
INTRODUCTION 
Conventional Wisdom Is Just Plain Wrong 

The numbers are staggering. 
Over half (56%) of all Americans dream of starting their own!  •  

business. The United States is the land of opportunity, but so few 
of us ever make the leap to this fundamental aspiration. Work is 
a central part of our lives. Each week for 35 years or more—over 
70,000 hours and often half of the time we are awake—most of 
us work (and travel to and from work). Yet, only a very few of us 
ever feel that we set our own course, work at what we do best, 
and are doing what we most love doing. Indeed, in late 2003, the 
Conference Board reported that U.S. job satisfaction hit a record 
low: Over half of all Americans are unhappy with their jobs. The 
Gallup Organization asked 1.7 million employees in 101 compa-
nies from 63 countries, “At work, do you have the opportunity to 
do what you do best every day?” Only 20% of the responding 
employees working at large firms answered yes. Finally, a 2004 
Gallup poll found that over 70% of U.S. workers are “disen-
gaged” from their jobs, meaning that almost three of every four 
workers have mentally checked out and lost any real commit-
ment to their work or their company. 

People are unhappy at work, can’t use their unique skills, and 
want greater control of their destiny. Even more important, they 
feel they’re wasting an important part of their lives. As Bob Fuhrer, 
a successful entrepreneur and the president of Nextoy, LLC, said, 
“When I was a kid working as a gofer, it was the older guys in the 
office whom you would always hear saying, ‘I wish that at some 
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point I had tried to make it on my own.’ I was determined that 
when I was their age, I would not have this same regret.” 

When asked, “Well, why don’t you start your own business?” 
people most often give reasons related to money. People stay at 
their jobs because they’re worried about not being able to meet 
existing financial commitments. They believe that they don’t 
have the financial resources required to successfully start their 
own businesses. These are certainly important and valid issues, 
but they no longer have to be the driving force in business life. 

Today, the conventional wisdom about how to start a substan-
tial business is just plain wrong. Now, you don’t need to raise a lot 
of money first, you don’t need a team of employees, and you don’t 
need limitless financial resources. This book details how in today’s 
business environment it is easier, and more possible, than ever to 
build a significant business on your own with no employees. 

An important related issue is the perception of extraordinary 
high risk generally associated with starting your own venture. In 
all likelihood, almost all of the 56% of Americans (you or the per-
son sitting next to you) who would like to be their own boss are 
aware of the high failure rate often cited for start-ups. The gener-
ally accepted rule of thumb is that 40% of new businesses die 
within the first year, and that over 80% of start-ups fail within the 
first five years. With widely reported odds like that, it’s no wonder 
that people with ongoing financial responsibilities stay put. 

This book, however, is also about how to dramatically limit 
the risk of failure associated with any new venture. You can 
substantially limit that risk. You can both avoid the mistakes 
that frequently lead to rapid business destruction and learn the 
steps that successful entrepreneurs take to avoid failures. 

You can never completely eliminate risk. Indeed, life is filled 
with different kinds of risks. The first time we cross the street 
alone as youngsters, we’re taught to limit the risk of being hit by 
a car by looking both ways before we start out. Starting a busi-
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ness is no different: By taking specific steps before you launch a 
business, you can increase your chances of success dramati-
cally. It is now far easier to ensure that when you go it alone, 
you successfully cross the street the first time on your own. 

Similarly, you can take specific steps to ensure that in this 
extraordinarily difficult, competitive climate, your business sur-
vives and thrives. This book details and demonstrates these 
ideas and strategies. 

Starting your own business still requires hard work, dedica-
tion, and perseverance. In today’s hypercompetitive environment 
it is impossible to suggest otherwise. The approach detailed here 
requires energy, determination, and discipline. But you’ll hear from 
successful entrepreneurs here who consistently say that the free-
dom of working on your own makes it all worthwhile. They also 
find that this freedom brings them higher energy and greater 
focus: When you’re on your own, you know that you’re capturing 
the full value of your work. If you work hard, you’re the one who 
reaps the rewards. When you accomplish something, you get the 
financial rewards and you have the satisfaction of knowing that 
you’re the one benefiting from your efforts. 

Finally, an important message of this book is that over the 
past few years, changes in the way businesses work and in sup-
porting technology mean that there has never been a better time 
to start your own business. This book details how to conceptu-
alize your business and how to focus your energy and efforts so 
that you can successfully go it alone. 

THE POWER OF INDIV IDUALS 

In part, this book is about the tremendous power of each individ-
ual. Americans rarely believe that people can accomplish great 
things in business on their own. As corporations grow ever larger, 
the conventional wisdom holds that the potential influence of solo 
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entrepreneurs similarly diminishes. But in fact, the opposite can 
also be true. Individuals are now more powerful than ever. 

This new power may not be entirely good: In ancient times, 
how much damage could any single person inflict on a group of 
people? With a stone, a stick, or a sword, one person couldn’t 
harm too many others. With the invention of the machine gun 
and bombs, this power expanded. Today, we are all painfully 
aware that an individual terrorist could potentially use minia-
ture nuclear weapons or biotechnology to harm large numbers 
of people. As our society has evolved, technology has empow-
ered the individual. 

This same empowerment in business today can have far-
reaching effects. It is now possible for individuals, in a positive 
sense, to be “dangerous” in business. Oscar Wilde said that “an idea 
that is not dangerous is unworthy of being called an idea at all.” This 
book is filled with ideas about how you can become positively dan-
gerous in the business world when you go it alone. 

WHO SHOULD READ TH IS BOOK 

This book is for anyone who has ever dreamed of owning his or 
her own business. Whether you consider that idea a vague 
yearning, a dream you hope to realize, or a necessity, this book’s 
message is for you. 

As a society, we have been led astray—to believe that to start 
a successful business you need to raise a great deal of money, 
take enormous risks, and recognize that the odds are you will fail 
anyway. That is just plain wrong, and this book explains why. 

This book is for the one of every two Americans who dream 
of going out on their own, including: 

• Current and former corporate executives and employ-
ees who are seeking both greater financial rewards and 
greater control over their lives 
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• Anyone who has recently lost his or her job as a result of 
layoffs and is deciding what it makes sense to do next 

• Entrepreneurs who will benefit from the innovative approaches 
suggested here 

• Small-business employees who dream of starting their 
own enterprises but lack the capital 

• Stay-at-home parents who want to reenter the workforce 
on their terms 

• Seniors who want to create their own home business with 
control over their hours, one that takes advantage of their 
available time, not their capital 

THE STORY BEH IND TH IS BOOK 

It’s useful to understand how this book came about. In many ways, 
it represents the culmination of a multiyear odyssey that began at 
the Yale School of Management. Several years ago, I was coteach-
ing a marketing course that involved the use of new Internet tech-
nologies. As I thought more and more about the implications of 
our subject—and interacted with colleagues and students—I 
became increasingly convinced that I was developing a new body 
of ideas related to starting a solo business. I found these ideas so 
compelling—and so counter to conventional wisdom—that I ulti-
mately decided that there was only one thing to do: test my grow-
ing convictions by launching businesses of my own. 

On the one hand, I conceived of these businesses as a living 
laboratory: They were to be a battle test of my seemingly hereti-
cal notions. On the other hand, I was also excited by the idea of 
starting substantial businesses that would let me be captain of 
my own fate and generate a valuable income for my family. 

To date, I have started several businesses based on these ideas. 
One of these, Speed Anywhere, Inc. (www.SpeedAnywhere.com), 
is discussed at length in this book. The principal result of these 
efforts is my absolute conclusion that in appropriate circumstances, 
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the ideas in this book have substantial merit. At the height of the 
telecommunications collapse, I launched what quickly became one 
of the nation’s largest business-to-business broadband marketing 
firms. While the telecommunications industry lost 500,000 jobs 
and announced spectacular bankruptcies, I launched the business 
with almost no start-up capital, achieved profitability quickly, and 
served over 15,000 customers. For most of its life, Speed Anywhere 
has relied entirely on one part-time employee: me. 

The results of my next business, Health Plans Today (www 
.HealthPlansToday.com), further added to my confidence in the 
ideas contained here. Within a month of its launch, I was one of the 
leading marketers of health insurance services on the Web. Today, 
over 2,500 different individuals and companies, both large and 
small, market health insurance services on the Web. My business 
quickly reached the top ranks of this overcrowded, extremely com-
petitive market. 

As the idea for this book took hold, I added a third leg to the 
support that then consisted of my ideas and my real-life experi-
ences: I located and interviewed a large number of entrepreneurs 
who had similarly built substantial businesses with few or no 
employees and limited start-up capital. This research both 
expanded and confirmed my evolving ideas: These entrepreneurs 
expressed ideas that paralleled my own. In diverse industries, they 
employed similar operating principles and had surprisingly simi-
lar experiences. In this book, you’ll meet many of these people. 
You’ll see that they have all developed their different businesses 
according to some remarkably uniform ideas and approaches. 

With this wealth of data and experience, it’s time to debunk 
myths and demonstrate that a new age of entrepreneurship has 
begun. 
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