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“We are not going in circles, we are going upwards.  
The path is a spiral; we have already climbed many steps.”  

— Hermann Hesse 
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“Don’t feel guilty if you don’t know what you want to do with your life. 
The most interesting people I know didn’t know at 22 what they wanted 

to do with their lives, some of the most interesting  
40 year olds I know still don’t.”  

— Mary Schmich 
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Introduction 
  
By Mark Silver, HeartofBusiness.com 

I read a lot of business books. A lot. Many of them 
say the same things over and over again, but I read 
them anyway, because sometimes there’s a useful 
insight or new idea, and often they reinforce what I 
already know. 

But, truth be told, rarely do business books fully 
hold my attention anymore. I still skim through, 
looking for something useful or interesting, or to 
see if the writing can pull me in. 

When Tad sent me a copy of The Niching Nest I was expecting it to be good, but (don’t tell him 
this) I was thinking I would end up skimming through it to get the main ideas. 

Instead, I read it. I’d tried to skim, but I kept getting pulled right in, by the stories, the examples, 
the ideas. 

Truth be told, I’ve taught a lot about niching. Honestly, I wish I’d written this book. But he got to 
it first and I’m impressed. It’s smart. It’s compassionate. It’s clear. It’s incredibly helpful. 

Niching remains the most foundational topic for a new business owner. Everything else comes 
from the niche, and without a clear niche, the business limps along. 

And this is the book to help you with it. 

That should be enough of a foreword to get you to read the book and work with it. 

If, however, the topic of niching scares you or bores you or you’re just not quite ready to dig in, 
even though you have the book in your hands, let me talk a little bit about Tad. 

Since you have the book, you might already know about him. You might know, for instance, how 
he ran one of the largest online social media groups for green businesses. Or you might know of 
the depth of his commitment to activism and healing. 

I’ve known Tad since 2009, over five years now. Over the years people show their true colours. 
That’s long enough for low points and high points, for challenges and tests of all sorts to crop up. 
Through every up and down I’ve witnessed, I’ve seen Tad walk in his life and in his business with 
integrity, love and compassion. I’ve seen him face some of the most challenging situations a human 
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would ever want to face, and face it with humility and vulnerability, coming out of it filled with a 
love and tenderness that is profound. 

And I haven’t yet said a word about his skill and experience in business. He is one of the few 
practitioners in the industry of business training and coaching that I fully endorse without 
reservation. When someone I know, perhaps a former client of ours, says they are working with 
Tad, I cheer for them. I know how lucky they are and how much they’ll get out of it. 

I know, because those people come back glowing after working with Tad. Cared-for, seen, 
respected, dealt with with honesty and integrity. And their businesses are much, much better for it. 
When you read a book, unless you really know the author well, there’s always, at least for me, a 
sense of testing. An openness to learning, for sure, but also a little bit of reservation. Is this real? 
Will this work? Or is it hot air? 

My intention in writing this forward is to help you really lean into Tad, to trust what he has to say, 
and to dive deep with where he is leading you with niching. Niching is, as I said, one of the most, 
if not the most, foundational topic for your business. Tad is the one to help you with it. You can 
trust him. 

Dig in, work through The Niching Nest, and you’ll see what I’m talking about. 

With appreciation for you and your willingness to make the world a better place through your 
work. 

Mark Silver 
Heart of Business, Inc. 
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Section I: The Niching Nest 
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“My Definition of Niche:  
Your Role in the Community.” 

— Tad Hargrave 
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The Promise of The Niching Nest 

“It may be that when we no longer know what to do we 
have come to our real work, and that when we no longer 
know which way to go we have come to our real journey. 

The mind that is not baffled is not employed. The 
impeded stream is the one that sings.” 

— Wendell Berry 

Why is niching so hard? 

Why does it leave us, so often, feeling like this man in 
the picture above. Alone, in the cold, out on some 
barren hill on his long walk home. 

My answer to that question is deeply connected to why it 
matters so much. 

I want to tell you why I’ve spent so much time delving into this whole business of niching. 

And then I’d like to make you a promise. 

Let me tell you a story that speaks to why this matters to me (and I think all of us). 

Years ago, I found myself sitting across from Jay Carlson, the brother of Mark Carlson who I met 
on the High Level Bridge on March 11, 2014.  

We are sitting in a booth at The Next Act pub in Edmonton. It’s a place I’ve been to hundreds of 
times over the years as it used to be our post-show hang-out when I did improv comedy at the 
Varscona Theatre.  

Mark Carlson had been a good man but was going through a rough patch. He was working as a 
guard at the remand centre in Edmonton and hated it. He wanted out. He had so much to give 
this world but didn’t know which direction to go in. 

When I found him, he was standing on the outside of the railing of the High Level Bridge, a very 
high bridge in Edmonton, Alberta, which notoriously draws those contemplating suicide, facing 
West. He was distraught. Over the next four minutes, I stayed with him, learned his name and did 

nichingspiral.com 12

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

my best to get him to hold on just a little longer. But, in the end, he leaned forward and let go and 
I watched him fall towards the frozen North Saskatchewan River below.  

Jay and I had a heartbreaking conversation by phone the night after his brother fell. I told him 
what happened though it cost us both for me to do so. He invited to sing a song I’d written at 
Mark’s funeral that weekend.  

Months later, we met at the Next Act so that Jay could give me some of Mark’s ashes. I asked to 
hear more stories about Mark and we talked about the profound difficulty of someone we love so 
much dying in this way, and how impossible it seems to be for others to understand this.  

And then, completely out of the blue, Jay brought up my work on niching, which he’d read about 
online. “My brother needed a niche. He hated his job. He needed to find something.” 

And the importance of finding our role in the community landed with me in a way it had never 
landed before. It had me recall the sobering statistic I once heard about how most heart attacks 
happen on Monday morning at 7am – people getting up to go to jobs they hate. I’ve run into so 
many people who feel utterly lost (and ashamed for feeling lost too). Many of them are young 
people but far too many are people in their thirties to sixties who have no rooted sense of 
belonging to anything in particular.  

I don’t imagine that this book would have helped him much. I don’t imagine any book would 
have. I don’t know if books help in a crisis. I know books are no replacement for community. I 
know that the archetypes I can render and offer up here are of little consequence compared to the 
deep architecture of village life. But I do believe that he had gifts to give this world that will now go 
ungiven. I believe we are poorer for it. I believe that if we had more people giving their gifts, surely 
some of those people would have the gifts of healing and empathy and perhaps they might have 
been able to bring some relief to Mark and people who suffer as he did.  

I believe that we live in a day and age where too few people have any meaningful sense of their role 
in community. I believe there’s not much real community to speak of. I believe there is a 
relationship between those two facts. I believe that much of the role of deep running cultures was 
to proceed as if the little one’s swimming towards them were bearing something that the 
community needed and that the well being of the community identifying hinged on their capacity 
to cultivate that little one’s capacity to give it. Perhaps the heart of community is helping people 
find their roles. Perhaps the architecture of community is that those roles are filled.  

My hope is that this book might be of some small use to you in finding some comfort and clarity 
in this strange and unnerving journey of finding your role in this world. And I hope that any 
experience that I and the contributors to this work have undergone in the deeper soils of suffering 
where some of these ideas, like seeds that have been forgotten yet somehow found purchase, will 
help you to find meaning in the remaining days of your life and work. May they be full, long, rich, 
fruitful and beautiful.  

nichingspiral.com 13

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

This book has come out of a decade-long wrestling match with the question of how to help my 
friends and clients figure out their niche faster and less painfully.  

Ever since I began helping people with their marketing, it became apparent how important this 
idea of figuring out one’s niche was. 

This is an issue that isn’t urgent, but it is important. And so it’s easy to ignore in favour of things 
that are urgent and important (genuine crises that must be handled) and those things that feel 
urgent but are not actually important (drama).  

But niching requires space. 

The first ebook I ever created was about niching. I didn’t want to create it, but I truly couldn’t find 
anything out there that made sense to me. And back then, I had very few colleagues to compare 
notes with. 

Over the years things have truly developed, and now I find myself with the great pleasure of 
enjoying many colleagues. And, the great confirmation of having them all echo the sentiment that 
figuring out one’s niche matters. So much. In most of my colleagues’ business related courses — 
niching is the first issue addressed, above all others.  

And yet, it felt as though something were missing. Or at least a bit off track. 

I remember leading one of my early workshops in Seattle, asking 
people to pick a niche for their business. In my mind, it made sense. 
You need a niche to successfully market so . . . just pick one. I was, 
of course, greeted by many a deer-in-the-headlights look, and some 
incredible resistance as they stared at the blank page before them 
and tried to imagine what might fill it that wouldn’t feel like cutting 
off a limb. 

I remember attending a colleague’s workshop where they were 
encouraging people to just “pick one.” One lady stood up to share 
hers, quite excited by what she’d come up with. She got on the 
microphone and shared it, only to have him say, “Nope! Not specific 
enough!” She sat down, totally deflated and embarrassed. She didn’t 
say another word the rest of that workshop. 

In the early days, I would spend an hour of my weekend workshops on this idea of niching. And 
then a full morning. And then a full day. Finally, one weekend, we spent two days on niching. And 
it still wasn’t enough. 
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For many, it felt like banging their heads against a 
brick wall. I heard more than one person say, “I’ve 
already tried niching and it didn’t work.” 
  
They were deeply discouraged. And I didn’t blame 
them. They were lost in the woods alone with no 
map and no support. They were out of ideas not 
only on what their niche might be but how to even 
approach the issue. 

Those who weren’t discouraged yet, were terrified of 
it. After all, niching means we need to narrow our 
focus, make choices, and stop trying to appeal to 
everyone. For many reasons, obvious and otherwise, 
this leaves many entrepreneurs in a cold sweat.  
If they got past their fear, they were immediately in the overwhelm of, “Where do I even start?” 

Many of them were hoping for an epiphany. But, given how fickle even the best of muses 
throughout history have been, hoping for insight is not a very reliable strategy. It’s easy to be 
seduced by the idea that one day you'll hit a home run and figure it all out. And it may happen 
that way. But making this your plan is part of the problem. I began to see that the frustration of "I 
just want to figure this out once and for all" was actually their biggest barrier to figuring it out. I 
saw that what was needed more than anything was patient persistence. Not planning on home 
runs, but going around the bases one at a time. 

And I began to wonder if the whole way we were approaching helping people find their niche itself 
might actually be wrong.  

How could it be that the journey of niching, for so many entrepreneurs, began in terror, moved to 
overwhelm and ended in discouragement?  

What if the problem was not that people were inherently resistant to it or needed to “get over their 
fears about niching,” but that the way we were teaching it and the processes we were using was 
actually creating that very resistance?  

Case in point: the original title of this ebook was going to be “Cracking the Niching Code.” But it 
didn’t feel right. It felt too . . . final. Too simple. A false promise.  

The more I sat with it, the more I decided that the way myself and many of my colleagues had been 
approaching marketing was wrong.  

Wrong in a few ways.  
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Perhaps the biggest thing I saw missing was the gap between the theory and the emotional realities 
of the people struggling with their niche. 

Dan Blank of WeGrowMedia.com who works with authors on building their careers said this 
when I described The Niching Spiral to him: 

“A big thing you seem to be layering in is the emotional journey of the client you are working 
with. A line, a triangle, a circle — all the theories can work. But . . . as you point out, (in 
different words than this) is that you are dealing with irrational emotional human beings. So 
people fail not because the model is wrong, but because they lose motivation. So the spiral 
addresses that. They are one step closer. Also: starting with what they know is likely a way to 
make them feel comfy cozy, whereas starting with market research basically almost forces failure, 
because most people hate market research. Instead, they have this thing that they ’know,’ and 
they want to put it into the world. So you are sort of taking them along with that, making them 
feel safe, and encouraging them to explore from that firm foundation.” 

Over the years of doing my best to support people in taking some steps closer to something that 
might resemble a place to be in the marketplace, I’ve come to see that the whole enterprise is 
fraught with confusion, fear, misunderstanding, and so much doubt.  

I came to see that, before engaging in the discovery of what their role in the marketplace might be, 
there were important conversations to have. There were ideas that needed to be introduced to hold 
people, like a nest holds a hatchling in its early days.  

And this is a good place to pause and say two things: The first is that The Niching Nest is not a 
book designed to help you find your gifts, your thing, your life purpose or your role in the world. 
The goal of this book is more modest. It’s designed for entrepreneurs to help them find their role 
in the marketplace. 

The second is that, this book isn’t here to help you find your niche (though you might find it does 
help in that way). This is a book to read as you head off on that journey. Each idea is like a tonic 
medicine, like a seed that can take root in your thoughts to inoculate you from the doubts and 
vagaries to come as you move forward.  

And now the promise: if you find your niche in business, you will experience less work and more 
reward. 

Of course, I need to quickly amend that promise. Because it’s not quite so black or white. And 
that’s really why I wrote this book. After all, does one ever completely find one’s niche? Is it ever 
100%? So it might be more useful to reword that promise to be: as you move towards finding your 
niche, you will have less work and more reward. 
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By figuring out and really honing in on your niche, everything will get easier. You will likely make 
more money, get more clients, and not need to work as hard; that when you find the right niche, 
you will thrive. You will be happier, healthier, more fulfilled and have a much more sustainable 
livelihood. 

It doesn’t mean that you won’t work hard, but it means that you will be better rewarded for any 
work you choose to do. Instead of putting in ten units of effort to get one unit of reward, it might 
even flip, so you’re ultimately putting in one unit of effort to get ten units of reward. Things get a 
lot easier.  

And because I’m feeling generous today, I’d like to make a second promise. As you clarify the right 
niche for you, you won’t feel fear — you’ll feel immense relief. There will be a sense of, “Finally! 
How did I not see this before?” Years of your life that might have seemed like wasted time will finally 
begin to make sense. It will feel really good. 

This book is divided into three sections. 

In Section I: The Niching Nest, you’ll discover 52 ideas that underlie my approach to niching. I 
hope these ideas help you find a workable niche more quickly. Some of these ideas are very short. 
Some of them are long. I’m glad I ended up with 52 ideas to offer because it lets you read one idea 
per week to help keep you on track and to find more comfort and clarity (and less stress) in your 
niching journey. You’ll learn my take on what niching is and isn’t, why it matters, and some big 
picture thoughts on how to go about niching. I want you to imagine that each idea is like a twig or 
bit of mud that you can use to build a nest to hold you as you go through the often uncomfortable 
journey of finding your niche.  

In Section II: The Niching Spiral, you’ll learn a nuts and bolts, ongoing, seven-step, refreshing, 
sustainable and common sense process I came up with to help you make progress on figuring out 
you niche (especially if you’ve been struggling with it for years). If section one are what you need to 
build the nest, then Section II are some rough blue prints with which you can get started your 
building. 

In Section III: The Nest of History, you’ll read my candid thoughts on how I see niching related 
to the broader movements for social change. 

At the end of many of the ideas and strategies, you will find some ‘Additional Resources’ listed 
where you can dig deeper.  

None of these ideas you will read are true. They’re just ideas. They’re there to help you wonder and 
discern your way through a process that will only ever be and can only ever be mysterious, unique 
and particular to you. 
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This is truly such a humble offering on my part. I hope it helps you. I hope it helps you take some 
good steps towards a clearer understanding of your role in the marketplace. I have to offer this 
book with the caveat that I have no idea whether or not it will be of any value to you. This isn’t 
done from a place insecurity (I’ve worked with hundreds of people on their niching since 2001) or 
any false humility but from knowing that all I can do is to be a faithful reporter from the front 
lines of why ventures succeed and fail. I hope that, if I’ve done my job well enough, some meaning 
might be made from the struggles myself and others have endured to bring them here to you today. 
And all that you can do is to bring a strong desire to find some good role for yourself in the 
marketplace and an open mind. 

Let’s see how we do. 
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“The great change never does occur, only matches struck  
unexpectedly in the dark. Here was one.”  

— Virginia Woolf  
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What is Niching? 
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Idea #1:  
Your niche is your role 
in the community. 

So, for this book, we’re not just 
looking at your niche as this group 
you’re pursuing out there. It’s not just 
a target market.  

It’s also your place in the world.  

I am defining it as your role in the 
c o m m u n i t y . S t a t e d s l i g h t l y 
differently, it’s your position in the 
marketplace. Stated another way, it’s 
the position you occupy in the 
ecosystem. Stated even more 
accurately for business — it’s the role in the marketplace for which you’d most like to be known.  

Your niche is where you fit.  

For example, there are certain insects that only operate from ground level to ten feet in the air, and 
they never go higher than that. Or there are some that go from ten to 20 feet, and that is where 
they operate. What’s the niche in the ecosystem that both fits you best and brings out your 
strengths the most? 

It is interesting to consider the etymology or the origins of the word “niche.” It comes from the 
16th century, Middle French verb nicher, which means “to make a nest.” In niching, you’re making 
your own nest in the world where you can operate from your greatest strengths and your greatest 
creativity, somewhere that feels like home for you. 

But if there are places you fit, then that means there are places you don’t fit as well. 

If there is a best role for you then that means there are other roles that are not yours. 

Which is actually a tremendous relief to know that you don’t have to do everything and be 
everything.  

Because the worst possible articulation of a niche in business would sound something like, “I help 
people get from having problems to having a result they want and I do that in any way, anywhere, 
and at any time they’d like that done.” 
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I’ve never heard a niche that was this broad. The only conceivable person who could fill this role 
would be some omnipotent deity. No one else could come close. And it’s stressful to try. Our goal 
isn’t to do everything for everyone.  

It’s to figure out our particular role — where we fit. It’s not to work with everyone, it’s to sort out 
who our people are and which work is ours to do. 
Here’s another way to say it. Your niche is where you’re needed. 

Or to put it another way, it’s that place where your genuine gifts, your truest nature and the story 
of your life meet meaningful need in the community.  

It’s where you belong in the marketplace.  

One of my favourite questions to ask my clients when they’re trying to figure out their niche is this, 
“What’s the perfect moment for you to enter your client’s life?” After all, there will be a moment 
when it’s too soon (they’re not ready for your help) and a moment when it’s too late (they no 
longer need your help). 

There is a moment where you belong. There is a place where you belong.  

And, because it is your place, it’s important to be honest if you feel good about being in that place. 
It’s important to ask yourself, “if I were at a party, and overheard people talking about me and how 
I’m the go-to person for _______, would I be happy or sad about that?” 

You will know it’s your place because you have a deep feeling of being at home there. Being in that 
place fills you with ideas and inspiration. You feel a deeper sense of meaning in your work. That 
place fits into the larger story of your life. There’s no sense of artifice with it. No sense of needing 
to pretend, posture of perform. You just get to be yourself.  

Your niche is your role in the community.  

Additional Resources: 

Quotes on the shortness of life and the urgency of finding your role: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/life-is-short  

Memes on the shortness of life and the urgency of finding your role: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383778671798476&type=1  
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Idea #2:  
A niche is what’s missing.  

Here’s another way to look at it: a niche is something you bring that is missing in the world.  

It’s something that, if you didn’t put it out there, might never show up in the world. It’s an empty 
place that might remain empty if you don’t fill it.  

What’s missing might be a thing that’s never existed before. Or, it might be a thing we’re familiar 
with (for example, massage) but that you do in a unique way. Or, it could be that you bring a 
unique perspective to what you do that people seem to really resonate with. Or, maybe you do it at 
a different time of the day, week or year than others. Or, you do something common in a place 
where no one else will.  

Whichever form it takes, there’s an empty space in the ecosystem waiting for you or is cleared for 
you when you show up. There’s a space that, if you fill it, will make the whole community stronger.  

An example: in permaculture, there is a notion of “needs and yields.” It’s the idea that everything 
in nature needs something to survive and that everything in nature has something to yield or give 
to the world. And certain things grow really well together, like corn, beans and squash. Corn 
provides a trellis for the beans to climb. Beans provide nitrogen that the corn and squash need. 
Squash’s big leaves provide shady cover that beans and corn need early on. Win/win/win.  

And so, you too have something to give. It’s something that is needed by others. How wonderful. 

I find that, invariably, when I find someone with a great niche and ask them where it came from, it 
came from some part of them noticing that no one else was doing it and, after wishing they could 
have found it somewhere else, decided to do it themselves.  

Additional Resources: 
How Wolves Alter the Course of Rivers 
youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q  
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Idea #3:  
Your niche is defined by these three 
things. 

If I had to give a shorthand way of looking at how to 
identify your niche, there are three things I’d look at: 
your wounds, your gifts, and your nature. 

Your Wounds: The struggles in your life that you have, 
to a greater or lesser degree, overcome.  

Your Gifts: Your gifts are the things you’re naturally 
good at. They come easily to you.  

Your Nature: Your vibe, basic personality and 
temperament. 

The direction of your niche will be set by your wounds. 
The hardships you’ve experienced or witnessed others go through is the most likely source of the 
direction of your niche. Your biggest wounds are often a doorway into your truest niche. The 
places you have suffered are often the very thing that connects you to the meaningful need in the 
community. You will see this again and again (though not always) in the most successful niches. Pay 
attention to the examples of niches that you come across in this book and find on the 
NichingSpiral.com website and notice how many of them come from this place of people who’ve 
transformed their struggles into their offering to the community.  

The shape of your niche will come from your gifts. It’s so vital to build your business and offerings 
around your strengths and not your weaknesses. If you’ve got the gift of public speaking, then the 
shape of your offerings may be you doing speaking tours. If you’ve got a gift of hosting, it might be 
that you convene gatherings, conversation cafes, masterminds etc. If you’ve got a gift for singing 
then maybe you sing about your journey.  

The tone of your niche will come from your nature. If you’re an introvert, then your business will 
likely have that vibe. If you’re an outrageous person, build your business to have that kind of tone 
and aesthetic. Businesses often fail when there’s a huge disconnect between the entrepreneur’s 
nature and the tone of their business. When they line up, it feels refreshing, authentic, and 
transparent.  

Your niche is defined by these three things.  
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Additional Resources: 

Your Story Has Value by Waymatea Ellis: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/waymatea  

Wound as Niche by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/woundasniche  

A beautiful resource to uncover your 
natural gifts is: 
naturalgiftssociety.org 

Videos about playing to our strengths:  
nichingspiral.com/videos/strengths  

Videos about the hero's journey and turning your struggles into a gift for the community: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/the-heros-journey  

Quotes on the relationship between our wounds and the direction of our niche: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/wounds 

Memes on the relationship between our wounds and the direction of our niche: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383770981799245&type=1  
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Idea #4:  
Niching is all about finding the 
right fit. 

Not only is niching about finding out where you fit 
in the larger community, like a piece into a larger 
puzzle, but also which people fit in your business. 
Because not everyone will be a fit to work with you. 

For some people it will be too soon, for others too late to find your work useful. For instance, for 
some people I am too hippy, for others I am not hippy enough. People might love what you do, but 
maybe you look exactly like their ex and then it’s unlikely to go anywhere.  

One way to look at marketing is that it’s about getting people to say “yes.” But that’s not true. The 
role of marketing is, at its core, about helping yourself and the prospective client to figure out if it’s 
a fit for you both to work together. When you niche is clear, this is much easier.  

And this isn’t simply for some abstract philosophical purpose of graciousness. It’s also from a very 
nuts and bolts marketing perspective.  

Consider this logic: if you attract someone who is not a fit for what you offer, they will have a bad 
experience. They will then tell their friends about their bad experience and now you’ve got bad 
word of mouth. It’s not actually that what you were offering was bad — it just wasn’t a fit for them. 
But I promise you the rest of the world will not make that distinction. 

On the other hand, if you attract the perfect kind of client who’s in exactly the right moment in 
their life to work with you, they will almost certainly have a good experience. And they will tell 
everyone they know about that. And now you have good word of mouth. 

It’s simple. But it’s so easy to waste your time trying to keep people who aren’t a great fit around. 
Or to attract them. But in the end it actually hurts you.  

I think this might be the most important notion there is in marketing. 

Let me tell you a story. 

A few years ago, I went to a marketing workshop. It was all about how to use the Myers-Briggs 
personality types in marketing.  

Brilliant stuff if you’re ready for it. But I noticed that very few people at the workshop were truly 
ready for it. The woman next to me, a massage therapist, hadn’t even thought about the basics of 
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her platform like “target market” yet. She had so much foundation to lay before she could use what 
they were talking about. 

And yet she was at the workshop. 

How on earth, I wondered, did somebody show up to a workshop that wasn’t right for them? 

To take it even bigger — why is it that so many people end up being sold things that aren’t actually 
a fit for them? 

At the heart of marketing, we’re always asking, “Who might what I’m offering be a fit for?” 

At the heart of a selling conversation, we’re really seeking to figure out if what we’re offering is 
actually a useful match for the other person. 

We’re not trying to push what we have on everyone. We’re not assuming it can help everyone. 
We’re just trying to share it with people who might dig it. 

The goal shouldn’t be, “How can I get the most possible people into my workshop,” it should be, 
“how can we fill this workshop with the perfect people for whom it will be the most useful.” 

When we try to figure out if it’s a fit, we’re not trying to be first in the market place, better than 
our competition or even trying to be different (though that might factor in). Its relevance and 
resonance. It’s like looking at a garden — some plants grow well together and some will hurt each 
other. When you look at your potential clients — that’s the question to ask: do you grow well 
together? Is there alignment? Do you share important things with them? 

At the heart of it, they need to resonate with your platform. And that means you need to be clear 
about your platform. Which is where people get stuck and resort to “trying to sell everyone.” The 
answer to being pushy in sales and marketing is actually to step back and get crystal clear about 
who you are and what you’re offering. The clearer you are on your platform the easier everything 
will get. 

The Benefits of Orienting your Marketing Around “Perfect Fit.” 

Figuring out who that might be can save us a lot of time and money. Once we know who it is we 
can know where to find them. We can write lovely marketing materials that speak right to them. 

It becomes so easy and fun to share what you have to offer. There’s no more trying to convince 
anyone of anything. No more trying to hype things up. You’re just doing your best to share what 
you have with as much clarity as possible and then letting them decide. It becomes a genuine 
process of conversation and curiosity rather than a “sales pitch.” How wonderful. 
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Your clients will come back and spend more money with you because the first time was so perfect 
and useful for them. It was such a fit. They will trust you so much more when you say something 
will be “just right” for them. 

And we can also dissuade people from buying who might regret it later because it wasn’t quite 
perfect for them. If someone insists on coming or buying from you, you can make sure they know 
where you see it’s not a 100% perfect fit so they won’t be surprised down the road. 

You’ll also have outrageously good word of mouth because the people coming to you will be 
perfectly poised to use what you have to offer. 

Niching is all about finding the right fit. 

Additional Resources: 

There Are Some People I Don’t Want to Heal — Does That Make Me a Bad Healer? by Kay 
Gillard:  nichingspiral.com/articles/gillard 

The Three Roles of Marketing by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/the-three-roles-of-marketing  
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Idea #5:  
You know a good niche when you see it. 

When someone names a clear niche, everyone “gets it.” You know what they’re offering and/or to 
whom it’s being offered. You know if you’re in that group or not and faces of people you know pop 
immediately into your mind.  

Here are three mini niche case studies that I hope will show you what I mean. 

Mini Niche Case Study #1: The Happy MD 
thehappymd.com 

Dike Drummond was a medical doctor who burned out 
about ten years ago. He was overworked, didn’t really know 
how to handle and deal with all the stress, and just totally 
burned out. Then he became a life coach and a business 
coach. He did a bunch of things and really learned how to 
balance out his life because he needed to. 

After ten years he realized, “Oh, my gosh. If me ten years ago 
knew me now and I could have helped him . . . I’d still be a 
doctor. I’ve become the person whose help I needed when I was younger.” And so he started his 
business, The Happy MD. He works specifically with medical doctors helping them avoid burn-out, 
which is so satisfying and meaningful for him. And it would be very clear and easy to understand if 
he were to describe it to you at a party. 
 

Mini Niche Case Study #2: Yoga for Round Bodies 
tiinaveer.com 
marketingforhippies.com/yoga-for-round-bodies 

I love talking about this one. Tiina Veer is a beautiful woman 
in Toronto. She would go to yoga classes and find them really 
unsatisfying because she had a rounder body and most of the 
teachers and classes didn’t really know how to deal with that. 
First off, she had the social awkwardness of everyone looking 
like a Barbie doll and feeling like she didn’t fit in. Secondly, 
the teachers didn’t know how to adjust any of the poses using 
straps, chairs, or blocks, which would have been really easy if they’d known how.  
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She physically didn’t have a very satisfying yoga experience, so she created Yoga for Round Bodies 
to address the two main issues she experienced. One, her clients don’t have to feel socially 
awkward because everyone in the class looks just like them, and two, all the postures are adapted 
for those kinds of people so they get a really physically satisfying yoga experience. Brilliant, really 
clear, and easy to understand. 
 

Mini Niche Case Study #3: Migraine Relief 

Heidi Wilson was a part of my last Niching for Hippies 
Program. She did and still does cranial sacral work. The 
challenge was that craniosacral is her boat: it’s what the 
business is and how she does her work, but very few 
people care about craniosacral that much for its own sake. 
So she decided she really wanted to focus on migraines 
because she knew how crippling those could be in your 
life: suddenly your whole life can be hamstrung, both business and social. You never know when 
they’re going to strike and when they do you’re just down for the count. So, instead of tooting her 
horn as a cranial sacral practitioner, which there are so many of, she decided to really focus 
specifically on migraine relief. Very clear, very easy to understand, and also a potential for a global 
market (though she could probably do just fine locally with that). 

You know a good niche when you see it. 
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Additional Resources:  

If you want to see some more real life case studies to help make all of this a little bit less abstract 
and theoretical then I invite you to check out the links below. I hope they give you a sense of 
what’s possible or what a niche might look like when it’s really well defined. 

Here are very clear niches that got an average rating of 10/10 in the 2014 So You Think You Can 
Niche? contest: 
nichingspiral.com/category/1010    

Here are fuzzy niches that got an average rating of 2/10 in the 2014 So You Think You Can Niche? 
contest:  
nichingspiral.com/category/210  

Here are some more examples from a variety of arenas: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/examples 
To read examples of some of the niches there are in the world of permaculture:  
nichingspiral.com/articles/permaculture 

To read examples of some of the niches there are in the world of yoga:  
nichingspiral.com/articles/yoga 
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Idea #6:  
A niche can be a question. 

“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to 
love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books 
that are now written in a very foreign tongue. Do not now seek 
the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not 
be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live 
the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without 

noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”  
— Rainer Maria Rilke 

Many people can get stuck on the idea that they need to be an expert; that they need to have all the 
answers. And so they never feel ready because they know there’s always something more to learn. 

But, what if your niche could be a question? What if your role in the community was to hold the 
space for yourself and others to explore the question? What if there were others for whom this 
question was a big deal too? What if you weren’t the only one who’d found yourself obsessed with 
this particular exploration? 

There are some questions that I don’t think are meant to be answered. Questions such as: 

• What is a good death? 
• What is the purpose of life? 
• Is there life after death? 

• How do we prevent suicide? 
• How do you recover from a broken heart? 
• How do we find our role in the world? 

Who could ever claim to answer those definitively? 

It is often an eye-opener to people that their role could be simply to wonder out loud about these 
things without needing to offer iron clad solutions and to convene others to do the same. Your 
role could be to host conversation cafes, conferences, tele-summits, compile books of interviews on 
the topic, host a radio show to explore it.  

This can be a very liberating notion for those who are just starting out and who aren’t sure they 
have the credibility they need to do the work they want to do. If you don’t feel ready to offer 
answers, why not just offer to create a space where the question can be asked? 

A niche can be a question. 
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Idea #7:  
A niche is inevitable. 

A simple idea but often overlooked.  

You can’t not have a niche.  

Every business out there has a niche — meaning a place they fit in 
the ecosystem of the marketplace. There’s always some particular 
role they play that others aren’t playing. There’s something unique 
they’re known for. There’s something different about them. 

No matter what, you will always have some role in the community. In business, you will always be 
known for something. The only question is — is it the role you want to play? Are you know for the 
thing you’d like to be known for? 

You might be known as a generalist who’s good at a lot of things — and it’s easy to forget that being 
a generalist is still a niche; it’s still a particular role in a community). 

You might be known as a synthesist who’s good at finding connections between things even 
though you’re not particularly good at anything.  

And you might be known as a specialist who’s really good at one particular thing. In our culture 
today, specialists are the most valued financially but that doesn’t mean they’re the most valuable. 
We need all of those roles.  

Sometimes people are playing the role of a generalist and have found a way to make it work for 
them so that they can pay the bills and they’re happy. And that’s all they need. That’s perfect. 
Sometimes people become specialists and they really don’t want to be.  

The point is that you can’t avoid playing some role.  

And there’s something wonderful about that realization. The realization that niching isn’t 
something you ever need to start doing. It’s something that’s been happening your whole life 
without any conscious effort on your part.  

The only issue is that sometimes we end up pigeon holed into roles we don’t want to be in. I 
remember sitting at Noorish Cafe with a friend of mine who was frustrated at having found 
herself, over the years, in the role of being the peacemaker in the family. She didn’t want to play 
that role anymore. Or maybe you’ve been stuck in the role in your business of dealing with people 
in crisis and you don’t want to do that anymore. Maybe you’re a therapist who has, somehow, 
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gotten a reputation as someone who helps extremely depressed people — but you hate working with 
them. Maybe you’re a permaculturist who’s gotten stuck doing installations of food forests in 
people’s homes because that’s what you thought you were supposed to do, but, actually, you really 
want to just do the design work and let someone else build it. 

A good question to ask yourself is, “What roles am I stuck in that I don’t want to be stuck in 
anymore?” And then ask yourself what you’d like instead. 

A niche is inevitable. 

Additional Resources: 

Picasso, Kepler, and the Benefits of Being an Expert Generalist by Art Markman: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/markman   
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Idea #8:  
Communities of affinity vs. 
communities of geography. 

A simple idea. 

When we speak about niching, we are speaking about 
your role in the community. 

When we speak about community, we need to 
distinguish between two different types.  

Communities of affinity: these are communities based on shared interests, values, and worldview. 
These include churches, fan clubs, networks, associations, meet up groups, etc.  

Communities of geography: these are the people who live physically near to you.  

Both can work for niching. But, in the age of the internet, it’s good to know which one you’re 
focused on. 
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Idea #9:  
Niching is a strategy not a tactic. 

Before we go too much further, we need to step 
back and talk about the difference between 
strategy and tactics. 

Strategy is about the planning, on a large scale; it’s 
the why of what we do, the bigger cause, and it is 
very difficult to copy strategy. Tactics are more 
about the doing, on a smaller scale; it’s the how. 
It’s very easy to copy and there’s a very short timeframe. So when we’re looking at niching, we’re 
looking at a longer timeframe. There’s no mystery about marketing tactics, which are things like 
public speaking, networking, and social media. They are easy to learn and copy. But a well-defined 
strategy based on a really clear niche is more difficult to copy in any kind of authentic and 
meaningful way. 

“Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory.  
Tactics without strategy is the noise before the defeat.”  

— Sun Tzu, The Art of War 

This whole conversation of strategy vs. tactics is vital in marketing. When most people look at 
marketing, they are really thinking about tactics. They think of all the things they need to do 
instead of the overall approach. They think, “Hmm, what tools do I need to use to build this 
house?” but they never really create a blueprint. Strategy is the overall plan and niching is central to 
this. 

The goal here, of course, is to have both really good tactics, and also a really good strategy. If you 
do that, you thrive. If your tactics are really good but your strategy is bad, you’re going to die fast. If 
you have a really good strategy but you’re not implementing it, you’ll barely survive. If you have 
poor tactics and poor strategy it just means you die more slowly. You’re still going to die it just may 
take a little bit longer because you haven’t implemented all these terrible tactics and it will take 
longer for people to find out. Simply put, if you’re doing the wrong things, the word of mouth will 
be terrible.  

You want to do the right things, but you also want to be doing things right and there’s that balance 
again. When you do the right things and you do them well, you thrive. Good strategy + good 
tactics = success.  
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The vision are the blue prints of the house. The strategy is the big picture work plan — what do we 
start with, and what’s next? The tactics are hammering, drywalling, painting, etc.  

The vision is to be healthy. The strategy is to create a lifestyle full of good food, movement, and 
good community. The tactics are green smoothies, yoga classes, and potlucks.  

My vision might be that conscious entrepreneurs have an easier time finding a workable, profitable 
and sustainable niche for themselves. The strategy is to create an overall practice they can use and 
to offer many levels of access to that. The tactics are writing this book, creating online courses, 
offering one-on-one coaching. 

Niching is a strategy not a tactic. 
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Idea #10:  
Niching is Stage One of your business. 

Mark Silver often speaks of how there are four stages of 
business growth: Creation, Concentration, Momentum and 
Independence. 

To take them in reverse order. 

Stage Four: Independence 

At this level, you could go on vacation for six months and 
your business would still be making money for you. You 
likely have many people working for you and airtight 
systems in place. 

Stage Three: Momentum 

At this stage, you likely have a full time employee or two and your business is generating enough 
revenue that everyone is getting paid a fair amount. You are thriving. Your have a solid niche and 
business model. In momentum, there’s a firming up of your business just as plants get that woody 
growth that prepares them to bear fruit later.  

Stage Two: Concentration 

At this stage, you might be beginning to get some part time help but you’re only barely paying the 
bills in your business. You’re squeezing by and the money is up and down. You focus on your 
marketing and money comes in but then you focus on delivering your products and services and 
the business dries up. Back and forth. Feast and famine happens a lot here. But, at this point, 
you’ve figured out your niche and what your business is about. You’re getting the business model 
down and developing the systems you need. This phase is like the phase of rapid growth of a plant. 
There’s a lot of hard work and a lot of learning here.  

Stage One: Creation 
In Stage One, you’re doing a lot of experimenting still. You don’t have a clearly defined niche yet. 
You likely have no help at all with your business and you are absolutely not able to sustain yourself 
financially — you can’t make a living at this level. In creation, things are new. You’ve had the idea 
to start a business and are full of excitement. The seed germinates and begins to sprout. At this 
stage the plant is far too soft and flimsy to bear much weight. It’s very flexible but not that sturdy.  
So, niching is concerned primarily with the journey from Stage One to Stage Two in business. 
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Said another way, if you don’t have a clear niche, it is impossible for you to get to Stage Two or 
beyond. 

Stated another way still: If you never figure out your niche (focused some people do figure it out 
unconsciously and intuitively) you will never get beyond struggling to get by. 

Niching is Stage One of your business. 

Additional Resources: 

Life Coaches – Don’t Quit Your Day Job. What They Don’t Tell You In Life Coaching School by 
Rebecca Tracey: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/tracey  
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Idea #11:  
Your niche is there to grow 
you. 

What if your niche wasn’t just there to 
sustain you financially? 

What if it is was also there to challenge 
you, prepare you, grow, and deepen you? 
What if it was there to bring you pleasure 
and enjoyment? What if its role was to be 
the place from which you could most 
beautifully grow into the greatest gift 
possible for the community? What if 
feeling safe, secure, and comfortable 
weren’t necessarily the surest sign you on 
your path? What if those feelings led to a 
half-hearted complacency and your niche led you to a life where your heart was strong, full, clear, 
and open?  

Looked at another way, what if your niche was your source of strength? If your niche is your place 
in the community, then what is that place? And what does the place mean to you? That place is the 
source of your strength in life. It’s the cradle of all of your gifts. It’s the place where you belong. It’s 
what gives you a strong foundation to build from. It’s the home from which you can travel to 
experiment and to which you can then return.  

We all feel so much stronger when we feel like we belong — when we’ve found where we fit.  

Your niche is like food for your soul and your business. 

When people don’t know where they belong, when they don’t have that grounding of knowing 
their place in the community, they act out in so many strange ways. They become desperate, needy, 
and clingy. They get pushy. Or they shut down.  

When businesses don’t know where they belong, when they don’t have that grounding of knowing 
their place in the marketplace, they act out in so many strange ways. Their marketing seems 
desperate, pushy, and hyped up. Or totally lacklustre and uninspiring.  

Your niche is like the foundation of your home. 

It’s like a garden that feeds you.  
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If you look at many of the great masters of art, science, and business, you will discover that most of 
them didn’t make the breakthroughs they are most famous for until they were in their 40s or 50s. 
They played the long game. The time they spent before their great works wasn’t wasted. It was 
growing them. It was preparing them. It was practice. And yet, it is a sort of missing chapter in 
their lives. It’s the part of their story that never gets told.  

Leonardo  da Vinci was born in Florence in 1452 and, at a young age, got an apprenticeship with 
one of the great painters of the era. But he develops a habit of taking on more ambitious projects 
than he was able to finish. His ideas were so big. He wanted to paint a huge, detailed fresco but 
never managed to complete it. His client was upset and, not only did he not get paid but soon the 
word on the street was that da Vinci was unreliable and he couldn’t get hired by anybody. In 1482, 
at thirty years of age, the only job he could get was drawing dead people for the government.  

After a season of that, da Vinci left Florence for Milan where he got a job for the Duke of Milan. 
Things went well but then, in 1489, he did a painting of the duke’s mistress and her pet weasel. 
The attention to detail on the weasel was so much greater than on the lady herself. She was not 
pleased. And then there was a giant, bronze horse statue. Something epic. So Leonardo got to work 
and came up with many plans and sketches for it.. Eventually he made a full-sized replica in plaster 
(which required him invent an entirely new casting process). But, at the last minute, after months 
and months of work, The Duke decided that he needed bronze cannons more than bronze horses 
and the whole project is scrapped.  

This began a period in da Vinci’s life of countless setbacks and obstacles.  

Why am I sharing this? Because, during this period of trials, every day, and every chance he got, he 
drew and sketched. He kept practicing. For 16 years. Those years, though not the years during 
which he created the masterpieces he’s most famous for, weren’t wasted. They were his investment 
into his craft. Imagine if, in 1482, he’d given up. Imagine the incredible works of art that we’d be 
missing in the world today. 

There’s no doubt that his role in this world was to be an artist. But, before he became truly great, 
he had to be grown by trials and tribulations and years of practice.  

Yes, your niche is there to sustain you now but it’s also preparing you for something much greater 
the way that a nest prepare a baby bird to grow old enough to fly. It may be preparing you for 
something that you may not even be able to imagine now. 

Your niche is there to grow you. 
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Additional Resources: 

Find What You Love and Let It Kill You by Mark Manson:  
markmanson.net/find-what-you-love  

36 Reflections on “Who am I to teach and charge for it?”:  
marketingforhippies.com/who-am-i/  
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Idea #12:  
A niche is attractive. 

First of all, let me make clarify what I mean when I say 
"attractive.” I don’t mean necessarily seductive but rather 
that it has a draw for your and your ideal clients. You are 
both drawn to it.  

There will be parts of your business your potential clients 
find attractive (e.g. your rates, your packaging, your 
personality, your office space) and parts they find 
unattractive (e.g. all the same things).  

So much of building a business is about building on the 
attractive pieces and eliminating the negative pieces so that 
your business is as attractive as possible with as little friction 
as possible.  

But, there’s a whole other piece to the equation. Your business must be attractive to you too. 

And there are some aspects of your business that are attractive to you, and some that aren’t. I used 
to love the amount of traveling I did teaching workshops. Now I love that less. I love creating 
products like this. I love teaching workshops. I hate the admin. I hate the bookkeeping. Those 
parts are incredibly unattractive to me. And this is what can kill a business faster than anything — 
too many unattractive pieces.  

The goal in crafting your niche in business is that your business is incredibly attractive to both you 
and your clients. Meaning, you love your business. You are so proud of it. You want everyone to see 
your website. You want to share the things you write. You feel energized by spending time on it. 
And your clients love it so much that they can’t help but talk about it with everyone they meet who 
might need it.  

My colleague George Kao told me about how he could see that clients didn’t light up when they 
talked about what they and the people they worked with anymore. “I can often tell the niche is off 
in conversations with entrepreneurs when they talk about why it will work or how much money 
they can make instead of how excited they are or how they want to help. Or when they say, ‘I am 
going to do this now, so that later I can do that,’ which is their real dream or passion.” And there’s 
nothing wrong with that approach, but, in most cases, the business could be brought more into 
alignment with their life and made to be so much more attractive to them. 
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You might start with how to make it more attractive to your ideal clients, but don’t leave yourself 
out. You might start with how to make your business more attractive to you, but don’t leave your 
ideal clients out. You must do both. 

A niche is attractive. 

Additional Resources: 

Quotes about being yourself: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/being-yourself  

Memes about being yourself: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383781935131483&type=1  

Videos on finding and expressing your own beauty: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/beauty  
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Idea #13:  
Niching can heal you. 

“We come unbidden into this life, and if we are lucky 
we find a purpose beyond starvation, misery, and early 

death which, lest we forget, is the common lot. I grew up 
and I found my purpose and it was to become a 

physician. My intent wasn’t to save the world as much 
as to heal myself. Few doctors will admit this, certainly 

no young ones, but subconsciously, in entering the 
profession, we must believe that ministering to others 

will heal our woundedness. And it can. But it can also 
deepen the wound . . . You live it forward, but 

understand it backward.”  
— Abraham Verghese, Cutting for Stone 

If you’re going to be a guide for people, it’s best to pick a terrain you’re familiar with and have 
successfully traversed. 

I’ve recently been thinking that perhaps the purpose of growing up is to become the adult you 
needed when you were younger. Many people look back on their life in astonishment and say, "I so 
needed someone like me when I was younger." 

Of course, what this also means is that they’ve become that very person that others need. Because 
the world is full of younger versions of you. It’s full of people who are, right now, struggling like 
you once were. 

This all sounds terribly poetic. It can actually be terrifying.  

It can also be incredibly healing if you’re willing to sit with it. 

Reason #1: Acknowledging how far you’ve come  

The realization that you’ve grown so much that you’ve become the person you most needed in the 
past can be a powerful moment. It can put so much in perspective. It can also be bittersweet. You 
never got that support, but you can give it to others now. There’s no doubt that we all have further 
to grow. But it’s important to acknowledge our efforts and how far we’ve come. 
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To play this out a little: is the United States still full of racism? Yes. But it does not honour the 
work of everyone who invested their life in the civil rights movement to be cynical and not 
acknowledge the real progress that has happened. 

All too often we compare our full-length movies to other people’s highlight reels. We compare our 
insides to their outsides. We compare ourselves to people who we imagine to be further ahead. We 
compare ourselves to perfection. No wonder we so often feel like shit!  

But really sit back and notice how much you’ve grown. Give yourself credit for all you’ve overcome 
and all you’ve learned. You are not who you once were. It can be easy to not realize how very much 
you’ve grown and learned. 

Reason #2: A Clearer Map  

When you look back to understand how you made the journey you did, you’ve got to retrace your 
steps a bit. And, for some reason, there’s something profoundly healing about better 
understanding our past. 

“We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be  
to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.” 

— T.S. Eliot 

Reason #3: A Clearer Point of View  

Perhaps this is the most powerful one. You were struggling, and so you probably tried a lot of 
things to deal with that. You’ve developed opinions on the best way to do the journey, and you 
know what approaches were useful to you and which weren’t. At the end of the day, people are 
buying your point of view. The journey is what establishes relevance, but it’s the point of view that 
establishes resonance. 

A clear point of view will do wonders for you too. It has you feel clearer inside. It helps you realize 
that you have more to offer than you’d noticed before. It has you feel stronger and more solid in 
your offers. You’ll be attractive to people who share your point of view, and that means better and 
lovelier clients. You’ll feel less like a fraud and more like you know what you’re talking about.  

Reason #4: You Help People Like You  

There’s something incredibly healing and meaningful about helping people who are where you 
were. It’s what pulled Viktor Frankl through the Nazi death camps. The commitment that this 
should never happen again to anyone. To realize you are no longer your wounds — but rather that 
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you’re the medicine that flows from them. To be able to offer the very thing you most craved 
having and never got. There’s a way it can almost feel like you’re traveling back in time and giving 
it to yourself. You get to see the smiles, the relief, the healing that comes from helping others. And 
that is healing. When we find our niche our deepest wounds have a chance to be transformed into 
our gift to the world. Our deepest wounds become our art form. 

Reason #5: It’s Liberating  

When people finally find their niche in the world (or even one to explore,) so much energy 
becomes freed up. You’re no longer trying to get everyone in the world to like you (we tend to 
spend a lot of energy on that). We get to engage our whole selves into something and that brings 
about an incredible sense of wholeness, integration, and healing. I’d say those three words all mean 
the same thing anyway. 

Reason #6: You See the Bigger Picture  

So many people, when they look back over 
their lives, find it incredibly healing to see how 
their lives have mysteriously and perfectly 
prepared them for the work they are now 
doing (or feel called to do). 

Niching can heal you. 

Additional Resources: 

Why Niching Can Freak Us Out So Much by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/why-niching-can-freak-us-out-so-much 
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What Isn’t Niching? 
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Idea #14: 
A niche is not a target market or an 
ideal client. 

Niche and target market are not the same thing.  

Read that again. 

A niche will almost certainly contain a target market, 
but that’s not all that it is. 

There are a lot of conversation in marketing circles about figuring out your niche. It’s called many 
different things: finding your tribe, your chosen audience, your perfect customer, your ideal client, 
your target market, etc. But what those all have in common is that they are all focused on who you 
serve. We tend to think of a niche as “a distinct segment of a market.” While I would say that’s 
true, I’d like to open up a broader definition and understanding of what a niche is or at least can 
be. 

Months ago, I received these words from someone following my work, “In dharma we cultivate the 
universal wish that all beings without exception be happy. I wonder about the history of 
niching . . . I have had a general acupuncture and herbal medicine practice for close to 30 years, all 
word of mouth, general medicine, all ages, all problems, treating human beings from all walks of 
life, in several countries.” 

I’ve seen this over and over. Businesses with no conscious sense of who they’re trying to reach 
doing very well. Of course, what’s happening here is often a combination of a few things: 

• They’re very good at what they do, get results and the word of mouth fills their business up. 
• They’re one of the only people doing what they do locally (or were when they got started 

which allowed them to build a client base). 
• They’re one of these remarkable people who’ve done such an incredible amount of inner 

work that they radiate and embody the kinds of results they’re offering. 
• They’re generally likeable people with excellent social skills. 
• They’ve got a strong and intuitive knack for business. 
• They got a lucky break early on and made it pay off. 

She went on to state, “When spiritual teachers teach compassion, the teachings are geared for all 
levels of practice, usually at once, i.e. there’s something in every teaching for everyone.”  

nichingspiral.com 57

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

And I would still submit that people are going to be drawn to a particular style of teaching more 
than others. And, in many of the places this is taught, there aren’t a lot of other options. 

So, it’s possible to succeed without a consciously chosen target market.  

I could name dozens of businesses who have no clear target market who are thriving. I think of 
Noorish, a local superfood eatery and elixir bar. They don’t have one clear target market. Lots of 
old folks, a bunch of yogis, some holistic practitioners, the occasional hipster looking to try 
something new . . . there’s quite a variety.  

Or what about Virgin? It’s involved in so many different businesses (how successful they are, I can’t 
say). Or Apple. Or what about GP’s. The generalist, family doctors or holistic practitioners who are 
just generally “healers” who seem to be succeeding? They exist. 

How could a business succeed without a single, well defined target market? 

Well, Noorish might not have one single target market, but they’re the only raw food/super food 
joint in town. 

Virgin might have a huge suite of products and services, but it’s all branded around a young, 
adventurous, sexy vibe. 

Apple might have a huge suite of products and services but there’s a through line of “think 
different” woven deftly through all of it. 

And remember that the family doctor is a very specific role (different than that of a specialist 
doctor). The same with a general holistic practitioner. Their role isn’t always to treat your 
condition to completion but to know to whom to refer you. That’s still a niche. 

I submit that, if a company is successful, it’s because it has found a niche.  

The corollary to this, of course, is that, should a business not find a niche — it will fail. 

Here’s what Dictionary.com had to say about the word niche:  
“A niche is a place or position suitable for a person or thing; to find one’s niche in the world or an ecology; and 
the position of function of an organism in a community of plants and animals.” 

Your niche can be defined by what you do, why you do it, how you do it (including when and 
where you do it) and for whom you do it. It only takes one of those but it’s often a combination. 
The more robust the combination, the more resilient the business. 
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You need to have a niche. You can’t not have one. You’re always playing some role. But you don’t 
always need to have your target market, ideal client, perfect customer, or avatar figured out to 
succeed. And… it’s probably a very helpful idea to do so at some point. 

A niche is not a target market or an ideal client. 

Additional Resources: 
Brilliant article following this thread: gregfaxon.com/blog/niche-alternatives  
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Idea #15:  
Your niche may not be your life 
purpose. 

This idea can only really be expressed in a series of 
questions to consider and wonder about. 

What if “life purpose” is too heavy and large a 
burden to be borne by your niche? And what if so 
much of the stress around niching was the confusion 
between these two things? 

What if the Mayan creation story had something to 
it in their understanding that humans were put on this Earth to show appreciation and praise for 
the beauty of the creation through our praise but also our grief? 

What if the reason you were alive was just to learn how to open your heart to love a little more 
every day and to show your praise and appreciation for how good life is? 

What if we all show our love of life in different ways? And what if that’s all a niche is — the 
particular way we choose to express our own beauty in a way that feeds our community and life 
itself? 

What if we could separate out the conversations about life purpose and your role in the 
marketplace? 

What if the purpose of life was to discover your gifts and the meaning of it came from giving those 
gifts away? 

What if your niche was designed for your personality and your purpose had more to do with your 
soul? 

Your niche may not be your life purpose. 

Additional Resources: 

Videos on finding and expressing your own beauty: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/beauty  
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Idea #16:  
Niching isn’t always the whole 
house. 

One of the big fears that comes up around 
niching is that it’s this one decision that affects 
everything. So once you pick it, you’re always and 
forever going to be limited to only that one thing.  

But George Kao offers another perspective that 
maybe it’s not the whole house. Maybe, “It’s the colour and design of the door. It attracts the right 
people who want to come in and experience the whole house.” 

Sometimes where people get really scared with niching is with the notion that they have to pick 
one little target market or one very specific problem they solve and make their whole business 
about it.  

Like they have to renovate their entire house around this one thing. And that might happen (but 
only if you want it to because that feels exciting to you). But what people often discover is that the 
niche is more like the facade of their home. It’s often the thing that people see that gets their 
attention and has them come into the home, but once inside the home, they see how many 
different rooms there are.  

Perhaps you’re a massage therapist focused on relaxation. And people come to your door for that. 
But, once inside the home of your business, they see that you offer craniosacral, aroma therapy, 
nature based retreats, in-depth counselling that helps people uncover the roots of their stress. 
Sometimes, at networking events, I see people meeting and trying to convey every single room in 
the house that they have. They try to share every single modality they do, every product they offer, 
all in one breath. This just overwhelms people.  

It’s usually wise to save that for later. There’s time.  

In my case, there are so many topics I cover with people, and it can be tempting to want to name 
all of them — to name all the steps I help people through. But I discovered that my niche is really 
based around "step one" of what I offer which is about helping marketing to feel good because, for 
most of my people, the core issue is that they hate marketing but know they need to do it.  

So I lead with the idea that marketing can feel good.  

That’s not all I offer.  
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Once they’re in the house, they see that I have a lot to say about niche marketing, building your 
platform, and becoming a hub. But I save that till they’re in the house and have had a nice cup of 
tea. 

So one way to look at your niche is that it could be the first step for which you’d like to become 
known.  

It could be the most pressing and painful problem your community faces — even though the work 
you do goes much deeper than that. It can be the starting point.  

I think of it like the TARDIS from Doctor Who (as I think of many things in relation to Doctor 
Who). The TARDIS is The Doctor’s time machine that he uses to travel the universe. On the 
outside, it’s a vintage police box from England. But, it’s bigger on the inside. And your business 
will likely be a lot like that too.  

Bigger on the inside. 

Niching isn’t always the whole house. 

nichingspiral.com 63

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

 

nichingspiral.com 64

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

Idea #17: 
A niche is not enough. 

Just figuring your niche is not enough for your 
business to succeed.  

At all. 

It’s the foundation upon which everything else 
will be built. But that’s it.  

You still need to figure out how to make it easy for people to find you. You still need to have a 
business model and be ready to receive people when they arrive. You still need to figure out your 
finances and how to make a good offer. You still need to deliver real value, think about your 
design, manage your time, hire the right people and fire them when needed.  

A niche is needed but it’s not enough. 

Additional Resources:  

Three Foundations of a Thriving Business by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/three-foundations-of-a-thriving-business 

My ‘Marketing for Hippies 101’ Product which covers the other pieces you need: 
marketingforhippies.com/intro  
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Idea #18: 
Your niche isn’t there to please 
everyone. 

Most of us have a strong urge to please others. To 
make others happy.  

But this urge will kill your niche. 

Your niche is not there to make everyone happy. It 
might even make some people very unhappy.  

If you find yourself wanting to change your niche 
because it would make other people like you more, 
stop. There’s a role in the world that you’re here to 
play and it’s vitally important that you play it. Pleasing 
others is a distraction from that. 

Sometimes people don’t show up fully in their lives because they think themselves to be a burden. 
What they don’t see is that the real burden is the one everyone else has to carry because they aren’t 
playing their role in and giving their gifts to the community. Trying to make others happy is 
robbing the world of the thing that only you can give.  

Your niche isn’t there to please everyone. 
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Idea #19:  
Fame is the toxic mimic of your 
true niche. 

When I was young I wanted to be famous. I wanted 
to be on Oprah. I wanted to be on stages speaking 
to crowds as big as Tony Robbins.  

I think most of us can relate to this desire in some 
way. But the desire for fame isn’t what we really 
want. I think what we really want is to find the place we fit in the world. 

Caroline Casey often speaks to the notion of the toxic mimic. If you are injected with a radioactive 
iodine tracer for a medical test, your body, if you have enough natural iodine in your system, will 
eliminate it. But, if you lack iodine in your system, your body will absorb it. The idea here: when 
we lack the real thing we’re longing for, we will accept a toxic mimic. Don’t have good relationships 
in your life? You might accept an abusive one. Because at least it’s something. When we’re hungry 
and lack real food, we will accept fast, junk food. Pornography becomes the toxic mimic of healthy 
sexual expression. A culture that lacks real heroes will get celebrities. And when we haven’t found 
our niche — we might crave fame. But it’s a toxic mimic. Instead of being the lighthouse shining 
our light into the dangerous ocean to guide people to safe harbour, we chase the spotlight. And 
when we don’t know where we belong, we will crave our name in lights. When we don’t know 
where we belong, our natural longings for significance, to be unique and to be celebrated for the 
special gifts we bring to this world become twisted. Fame is not a niche. It’s the toxic mimic of a 
niche. 

The myth of Narcissus is instructive here. The short version is that Narcissus upset a Goddess who 
cursed him to fall madly in love with the first thing he saw upon waking. And, sleeping by a body 
of water, it was his reflection that first caught his eye. He couldn’t stop looking at his reflection 
and wanted only to be closer to it. In some stories, he fell in and drowned. In other stories, he lost 
all interest in food and water, wasted away, and died. 

Some take the lesson of this story to be that we shouldn’t ever love ourselves too much. But the 
real lesson is that Narcissus didn’t fall in love with himself — he fell in love with his reflection.  

Narcissism is about wanting to be seen by others as valuable and worthy. But the depth of your 
feelings of unworthiness will define either depth of the crater you want to crawl into or the height 
to which you will have to build the tower of your status. The deeper the foundations of shame and 
lack, the higher the skyscraper often needs to go. What we’re really craving is to know where we 
belong. Niching is not about finding status through the reflection of our reputation. It’s not about 
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finding increasingly higher status clubs to belong to. It’s about finding where we fit best in the 
community. 

“It’s not about going into ‘the business.’ The business can’t be a thought. You get a 
foothold because you want to get a foothold as an artist. Your desire, your intensity, 
has to be about being a great actor or a great painter or a great musician. If that’s 
strong enough, it’ll lead you to good teachers and to places where you’ll learn. For 
me, the business wasn’t a thought. I was doing a play, and a friend in the play 

said, ‘My manager is here tonight and she wants to meet you.’  
And I said, ‘Oh.’ And that’s how I got a manager.” 

— Phillip Seymour Hoffman 

A niche isn’t about finding where the spotlight shines and standing there. Though you may indeed 
find yourself in the spotlight. It’s about finding a place you can grow from. Consider this: if you 
take an orchid seed and put it in pine soil, it will struggle. If you put a pine seed in orchid soil, it 
would struggle. Everything in this world has a particular place (or niche) where it grows best. There 
are certain niches where you will struggle. There are others where you will thrive.  

Fame is the toxic mimic of your true niche. 
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Idea #20: 
Your niche is not an offer. 

Your niche is your role in the community.  

Your offers are what you give to the community 
while in that role. 

Your niche might be that you are the only yoga 
teacher in town but your offers will be your 
classes, retreat and workshops.  

Your niche might be that you help people with their migraines and your offers will be the 
craniosacral sessions you offer and workshops you teach.  

Your niche might be “affordable mobile phone service” and your offer might be “$20/month with 
unlimited calls and texting.” 

Your niche is the “what” and your offers are the “how.”  

Your niche itself isn't sellable or marketable. It's just a position you occupy in your community and 
in the mind of your customers (if you’re very, very lucky). Offers are sellable.  

So, once you have found a niche, your work is not done yet. You still need to craft offers that solve 
people problems and help them get what they want. But, once you have found a niche, crafting 
offers is orders of magnitude easier than it would be without it. Whenever I see people struggle in 
crafting offers that people might actually buy, it is almost always a lack of clarity about their niche – 
whether that be what they’re offering, how they’re offering it or to whom.  

Your niche is not an offer. 
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Context:  
Why Do We Have To? 
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Idea #21:  
There is no mainstream. 

I credit this idea to my dear colleague Mark 
Silver who wrote the introduction to this book. 

So many people have told me, over the years, 
that they want to reach the mainstream with 
their work. What they usually mean is that they 
don’t want to be stuck on the holistic, new age 
or “green” scene. They want to reach "the rest" 
of the population. And they dub “the rest” as 
“the mainstream.” But that is a lot of people. 
And to make it worse . . .  

There is no mainstream. Not anymore. The “mainstream” was a temporary aberration in human 
history.  

There was a time before newspapers, radio, and television. And, in that time, all news was local. It 
was spread via gossip. And, chances are, you wouldn’t be entirely unaware of things going on in 
other cities (let alone on the other side of the planet).  

And then television hit. But there were only a few channels on.  

And then came The Beatles. The right band at the right time. 

But, since then, pop culture has become increasingly fractured, not increasingly monolithic.  

No one watches “The News.” There is no “mainstream news.” Liberals watch The Daily Show or 
MSNBC and conservatives watch Fox. 

There’s no mainstream music. There are thousands upon thousands of little music scenes. Top 40 
music is just one of the larger scenes. But it doesn’t appeal to or reach everybody. At all. 

There is no mainstream. 

Not anymore.  

And it is into this world that you are launching your business. 
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So, when people tell me that they want to reach “the mainstream” with their business I have to 
push them a bit further so that they can define what they mean by that. By mainstream do you 
mean soccer moms, middle managers in the corporate world, people who are a member of the 
Democratic party? Who do you mean? Who precisely? 

If you scratch the surface on any successful mainstream, mass market — you’ll very often find a 
particular crowd of people for whom it’s intended.  

Here’s what Wikipedia has to say on the matter:  
“A niche market is the subset of the market on which a specific product is focusing. So the market niche defines 
the specific product features aimed at satisfying specific market needs, as well as the price range, production 
quality and the demographics that is intended to impact. It is also a small market segment. For example, sports 
channels like STAR Sports, ESPN, STAR Cricket, and Fox target a niche of sports lovers. Every product can 
be defined by its market niche. As of special note, the products aimed at a wide demographic audience, with 
the resulting low price (due to price elasticity of demand), are said to belong to the mainstream niche—in 
practice referred to only as mainstream or of high demand. Narrower demographics lead to elevated prices due 
to the same principle. So to speak, the niche market is a highly specialized market aiming to survive among the 
competition from numerous super companies. Even established companies create products for different niches, 
for example, Hewlett-Packard has all-in-one machines for printing, scanning and faxing targeted for the home 
office niche while at the same time having separate machines with one of these functions for big businesses. 
Lifetime targets women and MTV targets youth. This practice of ‘narrowcasting’ also allows advertisers to 
have a more direct audience for their messages.” 

This isn’t to say that you can’t have plans to make it big, be famous and appeal to a much larger 
crowd of people that your colleagues might be imagining for you. But it will be much harder. My 
colleague Sage Lavine often shares her idea of the Niching Spectrum with the life coach type 
clients she has. On one end, you’ve got a hyper niched coach who works with people dealing with a 
very specific issue (e.g. Nancy Juetten who helps people write amazing bios), and on the other side 
you’ve got a more mass market success. Her premise, which I agree with, is that you can avoid 
choosing a particular target market or hyper specific problem — but it will be much more work. 
You’ll have to be prepared to invest a lot more time and money into being big. It’s a bigger risk. 

There is no mainstream anymore. There are just a bunch of creeks and rivers.  

Which one will you launch the boat of your business into? 

There is no mainstream. 
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Additional Resources: 

Deepak Chopra and Wayne Didn’t Niche . . . So Why Should I? By Suzanne Falter: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/falter-why-niche  

Niche Marketing vs. Mass Marketing by Dr. Ivan Delman: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/delman  

Videos on Why Niching Matters: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/why-niching-matters  
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Idea #22:  
Your niche will create more niches. 

“Each friend represents a world in us, a world not born  
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until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting  
that a new world is born.”  

— Anais Nin 

Whenever something new is introduced to a community 
or ecosystem it creates new opportunities and new 
challenges. When vinyl records came out there was a need 
for factories to make them, people to distribute them, 
someone to make the covers for them, artists to design 
those covers, record players to play them. 

When someone starts a backyard gardening business it 
helps create demand for seeds, gardening tools for the 
owner, hoses, garden decorations, top soil, weeding 
companies etc.  

Every niche will create more niches. Your creating 
something new is a gift for the community because it 
creates the opportunity for other new things to grow. Your 
acting makes it easier for others down the road.  

Niching is generous. Niching, inherently, is a gift to the community. 

Your niche will create more niches. 

Idea #23: 
Limits are not your enemy. 
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Half of the people who come to my for help around their niche are hungry to find their niche and 
have no issues with making the choice — they just don’t know which choice to make. 

The other half have a lot of resistance to the very idea of choosing a focus out of the fear that their 
business will becoming dull, repetitive and, eventually fail due to a lack of clients. 

This idea is for the latter.  

A very dear friend of mine, and one of Canada’s most effective organizers, Lindsay Telfer, shared 
her frustration with me around why niching matters so much: “Hey Tad! My biggest frustration 
around niching/marketing in my sector is how few organizations do it. We identify our target 
market as the ‘public’ or really resist narrowing down our target market. We seem to really resist 
identifying our ‘niche’ in fear that it will narrow our options too much or limit possible funder 
mechanisms when the reverse is actually true. By being clear on what our niche is and thus who 
our target market is, we are much more purposeful in our goals and outcomes and thus attract 
more donors and funders due to that clarity and focus.” 

Again and again, people express a resistance to niching because they don’t want to limit 
themselves. And, again and again, the implication of this is that limits are a bad thing. 
And this implication is what needs to be challenged.  
Certainly, there are limits based in old fears. There are self-imposed restrictions that don’t serve us 
(e.g. having heard the message that we can’t dance as a child). And then — there are real limits. 

Limits Are Not the Enemy 

We are a culture obsessed with freedom. And we have learned to see freedom as the absence of any 
limits. Therefore, limits become the enemy of freedom. 

In this culture, this is the equation: freedom = no limitations. At best, we’ve come to see anything 
that might limit our total freedom as an obstacle to be overcome. At worst, we see it as an enemy to 
be destroyed. 
Limits are not the enemy of life, they are the expression of life. Everything is limited. That’s the 
nature of this world.  

In his book Free Play: Improvisation in Life and Art author Stephen Nachmanovitch explores how art 
and creativity thrive in limits, when there are edges to push up against and use. Give an artist only 
three colours of paint, one canvas, and a theme, and you’ll often see inspiration. Tell an artist, 
“Okay, go do some stuff . . . ” and watch them shrink. Limits can be freeing. 

We believe that a lack of limits makes us happy, but it’s not true. Fewer limits do not mean more 
happiness. More choices do not mean more fulfillment. 
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In one study, participants went through a photo shoot and were presented with two photos of 
themselves. They were invited to take one home. In the first group they were told they could come 
back and switch it for the other one at any time. The second was told this was their only time to 
choose; they’d be stuck with that picture forever. Guess which group was happier with their choice? 
Group two. Fewer options = more contentment? 

Yes. 

Defining, Not Confining 

Think of an acorn trying to grow itself by lacquering on shells on top of its shells and becoming a 
bigger acorn, rather than immersing itself in the necessary time of darkness to slowly crack, die and 
burst itself into the oak: an authentic growth far more profound than an increase of the shells. 

Stated another way: to explore our limits is to explore our truest nature. Our limits aren’t there to 
be seen as barriers preventing us from getting what we want, but honoured as the containers we 
live in. They test us and support us.  

We have limits to everything. Limits to how long we can stay awake, limits to what we can know, 
limits to how much patience we have, limits to our physical strength, limits to how much 
heartbreak we can take before we shut down. These are real limits. They’re not signs that we’re 
disempowered. They’re real. 

And they aren’t the enemy — they’re friends we can trust and enjoy. They don’t confine us; they 
define us. Acting within our limits is not always laziness. It can be the height of responsible action. 
Sometimes saying "no" to opportunities for leadership we aren’t ready for is the very best gift we 
can give. 

True freedom is not found in the absence of limits but in our ever deepening, respectful and loving 
relationship and intimacy with ourselves, others and the forces of life. 

We feel most powerful when we act within our integrity. Acting outside of our integrity feels 
terrible. We feel ungrounded, off-rhythm and hesitant. Integrity breeds presence and relaxed 
awareness. 
So, yes, niching asks us to choose some limits of our focus. But those limits are chosen to help 
define us, not to confine us. They are in place to support our creativity, not to thwart it. 

And it’s important to make the distinction about your niche in life vs. business. In our lives, there 
is such a diversity of roles that we play. Our lives thrive on diversity, but a business does not. The 
more simple and straightforward a business is in its role, the easier everything is.  
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It’s very easy to get these two confused and it’s the source of so much of the stress people 
experience in niching.  

If you’re interested in notions of right livelihood and meaningful work then there’s a good chance 
you’re trying to look for ways to combine and weave together your life’s purpose with your work. 
You may not want to feel like you’ve got your life and your work as two completely separate entities. 
And sometimes that can result in a lot of confusion.  

While the life purpose and work can overlap, sometimes greatly, they are not the same thing. Mark 
Silver of Heart of Business shared his thoughts that, from a Sufi perspective, the purpose of life is 
simple — to open our hearts more and more. That’s it. So, there’s your life purpose, opening your 
heart, and your niche in business — whatever that ends up being. It can be strangely freeing to 
realize that your life purpose and niche in business may be different things. Or that your life 
purpose can be expressed through your business but does not rely on your business.  

A niche in business is a business decision, but your business doesn’t need to meet every single 
need of your life. That’s a lot of pressure to put on your business. And yet many people do this. 
They put the kind of pressure on their business that many put on their romantic partners — to 
meet every need they have. And, of course, this is a horribly unfair burden to put on any person. 
It’s why we need community and nature. To have many people to meet our needs. Many ways. It’s 
what makes us resilient. Our business is there to give us one way to express ourselves in the world 
and to help sustain our lives. But that’s all. There are limits than can be useful to put on our 
relationship to our business.  

Your niche in the community of life is vast — it includes the ecosystem of your whole life — friends 
and family, nature, etc. Your niche in business is actually relatively small in scope (even if it is large 
in numbers) and includes your suppliers, vendors, clients and followers.  

You might find you actually enjoy the notion of ending your work day at 5pm and leaving your 
work at the office instead of having it follow you everywhere because it’s become so inextricably 
connected to your life. Or taking long sabbaticals. You might find you enjoy having friends who 
are, in no way, connected to your business. Finding the right balance for you between work and life 
is one of the most important journeys you’ll ever go on. There’s no right way to do it. There’s no 
wrong way to do it. But it’s vital you find the relationship that works best for you. 

Dan Blank wrote more about this here from a slightly different angle in his insightful article On 
Refinement: Do Fewer Things, More Effectively: nichingspiral.com/articles/blank  

Limits are not your enemy. 
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Additional Resources: 

How Niched is Niched? How Small Should Yours Be? by Suzanne Falter: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/falter-niched  

Specialization: The Next Step for Chinese Medicine in the West by Rob Helmer: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/helmer  

Is Yours a Niche – Or a Pigeon Hole? by Andy Riegler Andrews: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/riegler-andrews  
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Idea #24:  
The beginner has many 
options, the wise one very few. 

When we first start in business, we are in that 
phase of creation and experimentation. Each 
new conversation with each new person opens 
up entire worlds we had never considered 
before. Being a beginner is a wonderfully 
exciting thing to be. Everything is possible. 

We have found something we want to offer to the world. And we’re so excited. It could help 
everyone. We imagine what the world would be like if everyone got to experience it. And we can 
become evangelical about it. Preaching it everywhere with the zeal of the newly converted. We have 
found the answer the world has been looking for.  

But, as we mature, we realize that we don’t actually want to do everything, we’re not good at most 
things and we don’t really like everyone. We come to see that not everyone likes us and not 
everyone is a good match to work with us and we let go of trying to force it. We realize that most of 
the possibilities that had us so excited in our early days wouldn’t actually be a fit for us.  

So many things were good in theory but not in reality. We realize there are limits to our time and 
energy and that while we can have unlimited dreams we can’t have unlimited priorities. Our 
interest in pursuing most ideas dwindle as we spiral closer to our true work and feel a pull we can’t 
ignore to become more and more skillful in that craft.  

As we mature, we see that what we’re offering is one path but not the only path. And maybe we 
even find other paths to weave into ours that become our own unique medicine — something so 
particular to us that we are able to offer the world.  

The beginner has many options, this wise one very few.  
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Idea #25:  
Your niche will help you get help. 

How many people have come to me wanting help 
with their marketing without anything that bore any 
possible resemblance to a clear niche? 

Most of them. 

What they were desperate for was more money. 

What they wanted to get that was help with their marketing. 

What they really needed was to get clear on their niche. 

Again and again, I have seen this.  

People asking for help for which they are in no way ready for.  

To make it worse, without a clear sense of our niche, we might end up asking the wrong people for 
help. 

My colleague Lynn Serafinn put it in this way, “If your brand and niche are ill-defined, you are apt 
to choose the wrong consultant, who will lead you in a direction that may not be where you 
actually want to go. Furthermore, you’ll spend a heck of a lot of money on them that should be 
spent on other essential start up expenses. Make sure your consultant understands your audience 
AND has connections within your niche. So, it should go without saying (but I’ll say it anyway) 
that YOU need to understand your audience and that you are already established in your niche 
before you hire a consultant. Some clients come to me to help them crystallize their niche and 
branding, and that’s OK as long as we are clear that is the task at hand. But if you launch into a 
marketing project together and there is a mismatch or misunderstanding about what your brand or 
niche is, you’ll end up wasting a lot of time and money (not to mention finding it a frustrating and 
stressful experience).” 

When your niche is clear, you’re ready for help building your business. And you’ll be more likely to 
ask the right person and be able to steer that conversation to more useful and productive ends.  

Your niche will help you get help. 
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Idea #26:  
It’s okay to switch your niche. 

If you feel totally lost and embarrassed about 
how many times you’ve switched niches — you’re 
in good company. In early 2014, I reached out to 
my colleagues (many of them far more financially 
successful than me and with larger followings) to 
ask them if any of them had been niche 
switchers. A lot of them were.  

It can take time to figure this all out. That’s the 
reality. I’m a bigger and bigger believer in the 
notion that you don’t find your niche. Your niche 
finds you. Consistently, I see that when the right niche hits someone it’s like a lightbulb switching 
on. They get chills. Everyone they talk to gets chills. It’s so immediately clear. But, even one second 
before that moment, it wasn’t clear. And there was nothing they could do about it. It’s a mystery in 
a way. All you can do is prepare. Listen. Get ready. Open up. Ask good questions and hope that a 
good one comes. I mean, sure, you can arbitrarily pick one and rush the process . . . but it won’t 
feel good and it won’t last very long. Niching is more a mystery to me now than ever before. 

If you’re someone who has changed your niche multiple times (or haven’t ever even made progress 
because you can’t settle on one to explore) then this may be the most important thing you’ll read 
this week. 

Niche switching is natural and normal. 

Most of my most successful colleagues have done it. And will likely do it again.  

You will make guesses about what your best niche will be early on and realize you were wrong and 
need to adapt. You will have a niche you love and then you’ll grow and the niche won’t fit 
anymore. You will have a niche you love and the marketplace will change and you’ll need to adapt.  

Niche switching is natural and normal. 

Let me go even further: niche switching is required. 

Whoa! 

And yet, in the conscious business scene, people are often teased for being “niche switchers.” And 
that leads people to think that it’s wrong to change our minds. That it means we lack commitment. 
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That we’re flip-floppers. That there’s something wrong with us for “not getting it.” And that leads 
to a lot of people feeling bad about themselves. 

Why does this happen? 

There are two primary reasons. 

The first has to do with the linear model. If you’re a marketing coach and you see niching as a 
linear point A to point B model then if one of your clients changes their mind that point B is not 
the niche for them — there’s nowhere to go but back to point A. In other words, back to the 
beginning. Back where you started. Stated another way, you’ve got to start from scratch with a 
blank slate. In a linear model, there’s no sense that what might really be happening is that the 
niche isn’t being ditched — it’s being refined. That it’s not a starting over, it’s a spiralling in.  

But the second reason might be the more important. 

If you became a marketing coach, you would, very quickly (and repeatedly over time) discover that 
it was nearly impossible to help an entrepreneur without a niche. Almost impossible. After all, how 
do I know where to market, how to word things, what times to have my shop open, how to offer 
my products or services if I don’t know my niche? Your niche is the beating heart of your 
marketing strategy.  

The truth is that niche switching is normal. Experimenting and refining is normal and, actually, an 
incredibly healthy approach to take. After all, what’s the alternative? Sticking with a niche that 
doesn’t feel right? But a lot of coaches want you to commit to a niche because they can’t help you 
until you do. The unethical amongst them (and there really aren’t many) will see your lack of niche 
as a barrier to them making money. The ethical (and that’s most of them) might still exert pressure 
so that they can help you with your marketing. Sometimes, that’s where the pressure to choose 
comes from — their need to help you, not your need to figure out your niche.  

But, rushing into a niche prematurely to please a marketing coach is not a sustainable solution. 

When it comes to your livelihood, it’s up to you. It’s your damned decision. 

Don’t let any marketing or business consultant tell you otherwise. Yes, there are things you can do 
to pick a winning niche. But hey, this is your life, right? All sorts of people will have all sorts of 
ideas about what’s best for you and your business. And who knows, some of them are probably 
right (the bastards). But some are wrong. You’ll make some mistakes, but at least let them be your 
mistakes, not someone else’s. 
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Your Niche Will Change. 

It’s inevitable. There are two reasons . . . 

Reason #1: You Will Change 

You will grow. Your interests and tastes will change. Are you the same person you were five years 
ago? I doubt it. Some changes will be dramatic and some will be subtle. But you are always 
changing and that will require you to either stay with a niche you no longer love or to let your 
niche evolve as you do. 

Reason #2: When your Environment Changes, your Niche Changes 

Climate change is already changing the niches of many creatures. Warmer weather draws the 
Monarch Butterfly up further north to places they’ve never been, and Polar Bears further south. 
The introduction of these new species into an ecosystem will permanently change that ecosystem 
and everything will be forced to adapt.  

The same is true in the marketplace. When new players come in offering the same thing you offer, 
you will have to adapt or suffer. When new players come in offering something different than you, 
but which solves the same problem you’re offering to solve for people, you will have to adapt or 
lose market share.  

Consider how the entire vinyl record and audio cassette industry was forever changed by CDs, and 
then how the landscape of the CD industry was forever altered by things like Napster and later 
iTunes. Or what the introduction of Netflix did to video stores.  

When the environment changes, your niche will change. Your role in the community is based on 
the nature of the community. As the community and marketplace transforms, so must your roles. 

Sometimes you’re in a period of stability and your niche won’t change a lot. Sometimes you’re in a 
period of huge transition and it might be hard to find a niche to settle into 

There are consequences to not changing your niche.  

Most people never think of that. Most people are obsessed with the consequences and work 
involved in changing or shifting their niche. 

You’re always changing. And so is your environment. Sometimes slowly. Sometimes quickly. But 
it’s changing alright. When we resist this, we suffer. In the end, we adapt our business, or our 
business dies. It’s that simple.  

Every spiral is born. Every spiral dies.  
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Every spiral is born and dies. Your niche has a lifespan. Your niche will begin somewhere and end 
somewhere.  

I’m not just talking a refinement of an existing niche. I’m talking about a whole new niche.  
It might die because the marketplace changes or it might die because you change (see premise #13). 
Life isn’t always fair about this. Sometimes you will need or want to start fresh and sometimes the 
fresh start with be forced upon you. Like an eddy in a stream — it starts and dies. Keeping a niche 
going after it dies — when you’re no longer inspired with your business or the marketplace has 
changed so much that your niche is no longer relevant — is hard. Niching is about bringing an 
alignment between yourself and your environment.  

Read that again: Niching is about bringing an alignment between yourself and your environment. 

Without the environment there is no niche. Without you — you can’t have a niche. Every niche is 
a unique opportunity brought about by the relationship between yourself and the environment. 
And no opportunity lasts forever.  

How stable is your niche? It depends on how fast you are changing and how fast your environment 
is changing. If they are both changing fast, I wouldn’t recommend trying to make a lot of long term 
plans. 

No niche is forever.  

Think of the TV show Friends, or Seinfeld or The Daily Show. They all decided to leave at the top. 
They knew when to walk away. They knew when enough was enough.  

One of the tragedies in any community is when the older ones refuse to make room for the 
younger ones to step into leadership. As Neils Bohr put it when asked how it was that science 
advanced, “Funeral by funeral.” 

It’s okay to switch your niche. 

Additional Resources: 

Encouraging Stories of Niche Switching by Tad Hargrave: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/switching  
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Idea #27:  
Proceed as if you are needed. 

All credit goes to Stephen Jenkinson for this 
seed of wisdom. 

Most of us walk around feeling needy. But what 
if, no matter how needy and inadequate you 
feel, you are, even more so, needed? 

It’s easy to get lost in thoughts on unworthiness 
and “who am I to offer anything?” 

What I want to suggest is that this line of thinking is selfish. In that it’s all about you. What gets 
lost sight of in this line of thinking is the rest of the world and the community. 

Think of how you got into the work you’re doing or drawn to right now. I promise you that it’s 
because someone before you stepped up and did something they likely felt entirely unqualified to 
do. But imagine how different your life would be if they hadn’t stepped up.  

This isn’t about you. This is about the impacts you stepping up will have on the world that you will 
likely never, ever know about.  

You and your gifts are needed in the world.  

There is a role in the community that it is vital you step into. A role that, if you don’t, will be a 
space held awkwardly by someone else. For that person, holding your role, out of necessity, will be 
a stress. For you it would be a blessing. Your not stepping into your role is a burden on the whole 
rest of the community which is bending itself out of shape to compensate for your absence. Every 
part of your body has a purpose. When you injure any part of your body, you begin to appreciate 
all of the things that body part does for you.  

You don’t feel ready? I hear you. But you’re needed.  

You don’t feel worthy? I hear you. But you’re still needed.  

Your level of readiness has nothing to do with how needed you are. The idea here isn’t that you 
believe any of this but that you consider proceeding as if it were true. Imagine a world where 
everyone walked through life as though their presence and role in the community were vital. 
Imagine a world in which everyone knew that their gifts were important to give.  
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Don’t buy it? 

Consider the opposite. Imagine a world where no one felt like they or their gifts were needed. A 
world where giving our gifts was an optional nicety but where we weren’t actually needed. Actually, 
you don’t need to imagine it. You just need to turn on the TV, or look out your window, or go for 
a walk, because that is the world we live in today. 

“Do you think it’s an accident that you were born at a time when the culture that 
gave you life is failing? I don’t think it is. I think you were born of necessity with 
your particular abilities, with our particular fears, with your particular heartaches 
and concerns . . . I think if we wait to be really compelled by something . . . 
something big, well . . . we’re going to wait an awful long time and I don’t know if 
the state of our world can tolerate our holding out until we feel utterly compelled by 
something. I think it’s more like this: that we have to proceed now as if we’re 
utterly needed given the circumstances. That takes almost something bordering on 
bravado, it could be mistaken for megalomania easily, though I don’t think it is. It 
had a certain amount of nerviness in it or boldness for sure, something that’s not 
highly thought of in the culture I was born into unless you’re a star or 
something . . . regular people aren’t supposed to have those qualities. I say they are 
of course. That’s what we’ve got to bring to the challenges at hand, not waiting to 
be convinced that we’re needed but proceeding as if we are. Your insignificance has 
been horribly overstated.”  

— Stephen Jenkinson 

Proceed as if you are needed. 

Additional Resources:  

Stop Trying to be Happy by Mark Manson: 
markmanson.net/stop-trying-to-be-happy  

Quotes on Proceeding as if You’re Needed: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/proceeding-as-if-you-were-needed  

Proceed As If You’re Needed (complete Facebook essay): 
facebook.com/notes/tad-hargrave/proceeding-as-if-youre-needed/10152766914204032  
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Ideas to Help You  
Find Your Niche 
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Idea #28:  
Niching requires space. 

This idea is simple but important.  

Doing the work to hone in on your best niche 
takes time, effort, and emotional space in your 
life.  
Sometimes I see people struggling with their 
niche and, upon closer inspection, what’s really 
happening is that they are, in fact, completely 
overwhelmed in their life. They have no 
emotional or mental bandwidth to figure it out and no time in their schedule to devote to it.  

Sometimes it’s just not the right time to try and figure it out. Sometimes you need to focus on 
being a parent, another project you’re passionate about, helping friends in need, responding to a 
crisis in your finances or health. Sometimes we’re going through a dark time emotionally and 
growing a business can be too much for us. Sometimes we need to take a break, get a 9-5 job, and 
stop trying to push so hard on making a perfect niche business.  

Niching takes time and energy. If you don’t have it now, it’s okay to put it aside while you deal 
with things that are genuinely more urgent and important. 

Niching requires space. 

Additional Resources: 

A Gift to Yourself for the New Year: Slow Down and Be Patient by Eric Grey: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/grey/  

Minimalism by Mark Manson: 
markmanson.net/minimalism  

Fuck Yes, or No by Mark Manson: 
markmanson.net/fuck-yes  
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Idea #29:  
Take your time. 

In the desperate rush to figure out ones niche (so that 
they can finally make a success of their business) I’ve 
seen some people choose niches that aren’t quite right 
and need to be changed sooner than if they’d just 
taken more time. 

Sometimes the truth is that you need to keep that day job for a little while longer. You might need 
to get a job. That is not failure, it’s faithfulness. It’s you being faithful to the fullest emergence of 
what you came to give. You need to give yourself time to let the niche unfold without forcing it or 
naming it too soon. 

When your niche is new it’s like a young tree. It can’t bear too much weight. It can’t bear the 
weight of your livelihood. You can crush it with that. Better to test in safe and safe ways so it can 
have a chance to grow into something solid and strong enough that you can hang the swing of your 
business on it’s branches. 

When you try and name it too soon, there’s a chance of getting it wrong, of something feeling off, 
of wasting time and effort. It’s good to remember the old carpenter’s rule: measure twice, cut once. 

Poet David Whyte says it so beautifully here in this excerpt from Consolations: The Solace, 
Nourishment and Underlying Meaning of Everyday Words: 

“Naming love too early is a beautiful but harrowing human difficulty. Most of our 
heartbreak comes from attempting to name who or what we love and the way we 
love, too early in the vulnerable journey of discovery. We can never know in the 
beginning, in giving ourselves to a person, to a work, to a marriage or to a cause, 
exactly what kind of love we are involved with. When we demand a certain specific 
kind of reciprocation before the revelation has flowered completely we find our 
selves disappointed and bereaved and in that grief may miss the particular form of 
love that is actually possible but that did not meet our initial and too specific 
expectations. Feeling bereft we take our identity as one who is disappointed in love, 
our almost proud disappointment preventing us from seeing the lack of 
reciprocation from the person or the situation as simply a difficult invitation into a 
deeper and as yet unrecognizable form of affection. The act of loving itself, always 
becomes a path of humble apprenticeship, not only in following its difficult way 
and discovering its different forms of humility and beautiful abasement but 
strangely, through its fierce introduction to all its many astonishing and different 
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forms, where we are asked continually and against our will, to give in so many 
different ways, without knowing exactly, or in what way, when or how, the 
mysterious gift will be returned.” 

People will pressure you to name it right away. They will, out of a desire to help, want to get some 
clarity from you. And it might be time for that, but it might not be. 

Some will accuse you of hiding. But hiding is okay. Don’t let yourself be bullied and pushed into 
giving birth to something or naming it before it’s ready. Life is the constant dance between 
thinking we are ready and not being and truly being ready but fearing we aren’t. It’s hard to know 
where we are sometimes. Are we ready or not? 

But, in the end, this choice is yours. You’re the only one who knows what time it is. It’s important 
to know that it’s okay to wait until you feel ready.  

For the past 15 years, I’ve had people telling me to write a book. Telling me it would be good for 
me. But I didn’t feel ready to do that. Until 2014. And then it clicked. I knew what the book was. I 
knew everything that would go in it. And I began working on it. I wasn’t ready. And then I was.  

“Hiding is a way of staying alive. Hiding is a way of holding ourselves until we are 
ready to come into the light. Even hiding the truth from ourselves can be a way to 
come to what we need in our own necessary time. Hiding is one of the brilliant and 
virtuoso practices of almost every part of the natural world: the protective quiet of 
an icy northern landscape, the held bud of a future summer rose, the snow bound 
internal pulse of the hibernating bear. Hiding is underestimated. We are hidden by 
life in our mother’s womb until we grow and ready ourselves for our first 
appearance in the lighted world; to appear too early in that world is to find 
ourselves with the immediate necessity for outside intensive care. Hiding done 
properly is the internal faithful promise for a proper future emergence, as embryos, 
as children or even as emerging adults in retreat from the names that have caught 
us and imprisoned us, often in ways where we have been too easily seen and too 
easily named. What is real is almost always to begin with, hidden, and does not 
want to be understood by the part of our mind that mistakenly thinks it knows 
what is happening. What is precious inside us does not care to be known by the 
mind in ways that diminish its presence. Hiding is creative, necessary and 
beautifully subversive of outside interference and control. Hiding leaves life to itself, 
to become more of itself. Hiding is the radical independence necessary for our 
emergence into the light of a proper human future.” 

— David Whyte 

Take your time. 
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Additional Resources: 

Videos on persistence and the long game: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/persistence  

Quotes on perseverance: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/perseverance 

Memes on perseverance: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383785711797772&type=1  

Ideas #30:  
Niching will always be a dance between width vs. depth. 
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Your niching journey will be a constant discernment 
between width and depth. 

There is a draw towards width and breadth — to have 
a niche that can be inclusive of many people. To have 
something that can reach large numbers. 

And then there is the draw towards depth in which 
we narrow our focus down into particular problems 
and particular communities. 

At its ultimate extension, width might be a meme you create that is shared millions of times 
around the world and yet has very little real impact. 

And depth might be impacting one aspect of one person’s life in a very deep, profound, and lasting 
way. 

Width likely lacks impact, but depth often lacks financial sustainability.  

There is no right answer here. There’s no correct way to do this. These are just the two 
fundamental realities of niching. Do you want your impact to be broad and shallow or narrow and 
deep? 

And so we each tack our way in the boat of our business between these two immutable pillars 
without being wrecked on either shore.  

Niching will always be a dance between width vs. depth. 
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Idea #31:  
A niche is based in inspiration. 

If your niche is your role in the community, 
then it might as well be a role you are inspired 
to play.  

That inspiration may take many forms. For 
some it’s a gleeful sort of inspiration. For 
others it’s the inspiration of working on 
honing their craft over time and getting better 
and better at what they do - maybe more akin 
to pride than glee. 

The word inspiration takes its roots from the 
words meaning breathe and connected to the 
force of life itself. And our role is very 
connected to why we’re alive in the particular community in which we find ourselves.  

Too often in this culture, we find ourselves living out lives and scripts handed to us by those in 
power. And too many wake up to this reality too late in their lives or, tragically, never at all. 
Inspiration is the breathing in of life, the reconnection with our own bodies and also the inhaling 
of our authority from anyone to whom we might have ill advisedly loaned it. Inspiration is the 
antidote to a life lived to please others. 
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We are not in control of our own 
inspiration. 

“I never made one of my discoveries through the 
rational thinking process.” 

— Albert Einstein 

This is a tough pill to swallow for many. But it can 
also be really freeing.  

The central blunder in the dominant approach to niching is the notion that figuring out one’s 
niche could happen easily, with the snap of our fingers. That it was something within our control 
to just “sort out.”  

But that worldview has been disproven to me by the experience of many of my clients again and 
again. It just seems to be something that can’t be rushed. 

Figuring out your niche is not a lightbulb that you just get to switch on. Now, sometimes people do 
have a moment of clarity where the light goes on — but it’s never self-induced. I’ve never seen 
anyone sit down and say, “Golly! I’m confused about my niche. Let me sit down and conjure up a 
perfect one.” and minutes later have it. Inspiration is something we can be open to but, you may 
have noticed, it’s not something you can control. If it happens, it happens. This is a hard pill to 
swallow for some: we are not in control of our own inspiration. This is the flaw in lightbulb theory 
— the myth that we can control it. And we can’t. The impact of this view is more profound than it 
might seem: We constantly feel like a failure for not being able to snap our fingers and turn the 
light on.  

For some of us we get intuitive, clear flashes that pull everything together. My advice — take those 
moments when you can get them but don’t try and build your future on them because the best you 
can do is hope for such a moment and hope is not a strategy. For most of us, it’s not so clear at all. 
Much of the time, it’s a series of small course corrections that have us build something wonderful 
over time. It’s slower, spiralling process that includes occasional flashes of insight and brilliance. In 
fact, the spiralling process makes it more likely you’ll have more flashes of insight — like tending 
the soil in a garden makes it more likely that plants will grow.  

As Jamie Smart put it, “You can’t order insights like a pizza. But you also don’t have to wait for 
them to arrive.” 

I wish there were niching genies.  
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That we could just snap our fingers and our perfect niche would appear, fully formed with the 
business name, tagline, URL and book deal. But . . . that doesn’t seem to be the case. Instead, we 
have the joy of discovering our niche for ourselves. 

The Greeks notion of genius is different than ours today. Today we speak about someone being a 
genius. But they spoke about it as someone having a genius. Their idea was that someone’s genius 
was like a spirit. A sort of muse who existed outside of them who would give them ideas and 
inspiration. So, you wanted to have a good relationship with it. But, it wasn’t something you could 
control. 

Over the years, I have found that there tend to be five predictable phases that people go through 
around niching.  

Phase One: People are unaware of niching. They haven’t even heard about it, so it’s not a thing on 
their mind. 

Phase Two: They’re aware of niching, but they’re resistant. They still kind of want to reach 
everybody. 

Phase Three: They’re now open. They realize that reaching everybody is not an option, but they 
don’t know how to do it otherwise, so they don’t do much about it. 

Phase Four: This phase is about introspection and experimentation, where things really start to 
happen. This is where they say, “I’m aware I need to do it,” and they start really thinking about 
who they want to work with in a much deeper way, testing things out, and trying new things. This 
can take years for some people. This is where The Niching Spiral lives. 

Phase Five: There’s a click where they just get it, and they have a niche that feels really wonderful 
and authentic for them. What I often hear from them is the phrase, “I feel so liberated.” I have 
never heard anyone say, “I feel trapped.” When they come up with a niche that is really authentic, 
it feels great. It feels expansive. Of course, this doesn’t last forever. You will grow and change and 
so will the marketplace and so your niche will change. But, all things being equal, this is a pretty 
sweet place to be. 

If you’re reading this, my guess is that you’re stuck at Phase Four. And making the leap from Phase 
Four to Phase Five in one leap when you’re not in control of your own inspiration is . . . well, how 
does that work anyway?  

We are not in control of our own inspiration 

Idea #33:  
You can create the conditions for inspiration to strike. 
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What I’ve learned is that, instead of waiting for 
the flash of light, we can begin to do things 
that lay the foundation. 

Think of your niche like a seed. You can’t make 
a seed grow on its own. You can meditate over 
it. You can yell at it. You can squeeze it . . . but 
nothing is going to grow. There is some 
mysterious force in that seed which makes it 
grow. Something, despite all of our science, we 
don’t really understand. 

You can dissect a seed and understand all of 
the parts and yet you can’t “re-animate" it with life once it’s dead. 

If you want a seed to grow, you’ve got to give it the right soil, water, and sunlight. You’ve got to give 
it the right conditions to grow. And that’s all you can do. Life does the rest. Which is something to 
be thankful for because we get the easiest part of that bargain. It just grows. How does it do that? 
Science still has no idea. And yet the seed still does it. 

Niching is a lot like this.  

No one really knows how it works or how to make it happen. Myself included. When you’re talking 
about something as profound as figuring out your niche in this life (even just in business), and 
where you fit in the world, there are just no easy answers. It’s sacred. It’s a process. 

So, rather than forcing it, we want to focus on creating the right conditions for it to grow. What is 
important here is that this isn’t a "guaranteed formula" where you plug in your info and your true 
niche pops out the other side. But. . . 

You can create the conditions for inspiration to strike. 

Additional Resources: 

Videos on inspiration: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/inspiration  
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Idea #34: 
You discover your niche, you 
don’t choose it. 

Your role is something you discover, not 
something you choose through some intellectual 
series of exercises.  

It’s something that, once you find it, causes your 
heart to leap with joy (and maybe some small 
trepidation). Once you’ve found your role, then you get to work at fulfilling it as best you can. You 
become more of a craftsperson in it. You gain some level of proficiency in it.  

But you don’t pull your niche, pre-made off of some shelf of niches randomly, and try to make it 
work. 

Your niche is the elusive obvious that’s likely been hidden in plain sight for much of your life. 
When you find it, it’s like finding an old friend more than it is making anything new. There’s this 
feeling of, “Of course! Right!” 

Choosing it makes it sound like it could be any old role. That one role would do just as well as 
another and you really just have to make a choice between them at some point.  

But, in my experience, that’s not how it works in the real world. 

Sure, in the beginning we may be making some random movements but eventually we discover our 
own dance. In the beginning, we might make some random choices, but quickly we learn which 
results we like and which we don’t.  

And who knows why you’ll prefer one group of people over another. I certainly don’t. Why do you 
love one colour over another? Why do you feel drawn to one kind of work and not another? Why 
does the wind blow? What makes the rivers run? Who knows . . .  

If you can embrace with the mystery of this all and be open to discovering something 
wonderful . . . you just might. 

You discover your niche, you don’t choose it.  
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Idea #35:  
Competition helps you 
figure out your niche. 

I almost never use the competition. It’s 
not my experience of business. I have a lot 
of colleagues but I can’t think of anyone I 
would consider my competition. 

The Greek roots of the word competition translate as something like, “to conspire or strive 
together” with an intention to make each other better. And I think it’s like that in the business.  

But it’s also that, when someone shows up doing what you do, it opens up the opportunity for you 
to focus even more consciously on what you want to do and to let go of the pieces you don’t. 

Maybe you’ve run the only yoga classes in town for years. So, you do it all. And then someone else 
moves into town and starts teaching classes. If you think there’s only so much pie to go around, 
you’ll see them as stealing your pie. But if you realize that they might be helping to make the pie 
bigger, you will immediately relax and experience the incredible relief of no longer having to do it 
all. Maybe you realize you want to stop doing the Hatha yoga classes which you’ve never been great 
at or enjoyed because that’s this new person’s specialty. So you send people their way for that and 
build up the yin yoga practice you’ve always loved. Everyone wins. 

Whenever a colleague of mine comes out with a new product on something I don’t want to 
specialize in helping my clients with I experience the biggest breath of relief. Thank God. Another 
thing I can let go of. 

If someone new comes into your marketplace, there’s the chance to get curious. To check them out 
and ask yourself, “How are we different? What does their presence mean I can let go of? What does 
their arrival invite me to step into more fully?” It’s like that. If your niche is your role in the 
community, then understanding your community and who else is in it is a vital piece of the puzzle. 
The more competition there is, the more rich and complex the ecosystem of the marketplace 
becomes, the more sources of business you have and the more you can refine and hone your niche 
to be as fulfilling and resilient as possible.  

Competition isn’t the enemy of your niche.  

Competition helps you figure out your niche. 
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Additional Resources: 

Niche Marketing: How to Define a Unique E-Business Niche by Dr. Ralph F. Wilson: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/wilson  

Video Interview: Danny Iny on The Positioning Matrix: 
marketingforhippies.com/video-interview-danny-iny-on-the-positioning-matrix/  
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Idea #36:  
You are simultaneously clearer and 
less clear than you think you are. 

This is a tricky idea. 

It’s simultaneously encouraging and discouraging.  

Some people I meet feel as though they are incredibly 
clear about their niche. They think they’ve got it all 
figured out. 

While at a workshop in Victoria, a young man spoke up 
saying that he was already clear about who he was trying to reach and now he just needed to get on 
with figuring out his marketing plan. 

I pressed him a bit, “So, who are you trying to reach?” 

“Well, we do Chinese Medicine, so it’s people who are dealing with stagnant chi, are into Chinese 
Medicine, and want to cultivate wellness in their lives.” 

Mark Silver, who was there with me, leaned forward from his chair on the side of the stage and 
looked him in the eyes and said, “Yeah… that’s not going to cut it.” 

And it wasn’t.  

Poor fellow. He’d thought he was so clear.  

But then, as we dug, we found a lot of places he did have clarity that he hadn’t realized yet or 
found the right place for yet.  

I see this so often. People will think they have no idea what their niche is but, after fifteen minutes 
of the right questions, it becomes obvious that actually have a lot of clarity, but they’d never sat 
down to organize it all into one place. They just didn’t know how. 

So, if you feel incredibly clear, like you’re totally done in your work of figuring out who your target 
market was, I’d want to challenge you a bit. And, if you felt totally lost, I would want to ask you a 
lot of questions to help encourage you with an awareness that you are, in fact, so much more clear 
than you ever knew. Somehow, both of these things are true at the same time for the same people.  

You are simultaneously clearer and less clear than you think you are.  
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Idea #37:  
You’re scared of niching, not 
your niche. 

You’re scared of niching, not your niche. 

This is one of the most profound 
realizations I’ve come to in my years of 
helping people figure out their niche.  

When we begin the process, they feel 
terrified and stressed at the thought of having to “choose a niche.” They are incredibly resistant to 
the idea. It feels like they’re being asked to marry someone prematurely. Or that they’re being 
asked to cut off a part of themselves.  

But, when they find the right niche, all of that seems to disappear. The response to finding the 
right niche is almost always a huge sense of relief, a deep exhale and a sense of amazement that this 
could be their niche. Sometimes tears of joy. Excitement. Sometimes people feel a bit daunted and 
scared, like, “Damn. That feels right and it’s going to ask a lot of me.” But that’s mixed with a 
deeper feeling of commitment and sense that it is meaningful and worth it. People report feeling 
on purpose. Like their life makes sense now. That all the bullshit they went through suddenly 
happened for a reason — for them to step into this particular role in a particular community. And 
they often say something like, “My god. My entire life has been preparing me for this.” 

When people find their niche they realize that finding their niche isn’t a sacrifice, but that the real 
life of sacrifice was the one they lived before discovering their place.  

People are scared of the idea of niching. Not their niche. If you’re scared and resistant it’s probably 
not your niche. 

“Life, too, is like that. You live it forward, but understand it backward.” 
— Abraham Verghese 

“We must not cease from exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be to  
arrive where we began and to know the place for the first time.” 

— T.S. Eliot 

You’re scared of niching, not your niche.  
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Idea #38:  
Don’t make your business carry all of 
your passions. 

This is also a tricky one. 

If you build your business around a particular 
constellation of your passions, if you try to make your 
business responsible for fulfilling all of your interests and 
then your interests change your business will need to as 
well.  

If you want your business to be resilient, consider the 
importance of not having your business be your only 
creative outlet.  

I started Marketing for Hippies in 2001 or so (though I’ve honestly forgotten exactly when). Since 
then, I’ve largely stayed faithful to the particular niche I’ve chosen for myself of serving conscious, 
solopreneur types. I think part of what’s allowed this stability in my business has been that I’ve 
allowed myself a lot of other creative outlets in my life. I still perform improv comedy with Rapid 
Fire Theatre, I created StreetcarShows.com, SocialYogiYeg.com, IndigoDrinks.ca and 
TheLocalGood.ca. I let myself write poetry and essays on things that are meaningful to me. I 
learned Scottish Gaelic. But I didn’t put all of that on my business. I’ve kept my business fairly 
simple.  

A business does not thrive on constant change and reinvention. It thrives on consistency. 

Word-of-mouth is the dominant force in marketing. But it will only ever work in your favour if you 
become known for something. You will only ever become known for something if you stick with it 
long enough. And you will only stick with it long enough if it’s not the only creative outlet in your 
life. A business is just a business. It’s there to help a particular group of people solve a particular 
problem. It’s there to do a certain thing. Let it do that thing. 

Don’t make your business carry all of your passions. 
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Idea #39: 
Your niche is likely to be self-
appointed. 

In the old days, there would be no doubt in 
your mind that you were needed. Your gifts 
would have been prayed for before your birth, 
noticed, cultivated, and then asked for by the 
community. But in today’s world, that is rarely 
the case.  

In today’s world, it’s unlikely that someone will 
ask you to talk about the thing you’re secretly 
yearning to talk about. It’s unlikely someone 
will ask you to do the thing you’re yearning to 
spend your days doing it. It’s unlikely that anyone outside of yourself will vest you with the 
authority you might think you need to go about playing the role you’d like to play.  

“In troubled times, you have to be what you're looking for. You must become the 
embodiment of the thing you want to be the beneficiary of. These are the times 
we're in… As a rule nobody asks you to do your life’s work. More often, at least in 
the early going, you have to do your life’s work as a self-appointed task. And in the 
early going you’re not very good at it. It is a learning thing, expensive, demanding, 
relentless. That’s how it has gone for me at least, paring down the list of reasons I 
was born until only a few likely candidates were left standing.”  

— Stephen Jenkinson 

What is niching? It is discerning, often with some sorrow, what is needed in times such as these 
and self-appointing to offer a gift that's been gone so long it's no longer even sought after.  

What is niching? It is becoming the thing you could not find.  

Your niche is likely to be self-appointed. 

Additional Resources: 
My essay - Proceeding as if You’re Needed 
facebook.com/notes/tad-hargrave/proceeding-as-if-youre-needed/10152766914204032  
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Idea #40:  
Your niche may be named by 
others. 

This may seem to fly in the face of the last idea, 
but it’s just another idea. It’s another thing that 
seems to be true.  

Many times, I’ve met people who discovered 
their niche by listening to what was being asked of them from their community. They started really 
paying attention to what kinds of support people asked of them because they knew it said 
something about what people saw them as good at. And they followed that thread.  

I recall a Skype session with a client in the UK, Graham Stones who is an incredible 
physiotherapist in the UK who works a lot with injured dancers and yogis. We’d worked together 
for years and he had struggled constantly with his niche and platform. Where would he focus? 
What did he want to be known for? And what the hell to call it? During this call he shared an 
interesting conversation in which he told me about how, the night before, he’d been out for pints 
with a friend who had, hearing more about what Graham did, said, “Sounds like you help broken 
yogis.” 

“Graham,” I said. “I want you to hang up right now and go get the brokenyogi.com, and on twitter, 
Facebook and whatever other social media you want.” 

It was perfect.  

Sometimes we get lucky and people just tell us what our niche is. Often, others can see us and our 
work so much more clearly than we can. 

Sometimes niching can feel overwhelming because we think it’s something we need to create. But 
sometimes it’s the thing the community has been asking of you for years. Sometimes you just get 
told. 

Your niche may be named by others. 
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Idea #41:  
A niche has swagger to it. 

I like this idea. 

Your niche is your role in the community. 

Which means it’s small.  

But there’s no reason we can’t have some swagger 
and stand tall in the smallness of our offerings. 
There’s no reason we can’t have extravagant style in 
it.  

There’s a bit of arrogance in a niche when we self-appoint ourselves to play some role. And that’s 
okay. Because it’s tempered with the big humility of knowings it’s just one role amongst many that 
keeps the world turning. And we know it will change in time. It’s just a part we’re playing but 
there’s no reason we can’t play it with gusto. 

Even if we don’t succeed, we can fail magnificently. 

A niche has swagger to it.  
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Idea #42:  
Your perfect niche may be the one 
that you already have. 

This premise was inspired by a life coach out of 
England. He was talking about relationships and 
soul mates. His saying, which I thought was really 
profound, was that your soul mate is the person who 
you are with right now, because we tend to attract 
people who are a vibrational match for us, or who fit 
for us where we are in life right now. They are there 
to reflect back to us where we are, in the perfect way 
to help us take the next step.  

So, a way to look at the “What’s going to be my 
perfect niche?” question is — the perfect niche might 
just be the one with the clients you have right now. 
That might be perfect for you at this moment. Even if they’re just there to show you how low your 
standards have become. 

When you can really see this current niche consciously, really focus on the niche, and ask yourself, 
“What is working about this; these people that I’m seeing?” and “What isn’t working about them?” 
Those reflections may be what helps you take the next step. Your niche right now, is the perfect 
place to figure out what is working and what is not. 

Niching is a journey. It never ends. We want to get it perfect when we start. But what if your ideal 
niche is the one you pick. No matter what it is, because it’s the one that gets you ready for the next 
one.  

Your perfect niche may be the one that you already have. 

Additional Resources: 

How to Attract Your Perfect Partner by Kute Blackson: 
kuteblackson.com/blog/?p=578 
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Idea #43:  
Your niche can be explicit without being 
exclusive. 

This is one of the most freeing ideas I’ve ever heard around the 
notion of niching. 

People fear niching because of what it might mean they’ll lose 
out on. 

They fear if they really hone in on a particular target market then they’ll need to say “no” to other 
people and they don’t want to turn anyone away. 

So, let’s make a critical distinction. 

Explicit: fully and clearly expressed or demonstrated; leaving nothing merely implied; unequivocal: 
clearly developed or formulated. 

Exclusive: not admitting of something else; incompatible: omitting from consideration or account, 
shutting out all others from a part or share. 

You can be explicit in whom you are trying to reach (e.g. you only work with single dads who have 
gone through a divorce) or what you are offering (e.g. we only make coverings for Apple products) 
but that doesn’t mean you need to be exclusive.  

Take the first example: let’s say you were a life coach who helped newly divorced, single dads get 
back on their feet and heal their relationship with their ex. That seems like a pretty tight focus. 
And, because your focus is so tight, you’re going to likely get some really good results with your 
clients. Which means that their friends will likely notice and ask them how this happened, and 
your clients will want to talk about you and your work. And, soon enough, your clients will be 
asking you if you would work with their friends who is a dad but he’s not divorced . . . yet. Or he’s 
divorced with no kids. Or he just struggles in dating. And then, you will have the choice to be 
exclusive or not. You could tell those clients, “I’m sorry. I only work with newly divorced, single 
dads.” Or you could work with them. Up to you.  

Note: all of your marketing materials might say “Single dad coaching.” All of your speaking gigs 
might be on this topic and yet a third to half of your clients might not be single dads.  
That’s your choice.  

Your niche can be explicit without being exclusive. 
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Idea #44: 
To be happier, base your niche 
on your lifestyle. 

All credit to my dear friend and colleague Alex 
Baisley of bigdreamprogram.com for this one.  

Here’s the big idea: start with the lifestyle you 
want and then back your business into that. 

This idea may be one of the most important I’ve 
ever heard for developing a business that will work 
for you and be attractive to you.  

You could do everything else right in niching, but if you get this wrong, you will hate your 
business. Allow me to illustrate. 

Imagine your name is Mary and you bake pies. You love baking pies. You bake them all the time 
for your friends’ birthdays and weddings. You bring them to potlucks. And people can’t get over 
how good they are. And then it hits you. What if you opened up a bakery? You could marry doing 
what you love with the way you make money. 

So, you quit your job, get a bank loan and open up Mary’s Bakery. You’ve never been more proud 
in your life. And then it hits you. You’re getting up at 3am every morning and instead of baking a 
few pies, it’s dozens. Every single day. And you’re spending time hiring and firing ungrateful kids, 
doing payroll and bookkeeping, and somehow needing to find time to market the damned thing. 

Soon, you hate your life. 

If you’re a night owl and your business requires early mornings from you, you won’t be happy. If 
you’re a powerful introvert and your business requires you to do constant networking, it will drain 
you. If you love public speaking, but you’ve set up your business to have you only do writing and 
coaching, you’ll be unfulfilled. If you’re outdoorsy but your life coaching business keeps you on the 
phone during the day when you’d rather be outside, you’ll feel frustrated. If you’re a gypsy at heart 
but you set up your business so you can never travel, you’ll be miserable.  

The key, then, is to design and think about the kind of lifestyle you want first, and to back your 
business into that. How do you want to feel during your days? What kinds of hours would you love 
to work? What are the aspects of your business you love most and how can you create more of 
those? 
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The other day, I was speaking with a client who had been to my workshop and was wanting to help 
some local folks in Victoria, B.C., come up with some business plans. I asked her, “What are all of 
the things you might help them with?” She shared a list of about ten things: teaching copywriting 
skills, how to create content, teaching social media basics, teaching media relations, teaching how 
to write blogs, helping them figure out their niche, helping them figure out how to reach hubs, 
helping them figure out what they want to offer, creating websites, writing blogs for clients, 
teaching them how to leverage their existing writing for marketing. 

I then asked her to rate her level of enthusiasm for each from 1–10. I was shocked by her answers. I 
had thought from hearing about her background as a writer and PR person that teaching writing 
blogs, teaching clients how to come up with content ideas, and teaching media relations would be 
the highest. But nope.  

She ranked the following a 9: teaching how to write blogs: helping them figure out their niche, 
helping them figure out how to reach hubs, helping them figure out what they want to offer. She 
gave the following a 5 on average: creating websites, writing blogs for clients and teaching them 
how to leverage their existing writing for marketing. And she gave the following a 0: teaching 
copywriting skills, how to create content, social media basics, teaching media relations. It became 
immediately clear that she needed to find a way to build her business around the things she was 
most passionate about. As we dug deeper this was all connected to helping her clients create a 
business they loved and were so proud of.  

Can you imagine how she would have hated her days if she’d tried to build her business around 
teaching copywriting skills, how to create content, social media basics, teaching media relations? 
She would have been exhausted and hated her business in no time.  

Again, start with the lifestyle you want and then back your business into that. 

What do you want to spend your days doing? How do you want to do it? Could you take the exact 
same profession and smash it together with a hobby you love to create something new that you love 
even more? 

To be happier, base your niche on your lifestyle. 
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Additional Resources: 

Build Your Niche Around Your Lifestyle: An Interview with Alex Baisley: 
nichingspiral.com/lifestyle  

Your Lifestyle Has Already Been Designed (The Real Reason for The Forty-Hour Workweek) 
by David Cain: 
filmsforaction.org/news/your_lifestyle_has_already_been_designed  

Don’t Do Anything That Isn’t Play by Marshall Rosenburg: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/rosenburg  

Videos on the importance of lifestyle: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/lifestyle  

Memes on the importance of lifestyle: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383797888463221&type=1 
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Idea #45:  
Niching is a practice. 

If niching never really stops (because things never 
stop changing), then that means it’s something we 
need to interact with on an ongoing basis. And, if 
we do it in a conscious, non-reactive way we’ll have a 
better chance of doing it well. And that means 
niching is more of a practice than a one-time thing.  

One wouldn’t go to a yoga studio for one class and 
be done with it. One wouldn’t meditate once and 
be done with it. You wouldn’t go into your garden 
for one day in the Spring and expect a bountiful 
harvest in the Fall. These are practices. Certainly 
one session can have benefits, but the true benefits 
come over time.  

And part of the joy of having a practice is that there is a path set out for us so we don’t have to 
spend our energy figuring things out every single moment. Like going on a trip where we have no 
map or compass and we feel utterly lost. A practice can free us up to focus on just enjoying the 
journey. It can give us a container. And, of course, over time, part of the joy of it is to modify the 
practice to suit us. But there’s no rush. Rushing and pushing too hard in yoga or exercise leads to 
injury. Rushing your niche leads to poor decisions that cost you a lot of money and time. 

It’s important to have some humility when approaching this topic of niching and have some 
realistic expectations. I’ve seen some people figure out a solid niche right away. For some, it’s taken 
years. That’s just how it is. Telling yourself the story that you "should" have it figured out already 
only makes the process go more slowly. You can’t rush reality. The reality is you’ll only get clear as 
quickly as you do.  

Niching is stressful because we tell ourselves we should be further along than we are; we often feel 
pressure and a sort of guilt for not having this all worked out. 

“How beautiful is it to do nothing and then rest afterwards?” 
— Spanish Proverb 
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While niching is a practice, it doesn’t have to be a solitary one. As my dear colleague Russell Scott 
said once about the spiritual practices he supports people in, “You have to do it yourself, but you 
don’t have to do it alone.” 

Most entrepreneurs do everything by themselves. This independence can be our greatest strength, 
but it can also be our biggest weakness, because we have a limited perspective on things. Most 
entrepreneurs get no mentoring and so struggle to constantly reinvent the wheel. That support 
could come from hiring a coach, creating a mastermind, feedback from a business savvy friend, 
reading a book, posting a question on Facebook and getting reflections. There are so many ways. 

I was chatting with Kris Ward of AbundantYogi.com who works with yoga teachers and holistic 
practitioners around their niche all the time. She had this to say, “Agreed. It’s almost never a 
straight shot to the bullseye. And we really don’t have control of when or how (probably) 80% of 
the events, ideas, people, aha’s, happenings, conversations, opportunities and coincidences will 
take place that actually end up leading us to the promised land (the ideal niche that finally feels 
like home). Our part is to just keep taking the baby steps that we can take, and then to pay 
attention. I say to my clients probably 10 times a week, ‘Stay in your own business. Focus on baby 
steps or you’re screwed. All you can do is your part. More will be revealed along the way.’ It’s a 
lifelong journey. Even once we find our bullseye, we’ll never really stop refining and simplifying 
how we describe what we do and how we DO what we do, so that we can be more elegant, 
authentic, effective, and more zoomed in to our true strengths and area of genius. The whole 
process of finding our true work and our true target market can seem almost never ending. And 
while that could be construed as a really shitty thing because we never get to that place of DONE, 
certainty, sweet spot, never have to refine anything ever again . . . I think it’s actually a really cool 
thing because we get to stay on our own leading edge, keep being challenged, and keep unraveling 
more and more of the layers that lead to massive growth, joy, happiness, profits, satisfaction, 
impact, etc.” 

And there are so many ways to go about this practice. I remember speaking with one client who 
worked a lot in the realm of masculine and feminine energies (as understood in the world of tantra 
and David Deida’s work). So I offered her this perspective to sit with. This idea isn’t fully 
performed, but perhaps it might give you something to think about.  

“From a masculine side, niching seems to be about leaning into our edge, cutting 
away what isn’t serving us, challenging ourselves and the pursuit of the goal of the 
niche. From a feminine side, I could see it being about constantly opening to even 
more pleasure and following the threads of what feels best.”  

— Tad Hargrave 

I think there’s a wisdom in both approaches.  
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Some metaphors that may be comforting to you as you cultivate your practice: 

The Puzzle:  

figuring out your niche can be like trying to put together a jigsaw puzzle when you’ve never seen 
the final picture. Just piece by piece and the picture becomes clearer.  

Connect the Dots:  

If you’ve ever played connect the dots as a child, finding out your niche is kind of like that. You 
know there’s a picture there. But you can’t see it clearly until you draw the needed lines between 
the dots. Once you’ve done that, you can colour it in. A niche is a lot like that. The dots are the 
core elements of your niche (what you want to offer, how and to whom, your gifts, your nature, 
and your story). The lines are when you find the connections between those things. Colouring it in 
is when you make a real business out of the picture and bring it to life.  

The Stonecutter:  

The stonecutter takes a hammer and hits a large stone with great force in the right spot, and . . . 
gets no result. Nothing. Not even a mark on the stone. So, they hit again. And again. After possibly 
hundreds of hits with no apparent effect on the boulder, the stone finally breaks. It will often split 
clean in two. The cutter keeps going with the knowledge that they will get the desired result 
eventually. They don’t take their work for granite (see what I did there?). 

The Chinese Bamboo Tree:  

When you plant the Chinese Bamboo tree, you won’t see anything grow above the ground for the 
first five years. Even when you’re doing everything right. And then, in the fifth year, it grows 90 
feet in 90 days! How is this possible? Because, for the first five years, it was growing its root system 
90 feet deep and wide. So, we learn. It can take time where you feel like nothing is changing, but if 
you keep at it, something will shift eventually.  

Peeling the Onion:  

It also occurred to me how niching is sort of like peeling an onion layer by layer. You get closer and 
closer to the core. Niching is a lot like that. It’s easy to say, “I just want to be there in the centre 
immediately.” But we go back layer by layer, and it does take time. If you feel that this is taking 
forever, if you feel you’re not getting it, that’s pretty normal. Every layer you get, you are closer, and 
you’re closer, and you’re closer. 

A Snake Shedding its Skin:  

This metaphor was suggested to me by a friend and I really liked it. The idea that sometimes our 
niche is about finding something new, and sometimes it’s more a process of letting go of who we 
were and being reborn into something new.  
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A client and colleague of mine Tomar Levine shared with me the way she’d felt herself shed her 
own business skin multiple times: “Since I made the decision to start a business, I’ve gone through 
at least four or five refinements and each time it felt like I was getting closer to myself, closer to 
what I really cared about. It started out more generic or general, more trying to look like other 
people. And each time I made a shift it felt more personal and true. The last big shift I remember 
saying to my coach in amazement, ‘You mean my business can be about THAT? About what I really 
truly care about most? You mean I can tell the truth?’ It seemed too good to be true. Part of that 
process I would call courage, part vulnerability — and maybe part ‘going for it.’ And also learning 
who you are.” 

“Destiny is the inevitability of coming closer to yourself.” 
—  E.B. White 

A Seed Growing:  

I love this metaphor because, in the beginning, all you have is a seed. And you might not have any 
idea what kind of a seed it is. Unless you’re educated on these things, there’s no way to tell from 
the appearance of the seed what it will become. A tomato seed certainly looks nothing like a 
tomato. An acorn bears no resemblance to an oak. And they start so small but then grow into 
something many times their original size provided food and or beauty to the world.  

A Bouillon Cube:  

This metaphor I owe to Stephen Jenkinson of OrphanWisdom.com. You may be familiar with 
those tin foil wrapped OXO cubes that you throw into a pot of water to make broth. You may also 
have discovered, if you were a foolish child like me, the nuclear qualities they have if you try to eat 
one whole. To eat one whole would make you incredibly sick and burn intensely. And that’s much 
like trying to figure out your niche in an afternoon. You can get burned by the confusion that 
comes up when you don’t know everything. So, to eat a bouillon cube you need a few things. The 
first is a large pot of water. And then you need some heat. So, the pot of water is the ongoing 
practice of The Niching Spiral. The heat comes from your attention and the attention of others 
and your desire to work this out. And then, you need time. The cube doesn’t dissolve immediately. 
It takes time. Just like figuring out your niche. 

The Compass:  

Figuring out your niche is less about having a perfect map and more about developing a compass 
that guides us in the right direction. It’s an inner sense of when we’re on our path and when we 
aren’t. It’s our intuition. Our heart. Our gut. Trusting our instincts. 

Niching is a practice. 
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Idea #46:  
Niching never stops. 

Getting this was so liberating.  

In the linear model from point A to point 
B, once you reach point B . .  that’s it. It’s 
over. You’re done.  

But, in my experience, it’s often more 
useful to look at niching as a verb rather 
than a noun. We’re in a constant process 
of niching rather than trying to find our 
“niche.” Niching never ends because there are two factors that are constantly in flux: you and the 
environment.  

When you change, so will your role in the community.  

When the environment changes, so will your role need to.  

Imagine you run the only yoga studio in town. You might do that unchanged for your whole life 
unless one of two things happen. 

You change: perhaps you lose the love of yoga and are drawn in other directions.  

The marketplace changes: other yoga studios open up and you need to specialize in a different way 
or a major employer in town goes under and people either move away and no longer have money 
for yoga.  

There are periods of relative stability during which your niche may feel clear. And there may be 
periods where you are growing and changing rapidly and the marketplace is in turmoil and 
knowing your role in that may not be easy.  

It’s like tacking a boat. If you’re sailing from one island to another, you’re going to be off course 
most of the time — that is, your boat won’t be pointed exactly at the harbour you want to land in at 
all times. Most of the time it won’t be. But that’s okay. You just tack the boat and make little tiny 
adjustments as you go and end up exactly where you want to be. 

And it’s up to you how often you want to check in and make adjustments. I have some colleagues 
who, once a year, go on a retreat with each other to really hone in on what they want their role to 
be. Has their niche changed? Sometimes it has a lot. Sometimes not much at all. 
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I went to get my bike fixed last spring, and the back wheel was a little wobbly. The man at the shop 
put it up on a rack and spun the tire. Then he made some adjustments and spun it again — less 
wobble. He kept that up until it spun as smoothly as it was going to (I have an old beater of a bike). 
He told me the process was called “truing the wheel.” And I liked the idea for niching. We’re 
always just “truing our niche.” Refining it. Trying to make it turn as smoothly as possible. 

I’ve noticed how resistant people get to the idea of narrowing their niche. Narrowing feels like 
we’re cutting out more and more people. Being more and more exclusive. And, even if it’s useful, it 
can feel kind of scary. But here’s another way to look at it: every time you make a refinement in 
your niche, you’re making it more true, honest, authentic, and genuine. It’s not just a matter of 
arbitrarily narrowing your niche for the sake of narrowing it. You’re truing it. 

And here’s another angle on it. You will never stop clarifying your role. But, if that’s true (and I 
really suggest it is) then you’ll never be done. You’ll never, ever get to the point where you’ve got it 
100% figured out. And here’s the liberating thought. You only need your niche to be 80% there 
before moving forward. Get it mostly right and then move. You don’t need to wait for it to be 
exactly right. In fact, waiting for that might mean you never get started. Sometimes, we just need to 
get the basic direction and then start and refine as we go. Often, it’s in the “going” that we get the 
new information we need to refine.  

And another thought: we are living in times of very rapid change. I don’t know how solid anyone’s 
role will be. My feeling is that many of us may be in for a period of rapid and frequent reinvention. 

Niching never stops. 
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Idea #47:  
Sometimes it’s time to focus. 
Sometimes it’s time to explore. 

An important question to ask yourself: is it time 
to focus or time to explore options?  

It’s important to know what time it is.  

If you’ve been trapped in something that felt 
like “not you” for a long time it might be time to shake it off. If you are getting that feeling where 
you look at your front door and think, “I just want to walk out that front door and . . . keep 
walking.” you might be in need of what my dear friend Nicole Moen describes as pilgrimage — 
nicolemoen.ca.  

But, if you’ve been traveling a while and exploring lots of different options, it might be time to 
focus.  

Our lives, are, as John O’Donohue wrote in his book Eternal Echoes, this dance of longing and 
belonging.  

On one hand we seek the steadiness of belonging to a particular place, to have our niche and nest 
figured out. But, on the other hand, we have longing for new things, to feel unique and for 
adventure. 

“The restlessness in the human heart will never be finally stilled by any person, 
project, or place. The longing is eternal. This is what constantly qualifies and 
enlarges our circles of belonging. There is a constant and vital tension between 
longing and belonging. Without the shelter of belonging, our longings would lack 
direction, focus, and context; they would be aimless and haunted, constantly 
tugging the heart in a myriad of opposing directions . . . Belonging without longing 
would be empty and dead, a cold frame around emptiness . . . There is something 
within you that no one or nothing else in the world is able to meet or satisfy. When 
you recognize that such unease is natural, it will free you from getting on the 
treadmill of chasing ever more temporary and partial satisfactions. This eternal 
longing will always insist on some door remaining open somewhere in all the 
shelters where you belong . . . it will intensify your journey but also liberates you 
from the need to go on many seductive but futile quests.”  

— John O’Donohue, Eternal Echoes 
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In niching sometimes we are spiralling outwards and trying new ideas, niche projects, traveling, 
learning and exploring new terrains. And options. My friend Sean of oneweekjob.com spent one 
year where, every week, he would try a different job. 52 jobs in a year. Just to see what he liked. 
There’s a time to shake off the dust and there’s a time to rest and enjoy the benefits of all your 
hard work. 

Sometimes we are spiralling inwards and reflecting. 

There is a time for both. 

There is a time to try and a time to not try. 

There is a time for a lot of movement and there’s a time for stillness. 

There is a time to make a conscious choice about your direction and there are times to notice the 
direction you’ve already, without realizing it, chosen — and going with that.  

There is a time for committing to something (even something small) and a time to let go of 
commitments before they drown you in yesterday. 

The truth of it is, you are not in control of what time it is.  

But, every once in a while, it’s good to ask yourself, “What time is it?” and proceed accordingly 
being faithful to the times you are in. 

Sometimes it’s time to focus. Sometimes it’s time to explore. 
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Additional Resources: 

Confusion. Dressed in a Fear Suit. And You Already Know What to Do by Sally Hope: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/hope  

What Do You Want? And Tell the Truth by Robert Rabbin: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/rabbin  

What It Takes to Give Birth (To a Baby or a Dream) by K.C. Baker: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/baker  
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Idea #48:  
Each step you take allows you to see 
further. 

If you’re standing on one side of a circular building, 
you can’t see the other side of it. You may not even 
really be able to see a quarter of the way around it. 
You can’t see where you’re going. 

That’s not the problem though. That’s just reality. 
The problem is that, somehow, we think we should be 
able to. And we beat ourselves up and curse the 
universe that we can’t see around the bend. That’s just 
how it is. 

If you’re driving down a highway, it’s hard to make out things that are far away, but, as you get 
closer, they get clearer.  

If your niche doesn’t feel clear right now, maybe it’s not supposed to. Maybe it’s around the bend 
or down the road a ways still.  

Each step you take allows you to see further. 

Additional Resources: 

Progress is Almost Never Linear by Kris Ward: 
abundantyogi.com/progress-almost-never-linear 

nichingspiral.com 137

http://abundan
http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

Idea #49:  
Start with what’s clear. 

“If the path before you is clear,  
you’re probably on somebody else’s.” 

— Joseph Campbell 

But, whether it’s inner or outer, niching asks us 
to move, to take action — to do something.  

What if we don’t feel ready?  

It’s actually the acting that makes us ready. 

Niching requires commitment — but maybe in a different way than you’ve understood it before. 
Did you know that the verb “to commit” comes from the Latin “commit” which means “to begin?” 
This is how we know if we’re truly committed — we start even if we don’t feel ready.  

Below is a quote that you have likely heard many times. It’s often attributed to Goethe but it was 
actually from William Hutchison Murray. In it he speaks about the power of commitment. And I 
used to think he meant this very “rawr” sort of military type, break-through-any-wall kind of 
commitment. But, now that I understand commitment as simply the willingness to begin and try 
something the whole quote feels different to me. I’ve changed the wording slightly here and added 
the word “begins” where he used “committed” and “commits” respectively. See how it feels to read 
it now.  

“Until one [begins], there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back, always 
ineffectiveness. Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one 
elementary truth that ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans: 
that the moment one definitely [begins] oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts 
of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred. A whole 
stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favour all manner of 
unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance, which no man could 
have dreamed would have come his way. Whatever you can do, or dream you can 
do, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.” 

— William Hutchison Murray (modified by Tad Hargrave) 
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As Hugh Laurie (from the TV show House but far more importantly BlackAdder) says it, “It’s a 
terrible thing, I think, in life to wait until you’re ready. I have this feeling now that actually no one 
is ever ready to do anything. There is almost no such thing as ready. There is only now. And you 
may as well do it now. Generally speaking, now is as good a time as any.”  

I might amend his words only to say, “You may as well start it now.” Sometimes you can’t do it all. 
But you can always start with something. Even something small. 

It’s easy to get lost in what’s not clear and feel like we 
don’t know anything about our niche and thus not do 
anything. But we do know something. There’s always 
something that’s clear. Maybe we’re only clear about what 
we want to do at a basic level (e.g. “I want to massage 
people”). That’s a start. Maybe we’re clear about a piece 
of how we want to do it, or we have a sense of with whom 
we’d like to work. Maybe we’re just really clear about 
what we don’t want in our business. That’s good too. 
Start with what’s clear. Gather those little cloth pieces 
of clarity and gradually weave them into the patchwork 
quilt of your niche. Start with what’s clear. Start with 
the pieces you have and more will come. Believe that as 
much as you’ve ever believed anything. Don’t worry 
about knowing everything before you begin. That’s a myth. Start with what is already clear. You 
don’t need to see the whole staircase, just take the first step. That’s all you can ever do. You can’t 
be clearer than you are. You can pretend you are, but you’ll suffer. Pretending to be clear isn’t a sin 
you’ll be punished for . . . it’s something you’ll be punished by. Whatever you already know is 
enough. It’s solid. You can build on that. 

“Start close in, don’t take the second step or the third, start with the first thing 
close in, the step you don’t want to take. Start with the ground you know, the pale 
ground beneath your feet, your own way of starting the conversation. Start with 
your own question, give up on other people’s questions, don’t let them smother 
something simple. To find another’s voice, follow your own voice, wait until that 
voice becomes a private ear capable of truly listening to another. Start right now 
take a small step you can call your own don’t follow someone else’s heroics, be 
humble and focused, start close in, don’t mistake that other for your own. Start 
close in, don’t take the second step or the third, start with the first thing close in, 
the step you don’t want to take.”  

— David Whyte, Start Close In 
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This is your compass. True North is whatever feels most clear to you. Follow that.  

As Pace Smith puts it, “Anything that isn’t messy can be done by a machine. Your heart is messy. 
That’s how it’s meant to be.” 

I see so many people trying to get it 100% right before starting. Which paralyzes people. It’s often 
better to just start with what you know and then move. Do something. I love the philosophy of 
Wabi Sabi. 

Wikipedia defines it as: “Wabi-sabi represents a comprehensive Japanese world view or aesthetic 
centred on the acceptance of transience and imperfection. The aesthetic is sometimes described as 
one of beauty that is ‘imperfect, impermanent, and incomplete.’ It is a concept derived from the 
Buddhist teaching of the three marks of existence, specifically impermanence, the other two being 
suffering and emptiness or absence of self-nature. Characteristics of the wabi-sabi aesthetic include 
asymmetry, asperity (roughness or irregularity), simplicity, economy, austerity, modesty, intimacy 
and appreciation of the ingenuous integrity of natural objects and processes.” 

Here’s an addendum to this: I have found, over the years, that most people are so much clearer 
than they think they are. I recall while I attended one workshop led by some colleagues and a 
woman I’d met early came over to me, exasperated. “I am not getting this niching thing!” She was 
beside herself. She’d flown all the way from the east coast to California to attend a workshop about 
getting clear on her niche and, despite her best efforts, she was utterly lost in the woods. And so 
frustrated. 

I listened to her for a while and said, “You know, I think you’re a lot clearer than you think you 
are.” 

She seemed confused by this. I invited her to sit and asked her for a pen and paper which she 
pulled from her bag. I began to ask her questions around who she wanted to work with, reflecting 
what I was hearing and, within an hour, the page was crammed full of clarity. It wasn’t that she 
didn’t know. It was that people hadn’t ever asked her those questions. She’d thought she had to 
get it 100% perfect and summed up in seven words before she could move forward. 

“See?” I said and passed her back her paper. “You’re actually really clear. I mean sure, there’s some 
work in distilling all of this down a bit but you already know a lot.” 

She took the paper and read it over and I watched a wave of blessed relief wash over her. 

In the beginning it’s okay to start broad and a bit vague. That may be all you know for now. It’s 
enough. It’s like trying to make out something in the distance. From far away it can be hard to see. 
But with every step you take towards it, it will get clearer and clearer.  
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I’ve seen this countless times now. You’re clearer than you think you are. 

“While you are clear about much more than you think you are, there’s going to be 
much more, especially in the beginning, that you are unclear about. For every one 
thing you know for sure, there will be a hundred unknown things. And having a 
good relationship with unknown aspects of your work at the start is vital. Having a 
spaciousness around our approach of not needing to have it all clear, known and 
perfect immediately helps us immensely. Because by trying to force it, we often 
think too small or too big. In the beginning, there is an incubatory, womb like 
process. And most of that process must, necessarily, happen in darkness. One 
doesn’t get to see the caterpillar becoming the butterfly. But sure enough, inside the 
cocoon, it is. And can you imagine someone asking the caterpillar as it closed its 
cocoon to describe what it would look like on the other side when it came out? How 
could it possibly know?” 

— David Whyte 

Our niche isn’t something we take. It’s something we court. It’s a path we find, not a trail we blaze.  

There’s the idea of pronoia, which is the opposite of paranoia. Paranoia is the idea that the whole 
world is out to get you. Pronoia is the idea that the whole world is out to help you. That you are 
surrounded by allies conspiring to guide you to your best role. 

Pace Smith puts it this way, “Path-creating feels like it’s you against the world. It’s all up to you. 
You’ve got to be strong enough, determined enough, creative enough, open enough. You’ve got to 
be enough. Path finding feels like co-creating your life . . . like swimming with the current.” 

One way to look at not having a niche is like it’s a puzzle with the centre piece missing. You can see 
all these pieces but there’s nothing connecting them all. And that feels devastating. Something 
vital is missing. There’s a hole that you can’t seem to fill and yet you are told (and you feel 
intuitively) that you can’t move ahead until that hole is filled.  

But what if nothing was missing? 

What if that metaphor was inaccurate? 

What is you had a beautiful puzzle with no missing pieces at all — only places to add pieces on the 
edges to make it even clearer, bigger, and more beautiful? 
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What if nothing was missing? 

What if what you have is some clarity already — and that this will grow into more clarity over time. 
If you looked at an acorn would you say something was missing in it because it wasn’t yet an oak? 
Or would you know the oak was inside it and would grow at the exact right time and pace the oaks 
grow in? What if the desperate need to carve out a space for ourselves comes from belief we don’t 
already have one. And what if we already do? 

“You are a wonderful creation. You know more than you think you know,  
just as you know less than you want to know.” 

— Oscar Wilde 

Start with what’s clear. 
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Idea #50: 
Niching is a combination of inner reflection 
and outer action. 

I think of practices like Tai Chi. 

They require both an inner awareness but also outer action. They 
require an ability to feel what’s happening inside your body while also 
staying aware of what’s happening outside of it. Harder than it looks. 

And this is the heart of good niching. 

There are two places in which I’ve seen people get stuck in their 
niching.  

The first is when people get into the paralysis of analysis. They never do anything because it’s never 
ready. As they say, the easiest way to avoid meditation? Read books about meditation. At this level 
people can get lost in abstractions and theories and come up with ideas that are utterly unworkable 
and thoroughly incomprehensible. The medicine these people need is to try something small in 
the real world. They need to lead a workshop in someone’s living room, they need to plant a small 
garden to see how it goes, they need to take a real action and then see how it measures up against 
all of their theories and maps.  

The other place I’ve seen people get stuck is in too much hustle with not enough reflection. 
They’ve been working in their business so long that they’ve never stopped, taken a step back and 
asked, ‘What have I learned from all of this?’ These people are a joy to work with because they 
already know so much, they just don’t know that they know. They’re a wealth of information and 
experience, but it’s never been sorted out. They’re 
like enormous, old grain silos with dozens of seeds 
of different types all mixed together. And, together 
if we go through and sort them out into their 
various barrels, what we are left with is a very clear 
picture of what will be grown in the promising 
harvest of the next season.  

Niching is a lot like walking a labyrinth. 

The labyrinth has been used as a tool of walking 
contemplation for centuries.  

You walk into it, wind your way to the centre and 
then walk back out. It’s similar with niching. It 
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invites us to go inside of ourselves and then to come back out into the world. We ponder, come up 
with something, and then we come out and offer it to the marketplace. We gather feedback, and 
then we go back inside, innovate, come up with something new and come back out . . . only to 
discover the marketplace has changed. So, we go back inside. It’s a very in and out process. 

Niching requires that we go inside, reflect, and think about what we want to offer the world. And 
then we go into the world to see if the world would actually pay for that — to see if anyone wants it. 
We get some feedback and go back inside to reflect and make any changes we want to and then 
come back out.  

As my colleague George Kao puts it, “One has to truly engage with helping others (whether one is 
doing it out of service or profit) to discover what the important issues really are, and which of 
those one is most qualified and interested to help solve. That is one’s niche.” 

So, take a moment and notice where you are stuck. 

Are you running around the perimeter of the labyrinth or are you sitting in the middle? 

Are you doing too much and not reflecting or are you reflecting too much and not doing? 

Niching is a combination of inner reflection and outer action. 
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Idea #51:  
The 70% rule. 

I see a lot of people waiting to get their niche 100% 
perfect before they begin. 

And so they never begin.  

They think, “I don’t want to commit until it’s 
perfect.” 

But, as mentioned in Idea #48, the Latin roots of 
the verb “commit” means, literally, “to begin.” 

My advice is to get your niche 70% sorted out and then start. Start with something small. 
Experiment. Get moving. Try stuff out. Don’t wait to have it all perfectly figured out.  

And you don’t need to spend 100% of your marketing efforts on whatever niche you come up 
with. Just spend 70% of your efforts on it. You can still experiment with other things too. 

This rule also applies to delegating things. If someone can do the job 70% as well as you can, 
delegate it to them. 

Additional Resources: 

The 70% Rule by Jim Schleckser: 
inc.com/jim-schleckser/the-70-rule-when-to-delegate.html  
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Idea #52: 
Niching is not a linear process. 

In early 2014, I realized the core approach taken by myself and 
most of my colleagues to “cracking our niche” was a linear model.  

It went like this: “You’re at point A, you fill out a worksheet and 
then you’re at point B. A simple and clear line. Easy.”  

My colleague Pace Smith paints it like this: “Step 1: Feel a calling in my heart. Step 2: ?? Step 3: 
Profit!” And the step two is a bit of a mystery. 

A fine theory, but, as a mentor of mine once pointed out: the opposite of knowledge is not 
ignorance, it’s theory. And the linear model of figuring out your niche only seemed to work in 
theory. And, because people thought it should work, they often felt incredibly disappointed in 
themselves and beat themselves up when they couldn’t “crack their niche.”  

This is especially pronounced when there’s a fierce urgency about the search (often due to a need 
to make money fast). I used to feel desperate to help these people — to pull some rabbit out of my 
magic hat. But decisions made from a place of panic are usually terrible ones. 

I have seen clients, out of frustration, and with the encouragement of a well-meaning marketing 
coach, finally just pick a niche. Just to have something. In the past, I’d try to give people a niche. I’d 
see them get excited. It wouldn’t last. They’d resent me and feel like they got cheated somehow. 
Understandably, they just wanted to have something to work with. But, inevitably, they would need 
to change everything a year later (after having sunk thousands of dollars into a new website, logo, 
head shots, branding, not to mention countless hours). It was exasperating and exhausting.  

It created a cycle of constantly starting over, and then burning out when they realized the niche 
wasn’t right.  

In short, the linear model says: you can go from Point A of “No Niche” to Point B of a clear niche 
for life in a straight line in a short period of time. 
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And that whole worldview is a set-up for disappointment.  

So what if it’s not a linear model at all? 

What if niching was more of a spiral? 

What if niching was a never ending process (because we change and the marketplace is always 
changing) in our businesses vs. a one-time decision? 

What if niching could be approached in a way that was gentler, more practical, and more 
sustainable? A way that brought us step by step closer to something true for us without requiring 
the typical boom and bust cycle leading to a sense of defeat and hopelessness? 

Let’s consider the spiral as a path and imagine that, in the centre of the spiral, is your perfect 
niche. 

Ideally, we could just go from the periphery in a straight line to the centre. But, it rarely seems to 
work out that way. Most of us seem to need to circle our niche a few times before we see it clearly 
or before it reveals itself to us.  

As this notion of the spiral began to sink in, I realized I’d found a better way to go about niching. 
Not just a better way to approach the issue tactically but a better way to look at it philosophically.  

An example: My mother and her husband Sherwood run a tree farm. Of course, if your name is 
Sherwood and you run a tree farm — you basically have to name it Sherwood’s Forests. When they 
first began their business, they felt pretty clear about who their target markets were — garden 
centres and landscapers. Easy! Niching problem solved. But, it wasn’t so easy as that. It turned out 
garden centres had their own suppliers already and wanted trees for less money than made sense 
for them to sell, and weren’t as concerned about quality as they were. And landscapers had their 
own trusted suppliers too, and needed 
bigger trees because, when someone 
hires a landscaper, they want an 
instant landscape. They don’t want 
little, healthy trees that will eventually 
grow big and strong. They want larger 
trees (that will likely die). But then, 
they began to be approached by 
reclamation companies who told 
them, “Your trees are the perfect size 
for us!” They had to spend a few years 
spiralling around their niche before it 
was clear.  
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I could give you this exact same story for countless entrepreneurs who began their business 
imagining that Audience A would be their people only to find out it was really Audience Q. In the 
beginning, we’re only making guesses about what our best niche will be.  

This spiralling process (which you’ll learn more about in Part II: The Niching Spiral) asks us to 
reflect and hone in on what we’re clear about internally and then make some educated guesses 
about what will work in the external marketplace. And not until we try some small experiments in 
the real world and get feedback will we have more information to take the next step.  

But, crucially, this is The Niching Spiral, not the “niching circle.” It can be easy to feel like, if an 
experiment doesn’t work out perfectly, we’re right back where we started. We aren’t. We are back at 
almost the same place, but one step closer to the centre. Every time we go through the process, we 
are one step closer to the centre because every time we go around we learn something vital about 
what we like and what we don’t like, what works for us and what doesn’t, what people respond to 
and what they don’t. We’re not circling, going in loops or stuck in a rut, we are spiralling inwards. 

I found that when I began to work with people around their niching as a spiral — miraculous 
things began to occur. People stopped being stuck. People began to make progress. And, most 
importantly, the stress (that so often adds worry lines to the faces of too many entrepreneurs) 
would just melt away.  

Niching is not a linear process. 
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Section II: The Niching Spiral 
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The Seven Steps of the Niching Spiral

 

Step 1: What? 

What do you want to 
offer? Niching begins with 

looking at the world and asking 
yourself, ‘What is missing that I 
want to bring? What are the gifts 

I have that I want to offer? 
What do I feel called to 

create?’
 

Step 2: Why? 

Why do you want to offer 
it? There is a reason that you 

notice certain things are missing, 
and others don’t. There’s a reason 

you want to create something, 
and others don’t. And that has 

to do with your story.

 

Step 3: How? 

How do you want to 
offer it? There are a lot of 

different ways to offer the exact 
same product or service. What’s 
your unique style, aesthetic, vibe, 
perspective, approach, point of 
view? How do you feel called to 

go about your offering that 
you feel would be best?

 

Step 5: Who? 
Specifically, who do you 

think it would be the best 
fit with? Here we break it down 

more specifically and pick the three 
clearest subgroups to work with. 
We identify three specific target 
markets that fit rigorous niche 

marketing criteria.

Step 6: 

Experiment 

What’s a small way you 
could test to see if you were 

right? Before you rebrand your 
whole business, try something small. 
Often, the target markets that you 
think will work - don’t. The only 
way to learn this is to try small 

experiments in the real 
world.

 
Step 7: Reflect 

What worked and what 
didn’t in your experiment? 

Pause and reflect on  
your experiment. 

Learn from it. 

Start again at Step One.

 
Step 4: Who? 

Generally, who do you 
think it would be the best fit 

with? Now we start to think about 
who we might want to work with and 

who might be drawn to what we’re 
offering? Who would benefit most? 

What kinds of people do we want to 
work with and which ones don’t 

we? This is where we set up 
the basic boundaries.
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction to The Niching Spiral. 

Section I: The Niching Nest, began with an understanding of niching that is not common: that 
your niche is not simply your brand or target market but your role in the community. And you learned 
that the word niche, in fact, comes from the French verb “nicher” which means “to make a nest.” 
And so niching is like that; it’s like making yourself a little nest — a place to be, a place of your 
own. Niching is finding where you fit in the market place.  

The Niching Nest ideas are like seeds of medicinal herbs you can brew into a hot cup of tea to bring 
more comfort and clarity to the process of figuring your niche role out.  

I have tried, again and again while working with people on their niches to skip over these ideas and 
jump right into the business only to have it come back to haunt the process later.  

If The Niching Nest has done its job, it has introduced The Niching Spiral into the wider context in 
which it needs to be known. The Niching Nest is a palace of words I’ve built to enthrone and 
ennoble the meaningful work of finding your niche. 

The 52 ideas you’ve just read exist only to get you ready for the real work of actually building your 
own niching nest so that you can lay the eggs of your future products, services, packages and 
programs in one gathering place so they’re not snatched up 
and stolen by the magpies of an indifferent and confused 
marketplace.  

This real work happens in — and can be made much easier 
by — what you’re about to learn. What follows is not a 
workbook but an overview of The Niching Spiral, it’s parts 
and the logic behind it.  

For years, I tried to help people figure out their niche in 
one step. Which caused panic. I found that, when I broke 
it into multiple steps, approached in this specific order, it 
worked better. Less panic and better, clearer results. The 
Niching Spiral is the final result of that. 

In the end, I have found that there is no magic pill you 
can take to get instant niche clarity. But I began to 
discover a magic process. This is my humble attempt to 
begin to spell out what I’ve learned thus far.  
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So, if following your inner clarity and starting with what’s clear and looking for the next step is the 
true north on your compass, then having a clear set of steps is the map you can lay it on. And my 
hope is that The Niching Spiral can be a reliable map for you.  

The Niching Spiral is an ongoing, seven step, refreshing, sustainable and common sense process I 
came up with to help you make progress on figuring out you niche (especially if you’ve been 
struggling with it for years). It’s a very nuts and bolts, strategic approach to the whole issue. It’s 
something you can do over and over again, going a little bit deeper every time. Every time you 
complete the Seven Steps you’ve done one trip around The Niching Spiral. And with every trip, 
you get a little closer to a workable and fulfilling niche at the centre. 

I hope this is useful for you. 

To begin to work with The Niching Spiral and to watch a 17-minute video overview, go to: 
nichingspiral.com/getting-started and download the Getting Started workbook. That simple 
workbook may take you further in figuring out your niche than anything else you’ve ever done. 
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Chapter 2:  
The Seven Steps of The Niching Spiral. 
The design of these is intentional. 

The circles around the images have a messy sort of coffee cup stain to remind us that this process 
is, in fact, messy. 

It’s a spiral and not a circle, to remind us that we’re always going deeper inwards towards what is 
true.  

Each icon has significance to the step it represents. 
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Step 1 – What: The Puzzle Piece 

I chose this image because, for many people, their niching journey begins 
with noticing what’s missing in their community or the marketplace. 
There is something that they see isn’t being done or offered. Sometimes 
that’s a conscious assessment, and other times, it’s just experienced as this 
artistic impulse to create or explore something or to express a passion of 
theirs in a particular way. The puzzle piece represents that both the space 
of the thing that’s missing and the thing you want to offer. It represents 

how, ideally, there is a perfect fit between those two things. 

 
  
Step 2 – Why: The Story Book 

I chose the story book for step two because there’s a reason that people 
are drawn to what they’re drawn to. The fact is that there are certain 
things you want to create, do and give that most other people have no 
interest in. There are certain things that you notice are missing in the 
community. To you, their absence is painfully obvious. Other people have 
never even thought about it. And most of the ones who have noticed 
don’t care about it the way you do. Why is this? I think it has to do with 

your life story. There are certain things that you have experienced that have 
made you want to offer the puzzle piece you’re offering. There are good things that have happened 
to you (e.g. I had a camp counsellor when I was nine who made me feel so good about myself that I 
decided I wanted to be a camp counsellor). There are bad things that have happened to you where 
you were wounded deeply (e.g. I learned a lot of gross and pushy sales tactics when I was young and 
I used them on people. It felt so awful. I spent a decade recovering and unpacking it and it’s much 
of what led me to start Marketing for Hippies). There are ugly things we’ve seen (e.g. at 12 years 
old, my friend Craig Kielburger became a fan of a young labour activist named Iqbal Masih who 
was also 12 years old. But, one day Iqbal was killed for his activism. It shattered Craig and led him 
to create Kids Can Free The Children — now called Free The Children). And there are inspiring 
things we’ve seen (e.g. the short YouTube video called Greening the Dessert by 70 Lawton which 
has inspired thousands of people to explore permaculture). All of these elements to our story have 
brought us to where we are today. And, by exploring these elements more deeply, we often come 
up with an even more clear understanding of what it is that we want to offer. I recall one client, a 
holistic healer, who came to me for help in sorting out her niche. She had some ideas that I have 
forgotten because they were uninspired and forgettable. They had no real connection to her own 
life story. I asked her what had gotten her into her own work. “I went through some struggles and 
it really helped me.” she said. I dug deeper. It turned out that she’d had brutal anxiety as a result of 
a hard childhood but had managed to get over that and move on. Or so she thought until she got 
married and had children and all of her patterns came up again and almost destroyed her 
marriage. But she discovered reiki and various other modalities that pulled her through. “Couldn’t 
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that be your niche?” I offered. “At least as one to start with? Working with women whose past 
issues are threatening their current happiness in their lives?” Somehow, she hadn’t seen this yet. 
Her own struggles had made her want to help others but she’d never made such a direct 
connection before. There’s a reason you notice certain things missing and want to do something 
about it. There’s a reason you want to give what you give. And the more in touch you get with your 
own story the clearer those things can become. 

 
  
Step 3 – How: The Map 

The third icon is the map. The map represents how you go about the work 
that you do. If your business was a boat that took people from one island 
to another, there might be a number of routes that you could take but 
you have a particular one you’ve chosen. The map represents your sense 
of style, taste, your aesthetic, your voice, point of view, perspective, your 
philosophy and take on things. Defining your niche isn’t just about 
figuring out which piece of the puzzle you want to offer. It’s also about 

defining how you want to offer it. Your map can be about the particular 
series of steps through which you take people — the process you’ve created. It can be about the core 
principles on which your work is based. This piece is vital for defining your niche. After all, there 
may be many other people offering what you’re offering in a generic sense (e.g. life coaching, 
massage, yoga classes, permaculture courses etc.). So then the question becomes, “Why should I 
work with you? What is it about how you do what you do that makes you different?” This speaks to 
the old marketing notion of the U.S.P. (Unique Selling Proposition). Sometimes the way this shows 
up is in the vibe of your business. I have some colleagues whose businesses have a charming vintage 
sort of vibe and others have a more edgy, rock and roll kind of vibe. 

 

Step 4 – Who: The Bullseye 

The fourth icon is that of an arrow stuck right in the centre of a bullseye 
and this represents, in a general sense, the qualities, traits, and behaviours 
that we would most want in an ideal client. This is the general sense of 
the “who.” Identifying this is critical to have healthy boundaries in our 
business. It’s vital to our marketing so that people can see if they’re really 
a fit to work with us or not. When we first start out, there’s often this 
sense of wanting to work with anyone. But soon we realize that we don’t 

actually want to just work with anyone. We start to realize that we have standards. We want people 
who show up to their appointments on time and, if they have to cancel last minute, pay for them. 
We want people who are willing to do the homework we give them. People who are appreciative of 
our work. And, as our own map becomes clearer, we realize that we need to work with people who 

nichingspiral.com 156

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

share our fundamental point of view. The bullseye represents those clients who are a perfect fit for 
us. The next ring out represents clients who may not be 100% perfect but who are still pretty 
amazing. And so on. As we gain more clarity of what the bullseye is, we become better at attracting 
them. 
 

Step 5 – Who: The Three Little Circles 

This is where we start talking about target market. Most people think that 
niche = target market. But I have a different take (a part of my map). I 
think that your niche is your role in the community and that who you 
serve is a part of that role but not the only part. However, at some point, 
it’s important to define this. Step 4 is about who you work with, but in a 
general sense. Step 4 are all the qualities you’d want in any client no 
matter which target market they were a part of. But in this step, we take 

the Big Circle of Step 4 and break it down into three smaller circles. Here is what I have learned 
after years of coaching people around their niche. If I ask people to choose one target market, they 
freak out. If I ask them to pick 12, they freak out. I’ve found that three seems to be the magic 
number. For example, in my business, my Big Circle would be something like, "Conscious 
Entrepreneurs.” But the challenge is that, while that term is useful for me it’s not very useful in 
marketing because very few people (even my ideal clients) would see an ad saying, “Attention 
Conscious Entrepreneurs” and pay much attention to it. These umbrella labels (e.g. cultural 
creatives, the creative class, people who are stressed, people in transition etc.) tend to be a bit of a 
bust. They’re useful for us, but they’re not useful in marketing. To actually take the step in 
marketing we need to define the “who” much more specifically. So, in my case, my top three little 
circles would be: holistic practitioners, life coaches, and permaculture practitioners. Those are 
specific enough to do something with. We’ll get more into the how you can tell if a niche is a good 
one and if it’s good for you later in the book. 
 

Step 6 – Niche Projects: The Test Tubes 

The icon for this step represents the need to experiment at a small level 
before committing everything. A major niching blunder that I’ve seen a 
lot of people make is to get inspired about a new niche and then spend 
thousands of dollars on rebranding everything (e.g. new website, business 
cards, logo etc.) only to discover that either the niche isn’t workable or 
isn’t a fit for them personally. This testing can happen in a lot of ways. It 
can be running a small workshop or program, trying a small version of an 

ad, or just having a lot of conversations with people to see if an idea has legs. But this isn’t only a 
step to take, it’s an attitude to consider bringing into everything you do with your niche — the 
attitude of creative experimentation. The willingness to be curious and play. To try, tinker and test 
without committing much time or money. They willingness to do something in the real world so 
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you can see what the real feedback is on it. Too many people spend all of their time in their head 
trying to get it perfect but, at a certain point, you’ve got to get out there and get your hands dirty. 
Trying to get it figured out perfectly is actually the biggest enemy of niching. It’s better to focus on 
getting going then on ”getting it right.” Doing small tests is important. 

“You have a right to experiment with your life. You will make mistakes. And they 
are right too. No, I think there was too rigid a pattern. You came out of an 
education and are supposed to know your vocation. Your vocation is fixed, and 
maybe ten years later you find you are not a teacher anymore or you’re not a 
painter anymore. It may happen. It has happened. I mean Gauguin decided at a 
certain point he wasn’t a banker anymore; he was a painter. And so he walked 
away from banking. I think we have a right to change course. But society is the one 
that keeps demanding that we fit in and not disturb things. They would like you to 
fit in right away so that things work now.” 

— Anais Nin 

As the old adage goes, “success is the result of good judgment. Good judgment is the result of 
experience. Experience is often the result of bad judgment.” We just can’t get away from the need 
to experiment.  
 

Step 7 – Reflection: The Two Head Janus 

The icon for the final step represents the idea of reflection. It comes from 
Janus, the two-headed god who looked simultaneously into the future and 
the past. And so it is when we come to reflect on our experiments from 
Step 6. We look back on them and ask, “What did I learn?” and then we 
begin to think to the future and ask ourselves, “How could I apply this? 
What does it change?” 

Having this broken down can be a huge help because sometimes people are really clear about only 
one of those pieces and not the rest. That’s okay. We can build from that. Some people are really 
clear about what they want to offer but have no idea about to whom they’d like to offer it. Other 
people just know they want to serve a certain community but have yet to figure out what they want 
to offer. Some know what they want to offer and to whom they’d like to offer it but haven’t yet 
cracked the unique way they want to offer it (the how). But everyone I’ve met is clear about 
something. And, almost always, clearer than they think. 
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Chapter 3: 
The Proper Order 

Over the years, I’ve found that the order you 
go through those steps in has a huge impact on 
whether or not people figure out their niche.  

It’s like a phone number. The order you dial 
the seven numbers in matters. Dial them in a 
different number and you’ll reach a different 
person.  

And it’s also important to acknowledge that these steps don’t always go in order. These steps are 
just my best attempt at a rough approximation of how things seem to work best. For the most part. 
But in live coaching calls with people about this, it’s never quite so straightforward.  

We’ll be talking about what they want to offer and they’ll mention something that relates to the 
“how” that I might want to explore for a few minutes and then they drop something about an 
interesting target market that I make a note of to ask them later. In one way, these are steps to go 
through in order. In another way, they’re sort of containers where we can put the information until 
we’re ready to deal with it.  

When a client mentions a quality they really loved about a past client, I will quietly make a note of 
that under the page with the target icon from Step 4 and bring it up when we get there. Having 
these steps has been a big help for me in keeping track of the information I get from my clients. I 
hope you’ll find it useful for you too. 
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Chapter 4:  
The Artist and The Entrepreneur. 

This is something I’ve come aware of over the years and my colleague George Kao came to a similar 
awareness. 

Over the years, I started to notice that not everyone who was successful had an explicit niche. Not 
everyone had a spelled out statement of, “I work with _____ kinds of people struggling with 
______ kinds of problems.” If you asked them they’d say, “Oh, I just work with all kinds of 
people.” But they were still successful and it fried my brain a bit.  

Every once in a while I hear about some healer who has no website and never markets but is 
swamped with clients. You only find out about them through word of mouth. They’re likely not 
rich but they’re busy enough. 

I’d been taught that you needed a target market. And my perspective on it was fairly simplistic.  

The longer I was in marketing, the more I was faced with this “chicken or egg?” question.  

Do you first come up with a cool, unique product that’s an authentic expression of you? At its 
worst this can be the artist that makes things they find beautiful but no one else does and they 
don’t care but demand that everyone support them because they’re incapable of taking care of 
themselves in the real world. But damn are they passionate and self-expressed.  

Or do you first find a hungry crowd and build the offer around them and their needs? At its worst, 
this is the cynical businessman who runs a business with no heart or soul. It’s all strategies and 
tactics and manipulating people is a-okay if it increases the numbers. It’s contrived, artificial, 
constructed, and lacking any genuine inspiration. 

The reality is that we need both. Sometimes people create something so new, cool and unique with 
no target market in mind — and they get adopted by a community, the word spreads, and their 
target market finds them. By genuinely expressing yourself and making something cool, you may 
end up attracting people anyway (who are likely the same people you would have attempted to 
target). Or sometimes you’ll target one group — only to be shocked that another community is even 
more passionate about it. So, you can start with no target market — but again, most highly unique 
products and services carry an “implied” target market. It’s not a bad idea to spend some time 
thinking about who that might be. 

There are, fundamentally two paths in figuring out your niche. One path is that of the Artist. The 
other is the path of the Entrepreneur.  
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The Artist creates from the inside out. 

The Entrepreneur creates from the outside in. 

On the Entrepreneur path you start with 
identifying an explicit, consciously 
chosen hungry crowd and you bring 
them food.  

The explicit niche means you say, “I want 
to work with this group of people who 
are struggling with these kinds of 
problems or craving these kind of 
r e s u l t s . ” A b u r n i n g p r o b l e m , 
demographics, psychographics — you’ve 
got it all laid out. 

You find the target market and then you 
figure out what to offer them. At its 
extreme, the Yang style of business is the 
cynical-business-man, Donald Trump 
school of thought. It’s very cynical, 
follows fads, and doesn’t tend to have 
much heart in it. It’s all about going for 
the money. And, honestly, is often more 
successful at creating money quickly.  

The upside of this path is that you can move very quickly. The clarity about who you’re reaching 
makes designing your offers and figuring out where to find them so easy. The goal is clear and it’s 
an exciting process. 

The challenge is that what’s trending now may change, and if you’re not that excited about it 
anyway, you’re likely to jump to something else soon. If you need a whole new business and niche 
every time you do that, that can be a whole lot of work. 

At its extreme, as exciting as it can be as a game, it can feel so empty. There’s not much heart to it, 
and so there’s not a lot of creativity involved, which often leads to a lack of sustainability and 
satisfaction. Also, when people choose a niche based on what’s popular or trending at a particular 
time, there’s not much connection from their own life or much experience they have with the 
problem they’re solving, and so there can be a huge, steep learning curve. 
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But the beautiful side of it can be when it begins with a deep love of a particular community of 
people and a deep desire to be of service to them. 

“Tell me who you love  
and I will tell you who you are.”  

— Arsene Houssaye 

The Artist Spiral of niching is about going 
inside, asking yourself what it is you want 
to create and then giving that to the world. 
This inside-out approach often is a better 
fit for life coaches, holistic practitioners, 
permaculture practitioners, etc. It’s where 
you start with who you are, and what you 
most want to give to the world, and then 
you look at who might need that. The 
reclusive artist or scientist is an aspect of 
Yin niching. Just puttering away and 
working on making beautiful things. 
Think of Vincent Van Gogh. The man was 
poor until he died. His paintings were 
largely ignored during his lifetime. And yet 
today they’re worth a fortune and he’s 
considered one of the greatest painters of 
all time. My sense is that this can be what 
happens when we dive so far into the Yin. 
A very internal energy. If we want it to 
sustain us, we need to go out into the 
world and engage with people too. 

“Don’t think about making art, just get it done. Let everyone else decide if it’s good or bad,  
whether they love it or hate it. While they are deciding, make even more art.”  

— Andy Warhol 

“What the artist is always looking for is the mode of existence in which soul and body are one.”  
— Oscar Wilde 

The challenge here is that there’s no explicit who here. And that can make marketing feel 
impossible. Where do you start? 
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In the end, it’s not really an either/or. We all end up needing to dance back and forth between 
these two. There’s a looking at what we want to give, and then a looking at what’s needed. Then 
we design the thing that we think can meet that need, and trust our taste and aesthetics around it 
all.  

The Entrepreneur Spiral: explicit statement of who we’re working with. It’s all laid out, we 
develop a strategy, craft offers and we pursue those people. We hustle. We get out there. We go to 
where they hang out. 

The Artist Spiral: the niche is attracted, charmed and drawn in by something that is such a clear 
fit. More attention is paid to the product and the packaging becoming an embodiment of the 
quirk, point of view, and deeper cause. This kind of niching is resonant. Like a light house. In this 
one, we put out what we have and notice who responds and then those people become our target 
markets. We make guesses, try things, and readjust. We take time to know ourselves, we trust what 
we find beautiful and meaningful and useful, we honour our gifts and our story 

If you want more meaning — lean towards 
the Artist Spiral. 

If you want more money — lean towards the 
Entrepreneur Spiral. 

If you’re really clear about the exact target 
market you want to serve, the precise 
problems they’re struggling with and the 
result they are craving, you’re likely on the 
Entrepreneur Spiral. 

If you’re really clear about what you want to 
offer (e.g. massage, reiki, life coaching, permaculture) but you haven’t figured out exactly how or to 
whom, then you’re likely on the Artists Spiral. 

If you’ve been firmly on the Entrepreneur Path: you can begin to ask yourself, “How can I weave 
more meaning and creativity into my business? How can I make it a more authentic expression of 
myself and my values?” You’ve been focusing so much on the outside, and now there’s an 
opportunity to go inside. The changes you make will all have one thing in common — they’re what 
you’re into and what inspire you. 

If you’ve been firmly on the Artist Path: you can begin to ask yourself, “Who would love my art? 
What kinds of people or groups could I focus on as target markets?” You’ve been focusing so much 
on the inside, and now there’s an opportunity to go outside into the marketplace. The target 
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markets you’ll go after from the Artist’s Path will all have one thing in common — they’re into what 
you do and how you do it. 

A note on The Artist Path: Sometimes, the target market is implicit. Sometimes you can just look 
at a product or service and get a sense of who it’s for. The who is implied in the product or service 
itself. When it’s implied, it is still good to then go the extra step, make it explicit, and test if your 
assumption is true. 75% of the time it will be. 25% of the time it probably won’t be.  

But the implicit niche, which will still lead you back to the explicit niche, is where you start to 
think about what you love and do well, and where that matches with what the world would pay for. 

Your product might only be used for a very specific purpose (e.g. menstrual pads). Your product 
might come with a predefined niche. This is an implied niche — you don’t even need to say who 
you’re targeting — it’s implied in the type of product. Even so, you can often afford to narrow the 
niche down even further or at least come up with other ways to differentiate your product or 
service (e.g. organic cotton, chemical free menstrual pads). And differentiating your product may 
actually change the niche. Sometimes it can be very powerful to pick your niche indirectly like this. 
There’s a chain of boutique hotels that each have their own very distinct flavour (each one 
modelled after a different popular magazine). The vibe and aesthetic each hotel has is so strong 
that the niche is implied — instead of overtly selecting their niche, their niche sort of selects them. 
But most products could be used by a variety of people in a variety of contexts. For example: who is 
massage good for? Who needs a realtor? Who could use a car? A blender? Lots of people — there’s 
no one implied niche. 

Specializing in something is another way an implied 
niche can show up. Let’s say you specialize in a certain 
healing modality. There might not be just one target 
market — what you specialize in may be of interest to a 
lot of different groups who all share the need for or 
interest in what you do. And it doesn’t mean you only 
do that one thing. As they work with you, you can 
certainly show them other things you can do for them 
that may not be where you specialize but where you 
could still add a lot of value. 

But there are so many other things you can do. You can 
tell your story and know that it will attract people. You 
can hone your point of view about the best way to solve 
a common problem and maybe even rail against the common one most people know. You can keep 
focused on doing only the work that truly inspires you and know that this will mean you work 
harder and more passionately, thus creating better products that more will love. This way your 
business can grow organically. You can follow your intuition to partner with as many people as you 
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feel drawn to and create things together. There’s so much you can do that can help build your 
niche that isn’t about identifying and pursuing a target market. 

One of my colleagues, Michael Moon of thetempleofsound.com articulated his niche in this way, 
“CD’s and live performances of transformational music for spiritual seekers on a healing journey 
wanting to go deeper.” 

I wrote to him about this and said: 

“Michael! This is a solid 8 out of 10 for clarity. I could see a small rewording of 
‘CD’s and live performances of transformational music to support spiritual seekers 
in going deeper in their healing journey.’ But this is an interesting one because this 
(and most arts) are niches based on ‘what’ is being offered. In the arts, you create 
something and then offer it out. It’s the opposite of the ‘business path’ which is to 
start not with the ‘what’ but the ‘who.’ In business we look out into the 
marketplace to find an underserved target market with a particular problem and 
then we design a product for them.  

In your case, your ideal client will be someone who loves your music. Period. If they 
don’t love it — they’re not an ideal client. The tricky part about this is that there 
won’t just be one group of people who love your music. There will be so many. 
What you’ve named here is actually an extraordinarily good articulation of what 
likely is most common to them all. But you’ll have yogi’s, holistic practitioners, 
shamanic practitioners, meditators etc. And people who don’t fit that vibe at all.  

When you’re doing the business approach, you know the ‘who’ clearly, but you’re 
just guessing at what they might want as a product or service. When you’re on the 
‘Artist Path’ you’re really clear what you’re offering but you’re just guessing at who 
might like it. Nice work.” 

Business is the constant tension between these two paths — the Artist and The Entrepreneur. 

I was recently speaking with my friend Tim Mikula about this. Tim is a brilliant comedian in 
Edmonton. He’s constantly coming up with new ideas. And once he’s mastered something, his 
desire is to move on and discover or create something new. That is the approach of the artist. 
Always wanting to create something new. To explore. To experiment. And, in business, it’s often 
their downfall. The Artist will write a show and tour it across the country. It will get rave reviews. 
And then they’ll retire it and never do that show again. They don’t want to get pigeonholed. That’s 
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the tension. There’s a fellow who does a One Man Star 
Wars show. It’s a one-man show where he acts out the 
entire movie and does all of the voices by himself. 
From a business stand point, it’s a masterstroke. It’s 
commercial, built in, massive audience of nerds. It’s 
easy to understand. And a one man show? So 
profitable! But, from an artistic standpoint? You can 
already hear what the internal monologue might 
sound like, “Come on! You’re a sellout. This is shit.” 
And imagine his frustration that, wherever he goes, 
he’s introduced as the guy who does that One Man 
Star Wars show and he wants to say, “I’m actually an 
artist. I do a lot of things.” That’s the tension. How 
much do you do things that are commercially viable 
and how much do you push the envelope and try 
something new that could fail but might also become 
the next big thing? The Entrepreneur’s approach to 
doing a theatre show would start with looking for 
something that is already done that has a built in 
market or trying to write something for a particular market which will, almost certainly, be 
artistically terrible even if it’s profitable. This is the tension. It never goes away. And no one can 
tell you how to deal with it. The impulse of artist is to keep creating. The impulse of entrepreneur 
is to systematize. 

Another thought on The Artist Path: I have an artist friend who started out wanting to connect 
the way he made money with his passions. He wanted to make money from his art. But, twenty 
years later, he’s doing everything in his power to separate them. He wants to make money from 
non-art things so that he can focus on his art without worrying about money.  

Some people prefer to have a job that’s just a job and find their fulfillment in a separate arena than 
their livelihood. Don’t let anyone else tell you how your work should look. Maybe you travel and 
do odd jobs as you go. Maybe your niche in the world is as a traveling gypsy/minstrel. Maybe you 
want to run a non-profit or a social enterprise. Maybe you want to be a stay at home mom. This is 
a question that will keep coming up again and again. Do you want to make money doing what you 
love, or make money to support doing what you love? Whatever you choose — it’s all good. 

A final thought on The Artist Path: Sometimes artists are able to intuit what is missing and 
needed at such a level that they’re identifying a need that the community or marketplace doesn’t 
even know it has. The Entrepreneur might do countless focus groups asking the question, “What 
are you craving?” and never hear them state the yearning for the thing the Artist wants to offer. 
But, that doesn’t mean the Artist’s idea is bad. After all, could any amount of market research 
predicted the rise of the personal computer? So much of the technology we have today was, at some 
point, just an intuitive idea in someone’s mind.  
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This book focuses more on the Artist Spiral as most business books on niching focus on the 
Entrepreneur Spiral already. And most of my clients tend to fit more into it.  

But knowing that there are two different spirals has made a profound difference in my ability to 
support people in finding theirs.  
If I’m speaking with someone who has no idea who their target market might be at all, we use the 
Artist Spiral in the coaching. If they have a really clear idea of their target market, I walk them 
through the Entrepreneur Spiral and focus much more on helping them create irresistible offers, 
programs and packages.  

It’s also important to lift up that while the order of the steps is different, both spirals are 
compromised of the same Seven Steps of The Niching Spiral. You can’t run a truly successful 
business without honouring both the artistic and entrepreneurial sides of ourselves. If you don’t 
you’re left with either a hungry crowd (with no one to feed them) or a starving artist (with no one 
to hire them).  

Six Examples of an Artist Niche (Based on What is Being Offered): 
Noorish: An Edmonton vegan restaurant and superfood elixir bar. noorish.ca 

Joseph Coats: I help connect people to nature by creating edible and useful landscapes that 
provide for many of their basic needs (food, H2O, fibre, fuel).  

Lisa Reinhardt: Women love our organic vegan dark chocolate that’s infused with herbs, spices 
and flower essences to balance body and mind. weiofchocolate.com 

Anonymous: I sell ethically produced wild life pendants in soapstone targeted at children to 
remind them of animal rights and environmental issues. 

Janina Na: I make artisanal bath and body care luxuries for people with sensitive skin and/or 
multiple chemical sensitivities. 

Lassi Man: My colleague Michael Margolis told 
me his favourite niche example recently. It’s a 
fellow at the Marin Farmer’s market who sells 
Lassis (a yogurt drink from India), because he’d 
traveled India, fallen in love with the drink and 
decided to figure out how to make the best ones 
ever. And that’s all he sells at the market. That’s 
it. And everyone in the market knows about him. 
He’s not trying to be everything to everybody. 
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Six Examples of an Entrepreneurial Niche (Based on to Whom it is Being 

Offered): 

Mophie: Does your iPhone battery die faster than you want? Mophie offers a battery pack into 
which you can put your phone so it can be charging while you’re walking around with it. (This has 
made a huge difference in my life. They saw a need of a particular group of people and filled it.) 
mophie.com  

Kathy Whitham: I help parents who are at the end of their rope successfully stop the power 
struggles, connect with their kids and restore peace at home. parentingbeyondwords.com 
   
Paula Blundell: I work hands-on for, or alongside, busy eco-minded inner city Calgarians to get 
their home organized, achieve order and make room to breathe. roomtobreathecalgary.com 

Jennifer Fedd: I produce and publish audio books for contemporary romance writers.  

Claudia Neely: I help adults with Asperger’s and/or ADHD build intimate relationships, from 
learning to date, to finding friends and peer groups, to exploring healthy sexuality. 
  
Dawn Trautman: I coach progressive Protestants to discover a calling that aligns with God, their 
community, and their own sense of joy.  

There are, fundamentally, two paths two niching — the Artist and the Entrepreneur. 
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Additional Resources: 

If you want to see some more real life case studies to help make all of this a little bit less abstract 
and theoretical then I invite you to check out the links below. I hope they give you a sense of 
what’s possible or what a niche might look like when it’s really well defined: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/examples 

Who – The Entrepreneur: 
To read dozens of niching case studies based primarily on who the target audience is (the 
Entrepreneur Spiral) click the link below: 
nichingspiral.com/tag/entrepreneur-spiral 
nichingspiral.com/articles/85-niches-based-on-who    

Videos on the Importance of Who We Choose: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/who   
Cartoons about target markets: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383799065129770&type=1  

What – The Artist:  
To read dozens of niching case studies based primarily on what is being offered (the Artist Spiral) 
click the link below: 
nichingspiral.com/tag/artist-spiral  
nichingspiral.com/articles/niches-based-on-what 

Brilliant article on the Artist’s approach to niching:  
gregfaxon.com/blog/niche-alternatives 

Quotes on niching as an artistic process: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/niching-as-art  

Memes on niching as an artistic process: 
facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.383770485132628&type=1  

Niche Projects: 
Successful Leaders Celebrate Their Failures by Roger Trapp: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/trapp  
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Chapter 5: 
The Boat Metaphor. 

I often refer to people’s businesses as their “boat.” Meaning that it helps their clients make a 
journey of some kind from one island (Island A) to another (Island B).  

But most people’s marketing is all about their boat.  

And, in some case, just talking about your boat may be enough. After all, if you do eco-friendly 
lawn care there are likely going to be some folks that are more into that than others. 

At the heart of it, you’re only going to be helping folks who have a problem you can help them 
solve. Marketing starts with relevance but has resonance as its ultimate possibility.  

But, what if a lot of people could technically benefit from the use of your product or service? 

In many cases, I will ask people who their niche is and they’ll say, “Everybody!” When I explain 
that they can’t reach everyone, they look glum, pout and say, “But my product or service could 
help anyone!” 

And that may or may not be true.  

But it’s a tempting line of logic — after all look at the following list and ask yourself, “Who could 

these products and services be used by?” 

• Massage 
• Marketing consulting 
• Accounting 
• Recycled paper 
• Recycled journals and notebooks 
• A health food bar 

• Life coaching 
• Interior design 
• Real estate agent 
• A car 
• A blender 

Couldn’t a lot of people genuinely use each of those? Sure, each of them vaguely suggests a target 
market, but only vaguely. Yes, a marketing consultant will work with businesses — but what kind of 
businesses? An interior designer will work with people who live somewhere or have an office — but 
what kinds of people? A real estate agent will work with people looking to buy or sell a home — but 
what kinds of people? 
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Do you follow? 

The niche implied by your boat, but what you do is almost always too wide. 

There are a tonne of food bars. And sure the implied niche is “People interested in their health.” 
But what kind of people? “People” is not a target. “People” is everybody. Luna Bar was the first to 
target active women specifically. 

There are lots of companies that make journals and notebooks, and the implied niche is obviously 
people who like to write and need something to take notes in . . . but what kinds of people? 
Recover Journals out of Halifax, Nova Scotia, was one of the first to target the eco, funky, retro 
crowd. 

Most of us could help a lot of people with what we do. But if we try to reach everyone — if we don’t 
pick a niche — we make our marketing jobs 100 times harder. It’s just easier and more effective to 
pick a niche. What kinds of people do we want to target? 

Some products have a much clearer implied niche. 

For example, your product might only be used for a very specific purpose (e.g. menstrual 
pads).Your product might come with a predefined niche. This is an implied niche — you don’t even 
need to say who you’re targeting — it’s implied in the type of product. Even so, you can often afford 
to narrow the niche down even further or at least come up with other ways to differentiate your 
product or service (e.g. organic cotton, chemical free menstrual pads).  

And differentiating your product may actually change the niche.  

As your product and service more clearly embodies your point of view, deeper cause, and your 
quirks it will inherently have a different implied niche. The implied niche is always, “People who 
would be into what I’m offering.” 

But who is into what you’re offering?  

This is where it gets interesting. 

If what you’re offering is super generic it’s hard to even get much of a reaction from people. But 
when we start putting out own uniqueness into the product and treat it like art, we will start to 
notice some people respond much more strongly than others. 

And it’s not always who you think it will be.  

I’ve seen it time and again where a crafter will make something that they think the teens would 
love but in the end it’s the grandmothers. Who knew? 
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Sometimes it can be very powerful to pick your niche indirectly like this. There’s a chain of 
boutique hotels that each have their own very distinct flavour (each on modelled after a different 
popular magazine). The vibe and aesthetic each hotel has is so strong that the niche is implied — 
instead of overtly selecting their niche, their niche sort of selects them. Their niche is “people who 
are into this magazine.”  

In his brilliant book Start With Why, Simon Sinek shares the example of the ad that Sir Ernest 
Shackleton put out to get a crew for one of his insanely dangerous Antarctic expeditions. “He did 
not say what he was looking for. His ad did not say: ‘men needed for expedition. Minimum five 
years’ experience. Must know how to hoist mainsail. Come work for a fantastic captain.’ Rather, 
Shackleton was looking for those with something more. He was looking for a crew that belonged 
on such an expedition. His actual ad ran like this: ‘men wanted for hazardous journey. Small 
wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe returns doubtful. 
Honour and recognition in case of success.’ The only people who applied for the job were those 
who read the ad and thought it sounded great. They loved insurmountable odds. The only people 
who applied for the job were survivors. Shackleton hired only people who believed what he 
believed. Their ability to survive was guaranteed. When employees belong, they will guarantee your 
success. And they won’t be working hard and looking for innovative solutions for you, they will be 
doing it for themselves.” 

Sometimes your niche will just be people who resonate with your nature and your quirks. I had a 
client who was hypnotherapist. We had a call scheduled for 10am and I was still rolling out of bed 
at 9:30am. I turned on my computer at 9:55am to see a two emails from her. The first was at 9am 
with her expressing frustration at not having a number to call. Then again at 9:45am. Even more 
frustrated.  

I emailed her and we started the call on time. She was able to wind down a bit and we started 
getting into her marketing situation. And then her phone battery started to die. “Shit!” she said. 
She was pissed with herself. Minutes later she calls me back. From a payphone outside. Not her 
day. As we speak, I’m browsing her website and I notice that her website is all about inner peace, 
relaxation, blue colours and waterfalls etc. But her photo and her personality are so fierce, fiery, 
passionate, feisty, opinionated etc. I lift this up to her, “I don’t get it. Your site is all la-la-la and 
you’re so grrrr.”  

She immediately gets shy and her voice softens, “I know! I’m so fierce but that always gets me into 
trouble.”  

“I hear that. I get how frustrating that must be. And . . . I want more of it. Bring it. I think it’s 
fucking beautiful. I wonder if you’re focusing on the wrong work in helping people to relax. I want 
to see you working with women who are shy and collapsed and could use a bit more ferocity in 
their lives, learn how to set boundaries . . . so many women need what it is that you have!” 
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This blew her mind a bit. She’d never seen her intensity as anything but a weakness and here I was 
suggesting it might be the heart of her niche. Who knew?  

In the Artist Spiral, we build the container first. You design a boat that expresses you, your point 
of view, your why and allows you the lifestyle you want first. First we build the thing and then we 
ask “Who might be interested in that?” and then proceed to be delighted when those work out or 
not but some other group mysteriously shows up and loves it unexpectedly and give them really 
safe and risk free ways to engage with us. 

Yin niching is based on the notion of resonance. Yin niching is all about crafting what we have to 
offer with so much beauty and clarity that it becomes more strongly resonant. Think of it like a 
lighthouse with weak light and dirty windows vs. clean window and a powerful light. The stronger 
the light the farther the reach. 

“Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive and  
then go do that. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”  

— Dr. Howard Thurman 

I post of stuff a lot of Facebook. I get people adding me all the time because I post things they 
think are cool. What’s interesting is that it’s not even all my own stuff. Most of it isn’t. Most of it 
are cool videos or images I find. Quotes of other people. But, this kind of sharing creates a mosaic 
or connect the dots effect. Taken together, it all gives an impression. It creates a halo effect. If 
someone has excellent taste in music we will tend to be more open to their taste in other things too 
and trust their recommendations. 

One client wrote me about this, “I like this notion — refreshing to hear it. This past weekend I 
focused in on what I’m offering and how, without thinking so much about who . . . and got a lot 
more traction than when I was starting with who. It seems like getting really specific about niche 
works well for an online business. Although I’d like an online business, I feel like it would be 
helpful for me to start with local clients. Living in a rural area, I don’t feel like I can zoom in on a 
specific niche because the pool I’m working with is relatively small. My strategy now is to start 
broad, get experience and find out ‘Who out there would love this.’” 

Another client said, “There is something more meaningful and personal when the work comes 
from your heart, from your soul, than when it comes from a pure smart biz choice.” 

So, do you start with yin or yang? Do you start with what you’re offering or the target markets to 
whom you’re offering it? 

Start where ever you’re clear. Expand on that. Go anywhere. 
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Some boats have clearer customers than others. 

Additional Resources: 

Who is Your Customer? by Seth Godin: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/godin  
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Chapter 6: 
A Spiral Needs a Centre. 

The idea of The Niching Spiral is that, instead of moving in a linear path from point A to B you’re 
going to move in a spiral towards the centre. 

Which presupposes there is a centre, somewhere to which we are going. 

But it also suggests some sort of centredness inside of you as you go around the spiral. It’s hard to 
make big experiments and consider new possibilities when you feel ungrounded and lack any sense 
of centre inside. Whatever your spiritual practice is, it becomes increasingly important as you do 
this work. Whatever work you do that helps you feel comfortable in your own skin, quiets your 
mind, and uncomplicates your heart . . . do more of that. 

So, what’s going to hold the centre for you as you try some many different things and consider so 
many possibilities? And what is it that you are spiralling around?  

Finding that centre, and holding to it, is the noble pursuit of a lifetime. 

A spiral needs a centre. 
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Chapter 7: 
Levels of a Target Market. 

No conversation about niching is complete without a diving into this question of “who” we are 
trying to reach. Whether you start with it or you start with what you want to offer, eventually you 
will need to contend with it. 

And, at first blush, this seems like a simple question.  

But things can fall apart pretty fast.  

There are three levels of any workable and profitable 
target market. But they are not all equal. 

Imagine them like three concentric circles.  

On the outside we have the demographics. The second 
circle in are the psychographics. And the white hot centre? 
The problem those people are struggling with.  

Let’s break it down.  

Demographics:  
Demographics tell us the outer realities of people. 

Examples of demographics are: language spoken, age, ethnicity, level of education, top fields of 
study, where we work, gender, ethnic background, level of income, type of profession, where they 
live, purchasing patterns. All of these are external elements. When thinking about niche 
marketing, a lot of people only think about demographics.  

Women who are 80 years old will have different issues in their life (fairly predictably) than 20-year-
old males.  

So for example, a person might say, “I know my niche,” and it will sound so clear: 

• My niche is women ages 25–35 living in Calgary 

• My niche is people who make over $65,000 per year 

• My niche is African American men ages 20–30 

nichingspiral.com 177

http://nichingspiral.com


The Niching Nest 

• Our niche is the Asian community 

Those look like good targets, don’t they? They seem to be well thought out and really specific. The 
demographics are so tight. You can really picture that person.  

But just doing it by the outer things doesn’t work. You still need more.  

Psychographics:  
The psychographics tell us about the inner realities of people — the communities they’re a part of, 
their values, world view. It considers their lifestyle, personality, social classes, or self-concept (i.e. 
liberal, conservative). It speaks to what they believe. Fitting a specific set of demographics doesn't 
mean all members of that group see the world the same way, have the same values, the same 
worldview, or make up a part of the same community — all of which are vital questions when we’re 
looking at marketing.  

To clarify: 

• Demographic: goes to church. Psychographics: believes in God 

• Demographic: buys chocolate once a week. Psychographic: loves chocolate 

• Psychographics, the internal things, are where sense of our belonging comes from 

Bonus thought: There’s often a tension between the psychographics and the problem they 
experience (e.g. marketing [problem] + hippies [psychographic]) 

If you can tell me all three of those things with crystal clarity, you are ahead of the game. 

Fundamentally, there are two ways we can define our target market. The outer things and the inner 
things. There are two Inner things to pay attention to and one Outer thing. 
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The Problem:  
This is the white hot centre. You could build an entire business around just this. You could not 
build a whole business around just demographics. You could not build a whole business around 
just psychographics.  

The only reason a business exists is to solve a problem. If there’s no problem you’re solving, there’s 
no business. This is, perhaps, the most crucial thing you can understand in business. 

What do I mean by problems? It could be anything from: 

• My iPhone keeps dying on me 

• I can’t lose/gain weight 
• I have cancer 
• I’m scared to approach women 

• I have anger issues 
• I am deep in debt 
• I have debilitating anxiety attacks 
• I’m facing a divorce I don’t want 

If you don’t have a clear problem you’re solving, everything needs to stop. This is the most 
important piece. 

Having said that, if you can hone in on a burning issue for people and pad that with clear 
demographics and psychographics, your marketing will work all the better.  

Three simple things. But most of the niches I come across are lacking — sometimes in all three of 
these.  

Additional Resources: 

How to Avoid Being Trapped in a Niche by Mark Silver: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/silver  

Why Demographics Aren’t Enough by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/why-demographics-arent-enough-for-your-niche 
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Chapter 8: 
Demographics and Psychographics. 

Demographics (outer) are like the cup and the Psychographics and Problem (inner) are the liquid 
that fills them.  

Why? 

Well, just because people share external appearances doesn’t mean that they talk to each other. It 
doesn’t mean they share the same values or hang out in the same clubs. 

Not all women, ages 25–35 living in your community talk with each other. They don’t give each 
other a “knowing wink” as they pass each other on the street. 

And that knowing wink is key.  

It means that they recognize and know each other when they see each other. It means that they 
recognize each other as “They’re one of us” or “They’re just like me!” You can see the burst of 
recognition, “Ohmygodyou’reintoAniDiFrancometoo!!!!” They’re a part of a similar subculture 
that shares certain habits, values, passions, obsessions, tastes, aesthetics, and hobbies. 

Anything that is a priority for them – anything they organize their life and time around could be 
the basis of a niche, if enough people share it and if . . . I’m getting ahead of myself. 

Target market = subculture = community = lifestyle. 

When you see punks walking down the street, you may notice that they notice each other when 
they pass by. In certain communities in San Francisco you could see the gay community give each 
other knowing looks, even if they didn’t personally know one other — to the total cluelessness of 
the straight people around them. People who are hardcore into Dungeons and Dragons might 
notice a book someone’s reading; dog owners notice other dog owners when going on walks; single 
mothers notice other single mothers; etc. 

More importantly, these folks all tend to hang out in groups — and that reality will become very 
important as we progress. 

Inner realities are often more powerfully in niching than outer realities. 
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Not all African American men ages 40–50 living in the same neighbourhood talk with one 
another. They don’t all think alike. They don’t have the same problems – we just delude ourselves 
into thinking that they do. 

In the modern world, we live more in communities of affinity than communities of geography. A 
sad fact perhaps, but a true one none the less.  

The point is this: when you identify your niche, you must be predominantly aware of people’s inner 
reality more than their outer reality. This doesn’t mean you ignore demographics. It means that they 
aren’t the only thing you focus on. And they may not be the primary thing. 

“American marketing has historically been based upon customer demographics – 
what we look like on the outside. But in the past few years, psychographics – what 
we look like on the inside – have become a far better means of capturing the hearts 
and minds of customers. Demographics tend to be more tangible and are primarily 
focused on age, race, or income. Psychographics focus more on intangible – passions, 
beliefs, or values. Demographics are often defined by how the world sees us while 
psychographics are defined by how we see ourselves.”  

— Chip Conley and Eric Friedenwald-Fishman, Marketing That Matters 

But simply shifting to acknowledge people’s inner realities isn’t enough. It’s easy to do that in a 

vague – and totally meaningless – way such as . . . 

• My niche is people who can afford me 

• My niche is people who like me 

• My niche is people who are fundamentally open to change 

• People who are positive and optimistic 

Think of it like this: demographics are like a two dimensional drawing but the psychographics add 
depth. They add the third dimension. 

A bit later, we’re going to look at how to boil your niche down into a single, easy to say sentence 
that people will “get” right away. 

But for now, it’s enough to understand that a niche is more than appearances and bank balances. 

The psychographics speak to the common lifestyles, desires, passions, values, interests, hobbies, the 
common bond that you can cater to. 
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Some problems are so specific that only a narrow niche of people will suffer from them (e.g. a 
particular problem with a highly specialized computer application). 

But some problems (e.g. back pain) are really generic. So, some problems have a sort of implied 
niche to them. Others don’t. If the problems that you solve are widely held, then you should likely 
consider selecting a particular community to work with and develop packages for. 

A couple examples: a massage therapist who works with the BDSM community in Seattle. Sure, 
lots of people need massage, but when she caters her business to this community, she can cater to 
their particular needs, values and vibe and — crucially — the issue that they have of being nervous 
to go to a massage therapist with bruises and hook marks from last night’s session. 

I saw an ad once that just said, “Rad Dyke Plumber.” A lesbian plumber. Now, it’s not like she’s 
dealing with different piping issues in any technical sense, but she is dealing with a different 
subculture with its own sense of esthetic and a community who might just love the idea of having a 
female plumber. 

If the problem is widely held, pick a particular community to serve who might experience that 
issue in a particular way you’d be able to help. For example, if you’re tennis player and a massage 
therapist, you might consider becoming a massage therapist who caters to tennis players and the 
particular aches and pains they have. 

Additional Resources: 

Is Yours a Niche – Or a Pigeon Hole? by Andy Riegler Andrews: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/riegler-andrews  

How to Avoid Being Trapped in a Niche by Mark Silver: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/silver  
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Chapter 9:  
Demographics Uncovering Psychographics. 

And while they’re not everything, demographics can also actually help you figure out the 
psychographics and the problem you address. If the journey is really clear, you’ll have people who 
don’t fit the demographics or psychographics coming to you.  

But what I didn’t realize then was how powerful a doorway into your authentic niche demographics 
could be. 

Here's an interview with Lisa Cherney about her thoughts on niche marketing and demographics: 

Lisa: So I think everybody starts off with some kind of demographic like “Oh, men or women,”   
or, “I want to work with people that are age 65 to 70,ʺ because they might have some type   
of retirement or later-in-life program. 

 We start off with demographics, but here’s the thing: you pick the demographic or the   
target based on an assumption, like you have a reason in your mind and then what you do   
is you take your reason and you translate it into a demographic. 

 Well, what I want you to do is this: I want you to take that reason and put it into your ideal 
 client description. The best example of this, Tad, that I always like to give is anything that   
has to do with money. Because people always put, you know, “Well, I want somebody with   
disposable income or wealthy people or people that are upper middle class,” or . . . 

Tad: Right. 

Lisa: You know, or even companies, right? “Well, I want to work with a company that has a   
marketing budget, or I want to work with a company with, you know, $2 million in revenue  
or more.” 

 What’s the assumption, Tad, that people make when they talk about, “Oh, I want clients   
with money”? What assumption are they making? 

Tad: They could afford to pay you a lot of money and hire you. 

Lisa: Yes! Exactly! “It makes sense that if they have the money, they’re going to spend it on me   
and my services.” 

Tad: Right. 
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Lisa: Which is kind of silly because we all know that with people’s money, they don’t spend it on 
 what we think they should. 

Tad: Right. 

Lisa: I even always like to make the joke that my husband thinks we could afford a whole new   
home theatre system. I don’t think we could afford it, but yet I want to go to Hawaii for   
two weeks, right? It’s the same amount of money — it’s just what you value. So what I   
realized early on, when I was realizing that my niche wasn’t working and I wanted more   
than 20% of clients that I love, was that the specificity wasn’t there. 

 Her main point here was that, instead of saying, “I want rich people,” you’d be better off to 
 clarify that you want people who not only can afford to hire you but who are ready and   
willing to spend the money on someone like you. That’s what you’re really after. 

 Lisa also shared about a client who said she only wanted to work with women, which is a   
demographic. When Lisa asked her why this was the case, she said, “I’m tired of dealing   
with bullying men.” Ah! So, in the end, a gender demographic wasn’t the real thing she was  
after — she didn’t want clients who were bullies. It's an important distinction. And then of   
course, we don’t want to leave it in the negative; we want to flip it to what she does want.   
So, for this client, the opposite might be that she wants clients who are open,    
communicative, cooperative, community minded, secure in themselves, etc. 

My colleague Corrina Gordon-Barnes once shared a story of her own wrestling with demographics 
and psychographics for her own business:  

“I used to say I worked primarily with women. Earlier this year I decided to drop 
the gender focus. I’m bisexual. I’m married to a woman; my main long-term 
relationship previously was with a man. Gender is irrelevant to me in terms of my 
sexuality. Over time, I realized that gender was also irrelevant in terms of my 
business. I’d never been able to articulate why women were my market. I now see 
that I’d focused on gender because my passion is for practitioners working in the 
helping-healing realm and that the majority of coaches and holistic practitioners 
just so happen to be women. So gender was one aspect that characterized my niche, 
but it wasn’t the significant one. It turns out gender was a red herring. Being a 
woman is not the characteristic my ideal clients would most identify with. Sure, 
they know they’re a woman and they like it, but it’s not their woman-ness that is 
the shared need. The shared need is that they want to do good stuff in the world: 
something they’re trained in, that they love, that they’re ready to share, and they 
really don’t know where to start with actually getting clients and making money 
doing this thing. Men share this need too. When I chose ‘women going into 
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business’ as my niche, it wasn’t because I had some political point to make about 
self-employed women. Some coaches do; I’ve seen plenty speak about ‘how to talk 
with your husband about what you do’ and ‘how to keep your man happy when 
you run a business.’ There’s an assumption of heterosexuality and an interest in 
how being a self-employed woman fits with that. When I dropped the female focus, 
I dropped the red herring aspect of my niche. I did not drop the concept of niche. I 
did not decide to ‘work with everyone’. I remain a strong advocate of niche. It’s just 
about getting your niche right. So, if you’re playing with the concept of niche, make 
a list of the characteristics that you reckon your ideal clients (or your tribe as I’d 
call them) might share. Then, put them in order of importance – from your 
perspective and from your tribe’s perspective. What do these people strongly identify 
with? What do you passionately care about? Build your niche business around the 
most significant characteristics; the ones which have your ideal clients saying, ‘Hell 
yes, that’s who I am!’  and which feel like you pursuing your greatest calling.”  

— Corrina Gordon-Barnes 

Here’s the key: whatever you think you want a demographic as a client, be willing to question why 
you want that. What’s underneath it? What are you hoping that particular demographic will bring 
you? What are you hoping is true of them because they’re a part of that demographic?  

Demographics seem really specific but what’s even more specific is the reasons why you chose those 
demographics. 

I sent one of my colleagues, Katherine Pike of LighterBodySolution.com, a draft of The Niching 
Spiral and this blunder really hit her. “I was really wrapped up in the demographics of my target 
market and trying to get very specific there, and I forgot the problem that I am on this planet to 
resolve: emotional eating. Your book helped me get clear that the specific problem that I solve can 
be a niche, too. When I stepped out of the quagmire of ‘target market' and stepped into ‘how I am 
here to serve’ I got very clear that I resolve emotional eating for women and men in business so 
they can experience both freedom and peak productivity. How I say it varies, but that's the core of 
it. I FEEL FREE, just as much as when I freed myself from the bondage of being a food junkie. It's 
a great feeling.  I am inspired to take my business to an international level. I am following up with 
contacts from Thursday to Saturday and seeing that as a result of my newfound clarity: I got three 
potential private clients asking me to call them, two discovery sessions already booked. One person 
said after my elevator speech ‘I felt like you were talking just to me.’ Three suggested partnerships 
for adding value in corporate arena. One possible JV collaboration with local coach. One request 
to be speaker for local chapter of national women's organization. Thought you'd want to know.” 
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Chapter 10:  
Spiral In Before You Spiral Out 

Mark Silver began HeartofBusiness.com focused on reiki practitioners only and then grew his 
business from there to be “heart centred businesses.”  

Jesse and Sharla Jacobs of thrive-academy.com had a similar path, focusing, at first, exclusively on 
holistic practitioners and now broadening out a similar niche of “conscious entrepreneurs.” 

A restaurant might start out focused on the raw vegan community and realize that, to survive and 
grow, it needs to reach more than the hardcore devotees and may need to add some cooked vegan 
food and alcoholic drinks.  

Derren Brown began his magical career focused on close up card work. This grew into mentalism. 
And then mentalism shows on TV and then into social psychology experiments (while still doing 
live magical theatre shows). 

I could give you countless examples of people who started with a very narrow focus and then 
widened out to more of a mass market appeal. But I’d be hard pressed to show you someone who 
started out successfully in trying to reach “everyone” and then narrowed down. 

So, the clarifying is the spiralling inwards, the growing as a business is the spiralling outwards. 
Spiralling outwards could mean growing the number of ways you market, growing your line of 
products and services and even adding new target markets and expanding on who you serve.  

But much as the depth and strength of a building’s foundations will determine how high you can 
build, the strength of the centre of your spiral will define how far out you can spiral without 
careening wildly out of control and ending of wrecked on the side of the road of entrepreneurship. 

Al Ries’ book Focus gives countless examples of businesses who started with a narrow focus and 
then widened out too far and lost significant market share to more focused and agile competitors.  

If you have no core, no centre to your spiral, it’s easy to spiral out of control. 

But to find that centre takes a lot of spiralling inwards and clarifying.  

You need to spiral inwards before you can spiral outwards. 
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Chapter 11: 
Shrinking Refinements. 
  

Take a good look at the nautilus shell 
pictured here. The outside of it is the 
biggest and widest part. As it spirals its way 
inward it becomes smaller and smaller.  

It’s that way with niching too. When you 
first begin, your learnings will be big. You’ll 
start out thinking, “I want to do yoga for 
kids,” and then realize you actually aren’t 
that into yoga and hate children. That kind 
of thing. 

When I first started, I thought my target 
market would be locally owned, green retail businesses. Turned out to be mostly holistic 
practitioners and life coaches. That’s a big shift. 

So expect this when you’re first starting to really focus on your niche.  

This is why low cost niche projects are so vital. It’s why giving yourself room to play and 
experiment is so vital. What you don’t want to do is to decide on a niche and then build a whole 
new website around it because it will likely change in big ways. 

But, the more action you take and the more deeply you reflect, the faster you will get to a point 
where the distinctions become more and more subtle. One of my dear colleagues Carmen 
Spagnola realized that she didn’t work well with people who believed in spiritual hierarchies, 
Ascended Masters, and Theosophy. Huh. That’s a pretty specific distinction.  

Refinements on your niche become smaller over time. 
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Idea #52 
Your niche is your epitaph. 

Mike Rowlands, a Vancouver-based marketing and branding expert, is asking a group of 30 positive 
change makers one of the hardest questions they’ve ever been asked. He’s a very fun fellow, but the 
question is serious: “If you closed up shop tomorrow, who would miss you? And why?” 

We’re all sitting in a circle in Olatunji Hall at the annual Social Venture Institute. And a lot of us 
are stumped. I’ve been teaching Marketing to Hippies for over a decade and I’ve never considered 
this question. 

But it’s an important question for existing businesses because the answer to it helps you really 
hone in on the question of what makes you distinct, relevant, and different. Why do people work 
with you vs. someone else offering a similar product or service? Or, if you haven’t seen anyone else 
offering similar products or services then ask yourself, “Why do my existing clients buy from me?” 
Ultimately, this question is “What is your niche in the market place?” 

It occurred to me that a lot of conscious entrepreneurs who are political, locally minded, and 
critical of today’s capitalist suicide economy would miss me. They’d miss getting marketing ideas 
from someone who shared their perspectives and take on where the world is at. They’d miss getting 
tactics and tips that didn’t feel gross or slimy to them, marketing solutions that fit within their 
“political analysis.” It also made me think that some of my colleagues (to whom I refer a lot of 
business), would miss me because they love the kinds of clients I send them. The things your 
customers and clients would miss most are likely the things that make you the most unique, 
different, and relevant to them. And, if no one would miss you, it’s likely a sign that there’s 
nothing different about you . . . yet. If there’s nothing they’d miss (i.e. couldn’t get somewhere 
else), then there’s a good chance you’ve not found your niche yet. 

This question makes me think about Remedy Café in Edmonton, Alberta. If it died, I’d miss their 
chai. I’d miss seeing all of my friends who hang out there. It’s a community hub. When 
Edmonton’s Organic Roots grocery store died, I missed the opportunity to buy from an 
independent organic grocery store in town, the opportunity to support local. If the Artery in 
Edmonton died, I’d miss the chance to support one of Edmonton’s quirkiest, coolest independent 
arts spaces. I’d miss sitting on the stairwell that faces the stage, and the incredibly cozy atmosphere 
it has, like magic is happening there every night and the community is lucky enough to participate. 
Think about that. And then bring even more of it to your business. Build your initiative so that 
they’ll miss it when you’re gone. 

Your niche is your epitaph. 
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Section III: The Nest of History 
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Part I: Nests Within Nests  

If this book was written to comfort those afflicted with the 
struggle of niching, then this epilogue is written to afflict 
those too comfortable with the world that demands such an 
intense and narrow focusing of our niche. 

Now that we’ve discussed how important and beautiful 
uncovering your niche can be, I want to do a terrible thing 
and make it all much more complicated. But hopefully more 
meaningful too. 

I think that the deeper invitation of niching isn’t to just to do better in business but to point us 
towards creating a better world.  

The first thing to understand is that niches are temporal. They exist in not just particular spaces 
and environments but in particular times. A change in the environment will change a niche, true. 
But so will the passage of time. Nothing lasts forever.  

The second thing to understand is about nests. Birds don't nests for themselves, they build them 
for those to come.  

The third thing to understand is that this world is nothing but nests within nests. One of the great 
losses of this modern culture is that we have lost the ability to see this. The bird’s eggs lie in the 
nest. The tree is the nest for the bird and its nest. The soil is the nest for the forest. The Earth’s 
bedrock is nest that holds the soil. The solar system is the gravitationally-spun nest that holds our 
Earth inside of our remarkably nest-shaped Spiral Galaxy which is, itself, nestled in the impossibly 
vast Universe. Nests within nests.  

When people think of nests, there are a flood of associations. Safety, protection, incubation, 
family, vulnerability, new beginnings, strength, home and beauty. And given how adaptable birds 
are to different environments and the variety of materials they will use given what is around them 
to create a nest ingenuity must surely be a quality we admire in them.  

As my colleague Randy Jones put it, “From my teachers, I would say the most essential lesson for 
our modern situation which is rife with every variety of homelessness is the idea that perhaps home 
is always and only made with the discarded detritus of what is found laying around re-imagined 
into a pattern of beauty and life giving structure.” 

Nests are carefully prepared containers for nurturing growth of new life. They are a crucible, a 
vessel, a soft place to land. It's where we're fed when we can’t feed ourselves. 
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But a niche is not just functional, it’s a work of art, intentional or not, made by the bird.  

And, just like nests, sometimes a niche is a launching point we use to establish ourselves when we 
are young and then we fly off to explore the broader climes. And sometimes it’s a place to which 
we return for as many seasons as we are able.  

A nest is there to safely hold not the possibility of new life, but the reality of it; to give it a fighting 
chance. A nest is there to give the next generation something to born into. The function of a nest 
is to liberate its residents eventually into being birds, not chicks. 

A nest is a beginning place for chicks to grow in, not an ending place. Some birds will build a new 
nest every year, though some refurbish their old nests and some eagles create platform nests for 
themselves that may be used and refurbished for several years. But maybe every bird carries within 
it the memory of its original home.  

In some species the young from previous broods may actually help their parents build the next 
nest. 

“You didn’t come into this world. You came out of it, like a wave from the ocean.  
You are not a stranger here.”  

— Alan Watts 

And of course, a nest is much like a niche as the eggs are your ideas for future ventures. And 
movements are a sort of larger nest too. 

The civil rights movement was a nest for Martin Luther King Jr. The anti-apartheid movement was 
a nest for Nelson Mandela. India’s movement for self-determination was a nest for Mahatma 
Gandhi. Certainly, and under no circumstances would any of them ever dared to claim credit for 
the creation of the nest in which they found themselves. This would have been unthinkable.  

And yet, in the modern world of marketing, we are exhorted to stop marketing and start “building 
a movement.” This would be like exhorting a bird to stop building it’s next and to start building a 
tree.  

And so whatever remains of this life affirming nest of history — that comes to us in the form of 
various movements for social justice and environmental sanity that struggle keep the eggs of the 
future generation safe — was woven by the actions of those who came before us. But it was not 
woven for them. It was woven for us, those to yet come, just as whatever weaving we might do in 
our now is not only done for us ourselves, but mostly on behalf of those whose faces haven’t yet 
pushed out of their increasingly threatened shells. 
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“You are song, a wished-for song.” 
— Rumi 

When we understand the larger nests we are cradled in, and how they all fit into each other, then 
what comes with this is a deeper understanding of our role, which is to be faithful to all of the 
work that has gone into the work of creating the many layered nests in which we find ourselves and 
to which we owe our lives. 

The notion of someone not having a role would have been unthinkable to any traditional culture 
worthy of the word culture. Particularly because humans are in this egg in the nest that is in the 
trees that is in the forest on the bedrock on the planet . . . We are the only creature held by 
everything. Certainly, the response to that must be gratitude and the strong urge to give something 
back, to at least fail beautifully in repaying the impossible debt we have accrued simply by being 
born into this world. 

“Nothing naturally occurring in this world depends on human beings for its life. 
Humans are not a mandatory part of the natural order’s health or ways. On the 
other hand, our capacity to live at all requires the interdependence of all those other 
things, and so our debt to what gives us life is greater than that borne by any other 
living thing. Human life means what it means because of how life is, of which 
humans are a small and deeply indebted, dependant part. We are the heirs to the 
meaning of life and not its creators, from an indigenous perspective.” 

— Stephen Jenkinson 

But, if there’s no nest in which we find ourselves? Then what follows is that we have no role. Roles 
don’t exist in isolation. They only exist within community.  

And so, the first role of niching is not to build your own nest but to understand whose nest you're 
already in.  

Another way to look at nests is to see them as stories and to ask yourself, “what is the larger story 
that my story is a part of? What threads of effort is my nest made from? What is the tree in which 
my nest is placed? What is the larger movement out of which my niche is emerging?” It’s vital to 
understand that the story is bigger than you. If your story is all about you then what kind of story 
do you have? A small, narcissistic one whose only goal is to live comfortably ever after. Any work 
that you do to build your nest must be done in service to the tree, just as the tree acts in service to 
the soil. 

“The tale of someone’s life begins before they are born.” 
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— Michael Wood 

Author Caitlin Matthews tells the story of when Merlin is exposed to the terrible carnage of the 
battle of Arfderwydd:  

“He becomes mad and runs into the depths of the forest. Within the forest's embrace, he becomes 
one with the trees and seasons and puts aside the terrible sights he has seen to focus upon the gifts 
of the wild world, becoming rusticated and ‘uncivilized.’ 

Ever pertinent and prophetic, he sees through the pretexts and pretensions of those who come to 
lure him back to civilization with the sure instinct of an animal. 

He does not respond to anyone except his friend, the Welsh poet, Taliesin who comes to sit with 
him. Only then does Merlin respond, asking the odd question, ‘why do we have weather?’ This 
seemingly trivial query is all that Taliesin needs to help his friend. He begins to recite the creation 
of the world. At the end of Taliesin's recital, Merlin is restored as the sacred context of his story is 
given back to them.” 
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Part II: The Implications of Living a Niched Life 

The first is the way that it invites us to rethink our own personal lives. 

In order to have a niche business, it means we need to specialize.  

This means we need to spend a lot of time focused on our area or specialization to become an 
expert. But, the more time we spend on that, the less time we have to be generalists, the less time 
we have to have the rich well balanced lives that might actually make us healthiest and happiest.  

To get specific, consider how many hours a day it takes to become an expert in your industry. How 
many hours a day should we be working with clients in our niche, learning more about it, 
marketing it? For many of us who are self-employed, the answer seems to be “All of the.” It’s a 
common dynamic of the self-employed — that the work is never done. In some ways, it’s worse than 
a 9–5 job because we never leave the office.  

But, what if you could only spend two hours a day working on your businesses and you had to 
spend the rest of it leading a more balanced life? 

Of course, you wouldn’t make enough money to pay rent or buy groceries.  

And this gets to the heart of why we feel the need to niche. 

We niche because we need to make money. And this culture values specialists. And the more we 
specialize in fields that have monetary value, meaning that they help the rich get richer (really, try 
to find an exception to this), the better we get paid. Consider how many coaches start in a niche 
like health, relationships or spirituality and find themselves pulled into the track of money and 
relationships. 

We have created a world of haves and have nots. Those who are specialized in something with 
monetary value get ahead, and those who don’t have to do the jobs that no one would want to do.  

In the hyper specialized world that we have today, we have gained many things. But we have also 
lost many things that are essential to being human. We’ve lost knowledge about where our food 
comes from, how to grow it, how to preserve it. We’ve lost much of the sense of local community. 
We’ve lost touch with the sacredness of life. 

And we’ve also created a culture where no one wants to do any of the”dirty work.” Mike Rowe of 
the TV show Dirty Jobs had some contrarian thinking on the idea of following your passion that is 
worthy of all of our consideration: 
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“Like all bad advice, ‘follow your passion’ is routinely dispensed as though its wisdom were both 
incontrovertible and equally applicable to all. It’s not. Just because you’re passionate about 
something doesn’t mean you won’t suck at it. And just because you’re determined to improve 
doesn’t mean that you will. Does that mean you shouldn’t pursue a thing you’re passionate 
about? Of course not. The question is, for how long, and to what end? 

When it comes to earning a living and being a productive member of society — I don’t think 
people should limit their options to those vocations they feel passionate towards. I met a lot of 
people on Dirty Jobs who really loved their work. But very few of them dreamed of having the 
career they ultimately chose. I remember a very successful septic tank cleaner who told me his 
secret of success. ‘I looked around to see where everyone else was headed, and then I went the 
opposite way,’ he said. ‘Then I got good at my work. Then I found a way to love it. Then I got 
rich.’ 

Every time I watch The Oscars, I cringe when some famous movie star — trophy in hand — starts 
to deconstruct the secret to happiness. It’s always the same thing, and I can never hit ‘mute’ fast 
enough to escape the inevitable cliches. ‘Don’t give up on your dreams kids, no matter 
what.’ ‘Don’t let anyone tell you that you don’t have what it takes.’ And of course, ‘Always 
follow your passion!’ 

Today, we have millions looking for work, and millions of good jobs unfilled because people are 
simply not passionate about pursuing those particular opportunities. Do we really need Lady 
GaGa telling our kids that happiness and success can be theirs if only they follow their passion? 

There are many examples — including those you mention — of passionate people with big 
dreams who stayed the course, worked hard, overcame adversity, and changed the world through 
sheer pluck and determination. We love stories that begin with a dream, and culminate when 
that dream comes true. And to your question, we would surely be worse off without the likes of 
Bill Gates and Thomas Edison and all the other innovators and Captains of Industry. But from 
my perspective, I don’t see a shortage of people who are willing to dream big. I see people 
struggling because their reach has exceeded their grasp. 

I’m fascinated by the beginning of American Idol. Every year, thousands of aspiring pop-stars 
show up with great expectations, only to learn that they don’t have anything close to the skills 
they thought they did. What’s amazing to me, isn’t their lack of talent — it’s their lack of 
awareness, and the resulting shock of being rejected. How is it that so many people are so blind 
to their own limitations? How did these people get the impression they could sing in the first 
place? Then again, is their incredulity really so different than the surprise of a college graduate 
who learns on his first interview that his double major in Medieval Studies and French 
Literature doesn’t guarantee him the job he expected? In a world where everyone gets a trophy, 
encouragement trumps honesty, and realistic expectations go out the window. 
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When I was 16, I wanted to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps. I wanted to be a tradesman. I 
wanted to build things, and fix things, and make things with my own two hands. This was my 
passion, and I followed it for years. I took all the shop classes at school, and did all I could to 
absorb the knowledge and skill that came so easily to my granddad. Unfortunately, the handy 
gene skipped over me, and I became frustrated. But I remained determined to do whatever it 
took to become a tradesman. 

One day, I brought home a sconce from wood shop that looked like a paramecium, and after a 
heavy sigh, my grandfather told me the truth. He explained that my life would be a lot more 
satisfying and productive if I got myself a different kind of toolbox. This was almost certainly 
the best advice I’ve ever received, but at the time, it was crushing. It felt contradictory to 
everything I knew about persistence, and the importance of ‘staying the course.’ It felt like 
quitting. But here’s the ‘dirty truth,’ Stephen. ‘Staying the course’ only makes sense if you’re 
headed in a sensible direction. Because passion and persistence — while most often associated 
with success — are also essential ingredients of futility. 

That’s why I would never advise anyone to ‘follow their passion’ until I understand who they 
are, what they want, and why they want it. Even then, I’d be cautious. Passion is too important 
to be without, but too fickle to be guided by. Which is why I’m more inclined to say, ‘Don’t 
follow your passion, but always bring it with you.’” 

My friend Selah Koile wrote me these words recently: 

“I’ve spent the last ten years cooking, learning to grow food (including keeping chickens and 
bees) studying holistic, food based medicine and being a radical homemaker (though I didn’t 
realize it at the time).  

In the last five years I’ve been teaching people how to do these things for themselves. I spend a 
lot of time with people who want to live a meaningful and deliberate life. Subsequently, we end 
up reading a lot of self-help and marketing/leadership/business books. Strange I know. After we 
spoke last night this rant came bubbling to the surface.  

We’re both from a generation where we’ve all been told that we can single handedly save the 
world; share our unique gifts and talents, reach for the stars etc. Even within the new age, 
mindfulness, purpose driven, (whatever you want to call it) circles, we’re all told that we have a 
very special talent to contribute to our community. We’ve all become very busy trying to craft a 
very particular vision of a meaningful life. If we as educated, socially and environmentally aware, 
spiritually seeking beings take a ‘meaningless’ job, we feel so incredibly disappointed in our 
selves and think we’re not living our true purpose. We spend the small amount of money that 
we do earn on going to coaches and counsellors, trying to find our true calling.  

I think it’s a scam. And, it’s setting a whole bunch of well-meaning people up for frustration 
and disappointment. 
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Firstly I want to clarify. I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t be deliberate about our choices, 
that we shouldn’t seek supports, that we shouldn’t participate in making meaningful change or 
that we should just stand by and watch our communities crumble at the foundation. 

But, we could participate in whatever comes our way with presence, clarity and satisfaction, 
even if it is stacking boxes, picking fruit or washing toilettes. 

I think this whole ‘I have something extra special to give to the world’ idea, is contributing to a 
mentality that is anxious, self-centred, and hyper individualistic. (I was also raised to be this 
way). 

Also this whole idea that we should spend our time doing the things that we’re good at and 
passionate about and out-source the rest, is breeding a society of individuals who won’t bother 
to take their health, homes, parenting, food, and basic survival into their own hands. This 
notion that I should utilize my time as a professional as much as possible and then hire 
someone to fold my laundry, grow and prepare my food, raise my children, play music for me, 
write for me and basically form my opinions for me. It goes on and on, and somehow we think 
this is more efficient. 

In this process of hyper specialization, we come to rate certain activities on a hierarchy based 
solely on the market value.  

For example, if you have been raised like most white North American kids my age, you were 
probably expected to do very little to contribute to the running of your household. You may 
never have spent time with a caring adult who showed you very deliberately how to neatly fold a 
towel or do the dishes. Because this activity seems so foreign, you become an adult who doesn’t 
bother to do the dishes. Then the dishes pile up every day and every time you look at the pile, 
you’re filled with a feeling of dread. You put it off even more and then finally you buy a 
dishwasher thinking that will solve the problem (or eat take out), but it doesn’t, because you still 
have to fill and empty the damn thing and rinse the friggin dishes before you even put them in 
because you bought the ‘affordable’ one. You convince yourself that you’re not doing it because 
this “just isn’t your calling”, when really it’s because you never learned to apply your loving 
attention to giving care to yourself and your surroundings. 

This is what I’d like to propose. 

Our niche is not what we do. What we do doesn’t matter. Our niche is how and why we do 
everything, the way our body, heart and mind engage with situations and puzzles. The way we 
sweep the floor and peel carrots is the same way we manage our finances and attend to our 
clients. 
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Once we recognize (through reflection and honesty) how we are inclined to do everything, we 
apply ourselves to developing integrity, (integrity being a consistency between what we believe 
in, and how we speak, act and behave). Then we spend a small amount of our time doing ‘our 
niche,’ the thing we have a natural ease with, that contributes to our community and is valued 
monetarily. 

Then, we use the majority of our time developing our integrity by applying ourselves to our 
basic survival needs. In my opinion, this is a ‘no pass go’ situation. If you don’t know how to 
feed yourself or how your body works, you’re as good as dead, and paying someone else to do it 
is a complete and utter cop out. When I say paying someone else, I mean everything from going 
to restaurants to buying prepared food to hiring a private chef. This also goes for taking care of 
your home, learning how to use tools, and making most things from raw materials. The list goes 
on and on. There is no end to learning basic survival and craft skills. It drives me nuts that we 
are so privileged that we actually think we can get away without realizing this. 

The beauty in all of this is that we’d have to learn to live on a lot less money. We’d need to 
share things like phones, computers, cars, houses, machines and tools and most of all our time 
and knowledge. Hmm, imagine that. Imagine for five seconds what life would be like if you 
shared a computer and a phone. 

We’d have to be willing to go through all the discomfort of learning to share. But how the heck 
do we do that? We were all raised to have everything we want, when we want it. Our parents 
most certainly told us to share as toddlers and kids, but did we ever see them demonstrate 
sharing?  

Sharing is what will most certainly throw us out of our comfort zone and into an opportunity to 
really learn something unique. But how many people are willing to do that? It’s easier to heckle 
the government, drink green smoothies, and go to yoga classes, the farmers market and a 
monthly potluck. These are all steps, baby steps albeit, but we still all have to go home from 
these heartwarming events and do the damn dishes, or at the very least spend quality time with 
our appliances that do them for us. 

I want to live in a world where we value the basic survival skills that allow us the privilege to be 
here, not just through lip service and paying someone a ‘fair’ wage to do it for us, but by 
learning how wonderful it feels to whole heartedly do it for ourselves. 

If you’ve read this far, thank you kindly for indulging my rant.” 

It’s something to think about.  

In a more traditional society, having a generalist knowledge of the natural world (which plants you 
could eat, how to hunt, where to find basic medicinal herbs, the myths and stories of your culture 
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would be your birthright. We do not have that 
today. The average six year old in North America 
can identify over 1000 corporate logos and yet not 
six plants in their own back yard. 

In a more traditional society, wealth would not be 
found in money or gold but in the strength and 
health of relationships in the community. It would 
be found in the health of your land base and how 
clean your water was.  

And, in a more healthy traditional culture, those 
things which we sell as services would, almost 
certainly, be offered for free as gifts to the community. And you would feel safe to do so because 
you would know that the community would be taking care of you as well. 

We think that finding our niche will make us happy. But what really makes us happy is 
community. To find your niche means to find your role in the community. But what if the 
community is sick?  
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Part III: Building The Nest in Service to the Tree 

“The rental rate for this gift of being allowed to flourish and reside in this 
continuum with the rest of the world is that we do everything possible to be 
indigenously beautiful, promising that we make ourselves spiritually full and 
delicious so as to feed the next ones to appear in the ongoing river on the occasion 
of our passing.”  

— Martin Prechtel, The Unlikely Peace at Cuchumaquic  

When a bird builds a nest, it does it in service to two things. Of course, the eggs of the next 
generation. But also it builds it in service to the tree and the forest itself. The presence of the birds 
in the forest is a central part to what keeps the forest healthy. 

And so a niche is not a movement no more than a nest is the entire forest. Your niche is your small 
part in it and humble contribution to it. 

Over the past few years, I’ve heard increasing talk about 
this idea of movements in business. As in, “Don’t market 
your business, build a movement!” 

But I want to suggest that if you can build it on your 
own, it’s not a movement.  

And that this is not how any movement in history was 
ever built.  

Your niche isn’t a movement. It’s your role in that 
movement. 

Most of these admonitions I’ve been hearing seem less 
about building a movement and more about becoming famous or well known. They’re less about 
the movement and more about you being seen as the leader of something.  

A movement is so much bigger than your business, than you, and even your lifespan. A movement 
is a larger cause towards which many people will dedicate their lives. A movement may have many 
spokespeople but never just one leader.  

If your business dies, the movement will go on without it. If it doesn’t, it was never a movement. 
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If you die, the movement will go on without you. If it doesn’t, it was never a movement. 

So, ask yourself not what movement you want to build, but what movement you want to play a role 
in. And then ask yourself what role you’d most love to play. 

That’s more than enough.  

A niche is not a movement. It’s your part in it.  

This matters because the explosion of hyper-niched businesses may be a sign of a business 
community that’s adjusted well to a profoundly sick society. 

If you lived in a community of 150 people without internet, it would be very difficult to come up 
with a hyper refined niche like, “Hatha yoga teachers struggling to go full time.” There just 
wouldn’t be enough people to sustain you. In a smaller community, one must be a bit of a 
generalist. Certainly, there might be story tellers, a blacksmith and more. 

But, with the advent and explosion of the internet, suddenly, we have access to a global 
marketplace. Suddenly, instead of a village of hundreds we have a planet of billions we can reach. 
The possibility for hyper niched businesses suddenly emerged. If you can reach everyone on the 
planet, all of a sudden you can afford to focus on an extremely narrow subsection of the 
population. 

And, surely this is a good thing, right? 

Perhaps, but also consider the fact that the internet has a powerful impact on the planet. The 
amount of energy used to power my laptop every day and all of the servers that power the internet 
is so much more immense that you could imagine. The amount of resources used to create this 
laptop (and the amount of waste created in its creation) is monstrous. The factory conditions of 
the workers who put it together are, I can promise you, not pretty. And then, I eventually will get 
rid of it. Personally, I’ll take mine back to the mac store and hope they recycle all that they can 
from it. Most people will throw theirs into landfills. And then there is the precious metal strip 
mining to get the metals with which to create the laptops. There is the fact that the air is now being 
pumped full of Wi-Fi signals constantly and it is having who knows what impact on us.  

The internet is not some neutral thing. 

But it’s more than this. 

Many of the niches that I have listed in this book are beautiful and heartfelt responses to pain in 
this world. Pain created by larger systems.  
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The more damage these larger systems cause, the more niche opportunities there are to address 
those problems.  

The more oil spills we have, the more opportunities there are to make money cleaning up oil spills. 

The more cancer there is, the more opportunities there are to make money helping people heal 
from cancer. 

The more heartbreak there is, the more chances there are to make money helping people recover 
from heartbreak. 

The more addiction there is, the more chances there are to make money by helping people fight 
their addiction. 

And this is the problem. 

The worse the world becomes, the more financial opportunities it creates to make it better. Many 
niched businesses are simply businesses that have become well adjusted to this profoundly sick 
society. 

Shouldn’t our goal be a world that doesn’t require most of these solutions? 

Perhaps we shouldn’t see the proliferation of niching service businesses as a cause for celebration 
but as the sign of a deeply sick society. 

Specialists are needed to handle very unique and specialized problems that we shouldn’t even be 
having in the first place.  

And, so what, then, does this mean for our work in any practical way? 

I think what it means is to remember and be faithful to the life affirming tree that has, somehow, 
grown out of the slag heap of injustice and culturally barren soil in which it found itself; 
desperately attempting to use its roots to coax life back into the violated Earth from which it grew. 
The tree knows that the healthier the soil is, the healthy the tree will be. The tree also knows that 
healthier soil means a healthier forest (which also means a healthier tree). And trees attract birds 
who bring more life to the forest. The tree knows its role is bigger than itself. It knows that hidden 
in the ground that gives it life are the taproots of many trees long thought to be extinct which, 
given half a chance, could begin to grow again. 

So I think this is our first job, to remember this. 

“The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.”  
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— Milan Kundera 

Or to learn it if we never did. This culture, lacking as it does in any meaningful semblance of 
initiation that might end the life of the child so that the full adult human being could be born, 
more resembles chicks still in their eggs than chicks who have hatched out. Many people are 
convinced that themselves and their needs are not only all that matters in the universe but, like a 
chick whose never left its egg, maybe all that even exists in the Universe.  

Creating a niche business that makes you rich while the world burns is more a sign of the need to 
be hatched than any deservingness of any award at all. It’s a sign of entitlement not a sign of 
someone who has matured enough to see finally the nests within nests that brought them into 
being and continue, still, to sustain them. The only appropriate response to seeing this is a 
humbling and overwhelming feeling of gratitude and desire to do something to feed and protect 
that which has fed and protected us our entire lives. And to do that all without any guarantee that 
our efforts will be successful. 

“Can we rely on it that a ‘turning around’ will be accomplished by enough people 
quickly enough to save the modern world? This question is often asked, but 
whatever answer is given to it will mislead. The answer ‘yes’ would lead to 
complacency; the answer ‘no’ to despair. It is desirable to leave these perplexities 
behind us and get down to work.” 

— E.F. Schumacher 

And then, of course, to do something with that. It means is that there is an opportunity, and 
perhaps a responsibility to make sure that our work is about something bigger than making money 
off the symptoms of a deeply troubled culture. 

I think it’s an invitation for our work to be on multiple levels.  

Because making a better world is going to take much more than a series of successful niche 
businesses that profit from ameliorating the symptoms of a broken culture.  

It’s an invitation to explore how we sustain ourselves while helping others heal from the wounds 
and traumas of this culture (wounds and traumas that are the product of this culture). But also — 
how do we stop the damage of this culture is doing to the planet? And how do we build something 
new at the same time? 

This is the challenge before us. 
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What if our goal in our niche was to create such a world that we put ourselves out of business so 
that no one needed to hire a coach like us? 

To get practical: when you look at the symptoms of the people with whom you’re working, can you 
work backwards a bit to ”What are the larger forces at work causing these issues?" and then can you 
figure out ways for your business to also be a force for addressing them? 

How can your business address the deeper, institutional forces at work that are causing the painful 
symptoms your clients are experiencing? And how can you invite your clients to join you in that 
larger work? 

I think of my dear friend Brea Johnson of heartandbonesyoga.com. She works with people who are 
dealing with symptoms of misaligned structures (the bones) who want to open their hearts. In a 
conversation we had recently, we explored how the theme of a misalignment of structures also 
shows up in the ways that the bones of this culture (its larger economic and political structures) are 
so misaligned and creating the same disease in our culture that we feel in our bodies. We explored 
the possibility of her talking about this more in her classes, hosting a speaker series where she 
brought in people to speak about how to reset and realign the bones of this culture so that her 
students might find a deeper sense of meaning and purpose in their simple yoga practices and see 
how their personal work was connected to the larger work and, possibly, find ways they could bring 
it off the mat and into their lives.  

If your work is about empowering women, 
could you also partner with a non-profit that 
works to change laws in support of women’s 
rights? 

If your work is about healthy food, can you 
also make sure that your work is supporting 
efforts to require labelling of GMO’s, local 
organic farmers, and healthy school lunches? 

If you work as an interior decorator, could you 
partner with organizations that sell beautiful 
things people get rid of and sell them to raise 
money for a good cause? 

This requires some sitting with the bigger 
cause our business is about and figuring out 
how our small efforts might, in some way, contribute to a healing that. 

The fundamental solution to our physical health is creating a way of living that promotes a 
healthier lifestyle than having a specialists for every single muscle group.  
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The end goal of our lives must be the restoration of genuine, deep community, not just a more 
profitable role in a profoundly unjust society. There’s no point to having a sustainable niche in a 
fundamentally unsustainable world. 

“This is the true joy in life, The being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a 
mighty one, the being a force of nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of 
ailments and grievances, complaining that the world will not devote itself to 
making you happy. I want to be thoroughly used up when I die, for the harder I 
work, the more I live. Life is no brief candle to me; it is a sort of splendid torch 
which I have got hold of for the moment, and I want to make it burn as brightly as 
possible before handing it on to future generations.”  

— George Bernard Shaw 
 

If you follow the thread of the struggles of 
those you are drawn to serve (and who are 
drawn to work with you) long enough and 
faithfully enough you will eventually come to 
see the whole system. You will start with one 
branch and find yourself at the common 
roots. I can’t tell you how many people I’ve 
met who, having started in wildly different 
areas of interest, found themselves coming to 
very similar understandings of what is wrong 
with our culture. Feminists, anarchists, those 
working with the dying, people working on 
healing people’s relationships to money, those 
working on healthy food . . . when they dug 
down deep enough, they found something. 
And it was the same thing that had been 
found by many others.  

What is that thing? You will have to do some 
digging. I promise you will find it. The 
miracle isn’t in finding it. The miracle is that, 
as a culture, we keep missing it. It’s not ‘happiness’. At least not in the way it’s sold to us. It’s not 
‘success’. It’s something deeper than that. 
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“Don’t aim at success — the more you aim at it and make it a target, the more you 
are going to miss it. For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue, 
and it only does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s personal dedication to a 
cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other 
than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds for success: you have to 
let it happen by not caring about it. I want you to listen to what your conscience 
commands you to do and go on to carry it out to the best of your knowledge. Then 
you will live to see that in the long run — in the long run, I say — success will follow 
you precisely because you had forgotten to think of it. The more one forgets himself 
— by giving himself to a cause to serve or another person to love — the more human 
he is and the more he actualizes himself. What is called self-actualization is not an 
attainable aim at all, for the simple reason that the more one would strive for it, 
the more he would miss it. In other words, self-actualization is possible only as a 
side-effect of self-transcendence. Pleasure is, and must remain, a side-effect or by-
product, and is destroyed and spoiled to the degree to which it is made a goal in 
itself.” 

— Viktor Frankl 

And when you find it, you will realize how woefully inadequate your best efforts will ever be in 
addressing those issues. You’ll realize the incredible need to come together with others in 
partnerships in good ways to address them. You’ll see that partnerships aren’t just about selling 
more stuff but about addressing the systemic and deeper roots of an unjust world. And so, in this 
way, held right, the thread of your highly isolated, discrete and unique niching can be the very 
thing that guides you back to the thing we’ve all been searching for all along.  

Each other.  
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Additional Resources: 

Why “Do What You Love” Is About More Than You Might Think – By Dr. Patricia M. Bombard: 
nichingspiral.com/articles/bombard  

Plenitude: 
marketingforhippies.com/plenitude-the-new-economics-of-true-wealth 

Books such as Radical Simplicity by Jim Merkel and Radical Homemakers by Shannon Hayes.  

Being Faithful: The One Thing That Is Asked of Us In These Times by Tad Hargrave: 
facebook.com/notes/tad-hargrave/being-faithful-the-one-thing-that-is-asked-of-us-in-these-times/
10152629701184032 

How Great Leaders Inspire Action: 
marketingforhippies.com/ted-talk-simon-sinek-how-great-leaders-inspire-action  

Your Platform: Six Things You Can Be Known For (And One Other) by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/platform  
The Bigger Cause by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/bigger-cause/  

Examples of People With a Clear "Why" by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/clear-why  

Deeper Into Why by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/deeper-into-why  

The Bigger Context by Tad Hargrave: 
marketingforhippies.com/the-bigger-context 
  
Twelve Ways to Figure Out Your Why: 
marketingforhippies.com/how-to-figure-out-your-why   

Videos on finding your deeper purpose: 
nichingspiral.com/videos/deeper-why  

Quotes on dedicating your life to something bigger: 
nichingspiral.com/quotes/bigger-why  
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Glossary of Terms 
Niche: your role in the marketplace or community. Where you fit. 

Ideal Client: The general type of person with whom you most want to work. They are ideal 
because they share certain qualities, behaviours, psychographics, demographics, and traits that are 
attractive to you.  

Big Circle: Another name for your ideal client. 

Little Circles: A subset of your big circle. A specific group that share a common set of needs, 
burning problems, and cravings. 

Target Market: Another name for little circles. 

Demographics: The outer things in a person (e.g. age, gender, income, profession, ethnicity etc.) 

Psychographics: The inner things in a person (e.g. worldview, values, beliefs, scenes they’re a part 
of).  
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To get more guidance on your niching journey, 
be sure to sign up for the newsletter and get your 

‘Getting Started’ kit (a 17 minute video + 
workbook) to start applying what you’ve learned 

immediately at: 

NichingSpiral.com  
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Please Share Your Feedback on This Book 

I hope that you will share your own thoughts and reflections that can help make it 
even better in the future. So, in the spirit of Step Six — Niche Experiments, I’d love 

to get your feedback on this book so I can make the next edition even better.  
You can give it to me here: 

marketingforhippies.com/niching-spiral-feedback  
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Notes: 
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Notes: 
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Tad is a hippy who developed a knack for marketing (and then learned how to be a hippy again). 
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He currently lives in Edmonton, Alberta (traditionally known, in the language of the Cree, as 
Amiskwaciy [Beaver Hill] and later Amiskwaciwaskihegan [Beaver Hill House]). His ancestors come 
primarily from Scotland with some from Ukraine as well. He is drawn to conversations around 
culture-making, politics, history, ancestry, healing, and how those all intersect. 

nichingspiral.com 214

http://nichingspiral.com
http://streetcarshows.com


The Niching Nest 

Get Your Free Marketing For Hippies ‘Starter Kit’: 

Go to Tad’s website, and you’ll find a tonne of free articles and 
videos. And then, for merely the price of your email, you’ll get 
your very own ‘Starter Kit’ which includes the full video, audio 
and transcript of his famous, ‘Marketing for Hippies 101’ 
Masterclass that he has toured since 2001 + more a heaping 
portion of other free bonuses besides. You can find it at… 

www.marketingforhippies.com   

Join The Marketing for Hippies Membership: 

Want to explore working with Tad more in depth (and for a 
fraction of the rates you’d normally pay?) Check out his 
Marketing for Hippies Membership Program. You’ll get access 
to regular Zoom calls and steep discounts on courses, eBooks and 
one on one help from Tad for as long as you care to stick around.  

www.marketingforhippies.com/membership  
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More Niching Resources 

Want to delve more deeply into real life case studies, examples 
and perspectives on niching? Go to my YouTube where you’ll find 
a number of playlists dedicated to this topic: 

https://www.youtube.com/c/TadHargrave/playlists  

Want to get my personal reflections on your situation? Consider 
booking yourself a Puttering Session: 

www.marketingforhippies.com/puttering  
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