logistics, emotions, and problems that come with all of this.

When was the last time you read that in a book about entrepreneurship?

For most people, the best quality of life can be achieved by going to work for a good boss at a good company and earning good money with as little stress as possible. Most people don’t thrive in chaotic environments. Most people hate sales. Most people are risk averse when it comes to finance. Most people can’t handle life’s uncertainty, let alone an organization with more than fifty individuals where every problem ends up on their desk.

If you are determined and you believe you might have what it takes, read on. This book is for you.

* * *

It was spring 2011. I was a junior at Cornell University taking an entrepreneurship course. I had twenty-four classmates, each with his or her own grand new idea. Big plans that required pitch decks and millions of dollars to fund untested dreams.

There I was. Student 25 with a boring, old-fashioned idea. One I put together based on businesses I interacted with or observed in my day-to-day life. I had merely half a page of notes at best. When my professor and classmates asked me what my differentiator was, I didn’t have an answer.

I told them, “Students here on our campus can’t stay in the dorms all summer. We’re going to pick up their stuff and store it when they leave in May, and we’ll return it to them when they get back in August. I’ll answer the phone, do things a little better than the competition, and I think I can make some decent money.”

They shook their heads.

“That isn’t scalable,” they told me. “It’ll never be big. There are already a lot of companies doing it.”

But if I didn’t have “a vision,” I did have vision. I saw a company in my college town doing pickup and delivery storage and making a lot of money doing it. I guessed more than $600,000 in revenue per year at 30 percent margins. They probably made almost $200,000 per year in profit just in Ithaca, New York.

And here’s the thing:

They weren’t very efficient at doing the actual work. They used clipboards. They didn’t accept same-day appointments. Their employees sat around a lot. They didn’t do much marketing. Their website was terrible. Yet they made great money.

My professor was right. The model wasn’t scalable. It could never be “big” like Uber or Airbnb or Apple or Google. And there were more than twenty companies already doing this same work across the country.

But $200,000 per year was nearly three times the amount of money I stood to make by getting a normal job after college like all of my friends were doing.



Cold hard truth:

Entrepreneurship isn’t about trying to change the world with the next scalable idea. It is about starting small, looking for a way to make good money doing something simple, and copying proven strategies that work.



My first company, Storage Squad, was a small idea in a crowded market that was nothing more than an opportunity to make a few dollars.

I handed out flyers with my phone number. I got a few people to pay me money for storage. And I used that money to grow the business. My first acquisition was a $1,500 cargo van with 170,000 miles on it. Otherwise I used the things I already had in my life to make some profit. That’s it.

Contrary to what my professors told me to do and my classmates aspired to do, my idea and plan to execute were simple and unsophisticated:


	I wasn’t trying to educate a customer base.

	I wasn’t following my passion.

	I didn’t need funding or a network.

	I wasn’t competing against leading computer scientists from Stanford.

	I wasn’t trying to prove a concept or create product-market fit.



I wasn’t emotionally attached to anything except adding value to my customers and trading that value for money as quickly as possible.

My customers were out there, and my competitors existed. I could see them on campus and study their business models. I could watch how they operated, find out what they charged, uncover how they delivered value. And fairly quickly I could decide if I could do a better job or not. I could decide if there was an opportunity.

I made decisions with my brain, not my heart. I was competing against folks with fax machines, clipboards, and paper ledgers. All I needed to do to succeed was move a little faster and smarter. And here’s the best part:

Storage Squad was profitable from day one.

Not a single one of the twenty-four folks in my class succeeded with their complicated or fantastical business ideas. Instead, they all went and got jobs. Their new ideas never caught on. They all had dreams of millions of users and billion-dollar exits. Scalable models that could work anywhere from a computer. But 99.999 percent failed to make a single dollar.

Something you should know about me:

I’m not brilliant or special. I scored 23 on my ACT and 1290 on my SAT. I don’t know how to code. I wasn’t born into a family of entrepreneurs or doctors or lawyers.

None of my partners or employees are brilliant or special. And you don’t have to be brilliant or special either. There’s another way to do business, to find success, and to keep things simple. I’m living proof this method works. It can work for you, too.

In this book, I’ll share almost everything I’ve learned since 2011. But the short version is this:

Storage Squad made enough money in the early years that my partner and I were able to build our first self-storage facility. In January 2021, we sold Storage Squad for $1.75 million. We had no debt and no silent partners. My business partner and I split the cash.

Today, I own 50 percent of a company that controls (with our investors) sixty-eight self-storage facilities. More than two million square feet and $150 million of market value. In April 2024, I bought another company for $52 million. It is growing fast. I’m thirty-five years old and live in Athens, Georgia, with my wife and three kids (seven, five, and three).

I’m also involved in several additional companies, most of which I founded, which create multiple seven figures of personal cash flow each year. They are all boring businesses. Recruiting companies. A real estate services business. A marketing agency. Web development. Insurance. At the time of this writing, my net worth is somewhere around $50 million.

Net worth is a subject most people are afraid to talk about—it’s a moving target. Truly wealthy people have no idea what their net worth is. They have most of their money tied up in assets that can’t easily be sold or traded. They aren’t like stocks with a constant mark to market that tells you what they’re worth.

I’m not afraid to talk about money or net worth, and in my opinion you shouldn’t be afraid either. You can discuss things without sounding arrogant if you frame them in the right way and bring them up at the right time with the right people.

I do not technically have a job in any of my companies. I am not the bottleneck. Small problems do not come to me, and there are no day-to-day tasks that require my time.

I spend my days making key decisions on the big stuff. What return hurdles do we need to hit in order for a property to be a “buy”? Should we go after this new market or that new expansion opportunity? Should we hire this person and how should we design their compensation to set them up for success?

I jump in and work hard when opportunities present themselves. I have spent the last few months in the weeds at my recruiting company building out a team in South Africa and changing the way we recruit and position our services. Next month I might be deeply involved in my real estate company chasing a new initiative or an acquisition. Some months I hardly work at all and spend a lot of time traveling or playing golf.

I don’t say all of this to brag.

I say it because we live in a world where people (rightly) take advice and weigh it according to the strength of the source. So I would be doing myself a disservice not to tell you where I’m at in this game before I try to tell you how to win it.

Should you trust me and heed my advice blindly?

Absolutely not.

You should put everything you read here through your own personal bullshit detector and decide for yourself if you believe it or if it applies to you. But know this:

Business is dynamic. There are a thousand ways to win. People win in different ways every day.

There are thousands of important decisions you’ll be tasked with making over the next several years. You’ll get some of them wrong. You’ll get some of them right. Your journey will not be like my journey. Your opportunities will be different. Your skills will be different. Not all of this stuff will apply to you, and a lot of it probably would not work for you.

But the good news is that some of it will.

I’ve divided this book into three sections—opportunity, skills, and people. These are the three most important factors in building a successful career and achieving what I consider to be the ultimate form of success and wealth:

Freedom.

Freedom to do whatever you want to do, whenever you want to do it.

You may have very little freedom today. You may not have the money to eat at a nice restaurant in town let alone travel to any hotel you want. You may be stuck going in to work at a job you dislike in an office you don’t want to be in taking orders from a person you do not respect.

My goal is to help you change that.

In the first section, we’ll talk about how to recognize great opportunities that most entrepreneurs pass over for being too hard and too boring. I’ll let you in on the secrets of what kinds of businesses not to start, and I’ll show you how to evaluate everyday businesses through a new lens. Then you’ll assess your unique skills and situation and figure out what opportunities are right for you. Finally, you’ll choose something and get started.

In the second section, we’ll discuss the skills and mindset you need to build a company. It is hard to start a business. It is hard to grow a business. At the beginning, you will make sacrifices, and you will be stressed. That’s the deal. But I learned how to manage the fear and stress, and I’ll show you how to do the same.

In the third section, we’ll talk about people. No one succeeds alone. Finding great people, selling them on your vision, and building simple systems so that people can succeed and win with you is difficult.

Your people will be one of your greatest assets because being able to delegate tasks and decisions is the path to freedom. And once you have freedom, the sky’s the limit. You can sit back and enjoy the fruits of your labor or you can continue to build, seizing new and better opportunities armed with the skills, network, and capital to grow.

Everything you’ll read here is my opinion, which has been shaped through my own personal experience. I’ve tried a lot of stuff. Some of it worked. A lot of it didn’t. I’ve made decisions, failed, succeeded, and then used that feedback to adjust. I’ve changed my mind on a lot of things, and I will continue to do so for the rest of my life. And I’ve done the work.

I suggest you do the same. Forming your own opinions is uncomfortable. It requires deep introspection and questioning who you really are. Most people can’t handle it. They simply follow the pack and get excited about what everyone else is currently excited about. They believe what other people tell them to believe because it’s a way to surrender responsibility and avoid accountability for creating the circumstances of their own lives.

So use successful people as a starting point, but not an end point. Because most successful people don’t actually have all the answers. Instead, they are figuring it out as they go and making the best decisions they can based on a unique set of factors surrounding them at that very moment. They’re very good at taking in data in an unbiased, unemotional way and then using it with clear heads and open minds.

They have strong opinions that are loosely held. This allows for flexibility. And anyone who’s amounted to anything knows flexibility and being able to adjust your perspective put you leaps and bounds ahead of most people. Business strategy and management principles don’t have sharp edges. There are none that work in every single situation. There are none that apply to everyone every time.

This means you shouldn’t blindly listen to anyone. Even me.

You shouldn’t look up to anyone as if they speak the absolute truth when it comes to business and management. And if those people tell you they are 100 percent sure they are correct, run the other way. Business is full of surprises, and no one can ever be certain.

The most successful people I know have been humbled by entrepreneurship.

Business is hard. Making money is hard. Everyone on social media will act as if it grows on trees and running a business is glamorous and stress-free.

It isn’t.

The pressure is intense. You have families and people who depend on you to pay their rent. You have entitled customers who will belittle you. Negotiations won’t always go your way. You’ll make mistakes that cost you money when it hurts the most. And every time the phone rings, there is a problem that everyone is looking at you to solve. Uncomfortable conversation after uncomfortable conversation. People demanding more and more of you and more and more for themselves.

You won’t get a call when things go well. Your employees will not thank you when the paycheck hits their account. Your customers will not thank you when you do what you promised. Nobody will think about you at all because they are too busy worrying about their own problems and their own issues.

With success comes a hell of a lot of stress, challenge, and responsibility. As you grow as an entrepreneur, you have a duty to your employees to guide them down the correct path.

It’s extremely difficult, but for many entrepreneurs there’s nothing else they’d rather do.




Part I

Opportunity




Chapter 1

Leverage

I have a good friend who “won” the game.

He was the valedictorian of his high school. He went to Columbia. He almost made a perfect score on the LSAT. He graduated from Harvard Law School at twenty-six and moved to Washington, D.C., to work at Williams & Connolly, one of the most prestigious litigation firms in the world. He was crushing his job and getting assigned bigger and bigger trials. He traveled a lot. Spent more than fifteen days per month in courtrooms and hotels. By thirty years old, he earned more than $1 million per year and was on a clear path to becoming partner.

He was laying it all on the line, and from the outside he was winning big.

He got married, and he and his wife decided to start a family. She got pregnant and was scheduled to deliver in October 2022.

But in August of that year he was assigned to a high-profile case in New York City that would go from September to December. He knew that if he took the case, he would be in a New York hotel or a courtroom when his wife went into labor. And that meant he would miss the birth of his first child.

He went into his boss’s office and pleaded his case.

The partner told him to suck it up. He told him that attorneys at the firm had been making the same kinds of choices for fifty years. That in order to even be considered for partner in a few years, it was necessary to make sacrifices. The partner noted that my friend made seven figures a year and that thousands of attorneys would kill for the opportunity to work at this firm. Trade-offs like this were part of the price he had to pay. He had no other option but to do as he was told or get out.

My friend took a second.

The partner was the perfect embodiment of who he did not want to become. Fifty years old. Divorced. Overweight. Unhealthy. No relationship with his children and seventy-hour workweeks. Sure, he was rich. New Range Rover. Big house in the suburbs. Nicest country club membership. Giant beach house in the Outer Banks.

But no time to enjoy any of it.

The partner had zero control over his life. He had to miss family gatherings. He had to bend over backward for clients who were paying him millions. He had to answer to partners with more tenure than he had. He had sacrificed it all.

So my friend told the partner he was done, walked out of there that day, and changed careers altogether.

It was a sad, sad deal. My friend had sacrificed almost ten years of his life to be qualified to sit in the seat he was in. He had defied the odds. Scored in the top 1 percent on his exams. Gotten into the most exclusive schools in the country. He had worked seventy hours a week for four years. And busted his butt in law school before that. In theory, all his hard work had paid off. He was the best of the best.

He was winning the game.



Cold hard truth:

A lot of games that are glamorized by society aren’t actually worth winning at all.



It took my friend far too long to figure that out.

Society will tell you to go to law school and lay it on the line. Your parents will encourage you to go to medical school. Or become a Big 4 accountant. But before you go into a specific career or a specific business, pick your head up and look around. Look at the corner office. What is life like for somebody who spends fifteen years winning the game you’re about to play? Are they working sixty hours a week? Are they overweight, divorced, and stressed?

A lot of careers are like hot-dog-eating contests.

If you get really good at eating hot dogs, you get rewarded with more hot dogs.

Too many people are socially conditioned and pressured by those around them to play games where winning the game doesn’t lead to a good life.

Status does not equal a good life.

In fact, it is often the opposite. Sometimes the more status that’s associated with winning a game, the worse the quality of life is for the people who win.

Same goes for joining or launching a startup. Check the odds. A tiny number of people get very rich, sell their companies or take them public, and retire to the beach in their early thirties. But the vast majority flounder. They have moderate exits or jump from idea to idea without ever gaining traction. They sacrifice friends, family, and their health for a personal net worth that’s never much more than they might have earned doing pretty much anything else.

If your goal is having enough money coming in every month so that you can do what you want to do when you want to do it, you have to play a game where winners are rewarded with money coming in every month while they do what they want to do when they want to do it.

And what winning means to me is choosing a career with a high return-on-time so that I can have freedom. A high return-on-time means that I work now and potentially get paid for a long time after the work slows down or stops. That leads to freedom. And if you have freedom, you can build a great life. Without freedom, it is virtually impossible.

If you are easily replaceable, do not own assets or shares in your company that make you money while you sleep, have no other options, and have people waiting in line to fill your spot, you have virtually zero leverage and your life will likely suck.

But if you are hard to replace, own assets or shares, have a lot of other options and nobody to fill in for you if you leave, you have a lot of leverage and you will be able to call the shots. What leads to a good life, flexibility, income, and the ability to seize opportunities worth going for is leverage.

Leverage is the key to life, so let’s talk about getting some.

The Three Keys to Leverage

What is leverage?

Leverage is something that maximizes your advantage. Imagine a pulley system that makes lifting something heavy much easier. Or how a long lever and a fulcrum on which to place it allows you to move a large object with ease.

Life and business have examples of leverage, too.

A person can work alone for one hour and get only one hour worth of work done. But if they have forty employees, they can get forty hours of work done in one hour.

Most people have a small amount of leverage. They work two thousand hours a year in exchange for, say, $30,000. They trade one hour of their time for $15.

Other people with a large amount of leverage can work a thousand hours a year in exchange for $300,000. They trade one hour of their time for $300.

Some people have extreme leverage. They have several sources of income, and many of them are passive—meaning they do not need to do work or spend time in exchange for money. They have stocks that pay dividends, or they own real estate that somebody else manages while they collect the rent. No one decision from their boss or business partner can influence
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Return on Time



	What is the return, in dollars, for an hour of my time today, a year from now, and ten years from now?

	If I stop working, do I stop getting paid or will I keep getting paid?
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