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| remember the exact moment | realized that being a great developer and building a
successful startup were two completely different skill sets. It was 2 AM on a Tuesday, |
was three months into my first serious venture, and | had just spent six hours perfecting
a caching layer that would save users approximately 0.3 seconds of load time.
Meanwhile, | hadn’t talked to a single potential customer in two weeks, our runway was
evaporating, and | had no idea if anyone actually wanted what we were building.

That night was a turning point for me. | was forced to confront an uncomfortable truth
that many technically-minded founders eventually face: the code is often the easiest
part. The real challenges lie in everything else—understanding your market, finding
customers, building the right thing, and somehow keeping your sanity intact while doing
it all. Over the years, I've launched multiple startups, experienced both spectacular

failures

and modest successes, and mentored dozens of developer-founders through their own
journeys. What I've learned is that developers actually have some incredible advantages
when it comes to building startups, but only if they’re willing to step outside their comfort
zone and embrace the messy, human side of entrepreneurship. This post is everything |

wish someone had told me before | started. It's not about

platitudes or generic advice you've heard a thousand times. Instead, | want to walk you
through the actual, practical reality of going from idea to launch as a developer-founder,
including all the mistakes | made so you don’t have to repeat them.

The Developer’s Paradox: Your Greatest
Strength Is Also Your Biggest Weakness

Let’s start with something that might sting a little: your ability to build anything is both
your superpower and your Achilles heel.

As developers, we’re problem solvers by nature. Give us a technical challenge, and we’ll
figure it out. We’'ll research, experiment, refactor, and optimize until we’ve built
something elegant and functional. This mindset has served us incredibly well in our



careers. But when it comes to startups, this same instinct can lead us catastrophically
astray.

Here’s what typically happens: a developer gets an idea, gets excited about the
technical challenges involved, and immediately starts building. They spend months
creating a beautiful, scalable architecture with clean code, comprehensive tests, and all
the bells and whistles. Then they launch, hear crickets, and can’t understand why
nobody cares about this thing they’ve poured their heart into.

| did exactly this with my first startup. | built a project management tool because | was
frustrated with existing options. | spent four months building out a sophisticated tagging
system, real-time collaboration features, and a plugin architecture that would make the
tool infinitely extensible. The codebase was pristine. The performance was incredible.
And absolutely nobody used it, because | never bothered to validate whether anyone
else shared my frustrations or would pay to solve them.

The hard lesson here is that in the startup world, you're not rewarded for technical
excellence—you’re rewarded for solving real problems that people will pay for. Your
ability to build quickly is valuable, but only if you’re building the right thing.

This doesn’t mean you should write terrible code or ignore best practices. It means you
need to be ruthlessly pragmatic about what you build and when you build it. The goal in
the early stages isn’t to create a technical masterpiece; it’s to test your assumptions as
quickly and cheaply as possible.

{% embed https://dev.to/thebitforge/12-must-have-wordpress-plugins-for-developers-
in-2026-3kof %}

Before You Write a Single Line of Code: The
Validation Phase Nobody Wants to Do

| know, | know. You have this amazing idea, and you’re itching to start building. Your
fingers are practically twitching to open VS Code and start scaffolding out the project.
But here’s where discipline separates successful founders from the countless
developers with half-finished side projects gathering dust on GitHub.



Before you write any code, you need to validate that your idea solves a real problem for
real people who will actually pay for it. And no, you and your developer friends don’t
count as a market.

The validation phase feels awkward and uncomfortable for most developers because it
requires talking to people—often strangers—about problems and needs rather than
solutions and features. But this is absolutely critical, and here’s how to do it effectively.

Start by clearly articulating the problem you think you’re solving. Not the solution, the
problem. Write it down in plain language: “Freelance designers struggle to manage client
feedback efficiently, leading to endless email chains and confusion about which version
of a file is current.” This statement should be specific enough that someone can
immediately tell you whether they experience this problem.

Now comes the hard part: you need to talk to at least 20-30 people who you think might
have this problem. Not to pitch your solution, but to understand their world. Schedule
coffee chats, video calls, or even just email exchanges. Ask them about their workflow,
their pain points, and how they currently solve (or fail to solve) this problem.

The key is to listen more than you talk. When you do talk, ask open-ended questions:
“Walk me through the last time you dealt with client feedback.” “What’s the most
frustrating part of that process?” “What have you tried to fix this?” “If you could wave a
magic wand, what would the ideal solution look like?”

Pay attention not just to what they say, but to how they say it. If someone responds with,
“Yeah, that’s kind of annoying sometimes, | guess,” that’s not a real pain point. But if
they light up and say, “Oh my God, yes! Just last week | spent three hours trying to track
down which version of a logo the client actually approved,” now you’re onto something.
You’re looking for what | call “hair-on-fire problems”—problems so painful that people are
actively looking for solutions and would happily pay to make them go away. If you’re not
finding these, either you're talking to the wrong people or you need to pivot your idea.

One of the biggest mistakes | see developers make during validation is leading the
witness. They’ll say something like, “Don’t you think it would be great if there was a tool
that did X?” Of course people will agree with you to be polite! Instead, ask about their
current process and let them tell you what’s broken.

Another crucial element of validation: talk about money early and often. Ask people what
they currently pay for solutions in this space. Ask what they’d be willing to pay for



something that solved their problem. If people are uncomfortable talking about price or
say they wouldn’t pay for a solution, that’'s a massive red flag. Time to either find
different customers or a different problem.

| learned this lesson the expensive way with a SaaS tool | built for content creators.
Everyone | talked to said it was a great idea and they’d definitely use it. But | never
asked about willingness to pay. When | launched with a $29/month price tag, | got
nothing but pushback. Turns out people thought it was a neat free tool, not something
worth paying for. Had | asked about money during validation, | would have either found a
different market segment or structured the product differently from the start.

The Art of Falling in Love with the Problem,
Not Your Solution

This is perhaps the most important mindset shift you need to make as a developer-
founder: you need to become obsessed with the problem you’re solving, not the clever
solution you’ve envisioned.

We developers love elegant solutions. We get excited about architecture, algorithms,
and interesting technical challenges. But here’s the thing: your first solution idea is
almost certainly wrong, or at least substantially different from what will actually work in
the market.

I've seen this play out dozens of times. A developer has a vision for how something
should work, builds it exactly as imagined, and then gets frustrated when users don’t
“get it” or use it “wrong.” But users are never wrong—if they’re not using your product
the way you intended, your product is wrong.

The most successful developer-founders | know are the ones who fall in love with the
problem space and remain flexible about the solution. They’re willing to completely pivot
their approach based on user feedback. They’re not attached to their initial vision;
they’re attached to actually solving the problem.

Here’s a practical example: a friend of mine started building a complex workflow
automation tool for small marketing agencies. He spent months creating a sophisticated
visual programming interface where users could drag and drop nodes to create
automation workflows. Very cool technically. Completely overwhelming for his target
users.



After watching several potential customers struggle with the interface, he had a moment
of clarity. The problem wasn’t that agencies needed a powerful automation tool—they
needed to automate three specific, common workflows, and they needed it to just work
without configuration. He scrapped 80% of his code and rebuilt the product as a simple
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three-button interface: “Automate Client Onboarding,” “Automate Monthly Reporting,”

“Automate Social Posts.” Revenue went from zero to $15K MRR in four months.

He succeeded because he let go of his attachment to the clever solution and focused on
what actually solved the problem for his users. The less-sophisticated product was
infinitely more valuable.

To cultivate this mindset, | recommend keeping a “problem journal.” Every day, write
down what you’re learning about the problem you’re solving. What did users tell you?
What did you observe? What assumptions were challenged? This practice keeps you
focused on understanding the problem deeply rather than falling in love with your latest
feature idea.

The Minimum Viable Product: What It Actually
Means (Hint: It’s Probably Smaller Than You
Think)

Let’s talk about MVPs, because this is where developers consistently shoot themselves
in the foot.

The concept of a Minimum Viable Product has been so bastardized that it's almost lost
all meaning. Developers hear “MVP” and think, “Okay, so the core features with basic
polish.” No. That’s not it. That’s still way too much.

An MVP is the absolute smallest thing you can build to test your riskiest assumption.
That’s it. It's not about building a stripped-down version of your vision. It's about learning
as quickly as possible whether your fundamental hypothesis is correct.

Let me give you a concrete example. Say you want to build a platform that connects
freelance developers with startups looking for technical co-founders. Your riskiest
assumptions might be: (1) startups actually want to find co-founders this way, (2)
developers want to be discovered this way, and (3) there’s a matching problem that
needs solving.



A developer’s instinct might be to build a web app with user profiles, search functionality,
messaging, maybe some kind of matching algorithm. That could easily be 2-3 months of
work. But that’s not an MVP.

A real MVP might be: create a simple landing page explaining the concept and ask both
startups and developers to fill out a Google Form with their details. Manually introduce a
few matches via email. See if anyone converts. This takes maybe a weekend to set up,
and you’ll learn whether your core assumptions are correct.

If people aren’t willing to fill out a form and try manual matches, they’re definitely not
going to use a full platform. But if you get traction with the manual process, now you
know there’s something real here, and you can start building the automated tools to
scale what'’s already working.

The best MVP | ever built was for a developer tool that would help teams track technical
debt. Instead of building any software, | created a Slack bot that posted a daily question:
“What's one piece of technical debt that bothered you today?” It just saved responses to
a Google Sheet. That’s it. But it validated that teams would engage with daily prompts
about technical debt, which was the riskiest assumption. Once we knew that worked, we
could build the actual product with confidence.

Here’s a framework | use to scope MVPs: write down all the features you think you need,
then ruthlessly cut until you're left with only the features required to deliver the core
value proposition. Then cut half of those. What remains should make you uncomfortable
with how minimal it is. If you're comfortable with the scope, it's not minimal enough.

The point of an MVP isn’t to delight users with a polished experience. It’s to test whether
your core value proposition resonates. You can always add polish later, but you can’t get
back the months you spent building the wrong thing.

Market Selection: Why Going Niche Is Your
Secret Weapon

One of the biggest strategic mistakes | see developer-founders make is trying to build for
everyone. They create a generic tool that could theoretically work for many different
types of users, launch broadly, and wonder why they can’t gain traction.



The counterintuitive truth is that starting narrow is almost always better than starting
broad. It's easier to dominate a small niche and expand from there than to fight for
scraps in a massive, competitive market.

When | say go narrow, | mean really narrow. Not “project management for small
businesses.” That'’s still way too broad. Think “project management for boutique wedding
planning firms in the US.” Yes, that sounds ridiculously specific. That’s the point.

Here’s why this works: when you target a specific niche, you can speak directly to their
unique needs in a way that generic competitors can’t. A wedding planner sees “project
management” and thinks “not for me, that’s for tech companies.” But they see “wedding
planning project management” and think “finally, something built for my world.”

A narrow focus also makes every aspect of building your startup easier. Marketing is
easier because you know exactly where your customers hang out—specific Facebook
groups, industry conferences, trade publications. Product decisions are easier because
you’re serving one type of customer with specific needs, not trying to please everyone.
Customer support is easier because you understand the domain deeply.

Plus, being the go-to solution for a specific niche gives you pricing power. You're not
competing on features with massive platforms; you're providing specialized value that
justifies premium pricing.

| experienced this firsthand with a tool | built for podcast editing. My first version tried to
be a general audio editing tool for “content creators.” It went nowhere because | was
competing with Audacity, Adobe Audition, and a dozen other established tools. Nobody
cared about another audio editor.

Then | pivoted hard: | rebuilt it specifically for podcasters who interview guests remotely.
| added features like automatic recording of Zoom calls, speaker identification, and one-
click removal of “ums” and long pauses. | changed all my marketing to speak directly to
podcasters. Within six months, | had 500 paying customers in a niche | now dominated,
whereas before | had maybe 20 users for the generic version.

The key is to start narrow enough that you can realistically dominate, but not so narrow
that there’s no viable market. How do you find that balance? Look for niches where:

1. People already spend money on solutions (even imperfect ones)
2. There’s a clear way to reach them (communities, publications, events)
3. The market is underserved by current solutions



4. You have some insight or access that gives you an advantage

That last point is crucial. Your best niche is often one where you have insider knowledge.
Maybe you spent five years working in restaurant management, so you understand their
operational challenges intimately. Maybe you’re an avid rock climber and you know the
climbing gym community inside and out. This insider status gives you credibility and
insight that outside competitors can’t easily replicate.

One caveat: make sure your niche is a stepping stone, not a dead end. You want a
market that's big enough to build a solid business, and ideally, a market where success
gives you a natural pathway to expand into adjacent segments. Dominating wedding
planners could expand to event planners more broadly. Dominating podcast editors
could expand to video editors or other creator tools.

But don’t worry about expansion in your first year. Just focus on absolutely crushing it in
your initial niche.

The Technical Founder’s Guide to Actually
Talking to Customers

Alright, let’'s address the elephant in the room: many of us became developers specifically
because we prefer working with computers over people. The idea of doing sales calls or
customer interviews fills us with dread.

| get it. ’'m an introvert who recharges alone, and my early attempts at customer
conversations were painful for everyone involved. But here’s the brutal truth: if you can'’t
talk to customers, you can’t build a successful startup. Period. The good news is that

talking to customers is a skKill, just like coding, and you can get
better at it with practice. You don’t need to become a stereotypical salesperson. You just
need to get comfortable having genuine conversations about problems and solutions. Let

me share some techniques that helped me overcome my customer conversation
anxiety:

First, reframe what these conversations are. You’re not selling anything (at least not at
first). You're doing research. You’re trying to learn. This shift in mindset takes so much
pressure off. You're not trying to convince anyone of anything; you're just genuinely
curious about their experience.



Second, prepare a loose script of questions, but don'’t stick to it rigidly. Having questions
written down gives you something to fall back on when you’re nervous, but the best
insights come from following the conversation wherever it naturally goes. If someone
mentions something interesting, dig into that rather than mechanically moving to your
next prepared question.

Third, embrace the awkward silences. When you ask a question and someone pauses
to think, resist the urge to fill the silence or rephrase the question. Just wait. Some of the
most valuable insights I've gotten came after 5-10 seconds of uncomfortable silence
when someone was really processing the question.

Fourth, take notes, but don’t hide behind your laptop. | find it helpful to tell people at the
start, “I'm going to take some notes so | don’t forget anything important—hope that’s
okay.” Everyone always says yes, and it gives you something to do with your hands
while also capturing valuable information.

Fifth, ask for permission to record the conversation. Most people say yes, and it's
incredibly valuable to be able to go back and listen to the exact words someone used.
Plus, knowing it's recording means you can focus on the conversation rather than
frantically scribbling notes.

Here’s a practical tip that completely changed my customer conversations: | started
doing them while walking. If it's a phone call, I'd literally walk around my neighborhood
while talking. Something about moving made me less self-conscious and more natural in
conversation. If it's a video call, I'd still stand at a standing desk rather than sit. The
physical movement helped my mental state.

As for finding people to talk to, start with warm connections—friends, former colleagues,
online communities where you’re already a member. Post in relevant subreddits or
forums: “Hey, I’'m researching [problem area] and would love to chat with people who
deal with this regularly. Happy to buy you a coffee/make a donation to your favorite
charity in exchange for 20 minutes of your time.”

You'll be surprised how willing people are to talk, especially if you’re genuine about
wanting to learn rather than sell. Most people actually enjoy talking about their problems
and workflows, particularly if they sense you're truly listening.

One more thing: get comfortable with rejection and canceled meetings. People will ghost
you. People will cancel at the last minute. That’s just part of it. Don’t take it personally.
Just keep reaching out and booking conversations.



The magic number I've found is about 30 substantive customer conversations before
you have a really solid understanding of a problem space. That might sound like a lot,
but if you do two per week, you're there in less than four months. And the insights you
gain are worth their weight in gold.

Building Your First Version: Technical
Decisions That Actually Matter

Okay, you’ve validated your idea, you know your market, and you're finally ready to start
building. Let’s talk about technical decisions—but not the ones you might expect.

Developers love to debate frameworks, architectures, and tech stacks. We’ll spend
hours discussing whether to use React or Vue, SQL or NoSQL, monolith or
microservices. Here’s what I've learned: for your startup’s first version, almost none of
these decisions matter.

What does matter is speed. Your goal is to get something in front of users as fast as
humanly possible. Everything else is secondary.

This means using whatever tech stack you’re most comfortable with, even if it's not the
“best” choice. If you're a Rails developer, build it in Rails. If you love Django, use
Django. If you’ve been working in the .NET ecosystem for years, stick with what you
know. The productivity gain from using familiar tools far outweighs any theoretical
benefits of using the “right” stack.

| wasted months on my second startup rewriting the backend from Node to Go because
I’d read that Go was better for microservices. Know what happened? | spent three
months learning Go, dealing with its quirks, and rebuilding features I'd already built.
Meanwhile, my competitors were iterating and gaining customers. By the time |
launched, they’d already established themselves in the market. That decision probably
cost me the business.

Here are the technical decisions that actually matter in the early days:

Use managed services for everything you can. Don'’t set up your own servers,
databases, or infrastructure. Use Heroku, Vercel, Railway, or similar platforms that
abstract away DevOps complexity. Yes, it costs more than running your own



infrastructure. But your time is worth infinitely more than the cost difference, and you're
not at a scale where efficiency matters yet.

Build on platforms that give you free user acquisition. If possible, build as a Shopify
app, a Slack bot, a Chrome extension, or integrate with other platforms where your
users already are. Platform-native tools have built-in distribution advantages that
standalone products don't.

Keep your dependencies minimal. Every library you add is a potential maintenance
headache down the line. Use well-established, actively maintained libraries for complex
functionality (auth, payments, etc.), but resist the urge to add packages for everything. A
little extra code you maintain is often better than a dependency you don’t control.

Make it easy to change your mind. This is the most important technical decision: keep
your architecture simple and modular enough that you can pivot quickly. Don’t build
elaborate abstractions or try to predict future requirements. You'll probably change major
parts of your product multiple times in the first year, so optimize for flexibility over
elegance. Skip the features that don’t matter yet. No, you don’t need SSO integration.

No, you

don’t need to support every browser back to IE11. No, you don’t need a mobile app on
day one. No, you don’t need comprehensive analytics and monitoring beyond basic error
tracking. Build these when they become actual blockers to growth, not preemptively.
One framework | use for technical decisions: the “would this matter if we had 100
users?” test. If the answer is no, defer the decision. When you have 100 users, you'll
have real data to inform the choice. Until then, you’re optimizing blindly. Here’s a specific

example: | agonized over database choices for a SaaS product | was

building. | researched Postgres vs. MySQL vs. MongoDB, thought about sharding
strategies, read about indexing optimization. Finally, a mentor asked me: “How many
users do you have?” Zero. “How many concurrent requests do you expect?” Maybe 10.
“So why are you worrying about database performance?” Good point. | picked Postgres

because | knew it well and moved on. Months later, with real users

and real data, | did need to optimize some queries. But the specific optimizations |
needed to make were completely different from what I'd been theorizing about, and |
would have optimized for the wrong things if I'd tried to predict them.



Another example: authentication. You need user accounts, so you need authentication.
You could build a whole auth system from scratch with email verification, password
reset, OAuth, two-factor authentication, and so on. Or you could integrate something like
AuthO, Clerk, or Supabase Auth and have it working in an afternoon. The second option
is almost always right for early-stage startups.

The one area where | do recommend investing time upfront is in good development
tooling. Set up hot reloading, automated testing for critical paths, and easy deployment
pipelines. These aren’t features users see, but they dramatically impact your iteration
speed. The difference between “make a change and see it live in 5 seconds” versus
“make a change and wait 5 minutes to see it” compounds dramatically over hundreds of
iterations.

Also, write just enough code documentation that future-you (or a potential future
teammate) can understand what you were thinking. You don’t need comprehensive
docs, but a README explaining how to set up the dev environment and a few inline
comments on particularly tricky bits will save you hours of confusion later.

Pricing: The Decision That Determines Your
Business Model (And Your Sanity)

Let’s talk about one of the most important and most overlooked decisions in your startup:
pricing. Most developers treat pricing as an afterthought, slapping on a number that
“feels reasonable” without much strategic thinking. This is a massive mistake.

Your pricing isn’t just about how much money you make per customer. It fundamentally
shapes your business model, your target market, your growth strategy, and your day-to-
day quality of life.

Here’s what | mean: if you charge $9/month, you need hundreds or thousands of
customers to build a sustainable business. That means you need low-touch sales and
support, broad market appeal, and probably significant marketing spend. You'll spend
your days dealing with high churn, feature requests from price-sensitive customers, and
lots of support tickets.

If you charge $199/month, you only need dozens of customers to hit the same revenue.
You can afford high-touch sales, you can serve a niche market, and your customers are



typically more sophisticated and easier to support because they’re more invested in the
product.

Neither is inherently better, but they’re completely different businesses. And one might
align much better with your skills and preferences as a founder.

| learned this the hard way. My first SaaS was priced at $12/month because | wanted to
be “affordable.” | needed 400+ customers to hit my modest revenue goals. Know what
happened? | spent every waking hour on customer support, dealing with people who
wanted refunds over $12, responding to feature requests from users who would never
pay more, and generally burning out trying to serve a huge customer base.

My second SaaS, | priced at $149/month. Suddenly, | only needed 30-40 customers to
hit the same revenue. My customers were businesses that saw this as a legitimate
business expense. They were more patient, more understanding, and they appreciated
quality over cheap features. My quality of life improved dramatically.

So how do you actually figure out pricing? Here’s my framework:

Start by understanding your value metric. What'’s the thing you're charging for? Per
user? Per project? Per amount of data processed? Your value metric should align with
the value customers get. If your tool makes them more money as they use it more,
charge based on usage. If it's valuable per team member, charge per seat.

Research your market. Look at what competitors charge, both direct competitors and
adjacent solutions. This gives you a sense of what customers are already paying and
what’s considered normal in your space. You don’t have to match these prices, but you
should understand them.

Calculate your customer acquisition cost (CAC). How much will it cost you to get a
customer? If you’re doing content marketing, estimate the time investment. If you're
doing paid ads, look at CPCs in your market. If you’re doing enterprise sales, factor in
sales cycle time. Your pricing needs to support a healthy CAC-to-LTV ratio, ideally at
least 3:1.

Consider your positioning. Do you want to be the affordable option, the premium
option, or somewhere in between? Each position attracts different customers and
requires different strategies. There’s no wrong answer, but you need to be intentional
about it.



Start higher than feels comfortable. Most founders underprice, especially developers
who undervalue their work. A good rule of thumb: if you're not getting any pushback on
price, you're probably too cheap. You can always lower prices (though it's
psychologically hard), but raising them on existing customers is much more difficult.

Here’s a concrete example of strategic pricing: | knew a developer who built a code
review tool. He originally planned to charge $29/month per team. But after talking to
customers, he realized that engineering managers would happily pay $99/month if the
tool saved them even an hour of code review time per week. He priced it at $99,
positioned it as a premium tool for high-performing teams, and immediately filtered for
customers who valued quality over price. His business is now doing $80K MRR with a
manageable customer base.

Another consideration: pricing page psychology. If you’re doing tiered pricing (which
most SaaS products do), design your tiers strategically. Most people will pick the middle
tier, so make that your target tier—the one you really want most customers on. The
cheap tier exists to lower the barrier to entry. The expensive tier exists to anchor
expectations and capture high-value customers.

Also, seriously consider offering annual plans with a discount. Annual commitments
dramatically improve your cash flow and reduce churn. Even a 20% discount on annual
plans often makes sense because you get a year of cash upfront and the customer is
locked in for 12 months.

One more thing about pricing: don’t be afraid to charge for your product before it's
“perfect.” | see so many developers give away their tool for free during beta because
they’re embarrassed it's not polished yet. But here’s the thing: if people will pay for your
imperfect product, that's the strongest validation you can get. And paying customers give
much better feedback than free users.

Marketing for Developers: It’s Not Evil, and
You Don’t Need a Big Budget

Let’s tackle the M-word: marketing. Many developers have an almost allergic reaction to
marketing. We see it as manipulative, sleazy, or just fundamentally opposed to our
values of building good products.



| used to think this way. | believed that if | built something truly great, people would
naturally find it. “Build it and they will come,” right?

Wrong. So painfully wrong.

The reality is that there are thousands of great products that nobody knows about. And
there are mediocre products with huge market share because they nailed their
marketing. It doesn’t matter how good your product is if nobody knows it exists.

But here’s the good news: marketing doesn’t have to be manipulative or require a huge
budget. In fact, some of the most effective marketing for developer tools and technical
products is exactly the kind of thing developers are naturally good at—providing genuine
value and building trust through expertise.

Let me share the marketing strategies that actually work for developer-founded startups:

Content marketing is your secret weapon. \Write blog posts, create tutorials, make
videos, or record podcasts about the problem space you're addressing. Not about your
product—about the problem. Teach people how to solve issues in your domain, share
your expertise, and become a trusted resource. Your product can be mentioned as one
solution, but the content should be valuable regardless.

This works because it provides real value, it's evergreen (content keeps bringing you
traffic for years), and it builds your authority in the space. I've had blog posts bring me
customers for 3-4 years after publishing them.

For example, if you're building a database optimization tool, write comprehensive guides
about database performance, common indexing mistakes, query optimization
techniques, and debugging slow queries. People searching for these topics find your
content, get value from it, and naturally become aware of your product.

The key is consistency. One blog post won’t do much. But publishing valuable content
every week or two for six months? That builds real momentum.

Community building beats advertising. Instead of spending money on ads, invest
time in communities. Answer questions on Stack Overflow, participate in relevant
subreddits, join Discord servers, and hang out where your target users already are. But
—and this is crucial—actually be helpful, not promotional.

| built an entire business to $40K MRR through community participation. | spent 30-60
minutes every day answering questions in a specific programming subreddit. | never



directly promoted my product unless someone asked a question where it was genuinely
the right answer. But people clicked through to my profile, saw what | was building, and
many became customers. The trust | built by being consistently helpful was worth
infinitely more than any ad campaign.

Strategic partnerships can 10x your reach. Find complementary products or services
that serve your target market and figure out win-win ways to work together. Maybe you
integrate with their platform. Maybe you write a joint case study. Maybe you do a
webinar together. Maybe you simply recommend each other to relevant customers.

| once spent a week building a really solid integration with a popular tool in my space.
That integration led to them featuring my product in their marketplace, which brought me
more customers than six months of other marketing efforts combined.

Product-led growth is perfect for developers. Instead of traditional sales and
marketing, design your product so users can discover and adopt it naturally. Offer a
generous free tier, make onboarding seamless, and create features that encourage viral
spread (like collaboration features that bring in team members).

Some of the fastest-growing developer tools—Slack, Figma, Notion—grew primarily
through product-led growth. Users loved the product so much they brought in their
colleagues.

SEO matters more than you think. You don’t need to be an SEO expert, but
understanding the basics pays dividends. Research what keywords people use when
searching for solutions to the problem you solve. Make sure those terms appear
naturally in your website, particularly in page titles and headers. Create dedicated
landing pages for different use cases or customer segments.

I’'m not talking about keyword stuffing or black-hat tactics. Just thoughtful consideration
of how people search and ensuring your site provides the information they’re looking for.
Don’t ignore social proof. When you get customers who love your product, ask them
for testimonials. Screenshot positive tweets or messages (with permission). Show usage
numbers if they’re impressive. People want to see that others have found value in your
product.

Early on, when you don’t have many customers yet, even just showing that real people
use and appreciate your product makes a huge difference. | created a “Wall of Love”



page featuring positive tweets and emails from users, and it became one of my best
converting pages.

The founder’s face matters. As a founder, you are your startup’s best marketing asset,
especially in the early days. Share your journey on Twitter, write about what you're
learning, show behind-the-scenes glimpses of building your product. People connect
with people, not faceless companies.

This feels uncomfortable at first, and you’ll worry about looking self-promotional. But
there’s a huge difference between “Look how great | am” and “Here’s something
interesting | learned while building my product.” The second one is incredibly valuable
and people appreciate it.

| started sharing weekly updates about my startup journey—the wins, the struggles, the
lessons learned. It felt self-indulgent at first, but | got so much positive feedback. People
love following along with founder stories, and many of my customers told me they
started following me before they ever became customers.

Email marketing isn’t dead, it’s essential. From day one, collect email addresses. Not
to spam people, but to build a direct line of communication with people interested in
what you’re doing. Send a monthly or weekly newsletter sharing useful content, product
updates, or just interesting thoughts about your industry.

Email gives you owned distribution—you’re not dependent on algorithm changes or
platform policies. I've had blog posts get decent traffic from SEO, but when | sent them
to my email list, engagement was 10x higher.

The key with all of these strategies is to start small and be consistent. Pick one or two
channels that align with your strengths and commit to them for at least 3-6 months.
Marketing compounds over time. You won’t see results immediately, but the effort
accumulates.

Getting Your First Ten Customers: The
Unglamorous Reality

Everyone wants to know the secret to landing your first customers. The truth? There is
no secret. It's mostly just uncomfortable, manual work.



Your first ten customers will almost never come from scalable channels. They won’t
come from your brilliant growth hacks or viral loops. They’ll come from directly reaching
out to people, one at a time, and convincing them to take a chance on your unproven
product.

This is humbling and exhausting, but it's also incredibly valuable because these early
customers teach you everything you need to know to make your product actually work.
Here’s how I've gotten first customers for multiple startups:

Leverage your network relentlessly. Message everyone you know who might need
your product or know someone who does. Yes, this feels awkward. Do it anyway. Send
personal messages, not mass emails. Explain what you’re building and why you think it
might help them specifically. Offer to give them free access in exchange for feedback.
I've found that people are generally more willing to help than you'd expect. Most folks
remember what it was like to start something new and will root for you. But you have to
ask. Don'’t just post “Hey, | built a thing” on social media and hope people come to you.
Direct, personal outreach works infinitely better.

When | launched my podcast editing tool, | literally went through my LinkedIn
connections and identified 15 people who had podcasts. | sent each a personal
message: “Hey [Name], | noticed you have a podcast on [topic]. I'm building a tool that
helps with [specific pain point] and would love your feedback. Would you be willing to try
it out for free and tell me what you think?” Nine of them said yes, five became paying
customers once the trial ended, and three referred other podcasters to me.

Go where your customers already are—physically or digitally. If you're building for
restaurant owners, visit restaurants. If you're building for yoga instructors, go to yoga
studios. If you’re building for developers, hang out in developer communities. Show up,
be helpful, and when appropriate, mention what you’re building.

| know a founder who got his first 20 customers for a gym management system by
literally walking into gyms, asking to speak with the owner, and doing impromptu demos
on his laptop. It wasn’t scalable, but it worked. And the insights he gained from watching
gym owners actually use his product in real-time were invaluable.

Offer to solve the problem manually first. Before your product is even ready, offer to
help people solve the problem using manual processes. This does two things: it



validates that people actually need the problem solved, and it gives you deep insight into
the solution they really want.

| did this with a tool for managing freelance contracts. Before building anything, | offered
to help freelancers create and track their contracts using shared Google Docs and
spreadsheets. | spent a few hours setting up a system for each person. In the process, |
learned exactly what information they needed to track, what workflow made sense, and
what parts were most painful. When | finally built the product, it was almost perfectly
aligned with what users actually needed because I'd effectively done user research while
providing value. Give it away strategically, but set expectations. In the early days, you

might need to

offer your product for free or heavily discounted to get people to try it. That’s okay, but be
strategic about it. Choose users who will give you good feedback, are in your target
market, and might become champions for your product.

Make it clear that this is a limited-time opportunity and that you’ll eventually charge. |
usually frame it as: “I’'m looking for 10 beta users who will get free access for six months
in exchange for regular feedback and testimonials if you find it valuable. After six
months, there will be a transition to paid plans.”

This accomplishes multiple things: it creates urgency, sets expectations about future
payment, and ensures you get users who are genuinely engaged rather than just freebie
seekers. Use launches strategically, but don’t expect miracles. Product Hunt, Hacker

News,

Reddit—these can bring a spike of traffic and users. But manage your expectations.

Most launches bring a few days of attention and then fade. What matters is what you do
with that attention.

I’'ve had products on the front page of Hacker News that brought 10,000 visitors and
resulted in 30 signups. I've also had quiet launches that brought 200 visitors and 50
signups. Quality of traffic matters more than quantity. When you do launch, have a clear

plan for converting visitors. Make your value

proposition crystal clear on your landing page. Make signup dead simple. Have a
compelling call-to-action. And most importantly, be present in the comments to answer
questions and engage with feedback.



Follow up relentlessly. \When someone signs up, reach out personally. When someone
tries your product and doesn’t come back, ask why. When someone shows interest but
doesn’t convert, follow up to understand the objection.

This manual outreach doesn’t scale, but it's essential in the early days. Every
conversation is a chance to learn and improve your product or your messaging.

| built a simple automated email that went out to every new signup after 24 hours: “Hey
[Name], I'm [Your Name], the founder of [Product]. | saw you signed up yesterday—
how’s it going so far? Is there anything | can help with or anything that’s confusing?”

The response rate was around 40%, and the conversations that resulted were gold. |
learned about bugs | didn’t know existed, confusing Ul elements, missing features that
users expected, and often just had a chance to personally help someone get value from
the product, which dramatically improved retention.

Be scrappy about finding customers in unexpected places. One of my favorite
customer acquisition stories: a founder building a tool for wedding photographers went
to wedding forums and offered free engagement photo sessions to couples who would
let him photograph their wedding as a second shooter. At each wedding, he’d network
with the primary photographer and mention his tool. He got 15 customers this way, plus
he improved his photography skills and made some money from the engagement
sessions.

Another founder building a tool for construction contractors literally went to Home Depot
at 6 AM, when contractors come in for supplies, and struck up conversations while
waiting in line. Awkward? Absolutely. Effective? Very.

The point isn’t that you need to do exactly these things. The point is that early customer
acquisition requires creativity and a willingness to do things that don’t scale.

The most important thing about your first ten customers: Listen to them
obsessively. These early users are giving you the blueprint for product-market fit. Pay
attention to which features they use, which they ignore, what they complain about, what
makes them excited.

| recommend doing a 30-minute call with each of your first 10-20 customers after they’ve
been using the product for a week or two. Ask them about their experience, what’s
working, what’s not, what they wish it did. Record these calls if they allow it. You'll refer
back to these insights constantly.



These customers are also your potential champions. If they love your product, ask them
to tell others. Ask for testimonials. Ask if they’d be willing to be a case study. Most people
are happy to help if you just ask.

The Pivot Decision: When to Persevere and
When to Change Course

Let’s talk about one of the hardest decisions you'll face as a founder: when do you push
through challenges, and when do you pivot?

I've made both mistakes—sticking with something too long that wasn’t working, and
giving up too early on something that might have worked with more persistence. There’s
no perfect formula, but I've learned some patterns that help guide this decision.

First, understand the difference between a pivot and just giving up. A pivot means you’re
changing your approach based on what you’ve learned, but you're staying committed to
solving a real problem. Giving up means you've lost faith in the entire endeavor. Pivots
are often smart; giving up prematurely is usually not.

Here are the signs that might indicate you need to pivot:

You can’t find people with the problem you’re trying to solve. If you've talked to 30+
people in your target market and most don’t experience the pain point you’re addressing,
that’s a major red flag. Either you're talking to the wrong people or the problem isn’'t as
widespread as you thought.

People agree it’s a problem but won’t pay to solve it. This is the classic “nice to
have” versus “must have” distinction. If people consistently say “yeah, that's annoying”
but don’t pull out their credit cards, you're not solving a hair-on-fire problem.

Your solution doesn’t actually work. Sometimes your initial approach to solving the
problem just doesn’t work in practice. Maybe the solution is too complex, requires too
much behavior change, or doesn’t integrate well with existing workflows. If users
consistently abandon your product after trying it, despite it technically solving the
problem, you might need to rethink your approach.

The market is fundamentally different than you thought. Maybe you thought you
were building for small businesses, but you’re learning that only enterprises have the
budget for this type of solution. Maybe you thought you were building a B2C product, but



you’re learning that B2B is the only viable model. These insights might require
substantial pivots.

| experienced this with a developer tool | built. | initially targeted individual developers,
thinking they’d pay $15/month for productivity tools. After six months of struggling, |
realized that individual developers rarely pay for tools—they prefer free options or their
employer pays. | pivoted to target engineering teams, changed the pricing to $99/month,
and added team collaboration features. Revenue went from $200/month to $5K/month
within three months.

You’ve found a better opportunity. Sometimes while working on one problem, you
discover a different, better problem to solve. Maybe you built a feature that customers
love way more than your core product. Maybe you’ve identified a different segment with
a more urgent need. This type of pivot can feel like abandonment, but it's often the
smartest move.

Slack famously started as a gaming company before pivoting to the communication tool
they’d built for internal use. Instagram started as a location-based social network before
pivoting to focus solely on photo sharing. Being willing to follow where the evidence
leads, even if it means abandoning your original vision, is a hallmark of successful
founders.

On the flip side, here are signs that you should persevere rather than pivot:

You have some customers who love your product. If even 5-10 people are getting
real value from what you’ve built, that’s incredibly promising. The challenge might not be
your product, but your go-to-market strategy. Maybe you need to refine your targeting,
your messaging, or your pricing rather than rebuild the product.

You’re making steady progress, even if it’s slow. Growth doesn’t have to be hockey-
stick shaped from day one. If you're consistently adding customers, improving retention,
and learning valuable lessons, you might just need more time. Many successful startups
had a long, slow grind before things took off.

You deeply understand the problem and your conviction is growing. If your
conversations with users are consistently validating the problem and strengthening your
belief in your approach, that’s a good sign. Conviction that’s based on evidence is
different from stubborn attachment to your original idea.



The market is there, you just haven’t cracked distribution yet. Sometimes the
product is right, the market is right, but you haven’t figured out how to reach customers
effectively. This is a marketing problem, not a product problem, and it doesn’t require a
pivot—it requires experimentation with different acquisition channels.

Here’s a framework | use for making pivot decisions: Set clear, measurable hypotheses
with deadlines. For example: “If we don’t have 50 paying customers and $5K MRR
within six months, we’ll pivot our target market.” Or “If after talking to 30 more potential
customers, we haven’t found product-market fit, we’ll reconsider our approach.”

Having these predetermined decision points helps you avoid the trap of endlessly
moving the goalposts. It also helps you distinguish between normal early-stage struggle
and fundamental problems with your direction.

One more critical point: be willing to make small pivots before big ones. You don’t have
to completely rebuild your product or change industries. Sometimes a small adjustment
—different target customer, different use case, different pricing model—makes all the
difference.

| knew a founder building a social media analytics tool. It wasn’t getting traction with the
broad market, but she noticed that political campaigns were particularly interested. She
pivoted to focus exclusively on political campaigns during election seasons, adjusted her
feature set accordingly, and built a thriving seasonal business. Same core product, very
different positioning.

The hardest part about pivoting is the psychological aspect. You've invested months or
years into your current direction. You've told everyone what you're building. Changing
course feels like admitting failure.

But here’s the thing: pivoting based on evidence isn’t failure—it’s learning. The most
successful founders | know have pivoted multiple times before finding the right
combination of problem, solution, and market. Being flexible and responsive to what you
learn is a strength, not a weakness.

Just make sure your pivots are based on real data and insights, not just frustration or
impatience. Talk to customers, look at your usage data, and be honest about what the
evidence is telling you.



Managing Your Psychology: The Emotional
Rollercoaster Nobody Warns You About

Let’sget realabout something nobody talksaboutenough:building astartup isan
emotional minefield, and it will test your mental health in ways you probably aren’t
prepared for.

| want to be straight with you about this because | wish someone had been straight with
me. The startup journey isn’t just long hours and technical challenges. It's anxiety at 3
AM wondering if you’re wasting your life. It's the crushing disappointment when a sure-
thing deal falls through. It’s the isolation of working alone on something nobody else fully
understands. It’s the constant self-doubt about whether you’re cut out for this.

And if you’re a developer who'’s spent your career getting validation from successfully
solving technical problems, the ambiguity and rejection inherent in startups can be
especially brutal.

Here’s what I've learned about managing the psychological aspects of building a startup:

The emotional rollercoaster is normal. You'll have days where you feel like a genius
and days where you feel like a fraud. Sometimes within the same day. Your mood will
swing based on customer conversations, metrics, competitor moves, and a hundred
other factors. This isn’t a sign that something’s wrong—it’s just the nature of the journey.
The key is not to make major decisions based on emotional highs or lows. When I'm
feeling down about my startup, I've learned to say, “Okay, I'm in a low right now. I'm
going to table any big decisions until tomorrow.” And when I'm feeling euphoric, I've
learned to temper my expectations and not assume that everything is suddenly solved.
Comparison is poison. Social media is full of founders announcing funding rounds,
user milestones, and revenue achievements. It's easy to feel like everyone else is
crushing it while you're struggling. Remember: nobody posts about their failures, their
slow months, or the deals that fell through. You’re comparing your behind-the-scenes to
everyone else’s highlight reel.

| had to significantly reduce my time on Twitter and startup forums because the constant
comparison was destroying my mental health. | wasn’t making progress because | was
too busy feeling bad about not being as far along as everyone else appeared to be.



Find a support system. Building a startup can be incredibly lonely, especially if you're a
solo founder. You need people who understand what you’re going through. Join founder
communities, find a co-founder or advisor you can be vulnerable with, or start a small
mastermind group with other early-stage founders.

I’'m part of a small group of four founder friends. We do a 30-minute Zoom call every

week where everyone shares their biggest win, biggest challenge, and something they
need help with. It's been invaluable for maintaining sanity and getting outside
perspectives on problems.

Set boundaries and protect your health. In the early days, it's tempting to work every
waking hour. I've been there—working 80-hour weeks, skipping meals, not exercising,
and wondering why | felt terrible and couldn’t think clearly. Here’s what I've learned:

sustainable pace beats burnout sprints. You're running a
marathon, not a sprint. Taking care of your physical and mental health isn’t optional—it’s
essential for long-term success. For me, this means non-negotiable boundaries: | exercise

for at least 30 minutes every

day, | don’t work past 8 PM on weekdays, and | take Sundays completely off. These
boundaries have made me more productive, not less, because I’'m operating from a
place of energy rather than depletion.

Redefine success and celebrate small wins. \When you’re building something from
zero, it's easy to feel like you’re failing because you’re not where you ultimately want to
be. But if you only allow yourself to feel successful when you hit your big goal, you'll be
miserable for years.

| started keeping a “wins journal” where | write down three things that went well each
day, no matter how small. Signed your first customer? That's huge. Had a great
customer conversation that gave you a key insight? That counts. Fixed a bug that’s been
bothering you? Write it down.

This practice helps train your brain to notice progress rather than only focusing on how
far you still have to go.

Be honest about when you need help. If you're struggling with anxiety, depression, or
other mental health challenges, talk to a professional. There’s no shame in this—in fact,
it's one of the smartest things you can do. A therapist who understands the founder
journey can be incredibly valuable.



| started seeing a therapist about a year into my first serious startup because | was
having panic attacks and couldn’t sleep. Best decision | made. Having a neutral party to
talk through my fears and challenges helped me develop much healthier coping
mechanisms.

Remember why you started. When things get hard—and they will—it helps to
reconnect with your original motivation. Why did you decide to build this? What impact
do you want to have? What would success mean to you beyond just money?

| keep a note on my computer with the email from my first paying customer. They wrote
about how my tool had saved them hours of frustration and made their work life
significantly better. When I'm feeling discouraged, | read that email and remember that
I’m building something that genuinely helps people.

Give yourself permission to quit if it’s not working. Here’s something nobody says:
it's okay to decide that this particular startup isn’t worth continuing. You're not a failure if
you decide to shut down a venture that isn’t working and isn’t making you happy.
Knowing when to cut your losses and move on to something else is a valuable skill.

| shut down two startups before finding one that worked. Each time, it felt like failure. But
looking back, shutting them down freed me up to find opportunities that were actually
viable. Persistence is valuable, but so is knowing when you’re pushing a boulder up an
endless hill.

The startup journey is hard enough without adding unnecessary psychological suffering.
Take care of yourself, find support, and remember that your worth as a person isn’t
determined by your startup’s success or failure.

Building a Team: When and How to Hire Your
First People

Let’s talk about one of the most significant transitions you’ll make as a founder: going
from solo to leading a team.

Most developer-founders start out doing everything themselves. You’re the coder, the
designer, the marketer, the salesperson, and the customer support rep. This works for a
while, but eventually, you hit a ceiling. You simply can’t do everything, and trying to do so
will limit your growth and burn you out.



The question is: when do you hire, who do you hire, and how do you do it without
destroying your runway or your culture?

When to hire: The general rule is to hire when the pain of not having help exceeds the
pain of paying for help and managing someone. More specifically, you should consider
hiring when:

1. You’re consistently turning down opportunities because you don’t have capacity

2. There are critical business functions you're neglecting because you don’t have
time

3. You’re spending significant time on tasks that someone else could do better or
cheaper

4. You have enough revenue or runway to support at least 12 months of the hire’s
salary

That last point is crucial. Don’t hire too early out of loneliness or because you think you
“should” have a team. Premature hiring is one of the fastest ways to kill a startup. You
need enough runway to give the hire time to become productive and for you to
potentially make a hiring mistake and recover from it.

Who to hire first: This depends entirely on your strengths and your business needs, but
here’s a general framework:

If you’re strong technically but weak in business development, your first hire might be a
salesperson or business development person. If you’re good at getting customers but
drowning in customer support, hire a support person. If you have product-market fit but
can’t build fast enough, hire another developer.

For developer-founders, | often see the first hire being one of two types: either a sales/
marketing person who can handle customer acquisition while you focus on product, or
another developer who can help you build faster.

My first hire was actually a part-time customer support person. | was spending 2-3 hours
every day answering support emails, and it was killing my ability to build new features.
Hiring someone to handle routine support questions freed up those hours and
dramatically improved my productivity. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was exactly what the
business needed.



Full-time vs. part-time vs. contractor: In the early days, I'm a big fan of starting with
contractors or part-time people before committing to full-time hires. This gives you
flexibility and lets you test out working relationships without huge commitment.

For example, instead of hiring a full-time marketing person, maybe you start with a
freelance content writer for 10 hours a week. Instead of a full-time developer, maybe you
hire a contractor for a specific project. You can always convert successful contractors to
full-time employees later.

Finding the right people: In the early stages, you’re not going to attract top talent with
your salary or your brand. But you can attract people who are excited about your
mission, want to work in a startup environment, or are looking for more responsibility
than they’d get at a big company.

Look for people who are self-starters, comfortable with ambiguity, and aligned with your
values. In a tiny team, attitude and culture fit matter more than they will once you're
larger.

I've had my best hiring luck by tapping into my network and asking for referrals. “Hey, do
you know anyone who's good at X and might be interested in an early-stage startup
opportunity?” Personal recommendations tend to result in better hires than posting on
job boards.

Equity vs. cash: Ah, the eternal startup question. My philosophy: pay as much cash as
you reasonably can, and use equity as a supplement, not a substitute for fair
compensation.

Yes, equity is valuable, especially if your startup succeeds. But equity is also speculative
and illiquid. Most people need to pay rent. If you’re asking someone to take a significant
pay cut for equity, you’re limiting your candidate pool to people who can afford to gamble
On your success.

A rough guideline for early employees: offer cash at 60-80% of market rate plus equity
that could be worth substantially more than the cash gap if things go well. For your first
few hires, equity grants might range from 0.5% to 5% depending on the role and stage.

Managing people is a skill you need to learn: If you've never managed anyone
before, prepare for a learning curve. Managing is completely different from doing, and
many technical founders struggle with this transition.



You need to learn how to delegate effectively (which means accepting that others won'’t
do things exactly the way you would), give constructive feedback, have difficult
conversations, and create clarity around goals and expectations.

I’'d recommend reading at least a few books on management before making your first
hire. “The Manager’s Path” by Camille Fournier is excellent, especially for technical
founders. “Radical Candor” by Kim Scott is also valuable for learning how to give
feedback effectively.

Your job changes when you hire: Once you have team members, your job shifts from
doing everything to enabling others to do their best work. This means setting clear
priorities, removing blockers, and creating an environment where people can succeed.

This was a hard transition for me. | loved being in the code, solving problems directly.
But as a founder with a team, my time was often better spent on strategy, customer
relationships, and making sure my team had what they needed to be effective.

Culture starts from day one: Even with just one or two people, you're creating a
culture. Be intentional about this. What values matter to you? How do you want the team
to work together? What behaviors do you want to encourage or discourage?

For my team, some of our core cultural values are: written communication by default (so
remote work is effective), bias toward action (we’d rather try something and iterate than
endlessly discuss), and customer empathy (we regularly talk directly to users and never
lose sight of who we’re building for).

Whatever your values are, model them consistently. Culture is what you do, not what
you say.

Don’t hire just to hire: I've seen too many founders hire because they think that’s what
you’re supposed to do at a certain stage, or because having a team feels more “real’
than being solo. But every hire increases your complexity, your burn rate, and your
management overhead. Only hire when it clearly serves the business.

Some of the most successful startups | know stayed lean for a long time, with founders
doing most of the work until they had strong product-market fit and clear growth
opportunities that required more hands.



Money Matters: Fundraising, Bootstrapping,
and Financial Survival

Let’s talk about money—how to get it, how to manage it, and how to avoid running out of
it.
One of the first big decisions you'll face is whether to bootstrap (self-fund) or raise

external capital. There’s no universally right answer, but there are important tradeoffs to
understand.

Bootstrapping means building your business using your own money, revenue from
customers, or perhaps small amounts from friends and family. The advantages: you
maintain complete control, you’re forced to focus on revenue and profitability from day
one, and you don’t have to answer to investors or give up equity.

The disadvantages: growth is often slower, you have less room for mistakes, and you
might miss opportunities that require upfront capital.

Raising venture capital means getting funding from professional investors in exchange
for equity in your company. The advantages: you get capital to hire faster, invest in
marketing, and potentially capture a market before competitors. You also get access to
investor networks and expertise.

The disadvantages: you give up ownership and control, you take on pressure to grow
extremely fast, and you commit to an exit trajectory (most VC-backed companies need
to exit via acquisition or IPO). Many businesses that could be successful as
bootstrapped companies fail under the pressure of VC expectations.

My experience: I've done both. My first startup was bootstrapped, and while growth was
slow, | loved the freedom and the forcing function of needing to make revenue from day
one. My second startup raised a seed round, which let us hire faster and invest in
marketing, but the pressure to show hockey-stick growth was intense and ultimately
contributed to burning out.

If | were starting over, here’s how I'd think about the decision:

Bootstrap if:

* You can build an MVP with minimal capital



* You have a clear path to early revenue

* Your market doesn’t require you to move extremely fast
* You value control and lifestyle flexibility

* You're okay with slower, sustainable growth

Raise capital if:

* You need significant upfront investment before you can generate revenue

* Your market has strong network effects or winner-take-all dynamics

* You're competing against well-funded competitors

* You want to grow as fast as possible and are comfortable with the associated
pressure

* You're willing to give up equity and some control

A growing number of founders are choosing a middle path: start by bootstrapping to
initial traction, then raise money once you’ve proven the model works. This lets you raise
on better terms and maintain more control than if you raise too early.

If you do bootstrap, here’s my advice for financial survival:

Keep your burn rate as low as humanly possible. Every dollar you don’t spend is
another day of runway. This means no fancy office, no expensive tools until you need
them, no hiring until absolutely necessary. | ran my first startup for 18 months spending
less than $200/month on expenses beyond my own living costs.

Get to revenue as fast as possible. Revenue isn’t just about money—it’s validation
that you're building something people want. Even a few hundred dollars a month can
extend your runway significantly and prove your business model.

Consider keeping your day job initially. | know, everyone loves the story of the
founder who quit their job to go all-in on their startup. But you know what'’s better than a
dramatic story? Not running out of money. Many successful companies were started by
people working nights and weekends until they had enough traction to justify going full-
time.

If you do raise capital, here’s what you need to know:

Start with friends, family, and angel investors. Unless you have an incredibly hot idea
or an impressive track record, you’re probably not going to get VC funding for just an

idea. Start by raising smaller amounts (55() /i —250K) from angels or people who know
and believe in you. This gets you to the traction you need to raise from VCs.



Focus on metrics that matter. If you're raising money, investors want to see traction.
For B2B SaasS, they care about MRR (monthly recurring revenue), growth rate, customer
acquisition cost, lifetime value, and churn. For consumer products, they care about user
growth, engagement metrics, and retention. Know your numbers cold and be able to tell
a compelling story about your trajectory.

Fundraising takes forever. Plan for the fundraising process to take 3-6 months from
start to finish. You’ll have dozens of meetings, most of which lead nowhere. It's a huge
time sink that will distract you from building your business. Only fundraise when you’re
ready and have enough runway to survive a long process.

Get warm introductions. VCs are much more likely to take meetings with founders who
come through trusted referrals. Use your network to find paths to investors. LinkedIn,
Twitter, and your existing advisors are all valuable resources for making connections.

The best time to raise money is when you don’t need it. If you're desperate and
running out of runway, you’ll negotiate from weakness and likely get bad terms or fail to
raise entirely. If you're growing steadily and have options, you’ll get much better terms.

Regardless of your funding approach, here are universal financial principles:

Understand your unit economics. How much does it cost to acquire a customer? How
much revenue do they generate over their lifetime? If customer acquisition cost exceeds
lifetime value, you don’t have a sustainable business—you have a hobby that loses
money.

Always know your runway. How many months of cash do you have left at your current
burn rate? If you're raising money, start the process when you have at least 8-12 months
of runway. If you're bootstrapping, know when you’ll need to cut costs or find additional
income.

Be conservative in your projections. Things always take longer and cost more than
you expect. Plan for the worst case, not the best case.

Get comfortable with financial anxiety. Money stress is part of the startup journey.
You’ll have months where you’re not sure if you can make payroll. You'll lie awake
worrying about runway. This is normal. The key is not to let the anxiety paralyze you—
use it as motivation to focus on the things that matter: getting customers and generating
revenue.



One final thought on money: don'’t optimize for maximizing the value of your equity at the
expense of everything else. I've seen founders turn down acquisition offers that would
have made them wealthy because they were convinced they could build something even
bigger. Some succeeded, but many ended up with nothing when the company eventually
failed.

Know what “enough” looks like for you. If you can build a profitable business that
supports the lifestyle you want, that’s success, even if it's not a unicorn.

Launch Day: The Anticlimax Nobody Tells
You About

Let me tell you about my first “launch day.” I'd spent six months building my product,
refining every detail, making sure everything was perfect. | imagined launch day would
be this magical moment where the world finally saw what I'd created and customers
would flood in.

| posted on Product Hunt at midnight, shared on Twitter, emailed everyone | knew. Then
| sat back and waited for the magic to happen.

And... nothing. Well, not nothing. | got some upvotes on Product Hunt, a handful of
signups, and some nice comments. But it wasn’t the transformative moment I'd
imagined. By the end of the day, | had maybe 50 signups and zero paying customers.

| felt defeated. Had | wasted six months of my life?

Here’s what | learned: launch day doesn’t matter nearly as much as you think it does. It’'s
not the culmination of your journey—it’s the beginning.

The companies that succeed don’t succeed because they had an amazing launch. They
succeed because they consistently showed up, day after day, learning from users,
improving their product, and finding ways to reach more customers.

That said, here’s how to think about launching:

You should “launch” multiple times. Don’t save everything for one big launch. Launch
when you have your MVP and get it in front of early users. Launch again when you add
a major feature. Launch again when you’re ready for a broader audience. Each launch is
an opportunity to get feedback and attention.



My most successful product had at least five “launches”:

1. Private beta with 10 hand-picked users
2. Public beta on Hacker News

3. “Official” launch on Product Hunt

4. Version 2.0 launch six months later

5. Expansion into a new market segment

Each launch brought new users and taught me something different.

Don’t wait for perfection. I've said this before, but it bears repeating: your product will
never feel ready. You'll always see flaws and missing features. Launch anyway. You'll
learn more in one day of real users than in a month of solo development.

Prepare for technical issues. Something will break on launch day. Your server will
struggle with traffic. A critical bug will appear that somehow made it past testing. A
payment integration will fail. Accept this now and have a plan for monitoring and
responding quickly.

| recommend having monitoring set up (Sentry for errors, basic analytics for usage) and
being glued to your computer for at least the first 24 hours after launch. Respond quickly
to issues, and communicate transparently with users about what’s happening.

Be present and engage. If you launch on Product Hunt or Hacker News, hang out in
the comments. Answer questions, take feedback gracefully, and thank people for their
interest. This engagement often matters more than the product itself in these
communities.

Follow up with every user. When someone signs up on launch day, send them a
personal email. Thank them for trying your product, ask if they have any questions, and
offer to help them get started. This high-touch approach doesn’t scale, but it’s incredibly
valuable for your first users.

Manage your expectations. You probably won'’t go viral. You probably won'’t get
thousands of signups. You probably won’t make the front page of every tech publication.
That’s okay. If you get even a handful of people interested enough to try your product,
that’s a win.

The work starts after launch. Launch day is just the first day of actually building your
business. What matters is what you do in the weeks and months that follow—how you



respond to feedback, how you improve the product, how you find more customers, how
you convert trial users to paying customers.

One tactical tip: Have a clear call-to-action on your launch post. Not just “check out my

product,” but specifically what you want people to do. “Try it free for 14 days.” “Book a
demo.” “Join the waitlist.” Make it dead simple for interested people to take the next
step.

Another tactical tip: Prepare assets in advance. Have screenshots, demo videos, and
clear copy explaining what your product does and who it’s for. First impressions matter,

and you want people to immediately understand your value proposition. One more thing

about launches: Don’t burn yourself out trying to hit every possible
launch channel at once. Pick 2-3 channels that make sense for your audience, do them
well, and then move on to the ongoing work of building your business. The startup

graveyard is full of products that had great launch days but failed to do the
hard work of consistent iteration and customer development that follows.

The Long Game: Building Sustainable
Growth After Launch

Okay, you’ve launched. You have your first users, maybe even your first paying
customers. Now what?

This is where most developer-founders struggle. The initial excitement fades, the easy
wins dry up, and you're left with the reality of grinding out growth one customer at a time.
This phase—let’s call it the “trough of sorrow”—is where most startups die.

The founders who succeed are the ones who figure out how to play the long game. They
build systems for sustainable growth, they stay motivated through the slow periods, and
they maintain the discipline to keep showing up even when results aren’t immediate.

Here’s what I've learned about building sustainable growth:

Establish a weekly rhythm. One of the best things | did was create a consistent weekly
routine. Every Monday, | review metrics, set goals for the week, and plan my focus
areas. Every Friday, | review what worked and what didn’t. This rhythm keeps me
oriented and prevents weeks from slipping by without meaningful progress.



Within each week, | block time for specific activities: customer conversations, product
development, marketing, and admin. Without this structure, it's too easy to spend all
your time on whatever feels urgent rather than what’s important.

Focus on one growth channel at a time. It's tempting to try everything—content
marketing, paid ads, SEO, partnerships, cold outreach, community building. But
spreading yourself thin means you won’t execute any channel well enough to make it
work.

Instead, pick one channel that seems promising for your market, commit to it for at least
three months, and execute it consistently. Only after you’ve given it a real shot should
you conclude whether it works or not.

| spent three months focused exclusively on content marketing—uwriting one high-quality
blog post per week, optimizing for SEO, sharing on relevant communities. The first two
months felt like screaming into the void. But month three, some posts started ranking,
traffic picked up, and | started getting consistent signups from organic search. If I'd given
up after a month, | would have missed the inflection point.

Build a system for measuring what matters. You need a dashboard with your key
metrics that you check regularly. For most SaaS businesses, this includes:

* Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR)
* Number of customers

» Churn rate

* Trial-to-paid conversion rate

» Customer acquisition cost (CAC)

* Lifetime value (LTV)

» Growth rate

Don’t obsess over these daily—the noise will drive you crazy—but review them weekly
and look for trends. Are you growing? Is churn acceptable? Is CAC sustainable
compared to LTV?

These numbers tell you where to focus your energy. High churn? You have a retention
problem, not an acquisition problem. Low trial conversion? Your onboarding or value
proposition needs work. High CAC? You need to improve your conversion funnel or find
cheaper acquisition channels.



Create a flywheel, not a hamster wheel. The difference between sustainable growth
and burnout is whether your efforts compound over time or need to be repeated
constantly.

Content marketing compounds—each article you write continues bringing traffic. Building
a community compounds—engaged members recruit new members. Product-led growth
compounds—happy users invite teammates and colleagues. These are flywheels.

Paid ads (usually) don’t compound—you stop paying, traffic stops. Cold outreach
doesn’t compound—every customer requires the same effort. These are hamster
wheels, and while they can work, they’re exhausting.

Try to spend most of your energy on activities that build long-term assets rather than
requiring constant effort.

Systematize and automate what you can. As you figure out what works, create
systems and automation to make it more efficient. Write templates for common customer
conversations. Create onboarding email sequences. Build tools to automate repetitive
tasks.

| spent a day building a simple script that automatically sends new users a personalized
email based on their signup information. That automation has sent thousands of emails
over the years, each one helping users get value from the product faster.

Double down on what works, cut what doesn’t. Regularly audit how you're spending
your time and be ruthless about cutting activities that aren’t producing results. If a
marketing channel isn’t working after a fair trial, stop doing it and reallocate that time to
something more promising.

| spent three months trying to make Twitter ads work for my B2B SaaS. The economics
never made sense—CAC was way too high. | finally accepted it wasn’t working and
shifted that budget to content marketing, which had much better ROI. Letting go of the
sunk cost was hard, but necessary.

Invest in customer success. Your existing customers are your most valuable asset. It's
cheaper to keep a customer than acquire a new one, and happy customers refer others.
Make sure your customers are getting value from your product.

This means proactive outreach—check in with customers regularly, especially new ones.
Monitor usage and reach out if someone seems stuck. Send tips and best practices.
Make it easy for them to get help.



| started doing quarterly check-in calls with customers. Just 15-30 minutes to ask how
things are going, what they like, what could be better. These calls have been invaluable
for reducing churn, identifying upsell opportunities, and gathering product feedback.

Create content that demonstrates expertise. Beyond standard content marketing,
create resources that position you as an expert in your problem space. This might be
comprehensive guides, tools, calculators, templates, or research.

| created a free spreadsheet template that helped my target customers with a common
task. It had nothing to do with my product directly, but it solved a real problem and
included a small mention of my tool. That spreadsheet has been downloaded thousands
of times and brought hundreds of customers.

Build in public if it fits your personality. Sharing your journey transparently—the wins,
the struggles, the lessons—can be incredibly powerful for building an audience and
attracting customers. People love following along with founder stories.

But only do this if it feels genuine to you. Forced authenticity is obvious and off-putting. If
you’re naturally inclined to share and teach, build in public. If you’re more private, that’s
fine too—focus on other growth strategies.

Stay close to your customers. Even as you grow, maintain direct contact with
customers. | still try to do at least a few customer calls every month, even though | now
have a team that handles most customer interactions. These conversations keep me
grounded in reality and often spark ideas for improvements.

Remember: growth rarely looks like hockey sticks in the moment. \When you read
success stories, you see the nice smooth exponential curve in retrospect. In the
moment, it feels like two steps forward, one step back. Some months you’ll grow, some
months you'll stay flat, some months you might even shrink.

What matters is the overall trend over quarters and years, not month-to-month
fluctuations. If you're learning, improving, and generally moving in the right direction,
you’re on track.

Avoid shiny object syndrome. There will always be new tactics, new platforms, new
opportunities. Resist the urge to constantly chase the next thing. Consistency and focus
beat novelty almost every time.

I've seen so many founders jump from strategy to strategy, never giving anything
enough time to work. They try content marketing for a month, decide it's not working,



switch to cold outreach, abandon that for partnership strategies, and so on. They’re
always busy but never building momentum.

Take care of yourself for the long haul. This isn’'t a sprint, it's an ultra-marathon. You
need to be sustainable. That means maintaining exercise, sleep, relationships, and
hobbies outside of work. Burning out doesn’t help anyone.

| know this sounds like generic advice, but I’'m serious. The founders | know who've
succeeded long-term are the ones who figured out how to maintain their energy and
enthusiasm over years, not months. That requires treating yourself like an athlete in
training, not a machine to be pushed until it breaks.

When Things Go Wrong: Crisis Management
for Founders

Let’s talk about something inevitable: things will go wrong. Not might go wrong—will go
wrong. Your server will crash at the worst possible time. A customer will publicly blast
you on social media. A key feature will have a critical bug that affects all users. A
competitor will launch something that makes your product look obsolete. You'll discover
a security vulnerability. A team member will quit unexpectedly.

The question isn’t whether you'll face crises, but how you’ll handle them when they

happen.
Here’s what I've learned about crisis management:

Don’t panic, but do act quickly. When something goes wrong, your first instinct might
be to freeze or to spiral into catastrophic thinking. Resist that. Take a deep breath,
assess the situation calmly, and then move decisively.

| remember when my SaaS product had a critical bug that corrupted data for a subset of
users. My first emotion was pure panic—this could destroy my business. But | forced
myself to slow down, think clearly, and make a plan: stop the bleeding (take the affected
feature offline), assess the damage, communicate with affected users, and fix the root
cause. Acting systematically rather than reactively made all the difference.

Communicate transparently and frequently. When things go wrong, your customers
are worried. They’re wondering if you’re aware of the problem, if you care, and what
you’re doing about it. Keep them informed.



Post status updates even if you don’t have a solution yet. “We’re aware of the issue with
X, we’re actively investigating, and we’ll update you within an hour.” Then actually
update within an hour, even if it’s just to say you're still working on it.

Transparency builds trust. Trying to hide problems or stay silent makes everything
worse.

Over-apologize and over-compensate. \When you’ve screwed up, own it completely.
Apologize sincerely, explain what happened and why, and describe what you’re doing to
prevent it from happening again. Then go beyond what’s expected in making it right.

If downtime caused a customer to lose revenue, consider refunding them more than
their subscription cost. If a bug wasted their time, give them a free month. The cost of
over-compensating is usually far less than the cost of losing a customer or getting bad
publicity.

Turn crises into opportunities to demonstrate your values. How you handle
problems tells customers more about your company than anything else. A crisis is a
chance to show that you’re responsive, honest, and customer-focused.

Some of my best customer relationships started with a problem that | handled well. The
customer remembers not the bug, but how quickly | responded and how thoroughly |
fixed it.

Do a post-mortem and implement preventative measures. After resolving any
significant crisis, take time to analyze what happened and why. What could you have
done differently? What systems or processes need to change to prevent this from
happening again?

Write up a post-mortem document—even if it’s just for yourself—outlining: what
happened, why it happened, how it was resolved, and what changes are being made to
prevent recurrence. This turns mistakes into learning opportunities.

Don’t make major decisions while emotional. When you’re in crisis mode, you'll be
stressed, anxious, maybe angry. This is not the time to make big strategic decisions like
pivoting, shutting down, or radically changing your product. Handle the immediate crisis,
then give yourself a day or two to decompress before making any major calls.

Know when to ask for help. If you're facing a crisis beyond your expertise—a legal
issue, a security breach, a PR disaster—don’t try to handle it alone. Reach out to



advisors, mentors, or professionals who have relevant experience. Your network is there
to help you.

Keep perspective. Very few startup crises are actually as catastrophic as they feel in
the moment. You'll get through this. Even if you lose some customers, even if you take a
hit to your reputation, you can recover. The startup journey is resilient if you are.

I've had crises that felt business-ending at the time. In hindsight, they were bumps in the
road that | barely remember now. Your brain’s threat detection system will make
everything feel like a five-alarm fire. Try to maintain some objectivity about what'’s
actually important.

The Reality of Product-Market Fit: You’ll
Know It When You Find It (But Not Before)

Everyone talks about “product-market fit” like it's some magical state you achieve, but
nobody really explains what it feels like or how you know when you have it.

Here’s my attempt to demystify it: product-market fit is when your product solves a real
problem so well that people actively seek it out, tell others about it, and would be
disappointed if it disappeared. It's when growth feels like you're pulling on a rubber band
that wants to expand, rather than pushing a boulder uphill.

Before product-market fit, everything is hard. You’re constantly hustling for customers.
Retention is mediocre. People try your product and abandon it. You’re not sure if you
should double down or pivot. Growth is slow and effortful.

After product-market fit, things don’t become easy exactly, but they become different.
Customers start finding you through word of mouth. When people try your product, they
stick around. You have a clearer sense of who your customer is and what they need.
Growth starts compounding. Your biggest problem shifts from finding customers to
keeping up with demand.

Marc Andreessen described it as “the market pulling product out of the startup.” I'd
describe it as finally feeling like you’re building something that people want badly
enough to work around its rough edges.

Here are the concrete signs | look for:



Organic growth. New customers are finding you without paid acquisition. They’re
coming from referrals, word of mouth, search traffic, or social mentions. If all your growth
depends on you manually pushing, you probably don’t have product-market fit yet.

High retention. People aren’t just trying your product—they’re sticking with it. For SaaS,
this usually means monthly churn under 5%, ideally under 3%. For consumer products, it
means strong engagement metrics and people coming back regularly.

Customers are disappointed when it’s down. If your service goes down and
customers are actively complaining and asking when it'll be back, that’s a good sign. If
nobody notices or cares, your product isn’'t essential to their lives.

Willingness to pay. If you’re not charging yet, customers tell you they’d happily pay for
this. If you are charging, customers pay without much price resistance and renewals are
strong.

Clear target customer. You can describe exactly who your product is for, what problem
it solves for them, and why they choose you over alternatives. This clarity only comes
from actually serving customers successfully.

You’re struggling to keep up. Your bottleneck shifts from finding customers to serving
them all. You have more demand than you can handle. This is a high-quality problem.
Before my third startup hit product-market fit, | was spending 80% of my time on sales
and marketing, trying to convince people to try my product. After we hit it, | spent 80% of
my time on product and customer success, trying to keep up with inbound demand and
make sure customers were successful.

Here’s the hard part: you can’t force product-market fit. You can only search for it
systematically by trying things, measuring results, and iterating based on what you learn.
Some founders find it quickly, others take years, and some never find it.

If you're not there yet, the best thing you can do is talk to more customers, ship
improvements quickly based on what you learn, and be willing to pivot when evidence
suggests your current approach isn’t working.

And when you do find product-market fit, don’t assume it's permanent. Markets change,
competitors emerge, customer needs evolve. You need to maintain it by continuing to
listen to customers and evolve your product.



Exit Strategies: What Happens If You Actually
Succeed?

Let’stalk about somethingmost early-stagefounders don’t think muchabout:what
happens if you actually build something successful? What’s your eventual exit?

This might seem premature to think about when you’re just trying to get your first
customers, but your answer to this question shapes major decisions about your
business. Are you building a lifestyle business you'll run forever, or a high-growth
company you’ll eventually sell? Are you looking for acquisition or IPO? Or are you not
sure yet?

There’s no wrong answer, but there are different paths:

The lifestyle business: You build a profitable company that generates enough income
to support the life you want, and you run it indefinitely. You maintain control, optimize for
profitability and quality of life rather than growth at all costs, and never need to exit. This
is a completely legitimate and often very satisfying path.

Many developer tools, niche SaaS products, and productized services follow this model.
The founder might make a few hundred thousand to a few million dollars per year in
profit, work reasonable hours, and have complete autonomy.

The acquisition: You build the company with the intention of eventually selling it to a
larger company in your space. This might happen after a few years once you’ve proven
the model, or after many years of growing to a substantial size. Acquisition prices vary
wildly, but typically range from 3-10x annual revenue for SaaS companies, depending on
growth rate and other factors.

The IPO: This is the home-run exit that gets all the press, but it’s also incredibly rare.
You build a massive company worth billions and take it public. Less than 1% of startups
ever IPO, and the journey to get there is grueling. Most founders who dream of IPO
either get acquired along the way or build lifestyle businesses instead.

The long-term hold: You build a valuable company and keep running it, bringing on
professional management for day-to-day operations while you maintain ownership. This
gives you the financial benefits of building something valuable without giving up control.



My honest advice: don’t obsess over exit strategy in your first year or two. Focus on
building something valuable. But do be aware that your funding decisions constrain your
options. If you raise VC money, you're essentially committing to the acquisition or IPO
path—VCs need exits. If you bootstrap, you have complete flexibility.

Also be aware that your answer might change over time. You might start thinking you’re
building a lifestyle business, then realize you have an opportunity for something bigger.
Or you might start with growth ambitions, then decide you prefer the autonomy and
sustainability of a profitable smaller company.

What matters most is that you’re intentional about the path you’re on and the tradeoffs
you’re making. There are founders who are miserable running huge companies they
built, and founders who are thrilled running small profitable businesses. The right path is
the one that aligns with your values and life goals.

The Skills You Need to Develop (That Have
Nothing to Do with Code)

Let me be blunt about something: being a great developer is necessary but not sufficient
for building a successful startup. You need to develop a bunch of non-technical skills that
probably feel uncomfortable at first.

Here are the skills that matter most:

Sales and persuasion. You need to convince people to become customers, employees,
advisors, or investors. This doesn’t mean becoming a sleazy salesperson. It means
learning to communicate value clearly, understand what motivates people, handle
objections, and close deals.

| recommend reading “Influence” by Robert Cialdini and “To Sell is Human” by Daniel
Pink. Also, just practice. Do sales calls until you’re comfortable. It gets easier.

Written communication. So much of building a startup happens through writing—
emails to customers, marketing copy, blog posts, investor updates. Being able to write
clearly and persuasively is incredibly valuable.

The good news: developers are often better at this than they realize because we’re used
to explaining complex things in documentation and code comments. You just need to
adapt that skill to business contexts.



Prioritization and time management. As a founder, you'll have infinite possible things
to work on and finite time. Learning to ruthlessly prioritize what matters most is critical. |
use a simple framework: every week, | identify the 2-3 most important things that will
move the business forward, and | make sure those get done before anything else.

Financial literacy. You don’t need an MBA, but you need to understand basic business
finances—revenue, costs, margins, cash flow, burn rate. You need to be able to read a
P&L statement and make decisions based on financial realities.

Emotional intelligence. Understanding your own emotions and those of others
becomes increasingly important as you work with customers, team members, and
partners. The ability to have difficult conversations, give constructive feedback, and
navigate interpersonal dynamics is essential.

Strategic thinking. This is different from tactical execution. It's about stepping back
from day-to-day work and thinking about: where are we going, why, and how are we
going to get there? What are the biggest opportunities and threats? What should we be
focused on?

| try to block at least a few hours every month for pure strategic thinking—no laptop, just
pen and paper, thinking about the big picture.

Storytelling. Whether you’re pitching investors, attracting customers, or recruiting team
members, you need to tell a compelling story about what you’re building and why it
matters. People make decisions based on stories and emotions as much as logic and
features.

Resilience and stress management. | mentioned this earlier in the psychology section,
but it deserves emphasis. Building a startup is emotionally taxing. Developing coping
mechanisms, maintaining perspective, and staying resilient through setbacks is perhaps
the most important meta-skill.

The good news is that all of these skills can be learned. You won’t master them
overnight, but you can steadily improve through practice, reading, and seeking
feedback.



My Biggest Mistakes (So You Don’t Have to
Make Them)

Let me close by sharing the biggest mistakes I've made building startups. | share these
not to beat myself up, but because | hope you can learn from my failures without having
to experience them yourself:

Mistake #1: Building for too long before talking to customers. |'ve touched on this
throughout the post, but it's worth emphasizing. | wasted months building features

nobody wanted because | was more comfortable coding than selling. Talk to customers
early and often.

Mistake #2: Trying to appeal to everyone. My first SaaS tried to be all things to all
people. It had features for freelancers, agencies, and enterprises. It ended up being
mediocre for everyone. Go narrow first, dominate a niche, then expand. Mistake #3:

Underpricing out of fear. | charged $12/month for something | should

have charged $99/month for. This wasn'’t just leaving money on the table—it attracted
the wrong customers and made building a sustainable business much harder. Charge
what your value is worth.

Mistake #4: Hiring too early. | hired a full-time developer when | was pre-revenue
because | was lonely and wanted a co-founder experience. We burned through my
savings in four months and shut down. Only hire when you have revenue to support it or
a clear path to revenue within a reasonable timeframe.

Mistake #5: Ignoring marketing until after launch. | assumed if | built something
great, people would find it. They didn’t. Start building your audience and testing your
marketing messages before you launch, not after. Mistake #6: Optimizing for technical

elegance over user value. | spent weeks

refactoring code to make it cleaner when | should have been adding features users
wanted. Your code can be messy as long as your product delivers value. Perfect code in
a failed startup helps nobody.

Mistake #7: Not measuring what mattered. For my first year, | obsessively tracked
pageviews and signups but barely looked at conversion rates, churn, or revenue. Vanity
metrics felt good but didn’t help me build a better business.



Mistake #8: Giving up too early on things that needed time. | tried content marketing
for six weeks, didn’t see immediate results, and quit. Many effective strategies take
months to show results. Persistence matters, but only when paired with good
measurement and strategic thinking.

Mistake #9: Comparing my beginning to others’ middle. I'd see successful founders
and feel like | was failing because | wasn’t where they were. What | didn’t realize is that
they’d been at it for years. Run your own race at your own pace.

Mistake #10: Neglecting my health and relationships. | worked 80-hour weeks and
let my health deteriorate and my relationships suffer. It didn’t make my startup more
successful—it just made me miserable and burned out. You can’t pour from an empty
cup.

Final Thoughts: You Can Do This

Look, I’'m not going to sugarcoat it: building a startup as a developer-founder is hard.
Really hard. You'll face challenges that will test every ounce of your determination,
creativity, and resilience.

But here’s the thing: it's also one of the most rewarding things you can do. There’s
something magical about bringing an idea to life, solving real problems for real people,
and building something that matters.

You have advantages as a developer that many founders don’t have. You can build
things yourself, which gives you enormous leverage in the early days. You can iterate
quickly based on feedback. You understand technology deeply, which is increasingly
important in almost every industry. These are genuine superpowers if you use them
wisely.

The key is balancing your technical strengths with the business skills you need to
develop. Stay close to your customers. Focus on solving real problems, not building cool
technology for its own sake. Be willing to do uncomfortable things like sales and
marketing. Take care of yourself for the long haul.

Most importantly, remember that every successful founder you admire started exactly
where you are now—with an idea, some uncertainty, and a willingness to figure it out as
they went. They didn’t have all the answers. They made mistakes, they pivoted, they



struggled. But they kept going, they kept learning, and eventually, they built something
meaningful.

You can do the same.

The journey from idea to launch—and beyond—is messy, non-linear, and often
frustrating. But it’s also an adventure unlike any other. You'll learn more about business,
about people, and about yourself than you ever would in a traditional job. You’ll build
something that’s truly yours. And if you're lucky and persistent and strategic, you'll create
something that makes a real difference in people’s lives.

So go ahead. Take that idea that’'s been bouncing around in your head. Validate it. Build
an MVP. Talk to customers. Launch it. Learn from what happens. Iterate. Keep going.
The world needs more developer-founders willing to step outside their comfort zone and

build things that matter. It needs your unique combination of technical skill and product
vision.

I's not going to be easy. But it’s going to be worth it.

Now close this browser tab and go build something.

3 ® +92 318 1640990
Hanzla Baig

Frontend Developer

© hanzlabaig917@gmail.com

https://hanzla-beig.netlify.app
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