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10 questions for startups 
by Colin Newlyn 

 

For your startup to be a success, you just need to create a great product, right? How hard can that be? 

Well...it’s pretty hard. And it’s not all you need to do.  

Here are 10 questions you should ask yourselves to give you a chance of making it.  

To having a sustainable business, that is.  

Not just to your next birthday. 
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1. Who owns the product? 

 

Someone in the team has to be the driving force behind the product vision. Often, this is the Founder/Entrepreneur 

who had the idea in the first place. Whoever it is must be passionate about the product and have a clear idea about 

where it is going. They not only accept this responsibility, they love it. They live and breathe it. 

If you look around and you can’t see anyone who fits this description, go and get a product manager pronto. 

Actually, you could do a lot worse than to get a product manager anyway. 

 Startups normally engage with product management after they’ve got the first release out. This means the second 

release is mostly about putting in all the stuff they didn’t think about and tidying up the first release so that it’s 

capable of further development. Serious loss of momentum and stagnation can occur during this phase which can 

prove fatal. 

 A good reason, then, to get someone to think about product management at the beginning. 
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2. What problem does it solve? 

 

The world is full of products that do nothing, bits of technology in search of a solution. If your product doesn’t solve 

someone’s problem, why are you building it? Why pour your energy, creativity and soul into something no-one is 

interested in? 

If you are unable to clearly state what problem you are solving, how on earth will you know if you’ve achieved your 

goal? Be really specific about the problem, zoom in on it until you really have it in ugly, eye-piercing detail. 

Understand the context in which the problem arises, what other solutions are around or have been tried, and what 

their shortcomings are. Know that problem like the back of your hand. 

If you’re addressing a problem, that’s not generally recognised, that’s not a bad thing. Thinking outside the box (or 

around the edges, as Seth Godin puts it) can uncover fantastic opportunities. Who knew we wanted to walk around 

listening to our own music until Sony’s co-chairman Akio Morita came up with the Walkman? If it’s your own problem 

you’re solving, that’s even better. 

 
 

Basketball was invented in 1892 in the US, but it over 10 years later until someone had the idea to cut a hole in the 

bottom of the net for the ball to fall through. Before then, the referee had to use a stick to poke the ball out or use a 

ladder, and many elaborate ball-retrieval mechanisms were invented. 

It is not clear who had this idea – perhaps it was a referee with vertigo! 
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3. Whose problem does it solve? 

 

This question is really about your target market but that’s a rather abstract concept. 

It’s much better and more compelling to think of the people whose problem you are addressing - real people in real 

situations. You will be more emotionally engaged and motivated to come up with a solution, too. 

Then you need to find some (real, live ones!) and get to know them. This will validate your assumptions and give you 

invaluable insights that can guide your product development. 

They will help also help you design your product, if you choose them carefully and treat them well. They want you to 

solve their problem so they are more than willing to give you their thoughts and feedback (and often very flattered to 

be asked). 

You can’t assume away real people, they ask awkward questions and say the things you don’t want to hear. This stops 

you making stupid mistakes and designing for your own ego rather than for their need. 

 And if you can’t find any to work with you ... well, go back to question 2. 
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4. Do your customers care enough? 

 

It can be so exciting, working in a start-up.  

 

And then you find people who like what you’re doing and say nice things to you. It’s easy to let your enthusiasm carry 

you away and hear mild encouragement as ringing endorsements of your idea. So it’s important to check whether 

your (future potential) customers will actually buy your service or product.  

They experience the problem but does it cause them enough pain to act, or can they ignore it?  

 

What substitutes might they use instead of what you are proposing? (Don’t forget, doing nothing IS a substitute).  

 

Is the cost of adoption of your solution less than the pain they are experiencing from the problem?  

Is what you offer compelling enough to overcome the natural inertia that everyone has?  

 

Does it really matter? 
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5. Are there enough customers? 

 

As the old saying goes “There may be a gap in the market but is there a market in the gap?”  You can find customers 

that like your solution but you have to find enough to make it viable. They have to be willing to pay enough money, as 

well. Even ‘free’ services need to convert a certain percentage to their premium offerings. 
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6. How will they buy your product? 

 

This is really worth thinking about hard. You may have the greatest product in the world but if you are not easy to do 

business with, people won’t buy it.  

Think about the customer experience of their buying process. Are there any obstacles that can get in the way? Is it 

going to be easy enough? How do you make it available to them at the point of need? How will they find out about 

you? 

Your channels to market are a key consideration that will shape your product design and your business model.  

 

For example, in a highly regulated market you will have to use established channels that will have a lot of influence 

over what you offer. Channels might be regulated, or demand a white-label product, or require significant margin. If 

you need to create new channels or build a support infrastructure, that will add time & cost. All these will significantly 

impact your product, your market and your business 
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7. Can you explain the proposition in one sentence? 

 

You really need to be able to do this in a way that is understood by, and resonates with, your target customers. Being 

concise forces you to get to the heart of their problem and give them a simple and elegant resolution. It makes you 

get rid of the clutter and extraneous detail and be crystal clear about what you are doing. It also gets them 

emotionally engaged in your product. 

Developing a one-line proposition also validates many of the answers to the previous questions. You simply can’t do it 

unless you have thought them through. 

As a result, your marketing message becomes really clear, easily remembered, and one that can be readily passed on 

by Word of Mouth and Social Media. 

So avoid jargon, put it in the language that they use, use idioms that they are familiar with. Make it something they 

might have said themselves. 

Clear 

Concise  

Relevant 

Engaging  
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8. Does your product fit your brand? 

 

You may be thinking “Hang on!  Brand? How’s that relevant? We’ve barely got a product out yet?” 

That’s fine. If you want your first, slightly chaotic, not-quite-thought-through product to define your brand and your 

business. Ah, no? Then you had better make sure that it fits the brand you are seeking to build for your business. 

“But we don’t have a brand yet. We’re a start-up” you say. 

I doubt that’s true. You probably have some shared values, some ideas about what you think the company should be 

like, some views on the ‘feel’ of the business, don’t you? All those long chats over endless cups of coffee and the odd 

alcoholic beverage or two will have created enough of a shared view. (If not, you will have major problems as a team 

going forward!). 

Just spend half an hour with a bunch of post-its brainstorming what the ‘WHY’ is for your company. Tidy it up into a 

manifesto and then use that as a benchmark to check your product against. 

 

 

 

 

(If you are stuck, read “Start with Why” by Simon Sinek or watch his TEDx talk)  
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9. Can it be simpler? 

 

The simpler it is, the sooner you can develop it and start to bring in revenue. You only get so many goes at the 

development cycle. Developing stuff you don’t really need means wasted cycles and that means you run out of money 

sooner. Clear-eyed application of this question could be the difference between success and failure. 

It’s all too easy to allow stuff in that you don’t really need. Features you think are really neat, or that someone is 

shouting for, or stuff you put in to be ‘safe and sure’.  

Be ruthless. If it’s not essential to the customer, chuck it out. 

Taking stuff out reduces your costs and increases your time to market. It often leads to a more elegant, more effective 

product. It might save your business. What’s not to like? 

 

 

In the race to the moon, the US and Russia needed something that would write at any angle and in zero-gravity. 

Existing pens just wouldn’t work. The US ran a million dollar research programme and invented a pen that pumped an 

even flow of ink to the point in all conditions and at any angle. The Russians took pencils. 

OK, it’s an apocryphal story. But it makes a good point! 
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10. Can you win? 

 

Like a bunch of puppy dogs you are full of boundless energy and unbridled optimism, ready to shift the world on its 

axis. Of course you can win! But are trying to win at the right thing? And do you have all the things you need for 

success. 

Is the market one you can actually access? Who are you up against and can you beat them? (Don’t forget apathy and 

inertia!) Are there any barriers to entry, such as regulation, financial strength, IP and patents?  

There’s no point in taking on a challenge you know you are not equipped to win. Dead hero is not much of a career 

choice.  Better to pick another market to go for, pivot your idea towards a different set of customers. 

Do you have the right team? That’s not just the guys in the company, but the suppliers, partners and advisors working 

with you. If not now, will you have them when you need them? It’s better to be ruthlessly realistic about your 

limitations and take steps to fill the gaps than puff yourself up and be found out later on.  

Most of all, have you got the mindset to win? It’s a bloody and painful path, you need to really believe in what you are 

doing if you are going to go down it or you won’t have the resilience to succeed. You don’t have to risk everything, but 

you do have to risk failure and ridicule. Are you all up for that? 
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“I have developed, launched and marketed many products and 

services during a career in telecoms and IT

prove it.”  

My skills were honed as an intrapreneur in BT, finding out about the way that big businesses

how to get stuff done. I really enjoy doing new things where no

Businesses use my unique combination of strategy, marketing, product and leadership skills to 

individuals and start-ups, help establish a produc

want to know how and to get regular insights from me

I’m very social, so please connect and 

                @colinnewlyn         http://uk.linkedin.com/in/colinnewlyn
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I have developed, launched and marketed many products and 

services during a career in telecoms and IT and I have the scars to 

as an intrapreneur in BT, finding out about the way that big businesses

. I really enjoy doing new things where no-one knows exactly 

my unique combination of strategy, marketing, product and leadership skills to 

ups, help establish a product mindset and to clear innovation constipation.  If you 

get regular insights from me, follow my blog at www.colinnewlyn.com

and communicate – I’d love to know what you think

http://uk.linkedin.com/in/colinnewlyn          colin@colinnewlyn.com

  Colin Newlyn
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Colin Newlyn 


