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Since this is the first week, we’ll start at 7:05pm





Bret Waters
Founder and CEO of three Silicon Valley software companies: 

• Metagraphics – developed the first web-based document generation engine.  
Sold to Linotext America.  

• Artmachine – developed the first pure-SaaS digital media management system.  
Sold to OpenText.  

• Tivix – developed fintech systems for major banks around the world.  
Sold to Kellton. 



Now I teach two entrepreneurship 
courses at Stanford. 



Exploration

Extrapolation

Exploitation

Stages of a 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. 

Idea

Product-Market Fit

Escape Velocity
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Bret Waters
I have also run two nonprofit organizations: 

• President of Woodside School Foundation 
A 501(c)3 non-profit focused on local K-12 eduction, managing a $10 million endowment.  

• Interim CEO of Stanford New Schools 

A 501(c)3 non-profit charter school management organization operated by Stanford University.  



For the past 15 years I’ve coached startup 
CEOs at Miller Center for Global Impact. 





Entrepreneurship
“The pursuit of opportunity, without 
regard for resources currently 
controlled”.

Howard Stevenson 
Harvard Business School



With regard to startup success, 
what do you think matters most?



Ideas are cheap. Execution is hard. 



YouTube thought their main use case would be video dating.  
Android’s idea was an OS for digital cameras.  
Uber’s idea was a fleet of company-owned cars, called “UberTaxi”.   
Instagram’s idea was a mobile check-in app (like Foursquare) called “Burbn”. 
The Twitter team’s idea was a Flash-based podcasting platform called “Odeo”.  
Slack’s original idea was a video game studio. 

Here are some startup ideas that failed,  
but became a billion dollar business. 



These companies are not a success 
 because of the idea. 

They are a success because after the idea 
failed the founders were good enough to find 

a path to success after the idea failed. 

My goal with this course is to make you one 
of those founders. 



So where do great startup ideas come from? 



“The verb you want to be using with 
respect to startup ideas is not “think 
up” but notice. The way to get startup 
ideas is not to try to think of startup 
ideas. It’s to look for problems.” 
- Paul Graham 
  Co-founder of Y-Combinator



Uber was born when a group of friends spent $800 to hire a private 
driver and then listened to the driver talk about how much downtime 
he had every week, waiting for business.  

Airbnb was born when roommates in San Francisco needed to rent 
out a spare bedroom to pay the rent.  

Cisco was born when two computer administrators at Stanford were 
frustrated by slow network speeds. 

This is often how great startups begin, when a founder notices a 
problem worth solving and falls in love with solving that problem.





In my career, I’ve worked with hundreds of startup 
founders. I’ve seen patterns with regard to which ones 
succeed and which ones fail.  

Based on these patterns, I’ve put together an 8-step 
process for getting from a startup idea to a launched 
and funded venture, poised for success. 

That’s what this course is about. 



The Launch Path. 
BUS-217: Eight steps to a successful startup. 

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. 



Listen to the Waves. 
STEP 1:

Where do successful startups begin?

BUS-217

Most great startups begin with 
a founder who notices a 
problem worth solving.



Build something people want. 
STEP 2:

Don’t build what you think is cool. Build what customers value.

BUS-217

The only thing that matters is 
getting to Product-Market Fit. 
The way to get there is via a 
series of small experiments. 



Draw the Landscape.
STEP 3:

Understand the landscape of competitors and alternatives. 

BUS-217

Every startup operates within a 
landscape of competitors and 
alternatives. Understand how 
you fit into that landscape. 



Build a Engine of Growth.
STEP 4:

You’re gonna need a good business model. 

BUS-217

A business model is the 
rationale by which an 
organization creates, delivers, 
and captures value. 



Engineer an Economic Model
STEP 5:

The numbers need to work. 

BUS-217

Ultimately, it just distills down 
to one equation: CAC < LTV. 



Create a Capital Strategy.
STEP 6:

Bootstrap? Seedstrap? Venture Capital?

BUS-217

In 2026 there are more sources 
and structures of startup capital 
than ever before. Choose the 
one that best aligns interests. 



Frame a Funnel
STEP 7:

We need a scalable process for getting customers at a rational cost.

BUS-217

Most startups die from lack of 
customers. Others die because 
the CAC is too high. 
Let’s avoid both.



Be a Master Storyteller.
STEP 8:

Communicate the vision to customers and stakeholders. 

BUS-217

Every great entrepreneur has 
the ability to tell a crisp, clear, 
and compelling story about 
what she’s working on, and why 
it matters. 



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. 
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1) Listen to the waves - April 15 
2) Build something people want - April 22 
3) Draw the landscape - April 29  
4) Create an engine of growth - May 6  
5) Engineer an economic model - May 13 
6) Create a capital strategy- May 20 
7) Frame a Funnel - May 27  
8) Be a Master Storyteller - June 3.

The Launch Path. 
BUS-217: Eight steps to a successful startup. 

Each week I will post an 
example deliverable for 
our fictional class venture.  

Your assignment each 
week will be to produce 
that deliverable for your 
own startup.  



10 minute break. 





AI



John McCarthy, 
Professor at Stanford University 

Coined the term “Artificial Intelligence” in 1956.



What island nation has benefited from AI more 
than any other?

Internet top level domain names (TLDs) are assigned to countries (.uk, .pt, .es). 

The TLD “.ai” is owned by the island nation of Anguilla.





Last year, the island country of 
Anguilla had $32 million in revenue 
from selling “.ai” domain names – 
representing over 20% of the 
government’s income. 



The Gartner Hype Cycle

So where are we with AI right now?



AI is changing everything right now.  
Each week, I will post suggestions on how AI 
tools can help with each step of the Launch 
Path.  
Please share your own tips and experiences 
in the #ai_for_startups channel on Slack. 











Administrative details. 



Administrative details:

Eight Wednesdays, 7pm - 8:50pm.  

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 will give you 100% and ask that you please do your part.



Grade Options:
When you registered for the course you selected your grade preference: 

• NGR (No Grade Requested) 
You do not need to do any assignments.  

• Credit/No Credit 
To receive credit, you need to attend at least 6 out of 8 class sessions and 
participate in class and Slack discussions. 

• Letter Grade 
Grade is based on attendance, participation, and one assignment (a slide 
deck) to be turned in at the end of the course. 



We will have occasional optional Zoom-based 
side-sessions.  

For example, we’ll do one on 
Nonprofits and Social Ventures. 



On our last night together, we will have a pitch night 
and I’ll have some investor friends here to judge 
pitches.  
We’ll choose one Grand Prize Winner together who 
gets $1 million (fake money). 



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

Join if you want for 
discussion, food, and 
beverages.  

Purely optional. 



Several students will be at an after-class meetup every week at The Patio 
in Palo Alto. Join for additional discussion. 
I do not go (too late for old men).  



bus217.org



bus217.org
The class website will 
provide all of the 
content you need.  

(I do not use Canvas).  



bus217.org
Each week I will post a 
complete recap with videos, 
additional reading material, 
assignments, resources, and 
more. 



Communication
After each class session I will 
email a recap to you, and also 
paste it into the 
#general_announcements 
channel on Slack.  

The best way to make 
me really annoyed is to 
not read these.  



Our Slack Workspace



Private LinkedIn group so that you are 
connected to all your classmates.  



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 Carla!

Shivani Singh

Carla

Carla Diaz







Some of you are sippers. 



Some of you are gulpers. 



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

If you want to sip this class:



Regular Wednesday night class sessions - be active in discussions. 
Produce deliverables for our own startup for each step on The Launch Path.  
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. 





When you look at all the things that tend to drive startup 
success or failure, one pattern is clear: 

The most successful founders are the ones who have a great 
personal network.  

This is where you first investors will come from, your first 
customers, your source of support on bad days, your source 
of referrals and expertise, and more.  



The most valuable thing you 
are going to get out of this 
course is sitting in the chairs 
around you. 





Fast food kills. 

“A fast food diet increase your chances of 
developing depression, cancer, type 2 
diabetes, heart disease and other chronic 
conditions.” -Cleveland Clinic. 

“Over the past 50 years, the health of Americans 
has gotten worse, Today, eating processed foods 
and fast foods may kill more people prematurely 
than cigarette smoking”.  
- National Institutes for Health 

“The health benefits of a natural, plant-based diet 
have been established by numerous research 
studies”  
- Stanford School of Medicine

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4074336/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4772793/




Your first assignment: 

Post to the #problem_statement channel a simple one-sentence statement of the 
problem your startup solves.  
 
Don’t ramble on with buzzword bingo, marketing blah blah, or tech acronyms. Just 
one clear and simple sentence. 



• In the #social channel on Slack, post a photo of a favorite 
food that you grew up with. 

• In the #problem_statement channel, post a simple clear 
sentence that articulates the problem your startup solves.  

This week’s assignments:




