Chapter 1: The
Company With No
Payroll

In March 2026, a technology writer tracking
Al-native startups noted something that would
have sounded absurd a decade earlier: more
than fifty companies were on pace to reach $10
million in annual revenue with fewer than ten
employees that year. Not fifty companies hoping
to do it. Fifty companies already doing it, with
contracts signed and invoices paid.

The clearest example is Midjourney, the
image-generation company. By early 2026,
Midjourney had grown past $200 million in
annual recurring revenue with a core team of
around eleven people. It has never taken outside
venture funding, never built a traditional sales
department, and never hired a marketing team
in the way that phrase usually means. Its growth
has come almost entirely through word of mouth



inside a Discord server, where the product itself,
not a salesperson, does the persuading. Divide
$200 million by eleven people and the number
that comes out, roughly $18 million in revenue
per employee, is not a typo. It is a completely
different economic model from the one most
business school case studies were written to
explain.

Midjourney is not alone. Cursor, the Al
coding assistant, reportedly crossed $500
million in annualized revenue with a headcount
under fifty, growing faster than any software
company in recorded history. ElevenLabs, the
voice-Al company, reached $100 million in
revenue with about fifty employees. Gamma, a
presentation-design tool, serves nearly fifty
million users with a team of twenty-eight,
smaller than the marketing department of most
mid-sized companies from a decade ago.
Lovable, a Swedish Al coding platform, hit $400
million in annual recurring revenue with 146
employees in early 2026, which works out to
roughly $2.7 million in revenue for every person
on the payroll. For comparison, a strong
traditional SaaS company in 2021 might have
generated $250,000 in revenue per employee at
a similar scale. These new companies are
running at ten, twenty, even seventy times that
rate.



What explains the gap? Not magic, and not
simply better software in the ordinary sense. It
is a structural substitution of compute for labor,
happening at every layer of the business at once.
A founder who once needed a customer support
team now deploys an Al agent that reads every
incoming ticket, resolves the routine ones
instantly, and escalates only the genuinely hard
cases to a human. A founder who once needed a
sales team now runs Al-driven outreach that
personalizes a pitch to each prospect and only
pulls in a person once a deal is close to signing.
A founder who once needed a dozen engineers
now works alongside Al coding tools that write,
test, and often deploy a meaningful share of the
codebase, with humans reviewing architecture
and judgment calls rather than typing every line.
Industry data from 2025 and 2026 suggests Al is
now responsible for writing somewhere
between half and sixty percent of the code
shipped at companies like GitHub and Google,
meaning the same size team can now ship a
dramatically larger product.

Investors have taken notice, and the effect
compounds. Seed-stage startups in 2026
employ, on average, fewer than four people,
down sharply from prior years, even as the
checks they raise have grown larger. Series A
companies have followed the same pattern:
smaller teams, bigger rounds. The logic is
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straightforward once you see it. If a founding
team of three, working with Al agents instead of
a department of specialists, can build and ship a
product that would have taken thirty people five
years ago, then investors are effectively buying
more output per dollar of payroll they have to
fund. One analysis of Al-native firms found they
need roughly sixty percent fewer people to
reach $10 million in annual recurring revenue
than a comparable traditional software company
required.

None of this means headcount has become
meaningless, or that these companies are
somehow fake. The people still on the payroll
tend to be doing something specific: setting
strategy, making judgment calls that carry real
consequences, and, increasingly, managing and
directing fleets of Al agents the way a foreman
once directed a construction crew. A new kind of
job title has begun to appear on résumés and in
hiring posts, something closer to “Al operations
lead” or “agent orchestrator” than any job
description that existed in 2020. The work of
managing machines, rather than managing
people, is itself becoming a profession.

There is a reasonable question buried in all
this enthusiasm, and it deserves an honest
answer rather than a cheerleading one: how
durable is this model? Some of the same lean Al-
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native companies report startlingly high
customer churn, in the range of forty to fifty
percent annually for certain categories,
meaning they have to replace a huge share of
their revenue every single year just to stand still.
A three-person company with fifty AI agents
doing the work of a department also carries
what analysts call key-person fragility: if the two
or three humans who understand how the whole
system fits together leave, or burn out, or make
a bad call, there may be no institutional depth to
catch the mistake. Traditional companies build
resilience partly through redundancy, more
people who know how things work, more layers
who can catch an error before it becomes a
crisis. The employee-less company trades that
redundancy for speed and margin, a bet that will
not pay off the same way for every business or in
every kind of market.

Still, the direction of travel is clear enough
that it deserves its own vocabulary. This book
will return again and again to businesses built
this way, not because they are the only kind of
company that exists, but because they represent
something close to a controlled experiment in
what a business looks like when the default
assumption, that growth requires headcount, no
longer holds. The rest of Part One looks at where
else that experiment is running: on factory floors
that no longer need light switches, inside the Al
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systems now doing work that used to require a
manager’s judgment, and on the sidewalks
where small robots have dquietly started
delivering the last mile of commerce without a
driver at all.
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