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Introduction: Find the Problem Before You Choose the Product
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Most business advice begins too late.

It begins with an idea. Then it explains how to validate the idea, build a minimum viable product, create a brand, write a business plan, run ads, or pitch investors. That order creates a predictable failure. The founder becomes attached to a product before learning whether the underlying problem is frequent, expensive, urgent, reachable, and owned by a person who can pay.

A product is a proposed answer. A problem is a condition that already exists in someone else's day.

The difference matters. You can improve an answer forever without making it relevant. You can add features, change the price, rebuild the website, rewrite the sales page, and ask an artificial intelligence system for another hundred marketing ideas. None of that creates demand. It only changes the thing you hope people will want.

Problem finding starts before product choice. It asks different questions.

Who is doing work that repeatedly breaks?

What are they trying to complete when the break occurs?

What do they do now?

What does the workaround cost in time, money, missed revenue, risk, rework, or stress?

Who notices the cost?

Who controls the budget?

What event makes the problem urgent enough to act on?

Can you reach ten people with this problem without buying a large audience?

Can you provide part of the solution manually before building software, buying inventory, or hiring staff?

These questions lead toward small, practical businesses. The result might be a service, a productized service, a local operation, a report, a template, a data product, a training package, a marketplace, a physical tool, a small software product, or a workflow that uses existing software more effectively. The business form comes later.

This field guide focuses on narrow opportunities. A narrow opportunity serves a specific person in a specific situation. It does not need to become a billion-dollar company. It needs to solve a problem well enough that a reachable group of people will pay more than it costs you to solve it.

Narrow does not mean trivial. A small problem can carry a large cost when it repeats, blocks revenue, creates liability, delays payment, interrupts skilled work, or forces a business owner to perform administrative labor every day. Many profitable businesses handle tasks that sound dull from the outside. Their value becomes clear when you trace the workflow and calculate the cost.

The current technology environment makes this approach more important. Large language models and low-code tools have reduced the cost of producing drafts, prototypes, software, research summaries, and marketing material. That change creates more products, not automatically more useful products. When production becomes cheaper, choosing the right problem becomes more valuable. A founder who builds quickly in the wrong direction still loses time. A founder who understands a neglected workflow can use cheap production tools to test several forms of solution without committing too early.

Artificial intelligence should support evidence gathering, analysis, and delivery. It should not replace contact with the people who live inside the problem. A model can help you prepare interview questions, organize notes, compare complaints, write a script, classify support tickets, or build a rough prototype. It cannot prove that a market exists by generating a confident paragraph about one.

The method in this book has six stages.

First, choose a reachable group of people rather than a broad market category.

Second, observe and collect recurring problems without choosing a solution.

Third, trace the complete workflow around each problem, including the current workaround.

Fourth, verify the economic cost, urgency, decision-maker, and buying conditions.

Fifth, compare opportunities and sell a manual or partly manual result.

Sixth, choose the business form only after real people have committed time, access, data, referrals, or money.

You do not need a perfect idea to begin. You need a place to look, a method for recording what you find, and enough discipline to delay invention until the evidence has shape.

The first goal is not to start a company. The first goal is to produce a list of problems that deserve a serious test.

Field Rule

Do not ask, "What business should I start?"

Ask, "Whose work can I study closely enough to find a repeated cost?"
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1. Put the Work in the Right Order
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A common business sequence looks like this:


1. Think of a product.

2. Build or buy it.

3. Choose a customer.

4. Try to persuade that customer.

5. Keep changing the message when sales do not happen.


The safer sequence reverses the first half:


1. Choose a group of people you can reach.

2. Study what they are trying to complete.

3. Collect repeated breakdowns and workarounds.

4. Identify which breakdowns carry real cost.

5. Sell a result manually.

6. Standardize what works.

7. Build or buy tools only when the work justifies them.


The difference is not caution for its own sake. It is information quality.

When you begin with a product, every conversation becomes contaminated by the need to defend it. You listen for approval. You explain too much. You treat polite interest as evidence. You ask whether someone would use the product instead of asking what happened the last time the problem occurred.

When you begin with a customer and a workflow, you can remain indifferent to the final form. The same problem might be solved by a checklist, a weekly service, a new intake form, a trained assistant, a database, a physical organizer, a set of text messages, or custom software. The right form depends on the conditions around the work.

Products Hide Assumptions

Every product idea contains several hidden claims:


• A specific person has the problem.

• The problem occurs often enough to matter.

• The person notices it.

• The person wants it solved.

• The person can authorize a purchase.

• The proposed product fits the way the person already works.

• The result is worth more than the price and switching cost.

• The seller can reach enough similar buyers.


A product can fail when any one of these claims is false. Many founders test only the last question: "Do people like this product?" That is weak evidence because people can like an idea without changing their behavior.

A better first test is whether the problem creates action now. Look for records, workarounds, purchases, arguments, missed deadlines, extra labor, duplicate entry, emergency calls, manual checks, spreadsheets, saved email templates, private notes, sticky labels, and recurring calendar reminders. These are signs that someone already spends resources on the problem.

The Cost of Premature Building

Building feels productive because it creates visible output. Problem research creates notes, uncertainty, and questions. That can feel slower even when it prevents months of waste.

Cheap tools have made premature building more tempting. A person can now generate a landing page, application, logo, sales sequence, and support chatbot in a weekend. The result may look complete before the founder has spoken with a buyer. Production speed conceals directional error.

Treat building as an experiment with a cost. Before you build, state what new fact the build will reveal. If a clickable mockup will help a clinic manager show where an intake process fails, it has a research purpose. If the mockup exists because you want to feel closer to launch, it is probably avoidance.

Use the least expensive action that can answer the current question.

To learn whether a problem exists, observe and interview.

To
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