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I wouldn’t trade my nearly three decades of self-employment for anything, 
but some days I do wish I had a boss. In essence, I have multiple bosses, 
namely clients who are all pushing forward their own agendas. Sometimes it 
would just be nice to have one person who was in charge of telling me exactly 
what the priorities should be rather than having to decide for myself each 
day. This would be particularly helpful on those days when the number of 
balls I’m juggling seems overwhelming. 

Before making the leap into the world of self-employment, please care-
fully consider whether you’re really ready to not have a boss—to not have 
someone who is making the key decisions or confirming for you that your 
decision is the correct one. Self-employment is extremely stressful if you’re 
not a decisive person. Every day is filled with choices about the direction 
you’re taking your business, what you need to do next to move your business 
forward, and about the work you’re doing for your clients. 

I am usually quite decisive—to the point where my friends are often stunned 
by the quickness with which I’ve made major life choices—but even I some-
times have a problem picking from among the many options I’m faced with 
as my own boss. If someone like me occasionally feels anxious over trying to 
figure out what her priorities should be, I could only imagine what it would be 
like for someone for whom any type of decision-making is a stress-filled chore.

Sure, you can seek opinions on key decisions from mentors, colleagues, or 
family and friends. But when you’re self-employed, in the end it all comes 
down to you. You are the one who will have to make the decisions that will 
determine if you succeed. Will you be comfortable with this? 

C H A P T E R  O N E

L

You’re the Boss Now
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Some people welcome the opportunity to finally show that they can make 
it on their own. They’ve felt reined in and have been dying to be the decision 
maker. But plenty of others leap into self-employment without considering 
that the proverbial buck will now stop at their desk. 

If, upon reflection, your stomach gets a little queasy at the notion of 
having to be the “decider,” then perhaps you should consider delaying your 
dream of self-employment until you become more comfortable with decision-
making. It is quite possible that once you get more professional experience—
and more life experience—under your belt, you will become more at ease 
with decision-making and be better prepared for life without a boss. 

If you happen to be one of the unlucky people who has a bad boss, having 
no boss at all probably seems awfully attractive. In fact, that was one of the 
top five reasons I became self-employed. I chafed under the micromanage-
ment of my last boss. So I quit and didn’t look back. If you find yourself in a 
similar situation, before making such a move, please thoroughly consider the 
ramifications of having no boss at all. If you have problems with decision-
making, perhaps a better move would be to find a new job with a better boss. 

If you’ve already made the leap to self-employment and are now struggling 
with decision-making, try these coping strategies.

Coping Strategies

• Know your decision-making style. Some of us need to thoroughly re-
search all our options before reaching a decision. Others go more with 
gut instinct. Some of us fall somewhere in between, which is probably 
the best place to be. Understand your style and try to reach a happy me-
dium that enables you to move forward without getting mired in endless 
research or making a snap decision you will soon regret. 

• Don’t overthink everything. Some choices are so big that they deserve 
a lot of thought, but I know people who vacillate over every step of 
daily life, beginning with what cereal to have for breakfast. Don’t be 
that person. Make choices and stick with them as you move through 
your workday, unless you receive information that gives you good rea-
son to shuffle the items on your to-do list. 

• Have a friendly sounding board. While I recommend finding a good 
mentor who has walked in your shoes and can give you the voice of 
experience, I also think it’s good to talk over a decision you’re facing 
with someone who is just a really good friend. This person will likely 
have known you longer than your mentor and probably knows your 
personality better because they’ve seen you in all sorts of situations over 
many years. Someone like this can provide valuable input that is based 
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on experience with you rather than on their own experience with self-
employment. Listening to someone like this can be very helpful since 
they know your tendencies with decision-making and may help you 
avoid a choice you might regret later.

• Trust your intuition. When faced with a decision, often your first 
thought is your best thought. By learning to trust this gut instinct, 
which, after all, is derived from your life experience and your knowl-
edge of the topic involved, you should significantly shorten the amount 
of time you spend dithering. 

L Other Voices L

Barbara Rodriguez started her interpreting and translation services 
business in Springfield, Massachusetts, in 2001. I met her a few years 
later when her business was located at the Springfield Business Incu-
bator, for which I was writing a newsletter. 

Here’s what Barbara says on being the boss: I’m sure you’ve heard 
about how lonely it is at the top. That’s because you have no one to 
consult with. The buck stops with you, and it can be frightening. Take 
the time to think things through. Sleep on it. At the beginning, I would 
make decisions quickly and then live to regret them. It took me many 
years to learn to sleep on decisions, and I mean that literally. Things 
are always clearer in the morning. You have to think about how a deci-
sion you make today will affect your business into the future. Are you 
taking on obligations you can’t meet? Are you cutting yourself short? 
How is the market changing and how will those changes affect you? 
Can you deliver the goods and/or services on time? Again, meditation 
really helps me to see all angles of a situation—and again, sleep on it!

I’ve known Howie Green since 1973 when we worked in the corporate 
communications department of a large insurance company in Boston. 
Howie describes himself as a graphic designer, illustrator, and reluctant 
writer, but I would add that he is a very talented artist. He first was self-
employed for a three-year period beginning in 1979. Then he returned 
to self-employment permanently in 1984. 

Here are his thoughts on being the boss: In my youth, I worked 
for a lot of people, and I never had a boss who I thought had a clue 
as to what he or she was doing. I always thought I would make better 
decisions than they would. And I was right, so with that kind of an 
ego, I needed to work for myself. 






