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Introduction: The Startup Strategic Journey
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Most startups don’t have “chief strategy officers.” That’s not because strategy doesn’t matter to startups, but rather because the startup journey is so full of strategic decision making. Entrepreneurs wear many hats — that is one of the great joys and one of the great burdens of the role. “Chief strategy officer” is merely one of those hats.

That being said, most entrepreneurs don’t think of their journey that way. They just want to identify a problem they can solve, successfully launch their solution as a business, and position that business for long-term success. The specific strategic decisions along the way may not even be consciously considered. That’s a bit scary.

Given my background in both strategy and startups, I’d like to propose a strategic roadmap for entrepreneurs. This Startup Strategic Journey borrows heavily from both startup and strategy camps. It certainly isn’t entirely original.

As a Strategic Journey, it’s important that we consider what a strategy is. My definition for a strategy is a framework for accomplishing a goal that makes hard decisions easier. Along the journey, entrepreneurs will (formally or not) establish frameworks that make their future decisions easier. Also, although it’s generally dangerous to think of a startup as a young/small version of an established company, there are types of strategies and frameworks that can be borrowed from the corporate world to help startups along their journey.

As a Startup Journey, it’s important that we remember what a startup is. Steve Blank defines a startup as a “temporary organization in search of a scalable, repeatable, profitable business model.” ​[1]Steve helped launch the Lean Startup movement popularized by Eric Ries and others. In his book The Lean Startup​[2], Ries does a great job of describing how startups differ from established businesses and how that translates into a completely different approach to management. 

There are three major lessons from that book that I believe apply to strategy development for startups:

	Startups operate in extreme uncertainty, therefore every strategy and every plan must be viewed as a hypothesis to be tested rather than a truth to be implemented.

	Those hypotheses are tested by running experiments. Startups learn critical lessons from those experiments.  Ries describes the Build-Measure-Learn cycle that startups continually iterate through as they refine or reject and replace their hypotheses. You actually implement (build) a version of the hypothesis, see how well it works (measure), and determine how it could be better (learn).

	During the startup phase, learning is more important than hitting project targets or financial targets. Looking back on the complete life of any successful venture, the goals accomplished and the money made in the earliest days are dwarfed by later achievements, but beginning the venture on the right path is essential to survival and success.


So, as I describe the process of strategy development for a new venture, keep in mind that all parts of that strategy will remain in flux until the startup is well established. Every strategy and every plan will continue to be a hypothesis being tested and iterated through until we learn what we need to know to set the venture on the right path forward.

Below is the general flow that I have found helps a new venture move from a startup concept to a productive operation. As the discussion above implies, just because there are boxes and arrows doesn’t mean that any one of these steps is fully complete before moving to the next. Iteration and refinement will continue, and decisions made in a later step very likely will result in re-examining a strategy or plan developed in an earlier step. That being said, this chart represents the general order in which different strategies are developed and decisions are made.
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Figure 1: The Startup Strategic Journey

In the following chapters we will discuss each of the steps in the Startup Strategic Journey represented by a box in the above diagram. We will also specifically follow along as one startup, VisuALS Technology Solutions, LLC, takes these steps along their strategic journey.

Enjoy the journey!
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The Startup Strategy Skeleton
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Ash Srinivas’ friend Weyton received the heartbreaking diagnosis. He had Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. As a doctor, Weyton knew the prognosis. ALS is a fatal disease that slowly takes away your ability to function as the brain loses the ability to communicate with different parts of the body. Early in the disease’s progression, Weyton lost lower body strength, then the use of his arms and hands, and finally the ability to speak clearly and audibly. There was no longer a way for him to easily communicate with those he loved.

Thankfully, scientists and engineers have created technology to enable patients like Weyton to communicate by “typing” messages by looking at the letter keys on an on-screen keyboard (eye gaze) and then having the computer speak what has been “typed” (text-to-speech). The device that Weyton received was priced at nearly $20,000 but he had good insurance coverage which would cover most of the cost.

In addition to being Weyton’s friend, Ash was also a mobile technology developer. He knew that there was no reason for the device that Weyton used to cost $20,000. His friend could afford it, but Ash knew that many others couldn’t and therefore would be “locked in” — cut off from the world around them. Ash was also a student in the Master of Science in Engineering program at Oklahoma Christian University (OC). He approached Steve Maher, chair of the graduate engineering program at OC to see if there might be an opportunity for students to explore creating a lower cost alternative.

Steve also teaches in the undergraduate program at OC and is one of the advisors for electrical and computer engineering student capstone projects — a three-semester systems-level engineering program that each undergraduate engineering student must complete before graduating. Over the years, Steve and his wife have also been involved in helping those with special needs. The problem, or rather opportunity, that Ash presented was one that touched Steve’s heart and he knew that it would touch those of some of the students at OC. He was able to quickly get a student team assigned to explore the potential of meeting this need.

[image: image][image: image]Students Allison Chilton, Daniel Griffin, and Drew Harris began work on a concept that would lead to a startup called VisuALS Technology Solutions, LLC.

Startup Strategy Skeleton

NEW VENTURES EXIST to apply a new solution to a known problem. Documenting this as the most basic strategy for the startup is the first step in the Startup Strategy Journey.

There are three critical elements that make up the Startup Strategy Skeleton:

	Problem: What problem are you trying to solve? Who has this problem?

	Solution: What is the new solution that you are bringing to solve the problem?

	Money: Where does the money come from? For a business, how will it make money? For a non-profit, what are the sources of funding?


Although it is essential to identify these three elements of the startup strategy, new ventures often change at least one of these elements before successfully launching.

In Value Proposition Design​[3], Alex Osterwalder and his co-authors suggested using a “mad lib” approach to identifying the problem and solution. They specifically recommended filling in the blanks to complete this sentence:



Our [products and services] help(s) [customer segment] who want to [jobs to be done] by [verb] and [verb] (unlike [other existing solution]).


A simple sentence in this form captures the Problem and Solution elements of the Startup Strategy Skeleton.

The third element is an identification of who will see value in the solution and be willing to pay for it. Sometimes, this is clear. If opening a restaurant, it is reasonable to expect that diners will pay for the food they eat. But for many startups, there may be much learning before the revenue model is finalized.

When thinking about the revenue model, there are three dimensions worth considering:

	What is the nature of the value (product, service, information/content, financial)?

	How will people pay (one time, flat rate recurring, usage based, value based)?

	Who will pay you (end customers/retail, middle men/wholesale, third parties/2-sided​[4])?


Many businesses may combine multiple revenue models in their business. For example, an auto repair shop will sell parts (products) for a fixed fee, will sell services on a usage based model (per hour), may sell an extended warranty (a form of information), and may even get paid a marketing fee by Quaker State for promoting their brand of oil (third party/2-sided).

Many non-profits also have multiple revenue models, including being paid some directly by those they serve, selling products or services in fundraiser events, and receiving donations from third-parties. However, at this stage in strategy development, it’s best to keep your revenue model as simple as possible.

VisuALS’ Startup Strategy Skeleton

THE CONCEPT THAT WOULD become VisuALS started with a pretty straightforward idea. 

Their Startup Strategy Skeleton can be summarized as:

	Problem: Existing eye gaze-based augmentative/alternative communications (AAC) solutions are too expensive.

	Solution: Combine available off-the-shelf hardware components with new student-developed proprietary software to design, build, and sell a more affordable solution.

	Money: Families of ALS patients will purchase these systems.


In the following chapters we will hear more of the story of how teams, starting with this initial concept, walked through the startup strategy journey to launch a product and a business that is still restoring independence, dignity, and hope for families across America today.
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Figure 2: Daniel, Allison, and Drew working
with Weyton





