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W H A T  W E  C O V E R

Who exactly is the customer?

Most founders think they know. Most are wrong about at least one detail that matters: the 

urgency, the budget, the workaround they're already using.

This session is about replacing guesses with evidence — before you write a line of code.
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Zappos — Nick Swinmurn, 1999Before 
building any inventory or warehouse, 
Swinmurn walked into local shoe 
stores, photographed their stock, 
posted it online, and only bought the 
shoes from the store (at full price, no 
discount) once a customer actually 
ordered. No real business, just a test 
of one core assumption: will people 
buy shoes online without trying them 
on first? Classic "do things that don't 
scale" customer discovery — validate 
demand before building supply chain. 
Zappos sold to Amazon for $1.2B in 
2009.
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Why the Customer Matters
The single idea every great company is built on
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A  F O U N D I N G  P R I N C I P L E

“We're not competitor obsessed, we're customer 

obsessed. We start with the customer and we work 

backwards.”

Jeff Bezos

Founder, Amazon
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I N  P R A C T I C E

Working Backwards

Amazon's first Leadership Principle is Customer Obsession. Every new product starts not with a feature list, but with a press release 

written before anything is built  describing the customer's problem and how their life gets better.

Start with the 

customer

→

Work backwards to the 

solution

→

Write the press release 

first

→

Only then, build
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T H E  L E A N  S T A R T U P  M O V E M E N T

"There Are No Facts Inside the Building"

Steve Blank, father of the Customer Development methodology, built an entire movement on 

one blunt observation: founders who stay at their desks are guessing. Founders who leave the 

building are learning.

"Get out of the building."

— Steve Blank, creator of the Customer Development methodology

It's the same instinct behind everything you're practicing today: evidence over assumption.
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Airbnb — Brian Chesky & Joe Gebbia, 2008
Before any platform existed, the founders rented out air 
mattresses in their own apartment during a design conference 
because hotels were sold out. That single, scrappy transaction 
was the discovery moment — proof strangers would pay to 
sleep in someone's home. Even after launching, they famously 
went door-to-door in New York photographing hosts' listings 
themselves because they noticed bad photos were killing 
conversion — discovery didn't stop at launch.



A  H E A L T H Y  T E N S I O N

Listen Closely — But Don't Just Take Orders

"Get closer than ever to your customers. So close 

that you tell them what they need well before 

they realize it themselves."

— Steve Jobs

"You can't just ask customers what they want 

and then try to give that to them. By the time you 

build it, they'll want something new."

— Steve Jobs
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R E S O L V I N G  T H E  T E N S I O N

Listen to the Problem, Not the Solution

Jobs wasn't contradicting customer discovery — he was warning against a shortcut. Customers are the world's best authority on 

their own problems and frustrations. They are a poor designer of the solution. That's your job.

A S K  T H E M  A B O U T

Their problems, frustrations, workarounds, 

and the last time it cost them time or money.

D O N ' T  O U T S O U R C E

The design of the solution. That synthesis is 

the founder's job, not the customer's.
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A  R E T A I L  L E G E N D

“There is only one boss: the customer. And he 

can fire everybody in the company, from the 

chairman on down, simply by spending his 

money somewhere else.”

Sam Walton

Founder, Walmart
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F O U N D E R - M A R K E T  F I T

The Best Insight Is One You've Lived

Reid Hoffman, co-founder of LinkedIn and early Airbnb investor, has a saying that shows up again 

and again in the founders he's backed.

"The best products come from founders solving their own 

problems."

— Reid Hoffman, Co-founder, LinkedIn

Airbnb's founders needed an affordable place to stay and had a spare room. They didn't guess at the customer's pain — they were the customer.
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Why Customer Discovery
The cost of building blind — and what it's costing you right now
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T H E  P A T T E R N  W E  S E E  E V E R Y  C O H O R T

Build First, Ask Later

You just graduated. You're fast, capable, and itching to ship. So the instinct is: have an idea, build it, show people, hope they like it.

Idea

→

Build

→

Launch

→

...Silence

Months of work later, you discover the customer didn't have the problem you assumed — or had it, but wouldn't pay to fix it.
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T H E  H I D D E N  P R O B L E M

People Are Lying to You.

Not on Purpose.

Ask someone "would you use this?" and most will say yes. Not because they're dishonest — because they're being polite, and 

imagining a hypothetical future is easy to be wrong about.

Politeness

It's easier to agree than to disappoint you

Hypothetical optimism

We're bad at predicting our own future 

behavior

Ego & vision

People like to imagine the better version of 

themselves
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The Mom Test
A framework for getting honest answers — even from your own mother
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T H E  C O R E  I D E A

Could Your Mom Lie to You?

From Rob Fitzpatrick's book of the same name. Your mom loves you and wants to 

support your dream — which makes her the easiest person in the world to mislead, if 

you ask the wrong kind of question.

T H E  T E S T

A good question is specific enough, and grounded enough in the past, that 

even your mother couldn't lie to you in her answer.
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T H E  F R A M E W O R K

Three Rules for Honest Answers

01
Talk about their life, not your idea

Don't pitch. Ask about how they currently live and work.

02
Ask about specifics in the past

Not generic opinions or hypothetical futures.

03
Talk less, listen more

You're gathering data, not validating your ego.
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R U L E  0 1

Talk About Their Life, Not Your Idea

The moment you describe your product, the conversation becomes about pleasing you. Stay in 

their world — their workflow, their last frustration, their workaround.

I N S T E A D  O F  T H I S

"Would you use an app that tracks your team's 

tasks automatically?"

T R Y  T H I S

"Walk me through how your team tracked tasks 

last week."
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R U L E  0 2

Ask About Specifics in the Past

Future tense invites fantasy. Past tense forces memory — and memory is much harder to fake or 

sugarcoat.

F U T U R E  /  H Y P O T H E T I C A L

"Would you pay $20/month for this?"

"Do you think this would help your team?"

P A S T  /  S P E C I F I C

"What's the last tool you paid for to solve this?"

"Tell me about the last time this happened."
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R U L E  0 3

Talk Less, Listen More

A good interview feels lopsided. If you're talking more than a third of the time, you're pitching, not 

learning. Silence is a tool — let it sit.

Weak Interview You 70% Them 30%

Strong Interview You 20% Them 80%

Tip: after they answer, count to three before you speak again. Often they'll keep going — and that's where the gold is.
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W A T C H  Y O U R  L A N G U A G E

Phrases That Quietly Lead

"Do you think you'd..."
Invites a hypothetical, polite yes

"Don't you hate it when..."
Tells them how to feel

"Would it be helpful if..."
Everything sounds helpful in theory

"Most people we talk to say..."
Social pressure to agree
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C R I T I C A L  D I S T I N C T I O N

Facts vs. Feelings vs. Fluff

Not everything someone tells you carries the same weight. Learn to sort what you hear into these three buckets in real time.

Facts

What they actually did, paid for, or 

experienced. High signal.

"I tried three tools and cancelled all of them."

Opinions

What they believe or feel. Useful context, 

low predictive power.

"I think automation is the future."

Fluff

Compliments, hypotheticals, and vague 

enthusiasm. Discard.

"This is such a cool idea, I'd totally use it!"
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Asking Well
Turning the three rules into a real conversation
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Q U E S T I O N  D E S I G N

Anatomy of a Good Question

Specific

Names a moment, not a category

Past-tense

Asks what happened, not what might

Neutral

Doesn't hint at the answer you want

Open

Can't be answered with yes/no

E X A M P L E

"What's the most annoying part of your current onboarding process — and what did you try 

last time to fix it?"
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Q U I C K  D R I L L

Spot the Leading Question

In pairs: rewrite each leading question below into a neutral, past-tense version. 2 minutes.

1 "Wouldn't it be great if expense reports filed themselves?"

2 "Do you struggle to keep track of your subscriptions?"

3 "Would you be interested in a faster way to do this?"
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A  R E L I A B L E  S T R U C T U R E

How to Open and Close an Interview

S T E P  1

Warm Open

Build rapport, explain you're 

learning, not selling

→

S T E P  2

Context Questions

Understand their role, workflow, 

current tools

→

S T E P  3

Dig Into Pain

Find the last specific instance of 

the problem

→

S T E P  4

Close & Next Step

Ask who else to talk to — never 

pitch at the end
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