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The odds are very much against your success
We want to reduce the risk of failure
And provide a method to help you and your 
team build a strong, enduring company!

…What really matters most: 
GREAT companies with long-term potential
Excited CUSTOMERS who tell their friends

Why are we here??
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 Many thousands of startups
 Skolkovo Startup Academy…4 times
 USA National Science Foundation 
 250+ leading Universities
 Many major corporations

Eto ne 
Prikhot’…
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More startups fail from 
a lack of customers than from 
a failure of product 
development
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Very simple business math:
0 customers= 0 business!
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Kto Ya?

 “Unemployable” since age 22, 4 decades ago(!!)
 7 startups: 2 homeruns, 2 base hits, 3 tax losses
 >27x startups Investor/coach: 7 IPO’s, 6 disasters
 4 years Customer Development writing, teaching
 Adjunct Professor, Columbia Business School
 Visiting Professor, Skolkovo/Startup Academy
 1 great kid, PhD, mom, proudest startup of all! 
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The best “tuition” of all…
Click to edit Master text styles
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500 startup mistakes in 608 pages….

8



500 startup mistakes in 608 pages….
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We’ve learned a lot 
about entrepreneurship
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What We Used to Believe



Startups are a Smaller Version 
of a Large Company
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What We Now Know



Startups Search 
Companies Execute
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Teaching Entrepreneurs:
What We Used to Believe
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        What a Startup Really Looks Like
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Startups are About Vision & 
Ideas, sweat and luck
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What We Now Know
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Most visions are very blurry 
at best

…and entrepreneurs “make” their own luck!
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What We Used to Believe

Strategy

21



Start With a Business Plan 
and a Financial Model
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All You Need to Do is Execute the Plan
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And You Need to Make the Forecast
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All You Need to Do: Execute the Plan
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What We Now Know
Strategy
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 No Business Plan 
survives first contact 

with customers
…Steve Blank, 2003
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Planning comes before
 the plan
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29

…So SEARCH  for the
 Busines Model



The Business 
Model:

Any company 
can be 

described in 
9 building blocks
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customer 
segments

key 
partners

cost 
structure

revenue 
streams

channels

customer 
relationships

key 
activities

key 
resources

value 
proposition

31



CUSTOMER SEGMENTS

which customers and users are you serving? 
which jobs do they really want to get done?
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VALUE PROPOSITIONS

what are you offering them? what is that 
getting done for them? do they care?
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CHANNELS

how does each customer segment want to be reached? 
through which interaction points?
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CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

what relationships are you establishing with each segment? 
personal? automated? acquisitive? retentive?
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REVENUE STREAMS

what are customers really willing to pay for? how? 
are you generating transactional or recurring revenues?
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customer 
segments

key 
partners

cost 
structure

revenue 
streams

channels

customer 
relationships

key 
activities

key 
resources

value 
proposition
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But,
Realize They’re 

Hypotheses
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9 Guesses

Guess Guess

Guess

Guess

Guess
Guess

Guess

GuessGuess



Our Guesses DON’T Matter

 Anybody can build almost anything today
(just a few exceptions: anti-gravity, transporters)

 What we need are CUSTOMERS!!
 Build the customers while building product
 …and let customer feedback and your 

coach guide you all the way through the 
process!

 note: Clones may be different!
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Customer 
Development
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Get Out of the 
Building

Customer Development
The founders

42



Customer Development:
The Search For the Business Model

Company
Building

Customer
Discovery

Customer
Validation

Customer 
Creation

Pivot
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 Stop selling, start listening
 Test your hypotheses
 Continuous Discovery
 Done by founders

Step 1: Customer 
Discovery

Customer
Discovery

Customer
Validation

Company
Building

Customer
Creation
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TWO key Discovery phases

 FIRST: Does anybody care?
…are we solving a serious problem?
…are we filling a “big” need?

 THEN: Does our product do the job?
…do they grab it out of your hands?
…are they eager to tell their friends?
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  Too much process
  Benefits too “soft” 
  The Philadelphia Architect
  A day in the freezer

Examples: 
Discovery Learning
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Where it begins:
 Minimum Viable Product (MVP)

• Smallest feature set that gets you the most 
…

orders, learning, feedback, failure…

• MVP + Customer are the first two you need 
to nail
• MVP is just 1 of the 9 parts of your model47



What’s a Minimum Viable 
Product?

 Google without ads
 Zappos without inventory
 Diapers.com without diapers

…Fewest possible features to make the point!
…Why? It’s hard to truly react to a powerpoint
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 Discovery: Not just “do you like it?”

 How big is the market?  Not today…
eventually!

 Who’s the customer?
 What’s their problem/need

 What’s the product/service/need?
 Does it solve the customer’s problem?

 How do you create demand?
 How do you deliver the product?
 How do you make money?
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The Pivot

 The heart of Customer 
Development
 Iteration without crisis
 Fast, agile and opportunistic

50



 Steve Blank: “Page 6”
 Perimeter: “there are 9000 of us”
 Groupon: the $12billion pivot
 …and hundreds more!

Three Great 
Pivots
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Pivot Cycle Time Matters

 Speed of cycle minimizes cash needs

 Minimum feature set speeds up cycle time

 Near instantaneous customer feedback drives 
feature set

Customer
Discovery

Customer
Validation

Company
Building

Customer
Creation

ExecutionSearch

Pivot
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Web/Mobile Versus Physical

 Web/Mobile startups run faster

 Different process steps for web vs. physical

 Customer Relationships are radically different

Customer
Discovery Customer

Validation

Pivot
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Putting Discovery 
to Work



I Have a Meeting – Now What?

 The goal is to test all hypotheses, but first: 
have you found “product/market fit”

 Does the customer care?
 How do they solve this problem TODAY?
 What channel do they use to buy?
 Where will they go to find you?
 How will you create demand?
 How much will they pay?  Do they pay 

today?
55



TWO key Discovery phases

• FIRST: Does anybody care?
…are we solving a serious problem?
…are we filling a “big” need?
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TWO key Discovery phases

• FIRST: Does anybody care?
…are we solving a serious problem?
…are we filling a “big” need?

• THEN: Does our product do the job?
…do they grab it out of your hands?
…are they eager to tell their friends?
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Examples: Discovery Learning

• “There are 9000 of us”
• The Philadelphia Architect
• A day in the freezer

58



HINT: YOUR VC PITCH WAS HIDING IN 
THE LAST 12 SLIDES…DISCOVERY

When Customer 
Discovery is Done:

Time to Ask for 
Money!
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Customer Validation

Customer
Discovery

Customer
Validation

Customer 
Creation

Company
Building

 Repeatable and scalable business 
model?

 Passionate earlyvangelists?
 Pivot back to Discovery if no customers

Pivot Execution

Search
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THE Question VC’s seldom actually ask:

• “Will anybody buy this stuff?”

• …ask the people at 
Mailbox.com!
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Voprosy?
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