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Introduction

I don’t think there’s a better training ground for being in a startup than being in a startup.

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

“What if we write a book about what entrepreneurs don’t learn at Harvard Business School but wish they did?”

We were on the phone when Jim asked this question. At first, it sounded like a crazy idea. We had never written a book or even thought about writing one.

We first met at Harvard Business School as young students in 1989. Although we were not in the same section, we had many common friends and attended the same parties. After graduation in 1991, our paths separated but we kept in loose contact over the years.

In early 2016, when Catalina’s family moved to New York City, we reconnected. Jim was a member of the Harvard Club in New York and invited Catalina for lunch. We instantly hit it off as if not a day had passed since school. We realized that we had a lot in common beyond Harvard: we had both been consultants and entrepreneurs, and had a passion for working with and investing in younger entrepreneurs.

As a result, three weeks after her move, Catalina joined Jim to attend her first angel investor meeting in New York. Jim was a member of two prominent angel groups, the Harvard Business School Alumni Angels of Greater New York, and Gaingels.

Every month, members of each group would come together and listen to six or so pitches of carefully curated startups. The purpose was to find the right startups to invest in. The dream was to invest in the next Facebook, Dropbox, or Airbnb. New York was particularly well suited for the launch of new ventures that leveraged the city’s traditional market strengths in retail, finance, fashion, media/advertising, the arts, and more.

It was fascinating to listen to the pitches and meet the young entrepreneurs. The development of technology had literally empowered a new generation to launch ventures at low cost. And the pace of innovation kept on increasing. The angel investing scene was thrilling and it was clear that New York City was growing to become what it is today: one of the largest and fastest-growing startup ecosystems in the world.

In that first year back together reviewing new companies, we saw about three hundred startups thanks to the angel meetings and other events. We jointly invested in three of them. We met with the entrepreneurs and sometimes their clients, asked about their traction, business model, plans, and more. When we decided to invest, it was because we saw a unique combination of a strong idea with a solid team.

But, even then, we knew that many things could go wrong and that our investments were risky. We knew that angel investing—investing personal funds in the very early stage of a startup—means investing at the riskiest point in a venture’s development, because so little of the company’s business model has been proven out.

We also knew how the entrepreneur’s road ahead would be full of ups and downs, and that success would depend on both sheer luck and how their team would adapt and react to new circumstances.

The statistics are known: 70 percent of startups who have raised a seed investment from angel investors still fail. They fail for multiple reasons, but in the end they fail most often because they don’t establish sufficient market traction and can’t raise the next round of funds to keep going. Fewer than 10 percent of seeded startups scale to $10M+ in profitable revenue or experience successful exits with solid returns for investors and founders.

So when Jim floated the idea of a book targeting entrepreneurs to help more of them succeed, we gave it serious thought. In the end, both of us had been entrepreneurs and had rich corporate careers. We could leverage our own experiences and knowledge. But, just as important, we had access to a unique network: Harvard Business School alumni. We could complement our own experiences with the experience of other HBS entrepreneurs. Quickly the idea emerged to interview about twenty Harvard Business School entrepreneurs.

The thinking was simple: if HBS entrepreneurs would open up about what they learned “the hard way” or what they wished they knew before starting, their wisdom would be interesting and relevant to younger and less experienced entrepreneurs.

The interviews turned out to be fascinating. Similar messages kept on popping up. Not in the exact same way, but with the same conclusion. Other messages were all over the place, destroying preconceived notions about entrepreneurship.

This book summarizes these pearls of wisdom. The chapters ahead provide a hefty amount of firsthand advice as well as inspiring stories from those who have “done it.”

We’ve organized the material around the typical phases of a company’s development—from the business ideation phase, to forming a founding team and launching with few resources; from the struggles of growth and financing to the ultimate exit. We’ve included generous quotes—more than four hundred—throughout the book to bring to life the key lessons, especially the unconventional wisdom—the kind of advice these entrepreneurs wished they had known beforehand and that wasn’t taught at HBS.

Smart Startups is for those of you dreaming of becoming the next entrepreneurial success story. We hope you find inspiration in the entrepreneurs we’ve interviewed. Lastly, we hope this book will give you courage, arming you with pearls of wisdom for your entrepreneurial journey.

THE ENTREPRENEURS AND THEIR COMPANIES

HBS is the passport that opens the doors to so many things. It gives you the freedom of travel in the entrepreneurial world. But there’s no Lonely Planet guidebook. You’re just out there.

ANNA AUERBACH, WERK

We interviewed eighteen Harvard Business School entrepreneurs representing twenty companies to understand their journey and the lessons they learned along the way. We wanted to capture what they wished they had known before they started—the “unconventional wisdom” they didn’t learn in school.

So, why would Harvard Business School founders have something interesting to say? And why not turn to self-made entrepreneurs who did not attend a business school (or dropped out of school)?

Although HBS’s reputation is more about leadership than entrepreneurship, in recent years it has developed an amazing track record for breeding world-class entrepreneurs.

According to the school and its Rock Center for Entrepreneurship, approximately 50 percent of HBS graduates become entrepreneurs within fifteen years of finishing school. Half of this number start two or more businesses.

Many Harvard Business School alumni have also grown their startups into unicorns, private companies worth more than $1B. In fact, of the top MBA programs, HBS alumni lead with the largest number of unicorns. Some recent ones include Blue Apron, Rent the Runway, Peloton, Cloudflare, Red Ventures, and Oscar Health. We have been fortunate to interview some founders of these companies in the process of writing this book.

In short, one can agree that entrepreneurs coming out of HBS have benefited from a top education, which prepared them well for their entrepreneurial journey—or as well prepared as anyone can be. But an education is no substitute for experience. So what wisdom did they learn the hard way?

Indeed, our interviews focused on what they learned on the job, beyond the knowledge they had acquired during their education or in previous jobs. We wanted to hear their tips and tricks you can’t learn in school, and the things they hadn’t anticipated despite their knowledge. We wanted to focus especially on the unconventional wisdom that’s either overlooked in school or hard to teach.

We listened to a diverse group of interviewees, representing a mix of age, race, gender, culture, and economic backgrounds. Some firms raised hundreds of millions in financing, others more modest amounts, and a few none at all. Some firms had single founders, others several cofounders. On the whole, the selected firms represent an array of business model innovations—in B2C, B2B, marketplaces, and B2B2C—across many industries.

In total, the twenty companies have raised $1.7B at time of writing. Three companies had reached unicorn status with a value of more than $1B. Two companies IPO’d and eleven were acquired. None truly failed, in the sense of going bankrupt. All have essential wisdom to impart.

Ahead, we give a short summary of each entrepreneur and the company or companies they’ve founded. The book was written in such a way that you do not need to know each one of the companies and their field of operation, but the summaries are here to provide context if needed.

Gil Addo and Carlos Reines, RubiconMD

Gil and Carlos, who both graduated from HBS, founded RubiconMD in 2013. RubiconMD is a web-based service that enables primary care doctors to easily connect with top medical specialists, quickly discuss patient cases, and determine if an in-office patient visit with a specialist is required. The service leads to better care and reduces costs by minimizing unnecessary visits to specialists. The company is headquartered in New York, raised $38M, and was acquired by Oak Street Health for $130M in 2021.

Anna Auerbach, Werk

Anna and her cofounder, Annie Dean, founded Werk in 2016. Werk initially started as a job marketplace and later pivoted to an enterprise SaaS platform helping companies to improve their flexibility performance through data. Werk helps companies understand their flexibility baseline and gaps, the needed investments to close those gaps, and the impact of flexibility on their business metrics. Werk is headquartered in New York, raised $3.9M, and was acquired by the Mom Project in 2020.

Jake Cusack, CrossBoundary

Jake founded CrossBoundary together with Matt Tilleard in 2011. The company started as a private advisory firm for investors such as equity funds, family offices, and multinational companies that are looking to invest in developing markets. CrossBoundary later set up its own investment funds to invest directly in energy projects in developing markets. CrossBoundary raised $100M and has seventeen offices across the globe.

Jenny Fleiss, Rent the Runway

Jenny launched Rent the Runway in 2009 with her cofounder, Jenn Hyman, who was also her classmate at Harvard Business School. Rent the Runway is an e-commerce website that allows women to rent designer apparel and accessories. It is transforming the way modern women get dressed through the concept of renting over buying clothing and supporting sustainability. Rent the Runway is based in New York, raised $541M, reached unicorn status in 2020, and went public in 2021.

Anthemos Georgiades, Zumper

Anthemos founded Zumper with three junior cofounders—of which one was a friend and two he met via serendipity. Zumper makes renting an apartment as easy as booking a hotel. It is now the largest privately held apartment rental platform, with over 80 million annual users. Zumper is based in San Francisco and has raised over $180M to date.

Greg Geronemus, smarTours

Greg acquired smarTours in 2013 with his friend David Rosner, whom he had met at Harvard Business School. SmarTours is a leading provider of direct-to-consumer, affordable travel experiences to exotic global destinations. The company offers travelers curated, prepackaged itineraries to over forty destinations across the globe. SmarTours is headquartered in New York and was sold to Summit Park, a private equity firm, in 2017.

Morgan Hermand-Waiche, Adore Me

Morgan founded Adore Me in 2011. Morgan is a French national who attended HBS with a goal to start a company in the U.S. Adore Me is a disruptive lingerie e-commerce startup. Adore Me customers can shop online and in person at the Adore Me showroom located in New York and in select retail stores. Adore Me is headquartered in New York, has raised $58M, and was sold in 2022 to Victoria’s Secret for $400M.

Josh Hix, Plated

Josh met his cofounder Nick Taranto early on at Harvard Business School and decided to launch Plated a couple of years later in 2012. Plated was a subscription business that delivered fresh ingredients and chef-designed recipes at home. Plated was based in New York and raised $56M. Plated exited when it was acquired by Albertsons in 2017 for $200M, plus an earn-out of $100M.

Justin Joffe, Henry the Dentist

Justin founded Henry the Dentist in 2017. Henry the Dentist is a mobile dental practice that brings dental services to employees at their company’s location. By offering greater convenience for office workers, the company ensures that more people can access dental care without needing to travel to a brick-and-mortar dental office. Henry the Dentist is based in New Jersey and raised $10M. It was acquired in 2021 by Onsite Dental.

Beri Meric, Ivy

Beri founded Ivy in 2011 with his cofounder, Philipp Triebel, after becoming friends while attending Harvard Business School. Ivy is a membership-based community for passionate individuals with interests in entrepreneurship, the arts, social impact, public policy, and wellness. Ivy has more than 20,000 members across seven U.S. cities and has hosted more than one thousand in-person and online gatherings with foremost thought leaders, cultural institutions, venues, and brands in 2017. Ivy is based in New York and raised $9M.

David Parker, Yumble Kids

David founded Yumble Kids in 2016 with his wife, Joanna, and an operational cofounder who had grown the U.S. operations of HelloFresh. Yumble is a weekly subscription that delivers healthy, delicious, and fully cooked meals specifically designed for kids. The company aims to make mealtime stress-free for parents and super fun for kids. Yumble Kids is headquartered in New York and has raised $12.5M to date.

Eric Price, SkyMD

Eric founded SkyMD in 2014 with his mother, a dermatologist, and a technical cofounder. SkyMD is enabling patients to access quality care from their dermatologist anytime, anywhere, via a mobile phone app. SkyMD is headquartered in New York. SkyMD raised $800K and was acquired in 2017 by one of its customers, RegimenMD.

Matt Salzberg, Blue Apron

Matt founded Blue Apron in 2012 with a cofounder and was later joined by a third cofounder. Blue Apron is a weekly subscription service that delivers everything you need to make fresh meals, including ingredients in specific proportions, along with printed recipe cards. Blue Apron is headquartered in New York, raised $200M, reached unicorn status in 2015 with a valuation of more than $2B, and IPO’d in 2017.

Anthony Soohoo, Dot & Bo

Anthony launched Dot & Bo in 2011 together with two cofounders. Dot & Bo is an e-commerce site that organizes well-curated collections of furniture and decor items for the modern home. Based in San Francisco, Dot & Bo raised $18.5M and was sold in 2017 to OpenSky.

Steven Szaronos, Bespoke Post

Steven founded Bespoke Post with Rishi Prabhu in 2011. Bespoke Post offers a monthly subscription to themed boxes full of “goods for guys,” plus a full e-commerce shop of uniquely cool stand-alone products. Bespoke Post raised $49M and is headquartered in New York.

Bespoke Post is the only non-HBS company. It was the first company we interviewed because Jim is an investor.

Alexandra Wilkis Wilson, Gilt Groupe

Alexandra became one of Gilt’s cofounders after being recruited by Kevin Ryan, a serial entrepreneur who had observed the success of a similar business in France. Alexandra signed on with her good friend and HBS classmate Alexis Maybank. Gilt Groupe is a flash-sale e-commerce site for high-end designer clothing, home decor, and unique activities in select cities and destinations. Gilt Groupe has its headquarters in New York City. It raised $286M, reached unicorn status in 2011, then was subsequently sold in 2016 to Hudson’s Bay for approximately $250M.

THE AUTHORS AND THEIR COMPANIES

We are the authors of this book, but also graduated from Harvard Business School and have been entrepreneurs, and therefore decided to interview each other like we interviewed all other entrepreneurs. We have included quotes wherever relevant.

Because we’re also bringing our own insight to this book, we thought including our own backgrounds would be helpful for context.

Catalina Daniels, Sweetwell

Catalina joined Sweetwell in 2007, after quitting McKinsey & Company as a partner. Catalina’s mentor at McKinsey had invested in the company and convinced her to co-invest and become CEO. Sweetwell developed a one-to-one sugar replacer with 60 percent fewer calories. The company focused on B2B sales while covering B2C with licensing agreements. Sweetwell is currently headquartered in Costa Rica and has raised about $5M.

Jim Sherman, WestEnd New Media; ShermansTravel Media; Hamptons Lane

Jim launched three companies. After stints as a Bain & Company consultant, marketer with Time Inc., and general manager for Martha Stewart Living online, in 1997 he launched WestEnd New Media, which provided internet strategy advice and project management services; in 2002 ShermansTravel Media, which offers online travel deals and advice; and in 2012, with a junior cofounder, Hamptons Lane, which offers monthly subscription themed boxes with artisan ingredients and unique cooking tools. All companies were headquartered in New York. Jim raised $25M with ShermansTravel Media, sold most of his stake to private equity in 2007, then reacquired the firm in 2022. He raised $1.5M with Hamptons Lane, which was acquired by Try the World in 2017.

In the pages that follow, you’ll hear from these founders. Why just eighteen? Well, it could have been several dozen—or even more—but by highlighting these eighteen founders, we believe we have been able to capture the big themes and commonalities that all entrepreneurs should reflect upon and be equipped for when they start their journey.

We could have gone on and on—there are so many more stories to be told—but, as every entrepreneur knows, each story is unique and paved with its own challenges and opportunities. At some point, as an entrepreneur, you have to get started and be prepared to create your own story on the job.

One of the key takeaways from our interviews and this book is that one can learn to “start smarter” but the challenges and the learning will never stop. If aspiring entrepreneurs learn one thing from this book, it’s that.





Preamble: Born to Create






No lemonade stand? No shame. You don’t need to be born an entrepreneur.






Part of weeding out people who are meant to be entrepreneurs is finding people who find and create the opportunities themselves. I think letting people find it for themselves is part of what’s indicative of someone being an entrepreneurial person.

JENNY FLEISS, RENT THE RUNWAY

Knowing you are meant to be an entrepreneur is a journey unto itself. For “born” entrepreneurs, who have always been entrepreneurial—raised in entrepreneurial families, started their first businesses at a young age, had multiple ventures by the time we interviewed them—it may be a more direct journey. For those who aren’t “born” entrepreneurs, who never had a lemonade stand, and who even chose to be in corporate jobs—it’s a journey of discovery.

When we started interviewing entrepreneurs in 2018, we began each of our discussions by asking the entrepreneurs, “When and why did you start your business?” We expected every interviewee to answer, “I always wanted to be an entrepreneur” or “I chose it for the money” (which nobody said). Instead, all of them replied that they wanted to create something and that they wanted the freedom to do so.

Not all of them were “born” entrepreneurs, as you might expect. We met people coming from very different backgrounds, some had started a business at age eight, while others had corporate careers and made the jump to entrepreneurship later in life.

I went to college in Oxford and then Cambridge for a master’s. I worked for the Boston Consulting Group for my first three years. I did a brief stint in British politics and then I went to HBS to figure out what I wanted to do for the rest of my life.

ANTHEMOS GEORGIADES, ZUMPER

I have always started companies, ever since I was a kid.

ANTHONY SOOHOO, DOT & BO

Despite their different backgrounds, we found that our entrepreneurs shared three qualities: a passion to create that propelled them forward, resilience, and an ability to understand the right time to make the jump.

PASSION IS YOUR FUEL

It is important to know what gets you up in the morning and makes you excited. I’ve never been happier than doing what I do right now. I fucking love what I do.

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

Many entrepreneurs knew from a young age that they wanted to have control over their lives—a sense of freedom—and, for most, that they wanted to have an impact on the world. They wanted to create. They wanted to innovate. The entrepreneurs felt an urge to chart their own destinies, create something from nothing, and ultimately leave a lasting impact on the world around them.

None of the entrepreneurs told us they started their business for money. Money is an important factor and motivator, but it was not about money in the first place. If money were the only factor, they might have chosen to simply go into a well-paid job that was of lesser risk. Instead, it was about pursuing something bigger and having the freedom to do so.

I started the company because I feel in my blood, in my veins, I like to create value. I like to see people through the fruit of my work getting value out of it. The monetary part is a sideline consideration.

MORGAN HERMAND-WAICHE, ADORE ME

We both wanted to do something that had a social impact, had a large impact; we had a shared passion in the health and wellness space. Both of us were very serious athletes, and both had shared experience in wrestling with how to eat relatively healthy.

JOSH HIX, PLATED

I moved to the U.S. as a refugee when I was six years old. We came with absolutely nothing and started out literally getting charity and scraps. I actually, very acutely, even as a young person, felt like we had this second chance and this ability to start a new life here. So, I’ve always been passionate about creating opportunities for others. That has taken different forms over time. I started at McKinsey. Moved to nonprofit. Was in nonprofit after HBS. And later, I cofounded Werk.

ANNA AUERBACH, WERK

Whether born an entrepreneur or not, the first thing you need is passion to create. Being entrepreneurial will require a lot of energy and if you do not have the passion, there is a high likelihood that you will run out of fuel.

RESILIENCE IS KEY

There’s a resilience that you learn as a parent that applies very much to entrepreneurship. You have incredibly hard days as a parent, but you don’t stop being a parent. Your child goes through all sorts of phases. And you don’t just give up. You have very hard days and you have wonderful days and you have to keep going. There’s no other choice.

ANNA AUERBACH, WERK

Once you decide to go for it, you will need a huge dose of resilience. A startup comes with loads of ups and downs. In entrepreneurship, you never stop or get a break—you just have to power forward. The journey is often lonely and characterized by unpredictability and financial stress, especially in the beginning. To exacerbate things, you will undoubtedly make mistakes. You can only survive and thrive if you are resilient.

Everyone we spoke to agreed that without resilience, there is no chance of success. It is needed to deal with all events, especially those you don’t control, and to power through a seemingly endless cycle of learning on the job, making mistakes, falling, and standing back up. Over and over again.

A big part of your journey as an entrepreneur is dealing with events as they unfold. While there are elements you may control in a new business, which prove challenging on their own, there are a ton of other things you cannot control, and these are what most leaders find to be the most stressful and challenging.

At some point, most successful entrepreneurs accept that there will always be issues, challenges, or facts you cannot change. The best you can do is to manage through them. Whatever happens, you need to keep going and find a solution.

With parenthood you realize that your kid’s personality is their personality. If they have learning challenges or disabilities or health things, no matter how hard you work, you cannot change those things. There’s a huge lesson in there for entrepreneurship. Sometimes there are market fundamentals. We might be heading into a recession. There might be a competitor you didn’t foresee coming. You as a human cannot change those factors, those macroeconomic forces. But you can operate within them.

ANNA AUERBACH, WERK

As Morgan puts it below, being an entrepreneur requires motivation and grit. Those two key ingredients form the backbone of resilience, allowing you to overcome challenges, stresses, and failures. It is from these that success is born.

I never really accepted a scenario in which I would ultimately fail. But it doesn’t mean that there were not tons of failures along the way. Even the very beginning of the company was a terrible failure. It didn’t work out from the start. It’s your motivation and grit to overcome those failures that ultimately make it a success.

MORGAN HERMAND-WAICHE, ADORE ME

FIND THE RIGHT TIME TO JUMP

Knowing when to jump into entrepreneurship is one of the most critical questions we hear from potential founders and one of the hardest to answer. That’s because it so often depends on personal circumstances and preferences. Entrepreneurship equals risk. And an entrepreneur is somebody who understands the risks and still goes for it.

Appetite for risk is a highly personal matter. The born entrepreneurs are typically the ones who start with the biggest appetite. The ones who came to entrepreneurship later in life needed to assess when and how to make the jump so that they would feel comfortable with the risks.

Your family background matters—if you come from a family of entrepreneurs, you may have risk-taking in your DNA and are likely to seek out freedom and creativity.

But other factors will matter, too. Age and status, for example; if you are young, not married, have no kids . . . you might be more willing to take risks. Money typically matters, although not always in the same way for everybody; some need a financial safety net to feel free, others don’t.

I come from a very poor family. When I say poor, I mean poor in the sense where my mom wouldn’t buy the TV magazine costing one euro because it was too expensive. To me, that trade-off was even more vivid because I had high-paying jobs, security versus entrepreneurship. But similarly, in a very paradoxical way, I met kids who became close friends over time, coming from families where the financial power is almost infinite. Imagine billions of a parent’s fortune. And yet, these kids were afraid to start a business, but for different reasons—not financially, but for reputational risks. Everybody has their own story.

MORGAN HERMAND-WAICHE, ADORE ME

You need to find the balance that works for you, taking the multitude of parameters into consideration, including family responsibilities, financial debts or liabilities, and future goals. Understanding for yourself what you feel comfortable with, and then building the confidence and safety net to face that risk, are critical.






Three Elements to Boost Confidence

Whatever risk profile you have, the key is to understand what you feel comfortable with and how to build confidence to get you to that point. When you reach that point, you can make the jump with confidence.

The entrepreneurs were able to articulate what risk felt like for them and how they had dealt with it. In some cases, we were impressed to hear how they had proactively worked at making sure they felt comfortable with the risk.

The recurring themes in our interviews evolved around three elements to weigh when considering the right time to jump.


	Money—Do I have enough of it to chase my passion? And/or if I run out of money, do I have a fallback option?

	Network and skills—Do I have the skills and do I know enough people to pull this off the ground?

	Life—Is it the right time for me personally?









Justin from Henry the Dentist went to business school because he knew that he wanted to create a company and wanted the HBS degree as a safety net in case he failed. He also wanted to have enough money set aside and felt confident—thanks to his experience in previous ventures—that he had the needed skills to be successful.

I went to HBS to be an entrepreneur and also have a safety net of security, says the insecure overachiever. We all want that safety net.

I put away some runway [cash]. I got a lot of operating confidence. I also knew that I had a couple of secret weapons of people that I’d worked with before who could design the vision for Henry the Dentist.

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

Matt from Blue Apron developed critical skills while working as a venture capitalist and in private equity, but also built an impressive network of useful contacts. Some of his contacts would end up becoming investors and one of them helped him make the jump.

Throughout the course of my time at Bessemer, the venture capital firm, I spent a lot of time looking at areas of opportunity that I thought were good industries to start companies in. I had built a relationship with an EIR [entrepreneur in residence] there who gave me a lot of advice. I was talking about all of my aspirations to start a brand, have impact in the world, and how I really wanted to be an entrepreneur. He was eventually the one who gave me the confidence and said, “Look, you should just leave venture capital and start your own company at this point, and I’ll be your first investor. I’ll give you $25,000.”

MATT SALZBERG, BLUE APRON

John Cusack of CrossBoundary saved up enough money to cover his needs for nearly a half year, and, like Justin, also saw his HBS degree as his safety net. He figured that if it didn’t work out, he could still switch to a more traditional path in management consulting.

I had four or five months’ worth of savings built up. I thought we could give this a shot and if it doesn’t work out, I’ll join something more conventional.

JAKE CUSACK, CROSSBOUNDARY

Alexandra Wilkis Wilson assessed her personal situation and preferences when the opportunity to join the founding team of Gilt came up. Timing was right for her, as she was just married with no financial obligations, and she had started to feel bored in her job.

Maybe the security of being married, but not having children, made me feel like I had some freedom.

ALEXANDRA WILKIS WILSON, GILT

Greg Geronemus followed a different approach when he and his cofounder decided to set up a search fund with the purpose of acquiring a company instead of founding one. He felt this was a lower-risk strategy—buy an existing company that he felt he could operate better and grow significantly. For many, this can be the right approach to make the jump.

Entrepreneurship through acquisition opens up the opportunity for a lot more people to pursue entrepreneurship because there are a lot of people, myself included, for whom a startup from scratch is just not in the cards from a risk/return perspective or a personality perspective.

GREG GERONEMUS, SMARTOURS

Eric Price from SkyMD found a different kind of safety net. He chose to keep his job while developing the minimum viable product (MVP) to get a better feel for possible success.

I had this agreement with the CEO [of Fab.com] that he would allow me to actually build an MVP while I was still working there. That was part of what made it possible for me to feel comfortable doing it, because obviously there’s always a risk that you start something and you don’t get that product/market fit. This was a way for me to, without a ton of risk, at least get an initial product out there.

ERIC PRICE, SKYMD

This might work for some people. But beware that if you don’t go all in, you might not give it all to truly make it work.

Dave and Joanna Parker at Yumble Kids exemplify the all-in approach. As a married couple, they became cofounders of Yumble Kids and literally had to make it work. There was no other option. As parents of young children, and as young professionals, they could not afford to lose it all. When asked how it felt to have all their eggs in one basket, Dave’s reaction was clear:

We have to make this work! From an investor standpoint they should love that, right?

DAVE PARKER, YUMBLE KIDS





Part I

The Foundation

More Than a “Good Idea”

When you do a startup you need a great idea and an even greater team. You will only be successful if you get that foundation right.

CATALINA DANIELS, SWEETWELL





1

There Is No “Aha” Moment







There is no random “lightbulb” moment. Landing a good idea often requires a deliberate, lengthy ideation process.







I don’t believe a coconut falls out of the tree, hits you on the head, and you have an “Aha.” No. You have to figure it out.

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

A startup starts with an idea. How many entrepreneurs come to that idea may surprise you. For the Harvard Business School grads-turned-founders we interviewed, there was no “lightbulb moment.” Not a single entrepreneur told us they woke up one day with such a vision.

On the contrary, we were surprised to hear that all embarked on a true ideation process. They came upon their idea through a process of reflection and deep thinking that spanned weeks, months, or even years. They thoughtfully considered ideas over time, took in pieces of information as they gathered them, vetted the ideas, and ultimately shaped them until deciding whether the idea was something worth pursuing.

I don’t particularly believe in the lightning bolt moment. Those moments are created by deep thought and reflection and looking at the problems, examining them, looking for solutions, looking at emerging technologies.

If anybody told you that they had a linear innovation process, you should likely throw them out of the room.

JOSH HIX, PLATED

Through the course of our interviews, we have identified two types of ideation—deliberate and organic. In the case of deliberate, the entrepreneur has no specific idea to start with and instead embarks on a deliberate process to find an idea. The entrepreneur considers multiple ideas and each is evaluated for its attractiveness. Many founders in this group gave themselves a timeline within which to evaluate each idea and ultimately land the right one.

In the case of organic ideation, the method followed by a slight majority of the founders, the entrepreneur doesn’t evaluate multiple ideas. Rather, the entrepreneur develops an idea organically based on his or her life experiences or those of family and friends, and deepens and builds it over time.

Even those who have run through a systematic, deliberate ideation process—where one might think that it is more linear—talk about how nonlinear the progression actually is for landing an idea.

DELIBERATE IDEATION

About half of the entrepreneurs started with nothing. They had no idea whatsoever as to what venture might be right for them. They followed a methodical process to land the right idea.

We were surprised by the number of entrepreneurs who embarked on this systematic approach. Perhaps this is due to the fact that many used their time while at HBS to drill down in their search for opportunities. Or it may be due to the fact that these graduates are highly analytical types.

Whatever the reason, the fact is that many companies began by following a rigorous assessment process of multiple ideas.

For example, Josh and his cofounder Nick from Plated embarked on a months-long process, up to sixty hours per week, to systematically examine ideas. They ultimately settled on one that relates well to their personal lives and interests in healthy eating. But they came upon the idea only after months of rigorous vetting before landing on the notion of pre-portioned, fresh ingredients and meal recipes delivered to the home on a weekly subscription.

The idea was the product of a very deliberate design process. I don’t think that there’s a right or wrong answer.

We spent the first six months of 2012 looking at a number of different ideas. Looking for real problems that we could solve. Being cognizant that when you have a hammer, everything’s a nail.

We spent twelve [man] months doing this full-time. Forty, fifty, sixty-plus hours a week. It was all we were thinking about. A pretty tremendous amount of time.

JOSH HIX, PLATED

While Josh and Nick conducted their deliberate process during school and focused on problems that interested them and that they thought they could help solve, Justin of Henry the Dentist had already graduated, had worked for a few years, and ran his deliberate process after taking time off traveling.

He came up with the idea for a mobile dental clinic that delivers services conveniently to the office worker, making it faster and far more convenient for regular checkups. However, he had examined about thirty different ideas—not necessarily related to his personal interests—before narrowing things down to dentistry. He gave himself a deadline, and his process included “shallow dives” into evaluating the business model and overall attractiveness of an idea.

I took a very rigid approach in evaluating ideas. First, I came up with my own criteria. What am I looking for in an idea?

I’d taken about thirty ideas, narrowed it down to five, then three, over the course of a few months. I did some shallow dives. I looked at business model transportability. Where does an idea make sense somewhere else that could make sense here?

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

The concept of “shallow dives”—a quick evaluation of business ideas—wasn’t unique to Justin (in chapter 3, we will return to this concept of vetting ideas). In fact, all the entrepreneurs we interviewed who ran a deliberate process engaged in such dives to evaluate multiple ideas.

Similarly, Morgan of Adore Me ended up choosing a field far from any personal fit. He chose it after assessing more than one hundred other ideas, which he quickly narrowed down to fifty. But then, in a totally random fashion, when chatting with his girlfriend about possible venture ideas, she challenged him with one idea of her own—women’s lingerie—based on her experience with expensive, low-quality undergarments.

I had a list of, literally, one hundred ideas or opportunities. I started to rank them based on the size of the opportunity and how much do I think my skill set can be applied to this? I spent a lot of time diving into ideas.

One day, I was looking at shoes, and my girlfriend told me, “You should look at lingerie. It really sucks.” I said, “Why does it suck?” And she said, “Because Victoria’s Secret is expensive, and they only do crap.” Well, I looked into lingerie and that’s what I ended up choosing. The outcome was not out of any lightbulb going off.

MORGAN HERMAND-WAICHE, ADORE ME

Finally, some took their inspiration by examining industry macro trends around them. For example, in the case of Blue Apron, Matt Salzberg attacked the deliberate process differently than others. He examined not fifty to one hundred ideas but rather a handful of big macro industry trends. From that starting point, he then focused on coming up with his new idea.

In the mid 2000s, he observed the rapid growth occurring across e-commerce categories. He also noted that the grocery category hadn’t yet taken off. He believed that one day it would. He saw an opportunity to disrupt the grocery industry by changing the way people buy their ingredients and prepare meals at home.

In addition, he reflected on how much he himself would like a service that would deliver ingredients and recipes to the home, thereby making cooking a lot easier.

We [Matt and Ilia Papas, a cofounder] narrowed in on this idea of delivering recipes and ingredients to people as something we just wish we had in our lives.

MATT SALZBERG, BLUE APRON

Nearly all the founders who engaged in a deliberate process invested months in landing their idea. But it can also go faster if you are under pressure.

The founders of Bespoke Post entered the New York–based Entrepreneurs Roundtable Accelerator (ERA) with a concept but decided to drop the idea toward the end of the four-month program as they could not convince themselves anymore of the opportunity (more about that later).

As the ERA demo day was fast approaching, they were under intense pressure to develop a new idea. With their mentors and the founders of ERA, they went through a deliberate short process of ideation. They had to land an idea in one week. They zeroed in on what they felt could be a good opportunity—a market gap in men’s e-commerce.

While many e-commerce categories were booming online, there was hardly any focus on men, much to their surprise. So Steve and Rishi came up with the idea for better curation of a variety of men’s products and more convenient delivery to the home on a monthly subscription.

We literally had six days before demo day, and we had nothing. Once we removed the shackles of Nabfly, the QR code reader [which had not worked] . . . it was kind of rejuvenating because we could start talking about, “What do we think we’re good at? What are interesting problems that we’ve had?” It was a little reinvigorating.

STEVE SZARONOS, BESPOKE POST

In sum, the deliberate process shows how some entrepreneurs systematically approached the challenge of ideation. They had no firm idea to start with, and deliberately engaged in a process to find an idea, often taking time off to do so. Some focused only on ideas close to their areas of personal interest, some looked broadly around in their spouse’s or friend’s lives and at business models that could be improved upon, and some examined macro trends in order to distill ideas.

In no case did anyone just wake up with an “aha moment.” It was hard work, it took time, nothing came easily, and it was iterative with shallow dives until they found the best place to go deep.

ORGANIC IDEATION

A slight majority of HBS entrepreneurs got going with an organic idea, either based on their own experiences or that of family or a close friend. But it was just one idea that started small and developed over time.

This one idea—as opposed to multiple ideas, as was the case for those engaged in a deliberate process—matures over time and is peeled back like an onion to confirm its validity by evaluating the core features of the business model, and to ultimately determine if it is an attractive opportunity.

Unlike the systematic, deliberate ideation approach, an organic ideation process is likely to take place over a relatively long period of time, in most cases taking longer than the deliberate process.

In the organic case, the founder is connecting the dots from their past or current life or work experiences, talking to friends and industry experts—which often leads to pivotal moments of enlightenment—and then perfecting the idea based on the learnings.

As with the deliberate process, there is no lightbulb moment. If anything, the analogy would be more like a dim light growing brighter over time. The founders are intentionally looking for a business idea to emerge from their own lives. Being open to this possibility is the first step to making it a reality.

For example, Beri of Ivy credits his experience at Brown and Harvard with finding his new business idea. Coming from Turkey to study in the U.S., he was deeply affected by the educational enrichment and community or social development opportunities from school. Over several years, he realized there should be a way to continue that experience post–college or graduate school. He believed many people were like him, wanting to carry on with such enrichment throughout life. He started connecting the dots.

My idea for Ivy was “let’s make college experience lifelong and global.” When I reflected on what was so special about HBS, a lot of it was the dinners, the trips, and the social stuff that created these amazing relationships.

We said, “Okay, we want to create a lifelong learning community with collegiate values.” What we want to do is curate an amazing group of rising leaders across different industries and get them involved with great learning in a liberal arts way.

BERI MERIC, IVY

Anthemos, founder of Zumper, also developed his business idea over several years based on personal experience. He had moved seven times since college, and, after that seventh time, decided to launch Zumper.

The pain point that he endured wasn’t in trying to find an apartment but in closing on a lease. While there were several major websites he could use to search apartment listings, those sites did not “close the loop” by completing a seamless close and signed lease. There had to be a better way to streamline the entire process—connect the search piece for an apartment with the transaction to rent (signing a lease).

By 2010, I’d probably moved apartments seven times since college—in Cambridge, London, New York, and then in Boston. I felt that technology failed me where every tech company was trying to build a search platform for apartment rentals. But it was a real pain point when you talked to renters, or through my own experience, with what comes after search.

After you search, you then have to schedule apartment visits, apply on paper, and wait seven to eight days to hear back.

I was like, why is there no better solution for residential, one-year leases? That was the biggest consumer decision for me in my twenties. And it was also the single biggest economic decision I made in my twenties.

ANTHEMOS GEORGIADES, ZUMPER

With organic ideation, the idea is something the entrepreneur weighs for many months and sometimes years. This was similar for Gil of RubiconMD, a platform virtually connecting primary care clinicians to board-certified specialists. He experienced a few pivotal moments before coming to the idea in which he connected the dots.

First, he observed health care challenges that his grandmother experienced in the Caribbean when she tried to get specialty care for her medical issues. She needed to come to the U.S., which was far from convenient, and it was costly. Second, later at HBS, when he took a student trip to India, he took note of a low cost health care delivery model there where specialists helped patients remotely, and he believed this approach could be applied to the U.S. market. Third, he had the experience, after HBS, of working for a health care consulting firm where he observed how insurance firms paid for consulting research. He learned that “research” or “specialist advice” could be reimbursed this way.

The idea evolved over several years from the mix of his family, school, and work experiences. With the onion-layering analogy, he slowly began to peel back the layers as he qualified his idea in stages.

In 2010, in my second year of HBS, I went to India as part of a health care trek. There we looked at a bunch of health care delivery models. They have a simple model where they use community centers as hubs. You can go there and get clean water. You can also get the medical care you need. They also get specialist expertise just Skyped in. So, I started iterating on that model.

It was at some point while I was in health care consulting [at Putnam Associates, after HBS] that it all came together. I started working on the business model through my second year in consulting.

GIL ADDO, RUBICONMD

Another HBS entrepreneur who developed his business idea organically after an HBS experience was Jake of CrossBoundary.

Jake has one of the more unique backgrounds of the HBS entrepreneurs. He came to HBS from the U.S. military and had direct experience working in conflict zones—Afghanistan and Iraq—that triggered his idea. It was there that he took note of the value that comes from crafting public-private solutions to needs in developing markets.

He hadn’t known it at the time, but he stumbled into what would become the growing field of “impact investing”—encouraging private investment in projects and countries where the measure of success is not just a return on invested capital but also the positive societal impact.

After his first year at HBS, he began a summer research project in the field of impact investing in former conflict zones, then gave talks on the topics about which he was passionate, all of which eventually led him to create his consulting firm. His organic ideation process was one of flow, where one experience flowed into the next, until the idea was obvious.

Out of that initial summer research, these little consulting projects started springing up. Agencies of the U.S. government or private investors would ask us for a perspective on investing in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Department of Defense was trying to bring more investment into Afghanistan for the reason that if you manage to provide more jobs and economic growth, that would contribute to stability. So, the business gradually grew from there.

JAKE CUSACK, CROSSBOUNDARY

As was the case in the deliberate process, ideas can emerge from different sources. We met entrepreneurs who found inspiration from an idea that grew from a pain point that they experienced or saw others experience. Some other founders came upon an idea that percolated up from observing industry trends—trends that they observed from their work.

For example, Anthony’s venture, Dot & Bo—one of the first furniture and home decor e-commerce sites—observed a trend while working at CBS Interactive and Yahoo. He observed that viewers wanted to buy products they saw on the network’s TV shows. He grew to believe that the future for online content would include users wanting to not just consume online media, but to click to buy products featured within the content. In other words, he saw the merging of media content and e-commerce. His ideation process arrived at what Dot & Bo would become: online “idea books” of room designs—to inspire people with the content, but where one could also click to buy items in the collections.

Also under the realm of observing an industry trend is SkyMD. Eric and his mom, a dermatologist, came upon their idea based on his mom’s professional experience. One day, she happened to tell Eric that she had been observing in her practice how patients were increasingly sending pictures of their skin condition by email to her, using their iPhone camera. The new iPhone had excellent camera capabilities and patients used the phone to email her questions rather than to come into the office. She talked to Eric about this growing trend. She thought that there could be a good business idea from this new behavior she had observed.

So together they reflected on the idea over the course of several months and came up with SkyMD—an app to make it faster and easier to get dermatology advice.

She [my mom] actually came up with an idea that I thought was compelling. As a dermatologist [in Miami], she felt that it would be much easier to treat people online rather than bringing them into the office. I remember even as a child we had talked about some of these situations where she would get texts and calls from friends being like, “What is this?”

One day we were talking about what we could do to make this easier, and she was like, “Well, I get all these texts all the time. What if it could be more of a business where I could make money off of this?” I said, “Well, let’s build a product that would support that.” It was very organic.

ERIC PRICE, SKYMD

Whether you run an organic or deliberate process, don’t expect that the idea should come easily. It might come from personal or professional experiences; it might come from someone else’s (family or friend) personal or professional experiences; it could come from examining trends (technology, demographic, or other). You don’t wake up one day with an idea. Even when you come to an idea organically, it takes time to flourish and connect the dots. It is a process. And it’s hard if you want to get it right.
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The Ideation Triangle







A large market is not the same as a large opportunity, relevant skills matter more than industry experience, and passion drives all.







The lingerie e-commerce business sounded like the best fit in terms of the triangle of opportunity, skill set, and enjoyment/fulfillment. If you miss a piece of the triangle it’s going to collapse—because if you don’t enjoy it, you will never be able to put all the effort you need to get the thing out. If the opportunity is not there, you’ll never be able to do anything. And if you don’t have the skill sets, it’s difficult.

MORGAN HERMAND-WAICHE, ADORE ME

What makes a good idea? Three factors came up again and again independently in our founder interviews: a large market opportunity, relevant founder skills, and a huge amount of passion for the opportunity.

LARGE OPPORTUNITY

A good idea starts with the potential for a large opportunity, which sounds logical. But let us clarify that a large opportunity should not be confused with a large market. An opportunity arises from solving a problem or addressing a need in a market, not just identifying a sizable market. Ideally, you want to solve a big problem in a large market.

Justin, who went through a deliberate process to identify his idea for his mobile dental clinics, explains how early on he assessed that there was a large opportunity to capture.

I started getting into the dental industry like I’d looked at a bunch of other industries before. What I found is that it’s a $125B category. It’s a massive industry. Everyone has teeth. Everyone needs dental services. Fifty percent of Americans had dental insurance. Of those who have dental insurance, 80–90 percent get it through a company. And of those who have dental insurance, 40 percent of people have not gone to a dentist in over a year! And I was one of those people.

JUSTIN JOFFE, HENRY THE DENTIST

Justin identified that many people who were covered by corporate insurance did not see a dentist. By changing the service delivery model and bringing the dental clinic to the employers, he created benefits for employees, employers, and insurance companies. That was the foundation of his successful venture.

This is a win/win/win model. I don’t charge the company anything. I go to the HR benefit manager and I say, “There is no cost to you. We take your existing insurance. We don’t charge your employees. Forty percent of your people don’t use your current benefit and those who do, most likely take a half day of PTO [paid time off] to get the dental benefits. Whereas with us, we come downstairs, right outside your building, and we’re free to you.”

The employee’s perspective is a no-brainer. They either don’t want to use the service, which is fine. Or they want to use it because they’re unsatisfied with their current ones. If they come to
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