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Today’s agenda

- Quick overview of program 
- How I got here 
- Why startups fail 
- 3 steps to getting customers 
- Value proposition 
- Persona building
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How I got here

Web software engineer  → co-founder 
of failed startup → scaling two 
agencies → last 10 years focused on 
product company growth & product  

150+ founder conversations on 
growth past 2 years 

2x LAUNCH Accelerator founder 

4 exits: e-Dialog, New Signature, Red 
Tricycle, Bullseye Admissions 

1 epic fail, 2 near misses
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Quick check on roles & # of customers

Visit slido.com and use code #findinginitial-1-1  

Or 

https://app.sli.do/event/j6shm5vm 

https://app.sli.do/event/j6shm5vm
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First, let’s start from the top.  

Why do startups fail?
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2018 CB Insights startup postmortems

Why Startups Fail

1. No market need (42%) 
2. Ran out of cash (29%) 
3. Not the right team (23%) 
4. Got outcompeted (19%) 
5. Pricing / cost issues (18%) 
6. User unfriendly product (17%) 
7. Product without a business model (17%) 
8. Poor marketing (14%) 
9. Ignore customers (14%) 
10. Product mistimed (13%) 
11. Lose focus (13%) 
12. Disharmony among team / investors (13%) 
13. Pivot gone bad (10%) 
14. Lack passion (9%) 
15. Failed Geographic Expansion (9%) 
16. No financing / investor interest (8%) 
17. Legal challenges (8%) 
18. Didn’t use network (8%) 
19. Burn out (8%) 
20. Failure to pivot (7%)
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Paul Graham from YCombinator

October ‘06 Essay 

http://paulgraham.com/startupmistakes.html
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More stats from Startup Genome
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Additionally..
Only 1 in 12 startups make 
it long term. 

Put simply: 75% of failure 
is market or product 
market fit related!
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Most startups fail because they 
don’t find customers quick 
enough, or don’t build enough 
value for consumers to stick 
around long term.
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These are all growth related 
themes. You HAVE to figure out 

customer acquisition early.
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Common misconceptions
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What we’re led to believe
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What we’re told

Focus on a single channel 

Don’t focus on a single channel 

Go deep 

Go wide 

Spend money 

Don’t spend money 

Launch early 

Launch when things look great
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What we hear

You don’t need ads, just get good at 
SEO! 

Ads are bad! 

Email won’t work for you, it’s dead! 

Do what Clubhouse did - build 
FOMO! 

Hire an agency! 

Build a better product! 

Product Led Growth all the way! 

Build in stealth, do a big launch!
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What we think

This is not going to be that hard, my 
idea is awesome. 

My product is great, people will use it. 

I’m pretty good in channel [XYZ] - I’ll 
figure this out. 

I don’t need to launch...yet...I’ll get PR 
& launch on Product Hunt and things 
will be great! 

I’ll do what all those people told me 
to do!
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What we see
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The truth is, nobody knows what 
will or will not work.
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In my experience, you’re going 
to need to grind it out for a while.
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To find customers, you need a 
problem big enough that people 

will pay for a solution.
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You then need to get your 
product in front of potential 

users or buyers.
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(Very) simplistic view of getting initial customers

Step 1: Understand the value your product delivers 

Step 2: Understand if customers know they have a problem 

Step 3: Get something in front of those customers
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Sendscore - my example product
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Step 1: Understand the value your product delivers

Before you can find customers, you need to understand the 
value your product brings to the customer. 

Start with thinking about your value proposition.
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Example value props

“Practical ways to find & 
acquire your initial 
customers.” -- This program 

“Improve email campaigns 
with 3+ actionable insights” -- 
Sendscore
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Quick take
We’re often wrong with initial value 
props as they assume we know what 
the customer wants or needs.  

But we have to start somewhere.
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What’s your current value proposition?

Visit slido.com and use code #findinginitial-1-2 

Or 

https://app.sli.do/event/lv5zgn1t 

https://app.sli.do/event/lv5zgn1t
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Step 2: Do customers know they have a problem?
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Intentionality

At this point we need to understand if 
our product solves a problem our 
potential customer knows they have. 

Knowing their intentionality will help 
you understand where initial 
marketing may make sense.
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How do we know?

You may have already figured this out 
with earlier efforts. If not, you’ll learn 
by: 

- Customer discovery & 
conversations 

- Looking at where and how  
competitors market 

- Running experiments in different 
channels
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Step 3: Get in front of those customers 

Customer discovery & marketing.
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“At Marketo, not only did we have SEO [Search 
Engine Optimization] in place even before 

product development, we also had a blog. We 
talked about the problems we aimed to solve… 

Instead of beta testing a product, we beta tested 
an idea and integrated the feedback we 
received from our readers early on in our 

product development process.”
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Adobe bought Marketo for $4.75 billion (2018) 
after Marketo went public in 2013.



Velocity Growth 

User persona development
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“70% of people make purchasing 
decisions to solve problems. 
30% make decisions to gain 

something.” 

(Impact Communications)
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What does your product or service 
solve for your potential buyer or 
user?  

What do they gain by using / 
purchasing / experiencing it?

Understand user wants & needs
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Does your product save the person 
time or money? 

Does it make them more productive? 

Does it make them look or feel 
better? 

Does it handle some other sort of 
utility? 

Does it save them time, energy, and 
or entertain them?

Understand user wants & needs
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Understand user wants & needs
Are they the user or buyer, or are 
they buying for someone else? 

Do they need sign off from someone?
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User hypothesis template
“I believe that [key role] wants to 
[improve something]. Therefore, if I 
provide [something of value] helping 
them do that, I [impact something].”
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For example: 

“I believe that [every email 
marketing manager] wants to 
[improve something]. Therefore, if I 
provide [something of value] helping 
them do that, I [impact something].”

Who / Role
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For example: 

“I believe that [every email marketing 
manager] wants to [improve email 
metrics]. Therefore, if I provide 
[something of value] helping them do 
that, I [impact something].”

Wants / Needs



Velocity Growth 

For example: 

“I believe that [every email marketing 
manager] wants to [improve email 
metrics]. Therefore, if I provide [a 
service helping them do that] 
helping them do that, I [impact 
something].”

Solution
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For example: 

“I believe that [every email marketing 
manager] wants to [improve email 
metrics]. Therefore, if I provide [a 
service helping them do that] helping 
them do that, I [make them better at 
their job].”

Value provided
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My v1 persona, slightly expanded: 

“I believe that every email marketing 
manager wants to improve their key 
email metrics - open rates, CTRs, 
open to click.  

Therefore, if I provide a service 
helping them do that, I make them 
better at their job.”

This is your v1 persona



Velocity Growth 

HOLD UP! Let’s set something straight. 

The potential problem up until now is 
that the values & persona assume we 
know more than we might. 

It’s likely many iterations of value & 
persona work has to be done.` 

But again, we’re looking for forward 
movement here. 
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When / Where 
You can start at the scene [time & 
place] 

Who 
The person doing an action or 
performing a job 

What 
How do they do [something...their 
job] today? What’s their current 
workflow? 

Each of these relate to each other. 
Starting with your product or solution 
narrows your ability to find 
breakthrough discoveries.

www.personifyhq.com

http://www.personifyhq.com
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Who else might be the user? 

Are their needs the same or different? 

Does your solution solve the problem 
for them? 

What value do you bring that’s unique 
to them?

Persona expansion
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Persona expansion

1. Who else may be my user? 
2. What are their job titles? 
3. Where do they work? 
4. Are they decision makers? 
5. How do they measure success 

for their job? 
6. How do they currently handle 

solving for this problem / do their 
job? 

7. Is there a large enough pool of 
ideal customers that I can target 
right now?
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Who else may be my 
user? 

“I believe that every email 
marketing manager wants to 
improve their key email metrics - 
open rates, CTRs, open to 
click….”
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Who else may be my user? 
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Find a handful of roles / titles

Start to build a small list. 

- Email marketing manager 
(original) 

- Email marketing strategist  
- Director of email marketing  
- Ecommerce marketing director
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What type of places do they work at? Research the types of companies 
who have these roles.
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Email marketing strategist
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Director of email marketing
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This is sometimes tricky. You’ll need 
to test until you understand. I’ll take 
my best guess initially. 

Is an email marketing specialist a 
decision maker?  

My product is $49. 

An email marketing specialist likely 
needs a quick verbal approval from a 
junior role. 

A director of email marketing 
probably doesn’t need approval. 

Are they decision makers?
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How do they measure success for their 
job?

An email marketing specialist likely 
is measured by how individual 
campaigns perform. Likely reports to 
the director of email marketing. 

A director of email marketing is 
measured by overall email 
performance over time for all people 
involved. Likely reports to the VP/
CMO/CEO.
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How do they currently handle solving for 
this problem?

An email marketing specialist likely 
is reading up on best practices and 
maybe experimenting a bit. 

A director of email marketing is 
probably talking to peers, seeing a 
holistic view of how others in the 
company handle email, and looking at 
people & tools to improve overall 
impact of email on the company 
goals.
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Is there a large enough pool of ideal 
customers that I can target right now?

One of the relevant roles has over 
280k people listed, the other 1.8M, so 
yes, it’s likely.
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Role matrix

Job / role Decision 
maker?

Measure success Current solution Targeting pool size

Email marketing 
specialist

No Increase campaign 
results (unvetted)

Unknown Medium (>200k)

Director of email 
marketing

Yes Unknown Talking to peers, using tools like 
Zerobounce to improve email list. 

Large (>1M)

VP Marketing Yes Impact that email has 
on company growth

Talking to peers, using tools like 
Zerobounce to improve email list.  

Large (>1M)
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Persona view

Job / role Decision 
maker?

Measure success Current solution Targeting pool size

Email marketing 
specialist

No Increase campaign results 
(unvetted)

Unknown Medium (>200k)

Action items: 
- Validate how this role measures success 
- Validate what current solution(s), if any, this role currently uses
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Persona view

Job / role Decision 
maker?

Measure success Current solution Targeting pool size

Director of email 
marketing

Yes Unknown Talking to peers, using 
tools like Zerobounce 
to improve email list. 

Large (>1M)

Action items: 
- Validate how this role measures success 
- Confirm tools / generate ideas around potential competitors
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Persona view

Job / role Decision 
maker?

Measure success Current solution Targeting pool size

VP Marketing Yes Impact that email has on company 
growth

Talking to peers, using 
tools like Zerobounce 
to improve email list.  

Large (>1M)

Action items: 
- Confirm tools / generate ideas around potential competitors
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Homework

1. Build your user hypothesis 
2. Start persona development 
3. Built a role matrix for >1 persona 

Next week we write outreach scripts 
and start marketing.
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Thanks!
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Publish personas to the gallery to inspire peers and clients to market 
your user knowledge with the world.

Showcase what you know.

https://www.personifyhq.com

