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Organic Startup Ideas

By PAUL GRAHAM

HE BEST WAY to come up with startup

ideas is to ask yourself the question:

what do you wish someone would make
for you?

There are two types of startup ideas: those that
grow organically out of your own life, and those
that you decide, from afar, are going to be neces-
sary to some class of users other than you. Apple
was the first type. Apple happened because Steve
Wozniak wanted a computer. Unlike most people
who wanted computers, he could design one, so
he did. And since lots of other people wanted
the same thing, Apple was able to sell enough of
them to get the company rolling. They still rely
on this principle today, incidentally. The iPhone
is the phone Steve Jobs wants. !

Our own startup, Viaweb, was of the second
type. We made software for building online
stores. We didn’t need this software ourselves.
We weren’t direct marketers. We didn’t even
know when we started that our users were called
“direct marketers.” But we were comparatively
old when we started the company (I was 30 and
Robert Morris was 29), so we'd seen enough to
know users would need this type of software. 2

There is no sharp line between the two types
of ideas, but the most successful startups seem to
be closer to the Apple type than the Viaweb type.
When he was writing that first Basic interpreter
for the Altair, Bill Gates was writing something
he would use, as were Larry and Sergey when
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they wrote the first versions of Google.

Organic ideas are generally preferable to the
made up kind, but particularly so when the
founders are young. It takes experience to predict
what other people will want. The worst ideas we
see at Y Combinator are from young founders
making things they think other people will want.

So if you want to start a startup and don’t know
yet what you're going to do, I'd encourage you to
focus initially on organic ideas. What’s missing or
broken in your daily life? Sometimes if you just
ask that question you’ll get immediate answers.
It must have seemed obviously broken to Bill
Gates that you could only program the Altair in
machine language.

You may need to stand outside yourself a bit to
see brokenness, because you tend to get used to it
and take it for granted. You can be sure it’s there,
though. There are always great ideas sitting right
under our noses. In 2004 it was ridiculous that
Harvard undergrads were still using a Facebook
printed on paper. Surely that sort of thing should
have been online.

There are ideas that obvious lying around now.
The reason you're overlooking them is the same
reason you’d have overlooked the idea of building
Facebook in 2004: organic startup ideas usually
don’t seem like startup ideas at first. We know
now that Facebook was very successful, but put
yourself back in 2004. Putting undergraduates’
profiles online wouldn’t have seemed like much



Just fix things that seem broken, regardless of
whether it seems like the problem is important
enough to build a company on.

of a startup idea. And in fact, it wasn’t initially a
startup idea. When Mark spoke at a YC dinner
this winter he said he wasn’t trying to start a
company when he wrote the first version of Face-
book. It was just a project. So was the Apple I
when Woz first started working on it. He didn’t
think he was starting a company. If these guys
had thought they were starting companies, they
might have been tempted to do something more
“serious,” and that would have been a mistake.

S O IF YOU want to come up with organic startup
ideas, I'd encourage you to focus more on the
idea part and less on the startup part. Just fix
things that seem broken, regardless of whether
it seems like the problem is important enough to
build a company on. If you keep pursuing such
threads it would be hard not to end up making
something of value to a lot of people, and when
you do, surprise, you've got a company. >

Don’t be discouraged if what you produce
initially is something other people dismiss as a
toy. In fact, that’s a good sign. That’s probably
why everyone else has been overlooking the idea.
The first microcomputers were dismissed as toys.
And the first planes, and the first cars. At this
point, when someone comes to us with something
that users like but that we could envision forum
trolls dismissing as a toy, it makes us especially
likely to invest.

While young founders are at a disadvantage
when coming up with made-up ideas, they're
the best source of organic ones, because they're
at the forefront of technology. They use the latest
stuff. They only just decided what to use, so why
wouldn’t they? And because they use the latest

stuff they're in a position to discover valuable
types of fixable brokenness first.

There’s nothing more valuable than an unmet
need that is just becoming fixable. If you find
something broken that you can fix for a lot of
people, you've found a gold mine. As with an
actual gold mine, you still have to work hard to
get the gold out of it. But at least you know where
the seam is, and that’s the hard part. |

Notes

1. This suggests a way to predict areas where
Apple will be weak: things Steve Jobs doesn’t
use. E.g. [ doubt he is much into gaming.

2. In retrospect, we should have become direct
marketers. If I were doing Viaweb again, I'd open
our own online store. If we had, we’d have under-
stood users a lot better. I'd encourage anyone
starting a startup to become one of its users,
however unnatural it seems.

3. Possible exception: It’s hard to compete directly
with open source software. You can build things
for programmers, but there has to be some part
you can charge for.

Paul Graham is an essayist, programmer, and pro-
gramming language designer. In 1995 he developed
with Robert Morris the first web-based application,
Viaweb, which was acquired by Yahoo in 1998. In 2002
he described a simple statistical spam filter that inspired
a new generation of filters. He's currently working on
a new programming language called Arc, a new book
on startups, and is one of the partners in Y Combinator.

Reprinted with permission of the original author. First appeared in www.paulgraham.com/organic.html.



Not Disruptive,
and Proud of It

REMEMBER “DISRUPTIVE” WHEN it was

called “paradigm shift.” That phrase

died during the tech-bubble along
with “portal” and “think outside the
box,” yet the concept has returned.
Don’t follow along.

When I get pitched — usually by
someone raising money — that they
“have something disruptive,” a little
part of me dies. You should be wor-
rying about making something useful,
not how disruptive you can be.

“Disruptive” is the in-vogue word for
the opposite of “incremental improve-
ment.” A disruptive product causes
such a large market shift that entire
companies collapse (the ones who
don’t“get it”) and new markets appear.

Disruptive is fascinating, disruptive
changes the world, disruptive makes
us think. Disruptive also sometimes
generates billions of dollars, which is
why venture capitalists have always
loved it and always will.

But disruptive is rare and usually
expensive. It’s hard to think of dis-
ruptive technologies or products that
didn’t take many millions of dollars
to implement. Most of us don’t have
access to those resources, and many
of us don’t care, because we’d rather
work on an idea we actually under-
stand and can build ourselves, an idea
that might make us a living and be
useful to people.

There’s nothing wrong with incre-
mental improvement. What’s wrong
with doing something interesting,
useful, new, but not transcendental?
What’s wrong with taking a known

By JASON COHEN

problem with a known market and just
doing it better or with a fresh perspec-
tive or with a modern approach? Do
you have you create a new market and
turn everyone’s assumptions upside
down to be successful? Should you?
I'm not so sure. Here’s my argument:

It's hard to explain the
benefits of disruption.
Have you tried to explain Twitter
someone? Not the “140 characters”
part — the part about why it’s a fun-
damental shift in how you meet and
interact with people?

Hasn't the listener always responded
by saying, “I don’t need to know what
everyone had for lunch. Who cares?
What's next, ‘I'm taking a dump?’”
They don’t get it, right? But it’s hard
to explain.

There are ways to elucidate the util-
ity of Twitter, but even the good ones
are lengthy and require listeners with
patience and open minds — two attri-
butes in short supply.

“It’s hard to explain” should not be a
standard part of your sales pitch. “You
just need to try it” and “trust me” don’t
cut it. That may be OK for Twitter —
today — but what about the 100 other
social-networking-slash-link-sharing
networks that didn’t survive? Ask them
about selling intangible benefits.

It's hard to sell disruption,
because people don’t want
to be disrupted.
If you're reading this you're prob-
ably more open to new ideas and new

products than most, because you're
inventing a new product, starting a
company, or you're just ruffled because
I'm pissing on “disruptive” and you're
looking for nit-picky things to argue
with me about.

But most people are creatures of
habit. They don’t want their lives
turned upside down. They launch into
a tirade of obscenities if you just rear-
range their toolbar. When they hear
about a new social media craze they
cringe in agony, desperately hoping it’s
a passing fad and not another new god-
damn thing they’ll be aimlessly pad-
dling around in for the next decade.

Change is hard, so a person has
to be experiencing real pain to want
change. Selling a point-solution for a
point-problem is easier than getting
people to change how they live their
lives. Identifying specific pain points
and explaining how your software
addresses those is easier than trying to
tap into a general malaise and promis-

ing a better world.
9 Most technology we now
consider “disruptive” wasn't

conceived that way.
Google was the 11th major search
engine, not the first. Their technology
proved superior, but “a better search
engine” was hardly a new idea. In
retrospect we say that Google trans-
formed how people find information,
and further, how advertising works on
the Internet.

Disruptive in hindsight, sure, but the
genesis was just “incrementally better”
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than the 10 search engines that came
before. (Or 18.)

Scott Berkun gives several other
examples in a recent BusinessWeek
article. He highlights the iPod — an
awesome device, but not the first of
its kind. Rather, there were a bunch of
crappy devices that sold well enough to
prove there were a market, but no clear
winners. Here an innovation in design
alone was enough to win the market.
Not inventing new markets, not inno-
vative features, not even improving
on existing features like sound quality
or battery life — just a better design,
unconcerned about “disrupting” any-
thing else.

Setting your sights on being dis-
ruptive isn’t how quality, sustainable
companies are built. Disruption, like
expertise, is a side effect of great suc-
cess, not a goal unto itself.

The disruptors often don't
make the money.
The construction of high-speed Inter-
net fiber backbones and extravagant
data centers fundamentally changed
how business is conducted world-wide
both between businesses and consum-
ers, but many of the companies who
built that system went bankrupt during
the 2000 tech bubble, and those who
managed to survive have still not recov-
ered the cost of that infrastructure.
They were the disruptors, but they
didn’t profit from the disruption.
Disruptive technology often comes
from research groups commissioned to
produce innovative ideas but unable
to capitalize on them. Xerox PARC
invented the fax machine, the mouse,
Ethernet, laser printers, and the con-
cept of a “windowing” user interface,
but made no money on the inventions.
AT&T Bell Labs invented Unix, the C
programming language, wireless Ether-
net, and the laser, but made no money
on the inventions.
Is it because disruptors are “before

their time,” able to create but not able
to hold out long enough for others to
appreciate the innovation? Is it because
innovation and business sense are
decoupled? Is it because “version 1”
of anything is inferior to “version 3,”
and by the time the innovator makes
it to version 2 there are new competi-
tors — competitors who don’t bear the
expense of having invented version 1,
who have silently observed the failures
of version 1, and can now jump right
to version 37

“Why” is an interesting question, but
the bottom line is clear: Disruption is
rarely profitable.

Simple, modest goals are
most likely to succeed, and
most likely to make us happy.
It's not “aiming low” to attempt modest
success.
It’s not failure if you “just” make a
nice living for yourself. Changing the
world is noble, but you're more likely

I would have failed.

I made less money personally at
ITWatchDogs, but the company was
profitable and sold for millions of dol-
lars. We took a simple problem (when
server rooms get hot, the gear fails)
and provided a simple solution (ther-
mometer with a web page that emails/
pages you if it's too hot). There were
many competitors, both huge (APC
with $1.5 billion market cap), mid-
sized (NetBotz with millions in rev-
enue and funding), and small (sub-$1m
operations like us). We had something
unique — an inexpensive product that
still had 80% of the features of the big
boys — but nothing disruptive.

Had we tried to fundamentally
change how IT departments monitor
server rooms, I'm sure we would have
failed.

There’s nothing wrong with mod-
esty. Modest in what you consider “suc-
cess,” and modest in what you're trying
to achieve every day:

My daughter convinced me that insisting
something be Deeply Meaningful With
Purpose could sometimes suck the joy from it.

to change it if you don’t try to change
everything at once.

I made millions of dollars at Smart
Bear with a product that took an exist-
ing practice (peer code review) and
solved five specific pain points (annoy-
ances and time-wasters). Sure it wasn’t
worth a hundred million dollars, and
it didn’t turn anyone’s world inside
out, but it enjoys a nice place in the
world and it is incredibly fulfilling to
see people happier to do their jobs
with our product than without it.

Had I tried to fundamentally change
how everyone writes software, I'm sure

Reprinted with permission of the original author. First appeared in blog.asmartbear.com/not-disruptive.html.

- Kathy Sierra

Of course it’s wonderful that disrup-
tive products exist, improving life in
quantum leaps. And it’s not wrong to
pursue such things! But neither is it
wrong to have more modest goals, and
modest goals are much more likely to
be achieved. @

Jason is the founder of three companies,
all profitable and two exits. He blogs on
startups and marketing at http://blog.
ASmartBear.com.



Turning
eality Distortion Field

By STEVE BLANK

On Your

WAS CATCHING UP over coffee and a muffin
with a student I hadn’t seen for years who's
now CEO of his own struggling startup. As I
listened to him present the problems of matching
lithium-ion battery packs to EV powertrains and
direct drive motors, I realized that he had a built
a product for a segment of the electric vehicle
market that possibly could put his company on
the right side of a major industry discontinuity.
But he was explaining it like it was his PhD
dissertation defense.

Our product is really complicated

After hearing more details about the features of
the product (I think he was heading to the level
of Quantum electrodynamics) I asked if he could
explain to me why I should care. His response
was to describe even more features. When I called
for a time-out the reaction was one I hear a lot.
“Our product is really complicated I need to tell
you all about it so you get it.”

I told him I disagreed and pointed out that
anyone can make a complicated idea sound
complicated. The art is making it sound simple,
compelling and inevitable.

Turning on your Reality Distortion Field
The ability to deliver a persuasive elevator pitch
and follow it up with a substantive presentation
is the difference between a funded entrepreneur
and those having coffee complaining that they're
out of cash. It’s a litmus test of how you will
behave in front of customers, employees and
investors.

30-seconds

The common wisdom is that you need to be able
to describe your product/company in 30-seconds.
The 30 second elevator pitch is such a common
euphemism that people forget its not about the
time, it’s about the impact and the objective. The
goal is not to pack in every technical detail about
the product. You don’t even need to mention the
product. The objective is to get the listener to
stop whatever they had planned to do next and
instead say, “Tell me more.”

HOW DO YOU put together a 30-second pitch?
Envision how the world will be different
five years after people started using your product.
Tell me. Explain to me why it’s a logical conclu-
sion. Quickly show me that it’s possible. And do
this in less than 100 words.

The CEOs reaction over his half- finished
muffin was, “An elevator pitch is hype. 'm not a
sales guy I'm an engineer.”

The reality is that if you are going to be a
founding CEQ, investors want to understand
that you have a vision big enough to address a
major opportunity and an investment. Potential
employees need to understand your vision of the
future to decide whether against all other choices
they will join you. Customers need to stop being
satisfied with the status quo and queue up for
whatever you are going to deliver. Your elevator
pitch is a proxy for all of these things.

While my ex student had been describing the
detailed architecture of middleware of electric

Photo credit: Campfire Blackhole by Aaron Wagner (www.flickr.com/photos/copilot/63224608/).
Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic licence (creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en).
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Envision how the world will be different
five years after people started using your

product.

vehicles I realized what I wanted to understand
was how this company was going to change the
world.

All he had to say was, “The electric vehicle
business is like the automobile business in 1898.
We’'re on the cusp of a major transformation. If
you believe electric vehicles are going to have a
significant share of the truck business in 10 years,
we are going to be on the right side of the fault
zone. The heart of these vehicles will be a pow-
ertrain controller and propulsion system. We've
designed, built and installed them. Every electric
truck will have to have a product like ours.”

75 words.

That would have been enough to have me say,
“Tell me more.” M

Lessons Learned
e Complex products need a simple summary
¢ Tell me why I should quit my job to join you

e Tell me why I should invest in you rather than
the line outside my door

Tell me why I should buy from you rather than
the existing suppliers

e Do it in 100 words or less.

Steve Blank is a retired serial entrepreneur and the
author of Customer Development model for startups.
Today he teaches entrepreneurship to both undergradu-
ate and graduate students at U.C. Berkeley, Stanford
University and the Columbia University/Berkeley Joint
Executive MBA program.

Reprinted with permission of the original author. First appeared in steveblank.com/2010/04/22/turning-on-your-reality-distortion-field;.

Best Writing Advice for Engineers

By WILLIAM A. WOOD

OW TO MAKE engineers write con-
cisely with sentences? By combining
journalism with the technical report
format. In a newspaper article, the paragraphs
are ordered by importance, so that the reader can
stop reading the article at whatever point they
lose interest, knowing that the part they have read
was more important than the part left unread.
State your message in one sentence. That is
your title. Write one paragraph justifying the
message. That is your abstract. Circle each phrase
in the abstract that needs clarification or more

contexts. Write a paragraph or two for each such
phrase. That is the body of your report. Identify
each sentence in the body that needs clarification
and write a paragraph or two in the appendix.
Include your contact information for readers who
require further detail.
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