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Lesson 1. Teaching: The 4-Box Business Model (15

minutes)

Most early operators don't have a business problem. They have a clarity problem.

Walk into a room of 100 founders pre-revenue and ask them, in one sentence, what their business

does and for whom. Maybe 5 can answer. The other 95 have a "thing" they're working on, but they

don't have a business yet. Not really. They have an idea looking for a shape.

The 4-Box Business Model is the smallest possible framework that forces shape onto a business

idea. Every operating business that ever generated revenue can be drawn on a single sheet of

paper using these four boxes. If yours can't, your problem isn't marketing or sales or product. It's

that the underlying business hasn't been defined yet.

The four boxes

Box 1. Customer. Not "small business owners." Not "entrepreneurs." A specific person in a

specific situation. Independent dental practices with 2 to 5 staff in suburban markets, owned by

the dentist, who haven't hired a practice manager yet. That's a customer. The test: if you walked

into a coffee shop, could you point to one and identify them in under 10 seconds? If not, you don't

have a customer. You have a market segment, which is not the same thing.

Box 2. Outcome they buy. Not "what you do." What's different in their life or business after they

work with you. People don't buy SEO services. They buy "more qualified leads showing up."

People don't buy bookkeeping. They buy "I can stop worrying about IRS audits." The outcome is

always something measurable and emotional. Both. If you can only describe the deliverable,

you're selling features. If you can describe the change, you're selling outcomes.

Box 3. Mechanism. How you deliver that outcome. Service, product, course, software, hybrid.

This is the thing your customer pays you for and the thing you actually have to make and deliver.

Most operators conflate Box 2 and Box 3 here. They think the mechanism IS the outcome. It isn't.

A course is not learning. A service is not the result. The mechanism is the means. The outcome is

the end.

Box 4. Money math. What does the customer pay, how often, and what does it cost you to

deliver? If you can't answer that in numbers, you're not running a business. You're running a

hobby with revenue. Unit economics is the difference between scalable and not.
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Why this kills more startups than competition

When boxes 1 and 2 don't match (wrong customer for the outcome you're delivering), marketing

falls flat and conversion rates are awful. When boxes 2 and 3 don't match (the mechanism doesn't

actually produce the outcome), you get refunds and churn. When boxes 3 and 4 don't match (you

can't deliver the mechanism at a margin), every sale loses money even if revenue grows.

Most early operators have at least one of these misalignments. The 4-Box model isn't a

brainstorm. It's a diagnostic. You fill it out and then look at each pair of adjacent boxes and ask: do

these match?

The 1-pager in Lesson 2 is how you actually do it.

Lesson 2. Tool: The Business Model Clarity 1-Pager

(printable)

Instructions: Print this. Fill it in by hand. Don't type it. Handwriting forces commitment in a way

typing doesn't.

Box 1. Customer

Who specifically buys from you? (One sentence, hyper-specific.)

→ _______

What situation are they in right now that creates the need? (What just happened to them?)

→ _______

How would you spot them in a crowd of 100 people? (One identifier.)

→ _______

Box 2. Outcome they buy

What's measurably different after they work with you? (Use numbers if you can.)

→ _______
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What's emotionally different? (How do they feel that they didn't before?)

→ _______

In their words, not yours, what's the result? (Quote your last customer if you can.)

→ _______

Box 3. Mechanism

How do you actually deliver that outcome? (One sentence: service, product, course, hybrid.)

→ _______

How long does it take to deliver, end-to-end?

→ _______

What's the minimum you need from them for it to work?

→ _______

Box 4. Money math

What does one customer pay you? (Per transaction or per month.)

→ $_______

What does it cost you to deliver to one customer? (Time, materials, tools.)

→ $_______

What's your unit margin? (Box 4 line 1 minus Box 4 line 2.)

→ $_______

How many do you need per month to hit your income goal? (Be honest about the goal.)

→ _______

Notebook of a COO · notebookofacoo.com 4



The pressure test (the most important part)

Look at the boxes adjacent to each other. Be honest.

Box 1 ↔ Box 2: Does the customer in Box 1 actually need the outcome in Box 2? Or are you

guessing? Yes / No / Guessing

Box 2 ↔ Box 3: Does your mechanism in Box 3 reliably produce the outcome in Box 2? Or have

you sold an outcome you can't always deliver? Yes / No / Sometimes

Box 3 ↔ Box 4: Can you deliver Box 3 at the price in Box 4 and still have a healthy margin? Yes /

No / Not sure

If any answer is "no," "guessing," "sometimes," or "not sure," that's where your business breaks.

Fix that one first. Don't move on until it's a clean "yes."

Lesson 3. Tool: The Customer Reality Check

(worksheet)

Answer all 10 in writing. Not in your head. Writing forces real answers. Thinking lets you fudge.

Name one specific person who has paid you for this. If you can't name a person, you don't

have customer evidence yet.

When did they pay you, and how much? Recent (last 30 days) or old? Full price or

discounted? Friend rate or stranger rate?

Why did they buy from you specifically, not a competitor? If the answer is "they know me"

or "they were doing me a favor," that's not a signal. That's a relationship sale.

What did they say when they bought? Their exact words if you can remember. Customer

language matters more than your marketing copy.

Did they get the outcome they expected? Yes or no. Not "I think so." Did you actually

check? If you didn't, do it now: text them and ask.

Would they refer you? Have they? If you've delivered the outcome and they haven't referred

anyone, the outcome may not be valuable enough to talk about.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 
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Are there 100 more people like them? Or is your customer one-of-a-kind? You need a

market, not an anecdote.

What's the cheapest, fastest way to find 10 more of them? Not "marketing." A specific

channel, specific message, specific ask.

What would have to be true for you to be paid 3x as much by this same person? This

question reveals whether you're underpriced (most early operators are) or whether the value

really maxes out at your current rate.

If you woke up tomorrow and your customer didn't exist anymore, would your business

work? If your business depends on one client, segment, or person, you don't have a business

yet. You have a contract.

Scoring (be honest):

8 to 10 clean answers: you have product-market fit. Focus on volume.

5 to 7 clean answers: you have a real concept. Pressure-test pricing and channels.

0 to 4 clean answers: you don't have validated customers yet. Stop scaling. Start interviewing.

Lesson 4. Tool: The Pricing Floor Calculator

Most early operators underprice by 40 to 60 percent. This kills the business in slow motion. Here's

how to figure out where your floor is, the absolute minimum you should charge.

Step 1. Your monthly income goal

What do you need to take home per month, after taxes, to make this worth doing?

→ $_______ per month (target take-home)

Multiply by 1.5 to cover taxes and self-employment costs.

→ $_______ per month (gross revenue target)

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

• 

• 

• 
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Step 2. Your monthly capacity

How many customers can you realistically deliver to per month, given your current setup, without

burning out? Be honest. If you say 20 but you've never done more than 8, the answer is 8.

→ _______ customers per month (max capacity)

Step 3. Your pricing floor

Divide gross revenue target by max capacity.

→ $_______ per customer

This is the lowest you should ever charge. Below this, even at 100% capacity, you can't hit

your income goal.

Step 4. Reality check

Look at what you're charging today versus the floor.

At or above floor: good, focus on volume.

0 to 20% below floor: small price increase, no panic.

20 to 50% below floor: significant pricing reset needed. Probably means re-segmenting

customers.

50%+ below floor: you're running a charity. Stop. Reposition.

Step 5. The price increase test

Take whatever your floor is. Add 25%. Pitch your next prospect at that number. If they say yes,

your real floor is higher than you thought. If they balk, ask why. Most balks are not about price.

They're about clarity (back to Box 1 and 2).

Lesson 5. Tool: Your 14-Day Foundation Plan

Day-by-day. Don't skip. Most foundation work fails because operators try to do all of it in one

inspired weekend and then never look at it again.

Day 1. Print the 1-pager. Fill out Boxes 1 and 2 only. Don't move on.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Day 2. Send your draft Boxes 1 and 2 to one paying customer (or one prospect who almost

bought). Ask: "Does this describe what you bought or why you were interested?" Write down their

answer verbatim.

Day 3. Rewrite Boxes 1 and 2 based on their answer. Don't argue with the customer. Adjust the

boxes.

Day 4. Fill out Box 3 (Mechanism). Be brutally honest about what you actually deliver, not what

you wish you delivered.

Day 5. Fill out Box 4 (Money math). Real numbers, not aspirational. Margin matters more than

revenue.

Day 6. Run the pressure test (the final section of the 1-pager). Identify the weakest box-pair.

Day 7. Rest. Look at the 1-pager once. Don't change anything yet.

Day 8. Take the Customer Reality Check (Lesson 3). All 10 questions. Score yourself.

Day 9. Pick the lowest-scoring question from the CRC. Spend the day fixing just that one thing.

Day 10. Take the Pricing Floor Calculator (Lesson 4). Compare your current price to the floor.

Day 11. If you're below floor, draft a new pricing structure. Don't roll it out yet. Just draft it.

Day 12. Test the new price on ONE prospect (not an existing customer). Watch the reaction.

Day 13. Update Boxes 3 and 4 based on the new pricing test.

Day 14. Read the full 1-pager out loud, top to bottom. If anything sounds like marketing copy or

wishful thinking, rewrite it. The 1-pager should sound like a true statement of how your business

works, not a pitch.

End of Day 14 you'll have a defined customer, a clear outcome, a pressure-tested mechanism,

real unit economics, and a price that supports your income goal. That is the foundation.

Everything else gets built on top of it.

Lesson 6. What's Next

You've just done what 95 out of 100 early operators never do. You defined your business model

with rigor. The foundation is built.
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Here's the honest truth about what comes next.

Most of what I write about (operating systems, fractional COO work, embedded leadership) is built

for operators at $500k to $5M in revenue. Foundation Builders aren't there yet. That's fine. You're

earlier in the journey, and the most useful thing you can do right now is execute the 14-day plan

above, get real customers, get real revenue, and prove the model on the ground.

So here's the plan for the next 90 days.

Work the 14-day plan. Then run it again. The 1-pager and the Customer Reality Check are not

one-time exercises. They're rhythm tools. Pull them out every 30 days and check whether

anything has changed.

Stay on the list. I send one email a week with operator frameworks, war stories, and tactical

breakdowns. Most of it works at every stage. You don't have to do anything. Just read.

Re-take the Operator Readiness Assessment in 90 days. If you've moved out of Foundation

Builder into Stuck Operator or Scale Ready territory, the next set of tools changes. The

assessment will route you there.

When you're consistently at $500k+ in revenue and operations are starting to bend under the

weight, that's the moment to look at fractional COO support. Not before. Hiring exec-level help

too early is one of the most common ways early-stage operators burn cash. You'll know when

you're there.

Re-take the assessment in 90 days

If you want to talk through anything in this guide, hit reply on any of my emails. I read everything.

JT

Founder, Notebook of a COO

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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