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For Mum,
my original “why”.

And for Keira,
my new “why”.
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Nothing is impossible; the word itself says, “I’m possible”…
Audrey Hepburn
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Preface

Imagining a world without the Internet is becoming increasingly
difficult. The younger generations have never known a world with-
out the availability of instant online information and resources at the
touch of a button. Whether you like it or not, business is conducted in
cyberspace. Even the most hands-on, tangible products need to be vis-
ible and available to purchase online. We receive the majority of our
information through the digital medium, and increasingly not even
through our laptops, but through our smartphones and tablets. And
yet I still come across people with businesses who are not using all
the online resources available to them, who feel reluctant to explore
cyberspace, who resist investing time and money in their online pres-
ence. I try to impress upon them that the days when using Internet
tools for business was optional are long gone; having an online pres-
ence, a digital business profile, is now an essential, core element of
your business. If you are not online, you are very much offline… i.e.
not in the picture! You and your business exist in today’s oversatu-
rated, ultracompetitive business environment. If you have a growing
business and you do not have an online presence and a digital mar-
keting strategy, you are virtually lifeless.

I am part of a generation that has watched the Internet come
into existence. As I grew up and evolved into an entrepreneur,
so the Internet has become a core part of my personal life and
my professional world. One of my first jobs was selling domains
to business owners who barely knew what the Internet was. I have
grown all my businesses by making use of the very latest online
resources. I have always loved passing on my knowledge to others,
and I get huge satisfaction from watching people learn new skills
that help them improve and grow their businesses. In this book

xi
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xii Preface

I share with you all my knowledge about using online resources for
business growth. Whether you are a fledgling start-up enterprise or
a well-established business, I hope you find something useful within
these pages. And I look forward to hearing about your success!

John Lee,
October 2018
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Introduction: My Business Journey

Selling the Future

In 1999, I was sitting in a Media Studies class and my tutor asked
me to do some research on a topic – I forget exactly what – in the
library. I started complaining about it to one of my classmates and
he suggested I use the Internet. I’d vaguely heard of this thing called
“the Internet”, but I hadn’t paid much attention to what it was before
this point.

My next stop was the library – not to take out books, but to
enquire about using the Internet. I assumed it would be a short cut
to doing this laborious research. The topic was something I had
absolutely no interest in. In my mind, from what my classmate had
told me, I imagined a computer programme that would spew out my
research for me, which I could then present to my tutor; it seemed
like the best cheating machine ever invented!

The reality, however, was far from that simple.
A librarian showed me how to get online, and pointed out how

I could type my key search words into a search engine – probably
Yahoo! or MSN. The results looked like an absolute mess to my eyes.
This was going to take more time than copying it out of books. I was
dyslexic, which made it even harder to scroll through the various
results and look for the best information. The unfamiliarity of it all
made it excruciatingly frustrating; I couldn’t make head nor tail of
what I was looking at. I soon gave up and resorted to the books. So
much for a short cut; in reality it had cost me precious time!

I hated that first experience of the Internet; I couldn’t imagine
why anyone would go online to find information!

Cut to almost 20 years later and, like most people, I’m Googling
stuff and scrolling through search results countless times a day; effort-
lessly switching between screen sizes depending on whether I am
using my phone, tablet, laptop or desktop. The process of browsing
the Internet is so second nature to me that I can have a conversation

1
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2 Business Hack

and watch TV at the same time as surfing the net. So can most people
I know.

The difference in how we all operate in our lives, between now
and less than 20 years ago, is phenomenal. I hardly dare imagine
where we will be 20 years from now.

Shortly after my experience of trying to use the Internet to find
information for my Media Studies class, I found myself working for a
company called Touch Communications. I was 18 years old. I had to
“cold call” people and then try to sell them domain names for £350.
I would call up some phone company in Manchester and say, “Hello,
I’m calling to offer you the domain name ManchesterPhones dot
com for a great price today… ” When they asked why they should buy
it when they didn’t do any business on the Internet, my pre-prepared
script told me to assure them that in a few years everyone would have
their businesses online, and that the best domain names would get
the most customers, and that people would be shopping online more
than in shops.

The irony was that I didn’t actually believe a word of it myself. But
I still sold a lot of domain names because, as I quickly discovered, I was
a natural salesman. I am one of those people who can “sell ice to Eski-
mos” as the saying goes. I didn’t need to believe that those customers
needed those domains… I simply had to make them believe it.

“If you don’t buy it, your competitor will,” was one of the most
effective lines I used.

Back in those days, people had a fair point when they argued
that no one would ever go online when they could simply walk into
a shop or pick up the phone. The Internet was slow and unreliable.
We weren’t even using broadband at that point; we only had dial-up
connection. These days, fibre-optic cables ensure that information is
at our fingertips in the blink of an eye. When our connection slows
down we all get extremely frustrated.

“In ten years, everyone’s going to be online, everyone’s going
to be using the Internet to do their business, socialise and shop,”
I would say, without believing a word of it. Knowing what I know now,
I obviously wish I’d bought up all those domain names myself. I’d
have made a killing!

In ten years from now, everyone’s going to be online, everyone’s going to be
using the Internet to do their business, socialise and shop.

(My sales script. circa 1999)
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Introduction: My Business Journey 3

From a Northern Town

I was born and raised in Colne, a small town in Yorkshire, England,
where my Hong-Kong-born parents owned and ran – with the help
of extended family members – the local Chinese takeaway. Growing
up in the north of England in the 1980s, when I was literally the only
Chinese kid in the school, was tough at times. I got teased and bul-
lied for my ethnicity in a way that is completely unacceptable these
days but was sort of tolerated by general British society back then. My
family also received a fair amount of abuse from racist people within
the local community, but my parents never let it stop them working
hard at their business, and they instilled a strong work ethic in me.

During my childhood, watching my family work long hours to
keep the business going, I was resentful that I hardly saw my parents,
but as I got older I began to appreciate the sacrifices they’d made for
me. They were very proud of the Chinese takeaway business that they
built and they expected my older brother and me to take over the
family business when we left school, as was common in our culture…
but I had other plans.

As soon as I was old enough (and even before that) I worked
hard at whatever I could find in order to make pocket money at first
and then money to support myself through college. At one point
I remember I was working in three different jobs at the same time.
As well as selling those domain names in the telesales job that I men-
tioned above, I was also working in a shoe shop at weekends and
doing regular evening shifts in my parents’ Chinese takeaway. I went
through some lonely years in my late teens, when I had no time to
socialise and build friendships, but I was determined to follow my
own path rather than simply fall into the family business.

One of my strongest motivations was my desire not to work the
kind of hours I’d seen my parents working. My attitude was, “What
kind of life is it if you never get to see your children, or venture out
and explore the world?” I wanted time to have new experiences, and
money to give me the freedom to travel. I wanted to make sure my
future children had more options than I had had while growing up.
I also wanted to help my parents out financially, so that they could
take more time off; it hurt me to see them working long hours for
days on end. I wanted to thank them for all the sacrifices they’d made
for me. I was sure that, if I could earn decent money, I could make
life much easier for them.

I got the A level grades to get me into the University of Hull to
study Animation. I loved every minute of my degree, graduated with


