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Outsourcing is a term borrowed from the corporate world, that refers to taking a function
of a business and having it provisioned by an external company, often overseas. Applied to
our personal lives, outsourcing is about taking things that we would normally have to do in
our day-to-day lives, and having someone else do it at a low(ish) cost.

The first popular mention of personal outsourcing comes from AJ Jacobs of Esquire
magazine. His article, written (by outsourcers) back in 2005, was a humorous look at just
how much of your life could be run by a team of Indian virtual assistants at a low hourly
rate.

In terms of efficiency, personal outsourcing is incredibly valuable as it allows you to get
more out of the 24 hours a day that we are all given. While you are working, someone else
can be doing your shopping, your taxes and life management tasks. This article is a very
basic primer to the most common things that can be (and should often be) outsourced to
others, freeing up your time for higher value activities.
The Premise
The important thing to remember about personal outsourcing is that you absolutely must
know how much your time is worth (usually per hour). This is the only way to find out if
something is worth outsourcing or not.

Let’s look at an example. The average per capita income for someone living in California is
$38,956 according to the US Department of Commerce. The average person works 9-5, 8
hours a day, 5 days a week for 52 weeks. This means they work 260 days, or 2080 work
hours a year. $38,956 divided by 2080 is $18.73 per hour.

This means that an hour of that person’s time, is potentially worth $18.73 per hour. Now of
course, there are further considerations. Real Hourly Wage encompasses more than just
working hours – it factors in commute time, time spent thinking about work, time spent at
company social events, overtime and so on. But for the purposes of example and simplicity,
let’s go with the $18.73 per hour for the average Californian worker.
What this means, is that any task that has a cost of less than $18.73 an hour should
potentially be outsourced to others. When calculating the cost of a task, you must also
consider the time it takes you to complete the task compared to someone who you
outsource it to. For example, it may take you the better part of two weekends to complete
your taxes (assuming a minimal 20 hours, that’s $374!), but it may only take your

accountant a couple of days. Plus, he or she is more likely to get it right the first time and
take everything into consideration. The question then becomes: well, what do you do
instead of the tasks that you have outsourced?

If you are an entrepreneur this is easy – work on your business! If you are employed, it
becomes a bit blurrier. You should be spending time working on tasks that have a greater
value (monetary or otherwise) than what you have outsourced – whether it is furthering
your education for better work prospects, starting a side business, or just spending quality
time with friends and family.

There are two types of outsourcing: onshore and offshore. Onshore refers to having people
in your local area or city who you outsource to. Offshore refers to having people in another
geography (usually another country or state) who you outsource to. You’ll find that most of
the examples below are for Onshore (or Local) Outsourcing. The reason for this is that
there are limitations as to what your offshore outsourcers are capable of doing, and
managing them would take another entire article to describe.
Here are some examples of things you can outsource.
•

•

•
•

•

Laundry. Depending on your living arrangements, laundry is one of those things that
can be easily outsourced. In most major American cities, people usually spend at
least 1.5-2 hours each week doing their laundry (assuming a standard sized load –
you may indeed have more). Thus, the opportunity cost of doing laundry (in
addition to the cost of machine operation if any) would be about $28-37. In would
be relatively simple to find someone on Craigslist to do your laundry for you at less
than that amount.
Grocery Shopping. When I lived in San Francisco, I used to visit the grocery store
twice weekly, spending about an hour each time getting there, shopping and then
unpacking once home. For a minimal cost, I could have had my groceries delivered
(or even free if over a certain amount), thus freeing up my time to work on my
business.
Gardening. If you have a garden or yard, it is usually worth your while to have
someone else mow the lawn or even water the yard. Plus they’ll have all the proper
equipment, which you would then not have to buy.
Everyday Errands. These are errands like waiting in line at the post office, calling
your credit card company or even visiting the bank. Of course, there are certain
limitations (especially with financial transactions) but for the most part, you simply
don’t have to deal with these. Know a neighbor’s teenager who wants some pocket
money? Have them take your mail to the post office for you. Have to call and discuss
things with your bank/credit card company? You can find an offshore virtual
assistant to do that for you for $4 an hour.
Maid or Cleaner. This is where we start to get into the more “expensive” areas of
outsourcing. Having a maid or cleaner come in on a weekly basis seems like a luxury
for most people, but using Craigslist or local classifieds in your area you can
probably find someone to do it for you – in half the time.

•

•

Cooking and Food. Having a chef come in and prepare meals is pretty nice, but can
get pricey. A better solution is to have an arrangement with a local takeout place to
deliver you food daily. Prepay them if you can, and tell them to mix and match
however many dishes you want per day… and never worry about working out what
to cook again.
Driver. If you have a long commute where you are capable of being productive, this
is something you should consider. See this article by the CEO of JangoMail to find out
more how you outsourcing to a driver can make your business grow.

A Blurry Line

We’ve mostly looked at the simple, everyday things that you can outsource. But there is so
much more. Some people ask where the line should be drawn – if you have a boring and
monotonous office task at work, can you outsource that to say an assistant in India who will
do it for a fraction of the cost? Well, it’s really up to you. There is of course the issue of
professional accountability and responsibility. Where you draw the line has become
increasingly blurry in today’s world.
Quick Tips and Tricks
Consider non-monetary trades and barter. Parents do this with their children all the time
– do your chores and then you get to go play for an hour. You can do this with your
roommates, family members, neighbours or friends – say trading waiting in a laundromat
(where you can do something productive like read a book) for them picking up some
groceries for you weekly.
Try to find local people. For most tasks this is necessary due to the necessity of a physical
presence, but in general, is easier due to direct face-to-face communication and there is less
potential for misunderstandings.
Clear instruction and communication. Make sure your instructions and communication
with your outsourcers are crystal clear, and that there is no potential for
misunderstanding. There is nothing more annoying than having to have someone repeat a
task because they didn’t ask a simple clarification question first.
Get creative. There are probably a bunch of tasks (like going to the post office) that you
would think that other people wouldn’t do. But you’ll be surprised. It may seem
unconventional to you, but it may be perfectly normal for someone else. The only way to
find out is to ask, and see if someone’s willing to do it!
Resources

There are a number of resources you can use to find “outsourcers”.
•
•

For local tasks, the number one, at least in the US, is Craigslist. It will take time to
filter through applicants and postings, but can be well worth it.

For professional tasks, the most popular online marketplaces are Odesk and Elance.

•
•

For miscellaneous remote tasks (and some fun), check out Fiverr – it is fairly
amazing to see what people will do for $5.
If you live in the San Francisco Bay Area, check out TaskRabbit.

Next Actions
•
•
•
•

Work out how much your time is worth per hour.
Think about the things you do weekly, but really don’t like to do or would rather
have someone else do.
Post up some ads on Craigslist looking for people to fill those things.
Start enjoying the extra time you now have – and put it to good use by doing
something productive!

