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Thoughts? Observations?



I’ve heard people say that “Steve Jobs invented the smartphone”.  

But the smartphone business was already huge and thriving, 
before the iPhone.  Blackberry, Nokia, Motorola, and Samsung 
selling a billion units a year.  

Many people said it was crazy for Apple to enter a low-margin 
competitive sector already dominated by large established 
brands.  

But lots of competition means lots of existing market demand. 
Now you just need to be differentiated. 



The Launch Path
1. Listen to the waves.  
2. Build something people want.  
3. Draw the landscape.  
4. Create an engine of growth.  
5. Engineer an economic model. 
6. Create a capital strategy.  
7. Frame a Funnel.  
8. Be a Master Storyteller. 



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



Understanding the competitive landscape is important. Obsessing about competitors is a bad use of time.  

For the most part, a lot of competition in a sector is a good sign because it means strong market demand.  

Now you just need to be differentiated, and understand your positioning within the landscape.  

Feature checklists are meaningless. More meaningful is to create a visualization of the landscape and 
how you fit it. Saying that you, as a brand-new startup, are better than any of the competitors, is not 
credible and just makes you look silly.  

Find a beachhead market. Target a specific, underserved market segment rather than trying to compete 
broadly. Master this segment to build a loyal customer base.  

Think about what your competitive moat will be. Create defensible advantages that make it hard for 
rivals to copy you, such as network effects, customer relationshdips, strong brand loyalty, or high 
switching costs. In 2026 and beyond, your technology will not be your moat.  

Prioritize Customer Centricity: Use direct, human interaction to understand and serve customers better 
than large, data-heavy competitors.  

All startups operate within a landscape of 
competitors and alternatives. 



Our awesome new startup is named TacoBox!

A subscription that is healthy of you 
and your family.  
Each month we ship you a complete 
kit for making a big delicious taco 
dinner for your friends and family.  
All fresh, healthy ingredients, 
featuring a different region of 
Mexico each month. 



TacoBox TacoBell Jack in the Box Del Taco Pollo Loco

Tortilla ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Cheese ✅ ✅ ❌ ❌ ✅

Guacamole ✅ ❌ ❌ ✅ ✅

Meat ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Beans ✅ ❌ ✅ ❌ ❌

Rice ✅ ❌ ❌ ❌ ✅

Salsa ✅ ❌ ✅ ❌ ❌

Jalapeños ✅ ❌ ❌ ❌ ❌

Our Taco Competition



Zoomed in: the meal kit category
Health/sourcing positioning vs. cuisine/theme specialty. Bubble size ≈ relative scale. Color = trajectory.
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TacoBox competitive landscape
Where the field sits on occasion vs. cooking effort. Dot color = threat level to TacoBox.

Special occasion · low effort Special occasion · high effort

Everyday · low effort Everyday · high effort (crowded meal-kit zone)O
cc
as
io
n 
ty
pe

Special

Everyday

Cooking effort required
Low High

Restaurant catering

Wine of the Month clubs

Universal Yums

Cooking classes

Takeout Kit Whole Foods + recipe

Local Mexican grocer
Masienda

Factor / Freshly
Costco / TJ taco kits

Home Chef

HelloFresh

Sunbasket
Green Chef

TacoBox
Monthly regional taco feast kit

Threat level High Medium Low TacoBox

Zoomed all the way out: how do hosts feed a crowd?
Cost per person vs. healthiness. Color shows whether the option pleases everyone in the group.
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From the perspective of a 
customer looking at Meal Kits.

From the perspective of a 
customer looking ways of 
having a special occasion 
dinner for friends and family.

From the perspective of a 
customer looking for a crowd-
pleasing meal.

A visualization of the TacoBox landscape. 
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TacoBox competitive landscape
Where the field sits on occasion vs. cooking effort. Dot color = threat level to TacoBox.
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Zoomed all the way out: how do hosts feed a crowd?
Cost per person vs. healthiness. Color shows whether the option pleases everyone in the group.
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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?”



Ten Minute Break.









A class challenge from Lydia!











The path to Product-Market Fit
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The path to Product-Market Fit



The path to Product-Market Fit



In the #competitive-landscape channel, post some sort of 
visualization of how your startup fits into the landscape of 
competitors and alternatives. 

In the #social channel, post a travel recommendation. Some 
amazing place you’ve been that you would recommend to your 
classmates. 

Assignments for the week:



The Launch Path
1. Listen to the waves.  
2. Build something people want.  
3. Draw the landscape.  
4. Create an engine of growth.  
5. Engineer an economic model. 
6. Create a capital strategy.  
7. Frame a Funnel.  
8. Be a Master Storyteller. 
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