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Step 1: Listen to the waves. 
Step 2: Create something people want.  
Step 3: Draw the landscape.  
Step 4: Build an engine of growth.  
Step 5: Create an economic model. 
Step 6: Develop a capital strategy. 
Step 7: Frame a funnel. 
Step 8: Be a master storyteller. La
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1. Not enough customers. 

2. Inability to get customers at a rational cost.
(CAC > LTV).

Top reasons startups fail:



A common failure pattern is to spend many months 
just focused on building the product, then panic when 

it doesn’t sell as expected.  

Tonight I want to convince you to be developing the 
sales and marketing process early, with a focus on 

learning. If you do that, your eventual customer 
acquisition process will be much more successful.  



The customer acquisition 
process will look quite different 
for different kinds of businesses. 

But I’m going to give you a few high-level 
concepts that are applicable to all. 



• It’s always a funnel.  
• Identify ICPs and Triggers. 
• Pre-PMF, prioritize learning. 
• Not all customers are created equal. 
• Establish Beachheads.  
• Founder-led Marketing.

The concepts that are applicable to all ventures:  



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. 

150 download the free version.

15 activate the app and register. 

Mobile App



It’s all about incremental optimization. 



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. 

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. 
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4%

New headline. 

Move up on page. 

Change subject line. 

14 new customers (CAC=$71).



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. 

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!



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.  



In a previous edition of BUS-217 our fictional class venture 
was on-demand fresh-baked cookies delivered to your door. 
We assumed men in their 
20’s would be our ICP. 

To find out what flavor 
cookies people liked most 
we spent $50 on a little A/B 
test on Facebook.  

We didn’t learn much 
about flavor choice, but 
we were surprised that 
woman over 50 clicked on 
our ads more than than 
any other demographic. 
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was on-demand fresh-baked cookies delivered to your door. 

We assumed men in their 
20’s would be our ICP. 

To find out what flavor 
cookies people liked most 
we spent $50 on a little A/B 
test on Facebook.  

We didn’t learn much about 
flavor choice, but we were 
surprised that woman over 
50 clicked on our ads more 
than than any other 
demographic. 

A very small hack ($50 on two 
different FB Ads) gave us key 
insight into which demographic to 
target. 



Ideal Customer Profile (ICP) and Triggers. 
Who are your ideal customers?  

What makes them suddenly look for a solution like yours?



Many consumers want to eat 
healthy, but the convenience of 
fast food drives Americans to 
buy $300B/year in unhealthy 
fast food. 

The National Institutes for Health 
say that today a fast food diet 
may kill more people prematurely 
every year than cigarette smoking.

There are many food delivery 
services, from meal kits like Blue 
Apron and CookUnity to on-de-
man prepared food from Uber 
Eats to Doordash to Grubhub. 

Our positioning can basically be 
summed-up in two words: healthy, 
and delicious. 

We serve delicious tacos designed 
by a nutritionist. That’s our unique 
positioning within the landscape of 
competitors and alternatives.. 

We will sell direct-to-consumer, 
via our mobile app and website. 

In the future, we may be open to 
distribution partnerships, including 
potentially UberEats and the other 
on-demand players. 

1. Convenience. A complete meal kit 
delivered to your door.

2. Healthy food, designed by a 
nutritionist.

3. Tacos. Everybody loves tacos! 

An upcoming family celebration 
might cause someone to be 
looking for a 
healthy-but-crowd-pleasing way 
to have a big dinner for family and 
friends. 

We will sell direct-to-consumer, 
via our mobile app and website. 

In the future, we may be open to 
distribution partnerships, including 
potentially UberEats and the other 
on-demand players. 

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:

Fast food doesn’t need to be 
unhealthy. Our startup is 
developing a new brand of 
health-conscious fast food 
(healthy tacos!), as family-friendly 
meal kits. 

TacoBox Bret Waters

The fact that we own the 
customer and customer data is a 
big part of our defensibility. 

A restaurant selling through a 
3rd-party like Doordash owns 
neither the customer nor the data. 

1. Farmers’ markets where we can get 
input on our menu items and the price 
of our TacoBox kits. 

2. Sign up 100 of our friends, relatives, 
and neighbors. Run it for two 
months, collecting feedback.  

3. Scale slowly, adding customers in 
additional markets, continue to learn.

A subscription-based service delivering healthy meal kits (tacos!) for your friends and family. 

Busy parents and professionals  
looking for an easy and healthy 
way to prepare meals for big 
gatherings. 

We will raise a $200 revenue 
share note.

We believe we can get to 
profitablity on that one financing. 

One box: $50, cogs=$28, GP = $22.

$18:$105 (5.8x)

Cash flow breakeven < 12 months. 



Don’t try to take the whole market at once. Identify a 
small corner of the market you can take first.

Omaha  
Beach



Not all customers are created equal. 

You will eventually find that 20% of your customers are 
creating 80% of your success.  



Thought Leadership: Educate your audience instead of pitching 
to them. Share your lessons, mistakes, and industry insights.  

Choose Your Platform Wisely: Focus on one or two channels 
where your ideal customers hang out, such as LinkedIn, X 
(formerly Twitter), a niche podcast, or a personal newsletter.  

Consistency over Perfection: You do not need viral hits. Regular, 
authentic, and insightful posts build authority and mental real 
estate over time.  

Founder Led Marketing





• It’s always a funnel.  
• Identify ICPs and Triggers. 
• Pre-PMF, emphasize learning. 
• Not all customers are created equal. 
• Establish Beachheads.  
• Prioritize learning before prioritizing efficiency. 
• Founder-led Marketing.

The concepts that are applicable to all ventures:  



Small experiments lead to big things. Start now. 

Summary: 







Many businesses
can get the first few

customers.

But getting millions of 
mainstream customers

 is hard.



This is littered 
with the dead bodies

of many promising startups.



At launch was restricted to one university. 

Then to three universities. 

Then restricted to just .edu email addresses. 

Then targeted mass market. 

Now has >2 billion users.



The marketer should focus on one group of 

customers at a time, using each group as 

a base for marketing to the next group.

“
Geoffrey Moore
Crossing the Chasm





Ten minute break. 



The #social channel: Book recommendations. 



On Saturday morning we had a good optional side session 
on Fundraising for Your Startup. 
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• The class website and Slack workpace will stay up for 
2-weeks after our last class session, and then will be 
taken down (no exceptions).  

• The private LinkedIn group will stay up forever (or until 
the end of the internet). 

Our final session is next week. 



• If you are taking the class for a grade, you’ll need 
to turn in a 3-minute pitch deck before our final 
class session.  

• Even if you’re not taking the class for a grade, you 
will find it to be a useful exercise and I’ll be happy 
to give you feedback.  

• The top five vote-getters tonight will present their 
3-minute pitch on our final night together. 

If you are taking the course for a grade:









Warren Buffett



Warren Buffett



Warren Buffett
“Learning effective public 

speaking skills changed my life”.





In the #one-course-takeaway channel:  
Share one key thing that you will take away 
from this course.  

In the #social channel:  
Share a personal productivity tip that works 
well for you. 

Final assignments:



Next week is our final class session. 

It will be the best night of the entire 
course.  

Feel free to bring a spouse/friend/kid. 



Pitch Decks



•Why are you exactly the right entrepreneur for this venture? 
•What problem are you solving? 
•Why does it matter? 
•What’s your “secret sauce”? 
•What does the current competitive landscape look like? 
•How big is the opportunity? 
•How will you efficiently acquire customers? 
•What is your capital strategy? 

Things that might go into a 3-minute pitch deck:

This is not a definitive list - every venture is different, every founder is different. 
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“An idea is only an idea 
until your personal network 
makes it real”. 

-Sham Dholakia  BUS-217, Spring 2026



</7>


