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When I was a kid growing up in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s I would sometimes ask 

my dad what he did for a living.  And each time he would reply the same.  “I’m an 

entrepreneur,” he would say proudly.  “Look it up.”  So I did.  The dictionary defined an 

entrepreneur as “a person who organizes and manages any enterprise, especially a 

business, usually with considerable initiative and risk.”  My dad was right – he was an 

entrepreneur.  And a lousy one at that. 

 

He raised money from investors and for years worked out of his home (and this was 

before working from one’s home was acceptable) where he supervised a handful of 

misfit and quirky programmers who worked odd hours developing a bookkeeping 

application based on a patent he held in his name.  Until the money ran out.  And when 

that happened he took his unfinished product to market where he suffered painful 

project after painful project.  And (of course) he timed his product launch perfectly 

with Intuit’s latest iteration of QuickBooks, which was infinitely better, faster, more 

reliable and cheaper than his. 

I know this firsthand because in 1994 I left my job, formed my own company, and 

partnered with him.  For six years I also struggled to sell and implement his terrible, 

incomplete and poorly designed bookkeeping software.  Mercifully, the year 2000 “bug” 

took us both out of our misery, rendering the software unworkable.  Yes Virginia, there 

is a Santa Claus.  We were forced to change directions and resell software products 

made by other companies.  Since then I’ve managed to do what my father was never able 

to accomplish:  earn a profit. 

“I’m an entrepreneur,” my dad would keep telling me.  OK.  My dad was an 

entrepreneur.  Just not a very good one.  I learned from that.  My company has grown to 

ten people.  We now resell five customer relationship management applications and 

provide services to help our clients best use them.  We are profitable.  I am not like my 

dad.  I am a business owner.  I am not an entrepreneur. 
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That’s because entrepreneurs take risks.  Much bigger risks than business owners like 

me.   Unlike my dad, I did not raise money from outside investors or bring on equity 

partners.  I did not operate for a decade with no revenues coming in the door.  I did not 

bet the farm on a single product or as he liked to call it…the “Big One.”  I am not a risk 

taker.  I am not a dreamer.  When I make an investment in a new product or technology 

it’s one that I’m able to lose without feeling it.  My gambles are small.  I think small.  

Therefore my returns are small.  I am a business owner.  I am a small business owner.  

And I’m fine with that. 

Entrepreneurs are never satisfied with the status quo.  They don’t get fat and happy.  

Like my dad, they’re always thinking of the next thing, the next project.  The “Big One.”  

They enjoy action.  They thrive on chaos.  They’ve got their fingers in different jars. 

That’s why it’s common to hear of them failing at half a dozen companies before finally 

hitting the mark.   I am not like that.  I can only concentrate on one thing at one time. I 

don’t juggle.  I hate to lose.  I avoid failure.  I am a control freak.  I like to know what I’m 

having for lunch three days in advance.  I prefer to make investments only after I’m 

assured of a probable return on my money.  I protect my bank account like it’s my child.  

I wince when I have to write big checks and feel sated when a big check comes in.  

Which is why I’m just a small business owner, and not an entrepreneur. 

Entrepreneurs are technical.  More technical than business owners like me.  My dad’s 

proudest achievement was his patent.  It was a process for bookkeeping that no one had 

thought of before.  He explained it to me hundreds of times but to this day I still don’t 

completely understand it.  That’s because I’m just not technical like he was.  Guys like 

him love inventions, science, new technologies and new ways to change the world.  Guys 

like me are more interested in profit margins, revenue projections and support costs.  

He loved to read books about the lost continent of Atlantis, the afterlife and computers.  

I’m currently working my way through Fifty Shades of Grey (and I’m ashamed to admit 

that I’m kind of enjoying it too).  Like me, my dad was a Certified Public Accountant.  

Unlike me, he was actually good at it.  He liked numbers.  He excelled at the sciences.  

Like many of the entrepreneurs I’ve met, he would’ve been in his element teaching 

college classes.  And I would’ve been the kid in his class, the future business owner, 

counting down the minutes to cocktail hour. 
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Entrepreneurs and business owners have a different relationship with their companies.  

Entrepreneurs view their companies as assets.  Something to be developed, shaped and 

readied for market.  And then sold for a profit so that they can move on to the next “Big 

One.”  Business owners tend to be more sentimental about their businesses.  Oftentimes 

it was their dad’s or their grandfather’s business.  The business is part of the family, a 

place where the kids worked during the summer or where you’ll find the old man 

tinkering late on a Wednesday evening.  The neighbors know it.  It’s part of the 

community.  It’s the small business owner’s livelihood, his retirement, a reflection of his 

life.  It’s not an asset.  It’s history.  And this is not the attitude of an entrepreneur.  But I 

don’t mean to say that that entrepreneurs aren’t passionate about what they do.  They 

are. 

In fact, many of the entrepreneurs I know prefer passion over profits.  You never get the 

impression that guys like Mark Zuckerberg, Reed Hastings or Jeff Bezos did what they 

did because of the money.  Not that they mind it.  But entrepreneurs like them are out to 

change the world.  They love what they do and would do it for much, much less.  

Business owners, on the other hand, don’t necessarily love what they do, but are still 

happy doing it because it means they’re not doing it for someone else.  Business owners, 

more so than entrepreneurs, are doing it for the money.  My dad wanted to change the 

way people did their bookkeeping with his patented technology.  Me?  I want to pay the 

mortgage, put money away for college, and take a cruise once a year.  And have a nest 

egg left over for retirement.  If I can make more money selling coffee cups rather than 

customer relationship management software I’d be like: hey, decaf or regular?  I don’t 

want to change the world.  I’m not an entrepreneur.  I’m a business owner. 

And I’m doing what I do not to change the world but because it’s a better way of life than 

what I was doing before.  Because before I was working for a large company.  Not that 

life was so bad.  But I wanted something different.  So I left that company and started 

my own company.  Many guys like me make the same decision.  They graduate college, 

go out into the world, work at big companies and then return home to the family 

business in East St. Louis.  We realize that it’s not such a bad life to run your own 

business.  I work a lot of hours.  But I have more control.  I coached my kids’ baseball 

teams and danced with my six year old daughter at her recital.  I can walk from 

customers I don’t like (or price them out of existence) and work with people I do like.  
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Other than my wife I have no other business partners and I like that autonomy.  My 

business, like so many other small businesses, is my own little world.  I like that too. 

So next time you’re out driving around your town take a look around.  You’ll notice 

hundreds of shops, restaurants, gas stations, and non-descript companies listed on the 

signs outside of that industrial park near the airport.  You’ll remember the landscapers, 

plumbers, electricians, pizza guys and exterminators that you pay during the year.  

These are not entrepreneurs, not really.  They are not dreamers or people out to change 

the world.  These are all small business people.  Like me.  We’re not looking to go 

public.  You won’t find us on the cover of Forbes magazine.  We’ll never be famous.  

We’re making a living.  And there’s nothing wrong with that. 
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