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Take-Aways
	During conversations with potential investors or customers in your start-up, resist the temptation to pitch your idea too soon.
	Soliciting reliable information from people matters more than getting compliments.
	Good questions and conversations uncover the valuable truth – even if it’s unpleasant.
	Your potential customers and investors should talk more than you.
	Informal meetings and casual conversations often yield the most useful information.
	Successful meetings move the process along to the next step.
	Rescue a bad meeting by securing a commitment.
	Speaking, teaching and blogging widen your exposure to prospects.
	Start-ups often struggle to define a specific customer segment.
	Avoid “learning bottlenecks” by sharing information with all your decision-making team members.


Recommendation
Everyone likes approval – especially an entrepreneur who may be a bit anxious or insecure about his or her latest idea. But rather than looking for a pat on the back, says tech entrepreneur Rob Fitzpatrick, doggedly pursue the truth – even if it shatters your dream. You can save time, money and lots of grief by asking the right people the right questions and learning whether your concept will fly, or crash and burn. getAbstract agrees that entrepreneurship is not for the faint of heart and recommends Fitzpatrick’s sage advice to all entrepreneurs and start-up founders. If you’re concerned about your feelings, you can always talk to your mom.

Summary
The Customer Is Always Right
Speaking with customers before launching or investing in a start-up helps you determine whether your concept is viable. But conversation is not enough; you have to listen with care, ask the right questions and extract the critical information. You must seek honest answers and never settle for compliments. Don’t ask your mother – or anyone else, for that matter – whether your business idea is sound. No one wants to hurt your feelings. Handled incorrectly, customer conversations can lead you astray and create false hope.
“The Mom Test is a set of simple rules for crafting good questions that even your mom can’t lie to you about.”

Resist the temptation to mention your idea prematurely. Focus instead on learning about your prospects. Find out how they handle certain problems and situations, and what it costs them in time and money. Would it be feasible for them to consider an alternative if you offered a solution? Ask them to describe a typical flow of work. Learn about their processes, approaches and sticking points.
Beware Positive Feedback
Positive feedback from potential customers is seductive. They may shade the truth because they want to be supportive and to validate your idea. If you recognize that you’re receiving kudos (“That’s really cool. I love it.”), drill deeper; ask for facts and information.
“If you aren’t finding consistent problems and goals, you don’t have a specific enough customer segment.”

You must probe, because positive feedback tells you nothing about the customer’s situation or commitment. People who indicate they would buy something tend to be far less excited when the moment of purchase arrives. Asking whether they would buy your product is a waste of time. Anything is possible down the road, but at this stage, a response is not a commitment.
“Compliments are the fool’s gold of customer learning: shiny, distracting and worthless.”

People will go out of their way to protect your feelings if you “expose your ego.” They will avoid saying something bad about an issue that obviously matters to you. Well-known entrepreneurs such as Gordon Ramsey, Elon Musk and Reid Hoffman have reputations for soliciting negative feedback, but almost everyone else needs to be a bit more judicious.
“What does it mean if you reach out to 100 people and 98 of them hang up on you? Well, nothing, except that people don’t like getting cold calls. No surprise there.”

Don’t press the issue by lapsing into “pitchy” language or becoming a pest. Harassing someone until they approve of your idea is not only annoying but also counterproductive. Determination is normally an admirable quality for a businessperson – except when you’re just trying to gather information. Lapsing into sales mode shifts the spotlight from the other person to you. Get back on track by acknowledging that you got a little carried away and ask the person to please resume his or her train of thought.
“Watching someone do a task will show you where the problems and inefficiencies really are, not where the customer thinks they are.”

Always let customers do most of the talking. Don’t interrupt unless you have a really good reason. Avoid the temptation to reframe what they say. Allow them to communicate using their own terminology and language. Don’t miss this golden opportunity to see another person’s perspective of the world. Listen and learn.
Bad News Is Good News
When you ask the right questions, you hope for answers that either reinforce or jeopardize your plans. Unanticipated responses frequently have great impact – and that’s good. You would much rather gain insight into your concept’s flaws before you invest serious time and money. Gaining the approval of individuals whose opinions you respect never predicts your success. Only the market determines whether you win or lose.
“A lost meeting can often be saved by just pushing for a commitment at the end while you’re being brushed off with a compliment.”

Tepid responses may displease you, but they indicate that people don’t feel that interested. To gain more information, you may want to ask what specifically “turned them off.” No matter your disappointment with someone’s reaction, say “thank you” and be on your way.
To avoid discomfort, you may shy away from questions that address obvious issues. For instance, let’s say you have tools that can make life more manageable for overworked teachers at impoverished schools. The teachers agree that your idea could help them be more effective educators. Unfortunately, you neglected to consider one crucial element: The school cannot afford to pay you. Start-up ventures often require that you address a variety of trouble spots. Some are easy to overlook – at your peril.
“If you just avoid mentioning your idea, you automatically start asking better questions. Doing this is the easiest” (and biggest) improvement you can make to your customer conversations.

Before speaking with investors, customers, industry experts or anyone else, meet with your team and write down the “three most important things you want to learn” from each conversation. The questions will differ depending on the other people you involve. If you get adequate information from one person, don’t ask the next person the same question. Be flexible; your questions may change. Just make sure they always address vital issues.
Take It Easy
You don’t have to schedule formal meetings with prospects. A casual, relaxed approach often works best. Say, for instance, your idea is to get more work for public speakers and you attend an industry seminar. Instead of requesting meetings, just ask people how they secure speaking engagements. Don’t talk about yourself. Pose follow-up questions. Your informal conversations are likely to uncover important information and make it easier to arrange future meetings. Before you know it, you’ll make a dozen valuable contacts.
“You can tell it’s an important question when its answer could completely change” (or disprove) your business.

People enjoy talking about themselves. In 10 to 15 minutes, you can get a good idea of how individuals work and the solutions that they may have attempted. In-depth understanding of a particular industry may require at least an hour, but the more specific questions you ask, the easier it becomes for the person to go into detail. Once you’ve reached the selling stage, you can set up formal 30-minute blocks.
“Don’t fall into the trap of only talking to the most senior or important people you can find. You want to talk to people who are representative of your customers.”

Ultimately, of course, you want to secure commitments from customers. You hope to avoid ending up in a situation in which people neither reject nor commit, all while remaining friendly. Committed customers prove they are genuinely interested by “giving up something they value, such as time, reputation or money.” At the conclusion of a meeting, you might hesitate to ask for a commitment. Perhaps the answer scares you, or you haven’t determined the necessary steps that follow. Any meeting is a waste of time if you’re not fully prepared to proceed.
“When you hear a request, it’s your job to understand the motivations which led to it. You do that by digging around the question to find the root cause.”

Money commitments can be a deposit or a preorder; reputation commitments can include an introduction to colleagues or decision makers; and time commitments can be scheduling the next meeting with stated objectives or agreeing to a trial period for using your offering.
Starting Conversations
You have a variety of options for reaching out to people. Cold calling will yield the highest number of rejections. But if you initiate only two conversations out of 100 calls, you’re still ahead of the game. Learning dialogues can occur almost anywhere – keep your ears open. You may overhear someone at the table next to you in a coffee shop and begin chatting. It may be impractical to “transition to a product or sales conversation,” but you’ll always learn something.
“The world’s most deadly fluff is: ‘I would definitely buy that’.”

Another method for attracting customers is to organize get-togethers. For example, if you’re trying to solve problems that confront human resources practitioners, host an “HR professionals happy hour” and extend email invitations to the appropriate individuals. This can be particularly effective if you’ve moved into a new industry or geographical area.
“Warm intros are the goal. Conversations are infinitely easier when you get an intro through a mutual friend that establishes your credibility and reason for being there.”

Take advantage of teaching and speaking opportunities that come your way. Your appearance at conferences and workshops strengthens your credibility as an expert, and some attendees will be excited to talk to you after your presentation. If you have an industry blog, post to it regularly. If you don’t, start one to communicate with your customers.
Meet on Solid Ground
Formal meetings are sometimes unavoidable. Be savvy about setting them up or you will waste everyone’s time. The proper framing of a meeting includes the following five elements:
	Explain that as an entrepreneur you have a unique vision, a solution to a problem or a method for jump-starting a sluggish industry. Keep your idea to yourself for now.
	Explain “what stage you’re at” and that you’re not trying to sell anything – if that’s true.
	Show vulnerability and invite attendees to assist you in explaining the problem they have that requires solutions.
	Stroke their egos by telling them how much they can support you.
	Make it a point to ask directly for help.

“The measure of usefulness of an early customer conversation is whether it gives us concrete facts about our customers’ lives and world views.”

Your invitation email should only be three or four short paragraphs. Once you finally sit down with a customer, take control of the meeting. Be polite yet firm. Keep to your agenda. Your chances for a successful experience depend on whether you’ve listed your three primary learning objectives and have a notion of how to move forward if the meeting goes smoothly.
Though you may be tempted to meet by telephone or through Skype – or other computer video services – nothing can replace a face-to-face meeting. Facial expressions and body language tell you more about people than what they say. Don’t feel compelled to schedule an endless number of meetings. Depending on your industry, you may get all the information you need in three to five conversations.
Your Customer Segment
A common entrepreneurial pitfall is that options, opinions and ideas can overwhelm you. A start-up cannot be all things to all people and should never try to be. Narrow your focus. Even though Google embraces multiple projects today, it started out as a search engine. If you’re not quite sure of your customer segment, you may not know where to start; you may struggle to move forward and mixed feedback may confuse you. Defining your target audience is painful because it feels as if you’re passing up opportunities, but in the beginning you must be specific.
One start-up, for instance, defined “advertisers” as its customer segment. Since everyone is basically interested in advertising, the possibilities seemed limitless. In meeting with small-business owners, corporations, creative agencies and others, it became clear that everyone had different requirements, concerns, wishes and limitations. Because the segment was so broad, the start-up always seemed to satisfy certain customers yet failed to affect everyone sufficiently. The founders eventually defined their target and effectively customized their offerings.
Finding your starting point requires “customer slicing,” in which you start with a broad segment and cut away until you find your audience. You must determine whom to talk to and where to find them. Seek prospects who are easy to reach, fun to work with and financially attractive.
Use Your Team
Involve your entire founding team in the multiple aspects of your venture. Everyone should sit down together before a customer meeting to determine the critical points to cover, crucial questions to ask and what information the customer may likely need.
You can choose one member of your team to meet with customers, but don’t let that individual manage all the information and knowledge. No more than two people should go to any customer meeting. Solo acts are fine if that person takes good notes, but having a second person present provides a layer of security that helps the meeting stay focused and on track.
The entire interviewing process is a valuable educational experience. It may be intimidating at first, but the more you do it the less awkward it becomes. Attendees should promptly and faithfully review their notes and share their discoveries with other team members.
After the meeting, the entire team should analyze the positive and negative outcomes. What questions and strategies worked, and which fell short? What improvements can you make going forward? Learning from customers is an integral and unavoidable aspect of entrepreneurship. No one else can do it for you.

About the Author
Tech entrepreneur Rob Fitzpatrick is a partner at Founder Centric.
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