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Congratulations on your acceptance into the Global Cleantech Innovation Pro-
gramme in Ukraine!

We are excited that you’re joining us, grateful for your valuable work, and hugely 
looking forward to the opportunity to work with you.

GCIP, as you will discover, is an immensely practical, content-rich program that’s 
designed to bring the best of Silicon Valley entrepreneurship in a format that’s tai-
lored to cleantech startups in Ukraine . We will give you the entrepreneurship tools 
we believe can make the biggest difference to your success, guide you through their 
implementation, and make introductions we believe can directly help you.
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INTRODUCTION

This guide covers one of the most important fundamentals: YOUR BUSINESS MODEL

Every business has a business model, or a way of doing business, 
even if they’re not aware of it. Many businesses stumble accidentally 
into a certain way of doing business, and many others adopt a model 
simply because they assumed it was only way to go.

This guide, and the GCIP training you’re 
about to undertake, will get you to think 
about your business model and to optimize 
it. If you engage fully and actively in this 
process, you improve your chances of finding 
customers, building a scalable, profitable 
business, and having an altogether greater 
economic and environmental impact.
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This guide covers one of the most important fundamentals: YOUR BUSINESS MODEL

Business models vs business plans

In entrepreneurship, there 
are seldom hard, sharp 
lines between activities. 
As you will discover, there 
are blurred lines between 
business model innova-
tion and validation, and 
each informs the other.

This program is heavily fo-
cused on innovation: GCIP 
includes the word right 
there in the program title. 
Innovation is at the heart 
of entrepreneurship: it’s 
mighty hard to take on ex-
isting players in any field, 
and to build a world-class 
company without inno-
vating. 

It is possible that some institutions in Ukraine, including government 
agencies and banks, still require a business plan in order to secure a 
loan, investment or grant.

If this is a verified requirement from a potential funding source, then you should 
write a business plan. Outside this special case, business plans have no place in 
early-stage companies.

Nevertheless, we are go-
ing to place enormous 
and unrelenting emphasis 
on validation: it’s nigh-on 
impossible to get a start-
up off the ground unless 
you are ready to validate.

Business Model Innovation

Business Model Validation
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The guide is divided into TWO parts

Please read with the following thoughts in mind
You are allowed other thoughts as you read! In fact, other thoughts are very much encouraged

1 2 3
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Business plans are valuable to document how your business works only 
once you have developed a set of models that work repeatably and 
reliably.

An business plan written before the business model is validated is a 
work of fiction. There is no point devoting valuable days or weeks writ-
ing fiction, unless you plan to sell a novel.

Until you have completed your validation, use every second of your 
precious time totally focused on validating and finalizing your product 
and comprehensively validating your business model.

Your primary goal

Really?

Yes, really. 

Building a business is ultimately about one primary goal. Just one. Surprisingly to many engineers, 
or so it seems, that one goal is not having the best product. It’s not selling more than anyone else. 
Nor is it even having the happiest customers.

Many companies want to have the best product 
and plenty of sales and the happiest customers. 
These might or might not be your company’s goals. 

The best product could be a mistake: some cus-
tomers hugely prefer “good enough” if it cuts costs 
or lets them buy three products instead of one.  

Making the most sales could be a terrible mistake 
if sales growth comes at the cost of profitabil-
ity; maybe you want to have the premium, high-
est-priced product and sell fewer.

GCIP-Ukraine Entrepreneur Manual 



Even if all three goals 
are relevant, none of them 
is your primary goal

The primary goal of your
business is to make money
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Which doesn’t sound very noble. If you went into business to 
change the world, then it probably sounds downright self-
centered.

Nevertheless, making money is indeed more than worthy when 
pursued ethically, because successful businesses serve their 
customers by solving a need, which creates value.

If you can’t show that your 
company stands a very solid 
chance of creating value (and 
making lots of money in the 
process), investors won’t in-
vest.

With those thoughts in mind (and a few others to keep you company), let’s get started.

If your company doesn’t create value, it frankly doesn’t mat-
ter how good the product is or how many sales you make 
or how happy your customers are. Businesses survive and 
thrive in the long run because they can pay the bills and have 
enough left over to grow. And a business that creates value 
and makes money can have greatly more impact than one 
that’s no longer in business.

Figuring out how your company is going to create value both for your customer and for you is 
fundamental:

MODULE #4

Business Model Innovation & Validation



8

Your business exists to serve 
customers in a way that will make 
money.

Your business model exists to help 
you figure out how you will make 
money.

What is a business model? 

It’s that simple – and that important.

So what does a business model look like? 
And, while we’re about it… what is a model?

In entrepreneurship, models are descriptions 
of how you achieve goals.

GCIP-Ukraine Entrepreneur Manual 
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Your successful competitors have models. Lots of 
them. They have models for every aspect of their 
business, and those models have helped them 
grow. Good models provide stability and predicta-
bility. Do the same thing more, and you’ll get more 
good results. Models make a business scalable.

If you have come up with the ‘Magical Chocolate 
Machine’ that makes higher-quality chocolate and 
requires half the energy (that’s an innovation!) … you 
might decide to turn your idea into a business.

A model is more than 
a single process or a 
technique

Develop your business model and your product together.

Each model often represents or implies a collection of processes 
– but it doesn’t describe those processes. A model is a high-
level concept, a framework. 

For example:

Goals include your one primary goal of making 
money, of course. And goals could include having 
‘the best product’ or ‘finding lots of customers’ – 
although these are very vague; we like goals that 
are specific, with numbers attached to them. More 
on that when you join the GCIP training.

In GCIP, we want you to think about models from 
the earliest stages of your invention. Even before 
you’ve finished figuring out the perfect chocolate 
recipe.

While technically-minded entrepreneurs tend to 
focus on their technology and only later on consider 
how they will do business, the reality is that…
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Very early on you will want to think through some fundamental questions:

Who cares about a chocolate machine that makes better chocolate and uses less 
energy? 

In other words, who would buy it, and why? 

How will you go about finding them?

Models are about repeatability. 
Knowing one person who will buy your equipment is a 
great start. But are there others like that first custom-
er? Do they all make decisions in a similar way? If so, 
you have identified not just a handful of customers who 
might purchase, but a market – a group of people with 
similar requirements.

Once you have identified a market, perhaps 
there’s a standard way of approaching the people 
or companies – in other words, perhaps there’s a 
model.

How will you demonstrate the Magical Chocolate 
Machine and make sales? Will you knock on the 
doors of chocolate makers and offer to lend them 
one of your machines free of charge for a month? 
Should you more simply look for company that 
already distributes chocolate-making equipment 
and have them do all the marketing and sales?

Do you need different sales models for different 
types of chocolate maker? Artisan chocolate 
makers who produce small quantities of high 
quality chocolate might have different needs and a 
different set of buying criteria from bulk producers. 

You will also need to figure out a model for making 
the machines. You could, for example build the 
machines yourself. Of you could ask a friend to 
make them for you. Or you could find a company 
that already makes machines and contract the 
manufacture to them. 

GCIP-Ukraine Entrepreneur Manual 
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Your business model brings together various models to describe the framework for your business as 
a whole. Your business model, in other words, is really a collection of other models. It describes the 
activities, relationships and assets that you use in your business in two big areas – the same two 
areas we discussed above – everything you use to sell and make your products.

A business model provides a framework for research and deci-
sion making that could help you get much closer, much more 
quickly, to that one primary goal:

To make chocolate machines you’ll likely do a better job if you look for ways to optimize all the ac-
tivities, relationships and resources for manufacture: Your unique chocolate recipe. The design and 
testing of your machine. How and where you will buy the parts, and then how and where you’ll build 
or get the machines built.

11

Your 
business model

Distribution

Costs

Value configuration

Management

Competencies

Infrastructure

Partner network
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Revenue
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To sell your equipment, you will benefit by doing some 
initial research on the collection of markets for chocolate 
making equipment, how much each of them is prepared 
to pay and how each market makes decisions. You will 
need to figure out how you will find your customers and 
think through how you will show and persuade them to 
buy your product. And then you will need an efficient 
means of delivering and installing your machines – and 
ways of keeping your customers in each market happy 
and selling more to them.

This guide only begins to intro-
duce the concept of markets. We 
will consider this topic in greater 
depth during the training.

Some common business models

Business models  
are one way of describing or categorizing companies, and many business models are now so 
well known that they have titles that instantly characterize how they work.

As you will see, business models often overlap with each other, and their titles refer specifically to the 
primary way they help the business make money. Here are some very well-known examples:  

This is the model made famous by companies 
like Amway, Avon and Tupperware. The direct 
sales model implies a sales relationship direct 
with the customer outside a retail location, 
visiting someone’s home, demonstrating the 
product, taking an order.

This model involves a franchisor who provides 
the product and brand marketing, plus franchi-
sees who set up businesses that follow a for-
mula set by the franchisor. The franchisor avoids 
the capital costs of developing large numbers 
of company stores, and the franchisee has a big 
incentive through ownership of a business.

Direct sales Franchise
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We have come to realize that the ‘old way’ 
of doing things was deeply flawed.

Why bother with 
a business model?

a more recent invention, freemium is predominantly a web-based model: a simple version of an online 
app or downloadable digital product is available free, which can be upgraded to a premium version 
that offers more features, for a fee.

The old way regularly involved developing a fin-
ished (or largely finished) product first, then think-
ing about the business that would bring the prod-
uct to market.

Can this work? Of course! Particularly if you have 
lots of time and lots of money. You can finish your 
product, then write a business plan. If there are 
problems, you throw away some of the work you’ve 
already done, throw away your business plan, redo 
the product, rewrite the plan. Rinse and repeat till 
you get there.

We test and adjust not just the product, but the way we will make the product and how we will market 
and sell it. At the same time. Once again …

Which 
means:

Develop your business 
model and your product 

together

A business model is dynamic. 
It will develop and grow with your business.
Your business model may also be different            

for each market. 

Freemium

The ‘new’ way is different. Rather than spending 
huge sums developing then fixing, we test and fix 
as we go along. We start by finding out whether 
there’s market demand by building a sample web 
page and perhaps some sales literature and float-
ing an idea before we even start to develop the 
product. We ask for market input from the people 
we think will buy. We learn from their responses 
and adjust. If things look good, we develop a very 
simple version of the product, and we ask for fur-
ther input from the people we think will buy.
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1
You have been accepted into GCIP 
which indicates that you probably al-
ready have a technology innovation.

Your technology is innovative if it solves 
a problem in a new way. Cleantech in-
novations often mean (a) making 
things in a cleaner way and/or (b) mak-
ing things that are cleaner to use.

Business model innovation could include the way you make your prod-
uct much more inexpensively, or faster, or at higher quality than your 
competitors.

More often than not, however, business model innovation focuses on 
sales. If someone in Silicon Valley were to ask you “What’s your business 
model?” they’re usually asking “How are you going to acquire custom-
ers and generate revenue?” Investors really care that you understand 
this and that you can provide evidence to prove it.

Business model innovation  

means finding new models for your busi-
ness. Which could involve a technology in-
novation. But technology innovations and 
business-model innovations are clearly not 
the same thing.

What makes a business model innovative?

Business Model Innovation
is doing things in 

a new way

Innovation  

Business models are innovative when they change the way things are done. That means that 
you innovate when you do something your competitors don’t. But… in order to be innovative, 
you don’t have to invent a brand-new business model from scratch. In fact, it’s unlikely that you 
will want or need to invent a completely new model.
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Perhaps innovative business models have been 
rolled out by companies just like yours in other coun-
tries. You could be the first in your field to introduce 
them to your local market.

How do companies in your 
industry in other countries 
find and keep customers?

How do companies in other industries 
find and keep customers?

As a case in point, business-models used by GCIP startups and business-model innovations invented by 
GCIP startups may or may not be specific to cleantech: unsurprisingly (because cleantech isn’t an island), 
most have been adapted from other fields. 

Categories of business-model innovation that are not 
cleantech-specific include:

15

Business-model innovations that 
aren’t cleantech-specific

 Examples of business 
model innovation in 
the cleantech sector

It’s equally possible that someone has come 
up with a great business model that works 
in another field which you could replicate or 
modify for yours.
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Finding a way to make the sale a “no-brainer” because most or all of the risk is on the vendor (you) 
not the customer. Reversing risk is often very important for early-stage companies with no track 
record. Examples include:

Yes, subscription is a business model. Information products and apps sold on subscription are 
popular with investors because of the recurring revenue stream. Each customer acquisition could 
result in a significant lifetime value. Examples include:

Risk-reversal: 

Subscription: 

Freemium

Your customer can use your product for 
free until he/she needs more capacity or 
more features. This approach is often most 
appropriate for web-based cleantech 
solutions (no marginal capital cost) like 
ride-share apps and energy-monitoring 
services.

Subscriber-only

Similar to freemium, the subscriber-only 
model offers free materials to all and pre-
mium content/features behind a paywall. 
Relevant primarily to online services. It 
would be interesting to see adaptations 
for offline services.

Razor and blades  

Another risk-reversal approach is ‘Give 
them the razor, sell them the blades’, an 
idea widely credited to King Gillette, who 
founded the Gillette Safety Razor Compa-
ny. Inkjet printers are commonly sold at a 
low prices, while the drum and toner car-
tridges are disproportionately expensive. 
This model is relevant to hardware prod-
ucts that use consumables, such as air 
purifiers with replaceable filters.

Subscription box

This approach is increasingly common for 
direct-to-consumer companies that deliv-
er regularly required items such as shav-
ing supplies. This is another model that’s 
a variant on a theme – relevant cleantech 
products and services with consumables.
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There are many models that take advantage of unique aspects of the cleantech world. 
Here are some prime examples:

Cleantech-specific business-model 
innovations

Cleantech-as-a-Service: Rather than selling and supplying a technology, some providers offer 
their solution solely as a service; revenue is transactional: Biofiltro in Chile has installed hundreds 
of water purification plants in agricultural facilities including dairies and vineyards; they provide 
a full-service implementation, including maintenance of the filtration system, charging for litres 
of waste water processed rather than an up-front technology sale or a fixed monthly fee. S3 
in Ukraine offers starch removal from waste water – a major problem for potato-processing 
plants. Even more radically, they charge nothing for the installation or running of the plant, but 
are able to realize the value per ton of the high-grade starch extracted by their equipment.

PAYGo: Pay-as-you-Go (PAYGo) is an innovative model that brings so-
lar to low-income consumers in rural communities. For example: M-Ko-
pa Solar in Kenya offers a means for homeowners to buy a solar array 
over time, paying when able via a mobile payment app. Remote lockout 
technology cuts off the electricity supply if the scheduled payment is 
not received, providing an incentive to make payments on time, and the 
subscriber owns the solar installation once paid up.

ESCO: The Energy Service Company (ESCO) model is another innova-
tive cleantech-specific model, made possible because energy-efficient 
technologies save money. In the ESCO model, the necessary equipment 
is installed free-of-charge and the monthly savings are shared between 
vendor and customer. Examples include energy service companies and 
other industrial solutions from companies such as Danfoss Solutions, 
Schneider Electric, Honeywell, Johnson Controls.
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Power Purchase Agreements: A Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) is a popular energy-specific 
form of Cleantech-as-a-Service. The PPA has some added complexity and added attractions be-
cause investors are able to take advantage of tax credits by investing in a corporation that in turn 
purchases solar or other clean-energy generation technology. The user pays by the kilowatt hour 
(kWh) exactly as if purchasing energy from a utility, but at a lower rate.

Subsidies
Some governments (including state and municipal governments) have introduced subsidies 
designed to encourage the use of clean technologies. Your business model may be able to 
take advantage of these. Examples include feed-in tariffs and net metering for solar, and solar 
and wind investment tax credits. Some subsidies are provided by companies: for example free 
charging for early customers of Tesla cars.  These subsidies are often reduced or eliminated over 
time, creating great urgency to buy now.

Regulations
Your model might also be able to utilize government regulations that require cleaner alter-
natives to dirty technologies. Examples include zero-emission regulations ushering in electric 
vehicles and renewable portfolio standards requiring the deployment of renewable energy.

Over-the-air updates
(keep happy + new revenue) – an advance on the Gilette model – you could make the shell avail-
able cheaply and then charge for features. Even in a car.

Additionally, consider how 
the following could affect your 
business model:
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The business model canvas

The business model canvas 
was developed by Alexander Osterwalder as a simplified way of quickly describing the 
elements of a business model.

It’s a like a map of the activities, relationship and resources needed to run your business.

Rather than ‘the old way’ of describing your ideas in a business plan perhaps 20-30 pages long, 
your canvas fits neatly into nine boxes on a single sheet of paper or a spreadsheet:

Key Recources Channels Revenue CustomersCosts

Value PropositionKey ActivitiesKey Partners Customer Relationships

Customers



Customer Segment1         the group of people/businesses you think will buy from you

Customer Relationships          how you expect to interact with your customers

Channels          how you plan to sell and deliver your product

Value Proposition         why you believe customers will buy and use your product

Key Activities          the strategic things you plan to do to deliver your proposition

Key Resources         the strategic assets you expect you will need (material, intellectual, human, 
financial…)

Key Partners         the important partners you plan to engage

Revenue Streams         how will your customers pay you for delivering the proposition?

Cost Structure         what are your major cost drivers?

20

1 The business model canvas usually uses the heading “Customer Segments” for this important box in the upper-right-hand corner. Customer 
Segments are the markets that could buy your product, and it is possible that many segments will share the same channels, value prop-
osition, etc. However, we instead ask you to create a separate sheet for each customer segment. It is likely that some of the other eight 
elements will change as you look at each segment, and important that, at minimum, you discuss and research the remaining elements 
rather than assuming that nothing changes.

Here are the nine boxes in outline:

Customer elements

Operational elements

Financial elements

IMPORTANT!  The business model canvas does not cover all aspects of your business.
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The GCIP training programme will introduce you to additional impor-
tant models, strategies and tactics.

Nevertheless, the canvas contains everything you should consider when 
you sketch out your business – when you first start to think about sell-
ing, making and delivering your solution to your customer’s problems 
(your value proposition). And when you sketch out your business mod-
el, it’s as well to start with a napkin or a notepad or a whiteboard and 
to rough out your ideas quickly: expect to take around 15-20 minutes, 
although there are reasons why this might take longer if you are re-
searching the market. More on this below.

The answer lies with VALIDATION.

Why so rough and ready? 

PLAN

Why not take a month        
to write a comprehensive 
business plan?
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In ‘the old way’ of doings things, we set great store by our assump-
tions and guesses, and we built finished products and working busi-
nesses based on them.

Then we spent time and money learning what we should have built, 
and further time and more money rebuilding. 

No longer.

You will validate your assumptions not by congratulating yourself on 
your brilliant intuition, not by asking your friends or your mother or 
your great uncle Igor. And certainly not by pushing forward, simply 
hoping for the best.

You will validate your assumptions by talking to industry experts, in-
dustry distributors, potential channel partners, and prospective cus-
tomers in each market segment.

2 Business Model Validation

Customer discovery

No business plan survives first contact with 
customers.

In the words of Steve Blank, who has helped popularize the 
business model canvas in the entrepreneurship community in 
Silicon Valley and elsewhere:
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In the race to build a business that will make money, there is no more important activity than asking 
questions.

Lots of them.

And of all the questions you most need answered, there are none more important than:

In the business model canvas, these are the customer segment (a single, small market segment or 
‘subsegment’) and the value proposition (the value you offer to this group of customers):

Who will your first customers be?

Why will they buy from you?

Business Model Canvas

Key Parntners Key Activities Value 
Proposition

Customer 
Relationships

Customer 
Segment

Key Resources Channels

Cost Structure Revenue Streams
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Remember, you will fill out a fresh canvas (on a fresh napkin!) for each market subsegment.

All your other guesses will stem from these first two.

Customer discovery  
is the first and most important part of validating your business model

Here’s what’s involved:

Choose a single market subsegment, starting with your beachhead market – the first, small mar-
ket you will address (more on this important topic during our training). If you can brainstorm each 
segment with one or more experts, and if you can find good market data, so much the better.

Can’t think of anyone you could interview? Don’t know anyone who can introduce you to 
experts, vendors or customers in this segment? If that’s the case, think again, and find a 
market segment where you have some connections!

Immediately, before you even breathe, you need to move on to the stage of setting up interviews. 
You are looking for:

Review what you’ve discovered, and adjust.

Get Out of the Building (to quote Steve Blank) and start interviewing.

industry experts who know the 
segment, particularly people 
who lead organizations, asso-
ciations, clubs or gatherings for 
the segment;

vendors and distributors 
who supply the segment;

and – most importantly - 
the individuals or compa-
nies in the segment: your 
potential customers;

1

2

4

3

a. b. c.
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I’m in the entrepreneurship race – time is 
against me, right? If I’m validating a market, 
isn’t the ultimate validation a sale? So if I’m 
visiting potential customers in a market I’m 
considering, isn’t this a sales pitch?

If there’s a sale to be made, it will still be there after the interview. First, you have some 
customer discovery to do: in this mode, your goal is about something bigger and more 
important than an individual sale.  

You are there to learn in order to determine is this segment a group of customers that needs and will buy 
my product? Remember, a scalable business is built on repeatable models.

For example … How does your prospective customer make chocolate right now? What works well, and 
what problems do they have? What are their customers asking for? Where do your prospective custom-
ers buy chocolate-making equipment right now, and how do they make their decisions about which to 
buy? How do you connect with them? What industry-specific language and jargon do they use? How 
much are they prepared to pay for a solution that meets their needs? What support will they expect? 
Would they prefer to buy direct from the manufacturer or from a wholesaler?

What’s an interview? 
And why are we talking about interviewing people?

The interview

Yes, yes, and no!

A customer discovery interview is not a sales pitch. In 
fact, to interview someone successfully, you will leave 
your Magical Chocolate Machine in the office and your 
sales literature in the car.

An interview  
is a fact-finding outing. The challenge is to sublimate your entrepreneurial instinct to go 
straight for the sale …

Business Model CanvasTake a look at the business model canvas to consider other aspects 
of the business model that represent the rest of the business.
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You may need to ‘sell’ a little in order to get in the door. Don’t talk about your product, but explain 
that you may be able to help solve some major problems in the field of [high-quality chocolate 
making – or cutting their energy costs by a substantial amount]. You could also explain, if it helps, 
that you are working with UNIDO, that you are one of the companies selected to participate in the 
Global Cleantech Innovation Programme and you are conducting some research.

It’s a good idea to bring someone along with you to the interview so that one of you can ask ques-
tions and the other can take notes. With your prospective customer’s OK, record video the session 
if you can, so you can look for responses you missed live during the interview.

Once the interview is underway, let your prospect talk without 
interruption. Of course, there’s a limit to how long you can let 
someone talk – but it’s a classic rookie mistake to keep interrupt-
ing a prospect in full flow while she’s explaining her problems, 
needs and ideas. An interview is not your opportunity to share 
your brilliant intellect, or your opinions about the industry, and 
it is not the time to persuade your customer that your product 
is the best. It is your opportunity to listen really, really carefully, 
to take copious notes, and to hear what is being said rather than 
what you think is being said or would like your prospect to say.

If it becomes clear during the interview that you’re talking to a 
great prospect who might buy a Magnificent Chocolate Machine, 
is it OK to pull out the sales literature at the end? Probably. As 
long as installing your machine isn’t a distraction from building 
a model. Successful entrepreneurship is a constant balance be-
tween building models for the future and paying the bills today. 
We’ll also discuss a sensible options balance in the GCIP training.

1

2

3

4

A few pointers about the interview:
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Can’t find people in your subsegment who will take your call because they’re 
too busy or not really interested? 

Can’t find people who will ask you in to interview them? 
If this is proving challenging, it could be because you’re not selling the idea of helping 
solve a problem well enough. Or this might not be the right segment. Brainstorm again, 
look for people in this segment who already know you or who are more approachable. 
If this market segment continues to be challenging, pivot to another segment.

Direct Contact with customers
Learn why and how to improve

Indirect Observation of customers
Learn how many and how much

Participatory design & evaluation

W
ha

t 
cu

st
om

er
s 

d
o

O
b

se
rv

e 
th

ei
r b

eh
a

vi
or

s
W

ha
t 

cu
st

om
er

s 
sa

y
O

b
se

rv
e 

th
ei

r a
tt

it
ud

es

Lab studies
Learning prototype/MVP

Life-size prototypes

Wizard of Oz

Sale actions
Mock sales       

Pre sales       

Crowdfunding

Illustrations, storyboards and scenarios

Speedboats

Product box

Buy a feature

Anthropologist
For field studies

Tracking actions
Ad and link tracking

Landing page

Split testing

Journalist
For interviews

Detective
For data analysis



It often makes good sense to talk to these supporting players first: they can 
help you understand the segment from a more elevated perspective, includ-
ing where to find the influencers and leaders, and maybe future trends. If 
you’re lucky and this is a truly promising market, these industry experts will 
also introduce you to potential customers.

Interviewing other stakeholders 
in the customer segment

28

While customer discovery 
is your most important step, you will also learn vital information from interviews with 
channel partners, distributors and industry experts.
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You will find this time is surprisingly valuable to 
figure out: 

what’s going on in your interviews that you 
didn’t spot at the time;

possible ways of improving future interviews; 

patterns, validations and invalidations from 
others – particularly if you have access to 
someone who has experience at analyzing/
pulling out key information from interviews.

If you are not getting this information, it could be for one of 
the following reasons:

You have chosen a market that isn’t ready for your product.

You are not building personal rapport with the people you’re 
interviewing.

You’re not asking the right questions

29

Your first 5-10 properly structured customer dis-
covery interviews in a market that’s ready for your 
product will tell you more about your market in a 
few days than you can typically learn in a year of 
sales pitches.

Whether or not it seems that your interviews are 
eliciting useful information, it is crucial to take time 
regularly to go over the results.

If you are a great note taker, mark in the margins 
anything you think important, and also ask a col-
league or mentor to go through all your notes with 
you to look for pointers you may have missed. 
Playing a recording or video from interviews is sur-
prisingly enlightening – you will learn more than 
you might imagine.

Parsing results from interviews

You will quickly be able to spot trends. You’ll see 
common pain points, requirements, and interests. 
You will know what websites your prospects visit, 
which tradeshows they attend, and your competi-
tors’ strengths and weaknesses.

During training, we will discuss options for each of these instances.
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Most important in the process of validating and invalidating is to listen to what your 
prospect and others are really saying. This is often more obvious on a replay of the 
meeting than it was in the interview itself. 

Confirmation bias is a cognitive trap: humans frequently pay attention only to infor-
mation that confirms what we already believe. Your job is to listen out also for details 
that invalidate or modify what you thought.

The fit: searching for business model validation

Your first job in interviewing is to listen very, very carefully. Your assumptions will rarely 
be 100% right, so it’s crucial to listen to what your prospect customer has to say.

In today’s entrepreneurship language, you are searching 
for validation and invalidation that you have achieved  
product-market fit.

Your next job 
is to ascertain what lessons you’ve learned 
by listening.  

Are you hearing the same things from mul-
tiple people? Question your own responses 
– are you absorbing what you hear, even if 
the input you receive invalidates what you 
wanted to hear?

And your final job  
is to consider what adjustments 
you plan to make based not on 
one interview but on the pat-
terns you believe are valid across 
multiple interviews.

More simply put, does your product fit your selected market?
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Sometimes, the segment you thought was perfect will 
be close – but another segment will be better. If you 
can find the better segment quickly, then you should 
pivot to the better segment. Your ideal starting point 
is the lowest-hanging fruit.

However, it might instead make sense to make a dif-
ferent pivot by adjusting your product in ways that 
help it meet the needs of your chosen segment.

This is not an up or down question:
Your interviews, properly conducted and 
analyzed, will help you pivot intelligent-
ly and reach product-market fit. You can 
reach key decisions about your business 
model – in other words, you can learn 
how to build a business than can scale 
and make money far, far more quickly 
and accurately than simply by heading 
out and selling one by one.

As intimated at the beginning of this guide, there are no hard lines between busi-
ness model innovation and validation.

It is fine to come up with hypothetical innovations in the safety of your office as long 
as you then go out and validate them in your presumed market segment.

You need to be ready to stick to your guns when it’s clear you are onto a winner.

You need to be ready to pivot when the feedback tells you to. There’s little point in validating un-
less you are then willing to iterate by adjusting or rewriting your innovations based on what you 
learn from interviewing real people in your market.

Invalidation of your guesses means you have a chance to innovate once again.

And even when you find great product-market fit, looking for opportunities to innovate further 
that don’t disrupt your business – small, iterative tests are the way to keep improving efficiency 
and productivity.

Lessons from business model validation
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Conclusion

This guide lays out why you should focus on developing a novel-but-proven business model, and 
maps out key steps. This is no exercise in simply documenting your business, and it’s certainly not 
just a quick precursor to writing a “fictional”, unvalidated business plan. Building a great team and 
properly validating a business model that can reliably make you money are every startup CEO’s 
priorities, and they will put you in a strong place.

There are immediate benefits. Experienced investors will be far more interested in a business that 
can point to real market validation. Your ability to communicate and illustrate your business model 
with case studies, quotations and meaningful statistics from small markets that you know and 
understand is an essential skill.

Nor will you ever stop using this ability. As 
your business evolves and enters new mar-
kets, develops new products and faces new 
customers, your business model will must 
evolve and pivot. Companies of all sizes have 
to stay alert to change in order to stay rele-
vant – just look at Kodak and Blockbuster, 
BlackBerry and Erickson. Business model in-
novation/validation and the resulting pivots 
are not just for startups.
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As a first exercise, make a list of the reasons people buy your type of product, then 
correlate to a description of the person or business that has that reason. This will help 
define your market.

Why buys this kind of product?

33

Reasons for buying my kind of
product or service

(needs/wants/desires)

Description of person or business 
that has this reason

(include research you have completed)

Customer Discovery ResearchDigital FutureAppendix 1: 



Customer Discovery Interview Script – B2CDigital FutureAppendix 2: 
Script for interviews about a consumer product or service. You could conduct this outside a store 
that sells products similar to yours.

Thinking about (your product/service category), what do you buy?

A category is general; for example: cars, cookies, carpets, soap – not a brand.

Why do you buy this?   

After first answer, ask: any other reason? 

Keep asking any other reason until person says NO. 

What is it that you like about __Insert product____________ ?

Ask: Any other reason? Repeat until person says no.

What is it that you don’t like about ______________?    

Ask: Any other reason? Repeat until person says  NO. 

If person says ‘there isn’t anything I don’t like’ or ‘I like it fine,’ go on to next question.

What would make this ______________ better for you?   

Ask: Anything else? Repeat until person says  NO.

Generally speaking, how often do you purchase ______________?

How much of ______________ do you purchase at one time?

34
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Generally speaking, how much do you usually pay for ______________?

Where do you purchase ______________? Ask: Anywhere else?  Repeat until person says no.

Why did you choose these places?

Have you ever tried a brand new company for buying ______________?

a.  If yes, ask why did you choose?

b.  If no, ask why not?

Generally speaking, how do you learn about new brands of ______________ ?

Note: most people will say: word of mouth or [person] tells me about it or I ask my [family 
member/friend]. 

Then ask: Any other way? Repeat until person says  NO.

Would you be interested in buying a brand new product for __________?

a.  If yes, ask why?

b.  If no, ask why not?

Make a note of any demographic information that might be relevant:

a.  Male/Female

b.  Geography (work/home area)

c.  etc
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Customer Discovery Problem Interview 
Script – B2B

Digital FutureAppendix 3: 

Script for interviews about a business product or service. The questions in italics are there just in 
case the open questions you ask at the beginning generate answers that are too distant from your 
product – these will help guide your interviewee into the right area.

How do you describe your role?

What does success look like for you? (What are your KPI’s?)

What’s the hardest part about achieving that success

(If necessary) in the area of …

Can you tell me about the last time that happened?

Why was that hard?

What, if anything, have you done to solve that problem?

What don’t you love about the solutions you’ve tried?

We have a hypothesis that ______ is a major problem. Do you agree?

Can you tell me about the last time this happened?
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Why was that hard?

What, if anything, have you done to solve this problem?

What don’t you love about the solutions you’ve tried?

Who would be involved in making a decision to solve this problem/these problems

Where would you look for a solution?

How much would you pay for a solution that met your needs fully?

How urgent is it to solve this problem, on a scale of 0-5 where 0 is completely unimportant and 
5 is white-hot urgent?

Are there any websites, blogs, social media sites, magazines, trade shows or other places that 
you visit (whether or not you’re looking for business solutions)

Add one or more questions that relate to benefits of your 
product and competitors’ products to find out which features 
your customer most 

37

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17



www.gcipukraine.com 

www.unido.org

+38 (044) 388 42 64

gcipukraine19@gmail.com

@CleanTech_Ukraine 

@CleanTech_Ukraine

02094, Kyiv, 

Tymiryazievska 1, bld 2

http://www.gcipukraine.com 
http://www.unido.org

