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Patrick Collison, CEO of Stripe, interviewing 
Jensen Huang, CEO of Nvidia.



“I work all the time.  
But it’s not really work; it’s dreaming of 
how we can be better, it’s imagining the 
future, you’re fantasiszing, you’re 
dreaming 
I mean, that’s incredible”. 





Exploration

Extrapolation

Exploitation

Stages of a startup venture. 

Rapid iteration and validating, 
with a goal of getting to 
Product-Market Fit.

Extrapolating on what’s been 
learned, now it’s about getting 
the flywheel of growth spinning 
at an ever-increasing velocity. 

Harness efficiencies of scale to 
drive market share and profits. 
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For startups, what are some barriers to scale?



We all want to scale our startup. 
But scaling also introduces risk. 



I will post to bus219.org



Posted to bus219.org



Typical Barriers to Scale:
Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity
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Product 
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Market 
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Mindset 
Capacity

With a tech product, maybe it breaks 
with more than 100 users.  

With a consulting company, the 
product is the humans.  

With a fruit company, maybe the fact 
that the product is perishable is a 
barrier to scale.  

With a social media company, the 
product is the number of users.  



Typical Barriers to Scale:

You’ll need a different (probably 
larger) team to go from 10 customers 
to 1,000 customers.  

In my own career, a barrier to scale 
was often me. 

Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:

Maybe you’ve realized that you have 
PMF for 1,000 customers but not for 
the next 10,000. 

Maybe your CAC for the first 1,000 was 
really cheap and easy but the next 
10,000 is going to be completely 
different.  

Maybe your TAM/SAM/SOM is just too 
small.  

Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:

Capital means you need to buy a an 
expensive machine to expand 
production.  

Cash may mean that you have positive 
CAC:LTV, but you have to buy a bunch 
of ads and then wait six months for 
that cash to cycle back to you. 

Product 
Team 
Market 
Capital/Cash 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:

In the early days of a startup, everyone on 
the team is handling everything, ad hoc.  

That works fine at first (and is good!).  

But having the engineering team do 
customer service with 10,000 customers will 
be a disaster. 

Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:

The mindset for finding PMF is different from 
the mindset of scaling.  

Our March 3 class will be all about mindset.  

Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:

Particularly with manufacturing firms, 
production capacity and sourcing can often 
be a barrier to scale. 

Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity



Typical Barriers to Scale:
Product 
Team 
Market 
Cash/Capital 
Systems 
Mindset 
Capacity

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 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. 

What are likely to be your barriers to scale?









Ten minute break. 





Bruce Cleveland, legendary venture capitalist. 
Author of Traversing the Traction Gap

He’ll be here in 
the classroom 
with us on 
March 3.





Yogi Goel, Founder & CEO of Maxima
Took BUS-217 in 2024. In 2025 raised $41M from Kleiner Perkins, Redpoint, and Audacious.  

He’ll be 
here in the 
classroom 
with us on 
Feb 10.









Hack ’n Grow
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Hack ’n Grow



Challenge and Support



Zapier



Zapier
When Wade Foster, Bryan Helmig, and Mike Knoop attended Startup 
Weekend, they hacked together a way to automate the transfer of data 
from one web application to another. For example, maybe every time a new 
lead was entered into a Google spreadsheet, you also wanted it 
automatically added to your Salesforce database.  

It was a cool piece of code, but it wasn’t yet clear that this could grow into 
an actual company. By the end of the weekend, they had, as co-founder 
Wade Foster said, “a barely functioning prototype and no clue what people 
wanted.” 



Zapier
They started trolling online forums in search of the integrations that people 
were looking for. For example, they would find a post from someone hoping 
to import PayPal transaction data into the Highrise CMS, and they’d add 
that to their list of integrations they could build.  

One day they saw a guy post that he was looking for a particular data 
integration, so they contacted him directly saying they would build the 
integration into their product if he paid them $100.  

He said “Sure, no problem, how do I send you the money?”.  

They had no idea how to answer, because they didn’t even have a bank 
account for the company yet.  



Zapier
They continued to build integrations, prioritizing the ones that people not 
only asked for, but also were willing to pay for.  
 
They took some seed funding, but wanted to “seedstrap” the company 
from there because they don’t like venture capitalists.  

Today they have over $300 million in Annual Recurring Revenue and are 
highly profitable.  

Sequoia was so frustrated that Zapier wouldn’t take any of their delicious 
venture capital that they finally bought some employee shares on the 
secondary market - at a valuation of $5 billion.  



Zapier - Key takeaways:

Like most successful founders, they began with a problem worth solving.  

But “a barely functioning prototype and no clue what people wanted” 
doesn’t make a company.  

They trolled discussion forums to learn what people wanted, and then 
prioritized building features people were willing to pay for (that’s actual 
PMF). 

They refused venture capital, and scaled the company in a smart and 
prudent fashion.  



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems

Over 1.2 billion people in the world do not 
have access to electricity. These families 
suffer health issues associated with 
breathing smoke from household fires and 
kerosene, and kids who can’t read at night 
fall behind at school.  
According to the UN, access to electricity 
correlates closely to life expectancy, 
literacy, and per capita GDP. 





Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems

I met Manoj when he went through the accelerator program at Miller Center for Global Impact.  

(I am a volunteer CEO coach there). 



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems



In the next few years Husk Power Systems built 80 mini-grid 
biomass systems in rural India. Suddenly kids had light at night 
to read and study by, and families were living healthier lives. 



But the economics weren’t great.  
In India, 30% of electricity produced is lost to theft. People 
tap into the lines and steal power. 
Also, most of the villages had a cash economy, so Husk 
Power had to employ bill collection agents and many bills 
just went unpaid.  
The Biomass systems worked well, but could only produce 
electricity for 6 hours/day. In the mobile phone era people 
wanted more than that.  
Also, as the cost of photovoltaic technology came down, 
the cost of biomass was less attractive.  



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems

They were out of money. The co-founder quit.  
Manoj knew they needed to either shut down 
or do a complete pivot.  
He told his wife he had to fly to India and 
spend six months on the ground in the 
villages.  
He came home and developed a completely 
new way of solving the original problem of 
rural mini-grids. 



Solar-powered mini-grids with biomass backup, 
providing electricity 24x7. 

A pay-as-you-go system where 
people control the electricity to 
their home via a mobile app. If you 
don’t pay, it’s turned off. 

The new Husk Power System product: 



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems

Now this was a scalable model with positive 
unit economics.  
He made the hard decision to shut down 75 of 
the 80 biomass installations they operated.  
New installations in rural villages in India 
proved it out, and expanded into West Africa 
which increased the TAM.  
Armed with proof of the economics, scalability, 
and a large TAM, he went out and pitched 
traditional venture capital investors.  







Some takeaways: 
You marry the problem, not the solution. Manoj 
stayed true to the problem to be solved, but was 
willing to design a completely different solution.  
He didn’t try to over-scale until the economics and 
the technology were ready.  
Investors only really care about one thing: positive 
unit economics. If you can prove that, they’ll pump 
as much money into it as possible. 



This week’s assignments:
In the #barriers_to_scale channel, tell us what you think – for your 
particular venture – what will be difficult to scale, and how can you 
plan for this? 

In the #challenge_and_support channel, post a current challenge 
you are facing, and offer support to your classmates by suggesting 
a solution to some challenge they are facing.  

In the #social channel, post a picture of your pet! If you don’t have a 
pet, post a picture of a pet you would like to have. 
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