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100 One-Person Companies: A 2026
Study of Solo Businesses, Ranked by
Leverage and Revenue
The biggest companies still measure success in headcount. This study looks at
the opposite end: 100 real businesses run by (essentially) one person — and
what they can teach you. We ranked them with a four-factor Inspiration Index
(revenue, replicability, leverage, timeliness) and decomposed each one into a
model, growth levers, copyable takeaways, risks and moats. The leader,
Designjoy, scores 87/100.

Key takeaways

<strong>Leverage beats hustle.</strong> Across all 100 cases the highest-scoring
dimension was leverage (avg 8.1/10); 49 of 100 scored 9+. One-person companies win by
reusing code, content, capital and AI — not by working more hours.
<strong>The money is real but uneven.</strong> Revenue-scale split: $100K–$1M: 44 ·
$1M–$10M: 40 · $10K–$100K: 9 · $10M+ / major exit: 5 · early / <$10K: 2.
<strong>Software, content and info-products dominate the top.</strong> High-margin,
near-zero-marginal-cost models cluster at the top of the ranking; e-commerce and
physical businesses earn more but are harder to copy.
<strong>Distribution is the real moat.</strong> The most durable cases paired a product
with an owned audience (build-in-public, SEO, a newsletter) years before they monetized.
<strong>You usually don't need a big idea — you need a narrow one.</strong> Most
winners solved one sharp problem for one specific audience, then compounded.

What's inside

Why one-person companies, now
How we chose and ranked them
The Top 100 (full ranking)
Part II — Patterns & Playbooks

Part III — The 100, decomposed
Browse by category
FAQ
Conclusion
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Why one-person companies, now
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Introduction: When "Scale" No Longer Means
"Headcount"

For the better part of a century, the business world ran on a single equation: to grow bigger, hire more
people. Revenue's ceiling was set by the size of the organization, the size of the organization by the
number of heads, and so "success" came to mean, almost by default, a larger office, more desks, and
deeper layers of reporting. This book is about how that equation is being dismantled, piece by piece.
Cloud services turned servers into a monthly bill; payment gateways turned global revenue collection
into a few lines of code; distribution platforms compressed "building a sales channel" into a single act
of listing a product; and AI turned the design, writing, editing, and customer support that once required
a team into leverage a single person can summon on demand. Once the infrastructure shoulders the
heaviest part of "scale" for you, revenue is, for the first time and at scale, decoupled from headcount.
And so the company of one shifts from a fringe, faintly romantic choice into one of the mainstream
paths.

1. What Is a "Company of One"

The clearest articulation of the concept comes from Paul Jarvis. In his telling, a company of one is not
"a startup shrunk to its smallest possible size" but rather a business form that deliberately
questions growth: it treats "should we get bigger?" as a question that demands justification rather
than a default goal; it expands only when getting bigger genuinely makes the product better and life
better, and otherwise holds firm at the "just right" size, trading the surplus energy for freedom, profit,
and resilience.

One clarification: the "one" this book takes up is a spectrum, not a dogma. At one end sits the pure
lone wolf: AJ of Carrd built a website-building tool to roughly $1.5M ARR single-handedly; Mike
Perham of Sidekiq built a business on one Ruby background-job library to around $7M, and says of
himself that he is "closer to $10 million than to $1 million." At the other end are the ultra-small "1 +
outsourcing/AI" teams: Tony Dinh of TypingMind reached roughly $137K/month with a portfolio
approach, and Pieter Levels (levelsio) single-handedly runs a string of products including PhotoAI,
Nomad List, and RemoteOK, with PhotoAI alone at around $1.6M+ ARR. What they share is not
"literally only one person" but rather decision-making power and value creation concentrated
heavily in the individual, with an organization that does not scale by piling on people.

2. Why Now

The company of one is not a new term, but "now" is the moment it truly comes into its own, propelled
by two overlapping waves of infrastructure dividend.
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The first wave was the SaaS and platform infrastructure of the 2010s. Stripe globalized payment
collection, cloud providers made compute pay-as-you-go, and platforms like Gumroad, Notion, Etsy,
Substack, and beehiiv standardized "open a store, charge money, distribute." And so we saw: Nathan
Barry reached $145,471 self-publishing an e-book in 2012; Easlo built Notion templates to roughly
$779K (2024); and Thomas Frank crossed $1,000,508 in a single year from Notion templates alone.
The more mature the infrastructure, the larger the business radius one person can carry.

The second wave is the AI leverage of the 2020s, which directly cracks the hardest bottleneck a lone
wolf faces: the capacity to produce and deliver content. Danny Postma's HeadshotPro, generating
professional headshots with AI, reached roughly $3.6M ARR; Mathis Lichtenberger's ChatPDF turned
"chat with your documents" into a business of about $440K ARR; France's Tibo reached roughly
$1M/month with an AI product portfolio including Revid and Outrank; and the most extreme signal of all
is Israel's Maor Shlomo, whose AI website-building product Base44 was acquired by Wix for $80M in
cash in 2025 — one person, one blockbuster exit.

One comparison shows the force of the "decoupling": among this book's 100 samples, the
high-leverage cases scoring ≥9 on the leverage dimension number as many as 49 — nearly half
— and the four-dimension averages put "leverage" at 8.1 and "timing" at 7.5 (both out of 10). In
other words, what lets these people move substantial revenue with a minimal organization is not
working harder, but exploiting leverage and the dividends of their era more thoroughly.

3. What This Book Draws On

This book gathers 100 cases spanning the globe and the full spectrum, deliberately avoiding the
single-flavor "Silicon Valley unicorn" narrative.

Geographically, it spans developed and emerging markets: the United States makes up the
bulk with 57 cases, but there are also 8 from the United Kingdom, 6 from China, 5 from the
Netherlands, and 5 from Canada, along with Vietnam (Tony Dinh), Israel, India (Louis Pereira of
AudioPen), Georgia, and founders of Ugandan descent.
By category, it straddles the "soft" and the "hard": 20 SaaS, 16 content, 16 knowledge, 12
e-commerce, 8 AI, 8 physical, 8 services, 6 assets, and 6 China-based. There are levelsio-style
pure digital products, but also physical businesses carrying inventory and logistics, like Tabs
Chocolate (roughly $11M in about 18-24 months) and Hill Vending (around $58K/month).
By magnitude, it covers the full spectrum: from the top tier of Base44 ($80M exit) and
Stratechery (around $5M+), to the million-dollar core cohort (40 cases scoring 7-8), to the six-
figure middle (44 cases scoring 5-6), down to early-stage samples like Firebean Coffee (around
$90K/year). What the reader sees is not a curated set of survivors but a real path that can be
climbed step by step.

Each case carries, as far as possible, a verifiable revenue basis and source (founder's own account,
GetLatka/Starter Story estimates, CNBC/NYT reporting, and so on), with its nature noted. Treat the
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figures in this book as orders of magnitude, not precise financial statements: many are founder-
disclosed or third-party estimates, and where the sources disagree the book flags it within the entry
(for example, ChatPDF's two figures of $440K and $6M).

4. Three Ways to Read

To suit different purposes, the book offers three non-conflicting points of entry.

Way to
read

Who it suits How to read

By the
index
ranking

Those who want to
build a frame of
reference quickly

Read from #01 Designjoy (index 87.0; founder Brett Williams
built subscription-based design to roughly $4M single-handedly)
through #100, with a top-ten average of 77.8 — start by seeing
what the ceiling looks like

By
category
index

Those who already
have a direction and
want to find peers

Jump straight to a category — SaaS / content / e-commerce / AI
— and compare, side by side, the playbooks and revenue
magnitudes within the same lane

By
paradigm

Those who want to
transfer the
methodology

Extract shared paradigms across categories — such as the
"product portfolio" (levelsio, Tibo, Marc Lou), the "content
flywheel" (Justin Welsh, who reports $12.5M+; Lenny's
Newsletter at $2M+/year), and "print on demand" (ecommemily,
POD candle stores)

The four-dimension scores (revenue, replicability, leverage, timing) are not there to rank people by
rank, but to help you judge whether a case is worth learning from and whether it is learnable at all. For
instance, 25 cases score ≥7 on replicability, and these tend to be the more beginner-friendly starting
points; high revenue, meanwhile, often comes paired with low replicability — seeing this trade-off
clearly matters far more than memorizing the rankings.

5. A Word to the Reader

This book does not promise that "one person can make ten million dollars," but with 100
named, documented samples it tells you this: today, "small" is no longer a synonym for
"can't make money." It can be a carefully chosen, sustainable business form — and what
you have to do is find the "just right" that belongs to you.
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How we chose and ranked them



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

7

Methodology: How We Chose the 100 Cases, and How
We Scored Them

The 100 samples in this book are not ranked by fame, nor by how "inspirational" they sound. They are
the residue of a single, consistent screening-and-scoring pipeline. This chapter lays that pipeline out in
full—the inclusion criteria, the four-dimension Composite Inspiration Index, the logic behind balancing
categories, and the data sources and their limits. With it, readers can judge for themselves which
conclusions are trustworthy, how trustworthy they are, and where the figures should be treated as
nothing more than reference.

I. Inclusion Criteria: Three Hard Gates

To make the cut into these 100, a case had to clear all three of the following at once:

Led by one person or a very small team. The core value is created and controlled by 1 person
(or a tight partnership of 2–3). Designjoy is the purest sample—Brett Williams reaching $3.1M in
annual revenue single-handedly (2024, GetLatka). Tabs Chocolate, though co-founded by Oliver
Brocato and Jake Lewin, still falls within the very-small-team range, so it is retained with a note.
Companies that hire large teams and win on organizational scale are excluded.
Real commercial output. There must be money, paying users, or a verifiable exit. Base44 was
acquired by Wix for $80M in cash (June 2025); TalkNotes closed on Acquire.com for $200,000
all-cash (August 2024)—hard transactions like these are the strongest evidence. Sustained
revenue ranks next, such as levelsio's PhotoAI at roughly $1.6M+ ARR (2025, disclosed publicly
by the founder). Raw traffic or follower counts are not grounds for inclusion.
Publicly verifiable data preferred. All else equal, samples backed by CNBC, the NYT, or a
founder's public dashboard take priority. ecommemily's Etsy shop carries a CNBC-vetted back-
end figure (roughly $220,300, 2024); Thomas Frank's Notion templates have a figure precise to
the dollar—$1,000,508 (full-year 2022). These "verifiable" cases form the backbone of the list.

II. The Composite Inspiration Index: A Four-Dimension Scoring System

Each case is scored 0–10 on four dimensions, then weighted into a "Composite Inspiration Index" (out
of 100). The weightings embody this book's stance: it isn't only about how much money was made
—it's about whether anyone else can walk the same road a second time.
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Dimension Weight 0–2 (Low) 5–6 (Mid) 9–10 (High)

Revenue
scale 30%

Validation stage / small
amounts Six figures ($100K–$1M)

Eight figures or a major
exit

Replicability 30%
Relies on inimitable
personal talent / luck

Has a method but needs
specific resources

Clear path, accessible to
ordinary people

Leverage 20%
Pure time-for-money,
linear

Partly automated /
productized

Passive income from
code / content / assets

Timeliness 20%
The window has
closed; model is dated

A steady-state lane
Riding a live tailwind
such as AI

This weighting explains a good deal of the ranking differences. Designjoy tops the list at 87.0, on the
strength of all three running high: revenue (about $4M cumulative), replicability (productized design
subscriptions are an open template), and high leverage (one person, no outsourcing). At the other end,
No. 100 Firebean Coffee Roasters (about $90K/year, 2021)—coffee roasting is asset-heavy and labor-
heavy, scoring low on both leverage and replicability—lands at just 34.0. Across the full sample, the
four-dimension averages are: revenue 6.3, replicability 5.4, leverage 8.1, timeliness 7.5—leverage is
the highest (49 cases score ≥9 on leverage), confirming that the essence of the "company of one" is a
leverage game.

Why are replicability and revenue both weighted 30%? A case earning $5M that cannot be
replicated—such as SHL Capital's personal Rolling Fund, starting at roughly $5M/year and
dependent on Sahil Lavingia's singular reputation—is not necessarily more "inspiring" to the
reader than one earning $500,000 with a transparent path (such as Formula Bot, $500K ARR,
2024, essentially "a GPT wrapper that solves a specific pain point"). This book is written for
doers, not for spectators.

III. Balancing Categories: Nine Categories and Their Quotas

To keep the list from being monopolized by any single hot lane (AI and SaaS above all), we applied a
soft balancing across categories, ensuring readers see a sufficiently diverse set of paths. The final
distribution is as follows:
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Category Samples Representative case (revenue / year)

SaaS 20 Carrd, about $1.5M ARR (2024)

Content (newsletters / media) 16 Lenny's Newsletter, $2M+/year (2024)

Knowledge (courses / templates /
communities)

16
Thomas Frank Notion templates, $1,000,508
(2022)

E-commerce 12 Odd Muse, about £22.5M in sales (2024)

AI 8 HeadshotPro, about $3.6M ARR (2024)

Physical (vending / food service /
services)

8
Coastal Caviar, $2M+ (about a year and a half,
from 2024)

Services (consulting / outsourcing) 8 180Sites, about $950K ARR (2022)

Assets (domains / niche sites / royalties) 6
Long Tail Pro portfolio, about $5M/year
(estimated)

China 6
Li Yizhou's AI course, about RMB 50 million
(2023)

A note: category boundaries are not razor-sharp. Pieter Levels's product matrix straddles AI and SaaS
(this book classifies it under different entries to surface different facets); "China" is broken out as its
own category for the practical reason of differing data sources (see the next section), not because of
any lane-level logic. Roughly 17 cases involve AI, reflecting the current tailwind—but we deliberately
did not let AI fill the list. "Boring but profitable" physical businesses like EasyLunchboxes (lunch boxes,
$1M+/year, from 2013) are equally important sources of inspiration.

IV. Data Sources and Limitations

The book's data was collected in tiers by credibility, from highest priority to lowest:

1. Verified by authoritative media. Figures publicly disclosed and checked by reporters at CNBC,
the NYT, Fast Company, Tim Ferriss, and the like—the highest credibility.

2. Founders' public dashboards / self-reports. Indie Hackers (IH), real-time revenue
screenshots on X (Twitter), public Stripe pages. levelsio and Marc Lou ($1,032,000, 2025, self-
disclosed) belong here—transparent, but with a self-presentation bias.

3. Third-party estimates. GetLatka, Starter Story, the Empire Flippers Scoreboard. These are
algorithmic or market estimates; for instance, ChatPDF at about $440K ARR (Latka 2025
estimate) diverges sharply from the founder's claim of $6M ARR, and the book labels all such
cases "pending cross-verification."

Every figure is tagged with a year and a credibility tier (disclosed / media / estimated).
The revenue-scale score (0–10) is a banded judgment, not an audited financial statement:
across the full sample, 40 fall in the "high" band (seven figures), 44 in the "mid" band (six
figures), and 5 are "top-tier." Do not equate the score with an audit result.
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Limitations we must own up to: First, hard Chinese-language data is scarce. Domestic indie
developers rarely keep the habit of publishing revenue dashboards; figures such as Xiaomao Fill
Light's Pro version at "roughly RMB 300,000–400,000 cumulative" (from 2024) and idoubi's ShipAny at
"1,000+ paying" (official site, 2025) are mostly estimates or non-revenue measures, not in the same
league as overseas disclosures that are routinely precise to the dollar. Second, survivorship bias.
This book records only the winners; the fellow travelers who failed are invisible, so the "replicability"
score is a measure of path transparency, not a promise of success probability. Third, inconsistent
measures. "Sales," "ARR," and "profit" are mixed across different cases, so be careful when
comparing across them—Odd Muse's £22.5M is sales (GMV), which is not the same dimension as
Sidekiq's roughly $7M (2024, close to pure profit).

In one line: the numbers in this book are a "coordinate system for research," not "financial
statements for investment." The top-ten index averages 77.8, the leader sits at 87.0, and No. 100
at 34.0—this scale helps readers gauge magnitude and path side by side. It is for research
reference only and constitutes no business advice or expectation of returns whatsoever.
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The Top 100, ranked by Inspiration Index

Each company is scored on revenue (30%), replicability (30%), leverage (20%) and timeliness (20%).
Click any name to jump to its full breakdown.
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

1 Designjoy Brett Williams United States
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software 87

2
Justin Welsh / The
Saturday Solopreneur

Justin Welsh United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

80

3
TypingMind / DevUtils
矩阵

Tony Dinh Vietnam
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

78

4 HeadshotPro Danny Postma Netherlands / Bali AI-Native
Products

77

5 PhotoAI (photoai.com)
Pieter Levels
(levelsio)

Netherlands /
Thailand

AI-Native
Products

77

6
StoryShort +
useArtemis（Samuel
Rondot 组合）

Samuel Rondot France
AI-Native
Products

77

7
Lenny's Newsletter
（Lenny 的通讯）

Lenny Rachitsky（莱
尼·拉奇茨基）

United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

76

8
ecommemily (Emily
Odio-Sutton 的 Etsy 按
需印刷店)

Emily Odio-Sutton United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

76

9 Tabs Chocolate
Oliver Brocato (co-
founded with Jake
Lewin)

United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

75

10 ChatPDF Mathis Lichtenberger Germany AI-Native
Products

75

11
PDF.ai / Testimonial.to
（Damon Chen 陈大
猛）

Damon Chen (陈大
猛)

United States
(Chinese-American)

Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software 75

12
Formula Bot
（excelformulabot）

David Bressler United States
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

75

13
Pieter Levels 产品矩阵
(PhotoAI / Nomad List /
RemoteOK / InteriorAI)

Pieter Levels
(levelsio)

Netherlands /
Thailand

Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

74

14
Tibo 产品组合 (Revid /
Outrank / SuperX 等)

Thibault (Tibo) Louis-
Lucas

France
AI-Native
Products

74
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

15
ShipFast / DataFast /
CodeFast / TrustMRR
矩阵（Marc Lou）

Marc Lou (Marc
Louvion)

France
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

74

16 Odd Muse（奥德缪斯）
Aimee Smale（艾米·
斯梅尔）

United Kingdom
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

73

17
The Curiosity Chronicle
（Sahil Bloom）

Sahil Bloom United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

73

18 Base44 Maor Shlomo Israel
AI-Native
Products

73

19 Ship 30 for 30 Nicolas Cole &
Dickie Bush

United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

73

20 Easlo（Notion 模板） Easlo (Jason Chin) Singapore / Malaysia
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

73

21
The Koe Letter / Dan
Koe Dan Koe United States

Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

72

22 Visualize Value（VV） Jack Butcher United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

72

23
High Impact Writing /
Kieran Drew

Kieran Drew United Kingdom
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

72

24 ProfilePicture.AI Danny Postma Netherlands / Bali
AI-Native
Products

72

25
Part-Time YouTuber
Academy（PTYA）/ Ali
Abdaal

Ali Abdaal United Kingdom
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

71

26

Recording Revolution /
Automatic Income
Academy（Graham
Cochrane）

Graham Cochrane United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

71
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

27
Tools4Wisdom
Planners

Laszlo Nadler United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

71

28
Francisco Rivera 的
POD 蜡烛店（Etsy 按
需印刷蜡烛）

Francisco Rivera United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

71

29 AudioPen Louis Pereira India (Goa)
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

71

30 Amma Rose Designs
（Etsy 数字下载）

Kayla Warner United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

71

31 Stratechery（科技战略
分析）

Ben Thompson USA (based in Taipei)
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

70

32

Mark Manson
（markmanson.net /
Your Next
Breakthrough）

Mark Manson United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

70

33 Not Boring Packy McCormick United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

70

34 GymStreak Joseph Mambwe United Kingdom
(Zambian-born)

Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

70

35 Carrd AJ (@ajlkn) United States
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

70

36
Famous in Real Life
（Famous IRL）

Mike Pasley United States
Physical,
Maker & Local

70

37 Thomas Frank Notion
模板

Thomas Frank United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

70

38 Bannerbear
Jon Yongfook (Jon
Yongfook Cockle)

Singapore / UK /
Japan

Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

70

39 Feed Me Emily Sundberg United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

70
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

40
Double Your
Freelancing（DYF）

Brennan Dunn United States
Consulting &
Productized
Services

69

41
自出版书系 KDP 版税
（Hugh Howey
《Wool/Silo》）

Hugh Howey and
other independent
authors

United States
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

69

42
FeedbackPanda（已退
出）

Arvid Kahl and
Danielle Simpson

Germany
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

69

43 Rootd Ania Wysocka Canada
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software 69

44
Closet Tools（2025年
起更名 Resellbot）

Jordan O'Connor United States
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

69

45
Nathan Barry 早期自出
版电子书（App Design
Handbook / Authority）

Nathan Barry United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

69

46 Doing Content Right Steph Smith Canada/USA
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

69

47 Sidekiq Mike Perham United States Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

68

48
Small Bets（小赌注社
群）

Daniel Vassallo（丹
尼尔·瓦萨洛） Malta / USA

Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

68

49
180Sites（180 Web
Design）

Ryan Golgosky United States
Consulting &
Productized
Services

68

50
idoubi（艾逗笔 / 刘宇）·
ShipAny + MCP.so

idoubi (刘宇 / 艾逗笔) China
China-Based
Solopreneurs

68

51
Letters from an
American

Heather Cox
Richardson

United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

67

52
Newcomer（纽科默创
投通讯）

Eric Newcomer（埃
里克·纽科默）

United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

67

53
EasyLunchboxes（易
便当盒）

Kelly Lester（凯莉·
莱斯特）

United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

67
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

54
Marketing Examples
（Harry Dry）

Harry Dry United Kingdom
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

67

55 Whisper Memos Vojtech Rinik Czech Republic
AI-Native
Products

67

56
Jonathan Stark
Consulting / Ditching
Hourly

Jonathan Stark United States
Consulting &
Productized
Services

66

57
Unicorn Platform（独
角兽平台）

Alexander Isora Georgia / Russia
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software 66

58 TalkNotes (talknotes.io) Nico Jeannen France
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

66

59
小猫补光灯 (Cat Fill
Light)

陈云飞 China
China-Based
Solopreneurs

66

60 Park.io Mike Carson United States
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

65

61 HabitKit（含 FocusKit） Sebastian Röhl Germany
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

65

62 Growth in Reverse Chenell Basilio United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

65

63
Long Tail Pro / 利基站
组合 (Spencer Haws)

Spencer Haws United States
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

64

64

单人 Airbnb 租赁套利
（STR Arbitrage 范式 /
代表：Sean
Rakidzich）

Representative
operator Sean
Rakidzich (Airbnb
Automated)

United States
Physical,
Maker & Local

64

65
Justin Jackson /
MegaMaker（开发者营
销课+会员）

Justin Jackson Canada
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

64

66 Hill Vending（希尔自动
售货）

Adam Hill United States Physical,
Maker & Local

63

67
Creator Science / The
Lab（Jay Clouse） Jay Clouse United States

Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

63
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

68

独立字体设计师 / 单人
字库（版税型）｜样

本：Set Sail Studios
（Sam Parrett）

Independent type
designer (category
sample: UK's Sam
Parrett / Set Sail
Studios; premium
comparison: New
Zealand's Kris
Sowersby / Klim)

Multiple
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

63

69 The Profile Polina Marinova
Pompliano

United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

63

70 Tom Hirst（自由职业定
价专家）

Tom Hirst United Kingdom
Consulting &
Productized
Services

63

71
Smart Passive
Income(早期) Pat Flynn United States

Content,
Media &
Newsletters

62

72
SHL Capital（个人
Rolling Fund / 单人天
使，Sahil Lavingia）

Sahil Lavingia United States
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

62

73 Frag Out Flavor Patrick Flynn United States
Physical,
Maker & Local

62

74
The Generalist（马里
奥·加布里埃尔）

Mario Gabriele（马
里奥·加布里埃尔）

United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

62

75
Coastal Caviar / Club
Coastal

Kelly Bozigian (née
Schneider)

United States
Physical,
Maker & Local

62

76
利基内容站 Flip
（Empire Flippers 市场
样本）

Solo seller /
independent site-
builder (market
sample;
representative
operator e.g.
Shawna Newman)

Multiple
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

62

77 Garbage Day Ryan Broderick United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

62
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

78
李笑来 / 通往财富自由
之路

李笑来 (Li Xiaolai) China
China-Based
Solopreneurs

61

79 Platformer Casey Newton United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

61

80
SpyGuy Security
（SpyGuy.com）

Allen Walton United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

61

81
李一舟AI课（每个人的
人工智能课 / 一舟智能） 李一舟 (Li Yizhou) China

China-Based
Solopreneurs 61

82
WIP / BetaList（Marc
Köhlbrugge）

Marc Köhlbrugge Netherlands
Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

61

83 Centori Tyler Scionti United States
Consulting &
Productized
Services

61

84 Voicy（usevoicy.com） Kourosh Ghaffari United Kingdom
(London)

Micro-SaaS &
Indie Software

61

85
Park.io（ccTLD 过期域
名抢注与拍卖）

Mike Carson United States
Investing,
Digital Assets
& Royalties

60

86
Fractional CMO /
Kickstart Side Hustle
（Michał Kankowski）

Michał Kankowski

Poland (Gdańsk; an
initial US tag was a
curation error—public
records place him in
Poland)

Consulting &
Productized
Services

60

87
Woodies Sunglasses
（木质太阳镜）

Cory Stout（科里·斯
托特）

United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

59

88
Sinocism（中国政经分
析Newsletter）

Bill Bishop（毕晓普） United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

59

89 Wait But Why
Tim Urban (with co-
founder Andrew
Finn)

United States
Content,
Media &
Newsletters

59

90
Win Without Pitching
（不比稿赢单）

Blair Enns（布莱尔·
恩斯）

Canada
Consulting &
Productized
Services

58
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# Company Founder Country Category Index

91
Hilvy（生产化 Webflow
服务）

Derrick Kityo

Uganda (note: public
records place
operations in London,
UK; the surname Kityo
is of Ugandan origin,
but the founder has
not publicly claimed
Uganda as a base —
the geographic
attribution is
uncertain)

Consulting &
Productized
Services

58

92
RadReads /
Supercharge Your
Productivity（Khe Hy）

Khe Hy (许凯) United States
Info-Products,
Courses &
Communities

57

93
Begonia Rose Co.
（Dylan Jahraus 的
Etsy 店）

Dylan Jahraus United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

57

94
Craig Adam（Amazon
FBA 厨具自有品牌） Craig Adam United Kingdom

E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

55

95

单人移动洗车 / 汽车美
容（Mobile Auto
Detailing，以 Tan's
Auto Detailing 为范本）

Tanner Coltrane and
other solo operators

United States Physical,
Maker & Local

52

96
阮一峰的网络日志 / 科
技爱好者周刊（Ruan
YiFeng's Weekly）

阮一峰 (Ruan
YiFeng)

China China-Based
Solopreneurs

51

97
Three Bird Nest（三鸟
巢）

Alicia Shaffer（艾丽
西亚·谢弗） United States

Physical,
Maker & Local 48

98
Irwin Dominguez（无
货源直邮）

Irwin Dominguez United States
E-commerce,
DTC & Print-
on-Demand

46

99 V2EX Livid (Liu Xin) China
China-Based
Solopreneurs

46

100 Firebean Coffee
Roasters

Michael Russo Canada Physical,
Maker & Local

34
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Part II — Patterns & Playbooks
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Paradigm One: A Taxonomy of the Nine Business
Models of the One-Person Company

The 100 solo and micro-team founders tracked in this book span nine categories: SaaS, content,
knowledge products, e-commerce, AI, physical businesses, productized services, digital assets, and
homegrown Chinese personal IP. They appear to travel separate roads, yet they share a single
underlying logic: using the smallest possible labor leverage to move a meaningful amount of cash flow.
The table below breaks these nine categories apart, annotating each with its core output, its way of
making money, its typical scale range, and its barrier to entry for beginners—serving as the coordinate
system for the entire book.
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Category Core Output
How It Makes
Money

Typical
Scale
Range

Representative
Cases

Beginner
Barrier

Micro-SaaS /
Indie
Development

Small,
focused
subscription
software tools

Monthly/annual
subscriptions
(MRR)

$15K MRR –
$7M ARR

Carrd (AJ,
~$1.5M ARR),
Sidekiq (Mike
Perham, ~$7M),
GymStreak
(~$2.5M ARR)

High (requires
coding or long-
term product
refinement)

Content /
Independent
Media

Newsletters,
blogs,
podcasts, and
other ongoing
content

Paid
subscriptions +
sponsorships +
advertising

$30K/year –
$5M+/year

Lenny's
Newsletter
(newsletter,
$2M+/year),
Stratechery (Ben
Thompson,
~$5M+), Not
Boring ($3M+)

Medium (low to
start but
requires
sustained
publishing and
accumulation)

Information
Products /
Courses /
Knowledge

Courses,
communities,
templates, e-
books

One-time sales
+ membership

$130K –
$4M+/year

Dan Koe
(~$4M+), Thomas
Frank Notion
templates
($1,000,508 in
2022), Easlo
(~$779K)

Medium
(requires an
existing
audience or
expertise)

E-commerce
DTC /
Dropshipping /
POD

Physical or
print-on-
demand
goods

Product
margins / brand
premiums

$90K –
£22.5M/year

Odd Muse (Aimee
Smale, £22.5M in
2024), Tabs
Chocolate
(~$11M),
ecommemily
(Etsy POD,
~$220K)

Low–Medium
(easy to start,
operations-
heavy, low
replicability)

Consulting /
Productized
Services

Professional
services
packaged as
standardized
products

Fixed
monthly/project
fees
(subscription-
style delivery)

$14K MRR –
seven
figures/year

Designjoy (Brett
Williams, ~$4M
cumulative),
180Sites (~$950K
ARR), Hilvy
(~$318.8K ARR)

Medium
(requires craft
plus process
design)
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Category Core Output
How It Makes
Money

Typical
Scale
Range

Representative
Cases

Beginner
Barrier

AI-Native

Tools that
wrap large-
model
capabilities

Subscriptions /
usage-based
pricing

Six figures –
$80M exit

PhotoAI (levelsio,
$1.6M+ ARR),
HeadshotPro
(~$3.6M ARR),
Base44 ($80M
acquired by Wix)

Medium (lower
technical
barrier but
fast-moving
competition)

Micro Physical
/
Manufacturing

Offline
services or
self-produced
physical
goods

Service fees /
wholesale and
retail

$90K –
$2M+/year

Tabs/Frag Out
Flavor (~$1.5M
ARR), Hill
Vending
(~$58K/month),
Firebean Coffee
(~$90K/year)

Low (easy to
start but driven
by
labor/capital)

Investing /
Digital Assets /
Royalties

Domains,
niche sites,
copyrights,
fund shares

Asset
appreciation /
passive
royalties /
management
fees

$7K/month –
$10M+/year

Park.io (Mike
Carson, peak
~$125K/month),
Hugh Howey's
Silo (millions of
copies), SHL
Capital (peak
$10M+/year)

High (requires
capital,
judgment, or
existing
assets)

Homegrown
Chinese
Personal IP

Courses,
communities,
tools,
weeklies

Knowledge
products /
membership /
in-tool
purchases

¥300K –
¥50M

Li Yizhou AI
course (~¥50M),
ShipAny (idoubi,
1,000+ paying
users), Ruan
Yifeng's Weekly
(399+ issues)

Medium
(complex
interplay of
platform rules
and traffic)

A Cross-Category Pattern: Replicability Is the Watershed

Lining up the nine categories side by side, the first pattern surfaces immediately: software, content,
and information products are inherently high-margin and highly replicable, whereas e-
commerce and physical businesses are operations-heavy and low in replicability. The marginal
cost of selling the 10,000th copy of a Notion template is nearly zero—Thomas Frank's template
revenue of $1,000,508 in a single year, and Easlo's roughly $779K in 2024, both prove the leverage of
"build once, sell endlessly." SaaS works the same way: Carrd, maintained by one person, runs to
about $1.5M ARR, and Sidekiq reaches about $7M. By contrast, in e-commerce, even as Odd Muse
surged to £22.5M, behind it lay the real weight of inventory, supply chains, and returns; among
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physical businesses, Firebean's coffee roasting brings in roughly $90K/year and Hill Vending about
$58K/month—both are at heart linear businesses where "selling one more means doing one more
job's worth of work." In this book's four-dimensional scoring, "replicability" averages just 5.4 while
"leverage" reaches 8.1, which is precisely why what truly opens the gap is not effort but whether the
output can be delivered again and again, detached from the creator's time.

The core test: ask of any business, "How much does your workload differ between selling the
first unit and the ten-thousandth?" The smaller the gap, the closer it sits to the high-leverage
zone of software/content/information products; the larger the gap (where every order requires
sourcing, production, delivery, or an on-site visit), the more it falls into the operations-heavy zone
of e-commerce/physical businesses. Of the 100 cases in this book, the high-leverage ones
(scoring ≥9) number 49, almost all concentrated in the first three categories and in AI.

Pattern Two: AI Has Given Information Products the Form of Software

The second pattern is that the boundaries between categories are merging. Roughly 17 cases carry an
AI attribute, and most of them are at heart "wrapping large-model capabilities into one-click tools"—
HeadshotPro turned "taking ID-style photos" into a subscription of about $3.6M ARR, while levelsio's
PhotoAI at roughly $1.6M+ ARR and ChatPDF at about $440K ARR (the founder suggests it is higher)
prove out the same logic. They possess both the high margins of information products and the
subscription compounding of SaaS, layered on top of an "era dividend" (the book's era dimension
averages 7.5). Base44 is sharper still, selling a one-person project for $80M in cash—the most striking
exit in the entire sample. For beginners, this means AI has partially lowered the SaaS barrier, once
requiring deep engineering ability, to the level of "being able to call an API plus understanding a
particular niche need."

Pattern Three: Productized Services Are the Bridge from Craftsperson to
High Leverage

The third pattern speaks to those who have no product, only a skill: "productizing" a service is the
realistic path to entering the high-replicability zone through a low barrier. Consulting is the
classic time-for-money business, yet Designjoy used a fixed-monthly-fee "design subscription" model
to reach about $4M cumulatively as one person, and roughly $3.1M in 2024; 180Sites packaged
website building into a standardized delivery of about $950K ARR; and Hilvy applied the same thinking
to pull its Webflow service from $74K in 2022 to about $318.8K ARR in 2024. Their shared move is to
rewrite "hourly-quoted, negotiated-per-order" non-standard services into "fixed price, fixed process,
fixed deliverable" quasi-products, thereby obtaining software-like predictable cash flow.
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Pattern Four: National Context and the Particularities of China

The final pattern concerns geography. The United States accounts for 57 seats in the sample—the
English-language market is the dominant home field, with mature content-subscription (Stratechery
~$5M+, Lenny's $2M+) and SaaS ecosystems. The 6 homegrown Chinese cases form a class of their
own: they depend more heavily on platform traffic from WeChat, Douyin, and Dedao, with outputs
centered on knowledge products and in-tool purchases—Li Yizhou's AI course, at roughly ¥50M in
scale, proves the explosive power of traffic, while Ruan Yifeng's Weekly (399+ issues), V2EX (once
valued at over ¥25M), and idoubi's ShipAny (1,000+ paying users) represent a more restrained, more
engineering-minded long-termism. With the top ten on the composite index averaging 77.8, the leader
Designjoy at 87.0, and the 100th-ranked case at 34.0, this continuous spectrum from peak to entry
tells beginners this: your choice of category determines your ceiling and your gradient, not absolute
success or failure—choosing the right leverage matters more than choosing the right industry.
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Paradigm Two: The Seven Levers

In How to Get Rich (Without Getting Lucky), Naval Ravikant sorts the levers of wealth into four kinds:
labor, capital, products (code), and media. He places special emphasis on the latter two as the new,
"permissionless" levers — the marginal cost of copying a line of code or a piece of content approaches
zero. That framework explains the wealth-creation logic of the software and internet age, but inside the
lived reality of the company of one, it is too coarse. Someone selling digital downloads on Etsy,
someone writing a paid newsletter, and someone sniping expired domains are not pulling the same
lever at all — yet all three get lumped under "products/media." The 100 cases in this book force a finer
cut: under the specific constraints of the company of one (no team, no funding, time as a hard ceiling),
only seven levers are used over and over. Understanding them is like holding a cross-reference chart
of "what moves what."

The core test is always marginal cost. Once a thing is made, does serving one more user require
you to spend time or money all over again? The closer marginal cost is to zero, the greater the
leverage. The seven levers below are ranked from high to low along this dimension — but in
reality almost no one uses only one. Among this book's 49 high-leverage cases (leverage score
≥9), the vast majority stack two or three together.

1. The Code / Product Lever

Definition

Write software once, sell it to an unlimited number of users. This is the lowest-marginal-cost lever
there is: the cost of a server carrying one more subscriber is negligible.

How it compounds

Subscriptions plus a product matrix. One underlying capability can splinter into many products. Pieter
Levels (levelsio) built a matrix out of PhotoAI, Nomad List, RemoteOK, and InteriorAI, totaling roughly
$3.1M+ ARR in 2025; Marc Lou strung ShipFast, DataFast, CodeFast, and TrustMRR into a single
assembly line, self-reporting $1,032,000 in 2025.

Representative cases in this book

Designjoy (Brett Williams, around $4M in 2024), Carrd (AJ, roughly $1.5M ARR), Sidekiq (Mike
Perham, around $7M in 2024), GymStreak (roughly $2.5M ARR). The extreme value is Base44 (Maor
Shlomo), acquired by Wix for $80M in cash in 2025 — the exit form of the code lever.
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Risks

Ongoing maintenance, customer-acquisition cost, and the platform or tech stack being disrupted. Code
does not sell itself, which is why almost no pure code lever runs without a content or audience lever
stacked on top.

2. The Content / Attention Lever

Definition

Create text, video, or audio once, distribute it to an unlimited number of readers, then monetize the
attention (subscriptions, sponsorships, advertising).

How it compounds

The compounding lives in the "reader list" — it only grows, never shrinks, and the larger it gets the
more pricing power it carries. Stratechery (Ben Thompson), estimated at roughly $5M+/year on 40,000
subscribers × $120; Lenny's Newsletter at $2M+/year for the newsletter and $500K+/year for the
podcast. Not Boring (Packy McCormick) cleared $1M from sponsorships alone in 2021.

Representative cases in this book

Letters from an American (Heather Cox Richardson, 2.6–2.9 million subscribers) is the largest
subscriber count in the entire sample; Justin Welsh reports $12.5M+ in cumulative earnings; plus
Stratechery, Newcomer ($1.6M in 2023), and Feed Me (Emily Sundberg, subscriptions of roughly
$400K+).

Risks

Tightly bound to the creator's personal output capacity — stop publishing and the flow stops. Platform
algorithms and distribution channels can change face at any moment.

3. The Audience / Community Lever

Definition

Upgrade "readers" into a community that gathers and serves one another. The difference from the
content lever: value comes not only from you, but from the members among themselves.

How it compounds

Network effects plus membership repurchase. Small Bets (Daniel Vassallo) accumulated $824,409
from November 2021 to October 2023, selling a lifetime ticket into the community; The Lab from
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Creator Science (Jay Clouse) reached around $830K in 2024, roughly half of it from community
subscriptions.

Representative cases in this book

Ship 30 for 30 (around $1M in its 2021 launch year), Part-Time YouTuber Academy (Ali Abdaal, around
$4.5M); on the Chinese-language side, V2EX (Livid) and Ruan Yifeng's Weekly for Tech Enthusiasts
both retain people through community density rather than one-way broadcasting.

Risks

A community needs tending, so its marginal cost is not zero; once the atmosphere sours it is extremely
hard to repair, and it relies heavily on the operator's personal credibility.

4. The Automation / AI Lever

Definition

Use AI or workflows to replace labor that would otherwise require hiring, letting one person shoulder
team-scale output. This is the addition absent from Naval's four levers, yet the best fit for today's
company of one.

How it compounds

AI pushes the marginal cost of both "content production" and "fulfillment" toward zero at the same
time. HeadshotPro (Danny Postma) at roughly $3.6M ARR and $300K MRR; Tibo's
Revid/Outrank/SuperX bundle self-reporting around $1M/month in 2025; StoryShort plus useArtemis
(Samuel Rondot) reaching $35–41K/month. Across the full sample, around 17 cases have AI directly at
their core.

Representative cases in this book

PhotoAI, ChatPDF (roughly $440K ARR), Formula Bot ($500K ARR), AudioPen ($73K in its first two
months). On the Chinese-language side, Xiaomao Buguang Deng (Chen Yunfei) used an extremely
light product to drive its Pro version to roughly ¥300,000–400,000 cumulatively through automation.

Risks

Models and APIs are controlled by others; one shift in the underlying layer and the moat evaporates.
Homogenization is brutally fast — today's AI wrapper has ten competitors tomorrow.

5. The Capital / Asset Lever

Definition
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Use money (or appreciating assets) to make money, rather than trading time for money. In the
company of one it often appears as "buying assets that generate cash flow or royalties."

How it compounds

An asset portfolio plus the long tail of royalties. Spencer Haws's portfolio of niche sites at roughly
$5M/year; Mike Carson's Park.io, sniping expired domains, peaking at around $125K/month; Sahil
Lavingia's personal Rolling Fund starting at roughly $5M/year. The royalty type, such as Hugh Howey's
Silo series — millions of copies, 40+ languages — is written once and earns for the long term.

Representative cases in this book

Niche content site flips (the Empire Flippers marketplace sample, roughly $589M in cumulative
transactions in 2025), independent type foundries (Set Sail Studios at roughly $7,000/month in
royalties), and self-published KDP royalties.

Risks

Requires upfront capital or upfront work; asset-price volatility and platform-policy changes (domains,
Kindle revenue splits) hit cash flow directly.

6. The Brand / IP Lever

Definition

Deposit "trust" into a brand or IP that commands a premium and extends — so the same product sells
for more, and a new category directly inherits the momentum.

How it compounds

A brand decouples order value and repurchase rate from the product itself. Odd Muse (Aimee Smale),
roughly £22.5M in sales in 2024, riding on a DTC brand narrative rather than any single item; Tabs
Chocolate reached around $11M in 18–24 months, essentially by turning chocolate into a content-
driven IP.

Representative cases in this book

Visualize Value (Jack Butcher, around $180K/month in 2020) turned "visualizing ideas" into licensable
IP; Mark Manson (roughly $2–2.5M/year) and Dan Koe (self-reporting roughly $4M+ in 2024) both use
personal IP to feed multiple product lines.

Risks

Brand-building is slow and its payoff lags; personal IP is deeply bound to the founder, so reputational
risk is business risk.
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7. The Platform / Network Lever

Definition

Borrow the traffic and trust of an existing large platform to distribute your own thing — or become a
small platform on which others transact.

How it compounds

Borrowing scale means reusing the attention a platform has already pooled, at zero acquisition cost to
you. Easlo and Thomas Frank (full-year 2022 of $1,000,508) sell templates within the Notion/Gumroad
ecosystem; ecommemily and Emily's POD store run entirely on Etsy's ready-made buyer traffic
(around $236K in 2024). Those who become the platform include idoubi's ShipAny + MCP.so (1,000+
paying customers and 2,000+ live sites by 2025).

Representative cases in this book

Bannerbear (Jon Yongfook, crossing $1M ARR in 2025, deeply embedded in developer workflows),
Closet Tools (parasitic on Poshmark), WIP/BetaList (Marc Köhlbrugge, nearly $1M cumulatively over
ten years).

Risks

Platform take rates, policies, and algorithms hold the power of life and death; over-reliance on a single
platform is handing over your lifeline.
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The Seven Levers at a Glance

Lever Marginal cost Replicability
Anchors in this
book

1. Code / product Extremely low High (technical barrier)
Designjoy, levelsio's
matrix

2. Content /
attention

Extremely low Medium (bound to output)
Stratechery, Justin
Welsh

3. Audience /
community

Low to medium (needs
operation)

Medium Small Bets, The Lab

4. Automation / AI Approaching zero
Extremely high (and brutally
crowded)

HeadshotPro, Tibo

5. Capital / asset Low (asset side) Low (needs capital/work) Park.io, KDP royalties

6. Brand / IP
Medium (heavy upfront
investment)

Low (slow and unique) Odd Muse, VV

7. Platform /
network

Low (borrowed traffic) High (and least controllable)
Etsy POD,
Bannerbear

The Truth: Top Cases Are All Superpositions

A single lever can get you started, but it rarely sets the ceiling. In this book's four-dimensional scoring,
"leverage" averages a striking 8.1 — far above "replicability" at 5.4 — and the high-scoring cases
almost all rely on stacking. Designjoy uses code (a self-built ordering system) + brand (Brett's personal
credibility) + platform (building in public on X) all at once; Justin Welsh uses content (the newsletter) +
audience (community courses) + platform (the LinkedIn algorithm windfall); PhotoAI is a triple
superposition of AI + code + founder IP (levelsio's public figures).

A single lever decides whether you can start; the way you stack levers decides how far
you can go. First use one lever that pushes marginal cost to its lowest to prove the model,
then stack a second and a third to raise the ceiling — this is the same growth curve that
recurs across all 100 cases.

So choosing a lever is not a multiple-choice question. First ask what you already hold: if you have
technical skill, pick 1 or 4; if you have the urge to express, pick 2 or 3; if you have capital or older work,
pick 5; if you have taste and personality, pick 6; if you spot a platform windfall, pick 7. And the second
step is always the same: stack another one to shore up the weakness of the first.
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Paradigm Three: The Growth Playbook

A one-person company has no marketing department and no sales team. Growth can't come from
throwing more bodies at the problem; it can only come from choosing the one playbook that matches
your own native strengths. A playbook isn't mysticism. It's a repeatable, testable causal mechanism:
the actions you take produce a particular kind of traffic and trust, which in turn convert into revenue.
Among the 100 cases in this book, nearly every high-index example slots cleanly into one of the six
paths below — and these are not six matters of stylistic taste, but six structurally different customer-
acquisition engines. Understand the mechanism first, then find your place; only then will you avoid
forcing someone else's success onto a frame it was never built for.

1. Build in Public

The mechanism

Treat the process of building the product as content in its own right: post your revenue in real time,
post your code, post your failures. Transparency pays a double dividend — algorithms favor frequent,
authentic updates, and audiences who "watch it grow up" develop a sense of ownership, so
conversion carries almost zero persuasion cost. Pieter Levels (levelsio) is the textbook case: he made
PhotoAI's MRR dashboard public (roughly $132–138K/month, $1.6M+ ARR), and the bulk of the traffic
behind his entire $3.1M+ ARR product portfolio comes from his real-time disclosures on X. Marc Lou
turned "earning $1,032,000 in 2025" directly into a personal brand, then routed that attention back into
his ShipFast template portfolio.

Who it suits

Extroverted, developer-type founders who don't mind exposing their numbers and who ship fast.

Common pitfalls

Treating "posting" as the goal and neglecting the product itself; once MRR stalls, building in public
becomes a source of pressure instead. Transparency is an asset only when the product has a real
growth curve — otherwise it's a liability.

2. Audience-first (content before product)

The mechanism

First cultivate a group of people who trust you using free content, then sell to that group. The traffic is
in place before the product exists, so you have your first customers the moment you launch. Justin
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Welsh built an audience of hundreds of thousands through LinkedIn and X content, then sold courses
and a community, for a self-reported cumulative $12.5M+. Dan Koe grew The Koe Letter into a
newsletter worth roughly $4M+. Sahil Bloom's The Curiosity Chronicle earns roughly $70,000/month
from sponsorships alone.

Who it suits

Writers who are good at producing opinions consistently and can endure a 6–12 month, revenue-free
audience-building phase.

Common pitfalls

A mismatch between audience and product — cultivating a crowd that only wants free entertainment,
then trying to sell them a high-priced course. An audience-building phase that drags on too long,
breaking cash flow, is the number-one reason people quit.

The key call: is it "product finds people" or "people find product"? Build in Public and
Audience-first both appear to rely on a personal brand, but they diverge at the point of leverage.
The former leverages the visible progress of the product — no growth, no content. The latter
leverages your own stock of opinions as a person, with the product as merely the
monetization outlet. Choose wrong and you grind yourself down: asking someone who hates
writing to run an Audience-first strategy is like ordering a fish to climb a tree. The 16 "knowledge"
cases and 16 "content" cases in this book go almost entirely Audience-first, while the 20 SaaS
cases mostly go Build in Public or the SEO path below. That is no coincidence.

3. SEO / long-tail organic traffic

The mechanism

Use one high-purchase-intent keyword, or a batch of long-tail terms, to build a tool site or template site
so that Google keeps sending precise traffic for free. The compounding is extreme, but it's slow to take
effect. Formula Bot (excelformulabot) rode search demand for terms like "excel formula" to $500K
ARR, with 2025 MRR above $42K. ChatPDF reached roughly $440K ARR on the long-tail phrase
"chat with pdf." Spencer Haws's portfolio of niche sites has been valued at roughly $5M/year. Easlo's
Notion templates (roughly $779K in 2024) likewise feed heavily on template-related long-tail searches.

Who it suits

Patient people who understand content structure and are willing to do technical SEO — especially
introverted founders who'd rather not appear on camera.

Common pitfalls
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An algorithm update can wipe you out overnight; AI Overviews are now devouring informational long-
tail queries. Over-reliance on a single keyword means handing your lifeline to one platform.

4. Productized service (standardized, packaged service)

The mechanism

Package a highly customized service into a fixed-price, fixed-delivery, subscribable "product," cutting
out the quoting and negotiation steps. Brett Williams's Designjoy tops this book's ranking (index 87.0):
one person, a fixed monthly fee, an unlimited design-request queue, reaching $3.1M in 2024 and
roughly $4M cumulative. Hilvy (a productized Webflow service) climbed in three annual steps from
$74K to $252K to roughly $318.8K ARR, proving the model can be replicated.

Who it suits

Service providers with solid delivery craft who want to monetize immediately rather than cultivate an
audience; cash flow can turn positive the same day.

Common pitfalls

One person's capacity is the ceiling — Designjoy's moat is precisely that Brett refuses to scale, using
systematization to push a single person's output to its limit. Taking orders blindly without building
process will trap you inside delivery.

5. Wedge → Expand (enter on a single point, then extend)

The mechanism

Enter the market through one extremely narrow, extremely painful need to build trust, then once you're
established, expand laterally into adjacent needs. Damon Chen first built Testimonial.to (roughly
$800K ARR), nailing the narrow slot of "collecting customer testimonials," then extended into PDF.ai
for a combined $1.3M+ ARR. Tony Dinh entered with the small DevUtils tool and expanded into the
TypingMind portfolio at roughly $137K/month, with B2B team plans accounting for over 50%.

Who it suits

Founders who can spot a "small and sharp" pain point and have the imagination to extend a product
from it.

Common pitfalls

Expanding too early — rushing to build a second product before the entry point is even profitable,
ending up shallow on both fronts. The discipline of the wedge is to "drive one needle all the way
through first."
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6. Distribution-first (claim the channel before building the product)

The mechanism

First lock onto a distribution channel that has a structural traffic dividend (a particular platform,
community, or emerging format), then build the product around that channel's characteristics. Tibo's
Revid/Outrank portfolio hit the dividend in short-video and SEO-automation distribution, reaching
roughly $1M/month. Samuel Rondot's StoryShort fed on the AI short-video distribution dividend of
TikTok/Reels, with the combined figure rising to $35–41K. Etsy's Emily (ecommemily, $236K+) and
Dylan Jahraus (Begonia Rose, roughly $1.7M) are both, at heart, cases of "eat the platform's
distribution dividend first, talk about brand later."

Who it suits

People with a sharp nose for channels who move fast and can grab position inside the dividend
window.

Common pitfalls

The channel belongs to someone else — the moment the platform's rules change (Etsy raises fees,
TikTok throttles reach), the growth engine cuts out. Distribution-first must be paired with "converting
traffic into owned assets (an email list, a brand) as early as possible."

Selection at a glance

Paradigm Time to effect Core leverage Biggest risk
Representatives in
this book

Build in Public Medium
Transparent
product progress

Stalled growth =
content runs dry levelsio / Marc Lou

Audience-first Slow
Stock of personal
opinions

Cash dries up during
audience-building

Justin Welsh / Dan
Koe

SEO long-tail
Slow
(compounding)

Search intent
Algorithm / AI
Overviews wipeout

Formula Bot /
ChatPDF

Productized
service Fast

Standardized
delivery

Single-person
capacity ceiling Designjoy / Hilvy

Wedge
expansion

Medium
Trust in a narrow
slot

Expanding too early
Damon Chen / Tony
Dinh

Distribution-
first

Fast Channel dividend The channel belongs
to someone else

Tibo / Etsy sellers
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The first-90-days cold-start checklist

A growth playbook isn't something you reach for after launch. The actions of your first 90
days decide which engine you'll end up with.

1. Days 1–15 | Choose a playbook, not a style. Answer honestly against the table above: Am I
willing to be on camera? How long can I go without revenue? Can my craft be monetized the
same day? On that basis, lock in one primary path and permanently abandon the other three-
plus.

2. Days 16–30 | Define one quantifiable, narrow-slot need. Learn from Damon Chen, who did
only "collect testimonials" — write your target user and single pain point into one sentence a
stranger can grasp in three seconds.

3. Days 31–45 | Build the minimum visible asset. The SEO type first builds the skeletons of 3–5
long-tail content pieces; the Audience type gets a daily posting cadence running on a single
platform; the service type builds one fixed-price landing page (Designjoy-style: price, queue, and
case studies, the three-piece set).

4. Days 46–60 | Get your first 10 real pieces of feedback by hand. Don't automate, don't scale;
serve your first 10 people personally and record their exact words — this is the ammunition for
all your later copy.

5. Days 61–75 | Start accumulating owned traffic. Whatever path you take, build an email list
from day one. Distribution-first players especially must funnel platform traffic into the list, so they
don't leave their lifeline in someone else's hands.

6. Days 76–90 | Make your first number public and set a cadence. Even if it's just "the first
paying customer," make it public once in Build-in-Public fashion to test the audience's reaction;
at the same time, set a sustainable update/delivery cadence — a one-person company's growth
compounds through rhythm, not bursts of inspiration.

By the end of 90 days, what you want is not a pretty revenue figure, but the embryo of a clearly
directed, self-reinforcing customer-acquisition engine. Get the playbook right, and the rest is
repeating the same action a thousand times.
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Paradigm Four: The Stack Map

Pull apart the hundred names on this list and one structure keeps surfacing: the doer is a single
person, but the work is done by an entire suite of software. Brett Williams carried Designjoy to roughly
$3.1 million in revenue in 2024 (GetLatka) on his own—no employees, no project manager, no support
team. His “team” was a pipeline stitched together from Webflow, Stripe, Notion, and a scheduling tool.
levelsio (Pieter Levels) built PhotoAI to roughly $132–138K in MRR (founder-disclosed, 2025) on the
strength of open-source models running on Replicate, Stripe for payments, and a single VPS. A one-
person company is not “do everything yourself.” It is precisely the opposite: do almost nothing yourself,
and own only the one link no one can replace. This section lays out a stack map you can build straight
from, then explains the leverage logic behind it.

A Stack Map You Can Build From

The table below is arranged along the eight stages an indie venture passes through from birth to
growth. The monthly cost figures are rough ranges—the overwhelming majority of these stages can
run on a free tier or a few dozen dollars in the early days. The one stage that truly burns money is
usually AI inference, and even that scales linearly with revenue and stays controllable.
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Stage Representative tools Function
Monthly cost
range

Build / product
Next.js + Vercel / Carrd /
Bubble / Framer

Hosts the product itself or the landing
page; coders reach for Next.js, no-
coders for Carrd/Bubble

$0–50

Payments
Stripe / Lemon Squeezy /
Paddle

Collection, subscriptions, invoicing; the
latter two act as Merchant of Record
(MoR), automatically remitting VAT
worldwide

3–8% take
rate

Content
distribution

X (Twitter) / YouTube /
Newsletter (Beehiiv, Kit)

Free customer acquisition and an
audience asset; a newsletter is an owned
list you can take with you

$0–100

Automation
Zapier / Make / n8n (self-
hosted)

Strings “payment → provisioning →
email → community access” into an
unattended pipeline

$0–50

AI
LLM APIs (Claude,
OpenAI) / generative
(Replicate, fal)

Content production, image generation,
support Q&A, coding assistance—the
core multiplier of one-person output

$20–
thousands (by
volume)

Support &
community

Discord / Circle / Crisp /
Intercom

Membership communities, paid tiers,
tickets; the community itself can become
the product

$0–100

Outsourcing
Fiverr / Upwork / virtual
assistants (VA)

Buy in design, editing, ops, and other
non-core labor on demand—without
keeping a standing team

Per task /
hourly

Analytics
Plausible / GA4 / PostHog
/ Stripe dashboards

See the funnel, retention, and attribution
clearly; swap gut decisions for data
decisions

$0–50

The key observation: across these eight stages, only the one or two stages that are the product
require the founder's own hands. The other six or seven have already been commoditized by
software, AI, or freelancers. Damon Chen runs PDF.ai and Testimonial.to simultaneously,
together at roughly $1.3 million ARR (2024), precisely because payments, hosting, email, and
analytics are all outsourced to standard parts like those above—leaving him to spend his
attention only on product and growth.
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The Leverage of a One-Person Company: Outsource the Non-Core to
Software, AI, or Freelancers

The traditional company solves capacity by hiring; the one-person company solves it by buying
leverage. Across the hundred samples in this book, the leverage dimension scores an average of 8.1
out of 10, and 49 of them—nearly half—are high-leverage cases scoring 9 or above. That is no
coincidence; it is the defining trait of the species. Leverage comes from three sources, mapping to the
three classes of supplier in the table above.

Software leverage: build once, run infinitely

The essence of SaaS and automation tools is to freeze repetitive labor into a configuration that runs
once. Marc Lou's ShipFast/DataFast portfolio reported $1.032 million in 2025 (self-disclosed); what he
sells is the act of website-building packaged into a template—buyers save weeks using his template,
and he uses tooling to turn “selling the template” into automated delivery. Carrd's AJ (@ajlkn) built a
single website tool to roughly $1.5 million ARR (2024), serving tens of thousands of customers without
spending an extra minute on any one of them. The hallmark of software leverage is marginal cost
approaching zero: Stripe processes your first dollar and your millionth on virtually the same cost
structure.

AI leverage: a tenfold multiplier on content, creative, and answers

AI is the newest lever—and the fiercest—to arrive after 2023. About 17 of the cases in this book
involve AI, and the era-dividend dimension scores an average of 7.5, indicating the judges broadly
regard this as the direction most worth betting on today. Danny Postma's HeadshotPro used
generative models to compress “getting a set of professional headshots”—something that once
required a photographer, a studio, and a retoucher—into a single upload button, reaching roughly
$300K MRR (2024). Samuel Rondot's StoryShort uses AI to batch-generate short videos, with his
portfolio income climbing to $35–41K per month (2025–26). AI turns the stages that once demanded
hiring—copywriting, illustration, video editing, customer support—into API calls, dropping costs from a
monthly salary to a few cents per thousand calls.

Human leverage: buy on demand, keep no team

Not everything can be turned into software. Stages that require judgment, taste, or live communication
can be bought per task through Fiverr, Upwork, or a VA—rather than under a standing contract. Justin
Welsh (The Saturday Solopreneur, self-reported cumulative earnings of more than $12.5 million) has
long stressed “contractors over employees”: need editing, buy editing; need design, buy design;
disband when the job is done, so the founder stays asset-light with zero management burden. This
inverts the traditional startup sequence of “hire first, then find the work”—the one-person company has
the work first, buys people for the work, and zeroes out the relationship once the work is finished.
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How to Use AI to Scale One Person Into “1+N”

The real step up is not using AI to help you do the work, but orchestrating AI into a “virtual team”—
letting one person direct N tireless digital employees. This “1+N” structure is built roughly like this:

1. 1 = you, doing only the core that cannot be outsourced. Set direction, make taste
judgments, build trust with real humans. Lenny Rachitsky's newsletter reached more than $2
million a year (CNBC 2024), and at its core is his own judgment and network—something AI
cannot replace and should not be handed off.

2. N1 = the AI content worker. Use an LLM to batch-draft, rewrite, and distribute across
languages and platforms. Tibo (Thibault Louis-Lucas) drove his Revid/Outrank portfolio to
roughly $1 million a month (2025), in essence by putting the entire content production line on AI.

3. N2 = AI support and ops. Wire common questions into the AI in Crisp/Intercom, or use a tool
like ChatPDF (roughly $440K ARR, Latka 2025) to automatically digest document-based
queries, so the founder need not watch the ticket queue.

4. N3 = an AI + automation delivery pipeline. Zapier/Make/n8n string “payment → AI generation
→ delivery → community onboarding → follow-up” end to end. AudioPen (Louis Pereira, $73K in
the first two months) ran exactly such a near-unattended voice-to-text pipeline.

The end of leverage is not “doing more,” but “doing less while producing more.” When
software takes over the repetitive, AI takes over production, and contractors take over the
specialized, the time the founder has left is just enough to think clearly about what is
actually worth doing—and that, of all things, is the one thing not a single one of these
hundred people outsourced.

The real value of this map is not in telling you which specific tool to use (tools change yearly), but in
establishing a default stance: at every new stage, first ask, “Can I get software, AI, or a freelancer to
do this for me?” Only when the answer is “No—and this is precisely my moat” do you do it yourself.
Carry that rule all the way through, and a single person can run a million-dollar business—the forty
million-dollar-tier samples in this book (scoring in the 7–8 band) are forty pieces of evidence.
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Paradigm Five: Risk and Moats

The most seductive feature of a one-person business is that revenue is decoupled from headcount.
Designjoy, run by a single person, reached roughly $3.1M in 2024 (GetLatka); levelsio's product
portfolio runs at roughly $3.1M+ ARR. Neither has a team diluting the upside. But that same structure
means every risk is concentrated on a single point of failure. This chapter is not about how to get
started. It is about two things only: what can take you to zero, and what can keep you from being
copied. Think these two through clearly, and a one-person business graduates from "a lucky sole
trader" into "a durable asset."

A. Risks and Ceilings

1. Platform Dependence: Algorithms and Bans

The vast majority of content and e-commerce paradigms are tenants on someone else's platform.
Change the algorithm, and traffic evaporates overnight. The Etsy seller Three Bird Nest (Alicia Shaffer)
hit roughly $960K in 2014–2015, then was engulfed in controversy—accused of outsourcing
production and failing to meet the "handmade" definition—and was hit by a platform-policy backlash.
Closet Tools (later renamed Resellbot) peaked early at roughly $38K–41K MRR, then slid back to
roughly $30–40K MRR after 2023, the core cause being tightened rules on Poshmark, the platform it
lived off. Contrast Pieter Levels: Nomad List, RemoteOK, and PhotoAI all run on his own domains and
self-built traffic—precisely why he has survived round after round of platform turbulence.

The test: Ask yourself one question—"If my main account were banned tomorrow morning, how
much revenue would I lose?" If the answer is more than 80%, platform dependence is already a
structural, fatal flaw, and you must hedge it with owned channels (an email list, your own
domain). What Justin Welsh ($12.5M+) and Lenny Rachitsky (newsletter $2M+/year) share is
that they have converted followers into owned email assets, rather than stopping at social-media
follower counts.

2. Key-Person Risk: You Are the Single Point

A one-person business's greatest asset and greatest liability are the same person. The strong-
personal-IP paradigm is especially exposed: for Mark Manson (roughly $2–2.5M/year), Dan Koe
(roughly $4M+), and Ali Abdaal's PTYA (roughly $4.5M), the brand is the person's own face and voice.
The moment they stop publishing, fall ill, or see their persona collapse, the cash flow stops with them.
By contrast, the SaaS paradigm "de-persons" the business: users of Carrd (AJ, roughly $1.5M ARR)
and Sidekiq (Mike Perham, roughly $7M) simply do not care who the founder is—the product runs
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itself. AudioPen (Louis Pereira) made $73K in its first two months; TalkNotes was acquired for $200K,
all cash. SaaS can exit cleanly precisely because the value accrues to the product rather than the
person.

3. Growth Ceilings

A one-person structure inevitably has a ceiling. The service paradigm hits it hardest: Double Your
Freelancing reports course income of $100K+/month, but the underlying consulting time cannot be
replicated. This is exactly why the high-leverage cases (this book's 49 cases scoring ≥9 on leverage)
almost all swap delivery from "time" into "software or content." Designjoy used a standardized
subscription plus an asynchronous workflow to give design services a SaaS-like marginal-cost
structure, which is how one person sustained $3.1M. To break through the ceiling, you either
productize (service → software) or assetize (labor → royalties, as with Hugh Howey's Silo series and
its millions of copies in royalties).

4. Burnout

No colleagues means no buffer. FeedbackPanda (Arvid Kahl) chose to sell at roughly $55K MRR, and
one of the publicly stated reasons was that the couple running it were exhausted—a rare sample
within one-person businesses of "voluntarily exiting at a high point to avoid burnout." Kahl later turned
that experience into a methodology that fed back into his income. Against that, levelsio's long-term,
high-intensity build-in-public makes sustainability highly dependent on personal energy management.
Burnout is not a soft problem; it is directly the trigger for key-person risk.

5. Compliance and Taxes

Cross-border one-person businesses routinely overlook: VAT/sales tax, platform withholding, royalty
withholding tax on platforms like KDP, and digital-services taxes across different jurisdictions. At the
scale of Odd Muse (Aimee Smale, roughly £22.5M) or Tabs Chocolate (roughly $11M), a single
compliance error means penalties in the hundreds of thousands. The smaller you are, the earlier you
should outsource your entity, bookkeeping, and tax work—one of the few places where it is worth
violating the "one-person" principle to spend money.

6. The Red Line of Controversy: Inflated-Outcome Knowledge Products

The knowledge and course paradigm (this book's 16 knowledge cases) most easily crosses the red
line of overpromising returns. In China, Li Yizhou's AI course (Artificial Intelligence for Everyone,
roughly RMB 50 million) faced mass skepticism in 2024 over course quality and marketing
controversies and was pulled from sale—a textbook negative example. Contrast Sahil Bloom (roughly
$70K/month, mainly from sponsorships rather than course commissions) and Ship 30 for 30 (roughly
$1M, selling a writing program rather than "get rich quick"): sustainable knowledge products sell a
definite delivery of skill, not unredeemable promises of results.
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B. Moats

1. Brand / IP

A personal brand is the cheapest and hardest-to-copy moat there is. The pricing power of Stratechery
(Ben Thompson, roughly $5M+, about 40,000 subscribers × $120) and Lenny's Newsletter rests
entirely on "who the author is." Competitors can copy the format; they cannot copy the trust.

2. SEO / Content Assets

Content is a stock asset that compounds. Spencer Haws's portfolio of niche sites runs at roughly
$5M/year (Starter Story estimate), and Marketing Examples (Harry Dry, roughly $360K/year) relies on
pages built up over years that keep delivering free traffic. Every old article is a salesperson who never
clocks off, twenty-four hours a day.

3. Network Effects / Community

Community locks users to one another. Small Bets (Daniel Vassallo, $824,409 cumulative from
November 2021 to October 2023) and Creator Science's The Lab (roughly $830K in 2024, about half
of it from the community)—members stay because of the other members, not the founder, and that
stickiness is hard for an outsider to replicate single-handedly. V2EX (Livid) was once valued at over
RMB 25 million, with all of that value residing in the community itself.

4. Proprietary Data

Exclusive data is the hardest barrier in the AI era. The real asset of HeadshotPro (roughly $3.6M
ARR), PhotoAI (roughly $1M+ ARR), and ChatPDF is not just the model but the accumulated user
data, prompt engineering, and generation-feedback loop. Anyone can call the same models; no one
else has your training and fine-tuning data.

5. Distribution Channels

Owned distribution is the root of resistance to platform risk. Marc Lou's ShipFast portfolio (roughly
$1,032,000 in 2025) uses an owned audience to cold-start new products again and again; Tibo
(roughly $1M/month) likewise channels his own traffic to new tools. Once a channel is owned, it
becomes a reusable launchpad.

6. Compounding Time

The most underrated moat is simply "time in the arena." Ruan Yifeng's Tech Enthusiast Weekly has
published more than 399 issues (launched in 2018), and Pat Flynn's SPI single-month figure of
$167,553 in 2017 was the result of a decade of accumulation. No newcomer can buy the seven years
of trust you have already walked through. Time itself is the barrier.



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

44

Risk → Hedge Reference Table

Risk
Typical Negative / Affected
Case

Hedge Positive Example

Platform
algorithm / ban

Closet Tools slid back to
$30–40K MRR; Three Bird
Nest policy backlash

Owned domain + email
list; don't leave traffic
on the platform

levelsio's fully self-built
traffic; Justin Welsh
$12.5M+ in accumulated
email

Key-person
single point

Strong-IP newsletter: cash
flow stops the moment
publishing stops

De-person the product;
let value accrue into
software for a clean exit

TalkNotes $200K exit;
Sidekiq roughly $7M

Growth ceiling
Service businesses capped
by personal hours (DYF time
cannot be replicated)

Productize the service /
assetize the labor
(royalties)

Designjoy standardized
subscription to $3.1M; Hugh
Howey royalties

Burnout
FeedbackPanda's two-
person team exhausted

Energy ceiling sets the
revenue ceiling; exit
voluntarily at a high
point

FeedbackPanda sold at
roughly $55K MRR to cut
losses

Compliance
and taxes

Cross-border VAT / royalty
withholding / penalties

Outsource entity,
bookkeeping, and tax
early

At the scale of Odd Muse
£22.5M and Tabs $11M,
compliance must come first

Inflated-
outcome
controversy

Li Yizhou's AI course, roughly
RMB 50 million, then pulled

Promise only
redeemable delivery of
skill

Ship 30 roughly $1M; Sahil
Bloom sponsorship-led

The life and death of a one-person business turns not on how fast you can run, but on
whether others can copy the road you run and whether the ground beneath you will hold.
Swap platform risk for owned channels, swap personal risk for product assets, then build
five walls—brand, content, community, data, and time. That is the watershed that takes
you from "a high-multiple one-off" to "a durable asset."
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Paradigm Six: Data in Perspective

The first five chapters were about paths and methods. This chapter does one thing only: it places all
100 samples in a single coordinate system and uses the aggregated data to infer their shared
patterns. Every conclusion rests on one precondition — the sample is a pool of high-scoring cases
filtered for being “independent, run by one person or a very small team, and publicly verifiable.” It is not
a random draw from all founders on the internet. So each pattern below holds “among already-
successful independents,” not “do this and you will succeed.” That is precisely what makes each one
falsifiable.

1. Category and Geography: Who Made the List

Break the 100 samples out by category, and the leaders are software and content/knowledge — not
the e-commerce or physical businesses that conventional wisdom might expect.

Category Samples Representative cases (index)

SaaS 20 Designjoy 87.0, TypingMind 78.0, Carrd 70.0

Content 16 Justin Welsh 80.0, Lenny's 76.0, Stratechery 70.0

Knowledge 16 Sahil Bloom 73.0, Easlo 73.0, Thomas Frank 70.0

E-commerce 12 Odd Muse 73.0, ecommemily 76.0

AI 8 HeadshotPro 77.0, PhotoAI 77.0

Physical / Services 8 each Hill Vending 63.0 / Designjoy-style services

Assets / China 6 / 6 Long Tail Pro 64.0 / idoubi 68.0

Pattern One (falsifiable): content and software categories dominate the top of the index.
SaaS (20), Content (16), and Knowledge (16) together account for 52 seats, and they take most
of the top ten — within the top ten, Designjoy, TypingMind, PDF.ai, and Formula Bot are
software, while Justin Welsh and Lenny's are content. Among the 12 e-commerce cases, the
highest is just ecommemily at 76.0; among the 8 physical cases, the highest is Famous IRL at
70.0, with most clustering around 60, and Firebean Coffee falling to the lowest score on the
entire list at 34.0. Falsification condition: if physical and e-commerce cases showed no
systematic difference in index distribution from software and content, this pattern would be
overturned. The current data does not support that counterexample.
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Geographically, the United States alone holds 57 seats — more than half. The second tier is the
United Kingdom (8), China (6), the Netherlands (5), Canada (5), and France (4). The density of the
Netherlands and France is especially notable: the 5 Dutch cases are almost all AI/SaaS (Pieter
Levels's PhotoAI, Danny Postma's HeadshotPro), while the 4 French cases are all product-portfolio
players (Samuel Rondot, Tibo, Marc Lou, Nico Jeannen). This shows that the high-scoring
independent is not an American monopoly, but spreads along the axis of “English-language content
market plus developer culture.”

2. Revenue Scale and Team Size

Sorted by the researcher's 0–10 revenue score (an estimate, not precise financials), the distribution is
as follows:

Revenue tier (score) Scale Samples

Top (9–10) ~tens of millions of dollars, or a major exit 5

High (7–8) ~$1M–$10M 40

Mid (5–6) ~$100K–$1M 44

Starting out (3–4) tens of thousands to low six figures 9

Early (0–2) validation stage or small amounts 2

The Mid and High tiers together hold 84 seats — the overwhelming majority. This means the realistic
sweet spot for an independent is $100K to $10M in annual revenue: uncapped on the upside but
extremely rare (only 5 at the top, such as Base44, acquired by Wix for $80M in cash, and Sahil
Lavingia's Rolling Fund), with a real floor at the bottom (only 2 early-stage cases, both still in
validation). The story that “one person can casually make tens of thousands a month” is, in the data, a
minority phenomenon. What is truly dense is the solid million-dollar business.

On team size, the samples are almost all solo founders or pairs. The very small teams worth naming
number in the single digits: Tabs Chocolate (Brocato + Lewin), Ship 30 for 30 (Cole + Bush), Wait But
Why (Urban + Finn), FeedbackPanda (Kahl + Simpson). Even so, Maor Shlomo's Base44 reached an
$80M exit as a solo founder, and Pieter Levels single-handedly maintains a four-product portfolio —
PhotoAI, Nomad List, RemoteOK, InteriorAI — with ARR exceeding $3.1M.

Pattern Two (falsifiable): a single person can reach the tens-of-millions tier; a very small
team confers no revenue-ceiling advantage. Of the 5 seats in the top tier, both Base44 (a solo
$80M exit) and SHL Capital (Sahil Lavingia's solo Rolling Fund, peaking above $10M/year) are
solo operations. Falsification condition: if high- and top-tier cases were significantly dominated by
teams of two or more, then “the solo ceiling is lower” would hold — but the data points the other
way, with pairs clustering in the mid-to-high tiers rather than the top tier.
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3. Monetization, Time to Revenue, and Stacked Leverage

The four-dimension averages give this batch its “genetic profile”: revenue 6.3, replicability 5.4,
leverage 8.1, timing 7.5. Leverage runs away from the field, and high-leverage cases (≥9) number as
many as 49 — close to half — while high-replicability cases (≥7) number only 25. This contrast is itself
the core finding: these people win on leverage, not on being “easy to copy.”

Monetization falls into three types, and high-scoring cases routinely stack them:

Subscription / SaaS recurring revenue: TypingMind ~$137K/month, GymStreak ~$208K
MRR, Carrd ~$1.5M ARR.
Paid content / knowledge products: Justin Welsh $12.5M+ cumulative, Lenny's newsletter
$2M+/year, Thomas Frank Notion templates at $1,000,508 in a single year.
Physical / e-commerce goods: Odd Muse £22.5M in sales, Tabs Chocolate ~$11M over 18–24
months.

The time from launch to first revenue, among samples with clear disclosures, is generally very short:
AudioPen hit $73K in its first two months; TalkNotes reached $200K before being acquired all-cash;
Doing Content Right exceeded $130K within 8 months of launch; Nathan Barry's self-published e-book
made $145,471 in 2012, the year it launched. Slow burners exist too, but reaching the million-dollar
level often takes years — Easlo went from ~$500K in 2023 to ~$779K in 2024, and Carrd from
~$600K in 2023 to ~$1.5M in 2024.

Pattern Three (falsifiable): high-index cases generally stack two or more forms of
leverage. The leverage average is 8.1, high-leverage cases account for 49/100, and the leaders
are almost without exception multi-leverage stacks — Pieter Levels stacks “code + audience +
multi-product portfolio”; Marc Lou used the ShipFast/DataFast/CodeFast template portfolio plus
an owned audience to reach $1.03M (2025); Justin Welsh stacks “content flywheel + owned list +
courses.” Falsification condition: if the average number of leverage dimensions in high-index
cases (top 30) showed no difference from low-index cases, this pattern would be overturned; the
inverse gap between leverage at 8.1 and replicability at 5.4 is exactly its statistical evidence.

4. The Rise of AI-Native Cases

Eight cases are tagged as AI by category; counting those whose name or positioning involves AI
brings the total to about 17. The point is not the count but the distribution and timing: AI cases
cluster at the front of the index — HeadshotPro 77.0, PhotoAI 77.0, the StoryShort group 77.0,
ChatPDF 75.0, Base44 73.0, the Tibo group 74.0 — nearly all ≥73. Against a timing-dimension
average of 7.5, AI cases are precisely the group that pegs the “timing dividend” dimension to the
maximum.
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AI case Index Revenue / exit Launch window

HeadshotPro 77.0 ~$3.6M ARR / ~$300K MRR (2024) 2023 generative-headshot wave

PhotoAI 77.0 ~$1.6M+ ARR / ~$132K MRR (2025) built in public by levelsio

Base44 73.0 $80M cash, acquired by Wix (2025.6) solo, extremely fast exit

ChatPDF 75.0 ~$440K ARR (Latka estimate) within the ChatGPT wave

Pattern Four (falsifiable): AI-native cases sit systematically higher in the index
distribution, and their monetization window is compressed. None of the 8 AI-category cases
falls into the low-score zone, and their average index is clearly above that of the full sample;
Base44 reached an $80M exit as a solo founder within 18 months, and HeadshotPro touched
$3.6M ARR within a year — far shorter than the multi-year cycle of e-commerce and physical
businesses from launch to scale. Falsification condition: if AI cases showed no positive offset in
index or timing score relative to the full sample, this pattern would not hold — but in the data, AI
cases cluster precisely in the 73–77 range, forming the densest high-score cluster on the entire
list.

Taken together, these 100 samples point to a profile that is unromantic but verifiable: one person
(occasionally two), building a software or content/knowledge product, monetizing through subscriptions
or digital goods, stacking at least two forms of leverage, operating in the $100K-to-$10M range —
while AI is now pushing the “timing” dimension to its ceiling, making the window for a solo founder to
reach a tens-of-millions exit shorter than ever. A top-ten average of 77.8, a leader at 87.0, and a
hundredth-place finish at 34.0 — this index curve, running from Designjoy to Firebean Coffee, has
never measured effort. It measures the thickness of leverage.
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Paradigm Seven: An Action Framework for China

The paradigms dissected in the previous six chapters draw overwhelmingly on samples from the
United States (57/100) and Europe. Yet two further threads run quietly through this book's 100 cases.
The first is six purely Chinese examples: idoubi, Cat Fill Light (小猫补光灯), Li Xiaolai, Li Yizhou, Ruan
Yifeng, and V2EX. The second is the large contingent of global players who are ethnically Chinese or
Asian: Chinese-American Chen Damo's PDF.ai (roughly $1.3M+ ARR), Singapore/Malaysia-based
Easlo's Notion templates (about $779K), and Vietnam's Tony Dinh with TypingMind (about
$137K/month). These two threads map precisely onto the two roads open to a Chinese company of
one: build for the domestic market, or go global and build for the world. This chapter is not about
sentiment. It answers a single question—which of the first six chapters can be copied wholesale, which
will fail to take root, and which road you should walk.

1. Which Paradigms Transfer Directly, and Which Face Local Friction

The test is simple: the closer a paradigm sits to “digital product plus globally deliverable,” the
lower the cost of transfer; the more it depends on local payments, platform distribution, and
offline fulfillment, the greater the local friction.
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Paradigm
Transfer
Difficulty

Key Difference Reference Case

Indie development for global
markets (SaaS/AI)

Transfers
directly

The gap is in collecting
payments and acquiring
customers in English—not in
the technology

Chen Damo's PDF.ai
$500K+; Tony Dinh
$137K/month

Productized services
(subscription
design/development)

Transfers
directly

Delivery is standardized and
remote-friendly; the hard part is
earning trust in English-
language sales

Designjoy $3.1M
(2024); Hilvy about
$318.8K ARR

Paid knowledge / newsletters
Transfers, but
the vehicle
changes

China has no habit of paying for
newsletters—you must switch
to WeChat Official Accounts,
Knowledge Planet, or Dedao

Li Xiaolai on Dedao
at ¥199/year vs.
Lenny's $2M+/year

Template / prompt digital
products

Transfers
directly

Gumroad makes collecting
payments hard in China, but the
product form is universal

Easlo $779K;
Thomas Frank
Notion $1M (2022)

E-commerce
(POD/Etsy/independent
sites)

High local
friction

Etsy and Stripe are restricted in
China, but cross-border e-
commerce has its own separate
system

ecommemily
$236K+; Odd Muse
£22.5M

Physical / local services
Does not
transfer

Fulfillment is tied to geography;
a local version must be rebuilt
from scratch

Hill Vending
$58K/month (U.S.
vending)

The conclusion: software, services, templates, and prompts are the four lowest-cost entry points
for a Chinese company of one. Their differences concentrate on “how to get paid and how to acquire
customers,” not on “whether it can be built at all.” idoubi's ShipAny (1,000+ paying customers, 2,000+
live sites) is exactly the Chinese proof of localizing the “global-market template/scaffold” paradigm.

2. Domestic Channels vs. Overseas Channels: A Comparison Map

Your channel determines what your content looks like and where your money comes from. Domestic
and overseas channels are two almost entirely incompatible systems; choosing the wrong one means
your effort is wasted.
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Purpose Domestic Channel Overseas Equivalent

Personal IP / short-form
acquisition

Xiaohongshu, WeChat Channels,
Douyin X (Twitter), YouTube Shorts

Long-form / deep trust WeChat Official Accounts Newsletter (beehiiv/Substack)

Paid community / knowledge
base Knowledge Planet, Dedao Circle, Skool

Cold-start selling / second-hand
validation

Xianyu Gumroad, Etsy

Developer technical exposure Juejin, V2EX Reddit, Hacker News,
IndieHackers

Three differences matter most. First, the overseas model of building an audience on X—levelsio
(PhotoAI, about $1M+ ARR), Marc Lou ($1,032,000 in 2025)—maps domestically onto
Xiaohongshu and WeChat Channels, but Chinese platform algorithms are more closed and
outbound links are harder, so the dividend from “build in public” is markedly smaller. Second, China
has no mature paid-newsletter ecosystem—Lenny's path to $2M+/year on Substack simply doesn't
work domestically, and must be swapped for Official Account advertising or Knowledge Planet
(compare Li Xiaolai's mature paid habit at ¥199/year on Dedao). Third, Xianyu is a uniquely Chinese
low-cost validation ground, well suited to selling “virtual services/templates” to test demand before
any development begins—functionally close to Gumroad overseas.

3. The Realistic Path for Going Global as an Indie Developer—and Three
Pitfalls

For Chinese developers, building a global SaaS/AI business is often the higher-ceiling choice. This
book's SaaS (20) plus AI (8) cases total 28 samples, densely clustered at the million-dollar level. But
what the book's overseas ethnic-Chinese successes (Chen Damo, Tony Dinh, Easlo) share is not
stronger technology—it is that they cleared three localization thresholds.

Pitfall One: Getting Paid

This is the first and hardest hurdle. Stripe does not directly support mainland Chinese entities, so the
overwhelming majority of global builders go through an overseas corporate entity (U.S. LLC / Hong
Kong / Singapore) plus Stripe, or use a Merchant of Record such as Paddle or Lemon Squeezy
(which handle global tax and compliance on your behalf). TalkNotes's all-cash $200,000 exit on
Acquire.com and idoubi's payment system both rest on this collection infrastructure. Until you solve
payments, everything downstream is just talk.

Pitfall Two: Customer Acquisition
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Overseas acquisition relies heavily on X, Reddit, Product Hunt, and SEO. The pattern in this book is
“product portfolio plus building in public.” levelsio cross-pollinates traffic across multiple products
(PhotoAI/Nomad List/RemoteOK); Tony Dinh reached $137K/month with the TypingMind/DevUtils
portfolio; Marc Lou ships several products a year. For Chinese developers, the real barrier is
sustaining English-language output about “the process of building a product” on X—a dual
adaptation of language and culture, and the place where people most often give up halfway.

Pitfall Three: English Content

AI tools (this book covers roughly 17 AI cases) have sharply lowered the barrier to writing in English,
but “native” fluency and a sense of trust still require polish. ChatPDF (Germany, about $440K ARR)
and Formula Bot ($500K ARR) prove the point: when the product itself solves a clear, urgent need,
English content only has to state the value plainly—it doesn't need literary flair. Going global
with a “tool-type” rather than a “content-type” product first lets you sidestep the single biggest
weakness in English expression.

4. A Decision Framework: Choosing Your Company of One

Converge all of the above into one self-auditable decision path—choose your paradigm at the
intersection of your strengths × available leverage × channel, rather than chasing whichever
paradigm makes the most money. In this book's four-dimension average scores, leverage (8.1) and
timing (7.5) rank far above replicability (5.4), which tells you: picking the right leverage and the right
timing dividend matters more than simply copying someone else.

The “Choose Your Company of One” Self-Audit Checklist (answer each item)

1. Strengths: What can I build or deliver that others cannot? Is it writing code (→ SaaS/AI),
design (→ productized services), or domain knowledge (→ paid knowledge/templates)?

2. Market: Domestic or global? Strong technically and able to push through English → go
global (compare Chen Damo, Tony Dinh); strong in Chinese content/local demand →
domestic (compare Li Xiaolai, Ruan Yifeng).

3. Leverage: Does my product have “build once, sell many times” leverage?
Templates/SaaS/content have the highest leverage (Easlo's $779K at near-zero marginal
cost); physical goods and services have low leverage.

4. Channel: Which channel can I run consistently? Go global with X/Reddit/SEO; go
domestic with Xiaohongshu/Official Accounts/Knowledge Planet—pick a single primary
channel and go deep.

5. Payments: (Mandatory for global) Is my Stripe/Paddle pipeline working? If not, don't write
code yet.

6. Validation: Before committing fully, can I use Xianyu, a landing page, or a presale to land
my first real payment within 30 days? (Compare AudioPen's rapid validation of $73K in its
first two months.)
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7. Minimum viable: Can I, like Marc Lou, ship a rough but payable version first rather than
bottling things up for a year?

If you answer “I don't know” to any of the seven, that is the very problem to solve next—rather
than pressing onward regardless.

This book's plainest lesson holds just as well for Chinese readers: a small starting point is not the
problem (the 100th-ranked Firebean, at about $90K/year, still works; Voicy, at only about $1,600 in
2025, is still on its way), while choosing the wrong track and the wrong channel is the problem.
Locate yourself with the checklist first, then dig into this book's corresponding paradigm chapter for
tactics—that, precisely, is the starting line for a Chinese company of one.
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Part III — The 100, decomposed

Presented in rank order. Each entry: positioning, key data, background, business model, growth
levers, copyable takeaways, risk & moat, stack, and source reliability.

#1 · Designjoy

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Brett Williams, United States · Founded 2017 · Inspiration Index
87/100

Design as a subscription: from $4,995/month, clients queue up requests, one
person delivers async. The global benchmark for productized services.

Revenue: $3.1M (2024, GetLatka); ~$4M
cumulative (July 2024, founder-disclosed)
MRR: ~$130k-$145k (2024)
Gross margin: ~98% (monthly operating
cost only ~$95-176)

Team: 1 person (no employees, no
outsourcing)
Founded: 2017 (Phoenix, AZ)

Background. After years as a freelance designer plagued by lumpy project-based income, Williams
was inspired by Design Pickle to build Designjoy over a single weekend in 2017, pairing two tiers
($449/$849) with a minimalist landing page. A soft launch on Product Hunt a week later cracked the
day's top four and drew 40,000 visitors in 24 hours. He then ran demand-based pricing-raising the rate
as long as people kept paying-pushing the flagship plan from $450 to $4,995/month while staying a
solo operation throughout.

Business model. Productized subscription: a fixed monthly fee, a fixed delivery method, unlimited
requests but only one worked at a time, with clients free to pause or cancel anytime. The flagship plan
is $4,995/month (list $5,995), covering unlimited revisions and ~48-hour turnaround. Stripe handles
billing, Trello handles intake and queueing, and Figma produces the work-no sales calls, no meetings,
fully async. The effect is to repackage per-project design outsourcing into predictable SaaS-like cash
flow, serving roughly 20-35 clients at once and using the pause/cancel mechanism to manage the
queue, at a gross margin near 98%.

Growth levers.

Product Hunt cold start: a minimalist landing page plus one high-visibility soft launch drove
40,000 visits and the first cohort of clients in 24 hours.
Demand-based pricing: keep raising the price while conversion stays high-$450 to
$4,995/month, a tenfold increase with no added cost.
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Build in public: continuous posting of work and MRR milestones on X and Indie Hackers turned
a personal brand into the acquisition and credibility engine.
Productization and process: one request at a time, unlimited revisions, async Trello-eliminating
meetings and capping the boundaries of the service.

Replicable takeaways.

Repackage freelancing into a fixed-price, fixed-delivery subscription, replacing project-based
income with predictable recurring cash flow.
Cap capacity with a one-request-at-a-time queue plus pause/cancel, so a solo operator can
serve dozens of clients without breaking.
Price on demand, not cost: raise rates while conversion holds, since each increase adds almost
no marginal cost and flows straight to margin.
Make delivery fully async (Trello intake, no meetings); the time saved is the real lever behind
solo high revenue.
Keep publishing work and numbers so the personal brand carries the sales function, driving
customer acquisition cost toward zero.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand plus years of refined, high-efficiency delivery
and reputation-not technology or network effects. The ceiling and the chief risk are both the solo
model: delivery capacity, health, and time are hard limits, so revenue cannot scale linearly, and the
moment Williams hires, margins dilute and the model changes. Barriers to entry are low and clones
abound (Zendo and others even sell 'replicate Designjoy' playbooks), so the lead rests on brand and
execution rather than defensibility.

Stack. Figma (design) + Webflow/Memberstack (site and subscriptions) + Stripe (payments) +
Trello/Airtable (intake and queueing) + Zapier (glue), all on free or low-cost tiers, ~$95-176/month
operating cost.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 9/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. GetLatka company page (2024 revenue $3.1M, 2023 $1.5M, 1 person, founded
2017, $0 raised) · Starter Story, 'How Brett Williams Built Design Joy to $1.7M ARR' · Designjoy official site
(pricing $4,995/month, 48h turnaround, pause/cancel mechanism) · Indie Bites podcast #47 (founder on
$130k MRR and the productized model) · Indie Hackers founder post, 'Designjoy crosses $70k MRR' —
High - revenue, team, and pricing are cross-confirmed by GetLatka, Starter Story, the official site, and
multiple founder disclosures; a curation note listing a 2014 founding was an error and corrected to 2017 per
all sources; client count and latest MRR are approximate.

#2 · Justin Welsh / The Saturday Solopreneur

Content, Media & Newsletters · Justin Welsh, United States · Founded 2019 · Inspiration Index
80/100
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Burned-out sales VP turned solo creator: free LinkedIn/X content funnels into a
newsletter and digital products, reaching eight-figure cumulative revenue with no
full-time staff.

Cumulative revenue: $12.5M+ (self-
reported, through 2025)
Annual revenue: ~$4.15M (2024)
Gross margin: 86%-90% (self-reported)

Team: 1 (+1 part-time VA, ~20h/week)
Audience: ~185K newsletter subscribers;
>1.1M social followers (LinkedIn + X)

Background. Welsh ran a 150-person sales org as VP at medical-SaaS company PatientPop, scaling
it to $50M ARR before quitting in August 2019 amid severe burnout and panic attacks. He started with
$250/hour consulting while posting to LinkedIn daily from that same month. By 2021 he had narrowed
his niche, raised consulting rates fivefold, and launched digital courses and a paid community, shifting
from selling time to selling products and proving out a zero-employee scaling path.

Business model. Free daily content (two LinkedIn posts plus X) drives traffic to an email list (The
Saturday Solopreneur), which is monetized through digital products. Three revenue streams: (1)
courses, with LinkedIn OS and Content OS at ~$150 each and flagship The Creator MBA priced higher
(launched January 2024, 2,850 sold for $1.61M in six days); (2) a $9/month template subscription; (3)
newsletter sponsorships at two slots of ~$2,500 each per issue. Courses are the bulk of revenue, sold
evergreen year-round with periodic large launches.

Growth levers.

Content flywheel: sustained daily LinkedIn/X posting builds authority and free reach,
continuously routing social followers into an owned email list (>185K) that is then sold to.
Productized knowledge: consulting and experience are codified into build-once, infinitely-
replicable courses and templates, pushing marginal cost near zero and gross margin near 90%.
Data-driven launches: for the Creator MBA, interest lists plus a survey enabled personalized
email segmentation, lifting conversion from 8.69% to 12.01% and adding ~$650K to a single
launch.

Replicable takeaways.

Build an audience with free content on one platform first, convert followers into email subscribers
(an owned asset), and only then introduce paid products. The order cannot be reversed.
Sell products, not time: turning replicable knowledge into digital courses and templates is the
key to high margins and scaling as an individual.
Stay radically lean: one VA plus SaaS tools replaces hiring, maximizing profit rather than
revenue. The transparent revenue story is itself the best marketing.

Risk & moat. The moat is a founder personal brand: years of accumulated content authority plus an
owned email list, both high in switching cost and hard to copy quickly. The biggest risk and ceiling is
key-person dependency. The business is bound to Welsh himself, leaving no real path to exit or hand-
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off, content output must continue indefinitely, and platform algorithm or policy shifts can hit free reach.
The solopreneur-education niche is also growing crowded, so the narrative advantage is diminishing.

Stack. LinkedIn + X for top-of-funnel; Kit (formerly ConvertKit) for email and courses; Gumroad or own
storefront for course sales; one part-time VA for support; solo operator plus SaaS automation.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. justinwelsh.me newsletter, "Behind-the-Scenes of a $1.613M Course Launch"
(2,850 sold / $1.61M / 18,000 interest list) · justinwelsh.me, "My complete $10M journey" (founder
retrospective) · creatoreconomy.so interview, "How I Built an $8M Business with 0 Employees" · Case
studies from growthinreverse.com, thetilt.com, and kit.com — High - core figures on revenue, launches,
and team come largely from the founder's own public disclosures and are consistently cited by multiple third
parties; the cumulative $12.5M is self-reported and follower/subscriber counts fluctuate over time, so select
values carry approximate/year markers.

#3 · TypingMind / DevUtils 矩阵

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Tony Dinh, Vietnam · Founded 2020 · Inspiration Index 78/100

Building better front-ends for large language models, in public, into a solo seven-
figure product portfolio.

TypingMind MRR: ~$137K/month (2026);
B2B team plans >50%
DevUtils: peaked ~$20K/month; ~$8K/month
on autopilot (2025)

Exits: Xnapper $150K (2024); Black Magic
$128K (2023)
Team: 1 person (~4 hours/day plus light
outsourcing)
Audience: 180K+ followers on X/Twitter

Background. A Vietnamese software engineer with seven years at large tech firms, Tony Dinh fell for
indie development during the 2020 pandemic remote-work era, shipping DevUtils, an offline macOS
developer toolbox, in two weeks; a Show HN launch drove the first sales. He went full-time in
September 2021 on the back of 8,000 followers. When the ChatGPT API opened in March 2023, he
built TypingMind within two weeks, booking $22K in its first week and turning it into his flagship.

Business model. Two engines: one-time purchases plus subscriptions. DevUtils and earlier products
use macOS lifetime licenses; TypingMind's personal version is lifetime (from ~$39, in
Standard/Extended/Premium tiers), while the team product TypingMind Custom is subscription
($99/$199/$299 per month, 5 seats plus per-seat pricing), with bulk licenses ($395/10 users), self-
hosting and enterprise options. B2B team subscriptions now contribute over half of MRR, the cash cow
in the shift from tool to SaaS. Mature smaller products (Xnapper, Black Magic) are sold off
opportunistically for six figures to recycle capital.

Growth levers.
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Build in public: continuous posting of monthly revenue, retrospectives and milestones turned
180K X followers into a free launch channel for every new product.
Timing the window: shipped a better front-end within two weeks of the ChatGPT API opening,
staking out first-mover position in the LLM-wrapper space.
Buy-once plus subscription mix: lifetime licenses for fast acquisition, B2B team subscriptions for
recurring revenue, and on-demand sales of small products for liquidity.
Minimal operating surface: one person at ~4 hours/day plus light outsourcing, with products
running on autopilot to sustain long-term cash flow.

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the product: thousands of real followers before quitting meant instant
distribution at launch, the key precondition for solo validation that others can copy.
Speed is the moat: deliver an MVP within two weeks of a technical window opening; capturing
mindshare beats feature completeness.
Operate a portfolio: hold several small products, sell the mature ones for liquidity, and roll exit
proceeds and attention into the next bet.
Graduating from one-time purchases to B2B subscriptions is the core leap that turns a 'tool' into
a sustainable company.

Risk & moat. The moat is personal brand, iteration speed, and the recurring revenue and switching
costs of the B2B shift, not the underlying technology. The biggest risk is that an 'LLM front-end' is
essentially a wrapper: ever-stronger native UIs from OpenAI/Anthropic, an influx of look-alike
competitors, and API policy changes could all compress the space. Solo capacity is the ceiling, and
the founder has already assessed that TypingMind 'needs a whole team.'

Stack. Native macOS (Swift) for DevUtils; TypingMind is a web front-end wrapping various LLM APIs;
payments via Gumroad early, later Lemon Squeezy and Stripe; growth through X/blog/Indie Hackers,
with light outsourcing.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Tony Dinh's own newsletter (news.tonydinh.com): 'Another 6-figure exit', 'Apr 2023
I sold Black Magic', '500K milestone', 'zero to 45K/mo' · Indie Hackers / Starter Story case breakdowns;
TypingMind pricing pages (typingmind.com/buy, custom.typingmind.com/pricing) · Getlatka, OneManDB
revenue profiles; DevUtils Show HN (news.ycombinator.com, 2020); founder's X @tdinh_me — Medium —
exit amounts, pricing and the early timeline are founder-disclosed and reliable; the $137K MRR and >50%
B2B share are newer figures partly from secondary rankings/media, treated as approximate.

#4 · HeadshotPro

AI-Native Products · Danny Postma, Netherlands / Bali · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index 77/100
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Upload a few selfies; AI generates professional headshots in bulk—a photo studio
shrunk into a solo-run web app.

Revenue: ~$3.6M ARR / ~$300K MRR
(2024)
Customers: ~197K paying users; 18M+
headshots generated

Affiliate revenue: ~$50K/month (~15% of
total revenue)
Team: Near-solo (on-demand contractors /
light part-time help)
Founded: March 2023 (~30 hours to launch)

Background. Postma is a serial indie hacker who sold his AI copywriting tool Headlime to Jasper's
predecessor for ~$1M just eight months after launch in 2021. When Stable Diffusion went open source
in September 2022, he realized from Bali that Dreambooth fine-tuning could turn selfies into
professional headshots, and assembled HeadshotPro in ~30 hours. It launched on March 16, 2023,
and reached $100K in revenue in ~14 days.

Business model. Mostly one-time payments: a single shoot runs $29 (40 photos), $39 (120), or $49
(240), plus team plans (~$39/person, 20% off for 5+) aimed at remote teams generating headshots in
bulk. Revenue rests on three pillars: direct sales, ~$50K/month in affiliate distribution (run on
Rewardful, ~15% of revenue), and near-zero-cost organic traffic from SEO. The underlying compute is
billed by generation volume, so margins—set by the gap between GPU inference cost and price—
become very high at scale.

Growth levers.

Build in public: posted revenue and progress openly on Twitter/X, riding the early AI hype to
cold-start and ignite the first wave of traffic at launch.
Programmatic SEO (pSEO): mass-generated 200+ city/profession long-tail landing pages to
own 'AI headshot + location' searches, compounding organic traffic over time.
Affiliate network: a high-commission program drew bloggers and tool sites to push volume,
reaching ~$50K/month and ~15% of revenue.
Timing: launched within days of Stable Diffusion going open source, banking reviews, press, and
word-of-mouth before competitors caught on.

Replicable takeaways.

Package a new open-source capability as a finished product for one concrete pain point
(professional headshots), not yet another generic AI tool—and price by outcome, not by token.
Cold-start on the founder's personal reach and build-in-public, then hand off to programmatic
SEO for long-tail pages; together they can replace paid acquisition.
An affiliate program is the cheapest sales team for a solo product: trade commissions for
distribution and reach a double-digit share of revenue without hiring.
An early form of speed-as-moat: ship 'good enough' inside a new-technology window and use
first-mover reviews and word-of-mouth to offset later look-alikes.
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Risk & moat. The moat is first-mover reputation, SEO assets, and brand (~197K customers, a 4.8-star
rating, SOC2 compliance) rather than technology—the underlying Stable Diffusion/Dreambooth stack
is available to anyone, and entrants like BetterPic keep pushing prices down. The ceiling: trivially low
barriers to AI image generation invite commoditization and price wars, while native phone cameras or
large models could turn 'headshots' into a free feature, leaving enterprise team plans and brand trust
as the long-term lifeline.

Stack. Stable Diffusion + Dreambooth fine-tuning (via Astria/Replicate-style GPU inference APIs), self-
built landing pages for pSEO, Rewardful for affiliates, subscription/usage-based compute billing, run
near-solo on tooling and outsourcing.

Revenue 9/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Danny Postma's public tweets / build in public (X @dannypostmaa) · Indie
Hackers: HeadshotPro SEO breakdown + Headlime 'seven-figure exit in 8 months' AMA · Starter Story /
Startup Founder Stories: HeadshotPro $300K/month breakdown · Rewardful case study: HeadshotPro
~$50K/month affiliate revenue · HeadshotPro pricing page and customer/generation-volume data — High
— revenue (~$300K MRR), the Headlime ~$1M exit, customer count (~197K / 18M images), and affiliate
revenue (~$50K/month) are all founder-disclosed and cross-confirmed by multiple outlets; exact MRR
fluctuates and the operation later took on light outsourcing, so select figures are marked as approximate.

#5 · PhotoAI (photoai.com)

AI-Native Products · Pieter Levels (levelsio), Netherlands / Thailand · Founded 2023 · Inspiration
Index 77/100

A one-person AI photo studio: train a personal model on a few selfies, generate
unlimited studio-grade and commercial photos.

Revenue: ~$132-138K MRR / $1.6M+ ARR
(2025, founder-disclosed)
Margin: ~87% (monthly cost ~$13K, mostly
Replicate API)
Paying users: ~2,000 subscribers (est.,
ARPU ~$60-70/mo)

Team: 1 (briefly contracted one AI engineer
for the model)
Founded: Feb 2023 (formerly AvatarAI;
~$100K in first 10 days)

Background. After Stable Diffusion shipped, Levels tinkered locally, built a "houses that don't exist"
toy, then AvatarAI: a viral tweet, a next-day launch, ~$100K in 10 days and ~$150K in the first week.
Judging avatars too gimmicky, in February 2023 he pivoted to PhotoAI, chasing photorealism and a
"real problem" over a passing trend. PhotoAI again pulled in ~$100K in its first 10 days and hit $61.8K
MRR by month five.

Business model. Pure subscription plus a credit system, no free tier. Four monthly/annual tiers:
Starter $19, Pro $49, Premium $99, Ultra $199 per month, each granting generation credits that expire
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only after two years and can be topped up; annual plans add up to six free months. No investors, no
ads, no Product Hunt. The dominant cost is usage-based Replicate inference (Stable
Diffusion/DreamBooth) at ~$12K/mo against ~$40/mo servers; later, ChatGPT-analyzed Stripe data
and dunning webhooks lifted failed-payment recovery from 20% toward 40%.

Growth levers.

Build in public: a decade on X built 600K+ followers, a live revenue dashboard and Stripe
screenshots; one tech-stack tweet hit 4.8M views, and ~50% of traffic comes from X at near-
zero acquisition cost.
Caught the generative-AI starting line: rode the 2022-23 Stable Diffusion wave, using Replicate-
hosted inference to productize "train a personal model, get studio portraits" and seize first-mover
position.
Relentless solo iteration: PHP + jQuery + SQLite on a single VPS, ~14K lines of code and 37K+
commits a year, continually adding video, outfit-swap and commercial licensing to widen reasons
to pay.

Replicable takeaways.

Secure the need before chasing cool: pivoting from AvatarAI (a trend toy) to PhotoAI (a
substitute for professional photography) transformed both repeat purchase and ceiling.
Building in public is distribution: publishing revenue, Stripe screenshots and every release earns
trust and traffic, eliminating most of the marketing budget.
Outsource the heavy lifting via hosted APIs: no self-run GPUs; metered Replicate calls keep
cost linear with revenue and maximize both margin and one-person maintainability.
No free tier plus subscription plus credits: charge from day one to filter for real intent, and use
credits to smooth high inference costs and drive top-ups.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand and distribution plus iteration speed, not
technology, the stack rests on open models and a third-party API and has been widely cloned. The
biggest risks: dependence on the underlying models and Replicate's pricing/availability;
commoditization and price wars in AI portraits; likeness/deepfake and regulatory compliance; and key-
person operational and health risk. Growth comes from adding features rather than any structural
barrier.

Stack. PHP + jQuery + SQLite on a single DigitalOcean VPS; Replicate-hosted SDXL/DreamBooth
inference; Stripe for payments; X as the primary distribution channel; essentially no outsourcing (one
short-term AI engineer).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. levelsio public X posts and live revenue dashboard ($1M ARR in 17 days, Stripe
screenshots, dunning experiments) · levels.io founder blog, "Photo AI a photorealistic AI photo studio" ·
Indie Hackers deep-dive, "0 to $132K MRR in 18 Months" · ppc.land / FastSaaS / The Creators AI coverage
and photoai.com/pricing — High — revenue, pricing and stack are founder-disclosed and cross-verified
across sources; user count is estimated from ARPU (no exact monthly subscriber figures published).
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#6 · StoryShort + useArtemis（Samuel Rondot 组合）

AI-Native Products · Samuel Rondot, France · Founded 2024 · Inspiration Index 77/100

A former optician who taught himself to code by cloning proven products and
improving them 1%, running a one-person AI SaaS portfolio.

Portfolio MRR: ~$28K (end of 2024) → $35–
41K (2025–26, incl. StoryShort / useArtemis /
Capacity)
StoryShort: Stripe-verified ~$22.3K MRR,
$508K cumulative, 388 active subscriptions,

~27K users (2026-06)
useArtemis: ~$15K MRR (volatile /
declining), ~15K users
Team: 1 person (Capacity has 1 co-founder)
StoryShort founded: 2024

Background. Rondot spent ~3 years as an optician in France with no coding background, learning to
build via a single 15-hour YouTube course. His early side project MathPlanner—a WordPress landing
page fronting real workers in India and Bangladesh posing as 'automation'—reached ~$30K/month,
prompting him to quit his job. He launched the LinkedIn email-finder useArtemis in 2022, then in 2024
copied a proven 'automated faceless short-video' concept to build StoryShort; paid ads scaled it fast,
and within months it matched the revenue of useArtemis, which had taken two years.

Business model. Pure SaaS subscriptions. StoryShort auto-generates and schedules faceless
TikTok/YouTube shorts end-to-end (script, AI imagery, voiceover, captions, music—built on GPT-4.5
and ElevenLabs/OpenAI voices), priced in monthly tiers by generation quota. useArtemis sells
LinkedIn email/phone scraping plus multichannel outreach at $69–$399/month by verified-email
volume, alongside a now-discontinued lifetime plan. Distribution combines paid ads (Meta/Google) for
fast validation, SEO for long-term compounding, free tools for top-of-funnel, and affiliate referral—all
on one reused Next.js/Node/MongoDB stack.

Growth levers.

Validate before building: only clone products that already exist, show paid or organic growth, are
something he'd use, and are easy to maintain—then improve the experience 1%, minimizing
execution risk.
Paid-ads-plus-SEO flywheel: ads validate demand same-day, while SEO and AI-engine
optimization drive ~400 clicks/day of compounding free traffic.
Free tools and affiliates for viral pull: free utilities attract users, then affiliate referral turns them
into a distribution channel.
Heavy stack reuse: one Next.js/Node/MongoDB/Vercel/AWS stack runs multiple products, letting
a single operator run them in parallel.
Build in public and ride the faceless-shorts / AI-content-automation moment for precise
positioning.

Replicable takeaways.
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Don't reinvent the wheel: find a proven product in a validated niche that already shows paid
traction, then optimize 1% of the experience—far lower risk than zero-to-one innovation.
Split ads and SEO by role: use controllable paid traffic to test whether a market will actually pay,
then let SEO amortize acquisition cost over time.
Trade product depth for portfolio leverage: a unified stack and highly automated product shape
let one person maintain several products rather than perfecting one.
Cut losses early: by his own account he over-invested in useArtemis and should have moved
sooner to build more StoryShort-style tools.
Hedge with a portfolio: when useArtemis stumbled on platform policy, StoryShort carried the
load—the multi-product mix is itself a risk design.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow—the products are by design replicable, off-the-shelf solutions
facing many competitors, defended mainly by execution speed, SEO assets, and ad efficiency. The
biggest risk is platform dependence: useArtemis revenue fell as LinkedIn tightened automation limits,
and lifetime customers churned reputation-damagingly as features and support were cut, while
StoryShort is exposed to TikTok/YouTube policy and upstream AI-model cost and bans. The ceiling is
one person's capacity; StoryShort is listed for $1.2M (4.4x) and up for sale.

Stack. Next.js + Node.js + MongoDB + Vercel + AWS; AI via GPT-4.5 and ElevenLabs/OpenAI voices;
distribution through Meta/Google ads + SEO + free tools + affiliates; near-solo (Capacity has 1 co-
founder).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 10/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers, 'Learning to code and building a $28k/mo portfolio of SaaS
products' · TrustMRR — StoryShort (Stripe-verified ~$22.3K MRR / $508K cumulative / 388 subscriptions,
2026-06) and founder/samuelrdt page · Starter Story podcast, 'I cloned 3 apps and now make $35K/month'
· Medium (ven coding), 'How an Ex-Optician Built $35,000/Month in SaaS Apps' · Samuel Rondot's own X
(@samuelrdt); useArtemis site/Crunchbase/AppSumo reviews; StoryShort site — High — StoryShort
revenue is verified via TrustMRR/Stripe API and portfolio figures are cross-confirmed by founder
disclosures and third-party coverage; useArtemis MRR fluctuates over time ($15K down to ~$5K), so it is
flagged as a range and trend.

#7 · Lenny's Newsletter（Lenny 的通讯）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Lenny Rachitsky（莱尼·拉奇茨基）, United States · Founded 2019
· Inspiration Index 76/100

A former Airbnb product lead turned career knowledge into a paid newsletter,
podcast, and community—a one-person Substack business heavyweight.

Revenue: Newsletter $2M+/yr; podcast
$500K+/yr (CNBC 2024)

Subscribers: 1M+ total; 18K+ paid (~4–5%
conversion)
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Pricing: $15/mo, $150/yr; tool-bundle Insider
tier $200–$350
Team: 1 full-time (founder) + outsourced
podcast/content

Founded: 2019 (free) / Apr 2020 paid / Jun
2022 podcast

Background. Rachitsky left Airbnb in 2019 after seven years leading growth, intending to start a
company; when a Medium post half went viral, he pivoted to writing instead, launching on Substack
that August with a relentless weekly cadence. He turned on paid subscriptions in April 2020, reaching
~450 paid and 13K free within the first six weeks. The podcast followed in 2022, and total subscribers
crossed 1M in early 2025.

Business model. The core is a paywalled subscription: free weekly posts drive top-of-funnel, while
the paywall locks deep guides, product templates, and a private Slack of 30,000+ senior PMs. Pricing
is $15/mo or $150/yr, plus a $200–$350 Insider tier that bundles annual licenses for Linear, Notion,
Perplexity, and a dozen other SaaS tools (claimed value $10K). Secondary lines are podcast
sponsorships ($500K+/yr) and a job board, with newsletter and podcast acting as a mutual flywheel—
guests are content, and content is acquisition.

Growth levers.

Substack recommendations: at one point drove ~78% of new free subscribers, scaling reach at
zero cost via the platform's network effects.
Breakout research reports as a funnel: pieces like the marketplace study and 'first 1,000 users'
each added thousands to multiples of subscriber growth.
Podcast flywheel: every episode features a world-class product/growth leader who carries their
own audience and pushes back into the 1M-email list.
Tool-bundle upsell: a single upgrade email leveraged the $200/$350 bundle tiers into $1M+ in
revenue, converting SaaS vendors' acquisition budgets into a content subsidy.
Continuous X/Twitter slicing: paywalled content is cut into multi-angle short posts that @-
mention contributors for amplification.

Replicable takeaways.

Build trust with frequent free content before paywalling: he gave away ~9 months of free posts
before charging, and 4–5% conversion is enough to support a full-time income.
Turn scarce relationships and data into a content moat: front-line executive interviews plus
crowdsourced data are differentiation ordinary writers cannot copy.
Use third-party value as an upsell lure: bundling others' SaaS licenses as an add-on pack
leverages a high-priced tier at near-zero marginal cost.
Make the newsletter and podcast one flywheel: a single topic yields an article, a podcast, and
social slices—reusing one research effort.
Cold-start on platform distribution dividends: lean on Substack recommendations and guest
cross-promotion early rather than pure paid acquisition.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand, a scarce network of executive interviews, and
a 30,000+ PM private community—all high switching cost and hard to replicate. The biggest risk is
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key-person dependence and a ceiling: content output is capped by one person, and scaling further
requires a team (already in tension with the personal brand). It also leans heavily on Substack's
platform policies and distribution dividends, so acquisition costs rise as the recommendations dividend
decays.

Stack. Substack (publishing/paywall/recommendations) + self-hosted podcast with sponsorships,
Maven courses, and a job board; primarily solo writing, with podcast editing/production and some
content research outsourced to freelancers.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Growth In Reverse deep-dive (growthinreverse.com/lennys-paid-newsletter and
/lenny) · CNBC 2024-01: podcast $500K+/yr report · GetLatka: first-year $300K+ ARR growth data · Indie
Hackers AMA (Lenny, early $500K ARR disclosure) · Lenny's Newsletter '1,000,000' / 'How I built a 1M+
subscriber newsletter' founder retrospective · StartupSpells: $200/$350 bundle tier, single-email $1M+
revenue breakdown — High — subscriber/conversion/pricing and podcast $500K+ corroborated across
multiple sources including founder disclosure; newsletter $2M+ and bundle $1M+ are media est. or single-
event figures, flagged as estimates.

#8 · ecommemily (Emily Odio-Sutton 的 Etsy 按需印刷店)

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Emily Odio-Sutton, United States · Founded 2023 ·
Inspiration Index 76/100

Uses ChatGPT to mine obscure jobs and hobbies, Canva for text-only designs, and
Printify dropshipping to turn gift slogans into a six-figure side business at ~10 hours
a week.

Revenue: $236K+ (2024 main shop);
~$220,300 per CNBC's audit of her Etsy back
office
Cumulative sales: $800K+ across shops,
26K+ orders (2025)

Margin: ~30%
Team: 1 (mother and husband later help with
order checks)
Startup cost: <$40, ~10 hours/week

Background. A former internal operations manager at a children's book publisher, Emily went hunting
for a side gig in late 2022 when her 9-to-5 left no room for her daughter's school pickup; she stumbled
onto print-on-demand while watching a reality show. With zero design experience, she opened her
Etsy shop in January 2023, hit $133K and crossed six figures within ten months, then cut her day job
to part-time and used the side income to clear $20,000 in student loans.

Business model. Pure print-on-demand: she handles only ideation and layout, while Printify prints
and ships after each order, leaving zero inventory and zero working capital. She targets giftable,
higher-ticket categories (mugs, candles, tote bags, notebooks) priced $18-$30, netting ~30% after
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Etsy fees and production cost; ~95% of sales come from Etsy's organic search with no paid traffic. A
second curve monetizes her expertise: a VIP coaching role at Gold City Ventures, The Gift Lab course
($247 course + $145 six-month cohort, normally $297), and Pinterest management.

Growth levers.

Uses Google/ChatGPT to brute-force lists of obscure professions and hobbies (speech
therapists, podcasters), then reuses one copy template across N niches at near-zero marginal
cost.
Validates before designing: checks keywords and bestsellers with EverBee and only creates art
once demand is confirmed; one 15-minute design has cumulatively sold $27,000+.
Shifted from t-shirts to giftable higher-ticket categories, recasting the buying motive from self-use
to holiday and occupational gifting, sharply lifting conversion and order value.
Built herself into a top-1%-seller personal brand (YouTube/Instagram/Threads) and re-monetizes
the playbook through courses and coaching.

Replicable takeaways.

POD is a genuinely zero-inventory model: no forecasting, no stocking. Concentrate all effort on
the one high-leverage step of topic and copy selection.
Text-based designs are infinitely reusable: one set of phrasings mapped onto different jobs and
hobbies turns a single idea into dozens of SKUs.
Riding platform organic traffic works only if you 'pin the demand' first: validate search volume
and competition with tools before deciding what to make, not after.
Treat 'gifting occasion' as a positioning, not a product category, to sidestep the commoditized
self-use market and capture higher prices and holiday peaks.
Startup cost can be held under $40 and validation is near-free: ideal for proving the model in
spare time before committing full-time.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin: designs are easy to copy and the same Printify products are available
to anyone, so the edge is mainly topic instinct, listing speed, and the early-mover advantage of
accumulated shop reviews. The biggest risk is platform dependence, with 95% of traffic from Etsy,
leaving revenue exposed to any algorithm, fee, or policy change; the category ceiling also caps single-
shop scale, which is why she has diversified into a second shop, courses, and coaching.

Stack. Canva (design) + ChatGPT/Google (ideation) + EverBee (keywords/product research) + Printify
(dropship) + Etsy (main channel); courses hosted on Podia, teaching via Gold City Ventures.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 9/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. CNBC Make It (2024-09, audited her Etsy back office: $220,300 / ~30% margin /
<$40 startup / 10 hrs/week) · CNBC Make It (2024-09-30: 2024 revenue $236K, best month $54,900,
second shop $17.2K) · DollarSprout in-depth interview (cumulative $560K, 94% from POD, $27K bestseller,
mother/husband help) · Gold City Ventures / The Gift Lab (cumulative sales $800K+, 26K+ orders, course
pricing, VIP coaching) · Founder's own channels @ecommemily (YouTube/Instagram/Threads) — High —
core figures verified via CNBC's review of her Etsy back office and consistent across
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CNBC/DollarSprout/founder; the cumulative '$800K+' is a founder/course-side figure that includes teaching
income, hence flagged.

#9 · Tabs Chocolate

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Oliver Brocato (co-founded with Jake Lewin), United
States · Founded 2021 · Inspiration Index 75/100

A single aphrodisiac-chocolate SKU, with marketing outsourced to thousands of
TikTok repost accounts forming a self-replicating affiliate army.

Cumulative revenue: ~$11M over 18-24
months (late 2021-2023, founder-reported)
First-year revenue: ~$4M, despite being out
of stock most months
Team: 2 founders, 0 full-time staff; everything
else outsourced

Creator network: 60+ paid creators plus
thousands of repost accounts; Discord grew
2,500 -> 7,000
Startup capital / exit: ~$30K of own savings,
no outside funding; exited ~late 2023

Background. In December 2021, Brocato and fellow college student Jake Lewin launched a single
product, an aphrodisiac dark chocolate, on ~$30K of savings. Organic TikTok content sold out the first
month and drove ~$280K the second; the novelty positioning was natively suited to viral spread. A
mid-2022 TikTok ban cut revenue by ~40%, forcing a pivot from hiring creators to building an affiliate
distribution network, after which monthly revenue stabilized above $1M.

Business model. Shopify single-SKU DTC, boxes priced ~$32-39 with tiered multi-box discounts and
zero paid advertising. Revenue came almost entirely from affiliate creators: early on a $1K-$3K/month
retainer bought ~30 TikToks per creator, later shifting to a ~20% commission on trackable sales. The
core move was turning the brand into a repostable content library, with thousands of imitation accounts
recirculating hit videos daily and Social Snowball issuing each creator a unique discount code for
attribution.

Growth levers.

Novelty product x platform-native content: aphrodisiac chocolate carries its own hook, so UGC
arrives pre-loaded with talkability and creative costs approach zero.
Marketing outsourced to an affiliate army: shifting from retainers to ~20% commission makes
creators self-financing and converts ad spend into a variable cost that floats with sales.
Discord hub plus content library: thousands of repost accounts are trained to spin up new
accounts and reuse winning scripts, so a single ban barely dents the whole via network
redundancy.
Discount-code attribution instead of UTMs: Social Snowball's per-creator codes solve TikTok's
untrackable-link problem and split commissions precisely.
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Replicable takeaways.

Pick products people actively want to film: built-in talkability pushes acquisition cost toward zero.
Structure marketing as a variable cost: a commission-based affiliate network replaces fixed ad
budgets, so cash-flow risk self-adjusts to sales.
Build replicable assets, not premium content: supply scripts and a hit library so thousands of
accounts can copy cheaply and win on volume against algorithmic uncertainty.
Design for platform bans: a distributed account network plus a community hub keeps any single
takedown non-fatal.

Risk & moat. The moat lies in the execution flywheel and operational know-how (affiliate recruiting,
content library, attribution system, community training) rather than product or patent, since the recipe is
easy to copy and the category is crowded. The biggest risk is platform dependence: a TikTok policy
change or ban can instantly cut revenue (a ~40% drop already happened in mid-2022), and a single
SKU on a single channel makes the ceiling and the fragility one and the same. The ~late-2023 exit
reinforces that the novelty is hard to sustain.

Stack. Shopify + Social Snowball (affiliate attribution) + Discord (creator hub) + organic
TikTok/IG/YouTube; fully outsourced (creators, manufacturing, operations), 0 full-time staff.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story: Oliver Brocato Built An $11M Sex Chocolate Brand Before He Was
21 · Hampton (joinhampton.com): Oliver Brocato / Bustem interview (notes the ~late-2023 exit) · Social
Snowball case study: Tabs affiliate revenue +17%, 9.8x ROI · DTC POD #185 podcast: Oliver Brocato &
Jake Lewin interview · moneymakingstory.com / startupspells.com case breakdowns — Medium — core
revenue and creator-scale figures rely mainly on the founder's public claims and secondhand breakdowns,
with no audit or exit price for independent corroboration, and startup-capital ($30K vs $1K) and headcount
figures differ across sources.

#10 · ChatPDF

AI-Native Products · Mathis Lichtenberger, Germany · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index 75/100

Upload a PDF and chat with it: an early winner that wrapped ChatGPT into a single
document-Q&A workflow.

Revenue: ~$440K ARR (Latka 2025 est.) /
founder-side claim ~$6M ARR
(uncorroborated)
Users: Claimed ~10M monthly actives across
~50,000 companies (figures not
independently verified)

Team: ~1-4 people (effectively a solo/near-
solo operation)
Funding: $0 (fully bootstrapped)
Founded: 2023 (one of the earliest PDF-Q&A
entrants)
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Background. Lichtenberger, a German software engineer (CS master's from the University of Lübeck,
former VP of Engineering at Bliq, creator of Firefoo), spotted the 'chat with your documents' gap during
the early-2023 ChatGPT wave. Within weeks he shipped ChatPDF: upload a PDF, then ask questions.
The inflection was precise positioning plus aggressive SEO, which reportedly made it the world's 45th-
largest generative-AI site within a year.

Business model. Pure freemium subscription. A tightly capped free tier (~2 PDFs and ~50 questions
per day) manufactures upgrade pressure, while the paid Plus tier unlocks high page and question
limits and folder organization. Pricing rose over time, from ~$5/month early on to $9.99 and later
$19.99/month plus annual plans. Under the hood it is GPT plus RAG retrieval: ChatPDF pays OpenAI
for inference and keeps the subscription spread, with higher-volume company usage on top,
sustaining high margins via near-zero marginal cost and organic-traffic acquisition.

Growth levers.

Timing: launched among the first while 'chat with documents' was still scarce in early 2023,
capturing the category premium and press coverage.
SEO: built content and landing pages around 'chat with PDF' search intent, turning high-intent
queries into the primary free-acquisition engine.
Freemium hook: a generous-but-capped free tier drove viral word-of-mouth among students and
researchers (textbooks, papers), then converted to paid.
AI leverage: wrapping a third-party model (GPT) into one self-explanatory action let a tiny team
serve tens of millions of visits.

Replicable takeaways.

When a big platform's capability just opens and a vertical niche is unclaimed, shipping fast beats
shipping perfect.
A GPT wrapper wins by collapsing a general capability into a single action that needs no
explanation (upload then ask) and by converting search intent into distribution.
Freemium limits are themselves a growth engine: free that is useful enough breeds word-of-
mouth, while the cap creates the reason to pay.
A minimal team using AI plus SEO can move tens of millions of visits, validating the one-person-
company model at the AI application layer.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin: the core is a GPT wrapper, and the defensibility rests on search
rankings, brand recognition, and an early-mover user and company base rather than the easily copied
technology. The biggest risks are upstream platforms (OpenAI and other model providers) shipping
native document Q&A, plus commoditized clones and built-in features from incumbents. The ceiling
depends on whether ChatPDF can graduate from a single-use tool into a workflow or team-
collaboration product.

Stack. GPT (GPT-3.5/4) plus RAG retrieval; web app with subscription billing; SEO-driven content
distribution; minimal near-solo team.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10
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Sources & confidence. getlatka.com/companies/chatpdf.com (revenue $440K, valuation $1.3M, ~4 staff,
$0 funding; 2025 est.) · Founder Mathis Lichtenberger, LinkedIn ('45th-largest Gen-AI site within a year of
launch', 2024-03) · Market Clarity, 'Top 40 Most Profitable GPT Wrappers 2025' (~$6M ARR, ~10M MAU,
~50,000 companies; secondary aggregated figures) · Crunchbase/Tracxn company profiles (founded 2023,
Laboe, Germany, no funding) · the-decoder.com coverage plus multiple review sites (pricing and free-tier
limits) — Medium — founding year, bootstrapped status, founder background, and the timing-plus-SEO
growth path are well supported, but revenue spans two ~10x-divergent figures ($440K Latka vs. ~$6M
aggregated) and MAU/company counts are unverified secondary data, so scale numbers warrant only
medium trust.

#11 · PDF.ai / Testimonial.to（Damon Chen 陈大猛）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Damon Chen (陈大猛), United States (Chinese-American) ·
Founded 2021 · Inspiration Index 75/100

A build-in-public indie developer running two SaaS products solo, together past
$1M ARR: a testimonial collector and an AI PDF reader.

Combined Revenue: ~$1.3M+ ARR (2024;
Testimonial.to ~$800K + PDF.ai ~$500K+)
PDF.ai Monthly Revenue: peak ~$60K–
$80K/mo (founder, 2023–24)
PDF.ai Scale: ~350K users, ~1M monthly
visitors (~350K from organic search)

Team: first hire only after $400K ARR; near-
solo throughout
Founded: Testimonial.to 2021; PDF.ai 2023
(acquired and renamed)

Background. Damon Chen spent eight years as a Cisco engineer before taking a six-month unpaid
leave during the 2020 pandemic to build five projects back-to-back. The first four earned nothing; the
fifth, Testimonial.to (a customer-testimonial collector and 'Wall of Love'), made ~$6K from 30 lifetime
subscriptions within two weeks of launch. He quit at $2K MRR, promising his wife he would hit $100K
ARR within a year or return to a job—and reached it in nine months. In May 2023 he spent ~$10K to
buy the PDF.ai domain and acquire a Looseleaf.ai codebase, riding the AI wave into a second product.

Business model. Pure subscription SaaS, bootstrapped with no outside funding. Testimonial.to
moved from a $199 lifetime buyout to monthly/annual tiers priced by collection volume and features;
PDF.ai runs freemium—free PDF questioning as the hook, paid tiers unlocking quota, plus an early
$99 lifetime deal that sold 300+ in three months. Both run a 30% affiliate cut (on payments within 12
months) with a first-year discount for referrals, contributing ~10–15% of revenue. Compute is
outsourced to OpenAI on a pay-per-use basis, with margin sitting in the spread between subscription
price and API cost.

Growth levers.
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Build-in-public: continuously sharing revenue and process on X turned a personal brand into
product trust—80–90% of early customers came from Twitter.
Premium domain plus organic search: PDF.ai is a 'category-as-domain' that owns the core 'PDF
AI' term, with about half of organic traffic from that keyword and its variants—slashing
acquisition cost.
Affiliates, earned media and influencers: a 30% commission pushed partners to build their own
landing pages; coverage from large outlets like Spain's La Vanguardia delivered strong
backlinks; a full-time influencer posting daily on Instagram added 20K followers in four months.
Product Hunt launch: PDF.ai went on PH within days of acquisition and recouped acquisition
plus domain cost in ~6 days.
Two-product replication: the build-in-public + affiliate + SEO playbook validated on Testimonial.to
was transplanted wholesale to PDF.ai to accelerate its cold start.

Replicable takeaways.

Validate demand the cheapest way first: building five small projects to fail fast, then going all-in
on the one that hit, beats grinding on a single idea.
Treat building in public as an acquisition channel: posting numbers and the journey accumulates
trust before launch, getting to scale on near-zero budget.
A premium SEO domain is leverage, not luxury: a category-keyword domain doubles as brand,
search magnet and backlink anchor.
Outsource sales to the market via affiliates: high commissions get promoters to build content
and drive traffic for you, paid on performance.
AI products are wrappers that wrap value: with OpenAI as the base layer, nailing interaction,
distribution and brand lets one person capture the moment.

Risk & moat. The moat is soft: a premium domain, SEO authority, personal brand and affiliate network
form a customer-acquisition barrier, but AI PDF questioning is technically low-barrier and crowded,
heavily dependent on OpenAI (cost and capability dictated by others), and exposed to commoditization
as ChatGPT reads PDFs natively. Testimonial.to has steadier cash flow and a firmer moat through
switching costs and embedded testimonial walls. The biggest ceiling is price competition in a crowded
category and pressure from platform-level players, which a multi-product mix is meant to diversify
against.

Stack. OpenAI (models) + Vercel (hosting) + Stripe (payments) + Mercury (banking/finance) + Deel
(hiring); growth via X/SEO/affiliates/influencers, near-solo with key functions outsourced.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Damon Chen's own X/LinkedIn disclosures (e.g., 'PDF.ai crossed $60K in
November') · Starter Story, 'How Damon Chen Scaled PDF AI' · Indie Hackers / Indie Bites podcasts
(Testimonial.to early $13K MRR, $100K ARR AMA) · creatoreconomy.so long-form interview ($1.3M+
combined ARR, timeline, pricing) · GetLatka data page (PDF.ai ~$591.7K ARR, 2024–25) — Medium —
core narrative and milestones repeatedly self-disclosed by the founder and cross-confirmed by multiple
outlets; monthly revenue/ARR figures vary by disclosure date ($25K–$80K/mo) and definition, and user
counts and latest combined ARR are estimated ranges, hence '~'.
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#12 · Formula Bot（excelformulabot）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · David Bressler, United States · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index
75/100

Turns plain English into Excel/Sheets formulas, then into an AI data analyst—a
million-user tool a non-coder built on no-code during paternity leave.

Revenue: $500K ARR (2024); MRR >$42K
(2025)
Cumulative revenue / margin: ~$2.8M
cumulative; ~87.5% gross margin (founder
disclosure, 2025-04)

Users: 1M+ registered (email); ~3% paid
conversion
Team: 1 founder + 2 part-time Bubble
developers (~20h/week)
Launched: September 2022

Background. Bressler, a non-programmer with a data and marketing-analytics background, had
worked full-time since 2011. During a six-week paternity leave in 2022 he used the no-code platform
Bubble to build an MVP converting natural language into Excel formulas, shipping it just before
ChatGPT's public launch. A 10,000-upvote Reddit post on r/InternetIsBeautiful and one 4.5M-follower
TikTok video drove rapid uptake; once revenue exceeded his salary, he went full-time in 2024.

Business model. Pure subscription SaaS with self-serve distribution. A free tier of 5 uses per month
seeds the acquisition funnel; paid plans unlock unlimited use and advanced data-analysis features.
Pricing climbed from an early $2.99/month to today's $15–$35/month across tiers, with ~99.9% of
revenue from subscriptions. Zero outside funding and fully bootstrapped, it runs a thin wrapper over
the OpenAI API with minimal headcount for high margin (~87.5%), expanding from a single formula
generator into an 'AI data analyst' to lift ARPU and TAM.

Growth levers.

Viral social cold start: a 10k-upvote Reddit post (80k+ visitors), a 4.5M-follower TikTok creator
(285k likes), and Product Hunt delivered the first million-scale traffic at near-zero paid spend.
Free-quota funnel: 5 free uses per month act as a hook, converting organic search and social
traffic into email signups and then paid subscriptions.
Timed the AI window and kept raising prices/tiers: launched ahead of ChatGPT, then expanded
from formula generation to data analysis and lifted pricing from $2.99 to $15–$35.

Replicable takeaways.

A non-coder can ship a paid product in weeks with no-code (Bubble) plus an LLM API—
technology is not the barrier; distribution and topic selection are.
Building a high-frequency, small-pain-point tool adjacent to a giant platform (Excel/Sheets) and
using a free quota as a funnel is cheaper than buying ads.
Bootstrap growth on creator/community virality, then layer in systematic marketing and price/tier
increases once organic traffic plateaus (mid-2023 to 2024).
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Risk & moat. The moat is weak: the core is a thin wrapper over OpenAI, exposed to copycats, Excel
Copilot, and ChatGPT itself, with costs tied to API pricing. Its edges are first-mover brand/SEO, a
million-email asset, and a proven paid funnel. The largest risk is platform-native AI absorbing the use
case outright; the ceiling depends on completing the shift from 'formula tool' to a harder-to-replace
'data-analysis platform'.

Stack. Bubble (no-code, migrating toward custom code) + OpenAI API + Make/AWS/Render
middleware; distribution via social/Reddit/TikTok/Product Hunt; 2 part-time developers outsourced.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story interview (2023-03; $23K/month, $6.99 pricing, solo) · Indie Hackers
founder post, 'Getting serious about marketing after hitting $500k ARR' (2025-05; $500K ARR, >$42K
MRR, $15–$35 pricing, 1M+ users) · Indie Hackers X post (2025-04; ~$2.8M/yr, 900K+ users, 87.5% gross
margin) · Bubble case study, '1 Million-User AI Tool on Bubble' (1M users, stack, 2 part-time developers) ·
Getlatka excelformulabot (2024 est. ~$29.1K/month, $0 funding, ~2 people) — Medium — multiple sources
agree on ARR/users/pricing/timeline; the widely cited '$226K MRR' is cumulative/aggregate data
mislabeled as monthly recurring, so this case uses the founder's 2025 disclosure of $500K ARR/>$42K
MRR; no acquisition reported.

#13 · Pieter Levels 产品矩阵 (PhotoAI / Nomad List / RemoteOK /
InteriorAI)

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Pieter Levels (levelsio), Netherlands / Thailand · Founded 2014 ·
Inspiration Index 74/100

A solo founder runs dozens of minimalist SaaS products in parallel: AI portraits, a
nomad community, remote hiring, and AI interior design.

Portfolio revenue: ~$3.1M+ ARR (2025);
self-reported peak of $420K/mo (2024-09)
Flagship PhotoAI: $150K MRR / 2,573 paid
subscriptions / 87% gross margin (self-
reported, 2025-09)

Team: 1 person (no co-founders, no
employees, no funding)
Origin: 2014 "12 startups in 12 months"; 70+
products shipped to date
Stack: Single VPS: PHP + jQuery + SQLite

Background. In the Dutch winter of 2014, Levels was nearly out of cash and battling anxiety and
depression when he launched "12 startups in 12 months" to force himself to ship one product a month.
A crowdsourced spreadsheet of city data became Nomad List, the digital-nomad community, which in
turn spawned RemoteOK, a remote-jobs board. Riding the 2023 Stable Diffusion wave, he built
PhotoAI (AI portraits) in two weeks, crossed $10K MRR in three, and reused the same stack to launch
InteriorAI, vaulting portfolio revenue upward.
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Business model. Pure subscription plus usage. PhotoAI starts at ~$19/mo and clusters around a
~$39/mo main tier, with annual plans giving ~6 months free; users train personal models to generate
portraits and video. InteriorAI, Nomad List (membership) and RemoteOK (paid employer listings) each
charge separately, all running on the same VPS. There is no sales team and no paid ads: customers
come from build-in-public on X (@levelsio), product SEO and viral spread; AI inference is the main
cost, leaving gross margins of ~80-99%.

Growth levers.

Build in public: a live revenue dashboard and open code on X turn transparency itself into an
acquisition-and-trust flywheel (millions of followers).
One minimalist stack reused across products, so new launches go from idea to paid in 'weeks'
and marginal launch cost approaches zero.
Caught the generative-AI window: wrapping off-the-shelf diffusion models into paid products
(PhotoAI/InteriorAI) to seize demand early.
Portfolio hedging: dozens of products run in parallel, so no single decline is fatal and winners
(PhotoAI) subsidize the weak.
Refusing funding and acquisition: all profit retained, zero dilution, full control of decisions and
cash flow.

Replicable takeaways.

Charge before you polish: ship the MVP with payment live and validate demand with real money,
not a perfect product.
The simpler the stack, the more one person can carry full-stack: trade familiar old tech for
iteration and ops speed.
Treat 'building in public' as a growth channel: keep publishing numbers, process and failures to
compound a distribution asset that feeds new products.
Portfolio over single bet: cheap, high-volume experimentation lets a few winners carry the bulk
of revenue.
Ride the right tech cycle: build the application-layer wrapper early, as a new platform capability
(e.g. generative AI) matures.

Risk & moat. The moat is not the technology (the stack is replicable and the AI models are third-party)
but the personal brand and distribution flywheel, first-mover positioning, and the resilience of a multi-
product portfolio. The biggest risk: flagship PhotoAI is ~70% of the portfolio and depends on external
models and platform policy, in a crowded AI-portrait market with rising acquisition costs. The whole
system is tightly bound to the founder himself, with no successor or team redundancy, the classic
ceiling of a 'genius-tax' model.

Stack. PHP + jQuery + SQLite on a single Hetzner/Linode VPS (Nginx + Ubuntu); third-party diffusion
models for AI inference; acquisition via X build-in-public + SEO; no team, no standing outsourcing.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10
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Sources & confidence. levelsio public tweet: 2024-09 "$420,000/mo record" with per-product MRR
breakdown (x.com/levelsio/status/1837707857372106992) · levelsio public tweet: 2025-09 PhotoAI
"$150,000/mo, 2,573 subscriptions, 87% gross margin, 1 person"
(x.com/levelsio/status/1970858876212756506) · levels.io blog: "I'm Launching 12 Startups in 12 Months,"
"Nomad List Founder" · Lex Fridman Podcast #440 (2024-08); Indie Hackers PhotoAI deep dive; Starter
Story · PhotoAI official pricing page (photoai.com/pricing) — High — core
revenue/subscription/margin/team figures come from the founder's own dated public tweets and official site,
corroborated by third-party coverage; only a few monthly sub-figures fluctuate over time and are marked '~'.

#14 · Tibo 产品组合 (Revid / Outrank / SuperX 等)

AI-Native Products · Thibault (Tibo) Louis-Lucas, France · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index
74/100

After an eight-figure SaaS exit, he runs five products at once as a distribution
operator plus AI plus per-product partners, clearing ~$1M/month.

Portfolio revenue: ~$1M/month (2025, self-
reported)
Flagship (Revid): ~$600K/month
Outrank: ~$120K MRR (2025)

Team: ~10 people (solo lead plus a partner
per product)
Prior exit: Tweet Hunter + Taplio sold to
lempire (2022, $8M structured)

Background. After earlier startup failures that pushed him near bankruptcy, Tibo co-founded Tweet
Hunter and Taplio with Tom in 2021, reaching ~$8M ARR in two years on a 'ship first, think later'
playbook, then sold to lempire in 2022 (~$2M cash plus up to $6M earnout). Unwilling to be tied to a
single product again, he shifted to acquiring and rebuilding small tools: he reshaped Typeframes
(~$18K MRR at acquisition) into Revid and incubated Outrank and others in parallel, assembling a
product portfolio.

Business model. It is a pure-subscription SaaS portfolio of five lines spanning AI short video (Revid),
SEO automation (Outrank), X growth (SuperX), cross-platform publishing (PostSyncer), and Notion-to-
blog (Feather). Pricing is set deliberately at ~$50–100+/month to filter out low-price, high-churn users
and cut support load, while each paid product is fronted by a cluster of free micro-tools (e.g. 'audio to
video') that capture long-tail SEO traffic as a funnel. Tibo no longer codes as the lead developer; he
acts as the 'distribution operator,' pairing each product with a technical/operating partner (Nicolas
Coutureau on Revid, Eugeniusz Zolotarenko on Outrank).

Growth levers.

A matrix of free SEO micro-tools built around long-tail queries like 'audio to video,' funneling
organic traffic into the paid flagships
High-price filtering: pricing at $50–100+/month actively repels high-churn users, buying low
support cost and high-retention cash flow
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Following user behavior over the original plan: pivoting fast on real usage data (one Revid
repositioning opened up the $600K/month growth)
Portfolio distribution: one operator plus AI plus per-product partners running five products,
reusing one growth playbook and audience (60K+ newsletter)

Replicable takeaways.

After an exit, don't rebuild from zero — acquire a small tool with existing PMF (Typeframes to
Revid) and use the running revenue as a starting point to reshape
Charge from day one and price high: use price to filter users and treat 'less support and churn'
as a growth lever, not a pricing concession
Build free tools to front each paid product and capture SEO traffic, turning search intent into a
reusable acquisition asset
Upgrade yourself from 'the person who builds products' to 'the person who does distribution,'
handing products to partners plus AI; leverage comes from distribution and audience, not coding

Risk & moat. The moat is Tibo's personal distribution ability, audience assets (tens of thousands of
newsletter and X followers), and a growth methodology reusable across products — not single-product
technology, since AI video and SEO tools are heavily commoditized and easily cloned. The biggest
risks: attention fragmented across many products, over-reliance on the single flagship Revid (~60% of
portfolio revenue), and AI-generated content exposed to platform policy and model-cost volatility.

Stack. Modern Next.js/serverless stack; OpenAI and other LLM/AI video models; free SEO tools for
top-of-funnel; one technical/operating partner per product (~10 people total) plus a self-built newsletter
audience for distribution.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 10/10

Sources & confidence. Tibo's own disclosures / site tmaker.io and LinkedIn (tibo-the-maker) · 'Outrank
reached $120,000 MRR' — Tibo LinkedIn post (2025) · creatoreconomy.so interview, 'How This Solo
Founder Bootstrapped 5 AI Products to 1M+/Month' · The Bootstrapped Founder podcast interview;
theygotacquired.com (Pony Express to lempire acquisition) · Indie Hackers / Indie Bites: Tibo on the $8M
exit — Medium — revenue is mostly founder-disclosed (credible but not third-party audited); the 'pure solo'
framing is marketing, as it is really ~10 people with co-founders/partners per product, which lowers
replicability.

#15 · ShipFast / DataFast / CodeFast / TrustMRR 矩阵（Marc Lou）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Marc Lou (Marc Louvion), France · Founded 2023 · Inspiration
Index 74/100

Selling shovels to the gold rush: 17 failed projects distilled into code templates, run
as a one-person million-dollar product line on radical public data.
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Annual revenue: $1,032,000 (2025, self-
disclosed)
Peak month: $94,799 (Jan 2026, per-product
MRR public)

Portfolio cumulative: ~$2.7M / total MRR
~$39K (TrustMRR dashboard)
Team: 1 person, no employees
Origin: ShipFast launched Aug 2023,
preceded by 17 failed projects

Background. A French CS graduate who worked as a restaurant waiter (~$10/hr) and shipped 17
failed products over two years. In August 2023 he packaged the code he kept rewriting across those
projects (auth, payments, email, database, SEO) into a Next.js boilerplate called ShipFast, and
launched it on Product Hunt to his existing 40,000+ Twitter following: $1,000 in 7 hours, $6,000 in 48
hours, $40,000 in the first month. He then replicated the same playbook into courses, analytics, and
revenue-verification products.

Business model. The shovel-seller logic: the core customer is the indie developer who wants to build
a SaaS. ShipFast is a one-time purchase at $199/$249/$299 (lifetime updates, unlimited projects) with
~90% margins and no churn pressure; CodeFast is a coding course starting at $169 (one-time);
DataFast is a website-analytics subscription at ~$24K MRR; TrustMRR runs a revenue-verification
leaderboard monetized via ads plus a 3% finder's commission. The products cross-refer traffic and
vouch for each other, so single-product swings are hedged by the portfolio.

Growth levers.

Build-in-public taken to the extreme: publishing each product's exact MRR every month (tweets,
Threads, newsletter) turns the data itself into the strongest marketing asset and trust signal.
Reusing one distribution script: Product Hunt launch + Twitter short videos/contrarian headlines
+ Reddit/HN cross-posting, applied repeatedly to incubate each new product.
Dogfooding his own tools to build his own tools: ShipFast powers 27+ of his own projects,
CodeFast teaches people to use ShipFast, and TrustMRR vouches for the data behind all of
them, forming a self-reinforcing flywheel.

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the product: the real assets from 17 failures were the followers and
the code; day-one sales require day-zero attention.
Sell to your peers (the creator economy): packaging the tools and methods you learned the hard
way and selling them to fellow builders is the fastest path to revenue for an indie developer.
Pair one-time purchases, which lower the buying decision, with subscription products (analytics,
SaaS) for predictable cash flow — combine, don't bet on a single model.
Treat transparency as a growth strategy: the credibility bought by publishing real numbers is
cheaper than any ad spend.

Risk & moat. The moat is a three-in-one of personal brand, audience, and data trust, hard to copy at
any single point. But it depends heavily on the founder's continuous exposure — a textbook 'the
person is the company' risk — and the boilerplate/course category is crowded with clones. ShipFast's
one-time pricing means growth requires constant new-customer acquisition; per-product MRR is
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already sliding (ShipFast and CodeFast declining), and the line is kept alive by launching new
products, against a real attention and category ceiling.

Stack. Next.js + Stripe + MongoDB/Supabase + Mailgun/Resend + Google OAuth; fully self-run, no
outsourced team, AI-assisted development and content.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Marc Lou newsletter, 'I made $1,032,000 in 2025' (newsletter.marclou.com) ·
TrustMRR public dashboard, trustmrr.com/founder/marclou (per-product MRR / cumulative revenue) · Marc
Lou tweets/Threads, monthly revenue disclosures (e.g. $94,799 in Jan 2026) · Starter Story, 'Marc Lou
ShipFast' in-depth interview (origin / early milestones) · ShipFast/CodeFast pricing pages (shipfa.st /
codefa.st) — High — revenue is highly public and cross-consistent across sources (self-reported monthly +
third-party dashboard + media interviews); cumulative totals and individual small-product figures fluctuate
over time, so cite by disclosure month.

#16 · Odd Muse（奥德缪斯）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Aimee Smale（艾米·斯梅尔）, United Kingdom ·
Founded 2020 · Inspiration Index 73/100

Ex-ASOS buyer turned £12,000 in savings and a bedroom into an eight-figure
'affordable luxury' womenswear brand, no outside funding.

Revenue: ~£22.5M sales (2024)
Pre-tax profit: ~£3M (2024)
Prior year: ~£5M revenue, ~£1M profit
(2023)

Starting capital: £12,000 personal savings,
zero outside funding
Team: Solo founder at launch (2020); now a
small team plus London/New York stores

Background. A Ravensbourne graduate, Smale was a buyer's assistant at ASOS (~£21,000 salary)
when, during the 2020 lockdown, she poured £12,000 of house-deposit savings into a womenswear
line, starting solo from her bedroom at 22. With no investors, she launched around a single 'hero'
blazer, hit ~£139,000 in revenue within three months, and went viral fronting her own TikTok content.

Business model. Primarily DTC through its own site, priced as 'affordable luxury' (most dresses and
coats £100–£220), wedged between fast fashion and luxury. The engine is limited drops with little to
no discounting, manufacturing scarcity and repeat purchase, led by a few high-repeat 'investment'
pieces—the Pearl Dress alone cleared £1M in a single season. It later added wholesale (Flannels,
David Jones) and stores in London's Covent Garden and New York's SoHo, but growth still runs
through the founder-led social funnel.

Growth levers.
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Hero-product strategy: perfect one blazer rather than spread SKUs, igniting a single breakout
product and word of mouth
Founder-fronted TikTok/Instagram: Smale as model plus behind-the-scenes narrative turns her
persona into a zero-paid acquisition and trust engine
Limited drops with no discounting: scarcity drives full-price conversion, protecting margin and
the luxury positioning
UGC flywheel: resharing customer looks turns buyers into advocates and cheap social proof
Cash-funded expansion: profit, not capital, funds stores and hiring, with department managers
added in year three to scale output

Replicable takeaways.

Start with one product, not a full catalog: validate the market with a single breakout hero before
widening SKUs
Make the founder the content asset: appearing on camera with a real operating narrative is
DTC's lowest-cost acquisition lever right now
Protect margin with scarcity and full price: limited drops and no promotions build demand while
defending the affordable-luxury position and avoiding price wars
Profit before scale: open stores and build teams on positive cash flow, not outside money,
keeping 100% ownership and control

Risk & moat. The moat is Smale's personal IP and community trust, the design recognition of the hero
pieces, and the affordable-luxury mindshare built by scarcity and full pricing. The biggest risk is that
growth is tightly bound to the founder's own reach—platform algorithm shifts or her personal
bandwidth set the ceiling—while the 'slow fashion' narrative sits uneasily against rapid drops and
overseas manufacturing, and short fashion cycles demand repeated hits. Scaling wholesale and stores
also dilutes the high DTC margin.

Stack. Shopify DTC site + TikTok/Instagram for acquisition and content + UGC community; wholesale
(Flannels/David Jones) and owned London/New York stores; overseas contract manufacturing; signed
to UTA's creator division in 2026 to scale the founder's IP.

Revenue 9/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. South China Morning Post (SCMP) Style interview: £12,000 start, ~£139,000 from
the hero blazer in three months · RETAILBOSS: Odd Muse history and ownership, ~£22.5M sales / ~£3M
pre-tax profit (2024), founder fully owned · Endole / ODD Muse Limited UK company filings · TacticOne
case study: hero product and founder-led growth, Pearl Dress over £1M in a single season · Drapers 30
Under 30 (2024); Deadline (2026 UTA signing) — High — revenue/profit cross-checked across media and
UK company filings; 'solo start' refers to the 2020 launch phase, now a small team plus stores, stages
noted.
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#17 · The Curiosity Chronicle（Sahil Bloom）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Sahil Bloom, United States · Founded 2021 ·
Inspiration Index 73/100

A free growth newsletter that pools 800k+ readers into the entry point for a
leveraged holding empire spanning ads, a fund, books and agencies.

Newsletter revenue: ~$70,000/mo (2023,
mainly sponsorships)
Group revenue: SRB Holdings $10M+/yr,
50%+ net margin (2023)

Subscribers: 800k+ (2024, from a 2021
start)
Team: Tiny core plus outsourcing/holding
matrix (COO and business GMs)
Founded: 2021 (newsletter)

Background. Bloom was a private-equity investor (Altamont, $3.5B+ in capital). Stuck at home during
the 2020 pandemic, he wrote book notes and viral threads on Twitter, then in January 2021 funneled
those readers into a newsletter. Viral threads drove the early growth; in mid-2023 he outsourced
growth and operations to Paperboy Studios and kept only the writing, taking subscribers from 130k to
400k+ and ultimately past 800k.

Business model. The core is a free biweekly newsletter monetized through sponsorships ($3,500-
6,000 per issue in 2022; ~$70k/mo in 2023), with content deliberately kept off course-selling to protect
maximum growth. That attention is recycled across higher-margin lines: SRB Ventures (Fund I ~$10M,
Feb 2022), publishing (The 5 Types of Wealth, a 2025 NYT bestseller), and the Assembly/SRB
Holdings creator agencies (Paperboy, Off Menu, Hey Friends, ViralCuts) totaling $10M+/yr.

Growth levers.

Use long Twitter/X threads for free viral distribution, routing social attention into an owned email
list
Outsource all growth and operations to Paperboy Studios, retaining only the irreplaceable writing
to maximize time leverage
Cross-monetize one audience repeatedly (ads, fund, book, agencies), so each line reuses
existing trust and the list at near-zero marginal acquisition cost
Partner with niche creators to launch agencies (Off Menu, Hey Friends), productizing the
playbook and selling it to other creators

Replicable takeaways.

Build attention and an email list first via a free entry point that isn't rushing to sell; layer
monetization on later
Keep only the one thing you cannot outsource (here, the writing) and outsource growth, ops and
design to buy scale without headcount
Monetizing the same audience repeatedly (ads, fund, books, services) beats relying on a single
product
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Package a proven growth playbook into agency/consulting work and sell it to peer creators

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal IP, an 800k+ high-retention list, and the scarce
'investor-turned-author' trust label, all hard to copy quickly. The chief risk is heavy dependence on the
individual: if the writing output or persona stops, the whole funnel breaks. Strictly, this is no longer a
one-person company but a holding group with a COO and several joint ventures; the leverage comes
from the team and outsourcing and cannot be replicated wholesale by a true solo operator.

Stack. Substack/ConvertKit (email and sponsor networks) + Twitter/X, LinkedIn, Instagram distribution
+ SparkLoop/paid ad acquisition + Paperboy Studios for outsourced growth ops + SRB
Holdings/Assembly holding matrix.

Revenue 9/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Entrepreneur, 'How Sahil Bloom Built A Newsletter That Makes $70,000 a Month...
$10M Business' · Sahil Bloom's own posts (X): crossing 700k/800k subscribers; mid-2023 outsourcing to
Paperboy Studios · Growth In Reverse, 'Sahil Bloom: The Road to 400k Subscribers' (sponsor pricing,
growth tactics) · Signal/NFX, 20VC: SRB Ventures Fund I ~$10M, Feb 2022 · Penguin Random House: The
5 Types of Wealth (2025 NYT bestseller) · theb2bcreator.com: SRB Holdings/Assembly agencies and
$10M+ revenue structure — Medium — revenue, subscribers and timeline are founder-disclosed and
corroborated by multiple outlets, but the '$70k/mo,' '$10M,' '50% net margin' and '800k subscribers' figures
mix single-point and cross-year definitions, with some promotional inflation, so they are flagged as
approximate/est.

#18 · Base44

AI-Native Products · Maor Shlomo, Israel · Founded 2025 · Inspiration Index 73/100

AI vibe-coding platform that turns a single natural-language prompt into a complete,
working app—software without code.

Exit: $80M all-cash acquisition by Wix (June
2025)
Revenue: ~$3.5M ARR at acquisition; $0 to
$1M ARR in just 3 weeks
Users: ~250K–400K at acquisition

Team: 1 at founding, ~8 at acquisition;
founder was sole shareholder
Timeline: Launched January 2025; exited in
~6 months

Background. Shlomo, a former CTO at Israeli data firm Explorium who describes himself as having
severe ADHD, launched Base44 solo in January 2025, betting that LLMs had crossed the threshold of
writing production code on a human's behalf. Early marketing repeatedly fell flat; once the product was
polished, growth ignited—$0 to $1M ARR in 3 weeks, 140K users in 7 weeks. Six months in, website
giant Wix acquired the company for $80M in cash.
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Business model. Freemium subscription. A free tier offers a daily message allowance to trial the core
capability; paid tiers run ~$16–$160/month (~20% off annual), metered on a dual-credit system:
"message credits" consumed during building plus "integration credits" consumed when end users
invoke LLMs, send email, generate images, and the like. The business funded itself entirely on the
high-margin subscription cash flow—no outside financing, no paid ads—while sharing a project to
LinkedIn or X earned credits, creating a self-contained acquisition loop.

Growth levers.

Build in Public: relentless posting of progress and metrics on LinkedIn and X, where organic
LinkedIn traffic outperformed paid channels and became the primary growth engine.
Incentivized sharing: users earned credits for posting their projects to social media, turning the
product itself into a referral and viral-acquisition mechanism.
Counterintuitive activation: cutting a seemingly useful onboarding feature roughly tripled
activation, reinforced by a Product Hunt relaunch and a large-scale "hack for good" hackathon.
Maxed-out AI leverage: for ~3 months he barely hand-wrote HTML/JS—Claude 4 plus Gemini
handled ~90% of the front-end build, letting one person carry the full product roadmap.

Replicable takeaways.

Treat AI as the actual executor, not an assistant: structuring the repo and prompt engineering
around AI code generation is what made one-person output possible.
The "failure period" before growth ignites is normal—polish the product until people share it
unprompted before chasing distribution; don't pour channels into a weak product.
Build distribution incentives into the product (share-for-credits) and replace fundraising with unit-
positive subscription cash flow to keep all equity and decision rights.
Exit decisively when peak, scarcity, and timing align: he cashed out at the hottest point of
valuation and narrative rather than betting on long-term independent operation.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin: the core technology rides on third-party foundation models
(Claude/Gemini), and prompt-to-app is under heavy attack from contemporaries like Lovable, Bolt, v0,
and Replit—easy to clone and easy for incumbents (including Wix itself) to absorb. The biggest risks
are model costs and price wars compressing margins, and platform giants steamrolling the category.
The founder's choice to exit high and in cash within the window is itself the optimal answer to a
position that is "hard to defend."

Stack. LLMs: Claude 4 + Gemini; dev in Cursor; backend on MongoDB + Render + Cloudflare; near-
pure solo founder plus AI agents, no outsourced team.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 10/10

Sources & confidence. TechCrunch, "6-month-old, solo-owned vibe coder Base44 sells to Wix for $80M
cash" (June 18, 2025) · Lenny's Podcast interview, "Solo founder, $80M exit, 6 months" (Maor Shlomo,
firsthand) · Calcalist/CTech reporting (acquisition amount, $189K May profit, $38M/$90M milestone splits) ·
Founder's own X (@MS_BASE44) growth-retro thread + LinkedIn profit disclosures · Base44 official pricing
page, base44.com/pricing (credits/subscription tiers) — High — exit amount, timeline, team size, and $1M
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ARR / 3 weeks all corroborated across TechCrunch, CTech, and the founder; only ARR at acquisition
(~$3.5M) and user count (250K–400K) vary slightly by source, noted as ranges.

#19 · Ship 30 for 30

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Nicolas Cole & Dickie Bush, United States · Founded
2020 · Inspiration Index 73/100

A cohort that turns online writing into muscle memory by shipping 30 atomic essays
in 30 days, packaged as a repeatable info-product.

First-year revenue: ~$1M (2021, Ship 30's
first full year)
Portfolio revenue: $10M+ lifetime across the
writing business (through mid-2024)

Students: 1,800 in 9 months; 10,000+
cumulative
Team: 2 founders + lean team (~10 people)
Founded: 2020 (started with a single tweet
on 2020-11-03)

Background. In November 2020, Dickie Bush tweeted a call to write '30 essays in 30 days' and pulled
together a 50-person Slack group within six days. He then partnered with Nicolas Cole, a seasoned
online writer with a million-plus following, to convert the community challenge into a paid cohort-based
course. Nine months later it had 1,800 students and crossed $1M in its first full year, making it the
fastest-growing camp in the writing category.

Business model. The core is a high-value info-product plus community: a 30-day camp built around
'atomic essays' (single-screen ~250-word posts) that sells writing frameworks alongside peer
accountability. Live cohorts were priced at roughly $599-$899 per run; in 2024 the program shifted to
an evergreen, self-paced course hosted on Skool with lifetime access at ~$350. Ship 30 acts as the
traffic and brand entry point, funneling students up a product ladder to the higher-ticket Premium
Ghostwriting Academy ($300K+/month by mid-2023) and the SaaS tool Typeshare.

Growth levers.

Founders' personal brands as the engine: both write in public on X/Twitter (Dickie grew to 320K
followers in 30 months), so 'building in public' itself demonstrates the course's value and
acquires customers for free.
Cohort mechanics of peer pressure plus deadlines drive high completion and social spread;
students post a daily atomic essay, generating built-in viral UGC.
Turning one hit into a product matrix: Ship 30 (entry) to Premium Ghostwriting Academy (high-
ticket) to Typeshare (subscription SaaS), monetizing a single audience repeatedly.
In 2024 they deliberately converted Ship 30 from a labor-intensive live cohort to an evergreen
async course, freeing team bandwidth for the higher-margin PGA.

Replicable takeaways.
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Make the methodology itself the best ad by building in public: the process of doing the work
becomes your sales material, so you don't need a finished product before finding customers.
A camp's real product isn't content but the 'deadline plus peer accountability' that turns an
abstract skill into a deliverable, shareable, repeatable result.
Don't stay trapped in a single hit: build a ladder of low-priced entry, high-priced depth, and a
subscription tool on the same audience; LTV beats chasing new leads.
Live cohorts make money but drain the founders; at scale, decisively shift to an evergreen self-
paced version to move from selling time to selling an asset.

Risk & moat. The moat is the two founders' personal brands, their accumulated audience assets, and
the widely shared 'atomic essay' methodology, whose distribution momentum is hard for late entrants
to replicate. The biggest risk and ceiling: revenue is tightly bound to the founders' own IP and
continuous output, and live cohorts cannot scale indefinitely (hence the evergreen shift). The writing-
education category is crowded, AI writing pressures the demand narrative, and 'monetize your writing'
promises invite skepticism; this is a lean, personality-led brand, not a pure solo autopilot.

Stack. X/Twitter (acquisition and building in public) + Skool (course/community hosting) + in-house
SaaS Typeshare (writing/publishing tool) + email newsletter + a lean team (~10) and outsourcing, with
founders owning content and brand.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Nicolas Cole public tweets/X (@Nicolascole77): $10M lifetime sales across the
writing business · artandbiz Substack, '10 Lessons Selling $10M of Digital Products': year-by-year revenue
$1M/$2M/$5M, PGA $300K+/month, Typeshare ~$400K/yr, evergreen shift · Micro Empires Weekly #096:
Ship 30 overview, ~10-person team, Write With AI and other portfolio products · Indie Hackers, '4 Months,
601 Members, 18,630 Atomic Essays': early cohort data and tech stack · ship30for30.com plus
Disco/various reviews: 1,800 students in 9 months, 10,000+ cumulative, pricing and Skool hosting · Indie
Bites podcast / SpokenGoods: Typeshare ~$29K MRR by late 2022; Sam Shore ceded two-thirds of his
equity — Medium - revenue and milestones come largely from the founders' own public disclosures
(credible but self-reported and unaudited); the $10M figure is a multi-business portfolio total rather than
Ship 30 alone, and team size and per-product revenue are estimates.

#20 · Easlo（Notion 模板）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Easlo (Jason Chin), Singapore / Malaysia · Founded
2021 · Inspiration Index 73/100

Free Notion templates as funnel top, building in public to grow an audience, then
one-time purchases of premium flagship templates.

Revenue: ~$779K/yr (2024, getlatka est.);
~$500K (2023)

MRR: ~$20K/mo (mostly one-time
purchases)
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Template usage: 800K+ uses, 30+ digital
templates

Audience: X 350K+; hundreds of thousands
across platforms
Team: Solo at start; ~2 people by 2024

Background. Easlo (Jason Chin) used Notion to run his studies and life in junior college, and in 2021
—around age 21, during weekends of national service—began building in public on X, sharing his first
Notion template. He used free templates to build trust and traffic first, then launched paid ones; the
initial paid product cleared over $3,000 in its first month, validating the model before he scaled to a
portfolio of 30+ templates.

Business model. Zero-marginal-cost digital templates sold as one-time purchases (not subscriptions),
structured as 'free for reach, paid for conversion': abundant free templates seed social media, Product
Hunt and 'best Notion templates' roundups to fill the top of funnel, while email sequences convert free
users to paid. Pricing climbs from $20–50 utility templates to the $130 flagship Second Brain.
Distribution ran early on Gumroad, then the owned site easlo.co and the official Notion template
marketplace. The flagship product alone has passed $100K in cumulative sales.

Growth levers.

Build in public: years of process-sharing on X grew an audience in the hundreds of thousands,
then single-point expansion into TikTok/IG/YouTube, with YouTube converting best
Free templates as a traffic flywheel: high-quality free products saturate roundups and Product
Hunt, then email sequences route free users toward paid
Product ladder: from $20–50 lightweight utility templates up to the $130 flagship Second Brain,
covering a range of willingness to pay

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the product: use building in public to create the first trust and traffic
before you have anything to sell
The free version must genuinely deliver: free lead products are proof of trust, not crippled bait,
and they set the ceiling on paid conversion
Win one platform decisively, then spill over: concentrate on a single platform (X) first, then
repurpose content cheaply across others

Risk & moat. The moat is personal brand plus audience scale and long-term reputation (hundreds of
thousands of followers, 800K+ uses), giving distribution momentum newcomers cannot replicate
quickly. The biggest risk and ceiling: templates are easily copied, dependence on Notion's platform
and algorithms is high, and one-time purchases lack recurring revenue—so income relies on a steady
supply of new products and traffic, with scale capped by solo capacity and category limits.

Stack. Notion + Gumroad + owned site (Framer) + email (Beehiiv) +
Senja/Loom/Figma/CapCut/Typefully/ManyChat; distribution via X/YouTube/TikTok/IG + Product Hunt;
team of 1–2.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10
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Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers interview: From 0 to $20k/mo and 356k followers building Notion
templates in public · getlatka.com/companies/easlo.co (2023 $500K, 2024 ~$779K, team 1→2) · Easlo's
own X (@heyeaslo) public posts: shared first template in 2021 · Cajobo / Marketing Ideas / Partnerkin case
reports (flagship Second Brain $130, cumulative >$100K, $239K/2022) — Medium — revenue ranges and
milestones come mostly from founder disclosures and secondhand case reports that align directionally;
2024's $779K is a getlatka estimate and the flagship's >$100K and >$500K cumulative figures hold up, but
specific yearly numbers still vary.

#21 · The Koe Letter / Dan Koe

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Dan Koe, United States · Founded 2021 · Inspiration
Index 72/100

Turns the one-person company itself into the product: a long-form newsletter
gathers an audience, monetized by high-margin philosophy-plus-business digital
assets.

Revenue: ~$4M+ (2024, founder-stated;
beehiiv case study uses a conservative ~$2M
figure)
Gross margin: ~98% (founder-stated)
Email subscribers: ~175K, then ~290-320K
on Substack (2025)

Total audience: ~2.6M+ (YouTube ~920K-
1.2M / X ~350K-750K)
Team: 1 person on info products; small team
on software (Kortex/Eden)

Background. Dan Koe cycled through failures from college on: a fitness YouTube channel, design
work, a Facebook-ads agency, and dropshipping all flopped, before web-design freelancing took him
to six figures, which he packaged into a course earning ~$3K/month. Around 2021, a podcast episode
with Justin Welsh on the 'one-person company' drew outsized engagement; reading that signal, he
pivoted his content from design to a one-person-company philosophy and took off.

Business model. A value ladder: the free long-form newsletter (The Koe Letter, later moved to
Substack) converts a ~2.6M cross-platform audience into an email list, then funnels them down to
digital products. A low-priced entry (2 Hour Writer / Solopreneur Sprints, ~$150), a $29/month
community (Modern Mastery HQ), and a flagship tier (Digital Economics, $499-$8,000 across three
levels). No ads or sponsorships; revenue comes from owned products and quarterly launches, with
one cohort promotion reportedly pulling ~$700K in three weeks. He also incubated the software Kortex
(later renamed Eden).

Growth levers.

One long-form post, distributed everywhere: a single newsletter is split across YouTube, X, IG,
LinkedIn, TikTok and other channels (~7 in all), so ~45 minutes of writing drives full-platform
distribution.
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Owning the 'one-person company' category narrative: he fuses philosophy, mindset and
business into a distinct positioning, binding the methodology tightly to himself.
Value ladder plus quarterly launches: free content, then email list, then low-priced entry, then
high-priced masterclass, with regular new releases manufacturing purchase moments.

Replicable takeaways.

Use data to find your resonant thread, then go all in: backend data showed the one-person-
company topic far outperformed his original field, and he switched lanes decisively, validating
before focusing.
Make one core asset into a content factory: use a single high-density long-form piece as the
parent and fan it out across platforms to maximize output per unit of time.
Refuse ads/sponsorships and build your own products: keep margins in your own hands; an
owned audience is an asset that is more cycle-resistant and higher-margin than ad deals.

Risk & moat. The moat is a personal brand plus an owned category narrative plus a sticky email list,
with ~98% margins and zero inventory. The chief risk: revenue is heavily tied to the founder's personal
IP and sustained high output, making it non-transferable and easy to copy, and the one-person-
company space is now intensely crowded. The software line, Kortex, was scrapped and rebuilt as
Eden for being 'insufficiently defensible against Notion/Obsidian' - proof that products detached from
personal IP struggle to build a moat, and his growth ceiling.

Stack. Substack/beehiiv for the newsletter, owned courses and community (Modern Mastery, Digital
Economics), multi-platform distribution on YouTube/X, and in-house software Kortex to Eden (small
team, including outside developers on equity).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. beehiiv case study, How Dan Koe Makes $2 Million per Year (beehiiv.com/case-
studies/dan-koe) · Growth In Reverse deep dive (growthinreverse.com/dan-koe) · Dan Koe, My Story: The
Untold Truth (thedankoe.com) · Typeshare 'grew to $4.1 Million'; Kortex 'Kortex To Eden' announcement;
founder's own X disclosures — Medium - two revenue figures ($2M and $4.1M) coexist and are largely
founder-stated; the 98% margin and ~$700K cohort are hard to verify independently, and
audience/subscriber counts shift with platform moves, so ranges are used.

#22 · Visualize Value（VV）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Jack Butcher, United States · Founded 2019 ·
Inspiration Index 72/100

Minimalist black-and-white diagrams turn abstract ideas into products, built once
and sold endlessly at near-99% margin.
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Peak monthly revenue: ~$180K/mo (2020,
reached within 18 months)
First-year revenue: >$1M (end of 2020;
~$1.1M split with wife, BOST 60% / HVV

40%)
Gross margin: near 99%
Social following: ~1.2M (combined)
Team: Solo (early on, plus wife Celia)

Background. Butcher spent roughly a decade in advertising and design agencies before he and his
wife Celia launched a small design studio in 2018, only to find themselves exhausted and trapped by
custom client work. Inspired by Naval Ravikant's 'specific knowledge + leverage,' he began posting
minimalist black-and-white diagrams daily on Twitter in 2019. As his following exploded, he packaged
the method itself into a course, built and pre-sold it in seven days in May 2020, and booked $51K from
509 orders within two weeks—pivoting from selling time to selling products.

Business model. The core is the 'Build Once, Sell Twice' logic of digital products: methodology
packaged into infinitely replicable, zero-marginal-cost online courses (How to Visualize Value, Build
Once, Sell Twice) priced from ~$99, later extended into bundles and a paid community of 2,500+
members. Early sales ran through Gumroad and Shopify, with free diagrams driving a steady funnel
from reach to paid conversion. Later extensions—an NFT project (Checks VV, $8 open mint, ~$2.9M
secondary volume), art shows, and the value.app tool—added range, but courses and community
remain the high-margin cash cow.

Growth levers.

Free diagrams as a distribution engine: a daily output of shareable, minimalist visuals that
compress complex ideas into 'one image, instant grasp,' acquiring an audience of ~1.2M for free
through reshares.
Hype-driven pre-sale: framing a course launch as a 'next seven days' serialized event,
streaming progress and teasing key points, validating demand with 700+ pre-orders at $99 in a
week.
Free giveaways to widen the funnel: giving away a $70K product at zero delivery cost (digital
goods), adding ~2,000 subscribers in a single campaign to grow the repeat-purchase pool.

Replicable takeaways.

Productize 'the thing people keep paying you to explain': once clients start asking 'can you make
me one too,' it is time to package it into a course or template.
Replace inventory-bound physical goods with zero-marginal-cost categories (PDFs, courses,
templates); the gap in margin and scalability is enormous.
Sell before you build: let a pre-sale put the 'should I make this' question to the market, then
deliver as you sell—lowering risk while building marketing momentum.

Risk & moat. The moat is founder IP plus a one-of-a-kind visual symbol language—the black-and-
white diagrams are essentially synonymous with Butcher himself—giving a strong personal brand trust
and pricing power. The same dependency is the biggest risk: the business is tightly bound to one
person's creative output and attention, making it hard to truly hand off or scale, while info-products
commoditize and are easily pirated. The ceiling is one founder's energy and a single audience pool.
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Stack. Twitter/X for reach + Gumroad/Shopify for sales + Mighty Networks community + email;
minimal creation tools, almost no outsourcing or employees.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Jack Butcher's own public disclosures (Twitter/X, Visualize Value site and
Substack) · Nathan Barry interview, 'Build Once, Sell Twice: Earn $1M a Year' · Growth In Reverse deep
dive (followers / revenue / timeline) · The Business of Business, Scott D. Clary, Sloww and other media and
podcast interviews · OpenSea / CoinDesk / nft now reporting on Checks VV — Medium — $180K/mo,
>$1M first year, 99% margin and 1.2M followers are repeatedly and consistently disclosed by the founder,
but these are 2020 peak figures; recent recurring MRR and team size (post-NFT, 2024-25) are not publicly
maintained, so current status is est.

#23 · High Impact Writing / Kieran Drew

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Kieran Drew, United Kingdom · Founded 2022 ·
Inspiration Index 72/100

A former dentist built a 200K+ audience through online writing, then packaged his
method into courses reaching ~$500K a year solo in two years.

Revenue: ~$500K (2023)
Flagship course launch: $142K / 4 days
(May 2023)

2.0 relaunch: $320K+ / 3 months (2024)
Audience: ~280K on X + ~34K email
Team: 1 (occasional outsourcing)

Background. Kieran Drew was a UK dentist who began writing during the 2020 pandemic; his first
psychology newsletter gathered only ~100 subscribers in a year. He pivoted to Twitter, committing to
30 threads in 90 days, and an August 2021 hit doubled his following. He then phased out dentistry to
write full-time, took ~18 months to earn his first meaningful income, and shipped his first product in
March 2022.

Business model. A classic audience-to-product flywheel: free content (X plus the Digital Freedom
newsletter) builds a six-figure audience, then periodic time-limited launches monetize digital courses.
The flagship High Impact Writing course is priced at $397, with order bumps, upsells to higher-tier
courses or coaching, and early cohort coaching at $1,297-$3,000 lifting average order value.
Everything centers on the personal brand: no inventory, near-pure margin, and repeat purchases from
returning buyers as new products iterate.

Growth levers.

Free content builds the audience: sustained high-frequency posting on X plus the newsletter
grew ~280K followers and ~34K subscribers, keeping distribution owner-controlled.
Time-limited launches with runway: months of pre-launch priming turned a waitlist into
concentrated launch-day sales through repeated touchpoints.
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Product ladder with bumps and upsells: a $397 core course plus order bumps, upsells, and
premium coaching multiply average order value per launch.

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the product: free content secures distribution and compounds trust
into a repeatedly monetizable asset, steadier than selling cold.
Publicly recapping launch numbers (revenue, conversion, per-SKU breakdowns) is both
marketing and a trust amplifier; the beginner's narrative is itself a selling point.
Design a product ladder with order bumps and upsells: per-launch AOV and totals can multiply,
far outperforming a single SKU.

Risk & moat. The moat is personal brand and audience trust: owned channels (X, email), high repeat-
purchase rates, and content as customer acquisition. But ceiling and risk both stem from "the person is
the business": growth depends on the founder's continuous high-frequency output, leaving platform
algorithm shifts, account risk, and burnout as single points of failure. The writing-course niche is
crowded and AI writing is eroding differentiation, forcing a stand on taste and brand rather than
information alone.

Stack. X (Twitter) + ConvertKit/Kit newsletter + course-hosting platform + sales pages/payments,
occasional outsourced copy (e.g., copywriter Andrew Gould), otherwise a one-person operation.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Kieran Drew's official blog, kierandrew.com (line-by-line launch revenue recaps) ·
Creator Science podcast #158 (behind the $142K / 4-day launch) · beginnercreator.beehiiv.com (dentist-
to-$500K-in-3-years timeline) · Kieran Drew on LinkedIn (High Impact Writing 2.0: 300 students / relaunch
data) — High - revenue, timeline, and pricing are largely disclosed line-by-line by the founder and cross-
verified by multiple podcasts and outlets; only the ~$920K cumulative / 1,900+ helped figure is an
aggregate estimate without a single authoritative source, flagged as approximate.

#24 · ProfilePicture.AI

AI-Native Products · Danny Postma, Netherlands / Bali · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index 72/100

Upload 10 selfies, train a personal model, and turn your face into 350+ AI avatar
styles.

First-week sales: six figures USD (2022,
founder-disclosed)
Peak monthly revenue: ~$50K/month (est.;
flat by 2025)

Users: ~20K+
Team: 1 (solo indie developer)
Time to launch: ~30 hours
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Background. Postma, a former conversion-rate optimizer, built his stake by selling AI-copywriting tool
Headlime to Conversion.ai in 2021 for over $1M. When Stable Diffusion went open-source and
DreamBooth personalization took off in September 2022, he moved fast: after a competitor shipped
late on a Friday night, he spent ~30 hours that Saturday building ProfilePicture.AI to grab the market.
Twitter-fueled virality drove six-figure sales in the first week.

Business model. One-time purchase, no subscription. Users upload 10 selfies to train a personal
DreamBooth model and pay by output volume across three tiers: Small ~$6.40 (96 images/512px), XL
~$11.80 (160 images/4K), and Large ~$19.80 (320 images), plus ~$2.29 per extra style across 350+
options. The stack runs open-source diffusion models on cloud GPUs, so marginal cost is mostly
compute; distribution was effectively free, riding users sharing their avatars on X and the founder's
personal reach with zero paid acquisition.

Growth levers.

Timing the window: launched the moment Stable Diffusion and DreamBooth opened up,
capturing the early arbitrage of an unserved supply gap.
Extreme speed: a 30-hour MVP beat both competitors and incumbents to the punch, claiming
the first wave of viral traffic.
Built-in distribution: the output is itself a social avatar, so users sharing images = free
advertising, amplified by the founder's 100K+ X following at cold start.

Replicable takeaways.

The day a new model goes open-source is the window: a ready-made model plus a thin UI is the
fastest path to revenue, and the window can close in a week.
Build products with sharing baked in, so marketing lives inside the deliverable and acquisition
spend goes to zero.
AI single-product lifecycles are very short: use one-time purchases to recoup fast, then migrate
users and attention to a more durable next product (here, the pivot to HeadshotPro).

Risk & moat. Almost no moat: the tech is glued-together open source and the UI is trivial to copy.
Incumbent apps like Lensa and a flood of copycats split demand, and avatar-swapping is a one-off
novelty purchase with weak repeat use, so revenue collapses once the hype fades. The real ceiling is
the category itself—entertainment-grade vanity demand is short-lived (revenue had gone flat by 2025);
the durable asset is the founder's speed, X reach, and category instinct, not the product.

Stack. Stable Diffusion + DreamBooth personalization + cloud GPU inference, thin web front-end and
payments, one-time purchase; solo-built, marketing via organic X traffic.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Danny Postma interview on The Bootstrapped Founder podcast
(thebootstrappedfounder.com; founder-disclosed 30-hour launch, six-figure first week, decline after Lensa
entered) · supabird.io deep retrospective (confirms launch after Stable Diffusion in Sept 2022, six-figure first
week, subsequent pivot to HeadshotPro) · Gold Penguin / Futurepedia / AItools.inc (~20K users, 350+
styles, $6.40/$11.80/$19.80 one-time pricing) · Multiple Medium indie-hacker retrospectives (flat 2025
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revenue, copycat pressure) — Medium — six-figure first week and 30-hour launch are repeatedly disclosed
by the founder and highly credible; the ~$50K/month peak is a third-party estimate, as no official MRR was
published for ProfilePicture.AI.

#25 · Part-Time YouTuber Academy（PTYA）/ Ali Abdaal

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Ali Abdaal, United Kingdom · Founded 2020 ·
Inspiration Index 71/100

A Cambridge-trained doctor turned his million-subscriber YouTube credibility into a
flagship cohort course teaching others how to do the same.

Cumulative PTYA revenue: ~$4.5M (since
2021, est.)
First cohort revenue: $294K (Fall 2020,
Cohort 1)
Students per cohort: 500+/cohort; 1,500+
alumni

Team: ~2 at launch, now 8-10+ (no longer
solo)
Pricing: Formerly $1,995-$5,995/cohort; now
self-paced $1/$995/$4,995

Background. Abdaal started his channel in 2017 during his final year of medicine at Cambridge,
hitting 1,000 subscribers after 52 videos in six months. He kept publishing while working full-time as a
junior NHS doctor from 2018. In September 2020 he crossed one million subscribers; with his Australia
placement cancelled by the pandemic and effectively out of clinical work, he went full-time as a
creator. In November 2020 he and course lead Angus Parker launched PTYA, a cohort-based program
whose first run sold out for $294K.

Business model. The core product is a high-ticket cohort-based course (CBC): a six-week live
program teaching people to go from zero to 100,000 subscribers without quitting their jobs, originally
tiered at $1,995-$5,995 per cohort with 500+ students each. A single launch generated seven-figure
cash flow, growing from the first cohort's $294K to a ~$1.9M peak and ~$4.5M cumulative. Free
YouTube content (6M+ subscribers) builds trust and feeds the funnel; the flagship course monetizes
the back end. In 2023 the company did ~$5.5M, of which $3.5M came from courses. The cohort model
was later converted into a self-paced product line ($1/$995/$4,995) to cut delivery cost and raise the
price ceiling.

Growth levers.

Content-to-course flywheel: a million-subscriber channel first proves "I did it," then sells "I'll
teach you how"—credibility converts directly into sales.
High-ticket, scarce cohorts: time-boxed enrollment, 500 seats, $2k-$6k pricing—one launch
yields a seven-figure cash injection.
Iterative price-raising: funnel, copy and offer testing pushed per-cohort revenue from $294K
toward ~$1.9M while reusing the same content assets.
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Replicable takeaways.

Build public "proof of results" first, then sell a course on the same topic—buyers pay for your
validated path, not the information itself.
A cohort upgrades a recorded course into a scarce, community-driven event that can support
thousands of dollars per seat.
Harvest demand in concentrated launches rather than always-on sales, reusing content assets
each cohort so marginal cost falls.
Once mature, shift from cohorts to self-paced products to remove live-delivery cost, scale, and
lift the price ceiling.

Risk & moat. The moat is founder IP plus documented results and a 1,500+ alumni community, hard
to replace with pure information. The biggest risk is heavy dependence on one person: as Abdaal's
attention split across a book (Feel-Good Productivity), a podcast and investing, course updates and
live presence declined and the cohort shrank into a self-paced version. The ceiling is structural—the
"teach YouTube" niche tracks platform-cycle tailwinds, and the operation is now an 8-10 person team
rather than a true one-person company.

Stack. YouTube for acquisition; cohort tooling (Circle/Virtually-style platforms); Zoom for live sessions;
email list (Hey Friends); ~8-10 staff plus TAs and community management.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Ali Abdaal on X (Dec 2023): 2023 company revenue $5.5M, of which $3.5M from
courses. · tryvirtually.com PTYA case study: first cohort $294K, 500+ students/cohort, team 2ₒ8+, launched
Fall 2020. · aliabdaal.com/about and interviews (Creator Science, Noah Kagan): channel started 2017,
crossed 1M subscribers Sept 2020, doctor turned full-time creator. · Course review sites
(ebizfacts/ippei/guruscoach): historical $1,995-$5,995 pricing and current self-paced $1/$995/$4,995. —
Medium — first-cohort revenue, student counts, timeline, and 2023 company/course revenue are backed
by the founder or first-party case studies; but the ~$4.5M cumulative and ~$1.9M peak-cohort figures are
second-hand estimates, and conflicting third-party net-worth aggregators were excluded.

#26 · Recording Revolution / Automatic Income Academy（Graham
Cochrane）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Graham Cochrane, United States · Founded 2009 ·
Inspiration Index 71/100

A laid-off audio engineer turned free content into a 120k email list, then sold the
monetization playbook itself.

Revenue: ~$160k/month (2022, self-
reported): $40k recording site + $120k

coaching
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ARR: ~$1.9M ARR (2022 est.); ~$600k in
2016
Email list: ~120,000 subscribers; 20,000+
cumulative paying customers

Team: 1 founder + 1 part-time assistant
(~10h/week); ~5 working hours/week
Founded: 2009 (started on food stamps;
~$60k/year within 2 years)

Background. After moving to Florida in 2009, Graham Cochrane lost his job when his startup ran out
of money, leaving the family with no income and briefly on food stamps in 2010. He turned the home-
recording questions friends kept asking into a blog and YouTube channel; his first Pro Tools course
sale landed during his grandfather's funeral. Year one brought ~$5k; about 18 months in he reached
$5k/month, and by year two ~$60k replaced his old salary.

Business model. A textbook "free content → email list → courses" flywheel: a free ebook trades for
an email address, abundant free YouTube and blog content builds trust, then paid products convert.
Recording Revolution courses run $39–$897 with a ~$27/month membership (monthly multitrack
mixing exercises plus community). After 2018 he packaged the method itself into a second business —
Automatic Income Academy courses, the Six-Figure Coaching community, and the Epic Mastermind
high-ticket program ($10k+) — plus Kajabi affiliate commissions; coaching now grosses
~$120k/month, exceeding the original recording business.

Growth levers.

Free-content moat: by making "the best free content in the niche," a ~250k-subscriber YouTube
channel feeds steady traffic, converting ad and algorithm cost into an owned content asset.
Email list as the core asset: free giveaways captured emails from day one, growing to ~120,000
subscribers reached directly at launch — bypassing platform fees and algorithms.
Productizing the method: the proven Recording Revolution playbook was repackaged into a
coaching business, lifting price points from $27/month to $10k+ and building a higher-margin
second curve on the same flywheel.

Replicable takeaways.

Free first, paid second: lead with best-in-niche free content to build trust; paid products become
the natural next step for people who already value the free work, lowering sales resistance.
Prioritize the email list over follower counts: an owned list is the only conversion asset you
control at launch — capture emails from day one and use direct replies to pick topics.
Turn your own playbook into a second product: once a strategy works, teaching others how to
run it often carries higher price points and fatter margins than the original business.

Risk & moat. The moat is real: a decade-plus of free-content assets, a ~120,000-subscriber owned
list, and strong personal-IP and media backing create high switching and trust barriers. The business
is inseparable from the founder's personal brand and is effectively non-transferable, and the
"$160k/month on 5 hours a week" marketing narrative invites skepticism and copycats. The coaching
arm (teaching others to build businesses) is exposed to crowding, AI-content saturation, and reputation
swings, while the founder's pivot from recording toward generic "how to make money" signals a
thinning ceiling in the original niche.
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Stack. Kajabi (courses/membership/affiliate) + Mailchimp (email) + YouTube/blog (free traffic) + self-
published books and podcast; 1 founder + 1 part-time assistant, no formal team.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. CNBC Make It series (2022–2024, multiple pieces: $160k/month, $40k+$120k
split, 5 hrs/week, food-stamp origin) · Mixergy founder interview (2016: startup, food stamps, ~$60k year
two, ~$600k in 2016, one part-time assistant, Kajabi/Mailchimp) · The Tilt / Smart Passive Income (SPI 579)
creator-business breakdowns · grahamcochrane.com official About/Books pages (20,000+ paying
customers, 200+ countries, The Effortless Business) · Book: How to Get Paid for What You Know
(BenBella, 2022) — Medium — core figures come from the founder's own public disclosures
(CNBC/Mixergy/site), consistent and cross-verifiable, but self-reported, unaudited, and the "$160k/month, 5
hrs/week" framing is heavily marketing-colored.

#27 · Tools4Wisdom Planners

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Laszlo Nadler, United States · Founded 2012 ·
Inspiration Index 71/100

A former bank project manager turned a paper goal planner into a $2M+ Amazon
print-on-demand business with no full-time staff.

Revenue: $2M+ (2017, founder-disclosed)
Team: 1 owner-operator + several
contractors, no full-time employees
Price point: ~$28-$40 per hardcover planner

Founded: 2012 (registered in New Jersey;
first annual edition shipped ~2013-2014)
Distribution: Amazon-led, with traffic
funneled from an owned website

Background. Nadler was a project manager in a multinational bank's trading division. Inspired by The
4-Hour Workweek, he packaged the goal-setting method he had taught his daughter into a paper
planner and listed it on Amazon to test demand. Sales scaled to six figures, at which point he quit to go
full-time; roughly four years later (~2017) revenue crossed $2M, all without a single full-time hire.

Business model. An own-brand goal-management and motivational planner, launched print-on-
demand (POD) with zero inventory and later moved to FBA. It sells on Amazon organic traffic, branded
search and a review flywheel, with hardcovers at ~$28-$40 carrying premium extras such as stickers,
monthly tabs and color interiors. A fresh annual edition each year drives repeat purchases, while
printing, design and support are outsourced to contractors so the founder focuses only on product,
marketing and business development, keeping margins high and headcount near zero.

Growth levers.

Automated Amazon listing A/B testing via Splitly to continuously optimize titles, images and copy
for conversion, eliminating manual work
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Started POD with zero inventory to avoid stock risk, then scaled onto FBA once the product was
proven
Built a matrix of annual editions and themed designs (Christian, academic, vintage, etc.) to lock
in yearly repeat buyers and niche segments
Ran a fully outsourced contractor model paid per project/result -- renewed only on delivery --
pushing fixed costs toward zero
Co-designed products with psychology and mental-health experts for differentiation and a price
premium

Replicable takeaways.

Physical products can be one-person companies too: outsource all production and fulfillment,
and keep only the two high-leverage functions -- product design and marketing
Replace employees with contractors paid for results and renewed only on delivery -- more
flexible and cheaper than full-time staff
Amazon is ready-made traffic and fulfillment infrastructure; mastering one product plus annual
repeat purchase can sustain seven-figure revenue
Validate with POD and zero inventory first -- the cost of a falsified hypothesis is minimal -- then
scale on FBA
Productize A/B testing (e.g., Splitly) so conversion optimization becomes automated routine
rather than manual labor

Risk & moat. The moat lies in accumulated brand equity (years of reviews and a repeat-purchase
flywheel), design differentiation and annual-edition mindshare -- not technology. The biggest risk is
heavy dependence on a single channel, Amazon (algorithm, ad costs, hijacking and policy shifts), in a
crowded planner category facing the long-term shift from paper to digital calendars. The founder is
also the ceiling: the business is hard to scale independently of him.

Stack. Amazon (listings + FBA/POD) with an owned website funneling traffic; Splitly for A/B testing;
printing, design and support fully outsourced to contractors; Kickstarter used to test new products.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. Tim Ferriss blog, 'How to Build a Million-Dollar, One-Person Business' (2017-12,
citing Elaine Pofeldt) · Elaine Pofeldt, The Million-Dollar, One-Person Business (case) + Afford Anything
podcast #180 · The Human Cloud, Ch. 6, Laszlo Nadler feature (humancloudbook.com) · Tools4Wisdom
official site (tools4wisdom.com, 'since 2012', 2026-2027 editions on sale) and Amazon brand store —
Medium -- the one-person model and $2M revenue are founder-disclosed and cross-confirmed by multiple
books/podcasts, but $2M is 2017 data with no updated public figures since, and contractor count and
current pricing are estimated ranges.
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#28 · Francisco Rivera 的 POD 蜡烛店（Etsy 按需印刷蜡烛）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Francisco Rivera, United States · Founded 2023 ·
Inspiration Index 71/100

Allergic to candles, he sells print-on-demand candles on Etsy: no inventory, no
shipping, turning one-line labels into a six-figure business.

Revenue: ~$462,000 in sales (2023, verified
by CNBC; spans candle and tote-bag shops)
Monthly / margin: ~$38,500/month; 30%–
50% gross margin per order
Team: 1 person (production, fulfillment, and
support fully outsourced to Printify and

contract manufacturers)
Time: ~20 minutes/day once past 5,000+
reviews
Founded: Research Jan 2023, launch Feb
2023, full-time Dec 2023

Background. Rivera, a former online English teacher with a music-production background, moved to
Florida in 2020 and began studying print-on-demand in January 2023. He launched on Etsy that
February as a side project, combing the Printify catalog and picking a relatively overlooked product—
candles—despite being allergic to them. Roughly two months in, a single day brought 70+ orders
against a typical 10; the business took off, and he quit teaching to go full-time by year-end.

Business model. Pure print-on-demand plus platform-traffic arbitrage. The workflow: take a blank-
label candle image, add a custom line of copy in Canva, list it on Etsy, and let an integrated Printify
account route each order to a contract manufacturer that ships direct to the buyer. Rivera holds no
inventory, never touches the product, and doesn't fulfill orders; Printify absorbs most support. Revenue
is the retail markup on candles and tote bags at ~30%–50% gross margin per order, against costs that
include manufacturing fees, Etsy fees (~$55,000 in 2023), Etsy Ads, and Printify charges.

Growth levers.

Hyper-niche selection: one candle image mapped to many niches—hockey moms, frazzled new
parents, bridal parties, divorcees, long-distance couples—so a single design times N audience
captions carries zero marginal production cost.
Etsy-internal traffic leverage: SEO titles built around gifting occasions, plus Etsy Ads and organic
search, tap the platform's existing buyers with almost no social media.
End-to-end outsourcing: Printify handles manufacturer routing, direct shipping, and frontline
support, stripping production, logistics, and returns out of the founder's day and making 20
minutes/day viable.
Review flywheel: early low prices built social proof fast; past 5,000+ reviews, conversion and
ranking self-reinforce and operations turn passive.

Replicable takeaways.

Leverage stacks three ways—platform traffic, contract manufacturing, and zero inventory—so
you need no supply chain, no product expertise, and can even be allergic to what you sell.
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Selection precedes operations: finding a 'relatively overlooked but gift-driven' category on a
mature platform beats grinding in a crowded one.
Split one SKU into dozens of hyper-niche captions, using near-zero-cost design variants to
cover long-tail demand.
SEO titles plus on-platform ads to capture in-platform traffic is more realistic for a solo operator
than building a social following from scratch.
Trade reviews for passivity: discount early to bank social proof, then compress operating time to
minutes once scale arrives.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the Canva-plus-Printify-plus-Etsy playbook has a low barrier and is
quickly copied, leaving 5,000+ reviews and shop ranking as the main defenses. The biggest risk is
platform dependence—Etsy policy, algorithm, or fee shifts, rising ad costs, or POD commoditization
would directly compress margins—compounded by heavy Q4 holiday seasonality. The 'allergic to
candles, yet selling candles' angle is narrative color, not a durable edge.

Stack. Etsy (storefront, traffic, ads) + Printify (manufacturer routing, direct shipping, support backstop)
+ Canva (label design); production, logistics, and support fully outsourced, with the founder handling
only selection, listing, and light support.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. CNBC Make It, two reports dated 2024-04-11 and 2024-04-25 (verifying $462K in
sales, $38,500/month, 20 minutes/day, ~$55K in Etsy fees, and the February start) · Printify blog interview,
'Francisco talks making six figures in one year' (background on his teaching/music history, Jan 2023
research, two shops including totes, Q4 concentration, and minimal social media) · Business Insider / NBC
local affiliate syndication (corroborating revenue and time-investment figures) — High — core revenue,
time, and model figures are verified by CNBC against his documents and cross-checked with the Printify
interview; post-2024 revenue is undisclosed, so the window is fixed to full-year 2023.

#29 · AudioPen

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Louis Pereira, India (Goa) · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index
71/100

Speak into your phone and AudioPen turns rambling voice notes into clean, ready-
to-send text.

Early revenue: $73K (first 2 months)
MRR: ~$12-20K/month (2023-2024)
Registered users: 200K+ (incl. free)

Team: 1 (pure solo)
Founded: March 2023

Background. Pereira runs the family retail business in Goa by day and builds products by night;
AudioPen followed 10-15 prior projects that all failed. In March 2023 he shipped a "hold-to-talk, auto-
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write" tool in ~12 hours during his own "Half Day Build" hackathon. Test users paid the same day, and
the product took in $73K within two months.

Business model. Pure subscription with one-time, non-auto-renewing payments: the Prime plans run
~$33/3 months, $99/year and $159/2 years. He validated demand early with cheap lifetime deals ($19
rising to $150), then raised prices as features grew. Subscriptions cover the usage-based OpenAI
transcription/rewrite API; a free tier feeds the funnel while paid unlocks longer recordings, more
languages and stronger rewriting. With no sales, no ad dependence and near-zero marginal labor,
monthly cost is only ~$30.

Growth levers.

Build-in-public: a 10K+ following on Twitter/X converted on launch, delivering 100 paying users
within 2 days.
Extreme speed to launch: idea to revenue in half a day at a hackathon; sell first, iterate later, and
validate with real payments rather than guesswork.
Product Hunt #1: a single launch broke 1,000 upvotes (against a target of just 300-400), driving
a wave of organic growth and word of mouth.

Replicable takeaways.

No-code (Bubble + OpenAI API) bypasses the engineering barrier, turning one sharp pain point
into a paid product in a day.
Build an audience build-in-public first, then ship: launch-day conversion is almost free.
One-time / low-renewal pricing plus a free funnel cuts sales and support load, letting a single
person run the business in steady state.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the core is a thin wrapper over OpenAI transcription and rewriting,
easily cloned by rivals like VoicePen or any AI-notes app, and upstream model vendors could bake the
same feature in directly. The real defenses are the founder's personal brand, first-mover word of mouth
and a minimalist experience. The ceiling is that a single-purpose tool struggles to lift ARPU; growth
hinges on continuous exposure, and revenue has plateaued at ~$12-20K/month rather than scaling
fast.

Stack. Bubble.io (no-code) + OpenAI (Whisper transcription / GPT rewriting) + Figma; pure solo, no
outsourcing, ~$30/month cost.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Founder blog: audiopen.ai/blog/how-i-built-audiopen · The Bootstrapped Founder
interview (Arvid Kahl) · Indie Hackers: Louis Pereira's Journey to $15K/Month · Starter Story / NoCodeLife
case study · Solveo: account of $73K in the first 2 months — Medium — the early $73K and build-in-public
arc are corroborated by the founder in multiple public sources, but current MRR ($12-20K) and the 200K
user count (incl. free) are estimates, unaudited.
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#30 · Amma Rose Designs（Etsy 数字下载）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Kayla Warner, United States · Founded 2018 ·
Inspiration Index 71/100

Selling printable and digital business planners on Etsy, turning one PDF into a
near-zero-marginal-cost six-figure cash flow.

Revenue: $93,534.21 (multiple six-figure
years since 2018)
Monthly revenue: ~$5,000–$8,000+, never
below $5K

Customers / reviews: 13,000+ customers;
Etsy 4.9 stars, ~1.4k reviews
Team: 1 (solo)
Founded: 2018

Background. Kayla Warner opened her Etsy shop within a month of finishing college
(August/September 2018) rather than taking a nine-to-five. The first month brought ~$45; she hit her
first $1,000 within four months. Building on printable PDF planners, she later bought an iPad to add
digital and fillable versions, and in the pandemic year of 2020 publicly disclosed $93,534.21 in
revenue, becoming a top seller in Etsy's planner category.

Business model. The core is designing a planner or template once and selling it as a digital
download: zero replication cost, near-100% gross margin, files instead of physical goods (the highest-
leverage variant of POD). SKUs span printable, iPad-digital and fillable versions, mostly priced from
single digits to the $20–30 range. Beyond the main Etsy shop, she has layered on multiple revenue
lines around the same expertise: paid courses and e-books, design templates, a white-label planner
business, paid consulting and an affiliate program.

Growth levers.

Etsy SEO and title/tag optimization let the shop run largely on organic search traffic with almost
no ad spend.
Forking one design into multiple SKU formats (printable / digital / fillable) to monetize a single
asset repeatedly.
A content flywheel: a blog income report ($93K) plus courses and white-label work convert a
personal success story into teaching and derivative revenue.

Replicable takeaways.

Pick a zero-marginal-cost category: a digital download is designed once and sold infinitely, with
no inventory or shipping and margins near 100%.
Start on a mature platform with built-in traffic (Etsy's buyers and search) to validate before
building a standalone store.
Stack the same core skill into a product ladder: a lead-generating main product feeds courses,
templates, white-label and affiliate income, so one specialty supports several revenue lines.
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Risk & moat. The moat is the category-leader position that earns Etsy search weight, the credibility of
1.4k+ accumulated reviews, and a personal IP/teaching brand — not the products themselves, which
are easily copied. The biggest risk is platform dependence: an Etsy algorithm change, fee hike or
suspension would hit directly. Digital templates face intense commoditized competition and a single
shop has a limited ceiling, so diversification across revenue lines and a standalone store is required.

Stack. Etsy (primary sales) plus an owned blog/standalone store at shop.ammarosedesigns.com;
Adobe for design, iPad/Procreate for digital planners, Skillshare for learning, affiliate/course platforms;
solo, no team.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Founder blog, ammarosedesigns.com, "How I Made $93K in Revenue Selling
Digital Downloads on Etsy" (includes $93,534.21, ~$45 first month, 2018 start) ·
ammarosedesigns.com/about (six-figure annual revenue, 13,000+ customers, multiple revenue lines) ·
Business Insider / Ground News, "I made $95,000 last year selling printable and digital planners on Etsy"
(monthly $5K–$8K+, running on SEO) · Etsy shop AmmaRoseDesigns (4.9 stars, ~1.4k reviews) — High —
revenue and timeline are corroborated by both the founder's public income report and Business Insider;
only current total revenue/margin is a recent estimate, hence not a perfect score.

#31 · Stratechery（科技战略分析）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Ben Thompson, USA (based in Taipei) · Founded 2013 ·
Inspiration Index 70/100

A one-writer paid newsletter at its ceiling: free content as funnel, subscriptions as
engine—the template for solo paid media.

Revenue: ~$5M+ (2023 est., 40,000 subs x
$120)
Paid subscribers: ~40,000+ (2023 est.;
never disclosed officially)

Team: 1 core writer (podcast network
includes outside collaborators)
Founded: 2013 (full-time from 2014)
Pricing: $12/month or $120/year

Background. In 2013 Ben Thompson was still a product manager, blogging about tech strategy on the
side; in April 2014 he launched the paid Daily Update and went full-time. With no off-the-shelf
subscription tooling available, he built his own stack. He crossed 1,000 subscribers (~$100K
annualized) in November 2014 and 2,000 (~$200K) in early 2015—proving the solo paid-media model
fully four years before Substack.

Business model. A free/paid two-tier model: one free long-form essay each week as the funnel, while
a paid subscription ($12/month or $120/year, with ~70% choosing annual) unlocks three weekly Daily
Updates, interviews and podcasts. From 2020 he bundled podcasts—Dithering, Sharp Tech/China,
GOAT—into Stratechery Plus; roughly half of subscribers now enter via audio, which cut churn and
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reignited growth. The backbone is the self-built Passport SSO/subscription system, licensed externally
since a 2026 Automattic partnership (e.g., The Ankler migrating in).

Growth levers.

Free flagship essays as content marketing; paid daily updates and podcasts as the revenue
engine—the free content is the largest acquisition funnel.
Bundling podcasts into one subscription (Plus) uses audio to acquire, lower churn, and raise
ARPU.
Owning the Passport subscription infrastructure controls distribution and member data, then
upgrades it into a licensable platform.
A distinctive intellectual frame—Aggregation Theory—builds a thought-leadership brand,
repeatedly cited industry-wide as a word-of-mouth flywheel.

Replicable takeaways.

Establish authority and reach with free premium content first, then charge superfans for more
frequent, deeper incremental content.
Sell continuity and quality certainty—prepaid subscription, not per-article pricing—for stable,
predictable cash flow.
Bundling, especially across formats like audio, is a high-leverage move to cut churn and lift
ARPU.
Own subscription and member data (self-built or controllable infrastructure) to avoid platform
fees and algorithm dependence.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade-plus of personal credibility, a proprietary analytical framework, an
affluent paying readership, and control of the self-built Passport infrastructure—extremely hard to
replicate. The biggest risk is total dependence on the founder (bus factor = 1): views, output and brand
all rest on Ben alone, so his health and energy are the ceiling. The podcast network and Passport's
platformization are precisely the hedges against this single point of failure.

Stack. Self-built Passport (SSO/subscriptions, later partnered with Automattic) + WordPress content +
podcast hosting + Stripe payments; one writer, with podcasts shared by outside collaborators.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. stratechery.com/about and stratechery-plus (official pricing/product) · Acquired
podcast 10th-anniversary interview + acquiredbriefing.com notes (founding timeline/model) ·
blockbuster.thoughtleader.school, "How Ben Thompson Got 40,000+ Paid Subscribers"
(subscriber/revenue estimates) · Fortune Creator 25 (2020 revenue $3M+) and NiemanLab ($200K in
2015) · Axios, 2026-04, "The Ankler moves to Passport" (Passport platformization/external licensing) —
Medium — timeline, pricing and category-defining status are well corroborated by official and multiple
sources; subscriber and revenue figures (40K+ subs, $5M+) are third-party estimates never disclosed
officially, treated at the low end.
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#32 · Mark Manson（markmanson.net / Your Next Breakthrough）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Mark Manson, United States · Founded 2013 · Inspiration Index
70/100

Compounding irreverent life advice into evergreen content assets, then amplifying a
decade of audience equity into a global bestseller IP.

Revenue: ~$2-2.5M/yr (2024, excl. book
royalties; courses peaked at ~$2.5M)
Email list: Your Next Breakthrough 1M+
subscribers, ~55% open rate (self-reported,
2025)
Book sales: The Subtle Art ~16-17M copies;
~20M across all titles; 65+ languages

Other channels: YouTube 2.7M subs, ~3M
monthly views; blog ~1.5-2M monthly readers
(search-led)
Team / entity: Tiny team (~4 employees +
outsourcing, Infinity Squared Media LLC);
renamed to eponymous site in 2013

Background. Manson began in 2007 as a dating/pickup blogger under the handle "Entropy" (Practical
Pickup), pivoted in 2010 to the men's self-improvement site PostMasculine, then renamed it
markmanson.net in 2013 and shifted to gender-neutral life advice. The slow compounding ran for a
decade: blog readers grew from ~20-30K in 2011 to over 1M in 2013 and ~2M by 2015. In 2016, The
Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck broke out globally, converting years of accumulated content momentum
into a runaway bestseller.

Business model. Three monetization layers. Upstream, high-search-volume evergreen blog posts
funnel cold traffic into the email list, the core asset. Midstream, the list converts repeatedly into online
courses (peaked ~$2.5M, now ~$750K-1M/yr) and paid subscriptions. Downstream, brand equity
scales into publishing (~$2/copy royalty x ~20M copies), podcast/YouTube ad revenue (podcast
~$750-800K, YouTube ~$300-400K/yr), newsletter sponsorships (~$400-500K/yr), and infrequent high-
fee speaking. The business was already ~$400-500K/yr before the book, with personal net worth near
$1M before royalties landed.

Growth levers.

Evergreen SEO content: a cohort of high-converting pillar posts pulls organic search traffic
(~60% from Google) at near-zero marginal cost, recruiting new readers year after year.
Locking traffic into the email list: an owned channel independent of platform algorithms, used to
repeatedly push courses, subscriptions, and new books at a ~55% open rate far above industry
norms.
One-shot IP amplification: leveraging accumulated content reputation and the reader base to
push a single viral bestseller, converting blog equity into global recognition and a multilingual
long tail.

Replicable takeaways.



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

104

Build an owned channel before chasing monetization: let blog/search handle acquisition and the
email list handle conversion and repeat purchase, so the lifeline isn't tied to one platform's
algorithm.
Make content evergreen, not trend-chasing: a few pillar posts that rank long-term are the
principal that compounds over a decade, far outperforming daily traffic-chasing.
Use one peak product to amplify everything accumulated: once the base is deep enough,
concentrate resources on one breakout effort (a book or flagship course) to convert incremental
traffic into a step-change asset.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade of evergreen SEO content, a million-strong owned email list with
an unusually high open rate, and a personal brand and book series with a global IP long tail, none of it
quickly replicable. The biggest risk is founder-as-product: when Manson stepped back in 2018-2021 to
write a Will Smith memoir and Audible projects and shifted to monthly posting, operations held but
strategy stalled, the business briefly aged out, and course revenue halved from its $2.5M peak. The
growth ceiling is tightly bound to content cadence and founder bandwidth.

Stack. WordPress blog + SEO; email/newsletter (ConvertKit-class); online course platform + paid
subscriptions; YouTube/podcast ads; own app; entity Infinity Squared Media LLC with a tiny core team
plus global remote outsourcing; traditional publishing (HarperCollins family).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Nathan Barry podcast deep-dive, "Inside Mark Manson's $2,500,000 Creator
Business" (revenue structure, historical reader counts, course peak) · markmanson.net/sponsor official
sponsor page (newsletter 1M+ subscribers, 55% open rate, YouTube 2.7M subs / ~3M monthly views,
2025) · Wikipedia and multiple interviews (Entropy/PostMasculine to markmanson.net timeline, book sales
and languages) · Buzzfile/ZoomInfo company data (Infinity Squared Media LLC, ~4 local employees,
registered 2022) — Medium — revenue scale and structure come mainly from the Nathan Barry interview
(founder-side, partly ranges/est.); subscribers, open rate, sales, and team cross-checked against official
and company databases, with per-copy royalty a directional estimate.

#33 · Not Boring

Content, Media & Newsletters · Packy McCormick, United States · Founded 2020 · Inspiration
Index 70/100

Narrative deep-dives on tech and startups, given away free and monetized through
sponsorship, then financialized into a venture fund.

Revenue: ~$3M+ ARR (2024, est.);
sponsorship crossed $1M in 2021 (founder-
disclosed)

Subscribers: ~183,000 (2024); 270K on
some counts
Team: 1 core (founder + light help from
brother Dan and occasional writers)
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Founded: 2020 (started 2019 as Per My Last
Email)

Fund: Not Boring Capital, three funds,
~$68M AUM, 207+ portfolio companies

Background. After six years at Breather, McCormick burned out and quit in late 2019. In March 2020
he renamed his newsletter Per My Last Email to Not Boring, then sitting at roughly 400-600
subscribers. Story-driven company breakdowns and Product Hunt launches drove fast growth: 50,000
subscribers in eight months, and over $1M in sponsorship revenue by 2021.

Business model. The core is a free, sponsor-funded newsletter: two issues a week, with
Monday/Tuesday trend pieces carrying lower-priced ads and the Thursday company deep-dive sold to
a single sponsor at $20K+ per issue. Readers are never charged, maximizing reach and influence.
That influence funds a second curve: from 2021, Not Boring Capital, a solo-GP fund investing pre-
seed to Series A, with the newsletter amplifying portfolio narratives and LP fundraising in a content-to-
capital flywheel. A jobs board adds long-tail income.

Growth levers.

Story-driven breakdowns: turn dry business models into highly readable long-form, so the
content itself is both acquisition and brand.
Free plus sponsorship: drop the paywall for maximum reach, then price that audience to
sponsors and portfolio companies.
Content-to-capital flywheel: use media influence to raise and amplify a venture fund, converting
reader attention into carry.
Build in public on Product Hunt and Twitter/X for compounding, low-cost early growth.

Replicable takeaways.

If the goal is influence rather than direct payment, sponsorship beats a paywall for reach and
monetization ceiling.
Monetize one asset (audience attention) many times: ads, then jobs board, then fund carry,
stacking revenue curves.
Keep supply scarce: one or two high-priced sponsor slots a week support premium pricing
instead of volume.
Build in public: frequent transparent updates and social distribution are a cheap acquisition
engine.

Risk & moat. The moat is a scarce bundle of personal brand, narrative skill and a high-quality
audience; sponsors and LPs both pay for that influence, which is hard to transplant or copy. The
biggest risk is heavy single-person dependence (key-man risk plus a capacity ceiling), plus fund
returns that take years to realize (early MOIC only ~1.1-1.3x, modest IRR). Tech and Web3 cycles hit
sponsorship budgets and fund marks directly.

Stack. Substack (distribution and paid infra) + Twitter/X (acquisition) + AngelList / standalone fund
structure (Not Boring Capital) + Product Hunt (early cold start).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10
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Sources & confidence. Growth In Reverse breakdown (growthinreverse.com/packy) · Not Boring blog:
Announcing Not Boring Capital Fund III (notboring.co, 2023-01); Introducing Not Boring Capital / A Not
Boring Adventure One Year In · Packy McCormick public tweets and podcasts (Acquired, A Media
Operator) — Medium — subscriber and fund structure are officially/firsthand disclosed and reliable; $3M+
revenue is a third-party ARPU estimate and the 2021 $1M figure is founder-disclosed, with no official
annual-revenue confirmation.

#34 · GymStreak

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Joseph Mambwe, United Kingdom (Zambian-born) · Founded 2017
· Inspiration Index 70/100

A solo developer built a $2.5M-a-year AI fitness coaching app on Flutter, 3D motion
capture, and AR.

Revenue: ~$2.5M ARR / $208K MRR (2022-
2024)
Growth: ~10x YoY ($300K to $2.5M, 2021 to
2022)
Team: 1 founder + 4 freelancers

Day-1 ROAS: ~1.5x (ad spend recovered
same day)
Founded: ~2017 (idea conceived during
studies at Cambridge)

Background. Born in Zambia and raised in Botswana, Mambwe moved to the UK at 12 and, while
studying engineering at Cambridge, set out to fuse fitness, UI design, and 3D animation. The early
product was a quiet paid App Store download for years. The inflection came in 2021: stuck at ~$300K
ARR, he spent six months studying competitors and rewrote the app from scratch three times, then
watched revenue jump nearly 10x to ~$2.5M the following year.

Business model. Subscription freemium at ~$9.99/month, converting from a free trial and distributed
via the App Store and Google Play. Growth runs on paid acquisition: Facebook and TikTok ads hit
~1.5x ROAS on day one, recouping spend almost immediately and making every renewal pure
margin. RevenueCat handles subscriptions and cohort-level LTV tracking, which dictates acquisition
pace. After 2022 Mambwe deliberately slowed growth, shifting focus from acquisition to retention and
refining the download-to-trial, trial-to-paid, and churn funnels.

Growth levers.

Product differentiation: every exercise is 3D motion-captured and freely rotatable, with AR
projection into the user's real environment to demo correct form, far beyond a typical fitness app.
Paid-acquisition math: a ~1.5x day-1 ROAS means same-day payback, and RevenueCat's real
cohort LTV gives the confidence to scale spend aggressively.
Apple ecosystem tailwind: featured as App Store App of the Day and on the front page, with a
public tweet from Tim Cook and deep Apple support, driving large volumes of low-cost exposure.
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Relentless rewriting: after growth peaked in 2021, six months of competitor research and three
ground-up rewrites traded raw product quality for ~10x growth the next year.

Replicable takeaways.

Nail unit economics first: when acquisition pays back on day one (ROAS ~1.5x), 'spend more =
earn more' holds and growth is no longer cash-flow-constrained, the precondition for scaling.
Substitute tools for headcount: Flutter for one cross-platform codebase, RevenueCat for
subscriptions, ChatGPT/Copilot for productivity, and four Upwork freelancers for marketing,
support, and content let one person carry seven-figure revenue.
When growth stalls, be willing to rebuild: rather than squeezing conversion on the old product,
spend months studying rivals and remaking the core experience, since product quality is the
most durable lever.
Build hard, defensible products: a 3D motion-capture plus AR asset pipeline is costly to copy,
turning work others avoid into a moat.

Risk & moat. The moat is a hard-to-replicate 3D motion-capture and AR asset library plus a proven
acquisition-LTV flywheel, raising copycat costs. But the risk is concentrated and clear: revenue
depends heavily on Facebook/TikTok paid spend, so rising CPMs or iOS privacy changes could
directly compress ROAS. The fitness-subscription market is brutally competitive (incumbents plus
many free alternatives), and a one-person structure caps out at the founder's personal bandwidth.

Stack. Flutter (cross-platform), Sketch/Figma, an in-house 3D motion-capture/AR asset pipeline,
RevenueCat (subscriptions and LTV), ChatGPT/Copilot, and 4 Upwork freelancers
(marketing/support/content/creative).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story - GymStreak Breakdown (revenue/MRR/pricing/stack) · Hampton
(joinhampton.com) - 'Bootstrapping a $2.5M/yr Fitness App with Zero Employees' (year-by-year revenue,
team structure, RevenueCat, ad spend) · University of Cambridge IfM alumni feature (founder background,
Tim Cook tweet, App Store feature) · Indie Hackers / FounderStory.net (cross-verification) — Medium -
revenue ($2.5M/$208K MRR) and team (1+4) are consistent across multiple secondary sources, but all
trace to founder self-reports from around 2023 with no independent audit; exact download/subscriber
counts and founding year (2017 vs 2018) remain unconfirmed.

#35 · Carrd

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · AJ (@ajlkn), United States · Founded 2016 · Inspiration Index
70/100

A $19/year one-page website builder whose deliberate feature restraint became its
moat, with all product code written by one person.
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Revenue: ~$1.5M ARR (2024; ~$600K in
2023)
Sites hosted: 4M+ (2024); 2M+ users
Team: 2 (AJ alone on product/code; partner
runs support and community)

Pricing: Free tier; Pro at $9 / $19 / $49 per
year
Founded: 2016

Background. AJ, an anonymous indie developer, had built web design tools since the mid-2000s,
including the free template site HTML5 UP and the paid subscription Pixelarity. He started Carrd in
2015 and opened a Twitter beta in 2016, where the first 100 users and first $1,000 all came from the
platform; for years he refined it with a side-project mindset. The inflection came on 30 May 2020, when
Kim Kardashian shared a BLM action page built on Carrd and daily sign-ups jumped from a few
hundred to several thousand.

Business model. Freemium subscription. The free tier allows three simple one-page sites; annual
plans (Pro Lite $9, Pro Standard $19, Pro Plus $49) unlock custom domains, forms, embeds, and
commerce. Average revenue per user is tiny but volume is large, auto-renewal is sticky, and gross
margin is ~90%. With zero ad spend and no marketing team, growth is almost entirely word-of-mouth
and organic SEO, roughly 20,000 new users and 40,000+ new sites a month; the low price itself
becomes a distribution engine.

Growth levers.

Deliberate feature limits as positioning moat: doing only one-page sites, kept extremely simple,
turns 'can't build complex sites' into a selling point and sidesteps head-on competition with
Squarespace and Wix.
Ultra-low price x auto-renewal x high margin: $19/year pushes the decision barrier near zero,
converting a vast long tail into stable recurring revenue.
Authentic viral distribution: free sites carry Carrd branding at the footer, so every personal page,
link hub, and event page is free exposure; a 2020 celebrity share ignited exponential growth.

Replicable takeaways.

In a crowded red ocean, win by subtraction: carve out an overlooked niche (one-page sites) and
trade constraints for simplicity and word-of-mouth rather than piling on features.
Build an audience and trust with a free product first (e.g. HTML5 UP), then distribute later
products to that group, cutting cold-start cost.
Make a low-price subscription work on scale and renewals: watch gross margin, auto-renewal
rate, and near-zero CAC instead of raising the price per user.
Turn the free tier into a distribution channel by baking brand exposure into the product, so usage
itself becomes the growth engine.

Risk & moat. The moat is word-of-mouth, brand, and ownership of the 'one-page site' mental
category, plus a near-uncopiable product instinct and extreme efficiency from one person's long
iteration; switching costs and technical barriers are low. The biggest risk is AI site builders (v0, Framer
AI, prompt-to-website tools) rapidly eroding the 'simple, fast page' value proposition, while the low-
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price model has a clear ceiling and a high bus-factor dependence on the founder. In 2021 AJ ceded
~15-20% equity for infrastructure and hiring expertise, not because of a cash shortage.

Stack. Self-built infrastructure (JS front end plus backend services; 2.5M sites once migrated to AWS),
Stripe/PayPal for payments; distribution via building in public on Twitter, word-of-mouth, and SEO, with
no paid acquisition.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers AMA and podcast #087/#228 (AJ himself: 2.5M sites, $1M ARR,
funding); Indie Hackers post 'after 2.5M sites, $1M ARR, and a funding round' (ajlkn) · Fathom Analytics
blog/podcast (Kim Kardashian 2020-05-30 event and 15-20% equity raise); Starter Story 'Carrd
Breakdown'; GetLatka (carrd.co, $1.5M ARR 2024); SaaS Club podcast; Medium case by Rohidas Gowda
($1.5M ARR / 4M sites) — High - revenue range (~$1.5M ARR 2024), site count (4M+), one-person product
team, pricing, and the Kim Kardashian inflection are all founder-disclosed and cross-confirmed; only exact
MRR and latest subscriber counts drift over time, and 'no VC' should be corrected to a small 2021 raise for
expertise.

#36 · Famous in Real Life（Famous IRL）

Physical, Maker & Local · Mike Pasley, United States · Founded 2017 · Inspiration Index 70/100

Pop-culture-meme graphic tees turned into a million-dollar apparel brand run by
one person on print-on-demand.

First-year revenue: ~$700K (2017-2018, per
Printify)
First 6 months: $445K (H2 2017)
First 2.5 years cumulative: $3.5M+ (through
~end-2019)

Team: 1 founder at start; now ~3 people
under parent Idea Nest
Founded: June 2017 (parent Idea Nest
formed May 2017)

Background. Pasley holds a communications BA and an entrepreneurship MA, and learned the
graphic-tee playbook working in digital marketing at custom-apparel fulfillment platform Viralstyle. In
2017 he launched Famous IRL as a practice store, spending ~$300 on ads to test designs repeatedly.
One design caught fire; within six months the store averaged ~$10K/month and hit $445K over the half
year.

Business model. Print-on-demand and dropshipping: graphic tees, hoodies, hats and mugs built on
pop-culture, science and film/TV memes, with no inventory and no factory; orders trigger production
and shipping at US-based printers. Sales run mainly through a self-hosted Shopify store, with
distribution into retailers such as Target and onto Amazon. Customers are acquired via Google Ads,
social media and UGC, with repeat-purchase rates growing ~35% annually.

Growth levers.
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High-frequency design testing: small ad spend to validate designs fast, then scale the hits,
treating hit-rate as the core metric
Riding pop-culture sentiment: humor, nostalgia and science memes target niche tribes and are
naturally shareable, fueling social spread and UGC
POD zero-inventory leverage: one person can run 100+ SKUs with no stock and no factory,
minimizing cash-flow and trial-and-error cost
Replicating the playbook: the same POD-plus-paid-acquisition model spun out multiple vertical
brands, consolidated under parent Idea Nest

Replicable takeaways.

Prove the test-design-to-paid-traffic-to-hit loop in your own store before chasing scale; speed
and design volume determine whether you hit a winner
Align personal taste with what the mass market finds cool; designs that only please the founder
do not sell
POD lets one person with design and marketing skills build a six-to-seven-figure physical
apparel brand asset-light, but those two skills are mandatory
A validated POD model can be cloned into a second and third brand, so a solo playbook can
grow into a small company

Risk & moat. The moat is the combined feel for design taste and paid-acquisition testing, plus the
ability to keep producing hits, not technology or inventory. The biggest risks: POD categories are
highly commoditized with near-zero barriers, so winners are easily copied; memes have short shelf
lives requiring constant refresh; reliance on Google and social ads ties margins directly to rising
acquisition costs and platform-policy swings; and POD margins and quality control depend on third-
party printers. The ceiling is brand-equity accumulation, as most operators stay stuck selling graphics
rather than building a premium brand.

Stack. Self-hosted Shopify + POD printers (Printify and similar, print-on-demand/dropship) + Google
Ads and social media + founder-made graphic design and marketing; later expanded into the multi-
brand Idea Nest portfolio with a ~3-person team.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Printify official case study: "Designer makes $700K in revenue in his first year" ·
Side Hustle School (Chris Guillebeau), episode 424: $445,000 · Authority Magazine interview with Mike
Pasley (Medium) · Idea Nest website/blog and the Inc. 5000 list (2021 #1109, 2022 #2422) — High —
revenue range ($445K/$700K/$3.5M+), 2017 timeline and Inc. 5000 rankings corroborated across multiple
sources (Printify official, media, list); the "pure solo" claim is discounted, as it began as the founder alone
and is now a ~3-person multi-brand operation under Idea Nest.
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#37 · Thomas Frank Notion 模板

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Thomas Frank, United States · Founded 2021 ·
Inspiration Index 70/100

A decade-long productivity YouTuber turned free tutorials into high-margin Notion
templates, crossing $1M in template sales in a single year.

Template revenue: $1,000,508 (full-year
2022)
Recent monthly revenue: ~$120K/mo
templates + ~$15K/mo other (self-reported,
2023)

Two-year cumulative: ~$2.1M (two flagship
templates, 2021-2023)
YouTube subscribers: Main channel ~2.9M;
funnel driven by spin-off channel 43K to 110K
Team: Very small, ~3-8 people (incl. founder,
varies by stage)

Background. Frank started his productivity YouTube channel in 2014 and crossed one million
subscribers in early 2018, monetizing for years via AdSense and modest sponsorships. In August 2021
he launched his first paid template, Creator's Companion ($12,858 in month one), validating a 'free
content to paid template' funnel. The April 2022 launch of flagship Ultimate Brain ($88,241 in month
one) pushed template sales past $1M for the year, completing his shift from ad-funded creator to
digital-product seller.

Business model. Pure digital product (Notion templates) with near-zero marginal cost and high
margins: flagship Ultimate Brain at $129 and the Creator's Companion line (Base/Ultimate
Tasks/Bundle, ~$129-229). Bundles outsell single items roughly 3:1, materially lifting average order
value. Distribution runs through Gumroad and the Notion template marketplace; acquisition relies
almost entirely not on the main channel but on a niche spin-off, 'Thomas Frank Explains,' plus a 35K-
subscriber Notion email list, with free tutorials doubling as long-tail ad space carrying Notion affiliate
revenue.

Growth levers.

Niche acquisition channel: rather than hard-selling to 2.9M main subscribers, he built 'Thomas
Frank Explains' to teach Notion and route high-intent traffic straight to the templates.
Bundle-led AOV: the Bundle outsells single products ~3:1, sharply raising per-order value.
Free tutorials as a permanent ad: YouTube tutorials drive long-tail traffic while Notion affiliate
payouts let the content both acquire and monetize.

Replicable takeaways.

Build a high-intent audience with free content first, then ship paid product; existing trust is the
cheapest traffic a digital product can buy.
Split one product into Base/Advanced/Bundle tiers and anchor on the bundle to pull up AOV.
Spin up a dedicated content channel for a niche product so the main account's broad traffic
doesn't dilute conversion.
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Digital templates carry near-zero marginal cost; at scale the bottleneck is acquisition and
support, not production.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade-old creator brand, a deep tutorial content library, and audience
trust that is hard to replicate. The ceiling and risk concentrate in platform dependence: the business
sits entirely on top of Notion and is exposed to its roadmap, pricing, first-party templates, and AI
features. The template category has low barriers and surging competition, requires ongoing
maintenance against Notion's version updates, and growth still hinges on Frank's personal content
output.

Stack. Notion (product) + Gumroad/Notion template marketplace (distribution & payments) + YouTube
(acquisition) + email list + very small team (dev/support/editing/ops, mix of hires and outsourcing).

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Thomas Frank's own public breakdown, '$1 Million in Notion Template Sales'
(Typefully) · Starter Story interview, 'I Made $2.1M in Two Years Teaching People How to Use Notion' · Mind
Meld #51 podcast (Josh Gonsalves) · easy.tools / easyaiplaybook coverage ($120K/mo) — High — core
revenue (2022 $1,000,508, per-product splits, ~$120K/mo) is disclosed repeatedly by the founder and
corroborated by multiple outlets; only team size varies (3-8) across time points.

#38 · Bannerbear

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Jon Yongfook (Jon Yongfook Cockle), Singapore / UK / Japan ·
Founded 2019 · Inspiration Index 70/100

A single REST API that mass-generates social images, video and PDFs, turning
repetitive marketing work into infrastructure.

Revenue: $1M ARR (crossed Sept 2025,
founder-disclosed)
Growth: ~$630K (2023) → ~$991K ARR
(2024)

Team: 1 core (briefly scaled to ~4-7, then
shrank back to solo)
Entry price: from $49/mo (raised from ~$9 to
filter customers)
Founded: 2019 (pivoted from Previewmojo)

Background. While leading product at Aviva in Singapore on ~$20K/mo, Jon quit in early 2019 on two
years of savings to run a "12 startups in 12 months" challenge. Seven projects (Zipsell, Promomatic
and others) included a Product Hunt #1 that still made no money; he stopped at the seventh. He
repurposed one of them, Previewmojo (auto-generated web preview images), renamed it Bannerbear,
then in March 2020 made the decisive shift to a pure API product, alienating some early users but
opening up B2B growth.

Business model. B2B API subscriptions. Marketing teams, agencies and SaaS companies treat
Bannerbear as image/video-generation infrastructure: templates plus a REST API or no-code tools
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(Zapier, Make) batch-produce social images, e-commerce banners, short videos, PDFs and
certificates, billed by API-call quota. Tiers run $49 (Automate) / $149 (Scale) / $299 (Enterprise). The
pivotal move was raising entry pricing from ~$9 to $49: it lifted ARPU and, more importantly, screened
out high-support, low-value users, keeping the workload manageable for one person. Once embedded
in a customer's workflow, switching costs are high and renewals are sticky.

Growth levers.

Building in public: live-published every revenue figure plus a technical blog solving real
developer pain, driving steady inbound and ~60K Twitter followers.
Strategic price hikes as demand filtering: a $49 floor cut low-price, high-maintenance users and
held support volume to what one person can carry.
Integration-led distribution: Zapier and Make produced unexpected word-of-mouth acquisition by
embedding the product inside no-code workflows.
From feature to infrastructure: the API shift moved the buyer from developers who could build it
themselves to marketing teams with hair on fire.
AI leverage to stay solo: using Claude Code and Cursor for boilerplate, the founder claims the
output of a 10-person engineering team.

Replicable takeaways.

Pricing is a product strategy, not just a revenue lever: a high entry price simultaneously filters
customers and caps support load, the core lever for staying solo.
Sell to high-pain, high-willingness B2B buyers (marketing teams), not to peers and developers
who would just build it themselves.
Upgrade a single feature into an API or infrastructure layer to create high switching costs and
lock-in on integration.
Public numbers plus a fixed cadence of one week coding, one week marketing turn the build
process itself into acquisition content.
A deliberately boring, stable stack (Rails 6 + jQuery) paired with AI coding assistants lets one
person sustain high output.

Risk & moat. The moat is embedded infrastructure: once wired into a customer's automation,
replacement is costly and renewals hold, reinforced by the founder's personal brand and build-in-
public reach. The main risk is intensifying competition and price wars in generative-AI image/video
APIs (low-cost rivals such as Imejis start at $15), plus the fragility of one person owning a single
product with single points of failure. The ceiling is its positioning as a tool-type API: scaling upmarket
would require enterprise sales and a team, cutting against the very "stay solo" thesis.

Stack. Ruby on Rails 6 + jQuery (deliberately conservative); AWS hosting; Stripe payments;
Zapier/Make for integration-led distribution; AI coding (Claude Code, Cursor) to sustain solo output.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Jon Yongfook's blog (blog.yongfook.com, "12 Startups" series, journey-to-10k-mrr)
and X/@yongfook disclosures · Indie Hackers interview/podcast (Ep.208) and open-startup public figures ·
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Starter Story, "Bootstrapped Bannerbear to $50K MRR" · arrfounder.com / Medium reports on crossing $1M
ARR on Sept 19, 2025 · Bannerbear pricing page (bannerbear.com/pricing) — High — revenue trajectory
and $1M ARR milestone are cross-confirmed by the founder's public numbers and multiple independent
reports; team size has fluctuated historically (once ~4-7, then back to a solo core), so "solo" is best read as
current single-person operation.

#39 · Feed Me

Content, Media & Newsletters · Emily Sundberg, United States · Founded 2022 · Inspiration
Index 70/100

A weekday dispatch on New York business culture, turning first-person gossip and
DTC observation into a subscription business.

Revenue: ~$400K+ subscriptions (NYT, early
2025); all-in incl. ads est. seven figures
(2025)
Readers: 150K+ (2025); 10K+ paid
subscribers

Team: Solo at launch (2022); 2 editors +
several columnists from 2025
Pricing: ~$80/year (annual-led)
Founded: Started writing fiction in 2020;
pivoted to a weekday business daily in late
2022

Background. Sundberg began on Substack publishing short fiction in summer 2020. After being laid
off from a creative-strategy role at Meta in November 2022, she pivoted to a weekday daily laced with
workplace gossip; an early link from Bloomberg's Matt Levine in Money Stuff delivered pivotal traffic,
while her digital-marketing background at New York magazine, Condé Nast and Great Jones helped
her lock in a fashion/consumer/tech crossover audience. At the time of a February 2025 NYT profile
she had ~60,000 readers; that grew to 150K+ within the year.

Business model. The core is paid Substack subscriptions at ~$80/year, sold mostly annually. Brand
advertising and sponsorships (partners include David Protein and J.Crew) add roughly a third of total
revenue, layered with a classifieds/jobs board, merch, events and a podcast. A free daily drives top-of-
funnel; a paywall builds a 'secret-club' exclusivity that converts to annual plans, and Sundberg is
expanding from pure newsletter toward a small media operation.

Growth levers.

High-frequency, first-person persona: ~250 issues a year, casting the author as a 'Carrie
Bradshaw' for her generation
Cold start via influencer endorsement: a link from must-read newsletters like Matt Levine's
funneled in high-value readers, not paid acquisition
Tiered paywall: free content for reach, paid exclusives engineered as a scarce 'secret club' to lift
annual conversion
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Reinvest revenue into product: hire columnists and host free in-person parties to widen
coverage and community stickiness
Stacked monetization: subscriptions plus ads (~1/3), a jobs board, merch, podcast and regional
editions

Replicable takeaways.

Cold-start with one sharp vertical persona, then win your first high-quality readers via
peer/influencer links rather than paid ads
A daily cadence builds an irreplaceable habit and is itself a moat, but validate you can personally
sustain the pace first
Before subscriptions hit their ceiling, add ads/jobs/events as second and third curves instead of
simply raising prices
Scale from solo to small media by hiring variable-cost columnists and editors, keeping fixed-
team risk minimal
Reinvest profit into content and community (writers, live events) to compound growth rather than
cashing out early

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand, the daily-reading habit, and an insider
information network inside New York's business-culture scene, all hard to replicate quickly. The biggest
risk is heavy persona dependence: the author is a single point of failure, and scaling the team risks
diluting the voice that drives the appeal; the venture is also tightly bound to Substack (revenue share,
algorithm and recommendation changes). The ceiling is set by vertical audience size and personal
output, which she is trying to break via regional editions, the podcast and hiring.

Stack. Substack (subscriptions, payments, recommendations) + in-house editors and several
outsourced columnists + merch e-commerce/live events + podcast (Expense Account)

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Wikipedia, Emily Sundberg entry · New York Times, February 2025 Feed Me
profile (~60,000 readers; subscription revenue >= $400K) · Semafor, November 2024 'studio mindset'
report · Substack official interview, Open Tab: Emily Sundberg (10K+ paid, ~250 issues/year, self-described
solo operation) · Glossy 50 2025 / The Money Times, November 2025 (150K+ readers; ads ~1/3 of
revenue; brand partners David Protein and J.Crew) — High — mainstream sources
(NYT/Semafor/Substack/Glossy) corroborate the reader and revenue scale; the all-in 'seven figures' is a
media estimate, with net profit and absolute ad revenue undisclosed, hence marked est.

#40 · Double Your Freelancing（DYF）

Consulting & Productized Services · Brennan Dunn, United States · Founded 2011 · Inspiration
Index 69/100
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Productizing agency hard-won lessons into courses and a newsletter that teach
freelancers to raise rates, sell value, and automate sales.

Revenue: 7 figures/year (self-reported; DYF
courses est. $100k+/month, unaudited)
Newsletter subscribers: 50,000+
freelancers/agencies
Flagship course buyers: Double Your
Freelancing Rate, 8,000+

Team: Very small team (founder stepped
back from day-to-day in 2022; not strictly
solo)
Founded: 2011 (after exiting agency We Are
Titans)

Background. Dunn began as a freelance developer, then grew his agency We Are Titans to 11 people
and ~$2M annual revenue before burnout and family health concerns prompted his exit in 2011. He
turned the pricing, sales, and client-management lessons learned along the way into blog posts and an
ebook; one of them, Double Your Freelancing Rate, took off and gradually compounded into a course,
newsletter, and community. He deliberately shrank from a staffed agency back to a one-expert
business.

Business model. Core revenue is one-time digital courses for freelancers and agencies (Rate, $200k
Freelancer, Blueprint, Toolkit and others, sold individually rather than as subscriptions), supplemented
by high-ticket consulting. A large body of free content (blog, podcast, 50,000-person newsletter) feeds
the top of the funnel, and heavy email automation plus deep audience segmentation (~100 data
points, routed by developer/designer/marketer) converts readers into buyers. The courses are high-
margin digital assets with near-zero marginal cost. Separately, he co-founded RightMessage (website-
personalization SaaS, ~$1M ARR) as an independent line.

Growth levers.

Distill real agency pain points (raising rates, quoting, retaining clients) into sellable courses,
using a track record ($20k/week, a $2M agency) to establish expert trust
A 50,000-person newsletter plus podcast and blog form an evergreen acquisition funnel, with
free content repeatedly priming paid conversion
Heavy email segmentation and personalization (~100 data points routed by identity and stage)
turn one piece of content into thousands of tailored sales sequences
Stack multiple courses around the same audience (Rate -> $200k -> Blueprint) to lift customer
lifetime value

Replicable takeaways.

Your most valuable product is often a problem you have already survived: structuring lived
business challenges into a course is more credible than inventing a concept from scratch
Shrinking is a strategy, not a failure: cutting the team and service friction buys high-margin, high-
freedom digital-asset income
Build the audience before selling the course: evergreen free content (newsletter/podcast) is the
top of the funnel, and email automation is the conversion engine
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The finer the segmentation, the higher the conversion: route content by reader identity and stage
so one asset serves many audiences
Use a single vertical audience to support a product matrix, growing through repeat purchases
and upgrades rather than constant new-customer acquisition

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's years-deep expert brand, an owned 50,000-person email list,
and a high-trust content flywheel whose switching costs are bound to his personal IP. That binding is
also the chief risk: the business leans heavily on Brennan's personal authority, and successor
influence is unproven after he stepped back in 2022. The freelance-training niche is crowded and
easily diluted by YouTube, free content, and AI tools, while one-time course revenue lacks subscription
compounding, leaving a growth ceiling.

Stack. Digital courses (self-hosted/course platform) + email automation and personalization (incl. his
own RightMessage/ConvertKit-type tooling) + blog/podcast content + a very small outsourced team

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. doubleyourfreelancing.com official About/Brennan page (11-person agency,
stepping back, course lineup) · Indie Hackers AMA: 'I co-founded RightMessage and I'm the guy behind
DoubleYourFreelancing' (50,000-person community, Planscope sold in 2016, We Are Titans exit in 2011) ·
rasa.io Pushing Send interview (50,000 subscribers, ~100 data-point segmentation) · Multiple public
profiles/podcast paraphrases of founder claims ($20k/week, courses $100k+/month, Rate course 8,000+
buyers, RightMessage ~$1M ARR) — Medium — timeline, agency/SaaS exits, audience and course scale
are corroborated across multiple public sources; DYF revenue is founder-reported and unaudited, so
figures are marked as estimates.

#41 · 自出版书系 KDP 版税（Hugh Howey《Wool/Silo》）

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Hugh Howey and other independent authors, United States
· Founded 2011 · Inspiration Index 69/100

Write once, earn for years: a solo author turns one book series into a stacking
portfolio of royalty-bearing digital assets.

Cumulative sales: Millions of copies, 40+
languages (the Silo series)
Royalty income: Online royalties >$1M (per
author, as of 2013)
High-earning author base: 2,000+ KDP
authors earned >$100K in royalties in 2022

(Amazon)
Team: 1 (the author; covers and editing
outsourced)
Founded: 2011

Background. In July 2011 Howey self-published the novelette Wool to Amazon KDP at $0.99; with
zero marketing it spread on word of mouth and grew into a series within six months. By 2013 his online
royalties had crossed seven figures, and he turned down million-dollar traditional-publishing offers,
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signing only a ~$500K print-only deal while retaining all digital and audio rights. In 2023 the series was
adapted into the Apple TV+ show Silo, amplifying long-tail royalties again.

Business model. The core revenue is KDP e-book royalties: titles priced $2.99–$9.99 earn a 70%
share, with 35% outside that band; books can also enroll in Kindle Unlimited and draw from a monthly
global fund per page read (KENP) at roughly $0.004–0.005/page. A single act of writing creates a
permanently saleable digital asset, and multiple titles cross-promote into a series funnel. Layered on
top are print, audio, foreign-language and screen-adaptation rights, producing multiple tiers of passive
cash flow.

Growth levers.

Series funnel: a low-priced or free first volume pulls readers in, later volumes sell at full price,
and finishing one book leads naturally to the next.
Retain digital and derivative rights: license out only print distribution and keep the high-margin e-
book, audio and screen rights in-house.
Reuse one IP across formats and languages: e-book to print to audio to 40+ languages to
screen, selling the same content many times over.
Data-driven pricing and listing: Howey co-founded Author Earnings to scrape real sales data and
calibrate strategy.

Replicable takeaways.

Treat a book as an asset, not a project: once written it sells passively for years; the goal is to
compound a portfolio, not chase a single hit.
Guard high-margin rights: don't sell off what you can distribute yourself (e-book, audio); let
traditional publishers handle only the print channel they're good at.
Build a repeat-purchase funnel with a series plus a lead-in first volume; single titles rarely work,
but a set compounds.
Start-up cost is minimal (only outsourced covers and editing), so validate first and scale later,
with limited downside if it fails.

Risk & moat. The moat is an accumulated reader base, brand IP and a series repeat-purchase funnel,
so old titles keep throwing off long-tail royalties. The biggest risk is platform dependence and channel
concentration: a single Amazon change to royalty rates or the KU fund directly cuts income. A
secondary threat is a flood of AI-generated books saturating the category and diluting search (NPR
and Rolling Stone reported in 2024 that KDP is being swamped by AI knockoffs), and the ceiling is that
success leans heavily on book quality and luck, making hits hard to replicate at scale.

Stack. Amazon KDP (e-book and print-on-demand) + KDP Select/Kindle Unlimited + ACX audio;
covers, editing and layout outsourced; own website and email list to build a direct reader base.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Wikipedia: Hugh Howey / Silo (series) — sales, rights, Apple TV+ timeline ·
Amazon KDP official help pages — 70%/35% royalties and the Kindle Unlimited KENP page-read fund ·
aboutamazon.com — 2,000+ KDP authors earned >$100K in 2022; the >$50K cohort grew ~40% from



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

119

2020–2022 · Hugh Howey's Author Earnings reports — self-publishing's 70% vs. traditional 17.5% royalty
share · NPR / Rolling Stone (2024) — KDP swamped by AI-generated and counterfeit books — Medium —
royalty mechanics, industry structure and timeline are high-confidence from official/authoritative sources;
Howey's exact '>$10M royalties, >3M copies' figures are not fully verified publicly, so they have been
downgraded to the provable 'millions of copies, online royalties >$1M (self-reported, 2013).'

#42 · FeedbackPanda（已退出）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Arvid Kahl and Danielle Simpson, Germany · Founded 2017 ·
Inspiration Index 69/100

One-click post-class feedback for online English teachers: ~$55K MRR in 18
months, then a seven-figure exit with zero employees.

Revenue at exit: ~$55K MRR (2019, ≈$660K
ARR)
Paying customers: ~5,000
Team: 2 (married co-founders, zero
employees)

Pricing: ~$10/mo single tier, 30-day free trial
Timeline: Founded 2017 → sold to SureSwift
Capital, June 2019

Background. Danielle taught online ESL and burned hours writing unpaid post-class student feedback
after every lesson. Arvid built a prototype in roughly a week that let teachers reuse and share
templates and auto-assemble feedback. It hit the exact pain point of teachers on VIPKid, GoGoKid,
and Magic Ears, spread by word of mouth, reaching ~$20K MRR by month 9, ~$35K by month 12, and
~$55K MRR by month 18 before the June 2019 exit.

Business model. Pure subscription SaaS: a single ~$10/mo tier with a 30-day free trial, billed
monthly. The product sold time back—teachers lost 20+ unpaid hours a month to feedback, so $10
was a trivial price anchored far below the value created, removing nearly all friction. Growth ran on
teacher-community word of mouth and referrals with near-zero paid acquisition. Exit was an
acquisition by SureSwift Capital; the amount is undisclosed, with founders describing a 'life-changing
seven figures' (an ~$5M figure circulates as unverified rumor).

Growth levers.

Embed in the pain-point community: go directly into ESL teachers' Facebook groups and forums
—where they complained daily about writing feedback—to build the product and seed word of
mouth.
Value-anchored underpricing: charge $10/mo against 20+ hours of unpaid labor saved monthly,
deliberately pricing below value to buy viral, low-friction conversion.
Build in Public: share revenue and decisions openly to attract the indie-dev audience, feeding
back trust and traffic.
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Crowdsourced-template network effect: teachers share and reuse each other's feedback
templates, so a larger user base deepens the library and raises switching costs.
Systematized ops and clean books: documented processes and clear financials made the
business easy to diligence and acquire.

Replicable takeaways.

Find a narrow pain that people complain about daily and will pay a little to escape—go narrow,
not broad; a total market of only tens of thousands can still sustain $55K MRR.
Price below the value you create ($10 for 20 hours saved) and spend the gap on growth speed.
Acquire customers where they already gather; embedded distribution beats building a channel
from scratch and can run on a zero ad budget early on.
Build a crowdsourced/UGC moat so user-generated content becomes switching cost for later
entrants.
If you don't plan to hold forever, keep processes and books clean from day one—an exit can be
designed rather than left to luck.

Risk & moat. Moat: a weak network effect from crowdsourced templates plus teacher-community
word of mouth created some switching cost, but the technology itself was shallow. The ceiling and key
risk: customers were entirely bet on Chinese ESL platforms (VIPKid and peers)—platform parasitism
that China's 2021 'double reduction' policy would later gut, making the 2019 exit well-timed. Two
founders with zero employees also meant operational fragility and on-call strain, capping scale and
resilience.

Stack. In-house subscription SaaS (web/desktop/mobile); the two founders split product and support
with zero employees and near-zero outsourcing; SureSwift Capital took over operations post-exit.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Arvid Kahl's blog The Bootstrapped Founder, 'From Founding to Exit in Two Years'
· Danielle Simpson, 'The FeedbackPanda Story' (Medium) · Indie Hackers Podcast #140 / Startups for the
Rest of Us Ep.492 · TheyGotAcquired and SureSwift Capital acquisition pages · User reviews (TPR
Teaching, Online Teacher Dude) confirming the ~$10/mo price — High — MRR, customer count, timeline,
two-person/zero-employee structure, and the 2019 SureSwift exit are repeatedly disclosed by the founders
and cross-confirmed by independent reporting; only the acquisition amount is undisclosed ($5M is rumor)
and pricing rests on third-party reviews.

#43 · Rootd

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Ania Wysocka, Canada · Founded 2017 · Inspiration Index 69/100

A non-technical founder who lived through panic attacks built the world's top anxiety
self-help app, with zero funding and no employees.
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Revenue: ~$1.2M ARR (2024; ~$1M in 2023)
MRR: ~$83K/month
Downloads: 4M+ across 150+ countries

Team: 1 founder-led + per-project
outsourcing (no formal employees)
Founded: 2017 (launched on World Mental
Health Day)

Background. Wysocka suffered a panic attack in the final year of her international-relations degree
and reached for her phone, only to find no suitable emergency tool on the market. Trained in graphic
design and unable to code, she drew the wireframes and illustrations herself, turned down a $40,000
outsourcing quote, and instead hired student developers for a few thousand dollars. The iOS app
shipped on World Mental Health Day 2017 and she iterated by self-teaching from there.

Business model. Freemium subscription. Core tools, including the CBT-based emergency button
Rootr plus breathing, sleep and meditation aids, are free; Premium unlocks all courses and tools at
~$9.99/month, $79.99/year, or $199 lifetime. Moving the paywall from deep inside the content forward
to a new user's first-open onboarding lifted monthly revenue 5-6x with almost no negative feedback. A
later B2B push licenses Rootd to organizations, supplementing individual subscriptions.

Growth levers.

ASO as the primary engine: dropped high-traffic, low-relevance terms in favor of high-relevance,
low-competition long-tail keywords (an outsourced high-traffic strategy once crashed
downloads), driving purely organic growth through keywords, screenshots and ratings.
Paywall repositioning: moving the paywall to the start of onboarding rather than deep within the
content raised monthly revenue ~5-6x.
Zero-budget PR: a year of monthly press releases plus feature updates, leaning on local
reporters' appetite for hometown founder stories and timing launches to anchors like World
Mental Health Day; after 15 pitches she landed an Apple editorial feature and was featured by
app stores 100+ times across countries.

Replicable takeaways.

A non-technical founder can start for a few thousand dollars using wireframes plus per-project
outsourcing (reusing the same development template repeatedly), without learning to code or
raising capital.
Paywall placement is a high-leverage variable: health and utility apps can push it boldly forward
to onboarding, aligning perceived value with willingness to pay before worrying about retention.
With no ad budget, ASO should optimize for relevance over traffic; paired with event-anchored
press releases and store editorial features, it can sustain global organic growth.

Risk & moat. The moat rests on first-mover advantage and years of accumulated brand trust and
review scores, localization across 150+ countries (~10 languages), ownership of the 'panic first-aid'
mental category, and the credibility of a founder-survivor narrative. The biggest risks are the ceiling on
individual subscriptions and platform dependence (App Store/Google Play rules and commissions),
incursion by tech giants and licensed digital therapeutics (e.g., insurance-reimbursable channels), and
single-operator bandwidth plus health-content compliance as growth limits.
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Stack. Wireframing/design in Figma + Adobe Creative Cloud; collaboration via Trello; subscription and
paywall infrastructure on RevenueCat; distribution through the App Store and Google Play;
development and translation outsourced per project (starting with student developers).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. RevenueCat / Sub Club podcast interview (2M downloads, paywall repositioning,
ASO lessons) · NichePursuits interview (five-figure monthly revenue, freemium, outsourcing structure, 100+
store features) · Getlatka (2024 ~$1.2M, 2023 ~$1M, ~3-person scale, zero funding) · MarketingCrafted
case study (~$83K MRR, paywall ~6x in one month, $40K quote declined) · Rootd official site rootd.io
(founding story, 2017 World Mental Health Day launch) and Crunchbase — Medium-High — revenue
(~$1.2M / $83K MRR), downloads (4M+), 2017 founding, and the paywall and ASO tactics are cross-
confirmed across multiple public sources; team size ('1 vs ~3') is reported inconsistently and exact
subscriber count, ARPU, and region/promo-dependent pricing remain undisclosed.

#44 · Closet Tools（2025年起更名 Resellbot）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Jordan O'Connor, United States · Founded 2018 · Inspiration
Index 69/100

A browser extension automating Poshmark resellers' daily grind, sustaining a true
one-person company on a narrow niche and content SEO.

Revenue: ~$756.5K ARR; early peak ~$38K–
41K MRR (2020–2022), easing to ~$30–40K
MRR post-2023
Customers: ~1,000 paying customers (2024,
Getlatka)

Team: 1 person, no employees
Timeline: 2018 (free bookmarklet) →
productized launch 2019
Pricing: $30/mo or $300/yr, 14-day free trial

Background. Carrying ~$200K in student debt as his household's sole earner, O'Connor wrote an
auto-share bookmarklet in 2018 for his wife, a Poshmark secondhand-fashion seller, and posted it free
on his blog; sellers wrote in asking to use it. A year later he turned it into a real product, seeded it via
Poshmark's Reddit community for ~200 beta users, and launched in 2019 at ~$300 MRR in month
one. He quit his engineering job to go full-time on November 8, 2019.

Business model. Pure-subscription micro-SaaS. A Chrome extension automates Poshmark sellers'
high-frequency manual labor (bulk sharing, auto-follow/engagement), replacing hours of daily
busywork. Flat pricing is $30/mo or $300/yr (20% off annual) with a 14-day no-card trial, plus $10/mo
per store beyond three. With no sales or ad team and customers acquired through content SEO alone,
~1,000 subscribers carry the whole business at very high margins (the founder has publicly cited profit
near ~70% of revenue).

Growth levers.
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Content SEO is the lifeline: just ~2–5 early blog posts targeting long-tail terms like 'Poshmark
bot/automation/script' drove the bulk of organic traffic and new customers at near-zero paid
acquisition cost.
Free tool as seed: the prototype was released free on the blog and Poshmark's Reddit
community, using real seller feedback to refine features and bank an initial ~200 beta testers
before charging.
Deliberate premium pricing plus annual: holding $30/mo (above most bare-bones rivals) and
pushing annual plans, anchored on 'we help you earn more / save time,' converts a solo-
serviceable customer base into meaningful MRR.

Replicable takeaways.

Solve a concrete pain for the person you know best: building from his wife's real workflow beat
hunting for a market in the abstract, yielding a product people would actually pay for.
A very narrow niche plus a little precise SEO content lets one person dominate small keywords
in search and acquire customers free for years, without funding or a team.
Price on value: even a simple tool can sustain above-industry subscription pricing if it helps
customers earn or save time, spreading solo service costs over a higher per-customer price.

Risk & moat. The moat is first-mover SEO rankings, long-run word of mouth, and seller switching
costs, but it is shallow: the product rides a single platform, so a Poshmark redesign or ban on
automation could pull the rug out, while auto-share tools are crowded and easy to clone, and solo
capacity plus one platform cap the ceiling. The July 2025 rename to Resellbot, a shift from browser
extension to cloud, and expansion to Mercari/Whatnot and cross-platform listing are precisely the
hedge against both risks.

Stack. Chrome extension + Stripe + a content blog for SEO; moved to cloud execution (no need to
keep a machine on) in 2025, solo full-stack with no outsourcing.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers podcast #187 and founder AMA (jdnoc) · Indie Bites episode 85
interview ($30k MRR + SEO consulting side gig) · Swipe Files / Everything Is Marketing interview ($40k/mo
solo) · Getlatka company page (~$756.5K revenue, ~1,000 customers, 2024) · resellbot.com pricing page
and 'Closet Tools is Now Resellbot' announcement (2025-07) — Medium — MRR/revenue come from
repeated founder interviews and Getlatka, vary by year and are partly estimated; 'solo, no employees' is
corroborated across sources (Getlatka's scraped headcount is an automated estimate, contradicts first-
party sources, and is not relied upon).

#45 · Nathan Barry 早期自出版电子书（App Design Handbook / Authority）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Nathan Barry, United States · Founded 2012 ·
Inspiration Index 69/100
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A designer packaged his craft into tiered-price ebooks and cleared six figures solo
in year one, selling straight to his own email list.

First-year self-employed revenue:
$145,471 (2012)
Two ebooks combined: ~$85,600 (2012;
59% of the year)
Best single launch day: $36,297 / 24 hours
(App Design Handbook revision)

Authority, cumulative: 15,000+ copies;
helped readers earn $5M+ from their own
books
Team: 1 (self-publishing era)

Background. Barry was a software-company designer earning ~$5,000 a month before quitting in
October 2011. Holding himself to a hard quota of 1,000 words a day, he turned his iOS design
experience into The App Design Handbook (launched September 2012, ~$12,000 on day one), then
shipped Designing Web Applications that December (~$26,000 day one). In 2013 he wrote Authority,
productizing the self-publishing playbook itself and closing the loop.

Business model. He sold ebooks directly to his audience, bypassing Amazon and publishers to keep
all the margin. The engine was three-tier pricing: ebook only (~$29-39), book plus video (~$79-99),
and a complete package with source files and screencasts (~$199-249). The top tier was only ~27% of
units but ~60% of revenue. Distribution ran entirely on owned channels—blog content for traffic,
sample chapters traded for email signups, and a launch-day blast to the list to engineer a concentrated
spike—later layered with consulting and app income.

Growth levers.

Three-tier anchor pricing: the high-end complete package lifted average order value, by his own
accounting adding ~$50,000 in revenue (+170%) on its own
Email-list-driven launch days: free sample chapters built the list, and launch and reminder emails
manufactured single-day peaks
Public revenue and transparent launch breakdowns: posting real numbers like the $36,297 first
day turned his own results into acquisition content and authority
Productizing the skill: writing 'how to make money self-publishing' as Authority, monetizing the
same audience a second time

Replicable takeaways.

Sell to peers and advanced practitioners, not beginners: high price points come from
professionals who pay for time-saving source files, screencasts, and templates
Build the email list before you publish: free sample chapters convert traffic into reachable
subscribers, so launch day delivers concentrated sales
Always offer at least three tiers and push the mid-to-high one: most revenue comes from the
priciest package, and omitting it leaves money on the table
Make the process the marketing: publishing real revenue numbers builds trust while doubling as
shareable content and an authority asset
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Risk & moat. The moat is personal brand plus email list plus the narrative dividend of being an early
radical-transparency publisher—hard to copy directly. But the ceiling is plain: solo ebook revenue
swings with launch pulses, lacks recurring income, and depends heavily on the founder's continued
output and one-off launches. Barry saw this himself, starting ConvertKit (email SaaS) in 2013,
committing fully in 2014, and eventually reaching ~$30M ARR—the ebooks were the incubator for his
brand and method, not the endgame.

Stack. Self-hosted sales pages plus Gumroad/custom checkout, an email list (manual early on, later
the impetus for building ConvertKit), blog-driven traffic, and PDF/screencast/source-file delivery—all
run by one person.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Nathan Barry's revenue recap: nathanbarry.com/2012-year-quitting-job (full-year
2012 $145,471 breakdown) · nathanbarry.com/app-design-stats (App Design Handbook $36,297 first-day
breakdown) · nathanbarry.com/behind-the-scenes (Authority $26,679 first day) · Smart Passive Income
podcast SPI 075 (six-figure ebook and three-tier pricing interview) · Creator Science podcast #96 (timeline
from ~$150K/year ebooks to ConvertKit $30M ARR) — High — core figures come from the founder's own
public revenue recaps and multiple podcast interviews that corroborate each other; exact tier prices vary
slightly by book and are marked with '~'.

#46 · Doing Content Right

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Steph Smith, Canada/USA · Founded 2020 ·
Inspiration Index 69/100

A former The Hustle product lead packaged her writing playbook into an ebook,
using dynamic pricing and presales to turn personal experience into a
compounding digital asset.

Cumulative ebook revenue: >$130k (within
8 months of launch)
2021 personal revenue: ~$150k (per Indie
Hackers)

Units sold: 4,000+ copies; companion Doing
Time Right ~1,000 copies
Team: 1 (solo product)
Founded: 2020 (presale launch)

Background. Steph Smith started in chemical engineering, moved into growth marketing, ran a
publication team at Toptal, and became product lead for Trends.co under The Hustle (a paid
subscription scaled to 15,000+ members and several million in ARR). She distilled years of high-output
writing into the ebook Doing Content Right, testing demand via presale in 2020. At launch she had only
~7,000 Twitter followers, so she published free content first and converted that attention into paid
sales.
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Business model. The core is a single 270-page ebook (PDF/EPUB/Kindle), later expanded into a light
course with 12 videos, 22 exercises, a 25-question quiz, and a 500-600-person creator community.
The signature is dynamic tiered pricing: presale starts at $10, rising $5 every 30 copies sold, holding at
$30, then stepping up to $50 and $100 post-launch; during 2021 BFCM it dipped before climbing to
$200, and now sits at ~$150 (often with a 50% off code). An affiliate program plus the ebook-fed
companion title Doing Time Right (~$45k, ~750-1,000 buyers) extend distribution.

Growth levers.

Dynamic price hikes: +$5 every 30 orders both finds the right price and manufactures scarcity,
while each increase becomes a social talking point that draws new followers.
Give-before-you-take audience equity: a long-running free blog (400k+ views in year one) plus
Twitter built trust, letting the launch monetize accumulated attention in one shot.
Multi-wave minimalist launches: presale, then full launch (a second wave two weeks later
powered by testimonials), then a later Product Hunt push, rather than a single spike.
Shareability by design: pre-written pull quotes, a refund guarantee, and a detailed table of
contents lower decision friction; the affiliate program enlists other creators to sell.

Replicable takeaways.

Use free content first to convert personal credibility into a monetizable stock of attention, then
package the methodology into a paid product.
Wrap 'methodology x experience' into a make-once, sell-forever digital asset: marginal cost
trends to zero and the long tail is steady (most post-launch days still book sales).
Validate pricing with low risk via presale plus a price ladder: start at the lowest price and let the
market, not you, set the ceiling.
Split one launch into multiple waves (presale/full/PH), relaying testimonials and scarcity to
amplify, rather than betting on a single climax.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand and real track record (running Trends, growing
a blog to a million readers) plus content quality and word of mouth (150+ unsolicited testimonials) that
are hard to substitute. But the ceiling is clear: single-product revenue decays with launch hype, and a
content methodology is time-sensitive and needs iteration. The founder has since moved on to
HubSpot/a16z/Groq/Nvidia, so the product is no longer her main focus, making operating investment
and update motivation the biggest concern.

Stack. Gumroad (sales/distribution) + owned blog/SEO + Twitter/X audience + video lessons +
Telegram community + affiliate distribution; essentially no team and minimal outsourcing.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers interview, 'Steph Smith on making $130k w/ an ebook, creating a
course in 20 days' · Indie Hackers podcast #246 and AMA ('sold nearly $100k in 8 months') ·
doingcontentright.com official site (4,700+ creators, 600+ community, pricing) · Coffee & Pens, 'How To
Distribute Like Steph Smith' (dynamic-pricing breakdown) · stephsmith.io personal site and public resume
(Trends.co/HubSpot/a16z) — High - revenue, pricing, and unit figures are cross-confirmed by the founder's
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repeated public disclosures on Indie Hackers; current community size and latest pricing are official-site
snapshots, marked as approximate.

#47 · Sidekiq

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Mike Perham, United States · Founded 2012 · Inspiration Index
68/100

A single Ruby background-job library turned into a multimillion-dollar open-source
business, run for over a decade by one person.

Revenue: ~$7M (2024); founder says "closer
to $10M than to $1M" (2023)
Users: Thousands of Ruby apps in
production; paying-customer count
undisclosed

Team: 1 person (occasional design/legal
outsourcing, roughly once a year each)
Founded: 2012 (open source); Pro launched
that October; Enterprise in 2015
Latest: Sidekiq 8.0 shipped March 2025, still
solo-maintained

Background. Mike Perham, a veteran Ruby engineer, built Sidekiq in 2012 to fix the performance and
operational pain of Resque, releasing the Redis-backed multithreaded job framework as open source.
It quickly became the de facto standard in the Rails ecosystem. That October, without funding or hires,
he shipped a paid tier, Sidekiq Pro, monetizing enhancements to sustain the open-source core;
monthly revenue went from $0 to $10k within 18 months, after which he quit his job to work on it full-
time.

Business model. Open-core. The MIT-licensed core is free, monetized through two commercial tiers:
Sidekiq Pro at ~$99/month (per-organization, unlimited servers) for teams needing reliability and
batching, and Sidekiq Enterprise from ~$269/month, priced by production worker thread count (one
bundle per 100 threads, with volume tiers), topping out at an "unlimited" license around $79,500/year.
Early one-time licenses were later switched to annual subscriptions for predictable recurring revenue.
There is no sales team; users naturally upgrade because they already depend on the open-source
version.

Growth levers.

Use the free open-source version to own the ecosystem niche (the default Rails background-job
solution), then charge for professional and enterprise needs, with near-zero distribution cost.
Price by production thread count so revenue scales automatically with a customer's business
size, lifting average contract value on large accounts without per-deal negotiation.
Turn maintenance itself into the product: sustained high-quality updates and long-term support
give paying customers a reason to renew, compounding a decade of trust.

Replicable takeaways.
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Open source is a distribution channel, not charity: become the industry standard for free, then
charge for enterprise reliability, compliance, and support.
Tie pricing to usage (threads, seats, volume) so revenue grows as customers grow, rather than
chasing volume through new-logo acquisition.
Stay deliberately small: one person with extreme technical leverage and subscription
compounding can out-earn and out-last a small team.

Risk & moat. Moat: de facto standard status in the Rails ecosystem plus over a decade of code and
reputation trust, making switching costs and replacement risk very high; being solo also keeps
maintenance and decisions extremely focused. The biggest risk and ceiling is dependence on the
Ruby/Rails ecosystem (growth tops out if Ruby's share keeps declining) and heavy reliance on the
founder himself (bus factor = 1), so his health or willingness is a business variable. Competitors are
mostly free alternatives but struggle to dislodge the installed base.

Stack. Ruby + Redis (core); Stripe / self-built billing (contribsys) for payments; entity Contributed
Systems LLC (Oregon); design and legal outsourced on demand, no full-time employees.

Revenue 9/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Mike Perham's own blog, mikeperham.com (incl. Sidekiq 8.0 release and 10-year
posts) · Indie Hackers podcast #016 and product page (early ~$80k/month) · Startups For the Rest of Us,
episode 661, "Millions in Revenue As a One-Person Software Company" · saas.group podcast,
"Bootstrapping a SaaS to $7M solo" (2024) · Hacker News discussions (items 35566768, 21909849) citing
the founder's "closer to $10M than $1M" remark · GitHub sidekiq Commercial-FAQ (pricing and license
structure) — High - revenue, solo operation, and pricing are repeatedly disclosed by the founder and cross-
confirmed by first-hand sources; only exact paying-customer count is undisclosed and ARR is the founder's
own range (~$7M to near $10M).

#48 · Small Bets（小赌注社群）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Daniel Vassallo（丹尼尔·瓦萨洛）, Malta / USA ·
Founded 2021 · Inspiration Index 68/100

An anti-all-in paid community: rather than betting everything on one big dream,
place a basket of small bets to buy a self-sufficient life.

Revenue: $824,409 (Nov 2021–Oct 2023)
Profit / gross margin: ~$600K profit / ~75%
gross margin
Members: 4,500+ (around exit); site now
shows 7,700+

Team: Near solo (later a partnership with
Louie Bacaj + ~$1,500/mo outsourcing)
Exit: Apr 2025, sold to Gumroad for ~$3.6M;
founder stays on to run it

Background. In 2019 Vassallo left Amazon and a ~$500K salary, built the SaaS Userbase for six
months to near-zero revenue, and concluded his goal was not a unicorn but staying self-employed. He
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pivoted to 'small bets': a 173-page ebook, The Good Parts of AWS, took in $45K in 14 days, and a $25
Twitter course sold 13,000 copies for $310K. In Nov 2021 he packaged the method into a cohort
course—400 students and $150K in five months—then upgraded it into a lifetime paid community.

Business model. Pure membership, with the counterintuitive twist of a one-time lifetime fee rather
than a subscription: $375 early on, later floating between $185 and $245, plus a $99/year option.
Revenue is almost entirely membership fees at a ~75% gross margin, with 41 consecutive months of
positive cash flow. Gumroad distribution and zero inventory keep costs minimal (~$1,500/mo
outsourcing); the community later became an aggregator of 'expert masterclasses' (50+ courses),
paying instructors (~$1,000 per session) to expand supply—trading one-time pricing for high
conversion and zero churn pressure.

Growth levers.

Twitter personal-IP flywheel: followers grew from 77K to 160K+, with every revenue-disclosure
tweet doubling as free acquisition content.
Build-in-public transparency: publicly posting revenue, costs, margin and member counts turns
the data itself into trust and shareable marketing.
Lifetime pricing plus steady price hikes manufacture scarcity and 'cheapest now' urgency; 20%
affiliate commissions and paid instructors expand content supply.
Crystallize one-off cohort courses into a compounding community asset—more members means
stronger content and network effects (expert-masterclass aggregation).

Replicable takeaways.

Swapping 'build a big company' for 'stay self-employed' as the goal unlocks a whole class of
low-risk, high-freedom small businesses.
Lifetime one-time pricing works in niche high-trust communities—it kills churn anxiety and
amplifies word-of-mouth, but requires continuous new content to keep delivering value.
Publishing real financials is the strongest marketing: transparency equals trust equals free traffic
—provided the numbers actually look good.
Validate demand and pricing cheaply with a cohort course first, then harden the proven model
into a compounding community or product asset.
Exits can be engineered: let a strategic buyer (Gumroad) take a 10% stake first to anchor
valuation, then sell the whole thing, reducing negotiation friction.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal IP plus the network effects and word-of-mouth of a
high-trust community; the barrier to copying is needing a credible personal brand first. The biggest risk
and ceiling is heavy dependence on the founder himself (confirmed by his continued operation post-
Gumroad), and lifetime pricing means no renewal cash flow—growth hinges entirely on continuous
new sign-ups and content supply. If the founder's influence fades, new members and word-of-mouth
go dark together.

Stack. Gumroad (distribution/payments, later parent company) + community platform + X/Twitter for
acquisition + paid instructors and light outsourcing (~$1,500/mo).
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Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Daniel Vassallo's own X announcement (@dvassallo, Apr 2025: $3.6M sale to
Gumroad, 50% cash / 50% equity) · Community Inc. deep dive, 'How Daniel Vassallo Grew ... to $1M' (incl.
$824,409 revenue, pricing evolution, cost structure) · smallbets.com official site (member counts, 53 expert
courses) · The Pathless Path / Bootstrapped Founder podcast interviews (background and methodology) —
High — revenue, profit, pricing and exit figures all from founder disclosure cross-checked by multiple
outlets; member count has two readings (4,500 vs 7,700+) by time point, both flagged.

#49 · 180Sites（180 Web Design）

Consulting & Productized Services · Ryan Golgosky, United States · Founded 2018 · Inspiration
Index 68/100

Turns websites for exterior-cleaning and other blue-collar service firms into
predictable subscription cash flow via monthly fees and 24-month contracts.

Revenue: ~$950K ARR (disclosed 2022)
MRR: ~$115K (~$100K from subscriptions)
Customers: ~500 subscription clients

Team: ~8 (founder + spouse + 6 Philippines-
based contractors)
Founded: 2018

Background. Golgosky once ran his own local cleaning business, so he understood first-hand that
blue-collar owners have neither the skills nor the patience to build a website. Sourcing his first clients
from industry contacts, in 2018 he narrowed a generic web-design practice to serve only
exterior/pressure washing, roof, and solar-panel cleaning operators—and swapped per-project quotes
for a fixed monthly subscription, converting one-off builds into recurring cash flow.

Business model. Productized subscription web design: no project quotes, just a $180-300/month
package with a mandatory 24-month contract. When the term ends, clients roll onto $150/month for
continued hosting and maintenance—churn is near zero, producing a long tail of recurring revenue. A
single build (delivered in up to four weeks) locks in two years of income, and low-cost Philippines-
based delivery keeps margins and cash flow predictable. The founder handles only sales, billing, and
client communication; all production is outsourced.

Growth levers.

Extreme verticalization: serving only exterior/pressure-washing operators makes scripts,
templates, and case studies highly reusable, collapsing the marginal cost of both sales and
delivery.
Channel partnerships: referral deals with marketers who sell SEO/Google Ads/Facebook Ads but
not web design brought in 100+ customers from this source alone.
Structural retention: a forced 24-month contract plus a low-priced hosting rollover at term-end
crushes churn, while footer branding on client sites drives passive lead flow.
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Replicable takeaways.

Reframing a project-based service as a subscription with a long lock-in is the key lever that
converts one-off sales into predictable ARR.
Pick a narrow vertical whose owners can afford the fee yet are least technical, then capture
reuse gains through templated delivery.
Build a referral network from complementary, non-competing peers—far cheaper than cold
customer acquisition.
Outsource delivery to a low-cost team and keep the founder focused on just sales, billing, and
client relationships.

Risk & moat. The moat is word-of-mouth referrals from deep vertical focus, template reuse efficiency,
and low churn from long contracts—not technical defensibility. The biggest risk is the ceiling: a single
blue-collar vertical has limited market capacity, and the model leans heavily on the stability of the
Philippines-based contractor team and the founder's personal sales/referral network. With low build
barriers and cheap imitation, the edge is execution and distribution rather than irreplaceability.

Stack. WordPress builds delivered by a Philippines-based team (3 full-time, 3 part-time); AffiliateWP
for affiliates, SendJim for physical gift mailers to aid retention; founder runs sales, billing, and client
communication.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. ManyRequests, "15 Success Stories of Productized Services" (180Sites entry) ·
Side Hustle Nation / The Side Hustle Show, Ep. 550 interview ("From Zero to $100k MRR") · Jonathan
Stark, Ditching Hourly podcast interview (2023-06) · Corey Quinn, The Deep Specialization podcast; Ryan
Golgosky LinkedIn — Medium — core figures (~$950K ARR, ~500 clients, $180-300/mo + 24-month
contracts, 8-person team, founded 2018) come from repeated, mutually corroborating founder interviews
but reflect a 2022 snapshot; no updates since 2023 and no exit/acquisition disclosed, so marked as ~/est.

#50 · idoubi（艾逗笔 / 刘宇）· ShipAny + MCP.so

China-Based Solopreneurs · idoubi (刘宇 / 艾逗笔), China · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index
68/100

Ex-Tencent engineer who quit to build solo, shipping 20+ AI products and using a
SaaS boilerplate plus an MCP marketplace to ride the AI-export wave.

ShipAny customers: 1,000+ paying, 2,000+
live sites (official site, 2025)
MCP.so traffic: 1M+ monthly visits, peak
~2.7M (2025)

MRR: ~$1k (four products combined, 2024-
12); 2025 target $10k
Team: 1 (solo developer)
Went full-time: 2023-10-24, quit Tencent
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Background. A Wuhan University nuclear-engineering graduate who spent five years on WeChat
backend at Tencent, idoubi quit to go full-time solo in October 2023. In 2024 he shipped 11 products in
quick succession (20+ cumulative), including AI search engine ThinkAny, which briefly hit 640k
monthly visits. When Anthropic released the MCP protocol that November, he built MCP.so within days
and used programmatic SEO to rank first on Google for 'MCP Servers,' making it the world's largest
MCP marketplace.

Business model. Revenue is a portfolio rather than a single cash cow. The core earner is ShipAny, an
AI SaaS boilerplate sold as a one-time ~$249–299 lifetime license (once 50% off in presale), bundling
templates, components, and payment/auth/AI SDKs, plus template resale and affiliate commissions.
MCP.so monetizes weakly for now, serving as a traffic and brand asset via directory, hosting, and
online invocation, while other products (ThinkAny, etc.) run small subscriptions or usage fees.
Personal consulting (¥699 to ¥60k/month) sits on top.

Growth levers.

Build in Public: posting products and real numbers on X and Jike, adding ~10k X followers in a
year and turning his personal brand into the top acquisition channel.
Programmatic SEO plus timing: launching MCP.so the same week MCP shipped and using
pSEO to lock down the head keyword with near-zero paid acquisition.
Eat-your-own-dog-food flywheel: using ShipAny to spin up his own sites (a Suno music
generator drew 8k signups in a month), validating the boilerplate and feeding case studies back
into sales.

Replicable takeaways.

Productize the capability you keep rebuilding: a boilerplate is the easiest high-margin digital
product for a developer to sell to peers.
Speed is the moat: in the launch window for a new protocol or model, the first to ship a usable
site captures the keyword and the mindshare.
A one-time buyout cold-starts faster than a subscription: lifetime access lowers the decision
threshold, and presale discounts drove $10k+ in four hours.
Public numbers build the brand: continuously sharing MRR, signups, and order counts converts
trust directly into boilerplate and consulting sales.

Risk & moat. The moat is personal brand plus the first-mover MCP.so traffic ecosystem and an
accumulated template library and reputation, though switching costs for buyout users are low. The
biggest risks: lifetime licensing caps ARR with weak repeat purchase, revenue leans heavily on the AI
wave and one-off hits, and if the MCP/agent trend cools or large vendors launch official marketplaces,
MCP.so's traffic value erodes; spread across 20+ products, one person struggles to take any single
one deep.

Stack. Next.js / TanStack + Supabase + Stripe/Creem + Vercel/Cloudflare + AI SDK; programmatic
SEO with GA/GSC; entirely solo with AI coding (Claude Code et al.), no team, no outsourcing.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 10/10
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Sources & confidence. idoubi's site idoubi.ai and blog posts 'How to Be an Indie Developer in the AI Era'
and 'MCP is all you need' · idoubi's own public posts on X (@idoubicc) on ShipAny presale and the 8k-
signup AI music site · Interviews in BAAI Community / Huxiu / Sina Finance: 'In 2024 I Shipped 11 AI
Products' · InfoQ / Sohu: 'The World's Most Popular MCP Marketplace, From a Chinese Indie Developer' ·
ShipAny pricing page at shipany.ai (1,000+ paying, $249–299 buyout) — Medium — product count,
timeline, ShipAny pricing/$10k+ presale, and MCP.so traffic scale are founder-disclosed and cross-
confirmed by multiple outlets, but overall ARR/MRR has only the dated 2024-12 ~$1k point; 2025 total
revenue is undisclosed, so the revenue score stays conservative.

#51 · Letters from an American

Content, Media & Newsletters · Heather Cox Richardson, United States · Founded 2019 ·
Inspiration Index 67/100

A historian sets each day's politics back into its historical arc, one letter at a time —
and builds Substack's largest paid newsletter.

Subscribers: ~2.6M (Jul 2025), 2.9M+; paid
in the 'low hundreds of thousands' — the only
operator publicly at this scale
Revenue (est.): Conservative floor ~$5M
ARR (Press Gazette); widely estimated at
~$1M/month, $12M+ ARR

Team: 1 person (no team; writes late into the
night after dinner)
Pricing: $5/month or $50/year; no ads or
sponsorships
Founded: 2019 (Facebook page predecessor
from 2014)

Background. A Boston College history professor, Richardson had written several academic books to
muted reception. She built a Facebook page for a new title in 2014, reaching ~20,000 followers by
2019. In September 2019 she began hand-writing nightly recaps of the day's politics — starting with
the impeachment — and as readers pushed her off the platform, a graduate student suggested a
newsletter; she moved to Substack on November 5, 2019. Kept free with voluntary payment, it
compounded within a few years into the site's largest paid publication.

Business model. Pure subscription: a free long-form letter goes out daily, with a very light paywall
(comments and some features), monetized entirely by readers who voluntarily pay $5/month or
$50/year. She explicitly refuses ads, sponsorships and brand deals, so revenue is almost 100%
subscription; Substack takes 10%. Separate income not counted here includes her Boston College
post, speaking fees of $50K–$100K per engagement, and spin-off books and a podcast. The core
publication itself is a zero-marginal-cost, zero-outsourcing, one-person content machine.

Growth levers.

Free daily cadence plus voluntary payment: long free feeding builds trust and habit, then a very
light paywall converts loyal readers — retention driven by the content, not tricks.
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Seeding from an installed platform: she migrated a Facebook audience built since 2014 (now
3M+) wholesale to Substack, starting with a cold-start pool already in place.
Timing dividend: 2019 impeachment, the 2020 election, and Trump's second term amplified
demand for 'credible interpretation,' and her historian persona became an emotional and
cognitive anchor.
Cross-platform distribution: the same letter ships simultaneously to Facebook, Substack and a
podcast (audio reading), reusing a single content asset across channels.
Credibility endorsement: named to Time100 Creators in 2025; scholarly standing plus neutral
interpretation forms a scarce trust moat.

Replicable takeaways.

'Free to nurture, voluntary to buy' can work — but only when the content is scarce enough that
readers pay to support you, not to unlock a gate.
Build a thick audience on a large platform (FB/X/YT) first, then migrate to an owned,
monetizable home; far higher odds than starting a newsletter from zero.
Reusing one content asset across channels (text/audio/social) to expand reach at no extra cost
is the core of one-person leverage.
Refusing ads is itself positioning: making 'not beholden to backers' the trust pitch is especially
valuable for interpretation and opinion content.
The persona is the moat — the format is copyable; the decades of expertise and a long-
consistent voice are not.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder herself: a historian's professional credibility, a decade of
unbroken daily voice, and an emotional contract with readers that competitors and AI can barely
replicate. That is also the chief risk — the business hinges entirely on one person's health, output and
public image, with no team, no successor and no productization, a bus factor of one. The ceiling is
further bounded by the political cycle and platform dependence (Substack's policies and 10% cut).

Stack. Substack (hosting/payments/email, 10% cut) + Facebook (referral and syndication) + podcast
audio; no outsourcing, no team, no self-built CMS.

Revenue 9/10 · Replicability 2/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Press Gazette, 'Biggest Substack newsletters 2025' and 'Top highest-earning
Substacks' (revenue floor and ranking) · Growth In Reverse deep teardown (subscriber/paid scale, launch
timeline, solo operation) · Wikipedia: Heather Cox Richardson (2019 origin, 2.6M subscribers Jul 2025,
Time100) · Time100 Creators 2025 selection page · Founder's public Substack/Facebook pages (pricing,
no-sponsorship policy, daily-cadence note) — Medium — subscriber scale, pricing, timeline and solo
operation are highly reliable (multi-source); revenue is an external estimate, with an order-of-magnitude
gap between the ~$5M floor and the popular $12M+, and paid count and MRR are not precisely disclosed
by the founder.
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#52 · Newcomer（纽科默创投通讯）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Eric Newcomer（埃里克·纽科默）, United States · Founded
October 2020 · Inspiration Index 67/100

A former Bloomberg reporter turned deep venture-capital coverage into a paid
newsletter, then compounded readers into an industry summit nearing $2M a year.

Revenue: $1.6M (2023); est. $2M+ in 2024
Net profit: $712K (2023); est. $1M+ in 2024
Subscribers: 100K+ free; ~2,000 paid at
$199/year

Team: Founder + 2 full-time + 3 part-time (~6
people)
Founded: October 2020

Background. Newcomer covered venture capital for nearly eight years at The Information and
Bloomberg, leaving with ~2,500 Twitter and email followers. He went solo on Substack in October
2020 and crossed 1,000 paid subscribers within four months. In March 2023 he and a childhood friend,
the founder of Volley, ran their first invite-only AI summit, which landed squarely on the generative-AI
wave and turned newsletter attention into a high-ticket live-events business.

Business model. Three revenue layers: paid subscriptions at $199/year (or $19/month), a stable base
of ~2,000 subscribers; podcast and newsletter sponsorships; and the bulk of profit from the Cerebral
Valley AI Summit, an invite-only event held twice a year and monetized through sponsors and tickets.
The 100K+ free list sits at the top of the funnel, feeding both paid subscriptions and the summits. The
business has taken zero outside funding, compounding on its own cash flow.

Growth levers.

A media-career Rolodex of founders and investors that converts directly into exclusive scoops,
summit speakers, and sponsors.
Upgrading 'readers' into 'attendees': low-marginal-cost content subscriptions wrapped around a
high-ticket live summit that pulls in seven-figure revenue per event.
Catching the generative-AI moment: launching an AI summit in 2023 positioned the business in
the hottest sector with the deepest sponsor budgets.
Substack recommendations plus relentless exclusive reporting grew the free list past 100K,
widening the top of the funnel.

Replicable takeaways.

Use specialized content to gather a high-net-worth vertical audience, then convert attention into
high-ticket dollars via live events; event margins far exceed subscription margins.
Paid subscriptions plateau (his paid count has been flat for two years); don't grind the
subscription curve, add a second growth curve early.
Personal brand plus an industry network is the real asset; content is the entry point, but the
relationship graph is the monetization base.



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

136

A tiny team can clear eight-figure scale: keep core roles full-time, outsource ops/production to
part-timers, and run profitably without funding.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal credibility, a decade of venture relationships, and the
mindshare of being the AI summit you have to attend, which newcomers cannot easily replicate. The
biggest risks: paid subscriptions have stalled for two years, so growth leans almost entirely on the
summits, and revenue is bet on AI hype and sponsor budgets that would contract first in a downturn.
The business is also deeply bound to the founder himself, capping scale and resilience.

Stack. Substack (subscriptions, email, recommendations) + self-run live summits (co-produced with
Volley) + podcast; team = founder + 2 full-time (ops, reporter) + 3 part-time (editor, events, podcast) +
intern.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Eric Newcomer, 'Reflections on Newcomer Four Years In' (newcomer.co, 2024-10)
· Axios / Nieman Lab: '2023 revenue topped $1M' (2024-01) · Simon Owens, 'How Eric Newcomer scaled
his startups newsletter into a $2 million business' · Growth In Reverse case breakdown
(growthinreverse.com) · Cerebral Valley AI Summit website / Newcomer, 'Announcing the Cerebral Valley AI
Summit' — High — revenue, net profit, subscribers, and team are cross-confirmed by the founder's public
posts and Axios/Nieman Lab; only the summit's share of revenue is inferred and undisclosed.

#53 · EasyLunchboxes（易便当盒）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Kelly Lester（凯莉·莱斯特）, United States · Founded
2009 · Inspiration Index 67/100

A mom-designed bento lunchbox built into an employee-free, million-dollar physical
e-commerce brand on Amazon, then cleanly exited.

Revenue: $1M+/yr (from 2013, ~$1M)
Team: 1 (no full-time staff; manufacturing and
fulfillment fully outsourced)
Founded: 2009 (listed on Amazon April 2011)

Key milestone: #1 in its lunchbox category
within two months of listing on Amazon (2011)
Exit: Acquired by Bentgo in 2019 (amount
undisclosed)

Background. Actress and mother of three Kelly Lester couldn't find a compartmentalized lunchbox
that fit inside an insulated bag, so in 2009 she self-funded a three-compartment bento box made to
order in China. She was not a first-timer: in 2006 she had already sold a prior company, Art Plates.
Listing on Amazon in April 2011, she rode word-of-mouth from food bloggers posting their packed
lunches to reach #1 in the lunchbox category within two months; a single Pinterest hit later quadrupled
sales.

Business model. EasyLunchboxes sells its own-brand compartmentalized lunchboxes plus matching
insulated bags and sauce cups, with no SKU bloat. The basket is low (~$38 for a three-box set plus
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three insulated bags), monetized on volume through Amazon's organic traffic. Manufacturing was
outsourced to a Chinese factory via sourcing agent China One Imports; fulfillment ran on Amazon
FBA, leaving inventory and shipping to the platform. Two channels carried the brand: Amazon as the
hub and an own Shopify-style direct site, with no paid advertising — purely word-of-mouth and social.

Growth levers.

Caught the early Amazon wave: an early 2011 move onto FBA took the lunchbox category's #1
spot in two months and earned a spot as a featured Amazon seller success story — effectively
free platform traffic.
Crowdsourced content from bloggers and social: partnering with food and bento bloggers who
photographed their 'packed lunches' turned UGC into advertising; one viral Pinterest moment
quadrupled sales on a zero ad budget.
Total outsourcing plus FBA: manufacturing, warehousing, customer service and shipping went to
the factory, agent and Amazon, leaving one person to handle product, brand and community —
and still run a million-dollar physical business.

Replicable takeaways.

Build one good product around your own real pain point rather than chasing a trend — a
concrete gap like 'it won't fit in the insulated bag' is the opportunity.
Lever platforms instead of building your own: FBA handles fulfillment, Amazon handles traffic,
the factory handles production — one person can run a million-dollar physical e-commerce
brand.
Turn customers and bloggers into your marketing department: a product that is photogenic,
shareable and Pinterest-ready spreads itself and saves the entire ad budget.
Plan the exit early: a single-person store with steady cash flow and a clear brand is attractive to
industry consolidators — the 2019 sale to Bentgo is a clean-exit template.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the product is easy to copy, with patents and brand/community
goodwill as the main barriers, while the business depends heavily on Amazon (ranking, policy, hijack
listings) and a single Chinese supply chain — a stockout or policy shift cuts deep. A low-basket
physical lunchbox category caps the ceiling and makes sustained high growth hard, which is why a
brand founded in 2009 and stabilized at ~$1M was sold in 2019 to consolidator Bentgo (part of Bear
Down Brands).

Stack. Amazon Seller + FBA (fulfillment), an own direct site, a Chinese factory via sourcing agent
China One Imports, and Facebook/Pinterest/blogger affiliates for word-of-mouth — no full-time staff.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Elaine Pofeldt, The Million-Dollar, One-Person Business (dedicated case chapter)
· GoGirlFinance: 'Easy Lunchboxes: How Kelly Lester Started a $1M Business' · Kelly Lester's official About
page (kellylester.com; states she sold to Bentgo in 2019 and returned to acting full-time) · Amazon FBA
Seller Success – Kelly Lester (official YouTube seller interview) · Bentgo official site/Instagram
@easylunchboxes ('EasyLunchboxes is now Bentgo Easyboxes') — High — revenue threshold, timeline,
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single-person structure and the 2019 Bentgo acquisition are cross-confirmed by founder accounts, a book
and media; only the acquisition amount is undisclosed.

#54 · Marketing Examples（Harry Dry）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Harry Dry, United Kingdom · Founded 2019 · Inspiration Index
67/100

A one-person media outlet dissecting marketing copy through real examples,
monetizing 130K subscribers via long-term sponsorships with zero paid acquisition.

Revenue: ~$360K/yr (~$30K/mo
sponsorship, 2022-23 disclosure)
Subscribers: ~130K (3.5 years, zero paid
acquisition)

Team: 1
Founded: 2019 (May)
Startup cost: ~$1,000

Background. Harry Dry studied economics, dropped out to teach himself to code, and built
Yeezy.Dating, a Kanye-fan dating site whose landing page captured 9,000 emails before he could ship
the product. After a stint as a web developer at Crowdform in London, he launched Marketing
Examples in May 2019 at age 23, inspired by design-inspiration galleries but built for marketing. A
sponsorship deal with EmailOctopus let him quit and go full-time.

Business model. Free content and a free newsletter, monetized solely through sponsorship. The key
differentiator: sponsorships are sold as multi-month contracts rather than one-off weekly slots, letting
tool brands like Ahrefs and Semrush hold long-term placement for steadier revenue and lighter
operations. The same sponsor slot runs across the site's example library, Twitter, and the newsletter,
bundling cross-channel exposure. Sponsorship peaked at ~$30K/mo and six-figure annual revenue
with zero paid ads, starting from just $2,300/mo early on.

Growth levers.

Content leverage: each example is short, specific, and screenshot-ready—one image, one
takeaway—engineered for native social resharing.
Growth loop: distribution across Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, Reddit, and Indie Hackers all
funnels back to the site and email form, cross-feeding each other.
Conversion optimization: ~50% of signups come from finely tuned opt-in forms and high-recall
CTAs, not raw traffic.
Sponsorship structure: locking sponsors into multi-month deals minimizes new-client hunting,
makes revenue predictable, and keeps it sustainable solo.

Replicable takeaways.

Validate demand before building the product: a single landing page or email form tests real
intent (his fake dating site collected 9,000 emails).
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Design content to be reshared: each piece carries a self-contained, screenshot-style takeaway
so distribution runs without you.
Atomize one piece of content into platform-native fragments that cross-feed into a growth loop,
rather than posting in just one place.
Don't chase one-off sponsorships: negotiate multi-month contracts for stable revenue and
minimal sales time.

Risk & moat. The moat is a content brand built on personal taste and example curation, compounded
by 3.5 years of accumulated 130K high-quality subscribers plus SEO and social network effects—hard
to replicate quickly. The ceiling and biggest risk lie in a single sponsorship-only revenue stream tightly
bound to the founder: any pause in publishing (he went 8 months without new content in 2021) or shift
in attention pressures both growth and revenue. Subscriber scale and sponsorship pricing impose a
clear revenue cap.

Stack. EmailOctopus (email) + self-built site + distribution on Twitter/LinkedIn/Instagram/Reddit/Indie
Hackers; pure solo, ~7 tools, no outsourced team.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Growth In Reverse deep dive (growthinreverse.com/marketing-examples) · Starter
Story breakdown (starterstory.com/marketing-examples-breakdown) · Indie Hackers AMA and Indie Bites
podcast interview (founder disclosure) · GrowthPartners/Higo and other secondary coverage (130K
subscribers, $30K/mo) — Medium — ~130K subscribers, $30K/mo sponsorship, 2019 founding, and solo
operation are consistent across multiple sources; but $360K/yr is extrapolated from monthly sponsorship on
a 2022-23 basis, and 2024-25 figures are undisclosed.

#55 · Whisper Memos

AI-Native Products · Vojtech Rinik, Czech Republic · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index 67/100

Press your lock button, speak, and a cleaned-up transcript lands in your inbox
minutes later — OpenAI Whisper in your pocket.

Revenue: Undisclosed (subscription from
$5/mo; est. six-figure ARR)
Pricing: $5/mo (billed $60/yr) or $9.99/mo,
with a free trial
Traction: 4.6 stars / 376 ratings on the US
App Store; thousands of paying users (self-

reported)
Team: 1 (Median Tech s.r.o.; founder handles
all support)
Founded: 2022 (TestFlight launched the
month OpenAI open-sourced Whisper)

Background. Rinik has shipped apps since 2009 and spent four years on the note-taking tool Reflect.
When OpenAI open-sourced Whisper in September 2022, an HN comment about recording voice
memos no one ever replays gave him the wedge: within weeks he wrapped the model into a product,
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putting it on TestFlight in October — one tap on an iPhone or Apple Watch, and a transcript plus
summary auto-emails to you minutes later. He then went full-time, solo.

Business model. Pure subscription SaaS. A single plan unlocks everything: unlimited memos, up to
90 minutes each, Apple Watch support, capture via Siri / Action Button / back-tap, AI summaries and
reminder extraction, and Zapier into Notion, Todoist and more. It bills $5/mo annually ($60/yr) or
$9.99/mo, with a free trial as the funnel. Costs are mainly usage-based Whisper/transcription and GPT
summarization calls, so margin floats with volume; pricing sits well below Otter, Granola and
AudioPen, arbitraging a low price against near-zero solo overhead.

Growth levers.

Timing window: live in the App Store the month Whisper opened up, capturing the 'first to
package a frontier model into a consumer app' attention dividend and organic press/blogger
coverage.
Extreme low-friction capture (Action Button, back-tap, Apple Watch) drives the cost of recording
toward zero, lifting retention.
Price anchoring plus long-tail SEO: the site contrasts Otter/Granola/AudioPen's higher prices
and runs volumes of 'voice-to-text / meeting transcription' articles as inbound.

Replicable takeaways.

The first weeks after a model release are an arbitrage window: wrapping an open-source or new
API into a finished app for one concrete job monetizes faster than building a general-purpose
tool.
Pick a single 'last-mile' pain (recorded but never replayed) over feature-stacking; one interaction
plus email delivery is enough of a product.
A solo company offsets incumbents with one low-priced plan and founder-run support — a price
point and intimacy they cannot match.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin: core transcription is rented from OpenAI/ElevenLabs and could be
cloned, or swallowed outright by Apple's system-level dictation or ChatGPT voice, while upstream API
pricing and policy stay outside the founder's control. What defense exists lives in interaction polish, the
email workflow, brand word-of-mouth and personal service. The ceiling is structural — voice memos
are a low-frequency niche, and a $5 price needs mass subscriptions to build real ARR, with one
person's bandwidth as the hard cap on scale.

Stack. OpenAI Whisper / ElevenLabs Scribe (transcription) + GPT (summaries) +
iOS/SwiftUI/watchOS + email delivery + Zapier; entity Median Tech s.r.o., with the founder doing all
development and support.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. whispermemos.com site and pricing page · Apple App Store listing (Median Tech
s.r.o., 4.6 stars / 376 ratings) · Vojtech Rinik's Substack/Focusmark (Oct 2022 TestFlight announcement
and origin story) · Indie Hackers / LinkedIn / Crunchbase founder profiles — Medium — founding timeline,
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pricing, solo structure and stack are confirmed by first-party site and store data; revenue/MRR and
subscriber counts are undisclosed, so revenue scale is estimated from pricing and reviews.

#56 · Jonathan Stark Consulting / Ditching Hourly

Consulting & Productized Services · Jonathan Stark, United States · Founded 2006 · Inspiration
Index 66/100

Turning value-based pricing into a methodology and a daily newsletter: live as the
case study, then package it into a book, courses, and a community.

Revenue: undisclosed (multi-product mix;
est. six- to low-seven-figure USD)
Effective hourly rate: $2,000+/hour (self-
reported)

Daily newsletter: 10,000+ subscribers,
3,400+ issues (since 2016)
Coaching pricing: $15,000/4 months;
Backchannel $5,500/6 months
Team: 1 person (explicitly refuses to hire)

Background. Stark played in bands in his 20s and wrote software in his 30s. By 2005 he was a
software-company VP earning ~$90,000 a year, but worn down by hourly quotes and RFPs; in 2006
he went solo, doubled his income in year one on value-based pricing, and rode the iPhone wave as a
mobile consultant. Tired of the technology and repeatedly asked about pricing, he pivoted to pricing
advisor around 2014; in 2016 he collected his blog posts into Hourly Billing Is Nuts, launched a daily
newsletter, and formally shifted to teaching others how to price.

Business model. Stark productized his own pricing method into a clear ladder. Free funnels (the daily
newsletter and a free six-day Value Pricing Bootcamp) feed traffic; the Ditching Hourly podcast and
book supply authority; paid tiers monetize: The Pricing Seminar (12-week cohort course), the
Ditcherville membership (150+ hours of archived Q&A), Backchannel ($5,500/6 months, $7,500/year),
private coaching ($15,000/4 months, replies within 24 hours via Slack/email/phone), and one-off
tactical calls. A low-price funnel continuously feeds high-price 1:1 work, with Stark himself as the living
proof of value-based pricing.

Growth levers.

Treat the daily newsletter as a compounding asset: one email a day, every reply answered
personally, converting trust built across 10,000+ readers into high-ticket clients.
Productize the method repeatedly: slice the same pricing knowledge into a book, a free
bootcamp, a cohort course, a membership, and coaching across price points to capture every
level of willingness to pay.
Scale by raising prices, not hiring: refuse employees and grow output through larger clients and
higher rates, keeping margin concentrated in one person.

Replicable takeaways.
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Live as your own case study first: apply the methodology you sell to your own income, so
credibility becomes the marketing and you need no external data to back it up.
Build a product ladder, not a single offer: free content for reach, podcast and book for authority,
cohort course and community in the middle, coaching and Backchannel at the top, moving one
audience up the rungs.
Use a daily cadence as a low-cost, high-compounding acquisition and trust engine: steady
rhythm plus personal replies turns content into a searchable, durable asset library.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade-plus of personal brand, a daily-newsletter asset, ownership of the
anti-hourly mental category, and a low-cost structure serving one person with highly concentrated
margins. The same one-person-equals-brand setup is the ceiling: capacity is hard-capped by a single
person's time (coaching and calls do not scale), output depends entirely on the founder, and any
health problem or pause in publishing cuts revenue. The pricing-consulting niche has low barriers and
many imitators, so differentiation rests entirely on personality and method assets.

Stack. Owned site jonathanstark.com (daily/courses/membership), email newsletter system, the
Ditching Hourly podcast, Slack (coaching delivery), and a book plus free email bootcamp as the
funnel; almost no outsourcing and no employees.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. jonathanstark.com official site (daily/coaching/private/group/backchannel/vpb
pages) · Founder interviews: ~$90,000 salary in 2005, income doubled in first solo year, $2,000+/hour
(thehowofbusiness.com EP303, craftofconsulting.com EP40, theagentsofchange.com); BEING
FREELANCE podcast on the career timeline — Medium — timeline, pricing, product structure, and solo
status are cross-confirmed by founder interviews and the official site, but total revenue/ARR is never
disclosed, so revenue scale is a range estimate from the product matrix.

#57 · Unicorn Platform（独角兽平台）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Alexander Isora, Georgia / Russia · Founded 2018 · Inspiration
Index 66/100

A minimalist landing-page and blog builder for SaaS startups; a solo founder ran
the full build-grow-exit loop.

MRR at exit: ~$16K MRR (Jan 2022, ≈$192K
ARR)
Paying customers: ~1,000 (≈25,000 total
users)

Exit: $800K ($400K cash + $400K Mars
equity, Jul 2022)
Team: Solo at start, ~3 at peak
Founded: 2018

Background. After four years of web development and roughly 100 sites built by hand, Isora saw an
opening for a site-building tool of his own. In 2018, with $2,000 and an old MacBook, he shipped an
MVP in ~160 hours; the Product Hunt launch took #1 of the day and opened with $500 MRR plus
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~$10K in lifetime memberships. The 2.0 release in 2019 pushed past $2K MRR, after which the team
grew to ~3 people.

Business model. Subscription micro-SaaS aimed at the narrow niche of SaaS and startup landing
pages, deliberately simpler than WordPress or Squarespace. A permanent free tier feeds the funnel;
paid plans run from Maker at ~$14/mo to Business at ~$49-69/mo, with annual billing ~10% off (save
30%), and early one-time lifetime memberships for cash. With a modest ACV, growth stayed cheap via
free-tier funneling, organic SEO, and engineer-grade support, all bootstrapped with no VC.

Growth levers.

Repeated Product Hunt launches: both the MVP and 2.0 hit #1 of the day, each pulling several
thousand dollars in subscriptions plus five-figure lifetime sales.
'Made with Unicorn' free-tier badge: a linked badge on free users' pages drove ~3% of new
signups and built backlinks, creating self-propagation.
SEO content plus third-party directories: steady blogging for keywords, reinforced by
G2/Trustpilot listings, yielded ~400 organic clicks/day.
Founder-run support: the CEO/engineer handled requests and wrote custom code directly,
converting reputation into retention and referrals.

Replicable takeaways.

Pick a narrow niche and subtract: in a red ocean of giants, 'only SaaS startups, only the most-
used features' carves out a defensible difference.
Design the free tier as a distribution channel: badges and watermarks are measurable
acquisition and backlink sources, not just cost.
Use launch platforms for first capital: Product Hunt and similar can deliver a one-time burst of
subscriptions plus lifetime cash to ease cold start.
A controlled exit can beat unbounded scaling: a solo/small team reaching mid-size and selling
for ~4x ARR in a cash-plus-equity mix is a clean, repeatable loop.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: niche positioning, simple UX, and founder reputation rather than
technology or network effects, in a field crowded by Carrd, Webflow, and AI site builders. The chief
risks are category commoditization and founder bandwidth; Isora has repeatedly described burnout
and losing 20-25 productive days a year with no co-founder. The ceiling is capped by the narrow
landing-page use case and modest ACV, which explains the decision to exit at the ~$16K MRR mark.

Stack. In-house HTML generator / no-code editor with code export, front-end heavy; marketing via
side projects (e.g., Broadwise forum); distribution through Product Hunt, an SEO blog, and
G2/Trustpilot; ~3-person team (CEO/front-end/COO).

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. TheyGotAcquired, 'With $16K MRR, simple landing page builder Unicorn Platform
sold for $800K' · Indie Hackers: Isora's $16K MRR / 1,000-customer growth post and $800K sale interview ·
Failory founder interview (St. Petersburg, 160-hour MVP, team structure, pain points) · Unicorn Platform
blog, 'Our bootstrapped company was acquired by Mars', and the official pricing page — High — revenue,
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customer count, and exit terms are consistent across the founder's own disclosures, Indie Hackers, and
TheyGotAcquired; only minor pricing-tier and 'total users 25K vs early 41K' discrepancies remain, resolved
to the exit-date figures.

#58 · TalkNotes (talknotes.io)

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Nico Jeannen, France · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index 66/100

AI tool that turns dictated voice into structured copy and notes; built and sold solo
within a year.

Exit: $200,000 all-cash (2024-08-02,
Acquire.com)
Peak MRR: ~$7.5K MRR / peak monthly
revenue ~$9K (2024)

Users: 5,000+ signups / 900+ paying (2024)
Team: 1 person
Founded: August 2023; MVP in ~one week

Background. A former marketing and ad buyer who managed $1M+ in ad budgets, Jeannen taught
himself to code in 2022. After a 48-hour build, MakeLogoAI, sold for $65K, he deliberately sought a
product whose growth he could buy with paid ads; frustrated by Google Docs transcription while
writing tweets, he shipped TalkNotes in a week. It took 11 months to go from $0 to ~$7.5K MRR.

Business model. Freemium subscription: free signup, with advanced features behind a paywall.
Pricing started at $11/month, then shifted toward higher tiers with discounted annual plans to pull cash
forward (users preferred a one-time annual payment over monthly). The core cost is OpenAI Whisper
transcription; acquisition was almost entirely paid ads at ~$50 CAC with <10% monthly churn. Once
the ad-to-subscription unit economics were proven, he exited on Acquire.com for $200K all-cash (he
says he could have gotten $300K but cut the price for a fast close).

Growth levers.

Directory blitz at launch: submitted to a large number of directories and listing sites on day one,
landing the first ~1,000 users for a cold start.
Product Hunt #1: became Product of the Day, pushing MRR from ~$500 to $2,000 within a
month.
Paid-ads flywheel: Facebook/Google and multi-platform spend as the main engine; onboarding-
form data fed ad creative and roughly doubled MRR in ~two months, with audience-specific
landing pages.
Annual discounts for cash flow: discounted annual plans pulled cash forward while raising
average revenue per customer.

Replicable takeaways.

Pick a paid-ads-driven niche before picking the product: an ad-buyer treats acquisition as a
repeatable growth system, not a lucky hit.
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An AI wrapper can still work: Whisper plus a mature framework (Nuxt) yields an MVP in days;
the moat is distribution and unit economics, not the model.
Build a feedback-to-creative loop: onboarding-form profile data fed directly into ad creative is
what let paid growth keep scaling.
Treat MRR as an asset and time the exit: with unit economics clear and burnout setting in (bug-
ridden), he took the all-cash Acquire.com exit.

Risk & moat. Almost no technical moat: AI transcription is crowded and upstream-dependent on
OpenAI Whisper, so it is easily substituted by incumbents or clones. Growth is tightly bound to paid
ads, and any rise in CAC compresses margin, the main reason the revenue ceiling is low (peak
~$9K/month). The real edge was the founder's ad-buying skill and fast iteration, but that leaves with
the sale and is hard for a buyer to sustain.

Stack. Nuxt.js + Tailwind + NuxtUI front end; OpenAI Whisper transcription; built with
Cursor/ChatGPT/GitHub Copilot; Plausible/Simple Analytics; Bento for email; exited via Acquire.com;
solo, no outsourcing.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Founder's blog, jeannen.com/blog/making-talknotes-io (timeline/MRR/$200K
price/2024-08-02) · Starter Story interview (MRR ~$5K, 5,000+ users / 900+ paying, ~$50 CAC, <10%
churn, tech stack) · Acquire.com and Startup Acquisition Stories Ep.112 (exit process, $200K all-cash) ·
Indie Hackers / FlipMySite (17 apps in 12 months, two exits totaling $265K, MakeLogoAI $65K) — High —
revenue, sale price and timeline cross-check across the founder's blog, the Starter Story interview and
Acquire.com; minor figures (peak MRR $7.5K vs monthly revenue $9K) marked as ~ due to differing
disclosure framing.

#59 · 小猫补光灯 (Cat Fill Light)

China-Based Solopreneurs · 陈云飞, China · Founded 2024 · Inspiration Index 66/100

A product manager who writes no code built a fill-light app in ~1 hour with Cursor; it
topped the App Store paid chart 4 hours after launch.

App revenue: ~¥300K-400K cumulative from
the Pro version (since 2024, est.)
Total annual income: ~¥1M (app +
content/IP + enterprise AI consulting)

Downloads: ~35K in the first week; ~200K-
500K cumulative across both apps (figures
vary by source)
Team: 1 person (no outsourcing)
Launched: November 2024

Background. 陈云飞, 35, spent ~10 years at a large tech firm (user researcher, then product
operations) before quitting cold in March 2023 to become a digital nomad. He had already shipped
three or four dozen GPTs and several Chrome extensions, all of which failed. In November 2024 he



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

146

spotted on Xiaohongshu that 'fill light' was a high-frequency need among women, built the app in ~1
hour with Cursor, passed App Store review the next day, and iterated a Pro version two weeks later.

Business model. A two-tier funnel: a free version drives traffic and word of mouth, while the Pro
version unlocks via a single ¥1 one-time in-app purchase. Reaching No. 1 on the paid chart drove
visibility, not unit price, so direct app revenue is modest (~¥300K-400K cumulative from Pro). The real
monetization is converting the 'a non-coder made a hit with AI' story into a personal brand: a B站
(Bilibili) AI-teaching channel with ~100K followers plus enterprise AI-implementation consulting, which
together push annual income toward ~¥1M.

Growth levers.

Validate demand first: confirmed on Xiaohongshu that fill light was a high-frequency need for
women (tens of thousands of posts in a month) before writing a single prompt.
Ultra-low price as chart leverage: a ¥1 Pro price plus 'No. 1 on the paid chart' served as free PR
that media outlets repeatedly cited.
Turn the process into a content IP: 'non-programmer ships a hit in 1 hour' is itself the best
material, compounding into a follower base and consulting leads.
AI compresses build cost: Cursor let a zero-code founder go from idea to launch alone, with
near-zero marginal cost and fast iteration across many products.

Replicable takeaways.

Use existing social platforms (Xiaohongshu/Douyin) for demand discovery; validate the pain
point before writing the first prompt.
For utility micro-apps, trade an ultra-low price plus a chart push for exposure rather than piling
on features or raising price.
Operate 'how you did it' as the main product: the leverage of story, teaching, and consulting far
exceeds a single app's in-app-purchase revenue.
AI makes failure cheap: 陈云飞 shipped three or four dozen failures before the hit; the key is
high shot frequency, not getting it right once.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the feature can be cloned overnight and a ¥1 price leaves no
margin buffer; the only real barrier is the personal brand and attention earned by being first to the top
of the chart. The ceiling is weak retention and monetization typical of utility apps, plus non-recurring
revenue. Growth depends heavily on the timeliness of the 'AI makes hits' narrative, and whether the
content and consulting hold up after the hype fades is the key risk.

Stack. Cursor (AI coding, zero-code); App Store distribution; Bilibili/Xiaohongshu for content-led
acquisition; monetization = in-app purchases + content/IP + enterprise AI consulting.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 10/10

Sources & confidence. 36Kr, 'Dialogue with 陈云飞 of Cat Fill Light: a 35+ introvert from a big tech firm...' ·
Tencent News, 'A non-coder from Wenzhou built a fill-light tool in 1 hour with AI...' and 'Ten Questions for
the Hit Cat Fill Light' · Sohu, 'I hand-built an app and earned ¥400K' and 'From quitting a big tech job to
~¥1M a year' · Guangcai magazine, 'Behind the AI fill-light app that sold a million: 陈云飞 and his dream' ·
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App Store / Google Play listings; X (@bestlacklock) post citing 35K downloads in the first week — Medium
— Pro revenue (~¥300K-400K), ~¥1M annual income, topping the chart 4 hours after launch, and ~1-hour
build are consistently reported across multiple outlets, but per-app revenue, downloads (200K vs 300K-
500K differ by source), and the income breakdown are founder/media accounts, unaudited, hence
estimated.

#60 · Park.io

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Mike Carson, United States · Founded 2014 · Inspiration Index
65/100

A fully automated backorder-and-auction service that scripts the split-second re-
registration of expiring .io/.ly/.me hacker domains, charging only on success.

Revenue: Peak ~$125K/month (2017, ~half
from the personal domain portfolio)
ARR: ~$1.5M / 457 paying customers (2020,
third-party list Latka)

Team: 1 (founder claims sole employee)
Founded: June 2014
Exit: Acquired by Dynadot, Oct 2023 (amount
undisclosed)

Background. Carson, a Philadelphia programmer and co-founder/CTO of WizeHive, says he failed at
countless projects before Park.io. In 2014 he noticed that expired .io and other ccTLDs dropped back
into the available pool, yet no one was systematically backordering them, and he attacked that gap
with a script. Early revenue ran ~$5K/month, with one outsized payday when SendGrid acquired
smtp.io; the business took off as .io rode the popularity of slither.io and crypto projects.

Business model. Pay-on-success backordering: users reserve a soon-to-expire hacker domain, and a
script grabs it the instant it drops. A single reservation costs $99 (including one year of registration);
when multiple bidders compete, it goes to a 10-day auction. The edge is nailing the precise window
when a domain becomes re-registrable and winning the race. Roughly half of revenue comes from the
Park.io service and half from reselling its own domain portfolio through channels like Flippa, with zero
outside funding and almost no paid marketing.

Growth levers.

Captured domains land on a parked page linking back to Park.io, a built-in viral acquisition
flywheel that recruits users at zero cost.
Near-total automation—data collection, WhoIs, Estibot valuation, GitHub-API quality scoring,
plus email and renewal notices—lets one person monitor millions of domains.
Betting on niche ccTLDs like .io and .ai that incumbent backorder firms ignored captured high-
value startup/crypto demand and pricing power.
Pricing at $99, set high enough to deter some buyers, filtered out low-value orders and protected
margins.

Replicable takeaways.
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Find a niche with real transactions but tedious workflow that incumbents can't be bothered to
serve, then automate the labor cost down toward zero.
Pay-on-success pricing lowers the buyer's decision threshold while keeping the risk in steps a
script can hedge.
Make the output carry its own acquisition channel (parked-page backlinks), so free compounding
replaces an ad budget.
A digital-asset business is exit-ready: steady cash flow plus automated operations make it an
attractive target for strategic buyers.

Risk & moat. The moat is the first-mover backordering scripts, engineered mastery of each ccTLD's
drop rules, and the parked-page acquisition flywheel, with the extreme margins of solo operation as
the core advantage. The biggest risks are registry rule changes, large platforms like Dynadot and
GoDaddy entering the backorder race, and heavy dependence on the fortunes of a few suffixes such
as .io. The ceiling is capped by the limited total size of the hacker-domain niche.

Stack. PHP (CakePHP) + Node.js + AWS EC2; integrates Estibot valuation, GitHub API and WhoIs;
race-to-register backordering scripts; zero employees, pure automation.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 10/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers podcast #034 "Making $125,000 a Month as a Solo Founder" (Mike
Carson himself) · Failory interview with Park.io (founding date, $99 pricing, solo operation, tech stack) ·
GetLatka company data page (2020 ARR $1.5M / 457 customers, third-party estimate) · Domain Name
Wire, 2023-10-02 "Dynadot acquires Park.io" (acquisition, amount undisclosed) — Medium — revenue,
solo operation and pricing are disclosed by the founder (high credibility), but the $125K peak includes ~half
from the personal portfolio, the 457 customers / $1.5M ARR are third-party 2020 estimates, and the deal
amount is undisclosed.

#61 · HabitKit（含 FocusKit）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Sebastian Röhl, Germany · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index
65/100

A single-purpose habit tracker that visualizes streaks as GitHub-style pixel grids;
fully local, zero backend, a solo six-figure ASO business.

Revenue: ~$602K (2025)
MRR: ~$28K (winter peak ~$30K, summer
~$15K)
Paid subscriptions: ~25,100 active

Downloads: 562K+ (iOS 272K + Android
290K)
Team: 1

Background. Röhl was a C#/.NET enterprise developer whose string of side-project apps never
caught on (fitness app LiftBear stalled at ~$150 MRR). In November 2022 he built HabitKit in roughly
two months, porting GitHub's contribution heatmap into habit-tracking grids stored entirely on-device;
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day one brought only ~$150. The turning point came in May 2023, when organic App Store and
Google Play rankings began to compound, after which he moved to a four-day week and then full-time.

Business model. A dual freemium-subscription plus lifetime model. The free tier caps habit count; Pro
unlocks unlimited habits, themes, and stats at ~$2/month on iOS, ~$1/month on Android, or ~$32
lifetime (lower in the early days). With no backend servers and all data stored locally, the only
infrastructure cost is Apple/Google store distribution; after the 15–30% platform cut, net margin runs
~60–70%. Some 25,100 low-ticket subscriptions stack into $28K MRR, with strong seasonality as New
Year resolutions lift winter revenue.

Growth levers.

ASO organic traffic as the core engine: keyword and store-page optimization around 'habit
tracker' pushed HabitKit into the US top five for habit apps in 2025, triggering the store
algorithm's exposure flywheel.
A differentiated visual hook: the GitHub-style grid is inherently screenshot-friendly, with a pre-
launch tweet drawing ~800 likes and a late-2024 YouTube video with ~1M views lifting rankings
into a positive loop.
Build in Public: sustained revenue-week reports across X (~20K followers), Substack, and
LinkedIn built trust and word-of-mouth distribution, though Röhl stresses this was an early boost
rather than a long-term growth engine.

Replicable takeaways.

A single feature plus strong visual differentiation can break into a red-ocean category: skip
feature bloat and perfect one 'screenshottable, shareable' visualization.
A fully local, backend-free architecture maxes out leverage: with no database, API, or scaling
cost, one person can support hundreds of thousands of users at 60–70% net margin.
Treat ASO, not ads, as the main battlefield: low-ticket subscriptions scale on organic store
rankings; master category keywords and wait out the algorithm flywheel (2.5 years to $10K
MRR, then a doubling in two months).
Accept seasonality and plan around it: habit-app winter revenue can be double the summer, so
align releases and pricing experiments with the New Year window.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: a single feature is easily cloned, so the defenses are first-mover
ASO rankings, a 4.6–4.8-star reputation, and brand recognition rather than technology. The biggest
risk is platform dependence (any change in Apple/Google ranking rules, fees, or policy hits all revenue)
plus a category ceiling, since habit apps carry tiny ARPU and grow on new installs. Revenue is also
highly concentrated in HabitKit itself, with FocusKit, WinDiary, and LiftBear together under 1%.

Stack. Flutter for a single iOS/Android codebase (FocusKit rewritten natively in SwiftUI); fully local
storage, no backend; distribution via App Store and Google Play; growth via ASO plus Build in Public
(X/Substack/LinkedIn).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10
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Sources & confidence. Sebastian Röhl's Substack year-in-review posts, "2025 - The Year That Changed
Everything" and "2024 Year In Review" · Sebastian Röhl's public Weekly Indie Log revenue reports on X
(@SebastianRoehl) · RevenueCat blog interview / Launched podcast ep. 84 / Sub Club podcast · Indie
Hackers posts, Starter Story breakdown, Happy Bootstrapping interview, TrustMRR verification page —
High — core figures ($602K/2025, $28K MRR, 25,100 subs, downloads, rankings) come from the founder's
multi-channel public disclosures and are cross-confirmed by several outlets; early-milestone timing (e.g.,
time to $10K MRR) varies slightly across sources.

#62 · Growth in Reverse

Content, Media & Newsletters · Chenell Basilio, United States · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index
65/100

Reverse-engineers the growth of top newsletters into a meta-newsletter for the
people who run newsletters.

Revenue: Undisclosed (est. mid-to-high six
figures USD, diversified)
Subscribers: ~40K creators/founders (2024-
25)

Team: 1 core + 1 part-time researcher + 1 VA
(very small)
Founded: September 4, 2022
Sponsorship: $100 to $1.1K+ per issue
(48% open rate, late 2023)

Background. Basilio had worked in AAA digital marketing and independent conversion consulting.
She launched in September 2022 from zero, with the first teardown reaching just 4 subscribers (herself
included) at a 100% open rate. Spending 20-25 hours a week reverse-engineering one newsletter that
had grown past 50K, she wrote up how others grew for their peers, hitting ~21K subscribers in 10
months and ~40K thereafter, while retained consulting clients funded the first two years.

Business model. A free weekly deep-dive teardown (4,000-5,000 words) drives traffic and trust;
revenue rests on four legs: sponsorships, rising from $100 to $1.1K+ per issue with ~80% of slots sold;
a paid community, Growth in Reverse Pro, at $799/year, application-only, targeting 250-300 members;
consulting and newsletter audits delivered via Loom; and affiliates at ~5-8%. A podcast was added in
late 2024 with five sponsored episodes pre-sold. Pricing rises naturally with subscriber scale and open
rate.

Growth levers.

Extreme niche positioning: serving only 'people who build newsletters,' meta-layer content that
naturally attracts high-value creators and prospective sponsors
Deeply citable asset: a 4,000-5,000-word reverse-engineering teardown every week becomes
peer required-reading and a repeatedly referenced 'growth vault'
Multi-channel seed traffic: sustained Twitter/LinkedIn engagement, the SparkLoop/Upscribe
referral network, and Saturday previews
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Stacked monetization: sponsorships plus a $799 community plus audits plus podcast
sponsorship, reducing single-source dependence
Trade free depth for trust, then funnel top readers into an application-only paid community as
high-ticket customers

Replicable takeaways.

Pick a meta-layer niche: build tool-like content for the practitioners of a given trade, for a precise
audience and a sponsorship premium
Turn research into a moat: invest 20+ hours a week on the depth others won't, so the content is
the defense
Build trust with free content first, then launch an application-only high-price community rather
than rushing to sell a course
Price sponsorships off open rate, not raw subscriber count: a 48% open rate supports a $1.1K+
slot
Even solo, outsource early: keep the core with the founder, scale capacity with a part-time
researcher and a VA

Risk & moat. The moat is niche mindshare, a large library of deep teardowns as a content asset, and
a creator-community network with sponsor relationships. The biggest risk is heavy dependence on a
personal IP, with capacity capped by Basilio alone and deep content hard to scale. The niche ceiling is
also limited (the global pool of newsletter operators is finite), while sponsor budgets track macro cycles
and platform (Substack/email) algorithms and policy are external variables.

Stack. ConvertKit (email) + WordPress/Substack + Canva + SparkLoop/Upscribe (referrals) + Stripe +
Tally + podcast; part-time researcher (Dylan Redekop) and outsourced VA.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. growthinreverse.substack.com/about (official About) · Newsletter Circle interview
(newslettercircle.com / Substack) · The Tilt case report (thetilt.com) · Creator Science podcast #147 /
SparkLoop blog interview · Chenell Basilio public LinkedIn posts (7-figure newsletter / Pro launch) —
Medium — subscriber scale, sponsorship pricing, community pricing, and timeline are consistently
disclosed across sources, but total revenue has no single public figure and is estimated from individual
income streams.

#63 · Long Tail Pro / 利基站组合 (Spencer Haws)

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Spencer Haws, United States · Founded 2011 · Inspiration
Index 64/100

Treat content sites as tradable assets: build them in bulk for ad-affiliate cash flow,
then productize and sell at a multiple.
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Niche Pursuits revenue: ~$5M/year,
~$417K/month (Starter Story est.)
Exits: Long Tail Pro, seven figures (2016);
OwnTheYard site, >$250K (2019)
Build scale: ~200 niche sites built in 2010
alone

Team: Solo at start; now small team +
freelancers + co-founded venture (Motion
Invest)
Went full-time: 2011, after quitting his job

Background. Spencer Haws worked in corporate banking at Wells Fargo and began studying SEO on
the side in 2006. In 2010 he built ~200 niche sites targeting low-competition keywords and monetized
them via AdSense; by early 2011 they earned ~$10K/month, prompting him to quit in March and go
full-time while documenting everything on his blog Niche Pursuits. He turned his own site-building pain
points into the keyword tool Long Tail Pro, which scaled fast precisely because he was its target user.

Business model. A two-engine model: operating cash flow plus asset exits. Niche content sites earn
AdSense, Amazon Associates and display-ad revenue, while the Niche Pursuits blog and podcast earn
affiliate commissions, sponsorships and course/membership sales. The productization arm turns hard-
won experience into software sold at high multiples: Long Tail Pro (a $97-tier keyword tool) sold a
majority stake for seven figures in 2016, Link Whisper (a WordPress internal-linking plugin, ~$97/year)
and an Amazon FBA business were later sold, and the public case-study site OwnTheYard was grown
to ~$1.2K/month and sold for >$250K. Haws then co-founded the site marketplace Motion Invest,
making the buying and selling of sites itself a business.

Growth levers.

Bulk site-building: use keyword tools to systematically surface low-competition terms, building
~200 sites in a year to spread single-site risk
Build-in-public marketing: turn the full build-and-sell process into the Niche Site Project series
and monthly income reports, funneling attention back to the blog, tools and courses
Productize and exit: convert personal pain points into SaaS/plugins (Long Tail Pro, Link
Whisper), exit at high EBITDA multiples, then turn 'selling sites' into a marketplace (Motion
Invest)

Replicable takeaways.

Treat a website as an asset, not a project: design the cash-flow model and exit path (priced at
~30-40x monthly net profit) from day one
Productize pain you personally feel: Long Tail Pro scaled fast because the founder was the
target user
Build in public to compound trust and traffic, then let the blog and audience cold-start every new
product
Diversify away single-site and single-algorithm risk: multiple sites plus multiple revenue streams
(ads, affiliate, tools, marketplace) hedge Google updates

Risk & moat. The moat is a durable audience and brand trust (the Niche Pursuits blog and podcast)
plus first-hand operating data, giving its tools and courses native distribution. The biggest risk is heavy
dependence on Google's algorithm and affiliate policies—updates like HCU can wipe out a pure-SEO
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niche site's cash flow overnight. With AI content flooding search and Google cracking down, bulk site-
building faces diminishing returns, pushing the ceiling toward more cycle-resistant tools and
marketplaces.

Stack. WordPress + AdSense/Amazon Associates + display-ad networks; in-house SaaS (Long Tail
Pro) and plugin (Link Whisper); podcast + email list + membership courses; outsourced
writers/developers; co-runs the Motion Invest marketplace.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Niche Pursuits official post: 'How and Why I Sold My Software Company' (Long
Tail Pro, 2016) · Niche Pursuits: 'The Conclusion of Niche Site Project 4' (OwnTheYard >$250K, 2019) ·
Niche Pursuits 'About Me' page (timeline; ~200 sites built in 2010; quit job in 2011) · Starter Story: Niche
Pursuits breakdown (~$5M/year revenue est.) · Motion Invest official site and The Website Flip review
(founded 2019; 1,500+ sites sold by 2024) — Medium — timeline, exits and build scale are first-hand
founder disclosures and highly credible, but Long Tail Pro's exact sale price (seven figures; reportedly
~$1.8M at est. 80%) and current Niche Pursuits/Link Whisper revenue are third-party estimates the founder
has not precisely confirmed.

#64 · 单人 Airbnb 租赁套利（STR Arbitrage 范式 / 代表：Sean Rakidzich）

Physical, Maker & Local · Representative operator Sean Rakidzich (Airbnb Automated), United
States · Founded 2017 · Inspiration Index 64/100

Lease other people's apartments long-term, relist them as short-term rentals, and
run several cash-flowing units solo via dynamic pricing, smart locks and outsourced
cleaning.

Net cash flow per unit: ~$800–1,400/month
(industry range, narrowed by 2026)
Units one person can manage: typically 3–5
(two or three without automation)
Startup cost per unit: ~$5K–15K (deposit +
furniture + equipment)

Team: 1 person for the arbitrage itself +
outsourcing (cleaning/VA)
Representative operator: Sean Rakidzich,
operating/teaching publicly since 2017

Background. Rental arbitrage is a modern take on Pofeldt's "one-person real estate": instead of
buying property, the operator leases it from a landlord on a long-term term, then relists it on Airbnb as
a short-term rental and pockets the rent spread. Sean Rakidzich started with a rented apartment in
Houston and launched the YouTube channel Airbnb Automated in 2017, standardizing the "one
person, many units" workflow into a playbook that was then copied at scale.

Business model. Core revenue is the spread left after short-term nightly income minus long-term rent,
cleaning, supplies, software and insurance — roughly $800–1,400 net per unit per month. A single
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operator stacks tools to push marginal operating effort toward zero: dynamic pricing software adjusts
rates automatically (observed to lift revenue ~20%+), smart locks enable unattended check-in, and
cleaning and guest support are outsourced per job or per hour. Scale is capped by cash (deposit and
furniture per unit) and attention, so pure arbitrageurs mostly stall at 3–5 units; the real leverage comes
from a second curve — turning the method into courses, subscriptions or books (Rakidzich's courses,
5,000+ students and published manual).

Growth levers.

Quantify the landlord pitch: by 2026 the game is won by whoever pitches the most landlords and
signs the cleanest leases — turn "find landlords willing to sublet" into a repeatable sales funnel
Let tools replace labor: PriceLabs dynamic pricing (~$20/unit/month, falling to $6 at volume) +
smart locks + automated guest messaging take one operator's capacity from 2 units to 5
Sequence the outsourcing: hire a cleaner first (self-cleaning past 3 units drags growth), add a VA
on guest support around unit 5; a Philippines-based VA costs under half a domestic one
Roll the capital: use profit from unit 1 to cover the deposit and furniture for unit 2, compounding
to 3–5 units over 12–18 months
Monetize the second curve: convert a proven SOP into courses/YouTube/books, using content
leverage to earn far beyond the operations themselves

Replicable takeaways.

"One person, many units" runs on systems, not hustle: dynamic pricing + smart locks +
outsourced cleaning + a PMS are the foundation to lay from day one, not bolted on after you
scale
Picking the market beats working harder: margins are compressed, and only strong-demand
tourist markets (e.g. Gatlinburg, Destin) leave room — urban cores are often shut down by
regulation
Treat startup cost as one-time customer acquisition: at $5K–15K per unit with a 3–4 month
payback, validate cash flow with one unit before replicating; don't open several at once
The real ceiling and outsized money are not in arbitrage itself but in whether you can re-
monetize a replicable methodology (teaching/SaaS/community)

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the model is public, has no patents and no brand lock-in, landlords
can decline to renew, and a rule change still leaves you paying the lease mid-term. The biggest risk is
structural — rising long-term rents, oversupplied short-term inventory, and tightening city regulation are
a triple squeeze that keeps compressing margins into 2026, while pure arbitrage has a low ceiling
(capital and attention pin operators at single-digit unit counts). What is defensible is not the arbitrage
but the judgment in choosing markets, the landlord network, and fluency in outsourced/automated
operations.

Stack. Airbnb/Vrbo distribution + PriceLabs dynamic pricing + smart locks/remote check-in + PMS
(multi-calendar sync and automated messaging) + outsourced cleaning ($90–140 per turn) + overseas
VA support

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 9/10 · Leverage 6/10 · Timeliness 5/10
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Sources & confidence. Sean Rakidzich's site and articles, rakidzich.com (2026 arbitrage guide, landlord
pitch scripts, PriceLabs costs) · AirDNA / AirROI / Hostfully / Awning: 2026 arbitrage market and margin-
compression data · 10xbnb, CashFlowDiary, Mashvisor, iGMS: startup cost $5K–15K, net per unit $800–
5K, 3–5 unit ceiling · PriceLabs official pricing and multi-unit automation guides · Sean Rakidzich LinkedIn /
EverybodyWiki (Airbnb Automated since 2017, publicly disclosed student numbers) — Medium — per-unit
net cash flow, startup cost and the 3–5 unit ceiling are cross-confirmed by multiple industry sources, but the
operator's total revenue/student earnings are largely self-reported or marketing figures, and "$1M+/month"
reflects a team-plus-courses combination rather than pure solo arbitrage.

#65 · Justin Jackson / MegaMaker（开发者营销课+会员）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Justin Jackson, Canada · Founded 2013 · Inspiration
Index 64/100

Packaging "marketing for developers" into ebooks, a course, and a lifetime
membership community, run publicly as a solo ~$190K-a-year business.

Revenue: ~$190K/yr (2017, self-reported);
Podia lifetime >$100K
Flagship course price: Marketing for
Developers, lifetime $295

Membership share: MegaMaker = 28% of
annual revenue / ~$53K (2017)
Team: 1 (MegaMaker phase)
Founded: 2013 (community) / 2015 (course)

Background. Jackson blogged from 2008, launched the Product People podcast in 2012, and worked
as a product manager. He started the MegaMaker community in 2013 to give independent makers
feedback and counter isolation, then shipped the Marketing for Developers course in 2015. He went
full-time solo in 2016; in 2018 he co-founded podcast host Transistor.fm with Jon Buda, completing the
jump from info-products to SaaS.

Business model. A solo-run three-tier product ladder: low-priced ebooks for lead generation (Jolt at
$14.99; the Marketing for Developers ebook has sold 5,000+ copies), a mid-tier video course with
lifetime access at $295, and a high-end MegaMaker lifetime membership community (built on open-
source Discourse) plus coaching at ~$500/month per client. His 2017 self-reported mix: ~$75K course,
~$54K membership, ~$44K Tiny Wins. Ultra-low costs and radically transparent content drive trust-
based distribution, leaving him nearly all the revenue.

Growth levers.

Radical transparency: publishing revenue, MRR, and failures turns "build in public" into both a
content engine and a trust asset.
Narrow market fit: targeting the high-paying "developers x marketing" gap, then reusing products
and community across the same audience.
Lifetime pricing on an open-source stack: one-time payment for course and membership,
community on free Discourse, crushing cost and operating load.
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Community leverage: years of visibility across MicroConf, Indie Hackers, and podcasts yield
free, high-trust acquisition from bootstrapper circles.

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the product: a blog plus podcast grow the list, then courses and
membership convert at near-zero acquisition cost.
Ship a product ladder, not a single SKU: $15 ebook to $295 course to lifetime membership lets
the same buyers repurchase and raises lifetime value.
Public numbers are marketing, not risk: sharing real revenue buys trust and traffic, which pays
off especially for solo creators.
Open-source tools like Discourse push community cost toward zero, letting one person sustain a
lifetime-membership promise.

Risk & moat. The moat is a personal brand plus years of accumulated trust and audience inside
bootstrapper circles, hard to replicate quickly. The biggest risk is the revenue ceiling and front-loaded
cash flow of lifetime pricing: existing members stop paying, growth depends entirely on new sign-ups,
and output hinges on the founder himself. Jackson recognized this ceiling and pivoted in 2018 to
Transistor.fm, a SaaS with monthly recurring revenue.

Stack. Podia (courses, memberships, digital downloads, payments) + Discourse (open-source
community) + personal blog/podcast for distribution; pure solo, no team or outsourcing.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. justinjackson.ca/money (founder's self-reported 2016-2017 per-product revenue
mix) · Podia: "How Justin Jackson made over $100,000 on Podia" (2018; membership 28% / ~$53K,
lifetime >$100K) · justinjackson.ca/30k and Indie Hackers / MicroConf interviews (Transistor.fm timeline) ·
Starter Story / Sand Hill Road breakdowns of Transistor.fm (later SaaS phase) — Medium - core
course/membership figures come from 2016-2018 founder self-reports and the Podia case study; credible
but dated, with recent standalone MegaMaker revenue undisclosed, hence the year tags and "~".

#66 · Hill Vending（希尔自动售货）

Physical, Maker & Local · Adam Hill, United States · Founded 2014 · Inspiration Index 63/100

A semi-passive local business run by machines, not staff: near seven-figure
revenue on two restock days a week, with operating IP as a second line.

Revenue: ~$58K/month (2022, disclosed via
UpFlip)
Annual revenue: ~$600K–$700K,
deliberately capped under $1M

Assets: 100+ machines across 40+ Florida
locations
Team: Solo at start, later a small family team
(brother + relatives)
Workload: ~2 restock days per week
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Background. To escape a nine-to-five, Adam Hill borrowed $120K in 2014 to buy an existing vending
route. He overpaid for that first route and soon lost his biggest contract, nearly failing—but it taught
him the local-physical loop of siting, placement, and restocking. He ran it solo for years before his
brother and other family joined, scaling to 100+ machines across 40+ Florida locations, with machine
count (not headcount) as the multiplier.

Business model. Core revenue is machine cash flow: each machine nets $500–$2K/month, targeting
~$2K/month per location, priced on a 50-30-20 rule (50% cost of goods, 30% wages/profit, 20% tax)—
drinks at 3x cost, snacks at 2–10x. A second line productizes six years of operating experience into
training and consulting IP: the UpFlip Vending Bootcamp partner course and self-published
Teachable/Skool courses (a ~$37 siting course, the ~$119 Vending Business Blueprint, and in-person
one-day workshops). TikTok (500K+ followers) drives both customer acquisition and content
monetization, with one platform disclosed as generating ~$50K.

Growth levers.

Low barrier to entry via a turnkey route and used machines; capital (machines), not employees,
is the lever, letting one person manage dozens of locations.
Standardized operations—50-30-20 pricing, screening and culling locations by yield, restocking
just two days a week—keep scale controlled and the business semi-passive.
A TikTok/YouTube content flywheel: 500K+ followers build trust that aids siting negotiations and
routes straight into paid courses and community.

Replicable takeaways.

Local-physical leverage need not come from hiring—a replicable unit (machine/location) plus a
standardized restock cadence lets one person run a large operation.
Turn the core business into a quantifiable template first (per-machine/per-location yield, pricing
formula, cull criteria); the operating know-how then resells as IP.
Deliberately capping revenue (under $1M/year) in exchange for low intensity and free cash flow
is a common, rational one-person-company trade-off—growth for its own sake is optional.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow but real: scarcity of prime locations, restock efficiency from local
route density, and acquisition and trust earned through a personal content brand. The ceiling and
biggest risks are that local-physical businesses don't replicate easily across regions, location contracts
can be poached by competitors (he lost his largest early on), and revenue is bounded by restock labor
and location caps; the training IP, in turn, depends on personal brand and volatile platform traffic
(TikTok policy/algorithm).

Stack. Used vending machines on a turnkey route; cash/cashless payments; UpFlip partner course
plus self-run Teachable/Skool community; TikTok/YouTube for acquisition; small family team sharing
restock duty.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. UpFlip blog, "How to Start a $58K/Month Vending Machine Business," and UpFlip
Podcast ep. 36 (founder discloses revenue, pricing, hours) · Hill Vending site hillvending.com
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(About/training pages: company history and courses) · Hill Vending Teachable/Skool course pages (pricing
$37/$119, in-person class, community) · BusinessTok podcast, "This Vending Machine Company Made
$50,000 On TikTok," and IBTimes UK coverage (social monetization and hours) — Medium — revenue,
hours, and scale are founder self-disclosures on UpFlip and similar (2022 basis, unaudited); directionally
credible but treat specific figures as approximate, and the training-IP revenue is only partially disclosed with
overall secondary monetization undisclosed.

#67 · Creator Science / The Lab（Jay Clouse）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Jay Clouse, United States · Founded 2020 · Inspiration
Index 63/100

A creator-education brand that turns one podcast and one newsletter into a
deliberately capped 200-member, high-ticket community.

Revenue: ~$830K (2024), about half from the
community
Community size: The Lab ~200 members
(Standard/VIP capped)
Retention: ~90% (annual-only)

Team: 2 full-time (Jay and his wife Mallory)
plus contractors
Audience: ~60K email, ~110K YouTube, 2M+
cumulative podcast downloads

Background. Jay Clouse has built creator communities since 2017; his early Unreal Collective was
sold to Pat Flynn's SPI. In March 2020 he launched the interview podcast Creative Elements, then in
August 2022 rebranded the newsletter and podcast under Creator Science, lifting both perceived
authority and pricing power. The paid community The Lab, launched in March 2022, set the
deliberately small-and-selective core of the business.

Business model. Three revenue layers anchor the business. The core is The Lab, an annual-only
community (Basic $699, Standard $1,999, VIP $3,999/year; Standard/VIP are application-gated and
capped at ~200 members), contributing about half of revenue. Next is self-sold podcast sponsorship
(up ~41% after taking it in-house from an agency) plus courses and digital products such as the
CreatorHQ Notion template ($297, $130K+ cumulative), with minor affiliate and event income. Annual-
only billing plus an application gate are deliberate, used to suppress churn and lift retention.

Growth levers.

Use the podcast and newsletter as a trust front: long-running interviews with top creators build
authority, then funnel high-intent listeners into the annual community.
Rebranding to Creator Science repositioned the business, raising pricing power and industry
standing in one move.
Bringing sponsorship in-house lifted that line ~41%, while low-marginal-cost digital products like
CreatorHQ extended the catalog.
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Annual-only billing, an application gate, and a hard member cap manufacture scarcity and ~90%
retention rather than chasing scale.

Replicable takeaways.

For high-ticket communities, prioritize retention over acquisition: drop monthly billing and keep
annual-only to structurally eliminate churn.
Use entry criteria (e.g. $10K+/month non-service revenue or 10K+ followers on one platform) to
screen peer quality; the quality itself is the product.
Build trust first with free content (podcast, newsletter), then monetize via the paid community,
avoiding a cold hard sell.
Publicly breaking down your own revenue mix is itself acquisition content, reinforcing the
credible-educator persona.

Risk & moat. The moat is founder IP plus peer network effects: members come for the content and for
each other, and the more selective the roster, the harder it is to copy. The biggest risks are the self-
imposed ceiling and single-point dependence: the ~200-member cap limits revenue upside, and brand,
podcast, and community are all tightly bound to Jay personally, making it hard to scale or exit without
him. Podcast and email growth had flattened by 2024, signaling a softening acquisition top of funnel.

Stack. Podcast plus ConvertKit/Kit newsletter; community likely on Circle; courses on Teachable;
Notion templates (CreatorHQ); 2 full-time plus contractors (~25% of spend).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. creatorscience.com 2024 Year in Review (founder disclosure) ·
join.creatorscience.com pricing page (Basic/Standard/VIP actual prices) · community.inc and uscreen.tv in-
depth interviews ($460K over two years, 90% retention, 200 cap) · Starter Story and Niche Pursuits case
breakdowns · creatorscience.com/podcast-rebrand and episode #142 rebrand notes (timeline) — Medium-
High — revenue, pricing, retention, and team are founder-disclosed and cross-confirmed by multiple
outlets; the 'about half from community' split and some historical totals are estimates with inconsistent
framing.

#68 · 独立字体设计师 / 单人字库（版税型）｜样本：Set Sail Studios（Sam
Parrett）

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Independent type designer (category sample: UK's Sam
Parrett / Set Sail Studios; premium comparison: New Zealand's Kris Sowersby / Klim), Multiple ·
Founded 2014 · Inspiration Index 63/100

Draw a typeface once, license it forever: a solo designer turns one font into a
royalty asset the world pays for repeatedly.
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Sample net revenue: ~$7,000/month (Set
Sail Studios, after MyFonts' 50% cut, per The
Hustle)
Catalog: 100+ font families released to date
(drawn once, sold for years)
Channel split: MyFonts/Creative Market take
50%; industry reseller royalties typically 30-

50%
Team: 1 person (self-drawn, self-run; leaders
like Klim run 2-6-person teams)
Founded: First font shipped 2014; full-time
on fonts from 2015

Background. Sam Parrett spent ~6 years as a freelance graphic designer in the music industry; tired
of reusing the same fonts, he reworked an old hand-lettered logo exercise into his first typeface,
launched in 2014, and went full-time a year later. His brush-script style found traction on MyFonts and
Creative Market, converting one-off design commissions into a font catalog that sells indefinitely. The
category is structurally similar: ~4,500 foundries sell 250,000+ fonts on MyFonts, most of them solo or
very small teams.

Business model. The core is a 'design once, license forever' royalty asset: retail sales run through
MyFonts, Creative Market, Etsy and a self-owned site, priced by license type (desktop/web/app/print)
at an average of ~$29, with platforms taking ~50%; direct sales keep the full amount but require self-
built traffic. The long tail comes from OEM licensing—embedding fonts in devices, software and
system UIs (phones, TVs, car displays, printing presses)—where deals are large, can land years after
release, and form an underrated 'passive' cash flow. MyFonts alone delivers the sample ~$7K/month
net.

Growth levers.

High output plus hits drive the tail: keep shipping new fonts (100+ families) and let a few
bestsellers like Northwell pull exposure and bundle sales across the whole catalog
Multi-channel distribution: tap ready-made traffic on MyFonts/Creative Market/Etsy, then use the
owned site for high-margin direct sales and brand-building, diluting platform dependence
Tiered licensing: bill the same typeface by desktop/web/app/OEM at different price points and
volumes, mining high-ticket OEM/enterprise licenses from brands and device makers

Replicable takeaways.

Build assets, not commissions: turn reusable design into standardized products you can license
repeatedly, decoupling revenue from hours
Validate selection on platform traffic first, then use an owned site to keep the high margins of
your bestsellers
Split license terms finely (use x volume x OEM) so one creation spans the full price band from
$29 personal use to five-figure enterprise/device deals
Enforcement is revenue: roughly half the sample's customers arrive via 'pirate first, license
later'—actively policing usage converts directly into retroactive licensing income

Risk & moat. The moat lies in style recognizability, the compounding long tail of a large catalog, and
licensing relationships with platforms and brands. The biggest risk is channel concentration in the
Monotype family (MyFonts takes 50% and controls pricing and exposure), so a single policy change
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hits revenue; downside also includes piracy and enforcement costs, plus AI-generated fonts and
abundant free fonts (Google Fonts) depressing long-tail prices. The ceiling is one person's production
and marketing bandwidth—without scale it stays a 'passive side income' tier.

Stack. Glyphs/FontLab for type design plus Illustrator for hand-drawn vectorization; distribution via
MyFonts/Creative Market/Etsy plus an owned site; royalties/reconciliation settled by Monotype's
platform; solo-run, self-marketed.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. The Hustle, 'Where do fonts come from?'—Sam Parrett at ~$7,000/month (after
the 50% cut), MyFonts' 4,500 foundries / 250,000+ fonts, ~$29 average price, 50% platform cut · Monotype
2022 survey: 433 independent foundries report Monotype royalties as >=50% of total revenue, nearly 1/4 at
>=75%; ~55% treat it as passive income, 45% rely on font sales for a living · Set Sail Studios site/About
and Vintage Type / Linseed / YouWorkForThem interviews: 2014 debut, full-time from 2015, 100+ font
families, clients including Victoria's Secret/Starbucks/Adobe · Typographica, 'Taking Your Fonts to Market';
Type Fleet/Klim OEM licensing terms: 30-50% reseller royalties, perpetual OEM licenses and long-tail
characteristics · Klim Type Foundry (Kris Sowersby, direct-sales model) as a premium comparison (small
team, not strictly solo) — Medium — category-structure data (Monotype 433-foundry survey, 50% cut, ~$29
average) comes from reliable reporting and official sources and is high-confidence, but the solo income
figure rests on a single case (Set Sail Studios) relayed by The Hustle (~$7K/month, MyFonts channel only),
without itemized founder disclosure.

#69 · The Profile

Content, Media & Newsletters · Polina Marinova Pompliano, United States · Founded 2017 ·
Inspiration Index 63/100

A former finance journalist turned profiles of high achievers into a subscription
publication, running a one-person company on her byline.

Revenue: Six figures USD (disclosed 2021);
~$500K+ ARR is a curation est., not officially
confirmed
Users: Tens of thousands total subscribers,
thousands paying (~4% conversion); ~50,000

is an est.
Pricing: $10/month or $50/year
Team: 1 person
Founded: 2017 (went full-time and paid in
2020)

Background. Pompliano spent five years as a Fortune journalist, wrote 1,300+ articles, and ran the
flagship newsletter Term Sheet. In 2017 she began writing profiles of high achievers, The Profile, as a
weekend side project out of boredom. After three free years built ~10,000 subscribers, she calculated
that converting just 4% to paid would support her, and left Fortune in 2020 to run it solo full-time.

Business model. A freemium subscription: the free edition curates a weekly long-form profile, while
the paid tier ($10/month or $50/year, down from a former $100 annual price) unlocks the 'Profile
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Dossier' deep dives, audio/video picks, and Telegram community AMAs. Roughly 4% of free readers
convert to paid, on average within three weeks. Secondary income comes from highly selective
sponsorships (only brands she uses) plus derivatives: a 2023 book, Hidden Genius, commissioned
writing, and licensing.

Growth levers.

Seven-plus years of uninterrupted weekly publishing, compounding trust through extreme
consistency (she has noted it took two years to reach 5,000 subscribers, then 90 days to add
another 5,000).
Distribution as a growth engine: she @-mentions the subjects she profiles on X/Twitter to earn
reshares (Dwayne Johnson once posted four times), growing her personal account past 130,000
followers.
Freemium with delayed conversion: new subscribers get an automated email explaining paid
benefits, then content quality and the Telegram AMA community turn free readers into members.
Shifted from 'curator' to 'original reporter' in 2025, personally reporting exclusives such as a
Scaramucci feature to harden an irreplaceable content moat.

Replicable takeaways.

Validate free before charging: grow the list to critical mass and pin down the conversion
threshold, then decide when to go full-time, lowering startup risk.
Treat distribution as the growth engine: profile someone, then @-mention them so their reach
fuels free, credible referrals, cheaper than paid acquisition.
Relentless consistency beats chasing trends: a fixed publishing cadence builds the
compounding trust that is a solo content business's hardest asset.
Diversify with books, sponsorships, and licensing, but guard editorial independence so ads
never dilute the core subscription's value.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand, exclusive interview access, and seven years
of a high-quality list with strong renewal rates, all hard to replicate at scale. The biggest risk is the tight
binding to one person: illness, parental leave, or burnout swings revenue, and output is capped. The
business also leans heavily on third-party platform algorithms and policy (Substack, X), and its ceiling
is bounded by solo capacity and a niche premium audience.

Stack. Substack (own domain readtheprofile.com) + X/Twitter distribution + a paid Telegram
community; solo-run, with design and publishing outsourced as needed.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Business of Business 2021 interview (founder disclosed 'six figures' revenue and
the $10/month, $50/year pricing) · Creator Science podcast #110 (tens of thousands of subscribers,
thousands paying, ~4% conversion, three-week conversion window) · The Profile official About page
(founded 2017, published every Sunday, solo-run) · Substack rankings (~#96 in Business) and
newsletterexamples.co (2025 shift to original reporting, 130K+ followers on X) · Harriman House/Amazon
(Hidden Genius published 2023-06) — Medium — subscriber range, pricing, conversion rate, solo
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operation, and timeline are corroborated by the founder's public disclosures; precise subscriber count
(~50,000) and $500K+ ARR are reasonable estimates, with only 'six figures' officially confirmed.

#70 · Tom Hirst（自由职业定价专家）

Consulting & Productized Services · Tom Hirst, United Kingdom · Founded 2009 · Inspiration
Index 63/100

A solo WordPress developer who turned a decade of pricing know-how into a viral
thread and ebook, becoming the go-to authority on freelancer rates.

Freelance revenue: £100,000+ (2020 self-
reported, mainly headless WordPress)
Digital-product revenue: $17,000+ (2020;
two ebooks plus a course)
Flagship ebook: Pricing Freelance Projects,
$39 — ~650 copies / ~$16,000 in year one

Team: Solo throughout; small agency Run
The Show added in 2021
Founded: 2009, full-time freelance straight
out of university

Background. Hirst went full-time freelance in his native Yorkshire the year he graduated, 2009,
building WordPress sites for clients including NHS, Facebook, BMW and TGI Fridays and clearing a
steady six figures (GBP) on his own. In June 2020 he distilled a decade of pricing lessons into a single
long Twitter thread that unexpectedly went viral — 3M+ views and 37,000 likes — making him the face
of the freelance-rates conversation overnight. Within 30 days he expanded the thread into a 30,000-
word ebook, shifting from pure services to a services-plus-knowledge-products solo operator.

Business model. Two parallel lines. The bulk of revenue is still high-ticket WordPress work (projects
from £5,000, weighted toward high-margin headless/React builds — one month he reports a £25,000
headless project at ~95% margin). The second line is productized knowledge: a free lead-magnet book
(10 Steps..., 2,200+ downloads) at the top of the funnel, the paid flagship Pricing Freelance Projects at
$39 (~30,000 words / 135 pages, self-distributed via Gumroad) for conversion, plus a video course
(The Personal Website Playbook) and 1:1 mentoring (£99 then £149/month). The viral thread feeds an
email/Twitter audience, then steps them up from low-cost ebook to high-priced mentoring and
services.

Growth levers.

One viral thread built instant authority: compressing ten years of real pricing tactics into a Twitter
thread that drew 3M views converted directly into credibility and audience.
Productized while the iron was hot — expanding the thread into a published book within 30
days, turning one-time traffic into a durable, repeatedly sellable digital asset.
Used a real track record as a trust anchor: £100k+ income, NHS/BMW-tier clients and a decade
solo make 'teaching pricing' genuinely credible.
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A laddered funnel — free book for reach, $39 book for conversion, mentoring and services to
close — escalates spend from $0 to $39 to £149/month to £5,000+.

Replicable takeaways.

Sell the method you have actually validated: structuring a result you personally achieved (a
steady six figures) into a product is far more credible than inventing a concept.
When content goes viral, productize immediately — thread and video traffic decays, so
converting it into a repeatedly sellable book or course is what retains the value.
Service providers can add leverage too: fund yourself with high-ticket work first, then resell the
same experience to a wider audience via low-marginal-cost ebooks and courses.
Use laddered pricing to capture every budget — free content for reach, a sub-$50 book for
conversion, premium mentoring and services to close — maximizing audience lifetime value.
Own one narrow pain point (freelance pricing) and go deep; being 'the person for that topic'
beats generalist breadth.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade of verifiable results plus the personal authority and owned
audience banked from a 3M-view thread, with near-zero-marginal-cost, very-high-margin knowledge
products. But the ceiling is real: core revenue is still project-billed services, hard-capped by his own
time and difficult to scale (the 2021 Run The Show agency is the attempt to break that constraint),
while the product line is small (~$17k/year) and tightly bound to Hirst's personal IP. The crowded
freelance-training niche is easily diluted by free content and AI tools.

Stack. WordPress / headless (React, Next.js, Gatsby) for services; Gumroad plus own site/email for
ebooks and courses; Twitter/X, blog and podcasts for acquisition; solo, with the small Run The Show
team handling overflow from 2021.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 5/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. tomhirst.com About / Products pages (2009 full-time start, £5,000+ projects, client
list, product matrix) · tomhirst.com '2020 - A Year In Review' (£100k+ services, $17k+ products, ~650 books
/ ~$16,000, Black Friday $4,000+ in a day, mentoring £99 then £149/month) · Gumroad / product page
(Pricing Freelance Projects, $39, ~30,000 words / 135 pages, derived from the 3M-view thread) · Interviews
on No CS Degree, Scrimba Podcast and Never Normal Podcast (six-figure income, solo, pricing
methodology) — High — founding date, solo model, product matrix and specific 2020 revenue/sales all
come from the founder's own public year-in-review and corroborating interviews; only post-2020 yearly
figures are not consistently disclosed, and revenue is self-reported and unaudited.

#71 · Smart Passive Income(早期)

Content, Media & Newsletters · Pat Flynn, United States · Founded 2008 · Inspiration Index
62/100
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A laid-off architect turned exam notes into an ebook, then published monthly
income reports, inventing the income-transparency playbook for content
entrepreneurs.

Peak passive income: $167,553/month
(December 2017)
Annual revenue: ~$2.17M (2017)

Podcast downloads: 60M+ cumulative
Team: 1 early on, later ~11 (SPI Media)
Founded: 2008

Background. Architect Pat Flynn was laid off during the 2008 financial crisis. He had already built
GreenExamAcademy, a blog of his LEED green-building exam notes, and found a large audience
already using it. After losing his job, he packaged the notes into an 89-page ebook, LEED AP
Walkthrough ($19.95), selling 309 copies and ~$8,000 in the first month. That same year he launched
Smart Passive Income, publishing real revenue month by month and becoming a landmark in the
blogging world.

Business model. Three stacked layers. Affiliate marketing was the largest, ~63% of revenue in 2017,
driven by tools with long-term recurring use such as Bluehost and surfaced through resource pages
and tutorials that accrued commissions over time. Proprietary online courses (Power-Up Podcasting,
Smart From Scratch) added ~25%, with the remaining ~12% from software (Smart Podcast Player
subscription), ebooks, podcast sponsorships and ads. The engine was a free-content flywheel of blog,
email list and podcast funneling traffic toward high-commission affiliates and high-margin courses.

Growth levers.

Income reports: publishing real monthly numbers manufactured scarce transparency, driving
viral spread, backlinks and trust, and became the strongest acquisition content in itself.
Affiliate compounding: recommending only tools he actually used and that customers kept
paying for (hosting, email), so a single referral generated years of passive commission.
Podcast-plus-email dual engine: free evergreen content steadily grew listeners and subscribers,
then course launches concentrated revenue into single-month spikes.

Replicable takeaways.

Audience first, product second: his ebook was pulled into existence by existing reader demand,
making validation nearly free.
Transparency as marketing: publishing the process and the numbers is itself differentiated
content that builds a trust moat in a crowded niche.
Tie revenue to recurring affiliate categories rather than one-time commissions to get closer to
genuinely passive income.

Risk & moat. The moat is personal-brand trust and a decade of transparent records compounding into
authority that is hard to copy quickly. The biggest risk and ceiling: heavy dependence on affiliate
partners (one host's commissions made up too large a share) exposed to their policy and rate
changes, and the income-report format suffering diminishing returns once widely imitated. Tight
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binding to a personal IP made the business hard to grow independent of its founder, forcing a shift
from one person to a team company and away from the pure passive-income narrative.

Stack. WordPress blog + email list (ConvertKit) + self-hosted podcast + affiliate links/resource pages +
course platform + in-house Smart Podcast Player; solo at first, later outsourced and hired into SPI
Media.

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. Smart Passive Income official monthly income reports (smartpassiveincome.com,
2008-2017) · Foundr, 'How Pat Flynn Made $167,553.31 in One Month' · FourWeekMBA, 'How Does Pat
Flynn Make Money' business-model breakdown · GreenExamAcademy founding-story page and public
interviews (Clean Power Planet et al.) — High — core figures come from the founder's own long-running
monthly income reports and mainstream media verification; no public disclosure after 2017, so recent data
is weaker than early figures.

#72 · SHL Capital（个人 Rolling Fund / 单人天使，Sahil Lavingia）

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Sahil Lavingia, United States · Founded 2020 · Inspiration
Index 62/100

A solo GP running an eight-figure fund off a Notion memo and a few tweets, with
AngelList handling the back office.

Annual commitments: ~$5M/yr at launch,
peaking ~$10M+/yr (some sources cite
$15M+)
First-quarter raise: >$1M (vs. $100K target;
hit SEC subscriber cap)

Check size: $100K–$250K per deal
Team: 1 (back office fully outsourced to
AngelList)
Operating period: Aug 2020 – Jul 2024
(wound down)

Background. Lavingia founded Gumroad in 2011 and, after deep layoffs in 2019, rebuilt it into a
profitable company with almost no full-time staff. In August 2020 he became one of AngelList's first
rolling-fund managers: armed with a single Notion memo, a few tweets and a Zoom watched by 1,800
people (raising publicly under SEC Reg 506(c)), he turned a $100K first-quarter target into over $1M
and hit the subscriber cap. He announced the wind-down in July 2024, with ~$155K still to deploy.

Business model. A rolling fund is a series of quarterly-raised sub-funds: the GP never has to close
one large vehicle, and LPs subscribe each quarter (often from $5K–$10K/quarter), while AngelList
runs all fund administration, compliance, wire transfers and reporting. GP economics are two-part: a
~2% annual management fee (a $5M fund yields ~$100K/yr gross) plus ~20% carry on exits, accrued
across the full subscription period under the rolling structure. AngelList takes ~2% plus a $25K/quarter
platform fee. In effect it compresses the traditional $200K+, multi-month fund build into a standardized
product one person can run—where the real money sits in carry, not fees.
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Growth levers.

Ride platform infrastructure: legal, compliance, wiring, reporting and tax are all outsourced to
AngelList, so one person can perform the full GP role.
Distribute through a personal audience: as a known founder (Gumroad, large Twitter following),
fundraising became public tweets plus a Zoom under Reg 506(c)—oversubscribed 10x in the
first quarter.
Anchor with marquee LP backing: capital from Naval Ravikant, Josh Kopelman (First Round)
and Arlan Hamilton conferred instant credibility and deal flow.
Low activation energy, stackable: the rolling structure starts small and scales committed capital
quarter by quarter, with no need to first close a large fund.

Replicable takeaways.

Build the audience before the fund: distribution (following, reputation, deal flow) is the solo GP's
real moat; the platform only solves the back office.
Treat fund-launching as a product, not a project: standardized administration lets one person
raise and deploy capital compliantly, dropping the barrier from hundreds of thousands of dollars
to thousands.
Understand the income structure: fees barely sustain you ($5M x 2% ≈ $100K gross, thinner
after platform fees); the real return is carry locked 5–10 years out, so you need outside cash flow
to bridge it.
Use public solicitation to amplify reach: within the Reg 506(c) framework, going public with the
raise taps an LP pool far beyond private contacts.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal brand, marquee LP backing and proprietary deal
flow—portable across vehicles but not replaceable by the platform, which only commoditizes the back
office. The biggest risk is that returns hinge almost entirely on unrealized carry that needs 5–10 years
to prove out and was never publicly disclosed here. The GP is also a single point of energy and
reputation: Lavingia wound down in July 2024 to return to Gumroad, underscoring how hard it is to run
a company and a fund at once.

Stack. AngelList Rolling Funds (fund admin/compliance/SPV/wiring/reporting) + Notion (raise memo) +
Twitter/X + Zoom (distribution) + SEC Reg 506(c) compliance framework

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Sahil Lavingia public tweets (@shl): rolling fund wind-down, $1,555,691.52 left to
deploy (2024-07) · AngelList blog: Gumroad CEO's first $1M+/quarter rolling fund raise recap · TechCrunch
(2020-08): Gumroad founder launches seed fund with AngelList · 20VC / Venture Unlocked podcast
interviews: rolling fund mechanics and solo-GP economics · vcsheet.com SHL Capital profile; AngelList
official Rolling Funds fee/mechanics documentation — Medium — structure, timeline, raise method and
LPs are corroborated across multiple public sources, but AUM figures vary ($5M/$10M/$15M) and actual
fund returns (IRR/MOIC) were never disclosed, so investment performance is unverifiable.
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#73 · Frag Out Flavor

Physical, Maker & Local · Patrick Flynn, United States · Founded 2017 · Inspiration Index 62/100

A combat veteran's kitchen-blended BBQ rubs scaled into a seven-figure physical
brand via DTC, Faire wholesale, and 650 retail doors.

Revenue: ~$1.5M ARR (~$125K/month, per
founder on Starter Story)
Team: ~1 (founder + 1 employee, per Starter
Story)

Channels: Shopify DTC site + Faire
wholesale + 450-650 retail stores
Products: 20+ proprietary spices/BBQ rubs,
10,000+ five-star reviews
Founded: November 2017

Background. Patrick Flynn, a U.S. Army 12B combat engineer who deployed to Afghanistan, began
hand-blending BBQ rubs in his kitchen for friends after leaving the service, formalizing the business in
2017. Early batches were hand-filled in a commercial kitchen (50-80 bottles each) and seeded through
markets, festivals (Colorado food fests, the Denver BBQ event), and cold outreach to BBQ shops and
gun stores. A 2020 Thanksgiving appearance on Fox & Friends drove a visibility spike, and production
moved from garage micro-batches to an in-house blending facility.

Business model. Three stacked physical-CPG channels: high-margin Shopify DTC driven by
email/SMS repeat purchase; one-click Faire listings that turn single orders into repeatable B2B
distribution across hundreds of small retailers; and 450-650 BBQ shops, gun stores, and gift shops
won through founder-led cold outreach. Width comes from 20+ proprietary recipes, with order value
lifted by bundle sets and holiday pricing. Unlike a pure white-label setup, blending was progressively
internalized (kitchen to a 7-cubic-foot ribbon blender at 500-800 units per batch to an owned facility),
while accounting is outsourced.

Growth levers.

Faire as a wholesale engine: converts a one-off DTC order into replicable B2B distribution, auto-
reaching hundreds of small retailers with minimal labor.
Cold-outreach placement: founder pitches samples to BBQ shops, gun stores, and gift shops,
winning shelves one at a time on a veteran identity and niche fit.
Email/SMS repeat-purchase flywheel: Klaviyo + SMSBump plus a private Facebook community
drive retention and cut dependence on Facebook ads (decayed post-iOS).

Replicable takeaways.

Solo physical CPG works on channel leverage, not automation: DTC carries margin and brand
while Faire turns distribution into a low-labor, repeatable motion.
Use identity and narrow positioning to crack cold starts: a veteran + BBQ + gun-community
niche collapses the trust and outreach cost of cold sales.
Externalize production first, internalize by batch: kitchen to ribbon blender to owned facility,
upgrading equipment only as cash flow allows; avoid heavy assets upfront.
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Risk & moat. The moat is brand narrative (veteran identity, giving back to the military community), a
20+ recipe matrix, tens of thousands of five-star reviews, and several hundred established retail
relationships. The ceiling: once blending is run in-house, the founder is locked to capacity and
fulfillment, making true solo scaling hard. Rubs are a commoditized category with declining ad ROAS,
and the business carries platform and single-channel dependence on Faire and Shopify.

Stack. Shopify (DTC) + Faire (wholesale) + Klaviyo (email) + SMSBump (SMS) +
Facebook/IG/YouTube/TikTok + owned blending facility + outsourced bookkeeping

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 5/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story case: This Veteran Built A $1.5M Spices & Rubs Brand (founder
account, primary data source) · Frag Out Flavor official site About/FAQ pages (founding date, product line,
channels) · RocketReach / ZoomInfo / D&B company profiles (~$4M revenue is a third-party estimate, low
reliability, reference only) — Medium — revenue and timeline come from the founder's Starter Story
account ($1.5M / ~$125K per month) and are fairly credible; the '1 person' team size is the same account's
framing, while some B2B databases estimate 11-50 employees or ~$4M revenue (aggregated estimates),
so definitions conflict.

#74 · The Generalist（马里奥·加布里埃尔）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Mario Gabriele（马里奥·加布里埃尔）, United States ·
Founded 2020 · Inspiration Index 62/100

Single 5,000-to-15,000-word deep dives on tech and venture firms, turning one
person's research depth into required reading for the industry.

Revenue: $308K first year (Aug 2020-Aug
2021, founder-disclosed); later est. $450-
500K+ (external estimate, no official update)
Subscribers: 165K+ (2025); top-ten on
Substack's business chart
Team: Started solo; now a small
media/research team with guest writers,

hiring a Chief of Staff
Pricing: $220/yr or $22/mo (newsletter);
formerly $199 to $499/yr and $1,198/3yr
(community membership)
Founded: Launched May 2020; went full-time
Aug 2020

Background. In May 2020 Mario Gabriele pivoted his newsletter to 3,000-4,000-word company
teardowns and went full-time that August. The S-1 Club (IPO-filing breakdowns) and 10,000-word
company and fund studies built early recognition; within a year (Aug 2020-Aug 2021) he reached
~$308K in revenue and validated the model, then steadily raised prices, widened categories, and grew
from solo operator to a small team.

Business model. A three-layer mix. The early paywall sat on content (membership $199/yr); from
2021 content went free and the paywall moved to community and networking (offline introductions,
member matchmaking), with sponsorship scaled aggressively; recently a paid newsletter was added
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($22/mo or $220/yr). The revenue mix flipped from ~80% membership / 20% sponsorship in 2021 to
sponsorship-led after 2022, using one person's research output to power a subscription-plus-
sponsorship engine.

Growth levers.

30 long Twitter threads in 30 days, using teardown excerpts as hooks; strongly correlated with
subscriber growth and the cold-start core action
'Multiplayer' collaborative pieces (18 experts co-writing on DAOs, a dozen-plus on African tech)
that use guest capacity to amplify reach and lend credibility
Extreme-depth moat content: 5K-15K-word company/fund teardowns at 50-60 hours of research
and writing each, hard for commoditized rivals to match
Moving the paywall from content to community, where peer introductions and networking
become a high-retention, differentiated value
Continuous price increases plus category expansion (IPO filings, podcast, the annual Future 50
list) that lift ACV and sponsorship premiums

Replicable takeaways.

Depth is positioning: rather than chasing frequency, build an irreplaceable brand on one
category of ultra-long research no one else will attempt
Treat social platforms as a distribution funnel: seeding free high-value excerpts on X grows the
subscriber base faster than email alone
Don't pin monetization to the paywall: free content for reach, plus a paid 'network/community'
product, plus brand sponsorship, raises the ceiling above pure subscriptions
Be willing to reprice and rebuild: once the model works, monetize the same audience repeatedly
via price hikes, paywall repositioning, and new product lines
Validate solo capacity before scaling the team: backfill bandwidth with guests and outsourcing,
confirm PMF, then hire full-time to control fixed costs

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal reputation plus hard-to-scale research quality and
deep tech/VC relationships. The biggest risk lives in the same place: content is tightly bound to a
single author, so writing capacity is the ceiling, and team expansion risks diluting the distinctive voice
and unit economics. A rising sponsorship share ties revenue to tech ad cycles, while competition in
deep subscription verticals (Stratechery and others) is intense and leaves limited room for further price
increases.

Stack. Substack (distribution/subscriptions/payments) + Twitter/X (acquisition) + podcast + guest
writers and outsourced research + community matchmaking (early member matching via Google
Sheets / Covalent-type tools).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Growth In Reverse (Chenell Basilio) deep teardown of The Generalist ($308K first
year, subscriber and pricing timeline) · Indie Hackers: How Mario Gabriele Revolutionized the Newsletter
Business · The Generalist site/About and the '1-Year' retrospective (founder-disclosed first-year data) ·
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Substack @generalist chart page (165K+ subscribers, business-chart ranking) · aakashg.com and
newsletterexamples.co analyses of the revenue mix and sponsorship-share flip — Medium — first-year
$308K and early subscriber/pricing figures are founder-disclosed (high reliability); post-2022 revenue is an
external estimate with no official update for years, $450-500K+ is speculative, and current team size is only
indirectly inferred from job postings.

#75 · Coastal Caviar / Club Coastal

Physical, Maker & Local · Kelly Bozigian (née Schneider), United States · Founded 2024 ·
Inspiration Index 62/100

Beach-inspired handmade beaded charm necklaces; a content-led DTC maker
brand that cleared $1M in a year with zero paid ads.

Cumulative revenue: $2M+ (~1.5 years,
since Jan 2024)
First-month sales: $100K+ (Jan 2024, all
from organic TikTok)
Milestone: $1M in 6 months, zero paid ads

Team: near-solo (founder Kelly + spouse Colt
part-time, manufacturing outsourced)
Single-day peak: $30K (Apr 2026 store
opening; one necklace sold every 70
seconds)

Background. Kelly Bozigian, a former associate creative director at TJX (TJ Maxx), conceived of
ocean-themed handmade charm necklaces at the beach in June 2023 and launched in January 2024.
About ten days in, influencer Alix Earle discovered and reshared her necklace-making TikTok; Earle's
video passed 9M views and Kelly's reply video passed 2M, validating product-market fit almost
instantly and driving $100K in first-month sales. She quit her full-time job to go all-in in February 2025.

Business model. DTC handmade jewelry sold through self-hosted Shopify stores (shopcoastalcaviar /
shopclubcoastal): charm necklaces, bracelets and bag charms built around a customizable 'pick your
own beads + charms' DIY experience that sells emotional value and personalization. Order values sit
in the low-to-mid handmade-jewelry range (~tens of dollars per piece; exact figure undisclosed).
Distribution runs not on paid media but on the founder's own face-to-camera TikToks — production
process, brand story, even the trademark dispute documented in full — using content as the growth
engine and routing traffic to the owned stores. Boston Seaport pop-ups and a Charleston flagship
reinforce brand and community offline.

Growth levers.

Founder-IP and process-driven shorts: turning the 'visible production' of handmade goods into
high-reach content, scaling on organic reach with zero ad spend
Riding a top influencer's reach: one Alix Earle video lit the fuse, and a fast self-shot reply video
captured the 9M-view spike to ignite PMF within 10 days
Crisis-as-content: documenting the trademark suit and rename in real time, with sales up 114%
over six weeks and TikTok following rising from 80K to nearly 125K
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Customizable DIY product structure: letting customers pick their own beads/charms to lift
engagement, order value and user-generated reshares
Online ignition plus offline pop-ups/flagship: a community-primed opening day drove $30K in a
single day

Replicable takeaways.

Treat the production process itself as content: handmade and manufacturing categories are
naturally suited to process-driven shorts that scale without paid media
Capture, don't wait for, virality: when an influencer mentions you by chance, shoot a reply video
immediately to convert their audience into yours
Crisis is content: documenting litigation/renames transparently can deepen community trust and
lift sales — the key is keeping narrative control
Clear the trademark before naming: 'Caviar' collided with Lagos's 1992-registered jewelry mark
and forced a rename — a cheap TM search pre-launch avoids wiping out brand equity
Tiny team plus outsourcing amplifies leverage: one person owns content and brand while
manufacturing goes to a Rhode Island factory, keeping the model asset-light and fast-growing

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal IP and a high-stickiness community ('Club Coastal'
turns the community itself into the brand), evidenced by sales rising rather than falling after the
rename. The biggest risks: product homogeneity — handmade charms are low-barrier and easily
copied or replaced by DIY tutorials; heavy dependence on the founder's continued hit content and
platform algorithms, so TikTok policy or traffic swings cap the ceiling; and the trademark episode that
exposed thin early legal diligence.

Stack. Self-hosted Shopify + organic TikTok/Instagram (founder on camera) + Rhode Island contract
factory + Boston/Charleston pop-ups and flagship; spouse Colt (software sales) assists part-time

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Entrepreneur, 'Her Instant Success Side Hustle Hit $1M Sales in 6 Months / now
past $2M' (489648) · Entrepreneur, 'She Used a Content Engine to Break Her Daily Sales Record: $30K —
Club Coastal' · CBS Boston report on the Coastal Caviar pop-up and side hustle · AOL/Yahoo, 'Coastal
Caviar Begins Process of Changing Name Following Trademark Lawsuit' · Justia court record, LAGOS,
INC. v. COASTAL CAVIAR, LLC (E.D. Pa. 2:2026cv00447) · Fashionista (May 2025) brand feature;
shopclubcoastal.com official site — High — revenue milestones ($100K first month / $1M in 6 months /
$2M+ cumulative), timeline, zero-ad claim, trademark suit and $30K single-day record are cross-confirmed
by multiple Entrepreneur pieces and court records; only AOV/margin/true net profit are undisclosed and
team is 'near-solo' (part-time spouse + outsourcing).

#76 · 利基内容站 Flip（Empire Flippers 市场样本）

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Solo seller / independent site-builder (market sample;
representative operator e.g. Shawna Newman), Multiple · Founded 2014 · Inspiration Index 62/100



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

173

Build an ad- and affiliate-funded niche content site, grow its cash flow, then exit at a
profit multiple through a brokered marketplace.

Platform cumulative GMV: ~$589M (EF
Scoreboard 2025)
Cumulative deals closed: 2,600+ (EF 2025)
Buyer/seller community: ~325,000 people

Benchmark flip: $3,164 buy-in to $40,000
sale (303 days, 1,164% ROI)
Team: 1 person (content and links
outsourced)

Background. The playbook begins with a solo operator using content plus affiliate and display ads to
grow a niche site to steady monthly profit, then listing it for exit on a broker marketplace. Empire
Flippers (launched 2011, marketplace operations from 2014) standardized this path: valuation on a
monthly net-profit multiple, escrowed verification, and managed handover. Representative operator
Shawna Newman, building since 2009, has sold 30+ self-built sites since 2014, proving a single
person can close the loop.

Business model. Money comes from two layers: the asset's own cash flow (affiliate commissions,
display ads, private ad sales, info products) and multiple arbitrage on exit. Content sites typically value
at 20-60x monthly net profit (~27x in 2024), converting a site earning a few thousand dollars a month
into a one-time payout of tens to hundreds of thousands. EF charges no listing fee and takes tiered
commission (15% in the $66.7K-$700K band, dropping to 8% / 2.5% higher up); listing requires
~$2,000 monthly net profit and 12 months of data, with an average ~120-day sale cycle closing at
~87% of asking price.

Growth levers.

Front-load a ~100-article content sprint in the first 3 months for fast traction, then diversify traffic
from Google to Pinterest and email to cut single-channel risk and lift the valuation
Hold 18-24 months to stabilize monthly profit, layering CRO and new monetization channels
(e.g. Amazon Associates, private ad sales) to raise both the profit base and the multiple
Use a third-party broker as the trust and liquidity layer: escrowed verification plus managed
handover standardize deals that are hard to close privately, enabling repeatable exits at a
premium multiple

Replicable takeaways.

Run a website as a valuable asset: track monthly net profit and the multiple, and engineer for
exit from day one (clean data, diversified traffic, verifiable profit)
Pick trend-driven niches and start cheap: the benchmark $3,164 entry rode a rising topic to a
1,164% return in 303 days, where timing and topic selection beat sheer volume
Outsource the bottlenecks and own the core: contract out content and link-building, keep
decisions and monetization in-house, so one person can roll build-grow-sell across multiple sites

Risk & moat. The moat is the broker's trust, escrow, and liquidity network plus the seller's
accumulated feel for topic selection, site-building, and monetization, not any individual monopoly. The
biggest risk and ceiling: Google algorithm changes and AI Overviews squeeze affiliate-content traffic,
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dragging valuation multiples down (content-site multiples and deal volume fell markedly in 2025 versus
2023). Per-site upside caps at monthly profit, so scaling means repeating build-and-sell rather than
compounding.

Stack. WordPress build + affiliate / AdSense / private ad-sale monetization + outsourced writers and
link-building; exit via Empire Flippers (escrowed verification, managed handover, multiple-based
valuation), with peers Flippa, Motion Invest, Investors Club.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. Empire Flippers Scoreboard (live GMV / deal count / cycle,
empireflippers.com/scoreboard) · Empire Flippers, "7 Tips for Solo Site Building & Flipping" (Shawna
Newman's solo build-and-sell playbook) · Empire Flippers Content Sites ROI Study + flipped-businesses-
data ($3,164 to $40,000, 1,164% ROI case) · Empire Flippers commission structure and listing-threshold
docs / Investors Club fee breakdown — Medium - EF's aggregate data (GMV, deal count, multiples,
commissions) and the benchmark flip figures are verifiable on official EF pages; but the 'solo seller' is a
market sample, not a single disclosed subject, so the single case is illustrative rather than broadly
representative.

#77 · Garbage Day

Content, Media & Newsletters · Ryan Broderick, United States · Founded 2019 · Inspiration
Index 62/100

A meme-analysis newsletter on how the internet warps culture and reality, betting
one person's voice against the AI content machine.

Subscribers: 100K+ (2026)
Paid conversion: 5%-10% ($5/mo or $45/yr)
Subscription revenue: ~$135K-180K+ ARR
(est.)

Team: Started solo; Garbage Media now ~8
Founded: Summer 2019

Background. Broderick, a former BuzzFeed and Vice internet-culture reporter who churned content in
the 2010s and was fired by BuzzFeed in 2020 over a plagiarism scandal, launched Garbage Day in
summer 2019 with a post titled 'Sonic's Stinky Feet' — weekly, self-described as 'pure memes, not
news.' About a year in, during the COVID lockdowns, he went full-time; one weekend subscriptions
tripled from 2,000 to 6,000, marking the growth inflection.

Business model. The core is a paid subscription newsletter on beehiiv (migrated off Substack in
2024): free posts pull readers in, 5%-10% pay $5/month or $45/year, yielding ~$135K-180K+ in
subscription revenue alone. On top sits a media stack — the weekly podcast 'Panic World' and a
research-advisory arm, Garbage Day Media Intelligence — plus secondary income from ads and
editorial partnerships, all carried by one founder's IP.
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Growth levers.

High-frequency, heavily personalized voice: scaling from one issue a week to three, building
subscription stickiness on a distinct perspective and prose that AI cannot easily replicate.
News-cycle breakout moments: September 2025 coverage of the Charlie Kirk assassination
drew nearly 600K views, the biggest single-month growth and a path to TV appearances.
Compounding brand stack: spilling the newsletter's attention into a podcast and research
advisory, monetizing the same audience across multiple channels.
Platform arbitrage: moving from Substack to beehiiv to own the reader email list and pricing
control.

Replicable takeaways.

A niche interest plus a real human voice is the paywall moat: in an era of AI-batched articles,
content with a viewpoint and a pulse is what readers pay for.
Build influence free first, charge later: the first year was free-only, accumulating ~2,000 core
readers (largely media insiders) before going full-time and adding a paywall.
Lever one IP into a media stack: newsletter as the front door, podcast/research/ads as revenue
tiers, avoiding single-source dependence.
Ride the era's defining topics: internet culture and platform chaos are an endless story supply,
and breakout events deliver step-change growth.

Risk & moat. The moat is Broderick's long-accumulated lens on internet culture and first-hand
presence, reinforced by owning the reader list after leaving Substack. The chief risk is 'founder equals
product': his energy and reputation (a prior plagiarism record) are a single point of failure, and the
ceiling is a small-media body of ~100K subscribers at single-digit paid conversion, growth dependent
on news spikes, with cost-structure tension rising as a one-person IP scales to an eight-person team.

Stack. beehiiv (email/paywall, migrated off Substack in 2024) + Patreon/podcast hosting (Panic World)
+ Garbage Day Media Intelligence research arm; ~8-person team (incl. researcher Adam Bumas).

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Creator Spotlight, 'Garbage pays' (2024-05-03; 68K subscribers / 3K paid / $45
annual / 1 employee) · Depth Perception / Longlead interview (2026-01-07; 100K+ subscribers, Garbage
Media of 8, Media Intelligence, Charlie Kirk ~600K views) · Podnews, 'Panic World' press release (podcast
launched 2024) · Wikipedia: Ryan Broderick (BuzzFeed tenure / fired 2020 / founded 2019) — Medium —
subscriber scale, pricing, team and timeline are multi-sourced, but ARR is a range estimated from paid
counts (not itemized by the founder), and total post-2024 revenue including podcast/research/ads is
undisclosed.

#78 · 李笑来 / 通往财富自由之路

China-Based Solopreneurs · 李笑来 (Li Xiaolai), China · Founded 2016 · Inspiration Index 61/100
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A New Oriental star teacher packaged personal cognition into a ¥199 annual
column, booking ~¥15M in two months and anchoring Chinese paid knowledge.

Flagship product: "The Road to Financial
Freedom" on Dedao, ¥199/year
Launch run-rate: >¥15M booked in 2 months
(platform + author combined, 2016)
Cumulative subscribers: ~175,000 at
sunset (long the best-seller on Dedao)

Total column revenue: ~¥35M est. (incl.
platform split)
Team: Personal IP + very small team /
partner (not strictly solo)

Background. Born 1972, Li was a New Oriental star instructor (2001-2008); his TOEFL vocabulary
guide sold over a million copies, funding early financial independence via royalties and teaching. In
2011 he bought 2,100 bitcoin for ~$13,100 and kept accumulating; by 2013 The Wall Street Journal
called him China's largest holder ("six figures"). After building an audience through his 2015 WeChat
account, he joined Luo Zhenyu's Dedao in July 2016 as a first-wave columnist, helping ignite China's
paid-knowledge boom.

Business model. The core move is packaging personal methodology into infinitely copyable digital
content sold by annual subscription. The Dedao column ran ¥199/year on a roughly 50/50 platform-
author split; a single SKU times ~175,000 subscribers produced eight-figure cash flow at near-zero
marginal cost. Best-sellers and his New Oriental halo drove top-of-funnel traffic, WeChat captured a
private audience, and Dedao converted it to paid; he later built the "Yikuai Tingting" knowledge mall
(2017, shut 2021) for platform-style monetization. Bitcoin/blockchain investing and INBlockchain
amplified the IP, and vice versa.

Growth levers.

Pre-built trust assets: a million-selling TOEFL book and New Oriental pedigree gave instant
credibility, so the column scaled on day one (~700 sign-ups/day early on)
Private-domain seeding then conversion: the free WeChat account accumulated high-intent
fans, later funneled into the ¥199 column
First-mover platform dividend: as one of Dedao's first columnists, he captured the early traffic
and distribution of the paid-knowledge wave
Persona as a copyable digital asset: 52 "concepts" packaged once, sold infinitely, so cash flow
scaled linearly with audience
IP x capital flywheel: paid-knowledge fame lent credibility to his crypto bets, and the crypto-
wealth myth fed his IP back

Replicable takeaways.

Build a trust asset before selling content: a million-selling book and teacher pedigree were the
real precondition for the instant sellout; newcomers should first earn trust with one free, high-
reach work
Seed in private, then harvest: accumulate willing buyers via a free channel, then concentrate
monetization in one high-priced annual product rather than scattered courses
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Bet on a distribution platform's early window: being among a new platform's first headline
suppliers can capture a one-time growth dividend; timing is scarcer than content
A single copyable SKU beats a complex product line: the ¥199 column proved "one product x
mass subscription" alone can clear eight-figure revenue, go deep before going wide
Reputation is leverage and liability: the same IP that amplifies sales can be wiped out by
overreach (crypto, "air coins," the recording scandal), set red lines before chasing growth

Risk & moat. The moat is a rare triple stack of trust, star teacher, best-selling author, and platform
first-mover, hard to copy in the short term. But the ceiling and risk are equally stark: content IP is tightly
bound to one person, so output stoppage means decay, and trust-based monetization collapses
instantly on overreach (Press.one's whitepaper-free raise, the 2018 recording scandal, "fleece the
sheep" accusations). With the knowledge mall shuttered in 2021 and his crypto reputation under
pressure, the case shows personal IP lacks an institutionalized moat and is highly sensitive to
regulatory and reputational red lines.

Stack. Best-seller + New Oriental IP for traffic / WeChat (private domain) / Dedao app (distribution and
billing) / self-built Yikuai Tingting mini-program / Bitcoin and INBlockchain capital plays; core content
authored by Li, with a tiny ops team and partner (Laomao).

Revenue 8/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. Jiemian: "From New Oriental Star Teacher to Bitcoin Tycoon: How Many Hundreds
of Millions Did Li Xiaolai Make" · Jiemian: "Reckless Gambler: The Fantastic Voyage of 'Bitcoin Tycoon' Li
Xiaolai" · Sohu / NBD reporting: Dedao column booked >¥15M in 2 months (2016-2017) · Dedao app
official column page (¥199 price / subscriber disclosure) · Sina Tech / Jiemian: "'Yikuai Tingting' Shuts
Down: Li Xiaolai's Paid-Knowledge Dream Ends" (2021) · Wikipedia entry on Li Xiaolai (timeline) —
Medium — column price, the "¥15M in 2 months," ~175,000 cumulative subscribers, bitcoin holdings and
the Yikuai Tingting shutdown are corroborated by multiple outlets; net revenue, platform-split ratio and
personal take are media estimates / self-reported, and IP controversy discounts some figures, hence
"~/est."

#79 · Platformer

Content, Media & Newsletters · Casey Newton, United States · Founded 2020 · Inspiration Index
61/100

A veteran tech reporter turning personal credibility into a subscription asset through
deep coverage of platforms and tech policy.

Free subscribers: ~200K (2025)
Paid subscribers: thousands (~7,750 est.
2023)

Subscription revenue: est. ~$775K, +11%
YoY in 2024
Team: ~2.5 people (lead writer + editor +
part-time)
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Founded: October 2020

Background. Casey Newton spent years as The Verge's senior Silicon Valley editor, running the daily
newsletter The Interface, before leaving in October 2020 to launch Platformer solo on Substack,
covering large tech platforms and tech policy. Built on a decade of sources and a steady cadence of
scoops, the paywall business grew quickly. In January 2024, after Substack declined to remove Nazi
content, Newton moved the publication to the open-source platform Ghost, a landmark moment for
independent media owning its own channel.

Business model. The core is a paid subscription newsletter, published three times a week with a free
teaser and full text plus community access behind a $10/month or $100/year paywall; a $100/month
Mystery Tier funds 10 free subscriptions per buyer. About 5% of readers pay. The 2024 move to Ghost
eliminated Substack's 10% cut but added Ghost Pro hosting, the Outpost subscription service, and in-
house support costs. Advertising is a second line, reaching nearly six figures in its first year and
accelerating to sell out early.

Growth levers.

Credibility leverage: a decade of Verge-era Silicon Valley sources powers exclusive scoops, with
revenue tightly correlated to scoop output.
Stance as marketing: publicly exiting Substack and X converted values-based decisions into
media events and reader loyalty.
Free-to-paid funnel: ~200K free subscribers feed the top of the funnel, monetized via the paywall
and annual-plan conversion.
Owned channel: moving to Ghost secured the subscriber list and payment relationship, cutting
churn from 4.19% to 2.7%.

Replicable takeaways.

Build a personal brand and source network on a large platform first, then go solo; credibility is
the hardest moat to copy.
Exclusive content is the engine of a subscription business: quantifiable scoop output directly
drives paid growth.
Owning the reader relationship (email list plus payments) is more durable than depending on
platform distribution and lowers churn.
Differentiate with a values stance, but accept the growth cost of losing platform-driven traffic.
Treat advertising as a second revenue line that can backfill when subscription growth slows.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's personal credibility, exclusive source network, and an owned
subscriber list, none of which scale by replication. The dominant risk is dependence on one person:
revenue tracks Newton's scoops, and after leaving the Substack and X networks the top-of-funnel
traffic source shrank and paid growth visibly slowed, capping the ceiling at how many exclusives one
person can produce. Platform policy shifts and AI's disruption of news distribution are external
unknowns.
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Stack. Ghost Pro (publishing/hosting) + Outpost (subscriptions) + Stripe (payments); originally
Substack; a ~2.5-person team with support and ad sales handled in-house.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 6/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. platformer.news founder year-four / year-five retrospectives · platformer.news,
"Why Platformer is leaving Substack" (Jan 2024) · Wikipedia: Casey Newton · Nieman Lab: year-three
retrospective · OneZero/Sarah Jeong departure interview (Sep 2020) — Medium — subscriber scale,
pricing, Ghost migration timeline, and churn are founder-disclosed; paid count and total revenue are
estimates from public figures, not officially line-itemed.

#80 · SpyGuy Security（SpyGuy.com）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Allen Walton, United States · Founded 2014 · Inspiration
Index 61/100

A hidden-camera DTC store started for under $1,000; one founder scaled it to
~$1M solo, then to ~$3M.

Revenue: ~$3M run-rate (disclosed by Tim
Ferriss in 2018; still cited in 2023/2025
coverage)
Startup capital: <$1,000 (incl. a $150
Shopify theme)

Team: 1 person to ~$1M; later ~5 people
Founded: May 2014 (Shopify)
Domain: SpyGuy.com, later bought for
$15,000

Background. After high school, Walton worked at a local surveillance retail chain (2009–2011),
learning the surveillance and counter-surveillance category from the inside. Inspired by The 4-Hour
Workweek, he launched a Shopify store in 2014 for under $1,000, starting with dropshipping. Within a
few months he reached ~$30K/month and grew revenue to ~$1M entirely solo; Forbes featured him in
its 2015 'no-employee, seven-figure' trend, and he only opened an office and hired staff about two and
a half years in.

Business model. A vertical DTC store in surveillance and counter-surveillance: hidden cameras, GPS
trackers, covert audio recorders, and bug detectors, sourced from Asian suppliers and U.S.
distributors. It mostly holds its own inventory, dropshipping only on stockouts, and differentiates via
better casings/resolution and by curating out low-quality products. Average order value is high and
purchases are largely one-time (low repeat), with paid Google Shopping/Ads driving most traffic,
organic search under 10%, and roughly 15–20% of orders closing by phone alongside lifetime tech
support.

Growth levers.

Google Shopping/Ads as the dominant paid acquisition channel (most of the traffic), paired with
detailed product pages and spec descriptions
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In-house product videos shot in a dedicated studio with the founder on camera, plus 'lifetime
phone tech support', maximizing conversion on high-ticket items (15–20% of orders close by
phone)
Using HARO (the reporter-sourcing platform) to earn free PR at zero cost, landing in Forbes,
Entrepreneur, CNBC, Fast Company and the Today Show

Replicable takeaways.

Pick a familiar narrow niche: work in the industry first to learn sourcing and pain points, then
make 'curating out the junk + selection' itself the moat
For high-ticket products, don't rely on the landing page alone — turn phone/human support into
a conversion engine (here ~1 in 5 orders close by phone)
Systematically trade free media for authority via reporter platforms like HARO — cheaper than
pure ad spend and it builds credibility
While solo, get a single paid channel (Google) profitable before expanding the team, avoiding
premature overreach

Risk & moat. The moat is category expertise, a curated SKU set, content/video and human support
that build trust, plus the memorable SpyGuy.com brand term driving meaningful direct traffic. The
biggest risk is platform dependence: in 2018 Google banned the ads for 'enabling dishonest behavior',
briefly cutting the lifeline (later restored). Combined with very low repeat purchase (one-time buys),
intensifying competition compressing margins, and difficult suppliers, the ceiling is clear.

Stack. Shopify + Help Scout (support) + ShipStation (shipping); a ~600 sq ft in-house video studio with
a $450 light box; ~$3/image photo retouching outsourced; Google Shopping/Ads for acquisition;
HARO for PR.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 6/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. The Tim Ferriss Show #351 and transcript (tim.blog, 2018) · My Wife Quit Her Job
podcast Ep.242 (mywifequitherjob.com) · Practical Ecommerce: $15,000 domain (2018) and Amid
Headwinds (2023) · Nav.com: 'Started Small and Grew to $3M a Year' · Forbes 2015 (no-employee, seven-
figure report); SpyGuy.com official About page — Medium — startup, revenue, team and channel figures
cross-check across multiple sources, but $3M is a 2018 founder figure with no fresh disclosure in 2024–25,
so it is flagged by range and year.

#81 · 李一舟AI课（每个人的人工智能课 / 一舟智能）

China-Based Solopreneurs · 李一舟 (Li Yizhou), China · Founded 2023 · Inspiration Index 61/100

A "Tsinghua PhD" persona turned a 199-yuan AI course into a phenomenon, then a
regulatory case study in inflated claims and infringement.
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Single-course revenue: ~RMB 50M
(Everyone's AI Course, 2023; Feigua / Xindou
data)
Units sold: ~250,000 sets (same source);
media estimates a 3-year cumulative course
take of ~RMB 175M (unverified)
Pricing: AI course listed at RMB 999, sold at
RMB 199; Yizhou Intelligence then resold via

"compute" top-ups
Team: Very small team built around the
founder's personal IP plus ops/tech (not a
true solo operation; size undisclosed)
Enforcement: 2024-02-22: WeChat
Channels follow-ban, mini-program "Yizhou
Yike" suspended, AI course delisted platform-
wide

Background. Li Yizhou first went viral in 2012 sparring with judges on the job-hunting show You Are
the One, then founded several ventures including 12sleep (sleep sensors, backed into Xiaomi's
ecosystem with multiple funding rounds). When ChatGPT ignited China's AI boom in 2023, he leaned
on a "Tsinghua PhD plus serial entrepreneur" persona to sell AI courses via short video, reaching
phenomenon scale within a year. In February 2024, media and state broadcaster CCTV questioned his
claims as false advertising, triggering platform enforcement; he resurfaced in August repositioned as
no longer selling AI courses.

Business model. A three-stage funnel: free short-video content (Douyin / WeChat Channels /
Xiaohongshu) drove traffic to the RMB 199 course Everyone's AI Course, which then routed buyers to
a self-built "Yizhou Intelligence" wrapper platform monetized by membership and "compute" top-ups
(each course bundled ~1.1M compute units; a single query burned thousands and an image
generation tens of thousands, forcing repeat purchases). The economics were classic personal-IP
arbitrage—traffic times low-price high-frequency times information asymmetry—with very high gross
margin and near-zero marginal cost. Delivery, however, drew complaints of thin content and
unresponsive support, and the platform aggregated 97 third-party AI models (only one an official
SDXL) while marketing them as proprietary.

Growth levers.

Persona leverage: a "Tsinghua PhD" halo, his old You Are the One fame, and a serial-founder
track record manufactured authority and trust—obscuring that his doctorate was in industrial
design at Tsinghua's art academy, unrelated to AI.
Timing leverage: precise positioning on the ChatGPT/Sora wave, using FOMO ("ordinary people
who skip AI get left behind") to convert anxiety into low-friction RMB 199 impulse buys.
Platform-traffic leverage: a multi-platform short-video matrix and million-follower reach fed a free
top-of-funnel, closed via mini-program and livestream—distribution and payment all inside the
platform ecosystem.
Re-monetization leverage: extending from a one-time course sale into wrapper-platform
membership and compute top-ups to raise lifetime value per customer.

Replicable takeaways.

Timing plus personal IP plus low-price high-frequency is the most explosive solopreneur
combination, but compliance is the foundation, not decoration—a persona can be amplified, not
fabricated, and credentials must match real ability.
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The durable moat in paid education is delivery quality and repeat-purchase reputation; one-shot
extraction built on information gaps and fear marketing backfires faster the bigger it gets
(delisting, refunds, reputational collapse).
Building a product on third-party or open-source capability (a wrapper) is viable, but it must be
disclosed honestly and properly licensed—never repackaged as proprietary, which crosses both
infringement and false-advertising lines at once.
Personal IP concentrates risk in two baskets—the platform and a single persona—and one
enforcement notice zeroes it out; monetization must be auditable, claims evidence-backed, and
content assets preserved for any restart.

Risk & moat. The moat was only short-term persona and traffic momentum—no technology, no
compliant delivery, no sustainable word of mouth—leaving the barrier extremely fragile. The biggest
risk has already materialized: inflated credentials triggered a trust collapse, model wrapping raised
infringement exposure, poor delivery was deemed false advertising, and regulators (platforms acting
under the Interim Provisions on the Administration of Public Information Services via Instant
Messaging Tools, plus a CCTV callout) imposed platform-wide enforcement that erased the accounts
and monetization chain overnight. The ceiling equals platform tolerance and the compliance line.

Stack. Short-video/livestream platforms (Douyin, WeChat Channels, Xiaohongshu) + WeChat mini-
program (Yizhou Yike) + wrapper site "Yizhou Intelligence" (GPT API plus 97 third-party/open-source
models, membership + compute billing); core means of production are personal IP and paid traffic.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Cailianpress, "A RMB 199 AI Course Sold RMB 50M: Inside Tsinghua PhD Li
Yizhou" (cls.cn/detail/1600065) · Sina Finance, "Delisted and Follow-Banned: 'Tsinghua PhD' RMB 199 AI
Course Sold RMB 50M—Inside Li Yizhou's Capital Map" · Lanjing Finance, "Investigation: 'AI Godfather' Li
Yizhou Accused of Pirating Nearly 100 AI Image Models; Course Delisted Platform-Wide" · TMTPost /
Tencent News, "'Tsinghua Internet-Celebrity PhD' Li Yizhou's Video Account 'Revives,' Talks China-US AI
but No Longer Sells Courses" (2024-08) · 36Kr, "RMB 175M in Three Years: Selling Courses Is China's
Easiest AI Money" (cumulative figure, unverified) · CCTV Finance (false-advertising scrutiny); Feigua /
Xindou data (250,000 sets / ~RMB 50M sales figures) — Medium — the enforcement, persona inflation,
and model wrapping are widely reported by major outlets and CCTV; revenue figures diverge sharply (RMB
50M single course vs. RMB 150M/175M estimates) and true team size is undisclosed, so revenue numbers
are treated as approximate.

#82 · WIP / BetaList（Marc Köhlbrugge）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Marc Köhlbrugge, Netherlands · Founded 2010 · Inspiration Index
61/100

A solo founder has run a startup-discovery board and a build-in-public maker
community for over a decade, turning attention and network into durable cash flow.
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BetaList cumulative revenue: ~$1M (2010-
2020 combined, ads + expedited review)
BetaList scale: 15,000+ startups listed /
70,000+ submissions reviewed / 100,000+
registered users

WIP members: ~3,700 paying makers (June
2026), $20/mo or $150/yr
Team: Essentially solo; BetaList day-to-day
once outsourced to one collaborator
Founded: BetaList 2010 / WIP 2017

Background. Self-taught Köhlbrugge built BetaList over a weekend in 2010 to promote his own iPad
app, using Tumblr and a homemade logo for under $10, then ignited it with a post titled "How I tricked
TechCrunch into covering my startup" (~60,000 reads). He had no plan to monetize until mature
companies began asking how to get listed, at which point he started selling ad slots. In 2017 he
formalized a free Telegram accountability group into the paid community WIP.

Business model. Two complementary products. BetaList lists early-stage startups free to draw traffic,
then sells weekly ad slots to mature companies (from $50/week, doubled repeatedly until buyers
balked, up to ~$1,500/week) and charges founders an expedited-review fee to jump the queue (from
$15, later raised to $199). WIP turns the community itself into the product: a mandatory $20/month (or
$150/year) subscription that doubles as filter and steady cash flow, with invite-only membership to
control volume. Both are zero-funding, pure bootstrap.

Growth levers.

PR-hack launch: a 'tricked TechCrunch' narrative manufactured the first wave of traffic for a
zero-budget cold start.
Demand-driven pricing: ad slots doubled from $50/week to probe the ceiling; expedited fees
rose as the queue congested.
Community as product: a mandatory subscription filters members and generates revenue, with
pain points spun off into adjacent products like Startup Jobs.

Replicable takeaways.

Aggregate attention for free first; design monetization only once the market starts asking how to
pay, rather than charging on day one.
Price by testing, not guessing: double in small steps until customers refuse, finding the real
willingness-to-pay ceiling.
To stay sustainable solo, outsource or productize repetitive operations to free up time for new
projects that offset the decay of older ones.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade of accumulated brand, SEO authority, founder network and
community network effects, all maintainable by one person at low cost. The biggest risk is a low ceiling
and slowing growth: BetaList's incremental gains have flattened as attention shifts to Product Hunt and
others, and with the founder's focus moving to new projects like RoomAI, both properties now earn
less than before. Heavy dependence on personal IP is a structural fragility.

Stack. Ruby on Rails + Hotwire + Tailwind + PostgreSQL, deployed via Kamal to DigitalOcean, email
through Amazon SES; BetaList operations once outsourced to one collaborator, otherwise solo-led.
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Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Marc Köhlbrugge, "10 years of BetaList" (Typefully, 2020) · marc.io about/stack
pages · wip.co project page and WIP 'now invite-only' announcement · Juicy Ideas / nocsdegree / Mixergy
interviews · Crunchbase / The Org (BetaList company info) — Medium — BetaList cumulative revenue and
scale were disclosed by the founder in 2020 (high reliability); WIP total revenue and current standalone
MRR are undisclosed, while member count and pricing are publicly verifiable, hence an overall Medium.

#83 · Centori

Consulting & Productized Services · Tyler Scionti, United States · Founded 2019 · Inspiration
Index 61/100

A solo founder turned a failed SEO SaaS into a software-enabled content
marketing service, then pivoted into GEO.

Revenue: ~$14K MRR (2025; some months
near $19K)
Team: 1 (solo founder)
Founded: 2019 (full-time 2023)

Origin: Pivot from a failed SEO SaaS
Track record: 10x-100x organic traffic gains
for clients (site case studies)

Background. Tyler Scionti joined HubSpot in 2016, moving from support into product, and chased the
dream of a 'million-dollar business off a laptop.' Self-teaching HTML/CSS/JS/Python, he built the SEO
tool Centori from scratch on Django and MySQL (2019), polishing it nights and weekends. People
used it but didn't stick: once onboarded, they didn't know what to do next. The lesson he drew was that
the gap wasn't tooling but strategy, so in 2023 he went full-time on a software-enabled service.

Business model. The core offer is a productized content marketing / SEO service rather than pure
software: 5,000+ words of monthly content plus managed strategy, a six-month done-with-you growth
sprint, and a 'marketing roast' diagnostic. The original tool is no longer sold standalone; it now powers
client reporting and monitoring as an internal productivity lever. Pricing blends monthly retainers with
project work (driving the higher-revenue months); the site lists no prices and converts via a booked
consultation. Acquisition has shifted from early SEO/Google Ads to LinkedIn, email, referrals, and
outbound.

Growth levers.

Converted a high-churn SaaS into a high-retention service: 'done-for-you plus managed' locks in
founder clients who don't want to do SEO themselves.
Reused the software asset: the in-house tool went from a selling point to a delivery-side
reporting/monitoring layer, lifting solo output and credibility.
Results-led acquisition: the site stacks real 10x-100x organic traffic case studies as trust proof,
converting via a booked-call model rather than listed prices.
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Rode the AI wave by porting the SEO methodology to GEO (generative engine optimization),
capturing new 2025 generative-search demand.

Replicable takeaways.

When a SaaS can't retain users, don't force it: 'I'm done, now what?' usually means you should
be selling strategy and delivery, not features.
Failed-product code is reusable: demote it to an internal delivery lever to raise solo output
without hiring a team.
Price productized services as a retainer-plus-project mix to hold a stable base while spiking
revenue in busy months.
For expert-led solo services, real track record plus a booked-call model beats listed pricing for
high-ticket consulting.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's combined SEO and product expertise, the HubSpot pedigree
as credibility, and a reusable in-house tool, with the barrier to entry resting on trust rather than
technology. The biggest risk and ceiling is the classic time-for-money model: revenue is tightly bound
to one person's capacity and hard to scale without headcount. SEO and GEO are also exposed to
Google algorithm shifts and AI-search upheaval, forcing constant methodology rewrites that a single
operator struggles to balance against delivery.

Stack. In-house tool on Django + MySQL (early hosting on PythonAnywhere, now internal reporting);
acquisition via LinkedIn/email/referrals; service = content production + managed strategy +
diagnostics; solo, no fixed team.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 5/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers, 'From failed SaaS to $14k MRR software-enabled service' (Tyler
Scionti, first-person) · superframeworks.com/blog/centori (discloses ~$19K MRR and a Software-with-a-
Service structure) · Founderoo newsletter, The Org, Tracxn, Crunchbase (founded 2019/Worcester/solo) ·
centori.io official site (service structure and client results) — Medium - revenue and solo operation are
consistently self-reported by the founder across sources (~$14K MRR), but figures are approximate and
unaudited; the 2019 founding year comes from third-party databases and the exact month is undisclosed.

#84 · Voicy（usevoicy.com）

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software · Kourosh Ghaffari, United Kingdom (London) · Founded 2024 ·
Inspiration Index 61/100

Cross-platform cloud AI dictation, built for a slow-typing father and grown solo via
SEO in the gaps left by VC rivals.

Revenue (MRR): ~$1,600 (2025-08, founder-
disclosed)

Growth: 15% to 25% MoM (self-reported)
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Users / Rating: Chrome 10,000+ users, 4.7/5
(100 reviews, 2026-05)

Team: 1 person (no co-founder)
Started charging: 2025-02

Background. When Ghaffari's father visited London, overloaded with work yet a painfully slow typist,
Ghaffari had already been struck by the accuracy of ChatGPT's voice dictation and wanted that
experience in any input field on a computer. Over ~2-3 months he built a Chrome extension that adds
a microphone icon to every text box, began charging in 2025-02, then extended to Windows, Mac, and
Linux desktop clients.

Business model. A Micro-SaaS running dual subscription-plus-lifetime tracks. A 30-minute free trial
serves as the hook; Pro is ~$8.49/month billed annually, a Lifetime buyout runs $220-260 once, and
Teams is ~$6.79/user/month (3+ seats), with disability and student discounts. Distribution is via its own
site plus each platform's app store, avoiding channel revenue splits. Cloud transcription (50+
languages, claimed >99% accuracy) is metered by call, so margin floats with usage while buyouts
supply early cash flow.

Growth levers.

Programmatic SEO: ~20 landing pages split by use case drive ~90% of traffic from Google
(~2,000 clicks/month), produced in bulk with Ahrefs plus Outrank.
Cross-platform reach: full coverage of Mac/Win/Linux/Chrome/Brave/Edge plus an iOS
keyboard, hitting more users than Mac-first VC rival Wispr Flow.
Build-in-public and frequent shipping: a public changelog through 2026-04 (v1.12.2, 12+
versions) builds trust via transparency and iteration cadence.
Narrow-wedge targeting: anchoring on people who struggle to type / disabled users aged 35-60,
a hard need that spreads by word of mouth.

Replicable takeaways.

Start from a real pain in someone close to you, validate with a minimal browser extension, then
expand laterally to desktop and mobile.
In a red-ocean category, a solo founder can capture steady search traffic in VC rivals' gaps via
programmatic SEO and multi-scenario landing pages.
Run subscriptions and lifetime buyouts in parallel: buyouts recoup cash fast, subscriptions hold
MRR, steadying early indie cash flow.
Cross-platform breadth is itself a moat; the slower competitors are to catch up, the more a
narrow-but-complete footprint is worth.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin but real: cross-platform breadth (including Linux and an iOS keyboard),
long-tail SEO landing pages, and word of mouth among disabled users form a differentiation one
person can defend. The biggest risks sit upstream and across the table: core transcription depends on
third-party ASR/LLM, leaving cost and capability in others' hands, while VC players like Wispr Flow
and built-in OS dictation keep squeezing. At ~$1.6k MRR the business is still in validation with an
unclear ceiling, and whether monthly growth holds is the key question.
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Stack. Chrome extension plus Win/Mac/Linux desktop clients and an iOS keyboard; cloud third-party
ASR/LLM transcription; SEO stack of Ahrefs plus Outrank; legal entity Pishi LLC FZ (UAE free zone,
London/Dubai).

Revenue 2/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 9/10

Sources & confidence. IndieNiche founder interview (2025-08; discloses $1,600 MRR, 15% to 25% MoM
growth, fully solo, the SEO playbook, 2-3 month MVP) · usevoicy.com official site (pricing, platforms,
languages, user count) · Voibe Resources review (getvoibe.com; pricing, Pishi LLC FZ entity, versions and
rating) · Chrome Web Store / Product Hunt (user count, rating, launch info) — Medium — core revenue,
team, and timeline come from the founder's own public interview and site, so fairly reliable; but $1,600 MRR
is a single 2025-08 self-report with 2026 income undisclosed, and the 10,000+ figure is mostly Chrome
installs, not paying users.

#85 · Park.io（ccTLD 过期域名抢注与拍卖）

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties · Mike Carson, United States · Founded 2014 · Inspiration
Index 60/100

A solo founder scripted expiring-ccTLD backordering into seven-figure annual
revenue, then sold the platform itself as a digital asset.

Revenue: ~$125K/mo (2016, per IH); peak
~$150K/mo
Gross margin: ~70% (est., per interviews)
Team: 1 (founder; $0 raised)

Founded: June 2014
Exit: Acquired by Dynadot, Oct 2023 (amount
undisclosed)

Background. Carson wanted smile.io and wrote a script polling domain availability every second, yet
still missed it by minutes. He productized the script in about a week—UI, registration, and payments—
and closed his first sale on launch day. Annual revenue passed $1M within two years, run entirely by
him; he publicly listed the business at $1.5M in 2016 and ultimately sold to Dynadot in 2023.

Business model. Park.io focused on ccTLDs popular with hackers (.io/.ly/.me/.ai/.gg/.co) and let
users backorder expiring domains, charging only on a successful catch. A single backorder cost a flat
$99; when multiple users wanted the same name it triggered a 10-day auction to the highest bidder.
Stripe handled payments, and roughly half of revenue came from platform catch fees and half from
Carson reselling domains he held himself.

Growth levers.

Self-compounding acquisition: every caught domain pointed to a uniform parking page that
funneled traffic back to Park.io, driving near-zero-cost word-of-mouth growth.
Scripting every manual step—monitoring, catching, transfers, weekly reports—so one person
carried $125K/mo, described by the founder as 'like having a 24-hour team.'
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Donating relevant domains (angular.io, perl.io, gnome.io) to open-source foundations to earn
exposure and developer-community trust.

Replicable takeaways.

Solve your own real pain with a script first, then productize it—an MVP can ship in a week and
close a sale on day one.
Charge only on success ($99) and convert contested names into auctions: a pricing model that
lowers the decision barrier while automatically capturing high-value assets.
Build 'marketing' into the product (parking pages, domain donations) rather than buying traffic; a
solo founder's leverage comes from automation, not headcount.
A cash-flowing indie project is itself a valuable, sellable digital asset—design for exit early.

Risk & moat. The moat is catch speed (scripting engineering), first-mover coverage of niche ccTLDs,
and the parking-page acquisition flywheel. The biggest risk is registries building their own backordering
—the .io operator later did launch a competitor, which Carson absorbed through adaptation—plus a
ceiling set by ccTLD expiry supply and one person's capacity; with the model heavily dependent on a
few registries' policies, acquisition was the logical exit.

Stack. PHP + Node.js automation scripts, Bootstrap frontend, Stripe payments, IFTTT, multiple
registrar accounts; no team, no funding.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers interview/podcast #034 (Mike Carson, 2016: 'I'm the only employee,
annual revenue about to pass $1M') · Failory interview ($125K/mo, $99 price, launched June 2014,
PHP/Node scripts) · GetLatka (2020: ~$1.5M ARR, 457 customers, $0 raised) · Domain Name Wire (Oct
2023 Dynadot acquisition, amount undisclosed, folded into DAX) · Hacker News (2016 post listing the
business at $1.5M) — Medium — monthly revenue, margin, and exit timing are corroborated by the founder
and multiple outlets, but the acquisition price is undisclosed and figures like ~70% margin and ~$150K/mo
are interview estimates from years past, not audited.

#86 · Fractional CMO / Kickstart Side Hustle（Michał Kankowski）

Consulting & Productized Services · Michał Kankowski, Poland (Gdańsk; an initial US tag was a
curation error—public records place him in Poland) · Founded 2020 · Inspiration Index 60/100

A viral-marketing case library doubles as the calling card, productizing one
marketer into a fractional CMO for founders and SMBs.

Cumulative revenue: $120k (self-reported,
through 2024)
Current monthly revenue: $2k–$6k incl.
freelance (peak month ~$20k)

Audience: 6k newsletter subscribers / ~1.5k
paying members
Team: 1
Startup cost: $55 (servers only)
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Background. An in-house marketer, Kankowski noticed in 2020 that no systematic library of viral-
marketing case studies existed, so he launched the newsletter Kickstart Side Hustle on free tools and
collected examples as he published. A Product Hunt launch delivered the first cohort of users, and
within ~6 months the revenue covered going full-time. He then packaged his expertise into a fractional
(part-time) CMO and copywriting offer, with the case library becoming the trust signal that drives client
acquisition.

Business model. Three legs: (1) a tiered paid membership to the case/psychology-strategy library,
priced $99 (psychology) / $149 (psychology + cases) / $449 lifetime; (2) fractional-CMO and
copywriting gigs at ~$500–$5k each; (3) earlier influencer collaborations at $2k–$15k per deal. The
membership supplies passive income and authority, while the CMO and copy work monetizes at high
ticket—each feeding the other through a funnel: free newsletter → low-priced membership → high-
priced consulting.

Growth levers.

Content as acquisition: a continuously updated viral-marketing case library serves as an
automated sales funnel and proof of expertise.
Repeated Product Hunt launches manufacture pulses of traffic—the second launch brought in
~$10k in its first week.
Minimal stack and free tools for a $55 cold start, validating demand via newsletter before
stacking on high-ticket services.
Productizing personal expertise: moving from one-off gigs to tiered membership plus a lifetime
deal, lifting LTV and the passive share of income.

Replicable takeaways.

Build a continuously updated content asset with free or cheap tools first, and let it prove your
expertise—more effective than a résumé.
A fractional executive is a product: pick a clear niche (founders/SMBs) and price in tiers rather
than selling hours.
Blend income to ride out volatility—passive membership as a floor, high-ticket consulting for the
ceiling; single-service revenue caps low and swings hard.
Product Hunt and community launches suit pulse acquisition, but you need membership or
services to catch the traffic, or it leaks away.

Risk & moat. The moat is years of accumulated case-library content plus personal-brand trust—high
switching cost for rivals, but tightly coupled to the founder himself. The ceiling is the same coupling:
revenue hinges on his time and reputation and swings sharply between $2k and $6k a month, the
library is easily copied or diluted by AI generation, and the CMO service does not scale—a textbook
'the person is the business' limit.

Stack. WordPress + Hostinger (landing/membership site), EmailOctopus (email), Gumroad
(payments/digital products), Pabbly (automation), Product Hunt (launch acquisition).

Revenue 3/10 · Replicability 7/10 · Leverage 6/10 · Timeliness 9/10
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Sources & confidence. Indie Hackers founder post, 'From employee to fractional CMO and marketing
creator making $6k/mo' (2024-10) · Kickstart Side Hustle site kickstartsidehustle.com / Gumroad / Product
Hunt launch pages; RocketReach / LinkedIn profile (confirms Gdańsk, Poland) — Medium — revenue,
pricing and tools all come from the founder's own Indie Hackers account, a single primary source with no
third-party audit; '$120k cumulative' and '~$20k peak month' are self-reported, and the country has been
corrected to Poland per public records.

#87 · Woodies Sunglasses（木质太阳镜）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Cory Stout（科里·斯托特）, United States · Founded
2012 · Inspiration Index 59/100

A $25 wooden sunglass turned into Amazon's category leader, generating multi-
million annual revenue run by a two-person family team.

Revenue: ~$3.5M (2018, peak near $4M)
Units sold: 70,000+ pairs/year (2021)
Team: Founder + his mother (CEO from
2022); rest outsourced

Channel: ~95% via Amazon FBA
Founded: Aug 2012, $13,700 startup capital

Background. Cory Stout started at 28, scalping football tickets and then importing watches from
China (TIKKR), which earned his first real capital before a Christmas-fulfillment collapse forced a pivot.
Spotting China's emerging wood-eyewear supply chain, he launched Woodies in 2012 with $13,700,
pricing a $25 pair into Amazon. All-wood frames carried a ~20% return rate; switching to a wood-plus-
plastic hybrid cut returns to ~5% and rescued the margin.

Business model. A single-hero-product play on Amazon FBA: the core SKU is a walnut Wayfarer-
style frame, with ~95% of sales on Amazon and the rest through a Shopify storefront. Pricing starts at
$25 (a ~$35 lead model drove roughly a third of 2021 units). Customers are acquired via Amazon PPC
(peaking ~$50K/month, ~30% ACOS, ~4.0 ROAS), with Klaviyo/MailChimp driving email repeat
purchases. In 2018 gross margin ran ~40% but net profit was under 10% of revenue—a classic low-
margin business won on scale and operating efficiency.

Growth levers.

All-in on Amazon: pushing on-platform SEO, PPC and reviews to category #1, letting platform
traffic replace expensive owned-site acquisition (~100 new customers/day).
Product iteration to cut cost: the wood-plus-plastic hybrid frame cut return rate from ~20% to
~5%, directly recovering gross margin.
Tiny team, fully outsourced: just mother and son at the core, with warehousing (Warehouse
Republic), email (Tegra) and a social-media VA all outsourced to keep fixed costs minimal.

Replicable takeaways.
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A single channel plus a single hero product can reach multi-million revenue—but understand the
price is platform dependency and thin net margin.
Return rate is the hidden profit-killer in physical e-commerce: one structural product fix (all-wood
to hybrid) saved more margin than any marketing could.
Extracting yourself from operations—outsourcing warehousing/email/social and handing CS and
the CEO seat to family—is the key to turning a business into a 'lifestyle asset.'
Using a rival's trademark terms (Wayfarer/Clubmaster) as listing keywords is a minefield; brand
naming and listing copy must clear trademark checks first.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: barriers rest on Amazon category-leading review accumulation,
ranking and supply-chain fluency rather than technology or brand IP, leaving it exposed to
commoditized white-label copycats. The three biggest risks are a low-margin ceiling (net profit under
10%), channel dependence with ~95% of revenue on a single platform, and the legal exposure laid
bare when Luxottica sued over the 'Wayfarer/Clubmaster' marks (Luxottica Group v. Woodies
International, 1:18-cv-00602).

Stack. Amazon FBA + Shopify storefront + Amazon PPC (AdBadger) + Klaviyo/MailChimp email +
Flexport logistics + fully outsourced third-party warehousing/VA.

Revenue 7/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 5/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story, two interviews (2018 '$3.5M with One Employee' and a '70,000
pairs' update) · Cory Stout's personal site corystout.com and the woodies.com About page · Court records
via CourtListener: Luxottica Group S.p.A. v. Woodies International LTD, 1:18-cv-00602 · Podcasts Rebel
Radio EP149, The Australian Seller TAS126; Codie Sanchez LinkedIn breakdown — Medium — revenue,
team and litigation are cross-confirmed by repeated founder interviews and court records, but $3.5M is
2018 data with no recent public update, and pricing drifts $25-$35 by year.

#88 · Sinocism（中国政经分析Newsletter）

Content, Media & Newsletters · Bill Bishop（毕晓普）, United States · Founded 2012 · Inspiration
Index 59/100

A Mandarin-fluent ex-journalist sells daily China political-economy analysis to global
decision-makers, pioneering the high-price vertical newsletter.

Total subscribers: ~400,000 free + paid
(2024)
Paid conversion: single-digit % (of ~90,000
total, disclosed 2022)

Annual revenue: founder says 'greater than
zero, less than $1M' (2022); est. low six
figures to ~$1M
Pricing: $20/month or $218/year
Team: 1 person

Background. Bishop co-founded MarketWatch.com and was based in Beijing from 2005 to 2015,
fluent in Mandarin. He began curating Chinese current affairs via the Sinocism blog in 2008, switched
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to email distribution in 2012 to bypass the Great Firewall, and built up ~30,000 free subscribers. In
October 2017 he became Substack's first publisher and turned on payments, clearing $100K in
annualized revenue on day one.

Business model. A single paid-subscription product: a four-times-weekly deep brief on Chinese
politics and economics plus annotated source reading, at $20/month or $218/year (initially ~$11/month
and $118/year, since raised twice). The free tier is the funnel; the paid tier is the full text. Revenue
equals paid subscribers times price, with Substack taking 10%; a 30%-off student rate and team
pricing (5+ seats) cover institutional buyers. No ads, no sponsorship—pure subscription.

Growth levers.

Built ~30,000 free subscribers on an owned blog and email list before migrating, converting from
day one rather than cold-starting.
Serves a high-value audience—investors, policymakers, diplomats, journalists, academics—who
pay institutional money to close an information gap, supporting a high price point.
As Substack's publisher #0, captured early-platform tailwinds and repeated press coverage, and
bound himself to the platform as an early investor.

Replicable takeaways.

Build an audience on owned channels (blog/email) before charging, so migration day is
monetization day and you skip the cold start.
Pick a vertical where the information gap is valuable (B2B/professional audiences); the price per
subscriber can run far above mass content.
Turn daily deep analysis into a habitual must-have—scarce professional judgment is itself
pricing power, and steadier than chasing traffic.

Risk & moat. The moat is a decade-plus of China political-economy judgment, scarce sources, and
personal-brand trust—near-impossible to replicate or fast-track. The biggest risk is total dependence
on the founder (no successor, capacity capped at one person's time), plus US-China relations and
policy/geopolitical shifts in the information environment. The revenue ceiling is bounded by the niche
audience size and single-operator capacity.

Stack. Substack (hosting/payments/distribution, 10% cut) plus the founder's own Chinese-reading
ability and network; the Sinocism Live podcast is an extension, with essentially zero outsourcing and
pure solo operation.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 8/10

Sources & confidence. Press Gazette interview (pressgazette.co.uk/news/bill-bishop-sinocism-interview,
2022) · Sinocism official About/Subscribe pages (sinocism.com/about) · Substack official blog Q&A with Bill
Bishop (on.substack.com, 'Substacker #1'/'Five years' series) · Nieman Lab coverage (niemanlab.org) —
Medium — subscriber scale, pricing, timeline and day-one $100K come from the founder's public
disclosures and corroborating reports; exact current ARR and paid count are undisclosed, so revenue is a
range estimate from his vague phrasing and pricing.
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#89 · Wait But Why

Content, Media & Newsletters · Tim Urban (with co-founder Andrew Finn), United States ·
Founded 2013 · Inspiration Index 59/100

Stick-figure illustrations paired with 10,000-word deep dives, turning one person's
writing into a durable knowledge brand built on memberships and books.

Email subscribers: ~600K (public figure)
Monthly visitors: ~500K (peak of 4M/month
in 2017)
Patreon: ~1,700 paying members /
$5K-$13K per month (Graphtreon est.,
launched 2015)

Creative core: 1 person (Tim Urban handles
all writing and illustration), plus a very small
operations team
TED talk: Procrastination talk with 75M+
views, the second-most-watched of all time

Background. Tim Urban and childhood friend Andrew Finn co-founded the tutoring company
ArborBridge in 2011, giving them a steady cash cushion. They launched Wait But Why in 2013, with
Urban writing every post and drawing the stick figures himself. Long-form pieces such as 'The Fermi
Paradox' and 'Why Procrastinators Procrastinate' went viral in 2014, and a 2016 TED talk drove a
global traffic spike that pushed the blog into the front rank of knowledge content.

Business model. The strategy is audience-first, with a firm refusal of display advertising. Revenue
rests on four legs: Patreon memberships (launched 2015, ~1,700 paying members, several thousand
to over ten thousand dollars a month, the core support that funds hiring); self-published books and e-
books, including the 2023 bestseller 'What's Our Problem?', released under the Wait But Why brand;
paid speaking, which after the TED breakout commanded top-tier fees; and merchandise. Parent
company ArborBridge supplies a long-running cash buffer, so the team never has to compromise
content quality for short-term income.

Growth levers.

Extreme content differentiation: stick-figure art plus 10,000-word deep dives make hard topics
others avoid (AI, the Fermi paradox, Neuralink) both readable and one-of-a-kind, with built-in
viral spread.
Top-tier endorsement and celebrity collaboration: the Neuralink/SpaceX series, with Elon Musk's
direct participation, borrowed his reach and authority to cross over to new audiences.
TED talk as a free super-funnel: 75M+ views continuously route cold traffic back to the blog and
email list, compounding audience acquisition over time.
Email list as owned audience: ~600K subscribers bypass platform algorithms and put readers
directly in hand, providing a high-conversion base for memberships and book sales.
Parent-company cash backstop: ArborBridge revenue buys the time window to not depend on
fast content monetization.

Replicable takeaways.
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Build the audience before monetizing: a unique, share-worthy body of work thickens trust and
the email list, and monetization follows naturally.
Refusing ads is itself pricing power: forgoing display ads in exchange for reader trust makes
membership and book conversion far higher than ad placements would.
Extend one hit into a long-term funnel: a TED talk or a viral post should repeatedly route traffic
back to owned channels (email, membership) rather than leaking it once.
Give yourself a cash buffer: a side business or savings is what lets you survive the two or three
years of slow content that does not yet pay.
Own the creative core, outsource the rest: keep the creative work in-house for brand
consistency, and fill operations, translation, and support with a tiny team or contractors.

Risk & moat. The moat is the founder's inimitable voice and drawing style, the ~600K-subscriber
owned audience, and a trust brand built over more than a decade, none of which can be bought or
copied. The biggest ceiling stems from the same source: output is tightly bound to Tim alone, updates
are extremely slow (a top piece can take a year), and the brand stalls when he stops writing, creating
clear key-person and capacity risks. Membership revenue is itself modest, more of a support than a
high-growth engine.

Stack. WordPress blog + owned email list (newsletter) + Patreon membership + self-publishing (under
the Wait But Why brand) + merchandise e-commerce; all creation hand-drawn and handwritten by the
founder, with a very small team or outsourcing for operations.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 9/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Wikipedia: Wait But Why / Tim Urban (founding year, founders, TED view count,
Fermi Paradox hit) · Graphtreon creator/waitbutwhy (Patreon paying-member count and monthly-income
estimate, 2015 launch) · Shopify blog 'How to Monetize an Audience (Lessons From Wait But Why)' and
Empire Flippers / Creator Science interviews (audience-first, refusing ads, ~600K subscribers, Patreon
funding hires) · Amazon / Barnes & Noble / Waterstones product pages (2023 'What's Our Problem?' self-
publication, bestseller lists) · HypeStat / Similarweb (monthly traffic scale and historical peak) — Medium —
no official revenue disclosure; Patreon figures are third-party estimates; the 600K subscribers and 500K
monthly visitors are public figures rather than audited data, and team-size accounts vary (the creative core
is confirmed as 1 person, but support-team estimates range from very small to over a dozen).

#90 · Win Without Pitching（不比稿赢单）

Consulting & Productized Services · Blair Enns（布莱尔·恩斯）, Canada · Founded 2002 ·
Inspiration Index 58/100

Packaging a sales-and-pricing methodology into a high-ticket product so creative
firms can sell and price like experts.

Book sales: Pricing Creativity 100k+ copies;
the Manifesto 30k+

Peak book price: $990/copy at 2002 launch;
Pricing Creativity later tiered at
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$100/$199/$320
Team: Expert personal brand; ~4-person core
HQ plus a handful of coaches (not strictly
solo)

Consulting-era revenue: ~$300k–
$350k/year (2012)
Founded: 2002 (pivoted to productized
training in late 2012)

Background. Blair Enns came up doing new-business development for ad and design agencies. He
went solo in 2002, distilled his methodology into a slim book sold to creative firms at $990/copy, and
used that price to claim an expert position from day one; his 2009 The Win Without Pitching Manifesto
(12 proclamations) became an industry touchstone. By late 2012, with bespoke consulting unscalable
and his health a constraint, he pivoted decisively from selling time as a consultant to selling the
methodology as a productized training company.

Business model. Three stacked layers of leverage: free or low-cost content (the free Manifesto, the
2Bobs podcast, $8–$25 print books) for reach and authority; a high-ticket digital product in the middle
(Pricing Creativity tiered at $100/$199/$320 with video toolkits, aimed at $1M from a single book); and
high-margin training cash flow at the base—public workshops (4 × 3-hour Zoom sessions, ~28 per
cohort, two coaches), private corporate training, Train-the-Trainer and global coaching licensing, the
monthly membership The Conversation (90-minute Zoom), and the WWP Growth Academy. The
methodology is the product, and pricing power is the moat.

Growth levers.

Used counterintuitive $990-a-book pricing to manufacture scarcity and an expert signal, turning
the pricing claim itself into live advertising
Ran the free Manifesto and the 2Bobs podcast as a long-running top-of-funnel that channels
readers and listeners into paid workshops and membership
Unbundled unscalable 1:1 consulting into repeatable workshops, books, membership, and
coach licensing, decoupling revenue from personal time
Built a price ladder (free to $8 book to $320 toolkit to multi-thousand-dollar workshops to
corporate/licensing) so one body of IP works every budget tier

Replicable takeaways.

Anchor expert status with a high-priced methodology book first, then layer cheaper acquisition
content beneath it; doing the sequence in reverse rarely builds authority
Price on value, not hours: reframe delivery from selling time to selling results/method to escape
the time ceiling
Boxing your best-reviewed 1:1 service into standardized workshops, recordings, community, and
certification is the default path to scaling a consultancy
Sustained free content (books, podcast) is a precondition for high-ticket conversion; the stronger
the authority, the more room to raise prices

Risk & moat. The moat is two decades of category authority and brand ownership (Win Without
Pitching is near-synonymous with not pitching), the ideological lock-in of the 12-proclamation
Manifesto, and the 2Bobs content asset. The ceiling and risk: heavy dependence on the founder's
personal IP makes succession and exit hard, the TAM is confined to the creative and expert-services
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niche, and the methodology is easily diluted or imitated by free content—defended by delivery
experience and certification rather than information asymmetry.

Stack. Owned site plus academy/membership subdomain, Zoom-delivered teaching, the 2Bobs
podcast for distribution, books sold via Amazon and the site, and delivery outsourced through a coach
network and Train-the-Trainer licensing.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. winwithoutpitching.com (About/Workshops/The Conversation pages) · Consulting
Success podcast #22, 'Doubling a $400,000 Revenue Model with Blair Enns' (team structure and
revenue/pivot disclosure) · 2Bobs podcast, 'A Ten Year Retrospective on the Manifesto' ($990 first edition
and sales) · Medium, 'Blair Enns — Pricing Creativity and earning $1 million from a book' · Pricing Creativity
tiering ($100/$199/$320) from public reviews and the official site — Medium — founding year (2002), the
$990 first edition, the price tiers, the pivot timeline, and team structure are corroborated by founder
interviews and the official site; but overall annual revenue/ARR and whether Pricing Creativity truly crossed
$1M (a founder target or est.) lack independent audited figures.

#91 · Hilvy（生产化 Webflow 服务）

Consulting & Productized Services · Derrick Kityo, Uganda (note: public records place operations
in London, UK; the surname Kityo is of Ugandan origin, but the founder has not publicly claimed
Uganda as a base — the geographic attribution is uncertain) · Founded 2022 · Inspiration Index
58/100

Webflow only, UK only — a solo operator turning one skill into a subscription-based
productized service.

Revenue: $74K (2022) → $252K (2023) →
~$318.8K ARR (2024, Getlatka est.)
Team: 1 (solo operator, $0 outside funding)
Pricing: Webflow Dev £2,000/mo (~$2,500);
Webflow + design £2,500/mo (~$3,150); plus

5/10/20-hour packs at £300/£540/£1,020
Founded: 2022
Focus: One service (Webflow) × one market
(UK)

Background. Kityo began as a lead designer/developer at an agency, taught himself Webflow on the
side, and migrated the firm's 20+ WordPress client sites onto the platform. Having mastered the skill,
he went independent and founded Hilvy in 2022, deliberately narrowing scope to Webflow only and UK
clients only, and converting project work into a monthly subscription run by one person.

Business model. Productized design/build subscription billed monthly: Webflow Dev (development
only) at £2,000/mo and Webflow + Firma (design and development) at £2,500/mo, including biweekly
calls, a Dashboard plus Slack collaboration, pause-anytime and cancel-anytime terms — aimed at
startups and SMBs that prefer not to staff an in-house team. One-off needs are handled through
5/10/20-hour packs. The core move is packaging high-rate Webflow expertise into predictable
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recurring revenue, lifting account value and retention via subscription rather than per-project billing;
capabilities later extended to Framer, Sanity and other no-code/AI tooling.

Growth levers.

Extreme focus: one platform × one country narrows marketing and conversion to a precisely
searchable, referral-friendly niche, cutting acquisition friction.
Projects to subscription: monthly packages (£2k/£2.5k) replace one-off quotes, turning lumpy
intake into predictable ARR and raising LTV.
Founder as brand: a personal site (derrick.dk), official Webflow Expert certification, and YouTube
(tryderrick) build credibility and inbound leads.
Transparency as marketing: volunteering revenue figures to case libraries like ManyRequests
and Getlatka earns third-party validation and industry exposure.

Replicable takeaways.

Start with one monetizable hard skill (e.g. Webflow), then narrow it to one service plus one
market — easier to be found and to replicate than being broad.
Swapping per-project quotes for a monthly subscription is the key leap from selling time to
building recurring revenue.
A personal brand (certification + personal site + content) is an acquisition asset that keeps
inbound leads flowing without a sales team.
Publishing real numbers is itself a free, high-trust PR channel.

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: the barriers are the founder's personal skill, reputation and narrow
positioning, with heavy dependence on the Webflow ecosystem, leaving it exposed to rival productized
shops and AI site builders. The hard ceiling is solo capacity — revenue caps with one person's billable
hours (the ~$300K range is near the limit). Growing further requires abandoning the pure-solo model
for collaborators, or shifting to higher-leverage productized/subscription assets, or the curve flattens.

Stack. Webflow (core) plus Framer/Sanity CMS; delivery via Slack and a Dashboard;
Airtable/automation/AI tools for integration; personal site derrick.dk and YouTube (tryderrick) for
acquisition; solo-run with ad hoc external help.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 8/10 · Leverage 4/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. ManyRequests, '15 Success Stories of Productized Services' — $74K/2022/1
person/UK market · Getlatka company page, getlatka.com/companies/hilvy.io — 2023 $252K, 2024
~$318.8K ARR, 1 person, $0 funding · Getzendo blog, 'Unlimited Webflow Development' — £2,000/£2,500
monthly pricing and hourly packs, founded 2022 · Founder's personal site derrick.dk and the hilvy.io
website — service scope, no-code stack, client list · Derrick Kityo LinkedIn (uk.linkedin.com/in/derrickdk) —
now based in London, Hilvy founder — Medium — the three-year revenue trajectory, solo operation and
pricing are cross-confirmed by multiple sources (ManyRequests + Getlatka + Getzendo); but the 2024
figure is a Getlatka estimate, client count is undisclosed, and the 'Uganda' attribution conflicts with public
records (London) and is flagged as uncertain.
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#92 · RadReads / Supercharge Your Productivity（Khe Hy）

Info-Products, Courses & Communities · Khe Hy (许凯), United States · Founded 2015 ·
Inspiration Index 57/100

A former Wall Street MD turned a 36-person newsletter into a high-ticket cohort
course, harvesting knowledge workers three times a year.

Peak revenue: $658K (2022, ~$250K profit)
Course sales: >$500K on Podia in 18
months, ~90% from the SYP course
Students: 550+ (price $1,500-2,500)

Email subscribers: 50,000+ (started with
just 36 in 2015)
Team: Solo for the first 5 years, later a small
team, cut by half in 2023

Background. Khe Hy rose to managing director at BlackRock on a seven-figure income before
sending a newsletter to 36 people in January 2015 and quitting full-time to build RadReads that May.
CNN coverage and guest spots on top podcasts repeatedly spiked his subscriber count; he moved
from 1-on-1 coaching in 2016 into packaging his productivity and Notion methods as a high-ticket
cohort course, completing the shift from employee to knowledge entrepreneur.

Business model. The core is the cohort-based course Supercharge Your Productivity: $1,500-2,500 a
seat, three cohorts a year, 4-6 weeks each, 550+ students cumulatively, >$500K sold on Podia in 18
months and ~90% of revenue. It is supplemented by ~$10K 1-on-1 coaching, a $10k Institute
accelerator, a self-paced version (~$1,997), and newsletter sponsorships. A free newsletter (50,000+
subscribers), blog SEO, and podcast appearances form the top of the funnel feeding the high-ticket
courses.

Growth levers.

Borrowed audiences for cold start: CNN coverage added 8,000 subscribers in three days and
headline podcasts like Invest Like the Best added a thousand a day, treating media and
podcasts as the growth engine.
Free content builds trust, the cohort course harvests: signature ideas such as '$10,000-per-hour
work' established authority, then converted into $1,500+ enrollments.
Scarcity pricing: only three cohorts a year, limited windows, plus community and live delivery
created FOMO and high completion rates, supporting prices far above recorded courses.

Replicable takeaways.

A solo operator can sell high-ticket: rather than cheap products to the masses, package
professional credentials into a $1,500+ cohort; a few hundred students yields six figures.
Build authority with free content before monetizing: the newsletter and blog are the funnel top,
the high-ticket course and coaching are the money layer — don't lead with the sale.
Use others' traffic to launch: appearing on top podcasts and earning press is faster than building
your own audience; a 36-person list can compound to 50,000.
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Risk & moat. The moat is a founder's personal brand backed by a Wall Street pedigree and years of
content trust, hard to substitute. But the ceiling and risk are stark: the cohort model depends entirely
on his time and charisma and does not scale; as the cohort-course market cooled in 2023, growth
stalled, forcing him to shut the cohorts and cut half the team, and from 2024 he pivoted to 'AI
consulting for finance people' in search of a second curve. The personal brand is a single point of
failure.

Stack. Podia (courses, migrated from Teachable) + ConvertKit/Kit (newsletter and sponsor network) +
Notion (course content and delivery) + TinyLetter at the start + VAs and a small outsourced team (31
SOPs).

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 5/10 · Leverage 6/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Podia case study, How Khe Hy turned a 36-person email list into $500k
(podia.com) · Growth In Reverse deep dive (growthinreverse.com/khe-hy, with 2022 $658K revenue/$250K
profit, 50K subscribers, 2023 layoffs) · CreatorBoom: How Khe Hy built a $500k creator business ·
khehy.com / newsletter.radreads.co founder's own disclosures (AI consulting pivot, annual reviews) —
Medium — revenue, student, and subscriber figures are cross-confirmed by Podia and multiple outlets
(high reliability), but mostly reflect the 2022 peak; the post-2023 pivot and latest revenue are undisclosed.

#93 · Begonia Rose Co.（Dylan Jahraus 的 Etsy 店）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Dylan Jahraus, United States · Founded 2016 ·
Inspiration Index 57/100

A former Zappos/Zulily buyer ran an enterprise playbook on a solo Etsy shop, hit
the global top 0.1%, then exited into education.

Cumulative revenue: ~$1.7M (passed $1M
within 5 years)
Cumulative profit: ~$1M (personal earnings
above $1M)

Shop ranking: Etsy global top 0.1%
Team (e-commerce phase): 1 (solo military
spouse, raising kids)
Founded: ~2016

Background. Dylan Jahraus spent years as an e-commerce buyer at Zappos and Zulily, managing a
category worth ~$72M and posting 124% YoY growth. After making her own faux florals for her
wedding, she opened Etsy shop Begonia Rose Co. in San Diego as a military spouse, selling floral
letters, flower walls, and nursery and event decor. The first two months produced zero orders; once
she applied her corporate playbook the shop reached ~$10k/month by months 2-4, crossed $1M in
five years, and entered Etsy's global top 0.1%. Hand-craft strain eventually led her to sell the shop to a
Minnesota family (now Rosey Studio Co.).

Business model. A handmade, made-to-order DTC business on Etsy selling custom faux-floral letters,
flower walls, nursery pieces, and party decor, priced per item with 24-hour buyer contact before
production, later extended to laser-cut signage and lettered apparel. Margins came from Etsy's built-in
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search traffic plus SEO- and profit-driven product selection (practical items over gimmicks), with
custom work commanding a premium; solo output reached ~$370k in annual revenue. From 2022 she
productized the know-how into a YouTube channel, paid courses, and coaching; only this education
arm was staffed up (now 50+ people, 5,800+ students, plus an etSEO tool).

Growth levers.

Ported corporate-buyer methodology (data-driven selection, category management, margin
structure) onto a solo Etsy shop, outclassing inexperienced sellers
Captured platform organic traffic via Etsy search SEO and high-converting listings, with almost
no paid ads
Profit-led selection toward purposeful, practical products plus custom pricing premiums to
defend high margins
Second curve: used a verifiable 'top 0.1% seller' track record as a trust anchor and productized
the experience into courses and coaching from 2022 (education hit eight figures in 14 months)

Replicable takeaways.

Validate before scaling: two months of zero sales is not a crisis. Break through with method
(data + SEO + margin) rather than piling on SKUs, and $10k/month is reachable by months 2-4
Choose purposeful, practical categories that justify a custom premium and avoid price-war
commodities, so even a solo operator can hold high margins
Treat platform organic search as the primary engine: mastering Etsy SEO suits individuals and
early sellers better than buying ads
Stage the one-person company: prove it solo to build a track record, then leverage education
and tools to exit, saving headcount for the second curve

Risk & moat. The moat is the trust and teaching premium from a provable enterprise-grade method
and a top-0.1% record, not the shop itself, which had low barriers and a labor-bound capacity ceiling
that ultimately forced the sale. The largest risk now sits in the second curve: education and coaching
income depends on personal IP and Etsy's rules, leaving platform policy, traffic algorithms, and the
volatile reputation of the 'success teaching' category as the main ceilings.

Stack. Etsy platform + Etsy SEO-driven selection + self-made faux florals and decor (later laser-
cutting); education phase: YouTube/Instagram/podcasts for acquisition + own courses and coaching +
in-house etSEO tool + 50+ person team (incl. COO).

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 5/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. dylanjahraus.com official About/blog (founder's account: ~$1.7M revenue, ~$1M
profit, top 0.1%, teaching from 2022) · Niche Pursuits interview 'How Dylan Jahraus Grew Her Etsy
Business to $1.5 Million' (~2016 start, $10k/month by months 2-4, solo) · Authority Magazine (Medium)
interview, ASBN segment, and multiple podcasts (Vicki Weinberg / Becky Beach et al.) · Etsy shop page
BegoniaRoseCo and acquirer Rosey Studio Co. (category and handover corroboration) — Medium — core
figures ($1.7M revenue / $1M profit / top 0.1% / 2016 start / solo) are consistent across sources but mainly
self-reported, with no third-party audit and an undisclosed sale price.
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#94 · Craig Adam（Amazon FBA 厨具自有品牌）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Craig Adam, United Kingdom · Founded 2015 ·
Inspiration Index 55/100

A former UK construction worker built a solo Amazon FBA private-label kitchenware
brand to ~$720K a year, with zero employees.

Revenue: ~$720K/yr (≈£576K, est. from
~$60K/mo)
Monthly revenue: $19,233 (month 1) →
$33K+ (month 6) → ~$60K current (Starter

Story)
Gross margin: ~40%
Team: 1 (0 employees)
Founded: Dec 2015

Background. Craig Adam, a Cornish builder with no degree who spent years framing luxury homes for
subsistence pay, started selling on Amazon as a side project in late 2015. The store launched on 1
Dec 2015 and cleared $19,233 in revenue and $7,693 in profit in its first month; the debut product, a
$35 stainless-steel salad spinner, sold ~550 units. By April 2016 the business covered his living costs
and he quit construction; by year-end a single month out-earned his entire prior annual wage.

Business model. Private label plus Amazon FBA: kitchen tools and utensils are OEM-sourced from
Alibaba and Chinese suppliers, shipped by sea to Amazon's US warehouses, with FBA handling
storage, fulfillment, returns and customer service. Sales run on Amazon's organic search traffic and
Prime conversion, earning a ~40% gross margin between retail price and landed cost. Cold start relies
on discount codes to push first-week sales velocity and early reviews for ranking, then product-insert
QR codes funnel buyers into email/Messenger for repeat purchases—run with almost no in-house
team via an outsourced tool stack.

Growth levers.

Focused selection on a single kitchen category of higher-ticket staples (e.g. the $35 salad
spinner), validating with a small ~1,200-unit first batch before reordering.
Used launch-week discount codes to spike sales velocity and early reviews, levering Amazon's
search ranking (the velocity + review flywheel).
Drove buyers from product-insert QR codes into ManyChat/Facebook Messenger and
ConvertKit email to build an owned audience for repeat sales and review requests.

Replicable takeaways.

Blue-collar and no-degree founders can enter: validate one product with a small batch (~$13K in
inventory) on the side, prove cash flow, then quit.
Hand fulfillment and customer service to FBA and outsource bookkeeping, freight and product
research—one person can run a six-figure-USD revenue book.
First-week sales velocity and reviews are the FBA ranking pivot; design a launch-volume and
review-request mechanism rather than waiting on organic traffic.
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Risk & moat. The moat is weak: private-label kitchenware has low technical barriers and is easily
copied, so defensibility rests mainly on listing weight, accumulated reviews and supply-chain fluency.
The biggest risk is total dependence on a single platform—Amazon algorithm/policy shifts,
suspensions, hijackers and price wars, rising ad costs, and crowding by homogeneous Chinese sellers
all cut directly into margin. With a limited category ceiling, scaling into a large brand is hard.

Stack. Alibaba/Chinese OEM suppliers + Flexport (freight) + ShipBob/Amazon FBA (fulfillment) + Zoof
(product research) + ConvertKit (email) + ManyChat (Messenger) + EcomBalance (bookkeeping)—a
fully outsourced tool stack.

Revenue 5/10 · Replicability 6/10 · Leverage 7/10 · Timeliness 4/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story case study, "How I Built A Six Figure Amazon FBA Business" (craig-
adam; covers month-1 $19,233, month-6 $33K+, ~$60K/mo current, 40% margin, 0 employees). ·
Founder's personal site craig-adam.com/my-story (original first-person account; domain now
expired/parked, content survives only via archive/secondhand accounts). · Media/secondhand figures put
annual revenue at ≈£576K (~$720K), consistent with ~$60K/mo; no public exit or acquisition on record. —
Medium — early figures are well-corroborated by both Starter Story and the founder's own account, but
current revenue is a single-source estimate and the personal site is offline and cannot be re-verified.

#95 · 单人移动洗车 / 汽车美容（Mobile Auto Detailing，以 Tan's Auto
Detailing 为范本）

Physical, Maker & Local · Tanner Coltrane and other solo operators, United States · Founded 2020
· Inspiration Index 52/100

One car and a water-and-power kit to open: take the tools to the customer and turn
grunt work into a 60-80% gross-margin local trade.

Startup cost: Tanner ~$300 (industry-typical
under $5K)
Peak month: ~$20K (Tanner's best month,
unaudited)
Solo full-time income: $70K-95K+ gross
(industry data)

Gross margin: 60-80% solo (drops to 15-
35% once staffed)
Team: Primarily 1 person (Tanner now runs a
very small team)

Background. Tanner Coltrane started Tan's Auto Detailing in March 2020 with ~$300, working out of
one car on mobile jobs around Clark County, Washington, and hitting a best month of ~$20K. The
barrier is near-zero: do the dirty work, show up on site, and finish cars to showroom level. He has
since grown from pure solo to a very small team, but a single full-time operator already makes a living,
which is the model's draw.
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Business model. Pricing is per car, per package: a wash plus interior-and-exterior detail runs ~$115-
290, while high-ticket ceramic coating reaches hundreds to over a thousand. Near-zero inventory
(consumables bought as needed) and no storefront strip cost down to consumables, fuel, insurance,
and payment fees. Distribution runs on Google and local reviews, Nextdoor, word of mouth, and repeat
customers (35-50% of monthly jobs for mature operators); higher tickets with fewer jobs save time,
and a coating specialist can push $20K-25K gross a month. Hiring is the dividing line: once wages are
paid, gross margin falls from 60-80% to 15-35%.

Growth levers.

Mobile plus near-zero fixed cost: drop the storefront and staff to lock gross margin at 60-80%,
enough for a solo operator to go full-time
Move up-market: shift from basic details to ceramic coating, headlight restoration, and other
premium services for 4-10x the ticket on the same hours
Local trust flywheel: compound repeat business via 5-star reviews, Nextdoor, and word of mouth
(35-50% of monthly jobs for mature operators), driving acquisition cost toward zero
Content acquisition: post before/after and tutorials on YouTube and short video to drive leads
and sell courses, adding a layer of leverage to pure manual work

Replicable takeaways.

Extremely low barrier: a few hundred to a few thousand dollars, one car and a water-and-power
kit; take jobs first and add gear later rather than waiting to be fully equipped
Protect the solo structure: before the first hire, run the math, gross margin gets cut from 60-80%
to 15-35%, and in most cases a solo operator on high-ticket work is the better bet
Raise the ticket, not the job count: premium services like coating trade fewer hours for higher
monthly income and cut windshield (drive) time
Repeat business is both moat and ceiling hedge: use reviews and on-site experience to turn
customers into regulars, so half of monthly volume comes from existing clients

Risk & moat. The moat is shallow: craft plus local reputation and reviews are the only barrier, with
almost no technology or brand leverage, and a low entry bar means many competitors. The ceiling is
hard, a solo operator is capped by hours and windshield (drive) time at a realistic ~$70K-95K gross a
year; growing further means hiring, which immediately eats the margin. Income is also exposed to
weather, season, fuel prices, and physical wear or injury, making it hard to scale or make passive.

Stack. A car or van plus pressure washer, vacuum and extractor, and consumables; a Jobber-type
booking-and-payment tool; Google Business / Nextdoor / word of mouth for acquisition; social
before/after content for leads.

Revenue 3/10 · Replicability 9/10 · Leverage 2/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Tan's Auto Detailing official site, our-story page (tansautodetailing.com; startup
story, $115-290 pricing, now a small team) · UpFlip article/video (Tanner's ~$300 start, ~$20K best month;
solo $75K-100K annual figure) · DetailPilot / Roxohub / Kleen-Rite and other industry sources (60-80%
gross margin, ~$500 monthly overhead, startup-cost breakdown) · Jobber / FinancialModelsLab / industry
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wage data (solo full-time $70K-95K+ gross; margin drops to 15-35% once staffed) — Medium — Tanner's
$300 start and $20K peak are self-reported via UpFlip (unaudited); the industry margin and income ranges
are corroborated secondhand data, so as a paradigm rather than a single company, treat the figures as
ranges.

#96 · 阮一峰的网络日志 / 科技爱好者周刊（Ruan YiFeng's Weekly）

China-Based Solopreneurs · 阮一峰 (Ruan YiFeng), China · Founded 2003 (blog) / 2018 (weekly
launched) · Inspiration Index 51/100

Two decades of relentless daily blogging and weekly issues turned one person's
tech blog into Chinese tech's most trusted content hub.

Weekly issues: Issue 399+ (2026.6;
launched 2018)
GitHub: ruanyf/weekly: 94.7k stars / 4.2k
forks

Blog traffic: ~2M unique visitors/month
(third-party est., not officially confirmed)
Team: 1 (near-solo for ~20 years)
Founded: 2003

Background. Born in Shanghai in the 1970s, Ruan holds an economics PhD from Shanghai
University of Finance and Economics, taught at university, and later joined the front-end teams at
Alibaba/Ant. He began blogging in 2003, publishing his thinking on books, film, and technology in the
open. In April 2018 he upgraded his scattered "weekly shares" into the open-source Ruan YiFeng's
Weekly, shipping every Friday without fail and gradually becoming the default information entry point
for Chinese-speaking technologists.

Business model. Free content plus light advertising, with commercial intensity kept deliberately low to
protect trust. The site publishes a tiered rate card: Type-A homepage banner ~RMB 2,000/month,
Type-B article page RMB 4,000/month, Type-C wide banner RMB 5,000/month, Type-D sponsored
post RMB 5,000-10,000/piece (permanent placement on the WeChat account plus site), Type-E social
promotion RMB 3,000/run, Type-F top full-width strip RMB 1,000/day. The weekly also runs a "Who's
Hiring" job slot at RMB 250/listing in the main issue (free in the GitHub discussion thread). There is no
paywall and no subscription; everything is funded by scattered ads and job listings, and total
revenue/MRR has never been disclosed.

Growth levers.

Extreme publishing discipline: ~20 years of blogging and 399+ consecutive weekly issues make
"stable and predictable" itself the deepest moat.
Open-source, crowdsourced content: the weekly is hosted on GitHub (94.7k stars), with readers
contributing tools and resources, spreading sourcing and operating costs across UGC.
One piece of content, every channel: site + RSS/email + WeChat account + GitHub means
create once, reach everywhere, and resell that traffic as ad slots.
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Implicit power over discovery: being featured in the weekly's tools/resources section can spike a
small project's pageviews, pulling creators toward Ruan.

Replicable takeaways.

Trust compounds: low-frequency but never-broken publishing builds an irreplaceable reader
relationship that short-lived viral hits cannot.
Keep monetization light: transparent pricing, limited ad inventory, and no paywall trade revenue
for long-term retention and credibility.
Use open source/UGC to lower operating leverage: letting readers submit content keeps a high-
density weekly sustainable for one person.
Build distribution before commerce: site + RSS + WeChat + GitHub is the foundation that makes
a personal brand resilient to platform risk.

Risk & moat. The moat is nearly 20 years of accumulated trust and "default entry point" status in
Chinese tech, run at near-zero cost with no external dependencies and little cyclicality. The ceiling is
equally clear: monetization is deliberately conservative, revenue is limited and tightly bound to the
founder, and there is no team or succession plan. The long-term decline of the RSS/blog ecosystem
and the shift of attention toward short video and AI answer engines are a structural headwind.

Stack. Static blog on owned domain ruanyifeng.com + FeedBurner/Atom RSS + email subscription +
WeChat official account + GitHub (weekly repo and hiring issues); crowdsourced submissions, no
outsourced team.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 3/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 7/10

Sources & confidence. Ruan YiFeng ad rate card, ruanyifeng.com/support.html (Type A-F ad pricing) ·
Weekly Issue 65: launch of the "Who's Hiring" job service at RMB 250/listing in the main issue
(ruanyifeng.com/blog/2019/07/weekly-issue-65.html) · GitHub ruanyf/weekly (94.7k stars, 4.2k forks, Issue
1 = 2018.4) · Weekly Issue 397 (2026.5) and Issue 399 (2026.6) confirming continued weekly cadence and
job slots · Turing interview / Zhihu "Who is Ruan YiFeng" and other public sources (background: SUFE
economics PhD, former university teacher, former Alibaba/Ant front-end) — Medium — timeline, platform
scale (GitHub stars/issue count), and published ad/hiring pricing are verifiable and reliable; but total
revenue/MRR, RSS/WeChat subscriber counts, and monthly unique visitors are undisclosed (traffic is third-
party est.), so the revenue tier is a conservative inference from public rate cards.

#97 · Three Bird Nest（三鸟巢）

Physical, Maker & Local · Alicia Shaffer（艾丽西亚·谢弗）, United States · Founded 2011 ·
Inspiration Index 48/100

Bohemian handmade accessories that grew into Etsy's second-largest store, and a
cautionary tale of maker myth colliding with wholesale reality.
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Peak annual revenue: ~$960K (2014–2015,
Fast Company)
Peak monthly sales: ~$70K–80K/month
Average daily orders: ~150 (700–1,200 in
peak season)

Team: Solo at 2011 launch; ~10–15 staff plus
overseas contractors at peak (not solo)
Exit: Growth Factors acquired a majority
stake in 2018 (amount undisclosed)

Background. Shaffer ran Prim Boutique, a women's clothing shop in Livermore, California, and in
2011 listed a few bohemian headbands on Etsy to help fund her daughter's dance classes. Orders
surged, the side project became the business, and within three years it was Etsy's second-largest
handmade store with over 86,000 sales. A February 2015 Fast Company profile, "How One Woman
Makes Almost $1 Million A Year On Etsy," made her famous and ignited the controversy that followed.

Business model. A B2C accessories store selling headbands, leg warmers, scarves and shawls at
accessible, volume-driven prices. Etsy provided early distribution and traffic before the focus shifted to
the Shopify-hosted threebirdnest.com to escape platform fees and policy risk. The margin engine was
not pure craft: items like leg warmers, socks and gloves were wholesaled from India and finished
locally with lace and buttons, yielding ~65% gross margin on imports, with some lines made on owned
looms and sewing teams. In effect, a hybrid manufacturing-commerce business wrapped in a
handmade narrative.

Growth levers.

Content and PR leverage: actively shaping the founder story and feeding outlets like Fast
Company and the Daily Mail turned "mom makes a million" into a shareable label that fed
organic traffic.
Platform-to-DTC migration: using Etsy for cold-start traffic and credibility, then moving customers
and brand onto an owned Shopify store to avoid platform fees, policy and delisting risk.
Hybrid supply chain: running owned handcraft alongside Indian wholesale, using high-margin
imports and added capacity to break the labor ceiling of pure craft and hit 700–1,200 orders/day
in peak season.

Replicable takeaways.

Cold-start on platforms, but own the asset: treat Etsy or Amazon as acquisition channels only,
and keep the customer relationship and brand on your own store, or a single policy change can
zero you out.
Pure handmade has a hard labor ceiling: scaling means embracing wholesale or contract
production, but the gap between the "handmade" label and the outsourced reality must be
disclosed honestly, since lost trust costs more than the added volume.
The founder is the media: productizing a personal story and feeding the press can buy
enormous free traffic, but the same spotlight exposes every inconsistency, so only scale what
survives scrutiny.

Risk & moat. The moat is thin: bohemian accessory designs are easy to copy and the supply chain is
non-exclusive, so the barrier rests mainly on founder IP and early brand momentum. The defining risk
is the clash between the "handmade" positioning and the wholesale reality. In 2015 Shaffer was
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accused of being a reseller rather than a hand-weaver, and Etsy pushed the shop off the platform
citing a failure to fully comply, damaging trust. The growth ceiling is the labor limit of pure craft, and
scaling only forces further dilution of the maker story, loosening the foundation.

Stack. Etsy (cold start) → Shopify DTC store; Indian wholesale contracting plus local handcraft
finishing and owned looms/sewing teams; social and PR-driven acquisition; majority-owned and
operated by Growth Factors from 2018.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 5/10 · Timeliness 4/10

Sources & confidence. Fast Company, "How One Woman Makes Almost $1 Million A Year On Etsy"
(2015-02) · Yahoo/EcommerceBytes coverage of its departure from Etsy (2015-09) · Inquisitr coverage of
the "not truly handmade / wholesale" controversy · Growth Factors website project page (2018 majority-
stake acquisition) · Three Bird Nest official Our Story / About pages — Medium — peak revenue and order
volume are corroborated by Fast Company and other sources, but the "million a year" figure is the
founder's external framing and includes wholesale items, the team was not solo, and post-2018 revenue
and acquisition price are undisclosed, hence the ~ and est. flags.

#98 · Irwin Dominguez（无货源直邮）

E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand · Irwin Dominguez, United States · Founded 2014 ·
Inspiration Index 46/100

A local marketing consultant ported his ad-buying craft to Shopify and Oberlo,
hitting $1M in sales solo in eight months.

Cumulative sales: $1M (within 8 months of
launch, 2014-2015)
Peak daily revenue: ~$30K/day
Steady daily revenue: ~$10K/day (at time of
interview)

Team: 1 (solo operator; employees
undisclosed)
Founded: 2014

Background. Dominguez, a San Diego marketing consultant, made his living getting landscapers and
plastic surgeons customers online. Prompted by an e-commerce friend, he opened a Shopify store in
2014, stocked it via Oberlo's one-click import, and booked his first order on day three. Leaning on
existing Facebook ad-buying skill, he pushed sales past $1M within eight months, becoming the early
single-operator dropshipping case Shopify and Oberlo went on to feature.

Business model. Dropshipping: a Shopify storefront fed by Oberlo, which one-click imports products
from AliExpress; the operator holds no inventory and ships nothing, with suppliers fulfilling each order
on demand. Profit is sale price minus cost of goods minus ad spend, the margin coming from retail
markup. Startup cost is near zero and the model scales roughly linearly with ad budget. Traffic is
almost entirely paid, led by Facebook ads and supported by influencer placements (FameBit) plus
Google and YouTube.
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Growth levers.

Transferred B2B client-acquisition Facebook ad skill straight into e-commerce, skipping the
steepest beginner learning curve
Used Oberlo's one-click import to test products fast, then concentrated budget on winners once
a hit emerged
Caught the 2014-2015 dropshipping blue ocean: thin competition, cheap Facebook traffic,
stacked platform tailwinds

Replicable takeaways.

Transferable hard skills like paid media beat creative ideas; identify your unfair advantage
before picking a market
Asset-light models let you test cheaply, but the edge is the discipline of test-kill-scale, not
stubbornly defending one idea
Timing is leverage: early tailwinds amplify mediocre execution, but the same playbook fails once
they fade, so don't copy old case numbers

Risk & moat. There is almost no moat: no brand, no inventory, no exclusive supply, so the store and
its winning products can be copied instantly, with ad instinct and execution speed the only barrier. The
model is era-dependent: once tailwinds passed, rising Facebook CPMs, slow AliExpress logistics,
returns, and weak repeat purchase made the playbook hard to repeat. Winning products are short-
lived, so revenue hinges on continuously finding new ones.

Stack. Shopify (storefront) + Oberlo (AliExpress dropship) + Facebook Ads (primary traffic) +
FameBit/influencers + Google/YouTube ads; supplier fulfillment, solo operator.

Revenue 6/10 · Replicability 2/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 3/10

Sources & confidence. Oberlo blog, "From Zero to $1M in 8 Months" (Tomas Slimas interview with Irwin
Dominguez) · Secondary e-commerce coverage (thecleverbusiness, crazylister, dropshippinghelps
success-story roundups) — Medium — revenue framing and timeline are consistent in the official Oberlo
interview, but "$1M" varies between sales and profit across sources (official headline says sales), with no
independent financials and team size only "employees undisclosed" rather than confirmed solo.

#99 · V2EX

China-Based Solopreneurs · Livid (Liu Xin), China · Founded 2006 · Inspiration Index 46/100

A Chinese community for makers, run by essentially one person for nearly two
decades on long-termism and deliberate restraint.

Monthly PV: Once exceeded 25M (stated
publicly)

Registered users: ~580K+ (2022, Wikipedia)
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Team: Essentially 1 (founder-led, minimal
collaboration)
Founded: 2006 launch / 2010 rewrite and
revival

Annual revenue: Undisclosed (top A1 ad slot
¥40000 or $6000/month)

Background. Livid (Liu Xin, b. 1985) was writing campus forums in Perl as a teenager, and launched
V2EX on PHP+MySQL in 2006. He shut it down in 2008, then rebuilt and revived it on Google App
Engine in 2010. For nearly two decades since, he has run this community for programmers, designers,
and creative people almost single-handedly, taking discretionary 'rule by person' governance and
minimalist product design to their limit.

Business model. Monetization is deliberately restrained and never officially disclosed. The core is
brand advertising: the site-wide A1 slot is bought out monthly at ¥40000 / $6000, with per-node A2
sidebar placements alongside; historically there were also small services like a paid image library and
memberships. Inside the community runs a 'copper/silver/gold coin' virtual economy dating to 2010;
from May 2024 registration moved to invite codes (10,000 copper coins buys one), and in 2025 a
$V2EX token was issued on Pump.fun, with holdings unlocking interactions, pushing low-key
monetization onto a new testing ground.

Growth levers.

Technical leverage: from GAE to a self-built stack, one person sustains tens of millions of PV
with near-zero marginal headcount.
Community flywheel: a high-quality programmer/designer crowd generates content on its own,
with UGC as the moat.
Scarcity by design: the 2024 invite-code regime plus the coin economy create friction, suppress
spam, and deepen belonging.
Founder IP: Livid is long low-profile but highly credible, his personal reputation directly
underwriting the platform.

Replicable takeaways.

Keep the product light and the governance heavy: minimal features plus a strong operator's
values let one person move a large community.
A built-in virtual economy / points system can solve cold start, anti-spam, and retention at once.
Monetization can be slow, but the moat must be built early: crowd quality and community culture
are assets money cannot buy.
Long-termism has an opportunity cost: restrained monetization means actively forgoing most
windows to make money.

Risk & moat. The moat is more than a decade of accumulated high-quality people and a distinctive
community culture, with very high switching costs and little to copy. The risk is just as concentrated: a
single point of dependence on the founder (health, energy, decisions) with no team redundancy, long-
term accessibility exposed to the external network environment, and controversial experiments like the
2024 invite codes and 2025 token that may erode community trust, a ceiling on both growth and
reputation.
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Stack. Self-built backend (early PHP/MySQL to Google App Engine to a proprietary stack) plus CDN;
operations and governance handled almost entirely by the founder, with minimal outsourcing.

Revenue 4/10 · Replicability 2/10 · Leverage 8/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Wikipedia, V2EX entry (timeline, user count, controversies) · V2EX official
advertising page v2ex.com/advertise (A1 ¥40000/$6000 per month) · Livid's own X posts (2024 invite codes
and the coin economy) · OKX interview with Livid (token issuance, 14-year retrospective,
v2ex.com/t/1156314) · ifanr early interview ifanr.com/22202 — Medium — timeline, product mechanics, and
listed ad prices have public sources, but real revenue/profit, exact MAU, and headcount were never
officially disclosed; figures are public-facing or third-party estimates.

#100 · Firebean Coffee Roasters

Physical, Maker & Local · Michael Russo, Canada · Founded 2015 · Inspiration Index 34/100

In off-grid Yukon forest, an exercise bike chained to a wood-fired drum turns pedal-
powered hand roasting into a full-time business.

Revenue: ~$90K/year (2021, Starter Story)
Monthly revenue: ~$7,500/month, ~35%
gross margin

Output: 10 lb/week to 100 lb/week (300–400
lb green beans/month)
Team: 1 (Michael lead, family assists)
Founded: January 2015, Whitehorse, Yukon

Background. Russo, a stay-at-home dad and former teacher, started in 2015 because no one in town
sold freshly roasted coffee, hand-roasting a half pound of green beans in a metal bowl on a long pole
over a maple-wood fire; the first batch caught fire. He later salvaged an old pizza oven at a flea
market, fitted it with a drum, and chained it to an exercise bike: pedaling spins the drum, wood fuels
the heat, 100% off-grid with no electricity or gas. The hobby became a full-time income within two
years.

Business model. B2C retail of self-roasted beans plus modest B2B wholesale. Early sales ran on
cash and e-transfer through farmers' markets, festivals, gift shops and tourist stops (~CAD55/3 lb early
on); after incorporating as Firebean Coffee INC, it built an e-commerce brand: single bags ~$24.95,
bundles at $89.82/$157.18, a subscription to a rotating 'Roaster's Choice,' free shipping over $80 in
Canada, and carbon-neutral delivery to Canada, the US and Europe. Premium pricing is anchored by
the 'pedal-powered, wood-fired, off-grid' story, alongside collaborations with a local brewery,
chocolatier and herbalist.

Growth levers.

Extreme narrative differentiation: pedal bike + wood fire + off-grid + zero waste, engineered into
a hook the press covers repeatedly (CBC, Starter Story, Side Hustle School).
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Local depth plus collaborations: farmers' markets, gift shops and tourist stops built volume, then
cross-brand tie-ins with a brewery, chocolatier and herbalist expanded the customer base.
Pandemic pivot to online: self-taught SEO, copy and Facebook ads plus contactless delivery
and discount codes moved stalled offline traffic to e-commerce, doubling online orders.

Replicable takeaways.

A near-zero startup is viable: a secondhand pizza oven plus an exercise bike built the rig
(~$1.5K to start); validate demand before buying a commercial roaster.
Make the 'how' the marketing: the craft is the story, and a singular production method earns free
press, cutting acquisition costs.
Local cash flow first, online brand second: markets and wholesale pay the bills, then e-
commerce and subscriptions lift the ceiling.

Risk & moat. The moat is a hard-to-copy brand story and local trust, not scalable capacity—purely
manual pedal roasting binds output to one person, so 1 person is the ceiling. The biggest risk is that
ceiling: revenue has sat around ~$90K for years, and scaling requires adding people or machines,
which abandons the 'one-person hand-made' selling point. The founder floats a 'one roasting cabin per
town' franchise vision, but it sits in fundamental tension with the solo model.

Stack. Self-built rig (secondhand pizza oven + drum + exercise bike, wood-fired off-grid) / Square site
payments + e-commerce / Instagram + Facebook + FB Ads / hand-stamped packaging / Canada Post
carbon-neutral shipping / farmers' markets + gift shops + collaborations.

Revenue 2/10 · Replicability 4/10 · Leverage 2/10 · Timeliness 6/10

Sources & confidence. Starter Story, 'Starting A Pedal-Powered Coffee Roasting Business'
(revenue/monthly/margin/output) · CBC News, 'Whitehorse man roasts coffee beans at home with help of a
bicycle' (origin story) · Side Hustle School Ep.187 (early pricing CAD55/3 lb, output pace, going full-time) ·
Yukonstruct, 'Checking In On Firebean Coffee Roasters' 2020 (online pivot, SEO/ads) · firebeancoffee.ca
official site (current pricing/bundles/subscription/shipping range) — Medium — revenue/output corroborated
by Starter Story and other sources but mostly pre-2021; startup-cost sources conflict (~$1.5K narrative vs
Starter Story's listed $24,900, likely cumulative); latest revenue undisclosed.
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Browse by category

Micro-SaaS & Indie Software 20

#1 Designjoy (87)
#3 TypingMind / DevUtils 矩阵 (78)
#11 PDF.ai / Testimonial.to（Damon Chen 陈大
猛） (75)
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#69 The Profile (63)
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#79 Platformer (61)
#88 Sinocism（中国政经分析Newsletter） (59)
#89 Wait But Why (59)

Info-Products, Courses & Communities 16

#17 The Curiosity Chronicle（Sahil Bloom） (73)
#19 Ship 30 for 30 (73)
#20 Easlo（Notion 模板） (73)
#21 The Koe Letter / Dan Koe (72)
#22 Visualize Value（VV） (72)
#23 High Impact Writing / Kieran Drew (72)
#25 Part-Time YouTuber Academy（PTYA）/ Ali
Abdaal (71)
#26 Recording Revolution / Automatic Income
Academy（Graham Cochrane） (71)
#37 Thomas Frank Notion 模板 (70)

#45 Nathan Barry 早期自出版电子书（App
Design Handbook / Authority） (69)
#46 Doing Content Right (69)
#48 Small Bets（小赌注社群） (68)
#65 Justin Jackson / MegaMaker（开发者营销课
+会员） (64)
#67 Creator Science / The Lab（Jay Clouse）
(63)
#74 The Generalist（马里奥·加布里埃尔） (62)
#92 RadReads / Supercharge Your Productivity
（Khe Hy） (57)
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E-commerce, DTC & Print-on-Demand 12

#8 ecommemily (Emily Odio-Sutton 的 Etsy 按需
印刷店) (76)
#9 Tabs Chocolate (75)
#16 Odd Muse（奥德缪斯） (73)
#27 Tools4Wisdom Planners (71)
#28 Francisco Rivera 的 POD 蜡烛店（Etsy 按需
印刷蜡烛） (71)
#30 Amma Rose Designs（Etsy 数字下载） (71)

#53 EasyLunchboxes（易便当盒） (67)
#80 SpyGuy Security（SpyGuy.com） (61)
#87 Woodies Sunglasses（木质太阳镜） (59)
#93 Begonia Rose Co.（Dylan Jahraus 的 Etsy
店） (57)
#94 Craig Adam（Amazon FBA 厨具自有品牌）
(55)
#98 Irwin Dominguez（无货源直邮） (46)

AI-Native Products 8

#4 HeadshotPro (77)
#5 PhotoAI (photoai.com) (77)
#6 StoryShort + useArtemis（Samuel Rondot 组
合） (77)
#10 ChatPDF (75)

#14 Tibo 产品组合 (Revid / Outrank / SuperX 等)
(74)
#18 Base44 (73)
#24 ProfilePicture.AI (72)
#55 Whisper Memos (67)

Physical, Maker & Local 8

#36 Famous in Real Life（Famous IRL） (70)
#64 单人 Airbnb 租赁套利（STR Arbitrage 范式 /
代表：Sean Rakidzich） (64)
#66 Hill Vending（希尔自动售货） (63)
#73 Frag Out Flavor (62)

#75 Coastal Caviar / Club Coastal (62)
#95 单人移动洗车 / 汽车美容（Mobile Auto
Detailing，以 Tan's Auto Detailing 为范本） (52)
#97 Three Bird Nest（三鸟巢） (48)
#100 Firebean Coffee Roasters (34)

Consulting & Productized Services 8

#40 Double Your Freelancing（DYF） (69)
#49 180Sites（180 Web Design） (68)
#56 Jonathan Stark Consulting / Ditching Hourly
(66)
#70 Tom Hirst（自由职业定价专家） (63)

#83 Centori (61)
#86 Fractional CMO / Kickstart Side Hustle
（Michał Kankowski） (60)
#90 Win Without Pitching（不比稿赢单） (58)
#91 Hilvy（生产化 Webflow 服务） (58)

Investing, Digital Assets & Royalties 6

#41 自出版书系 KDP 版税（Hugh Howey
《Wool/Silo》） (69)
#63 Long Tail Pro / 利基站组合 (Spencer Haws)
(64)
#68 独立字体设计师 / 单人字库（版税型）｜样
本：Set Sail Studios（Sam Parrett） (63)

#72 SHL Capital（个人 Rolling Fund / 单人天
使，Sahil Lavingia） (62)
#76 利基内容站 Flip（Empire Flippers 市场样
本） (62)
#85 Park.io（ccTLD 过期域名抢注与拍卖） (60)

China-Based Solopreneurs 6



100 One-Person Companies ·A 2026 Study

214

#50 idoubi（艾逗笔 / 刘宇）· ShipAny + MCP.so
(68)
#59 小猫补光灯 (Cat Fill Light) (66)
#78 李笑来 / 通往财富自由之路 (61)

#81 李一舟AI课（每个人的人工智能课 / 一舟智
能） (61)
#96 阮一峰的网络日志 / 科技爱好者周刊（Ruan
YiFeng's Weekly） (51)
#99 V2EX (46)
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Glossary & further reading
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Appendix: A Quick Reference to Terms

The one hundred cases in this book span eight broad categories—SaaS, content, paid knowledge, e-
commerce, AI, physical products, services, and assets—yet the vocabulary is remarkably shared
across all of them. The table below collects only the core concepts that recur throughout the main text
and that genuinely decide whether a business lives or dies. Every definition is grounded in "the context
of this book"—that is, what each term actually means on the real ledger of a company of one.
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Term Definition In the context of this book

ARR / MRR

Annual / Monthly Recurring
Revenue, the core metric of
any subscription business.
ARR ≈ MRR × 12.

The hard currency of valuation and gut-feel for a
company of one. HeadshotPro runs around $300K
MRR (≈ $3.6M ARR); Bannerbear crossed $1M ARR in
September 2025; GymStreak sits at roughly $208K
MRR. The steadier the MRR, the more comfortably a
founder can coast.

Build in Public

Building in the open: sharing
revenue, user counts, and
failures in real time, turning
the process itself into
marketing.

levelsio livestreams PhotoAI's revenue on X (around
$1.6M+ ARR); Marc Lou published $1,032,000 in total
2025 revenue. Both trade transparency for traffic and
trust, acquiring customers at almost zero ad spend.

Productized
Service

Packaging a custom service
into a "product" with a fixed
price, a fixed process, and a
subscription model.

The book's highest-scoring case, Designjoy (Brett
Williams, index 87.0, roughly $4M in 2024), is the
template: one person fielding unlimited design
requests, billed as a monthly subscription, one task at a
time. Hilvy and 180Sites share the same structure.

Leverage

Naval's definition of the force
that "amplifies output without
additional labor": code,
media, brand, and capital.

The highest of the book's four dimensions on average
(8.1/10), with 49 cases scoring leverage ≥ 9. Code
leverage (Carrd, Sidekiq) and media leverage (Lenny's
Newsletter, $2M+/year) are the fundamental reason a
company of one can reach seven-figure revenue with
single-digit headcount.

Moat

A structural advantage rivals
struggle to copy: network
effects, brand, data,
switching costs.

For a company of one, the moat is usually "soft": the
founder's personal brand (Justin Welsh, $12.5M+),
community stickiness (Small Bets), first-mover data
(Nomad List). AI wrapper plays (such as the many text-
to-image sites) have the thinnest moats, which is why
the AI cases in this book show the most volatile
revenue.

Wedge

An entry point: prying open a
market with a single,
extremely narrow, extremely
painful need, then expanding
from there.

ChatPDF enters through the single action of "chatting
with a PDF"; Testimonial.to enters through "collecting
customer testimonials." Narrow enough that
competitors can't be bothered—exactly the survival
crevice for a company of one.

Churn

Churn rate: the share of
users who cancel within a
given period, the number-
one enemy of any
subscription business.

It decides whether MRR compounds or leaks. Tool-type
products (TypingMind, with team plans making up
>50%) keep churn low thanks to high B2B stickiness;
consumer-grade AI subscriptions churn hard and must
offset it with new sign-ups.
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Term Definition In the context of this book

LTV / CAC
Lifetime value ÷ customer
acquisition cost; a healthy
business usually runs >3.

A company of one typically uses content and "building
in public" to push CAC toward zero, so the math works
even when LTV isn't high. Designjoy acquires almost
entirely through word of mouth and SEO—the key to its
high margins.

No-code
No-code / low-code: building
a product without writing
programs.

It has lowered the barrier for non-technical founders.
Easlo (Notion templates, roughly $779K in 2024) and
Thomas Frank ($1,000,508/year) prove that templates
and no-code tools can themselves become million-
dollar businesses. Base44 ($80M acquisition by Wix) is
the peak of the AI no-code wave.

Indie Hacker

An independent developer
who builds profitable
products solo, pursuing
freedom rather than funding-
driven scale.

The core population of the book's SaaS/AI categories.
Pieter Levels, Marc Lou, and Tony Dinh are the
archetypes—multi-product portfolios, self-sufficient,
VC-averse.

Solopreneur /
Company of
One

A one-person founder / one-
person company that
deliberately refuses to scale
the team, treating the size
ceiling as a feature rather
than a flaw.

The central thesis of this book. Paul Jarvis's
eponymous book is the intellectual source; Justin
Welsh turned "Solopreneur" into a personal brand term.
Restraint on scale = a dual guarantee of profit and
freedom.

出海 (Going
global)

Building products or content
for overseas markets
(English-speaking ones in
particular).

A high-leverage path for Chinese founders. idoubi
(ShipAny + MCP.so, 1000+ paying customers) targets
developers worldwide as its audience. Going global
sidesteps the homogenized domestic grind and plugs
straight into dollar purchasing power.

私域 (Owned
audience)

A pool of one's own users
that can be reached directly,
repeatedly, and for free
(email list, community,
followers).

The English equivalent is the owned audience. It is the
lifeblood of the book's content and knowledge
categories: Lenny, Dan Koe (around $4M+), and Li
Xiaolai (199 yuan/year) all rely on owned audiences to
settle traffic into compounding revenue assets.

知识付费

(Paid
knowledge)

Packaging experience,
methods, and information
into courses, communities,
and subscriptions to sell.

The collective name for the book's 16 knowledge-
category cases. Ship 30 for 30 (roughly $1M in its
starting year), PTYA (Ali Abdaal, around $4.5M), and
Small Bets ($824,409) prove that individual insight itself
can be productized into a high-margin asset.
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How to read this table: these terms are not islands. A typical growth loop for a company of one
runs like this—use a Wedge to enter a narrow need, lean on Build in Public to push CAC
toward zero and grow an owned audience, turn revenue into MRR through a Productized
Service or subscription, then amplify with code or media leverage without adding people, all
while defending a low Churn so revenue compounds. Across the book's four dimensions
(revenue 6.3 / replicability 5.4 / leverage 8.1 / timing 7.5), leverage and timing score highest—
precisely because this playbook is being structurally amplified by the era of tools and platforms.

Further Reading

The books and communities below are the shared intellectual soil and data sources behind the book's
one hundred cases. Read the books first to build the framework, then immerse yourself in the
communities to watch live specimens, and finally return to this book's index table for a side-by-side
comparison.

Books: four foundational reads

Company of One — Paul Jarvis. The direct source of this book's title and central thesis: it
questions "growth equals success" and argues why staying deliberately small and beautiful is
the better path. Read it to understand the value foundation of the Solopreneur.
The Million-Dollar, One-Person Business — Elaine Pofeldt. A systematic survey of the real
paths and categories by which businesses with no employees break a million dollars in revenue,
echoing this book's "revenue magnitude distribution" (40 cases at the high / million-dollar tier).
The Pathless Path — Paul Millerd. A first-person account of leaving big consulting for
independent work, filling in the "why leave the system" layer of motivation that sits behind the
glossary.
The Almanack of Naval Ravikant — edited by Eric Jorgenson. The master text for concepts
like "leverage," "specific knowledge," and "don't trade time for money." The book's high average
leverage score of 8.1 is theoretically rooted here.

Communities: three places to watch live specimens

Indie Hackers. The headquarters where independent developers publish revenue and post-
mortems openly; a great deal of the book's SaaS/AI revenue figures (such as WIP, Park.io, and
the FeedbackPanda exit data) come from interviews of this kind.
Starter Story. Known for structured "from zero to revenue" founder interviews; several of the
book's revenue estimates (such as the Long Tail Pro portfolio at roughly $5M/year and Frag Out
Flavor at roughly $1.5M ARR) follow its figures.
MicroConf. The conference and community for bootstrapped SaaS founders, the offline hub for
the methodology of "no funding, small and profitable software."
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The book's main categories of public data sources

Every number in this book is labeled with its basis, drawn mainly from: ① founder public disclosures
(X / blogs / annual reviews, such as levelsio's and Marc Lou's self-reports); ② verification by
mainstream business media (CNBC, NYT, Fast Company, The Hustle—for example, ecommemily at
roughly $220,300 as vetted by CNBC); ③ third-party revenue-database estimates (GetLatka,
Starter Story, Empire Flippers Scoreboard); ④ transaction / exit platforms (Acquire.com sale prices,
Wix's $80M acquisition of Base44).

A note: anything marked "estimate," "self-reported," or "run-rate" is an unaudited figure,
and cross-source numbers may conflict (for instance, the gap between ChatPDF's roughly
$440K ARR per Latka and the roughly $6M ARR cited on the founder's side). When
reading the numbers of a company of one, focus on magnitude and trend, not the decimal
point.
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Conclusion
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Conclusion: Scale Is a Choice, Not an Obligation

This book profiled one hundred people. From Designjoy at index 87.0 (Brett Williams, a one-person
SaaS earning roughly $4M a year) to Firebean coffee roasting at number 100 (Michael Russo, around
$90K a year), revenue spans two orders of magnitude, and the categories cut across all eight types:
SaaS, content, e-commerce, AI, physical products, services, and assets. If you remember only one
thing after reading it, I hope it is this: not one of these people stayed solo because they couldn't scale
up. They stayed solo because they thought it through and chose to.

That distinction is the axis of the entire book. Today, growth is treated as a default obligation: hire,
raise money, expand, scale, as if not growing were failure itself. But Pieter Levels proved, with PhotoAI
(roughly $1M+ ARR) and his whole product portfolio (around $3.1M+ ARR in 2025), that one person
plus a few servers can stand in for an entire company. Mike Perham built Sidekiq to roughly $7M a
year and said, "I'm closer to $10 million than I am to $1 million"—he could easily have raised money
and expanded, but he didn't. Base44's Maor Shlomo single-handedly built a product that Wix acquired
for $80M in cash. For these people, scale is a checkbox in the options menu, not a whip cracking
overhead.

Four Weapons, Tying the Book Together

What underwrites this kind of choice are the four words that recur throughout the book. They aren't
slogans; they're statistical facts drawn from these one hundred cases. Across the four scoring
dimensions, leverage averaged 8.1—the highest of them all.

Leverage—code, content, media, and capital that let a single unit of labor be reused countless
times. Forty-nine cases scored 9 or higher on leverage. Marc Lou sold a single ShipFast
codebase to tens of thousands of developers (self-reported at $1,032,000 in 2025); Easlo turned
Notion templates—the quintessential "make once, sell ten thousand times" asset—into roughly
$779K.
Distribution—scarcer than the product itself is the ability to be seen. Justin Welsh has earned a
cumulative $12.5M+ off the back of content alone; levelsio's "building in public" is itself a
distribution engine. Without distribution, even the best product is just a good thing sitting in the
dark.
Compounding—time is on your side. Ben Thompson's Stratechery rolled a decade of
subscriptions into roughly $5M+ a year; Ruan Yifeng's newsletter has reached its 399th issue.
Compounding isn't sexy, but it's the only force that doesn't require you to start over every single
day.
The courage not to grow—the most counterintuitive, and the rarest. Carrd's AJ and ChatPDF's
Mathis both held their hands still at the very moment they could have expanded. Keeping the
scale small is how you keep the freedom for yourself.
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Leverage determines how many times over a unit of labor can be amplified; distribution
determines how many people catch it; compounding determines how much time earns on your
behalf; and the courage not to grow determines whether you can hold on to the freedom the first
three deliver. The first three are technique. The fourth is the way.

An Honest Closing

I won't lie and tell you this is easy. Across these one hundred people, replicability averaged only 5.4—
far below leverage. The implication is blunt: anyone can learn the tools, but Ben Thompson's
judgment, the trust Pat Flynn accumulated over a decade (peaking at $167,553 a month), and the
taste with which Aimee Smale built Odd Muse to roughly £22.5M in annual sales—none of that can be
copied. A one-person company is not a shortcut; it loads all the weight onto a single person—and
hands all the freedom back to that same person. It's an honest trade.

Big companies hedge risk with headcount; one-person companies hedge scale with
leverage. The former is buying certainty, the latter is buying freedom. Neither is more
noble—only one is more like you.

The First Step You Can Take Today

Don't wait until the whole board is figured out. Almost every one of these one hundred people started
with something tiny: Nathan Barry wrote an e-book first in 2012 ($145,471); Damon Chen first built a
small tool called Testimonial.to. Here is what you could do today—pick one:

1. Write down a single sentence—"For whom can I solve what problem, again and again?" If you
can't name a concrete "whom" and "what," don't build a site or write any code yet.

2. Publish your first thing in the open—a post, a newsletter, a small tool that actually works. The
compounding of distribution only starts earning interest the first time you're seen.

3. Choose one reusable asset to build, rather than yet another job that trades time for money.

Scale is a choice, not an obligation. What this book hands you is not a map to ten-million-dollar
revenue—that map doesn't exist—but a permission: you can be just one person, and do it well, for a
long time, and freely. Now, close the book and go do that one tiny thing.
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Frequently asked questions

What is a one-person company?

A one-person company (or “company of one,” a term popularized by Paul Jarvis) is a business whose
value creation and decisions are concentrated in a single individual — possibly using freelancers,
software and AI, but not scaling by adding headcount. In this study it’s a spectrum, from pure solo
operators like Carrd to “1 + AI/outsourcing” setups like Pieter Levels’ product portfolio.

How much can a one-person business realistically make?

A lot more than most people assume — but with wide variance. In our sample of 100, the revenue-
scale distribution was: $100K–$1M: 44; $1M–$10M: 40; $10K–$100K: 9; $10M+ / major exit: 5; early /
<$10K: 2. Several solo founders run $1M–$10M businesses (e.g. Sidekiq ~$7M, Stratechery ~$5M+),
and a few reached major exits.

Do you need to code to start one?

No. Roughly a fifth of the cases are built on no-code/low-code or AI tooling. Formula Bot was built in
Bubble by a non-engineer; AudioPen was built in days; many creators and productized-service
operators write little or no code. Coding is one lever among several (content, audience, capital, AI).

What are the most common business models?

Nine recurring patterns: micro-SaaS, content/newsletters, info-products & communities, e-
commerce/DTC/print-on-demand, productized services, AI-native apps, physical/maker/local, digital
assets & royalties, and creator/IP businesses. The full taxonomy is in Part II.

What is the single biggest risk?

Key-person and platform risk. The founder is the single point of failure, and many businesses depend
on one traffic channel or platform whose rules can change overnight. The strongest moats in the study
were owned distribution (SEO, email lists, brand) and compounding over time.
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How were the 100 companies chosen and ranked?

Each had to be (1) run by one person or a tiny team, (2) generating real, verifiable revenue or a
documented exit, with (3) public data preferred. We scored each on revenue (30%), replicability (30%),
leverage (20%) and timeliness (20%) to produce the 0–100 Inspiration Index. Figures come from
founder disclosures, media, Indie Hackers / Starter Story or public estimates, each flagged for
reliability.
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Data, sources & disclaimer

About the data. Revenue, user, valuation and exit figures are drawn from founders’ public disclosures,
media reports, Indie Hackers / Starter Story and similar public sources, or are reasonable estimates
based on public information; years and reliability are noted per case. One-person businesses change
fast, so treat every number as an order-of-magnitude reference rather than an audited financial.
Controversial tactics are analyzed as patterns, not endorsed. Last compiled 2026-06-29.


