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Praise for
The Power of Pull

“If you don’t know why people buy things, you don’t know how to sell . . . but you also don’t know what to build. The Power of Pull gives you a theory that solves this.”

—Bob Moesta, author of Demand-Side Sales 101

“This is how we built CloudLock from zero to a $293M acquisition in a few years. Now as VCs, it’s how the teams we invest in go from ideas to millions in revenue in months.”

—Ron Zalkind, founding general partner, Lama Partners

“A bracing, essential corrective to startup mythology—Rob Snyder replaces wishful thinking with the blunt mechanics of what actually makes customers buy, told with hard-won clarity.”

—Tom Eisenmann, professor of entrepreneurship, Harvard Business School

“Rob’s ideas have given our founders an unfair advantage as they navigate from idea to scale. Every early-stage founder should read this book.”

—Gaurav Jain, cofounder and managing partner, Afore Capital

“Before they can get to repeatable sales, founders need to find a repeated, intense need. The Power of Pull is your guide to finding that intense need and fitting a product to it. After that, you’re off to the races.”

—Peter Kazanjy, author of Founding Sales



“Startup entrepreneurs’ passion for their ‘killer app’ is often only matched by disappointment and failure. Any ‘great idea’ will only fly if it is met with customer enthusiasm. The Power of Pull provides a roadmap for resolving this conundrum, explaining why the few succeed and showing how to engage customers to turn disappointment into opportunity.”

—John Seddon, managing director, Vanguard Consulting







The Power of Pull

What You Need to Know About Customer Demand to Build a Successful Startup (and Why Most Founders Get It Wrong)

Rob Snyder

[image: John Murray Business Logo]

www.johnmurraybusiness.com




First published in the United States of America in 2026 by Basic Venture

An imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

First published in Great Britain by Hodder Faith in 2026

An imprint of John Murray Publishing Group

Copyright © Rob Snyder 2026

The right of Rob Snyder to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover design by Kapo Ng

Cover image © Amine Chakour/Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2026 Hachette Book Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026938707

ebook ISBN 9781399840668

Trade Paperback ISBN 9781399840651

John Murray Publishing Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

John Murray Business

Hachette Book Group

123 South Broad Street

Ste 2750

Philadelphia, PA 19109, USA

www.johnmurraybusiness.com

John Murray Publishing Group, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company




To Grace


How to use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




Contents

Introduction: Demand Is All You Need

PART I: PULL

1: Demand: What’s on the Buyer’s To-Do List?

2: Supply: What Fits the Buyer’s Demand?

3: The Path to PULL and Hell Yes

PART II: TACTICS

4: Earning Your PULL Hypothesis

5: How to Sell: The PULL Method

6: How to Debug: Getting to Hell Yes

7: How to Scale: The Success Story Factory

PART III: IMPLICATIONS

8: The Bottom-Up Model and the Unfolding Process

9: A Founder’s Guide to Staying Sane

Acknowledgments

Notes





Introduction

Demand Is All You Need

Two weeks after I graduated from Harvard Business School, venture capital investors wired over $1 million into my startup’s bank account. It was time to scale.

My small team and I felt overprepared, if anything. We’d started with a massive vision to transform the multibillion-dollar workforce management software industry. We’d done months of market research across restaurants, warehouses, janitorial firms, security firms, you name it. We’d conducted hundreds of customer interviews. We did competitive analyses and were convinced that there was a big problem to be solved, a massive market opportunity, and a differentiated product direction. We ran validation experiments, actively attempting to disprove our business hypotheses. With no budget, we had even built a software platform and had multiple businesses piloting our workforce management software. Their usage patterns and testimonials suggested we were onto something big.



We had, of course, devoured every book, blog, and podcast on entrepreneurship we could get our hands on. I took every available startup class at Harvard and spent every moment outside of class in Harvard’s startup studio, the Innovation Lab. I recruited a group of advisors who had brought companies from zero to millions in revenue and sold their successful companies for hundreds of millions of dollars.

Now, with cash in the bank, it was “go” time.

Guess what happened next?

We spent the next two years getting repeatedly punched in the face, unable to convince a single customer to buy and use our product.

As a result, we pivoted the business multiple times, testing different permutations of our product in different market segments. Each time, we were confident that this time we’d done it right. And each time, an indifferent world taught us we were wrong. It felt like we were pushing a product the market should want but didn’t. No matter how much research we did, how many cold calls I did, how much value we promised, or how hard we pushed and persuaded . . . customers didn’t bite.

How could this happen to us? We’d worked nonstop, built by the book. Despite all this, we had nothing to show. Worse, we couldn’t understand why our business wasn’t working. Did we have the wrong product? The wrong sales approach? The wrong target market? The wrong messaging? The wrong team? Or were we just incompetent?

On top of that, we couldn’t tell how far away we were from figuring our business out. Were we one small tweak away from hypergrowth? Or were we totally lost and backward?

Our problems felt unsolvable. There were infinite possible reasons our business wasn’t working. And infinite possible solutions. The internet and our advisors offered never-ending pieces of conflicting advice, each of which sounded right. Resulting in, of course, an endless list of things we could do and probably a trillion permutations of a business that could theoretically work.

My brain ground to a halt. I couldn’t figure it out. I couldn’t understand how anyone could figure this out. In my happiest moments, I felt like a fraud and a failure. Don’t ask me about my less-happy moments.

I was in what I now call the “pain cave.” It’s where we entrepreneurs go when plan A doesn’t work. We suffer in the pain cave as plans B, C, D . . . and, eventually, Z also don’t work. In the pain cave, we struggle to understand why nobody seems to want our product. We stare market indifference in the face and aren’t sure how to change the market’s mind. There are so many things that could work—should work—yet somehow we can’t find one thing that really does work in practice.

Leaving aside the lucky few entrepreneurs who catch lightning in a bottle, everyone spends time in the pain cave. A lucky few escape. But most give up here and get a “real” job.

Two years into my personal pain cave, I was ready to give up. By then, many of my entrepreneur friends had packed it in. They seemed to be enjoying their corporate jobs and cushy salaries. Anything seemed better than the pain cave; I clearly didn’t have whatever it takes to start a company.

And then something strange happened.

One day, a prospective customer—an owner of forty franchise restaurants—called me. He had reacted unenthusiastically to my sales pitch a few months earlier. This time, he said, “Hey Rob, I know you’re a tech guy. Can you help me solve this hiring issue I’ve got?”



The challenge: Our product had nothing to do with hiring restaurant employees, and I knew exactly nothing about the topic. The restaurant owner only called me because he remembered me as a computer nerd. He didn’t want the product I’d pitched to him at all. Still, I was so deep in the pain cave, and this was the first instance of genuine customer interest I’d experienced in two years, that I said, “Sure, I’ll figure something out for you.”

In a few hours, I built a very ugly, low-tech solution to his hiring problem. He liked it. I showed other restaurant owners what we’d done for him. They liked it too. In a few months, we went from zero to $100,000 in revenue. In a year, we were at $1 million. Within two years of that fateful phone call, we were at $4 million in revenue.

It worked, which was nice. But I was still miserable because I couldn’t understand why it worked.

Clearly, we had gone from “building something that nobody wanted” to “building something that people really wanted.” It was as if our product went from “forgettable” to “irresistible.” But I couldn’t figure out what exactly had changed. I knew that prospective customers now leaned in and bought when I talked, rather than zoning out and ignoring my follow-up messages. Yet everything else about our business—from our website, to our hastily built product (which actually started as a spreadsheet, not a “real” software product), to our sales pitch—was objectively worse than the well-researched, thoughtfully crafted things we’d built previously. More concerning, we hadn’t followed any of the best practices we’d been taught. There was zero plan or process. The business just seemed to emerge over time after we figured out what one customer, then the next, then the next, wanted.

At first, I thought our case was a fluke, that we just got lucky, that we were succeeding despite doing things the wrong way. But then I talked with other founders who’d recently emerged from their pain caves and heard their behind-the-scenes stories. Our journey wasn’t an anomaly after all. Many founders I spoke to also felt like they had broken the rules, like they had succeeded despite not operating by the book. I now believe these startups escaped the pain cave because they threw the books away.

These founders’ startup outcomes weren’t identical; some had scaled to billion-dollar exits, others had been acquired for a few million dollars. Still others had found initial traction but hit difficult times and closed their companies down. Despite this, everyone’s path out of the pain cave was shockingly similar and oddly simple.

As I heard their stories, I grew obsessed with trying to understand exactly what causes startups to work. What’s happening behind the scenes at the moment a startup takes off? How do we build something people truly want, and why does this seemingly simple task wind up being so difficult? What causes prospective customers to look at a company’s product or service and say, “Oh my gosh, where have you been all my life?” and immediately buy it? Why does traditional startup advice sound right but seem not to work? And how do we operate confidently in the face of so much ambiguity?

I spent years interviewing over one thousand entrepreneurs who navigated the pain cave. I analyzed over three thousand different recorded sales and postsales conversations from companies selling everything from consumer products to cryptocurrency infrastructure. I joined as an advisor or fractional executive with over a dozen startups to help them get out of the pain cave and get to at least $1 million in revenue. And I’ve continued building my own startups, navigating the pain cave as many times as I possibly can. As my patient wife will attest, this obsession is much to the detriment of my physical and mental well-being. But hey, you get a book out of it.

What I’ve learned firsthand and from serial founders looks and feels wildly different from what you’ve been taught in business school or popular entrepreneurship books. It might break your brain like it broke mine. And then it will likely save you months or years in the pain cave as you navigate your startup journey.

Demand Comes First

This book makes one central argument: Entrepreneurship does not require the fancy presentations, mounds of venture capital funding, business plans, endless market research and analysis, or scientific-seeming experiments we’ve been told are necessary by seemingly every academic, influencer, investor, and commentator on Earth. The latest ninety-four-step entrepreneurship process or ivory tower framework is more likely to prevent entrepreneurial success than cause it. And the fancy theories by academics, venture capital investors, and even successful entrepreneurs fail to capture the simple process by which startups come to life.

There are many reasons startups fail, but there is only one reason they succeed. New ventures succeed if, and only if, they find and serve customer demand. No matter what else they do right, they can’t succeed if they don’t find and serve demand. If there’s no demand, the entrepreneur can push as hard as he wants—but buyers won’t buy.

Unfortunately, we’re never taught what demand is. We tend to think demand means “people who want our product”—which sounds right but leads us straight to the pain cave. Demand has nothing to do with our product. Instead, the simplest way to think about demand is that it’s “the top priority on a buyer’s to-do list, right now.” This priority is about accomplishing something in her life; it is not about wanting products or buying anything. In other words: Demand is not “wanting supply.” If a buyer has bad options to get her priority done, and our product “fits” better, she will buy it. If not, she won’t. We can’t force her to buy our product, and we don’t control her to-do list. Her demand—and demand generally—exists whether or not our business exists.

When we find demand, our startups tend to take off. That’s because when we find demand, it feels like buyers are pulling the product out of our hands, rather than us pushing the product into theirs. When we try to push our product into their hands, we’re fighting against their to-do list, attempting to persuade them that they should prioritize something other than what they’re focused on right now. It would be weird if this worked. If it did work, somebody would have to say, “OK, I’m going to drop all my projects and priorities to buy your product!” Which, of course, has never been said.

On the other hand, when buyers have demand, they say things like: “You found me at the perfect time!” “I’m actually working on this right now!” “Have you been listening in on our meetings?” “This is exactly what I’ve been looking for.” “Can I bring my whole team to see this tomorrow?” When customers pull like this, we need to do very little convincing, and our businesses tend to grow very fast.

We’re traditionally taught to push our product rather than to find pull. It’s our job, we’re told, to identify a huge market, craft a big vision, convince everyone they should want our product by poking and prodding at their pain points, and then unveil some sort of irresistible offer to drive urgency. When we do this, buyers tune us out. Because they don’t care about what we think they should want. Frankly, they don’t care about us at all—they care about themselves.

Demand thinking embraces this cold reality. Buyers couldn’t care less about our vision for how the world should work. They don’t care if we’ve identified a big market gap. They don’t care about our “game-changing” technology. They don’t care if we offer an attractive return on investment (ROI). They don’t want us tickling their pain points and problems, most of which they won’t ever address. They will never wake up in the morning and say, “You know what? Today’s the day I’m really hankering for a new Enterprise Resource Planning software module.”

We can try to convince potential customers that they’re wrong and we’re right—if we want to spend the rest of our lives smashing our head against the walls of the pain cave. Because given what’s on most people’s to-do lists, it would be weird if they bought our product. They’re not going to drop their priorities even if our product would benefit them or fix their pain points. Demand thinking, on the other hand, acknowledges that buyers have meaningful things they’re trying to do in their lives. If we can help them accomplish whatever they’re trying to do, they might pull. If not, we’re an annoying, pushy distraction, no matter how shiny and technologically impressive our product is.

Demand is a startup’s first bottleneck. When we understand demand, we understand what causes buyers to buy our product. When we find and serve demand, it causes our startup to take off. If we don’t find demand, nothing else we do matters.

But demand has always been an ambiguous, amorphous concept—if it’s talked about at all. We are taught to ask questions like: What do buyers want? What are the problems they’re trying to solve? What are buyers’ jobs to be done? These point us in roughly the right direction but aren’t specific enough. We come up with imprecise, hand-wavy answers like, “Buyers are trying to hit their revenue goals,” and then go back to pushing our product and suffering.

To make demand concrete, I’ve created the PULL framework. While the word pull is usually used as a verb (i.e., buyers pull the product out of our hands), I use PULL (all caps) in this book as a noun to refer to the framework.

There are four components of PULL. Buyers have PULL if they have (1) a project on their to-do list that’s (2) unavoidable right now, and they consider (3) a list of one or multiple options for completing their project, but they think their options have serious (4) limitations. The framework:
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A buyer has a Project on their to-do list


	
 that’s Unavoidable right now.


	
They consider a List of options to get the project done


	
 but they think their options have serious Limitations.







PULL—an unavoidable project with unworkable options for getting it done—defines a gap: a space where a new product can succeed. Our startup’s product—our supply to buyers’ demand—needs to “fit” the buyers’ PULL. Simply put: Our product just needs to help them accomplish their project where their existing options fall short. Buyers don’t care how technologically sophisticated our product is or whether it was made by elves; they care about their PULL. If our product fits, they will pull it out of our hands. If not, we push. More bluntly: When a buyer doesn’t have PULL, it would be weird if he bought our product. When a buyer does have PULL, it would be weird if he didn’t buy our product (so long as it fits his PULL).

So yeah. PULL is the most important thing. The primary job of a startup founder is to find PULL and design around it. But how? This is difficult but not complicated.

Entrepreneurs start with a PULL hypothesis: We bet that this person has PULL right now and therefore will pull our product out of our hands.

We then use this PULL hypothesis to try to sell and deliver. The PULL framework, it turns out, is a wildly helpful sales framework. Entrepreneurs use it to structure their sales conversations, describe their products clearly, and diagnose root causes when potential customers don’t buy.

But because the world is complicated and messy, our PULL hypothesis is almost always wrong on day one. So, as we try to sell to early customers, we watch for which customers pull the hardest before and after they buy. These customers buy fast as if our product is irresistible, and they use the product after they’ve purchased it as if they’re addicted. I call this kind of customer a “hell yes” customer. By observing these customers, the entrepreneur can iterate from their initial PULL hypothesis to a fast-growing business built around real PULL.

Bringing it all together: A startup is the combination of demand (PULL) and supply (how the startup serves PULL). Put these two things together and you get a repeatable customer success story. This is the story of a single customer who had intense demand, who pulled hard. It explains how the entrepreneur’s supply fits the buyer’s demand. And critically, this story is repeatable—while the story is about one customer, it is relevant to many similar customers. The repeatable success story looks like this:




	
Repeatable Success Story

Jane, Director of Human Resources at Acme Corp
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Demand


	
Project


	
Jane was trying to accomplish this project: _______.





	
Unavoidable


	
This project was unavoidable because Jane was in this situation: ______________.





	
List of options


	
Jane considered these options to accomplish her project: ______________.





	
Limitations


	
She perceived her options to have these serious limitations: ______________.





	
Supply


	
What we offer


	
Jane chose to work with us because we offered: _________________________.





	
Results


	
As a result, Jane was able to: ______________.







When potential customers see this success story, they understand what the entrepreneur is selling and why people like them buy it, which means an entrepreneur can use her success story as her primary marketing and sales collateral. If the entrepreneur truly understands the elements of her customer success story, every potential customer pulls upon seeing the success story, and the business grows fast as a result.

All entrepreneurs need, then, is to find PULL and craft one repeatable customer success story. Once they’ve done this, growing the business is simply a matter of repeating this one success story.



Unfortunately, our brains are so polluted by convoluted, academic approaches to entrepreneurship that this simplicity can be counterintuitive and even off-putting. We simply assume that the early stage of startups is so mystical, so failure prone, so difficult, that it cannot possibly be governed by something as straightforward as PULL, or as simple as one repeatable customer success story. How did we get it so backward?

How Did We Get Here?

As entrepreneurship has gotten more popular, the entrepreneurial process has somehow gotten more complicated. Decades ago, entrepreneurship was for dweebs and dropouts. They didn’t have playbooks, frameworks, or even language to describe what they were doing. These old-school entrepreneurs did the obvious, practical things to not die: sell, serve, repeat. They were left alone by the business elite, who preferred politicking their way up the corporate ladder, shooting for partnership status in a consulting firm, or joining a top hedge fund. One of my mentors, a Harvard Business School (HBS) graduate from the early 1990s, told me that there were no entrepreneurship courses at HBS when he was a student. When he started a technology company, his peers scratched their heads: Why would he do this and make $80,000 per year when he could make $300,000, plus bonus, plus fly first class? (When he later sold his business for over $350 million dollars, everyone said they always knew he’d be successful and that they had always been interested in technology startups.)

Entrepreneurship became interesting due to a variety of factors. Most importantly, elite corporate jobs, as well as those in consulting and investing, are hell. Long hours, office politics, nonstop meetings, layoffs, restructurings, cubicles, HR departments, soulless drudgery. Finally, there was a viable alternative: Nerds became dot-com millionaires, and entrepreneurship became cool. Then came the meteoric rise of Facebook and the Web 2.0 behemoths, Salesforce.com and software-as-a-service, Uber and the online marketplaces, and (perhaps temporarily) cryptocurrency millionaires. With fun offices, sky-high profit margins, unicorns popping up every day, zero interest rates, hoodie dress codes, and skyrocketing interest in venture capital as an asset class, the business elite turned their eyes toward startups.

And as startups got hot, everyone wanted to know the secret to startup success. A whirlwind of advice emerged. From “get rich quick” gurus selling snake oil, to academics trying to parse out what makes ventures succeed or fail, to accelerators promising to kick-start new ventures, to movies like The Social Network and widely popular entrepreneurial bibles like The Lean Startup, The Hard Thing About Hard Things, The Mom Test, and Four Steps to the Epiphany, the airwaves filled with startup advice and lore.

I have consumed virtually every piece of advice out there, and nothing sufficiently emphasizes the primacy of demand or deeply explores how demand works. Perhaps this is because most entrepreneurial advice seems to be based on chronicling and reverse-engineering why a startup succeeded after they succeeded. And when you look at startups after they’re successful, it sure appears as if people want their product or as if their product is irresistible. Demand, of course, is the invisible force that makes this happen. But because it’s invisible, demand is either ignored or misunderstood—to every entrepreneur’s detriment.

An analogy: Imagine an apple falling from a tree. It sure appears as if that apple wants to be on the ground. Yet we would be sent straight to a psychiatrist for claiming that the reason the apple fell from the tree was that the apple “had pain points and problems in the tree” or “the ground offered compelling ROI.” No! Obviously, gravity caused the apple to fall. It is the same thing with demand: It’s invisible and causal. Yet unlike gravity, demand is not commonly understood. As a result, modern entrepreneurship advice essentially tells us to lecture apples about their pain points to get them to fall from the tree. It doesn’t work, and we look quite foolish when we try.

Because nobody focuses on demand, everyone misses the causal force behind startup success. Therefore, we entrepreneurs do customer interviews without knowing what we’re looking for—and we find things that seem important but aren’t. We run poorly designed experiments that test irrelevant hypotheses. We follow sales methodologies from big companies, but it’s not obvious whether the sales methodology is causing or inhibiting the big company’s success. All in all, these practices might barely work if we get lucky and stumble across PULL. Obviously, this is rare: How likely are we to find something we don’t know we’re supposed to look for?

As a result, the startup world is largely rudderless. And founders try to navigate this fog with never-ending, counterproductive planning and pseudoscientific research. And a heck of a lot of pretending.

Three stories show us the sorry state of entrepreneurship:

LARPing

Ish’s first startup launched with fanfare. Four brutal years later, the business died with a whimper.



Which was shocking, because Ish had done everything right. He’d gone through Y Combinator, the legendary startup accelerator. He’d raised millions of dollars from prominent investors on a big idea. He’d hired top software engineers and was building fast in an exciting direction. Ish isn’t an idiot, either: He was a high-performing engineer at Facebook, was recognized on Forbes’s 30 Under 30 list, and helped run the University of Michigan’s data structure and algorithms course while he received his master’s in computer science.

So what happened?

As Ish reflects on what went wrong, he sums it up in one sentence: “I was LARPing and didn’t realize it.” LARPing, if you’re unfamiliar with the term, stands for “live action role-playing.” It’s the activity where adults pretend they are, for example, medieval knights and stage elaborate faux battles in the woods with wooden swords. Though it’s not how I spend my weekends, I have nothing against LARPing in the woods. But when founders LARP, our businesses fail. We pretend to build a business, instead of actually building a business. Perhaps we spend months perfecting our mission, brand, and social impact statement. Or we spend our precious time and money building a product that fits our vision of how the world should work. We fall in love with lofty ideas—like “solving climate change”—instead of falling in love with helping customers. Often we speak at entrepreneurship events, go to startup conferences, spend time in strategy meetings, hire agencies to get press coverage, plan company offsites, start podcasts, do land acknowledgments, and compete in pitch competitions.

Nobody sets out to LARP, of course. We don’t realize we’re LARPing. The things we’re doing all seem important. They are often things that successful entrepreneurs do after they are successful. Before we have a successful business, it feels like there is an infinite number of things we need to do to create a successful business. Why not play Whac-A-Mole trying to complete the million different priorities we’re told are important by startup advisors, social media influencers, academic methodologies, and the revisionist histories of successful companies?

Unfortunately, we can waste a lot of time LARPing. We can spend months or years playing pretend while thinking we’re building a real business. We can follow methodologies that tell us we’re doing the right thing, despite us delaying selling to and serving customers. We can LARP for ninety-hour workweeks, burning ourselves out without realizing we’ve been acting like absolute fools.

LARPing might seem crazy, but it’s exactly how we’ve been taught to think about entrepreneurship. Media outlets show entrepreneurs blathering on at conferences, not grinding away responding to customer support tickets. Add onto this all the entrepreneurship books, business school courses, and online influencers that suggest our primary purpose is something other than serving customers—seeing into the future, saving the whales, building a product we envision the world should want, emulating some funhouse-mirror version of Steve Jobs.

The same thing happens every time I speak at an entrepreneurship event: I make the blatantly obvious claim that if we don’t primarily focus on finding PULL and serving customers our businesses won’t survive. And I always get pearl-clutching pushback. “But we have a mission everyone should care about!” says one entrepreneur. “Customers don’t really know what they want. It’s our job to show them what they should want!” “Henry Ford said we shouldn’t build faster horses!” says another.



While reality will eventually kick these entrepreneurs in the teeth, I occasionally respond: “Cool, but remember: Nobody cares about you, your product, your goals, your mission, your vision, or how you think the world should work. They care about themselves and getting through their day. Your business is dead by default, and the only way to not die is to generate revenue from customers. To do that, you have to figure out how to serve them, not try to convince them to worship you.” For some entrepreneurs in the audience, this helps them snap out of LARPing mode. Most of the time, I don’t get invited back.

Ish’s point about LARPing hits me particularly hard. I spent years LARPing without realizing it. When I realized what I’d been doing, I felt betrayed. Overwhelmed. Furious. Embarrassed. I had wasted years of my life under the assumption that I was doing the “right” things to build my startup. I’d worked really hard and accomplished less than nothing. And now, I had to figure it all out from scratch.

I was lucky because my startup still had cash in the bank. Founders often realize they’ve been LARPing too late to save their businesses. They’ve already spent most of their time and money on everything but serving customers and, with a few months of cash left, slowly realize that finding demand is all that really matters. At that point, they’re screwed. They usually can’t raise more money. In the end, those startups die with a reality-distorting social media epitaph: “I’m proud of the team and product we built; the market just wasn’t ready for it.” Sure.

As I write this, Ish is building his second company. This time, he is entirely focused on serving customers. Ish generated more revenue in the first year of his new business than his last company’s four years combined. Then he generated more new revenue in one month than in his first year. No, his success isn’t guaranteed. But he’s not LARPing, so his failure isn’t guaranteed either.

Planning the Unplannable

Varsha wasn’t sure whether she was in the pain cave or not. She had found some success with her software startup Offstream, which was now earning over $100,000 in annual revenue. But it wasn’t playing out exactly like she’d planned during her Harvard MBA. She was selling a combination of a product and a consulting service because that’s what customers would buy, but Varsha’s plan for the business was to only sell software, not consulting, because consulting wasn’t as scalable as software. In her mind, if the business needed to be all software at step 10, why wouldn’t it be all software at step 1? Varsha also worried that her customers were all in a tiny, tiny niche—biochar project developers—of which there were maybe three hundred potential customers in the world. Varsha knew that, in order to grow big, she had to expand her market. But how?

Varsha’s story is common. We often start out with grand plans to attack big markets with scalable products. We do this because we think we need to plan big and plan for scale. When we do find PULL, it’s always with one person, who almost always represents a small niche and a not-so-scalable offering. And we feel conflicted because on the one hand, it’s nice to have actual customers, while on the other hand, it’s unclear how where we are today gets to where we want to be in a few years. We think there’s something wrong with us: We just haven’t planned, white-boarded, or analyzed enough. Another friend got stuck at $1 million in revenue in a never-ending cycle of vision documents and strategy retreats, desperate to answer the unanswerable question: Now that we’re at step 1, what does step 10 look like?

We book-reading entrepreneurs tend to be overthinkers. We want to be able to analyze things at our desks, follow a process to construct a plan, and then work very hard to implement our plan. This is the recipe for success in school and most of the working world. And we tend to believe that the entrepreneurial world works like this too. In fact, because entrepreneurship is risky and uncertain, we think we need more research, analysis, and planning to validate that we are headed in the right direction. When we get information that doesn’t align with our research and plans, we get disoriented. I spent countless hours locked in a conference room, trying to craft a multiyear roadmap that made sense and led to a billion-dollar company. I emerged, exhausted, with a logically sound and rigorous plan that didn’t stand a chance in reality. And each time my plan hit the wall, I went back and locked myself in that conference room. This time I’ll get it right, I thought, every time.

Reality hit me after speaking with a bunch of early-stage venture capital investors. They invest when companies are small and usually have no traction. If anyone could see the future, it would be these investors. I asked each investor, “How can you tell in advance if a startup will be big?”

One young investor, a few years into his investing experience, gave the acceptable MBA-logic response. He walked me through, in detail, how he assessed each investment. He explained the math behind his approach: Early-stage startups obey a power-law distribution, where some become billion-dollar companies but most fail. In order to earn a good return as an investor, you have
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