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Eighteen bottlenecks across five tiers, ranked by what most blocks

$20,000 / month. The tiers are the ranking.

THE ONE-LINE DIAGNOSIS

This is not a sales problem. It is a throughput problem. Every path to a new dollar

— design, proposals, quality control — runs through one person, and that person

is already full. Until that changes, more effort produces more exhaustion, not

more revenue.

Severity   CRITICAL  blocks the goal outright   HIGH  caps growth hard   MODERATE

drains margin or speed

TIER 1 — THE ROOT CAUSE: THE FOUNDER IS THE THROUGHPUT CEILING

B1 CRITICAL Creative direction all routes through the founder

The lead designer sends 130–140 creative questions a month. Design output is capped

by the founder’s hours, not the designer’s capacity — adding designer hours yields zero

extra finished work.

B2 CRITICAL Every proposal and BD email is written by the founder
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Sales correspondence goes out under the creative director’s name but is authored by

the founder. New-client throughput therefore equals the founder’s spare writing hours —

near zero.

B3 CRITICAL The founder is the quality-control layer

The team’s work is not trustworthy until the founder checks it. Error-catching is unbilled,

unpredictable, and surfaces as night and weekend firefighting that displaces growth

work.

B4 HIGH Key client relationships are held only by the founder

The anchor client stays because the founder personally engages. Small in hours, large in

risk — it cannot be delegated and ties the anchor account to one person.

Net effect: revenue cannot grow faster than the founder can grow his own hours,

and he has none to spare. This is the loop — fix Tier 1 first or nothing else

compounds.

TIER 2 — REVENUE STRUCTURE: TODAY’S MODEL CANNOT REACH $20K

B5 CRITICAL ~80% of recurring revenue is a single client

The anchor client is roughly $4,900 of ~$6,000/mo recurring. You cannot triple one

client, cannot afford to lose him, and he is now reshaping his own business.

B6 CRITICAL Revenue is flat and does not compound

The anchor retainer is a ceiling, not a floor — scope grew for years, price did not. Every

other dollar is a one-off project that ends and must be re-won from zero.

B7 HIGH The anchor retainer is underpriced for its scope

Six service lines have expanded with no matching price rise. The client himself frames

the relationship as worth more than is being billed.

B8 CRITICAL Costs rise 1:1 with revenue — there is no leverage
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Another anchor-sized client needs another senior-hire-sized cost. Margin never widens.

Growth is linear labor, not a system that earns while you sleep.

B9 CRITICAL The one asset that could close the gap is unsold

iBrain is built and used daily but sold to no one. It is the only revenue path that does not

consume the founder, the designer, or ghost-written proposals — and it sits

unmonetized.

TIER 3 — NO ACQUISITION MACHINE

B10 CRITICAL There is no repeatable way to win a client

New business is opportunistic and inbound-by-luck. No pipeline, no outreach system, no

funnel — so growth cannot be deliberately switched on.

B11 HIGH No brand or marketing presence generates inbound

“Build the brand” is named as the job the founder should be doing. With no time and no

system, the studio waits to be found.

B12 MODERATE The obvious fix — hire a salesperson — already failed

A traditional salesperson was tried and produced nothing. The standard lever is closed;

acquisition must be solved by product and system.

TIER 4 — OPERATIONS THAT BLEED TIME, CLIENTS AND TRUST

B13 CRITICAL Operational passivity is the team’s default mode

Contractors wait for instructions and freeze on ambiguity. The clearest case: a technical

PM let a project sit 138 days behind a “server is unstable” excuse, blocking ~$2,000/mo.

B14 CRITICAL There is no functioning enforcement layer

Three operations hires in a row failed to create urgency without the founder. Nothing

chases overdue work, so it stalls — and the founder is pulled back in to restart it.

B15 HIGH Slow response times actively lose paying clients
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This bottleneck has a body count: a production client worth ~$46,000 in lifetime billing

lost to 38-day reply times; a gallery client lost over a stalled $34 estimate; others

besides.

B16 HIGH Verbal commitments are never tracked

Promises made on calls do not reach the task system. Work agreed out loud silently

drops, then resurfaces as a crisis or an unbilled hour.

TIER 5 — LEAKS: MARGIN LOST AFTER IT IS EARNED

B17 HIGH Revenue leaks — work billed late, twice, or never

Invoices sit as drafts for months; recurring work goes uninvoiced; double-billing has

reached clients. Earned money never becomes collected money.

B18 MODERATE Cost leaks — unwatched subscriptions and renewals

Roughly $2,000 of unauthorized cloud charges, surprise hosting renewals, “ghost seats”

on design tools, a $1,000/yr widget subscription. Thin margin quietly erodes.

The pattern, in three lines

The founder is the bottleneck (Tier 1) — so there is no time to sell.

What is sold does not scale (Tier 2) — so selling more barely moves profit.

The operation leaks (Tiers 4–5) — so the dollars earned arrive late, smaller, or never.

$20,000 / month is not hiding behind three more clients like the anchor client — three

more would need three more senior hires and the margin would stay thin. It is hiding

behind one structural change: a revenue line that earns money without spending the

founder. That is what iBrain as a product (B9) is for.

Attack order: B14 stand up the enforcement layer → B1 write the creative brief → B7

reprice the anchor retainer → B9 productize and sell iBrain.
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