YOUR FIRST SALE « CASE STUDY

The Meal Plan That Sold Itself

How a Dad With a Dairy-Free Kid Turned Kitchen Frustration Into a $27
Download

Digital Product



The Background

Marcus Reeves was a thirty-four-year-old high school history teacher in Raleigh, North Carolina,
and a dad of two. When his younger daughter, Lily, was diagnosed with a dairy allergy at age three,
Marcus's life in the kitchen changed overnight. His wife, Jess, handled most of the weeknight
cooking, but Marcus owned the weekends — pancake breakfasts, Sunday dinners, the whole
routine. Suddenly, half his recipes were off the table. No butter. No cream. No cheese. No 'just add
a splash of milk.' He spent months fumbling through substitutions, Googling 'dairy-free mac and
cheese' at 10 PM, and throwing away failed experiments that his daughter wouldn't touch.

Over two years, Marcus got good at it. Not food-blogger good — he didn't photograph anything or
write clever headnotes. But practically good. He'd built a binder of forty-something recipes that his
whole family actually liked, organized by week with shopping lists that accounted for the dairy-free
substitutions. Friends with kids who had food allergies started asking him for copies. He'd email
them a few recipes here and there, and invariably they'd come back and say, 'Do you have more?
The shopping list thing is genius.'

Marcus didn't think of himself as an entrepreneur. He was a teacher who liked history and
happened to have figured out how to feed a picky dairy-free kid without losing his mind. But the
frequency of those requests started to nag at him. If eight people in his immediate circle wanted
this, how many strangers on the internet were having the same Wednesday-night meltdown he'd
had two years ago?

Finding the Idea

The convergence for Marcus was almost comically clear once he saw it. He was good at something
(planning and cooking dairy-free family meals), he genuinely enjoyed it (he'd become the guy who
got excited about oat milk béchamel), and there was obvious demand (people kept asking him for
his system). The $100 Startup talks about finding the overlap between your skills, your passion,
and what the market wants. Marcus had been living in that overlap for two years without realizing
it.

His idea was simple: package his binder into a downloadable four-week meal planning system for
families dealing with dairy allergies. Not a cookbook — cookbooks were overwhelming and didn't
solve the planning problem. His product would be a week-by-week system: five dinner recipes per
week, a complete shopping list for each week, substitution guides, and tips for batch-prepping on
Sundays. Give them the fish. Don't make them figure it out; just tell them what to buy, what to cook,
and when.

Case Study: The Meal Plan That Sold Itself ¢« The $100 Startup ¢ 100startup.com



He wasn't trying to compete with allergy bloggers who had thousands of recipes. He was solving a
narrower, more specific problem: 'lt's Sunday afternoon, | need to plan five dinners my dairy-free
kid will actually eat, and | don't want to spend two hours researching.' That specificity felt like a
weakness at first — wasn't he limiting his market? — but it turned out to be his biggest strength.

Finding Customers

Marcus started his customer discovery in the most obvious place: online communities where
parents of kids with food allergies gathered. He joined three Facebook groups and two Reddit
communities focused on dairy-free living and childhood food allergies. He didn't pitch anything.
For two weeks, he just read posts and responded helpfully — sharing a recipe here, a substitution
tip there. He was genuinely useful because he'd already solved these problems for himself.

Then he posted a simple question in two of the Facebook groups: 'Hey everyone — I've been
dairy-free cooking for my daughter for two years and I've built a weekly meal planning system
that's made our lives way easier. I'm thinking about packaging it up as a downloadable resource.
Would something like that be useful to you? What would you want included?' The response floored
him. Forty-two comments in the first group. Twenty-eight in the second. Parents were practically
begging for something like this. The most common response was some variation of 'Take my
money.'

Marcus also asked his eight friends who'd been emailing him for recipes to each introduce him to
one other parent dealing with food allergies. Six of them did. Those introductions led to short
phone conversations that helped Marcus understand exactly what to include (and what to leave out
— nobody wanted nutritional info or calorie counts; they wanted simplicity). By the end of his
discovery phase, he had a list of nineteen people who'd explicitly said they'd buy this product if it
existed.

Building the Offer

Marcus already had the content — his binder full of recipes and shopping lists. The challenge was
turning a messy personal system into something a stranger could pick up and use immediately. He
spent four evenings after the kids went to bed formatting everything in Google Docs. Each week
got its own section: a meal plan overview (Monday through Friday dinner recipes), the full recipes
with dairy-free substitutions clearly highlighted, a consolidated shopping list organized by grocery
store section, and a 'Sunday Prep Guide' showing what could be prepped ahead.
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He exported the whole thing as a PDF — twenty weeks of meal plans, one hundred recipes, twenty
shopping lists. It came to sixty-eight pages. He added a simple cover page, a 'How to Use This
Guide' introduction, and a one-page substitution cheat sheet as a bonus. The total product was
seventy-two pages. It wasn't beautiful — no food photography, no custom illustrations — but it was
clear, organized, and immediately useful. That was the whole point.

For his tech stack, Marcus bought a domain name ($14 from Google Domains) and signed up for
ConvertKit's free plan to collect email addresses. He used Gumroad to host the digital product and
handle payments — Gumroad took a small percentage of each sale but charged nothing upfront.
He built a simple landing page on Carrd for $9/year. His total startup cost was $47 — the domain,
the first month of Carrd, and a $24 Canva Pro subscription he used to make the cover page look
less like a homework assignment.

Pricing

Marcus initially wanted to charge $12. It felt 'safe' — cheap enough that nobody would complain,
expensive enough to feel like a real product. But his wife pushed back. 'You spent two years
figuring this out,' she said. 'You're saving people hours every single week. Charge what it's worth.'
He looked at comparable products — allergy-friendly meal planning subscriptions ran $10-15 per
month. His was a one-time purchase with twenty weeks of content. He settled on $27, which felt
uncomfortable but defensible. He also created a 'launch week' price of $19 to reward early buyers
and generate initial momentum.

The pricing turned out to be almost a non-issue. When parents are stressed about feeding their
kids safely and spending hours every week planning meals, $27 for a system that solves the
problem is an easy yes. Not a single person who bought the product complained about the price.
Several said they would have paid more.

Going Live

Marcus's 'launch' was deliberately small. He didn't try to reach the entire internet. He focused on
the people who'd already told him they wanted this product. He wrote a launch email to his list of
nineteen interested contacts, plus the six friends who'd originally been asking for his recipes. The
email was personal and direct: here's what | built, here's what's in it, here's the launch price, here's
where to buy it. He included a screenshot of the table of contents and the substitution cheat sheet
as a preview.
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He also went back to the two Facebook groups where he'd gotten such strong responses and
posted a follow-up: 'Hey everyone — remember when | asked if a dairy-free meal planning system
would be useful? | built it. Here's what's inside..." He was careful to follow each group's rules about
self-promotion — one group allowed it on specific days, the other required moderator approval. He
got approval from both admins by framing it as a resource he'd built based on community
feedback, which was genuinely true.

He hit publish on Gumroad and sent the emails on a Saturday morning. Then he took his kids to the
park, because staring at a sales dashboard while his daughters wanted to go on the swings felt like
exactly the wrong priority.

First Sales

The first sale came in while Marcus was pushing Lily on the swings. His phone buzzed with a
Gumroad notification: '$19.00 — Dairy-Free Family Meal Planner."' It was from someone he didn't
know — not one of his nineteen contacts, but someone from the Facebook group. By the time the
family got home from the park three hours later, he'd sold four copies. Two from his personal list,
two from the Facebook groups. He made $76 on day one.

The second wave came from something he hadn't anticipated: buyers sharing the product. Three
of his first-week customers posted about the meal planner in other food allergy groups —
communities Marcus hadn't even found. One customer wrote a mini-review in a parenting forum
that drove eleven sales over the following week. Marcus hadn't asked anyone to share. The
product was genuinely solving a painful problem, and people who find solutions to painful
problems tend to tell other people.

His first sale happened on day ten — just ten days after he'd started the process of turning his
binder into a product. Not ten days of full-time work, either. He'd done everything in evening and
weekend hours around his teaching job and family life. The total time invested was probably thirty
hours, spread over less than two weeks.

The Results

In the first thirty days, Marcus sold 47 copies of the Dairy-Free Family Meal Planner — 12 at the $19
launch price and 35 at the full $27 price. Total revenue: $1,173. After Gumroad's fees, he netted
about $1,050. Not life-changing money, but remarkable for a PDF he'd assembled from a binder in
his kitchen. More importantly, it was almost entirely passive after the initial launch push. Orders
came in while he was teaching, sleeping, and coaching his daughter's soccer team.
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By month three, he'd sold 156 copies and grossed $3,890. He'd added a 'Dairy-Free Holiday
Meals' bonus pack ($12 add-on) that 40% of buyers purchased. His email list had grown to 340
subscribers — people who'd signed up for his free 'Top 10 Dairy-Free Substitutions' cheat sheet
but hadn't bought yet. His customer acquisition cost was still effectively $0. Every sale came from
community word-of-mouth, his small email list, or organic shares from happy customers. Marcus's
$47 investment had returned over 80x in ninety days.

Key Takeaways

1. The best digital products come from problems you've already solved for yourself. Marcus
didn't do market research first — he lived the problem, built a solution, and then realized other
people wanted it too.

2. Specificity sells. 'Dairy-free meal plans for families with allergic kids' is a much stronger
offer than 'healthy meal plans.' The narrower the niche, the more urgently people need what
you're selling.

3. Community-based launches don't require a big audience. Marcus had zero followers and
no mailing list. He had nineteen interested people and two Facebook groups. That was enough
to generate real revenue.

4. Give them the fish. Marcus didn't teach people about dairy-free cooking theory. He gave
them a shopping list and said 'buy this, cook this, your kid will eat it.' That's what people are
willing to pay for.

5. Don't undercharge. Marcus almost priced at $12 out of imposter syndrome. The jump to
$27 made almost no difference in conversion rate but more than doubled his revenue per sale.

6. Your first product doesn't need to be pretty — it needs to be useful. No food photography,
no custom design. Just clear formatting and genuinely helpful content. Customers didn't care
about aesthetics; they cared about Wednesday night dinner.
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DAY-BY-DAY ANNOTATIONS

How This Story Maps to Your 14
Days
Here's how Marcus Reeves's journey illustrates each day of the Your First Sale program.

Day 1 Marcus's self-assessment revealed that his most valuable skill wasn't teaching history — it
was the practical meal-planning system he'd built out of necessity for his own family.

Day 2 The convergence was hiding in plain sight: Marcus's cooking skills, his genuine passion for
feeding his daughter well, and the repeated requests from other parents all pointed to the
same product.

Day 3 Marcus found his first potential customers by going where they already gathered —
Facebook groups and Reddit communities for parents of kids with food allergies.

Day 4 His discovery post in two Facebook groups generated 70 comments and revealed the exact
language his customers used to describe their problem (‘Wednesday night meltdown,'
'spending hours every Sunday planning').

Day 5 Marcus built his MVP from existing content — his personal recipe binder — reformatted into
a clean, usable PDF. He didn't create new recipes; he packaged what he already had.

Day 6 His tech stack cost $47 total: domain, Carrd landing page, Canva for the cover, and
Gumroad for delivery. He chose tools that required zero technical skill and minimal upfront
cost.

Day 7 The jump from $12 to $27 was a pivotal moment. Marcus learned to price based on the

value of the problem solved (hours of weekly meal planning stress), not the cost of the
format (a PDF).

Day 8 Marcus's brand was simply 'a dad who figured this out' — no logo, no business name, just
authenticity and a real story that resonated with other parents in the same situation.

Day 9 His landing page on Carrd took two hours to build. It had a headline, three bullet points
about what was included, a preview screenshot, and a buy button. Nothing more.
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Day 10

Day 11

Day 12

Day 13

Day 14

Marcus created a free substitution cheat sheet as a lead magnet — a genuinely useful
one-page resource that built his email list and gave potential buyers a taste of his practical
style.

Launch day was a Saturday morning. Marcus sent 25 emails, posted in two Facebook
groups, and went to the park with his kids. The simplicity of the launch matched the
simplicity of the product.

Marcus's outreach worked because he'd already built trust in the communities. He wasn't a
stranger dropping a sales link — he was a helpful member who'd been contributing for
weeks.

The first sale came from a stranger in a Facebook group, not from Marcus's personal
network. That was the moment he knew the product had legs beyond his immediate circle.

Marcus's biggest takeaway was that he'd been sitting on a viable product for over a year
without realizing it. The barrier wasn't skills, money, or time — it was simply deciding to
start.
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