
A n interesting insight was provided 
by Gerber in his E-Myth books1, 
where he dealt with martial artists 

who also owned their own school, and 
advised them to work on their school, 
rather than in it. He said that the role of the 
owner is markedly different from the role 
of the technician — and that the two roles 
invariably end up being mutually exclusive.  

The problem, he says, is that the martial 
artist, however skilled in his art, is generally 
inexperienced in business. Most would fail 
to attain financial and emotional success 
because they believed they could achieve 
the same mastery in business as they did in 
their art, without any other formal training.

Gerber’s ‘entrepreneurial myth’ theory 
says that most people who go into business 
for themselves aren’t entrepreneurs, but 
technicians suffering from an entrepreneurial 
‘seizure’. They create a job for themselves, 
rather than a business that works, and in the 
process they become consumed, not by the 
work they love to do (i.e. teaching martial 
arts) but in the work they often have no idea 
how to do (e.g. marketing, management, 
finance, systems development, etc.) upon 
which the school’s success depends.

The martial artist’s journey to obtain 
the highest level of qualification requires 
dedication and determination to perfect 
the art’s skills. So why, then, do so many 
martial arts instructors not apply these 

same attributes to learning the fundamental 
principles of engaging in business? 

Having spoken to several martial artists 
who own their schools, the common thread 
is that they are doing what they love to do, 
and as such, making a lot of money is not a 
priority. Indeed, the martial artist’s business 
model is generally a sole proprietor, and he 
or she is often ‘bootstrapping’ the business.

Just as the martial artist endured 
countless hours of practise and pain 
to become a master, he or she could 
also achieve the same level of success 
when opening a martial arts school, by 
recognising that he or she is a white-belt 
in the world of business, and by being 
determined to learn the keys and principles 
of doing business. 

Wise2 looked at the lessons that Jiu-Jitsu 
could teach entrepreneurs, as it has become 
a global movement of “Business Jiu-Jitsu”. 
One of the keys to learning, he explained, 
was “in fighting, like business, you have 
to choose where you want to focus your 
energies”. It’s particularly useful for martial 
artists to remember, when they go to the 
market with limited resources, that they ought 
to choose a key area, such as price, quality 
or customer service, where other competitors 
are weak, and channel their limited resources 
there. Most martial artists commence by 
focusing on their particular style and passion 
for teaching. They hope that by word of 

mouth, their customers will embrace their 
philosophy and great teachings. That might 
be the starting point, but it’s not a recipe for 
successfully operating a martial arts school.

Consider the following questions 
developed by McKaskill3 and do a reality-
check before you give up your day job to 
open your martial arts school, or take on 
additional burdens after working hours to 
run a school: 
•  What is the “compelling need” you’ve 

identified and what is your offering to 
meet this need? 

•  Who is the customer (e.g. children, 
adults, corporate)? 

• What is the value proposition for this 
customer (i.e. what is the compelling 
need for them to join your school)?

•  What is the price of your offering?
•  How will you get your offering to your 

customer (i.e. marketing)? 
•  Why should they sign up with you (i.e. 

what is unique about your offering or 
your competitive advantage)?

•  How would you make the business 
sustainable (i.e. will you still be around in 
five years)?
Ignorance will eventually lead to failure. 

We all know the value of time invested in 
our martial arts training in contributing to 
our knowledge and skills in the art. The 
same determination could be applied 
in learning about how to pursue your 
entrepreneurial enterprise. The mastery of 
business and martial arts skills is essentially 
based on the same fundamental principle: 
are you determined and passionate enough 
to master what you do not know?

William Lye is a Master of Laws and has 
been a practising Barrister at Law for 19 
years. He can be contacted at  
william@lye.com.au.

REFERENCES:
1. Gerber, ME, 2006: From the Outside 

In, www.inthedreamingroom.com
2. Wise, S, 2006: What mixed-martial 

arts can teach about entrepreneurship,  
www.theglobeandmail.com

3. McKaskill, T, 2006: Winning Ventures, 
Wilkinson Publishing Pty Ltd 

Many martial arts instructors aspire to start their own school,  
but few understand what it takes to successfully start a business.
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Running a school requires 
more than teaching skills


