
- 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. 

- But consider this: Out of more than twenty-eight million small businesses in the United 

States, twenty-three million are “nonemployers,” meaning no one has a job there except the 

owners.2 I believe most have actively opted out of hiring employees for a simple reason: they 

don’t want to. And there is nothing wrong with that. 

- 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. 

- 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.” 

- US Census Bureau, in 2015 there were 35,584 “nonemployer” firms—that is, those that do 

not employ anyone other than the owners—that brought in $1 million to $2,499,999 in annual 

revenue. That’s up 5.8% from 2014, 18% from 2013, 21% from 2012 and 33% from 2011. Some 

elite nonemployer businesses are even exceeding these revenues. In 2015, 2,090 businesses 

had annual receipts of $2.5 million to $4.99 million, and 355 businesses 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: • 

258,148 firms brought in $500,000 to $999,999. • 584,586 generated $250,000 to $499,999 

in revenue. • 1,861,656 businesses brought in $100,000 to 

- To put up a website, they can turn to free and inexpensive platforms like WordPress, 

Squarespace, and Weebly; 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 like Facebook and search engines like 

Google makes it easy to reach a huge audience quickly. And once entrepreneurs find 

customers, it is easy to process payments from any corner of the world online, through a fast-

growing army of service providers, in some cases simply by clicking on an option that lets them 

accept ACH or credit card payments through their invoicing software. 

- 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 

- What will help you break into the seven figures is to expand your capacity beyond what one 

person can do. The only ways to do that, without hiring employees, are by hiring contractors 



to help you, outsourcing, and automating some of your work. Most high-revenue, 

nonemployer business owners use some combination of all three strategies. 

- SIMPLIFY SELLING AND FULFILLMENT Nadler created his website himself using Shopify, an e-

commerce platform, to design and develop a simple online store, but he never focused his 

attention there. Most million-dollar entrepreneurs experiment for a while with finding the 

best way to sell, but they ultimately select one method or outlet that works best. Nadler 

decided to submit an application to market his planners on a major internet marketplace that 

would give him good exposure to customers. By selling on the giant retail site, he could use 

that vendor’s fulfillment service, so he wouldn’t have to pack and ship orders himself. 

Fortunately, he already had a product to test, which the marketplace requires when sellers 

apply, so he didn’t have to invest much more in the business to get started. All he needed was 

a professional selling account for $49 a month. Fortunately, Nadler was quickly approved as a 

seller. 

- Nadler turned to free digital tools to help him build a community around his planners. For 

instance, Facebook Audience Insights helped him get a detailed demographic profile of the 

buyers he needed to target; he discovered they were mostly middle-aged women. Armed with 

this information, he kept tinkering with his product descriptions and other marketing details 

until they were effective and sales took off. 

- To keep the business thriving, now that it is his sole source of income, Nadler spends 80% of 

his time focusing on growth, which for his product means making sure every customer is happy 

enough to spread the word about Tools4Wisdom. It is a different approach from the one that 

many conventional businesses take: handing off customer service to entry-level employees or 

a team of ill-trained call-center workers. “Customer service has become the number one 

driver of my day-to-day activities,” Nadler says—because the reviews in the online 

marketplace drive new sales. “When you have 110 reviews and someone wants to buy a 

product, guess which one they read first? The one star.” 

- Telpner: I do very informal market research, usually through long-format blog posts. I’ll do 

in-depth research into a topic, write a 2,500-word blog post, share it across social media 

channels, and see what the response is like. Based on that, I may take that information and 

expand it further into a webinar or live keynote or develop an online program. 

- We each have a specific set of skills and approaches that make how we do what we do 

unique. This is what we need to leverage. I don’t think we need to overthink this. If we have a 

content-based business, we should have a pretty good idea of what our audience loves and 

responds to. The best way to tap into this is to participate in the community we have built, 

rather than be just the content generator. Engage in conversation with your community, and 

ask them what they want. If what they say lines up with something you actually want to create, 

then you know you’ll be launching something with a built-in customer base. Making that thing 

really awesome—from how you describe and market it (under-promise, over-deliver, and be 

honest in your portrayal) to how you execute it (no detail is too small!) and the follow-up you 

do later (because you genuinely care how your customers/clients receive and engage with 



what you are selling) will determine how much your audience will share and talk about it and 

help bring in new leads and sales. 

- Both had been working in corporate jobs, and Martin wondered if they could succeed as 

entrepreneurs. “One of the biggest things that convinced me for the longest time that I 

shouldn’t start my own business was I thought I had to have a killer idea,” says Martin. “I had 

to have something no one else had thought of, and if not, there was no point. Then I realized 

about a year ago how silly that thinking was. How many monopolistic markets are there in the 

world? Every market supports more than one player.” 

- They asked themselves two key questions: What are we passionate about? How can we 

deliver value to people? 

- It starts with finding a product that you’re really interested in—whether that’s funky ski caps 

or a certain type of electronic gadget—since you’re going to spend a lot of time thinking about 

it. “The average person can be successful pretty easily by creating something very niche 

oriented,” says Fairley. “The more niche-y, the better.” 

- “We decided to focus on what the customer wanted and not just what we wanted to sell.” 

- If you’ve developed unique expertise in a subject that interests many people, chances are 

there is someone willing to pay you for it. Package it in a format you can sell online—whether 

through webcasts, videos, books, ebooks, seminars, or podcasts—and you can join the 

growing ranks of info-marketers who make money by selling information. There are info-

marketers selling everything from instructions for DIY craft projects to fitness plans to original 

recipes. 

- He also relied on the best freelancers he could find in other areas of the business. “What I’ve 

found is hiring the best makes life one hundred times easier,” says Orwell. “The graphic 

designer we use is one hundred and fifty dollars per hour. I’ve sent a dozen-plus people her 

way.” 

- Eventually, Shaw came up with an answer. Working with exercise physiology consultant Mike 

Israetel—an assistant professor of instruction in kinesiology at Temple University who helped 

him cofound the business—he developed prebuilt diets that would allow customers to access 

his advice without working with him directly. The diets can be customized according to 

someone’s gender, weight, and goals. Customers order the diets through his website. The 

most popular coaching offering, the 3-Month Diet Plan, goes for $575, and customers who 

add training to the plan pay $750. The training and coaching is done by email or via social 

media. Like Orwell, Shaw didn’t rely on one product alone. The diet templates, now his most 

popular products, are designed to help someone either lose or gain weight in a concentrated 

period of time. They go for about $100, depending on the plan. “Working with templates, the 

scalability is limitless,” says Shaw. “The templates reach tens of thousands of people.” Shaw 

also sells several ebooks for about $30 each. 

- Daniel Faggella, twenty-nine, a black belt in Brazilian jiu-jitsu, experimented with ways to 

make money from his passion for martial arts until he found one that was lucrative enough to 

turn into a profitable seven-figure business—and sold it for more than $1 million. The business 



brought in $210,000 for the month just before it was acquired, he says. The subscription-based 

e-commerce site he created, Science of Skill, sells online fitness, self-defense, and self-

protection curricula and products to students around the world. 

- After reading a book called Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0, 2014) by Verne Harnish (on 

which I, coincidentally, collaborated), Faggella changed course and set his sights on launching 

a scalable, location-independent business that would ultimately generate enough money for 

him to fund a third business in which he could pursue his interest in cognitive science. Initially, 

- In a professional services business, you will probably have to take a different approach. 

Joining a trade organization that offers market reports on how much independent 

professionals in your field are charging can be a good investment. In my own business, 

spending $200 per year to belong to such a group has paid for itself many times over. 

- Mezheritsky’s secret to growing the business without formal employees is customized 

software that automates many functions. The software, which cost him about $25,000 to get 

up and running, enables clients to log into the company’s computer system and see the 

homework that their trainers have assigned, among other functions. But more important, he 

says, is the fact that it is a full education platform for trainers, a customer relationship 

management system that allows them to keep in touch with clients, a billing system, and home 

to a client rewards program—simplifying many aspects of business for the trainers. The 

system, in which he has gradually invested about $250,000 in total, is so important to the 

business that he pays a developer $1,000 a month to keep editing 

- As you grow your business, you will have many opportunities to experiment with and refine 

your brand and market it. Marketing guru Seth Godin’s blog and books are great resources, as 

are David Meerman Scott’s books, such as The New Rules of Marketing and PR (Wiley, 2017). 

Their ideas will help you no matter what size your business. 

- Along the way, he used the “1% rule” to make decisions. He found that in order for a real 

estate investment to work out financially, the rents needed to equal at least 1% of the 

purchase price of the property. For instance, if the property cost him $100,000, monthly 

- Setting clear goals—like the plan to buy ten duplexes in a decade, which he achieved in five 

years—kept Binsfield focused. “After that, I was like, ‘Now what?’ I said, ‘This is kind of fun. 

I’ll keep doing it.’ ” He’d achieved $1 million in net worth after steadily investing and 

reinvesting for eight years and $1 million in annual revenue two years ago, he says. Today he 

estimates his net worth at $2.5 million. 

- “Anyone can buy one property,” he says. “Once you buy that first one, two or three years 

later you buy the second.” You may not end up owning 116 units like he does, but if you buy 

in the right market, you should see a worthwhile return on your investment. 

- Instead of guessing what their pricing should be, they went straight to their target 

customers—a method of market research that cost them nothing but their time. They 

surveyed five hundred people who were shopping at big-box stores to find out what they were 

willing to pay for a high-quality set of sheets. They created a simple questionnaire asking about 

people’s sheet-buying habits, then went to the stores they knew people were going to for 



sheets—such as ABC Carpet &amp; Home, Bed Bath &amp; Beyond, and Crate &amp; Barrel—

to survey consumers, and even visited coffee shops, interviewing strangers to round out their 

sample. To reach online consumers, they created a similar survey on the free tool 

SurveyMonkey, which they shared on their Facebook pages and asked friends and family to 

share, as well. 

- Beyond test marketing products on your own site or on a giant retail marketplace, 

crowdfunding sites, such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo—where supporters can help you fund 

a startup by placing preorders for your product—can be an ideal way to put your idea to the 

test. Just as crowdfunding sites have become well established, so have the businesses they 

have spawned. In fact, a 2016 Wharton study6 found that Kickstarter projects had led to the 

creation of nearly five thousand new for-profit and not-for-profit companies since the site 

started in 2009, and those companies have generated a collective revenue of $3.4 billion, 

outside of whatever they raised through crowdfunding. 

- To manage their paid advertising on Facebook, they hired a contractor with specialized 

expertise. 

- But the pressure sparked his creativity, and he soon partnered with his personal trainer to 

create an ebook called the 31 Day Fat Loss Cure. His trainer had been in the army and, after 

taking a desk job, wanted to get back into military shape. The trainer used the short workout 

he had done in the military to get ripped, and he began sharing his exercise and diet tips with 

clients like Goff. The duo soon realized they had enough material for a sixty-page ebook and 

put it up for sale on ClickBank. With only about $2,000 to invest, Goff had no room for error. 

He began spending about $100 a day doing Facebook marketing for the book. Through 

experimentation and careful analysis, he learned to write ads that would attract buyers. Goff 

gradually went from burning through $100 a day to losing $50, then $10, and finally breaking 

even. When an ad finally began making money, he would increase the number of people in 

his target demographic—college-educated people in their forties and fifties—to whom it was 

displayed. Soon it was not unusual to make $2,000 a day, he says. Within twelve months, the 

book was bringing in more than $1 million a year, he says. “Once you learn Facebook ads, it’s 

a great skill to have,” says Goff. “You can scale really quickly.” 

- was doing cool things at work, and I was making a lot of money,” he says. “I liked my job. But 

I was also willing to leave that job, which I think most people aren’t. That is one of the biggest 

differentiators. Until I had my fingers in the dirt and was creating things, I knew I wasn’t going 

to be fulfilled. 

- Not disciplined enough to set aside the time every week? Consider devoting an intense chunk 

of time to getting it all done at once. Techstars, a successful business accelerator, offers a 

program called Startup Weekend in multiple cities, where you can launch a business over the 

course of fifty-four hours. 

- Running a million-dollar one-person business isn’t about toiling for long hours. Unlike in a 

traditional job, where your pay may be closely tied to the hours you put in, your own business 

income stems from how smart and selective you are about how you use your time. Ask Dalton 

Dale, an entrepreneur who creates interactive attractions like The Uninvited: Awakening, an 



ultra-scary haunted house set in the basement-level stables of a historic house in Harlem, New 

York. Dale grew up in a family that put on the best haunted house in the county every 

Halloween and enjoyed it so much he was inspired to turn the idea into his million-dollar 

business. 

- Some entrepreneurs live very frugally and save their money until they can afford to quit and 

start a business. Paul Hedrick, who is single, didn’t have an expensive lifestyle, so he was able 

to tuck away 20% to 30% of his after-tax earnings while working in his private-equity job. That 

let him save enough to live on for more than a year—and to make a six-figure investment in 

his startup. Giving this level of attention to the financial side of a business is not uncommon 

among high-revenue solo entrepreneurs. “In terms of attitude and motivations, they treat 

their businesses like a real business,” says Steve King, a partner in Emergent Research, a firm 

in Walnut Creek, California, that studies the independent workforce. “They have plans, 

targets, budgets. We see this even in the creative fields. You have to take your business 

seriously if you are an independent worker or small-business owner.” 

- Hedrick stretched the cash in his bank account, keeping his promotion costs down by 

focusing on building a mailing list. He put up a website about six months before launch and 

asked friends and family to visit it, share their email addresses, and spread the word. He 

incentivized people to sign up by giving friends and family $10 in “Tecovas credit” every time 

they got someone new to join the list. “It was a lean, costless way to encourage a lot of people 

to join,” he says. Where he invested his money, he says, was in creating the right image for 

the brand through design and photography. “The big differentiator for us as a brand was 

showing people the boots really are high end.” And offering the credits for referrals paid off. 

Hedrick 

- ASK YOUR TARGET CUSTOMER—AND LISTEN 

- Once Paul Hedrick, the cowboy boot maker, started attracting a steady stream of customers 

to his Tecovas website, he began investing in paid ads on Facebook and Google to build his 

store’s online presence. Although he handled the paid advertising campaigns himself in the 

beginning, he eventually hired a consultant with expertise in social media advertising buying 

for customer acquisition to draw even more visitors to his store. That reduced the risk of 

paying for ads that were duds and didn’t attract many people. “You’re better off using an 

agency or consultant until you can afford [to employ an expert] to do it in-house,” Hedrick 

says. 

- The world of social media is ever changing—and it’s important to keep up. Although many 

bloggers Lester knows still post regularly on relevant topics, including lunch packing, some 

have slowed down. “With Instagram and Pinterest, many people are cutting to 

- Looking to reach a bigger audience, Telpner introduced her first online class—on her three-

day Green Smoothie Cleanse—the same year she launched the site. About two hundred 

people signed up, paying $10. This is incredible, she said to herself. She recalls, “That was my 

introduction to ‘How do we scale this?’ ” Not long after that, Telpner began filming cooking 

demonstrations in her kitchen and soon started a YouTube channel. “My early videos were so 

embarrassing,” she says. “I was doing them all myself. They were me, alone, in my kitchen.” 



But with practice, she got better and better at making videos. With health enthusiasts from 

around the world and other fans contacting her for advice, she created a video-based tutorial 

program. Three years ago, she opened the online Academy of Culinary Nutrition, offering 

students a certification when they completed the program. The program costs $1,850 to 

$3,600, depending on whether students sign up for private coaching. As of December 2016, 

more than 1,100 students had graduated from forty-three countries. 

- USE DIGITAL MARKETING TO DRIVE DAILY SALES 

- Whether you intend to grow your business to the point where it supports your ideal lifestyle 

or you want to see how far you can take it if you hire a team, you will need to put systems in 

place to allow you to scale your efforts successfully. The more thought you give to the details 

when you are starting out, the easier it will be to get your business model right and add to 

your revenue quickly. 

- To stretch what he could do on his own without adding payroll initially, Paladini set up a web-

based call center using a provider called Talkdesk to answer customer service calls. 

- He also hired a public relations firm and a digital marketing team as contractors, to help him 

spread the word beyond what he could do on his own, and invested in digital radio ads and 

podcast advertising. 

- Most million-dollar entrepreneurs turn their businesses into living laboratories from which 

they can continually learn how to scale their revenue and profits. This isn’t something they 

learn in school (even though some have MBAs). Mostly, they turn to internet research and 

other entrepreneurs who have a similar mindset to find ways to solve any problems that 

emerge. “The key is to ask empowering questions,” says Lazlo Nadler, owner of the planner 

company Tools4Wisdom. In Nadler’s view, creating continuous improvement means 

cultivating purpose-driven curiosity, asking yourself, “How can I grow my business today? 

What are the top five percent of successful companies implementing today, and how can I 

implement that, too?” 

- To keep his mind and schedule clear, Nadler uses an approach he calls Eliminate, Automate, 

Delegate, Procrastinate. He hunts continually for new ways to avoid doing things that don’t 

matter, to automate repetitive and labor-intensive processes, and to outsource work to 

contractors. 

- That means being honest with himself about how he is spending his time. “I have a funnel 

where I do an analysis of what my workflow looks like,” says Nadler. Here are the questions 

he asks himself: • What can I eliminate? • What can I outsource? • What can I put on the back 

burner? • What can I say “no” to? 

- To evaluate his web copy and design, Nadler turned to a site called Splitly to do his A/B testing 

for consumer preferences. This saves him hours of manual work. Nadler has found the site’s 

small team offers smart insights to the questions he is trying to answer. “The size of your 

company doesn’t matter when you have the right brains,” he notes. 



- Your website’s analytics tools will allow you to determine which pages on your site are the 

most popular, what actions visitors take on your site, or what paths they follow—all of which 

can be immensely valuable. Sometimes, though, you may to get a jump-start by getting 

information about how they are responding to a new design you are considering. That is when 

A/B testing comes in. In A/B testing, you can, for instance, create two versions of a page you 

plan to post, run them past your target audience, and find out which one performed best. You 

essentially divide up the traffic between the two designs. There are many tools for A/B testing. 

Nadler likes Splitly (splitly.com). Other options include Optimizely (optimizely.com), VWO 

(vwo.com), and Google Analytics Content Experiments 

(https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/1745147), part of Google Analytics. Try 

several options—often there are free trials—before you commit. Your A/B testing tool will 

only help you if you actually use it, so unless you’re a techie, the best tool may be the one 

that’s easiest and most intuitive for you. 

- Jayson Gaignard, thirty-two, founded and runs MastermindTalks, the Toronto-based firm 

that produces the three-day events that have been so helpful to Weisenthal. 

MastermindTalks—which Gaignard runs with some help from his wife and an assistant who is 

a contractor—could easily expand. About four thousand to five thousand people apply 

annually to attend the event for 150 entrepreneurs, which features well-known speakers such 

as Tim Ferriss, and costs $10,000 to attend. Gaignard is a natural connector and an early 

adopter of practices like sending video introductions via email. 

- When Krug has trouble resisting new opportunities, she asks herself these exploratory 

questions to clarify whether she should move forward: • Is this one of the highest-impact 

things I could do for my business? • Would waiting six months to do this negatively impact the 

business? • Would I be missing out on the opportunity altogether if I waited six months to try 

this? “If the answer to these questions is “no,” I’ll punt it for six months,” she says. 

- The other is Pen Name Consulting, which provides branding and strategic advice on growth 

involving editorial, social media, and podcast production, to high-profile clients such as Tim 

Ferriss, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Equinox Fitness, and other clients. 

- “Growth is often viewed by how many more clients you can take on,” says Adam. “For us, 

it’s measured by how much can we help our clients. I want to be judged by success. I don’t 

want any of our clients to fail. The best marketing is just doing a really freaking awesome job 

at everything you do.” 


