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People are unreliable narrators.  



When conducting customer interviews, remember 
that what they think they need will always be 
different from what they really need.  

Your job is to listen between the lines in order to 
understand the actual problem, and how you can 
develop a great solution to it.  



People are unreliable narrators.  



On the Recommended Reading 
list at bus219.org:

“How to talk to customers and learn if 
your business is a good idea, when 
everyone is lying to you”.

The Mom Test



When doing Customer Development interviews, 
you want to ask questions that yield insights, 
you do not want to lead them. And you 
especially don’t want to pitch them! 

Phrasing these questions correctly can be hard.  

Fortunately, this is a great use of AI. 



Example AI prompt: 

“We’re targeting [persona]. 
Our hypothesis is that they struggle with [problem]. 
Design a 15-minute interview guide that avoids pitching and maximizes insights.” 

Then after interviews: 

“Here are my interview notes. 
Find patterns, contradictions, and weak signals.” 
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I once had a venture-funded startup that was really struggling with 
getting customers. Since the investors were getting impatient (and I 
had plenty of venture money in the bank) we decided to really ramp-
up the sales and marketing process.  

I hired a very expensive VP Sales and gave her budget to hire a full 
sales team. And we plowed a large pile of money into marketing and 
advertising campaigns, fancy brochures, and much more. 

All that effort didn’t yield much in the way of new customers, but it 
sure made us lose money a whole lot faster. 



With an early-stage startup, the 
flywheel is spinning very slowly. 

Trying to speed it up by throwing a 
bunch of money at sales and 
marketing is a very inefficient use of 
fuel.  

So spend some time doing small 
hacks to optimize the flywheel. 

It will make your future sales and 
marketing efforts much much more 
effective. 

Tonight’s discussion:



Growth Hacking

Product-Led Growth

Rapid experimentation (hacks) to identify ways to grow a business. Growth 
Hacking relies heavily on data analysis and creative thinking, typically 
prioritizing speed and efficiency over traditional marketing methods.

Using the product itself to help drive growth. A product with a “viral” aspect. 

 
A strategy where founders actively use their personal brand, voice, and 
expertise to drive company growth, primarily through LinkedIn, social content, 
and direct engagement. “Thought leadership”.

Founder-Led Marketing



Growth Hacking
Product-Led Growth

Founder-led initiatives to try small things that don’t cost much, to grow the 
customer base while also learning as much as possible about that customer 
base.  
 
By doing this you will add some velocity to the flywheel, and get learnings that 
will dramatically improve your future paid customer acquisition efforts. 

Founder-Led Marketing

Hack ’n Grow



Here’s the thing: For an early-stage startup, the founder has to lead sales and 
marketing. I’ve never seen it work any other way. It’s how you, as the founder, 
stay close to customers and develop empathy and deep insights.  

Spending money on customer acquisition activities (sales, marketing, 
advertising) too early is incredibly inefficient. You don’t yet know whether you 
have PMF, you don’t yet have full clarity on your ICP, you don’t know what the 
right messaging is, the key benefits to articulate, which channels to best reach 
your particular personas, etc.  

Once you know those things (with validated learnings), then your money spent 
on customer acquisition activities becomes enormously more efficient.  

CAC<LTV, baby. 

Hack ’n Grow





The Funnel
For any venture, the customer 

acquisition process can be 
visualized as a funnel.  



The Funnel
For any venture, the customer 
acquisition process can be 
visualized as a funnel.  

A bunch of leads come into the top of the funnel.

And some of them become paying customers. 



Knock on 100 doors. 

1 of them makes a purchase. 

10 of them invite you in.

3 of them ask for a demo.

Door-to-Door Salesman



100 inquiries from website.

3 of them become clients. 

Write proposals on 35 of them.

15 of them want to have a meeting. 

Consulting Firm



1,000 App Store Searches

3 of them upgrade and pay for the premium version. 

35 download the free version.

15 activate the app and register. 

Mobile App



The world’s first Tacos as a Service (TaaS) startup.

FiTaco
Healthy. Delicous. Delivered. 



Ads are displayed 800,000 times.

6 new customers (CAC=$167).

2% click on our ad and get taken  
to our landing page. 

6% are interested enough that they 
enter their email address on the 
landing page. 

The world’s first TaaS startup.
We send them a follow-up email 
and 3% make a purchase. 

$1,000 spent on social media ads

20% stay on the landing page for 
more than 5 seconds. 

FiTaco
Healthy. Delicous. Delivered. 
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New headline. 
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Change subject line. 
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Ads are displayed 800,000 times.

6 new customers (CAC=$167).

2% click on our ad and get taken  
to our landing page. 

6% are interested enough that they 
enter their email address on the 
landing page. 

The world’s first TaaS startup.
We send them a follow-up email 
and 3% make a purchase. 

$1,000 spent on social media ads

20% stay on the landing page for 
more than 5 seconds. 

Improve targeting on the ads. 
3%

21%

7%

4%

New headline. 

Move up on page. 

Change subject line. 

14 new customers (CAC=$71).

$500 on social 
media, $500 on 

search.

6%

28 new customers. 
CAC=$36!

FiTaco
Healthy. Delicous. Delivered. 



In this example we brought the CAC from $167 to $36! 

We optimized the funnel and learned some things.  

Small experiments lead to big things.  







Famous Examples
Here are some famous examples of startups that used Hack ’n Grow tactics 

to build very successful ventures. 



Hotmail 
Launched 1996 by 
Sabeer Bhatia and Jack 
Smith. 

First free browser-
based email.  

Playing around with different ideas, one day they 
decided to have the server inject this footer at the 
bottom of every email anyone sent with Hotmail.  

Anyone who received an email from a friend could click 
and get their own free Hotmail account. 

18 months later they sold to Microsoft for $400M



Using search ads, their CAC was $284 - way too high. So 
they tried a referral program where you got an extra 500MB 
for free, and so did your friend.  The program increased 
Dropbox signups by 60%.  

Their CAC on this was 1GB of storage, much cheaper than 
the search ads. 

Drew Houston 
Founder of Dropbox 

Market Cap $10B



Engineers develop features, 
but customers buy benefits. 

Drew Houston 
Founder of Dropbox 

Market Cap $10B



Twitter took their group-SMS platform to the SXSW conference in Austin. Rather than 
buy booth space, they put flat-panel screens in the hallways and created an event-
specific feature that allowed attendees to text a message in order to sign up and 
receive group texts from ambassadors at SXSW. By the end of the conference they had 
30,000 registered users and they discovered the concept of “followers”. 

Twitter



Reneta Jenik 
Founder and CEO 
Foodom offers private chefs cooking 
a meal for you in your own kitchen. 

By interviewing early customers, they found out that many 
had signed up as a result of a recent diagnosis from a 
doctor. Understanding this “trigger” that made someone 
start looking for a solution like theirs was a huge 
breakthrough



Airbnb 
Founders rented an air mattress in a spare 
bedroom.  

Launched in 2008 during an SF conference when 
hotel rooms where hard to find.  

Airbnb is a two-sided marketplace. They got people 
coming looking for place to rent, but not enough 
people listing places to rent. 



Airbnb 
Founders rented an air mattress in a spare 
bedroom.  

Launched in 2008 during an SF conference 
when hotel rooms where hard to find.  

They noticed a correlation between poor-performing 
listings and bad photography. 
So they started offering free photo sessions. 



Markus Villig
Founded Bolt with a €5,000 loan from his family. 
Original company name was Taxify 
Last year raised €628 million at a valuation to €7.4 billion  
Villig is the youngest unicorn founder in Europe.  

“I would walk up to parked 
taxis at night, pound on their 
window, and offer to load up 
the app for the driver. That’s 
how we got our first 1,000 
users”. 



Tried to raise venture capital, and go turned down 104 times.  

Keywords for “flower delivery” on Google were very expensive.  
CAC of $167 was way more than she made on an order and as a 

bootstrapped founder she couldn’t afford to lose money on every order. 

Christina Stembel 
BUS-217 Alum. 
Founded Farmgirl Flowers

So she started giving free arrangements to coffee shops and office 
reception areas in SF, with a stack of business cards at the base. 



She originally thought her typical customer would be a man buying 
flowers for a woman. But as orders came in, she was surprised that 

nearly 65% were women buying flowers for women. 

Christina Stembel 
BUS-217 Alum 
Founded Farmgirl Flowers



Christina Stembel 
BUS-217 Alum 
Founded Farmgirl Flowers

Because of the visual nature of the product, Instagram became became a 
powerful way for her to build a presence for very little money. By working 

hard and posting frequently, she developed a half-million followers. 





Michael Dubin graduated from college and was 
learning improv comedy in NYC. 

One night he met a friend at a party and the two of 
them started talking about the ridiculous cost and 

hassle of men’s razors.  

Every couple weeks you had to go to the store and 
buy overpriced razors from Gillette and Schick, two 

brands that controlled 75% of the US market. 

In many stores the razor blade packages were kept 
in a locked case, so you had to ask a clerk to unlock 

them before you could overpay for them! 

Michael Dubin 
Dollar Shave Club



Within a week he had registered dollarshaveclub.com

His idea was simple: 

A monthly subscription service that would deliver 
reasonably-priced razor blades directly to your home.  

http://dollarshaveclub.com


Now he just needed a manufacturing source.  



Dollar Shave Club 



Using his improv comedy skills, he 
produced a 90-second video about Dollar 
Shave Club and uploaded it to YouTube.  





Within two days after the 
video was uploaded, the 

Dollar Shave Club website 
received 12,000 orders. 

He had to recruit his 
friends to help fulfill all 

the orders.  



By July of 2016, just five years after founding, 
Dollar Shave Club had 3.2 million customers on a 

subscription basis.  

Unilever bought the company for $1 billion in cash.  

Dollar Shave Club 







With an early-stage startup, the 
flywheel is spinning very slowly. 

Trying to speed it up by throwing a 
bunch of money at sales and 
marketing is a very inefficient use of 
fuel.  

So spend some time doing small 
hacks to optimize the flywheel. 

You will learn a lot, and it will make 
your future sales and marketing 
efforts much much more effective. 

Summary of tonight’s discussion:



Administrative details:



Administrative details:
Eight Tuesdays, 7pm - 8:50pm.  

Grade will be based on attendance, participation, and one deliverable. 

Interactive format - ask questions, and bring thoughts! 

Be respectful, raise your hand, ask good questions and let others do the same. 

Our primary communication between classes will be Slack.  

I’ll give you 100% and ask that you please do your part.



bus219.org
The class website will provide 
all of the content you need.  

(I do not use Canvas).  











Our Slack Workspace



Private LinkedIn Group



Slack:

Name Tag:

Name:

Make it easy for your classmates to get to know you by 
using the same name across everything in class.

Zoom:

Bob

Samuel Robert Smith
Be like Hallie!

Shivani Singh

Hallie

Halimah Omogiafo
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Every week I’ll be at the 
CoHo an hour before class. 

Join if you want for food, 
beverages, discussion.  

Purely optional. 



After each class, Irakli has volunteered to lead an after-class meetup at 
The Patio, in downtown Palo Alto. Purely optional 



Some of you are sippers. 



Some of you are gulpers. 



All you need to do is show up on Tuesday nights 
and have something interesting to say.  

If you want to sip this class:



Regular Tuesday night class sessions - be active in discussions. 
Produce all of the optional assignments, and complete all the readings.  
Participate in Slack discussions with classmates.  
Join the pre-class discussions at the CoHo.  
Choose to present your own startup idea to the class. 
Join the optional calls we will have occasionally. 

If you want to gulp this class:



I have designed this course to be 
satisfying for both sippers and gulpers. 



My goals for our time together:
Introduce you to a set of frameworks that will be helpful for 
any sort of new venture - tech, non-tech, social venture, etc.  

Create an environment of knowledge-sharing and cross-
pollination so that you learn from each other.  

Have fun and make life-long connections.  



THE WHY

COMPETITION CUSTOMERS

PM(D)F

ECONOMICS

The Launch Path Canvas 2.0

This is a list of competitors and 
alternatives. When a customer 
looks at alternative ways to 
solve the problem your startup 
solves, what will they see? 

What do you think your 
startup’s Ideal Customer 
Profile will be?

One clear sentence that 
articulates the problem your 
startup solves. 

Problem

How does your venture solve 
the problem you have 
articulated? Keep this short 
and consise!

Solution

Why is this a problem 
worth solving?

Why it Matters Landscape ICP

Link to a full visualization. Link to a full visualization. 

What is your plan for getting 
to Product-Market Fit?

Path to PMF
As you work your way 
toward Product-Market Fit, 
what are the key metrics 
that matter?

PMF Metrics
What are your distibution 
channels? Direct to 
consumer, or via resellers, or?

Distribution
Within this landscape of 
competitors and alternatives, 
how is your venture 
positioned?

Positioning
What makes someone 
suddenly be in the market for 
what your startup provides?

Trigger

What source and structure of 
capital will best align 
interests between founders, 
employees, shareholders, 
and investors?

Capital Strategy

What unique advantage does 
your startup have that may 
help to defend from 
competitors?

Unfair Advantage

What are the top 3 benefits 
that your product or services 
provides to customers?

Top 3 Benefits

What are the Unit Economics for this venture, what do we expect the 
CAC<LTV to look like, and what are out capital needs?

Unit Economics:

Customer Economics (CAC:LTV goal):

Enterprise Economics (runway):

Economics

Link to a full visualization. 



People want sharp knives but 
not another errand.

Many households invest 
hundreds of dollars in knives 
and then neglect them, making 
them dangerous to use and 
shortens their useful lifespan.

There are many options including 
DIY, sharpening stands at farmers’ 
markets and hardware stores. 
Some people just buy new rather 
than sharpen. 

The key to our positioning is the 
convenience. Of all the ways to 
get sharpening, we provide the 
Uber-like convenience of friction-
less pickup and delivery. 

Direct-to-consumer, via our 
website or mobile app. 

1. Convenience. Turns sharpening into 
a 2 min task, book now and pay 
later, no credit card number shared

2. No boxes, no labels, no searching 
for bubble wrap, just a quick 
doorstep handoff

3. Quality you notice immediately, 
cleaner cuts, less effort, and fewer 
frustrating slips on tomatoes, 
onions, and herbs.

A kitchen event (injury or just 
struggling with a dull knife) can be 
a trigger, or a guest in your 
kitchen making a comment. 

Also, a purchase of a new knife 
makes you realize how bad your 
old ones are.

Bootstrap operation until the 
business is ready to expand into 
new metro markets.

One average order. Our AOV is $80, cost is $48, so gross profit is $32 (40%).

Our goal is to get to a CAC of $25, LTV of 4 orders ($128)

Currently profitable on a small scale, so infinte runway. This will change when we scale. 

The original Business Model Canvas was developed by Alexander Osterwalder and published in this great book:
Osterwalder, Alexander; Pigneur, Yves; Clark, Tim (2010). Business Model Generation: A Handbook For Visionaries, Game Changers, and Challengers. Strategyzer series. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. ISBN 9780470876411
This version is to align with my book, The Launch Path: Getting from a startup idea to a launch-ready venture, ISBN 979-8989090402. Feel free to use, adapt, copy, and change. 

One clear sentence that articulates 
the problem your startup solves. 

Problem

How does your venture solve the 
problem you have articulated? 
Keep this short and concise!

Solution
Why is this a problem worth 
solving?

Why it Matters

Link to a full visualization. 

This is a list of competitors and 
alternatives. When a customer 
looks at alternative ways to solve 
the problem your startup solves, 
what will they see? 

Landscape

Link to a more personas. 

What do you think your startup’s 
Ideal Customer Profile will be?

ICP

What is your plan for getting to 
Product-Market Fit?

Path to PMF
As you work your way toward 
Product-Market Fit, what are 
the key metrics that matter?

PMF Metrics
What are your distibution 
channels? Direct to consumer, 
or via resellers, or?

Distribution

Within this landscape of 
competitors and alternatives, 
how is your venture positioned?

Positioning
What makes someone suddenly 
be in the market for what your 
startup provides?

Trigger

Link to spreadsheet. 

What are the Unit Economics for this venture, what do we expect the 
CAC<LTV to look like, and what are our capital needs?

Economics

Unit Economics:

Customer Economics (CAC:LTV goal):

Enterprise Economics (runway):

What source and structure of 
capital will best align interests 
between founders, employees, 
shareholders, and investors?

Capital Strategy
What unique advantage does 
your startup have that may help 
to defend from competitors?

Unfair Advantage

What are the top 3 benefits that 
your product or services 
provides to customers?

Top 3 Benefits

The Launch Path Canvas 2.0 One Sentence Description:

Name of Startup Venture: Name:

Make knife sharpening as easy 
as ordering online, with fast 
booking and flexible scheduling 
built around the customer’s 
calendar.

Rejuvenated Knives Martin Kalberer

Our door to door workflow builds 
a sticky customer base because 
we keep direct customer data and 
can re engage them on a predict-
able cycle, unlike one-off farmers 
market transactions.

1. Began by running the service 
for family and friends, refine 
offering based on input. 

2. Built the website and online 
ordering and tracking 
system.

3. Now running online ads and 
contining to optimize the 
funnel and refine the service. 

Professional knife sharpening for home cooks and professional chefs, with easy pickup and delivery.  

Busy professionals and families 
who care about their investment 
in knives and other tools. They 
are already comfortable using 
online services and prioritize 
quality and efficiency in many 
things that they do. 

1. Number of new customers 
each month. 

2. Number of repeat customers 
each month (retention).

3. Customer satisfaction 
survey/NPS score. 
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Direct-to-consumer, via our 
website or mobile app. 

1. Convenience. Turns sharpening into 
a 2 min task, book now and pay 
later, no credit card number shared

2. No boxes, no labels, no searching 
for bubble wrap, just a quick 
doorstep handoff

3. Quality you notice immediately, 
cleaner cuts, less effort, and fewer 
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This is a BUS-217 
assignment, but 
you will benefit 
from having it for 
this class, 
BUS-219. 

If you are working 
on a startup (or 
already have one) I 
recommend you do 
it. 

I will help. 



Our first optional startup coffee (via Zoom) this Saturday at 9am.  

Join if you’d like to do a review of Unit Economics, CAC:LTV, and the 
Launch Path Canvas. I will send you an optional calendar invite. It 
will be recorded, if you cannot make it. 



Your assignments this week:
In the #hack_n_grow channel, post one idea about how you 
could try a small “hack” that might gain a few new 
customers for your startup and potentially provide valuable 
learning.  
 
Work on your Launch Path Canvas for your startup, and let 
me know what I can do to help.  

In the #social channel, give us a reading recommendation, 
preferably something relevant to the startup world.  
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