
The Launch Path. 
Eight steps to a successful startup. 1) Listen to the waves.  

2) Innovate, Iterate, Validate. 
3) Get Uncomfortable. 
4) Draw the landscape.  
5) Frame a funnel.  
6) Engineer an economic model. 
7) Create a capital strategy.  
8) Be a master storyteller. 
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I will also post all my slides here for you.
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Be willing to get uncomfortable. 

Cold calls. Interviewing strangers. Being provably wrong in public. 
Why the founders who seek this out are the ones who survive validation.
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VALIDATION LIVES OUTSIDE	
YOUR COMFORT ZONE

1

The Cold Call

You don't know this person and they owe you 

nothing. Making the call anyway is how you find out 

if a stranger will pay for what you're building.

2

The Stranger Interview

Talking to people outside your network removes the 

politeness bias your friends and family can't help 

but give you.

3

Being Wrong, Publicly

Every assumption you defend instead of test is a bet 

you're placing with someone else's money — and 

your own time.
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THE ASSUMPTION TAX
Every assumption costs the same to test early. Left alone, it compounds.

TEST EARLY

15 minutes

A phone call, a hallway conversation, a DM to a stranger. The 

cost of finding out you're wrong is one uncomfortable ask.

TEST LATE

Months, and a team

The same wrong assumption, discovered after you've built, 

hired, and raised on top of it. The discomfort didn't disappear — 

it grew interest.
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MOST FOUNDERS RETREAT AT	
THE FIRST SIGN OF FRICTION

Value gets created in the growth zone — past comfort, short of panic. 
Founders who won't leave comfort never learn anything the market 
didn't already tell their friends.

Comfort zone — nothing new is learned

Growth zone — cold calls, interviews, wrong guesses

Panic zone — decisions made from fear, not signal

COMFORT

GROWTH

PANIC
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Be willing to get uncomfortable. 

Call the stranger before you build the feature.

Ask the question that could disprove your idea.

Let being wrong now be cheap — it's expensive later.
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What is an 
Entrepreneurial Mindset?



I’m lucky to know a lot of very 
successful entrepreneurs and 

venture capitalists in Silicon Valley. 

When we meet for lunch, it’s always 
Sancho’s Taqueria.  



“It never occurs to me that I might fail at starting a 
company, which is kind of crazy given the low 
probability of success of biotech companies. 
Perhaps obvious, but you cannot have any fear. It 
doesn't mean you are oblivious to what can go 
wrong, but you have confidence that you will find a 
solution”. 

Kent Hawryluk   
President & CEO 
MBX Biosciences, Inc.
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“An entrepreneurial mindset 
is one which takes risks 
others won’t take to achieve a 
vision others don’t share”

Bob Webster 
Venture Capitalist
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“The entrepreneurial mindset is 
one consisting of grit and 
perseverance, while being 
realistic enough to know when to 
adapt and change course”.

Danielle D’Agostaro 
Venture Capitalist
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“People with outsized smarts, goodness, 
and grit who can’t imagine not spending 
their life solving the problems about 
which they care most deeply”.

Tim Connors 
Venture Capitalist
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“An understanding that the world 
is both changeable and imperfect 
coupled with the resolve to 
improve it”.

David Weekly 
Serial Entrepreneur
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“Entrepreneurial mindset is the 
excitement around building something 
new, and perseverance to navigate the 
many obstacles that come up in that 
process.”

Olivia Moore 
Venture Capitalist
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“Entrepreneurial mindset is 
all about efficient hypothesis 
testing and grit”.  

Chris Clark 
CEO, Locale 
Just raised $14M in VC
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“I believe there is an 
entrepreneurial mindset or 
spirit: creating shared value”.  

Thane Kreiner, PhD 
Investor, Board Member
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The mind is a dangerous thing.



Entrepreneurial success is 
largely about mindset. 



Things about the human mind 
that will trip you up:



Confirmation bias. 
Our natural tendency to notice all the things 

around us that confirm our beliefs. 



Echo Chamber Effect.
As humans, we tend to surround ourselves with people 

who share our beliefs and think like we do. 



Humans have a tendency to believe that what we think is 
fact, when it’s just opinion.  When we act based on a belief 
and it turns out to not only be opinion but wrong, this is when 
things can often go spectacularly wrong.

“It ain’t what you don’t know 
that gets you into trouble. It’s 
what you know for sure that 
just ain’t so”.  
                            - Mark Twain



Summary
A startup is an experiment. Use the 
scientific method.  

Always be thinking to yourself, “What is 
the smallest possible experiment I could 
do right now that would give me the 
greatest possible learning?”



Summary
A startup is an experiment. Use the scientific 
method to test your assumptions.  

Customer Development, Lean startup, MVP, 
Design Thinking, Design Sprints are all variations 
on the same theme: small experiments are what 
lead to Product-Market Fit. 
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Every startup operates within a landscape 
of competitors and alternatives. 





In 2007, WebEx had a 67% market share of 
the global video conference business. 



By 2011, it was a very crowded sector. Absolutely 
nobody thought the world needed yet another 
video call platform. Nobody except Eric Yuan. 



They launched with pricing for the Zoom product was $9.99 per host per month, with 
a Freemium model that allowed users free calls up to forty minutes.  

Eric Yuan knew that the big players — WebEx, Bluejeans, Avaya– were battling hard 
to own the enterprise space so he decided the right beachhead for Zoom might be 
education.  

So they offered Zoom to the education 
sector for just $1/month and got almost 
immediate traction.  

Soon universities and students were using 
Zoom as their primary video call platform.



The company entered into agreements with a range of higher-
education institutions all over the world. 

Today Zoom is used by 90% of the universities in the US.  

Establishing universities as a beachhead market turned out to 
be incredibly effective. Every year graduating students went 
out, got jobs with corporations, and introduced their new 
bosses to the Zoom experience.  
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The Juicero product launched in 2017, selling for $699.  
“The only wi-fi connected juicer on the market today”

There were a lot of alternative ways of making juice. 



All startups operate within 
a landscape of competitors 

and alternatives. 



The competitive 
landscape matters. 

Don’t worry about 
competition. 

Tonight I want to convince you that two 
conflicting things are both true:



• Bad Bedfellows. Startup success is thought to rest largely on the 
founder’s talents and instincts. But the wrong team, investors, or 
partners can sink a venture just as quickly. 

• False Starts. In following the oft-cited advice to “fail fast” and to 
“launch before you’re ready,” founders risk wasting time and capital on 
the wrong solutions. 

• False Promises. Success with early adopters can be misleading and 
give founders unwarranted confidence to expand. 

• Speed Traps. Despite the pressure to “get big fast,” hypergrowth can 
spell disaster for even the most promising ventures. 

• Help Wanted. Rapidly scaling startups need lots of capital and talent, 
but they can make mistakes that leave them suddenly in short supply of 
both. 

• Cascading Miracles. Silicon Valley exhorts entrepreneurs to dream big. 
But the bigger the vision, the more things that can go wrong.

Competition is not on the list!





“If you’re competitor-focused, you are 
always reacting to what someone else 

is doing. Being customer-focused 
allows you to be more pioneering.”   

-Jeff Bezos 



Startups rarely fail because of competition. They fail 
because their product doesn’t meet market needs, 
they fail from bad financial management, they fail 

because the unit economics are upside down.  

Most of them fail because the team doesn’t 
execute. They don’t usually fail because of 

competition. 



Very common slide in a pitch deck:

Worthless. Tells us nothing about positioning.





The original Airbnb pitch deck:



But then find a way to visualize the landscape. 
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And now a brief word about TAM, SAM, SOM. 



Total Addressable
MarketТАМ

SAM

SOM Serviceable Obtainable
Market

Serviceable Available
Market

This is the total existing market demand for your 
product or service. It’s relatively meaningless 
because your applesauce startup is never going to 
get one hundred percent of the worldwide 
applesauce market. 

This is the amount of the TAM you could potentially 
reach, given your geography and business model. 
Maybe our applesauce startup is targeting just the 
direct-to-consumer applesauce market in the 
United States. That’s our SAM. 

Unless you’re a monopoly, you’re never going to 
get one hundred percent of the SAM. Given the 
benefits your applesauce offers customers, what 
percentage of the total available customers could 
potentially become yours, and how much would 
they buy?

Market Size: TAM, SAM, SOM



Market Size: TAM, SAM, SOM
Nobody is going to believe your market size numbers. Founders always 
have a slide that says “It’s a $14 trillion market!”, and investors always 
roll their eyes.  

Startups seldom fail because the market wasn’t big enough.  
Also, a huge market is absolutely no guarantee of success.  
So for an early-stage pitch, market size isn’t really a relevant factor.

Later stage this begins to change. If you 
have 100,000 customers and you are trying 
to raise a $100M Series C to get to 5 million 
customers, then market size is a relevant 
piece of information. 



Market Size: TAM, SAM, SOM

So do your research on market size, 
and put a slide in your pitch deck if 
you want.  
 
But don’t think it’s on the Top Ten list 
of things that drive startup success or 
failure. It’s not. 



What does a competitive “Moat” mean?



Moat



What is a “beachhead” market?



On D-Day in 1944, the Allied Forces didn’t 
try to invade all of occupied France. 



Instead, the came in by sea and established 
beachheads that they could then expand from. 

Utah  
Beach

Omaha  
Beach Gold  

Beach Juno  
Beach Sword 

Beach



What matters is how customers see the landscape. When they are 
looking for something that solves the problem you solve, how do 
they perceive the various solutions?  

So when we conduct Customer Development interviews, we want 
to ask open-ended questions like “When you’re choosing how to 
feed a big group of friends and family for an event, what options 
do you think about?”


