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​so what do i know?
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Recently I was watching a television documentary about midwives.  Between all the screaming and swearing, one of the midwives said to the expectant mother that no, she hadn’t had a baby herself, but she had studied and observed for many years.  I’m sure that many people will disagree (among them, male midwives), but midwifery is one of those professions where I would really, really want personal experience to come into it.  If someone is telling me “I know it hurts” and “it will all be over soon”, I want them to be saying that from personal experience.  So how do I know about running a happy one-person business?

I wish I could tell you that I was one of those brave and organised people who saw a niche in the market, saved up diligently, developed the business plan in my evenings and weekends, did some careful research, and then launched my new company with a fanfare.  I wish I could, but it would be a lie.

In reality, I was working perfectly contentedly in the normal fashion – i.e. for someone else, with water coolers in every office, paid holidays and the glimmering promise of a numbered parking space – when I was made redundant.  This was forever ago, in 1991, and the downsizing company got rid of four of us from my department on the same day.  I sobbed down the phone to my boyfriend, who said something very wise: “I thought you said you were bored there anyway – why don’t you go to the cinema this afternoon instead?”  That redundancy signalled both the start of my addiction to going to the movies alone (you can watch whatever you like and you get all the Maltesers) and my forcible entry into the world of the one-person business.

Not that being a solo squid was my plan, not even then.  No, I thought that I would get another job (you remember: water coolers, holidays, parking space).  But while I applied to countless organisations, I needed to keep the money coming in.  So I contacted a friend from university who had his own software company and told him that I had been made redundant but did he want someone to write his software manuals on a freelance basis?  He did, and off I trotted.  It turned out that he knew several other companies who needed a freelance writer, and by the time one of my countless applications had garnered me a job interview, you couldn’t have forced me back into ‘normal’ employment at the tip of a red-hot and pointy poker.

I have been self-employed since 1991, although in 2003 I turned myself into a limited company – which I did only because I often work for large financial organisations, and many of them have a policy of accepting only limited companies as suppliers.  Otherwise, I would have been quite content to continue as a self-employed individual.  In other words, I have been living happily as a solo squid for more than a quarter of a century, and I have loved it.  But is it for you?  The questionnaire in the next section might help you decide, and – if the solo squid life is for you – the rest of this book aims to help you get the greatest happiness from being a solo squid.
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is the solo squid life for you?
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I assume you are reading this book because you are considering running a one-person business.  Much as I have loved my working life as a solo squid, I think it is important to recognise that it is not for everyone.  Certainly everyone can work alone – but not everyone will enjoy it, and this book is about running a happy one-person business.  So ask yourself a few questions:


	Am I content being alone for much for the day?

	Do I enjoy actually dealing with clients (their foibles, their uncertainties, their endless questions), as well as doing the work for them?

	Do I like the prospect of knowing more and more about one subject, rather than having a broader (but shallower) understanding of many subjects?

	Can I manage my own time, rather than needing someone else to organise my diary and plan my projects?

	If I am feeling low or poorly or bored, can I still push myself to get on with my work?

	Am I content to know, just for myself, that I am doing a good job, rather than needing external validation (in the form of pay rises, promotions, peer recognition, etc.)?



If you have answered yes to most of those questions, then you are probably solo squid material.  (And cards on the table here: I cannot imagine a better working life than that of the solo squid.)  If, on the other hand, you have looked at those questions and they fill you with despair, then running a one-person business is probably not going to make you happy.

Once again, this book is not about how to set up a one-person business, or about the practical administrative aspects of running a one-person business: it is about how to make sure that you get the most enjoyment possible from running your one-person business.  So let’s get on with that.

1  enjoy your own company
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“I paint self-portraits because I am so often alone, because I am the person I know best.”

Frida Kahlo, Mexican artist (1907-1954)

It sounds almost too obvious to say, but to be happy in a one-person business you have to enjoy your own company.  Granted, your work will almost certainly involve seeing, speaking to and writing to people – unless you are a hermit-like poet who once a year sends a perfectly-crafted collection of verses, tied with ribbon and secured with sealing wax, to a grateful boutique publishing house.  And even poets have to speak to the postman occasionally.  But as the owner, managing director and big cheese of a one-person business, you will be spending a lot of time alone.

If you are lucky, you will have a supportive family and group of friends, and they will be willing to listen to your worries and pour you a stiff drink when it’s all a bit scary.  But even the closest friend or relative will baulk if you ask them to put together that last-minute proposal for you – the one you promised to deliver tomorrow – or enter those receipts into your bookkeeping spreadsheet, or wrestle with the printer’s latest devious paper jam.

The buck stops with you

The long and the short of it is that running a one-person business means that the answer to every question beginning “Who is...” is “I am.”

“Who is going to order new business cards for that conference?” “I am.”

“Who is going to look into how much it will cost to accept credit card payments?” “I am.”

“Who is going to tell the client that we can’t meet the unrealistic deadline that they want to set?” “I am.”

“Who is responsible for forgetting to call that client back as promised?” “I am.”

I say all of this not to upset you – after all, this is a book about enjoying being a one-person business – but rather to show you that I understand it is not easy: having all the independence means having all the responsibility.
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