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			FOREWORD

			By Verne Harnish, founder,
Entrepreneurs’ Organization

			Running a business is ultimately about freedom and independence, and there has never been a better time to go after that dream. New technologies have made it easier and more affordable to start a business than ever before. In a global marketplace, even tiny, home-based businesses can reach a vast international audience of customers.

			The challenge for many small business owners is scaling their revenues and profits in an ultra-lean operation. The vast majority of small businesses in the United States are one-person firms. In many cases, the owners struggle to build a sustainable business that can support them and their families. They don’t have anything left over to invest in growth. That is because of a knowledge gap. Many owners have never learned how to create a high-revenue, high-profit business without adding a lot of overhead. It’s not something you’ll learn in school or even from other business owners.

			The Million-Dollar, One-Person Business closes that gap. It offers a road map to creating a seven-figure, ultra-lean firm by sharing the strategies of entrepreneurs who have approached and hit $1 million in revenue before adding employees. From their experiences, you’ll learn how to come up with the right business idea, how to develop concrete strategies you can use to turn your vision into reality, and how to scale your revenues and profits once they start rolling in.

			Once you know how to create a million-dollar, one-person business, you’ll have many possibilities in front of you. Some owners choose to keep their businesses small, building them around a lifestyle they love. Others decide to follow the path outlined in my book Scaling Up and create fast-growing, job-creating firms. No matter which route you choose, you’ll have exciting options.

		

	
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			Click on almost any headline about the gig economy, and you’ll come across a fierce debate. Supporters of the traditional job see the world of free agents as one where capitalism has run amok, leaving hapless workers to fight each other for scraps of work—as they cling to the slippery rock of middle-class life. Champions of what author Dan Pink called the Free Agent Nation see a very different reality, in which former wage slaves can ditch their cramped cubicles in hermetically sealed offices for a life in which they control their schedule, destiny, and income.

			The truth is, we don’t know yet what a world of increasingly independent work will mean. We’ve never had as many free agents as we do today. As of 2010, the United States Government Accountability Office says that 40% of US workers have “alternative” work arrangements in their main jobs, meaning they are freelancers, temps, contractors, contract company workers, or part-timers.1 That is unprecedented—and it’s a change that’s happening in industrialized nations around the world. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor—a sweeping study produced by Babson College, Universidad del Desarrollo, and the Korea Entrepreneurship Foundation—found in its 2018/2019 report2 that solo entrepreneurship is taking off in many parts of the world. Brazil leads the planet, with 53% of entrepreneurs operating on their own, with no employees. Madagascar is number two, with 30% of entrepreneurs flying solo. Meanwhile, the report finds that the gig and sharing economy, which it breaks out separately from traditional entrepreneurship, is exploding. In South Korea, an incredible one in five adults is involved in these activities. Other countries with very high rates are Israel, Chile, Ireland, and the United States, the research found.

			Many people worry that these workers will struggle without giant employers helping them to run their work lives and keep their paychecks steady. That’s a valid concern. But another, equally important point is what this growing army of free agents can accomplish on their own. Armed with the right knowledge and mindset, could they create something even better for themselves than the traditional “secure” job? Would they be better off without powerful gatekeepers deciding the fate of their careers? Would they have a greater chance of reaching their true potential and attaining a higher income in a world where they drive their own careers and a boss can’t subtly penalize them for being too young, too old, a mom, a member of a minority group, a person with a disability, a caregiver, a committed Little League coach, someone who wants to work from home, or any of the other reasons people get slow-tracked at traditional jobs, regardless of their many talents and contributions?

			I am a former senior editor at Fortune Small Business magazine and have contributed to Fortune, Money, Quartz, CNBC, Forbes, Inc., and many other publications. Based on my experience interviewing hundreds of entrepreneurs every year, I believe the vast majority of self-employed people have barely begun to unlock their potential in making the most of their businesses. That potential may be even greater than we imagine. Not long ago I spoke with Eric Scott, a principal at Founders Fund, a venture capital firm in San Francisco, where Peter Thiel, cofounder of PayPal, is a partner. Scott, then a partner at PayPal cofounder Max Levchin’s venture capital fund SciFi VC, told me he and his colleagues have been asking themselves how much longer it will be until a one-person firm gets acquired for $1 billion.

			As we figure out where it is possible to take a one-person business, the question is how to help free agents make a great living. Most of today’s free agents have jumped or been thrust into running a one-person business without any preparation. Universities have a vested interest in selling the idea that all of their graduates will be working as highly paid full-time employees at well-known companies. Outside of entrepreneurship programs, they rarely broach the possibility that their students may end up working for themselves nor do they teach skills that will help them thrive in self-employment. It’s easy to see why schools don’t want to talk about this. How many parents, raised in a world of traditional jobs, would willingly pay the huge annual tuition bills if they knew their children might essentially be signing up for Freelancing 101? And how many students would be willing to take out tens of thousands of dollars in student loans if the promise after graduation was not, in fact, a cool job at Google but a business where they had to hustle up their income on their own, without a guaranteed paycheck? In reality, many graduates are patching together their income this way, as the world of employment rapidly changes, but have yet to master how to thrive in self-employment.

			Meanwhile, midcareer workers find themselves increasingly insecure, as their companies look to cut costs by outsourcing overseas, automating work once done by people, and replacing full-timers with contractors, a trend that was accelerated in 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. Even if employees view their jobs as permanent, clearly the employers don’t see things the same way. At the same time, many companies are increasingly candid about the fact that their plans for traditional staffing are built around “junior” talent. That’s good news when you’re looking for your first job, but it means that with each birthday, promotion, and salary bump, employees in these firms are a little closer to getting squeezed out of their jobs. Many workers might do better running a solo business than climbing the shaky career ladder, if they have the know-how to do so very successfully. In fact, many older workers find that the entrepreneurial world is a lot more welcoming to all generations than the world of traditional jobs, where age discrimination is rampant. Data from the Kauffman Foundation, which studies entrepreneurship, shows that people ages fifty-five to sixty-four are the fastest-growing group of business owners.3 In 2018, they made up more than a quarter of people involved in new entrepreneurial activity, up from 14.8% in 1996.

			Theoretically, there are plenty of places outside of school to learn how to run a business. But if you turn to the experts in your local startup ecosystem, you’ll very likely hear that to succeed, you’ve got to “scale” a business into a job-creating machine—and if you don’t want to, you’re not ambitious enough. “The thinking is that it’s better to invest in ten people who are going to grow their businesses to a very large size than in one hundred people who are going to run single-person businesses,” says Donna Kelley, a professor of entrepreneurship at Babson College. Many programs run by government and financial services firms that serve small business also view one-person firms as duds—run by people who failed to become job creators because they think too small. Their emphasis is on reprogramming solo entrepreneurs out of mindsets—like not delegating enough—that keep them from hiring people.

			But consider this: As of 2019 there were 30.7 million small businesses in the United States. According to the most recent census data available from 2018, 26.5 million were “nonemployers,” meaning no one had a job there except the owners.4 The vast majority are one-person businesses, but some are partnerships or small teams of founders. I believe most have actively opted out of hiring employees for a simple reason: they don’t want to, at least for now. Maybe they don’t have the cash flow to cover the costs of adding employees. Maybe they recognize that they’re better suited to running a solo firm than managing a staff. They’ve made the decision they think is best about how to run their businesses at the moment. And there is nothing wrong with that.

			There is something wonderful and exciting in the fact that millions of independent spirits in the United States have taken the initiative to create jobs for themselves, doing exactly what they want to do. Not everyone wants to be Elon Musk, dreaming up the next SpaceX, nor is everyone cut out to be a boss. Many people start businesses to gain control over their time and enjoy independence—a freedom that can slip away as an organization grows. And this is a conscious choice. “They are doing it because they prefer to, not because they have to,” says Kelley, who has studied businesses around the world as leader of the US research team for the sweeping Global Entrepreneurship Monitor study.5 “As society becomes more advanced, people are more likely to do the jobs and work they want.”

			Nonetheless, the lives of many free agents are more difficult than they need to be, often because they don’t know how to make a great living. They need to make good money because they don’t have much of a safety net. The system just isn’t set up for them. Industrial economies are built around the idea that workers will be employees with traditional jobs. Though solo business owners pay taxes like everyone else, they typically don’t get access to programs like unemployment if their work dries up, though this has begun to change, owing to the COVID-19 crisis. The US government took an unprecedented action in making freelancers eligible for unemployment due to the economic downturn that followed, though delivery through outdated state employment systems proved difficult. Nonetheless, in the United States, healthcare is generally very expensive to buy on your own—and efforts to reform the system have been very contentious. Transactions like buying a house can also be very difficult if you earn your income from freelance jobs, rather than a traditional one, because of banks’ requirements that you prove your income. These hassles and extra costs can start to wear on freelancers. I can attest to this, having lived for about a decade as part of a two-freelancer couple with four kids. Before my husband accepted an in-house position with a client, we bought our family’s health insurance through a broker or directly through an insurance company—and the premiums were akin to mortgage payments.

			Does it have to be this way? I’ve often wondered why no one in national politics pays serious attention to the millions of workers who earn their living outside of traditional jobs. There is some discussion in the United States about portable benefits, which are tied to a worker as an individual and aren’t dependent on a traditional job. These benefits include universal access to a retirement account, healthcare plan, or worker’s compensation made affordable with the help of government funding. Such benefits may gain traction due to system gaps exposed by the COVID-19 crisis, but so far, many US freelancers are on their own in figuring out how to build financial security for themselves.

			Through my reporting, I have met some independent entrepreneurs whose stories persuaded me that maybe we don’t have to wait for the system to recognize and value the independently employed. By building their one-person businesses and partnerships to $1 million in annual revenue or more (or, in a few cases, very close), these workers generate enough income after taxes and expenses to insulate themselves from the hassles that many free agents face and to multiply the freedoms and rewards exponentially. What are they doing to make a living? All kinds of things that tap into their personal passions—selling organic honey, teaching online classes, producing podcasts, auditing big companies’ bills, providing high-end babysitting services, marketing ebooks, investing in real estate, and even running traditional businesses in fields like consulting.

			In the pages ahead, you’ll learn how these owners have grown their revenue in ultra-lean businesses, so you can apply their ideas to starting or growing a business of your own. Some have become devoted to the idea of remaining a one-person business for the long term. Others have found that creating an ultra-lean, high-revenue startup opened up exciting opportunities they had not expected—including scaling up in the traditional way when they were ready for it. That’s why you’ll see, in some of their stories, that they did eventually become employers—when it made good sense for them and for the business to do so. In some cases, they had to consider labor laws when making decisions about how to grow. (If you need hourly shift workers, for instance, they generally can’t be hired as contractors.)

			If you aspire to creating your own million-dollar, one-person business, view this book as the crash course you never got in school. Even if you never hit $1 million—or don’t aspire to—understanding the smart and creative ways these owners run their businesses will help you achieve your personal goals and realize your potential a lot more quickly, so you have more time and energy to do the things you love. You’ll have the knowledge to consider a brand-new career option you might have never realized was available to you. There’s no reason to wing it on your own when you have guides like these amazing entrepreneurs to show you the way.

		

	
		
			
			1

			THE MILLION-DOLLAR, ONE-PERSON REVOLUTION

			Laszlo Nadler, forty, lives a life many dream of: he has brought in close to $2 million a year in a profitable business that he built to that size as a one-man show. Nadler launched an online store, Tools4Wisdom, in 2012, and he continues to run it from his home in New Jersey. The store sells inspirational weekly and monthly planners. Nadler outsources the printing, so most of his daily work consists of customer service, business development, and marketing. The business leaves plenty of time to get away for vacations with his wife and two young daughters.

			Nadler never planned to be an entrepreneur. He studied business management and technology and then built a career as a project manager for one of the top trading units at a multinational bank. It was a good job that seemed to justify the college tuition his parents had paid and enabled him to support his young family. And yet, one day as Nadler was talking with his oldest daughter about the importance of doing work that you love, he realized that his words sounded hollow to him. He realized he was not following his own advice.

			He liked his work well enough, but he was under constant pressure to meet deadlines and often in intense situations. Parachuting from one trading crisis to the next at the bank was not what he truly loved. What did excite him—and had led to his career in project management—was improving his own productivity and helping the people around him do the same. Nadler decided it was time to actually follow the advice he had given his daughter and soon started a side business, designing and producing his own planners and selling them online. Unlike most daybooks, his planners are not built around making to-do lists. Instead, they focus you on the essential outcomes each week that will move you toward your primary goals. His approach to time management is different, too, focusing on how much mental energy people have each day rather than on how many hours there are to squeeze activities into.

			“I realized after all of these years that it’s not time units we have, but attention units,” he says. “You may have three to four hours of true attention units per day.”

			Many people loved his idea and bought the planners. After his income from the planners hit six figures, he quit his job in 2014 to work on the business full-time.

			Nadler is part of an exciting trend: the growth of ultra-lean, one-person businesses that are reaching and exceeding $1 million in revenue. According to statistics released by the US Census Bureau, in 2017 there were 41,666 “nonemployer” firms—that is, those that do not employ anyone other than the owners—that brought in between $1 million and $2,499,999 in annual revenue. That’s up nearly 48% from 2011. Some elite nonemployer businesses are even exceeding these revenues. In 2017, there were 2,447 businesses employing only their owners that had annual receipts of $2.5 million to $4.99 million, and 420 of these brought in $5 million or more.

			While these numbers are still relatively small, many more of these tiny businesses are approaching the $1 million mark. Many have strong potential to break $1 million:

			
				
						
						297,498 firms brought in $500,000 to $999,999.

					

						
						668,152 generated $250,000 to $499,999 in revenue.

					

						
						More than 2 million businesses brought in $100,000 to $249,999.

					

				

			

			In considering the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to remember that running a business is a long-term pursuit, and even catastrophic events come to an end. When I spoke with a number of million-dollar, one-person business owners during the pandemic’s early months, they were coping with the financial challenges of the situation like everyone else but continued to move forward. In true entrepreneurial spirit, they used that time to develop fresh lines of business, form partnerships, explore new ways of delivering their products, introduce offerings at price points they had not tested before, and gain market share through increased online advertising (available at reduced rates, as their competitors cut back). I had no doubt the entrepreneurs would come out swinging on the other side. Many of the businesses profiled in this book started during the Great Recession of 2008 or soon thereafter when job opportunities were limited, so their founders built their ultra-lean operations to run on a shoestring. That proved to be a tremendous advantage when COVID-19 forced many businesses with high overhead and big payrolls to lay off their workers.

			What has driven the growth and sustainability of these million-dollar microbusinesses? One factor is the internet, which has enabled individual entrepreneurs to plunge into a vast global marketplace cheaply and quickly. “It has provided a whole set of capabilities and tools these entrepreneurs can access,” says Andrew Karpie, who studies online platforms used in the labor sector as research director of services and labor procurement at Spend Matters Network, a research, analysis, and media firm focused on the garnering of technology and innovation. As you’ll notice, almost all of the businesses in this book have an online component to their operations or a way to deliver their services virtually, and that has given them resilience, allowing them to continue working when much of the world had to transition to doing business remotely during the COVID-19 crisis.

			The capabilities available to entrepreneurs in one-person operations are vast. It has become much easier to quickly set up a business’s legal structure, operations, and distribution, says venture capitalist Eric Scott. If entrepreneurs want to form a business entity, they can do so in under an hour through a host of online legal services providers. To put up a website, they can turn to free and inexpensive platforms like WordPress, Squarespace, Weebly, and Wix; find any design help they need on online platforms, such as 99designs; and locate any necessary writing or tech talent on a freelance marketplace, such as Upwork, Freelancer, or PeoplePerHour. Thanks to cloud-based storage, buying expensive servers—once a huge barrier to entry for startups—is no longer mandatory. On top of this, relatively low-cost digital advertising on social platforms such as Facebook and Instagram and search engines such as Google, Yahoo, and Bing make it easy to reach a huge audience quickly. And once entrepreneurs find customers, it is easy to process payments from any corner of the globe online, through a fast-growing army of service providers such as PayPal and Stripe. In some cases, they can process the money simply by clicking on an option that lets them accept ACH or credit card payments through their invoicing software.

			But solo business owners’ capacity to scale their efforts isn’t just about the growth of free and automated tools. It also reflects a shift in attitudes. Rather than adopt Henry Ford–era business models, in which scaling up depends on hiring legions of employees, these entrepreneurs choose to travel light. They are optimizers of the unique resources each of them brings to their work: their education, their past work experience, their professional and personal networks, their personality, whatever cash they have to invest, low-cost tech tools, and the many other intangibles that contribute to success as an entrepreneur. When they need to expand their individual capabilities, they often deliberately turn to contractors or firms that handle billing and other outsourceable functions. At a Smart Hustle Small Business Conference, Alex Hood, now head of product at project-management software firm Asana, explained that because of such trends, the average size of small businesses in America shrank from 6.5 employees in 2001 to 4 in 2014.

			As ultra-lean firms grow, so do the businesses of the contractors and outsourced providers they hire. Some entrepreneurs find that relying on these outside providers creates a more positive, egalitarian relationship than many managers have with their staff. These entrepreneurs see the people who support them as trusted partners, not direct reports whom they have to supervise. They are all part of a community of individuals who are building businesses simultaneously and symbiotically.

			“I realized how much more contractors and entrepreneurs are willing to do a better job for you,” says Dan Mezheritsky, founder and president of Fitness on the Go, a one-person in-home personal training franchise headquartered in Vancouver, Canada. “They are trying to help your business—and grow theirs—as opposed to an employee who is just there for a paycheck.” Mezheritsky was thirty-five when I last spoke with him, and in 2019, his business generated about $5 million in revenue with $1.5 million of that for corporate headquarters alone. About 30% of the $1.5 million was profit.

			While the Census Bureau term for these ultra-lean businesses—nonemployer firms—defines them by what they are not, many entrepreneurs clearly see them for what they are: an engine that offers the potential for high income and a balanced, interesting life on one’s own terms. These businesses offer three things that elude most workers today: control over their time, enough money to enjoy that time, and the independence to live life as they want. As Jonathan Johnson, a B2B e-commerce entrepreneur you’ll meet in these pages, put it: “I wish there was another word for ‘work’ out there. It really isn’t ‘work’ anymore. For me, what I do is more like walking into a science lab, doing an experiment, and getting creative.” For Johnson, there’s also a sense of purpose. He sells personal protective gear for medical professionals and was able to play a role in getting it to medical personnel on the front lines of the novel coronavirus response.

			He’s not an anomaly. Since this book first came out, I’ve organized panels of the entrepreneurs you’ll read about in these pages in cities across America so readers can learn firsthand what makes them successful. I was struck by how many times, on these panels, entrepreneurs have used a word that is seldom uttered at the business events I’ve covered for years as a journalist: love. These entrepreneurs love what they do with their time every day.

			James Cahill, my Tae Kwon Do master and chief technology and information officer in his other life, attended one such panel at the New York Public Library’s Science, Industry and Business Library. A veteran of the corporate world, he asked a question of the panelists during the Q&A session: How do they deal with negativity at work? His later LinkedIn post said it all: “The panelists’ initial reaction was confusion. They didn’t appear to understand the question. I understood their confusion when I asked myself how I would react if anyone asked me how I dealt with negativity in my Tae Kwon Do classes. I realized immediately that the question doesn’t apply. Teaching is my joy and one of my passions. You can’t help feeling positive when you live your dream. Successful entrepreneurs may face failures and work long hours. However, they enjoy their work and focus on the positives. They do not worry about a future reward. They are rewarded every day.”

			Many entrepreneurs take one of two paths to economic freedom: (1) quitting their job and launching a traditional small business, such as a shop or a restaurant, or (2) trying to scale a startup into the next company to go public or get acquired by a big corporation. But million-dollar, one-person business entrepreneurs have embraced a new, third path—one in which a single individual or business partners can extend their capabilities to achieve what it would normally take a larger team to do. “There is a way of thinking that scales beyond them,” says Eric Scott. What they’re pulling off takes effort, ongoing creative thinking, and the momentum that comes when the important parts of a business all move in the right direction at the same time. Still, the changing nature of work, the growth of automation, and the technological developments that unlock market access are making it easier by the day. The way these entrepreneurs run their businesses makes their impact and reach far greater than the sum of their parts.

			Reading (and rereading) the case studies in this book will help you develop a new way of thinking that allows you to make entrepreneurial decisions that lead to greater rewards. There are no “five easy steps” to bringing in $1 million in revenue that apply to all businesses. Hanging up your shingle as a solo attorney is very different from starting a one-person e-commerce store or launching a solo manufacturing firm, and I can’t promise you otherwise. But there are habits of thinking, decision making, and running a business that make it more likely. I find that the best way to learn, understand, and remember other entrepreneurs’ best practices is through their stories. Businesses don’t always grow in predictable ways and seeing how these entrepreneurs handled the unexpected will empower you to bring creative new approaches to your own business endeavors.

			So who are the entrepreneurs behind these businesses? And what exactly are they doing to make money? The founders of million-dollar, one-person businesses and partnerships are regular people who have grown very smart about making the most of the time they spend working. Solo businesses that hit the million-dollar range typically fall into six categories:

			
				
				1 E-commerce

				2 Manufacturing

				3 Informational content creation

				4 Professional services and creative businesses, such as marketing firms, public speaking businesses, and consultancies

				5 Personal services firms, offering expertise, such as fitness coaching

				6 Real estate

			

			These companies use automation, contracting, outsourcing, digital technology, or a combination of all of these tools to build, operate, and grow their businesses. They also tend to be smart networkers, whether online or off, and open to personal education and development, whether through coaching or joining mastermind groups. In covering them for various publications, I’ve found that no two are alike. A brief roundup of companies that you’ll read more about later underscores this:

			Nazlia Yunus, twenty-three. A first-generation American whose family immigrated from Uzbekistan to Houston, Texas, Yunus found herself lonely as she tried to adjust to a new culture. After learning jewelry-making on YouTube, she began creating her own chokers, which she marketed on Instagram. When “influencers” started showcasing her designs, her company, Chvker, took off. She grew the business to $1 million in revenue, and with orders pouring in, recruited about a dozen contractors to help her with everything from production to modeling the jewelry to share on social media.

			Zach Chen and his friends Gabriele Genghini and Paul Freiman Jr., all thirty-two. The three partners run Impress3 Media, a diversified company in San Francisco and New York City that develops media software and provides web design and online marketing services. Annual revenue is in the $2 to $5 million range. They also run SFist.com, a San Francisco news site they acquired in 2019.

			Rachel Charlupski, thirty-five. She started The Babysitting Company, a high-end babysitting service for hotels, events, and vacationing families, while still a student at Arizona State University. Charlupski, who lives in Miami, now has a network of 2,500 babysitters in eighteen cities. She manages the sitters from her mobile phone, and brings in $1 million in annual revenue.

			Jaime Jay, fifty. Owner of the podcasting agency Slapshot Studio in Ozark, Missouri, Jay enlisted a team of virtual assistants to help him run his business. He put systems in place that enable the assistants to exceed customers’ expectations and started racking up awards and attracting new business that put him on track for $1 million in revenue in 2019.

			Wendy Colson, fifty. The former neonatal intensive care nurse and mother of three from Carlsbad, California, noticed that the nutrition bars she baked for new moms in her lactation support group were a hit and began manufacturing them using an outsourced partner. She grew Boobie Bars to $1 million in revenue as a solopreneur, and today, the bars sell in Target and Walmart. Her business brings in about $3 million in annual revenue, and when we last spoke, she was about to raise capital to grow it further.

			Rebeca Krones, forty-one and her husband, Luis Zevallos, fifty-nine. Together, they run Tropical Traders Specialty Foods in Oakland, California, that has generated more than $1 million a year selling organic honey through their website and various retail channels. Outsourcing the packing of the honey gives them plenty of time to spend with their two young children.

			Cory Binsfield, fifty-five. Binsfield brings in about $1.2 million a year from the rent on 123 apartments he owns in Duluth, Minnesota. He bought his first property when he was a young financial planner, making barely $50,000 a year. At the time, he couldn’t get a bank loan, so he
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