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ARE KILLING YOUR STARTUP
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Figure out what 
you need, then ask 
for it. 

In business, this means pricing a product 
based on the sales margins you need in 
order to make the profit that will work on 
your balance sheet. Ignore that me-first 
instinct. Instead, work backwards and 
first find out how much a customer will 
pay. For instance, at last year’s Lean 
Startup conference, Lit Motors explained 
how they built a simulated dealership 
experience just to find out if their product 
had a viable market. When 15.7% of 
showroom visitors put money down on 
the spot, they knew they could move 
forward with their pricing strategy.

Perfect planning = 
excellent execu-
tion = success. 

Think about all of the planning that 
goes into a wedding, and how little of 
the detail anyone remembers from it. 
So, what if the timing is a little off on 
the march, or if the groomsmen’s ties 
are a slightly different shade than the 
bridesmaid dresses. 

In the same way, your product release 
is important to you, but if everything 
isn’t 100% as you planned it, will 
anyone else even notice, or care? No. 
Just get your product out the door so 
you can begin the process of learning 
and iterating. As General Patton once 
said: “A good plan, violently executed 
now, is better than a perfect plan 
executed next week.”

People buy pretty 
things. 

No, people are tempted to buy pretty 
things. That’s why fashion magazines 

exist. What ultimately drives them to purchase is 
psychology and an interactive experience. To 
make people buy, make it easy for them to 
behave the way you want them to; focus on 
interaction design, not visual design. An upscale 
boutique may have hardwood floors and relaxing 
music, but they’re not selling the kind of volume 
as the franchise grocery store that carefully 
places high-margin products at eye-level.

Have lots of friends.

Ah, the popularity trap! In business, this 
translates to the the problem of vanity metrics 
like visitors, views and followers, and thinking 
that Facebook “Likes” are going to impact your 
business. Ditch those and focus instead on what 
directly impacts your business’s bottom line: 
conversions, retention rate, customer referrals 
and even (gasp!) revenue. 

Note, however, that metrics by themselves are 
not enough; as Ash Maurya has said, [metrics] 
will only tell you that something is going right 
or wrong. To understand why and to get to the 
real insights, you need to get to the people 
behind your numbers — the customer.

Customers are loyal. 

Dogs are loyal, customers are not. Maybe you 
make some nice moves and get a handful of 
seemingly dedicated, loving customers, but 
they’re not going to stick with you if you mess 
up more than once. Given that so many startup 
founders are millennials, who are known for 
their constantly shifting brand loyalties, this 
may already be apparent. 

“The common rule of thumb is that of 10 
start-ups, only three or four fail completely. 
Another three or four return the original 
investment, and one or two produce substantial 
returns. The National Venture Capital 
Association estimates that 25% to 30% of 
venture-backed businesses fail,” according to 
Wall Street Journal reports.

Yet VC’s like Marc Andreessen have publicly 
noted that there is no rational reason for it. We 
have the talent, we have the ideas, and there is 
plenty of market demand for smart products 
and killer services. Our current economy has 
enough space to accommodate the growth of 
one hundred times more startups into 
fully-scaled, sustainable businesses.

So, why aren’t there more Dropboxes and 
Airbnb’s?

Is the startup success story fated to be like a 
Hollywood wonder, where only a few actors in 
LA finally make it to the top?

Possibly. But maybe it’s because too many 
people are clinging to old business beliefs. 

Teaching Old ‘Business 
Beliefs’ New Tricks
Now, if you’re a relatively young startup 
founder, it’s strange to think you can have “old” 

business beliefs. It seems like something 
reserved for silver-haired COO’s at Fortune 500 
companies, rooted in traditional business 
practices from decades of experience.

But first-time entrepreneurs do have old beliefs. 
They come during those “I have no idea what 
I’m doing” moments, when to find an answer to 
a new question or challenge, they fall into the 
trap of Googling or getting counsel from peers 
— both of which result in a mountain of startup 
advice that doesn’t apply to the problem.

So, what do they do? What any human would: 
they turn to their own experience for answers. 
And that is where the dangerous moment 
comes … when old, life adages are not only 
false, but when clinging to them blocks their 
chances of success.

Here are a handful of ‘old’ business beliefs that 
could be killing your startup: 

Follow my vision. 

Ever hear the one about the executive 
who surrounded himself with “Yes” 
people? He always felt confident in every 
business move, but all those yes-es 
caught up with him in the end when the 
customer said “No.” Too many 
entrepreneurs rely on generic market 
research or common assumptions to 
confirm their vision and seemingly 
“no-brainer” solution. If you have honest 
conversations with the customers whose 
problems you are trying to solve, you’ll 
learn what people really want, not what 
you think they want.
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The National Venture Capital 
Association estimates that 25% to 
30% of venture-backed businesses 
fail,” according to Wall Street 
Journal reports.

“ So, if all customers are fickle, how do you keep 
them? This is where startups have an edge on 
bigger businesses. They’ve gotten notorious for 
their tendency to pivot, but pivoting is a great way 
to acknowledge that your current path is not 
earning or retaining enough customers and that 
you need to shift gears. If more companies had 
short runways and had to make these hard 
decisions sooner rather later, there might be 
fewer fizzles, or long, drawn-out product failures.

If it ain’t broke… 

Tradition assumes that every business’s goal is to 
achieve product-market fit, to find that special 
formula that will skyrocket sales and ensure 
long-lasting success. But if you don’t innovate and 
change the formula, your product will eventually 
become irrelevant and customers will get bored 
and move on (see #6). 

The best startups are the ones that have struck 
fear into large companies in their space because 
of their ability to not only iterate faster, but to be 
constantly moving targets themselves and 
therefore harder to pin down and crush as 
competition. So, even if it’s not broken, fix it. 
Strive for continuous innovation; it’s as essential 
as changing the seasonal inventory in a retail 
store. Keeping things fresh for your customer 
makes them come back for more.

First product, then mar-
keting. 
In a way, this is a correct belief because 
everything needs marketing. People, places, 
products… you can build it, but they won’t come 
unless you communicate the value to the right 

audience. Startups need to dedicate resources to 
marketing, because as sexy as the “we went from 
zero to one million users with no marketing” story 
is, it’s just not the norm. But this is again where 
timing comes into play. 

Consider marketing as a component of your 
product, not a supplement or something that 
comes after. For example, FEED Projects are like 
the Toms Shoes of bags, but rather than push 
their mission through advertising and storytelling, 
they’ve built it physically into the product.

Each bag has a large number printed on it, and 
that number represents the amount of 
nourishment (i.e, lunches, vitamin supplements, 
etc.) children in need will receive via their in-kind 
donation to the WFP. It’s a built-in story that gets 
people thinking and talking about the product and 
mission in the same breath, which is the kind of 
word of mouth marketing that turns customers 
into brand ambassadors.
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Accept responsibility for your life. Know 
that it is you who will get you where you want 
to go, no one else.” – Les Brown


