
STEP 9

Identify Your Next 10 Customers
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IN THIS STEP, YOU WILL:

• Identify at least 10 potential customers, besides your Persona, who fit the End User Profile.

• Contact them to validate their similarity to your Persona, and their willingness to buy your
product.

Explicitly identifying the next 10 customers after the Persona increases your level of confidence
that you are on the right path and may also help you refine earlier steps.
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While it is important to identify and develop a Persona to represent your end users, you must
also be sure to identify other potential customers to ensure your product’s success. This will

dramatically increase your confidence that you have identified a scalable opportunity, not just a
one-customer solution, as well as your credibility.

One potential danger of focusing solely on your Persona is that you could build your business to
be too specific, focused only on the Persona without the ability to sell to other customers. If the
Persona is done correctly, this will not happen. The TAM calculation was the first checkpoint to guard
against hyper-focus; this step is another one. Also, the output of this step, a list of 10 potential cus-
tomers beyond your Persona, will be highly beneficial to you as you proceed.

In this step, you will list 10 high-potential customers that fit your End User Profile that are well-
represented by the Persona. You will then contact them to verify and refine your primary market
research. First, you want to verify that they are similar to the Persona. Then you will validate all of
your work thus far, such as the Full Life Cycle Use Case, Quantified Value Proposition, and so on. If
you are successful in this step, you can be significantly more confident that your business has a high
probability of success—and you will be able to convince others, such as future partners, employees,
customers, advisors, and investors. If you run into issues in this step, you will be able to go back and
determine where the flaws in your plan are and improve them before going further.

By listing and interviewing 10 potential customers, you are directly testing every hypothesis you
have built over the past eight steps. Your primary market research has been designed so that
you continually stay aligned with the customer’s needs; but this is your first big “systems test”
where you are presenting the customer with everything you have worked on so far, so you may
encounter some negative feedback at this step if your plan is not quite right. That is not only okay, but
probably good. You are unlikely to have everything correct at this point anyway, so if the only
feedback you get is “everything is okay,” then it is likely that the customer doesn’t care much about
your product and its value to them. If the customer gives you detailed feedback, even if it is negative,
it shows the customer cares about the problem you are trying to solve, and that it is worth your time to
iterate with them to create a good product.

By explicitly identifying and contacting your first 10 customers, you will greatly lower the risk of
your new business, getting you on a direct, focused, and fast path to success.

HOW TO COMPLETE THIS STEP

1. List more than 10 potential customers (aside from your Persona), and include any pertinent
information you have about them from your existing research. There is no set number
of customers you should list, because sometimes you can complete this step with a list of
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12 customers, while other times you need to list 20–30 or more customers in order to get 10
customers who match your criteria and who are interested in your product. Each of
these customers should be similar to each other and the Persona; if not, revisit the list, and
potentially revisit your selection of Persona. It is important to have homogeneity in your list.
They should all be powerful purchasing references for each other.

2. Contact each of the potential customers on your list and present your Full Life Cycle
Use Case, High-Level Product Specification, and Quantified Value Proposition (Steps 6–8).
Be sure while having these conversations that you are operating in “inquiry” mode, not
“advocacy/sales” mode, as the latter will diminish the quality of your interactions. Determine
whether the customer’s needs and ideas are in line with what you’ve established thus far from
your Persona, Full Life Cycle Use Case, Quantified Value Proposition, TAM assumptions,
and so on. Especially validate with these customers the hypothesis you have regarding the
Persona’s top purchasing priorities.

3. If a customer validates your hypotheses from the previous steps, now is a good time to ask the
customer if they would consider providing a letter of intent to buy your solution, once it is
available. You are still in “inquiry” mode, so you are asking, “If a company were to offer this
product, would you be interested in purchasing it?” rather than “Will you buy this product?” If
they are extremely enthusiastic, you can even ask them to prepay for the product, which is a
fantastic level of commitment. Before you take their money, however, make sure you can
deliver what they want and also make sure there are no special conditions in their purchase
order that you cannot or do not want to be expected to meet.

4. If a customer’s feedback is not aligned exactly with your assumptions, take good notes and
think how this affects your analysis. Do not overreact to each new interview, even if there is a
major disconnect, unless you see a pattern. You will know intuitively if there is a major dis-
connect after a few interviews.

5. Now that you have contacted each customer, you may have new data. At this point, you can go
back and modify your earlier assumptions and determine whether to contact additional cus-
tomers. Your end goal is a homogenous list of 10 customers who are truly interested and
aligned with your Persona and other assumptions.

6. If you find that you cannot create a list of 10 customers who are excited about your High-Level
Product Specification, then you may need to reconsider your beachhead market.

7. While this step is conceptually simple, contacting customers and getting information from
them will require a good amount of work, but will be invaluable as you move forward. Do not
share this list of customers or the information you gather with others outside your company.
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IS THE CURRENT PERSONA VALID?

In the process of determining the Next 10 Customers, you are testing to ensure that your Persona is truly
a useful and credible representation of the target customer. If the Persona is a statistical outlier relative to
the target customer group, it will not only be a poor source of information, but it will lead you to develop
a product your target customer might not want. While validating the Persona, you may also uncover
other interesting traits that customers share with the Persona, which will allow you to revise the
description of the Persona to make it stronger. Often in this step, you find an even better Persona than
you started with, which is a good thing. You are continually spiraling to the optimal solution.

DEALING WITH NEGATIVE FEEDBACK

Throughout the 24 Steps, your purpose is not to complete each step with 100 percent accuracy, but rather
to test hypotheses and to learn from your potential customers. Getting negative results will happen and
how the entrepreneurial team responds to them will be a fundamental factor to the team’s success.
Therefore, if any step returns negative feedback, meaning feedback that does not support your
hypotheses, you have received valuable information that there may be an error in the research and data
you have been using up to this point. Negative results at one step is not the end of the venture in most
cases, but moving forward with a faulty plan that was based on hope and not facts is a recipe for failure.

“But why should I listen to the naysayers?” you may ask, pointing to Steve Jobs or other
entrepreneurs who achieved success through seemingly counterintuitive methods. True entrepreneurs
see possibilities that others do not and overcome obstacles that others cannot. But you cannot will a
market to exist any more than you can change the laws of thermodynamics. Even the most powerful
personalities with extreme “reality distortion zone” powers cannot do so, as history has shown with
Dean Kamen and the Segway, or even Steve Jobs at NeXT Computer. This is where this customer-
centered process comes into play.

EXAMPLES

Methane Capture of Landfill Sites

A very energetic and savvy student team was building a plan for a new venture that included creating
a sophisticated technology to monitor and capture methane from landfill sites, thereby reducing the
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harmful emissions from these sites and converting them instead into valuable fuel to produce
electricity.

They did all of the steps including the Market Analysis, Persona, Full Life Cycle Use Case,
and Quantified Value Proposition. They felt like it all made sense but they had to verify this in the
real world.

The team made a list of the 10 most promising landfill sites considering their location, size,
ownership structure, and other factors. They then proceeded to contact the appropriate person at
each site and found an extremely positive response from 8 of the 10. In fact, they got letters of intent
at the end of the meeting from more than half of them, giving the team an incredible boost of con-
fidence that they were on the right path (Table 9.1).

In this case, the process worked flawlessly and the results were extremely comforting and vali-
dated the team’s plans.

Table 9.1 Methane Capture Next 10 Customers Table

Project Owner—Location
(names changed for this book)

Total
Megawatts
Installed

Name/Contact Info
(names changed for
this book) Contacted?

1 Waste Management—City Name, State 9.8 Site owner Y

2 Smith Waste Systems—City Name, State 4.8 Site owner Y

3 Energy Systems, Inc.—City Name, State 18.4 Third-party operator N

4 Waste Management—City Name, State 16.8 Site owner Y

5 Waste Management—City Name, State 16.5 Site owner Y

6 Energy Systems, Inc.—City Name, State 12 Third-party operator N

7 Waste Management—City Name, State 9.8 Site owner Y

8 Waste Management—City Name, State 7.9 Site owner Y

9 Smith Methane Group—City Name, State 7.34 Third-party operator Y

10 Smith Waste Management—City Name, State 6.9 Third-party operator/
Site owner

Y
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Virtual Arts Academy: A B2C Two-Sided Market Example

Another illustrative case came from a team that came up with a concept of providing high-quality
training in the arts to upper-class children in suburban locations over the Internet. The team did its
marketing research and assembled a list of parents from Wellesley, Massachusetts. They quickly
learned that getting the parents of rich, suburban children to pay for such a service was not the
problem. The more challenging aspect of this two-sided market was identifying whether artists would
be excited to participate in such a business opportunity. Did they have the patience to do this? Did
they have the equipment? Did they need the money?Would they be willing, able, and reliable enough
to provide the supply of instructors for the demand that existed? Even though they were not the
paying customers, but would instead be paid by the venture, the artists had to be available to perform
the services necessary at a price point that would make the new venture attractive enough for the
founders to pursue it.

Taking on this challenge, the founders leveraged their networks, including social media, to find a
group of potential artists and interviewed them. They documented their interviews and met to see
what they had learned after each one.

The final result was that 8 of the 10 potential artists were very excited to participate in the Virtual
Arts Academy; the other two could probably be convinced, but the team was short on time to do the
research. This process of talking to real people and making sure the team’s Persona was accurate was
very valuable. The team became much more confident in its new venture and was much more focused
in the steps that followed.

SUMMARY

Identifying and interviewing your Next 10 Customers now ensures that your Persona description and
other assumptions hold true for an array of customers. If you have completed this step properly,
and made modifications to the other steps from what you learned here, you should have great con-
fidence moving forward to build the plan for your new venture.
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