



[image: image]













[image: image]
















When I Start My Business, I’ll Be Happy is a work of nonfiction. Some identifying details and names have been changed.


Copyright © 2025 by Sam Vander Wielen


Cover design and illustration by Jim Datz


Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Balance


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


GCP-Balance.com


@GCPBalance


First Edition: April 2025


Balance is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Balance name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Balance books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Vander Wielen, Sam, author.


Title: When I start my business, I’ll be happy : a practical, no-BS guide to successful online entrepreneurship / Sam Vander Wielen.


Other titles: When I start my business, I will be happy


Description: First edition. | New York : Balance, 2025. | Includes index. |


Identifiers: LCCN 2024048224 | ISBN 9781538767382 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538767405 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: New business enterprises. | Entrepreneurship. | Electronic commerce.


Classification: LCC HD62.5 .V36 2025 | DDC 658.1/1—dc23/eng/20241226


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024048224


ISBNs: 9781538767382 (hardcover); 9781538767405 (ebook)


E3-20250325-JV-NF-ORI














For Mom and Dad. I miss you both so much. Dad, 
I know you’re going to make my book a bestseller in heaven.


To my boys, Ryan and Hudson, who have been the light 
I needed in my darkest times. I love you both so much.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Balance logo]















Introduction



The surly flight attendant had just come around with the boiling-hot cigarette-flavored coffee when, BAM! Our plane flying from Amsterdam to my hometown of Philadelphia plummeted thousands of feet through the sky after hitting what must have been the world’s worst air speed bump—that’s what it felt like at least. In the back of my throat, the burning hot vomit rose up and my heart clenched tightly through my chest as the plane jolted hard to the left and the pilot adjusted our speed and altitude to try, unsuccessfully, to calm things down. (Note: If you’re scared of flying or hate scary stories, this one is over real quick and I swear it has a point. Sometimes pants-crapping moments are the best life lessons, so it’s worth it.)


Through the cries and anxious shifting about in the cabin, I clutched my husband Ryan’s sweaty hand, wondering how the hell I had gotten here. Not on the actual plane, of course. That much I knew. I’d gone on my first real “vacation” after becoming a lawyer: a ten-day Baltic Sea adventure around northern Europe. The firm had even given me a “special phone” to make sure I was reachable for all ten days. It’s funny how unimportant you can be or feel to a company until they need to reach you while you’re on vacation.


In those minutes that felt like hours, I had flashes of everything in my lawyer life up to that point: the bar exam, the sexual harassment I’d experienced at firms, the number of times I’d hid in the bathroom at work, hoping they would forget about me and I could sneak out when the cleaning staff came in for the evening. Or all of the days of inhaling entire bags of Boom Chicka Pop while I sat at my desk, hoping the fullness and pain it caused in my belly would distract me from the pain I felt in my soul. How did I get here? How did I let it get so bad? As if my entire miserable life was projected onto a movie screen in what I dramatically thought were my last moments, I saw all the “watercooler” moments I had spent complaining about how awful it was to be a lawyer. How I’d rather do literally anything else. How I couldn’t believe this all happened to me, like I didn’t choose it and couldn’t do anything about it. I’d tell anyone who would listen about my sad story of “having” to work as a lawyer and being “forced” to work under such awful circumstances. I couldn’t freaking stand the sound of my voice. Not just because I don’t like how my voice actually sounds (who does?), but because I saw clearly, for the first time, just how horribly and annoyingly victim-y I had become.


In a moment of clarity during an otherwise terrorizing plane experience, I was able to feel the distance between who I was at that moment in my life and who I felt I really was inside. I’d unintentionally drifted down a life path that wasn’t consistent with my values, hopes, or goals. But it probably would have been a good idea to have a clear picture of what those were in the first place.


I was curled up on my mom’s couch when she suddenly face-planted into her bowl of hummus after taking a few too many pills. I carefully wiped the hummus out of her hair while I waited for an ambulance to arrive. I knew it was only a matter of time before she would wake up in a fit of rage, angry that I’d called for help and stepped out of my role as the protector of her personal and professional reputation. Even though I was just fourteen, this was far from the first time I’d seen her this way, and sadly it would be far from the last. Although it was the only way I’d ever know my mom, people tell me she wasn’t always that way.


My mom had a hard life. She was also incredibly driven despite it. One month after I was born, my parents got divorced. My mom was accepted to medical school at the age of forty while pregnant with me. Newly divorced, she started medical school when I was nine months old. Everyone told her she couldn’t do it, except for my dad. Was she the kind of mom who knew when my school assignments were due or who baked cupcakes for PTA fundraisers? No. But she bet on herself when no one else did.


Even though we were so proud of her for chasing her dream, having a mom in medical school and residency until I was nearly eight wasn’t easy on me or my sister, Cara. We both needed and wanted comfort and attention from our mom. Looking back, though, during this time in my life without my mom present, I was probably the happiest and the most authentic version of myself. I felt free to be inquisitive, adventurous, and highly independent. I didn’t feel as bad as I eventually would around my mom for being sensitive or sassy.


It was after she graduated from medical school and started her own medical practice that Mom began to battle many of her own demons. To put it bluntly and mildly, she put me and Cara through hell until she died last year. We endured an unsafe, unstable, trauma-filled home with very little outside support. As her addictions and mental illness worsened, we shrank ourselves to fit the parentified mold she demanded we fill. Terrified of her next violent episode or suicide attempt, we tiptoed around her, trying as hard as possible to not do anything that could cause another breakdown. As is common among abused children, we stuck by her through all of her breakups, divorces, legal issues, suicide attempts, and overdoses, even though we didn’t receive the same support from her. Meanwhile, we were explicitly and implicitly told to keep all of this a secret, as it was “our responsibility” to protect her medical license or else we would “end up on the streets.” It was bad enough to experience her repeated, seemingly neverending erratic, violent episodes and addiction, but the responsibility to keep anyone from finding out riddled me with anxiety and hypervigilence that I still feel today.


It’s hard to truly know who you are or what you want to do with your life when you don’t feel safe enough to ask for help or to honor your own needs. We were too busy trying to keep a ticking time bomb from exploding to even think about ourselves. As college and a future career came closer, I became laser-focused: Pick a secure, financially stable career that gets me as far away from here as I can go, as fast as possible. Maybe I watched too many episodes of Law & Order as a child, but I thought becoming a lawyer was the best way to do so.


By the time I was on that plane, I realized I had never taken the time to actually figure out what I wanted to do with my life. I decided to become a lawyer from a place of fear. I saw independence as the fastest track out of my mom’s control, and becoming a lawyer was the most independent, solid career track I could think of. I had no sense of self—I couldn’t even pick out furniture when my husband and I bought our first home together, because I literally had no preferences or taste. Looking back on it, even though I was a practicing lawyer, wife, and “independent” homeowner, I didn’t know who I was or what I wanted. I’d achieved the independence I sought, but I still didn’t feel free. On the way home from Europe, I realized that in my pursuit for stability, I never stopped to consider what I wanted my life to look like or what would make me happy. My dreams were never part of the equation. I needed to make a change.


Flying on a plane is the ultimate exercise in letting go of control. Unlike being a passenger in a car, you can’t say, “Pull over! I’ll take it from here.” There’s not even an opportunity for backseat driving, and, once you’re on the plane, you’re on for good. Outside of Top Gun, there’s no parachute to safety over the Atlantic Ocean. There’s something about going through a scary moment in which you have no control that makes you realize where in your life you do. I realized all my whining about my career choice was just that—a choice. Every day I chose to put on one of the black Banana Republic skirt suits I hated, get in the fancy Mercedes I bought to make myself feel better about my miserable career, and go do work that essentially helped insurance companies get richer. I wasn’t given the opportunity or safety needed to consider myself or my preferences as a child, but I could now. I couldn’t blame anyone or anything for my circumstances. I could hold my mom accountable for what happened to us as children, but also move forward and claim my own future. I needed to take responsibility and choose my own path. In those terrifying moments on the plane, I realized I had options.


Realizing that you are the only thing standing between you and all of your pain is truly a transformative experience. There’s no one left to blame. No bad boss. No adversaries. Just you. If you’ve also experienced hardship in your life or job, you’re not to blame for what’s happened to you. But you can do something about it from here on out. You can change directions, regardless of what’s happened to you in the past.


Within days of that terrifying plane ride, I started my own business online. I thought owning my own business would solve all of my problems for good. Wouldn’t it be nice if you just made one big life shift at the age of twenty-seven and yay! Life problems solved—smooth sailing from here on. It’d be a lot easier, right? But what I didn’t know when I left the law and started my own business was that my entire world would soon be turned upside down in both the best and the worst ways possible. Within the first few years of starting my business, I’d have brain surgery, learn my dad had cancer, become his caregiver, lose my dad, and then tragically and shockingly lose my mom within a year of losing my dad.


This isn’t a grief book or a book about childhood trauma. It’s not a book of sob stories of all the hard shit I’ve been through. I’ve got a trilogy for you on that one (or, as my mom desperately wanted for her own life story, a five-part Lifetime movie series). I’m here to show you how, despite everything I’ve been through, I’ve managed to build a multi-seven-figure online business that has helped thousands of people around the world, and that allows me the freedom and flexibility I’d sought for all my life. Starting my own business didn’t solve all of my problems. In fact, it created several new challenges and obstacles to overcome. Even though I’d built a successful online business, it wasn’t smooth sailing—neither on-nor off-line. Thanks to what I’ve been through and what it pushed me to create, I’ve got loads of marketing secrets and business-building strategies to pass on to help you do this, too. Not to necessarily fix your life but to help you take ownership of it, find your life’s work, and actually enjoy what you do.
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This book is for you if you want to start your own business, or grow the one you have, and you are:




• excited to get started, but you’re not sure what the right kind of business is for you, or what to sell;


• a current business owner who’s sick of all the ever-changing tips, trends, and pressure to be on social media 24-7;


• curious about how to make sales and revenue even when you’re not actively “working,” because you’ve got other stuff going on in your life;


• over the bs, gimmicky digital-marketing culture of gurus trying to sell you a course and would rather learn business strategies and tips from someone with professional experience;


• interested in taking a business you already have online, but feel overwhelmed with where to start;


• eager to create a digital product, course, physical product, or other online offer with a sustainable marketing system, grow an engaged email list that drives consistent sales, and create your own evergreen funnel; and


• hoping to create and maintain a profitable business model that generates consistent cash flow, flexibility, and freedom.





So much of the information you’ll find about building a business online is not offered by people with any actual business, legal, or financial background and thus is not as reliable as you might expect. And hearing the same tips again and again from people whose experience consists solely of starting a lifestyle or personal-brand business is not helpful or replicatable. You want to build something real that lasts. You want to have an impact on your industry and your clients, and you want to feel proud of the products and content you put out there.


With my years as a corporate lawyer, starting my own health coaching business, and then starting and growing a multi-seven-figure online legal templates business, I have a lot of professional and personal experience to guide you along your own journey. Part of what’s helped me to build such a successful online business has been my commitment to doing things differently than others and committing to building a more evergreen business (don’t worry, you’re going to learn all about this throughout the book!). So while I’m not going to teach you the latest TikTok trend or how to hack the algorithm (which is essentially the online business world’s version of diet culture—neverending because it doesn’t work), I will teach you how to build a viable, sustainable business online that doesn’t require twerking, lip-synching, or being glued to your phone 24-7.


Maybe your road to entrepreneurship hasn’t been smooth either. Maybe you want to learn from someone who’s built a successful business and has been through some shit. That I can help you with. Whether you’ve already hit a few of life’s speed bumps or you will in the future (because, life), you can build a business that enables you to navigate life’s rough waters. Plus, that business will run a whole lot smoother between the speed bumps, too. Throughout this book, I will share parts of my own story, as well as a few stories from my colleagues, to demonstrate that life’s challenges don’t just make us stronger; they make our businesses stronger, too.















CHAPTER 1



Goodbye, Briefcase


But… you don’t even have a briefcase.” My dad was confused and skeptical when I told him I was leaving my corporate lawyer career behind to start my own online health coaching business. “I don’t need a briefcase,” I said, waving my MacBook in the air. “I’ve got this!” In my dad’s mind, and in many like his, “real” businesses require briefcases, not laptops and an Instagram account. “But how will your clients know you’re… professional?” Dad asked. Imagine how surprised he was to find out that I—like my clients—wore hoodies and leggings (hey, it was 2016—leggings were the fashionable go-to uniform) in our video meetings, not suits. “Plus,” I said as I rolled my eyes, “they can’t even see your pants anyway.”


Looking back now, I should have known that if my own dad didn’t get what I was setting out to do with my business, other people wouldn’t either. It wasn’t his fault, though. The term “online business” was still relatively new at the time. Just when we had gotten used to bloggers being a thing, the rise of Instagram (and later TikTok) brought us influencers, coaches, and creators. Early on, anytime you told someone you had an “online business” and there was no physical storefront they could see or visit, they would scrunch their eyes and say, “So, basically you’re an influencer?!” (Influencers and bloggers have completely valid and difficult careers, by the way. They are significantly different from business owners, however, because they sell or promote other people’s products and don’t usually sell their own.) These days, any business that maintains an online storefront can be considered an online business. For our purposes, the industry I’m referring to specifically, and the one that my dad was most confused about back then, involves the increasingly popular primarily or exclusively virtual service-based businesses, like coaching, consulting, and online courses and education. There are also online related services such as copywriting and website design, as well as e-commerce entrepreneurs who sell physical goods like handmade items or artwork through online storefronts. These types of businesses use social media, email lists, websites, and other online marketing channels (e.g., YouTube, podcasts, blogging, digital ads, SEO, etc.) to build an online presence, audience, and subsequently—revenue. Instead of selling widgets or baked goods to customers just in their local community, these online businesses sell digital and physical products to people all over the world.


These types of online businesses are growing rapidly and have been for years. In 2023, the online coaching industry alone generated more than $4.564 billion in revenue, which represents a 60 percent increase from 2019.1 There are an estimated 109,000 coaches online worldwide;2 however, this figure seems ridiculously low. The number of actual coaches is likely hard to quantify because anyone can call themselves a “coach,” and there’s no one governing body or registration. A search on LinkedIn for anyone with the term “coach” in their job title in the United States yields over 453,000 results. The Instagram hashtag #onlinecoach has generated more than 3.9 million posts, while the hashtag #onlinebusiness has generated 13.5 million.3 Given these large numbers and the opportunities available to you online, why not strike out on your own? Before you start down the path, let me share a bit about my own journey to online entrepreneurship.


THE EXIT AND REENTRY


The pain in my neck just wouldn’t quit, so I finally gave in and made an appointment with Kramer,4 or as my mom called him, “the torture doctor. But, like, the good kind of torture.” With my shoulders hiked up by my ears and my hands tightly balled into fists, I slumped into Kramer’s office for a bodywork session.


“I saw that you’re coming in today to help you manage your stress. What seems to be causing you so much stress, do you think?” he asked.


“My job is so stressful,” I said. “I’m a lawyer and it’s just awful. I hate it so much…” I went on and on, telling him my “sob story” of how I was “forced” to go to my awful work to do my awful job for my awful boss every day.


“Mmm, well. It’s your choice!” Kramer smirked.


MY CHOICE?! My indignant, entitled insides were raging. “How is this my choice? My boss is a jerk. The work is stupid. They’re abusive! No one should have to work in such an awful, negative environment!” Looking back, I cringe at how I said “have to.”


Kramer kept his smirk and got to work on my tightly wound shoulders. At the time, I thought he was just another example of someone who didn’t get it. Who didn’t get me. But it turns out, Kramer was right all along.


My exit from the law was made less with a bang, and more like repeatedly stubbing the same toe on the same door over and over, without learning the lesson of not walking into the door anymore. I wish I could tell you there was a honeymoon period where I really loved being a lawyer and that one day we simply fell out of love. In reality, the honeymoon ended the day I got “married” to the law.


With my cheap black leather Aldo heels digging into the backs of my feet, I hobbled into my interior, windowless office on the twenty-something floor of a Philadelphia skyscraper to start my first year as an associate at a fancy law firm. As I sank into my new leather office chair and put my Phillies bobblehead on my L-shaped desk, I felt overwhelmed by dread and regret. It was the first time in years, or possibly my entire life, I wasn’t running toward something. In the past, I’d always been focused on achieving something—volleyball wins, college acceptance, law school, passing the bar exam, getting the job. In between all of that, I was trying to survive my mom’s dissociative episodes and psychotic breakdowns and manage the near constant flashbacks and fear of her committing suicide. I pushed and pushed and pushed, without ever slowing down to take a look around and see where I was headed. I hadn’t even gotten the bar exam results back yet, and I already didn’t want to be a lawyer. (Typically, you start working at a law firm before you get your bar exam results back. If you don’t pass, you either lose your job or the firm gives you time to retest and try again.) With six figures’ worth of student loans coming due any day, I felt the weight of my choices pressing down hard. Not to mention, what would everyone think if I didn’t follow through with my lawyer path? My dad had told everyone from his favorite ShopRite cashier to my middle school math teacher that I became a lawyer. Wouldn’t I be letting everyone down if I walked away from something they were so proud of me for? Did it matter if I was ever proud of myself for it? “I can’t walk away,” I thought. “I am trapped.” Victim mode: activated. Needless to say, I wanted out of the law from the moment my tuchus hit the cheap, cold leather chair. I’d hide in the bathroom and cry, interrupted by my secretary letting me know that the senior partner I worked for needed me for the fifteenth time that day. Working at a law firm felt like my home life growing up. One minute I’d get praise for turning in a fantastic brief or motion, only to accidentally step on an unknown, invisible land mine and get berated and insulted. I never knew what I was walking into when I came to work each day. And just like I had to as a child, I kept it all a secret because the competitive, cutthroat nature of (some) law firms doesn’t lend itself to speaking up. Especially as a woman—I was just “lucky to be there.” You just had to deal with it. But, stuck as I felt I was, I spent the next several years trying to find my way as an attorney in different law firms. I thought if I just had a different boss, or worked on different types of cases, I’d be happy as a lawyer. No matter what I tried, though, nothing felt like what I was looking for. Every time another firm/boss/area of law didn’t work out “for me,” it was their fault. I acted like I had been punished with a life sentence as a lawyer (honestly though, that could be a thing). I joined complaint sessions with my colleagues where we griped about everything from our pay to our bosses to the perks (or the lack thereof). With time, I began to take notice of the whiny tone in my voice. This was months before the plane incident. I still had a few lessons to learn before I’d be jolted to make a change.



My First Misfire


As little whispers in my gut began to say, “I think I don’t want to be a lawyer anymore…,” I started exploring more of my personal hobbies, like cooking and fitness. I’d sweat away the stress of my job at the gym every day, and on Sunday I’d spend hours prepping food to take to the office. Even though I made fairly healthy food, I ate beyond fullness to dull the pain of my choices that led me to being a lawyer and how trapped and hopeless I felt. I used my lunch break to take a quick walk, even though I was routinely chastised for doing so—some higher-up people thought taking this kind of break made me look lazy.


In between settling cases, arguing motions in court, and writing endless numbers of briefs, I realized I didn’t want to be my colleagues when I “grew up.” While I’m glad there are so many incredible, smart, talented lawyers in the world, I could feel in the deepest part of my being that I wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t sure who I was, exactly, or whom I was meant to help with what. I just knew that the practice of law wasn’t it. If you’ve found your way to this book, you also may have felt that you were supposed to be doing something different, but you didn’t know exactly what “different” was. I felt that to my core.


When I realized I didn’t want to spend my entire life being a lawyer, I had to come to terms with what that meant for the identity I’d crafted for myself and that had been crafted for me by others. It’s possible to allow something we don’t enjoy to become our entire life or identity. When you’ve set out to achieve something specific, or you’ve had your heart or mind set on a certain life path, it is incredibly difficult, and brave, to choose a different path. People may doubt your choice, or even feel threatened by your bravery to live a life in alignment with your values. They will project their own fears onto you about how “risky” your choices and changes seem to them. They might say, “But I thought you loved [insert your job here]!” If you’re as good at hiding your pain as I was, even those closest to you might not know how deeply you crave change. They might not know how badly you need change, or how afraid you are to take the first step. These early realizations began to fissure the life I thought I’d wanted, creating cracks in my perfectly planned fast track to independence. Eventually, those cracks would expand and break my life wide open, but I didn’t know how to fix the resulting damage.


I believe that when you feel stuck, taking some messy, unplanned action, no matter how small, is the best place to start. After talking to anyone who would listen about food, I started my food blog, called Barrister’s Beet, in 2024. On it, I posted grainy, dark photographs of my embarrassingly simple recipes for busy professionals. I still remember bursting out of my office to tell my favorite secretary, Colleen, that I’d gotten my first comment on a steel-cut oatmeal recipe—“from a stranger on the internet!” I squealed as we jumped around in celebration.


Starting a food blog taught me my very first business lesson, one I’ll repeat a few times for you: Your hobbies don’t have to become your career. While I love food and cooking in my personal life, maintaining Barrister’s Beet made me realize food blogging wasn’t what I wanted to do as a career. This experimentation phase is perfectly normal. Hardly anyone I know in the online business space is doing today exactly what they started out doing. It’s common for new entrepreneurs to begin by making their hobby or life’s passion their job. It happens so often because we see others becoming successful doing things we also are passionate about on social media. I’m not here to encourage you to start a business you hate—quite the opposite (in chapter 3, I’ll walk you through my strategy of how to build an in-demand business that you actually like). If you love what you do, fantastic! I do too. But turning your hobby into your livelihood isn’t always the best move. It’s only natural to seek out something completely different if you’re currently in a job you hate. But turning a passion into a business, or trying to, can suck out the passion you had for it, too.


All experiences you have in life, good or bad, end up helping you in some way. My fledgling food blog gave me a taste of an entirely new-to-me world, one filled with people exploring their interests in food, fitness, health, cooking, and everything in between. I got a taste of the online business and creator world, too. My logical, type A mind was blown when I saw how creative online business owners were on social media. I watched as they talked about “search engine optimization” and “funnels”—things that sounded like a far cry from the briefs and motions world I was embroiled in. Little did I know, that was the spark that would light a raging fire.


I wanted to be a food blogger because I’d watched so many of my favorite bloggers gain notoriety and live seemingly exciting lives. In reality, being a successful food blogger is a lot of freaking work. Looking back, I wanted to be a food blogger only if I could be one of the top food bloggers. The problem was, I wasn’t willing to do any of the things required to actually become successful at it. That’s a good way to tell if you really want to do something, or if you just want the outcome of something that looks good. It’s okay to dream, but it’s important to recognize the difference between dreams and what you’re willing to sacrifice and persevere in working toward. Today, I love what I do and I love my business. But my business is not my passion; it’s my job, one that allows me to chase my actual passions (like cooking, traveling, and working out) outside of my day-to-day work.


It’s okay for your business to be your job. Jobs don’t have to suck. We’ll talk about this in more depth, but for now, know that this is an important distinction for your sanity and your boundaries. As your business grows, it is important to maintain hobbies and passions you don’t get paid for and that no one in your audience ever sees. Make sure you do things that have nothing to do with your business, and that won’t bring you likes, followers, or subscribers. I’d be willing to bet it will make you a better entrepreneur in the long run, too.


The Cheeseburger to Freedom


Okay, so food blogging was not going to be my thing. Continuing as a lawyer was certainly not the future I saw for myself either. But I still wanted to build a business, and I wanted that business to have something to do with food. That’s when I saw the health coaching industry taking off online. I signed up for a six-week online course and couldn’t believe that in such a short time, I earned a certificate that not only labeled me as a “certified health coach” (“certified” has a different meaning now than it did in 2016), but that equipped me to guide others on their health and wellness journeys. Still working full-time as an attorney, I got my health coaching business and website up and running on nights and weekends. I started sharing about my new side hustle with friends and family. Almost immediately, a friend reached out asking for health coaching services. And just like that—I had my first paying client. They referred me to a friend who became my second client. And then a small business purchased my first online course for all their employees. All along my journey from Barrister’s Beet to my health coaching business, I kept my job at the firm, saved cash, and cut down on my expenses. But as the coaching business grew, and after that nightmare flight from Amsterdam, I decided to pull the plug from corporate lawyer life. I wanted to go all in on being a health coach and entrepreneur. I crafted a plan to leave, making sure my husband and I had enough in savings to cover my start-up costs and our household and personal expenses (we’ll discuss financial planning in more detail in chapter 4).


When I finally mustered up the courage to tell my boss I was leaving, my secretary nearly had to shove me inside his office to tell him the news.


“I’m putting in my notice to leave the firm. I’m going to start my own health coaching business,” I said as sweat coated my upper lip. His reaction was completely different than I expected. I couldn’t believe how happy he was for me. He not only congratulated me, but he told me he’d do anything he could to help me build my new business.


I hurried back to my office next door to his, imagining for the first time my life outside of those depressing four walls. I couldn’t believe how well my boss had received the news that I was leaving, which was why it hurt so badly when just five minutes later I overheard that same “encouraging” boss tell another colleague, “Did you hear the news? Sam’s leaving us to go teach fat people not to eat cheeseburgers.” Cue: evil lawyer laughter that you think only happens in movies. I’m not sure what hurt most: the mocking laughter, the fat phobia, or the fact that he played straight into what are normal human worries when deciding whether to take a big life leap. What will people think of me? Will I be taken seriously? Mocked? Judged for leaving the “serious, safe, and legitimate” corporate world for something less widely recognized and accepted? Maybe you’ve felt that way, too. Like the weight of the world—or even of your family members’ and friends’ eyes—on you was so heavy and scary that it felt safer to stay where you were, no matter how miserable it made you feel. But how long can you choose everyone else’s comfort and happiness over your own? How long do you stay committed to a path you set out to take only because you’re embarassed or ashamed of having to admit it was the wrong one? At some point, you break and you don’t really have a choice.


As much as that cheeseburger moment still stings, I owe everything I’ve accomplished thus far to it. His words have been in my head at every difficult business turn. I’ve imagined guys like him in my mind every time I get messages from people telling me how miserable they are in their jobs. As I sit here eight years later and see the ripple effect of how my eventual legal business has helped so many entrepreneurs legally establish and grow their own businesses—businesses that offer services and sell products that help other people—I smile to myself, thinking of him. And every time I’ve reached some new peak in my business or accomplished something I set my mind to, I thank him for being the catalyst that set me free from any regret. Sometimes life’s most painful moments are the fuel you need to take action.


PIVOT


I lasted as a health coach for only about a year, but not for the reason you might think. Looking back, I see how naive and inexperienced I was when I left the law to start that business. I think almost everyone who’s ever worked a corporate job has thought they could run the place much better than the higher-ups—without ever having been in their shoes. Getting a coaching certification in six weeks online was not enough to qualify me to help people navigate their own health, let alone to run an online business. What was even more surprising to me then was the fact that I didn’t even need that online certificate. I could have called myself a “health coach” anytime I wanted. Truthfully, there was nothing legally stopping me, at that time, from calling myself “certified,” even if I wasn’t. The online coaching industry was and still is highly unregulated. I learned more during my year as a health coach about what was actually going on online than I did about the art of coaching. Having now worked with incredible coaches myself, coaching is a very difficult skill that takes time, dedication, and education to effectuate actual change and impact. At the time, there were many uncredentialed, inexperienced people jumping into the online space at an alarming rate, and many more starting coaching businesses and labeling themselves an expert, healer, or guru overnight. Though I tried to stay clearly within the scope of practice boundaries of what a “coach” could do, that’s not what I saw happening around me. I stepped back and questioned what I was really trying to become a part of. Did I want to add to what I saw as a growing problem? Was there something I could do to help this new industry be better than I found it? Coupled with the same whispers in my gut saying, “I don’t think this is quite it either…,” I started to see potential in a new business idea I had. And shockingly, it was a legal one.


The idea to start an online business catering to the legal needs of online business owners wasn’t spontaneously my own—it was inadvertently sparked by demand (which we’ll talk more about in chapter 3). Since the online space was so new and evolving so quickly, and few attorneys had started businesses catering to it (and even fewer practicing attorneys even knew it existed), online business owners didn’t know where to turn to find answers to their legal questions. Even though, in the thick of health coaching, I rarely mentioned my former lawyer status, and I certainly wasn’t offering legal services or products, I couldn’t stop the flood of (very good) questions I received from people all around the world, seeking legal information about their new or existing online businesses:




• Do I need to form an LLC?


• What kind of business insurance do I need?


• What do I do if someone sues me?


• What kind of contract do I need for this type of service or product?





While I wasn’t exactly sure why they were asking me, specifically, I leaned into my favorite word—curiosity—which led me to wonder why this type of information wasn’t available elsewhere. What hole was there in the market, if any? It didn’t take long to find it.


Honestly, when the idea for my current business came to me, I was a little taken aback. I thought I’d left everything to do with the law behind when I transitioned out of the firm. But one day, during an acupuncture appointment, I slipped into a dreamlike state. I saw something clearly in my mind’s eye: A series of doors flying open—Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! One after another, each door flew open, revealing the possibilities that awaited me if I pursued this new legal templates business idea I’d had. Days later, I began putting the pieces together. I registered it as an LLC, got business insurance, set up a business bank account (with $100 cash, nearly all I had left in my health coaching business account), and started building my own website. Within days of setting up my website, hitting “publish” on my ten SEO-optimized blog posts, and putting my legal contract templates up for sale, I sold my first legal template for $347 to a random person who found my website through Google. I knew if I could make one sale that way, I could get others. So, I doubled down, shut down the health coaching business, and gave the legal business all of my love and attention. In the first month, I generated nearly $5,000 in gross revenue—more than I had in any month as a health coach. Although I felt like I was failing yet again by closing down my health coaching business, I knew this pivot was the right move. Who said your first pivot has to be your last? Without my first pivot to become a health coach, I never would have discovered the pivot I was about to make. With self-permission to not give a crap what anyone thought about me or my pivots, I was off to the races as a lawyer-turned-entrepreneur selling legal templates and helping entrepreneurs learn the legal side of online business.



Failing Forward


If you asked me then, I would have told you my health coaching business was an epic failure. All in all, my wellness business lasted nearly a year from start-up to shutdown before I shifted to my current legal templates business. But looking back, I am so appreciative for what I learned from my first “failed” business. Without it, my legal business would never have become the multi-seven-figure company it is now. There are (at least) two lessons you can take away from my journey to make your business-building experience smoother than mine:


First, you have to know that failure, at some level, is part of entrepreneurship. My failed experience with my health coaching business was not unique in many ways. More than 20 percent of businesses fail within their first year, with 30 percent shuttered by the end of year two.5 Even if your business doesn’t fail completely, you may stumble, fall, and need to get back up again in the early days of entrepreneurship. When I started my health coaching business, I made a lot of what I now know were mistakes. At the time, I was experimenting to see what worked—which was exactly what I should have been doing. Some of those “mistakes” included:




• spending too much time, money, and energy to craft the perfect website, without ever focusing on my messaging, SEO, copy, or client avatar;


• focusing too heavily on social media instead of longer-form, searchable, and optimized content on a “discovery” platform like YouTube or a blog;


• mimicking what I saw being done, said, and sold online around me, instead of finding my own unique voice, niche, and product;


• selling too many products at wildly different price points; and


• being unclear about who my ideal customer was and what kind of product they wanted (rather than what I thought they should want).





If you’ve started your own business, you’re familiar with these mistakes—and plenty of others like them—as well. If you haven’t started a business yet, I want you to know about these common pitfalls now so you don’t feel any shame or sense of failure if you encounter these mistakes, too. There are inevitable speed bumps on the way to success—no matter how far away success might be or seem right now. The only thing worse than feeling like a failure is feeling like you’re the only one failing. And you’re certainly not the only one, my friend. At least not here, anyway.


You might hope you’ll never make a mistake along your business journey. Or you might even be holding back on taking any steps toward starting or growing your business because you’re so afraid to make one. But it’s best to make mistakes on a lower-stakes venture or early on in your business when the stakes themselves are lower. Missteps are inevitable. Being open enough to notice them, pivot, and update for the next iteration is a mark of a good businessperson. The best and only way to benefit from mistakes is to commit to being open to learning from them. Every time I make a mistake, which still happens often, I try to be as curious as possible about where it came from, how it happened, what I can learn from it, and what I can do differently moving forward. Learning and evolving are, in my humble opinion, some of the coolest parts of the job—and you should quickly get comfortable with them. My job is to help you avoid some of the mistakes that can be the most costly, painful, and business-deadly so you can instead focus on your business and its future growth.


Another important lesson: Most of your past experiences, failures or not, will become the greatest assets in your life and business. Starting a different business before my current one gave me a dry run at starting and growing an online business. My prior business “failure” directly contributed to the nearly immediate success I had when I pivoted to my legal business. By the time I got my legal business up and running in 2017, I was able to move quickly and more efficiently because of what I learned from my experience and mistakes with my first. Without them, my legal business might have been a failure, too.


Of course, you don’t have to start a business and fail at it before you start a successful one. The point is that the business you set out to create might look different in the future. You might set out to do things one way, and end up doing them in a completely different way. This is not a bad thing. But as you embark on this journey, it is important for you to know that if failure does happen, it’s okay. And maybe for you it wasn’t a failed business or a grainy-photo food blog—maybe it was your career, relationship, product, or education that you now think of as a “failure.” I hope to convince you that it was anything but. Everything you’ve been through so far has prepared you for where you are now and what’s to come. And if any of it hadn’t happened, you wouldn’t be here today. So, as you’re hurtling through current and past challenges in your life, please have the faith and the strength to know it is all going to be part of your story one day. It might help to remember this: The stories and experiences you’ve collected over the years are going to be a gold mine when it comes to creating content.



TRANSITIONS


Throughout this book, I’ll not only share my story to guide you toward your entrepreneurial dreams, but we’ll spend some time with other folks and their unique businesses, backgrounds, and experiences. We’ll start with Christina (Chris). Chris took her dream-on-paper advertising job in Silicon Valley and thought she had made it. When it turned out the job wasn’t at all what she wanted, she felt crushed. Chris realized that she’d put entirely too much pressure on her career to be the thing that fulfilled her. She also realized she had taken the job only because she didn’t know what she really wanted to do, was sick of living in the in-between, and settled on picking something that looked “successful” on paper.


In 2017, Chris left her job in advertising to start her own online career coaching business. Her business generates over six figures in revenue per year, and she has helped more than three hundred people from all over the world find a career path they love. Better yet, Chris works twenty or so hours per week, does her Costco runs midday, and gets to spend loads of flextime with her two beautiful young children.


If most people were offered Chris’s life on paper, they’d take it. Yet the traditional business world treats Chris’s type of business as less legitimate or labels it a “lifestyle brand.” This is a lesson that you can build a business that you love and that supports a life you love even more than your job title—it doesn’t matter what anyone calls it or labels it as. It’s more about living your life and figuring out how your business fits into it. Not the other way around.


With this in mind, consider this: What is inspiring you to build your business? Around the world, many people have spent the last few years collectively questioning their career choices and paths forward in life. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, those privileged to have jobs that could easily convert to work-from-home status were compelled to reevaluate their priorities.


Our parents’ generation worked, for the most part, at the same job, for the same company, for the majority of their careers. They felt loyal to their employers, bosses, and coworkers, but there’s been a generational shift. We don’t feel the same sense of loyalty to the entities that sign our paychecks. Employers no longer offer much in the way of job security and safety, which has created a workplace culture that is not built on mutual benefit. But is this reason enough to start your own business? It’s important to get clear on what you want and why before taking the first step.


The pandemic might have inspired some to make a change in their employment status, but for many, that choice was made for them. Pandemic aside, we exist in a nation of mass layoffs, corporate bankruptcies, and company collapses that have left people asking “What now?” for the first time in years. Whether someone’s job change was by choice or not, this significant shift in the job market was the catalyst that led to a lot of people investigating what it would be like to start their own business instead of working for someone else. People realized their jobs, once thought to be as stable as bedrock, were in reality more like a volcano, ready to burst and disrupt their lives at any moment. Which is what Chris felt. It’s what I felt. Perhaps it’s what you feel, and it’s become your why, too.


Embracing the Catalyst


As someone who had a thriving business before a world-changing pandemic hit us in 2020, I can tell you that the online business world was already exploding when COVID-19 came to American shores. In my own company, we were already flooded daily with inquiries from starry-eyed entrepreneurs who were ready to start online businesses. They especially wanted to start something flexible and virtual so they could chase time, money, location, and career freedom. Sometimes you need a major shake-up—like a pandemic—to show you how off course you’ve gotten. It encourages you to take a step back, reevaluate, and figure out what direction you actually want your life to go in. As the online business industry has grown and welcomed more entrepreneurs in the past decade, there have been more potential customers to draw upon, too. As many people look for alternatives to traditional medicine, law, finance, dating, self-care, career, therapy, and other services, coaches and virtual providers often fit the unique needs of people looking for help outside of the traditional pathways. And as online tools and software have made it even easier to start a website, set up an e-commerce shop, and sell products, makers, artists, and shop owners have been able to move their businesses online, too.


Nicole,6 a dietitian, was sick and tired of waiting weeks to get into her ob-gyn while she was having difficulty conceiving. Even when she could get an appointment, she was given only minutes before she felt rushed out the door with few if any answers. Online, she found an endless supply of both credentialed and noncredentialed coaches offering IVF and infertility coaching services. She was able to get the one-on-one care and attention she was looking for from a licensed professional who offered coaching services, but who was located thousands of miles away from her home in Florida. Instead of in-office visits, she has weekly Zoom check-ins. And like many online coaches, her IVF specialist communicated with Nicole regularly about any issues that popped up along the way. It’s a level of hands-on service and support that’s not feasible in our current medical system, but one that can easily be found online. The nature of online businesses is now empowered—with access to a computer and a strong Wi-Fi connection, you can work with the best coaches and practitioners in the world.





Wait, Is That Legal?


We’ll talk about this in detail later on, but not all online services being offered are being done so legally. In many cases, people offering services online are doing so outside of their scope of practice. I’m not encouraging or condoning entrepreneurs who use online businesses to offer services they wouldn’t otherwise legally be allowed to offer. As we’ll discuss, there’s a right way and a wrong way to run your business. There are also easy ways to spot who’s acting outside of their scope of practice, which we’ll learn how to identify.


As you build your business, it’s important to understand the concept of scope of practice. This defines what you’re legally allowed to do and teach in your business based on the licensure and regulation of your area of practice in your state and in other states. For example, if you’re starting a health coaching business, it’s crucial that you don’t overstep the bounds of medical, therapeutic, or nutritional advice. If you’re teaching about money or finances, all the legal protection in the world won’t help you if you offer services, sell products, or give advice that only an accountant or a certified financial planner is allowed to give. Starting an online business is not a way to skirt the laws in your state or that apply to a certain practice area. The rumors suggesting that the online world is the “wild wild west” where anything goes? They aren’t true.





As you’ll read throughout this book, running an online business—or becoming the customer of one—isn’t a perfect panacea to solve all of life’s problems. Just like starting one didn’t solve all of mine. But it does offer entrepreneurs an incredible opportunity not only to change others’ lives, but their own, too. Starting your own business usually starts with an exit. Maybe it’s an exit from something that’s no longer working for you. Or an exit from an old way of doing things. My own exit was nothing pretty or smooth, but I discovered that there are many valuable lessons to be learned in the bumpiest parts of life.


GOING ONLINE


Starting now, and throughout the book, we’ll get down to business. First, let’s talk about why you might want to start or keep a business online, as opposed to opening a brick-and-mortar operation. If you already run an online business, some of these may be familiar to you:




• The start-up costs associated with an online business pale in comparison to the costs of opening a brick-and-mortar store or product-based business. You don’t need to rent a space, create or obtain inventory, purchase expensive equipment, or hire employees right away. Technically speaking, you don’t even need to start with a website (not my recommendation, but we’ll talk about that later).


• A virtual business may offer you time freedom or the flexibility of being able to do what you want, when you want to (or are able to). Maybe it’s the ability to earn a living while you care for a loved one, or take care of your family at home. Or maybe you’re more of a night owl than a morning person. As your own boss, you set the time that your work gets done.


• The potential customer base for an online business is limitless and has no geographic boundaries, whereas a brick-and-mortar business has to rely on local or foot traffic for its customer base.


• Virtual businesses rely primarily on social media and digital marketing (all of which we’ll discuss throughout this book). These tools are much more cost-effective than having to buy ad space in print, billboard, or other advertising media.





Whatever your reason is for having an online business, you probably sought it out because of the perceived ease of starting one (whether or not it’s actually that easy is something we’ll talk a lot about together throughout this book). The way most people teach it, you can start an online business by simply announcing you’re open for business over a social media post. While it may be how you can start one, we’ll talk about why growing it is not quite that simple and what you should do instead.


What’s Really Real?


As an online business owner, you might face two problems right away: a lack of awareness and judgment. Before I started my food blog and later stumbled into an online program to become a health coach, I had no clue what an “online business” was. Most people are still unaware this (giant) industry even exists. Heck, my brilliant husband still asks me, “There’s someone who does what?! And charges how much?!” Most of the world can wrap their minds around bakeries, clothing boutiques, and even e-commerce shops, but when you tell them you’re a coach who works with clients all over the world, that you’ve created an online course that sells millions in revenue, or that you’re a content creator who gets paid by brands and algorithms, they’ll stare at you like you’re a cowboy who just walked into a Brooklyn coffee shop.


In the grand scheme of business things, our industry is still new. But it’s important to keep your eye on the prize: building your business and finding your actual customers. We don’t need to convince Uncle Jerry that your new business venture is legitimate. If you’ve done your research and follow the steps we’ll talk about in chapter 3 to validate your business idea, then you should feel confident to explore on your own. The earlier you can let go of everyone else’s opinions about what you’re doing with your own life, the better. They might not ever validate or approve of your path, but you don’t need them to.


Beyond the familiarity issue, our industry faces a lot of internal and external criticism about not being as legitimate as a “real” business, like a gym or a coffeehouse. I see it in bro business circles all the time. “If your business isn’t raising capital or isn’t ‘sellable’—is it really a business?” they ask. There’s the sentiment that people in the online business industry want badly to be accepted and thought of as legitimate, yet some won’t take the steps necessary to legitimize (legally protect) their venture. I’m not sure who decided that a “legitimate” business makes a certain amount of revenue or must raise capital, but at least in this corner of the business world, I consider you to have a “real” business if you’ve registered it and you’re trying to sell something. From the outside, you’ll have a few snooty high school classmates stalking your social media pages, or a few lurkers on your email list forwarding your email to a friend because they think what you’re doing is “so self-promotional.” However, you never know when you will inspire other people in your life to make a radical change in their own. Early on in your business journey, it’s important to keep your head down and not give too much of your attention to either the naysayers or the bandwagoners. You’ll have to protect your time from people who aren’t in the arena with you, and also from those who are following closely in your footsteps. Of course, it’s nice to help others, and you should do as you’d like. But try to avoid getting caught up in helping others learn what you’re doing in real time, when you’re just trying to figure it out yourself. The early days of entrepreneurship are filled with distraction and lures—from people wanting to ride your coattails to people wasting your time on opportunities that don’t pan out. You don’t have to teach everything you learn to others—not now or ever. Should you want to, I’d recommend waiting until you have your business feet under you first. You also have to keep an eye out for people clinging to your progress. Like the time one of my law school classmates pretended to befriend me, only to join my then-private Facebook group so she could privately message each and every one of my thousands of group members to pitch her fat loss pills to them. As time goes on, you’ll lean into the confidence and comfort of what you’re doing on your own, without seeking the approval or understanding of anyone who’s not in the arena with you, as Brené Brown says.


While you may see lots of slimy marketing tactics and baseless advice online, I’m happy to tell you that you’ll meet many more good people along the way than bad. It’s all about whom and what you give your attention to, which is why I want you to protect yourself and your energy at the start. This is when we tend to be most vulnerable, when we’re the most desperate to make things work, but the least sure of how to do so.


Despite being sometimes misunderstood and judged, online business owners all over the world are building incredible businesses that provide them and their families opportunities, prosperity, and happiness. Are they building an Amazon-sized corporation? Likely not. But that’s not everyone’s goal. And that’s not what makes a business legitimate or worthwhile. There are so many ways to build your own unique business, on your own terms. And it’s not any less legitimate just because you run it virtually or don’t have a brick-and-mortar location. To me, that just makes it full of endless possibilities and low overhead.


Endless Options


Even within the online business industry, there are plenty of broad types of coaching or service-based businesses (health, career, life, mindset, business, money, fitness, travel, etc.) that offer personalized services, online courses, digital products, or have some sort of membership or group program option. You’ve also got creator businesses who rely on creating content for other brands as their main source of income, as well as product makers who run e-commerce shops off their websites or other e-commerce platforms, like Etsy. Whether you have a service- or product-based business, you can also make money from affiliate sales and sponsorships with your online business. There are also several what I call “sleeper” online businesses that are more specific and unique who are absolutely killing it. Take Richelle Fredson’s book coaching business. She had over fifteen years’ worth of experience as the director of Publicity and Book Marketing for a major publishing company before she left to start her own online business helping business owners become authors. Richelle uses her decades of professional experience to help aspiring authors write book proposals, navigate the agent/publisher process, and market their eventual books to the masses. Richelle is one of the most in-demand book coaches in the online business industry and she’s regularly helping to pull in six-figure book deals for her more established private clients. And like Chris, Richelle runs her business while also taking advantage of her schedule flexibility to spend time with her son and have impromptu date nights with her husband.


Don’t get me wrong, building an online business requires a lot of hard work. This is especially true in the first several years, when everything feels new, overwhelming, and hard. Your business might not take off as quickly as you want it too, either. After eight years, my business still requires an immense amount of work—I’ve just gotten more efficient at handling it, hired a great team to support me, and set up marketing systems that generate sales even when I’m far away from my desk. So when I talk about freedom and flexibility, it often comes after hard work and at a cost. When I take time off or take advantage of being able to do things in the middle of the workday, I’m usually doing so knowing I’ll have work to get to later on. There have been times, especially at the start, when I’ve found myself working more than I did as a lawyer. The difference now is that I reap what I sow, I can feel and see the impact I’m having, and I love what I do. So if attending the US Open on a Tuesday means writing on the weekends—I’ll take it.


Nearly every time I log on to social media or open my inbox, I see another online entrepreneur with a brilliant business idea. Don’t treat what you see online as a rubric of what’s possible for you, though. What you see are only examples. Great businesses are built in the spaces between other businesses or products. Spaces other people don’t even know about or haven’t seen yet. You might create a product or service that fills the gap people have been looking for. Those spaces are ripe for opportunity, and you can make that a possibility.


No, online businesses aren’t the businesses our parents built. They don’t require briefcases (sorry, Dad!). Or loads of capital or start-up funds. And that might not make them all sellable, IPO-worthy, or the size of Amazon (do we really need another Amazon, anyway?)—but they offer us opportunities and possibilities that no briefcase job could have ever offered us before. Now that we know we have changed, the world has changed, and the way we do business has changed, it’s time to roll up our sleeves and press “play” on the next chapter of our lives.




WHAT WE LEARNED




• The online business industry is booming and continues to grow. There are many opportunities to start your own business online, including those no one has thought of yet.


• If you’re unhappy with your current circumstances or career, it’s important to identify which parts of it are yours to own and change.


• If you’re worried about making a big career or life change, don’t put so much pressure on this being your “one big pivot.” Life is full of change. It keeps things interesting.


• You don’t need anyone’s approval to leave your career or start your own business. They might not understand what you’re setting off to do, but you’ll show them.


• Failures and disappointments are part of entrepreneurship. They will also be the greatest gifts when it comes to lessons learned and future content ideas.





WHAT’S TO COME




• We’ll discuss reasonable expectations of what a business will and won’t do for your life, including the mistaken belief that starting a business will bring you happiness.


• We’ll discuss reasonable expectations of how difficult your business journey may be.
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