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THREE WAYS TO START A NEW VENTURE

When I listen to my students, I hear a diverse range of reasons as to why they are interested in
entrepreneurship. Some students have worked in one industry for years and want a change. Some
want to push their skills to the maximum and have the biggest impact on the world. Some want to be
their own boss. Some hold patents and are interested in the different ways they can commercialize
them. Some have an idea about how their own life could be improved and they wonder if that idea is
interesting to others.

All of these reasons can be synthesized into three distinct categories (see Table 0.1):

1. Have an Idea: You have thought of something new that can change the world—or some small
part of it—in a positive way, or something that can improve an existing process you’re familiar
with and you want to implement it.

2. Have a Technology: You have come up with a technological breakthrough and want to
capitalize on it, or simply expedite its deployment to have a positive effect on society. Or, you
have learned about a technological breakthrough and you see great potential for a business.

3. Have a Passion: You are confident and you are comfortable pushing yourself to develop your
skills in the most comprehensive way possible. You also might believe that being an entre-
preneur is the way to have the biggest impact on the world. You simply might know that you
want to work for yourself and control your own destiny, but you don’t have an idea or
technology yet, so you’d like to learn about entrepreneurship while looking for a good
idea, technology, and/or partner. (Read on to learn how to find a good idea or technology
based on your passion.)

I am frequently told that an entrepreneur cannot start without knowing a “customer pain”—a
problem that bothers someone enough that they would be willing to pay to alleviate the problem. But
that approach can be discouraging to someone who is unfamiliar with entrepreneurship. Furthermore,
it discounts the importance of starting a company in line with the entrepreneur’s values, interests, and
expertise. In time, they will find a customer with a pain, or opportunity, where the customer is willing
to pay for a solution.

No matter how you have become interested in entrepreneurship, you need to start by first
answering the following question: What can I do well that I would love to do for an extended period
of time?
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Once you have answered this question, you will have taken the first step toward discovering a
customer pain—a pain that you are interested in alleviating because it is in line with what you are
interested in and have expertise in.

HOW TO GO FROM “I HAVE A PASSION” TO “I HAVE AN IDEA OR TECHNOLOGY”

Many of my students who are interested in entrepreneurship do not yet have an idea or a technology,
so if this is you, you are not alone. By first taking stock of your personal interests, strengths, and skills,
you can more readily identify good opportunities. You can do this exercise either alone or with a
group of potential co-founders.

Table 0.1 Idea versus Technology versus Interest

What does it sound like to have an idea versus a technology versus a passion?
You should be able to sum up your idea, technology, or interest in one succinct sentence.

Idea:
“I want to start a company in Africa

that will create a sustainable
business model to improve life for
the people there and empower
them with jobs.”

Here, the idea is that a sustainable
business model will reduce
poverty in Africa more
effectively than charitable
contributions to the poor. This
sentence is enough to move on
to the next step of Market
Segmentation, though as you
will see, you will have to be
much more specific before you
can turn the idea into a
business.

Technology:
“I have a robot that allows you to feel

objects rendered by a computer.”

This statement radiates with
potential. How could someone
benefit from being able to have
a three-dimensional object on
their computer screen and still
be able to feel it, in some way,
in physical space? I co-founded
a company, SensAble
Technologies, around this very
technology, and throughout the
book, I share SensAble’s story.

Passion:
“I have a master’s in mechanical

engineering and I can quickly
prototype most any technological
gadget you want . . . now I want
to put my skills to use in the most
impactful way possible, and be my
own boss.”

This person has identified a
personal comparative
advantage, the ability to
prototype gadgets quickly,
which can help a business go
through product iterations
faster. The person may want to
consider a hardware-based
business, as it would line up
well with the comparative
advantage.
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Consider the following:

• Knowledge: What was the focus of your education or career?

• Capability: What are you most proficient at?

• Connections: Who do you know that has expertise in different industries? Do you know other
entrepreneurs?

• Financial assets: Do you have access to significant financial capital, or will you be relying on a
meager savings account to start out?

• Name recognition: What are you or your partners well-known for? Skills in engineering?
Understanding fiber optics?

• Past work experience: In previous jobs you’ve held, what inefficiencies or “pain points” existed?

• Passion for a particular market: Does the idea of improving healthcare excite you? How about
education? Energy? Transportation?

• Commitment: Do you have the time and effort to devote to this endeavor? Are you ready to
make a new venture your primary (or only) focus?

If you or your founding group have strong coding and project management skills, you may be
more inclined to develop a web app. If you are a pro at rapid prototyping, you may want to consider
creating a physical product of some sort. Or if your past work experience is in education or medicine,
you may want to consider what you can create that would improve those areas.

Often, you will find an idea or technology that improves something for you personally, then
realize that idea or technology has the potential to help many others. This phenomenon is called “user
entrepreneurship”; the Kauffman Foundation has found that nearly half of all innovation-based
startups that are at least five years old were founded by user entrepreneurs.1

FINDING A FOUNDING TEAM: ENTREPRENEURSHIP IS NOT A SOLO SPORT

In 15.390 New Enterprises, the foundational entrepreneurship class I teach with other faculty at MIT,
students who go through the 24 Steps must form teams within two weeks, due to the time constraints

1Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation “Nearly Half of Innovative U.S. Startups Are Founded by ‘User Entrepreneurs,’ According to
Kauffman Foundation Study,” March 7, 2012, www.kauffman.org/newsroom/nearly-half-of-innovative-startups-are-founded-by-user-
entrepreneurs.aspx.
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of the academic semester. This process is not an optimal way to form teams, but it is enough for the
student teams to gain experience in team formation and for teams to implement (in an accelerated
manner) the 24 Steps over the course of a semester. From the ideas in the class that turn into busi-
nesses, some teams stay intact, but far more often teams undergo a healthy reconfiguration of their
membership at the end of the semester to create a stronger, more unified team that is better suited to
capture an opportunity on a longer-term basis. This is an important evolutionary process.

Your choice of co-founders is extremely important. The research at MIT suggests that businesses
with multiple founders are more successful than those founded by an individual.2

There are many resources that go into more depth about finding good co-founders. Probably the
single best and most rigorous book on this topic is Harvard Professor Noam Wasserman’s book, The
Founder’s Dilemmas. For other valuable perspectives, here are a few articles that may be helpful:

Paul Graham, “What We Look for in Founders,” PaulGraham.com, October 2010, www.paul
graham.com/founders.html.

Margaret Heffernan, “Want to Start a Business? First, Find a Partner,” Inc., May 9, 2012, www
.inc.com/margaret-heffernan/you-need-a-partner-to-start-a-business.html.

Pejman Pour-Moezzi, “How to Find That Special Someone: Your Co-Founder,” GeekWire,
April 8, 2012, www.geekwire.com/2012/find-special-cofounder.

Helge Seetzen, “5 Rules for Cofounder Heaven,” The Tech Entrepreneurship Blog, March 27,
2012, www.techentrepreneurship.com/2012/03/27/5-rules-for-cofounder-heaven.

WHERE YOU GO FROM HERE

Once you have identified an idea or technology as the basis for your innovation-driven business, you
must rigorously test and flesh out your proposal through the 24 Steps. Your first goal is to assess the
needs of potential customers, focusing on a target customer with the goal of achieving product–
market fit—a product that matches what customers in a specific market are interested in buying.
Focus is very important because entrepreneurs have very limited time and resources and so must be
hyper-efficient. Focus is so crucial to determining your target customer that I refer to the first five
steps of the 24 Steps—from Market Segmentation to profiling your Persona—as “The Search for the
Holy Grail of Specificity” (see Figure 0.1).

2Edward B. Roberts, Entrepreneurs in High Technology: Lessons from MIT and Beyond (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991), 258.
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Figure 0.1 The Holy Grail of Specificity.

Getting Started 21




	Disciplined Entrepreneurship_ Textbook_Part17
	Disciplined Entrepreneurship_ Textbook_Part18
	Disciplined Entrepreneurship_ Textbook_Part19
	Disciplined Entrepreneurship_ Textbook_Part20

