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The Ownership Ledger
What you own, what you're still renting, and what you're quietly borrowing from one person's
memory.

Once a year, right after I close out the prior year's books, I sit down and ask three questions about
every process and system my company runs on. What do I already own? What am I still renting
that I ought to own instead? And what am I quietly borrowing from one person's head that needs
to get written down before it walks out the door?

That exercise is the ownership ledger. Chapter 10 walks through how mine started - a jewelry
consulting firm handed me a division I didn't know I was building, one client relationship at a
time, until an owner decided the honest move was to let it walk out with me instead of holding on
past the point it made sense. This is the worksheet version. The page I actually fill in every
January.

Fill it in honestly. My first ledger was almost all borrowed and rented rows with nearly nothing
marked owned. That's not a failure. That's what year one looks like for almost anybody who runs
this straight. The only goal is fewer borrowed rows on next January's page than you have on this
one.

1 What you own right now

Chapter 10 names three things you actually own, no matter what the balance sheet says: your
documented process, your data, and your reputation. A fourth sits underneath all three - your own
skill. Check each one honestly before you touch the ledger below.

Documented process. Pick one process that lives only in a single person's head right now, yours
or someone else's. If that person disappeared tomorrow, would the process survive without them?
If not, it is borrowed, not owned, no matter how well it runs today.

☐

Exportable data. Pick your most important system - client records, project history, your
accounting - and pull a real export. Every contact, every note, every transaction. If you can get it
out clean, that data is owned even though it sits on someone else's servers. If you can't, you've
found a wall standing on borrowed ground.

☐
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2 The rented hour and the borrowed process

Every hour you pay someone to work is two things stacked on top of each other, and mixing them up is
where most owners get their ledger wrong.

The hour itself is rented. You're paying a fair rate for it, and you can buy another one tomorrow from
someone else if you have to. That's how labor is supposed to work.

The process running inside that hour is a separate question. If it lives only in that person's memory, it's
borrowed - from them, at their pleasure, every day they choose to show up. The hour renews on its own
schedule. The process doesn't, not until you write it down or build a system that runs it whether or not
they're in the building.

The fix is the same move every time, and it's why the fourth build rule exists. Document the task, or
automate the boring parts of it, and the borrowed half converts. It becomes something the business
owns, not something one person carries out the door.

Before you fill this in. This is a thinking tool for walking your own business through the same audit
chapter 10 describes. It is not legal, tax, or financial advice, and it does not replace a professional who
knows your specific situation. Where a row touches worker classification or contract terms, that's a fast-
moving area of law - the framing here is accurate as of July 2026, so verify current rules with your own
counsel before you rely on it.

3 Build your ledger

One row per process, system, or key relationship your business depends on. Use the same four columns
I use on mine. Be honest about the last one - "watching, not yet" and "not this year, next" are real
answers here, not failures. Pretending everything converts on schedule is its own kind of dishonesty,
and this only works if you fill it in straight.

Reputation. Name one thing clients say about working with you that you didn't buy, build, or
automate. That's the asset nobody can repossess. Write down the one decision, repeated the same
way whether anyone's watching or not, that protects it.

☐

Skill. Name one thing you personally know how to do that the business would lose the day you
stopped showing up. That skill is owned. The open question is whether it's still trapped in your
head or built into something the business can run without you.

☐
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What it is
Where it lives

right now

Owned, rented, or

borrowed

Convert this

year?

Example: steps for onboarding
a new client

In one person's head Borrowed Yes - this
quarter

Example: monthly billing Automated system Owned Already
converted

       

       

       

       

       

       

4 Pace it: one process a quarter

The full ledger review happens once a year, in January. The conversions on it don't have to wait that
long. Pick one borrowed row and convert it each quarter, and by the time you sit down for next year's
ledger, you'll have four real conversions to show instead of four good intentions.

Q1 - pick the row.
Choose the single most fragile borrowed process on your ledger, the one that would hurt most if
the person carrying it left tomorrow. Write it down first.

1

Q2 - document it.
Record the person doing the task, or write the steps out plainly enough for someone new to
follow without stopping to ask a question.

2

Q3 - automate the boring part.
Not the whole job, just the repeatable steps that don't need a human judgment call. That's the
piece that used to eat an afternoon and doesn't need to anymore.

3
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5 The year-over-year scorecard

Keep last January's ledger instead of throwing it out. Every year, count the rows in each column and
compare. The score that matters isn't the count in any single year. It's whether the borrowed row
shrinks and the owned row grows, on purpose, every January you run this.

Column This January Last January Direction

Owned rows      

Rented rows      

Borrowed rows      

A borrowed row that shows up two Januaries in a row isn't a rounding error. It's a process that's
decaying back into someone's head while nobody decided that on purpose. Move it to the top of next
quarter's pick.

How to use this. This is a thinking tool, built to help you reason about your own firm. It is not a compliance guarantee and it is
not legal advice. Where it states a rule, it states the rule as of 2026-07, and the law moves, so confirm the current rules in your
jurisdiction with your own counsel before you rely on anything here.
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Q4 - test it without you.
Have someone who didn't build the process run it from the documentation alone. If they can, it
converted. If they can't, it's still borrowed, and it goes back on next year's list honestly marked as
such.

4
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