
Customer Discovery 
Done Right



Why do most startups fail?



Edison’s first patent

Source: http://edison.rutgers.edu/vote.htm



“I never want to 
build something 
that nobody wants 
to buy.” 

- Thomas Edison



“If you are truly passionate about serving 
the mission, you would be willing to pivot 
according to what your customers say.” 

Sophia Sunwoo, Water Collective



“You don’t want to change the mission 
cause that is scope creep. Stay away from 
scope creep. But you always need to change 
the way you do things. There must be space 
for innovation.”

David Delmar, Resilient Coders





BRANDEIS INNOVATION



“If you fall in love with a creation, you are doomed to 
fail. That creation can become obsolete. If you fall in love 
with customers and a community of people, then it 
works.  

As an entrepreneur, you need to be in service of others, 
the entire game is to fall in love with your audience and 
keep serving them.”

Costa Michailidis, Know Innovation





We never changed the purpose, what has 
changed, based on information and data and 
feedback and users, we have changed the 
exact way we deliver value.

Caroline Ghosn, Levo



CUSTOMER DISCOVERY PROCESS



INTRODUCTION

Identify customer 
segment / create 

hypothesis

Locate your customers

Reach out to customers
•Cold call

•Warm intros
•Casual conversations

Gather / analyze data

Narrow 
down 

customer 
segment/ 
redefine 

value prop



1. FIND YOUR CUSTOMERS

Before you begin your customer discovery, you 
need to start identifying who you should be 

speaking to. You can start with a broad customer 
segment, or multiple customer segments, then hone 

in on a specific subset, as you gather more 
anecdotal evidence. Create a list, name, contact 

info, type of customer to keep track.



1. FIND YOUR CUSTOMERS

Questions to consider: 

- What are these people already doing to achieve their 
goal or solve their problem? 

- Where can you locate your demographic groups? 
- Where can you find people doing the identified 

workaround behaviors?



1. FIND YOUR CUSTOMERS

- Set up Google Alerts to be notified when someone is 
writing on a specific topic. Contact the author directly. 

- Social Analytics tools (e.g. KeyHole.co or 
buzzsumo.com) - allows you to search for key words 
and identify influencers, their reach, top posts and 

pages. 
- Industry related blogs and market data. 
- LinkedIn.

http://KeyHole.co
http://buzzsumo.com


- Cold calls 
- Get warm intros 
- Serendipity 
- Cold email (I am a Brandeis researcher…) 
- Go to places you are most likely to find them 
- Organize meet ups 
- Unexpected interviews (The only thing people love 

talking about more than themselves is their problems.)

1. FIND YOUR CUSTOMERS



2. PREPARE

- Generate a list of questions based on your hypotheses 
- Conduct research on the person, company, industry 
- Have starter questions



2. PREPARE

Sample conversation prompts: 
- Can you tell me the story about that? 
- And then what happened? 
- Why or how did you do that? 
- What did you love (hate) about it? 
- If you could waive a magic wand, what would the solution look 

like? 
- Tell me about an experience when… 
- What are the best/worst parts about… 
- Can you help me understand more about…



Email tips: 
- Try including opportunity to/invitation to in subject line 

of email. 
- Introduce yourself  
- Be clear about what you need (20 minutes because 

xxx) 
- Specify why exactly them / what can this person help 

with that others can’t. Why is it worth their time? 
- Streak - example of an email management tool.

3. REACH OUT TO CUSTOMERS



3. REACH OUT TO CUSTOMERS

Don’t make these interactions transactional, treat any as a 
potential lead or a valuable professional connection. 

Keep in mind, effective networks are: 
- Authentic and genuine 
- Two-way and not focused solely on your needs 
- Usually not formalized (at least initially) 
- Consistent over a long period



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS

Most people you’ll be speaking to will try to be nice. 
Therefore they might lie without realizing it. 

Bad data is worse than no data.



Take this as an exercise in self-control. Don’t ask questions 
with already having the answer in mind. Don’t ask 

questions to just help validate what you have already 
assumed. Customer interviews should be approached with 

the intention to learn and put yourself in your customers’ 
shoes.

3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



3. SPEAKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS



In your team: 
- Outline 5-7 questions linked to your assumptions. 
- If any information is available on google, collect it. 
- Due diligence on LinkedIn/online on person you are 

interviewing. 

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: PREPPING



- 2 people at interview works well with scheduled 
ones (e.g. 1 talks, second takes notes) 

- Casual conversation with only 1 team member can 
also be valuable. Don’t ask do you have time for a 
meeting? Simply ask your main questions during a 
casual conversation. This can be 5-15 min. 

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: DURING INTERVIEW



- Look for specifics, past behavior, facts/data on your 
industry. 

- Understand implications and how much they care. 
- Understand workflow and decision makers 
- Understand budget processes. Where does funding 

come from? 
- Try to avoid fluff (would/might/could)

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: DURING INTERVIEW



Meetings should give you either enough information to 
modify your assumptions or result in some form of 
commitment: 
- Time (next meeting, confirming a trial) 
- Reputation (intro to peers, team, decision maker, 

public endorsement, agree to be a case study) 
- Cash (letter of intent, pre-order, deposit) 

Try to stay away from compliment (this is so 
interesting) territory and focus on facts and specifics.

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: DURING INTERVIEW



When your customer has ideas: 

You are not “allowed” to tell them what their problem is 
and they are not “allowed” to tell you what to build. 

Remember: you want your first product/service to be 
simple, not too many features.

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: DURING INTERVIEW



- Write down (right after interview) - emotions, 
problems, goals, current workarounds, ideas, 
budgets, buying process, any references or other 
contacts you can reach out to. 

- Discuss improvements for next time in your team.

4. GATHER / ANALYZE DATA: REVIEW



Some guiding rules 
Avoid complexity. Simpler is always better. 
Start small. Who are the first people that will use 
it? How will they find out about it? 
Defer everything you can defer. 


