



[image: images]









[image: images]









[image: images]









Copyright © 2023 by Brian Long


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Peakpoint Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Peakpoint® and Peakpoint Press® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


ISBN: 978-1-5107-7796-5


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-7866-5


Printed in the United States of America









Dedication


This book is dedicated to my wife, Liz, who has supported me to pursue every crazy business idea over the last eighteen years with brilliance, patience, and love. To our daughter Claudia, who loves to share and has helped inspire me to put something in writing to share with other people. I also wouldn’t be here without the incredible support from my parents, Kathleen Long and David Long, who encouraged me to pursue what I loved, and my sisters Katrina and Amy, who pushed me to keep up with their genius and excellence.









Contents


Introduction


Part 1: Product Market Fit


Chapter 1: Problem Hunting


Chapter 2: Testing Solutions


Chapter 3: Building Your Solution


Chapter 4: Recognizing Product Market Fit


Part 2: Culture


Chapter 5: Creating and Reinforcing Your Mission and Values


Chapter 6: How to Generate Focus and Alignment


Chapter 7: How to Build Relationships with a Growing Team


Chapter 8: Building the Ideal Work Environment


Part 3: Team


Chapter 9: Defining the Team You Want to Build


Chapter 10: Building Your Talent Funnel


Chapter 11: How to Manage the Interview Process


Part 4: Marketing


Chapter 12: Basic Marketing Setup and Goal Setting


Chapter 13: Reaching Your Buyer


Part 5: Sales and Customer Service


Chapter 14: Sales Is a Critical Product Research Tool


Chapter 15: How to Get Meetings with Buyers


Chapter 16: How to Build a Sales Pitch


Chapter 17: In-Meeting Sales Tactics for Success


Chapter 18: How to Close Sales


Chapter 19: How to Measure and Reward Sales Performance


Chapter 20: How to Manage Early Customers


Part 6: Fundraising


Chapter 21: How Venture Capital Financing Works


Chapter 22: How to Make a Venture Capital Pitch


Chapter 23: How to Get Venture Capital Meetings


Chapter 24: How to Manage the Venture Capital Process Post-Pitch


Part 7: Operations, Legal, and Finance


Chapter 25: Setting Up Your Legal Structure and Processes


Chapter 26: How to Prepare for a Board Meeting


Chapter 27: How to Run the Board Meeting


Afterword: Do What You Want to Do


Acknowledgments









Introduction


In the world of startup business books, I’ve found great strategy books, countless war stories, and many volumes of management advice—but I’ve struggled to discover a book that focuses on the practical steps in finding and launching a new tech business.


I’ve written this book as a tactical textbook to start a tech company, based on my experience starting two successful software companies over the last ten years. The first one, TapCommerce, was only around for two years and sold to Twitter in 2014 for ~$100 million. The second one, Attentive, has grown to ~1,000 employees and hundreds of millions in revenue and raised ~$850 million in venture capital.


Most of my companies have been in software, but this book will help any entrepreneur. This book is broken down into sections covering the critical aspects and departments for starting and scaling a tech company. It is roughly organized in the chronological sequence with which I would start a business today, but is also designed so that you can quickly jump to a section for help or guidance as you need it, so don’t feel the need to read it straight through.


I love startup businesses and the entrepreneurs who boldly decide to start them. Startups can solve big problems, create jobs, and develop new generations of entrepreneurs. I hope this book helps you along your startup journey. Now let’s get going!









Part 1


Product Market Fit


There is a magical moment in the life of a successful startup company when everything suddenly starts to work. Customers start buying the product like crazy, the industry is beginning to notice your business, and people actually want to talk to you. This is called obtaining “product market fit,” and it should be the first goal of a tech startup entrepreneur, because it means your business is working. It is also really hard to achieve.


The chapters in this part will help you to find a burning problem for your business to solve, cheaply test different solutions, and build your first product. My experiences and guidance in this part are skewed toward enterprise software, but most of the concepts can be applied to any startup business.









CHAPTER 1


Problem Hunting


So you want to start a company, but you don’t know what the company should do? That’s okay. I have talked to thousands of entrepreneurs, and everyone has this issue at some point. I’ve had it myself. This is the first step in the process.


Building your business starts by finding a truly burning customer problem. Problem hunting is serious work. You will need to spend a lot of time listening to potential buyers, learning about what makes them tick, and gaining their trust to share their biggest problems.


The good news is that the world is full of problems across wide sets of industries and consumers. Better yet, there are new problems being created every day, and there are many solutions that no longer work. There is an incredible amount of opportunity for new business creation to solve real problems.


In this chapter, we will set a process for identifying customer problems. We will start by analyzing different groups of markets, identifying individual buyers within those markets, and then establishing a process for talking to buyers in order to get as much information as possible. It is your job to make sure the problems you have identified are truly important, otherwise your business will struggle to sell its products.


Principles of Problem Hunting


1. Start with a large growing market. A rising tide lifts all boats.


2. Identify buyers. For consumer-oriented businesses you can break it down to cohorts, and for business-to-business sales you need to find employees with decision-making authority.


3. Create a list and schedule meetings with buyers. Use a variety of digital tools to engage your buyers.


4. Get qualitative and quantitative feedback from interviews. Listen closely to your buyer, and press to find their biggest problems.


5. Create and refine a problem definition document (PDD). Define the critical problems of your buyer. We will use this later to build and test your solutions.


6. Make sure you like the problem. You will be more likely to succeed and enjoy your work if you pick an industry you are interested in.


Start with a Large Growing Market


Getting a small piece of a massive market is usually a lot easier than getting a massive piece of a small market. As a result, most successful startup businesses tend to focus on larger markets. An IBISWorld report, “Biggest Industries by Revenue in the US in 2023,”1 identifies those industries as:
















	Rank

	Industry (in the US)

	Revenue for 2023 (In Billions)






	1

	Hospitals

	$1,426






	2

	Health & Medical Insurance

	$1,246






	3

	Commercial Banking

	$1,210






	4

	Drug, Cosmetic & Toiletry Wholesaling

	$1,202






	5

	New Car Dealers

	$1,124






	6

	Life Insurance & Annuities

	$1,121






	7

	Pharmaceuticals Wholesaling

	$1,102






	8

	Public Schools

	$995






	9

	E-Commerce & Online Auctions

	$934






	10

	Gasoline & Petroleum Wholesaling

	$928







You should rerun this analysis for your present day. Do you see any categories that you like? Circle the ones that you like and add them to your list of areas you want to focus on for problem hunting. If you extend this list, you will likely also find massive markets such as supermarkets, colleges, wholesale, real estate, and energy. If you are outside the United States, the list may be a bit different, but it typically comes back to the basics of life: shelter, food, health, transportation, clothing, education, energy, and finance.


It can be easier to grow if your market is also growing really fast, creating massive demand for any new market entrant. You should search for markets that are growing really rapidly. According to IBISWorld, here are the “10 Fastest Growing Industries in the US by Revenue Growth (%) in 2023.”2
















	Rank

	Industry (in the US)

	2023–2024 Revenue Growth






	1

	CBD Product Manufacturing

	28%






	2

	Solar Power

	25.5%






	3

	International Airlines

	24.9%






	4

	Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV) Manufacturing

	24.8%






	5

	Tour Operators

	24.4%






	6

	Hotels & Motels

	22.8%






	7

	Hybrid & Electric Vehicle Manufacturing

	22%






	8

	Sightseeing Transportation

	20.6%






	9

	Commercial Banking

	19.7%






	10

	Smart Thermostat Manufacturing

	19.1%







Do any of these jump off the page to you?


In addition to market size and experience, it is important that you find a market that is interesting to you. Years ago, my cofounders and I started a used clothing marketplace for higher-end fashion. We called it Sell My Closet. We made a mobile phone application, posted some initial listings, and asked people to post their own listings. We got a ton of stuff listed by hundreds of people in our first week, including even bright green underwear. We spent hours looking at clothing listings and talking about fashion, and each day felt incredibly long and tedious. We walked away from the idea because we just couldn’t get excited about a marketplace for reselling clothes. Other companies such as Poshmark and thredUP went on to build large businesses helping to recycle clothing. It was a good idea, but it wouldn’t have worked for us. Startups require the self-motivation to get up and push each day. We just couldn’t get excited about fashion.


Identify Buyers


Now that you have a market you are interested in exploring, you need to talk to your potential customers to explore their problems. So who should you talk to? This depends on the type of business you want to build: a consumer-facing business or a B2B business?


For Consumer Businesses (B2C)


For a consumer business (B2C), where you are selling to individual people rather than businesses, you need to identify your target customer groups, develop a system to engage them, and ask them questions to explore their problems. The good news is that each adult typically has their own decision-making authority. The bad news is that each adult is different, so your challenge is to find the common problems shared across large groups of people.


When I was growing up, I thought soda was not sweet enough. I wanted to create a brand of soda that could be customized to the sweetness level of the drinker. The soda would be purchased with the syrup and the seltzer in separate containers. The consumer could then combine the two liquids to their taste preference, and enjoy the drink. While this product solved my yearning for a tooth-decaying level of sweetness, it was not shared by many fellow consumers. Furthermore, if a consumer did want a sweeter beverage, they didn’t want to mix it on their own and deal with spills and sticky hands. I built the product for just me, rather than for a group of consumers. You need to talk to a lot of consumers and find a problem shared across a large group of people.


Consumers are easy to engage in two simple steps: create an online form and drive traffic to that form. For some of our early experiments in Attentive, we wanted to talk to the consumers to understand why they would sign up to receive text messages from businesses. To reach these consumers, we created a quick survey using Google Forms. Google Forms is free and quite robust; you can set it up in just a few minutes. Our survey collected name, email, phone number, and a few questions relevant to our problem, such as, “What type of text messages do you want to receive from businesses?” We also included a question asking if the consumer would be open to a follow-up phone call with our team for $50, which allowed us to conduct longer follow-up conversations. If you are looking for more advanced survey features, you might also look into SurveyMonkey by Momentive, Qualtrics, or Typeform.


Now that you have a landing page to collect feedback, you need to drive consumers to the page. Not all web traffic is created equal. Some forms of traffic will be cheap or free but might drive consumers who don’t match your target audience. For instance, you can post your survey for free on Craigslist or a social media feed, but that could drive respondents from almost anywhere.


For a more targeted approach, make a copy of your sign-up form just for paid advertising. Now go to Google Ads and Meta Ads and set up a small advertising campaign to drive traffic to your landing page. On these platforms, you can target specific cohorts of customers to help ensure you are reaching the type of consumers you want to sell your product to. Using these strategies, we were able to get thousands of consumer survey responses, and conduct dozens of detailed in-person focus group discussions. These discussions will be invaluable in helping you to identify the consumer problem you want to solve.


For Business to Business (B2B)


For a business-to-business venture (B2B), where you are selling your product to other businesses, you need to find the people that have the authority to purchase things on behalf of their company.


In my company Franklin, our product was a tool for big distributed workforces to communicate via text message. Using our software, executives and managers could easily send mass communications to their workforce and also collect responses and feedback via SMS.


We predominantly sold our software to the human resources (HR) department, usually targeting someone with a title like the vice president of human resources. HR was a very nice department, and not particularly busy, so they were always open to taking calls. On the calls, HR was engaged and interested in pitch meetings, and we felt like we were really on to something. We set up hundreds of meetings, got lots of positive feedback, but never sold a dollar.


Unfortunately, HR had no money to pay for our solution. The limited budget they had was deployed rather slowly, and implementation time lines ran over the course of several years. We couldn’t wait several years to earn our first dollars. HR was generally viewed as a back-office cost center. As a result, HR had no budget and little prioritization, and our sales never went anywhere.


The people who could afford our product, like the CEOs of our target customers, didn’t want our solution. They simply didn’t care about improving communication and feedback from their distributed workforce, and in some cases, they downright avoided it. We had failed to thoughtfully pick a buyer with purchase authority and develop a solution based on their problems.


So how do you find good buyers? Here is a quick review of some common departments at businesses. I have broken the list down between departments that generally have budgets and authority to buy things and those that do not.


Departments with significant budget and priority:


• CEO (and board members): If your solution solves a major problem for the CEO, it is very likely that the company will buy your product immediately. The CEO can cut all lines, eliminate all processes, and almost immediately execute anything to solve their problems. If you can understand the problems of the CEO, then you can build solutions relevant to your customer’s business. The CEO, though, can also be hard to reach, so we want to engage other buyers too.


• Marketing: This department generally has the most money to buy things with lots of flexibility. Their job is to drive sales, which is usually the top priority for most companies.


• Sales: This department has money but mainly to spend on salaries for salespeople. Nevertheless, they are willing to experiment with any tool that can drive more sales faster. Given the compensation framework for most sales teams, whereby their pay and job are tied to the dollars they sell, they are motivated to move fast.


• Product, engineering/technology, design: It depends on the business vertical, but most businesses understand that investment in their product will lead to growth, though it may be more challenging to get the budget for products than sales or marketing.


Departments with less budget (cost centers):


• Customer support: Most businesses spend a lot of time trying to find ways to make support as cheap as possible. If your product saves money, they may listen, but they don’t generally have significant budgets to try new things.


• Human resources: An incredibly important department, but often underinvested and very limited budgets for most products.


• Operations and logistics: Very business dependent with high variance, but again businesses are usually spending time trying to figure out how to make operations cheaper, though this can open doors for new innovative products if it’s a large expense.


• Finance: This one can go either way. Finance is creating the budgets, after all, and if they want to give themselves some money, they often can. But it’s a cost center, and they are usually frugal.


Every business is different, and a department’s importance and influence in company spending could vary significantly. In almost every business, though, the chief executive officer will have the ultimate prioritization and authority. As a result, when in doubt, default to understanding and solving the CEO’s problems, and you will find your solutions will be relevant and prioritized.


Create a List and Schedule Meetings with Buyers


Now that you have an idea of the market you want and have identified the buyer with purchase authority, it’s time to make a target customer list and set up meetings to get their feedback.


For consumer businesses, you can easily use your survey data from the prior section (such as email addresses and phone numbers) to reach out to consumers individually and talk to them. At TapCommerce, we would just send them a personal email message and offer them a gift card for a few minutes of their time. I’ve found most consumers are extremely willing to chat openly for a relatively small compensation, especially if you are listening to their problems in order to help them.


For B2B businesses, it can be a little more challenging to reach your buyers. Your buyers are often quite busy. They are also quite popular, as many people are trying to sell them things. You should try and reach them any way you can, and make it very clear what you want from them.


Here are a few channels you can use to engage a busy B2B buyer:


• LinkedIn Sales Navigator: Sign up at linkedin.com, create a list of target customers, and send messages to get their feedback.


• Expert networks: Use solutions such as GLG, Tegus, and Expertwired to reach qualified buyers in just a few clicks.


• Conferences and trade shows: Sign up for and attend conferences for your industry. Introduce yourself to attendees, listen to panels, and learn everything you can.


• Email outreach: You can use tools such as ZoomInfo, Seamless.AI, Lusha, and many more to find lists of companies and individual contact information.


For the actual content of the message, be clear and to the point. Explain that you are looking to build a product for people like them, and that you would love a few minutes of their time to hear their feedback.


Put yourself in their shoes. What would make them reply to you and give you a few minutes? I would try to find common ground by learning a little about them. Did you grow up in a similar area? Go to a similar school? Do they have interests in this area? It is a bit more work to do this additional research, but it will significantly lift the percentage of people who reply to your messages.


You should expect to see about 1–5 percent of people respond to your messages. So if you send 100 messages, you may only schedule one initial meeting. Work hard and send repeated messages to try and schedule at least ten meetings for your first exploration to ensure you get an accurate market depiction. Departments with less sales outreach, like HR or operations, may be easier to reach, but it varies significantly by industry.


Getting Qualitative and Quantitative Feedback from Interviews


Once you have some meetings scheduled, you can start to learn from your buyers. Before the meeting, you should prepare a list of questions you want to ask the buyer. Below is a quick sample question structure that we have used at some of my companies. Adjust it to your needs, but let me explain why we have the structure below.


We start by confirming basics about what the person does, confirm they match with your buyer, and also build a bit of a relationship to understand them. Next, we jump into understanding their problems and those of their company. This is really the key. Based on their answers, you can then follow up with more questions to learn about the problem.




Sample Questions for Interview:


1. What is your official title and how long have you been in this role? How did you end up getting this role?


2. What are your primary responsibilities?


3. We are trying to build products to solve problems for you and people like you. What are the top three problems in your job today?


4. Can you explain more about [Insert problem #1]? Why is it a problem? What metrics are tracked that highlight this problem? What have you done to try and fix it? [Ask follow-up questions as relevant.]


5. On a scale from 1 to 10, how big of a problem is [Insert problem #1] today? (1 = a minor problem, 10 = an extremely important problem)


6. Why do you feel that way?


7. Can you explain more about [Insert problem #2]? Why is it a problem? What metrics are tracked that highlight this problem? What have you done to try and fix it? [Ask follow-up questions as relevant.]


8. On a scale from 1 to 10, how big of a problem is [Insert problem #2] today? (1 = a minor problem, 10 = an extremely important problem)


9. Why do you feel that way?


10. Can you explain more about [Insert problem #3]? Why is it a problem? What metrics are tracked that highlight this problem? What have you done to try and fix it? [Ask follow-up questions as relevant.]


11. On a scale from 1 to 10, how big of a problem is [Insert problem #3] today? (1 = a minor problem, 10 = an extremely important problem)


12. Why do you feel that way?


13. What are the top three problems for your business/place of work today? [This will be less relevant for a CEO who will have the same problems, but interesting for mid-level buyers.]


14. Why do you feel that way?


15. Can you explain more about [Insert big company problem #1, 2, 3]? Why is it a problem? What metrics does the company track to measure this problem? What has your company done to try and fix it?


16. Is there anything you would like to emphasize or anything you think we missed?


17. If you were starting a company in this industry today, what would it do?


18. Any other questions or feedback?


19. Would you be open to a follow-up conversation? What is the best way to reach you?





Before you jump straight into the interview with these questions, here are a few tactics I’ve found to get the most out of each interview. When a buyer responds, their first answer is often very surface level. When doing interviews, give the buyer a ton of room to talk. Ask your question, then simply don’t speak for as long as possible. Let the buyer finish their thought, then wait even longer for them to come up with additional ideas and thoughts. Resist the temptation to respond, and just let them talk more until more than ten seconds of silence has passed and it’s unbelievably awkward. The best information often comes at the end of the answer.


Don’t bias the buyer by pushing your solution. This happens all the time and can destroy the process with false positives. It is tempting to jump straight into solutions, because you are getting excited and you really want feedback, but please do not mention anything about your solution until you have really dug in on their problems. I’ve done a lot of these conversations, and the minute your solution comes up, it can be a lot harder to keep a non-biased conversation going. The buyer will feel compelled to validate your solution in order to be polite.


When I was selling a mobile application tool at TapCommerce, I made the mistake of mentioning mobile apps early on when talking to some buyers. All future answers from the buyer swerved back to mobile apps. As a result, we thought that mobile apps were a really important problem for all of these buyers, but in reality they were not a top priority. The buyer was just trying to be polite and engage me in conversation that they thought was most relevant. If you can’t contain your excitement to discuss your solution ideas, wait until the end of the conversation, but we will get into testing solutions in depth in the next chapter.


Finally, in addition to a written record of the conversation, I strongly advise you to record your interviews, though you should pay attention to local legalities on the consent required to record a phone call. At Attentive, we use a solution called Gong for these recordings, but you can also just use Zoom’s standard recording system. Listen to the recording after you complete it, or at least read the transcript that is automatically generated by Zoom and other solutions. You can also use solutions like OpenAI to generate quick summaries for your reference to review later.


Interpreting Survey Scores


In the sample questions provided above, we offer a combination of both quantitative and qualitative responses. When trying to find a buyer problem, I want to find a problem that is extremely important to the buyer, commonly referred to as a “burning problem,” which the buyer will act on urgently.


Here is a rough idea of how I think about problem scoring:


• 0–7: not a problem


• 7–8: neutral


• 8–9: a strong problem


• 9–10: a burning problem


Put another way, if the average respondent score is below an 8, you should be concerned that this problem is not a really big issue for your buyer.


Create and Refine a Problem Definition Document (PDD)


Using the information gathered through online surveys, buyer interviews, and general online research, we can create a problem definition document (PDD), which will define the buyer problems in our target market.


Below is a blank PDD template, and then a filled-out version for Attentive. The PDD is a living and breathing document. As you learn more information from your buyers, and as the market changes, you can update the PDD to reflect your best view of the current problems. By defining and refining your buyer problems in detail, it will make it a lot easier to come up with potential solutions. The answers in italics are a guide on how to fill out the answers in the template.


[image: images]


PDD SAMPLE TEMPLATE


Industry Name: The name of your target industry


Market size: How big is your market and is it growing?


Buyer Name(s): Role(s) of your target buyers


Problem #1:


Definition: Define the problem in a few sentences.


Metrics: List all of the metrics related to this problem and how they are judged.


Solutions: List out anything the buyers have tried to solve this problem, and explain why it hasn’t solved the problem today.


Buyer(s) authority: What authority does the buyer have?


Rating: 1–10 Rating for Problem


Problem #X … Repeat for as many problems as you identify.


[image: images]
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PDD FOR ATTENTIVE


Industry Name: eCommerce/Retail


Market size: 450 Billion growing to 1.7 Trillion over next 10 years


Buyer Name(s): CEO, VP eCommerce, CMO, VP Marketing


Problem #1:


Definition: I am struggling to reach my customers and potential customers, and as a result, my revenue is not growing as fast as I want.


Metrics showcasing problem:


• Revenue: the revenue driven from my communication channels is not growing over time. Email marketing performance is declining.


• Open rate: the percentage of people that are opening my emails is going down over time.


• Click-through rate: the percentage of people that are clicking/engaging with my marketing communications is going down over time.


Solutions:


• Tried to make a mobile app, but downloads were expensive and people don’t use the mobile app.


• Tried to run affiliate advertising, but quality was a problem, with lots of fake traffic.


• Tried to use Facebook Messenger, but couldn’t get people to sign up.


Buyer(s) authority: Buyer has complete authority to spend money on solutions.


Rating: 9.5/10


Problem #X … Repeat for as many problems as you identify.


[image: images]


Make Sure You Like the Problem


While this process may seem a bit slow, it will also teach you a ton about getting into your industry before you have committed. My mom is a pediatrician and went to medical school in Philadelphia. On the first day of school, they brought all of the students into the lab and told everyone to pair up. Everyone was then tasked with drawing a sample of blood from their partner. As I write these sentences, I get a little squeamish, and so did many of the people in class that day. As a result, a number of students dropped out of medical school in the first week of classes. While this saved those students from years of study, I’m sure they wished they had experienced this type of technical experience before taking years of undergraduate premed courses. By taking the time to talk to people in the industry and run the PDD process, you can get a better feel for your interest in the problem area and whether you want to put years or even decades of your life into solving it.






1 Ibisworld.com/united-states/industry-trends/biggest-industries-by-revenue/.


2 Ibisworld.com/united-states/industry-trends/fastest-growing-industries/.









CHAPTER 2


Testing Solutions


You have identified a massive market that you are ready to work in for many years. You have spoken to dozens, if not hundreds, of potential customers, and you have created a problem definition document (PDD). You have identified a real, burning customer problem. You probably have started to have ideas to solve the problem and you think you are ready to start building solutions.


This chapter, though, is dedicated to rapidly testing solutions without building your product. We will run through the reasons why building a product at this stage can be dangerous. Then, we will review other ways to test your solution to see if they work. If you find a solution that truly works, then, and only then, can you jump into building your solution in the next chapter.


Principles of Testing Solutions


1. Don’t just build: Resist the urge to make a solution without testing the concept first.


2. Create a solution specification document (SSD): Write a detailed overview of the solution you want to build.


3. Turn your SSD into a pitch: Create slides to talk to buyers about your solution.


4. Be careful to get quality feedback: Most buyers will not provide candid and helpful information unless you can provide an open space to listen.


5. Get buyer feedback on your solution: Use this template to collect objective data.


6. Do not invest in a product until you have verified buyers: Force yourself to presell the product and create a list of demand before you build.


Don’t Just Build


Building a product too early can be very dangerous. Once you have built something, it is a lot harder to throw it away. If the thing you built doesn’t solve the buyer problem, then you can find yourself as a solution in search of a problem. This is the most common problem I’ve seen, and I’ve experienced it firsthand many times in my career.


When I was a few years out of school, I was living in New York, and I loved sorbet. I was on a quest to find the best sorbet in town, but there was no definitive list to find it. As a result, my cofounder and I decided to make a website dedicated to making it easy to search restaurant menus, which we called Hungry4. We walked all around town and collected hundreds of menus. We typed the menus into an online database, spent a while making it searchable, and designed a complicated interface to search the menus. After months of work, we started showing it to people. Our consumer didn’t really understand the search by menu. Instead, they wanted a map of restaurants, and the ability to easily order food online. We had devoted so much time to our angle that we didn’t listen and just kept refining our product. After a few months, our energy ran out, and we set it aside.


If instead we had interviewed buyers more about our solution, we would have found out they weren’t interested. Furthermore, we would have heard what they did want—food delivered fast from a wide variety of restaurants throughout the world. If we had listened earlier on, then we could have helped build unicorn businesses like DoorDash, Postmates, or Uber Eats.
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