

  Ship It With AI

  Shane Larson



Ship It With AI
	Part I: Before You Build	Chapter 1: The New Founder Class
	Chapter 2: Idea Validation for Non-Technical Founders
	Chapter 3: Choosing the Right AI Coding Tools


	Part II: Building the Product	Chapter 4: Architecture Decisions You Actually Need to Make
	Chapter 5: Building the MVP — The AI-Assisted Way


	Part III: Getting Customers	Chapter 9: Getting Your First 10 Customers


	Part IV: Growing the Business	Chapter 11: Scaling Without a Dev Team
	Chapter 13: The Non-Technical Founder’s Toolkit


	Appendices	Appendix A: AI Coding Tool Comparison Matrix
	Appendix B: The Non-Technical Founder’s Glossary


	A Request for Review
	About the Author



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




Part I: Before You Build


Chapter 1: The New Founder Class

There is a woman in Portland who runs a physical therapy practice. She spent fifteen years watching the same problem: patients would finish their in-clinic sessions, go home, and forget half the exercises they were supposed to do. They would come back two weeks later having made no progress, and she would start over. The solution was obvious — a simple app that sent daily exercise reminders with video demonstrations customized to each patient’s treatment plan. She knew exactly what it needed to do because she had been dealing with the problem every day for over a decade.

For years, she tried to make it happen. She talked to development agencies who quoted her sixty thousand dollars. She posted on founder forums looking for a technical co-founder, but no developer wanted to work for free on a physical therapy app. She tried learning to code herself, got through half a JavaScript tutorial, and gave up because she had a business to run and patients to treat.

Then, in early 2025, she sat down with an AI coding tool and described what she wanted. Three weekends later, she had a working prototype. Two months after that, she had forty paying customers — all physical therapists in her professional network who had the exact same problem. She charges twenty-nine dollars a month per practice. She has never written a line of code by hand.

She is not unusual anymore. She is part of something new.

Who These Founders Are

A new class of founder is emerging, and they look nothing like the stereotype. They are not twenty-two-year-old computer science graduates building the next social network. They are domain experts — people who have spent years or decades in a specific industry, who understand problems deeply, who have networks of potential customers, and who have been waiting for the tools that would let them build solutions themselves.

They are physical therapists, real estate agents, insurance brokers, restaurant owners, fitness coaches, accountants, marketing consultants, and operations managers. They are people who have said “someone should build an app for that” hundreds of times and are now realizing that “someone” can be them.

What they share is not technical skill. It is domain expertise — the deep, specific knowledge of how an industry actually works, what problems people actually have, and what solutions would actually be valuable. This is the knowledge that is hardest to acquire and most valuable to have. A developer can learn to build anything, but they cannot easily learn the fifteen years of physical therapy practice that tells you exactly which exercises patients forget and why.


Consider the difference between a technical founder and a domain expert founder building the same product. The technical founder starts with “I can build this” and then tries to find customers. The domain expert founder starts with “I know exactly who needs this and why” and then figures out the building. One of these approaches has a dramatically higher success rate. It has always been this way — the domain expert just could not do the building part before.



Why Now

The reason this is happening now and not five years ago is straightforward: AI coding tools crossed a threshold.

There have always been tools that promised to let non-technical people build software. Drag-and-drop website builders. No-code platforms like Bubble and Webflow. Low-code tools that simplified development without eliminating it. These tools were useful, but they had hard ceilings. You could build a simple website or a basic workflow, but you could not build a real product — something with custom logic, database interactions, user authentication, payment processing, and the dozens of small features that separate a demo from a product someone would pay for.

AI coding tools are different in kind, not just in degree. Tools like Claude Code, Cursor, Replit Agent, and others do not simplify coding — they do the coding. You describe what you want in plain language, and they generate working code. You point at a bug, and they fix it. You describe a new feature, and they build it. The quality is not always perfect, and the process requires judgment and iteration, but the fundamental barrier — needing to know how to program — has been removed for a large class of products.

This is not hype. The products being built by non-technical founders right now are real. They have real users and real revenue. They are not toys or demos. They are SaaS products, marketplace platforms, internal tools, mobile apps, and automation systems that solve real problems for real customers.

The threshold that was crossed is the point at which AI coding tools became capable enough to build a complete, deployable product from natural language descriptions — not just fragments of code, but entire working systems with frontends, backends, databases, authentication, and integrations.

What Hasn’t Changed

Here is the part that most “build with AI” content gets wrong: the tools changed, but the fundamentals did not.

A product still needs to solve a real problem. Customers still need to be willing to pay for it. The market still needs to be large enough to build a business on. Distribution still matters more than features. Pricing still determines profitability. Customer retention still determines sustainability. None of this changes because the building tool changed.

If anything, the fundamentals matter more now. When building was the hard part, the bottleneck was whether you could create the product at all. Now that building is easier, the bottleneck shifts to everything else — validation, positioning, distribution, pricing, retention. The founders who succeed with AI tools are not the ones who build the fastest. They are the ones who validate the hardest, scope the most ruthlessly, and focus relentlessly on getting paying customers.

This is good news for domain expert founders, because the “everything else” — understanding the market, knowing the customer, having distribution channels — is exactly what they already have.

The Stories

Throughout this book, you will meet founders who fit this pattern. Their stories are composites drawn from real experiences, because the details of individual businesses are often confidential, but the patterns are consistent and recognizable.


Marcus spent twelve years managing logistics for a mid-size e-commerce company. He knew that every warehouse manager in his industry used the same broken process to coordinate shift changes — a combination of spreadsheets, group texts, and hoping for the best. He built a shift management tool using Cursor over four weekends. His first five customers were warehouse managers he already knew. Within six months, he had sixty customers paying two hundred dollars a month each. His code is not beautiful. His architecture would make a senior engineer cringe. But his customers do not care about his code — they care that their shift changes stopped falling apart.




Priya ran a bookkeeping practice for small restaurants. She noticed that every one of her clients had the same problem: reconciling delivery platform payouts (DoorDash, Uber Eats, Grubhub) with their bank statements was a nightmare. Each platform reported differently, the timing was inconsistent, and her clients spent hours every month on something that should have been automatic. She built a reconciliation tool using Replit Agent. She did not know what an API was when she started. She charges forty-nine dollars a month and has over a hundred restaurant clients — all referred by other restaurants in her network.




David was a corporate trainer who had built hundreds of PowerPoint presentations for compliance training. He realized that the same material could be delivered as interactive modules that tracked completion and tested comprehension. He used Claude Code to build a training platform. His former corporate clients became his first customers. He now runs a profitable business selling compliance training modules to mid-size companies.



These founders share three characteristics. First, they had deep domain expertise and knew a problem was worth solving. Second, they had distribution — access to potential customers through their professional networks. Third, they treated AI coding tools as what they are: a means of production, not magic.

What This Book Is and Isn’t

This book is a business playbook for non-technical founders who want to use AI coding tools to build and ship real products. It covers the entire journey from idea validation through getting paying customers and scaling the business.

It is not a coding tutorial. You will not learn JavaScript, Python, or any programming language. You do not need to. The book assumes you will use AI coding tools to handle the code, and it focuses on the decisions, strategies, and skills that determine whether your product succeeds as a business.

It is not a cheerleading book about the future of AI. There will be no breathless predictions about how AI will democratize everything and everyone will be a founder. Building a product is hard. Building a business is harder. AI tools remove one barrier — the technical one — but the other barriers remain. This book is honest about all of them.

It is not a book about AI itself. You do not need to understand how large language models work to use AI coding tools effectively. You need to understand how to direct them, how to evaluate their output, and how to make good decisions about what to build. That is what this book teaches.

What this book does is treat you as a competent adult with valuable expertise, give you a clear process for turning that expertise into a product, and equip you with the judgment to make the hundreds of decisions you will face along the way. The AI tool handles the code. This book handles everything else.

The Path Ahead

The book is organized in four parts that follow the natural arc of building a product business.

Part I — Before You Build — covers the work that happens before any code is written. Idea validation, tool selection, and the mental models that separate successful non-technical founders from the ones who waste months building something nobody wants. If you skip this section because you are excited to start building, you will regret it. The founders who fail almost always fail here.

Part II — Building the Product — covers the actual construction of your MVP. Architecture decisions, the AI-assisted building process, design, authentication, payments, and deployment. This is where the AI tools do the heavy lifting, but your judgment determines whether what gets built is any good.

Part III — Getting Customers — covers the transition from builder to business owner. Getting your first ten customers, iterating based on feedback, and the marketing and sales skills that determine whether your product becomes a business or remains a side project.

Part IV — Growing the Business — covers scaling, hiring decisions, and the long-term toolkit for running a product business as a non-technical founder. This is where you think about sustainability, growth, and whether to stay solo or build a team.

Each chapter leads with the business decision and follows with the practical implementation. Every technical topic is framed through a business lens. You are not learning technology for its own sake — you are learning what you need to know to build a successful product business.

The Reframe

Before we start, I want to challenge a belief that many non-technical founders carry: the belief that they are at a disadvantage because they do not know how to code.

This belief is wrong, and it has been wrong for a long time. The non-technical founder’s disadvantage — the inability to build the product — has been eliminated by AI tools. But the non-technical founder’s advantages remain: domain expertise, customer relationships, industry networks, business instinct, and the ability to think about problems from the user’s perspective rather than the developer’s perspective.

The most common reason startups fail is not bad code. It is building something nobody wants. The non-technical founder who has spent years in their industry — who has heard the same complaints from the same customers, who has watched the same broken processes play out, who has the phone numbers of fifty people who would pay for a solution — is better positioned to build something people want than any developer who is guessing at the market from the outside.

You are not at a disadvantage. You are at an advantage you have not yet learned to use. This book teaches you how to use it.

Try This

Before you read another page, do this exercise:


	Write down three problems you have personally experienced in your professional life that you believe could be solved with software. Be specific — “scheduling is hard” is too vague. “Coordinating shift changes across three warehouse locations using group texts because the existing tools don’t handle split shifts” is specific enough.


	For each problem, estimate how many other people or businesses have this exact problem. Not a vague “lots of people” — make your best guess at a number.


	For each problem, estimate what those people would pay per month for a solution that actually worked. Be honest. Five dollars? Fifty dollars? Five hundred?




You now have three potential product ideas with rough market sizing and pricing estimates. You have done more real product validation in five minutes than most first-time founders do in their first month. Keep this list — we will come back to it in Chapter 2.



Chapter 2: Idea Validation for Non-Technical Founders

The most expensive mistake you can make as a founder is building something nobody wants. This has always been true, but AI tools have made it more dangerous. When building was hard and slow, you had natural checkpoints — months of development during which you talked to potential customers, refined your idea, and sometimes realized you were building the wrong thing. Now, you can go from idea to working prototype in a weekend. That speed is exhilarating. It is also a trap.

The build trap works like this: you have an idea, you sit down with an AI coding tool, and three days later you have a working product. You are so excited by the fact that you built something that you skip the question of whether anyone will pay for it. You spend the next three months adding features, polishing the interface, and building in edge cases — all without talking to a single potential customer. When you finally launch, you discover that the problem you solved is not actually the problem people are willing to pay to fix. Or the people who have the problem already have a good enough solution. Or the market is smaller than you thought. You have a product. You do not have a business.

This chapter is about making sure that does not happen to you.

The Validation Framework

Validation is the process of testing whether your product idea can become a viable business before you invest significant time building it. It answers four questions, in this order:

Question 1: Is this a real problem?

Not every annoyance is a problem worth solving with software. A real problem is one that causes measurable pain — wasted time, lost revenue, missed opportunities, compliance risk, or emotional frustration significant enough that people actively look for solutions. The physical therapist whose patients forget their exercises had a real problem: it directly affected patient outcomes and her practice’s reputation. A vague sense that “this process could be better” is not a real problem — it is an observation.

The test is simple: are people currently spending time, money, or effort trying to solve this problem? If they are doing nothing about it, either the problem is not painful enough or they have not recognized it as a problem. Both are bad for your product.

Question 2: Who specifically has this problem?

“Small businesses” is not an answer. “Restaurant owners with 2-5 locations who use DoorDash, Uber Eats, and at least one other delivery platform” is an answer. The more specific you can be about your target customer, the easier everything else becomes — building, marketing, selling, and pricing.

Your domain expertise is your advantage here. You know the people who have this problem because you are one of them, or you work with them every day. You can describe them in detail. You know their job titles, their daily routines, the tools they currently use, and the language they use to describe their frustrations.

Question 3: Will they pay for a solution?

Willingness to pay is the hardest thing to validate and the most important. People will tell you they like your idea. They will tell you it would be useful. They will tell you they would definitely use it. None of this means they will pay for it. The gap between “that sounds useful” and “here is my credit card” is enormous.

The only reliable way to validate willingness to pay is to ask for money — or for a credible commitment to pay. Everything short of this is guesswork.

Question 4: Is the market big enough?

A product with ten potential customers at twenty-nine dollars a month is a hobby, not a business. You need enough potential customers at a high enough price point to build something sustainable. You do not need a billion-dollar market — you are not raising venture capital. But you need a market that can support the income you want from this product at realistic conversion rates.


A useful rule of thumb: if your target market has fewer than a thousand potential customers and your price point is under fifty dollars per month, the economics will be very difficult. You either need a larger market or a higher price. Most successful non-technical founders find one of these two levers.



Five Validation Methods

Here are five concrete ways to validate your idea before you build anything. They are ordered from least effort to most effort. Start at the top and work down — if an earlier method gives you a clear signal, you do not need the later ones.

Method 1: Customer Conversations

Talk to ten people who might be your customers. Not friends. Not family. People who actually have the problem you want to solve. Ask them open-ended questions about the problem — how they deal with it now, what they have tried, what they wish existed. Do not pitch your solution. Do not describe your product. Just listen.

The goal is to understand the problem from their perspective, not to validate your idea. If you go into these conversations trying to confirm that your idea is good, you will hear confirmation. If you go in trying to understand the problem, you will learn things that change your product for the better.

The best resource for learning how to do customer conversations well is Rob Fitzpatrick’s “The Mom Test.” The core insight: your mom will always tell you your idea is great. Structure your conversations so that even your mom would give you useful information — by asking about their behavior, not their opinions.

Questions that work: - “Tell me about the last time you dealt with [problem]. Walk me through what happened.” - “What do you currently do to handle this? How much time does it take?” - “Have you tried any solutions? What worked? What didn’t?” - “If you could wave a magic wand and fix one thing about this process, what would it be?” - “How much does this problem cost you — in time, money, or missed opportunities?”

Questions that do not work: - “Would you use an app that does X?” (They will say yes to be polite.) - “How much would you pay for this?” (They will give you a number that means nothing.) - “Do you think this is a good idea?” (Of course they do.)

After ten conversations, you should have a clear sense of whether the problem is real, who has it, and whether the pain is significant enough to drive purchasing behavior.

Method 2: Landing Page Test

Create a simple landing page that describes your product — what it does, who it is for, and what it costs. Include a call to action: a “join the waitlist” button, a “pre-order” button, or a “sign up for early access” button. Drive traffic to this page and measure how many people click.

You do not need a product to create a landing page. Use Carrd, Framer, or a similar tool — or use your AI coding tool to build one. The page should take an afternoon to create, not a week.

The signal you are looking for is interest at a volume that suggests a viable market. If you drive a hundred people to the page and two sign up for the waitlist, that is a weak signal. If twenty sign up, that is a strong signal. If people reach out to ask when the product will be ready, that is the strongest signal of all.

The landing page also forces you to articulate your value proposition — the clear, concise statement of what your product does and why someone should care. If you cannot write a compelling landing page, your product idea may need more refinement.

Method 3: Concierge MVP

A concierge MVP means you deliver the service your product would automate, but you do it manually. Priya, the bookkeeper who eventually built the reconciliation tool, started by offering delivery platform reconciliation as a manual service. She charged thirty dollars per month, and she did the reconciliation herself using spreadsheets. She had twelve clients within a month.

The concierge MVP validates the full chain: someone has the problem, they are willing to pay for a solution, and they will actually use it. It also teaches you things that building a product never would — you discover edge cases, learn what features actually matter, and build relationships with your first customers. When you eventually automate the process with software, you already have paying customers to migrate.

This method takes more effort than conversations or a landing page, but it gives you the highest-confidence validation. If people will pay you to solve the problem manually, they will almost certainly pay for software that does it faster and cheaper.

Method 4: Pre-Sales

Pre-selling means asking potential customers to pay for the product before it exists. You describe what you are building, show a mockup or prototype, name a price, and ask for a commitment — a deposit, a purchase, or a signed letter of intent.

This is the most direct form of validation. Someone handing you money for a product that does not yet exist is the clearest possible signal that the problem is real and the solution is worth paying for.

Pre-sales work best when you have a specific, known audience. If you can send a personal email to fifty people who you know have this problem, describe the solution, and ask for a founding member commitment at a discounted rate, the response will tell you everything you need to know.

The psychology works in your favor: people who pre-pay feel invested. They become your most engaged early users, your best source of feedback, and your most enthusiastic referral sources.

Method 5: Waitlist with Qualification

A waitlist is a softer form of pre-sale. You describe the product, collect email addresses from interested people, and use the list as a gauge of demand. But a basic waitlist is a weak signal — people sign up for everything and commit to nothing.

Make the waitlist stronger by adding friction. Ask for more than an email address. Ask potential customers to describe their specific problem, how they currently handle it, and what they would be willing to pay. The people who fill out a detailed form are genuinely interested. The people who bounce at the first question were never going to be customers.

You can also use the waitlist as a research tool. Follow up with everyone who signs up and have a conversation. These are people who have self-identified as having the problem you want to solve — they are your ideal research subjects.

The Validation Decision Framework

After running one or more of these validation methods, you need to make a decision: proceed, pivot, or stop.

Proceed when you have clear evidence that the problem is real, the audience is specific, and there is willingness to pay. You do not need certainty — you need enough signal to justify investing time in building.

Signals to proceed: - Multiple people describe the problem in similar language without prompting - People are currently spending time or money on workarounds - At least some people express willingness to pay at a specific price point - Your landing page or waitlist shows meaningful conversion rates - Pre-sales or concierge clients generate actual revenue

Pivot when the problem is real but your proposed solution does not match what people actually want. This is common — you often discover during validation that the problem is adjacent to what you thought, or that the most valuable feature is not the one you expected.

Signals to pivot: - People care about the problem but not the solution you described - Conversations reveal a related problem that is more painful - Willingness to pay exists but at a different price point than you expected - The audience is different from who you expected

Stop when the evidence consistently suggests this is not a viable product business. Stopping is not failure — it is the most valuable outcome of validation. You saved months of building time and can redirect your energy to a better idea.

Signals to stop: - Nobody describes the problem as significant - People have the problem but are not willing to pay for a solution - The market is too small at any realistic price point - Multiple validation methods produce weak signals - You cannot identify a specific target customer

















	

	

	





Chapter 3: Choosing the Right AI Coding Tools



































	Primary building tool (Cursor, Claude Code, or Replit Agent) — where you spend most of your time

	Prototyping tool (Lovable, Bolt, or v0) — for quickly generating new pages, components, or features that you then refine in your primary tool

	Secondary AI (Claude.ai, ChatGPT, or similar) — for asking questions, debugging, planning architecture, and getting explanations when you do not understand something

































	

	

	





