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QUESTION

How would someone smart like Elon Musk or Jeff Bezos handle this

situation and turn it into a profitable company? You can use one or the

other, a mixture of both, or suggest your own role model.

ANSWER

The most useful version isn’t “what would Elon do” cosplay — it’s which of

their actual operating models cut straight to your situation. Transplanted

whole, either would kill a business this fragile: Musk burns capital and fails

fast (you can’t — one client is 80% of revenue). Bezos ignored profit for

two decades (you can’t — the profit is your income). Take one sharp tool

from each, then a role model who genuinely fits.
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Don’t copy billionaires wholesale. Extract the one discipline from each that maps

to a fragile, founder-dependent agency sitting on a half-built product.

Bezos — iBrain Is Your AWS

Jeff Bezos
Tool to steal: working backwards

Forget most of the folklore. The single most relevant thing Bezos ever did: Amazon built

internal infrastructure to run its own operations, then realized that infrastructure was

worth more than the retail business it was built for. That became AWS — now the profit

engine of the entire company.

You have already done the first half. iBrain is your AWS. You built it to run iHouseDesign,

you use it daily, it works. Bezos would not call iBrain a “side project.” He’d look at your

company and say: the agency is retail, iBrain is AWS, and you’re pouring all your energy

into retail.

The Bezos discipline to steal is working backwards — before building another feature,

write the customer-facing iBrain one-pager and a mock press release as if it already

shipped. If you can’t write a compelling one, you don’t understand the product yet. If you

can, you’ve found the company.

Musk — Delete Before You Automate
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Elon Musk
Tool to steal: the five-step algorithm (especially step 2)

Musk’s real algorithm has five steps and the order is the whole point: question every

requirement, then delete the part or process, then simplify, then accelerate, then — last

— automate. Most people automate and optimize things that should have been deleted.

iHouseDesign’s reflex is the exact opposite of step two. The instinct here is to add —

another SOP, another tool, another half-built intelligence system (OQE, a knowledge

graph, “cognitive terrain,” three different “semantic” subsystems). Six service lines for

one client. Nineteen databases.

Musk would walk in and delete: cut service lines, cut the messy clients, cut the half-

finished systems down to the one that ships, cut wrong-fit people fast. Your own

constraint document already says aggression can’t be trained and building process

around underperformers is procrastination — that is the Musk principle. Before you

systematize the agency, shrink its surface area.

37signals — The Role Model That Fits

37signals
Proof the path works under your constraints

Skip the billionaires for a moment. In the early 2000s a small web-design agency called

37signals — a handful of people doing client work, exactly your size and model — built a

little internal tool to manage their own client projects. They noticed the tool was worth

more than the consulting. They turned it into Basecamp, and over a few years they fired

their own consulting clients and became a pure software company: bootstrapped, tiny,

extremely profitable, no investors, no scale obsession.
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That is your situation almost line for line — a design agency sitting on an internal tool

that could be the company. 37signals is the proof the path works, and they did it under

your constraints: no capital, small team, profitable the whole way.

What they’d tell you: the agency is not your future — it’s your funding. And the part

that will sting: eventually you shrink the agency, you don’t grow it.

The Outside-the-Box Reframe

Here’s the thing underneath all three: you are optimizing the wrong company. Every

question you’ve asked — the bottlenecks, the $20K, the micromanagement — is a

question about the agency. But look at that bottleneck map again: nearly every item is

an agency bottleneck — per-client creative direction, ghost-written proposals, costs

scaling 1:1, one anchor client. A product company doesn’t have those.

You cannot fix your way to $20K inside the agency model, because the agency model is

the ceiling. Even “$20,000 in billing” is agency language — billing is hours and services.

The goal isn’t more billing; it’s revenue that doesn’t cost you a proportional amount of

yourself.

The smart-operator move is not “make the agency better.” It’s: stop trying to grow the

agency. Freeze it — and here’s the genuinely contrarian part — consider shrinking it. Fire

the messy, low-value, high-drama clients (the chronic bargainers, the complaint

accounts). Keep David Drebin and the quiet hosting base — the clean, low-touch,

profitable core.

That lowers billing in the short term and it is still correct, because every messy client

you drop is founder-hours returned, and founder-hours are the only fuel you have to

build the real company. Bezos, Musk, and 37signals would all make the same move:

protect the cash floor, cut everything noisy, put the freed capacity on the one thing that

scales.
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Monday Morning, In Order

Type 2 Decisions

One last mindset point, pure Bezos: most of the decisions you agonize over — which

contractor, which client, a pricing tweak — are reversible. Bezos calls those Type 2

decisions and makes them in a day. The agonizing itself is a founder-time leak; save the

deliberation for the few decisions you genuinely can’t undo.

Honest summary: A great operator wouldn’t try to turn this agency into a

profitable company. They’d see that the profitable company is already sitting

Pick the constraint and stop oscillating. Great operators don’t hedge. Your

constraint is founder-throughput plus no scalable revenue line. Commit to iBrain in

writing and stop reopening the debate.

1

Write the iBrain customer one-pager this week, working backwards from the

buyer.

2

Delete. List every service line, client, contractor, and half-built system, and cut the

bottom third.

3

Ring-fence the agency so David Drebin and the clean hosting accounts become a

deliberately un-grown floor that Tia and Mira run.

4

Put every hour of Arseni’s reclaimed time on exactly one thing: iBrain to first

paying customer.

5
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inside it — half-built, called iBrain — and they’d treat the agency as scaffolding

that funds finishing it, then quietly take the scaffolding down.
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