
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2026 by Joshua L. Gilliland 
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Published by JG BeatsLab LLC
4qdrive.com
First Edition: 2026
The information in this book is provided for educational and informational purposes only. The author and publisher are not engaged in rendering legal, financial, tax, career counseling, medical, psychological, or other professional services through this book.
AI platform capabilities, pricing, terms of service, and feature sets change frequently. Research findings on attention, productivity, AI use, sleep, cognitive load, and founder mental health are subject to ongoing study and revision. Readers should verify current information directly with the relevant platforms, services, advisors, and regulatory bodies before making decisions based on the material in this book.
Decisions about business operations, capacity allocation, professional engagements, and significant financial commitments should not be made solely on the basis of this book; readers should consult appropriately qualified professionals for their specific situation.
The author and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use or application of any information contained in this book.
References to third-party AI platforms, services, companies, and trademarks throughout this book are for educational purposes only. All trademarks are property of their respective owners. JG BeatsLab LLC is not affiliated with, endorsed by, or sponsored by any platform, service, or AI provider referenced in this book unless explicitly stated.
For inquiries, contact: josh@4qdrive.com
A Note on Recency
AI platform capabilities, pricing, feature sets, and terms of service change frequently. Research findings on cognitive load, attention, productivity, AI effects, sleep, and founder mental health continue to evolve. The research, statistics, and platform-specific references in this book are current as of June 2026. Before making significant operational, financial, or capacity decisions based on material in this book, verify the current state of the cited research, the current capabilities of the referenced AI tools, and the current conditions of your specific business and industry.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Author's Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Section 1 — The Operator Problem.
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 1 — The Operator Is the Bottleneck
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 2 — Why Corporate Pace Will Kill You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 3 — The Ceiling You Can't Negotiate
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Section 2 — The Rhythms
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 4 — The Day That Actually Works
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 5 — The Week That Compounds
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 6 — The Month That Resets
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Section 3 - The Practices
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 7 — Attention Residue and the Cost of Switching
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 8 — AI Without Burnout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 9 — The Discipline of No
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Section 4 — The Long View
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 10 — Seasonal Variation.
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 11 — The Failure Modes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 12 — Ground Game
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        There is more than one book.
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Author's Note


This book sits inside a five-book catalog whose central argument is straightforward. The operator of a one-person business in the AI era is no longer doing the work in the way an individual contributor does. The operator is directing a team. The team is built out of AI agents and a small number of trusted human contractors. The shift in posture, named in the catalog's methodology book 4Q Drive, is from Vending Machine Operator, who fires requests into an AI and accepts whatever output comes back with minor edits, to Director, who briefs the work, supplies the context, sets the standard, and evaluates the output against it. Ground Game teaches the operating rhythm that makes the Director stance sustainable across the years a one-person business takes to mature. 
About the Brandt thread. Running through this catalog, at its section breaks and inside each closing chapter, is the parallel story of Paul Brandt, a former corporate vice president of operations building a one-man advisory practice in post-merger operational integration after a severance. The story spans one calendar year across all five books. In Ground Game you join Paul in May, half a year in, the practice finally producing more than it ever has and the operator who runs it beginning to pay for the pace.






  
  Section 1 — The Operator Problem.









  
  Chapter 1 — The Operator Is the Bottleneck


Just over half of the businesses started in the United States in 2020 made it to year five. The other half closed. 
The figure is 51.4 percent survival. It comes from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, tracking establishments born in the year ending March 2020 against where those same establishments stood in March 2025. The Information sector that some readers of this book will sit in survives at a lower rate, 45.7 percent. A reader building a consulting or advisory practice sits in the Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services sector, where survival tracks the all-industry average at 50.8 percent. The exact sector matters less than the bigger pattern. Roughly half of these businesses are gone five years in.
Why those businesses closed is a harder question than the survival rate suggests, and worth getting straight before this chapter goes any further.
The BLS Business Employment Dynamics program measures gross job and establishment flows through employment records. It records how many establishments survive, by sector, by year. It does not record the reasons businesses close. The dataset has no field for cause of closure. Any inference from a survival curve to a specific failure mechanism is reading something into the data the data does not contain.
There is closure-cause data, but the available data covers populations that are not the reader of this book.
The Small Business Administration's Office of Advocacy published a 2018 fact sheet, by economist Brian Headd, drawing on Census Bureau survey data to ask why businesses closed. For employer businesses that closed in 2015, the top reasons in rank order were low sales, owner retirement, the owner selling the business, the owner opening another firm, and illness or injury. Headd's interpretation is that many owners close for personal or health reasons rather than purely business ones. The fact sheet covers employer firms only, which means it covers businesses with at least one employee on payroll. It does not cover the nonemployer firms most one-person businesses operate as.
CB Insights, the venture-research firm, publishes the most-cited startup post-mortem analyses. Their 2024 analysis of 431 VC-backed companies that shut down since 2023 found that 70 percent of the post-mortems cited "ran out of capital" as the cause of closure. The framing in the analysis itself is important: capital running out is the final cause of death, not the root cause. The deeper drivers were poor product-market fit at 43 percent, bad timing or macro conditions at 29 percent, and unsustainable unit economics at 19 percent. Burnout appeared as the named cause in 5 to 8 percent of post-mortems across recent CB Insights analyses. The CB Insights population is venture-backed tech firms, which is not most readers of this book either.
The honest position on closure-cause data for solo businesses is that the federal data is essentially absent. The Census Bureau's 2025 working paper introducing the Longitudinal Database for Nonemployers acknowledges that nonemployer firms are often absent from statistics on labor market and business dynamics. There is no systematic accounting of why solo operators close their businesses, by year, in numbers comparable to the BLS BED survival figures. The closure-cause picture for the catalog's target reader is a research gap, not a settled finding.
That gap is worth naming directly because of what most solopreneur literature does with it.
Most solopreneur books fill the gap with a confident causal claim, usually a version of "most businesses fail because of poor execution" or "most founders quit." The claims are unfalsifiable against the available data. The honest version is more constrained: roughly half of solo businesses close within five years, the closure-cause data is missing for this population, and what we do know about adjacent populations is that personal and health reasons appear prominently for employer firms, and the drivers behind capital depletion are usually about market fit and product trajectory rather than the moment the bank account hit zero.
What is better evidenced than the closure-cause picture is the founder and creator mental health picture.
Longstanding research from the University of California, San Francisco found that entrepreneurs are 50 percent more likely than a demographically matched comparison group to report a mental health condition. The study, published by Michael Freeman and colleagues in 2018 in Small Business Economics, surveyed 242 entrepreneurs against 93 comparison subjects. The elevation showed up across depression, anxiety, ADHD, substance use, and bipolar diagnoses. Seventy-two percent of the entrepreneurs in the sample reported a mental health concern personally or in their immediate family. The work is older than the more recent surveys, but its methodology was tighter, and its findings have held in adjacent studies since.
A more recent picture, from Sifted's 2025 survey of 138 European tech founders: 54 percent reported burnout in the previous twelve months, and 46 percent rated their current mental health as bad or very bad. Only 6 percent reported no mental health issues at all over the same period. The Sifted sample is mostly European tech founders, which is not the catalog's target reader population. The figures are too high to dismiss as a sampling artifact.
A 2025 report from the creator-marketing agency Billion Dollar Boy surveyed 1,000 content creators across the US and the UK alongside 1,000 marketers, with fieldwork by Censuswide in July 2025. Fifty-two percent of creators reported burnout as a direct result of their work. Thirty-seven percent reported actively considering leaving the profession. Creators and influencers are not ex-corporate solo operators building consulting practices, so the figures are directional, not point-estimates for the catalog's reader.
Across these three studies, the methodologies vary, the populations vary, the years vary. The pattern does not. Solo operators and founders, where they have been measured, experience mental health and burnout symptoms at rates the broader knowledge-worker population does not.
What the data shows is prevalence. What the data does not show is that this prevalence is the cause of closure for any specific business, including yours.
These are different epistemic objects. A 50 percent elevation in mental health conditions among entrepreneurs is a real finding. A 54 percent burnout rate among European tech founders is a real finding. Neither finding establishes that operator capacity failure is the most common cause of solo business closure. The closure-cause data needed for that claim does not exist for the population this book is written for, and pretending otherwise would be the kind of overreach the rest of this book is built to argue against.
There is one finding that is unusually well-evidenced for the catalog's specific reader, and it points in a slightly different direction.
Gusto, the payroll and benefits company, surveyed new business owners in 2023. Among mid-career workers aged 35 to 54 who quit a job to start a business, 46 percent said they burned out from their last job. Burnout was the top reason this cohort cited for entering self-employment. The share of new business owners who quit a corporate job to start their own rose from 36 percent in 2021 to 49 percent in 2022.
This is the cleanest evidence in the literature that is directly on-point for the 45 to 60 ex-corporate operator who picks up this book. The finding is not that burnout causes solo business failure. The finding is that burnout causes entry into solo business in the first place. If you are reading this book because you left a corporate role you could no longer sustain, the data suggests you are one of a substantial cohort that did the same thing for the same reasons.
The relevant question, then, is what happens to that cohort after they enter.
The Gusto data does not follow individuals across years. Neither does the federal data. The longitudinal picture, for the specific population of ex-corporate operators who burned out and went solo, is genuinely uncertain. What this book argues is that the same conditions that produced the corporate burnout will produce a different kind of burnout in solo work if the operator imports the same pace they were running on the way out, and that the structures this book teaches are the operational answer to that risk.
That argument is testable across the years of your own working life. The argument the book does not make is that the structures here will determine whether your business survives. Many factors determine business survival, and the closure-cause data does not exist to rank them.
There is one further structural fact worth holding before this chapter closes.
The JPMorgan Chase Institute published research in 2017 examining cash buffers across 597,000 small businesses, drawing on 470 million transactions in the February-to-October 2015 window. The median small business held 27 days of cash buffer. The financial fragility of small businesses, in cash-flow terms, is well-documented. Operator capacity is one variable among several that determines whether a business survives a bad quarter; the cash buffer is another, and the two interact in ways that are not always visible until both are gone.
The book's larger argument can now be stated more carefully than the opening of this chapter began.
You are not the only bottleneck. The market, the product, the cash buffer, and the category dynamics are all real factors. What this book treats specifically is the operator variable, on the structural argument that the operator variable is the one variable the operator can deliberately design, and that designing it well improves the operator's odds across the years the other variables will move on their own.
The other books in this catalog cover the worldview, the methodology, the team you direct, and the audience you serve. This book teaches the rhythm underneath all of that. Each of the other books assumes you are still standing when its lessons need to land. This one does not assume that. This one is for the operator who has to stay on the field while the other variables do what they will do.
Cal Newport named the central mechanism that wears the operator down most predictably. He calls it pseudo-productivity, and the working definition is using visible activity as a crude proxy for actual productivity.
Pseudo-productivity worked inside a corporation because the corporation paid you for visible activity. The hours at your desk were the signal your manager could measure. The Slack response time at 9:47 p.m. was the signal your team could measure. The deck that obviously took forty hours communicated the forty hours regardless of whether the same content could have communicated in four. Visible activity was a real currency inside the company because the company had decided to spend on it.
Solo work has no audience for that currency. There is no manager watching the hours. There is no team measuring the response time. There is only the result, and the customer who pays for the result, and they cannot tell whether you spent forty hours or four producing it. They can only tell whether the result solved the problem.
A reader who carries pseudo-productivity into solo work continues to pay the cost of visibility even though no one is paying for it. The hours stretch. Work that could have shipped at noon ships at six because the visibility instinct cannot quite let it go, and the week that should have closed Friday closes Sunday afternoon for the same reason. The operator does not feel like someone burning out. They feel like someone working hard.
That is the trap this book is built to help the reader recognize and design around.
The corporate-reflex material that makes this work in detail is in 4Q Drive's Chapter 2. The case 4Q Drive makes is that experienced operators carry a stack of corporate reflexes that need to be deliberately disabled. Pseudo-productivity is one of them, and it is the one that touches rhythm most directly. The same reflex that earned you the next promotion at your last corporate role will work against you in solo operations if you carry it forward unchanged, and it will look like discipline while it is doing it.
There is a mechanism underneath the pseudo-productivity reflex that operates at a more granular level. Sophie Leroy at the University of Washington Bothell named it in 2009 and called it attention residue. Each switch between cognitively demanding tasks leaves part of the operator's attention on the prior task, and the residue degrades performance on the next one until the residue clears. Gloria Mark at the University of California Irvine has measured the recovery cost in seconds and minutes. Chapter 7 of this book develops the mechanism in detail. For now, the relevant claim is that wearing every hat at once is not free, the cost compounds across the working day, and the structural pace most ex-corporate operators import was designed for a corporate environment that absorbed those costs in ways solo work cannot.
What you can do with this information is the subject of the rest of the book.
You cannot control the market or the algorithm. You cannot control the moment AI shifts the ground under your category. You cannot control whether interest rates compress the segment you serve, or whether a competitor with venture funding decides next quarter that they want your niche. Those variables move whether you act on them or not.
You can control your pace.
The book in your hand is a sustained argument that the operator who builds a pace they can hold is the operator who gives themselves the best odds in the long game. Not because pace alone determines the outcome. Because pace is the variable you control, and the operators who treat it as a variable rather than a constant give themselves more time on the field when the other variables move.
You spent twenty or thirty years inside corporations that did not trust you to set your own pace. They scheduled the meetings. They built the calendar. They divided your day into project work, status work, people work, and decision work by inserting other humans into your time on a regular cadence that you did not control. You may have hated some of that. You may have, in retrospect, missed parts of it. Either reaction is fair. Both reactions miss the larger point. The corporation was doing pace-setting work on your behalf, and when you left, that work did not get done by someone else. It stopped getting done. It now has to be done by you, deliberately, for yourself.
This book teaches you to do that work.
It teaches you to divide your day so the modes do not bleed. It teaches you to compose a week that compounds rather than scatters. It teaches you to use the month as the reset that catches drift before drift becomes a year of work in the wrong direction. It teaches you the empirical research on what your brain will actually give you in a day, and it teaches you to design around that ceiling rather than against it. It teaches you the specific failure modes documented in the founder mental health literature, named clearly enough that you can spot them in yourself before the crash, while there is still time to correct.
The book moves in four sections. Section 1, which closes after the next two chapters, is the case for taking the operator variable seriously. Section 2 builds the rhythm at the scales an operator works in: the day, the week, the month. Section 3 is the mechanism under all of it. Section 4 is the long view, including the failure-mode signals you can read in yourself before they cost you the business.
The reader who finishes this book has a defensible rhythm they can hold across the years it takes for the other variables to play out. Not a list of hacks. Not a productivity system that requires a new app. A rhythm that fits inside the life you are actually trying to live, anchored in the empirical research on what makes solo work sustainable.
You are the variable you can design. The work that comes from here builds around that fact, not against it.






  
  Chapter 2 — Why Corporate Pace Will Kill You


The roadmap I owned in my last corporate role coordinated across teams of engineers and my own organization of technical program managers. Each team was accountable for a different piece of the work, the schedule, the supporting documentation. Above that, I worked with leadership across the orgs on resource allocation and priority. The portfolio sat on top of hundreds of projects and thousands of people. The total spend ran into the billions of dollars. 
My job at the top of that structure was to make sure overall progress kept happening. Blockers got resolved. Conflicts got navigated. Stakeholders stayed aligned. I was the coach. The team was executing.
That last sentence is the one to hold.
Inside a large company, the operator's role is structurally different from what most people assume. You are not doing the work in the way an individual contributor is. You are orchestrating the work, which means most of the actual production is happening in parallel, in other people's hands, while you are aligning the conditions that let it happen. When a problem came up at four in the afternoon, I could pull multiple people into it inside thirty minutes, delegate what needed to be delegated, schedule the follow-up, and move on to the next thing. I did not solve the problem. The team solved the problem. I made sure the problem got solved.
This is the work-distribution shape that has to be named clearly, because the entire premise of corporate pace depends on it.
When you ran at corporate pace for twenty or thirty years, the pace you were running was a coaching pace, not an execution pace. The volume of decisions felt high. The volume of work that actually came out of your own hands was much lower than it felt. You were the orchestrating layer on top of a stack of other people's labor. Your hands touched a small fraction of the output your name was attached to.
There is no judgment in that observation. That is what senior corporate work is. The structure exists because organizations got too large for any one person to produce the output their seniority required. The coaching layer is how the work scales.
Solo work does not have that layer. You are coach and team and benchwarmer and equipment manager, and the locker room is your kitchen.
This is not a rhetorical point. This is the mechanical reality of the transition, and the operators who do not metabolize it in their first six months tend to run into trouble in the first eighteen.
The corporate calendar did something for you that is almost invisible until you no longer have it.
A normal day inside a large company was an endless fragmentation of topics. The 9 a.m. meeting was about one project, with one set of stakeholders. The 10:30 meeting was a completely different topic, with a completely different set of stakeholders. The 1 p.m. was different again. The fragmentation was relentless and it was sometimes exhausting, and most of us complained about it most of the time we worked inside corporations.
The fragmentation was also doing structural work.
Each topic-switch the calendar forced was a forced switch of cognitive mode. You were doing strategic thinking at 9 a.m., people management at 10:30, technical review at 1 p.m., political pre-work at 3 p.m. The modes were different. The modes were divided. The divisions were not your discipline. The divisions were imposed by the demands of the calendar and the people in the meetings, and you executed within whatever frame the next meeting required.
You did not have to build the discipline of dividing your day into modes. Other humans built it for you, every fifteen to thirty minutes, by walking into the next conference room or showing up on the next video call. You could resent the structure and the structure would still hold. You could be a mediocre operator and the structure would still hold. The structure was not optional. It was the operating environment.
This is the load-bearing observation of this chapter and one of the load-bearing observations of the whole book.
The corporate calendar was a dividing discipline you did not have to build because other humans built it for you.
The day you became a one-person business, that dividing discipline disappeared.
There was no calendar full of other people's meetings forcing you to switch topics. There was no 10:30 standup that pulled you out of the strategic work and into the operational work. There was no afternoon review
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