
Info 
Saturday, December 27, 2014 
11:07 AM 

  
Hi, 
  
Below are my notes for the very informative How to Start a Startup lecture series given at Stanford. To 
see the full lectures along with links to slides and annotated transcripts, you can visit: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCxIJaCMEptJjxmmQgGFsnCg 
  
If you're interested in seeing what other things I'm up to check out my website: 
www.therightabstractions.com. 
  
I hope you get as much value out of reading these notes as I got out of writing them. Enjoy. 
  
  

  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCxIJaCMEptJjxmmQgGFsnCg
http://www.therightabstractions.com/


How to Start a Startup 
Sunday, December 21, 2014 
7:46 PM 

  
(Sam Altman) 
Intro 
 Most of what YC teaches is information that's only pertinent to particular startups but about 30% 

is generally applicable - that's what this class is 
 The advice is oriented toward people that want to start new businesses that grow really really fast 

and become very large 
 Four important areas that you can control are: idea, product, team, execution 

o But of course, luck matters a lot too 
 "You should only start a startup if you feel compelled by a particular problem and you think that 

starting a company is the best way to solve it." 
o All start up founders say that it's way harder than they expected 

  
Idea 
 It's true that you need to evolve as you go, but good ideas still matter 
 Planning and long-term thinking matter 
 Eventually you will want to build a business that's hard to replicate 
 You should be passionate about what you're doing or you will be more likely to give up along the 

way 
o Good startups take 10 years 
o This also helps you attract outside help 

 Good start up ideas often seem like bad ideas 
 Try to monopolize a small market and then expand rapidly 
 Don't just think about the growth of the startup, think about the growth of the market 

o Having a "tail wind" is really important 
 Think "why now?" why is it not too early or too late 

o Try to build something that solves your problem 
o Otherwise make sure you're extremely close to your customers 

 The best ideas are easily articulated 
 While you're a student: think of ideas, meet people who can be potential cofounders 

  
Product 
 Great idea -> Great product -> Great company 
 Your focus early on should be on two things: 

o Building a product users love 
o Talking with your users 

 Most startups die b/c they fail to build something that users love 
 Usually it's better to build something a small number of users love, than something a large 

number of users like 
 Expect organic growth, if you're not growing it's a bad sign 
 Start w/ a simpler subset of the problem 
 Be "fanatical" care intensely about little details 
 Recruit your first yours manually 
 Get user feedback, get insight into how much they care about your product 



o Continuously improve the product based on this 
 Look at the right metrics to see if you're growing or not, ignore the ones that don't matter 

  
(Dustin Moskovitz) 
Why you should or should not start a startup 
 Entrepreneurship is over-glamourized in the press 
 It's very stressful: 

o You have a lot of responsibility (to yourself and others) 
o You're always on call 
o Constantly working 

 Your day to day life is just sitting and working 
 Difficult decisions, sometimes it comes down to who you disappoint the least 
 It's not necessarily the best way to make money (big companies may be better) 
 It's not necessarily the best way to have an large impact (big companies may be better) 
 Why you should: You can't not do it.  

o You're just too passionate about the idea. 
o The world needs you to do it.  

  
  
  
  

  
  
  

  



Team and Execution 
Sunday, December 21, 2014 
9:23 PM 

(Sam Altman) 
Q&A 
 If you're a student you can identify which markets are growing quickly by trusting your instincts. 

Just watch what you and your friends are doing. 
 If you're a founder experiencing burn out, just keep pushing through. You don't really have a 

choice. 
  
Team 
 Bad relationships or tension between cofounders will kill your startup 

o Do "vesting" pre-negotiate what happens if a cofounder leaves 
o Don't let tension fester, talk about it early 

 Be extremely picky about your cofounders, pick people you're already friends with, people you 
have histories with, people you'll stand by when things get rough 

 Meet them in college. Or go work in an interesting company to meet them. 
 Having good cofounders > Being a solo founder > Having bad cofounders 

o 2 or 3 is the ideal 
 Cofounders should be "relentlessly resourceful", you need a "James Bond" 

o They should be not just smart but tough and calm too 
 One cofounder should be technical 
 In the early days don't hire unless you have to, try to get stuff done with a smaller number of 

employees 
o Having a really high bar for hiring will help you set the tone the culture you want to create 

 Getting the best people is really really hard 
o It can easily take a year 
o You will regret hiring a mediocre person 
o You're betting the company on each early hire 

 You should either not be hiring, or be in full-on hiring mode committing a large chunk of your time 
to it 

 Best source for hiring is through personal referrals 
o Go outside your comfort zone and try to tap any smart person you or your employees know 

 In the early days aptitude is usually more important than experience 
 Three criteria: 

o Are they smart? 
o Do they get things done? 
o Do I want to spend a lot of time around them? 

 Working with someone on a quick project will usually tell you more than an interview 
 Other things to consider: communication skills, determination, risk-tolerance, would make a good 

boss themselves 
 On equity: 

o First ten employees should get about ten percent of the company 
o Be more generous with employees than with investors 
o Cofounders should talk about equity split very early on and it should be near equal 

 Retaining employees: 
o Most startup founders are bad managers 



o Make sure people are happy and feel valued 
o Give clear feedback 
o Give the team credit for the good stuff, take responsibility for the bad stuff 
o Don't micromanage 
o Dan Pink: autonomy, mastery, purpose 

 Fire people fast when it's not working out 
o Fire people that are bad at their jobs, causing office politics or are persistently negative 

 Be skeptical about remote cofounders 
  
Execution 
 Being a founder means grinding on execution for many years 
 The founder has to set the tone for how the company executes, you can't outsource this 
 Ideas are the easy part, execution is the hard part - execution is what creates value 
 A startup CEO has the following responsibilities: 

o Set the vision 
o Raise money 
o Evangelize 
o Hire and manage 
o Make sure the entire company executes 

 Have the right focus, set your two or three daily priorities 
o Say "no" a lot 
o Talk about goals 
o Communicate 
o Focus on growth and the right metrics (not PR!) 

 Intensity matters 
o Startups will take over your life 
o You must outwork your competitors 
o Move fast but still be obsessed with quality 
o Favor action over theory 

 Releasing incrementally is better than disappearing for a year and trying to have a big new release 
o Every time you talk to a good founder, they've gotten new things done. 

 Good founders show up in person a lot, get on planes in marginal situations  
 Always keep momentum! Keep winning. 

o Don't slow down or your team will get discouraged. Disagreements and fights will start 
happening. 

o For software startups this means: Always keep growing! 
o Inspirational speeches won't do, sales will 

 When there's disagreement: 
o Figure out what users want and do that. 
o Acknowledge that you've gotten off track and that you're trying to get back on… and that 

you don't hate each other 
 Maintain your operating rhythm 

o Launch new products / features 
o Review metrics 

 Competitors usually don't matter 
o Don't worry about press releases 
o Only worry if they've already shipped a product that users love 



Before the Startup 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
8:27 AM 

(Paul Graham) 
  
Lecture 
 Startups are counterintuitive, you can't always trust your instincts. You'll have to develop new 

better informed habits. 
 You should trust your instincts about people 

o Work with people you genuinely like and respect and who you've known for a long time 
 Expertise in startups isn't what you need to succeed in startups 

o You need expertise in your users is 
o Going through the motions of a startup (renting a nice office, hiring friends, fundraising, 

etc.) without really building something of value is a common mistake that founders make 
 "Playing house" 

 You can't fake it or game the system in startups 
o Your product either does what users want or it doesn't 
o You can fake it with investors for a short period of time but this isn't in your interest either 

 Startups are all consuming, they will take over your life to a degree you can't imagine 
o It doesn't get easier, you just trade one set of problems for another 
o Wait until after college to start a startup, sort out the other areas of your life first while you 

still have time to 
 You can't actually know if you're good at starting a startup or not until you do it 

o It's something so different from ordinary experience that you don’t really have any evidence 
to know one way or the other 

o At YC, PG had no way to know which ones would succeed and which wouldn't 
 Don't try to think of startup ideas, develop your mind in a way that generates startup ideas 

automatically 
o Many good startup ideas start as side-projects because they don't really seem like startup 

ideas 
o Learn a lot about things that matter 

 One way to do this is to stay one the leading edge of technology… live in the future 
o Work on things that interest you -> this is how you know you're working on real problems 
o And work with people you like and respect 

 Just learn! 
  
Q & A 
 Non-technical founders can be helpful by being domain experts (in non-tech startups) or by doing 

sales / helping out programmers (in tech startups) 
 PG doesn't see value in business school for entrepreneurship 
  Ideally you wait to hire anyone for a while. The first hires should have similar attitudes to 

founders, they shouldn't need managing in the traditional sense. 
 PG doesn’t think we're in a bubble. 
 Startup labs are a new thing… they may possibly work if the right people do it.  
 Female founders empirically have a harder time raising money make your startup do really really 

well to succeed.  
 If PG went back to college he would study Physics. 



 PG gets efficiency by having kids (no time to not focus), puts himself into situations that force him 
to work, essays just come to him in his head 

 Turn side-projects into startups when they start growing and take over your life 
 PG recommends reading his "Do things that don't scale" essay for generating growth early in a 

startup 
 Hiring only people you like may cause a mono-culture but the advantages of hiring people you like 

still outweigh the disadvantages 
  
  

  
  

  



Building Product, Talking to Users, and Growing 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
9:49 AM 

(Adora Cheung) 
  
Lecture 
 In college spend your free time immersing yourself in interesting problems and ideas 
 The wrong approach to a startup: 

o Build a product in secret 
o Have a big press launch 
o Wait for users, then by them 
o Then give up 

 Be able to clearly articulate the problem: 
o Make sure you care about it 
o Make sure others have it 

 Become an expert: 
o Understand the industry, figure out the inefficient parts 
o Practice the actual service 
o Know every detail of the business, know every detail of other players in the market 

 Know your customers: 
o Start with a smaller customer segment 
o Storyboard the ideal customer experience  

 Start with a simple minimal viable product (but not too minimal) 
o Simple positioning, ex: "Get your place cleaned for $20 an hour." 

 First users: you, your cofounder, friends, family, online communities, local communities, niche 
influencers, cold calls + emails, press 
o HomeJoy booked early customers by giving out free cool water bottles on a hot day 
o Hustle, put in the effort 

 Customer feedback 
o Support matters 
o Surveys / interviews - understand people won't always be honest 

 You get more useful feedback when people are paying for your product 
o Metrics: retention, ratings, nps 
o Asking why?  

 Things to do early on: 
o Build fast don't worry if it scales 
o Do manual stuff if you have to, automate things later 
o Imperfect but released is better than never released 
o Resist feature creep and complexity 

 Stealth doesn't matter, going first and getting feedback is better 
o You're always going to have copiers 

 For growth: 
o Focus on one channel / strategy at a time 
o Iterate on working channel, give up (and then revisit) failed channels 
o Be creative 

 Types of growth: sticky, viral, paid 
o Sticky - growing usage of existing users 



o Viral - people talking about your product 
o Paid - Buying growth (with online ads, mailers, street marketing, deals, etc.) 
o Sustainability matters 

 Sticky growth 
o Have a great user experience 
o Measure percentage of users and cohorts (groups) coming back to you 

 Viral growth 
o Again a great experience matters 
o Have mechanics for referral programs 
o Work different customer touch points, try this when you're at a good point with them 

 Paid growth 
o Make sure the value of a customer is greater than the cost of acquiring them 
o Payback time (and the riskiness of getting paid back) should also be considered 

 Pivoting 
o If you can't grow, retain customers, or just have infeasible economics - then just move on 
o The growth curve won't be smooth so give yourself a few weeks to see if you're truly flat 

lined 
  
Q&A 
 Getting users to switch from an existing service they trust is very difficult, try to make sure you're 

way better or very differentiated. Then keep them hooked on the small benefits. 
o Ex: HomeJoy has next day availability other cleaners may not. 

  
  

  
  

  



Competition is for Losers 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
11:22 AM 

  
(Peter Thiel) 
Capturing Value 
 A company creates X dollars of value and captures Y% of X. 

o X and Y are independent variables  
 Example: 

o US airline industries: $195 billion of revenue, 0.2% profit margin, $112 billion market cap 
o Google: $50 billion of revenue, 21% profit margin, $394 billion market cap 

 Perfect competition is: 
o Easy to model, works in a stable work, politically appealing 
o Physiologically difficult, irrelevant in a dynamic world, preempts question of value 

 Monopolies: 
o Aiming for monopoly gives you an Incentive for doing something new 
o Stable, long-term companies with more longer term projects 
o Cons: Less output, more price control, can hold back innovation 

 PT: Most businesses are either perfectly competitive or they're monopolies 
  
Lies people tell 
 Monopolies may look similar to PC businesses on the outside because of the lies people tell 

o Monopolies will lie and say that they are competitive (they don't want to get hit with 
regulations) 

o PC businesses will lie and say that they're unique, that their product is differentiated 
o The real difference is actually pretty large 

 Lies: 
o Monopolies will say they're in a large market 

 Google will say that they're an ad company or technology company rather than a 
search company 

 Evidence of tech companies as monopolies: lots of cash, really high margins 
o Non-monopolies will say they're in a narrow market, these overly specific markets don't 

really make business sense 
 "We're the only British food restaurant in Palo Alto" 
 Silly narrow movie pitch: "College football star… joins an elite group of hackers… to 

catch the shark that killed his friend." 
 In startups, buzzwords bingo: Sharing / Mobile / Apps etc. 

  
How to build a monopoly 
 Start by monopolizing a small market, going after a large market is usually a mistake 

o Ex: Amazon, eBay, Facebook, PayPal 
 Characteristics of monopoly: proprietary technology, network effects, economies of scale, 

branding 
o Technology changes, the next Gates won't be building an OS, the next Page won't be 

building a search engine - don't copy these people 
o Rule of thumb: have technology that's an order of magnitude better than what currently 

exists (i.e. PayPal vs checks) 



  
Last mover advantage 
 You don't just want to get there first, you want to stick around for a long time 

o Durability is undervalued in Silicon Valley 
 Most of the value of these companies exists from cash flows very far in the future (10+ years) 
 You want those monopolistic advantages to last over time 

o Example where this isn't true: Disk drives kept getting better, companies couldn't hold onto 
their advantage 

  
History of innovation 
 Innovators usually don't get rewarded for their contributions to society 
 They get rewarded in two broad cases: 

o Complex vertically integrated monopolies (Ford, Standard Oil, etc.)  
o Software (economies of scale, fast adoption, high margins, etc.)  

  
Psychology of competition 
 We normally think of losers as people that can't compete 
 We have a psychological blind spot that favors competition and imitation 

o We compete for validation 
 Competition makes you better at what you're competing at, but these things may not be truly 

important to you 
  
Q&A 
 To tell the difference between PC and monopoly… look at the actual market. 
 Google has all four characteristics of a monopoly: proprietary technology, network effects, 

economies of scale and branding 
 Palantir, started with a smaller market (the intelligence community) and had a proprietary 

technology 
 PT is skeptical of Lean Startup thinking, he thinks the really great companies did something that 

was a substantial improvement 
o You're never going to have the time to iron out the risk 
o But you may still be risking doing something too small to be meaningful 

 Often times monopolies are first movers as well as last movers, don't get tripped up on the 
terminology 

 There's no easy trick to avoid the psychological mistake of seeing competition as validation 
  
  

  



Growth 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
3:57 PM 

  
(Alex Schultz) 
  
Retention 
 Schultz is an expert in SEO and online marketing 
 Retention is the single most important component of growth 
 Good retention curves should flatten out (and stop decreasing) over time 
 If you have bad retention, focus on product-market fit 
 Different market sizes need different retention rates, compare to successful competitors 

  
  
Operating for growth 
 For startups the whole company should be the growth team 

o The CEO make it clear what the company should focus on 
 Use the right metrics (i.e. monthly active users vs registered users for Facebook) 
 Drive users towards a magic moment where they get hooked on your service 

o i.e. for Facebook it's seeing your friends 
o For AirBnB it's seeing that first cool place you want to stay at 

 Getting users to that moment faster can bump up the asymptote of retention (i.e. from 50% to 
60%) 

 Building a great product means optimizing for the power user, driving growth means optimizing 
for the marginal user 

  
Tactics 
 People incorrectly think "build it and they will come" 
 Breakdown barriers to scaling (i.e. Facebook launching at different colleges, letting in high 

schoolers, and then letting in everyone) 
 Example: Internationalization 

o Facebook did this in a scalable way… they could adapt to many languages. It let them 
respond to where the world was going not just where it was. 

 Other tactics: going viral, SEO, ESPN, SEM, affiliates / referral programs 
 Going viral: 

o Think about 3 things payload (how many people you can hit), frequency (how many times 
you can hit them), conversion rate (what % they will convert at) 

o Example: Hotmail added signature to emails, "Sent from Hotmail, get your free email here." 
[Low payload, high frequency, and CR.] 

o Example: PayPal, they gave away money when you got your friends to sign up for PayPal. 
[Low payload and freq, but extremely high CR.] 

 Point of conversion matters, it needs to be as easy as possible for a higher CR 
 Do proper research for SEO, how many people are searching for it, how much is it worth to you 

o You need to get linked from high authority web sites 
o Make sure your internal links are correct too 

 On email: 



o Make sure you don't over send or send from servers that send out spam, your messages 
may not get delivered 

o Don't abuse people's inboxes 
o Open rate and click through rate 
o Think about what notifications should you be sending 

 Last word: Take action, run experiments, be imperfect but fast - that's how you get growth 
  
  

  
  
  

  



How to Build Products Users Love 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
6:30 PM 

  
(Kevin Hale) 
Lecture 
 Growth is the difference between conversion rate and churn 
  Wufoo got a lot of value with not that much funding. They focused on the product. 
 Having new users is like dating. 

o First impressions matter, threshold of pass fail is much lower 
o Obvious firsts: homepage, landing page, plans / pricing, login, sign up 
o Less obvious firsts: first email, account creation, blank / starting interface, login link , ad link, 

first support 
o Two kinds of good impression: functional & enchanting 

 Ex: Wufoo's login page has a dinosaur on it. Usability testing showed it makes people smile. 
o Little touches like this can give a website personality (see littlebigdetails.com) 

 Make your help guides and documentation just as beautiful as your brochures 
 Having existing users is like marriage 

o Relationship expert John Gottman, says everyone fights about the same things: money, kids, 
sex, time, etc. 

o Can map these things to product challenges: cost / billing, user's clients, performance, 
roadmap, others 
 These obstacles are what prevent conversion from happening 

 Engineers and designers are separated from the consequences of their decisions 
o Companies often silo off, non-software related tasks 
o Wufoo uses Support Driven Development, make everyone do customer support - this fixes 

the feedback loop 
 Benefits of SDD 

o The people that build the stuff give the best possible support 
 They fix problems they hear about over and over again 

o They build better, more usable software  
 Empirical studies show devs need direct exposure to users for at least two hours every six weeks 
 Gottman, people break up because of: criticism, contempt, defensiveness, stonewalling 

o Stonewalling is bad… not getting back to people is a big cause of churn 
o Wufoo got up to millions of users and still had a response time of less than 15 minutes 

 Gottman, sometimes relationships atrophy if you don't put effort back into it 
o Wufoo had an alert that showed users all the new features added since the last time they 

logged in 
o They also sent hand-written thank you cards to users every week 

 From Harvard Business Review, only 3 ways to achieve market dominance: 
o Best price (focus on logistics) 
o Best product (focus on R&D) 
o Best overall solution (focus on customers) 

  
Q&A 
 Appeal to all users by having it actually work, humor, style, etc. are just polish. 
 Working on your product includes talking to customers, it's two sides of the same coin. 



 When picking what to focus on Wufoo leaned on what they heard in support. Figure out the 
underlying reason for feature requests, solve those problems. Make the smallest version of each 
idea. 

 Instead of Hackathons Wufoo did "King for a Day". One person would get their name pulled out of 
a hat and could decide what kinds of features they could add to the app in 48 hours over a 
weekend. They would have the full backing of the company (and of course there would be some 
back and forth talking about this). 

 Remote working is really tricky. Some pros and cons (no face to face communication but also no 
commuting). They focused on respecting people's time. If it was their time to work employees 
wouldn't be interrupted by meetings or support. There was a strict 15 minute time limit on 
interruptions. 
o It takes a lot of discipline to do this. 

 Wufoo achieved incentives to work by having profit sharing. They had very little process… they 
worked off of to do lists. These were all public and if someone wasn't managing their time 
properly they could be called out on it and the behavior would be quickly corrected. 

 Hiring: contract them out for a side-project. If they're good keep them around. Also screen them 
for customer support. 
  

  
  

  



How to Get Started, Doing Things that Don't Scale, Press 
Monday, December 22, 2014 
7:46 PM 

  
(Stanley Tang) 
How to Get Started 
 DoorDash started as just a landing page w/ pdf menus and a phone number, people call in and 

have their food delivered 
 They launched w/o any drivers, dispatch system, algorithms etc. 
 In the beginning it's all about testing the product market fit 
 Starting minimally forced them learn all the parts of the business 
 Summary: 

o Test your hypothesis 
o Launch fast 
o Do things that don't scale 

 Q&A: 
o They originally grew through word of mouth. 
o The reason a business like this didn't exist before may be because of the rise in mobile tech, 

and the ability to get drivers on demand because of this 
o They weren't planning to be a startup 
o They are not struggling with competition there's enough demand. 
o It took them a few months to incorporate. 
o They want to grow this beyond food delivery, to being a more general small business 

delivery infrastructure. 
  
(Walker Williams) 
Doing things that Don't Scale 
 teespring is a service that allows companies to launch apparel easily 
 As a startup you can do things that don't scale, this is an advantage 
 Finding your users: 

o There's no silver bullet for user acquisition 
o The first users are going to be really hard. You have to do whatever it takes to bring in your 

first users. 
o Focus on growth don't worry about wasting your time. 
o Avoid giving away your product for free. 

 Turn users into champions: 
o Get users talking about your products 
o Delight them with an exceptional experience 
o Talk to user early users, spend personal time with them. Figure out what they actually need. 

 How to talk to customers: 
o Do it yourself. 
o Proactively reach out to current and churned customers. Fix mistakes you made. 
o Interact through social media. 

 Things will go wrong. Go the extra mile to make your customers happy.  
o Churned users can turn into your biggest champions 

 The product you launch with will not be the product that you scale with 
o Optimize for rapid delivery over clean code 



o Only worry about the next order of magnitude (i.e. if you're at 10 users, only worry about 
what to do at 100) 

o You'll find a way to make it work 
o Do things that don't scale as long as you can 

 Q&A 
o teespring solved a personal pain point, other companies did not provide the service WW 

wanted. 
  
(Justin Kan) 
Press 
 You have to work to get in the press, it doesn't just happen 
 Press should have a target audience and goals : investors, customers, industry 

o Ex: Target local press for a local service. 
 Different types of stories: 

o Product launches, fundraising, metrics, business overviews, stunts, hiring announcements, 
contributed articles 

o Think about if people will actually care about the story 
 Getting press: 

o Think of your story, pitch it, some will want it some won't 
o Try to get introduced by someone else (maybe another entrepreneur) 
o It's like a sales funnel 
o Set a date days in advance 
o Get the report to invest time in you 
o Have bullets points in your head and include all of those things in your conversation 

 PR firms aren't needed, early on you should try to do this stuff yourself 
o They're expensive  
o They can only help you with contacts 

 Getting press isn't actually a growth strategy, make sure any effort you put in is worth it 
 If you decide to use press: 

o Maintain your relationships, have a steady heartbeat of news 
o Help out other entrepreneurs get press too, golden rule 

 Q&A 
o Press is an okay way to get a 100 users in the beginning 
o They tried to give context and strengthen Twitch Plays Pokémon as news story 

  
  
  

  



How to Raise Money 
Tuesday, December 23, 2014 
8:36 AM 

  
(Marc Andreessen, Ron Conway, Parker Conrad) 
  
What makes you invest in a founder or a company? 
RC: See if founders seem like leaders. Ask about the inspiration behind the product, hopefully it's a 
solving a problem the founder had. Communication skills.  
You need to be able describe your product in a single sentence. You need to be decisive. You need to be 
able to build a great team. 
  
MA: Venture capital is a game of outliers, they're looking for extreme exceptions. Very few companies 
actually grow to be $100 million plus. Going through a logical checklist of what works and doesn't isn't a 
good predictor of success. They invest in strength rather than lack of weakness. They focus on startups 
that have an extreme strength in one area and will tolerate other flaws. 
  
Parker, could you talk about your seed round? 
PC: His current company got funding relatively easily. But his previous company struggled and talked to 
tons of VCs and couldn't get money. His current business didn't really need much money so investors 
were actually more willing to fund it. 
  
RC: Bootstrap as long as you possibly can. 
  
MA: Steve Martin: "Be so good they can't ignore you." You're better off improving your business rather 
than improving your pitch. Raising money is actually easier than some of the other things that founders 
have to do. 
  
What do with founders did differently when raising money? 
MA: Onion theory of risk… day one you have all risks possible (founder risk, technical risk, cost of 
acquiring customers risk, market fit risk, etc.). Running a startup means peeling away layers of risk as 
you go. Different rounds of funding help peel away different layers of risk. Early funding peels away 
things like founder risk and product risk, etc. When you raise money you should show what milestones 
you've achieved and what risks you've eliminated.  
  
RC: Don't ask people to sign an NDA. Get things in writing. Email a confirmation to investors saying 
exactly what they said, sometimes they forget. Fundraise as quickly and efficiently as you can, don't be 
too concerned with it, don't take it personally.  
  
Tactics? How do they initiate contact? When do they ask for a check? 
RC: SV Angel invests in about 1 company in every 30 they look at. They take leads from their own 
network of contacts. If enough of the team things a business is interesting, then they'll make a phone 
call to the company. If the phone call goes well, then you get a meeting. Then they'll do background 
checks / vetting and then they'll help get other investors too.  
  



MA: Venture stage, series A stage… They invest in companies that have raised a seed round. Sometimes 
they'll go straight to series A if it's a founder that's been successful in the past, that they are comfortable 
with. Also operates through referrals, especially through ones from seed investors.  
  
What terms should founders care about? 
PC: Pick the right seed investors, they're going to lay the foundation for the future. YC helps tell you who 
the best / most appropriate investors are. Don't set your valuation too high. In your seed / series A 
you're probably going to sell about 20-30% of the company.  
  
RC: Founders should be self-aware about how much ownership they can give up w/o becoming 
demotivated. 
  
MA: They won’t invest in companies where outside investors have too large of a share.  
  
Most successful investment? 
RC: Google (Got a googol out of it, lol.)  
  
MA:  Example AirBnB, got it wrong initially, fixed it at a later stage. Notes that the founders all grew into 
their role very well. 
  
Can raising money help with a big exit / acqui-hire? 
If you pick good investors w/ good contacts then yes. But you can't plan for the bad case and it shouldn't 
enter too much in your decision making. 
  
What should founders do for capital intensive companies? How to keep equity and not get 
demotivated? 
Be systematic (onion theory of risk) be precise about how much you need to make the business work. A 
high quality plan and the operational excellence of the team are important for this. If you don't want to 
give up equity you can just raise debt w/o giving up equity. 
  
What are some signs that you should avoid an investor? 
No domain expertise, does not have good contacts (for business development and to other investors). 
Placing investors on your board is like a marriage, you'll be with these people for years and years. Put 
serious time and effort into understanding who you are being partnered with. When you meet with VCs 
see if they're insightful or disinterested. If you would like to have a person involved in your company 
even if they didn't have money… that's a good sign. 
  
What's the constraint on how many companies VCs invest in? 
SV Angel invests in one a week. They also try to make sure companies that they're invested in don't 
compete with each other. The big constraint is opportunity cost. They can only be in one company in a 
category, they may get locked out when a newer better company in that category shows up. They also 
have only a few general partners that can be on company boards at a time without getting spread too 
thin. They will pass on money making companies if they feel like the opportunity cost is too high. 
  
What can convince them to invest when there's no visible traction? 
The team should seem like they have it together. They should have a plan. Having a preexisting 
relationship or having a good reputation would help too. 
  



What's the ideal board structure look like? 
Trust the people you work with, the particular structure shouldn't be an issue. If things come to a board 
vote, something's already deeply broken. It's about the intangibles not voting. Natural tendency: when 
things are going well the founder is in control, when things are going poorly investors are in control. 
  
  
  

  



Culture 
Tuesday, December 23, 2014 
11:47 AM 

(Alfred Lin) 
What is culture? Why does it matter? 
 The core values and the actions of team members in pursuit of the mission.  
 Your culture give you your first principles 
 It creates trust and stability for people, and employee retention 
 It gives you what to say "no" about 
 Stock market returns for best companies to work for is higher than that of their competitors 

  
Core value work sheet 
 Personal values, business values, values you look for in others 
 What values are not to be tolerated? Think of the opposite of that. 
 Make sure the mission is part of your core values 
 Make sure they're credible and uniquely tied to your mission 
 Examples: honesty, integrity, service, team work, etc.  

o Don't be too generic 
 Patrick Lecioni's pyramid: trust -> debate  -> commitment -> accountability -> results 
 Think deeply and seriously about culture 
 Interview for cultural fit, evaluate performance for cultural fit 
 Maintaining culture is something that takes conscious daily effort 

  
(Brian Chesky) 
How and when did you realize culture was important? 
 AirBnB wasn't meant to be a big idea it was a problem that they were trying to solve for 

themselves 
 Founders are like parents, the companies are like children… the children will act the way the 

parents act 
 BC looked at durable companies and noticed that they have clear senses of identity 
 Think about the values that are unique to you (not just obvious ones like honesty) 
 AirBnB wrote down their values before they hired a single person 
 Values are the one thing where you shouldn't not have diversity 

  
What are AirBnB's values? 
 Champion the mission: Belong anywhere. Bring the world together by building human 

connections. 
o The specific services they provide are a secondary thing 

 Another value: Be a serial entrepreneur. Be scrappy. Be frugal and creative. 
o They started completely in debt. In their first year the only had 100 or so visitors on their 

website. In 2008 they made 80% of their money from selling Obama and McCain themed 
cereal. 

  
How has having a strong culture helped you make tough decisions? 
 It makes you go slower in hiring people. Make sure that you get this right. 

o Two layers of interviewing: functional and core values. 
o They will forgo talented people if the cultural fit isn't right. 



 Chose not acquire a competitor (Rocket Internet's AirBnb clone) because of their bad values. It 
ended up working out 

  
The relationship between culture and branding? 
 Brand is like a promise outside of the company. Your brand evangelists are your employees and so 

it's better if they care deeply about what they do. 
  
How to communicate what you do in the early day? 
 Explain the utility: AirBnb is a cheap alternative to hotels. 
 Communicating your message is something that you have to practice and get better at over time 

  
How do they make sure hosts are reinforcing the culture of AirBnB? 
 At first they wanted to just let everybody rent out their homes, but over time added gamification / 

reputation system / incentives for being good host. 
  
Open source contributions and culture? 
 Very open culture in general, they believe in giving back and a shared world. 

  
How did they get users to the site? 
 PG: Better to have a 100 people that love you than a 1000 people to kind of like you. Those people 

will tell their friends and things will grow through word of mouth. 
 They lived with their users. Figured out how to best serve users. 
 They went around photographing users homes to help them sell better. Hired professional 

photographers later. 
  
People think AirBnb is a marketing company more than a technology company 
 They have proprietary technology. They have a moat (sustainable competitive advantage). They 

have network effects and pricing power. They have a good brand. They are monopoly-like. 
 Lots of challenges: 400,000+ people travelling every day, safety concerns, disparate laws in 

different localities, search when there's no best answer - all of these things force you to be world 
class at technology and design too 

  
  

  
  

  



Hiring and Culture, Part 2 
Tuesday, December 23, 2014 
3:11 PM 

  
(Ben Silberman, John and Patrick Collison) 
  
What are the core pieces of culture that you found to be most important? 
BS: Who do we hire and what do they value? What do we do every day? How do we choose to 
communicate? What you choose to celebrate? 
  
JC: Transparency. If people believe in the mission, and they have clear access to information about the 
current state of things, it gets you a huge part of the way there to working productively together. It lets 
you overcome many other things that will go wrong as your startup grows. 
  
PC: Culture is a way for founders to influence decisions when things get to large for them to make those 
decisions personally. It lets you set the invariants for how people should be making decisions. Each early 
hire should be thought of as not just one person but setting the template for the many other people 
that will come after that. 
  
What to look for when hiring early employees? 
BS: Find the people you respect and want to work with. He liked quirky / creative types. Wanted 
someone who sincerely wanted to build something great. (This was easy to demonstrate in the 
beginning because they weren't making money.) There wrong place to find people: CraigsList, tech talks, 
parties, coffee shops etc. You need to go seek out the very best people. They won't magically come to 
you. This is especially true when no one has heard of you. 
  
PC: The first hires are really hard because no one has heard of your company. Looked for people that 
were genuine, straight forward, people that finish things, people that care about the little details. Have 
the ability to consistently get people excited about what you're doing. 
  
JC: Hiring takes a really long time. Work your networks try to get friends of friends. Find younger people, 
talented older people are probably already in jobs that they love. It's also hard to hire for niche things 
versus grander projects. 
  
How do you identify the great people? 
BS: You'll never know for sure until you work with them. If someone's not working out you owe it to 
your company and to that person to tell them how to improve or to fire them, fast as possible.  
  
For determining talent… develop some sense of what makes them good at their job. This is easy for stuff 
you're an expert at but for stuff you're not an expert at… talk to other world class people in that field 
and ask them about what traits they look for, what questions they ask, and what to look for.  
  
You should be able to look for cultural fit by just talking to people. In recruiting you should explain why 
you think it's an amazing opportunity but you should also layout the risks, difficulties and downsides. 
  
Talk to people's references. Get a sense of what they're like to work with. References can also be new 
recruits. 



  
JC: Don't strictly follow conventions of how interviews are supposed to go (i.e. coding on a white board). 
Do something that works for you and gets you comfortable about a person's talents. For talking to 
references people want to be nice so make sure to ask more revealing questions. 
  
PC: Work with people as much as you can (>= 1 week) before you have to commit to hiring them. (This is 
less scalable as you get large.) Possible heuristic: Is the person probably the best out of all their friends 
at what they do? The media focuses too much on founders, the vast majority of what the companies 
actually do is done by the employees. 
  
How do you make new employees happy and effective? 
BS: For early employees, the problems that they needed to solve had already piled up. Since they were 
in a small space, they automatically got to know each other really easily. Ben made sure to remind 
employees of the bigger picture beyond the problem they were working on. As a company grows this 
process needs to get formalized. Getting to know little personal details about the person as a person 
matters.  
  
JC: Get them up and running doing real work quickly. Stripe didn't ease you in, they more push you off 
the cliff. Give people feedback, esp. about the culture.  
  
What changes with hiring and managing as companies get larger? 
BS: The goal is to make each team feel as autonomous as possible within the constraints of a large 
organization. Make it feel like a startup of many startups. Each team controls their own resources and 
they know what the most important metric they should be after is. Management becomes more 
tractable this way. Want all units to be self-contained and have things like strong designers, strong 
engineers, writers, etc. For hiring it depends more heavily on referrals (?). Pintrest made a good decision 
in hiring a talented recruiter as an early employee.  
  
PC: Everything is really about managing growth. The time horizon you think at changes. It seems like you 
think ahead as long as the company's been around (1 month, 1 month ahead, 1 year, 1 year ahead, etc.). 
Later on you can hire people who will grow into their roles and don't have to be super productive right 
away. Accept that managing growth will be a bumpy process, you won't be perfect at this. On 
transparency, if you make everything transparent right at the start it's easier to do this with everything 
as the company grows. 
  
JC: For transparency they have to build better tools to communicate since there's so much more going 
on. Everyone can't just read all the emails anymore. People becoming more shy to speak out b/c there's 
a lot more employees and scrutiny is also something they have to deal with.  
  
Have early hires grown into leadership roles? 
JC: Yes. Most of the first ten people are in leadership roles.  
  
BS: One of the good things about working at a startup is that you get way more responsibility than you 
would at a normal company (and the learning that comes with it). One thing Pintrest does is give people 
the ability to try on new roles before committing to them. People can choose to not be managers and 
still have an impact on the company. 
  
Has the original vision of Pintrest changed? 



BS: It started as a way to look at collections, it then turned into being about discovery. 
  
How do you convince people to make sacrifices to join a startup? 
PC: The risk is part of the appeal. Working hard to realize some potential is also part of the appeal. As is 
being able to have a large impact, much larger than you would be able to have at a big company. 
Regarding long hours, it's not that bad… it tends to be overblown. Realistically it's not a huge sacrifice. 
On average people work maybe 2 hours more per day 
  
BS: People you hire will understand that risk and difficulty is part of what they're signing up for. Don't 
whitewash and make it seem too easy. 
  
How has your user base affected your hiring strategy? 
BS: Conventional wisdom tells you to hire people that use your product all the time, but Pintrest doesn't 
do this. If their hires don't use it, they can figure out what's stopping them from using it and improve 
that. They're looking for people who care about the mission, it's okay if they're not users. 
  
JC: Stripe did hire some early users of their product. This strategy gave them access to people they may 
not have been able to get otherwise. 
  
  

  



Building for the Enterprise 
Wednesday, December 24, 2014 
9:09 AM 

  
(Aaron Levie) 
  
About Box 
 Box was meant to address the problem of sharing files over the internet (circa 2004) 

o Noticed changing factors: lowering disk costs, better browsers / networks, more locations / 
people you want to share with 

 The launched and found they had something that had too many features for consumers and not 
enough features for enterprise 
o Consumer space seems more fun, enterprise seems like there's more competition and less 

fun but it's easier to monetize 
o Enterprise IT market is much bigger (trillions) than consumer software market (hundreds of 

billions) 
 Other downsides to being in the enterprise they were expecting: 

o Really slow adoption rates 
o Reputation for bad design (implementing complex functionality takes up all the teams time, 

design gets overlooked) 
o You have to go have a sales team, you can't just sell to consumers directly 
o Investors didn't think they could do it / they didn't seem to be reputable 

 They decided to build a different kind of enterprise software, on that didn't have the above flaws 
  
Changes in the Enterprise Space 
 Lot of changes are making things easier: 

o Computing is cheaper 
o Cloud computing means no on-site (locally and at customer sites) maintenance expenses 
o Platforms are becoming more standardized, people use APIs, so they can just hook into your 

service where they need it 
o Lots more potential customers, small and large. And things are more global now too. 
o Things are more user-led now 

 You don’t have to have connections at the procurement department anymore 
 Other changes: 

o Lots of smartphones, Bring Your Own Device 
o Lots more people online, need new ways to interact with people 

 Every industry, every company, needs help adapting to all these changes (your service and help 
with this) 
o E.g. new retail apps, electronic health records and more predictive medicine, etc. 

  
How to get started 
 Spot disruptions, see trends that create a gap between what's possible and what's actually being 

done 
o Ex: PlanGrid an iPad app for representing blueprints, all updates are in the cloud, companies 

don't have to spend billions on printing and re-printing 
 Start small and then expand over time. Start with a wedge where you can get a foothold in and 

then grow from there. See the gaps in existing solutions. 



o Ex: ZenPayroll started with just working on the payroll process. 
 Find asymmetries: things incumbents won't or can't do. 

o Ex: Beat a suite product by doing something platform agnostic. 
o Ex: See where you're competitors are unable to lower their prices. Zenefits get insurance 

companies to foot the bill so can be free for their users. 
 Find the customers that are different or ahead of the curve 

o Live in the future and build for what's missing there. Ex: SkyCatch enterprise drowns 
 Build what people need, not what they say they want. 
 Modularize don't customize, have a platform with different pieces that aren't all mushed together 
 Focus on the user 
 It should sell its self (but you still need sales people) 
 Recommended books: Crossing the Chasm, Innovators Dilemma, Behind the Cloud 

  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  

  



How to be a Great Founder 
Wednesday, December 24, 2014 
11:31 AM 

  
(Reid Hoffman) 
Lecture 
 Perception of a great founder: 

o Gates, Jobs, Zuckerberg, etc.  
o A super person can do everything 

 Reality: a founder deals with lots of headaches 
o They will be good at some things (and competitive edge matters) worse at others 

 Usually it's best to have a 2-3 founding team, rather than a solo founder 
o Can compensate for each other's weaknesses 
o Trust b/w co-founders matters a lot 

 Location: 
o Great founders seek the networks that will be best suited to their problem and their task 
o Ex: Groupon needed a big sales force in the beginning, would have been a bad fit in Silicon 

Valley (founded in Chicago) 
 Contrarianism: 

o Hard to be contrarian and right. 
o Contrarian relative to who? Are you contrarian relative to other informed people in your 

field? 
o What do you know that other don't know? 

 Conflicting advice, the answer is do both: 
o Doing it yourself is good. Delegation is good. 
o Persistence is good. Flexibility is good. 
o Confidence and risk taking are good. Caution is good. 
o Focusing internally is good. Focusing externally is good. 
o Stick to vision, drive off of data. 
o Short term, long term 
o Have an "investment thesis" (aka hypothesis) and increase or decrease your confidence in it 

as you get out in the field and try things 
 Some qualities of a great founder: 

o Some superpowers, some competitive edge 
o Leadership, networks, persuasion skills 
o Be able to tell if you're on track or not, be able to adapt, be able to work through 

uncertainty 
o Founders can come from all walks of life 

  
Q&A 
 LinkedIn, just sent out invitations to people they knew, and did limited PR to get their first users 

o For a consumer internet product now, you're computing against a lot more things. You have 
to think in terms of your differentiating feature. 

 RH trust his references. He's more likely to trust that people are good founders if they came to 
him through people he trusts already. 

 Having a very clear way to test your thesis to know if things are working or not is important. 



 RH persisted w/ LinkedIn because he continued to believe in a world where people and companies 
should have public professional profiles 

 RH can be wrong in his assessment of a founder. Sometimes founders can mimic good founders 
but won't really follow through when it's their turn. They may not be able to adapt to the unique 
challenges of their business. 

 Cofounders should be able to collaborate well. Diversity of necessary strengths. 
 Different things matter in different sectors. In software: speed to market is key. In hardware 

getting it right when you ship matters. 
 If you confidence is decreasing (or unmeasured) and you can't pull off the things you need to do to 

increase it again, then you should think of pivoting. 
 Founders should have unbalanced lifestyles, they should be focused on winning. 
 The startup ecosystem is mixed when it comes to finding good contrarian opportunities… some 

ideas are good some ideas aren't. 
 For new markets: they'll either be huge or nonexistent. What leads you think that this nonexistent 

market should exist? What do you know that others don't? 
 How do you know you trust someone well enough to be a cofounder? It'll never be risk free. 

o When hiring someone for CEO they talk many many hours. Set expectations on many 
different topics. Talk about lots of different things. 

o Talk about what could derail the relationship.  
  

  
  
  

  



How to Operate 
Wednesday, December 24, 2014 
2:10 PM 

  
(Keith Rabois) 
  
Lecture 
 Building a company is hard, working with lots of people is always going to be chaotic, big 

difference between theory and practice 
 You want to construct a high performance machine, something that an idiot can run 
 Andy Grove: as a manager you're responsible for the output of your group and neighboring groups 

that you influence (i.e. engineering manager is also responsible for making sure marketing is on 
point, the CEO is responsible for everything) 

 When you start everything is going to feel like a mess, focus on the important stuff, think of it like 
being an editor: 
o Eliminate the unimportant stuff, simplify things 

 Complexity is not an excuse! 
o Clarify things, ask questions in a meeting, iron out ambiguities 
o Allocate resources. Help employees with their self-chosen initiatives. 
o Over time, on average, you should need to do this less and less. 
o Ensure a consistent voice, train people to how recognize this voice 

 When to delegate: 
o Too extreme either way is bad: don't micromanage or shirk responsibility 
o If a person is new at something train and focus on them more, if they're experienced let 

them work on their own 
 You're management style should fit with the employee you're managing 

o 4 general possibilities: 

Strong Opinion Gray area Take charge! 

Weak Opinion Stay out of it! Gray area 

  Low Consequences High Consequences 

o Try to explain why, when you override people's decisions - you're burning social capital 
when you do this. Sometimes it's better to have employees make mistakes and learn from 
them. 

 Just adding people isn't enough to speed you up, it may even slow you down 
o You need "barrels" and not just "ammunition", you will need spheres of leadership that will 

direct your extra resources into their most productive uses 
o Test people by giving them something smaller to start with. Smoothie story: KR had an 

intern deliver smoothies to his engineers that were staying late. That showed that the intern 
was ready for more responsibility. 

o Another good sign, people that ask other employees, ones that they don't report to, for help 
 When to hire when to promote? 

o Think about the company's growth slope, and an the individual employee's growth slope. 
 Force singular focus: 

o People will may shy away from the most important problems and only work on sort of 
important problems, because of their level of familiarity 



o If employees are forced to focus on a single particular problem it will actually get done 
instead of just sitting around 

 Have a dashboard of the important metrics, know what business success looks like. A useful 
dashboard will be used by most of the companies employees every day. 
o Measure outputs not activity. Make sure you're optimizing the right thing. (Ex: Targeting a 

low fraud rate may result in a bad user experience.)  
o Transparency: look at metrics, show employees board decks, take meeting notes share them 

with all interested parties 
o Have open window conference rooms (aka literal transparency) 
o You can push transparency further (compensation transparency, etc.)  
o Look for anomalies. (Ex: Originally PayPal wasn't going to target eBay but a lot of eBay users 

used PayPal.) 
 Details: 

o Bill Walsh: Started turnaround of 49ers by making sure the receptionist was answering the 
phone correctly.  
 The idea is that the whole organization should try to meet some standard of 

excellence. 
 If each piece is excellent, then the sum of those pieces should be excellent. (? Fallacy 

of comp?) 
o Details like what food you serve the employees, what the office space is like, etc. matter too 
o Remove all the obstacles that are stopping people from performing at their best 

 Put in effort. Work really really hard. 
  
Q&A 
 Transparent compensation can happen through having "bands" or groupings. Like all engineers 

can get paid the same, or all experienced people can get paid the same, etc. 
 Other details: giving people nicer machines, don't share office space (every great startup is like a 

cult) 
 In PayPal there weren't an general managers, the VP of engineering would be the best engineer, 

etc. 
 To have a good reputation as a manager you have to try managing and consistently get better at it 
 For a consistent voice: look at every piece of writing and every contact point with customers 

(recruiting page, support, etc.) and make sure they exude the same style 
 Managers should have one on ones with people every 1-2 weeks, you should only have 5-7 direct 

reports 
 Have the right ratio of barrels to ammunition. Giving leaders too many resources means that some 

people will just be idle and unhappy. Different disciplines need different ratios (like 10 engineers 
per one leader).  
o One good metric: Number of things outputted / Number of employees, lets you get away 

from just focusing on the number of employees 
 KR meets with companies he invests in every two weeks or so. VC's don't really get involved in 

operations. 
 Another trick: get CEOs to write down their priorities. Then audit their calendar. See if the 

percentage of time they spend on things matches up with their priorities. (It never does.) 
 Being focused on the big stuff vs being detailed oriented:  

o There will be some tension b/w these things. 



o Getting details right is something you should only have to do at the start. Or something that 
you have to do if your foundations are out of whack. You shouldn't have to do it all the time. 
It should be part of your culture. 
  
  

  
  
  

  



How to Manage 
Thursday, December 25, 2014 
10:52 AM 

  
(Ben Horowitz) 
  
Lecture 
 One management concept that gets messed up the most: people's perception 

o "When making a critical decision you must understand how it will be interpreted from each 
person's point of view and its impact on the union of individual views."  

o See decisions through the eyes of the company as a whole, otherwise there will be weird 
and unexpected side effect  

 The following are all real examples… 
 Example: You have a hard working executive, who's well liked but is not world-class at running his 

function. Do you fire him or demote him. Players: you, him, all other employees. 
o Your view: You don't have to fire this likable, hardworking person. You avoid backlash w/ 

other employees. It's a "have your cake and eat it too" sort of answer. 
o His view: It's preferable to getting fired. Saves embarrassment. Doesn't look bad to future 

employers. Gets to keep growing with the company. 
o Everyone else's view: Does he keep his equity? Is he going to work as hard now? Will he still 

have the clout  to do his job, will he still be worth listening to? 
o Two deep cultural questions at stake here: What happens if you fail at your job? How do you 

hang on to your equity? You answer has an impact on everybody, not just this one person. 
 Example: An excellent employee asks for a raise: 

o Your view: You want to retain them. You think it's fair. You want them to like you better. 
o Their view: They love it of course. 
o Everyone else: They may feel it's unfair. They may feel like raises are based on negotiation 

rather than performance. They may feel they work harder but aren't being rewarded and 
would therefore want to quit. 

o Cultural impact: Everyone now owes it to themselves and to their families to ask to for 
raises all the time, or they will be earning less than they otherwise could. 

o Right answer: Have a formal system for this. Look at all the right criteria (not just 
negotiation). Run the process as much as you need to. No raises outside of the process. 

 Example: Sam Altman blog post. For employees that leave, exercising options is too difficult. This 
would be more fair if they had 10 years instead of 90 days to exercise those options. 
o More specific: A $10 million stock option, would cost the employee $2 million to exercise in 

90 days. 
o History: In 2004 the law changed (FAS 123 replaced APB opinion No. 25) and giving people 

longer option periods became possible.  
o Your view: You want be fair. You don't want employees to feel forced to stay there. But you 

also want to reward people that stay. 
o Leaving employee's view: I earned my shares. I don't want to be deceived about the 

feasibility of getting their value, I want to expose this lie. I don't want to get fired and then 
get double-screwed by losing all my money. 

o Staying employee's view: Does leaving make sense?  
o Two alternative approaches: 

 Be very straightforward, give them 10 years. 



 Be straightforward but be clear about the difficulty of exercising your option, and 
explain that this is to reward people that stay. 

 Toussaint L'Ouverture: Former slave and leader of Haiti revolution. Victim of extreme brutality. His 
vision: end slavery, take over, and then make Haiti a first class county. 

 He believed European culture was better than Haitian culture and slave culture. 
o When he would conquer people, he'd take the best people and make them a part of his 

army. 
 Conquering the enemy: 

o Soldier's view: We want to pillage, do we get to kill the people who were attacking us. (He 
banned rape and cheating on your wives b/c of cultural impact.)  

o His army was famous for not pillaging. 
 What to do with slave owners: 

o Slave's view: They want to kill them and they want that land. 
o Toussaint view: Wanted to keep the economy running, but slaves didn't have expertise in 

sugar business. But thought that they were entitled to that land. 
o Slave owners view: Their business was based on slave labor, they paid for slaves and land. 

They have all the business relationships so they wanted to make a deal.  
o Solution: end slavery, slave owners keep their land, they pay salaries, they pay lower taxes 

 Results: 
o Only successful slave revolt in human history 
o Let plantation owners keep their land. 
o Beat Napoleon. 
o Booming economy, and had a world class culture. 

 Conclusion - discipline yourself to see your company through the eyes of all your employees 
  

Q&A 
 When firing or demoting: be honest with this person. Don't be too mean or too mushy. It comes 

down to your failure to improperly match this person with the needs of your company. Try to get 
it right in the first place. 
o When explaining this to other employees, don't insult the people that leave. Thank them for 

their work, let people know that they're moving on. Don't hurt their reputation. 
 How do you deal with stress? 

o Supportive marriage. 
o Focus on what you can do, and not what has happened to you. 

 How did Toussant get foreign generals to work for him? Not killing them was such a shock to them 
that they  became more loyal to him. 

 Get people that were against you onto your side by showing them a better way. Have a culture 
and mission that's elevated.  

 Culture differentiators at Andreessen Horowitz? Develop the firm and culture to help the founder 
grow into a CEO. They help build a network on the founders' behalf. 

 When you're trying to put yourself in other people's shows, take pause, don't get caught up in the 
stress of the moment. 

  
  
  

  



How to Run a User Interview 

Friday, December 26, 2014 
8:11 AM 

  
(Emmett Shear) 
  
Lecture 
 When they started Justin.tv they got away w/ not conducting user interviews because they were 

the only user of their product, this won't be the case for most startups 
o When they founded Twitch they talked to users (potential broadcasters) first 

 Who you talk to matters a lot? I.e. viewers would give different feedback from broadcasters 
o Finding your target users takes discretion and good judgment 

 Exercise: You want to build a better note-taking app, who would you talk to? 
o My answers: People that take notes. Students, online viewers, business people in meetings, 

and scientists / researchers. 
o Their answers: College students across different study subjects, heavy note takers, lighter 

note takers 
o ES: If the college administrators are the ones paying for it, then they are a very important 

user group. Talk to parents. 
 Look at people beyond the obvious users. 

 Example user interview w/ Stephanie, ask general questions and then specify and clarify, follow 
the thread and open new threads. Dig into the questions that popup in your mind. 
o How do you take notes today? What software do you use? Do you use a mix of paper and 

digital? Do you review the notes? 
o What specific software do you use? (Evernote and Google Docs) Why do you use two?  
o Tell me more about the collaboration involved? Do you get the most value about notes 

other people take? 
o Do you return to notes after classes are over? 
o Other questions: who do you collaborate with? The volume of notes? How much time you 

spend taking notes? 
 The questions aren't about features, they're about needs 

o "If I asked people what they wanted they would have said faster horses." 
o Listen for obstacles that really hold back the user from doing what they want to do 

 Exercise what feature could you have in a note-taking app that would convince Stephanie to 
switch to your product? 
o My answers: Better collaboration across apps, better ways to draw diagrams - stuff she had 

to use pen and paper for 
o Their answers: Add sticky-notes (Evernote-like features) to Google Docs 

  To validate your idea, too see if people would actually switch: 
o Build a prototype and see what happens - this may take too long 

 Having users pay is a great way to know how they actually feel 
 Try to build as little as possible (like a browser extension vs a full replacement app) 

o Create mockups and go back out to users 
 Don't ask them if they like the feature, they'll always say yes 

 Twitch feedback: 
o Looked at feedback from existing users. 



 Since these users were already using Twitch, their most common feature requests 
weren't as critical for increasing adoption. 

o Looked at feedback from users that were using a competing service. 
 These users had a whole different set of requirements that prevented them from 

switching 
o Looked at feedback from gamers that didn’t use any service. 

 These users again, had a different set of obstacles that prevented them from joining 
Twitch. 

o They went back and talked to users after they addressed their concerns and were able to 
convert these people. 

 Looking at data is fine, but direct user testing is still really important. At Justin.tv a lot of the 
features they implemented just weren't liked by users 
o Better to get this feedback earlier on in the process rather than after you put tons of 

resources into building something no one wants. 
  
Q&A 
 In user interviews, you want to see what's already in people's heads, you don't want to put 

anything there. Don't show them your product or tell them about features.  
 Talk to the people you need to talk to, not just the ones that are the easiest to reach. 

o People are usually happy to be asked what they think about things. 
 Recording interviews is helpful. It lets you not take notes, and it lets you play back user feedback 

to others at the company (rather than just taking your word on it) 
 Interactivity is needed for good interviews (don't use email), you need to be able to follow 

tangents. Skype or in-person are better. 
 Doing user interviews w/ non-English speakers is a hard problem. Twitch has translators but they 

still haven't figured this out sufficiently. 
 Twitch reached out w/ the messaging systems built into whatever site the users were using. At 

events. Almost never compensated people - people should already care about the problem. 
 Automated data collection is fine, but actually talking to people still gives you insight you couldn't 

get otherwise 
 Out the three groups they looked at, early on they focused on getting people to switch. Getting 

people to change a behavior was easier than getting non-broadcasters to adopt a new behavior. 
 Game publishers are also now a group that Twitch does user interview with, earlier on when 

Twitch was smaller, this wasn't the case. The groups you need to talk to will naturally change over 
time. Don't stagnate in who you talk to, make sure you continue to talk to the right people. 

 As a user giving an interview… it's okay to ramble and talk a lot. Give a full picture, the interviewer 
wants to really get the "why" underneath the things the user wants. 
  
  

  
  

  



How to Design Hardware Products 
Friday, December 26, 2014 
9:47 AM 

  
(Hosian Rahman) 
  
Overview 
 Jawbone cares about the intersection of beauty and engineering to help people get a better life 
 Internet of things to better organize the connections b/c smart devices, with wearables to give 

context to it all 
 A complete platform starts w/ great hardware (and includes, software, services, and data) 
 They think of everything as a system, not just an isolated piece (sensors + app + data + api 

partners) 
  
Phases 
 Creation of the product a looser more open exploration of ideas, that gets tightened up, through 

validation and planning to a more cohesive concept that actually ends up getting released. This is 
followed up by continued iterative enhancements on the product. 

 Exploration: Dreaming and raw creativity 
o To move on: Would this idea be worth at least $50k of investment? 

 Early validation: Prove thesis 
o To move on: Does it make sense w/ the overall strategic vision of the business? Viability? 

 Concept: Make things into a human-centric story 
o To move on: Figured out the "whys", a product strategy and roadmap that makes sense 

 Planning: Start outlining a product, look at tradeoffs and specs 
o To move on: Does it mean a minimum level of viability 

 Development: Start implementing your plan, coordination b/w different parts of the company 
needed 
o To move on: Different teams (design, software, hardware) need to sign off. 

 Continued innovation: Learn from users, and update your thinking, tuning 
  
Creating nice experiences 
 Why? What problem are you solving? 

o Ex: For Jambox, people needed a way to experience media that was as mobile as their 
phones. For Jawbone this made strategic sense b/c it was like an entry point into people's 
home. 

o Ex: UP24 people needed live feedback about things so they could see if they were on track 
with their health goals.  

 Think about the technology today, tomorrow and further in the future 
 Understand that you're creating an experience not just hardware (system thinking). Go beyond 

user friendliness to create a real need. 
 Whys -> principles -> hows -> whats 
 Think about different user groups, storyboard the kind of actions these users would take 

  
Q&A 
 When you look at a feature, don't look at the tradeoffs in that one particular silo, look at tradeoffs 

across the whole system. 



 There's "systems" in all sorts of products, not just hardware products. It's important to see the 
tradeoffs across all interconnected pieces of your product. 

 When it comes to different "flavors" of a product (like different versions of Jambox) these come 
up as tactical "next-steps" to implementing their broader, more-unified vision of coordinating 
services and solving problems in the internet of things 

 Texture of Jawbone products was part of their branding strategy, they wanted to convey a distinct 
feeling when people used Jawbone products 

 After releasing a product, you get a better sense of what kind of things should be looked at in the 
exploration phase 

 Jawbone has offices all over the world, the biggest thing they have to work on is the 
communication between those teams, especially as the number of employees grows 

 When picking where to have offices, they look at business needs (like having a team in China b/c 
they do manufacturing there) 

 They haven't made headphones (or other categories) b/c they weren't able to deliver something 
that was an order of magnitude better than what was already out there 

 There are no predecessors for Jawbone's development process, they're trying to pick and choose 
from the best practices in existing software and hardware processes 
  
  
  
  

  
  

  



Legal and Accounting Basics for Startups 
Friday, December 26, 2014 
11:55 AM 

  
(Kirsty Nathoo, Carolynn Levy) 
 Founders shouldn't get bogged down in the details of this stuff, but knowing the basics helps you 

avoid pain 
  
Incorporating 
 Form a separate legal entity for your startup to protect yourself from personal liability 

o Delaware is the best place to form corporations, it's the standard, it's familiar to investors 
o Keep it simple, don't try to get fancy 

 Setting up a shell company in Delaware just requires a little bit of paperwork 
 Set up documents that setup the bylaws of the company, the board of directors, the CEO, 

president and secretary, as well as the office for that company 
o Assign any IP you create to the company 
o Founders should think about whether what they're doing is being done as them or as the 

company 
 Services: a law firm, YC uses Clerky.com 
 Keep your signed documents in a safe place, don't lose them! Keep them organized. 

  
Stock 
 Equity allocation should be explicit 
 Coming up with the idea doesn’t entitle a person to lots of equity, the hard work is in the 

execution so that’s where the lions share equity should go 
 Typically cofounders should get equal stakes in the company. (You probably shouldn’t be 

cofounding with people you wouldn't give an equal share to.) 
o What conversation is not happening within the owner team when the allocation is not 

equal? Is one founder expecting to leave? Is one founder over-inflating their contributions? 
Do founders trust each other? Have they been clear to each other about their expectations? 

o If all founders are in 100% and are in it for the long haul, everything that happened before 
the formation of the company shouldn't matter. In the long haul everyone's contributions 
should equal out anyway.  
 Every top YC company has a near equal equity split among founders. 

 You have to actually purchase your shares to own them. 
 Some documentation (83b election) is not fixable so make sure to get it right the first time, make 

sure you have proof that you've submitted these documents 
 Vesting or restricted stock: if someone leaves before a certain period of time they have to give up 

some shares 
o Standard: 4 years with a 1 year cliff (25% after one year, then monthly 25/12 % vesting after 

that) 
o If founders leave early companies by the stock back at whatever price the founder paid for it 

originally 
 Vesting is good because if it avoids a founder leaving early with a huge stake, it also gives people 

"skin in the game", it incentivizes people to do a better job. 
 Single founders should have vesting too… same incentive reasons exist. And it sets an example for 

employees. And it's more appealing for investors 



  
Fundraising 
 Seed round, the company's valuation has not been set. Series A, series B, the valuation has been 

set. 
 Not setting the price is usually the more straightforward way to fundraise. Do this with convertible 

notes (or "safes"), investors get right to receive stock at a future date when the price is set by 
investors in a priced round. 
o When this deal is set, seed investors are not shareholders and do not have voting rights 
o The valuation cap is an upper bound of the price of the company to be used in the 

calculation for how many shares the seed investor will get 
 Ex: If the value cap is $5,000,000 and the company ends up being worth $20,000,000 

the early investor gets 4x the shares as a new investor coming on - this is the reward 
of taking on the risk of joining early. 

 Make sure the funding and the equity you're giving up to get it makes sense for your particular 
situation 

 Make sure investors are sophisticated and understand that how startups are risky and long-term 
things 

 And again, keep things simple, use standard documents, etc. 
  
Investor requests 
 The burden is on you to understand the investor jargon and the things they are asking for before 

you sign anything 
 Request: Board seat 

o Investors want this b/c they want to check up on their investment or b/c they think they can 
help you run your business. 

o Choose wisely on this, make sure people are actually adding value. Your default answer 
should be "no". 

 Request: Being an adviser 
o All investors should be de facto advisors, without asking for extra pay or shares for their 

advice. They should already want the company to succeed without needing an extra freebie. 
 Request: Pro-rata rights 

o The right to retain your percentage ownership in the company by being able to buy more 
shares in the future. 

o They are a common request and not necessarily a bad thing. They typically result in 
founders having greater dilution of their equity. 

  Request: Contractual information rights 
o Updating investors regularly is a good thing but you need to be careful about overreach 
o You can't let investors micromanage this (i.e. wanting a monthly budget or weekly update) 

  
Business Expenses 
 These are the costs of carrying out your business (payroll, offices, acquiring customers, etc.) 
 These expenses are deducted from revenues for tax purposes 
 Make sure you're not expensing personal, non-business related things on a company credit card. 

o Sometimes this line is fuzzy. One good rule of thumb is: if you gave investors a line by line of 
what your spent their money on, would you be embarrassed about any of them? 

 Make sure you don't violate the trust of the investors. They're giving you their money to make 
your company a success. Live up to that responsibility, do the right thing. 



 Keep receipts and other documents, this will help save you time whenever you're working with 
accountants and other bookkeepers.  

  
Doing business 
 Salaries: 

o Founders are employees they must legally get a salary.  
o Companies must pay payroll taxes. 
o Make sure to setup a payroll system. 
o Don't go overboard on lavish salaries. 

 When founders are kicked out, if they haven't been paid wages they will use that as leverage for 
vesting acceleration. 
o Avoid this kind of trouble by being in the clear legally. 

 Hiring employees: 
o Figure out if the person is an employee or a contractor. Different documents for IP 

assignment and different methods of payment. 
o Contractors can usually set their own hours and work location and use their own 

equipment. They get a target that they have to meet but aren't really told much else, and 
aren't really directly involved with the company. 
 Company doesn't withhold taxes for this person but gives them a 1099 at the end of 

the year 
o For employees, company withholds taxes and pays them to the relevant levels of 

government 
 Employees get a W2 

o Employees must get minimum wage, there's worker comp insurance, you need proof of 
work authorization, etc. 
 This things will differ in different states and cities 

o Use a payroll service provider like ZenPayroll, they can really help you out with this 
 When you have to fire someone: 

o Do it quickly. Do what's right for your company. Don't hurt morale or lose business by 
procrastinating. 

o Communicate clearly. Don't equivocate or lie about the real reason. Make clear, direct, 
statements, don’t apologize. Do it face to face. 

o Pay all wages or accrued vacation immediately. This is a legal requirement. 
o Eliminate access, other security stuff. 
o Repurchase unvested stock immediately. 

  
Q&A 
 Bookkeepers categorize your expenses, CPAs will do your tax returns. 
 You need some service to do your taxes, the very first year. (Example: inDinero) 
 Finding accountants: get recommendations from people 
 You can incorporate online w/ Clerky for a few hundred dollars 
 When to hire a lawyer depends on a lot of particulars: the complexity of your business, the 

amount of money involved, etc. 
 Banks struggle to work w/ cryptocurrencies. Working w/ cryptocurrencies is very company 

specific, Kirsty is not aware of many generalities. 
  

  



Sales and Marketing; How to Talk to Investors 
Friday, December 26, 2014 
2:07 PM 

  
(Tyler Bosmeny) 
  
 Perception of salesmen: articulate, charming, well-connected, etc. 
 Reality: the founder is the salesman 

o One cofounder should take ownership of this 
o Build or sell - these are the only two things that matter 
o Passion trumps sales experience  

 The sales funnel: prospecting, conversations, closing, revenue 
 Prospecting: 

o Who will even take your call?  
o Find the innovators / leading edge types (~ 2.5% of companies) 
o Play the numbers game, reach out to 100+ companies 
o Methods: personal network, conferences, cold emails 

 Go to the conferences where your users are 
 Emails should be short: Here's who I am, here's what I'm building, I'd love to talk to 

you about this, can we find some time to do that?  
 Conversations: 

o Don't blab on and on. (Even though it's natural to be proud of what you've made.) The other 
person probably doesn't care. 

o Spend time finding out about the needs of the other person. You should spend way less of 
the time talking than the other person. 

o Follow up religiously: 
 Even in the best cases, there's A LOT of follow up effort 
 Keep emailing if they don’t respond, schedule calls, send documentation, send 

redlines, do whatever you can to keep the conversation going. 
 Try to get to a "yes" (or "no") as soon as possible. Having a thousand "maybes" will kill 

you. 
 Closing: 

o Redlining means sending the actual agreement over to them (YC has an open source 
template for this) 

o Don't quibble over minor points - get your early customers quickly, remember your actual 
goal 

o Sometimes you'll get "I would sign if you had feature X" 
 Usually this is a polite way of saying no. Most of the time this building it will not get 

you the sale. 
 It may be possible to sign a conditional agreement, where building X guarantees you 

the sale. 
 You can wait to build X until after you know there's a bigger demand for it than just 

one customer. 
o Avoid giving free trials.  

 At the end of the free trial you'll have to sell them all over again. 
 Having customers pay gives you commitment, validation, and revenue. 



 Give them the ability to opt-out of their contracts if they need to. (Like a 30 day opt 
out period for an annual contract.)  

 Revenue: 
o 5 ways to build a $100 million dollar company: 1k customers for $100k, 10k customers for 

$10k, etc. 
o Figure out which bucket your company falls into elephant, deer, rabbit, mice, flea 

 Different buckets require different kinds of sales 
o The smaller categories should have more marketing, and less direct touch points (though it's 

okay to do things that don't scale in the beginning) 
 If they don't scale later on it can hurt your business 

  
(Michael Seibel) 
 The pitch: explain what you do in a simple way and then ask for money. 
 The 30 second pitch is your go to. You will say this over and over again. This is extremely 

important. 
o What does your company do? How big is the market? How much traction do you have? 
o Assume the listener knows nothing. Use simple language. 
o Research your industry. Investors like to hear that it's a big market. 
o Traction: We launched in Jan, we have this much growth month over month. We have this 

much in sales and this many users. 
o If you're pre-launch you need to convince investors that you're moving quickly 

 The two minute pitch is for people that want to know your business a little bit deeper. 
o The 30 second pitch + unique insight, how you make money, your team, and the big ask 
o Insight: What do the biggest players in your market not understand. This is the a-ha 

moment. Make it concise and impactful. 
 Look at people's reactions to gage this. 

o Be clear about how you want to make money. Advertising. Direct sales. Fremium gaming. 
Etc. 
 Don't mix like five different things, be clear. 

o If you're team has done something that's made money say that. If not don't go on about less 
relevant accomplishments. 

o Number of founders. Number of technical founder. Relationships and history between the 
founders. Are they all working full time? 

o If you're asking for money, do your homework, be detailed here. Know what you're talking 
about. 

 Pitches shouldn't be any longer than that. Talking less is a good thing. 
 Fundraise when you don't need to fundraise. Do you have a plan to launch and grow without 

money. 
 Investor meetings: 

o Warm introductions 
o Think parallel, schedule meetings around the same time. Avoid the little trickle of 

investment meetings. 
o One team member should be focused on investing full time. 

  
(Dalton Caldwell and Qasar Younis) 
 Remember, the best way to improve your pitch is to improve your company 
 First pitch: 



o Unclear about what the business was (some kind of messaging product for consumers and 
businesses) 

o Unclear about how big the market is 
 Know the numbers, talk about how your company can perform, don't namedrop 

unrelated firms 
o Unclear about traction and existing customers 
o Unclear about insights they've learned 
o Unclear about business model 
o Unclear about team, not enough full-time or technical founders 

 Show why your team is uniquely suited for this business 
o The conversation should move towards a conclusion. It shouldn't flail around and go 

nowhere. 
 Second pitch: 

o Basically a much better version of the above. 
o Explained, the product, the team, the market, the insight, the value, the business model etc. 
o Had a coherent narrative. 
o Should be more passionate. 
o Actually ask for money. 

 After the meeting: 
o Follow up (anything but a check is "no") 
o Work on deal heat (supply / demand) 
o Perform due diligence on the investors 
o Know when to stop fundraising, don't stop building the company. Don't just keep doing 

because you get good at it. 
  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  



Later-stage Advice 
Friday, December 26, 2014 
4:11 PM 

  
(Sam Altman) 
 This lecture covers things after you have product-market fit. In the beginning, writing code and 

talking to users is basically all you should be doing. 
o For most companies, these things won't matter until after months 12-24 

  
Management 
 In the beginning you start off flat, and that's what you want. 
 When you get a little bigger (>= 25), flatness will no longer be optimal and you start needing more 

structure 
o This is the time where you're making the transition from building a great product to building 

a great company 
 Clarity and simplicity are the most important things here: 

o Every employee should have a manager, every manager should know their reports 
o Know how to change this structure and add new people. Make these things transparent to 

everyone. 
 Keep things lightweight but don’t try to have no structure, just because you think it's cool 

o Innovate on your product, not on your organizational structure 
o Don't over convolute it either 

 Failure cases: 
o Being afraid to hire senior people 

 Senior executives can take a lot off the founders plate 
o Extreme hero mode, going overboard with trying to lead by example 

 Example: Overworking yourself to prevent the company from getting behind on sales 
tickets. You should spend time and hire people in this case even if it means falling 
behind initially. 

o Not delegating enough 
 Give people ownership of the stuff they're working on. 

o Not having a personal productivity system - be organized, make sure you're on track for the 
things you want to do. 

 Write down how and why you do things. People will read this and it will become the way you do 
things. The "why" ends up being your cultural values. 

  
HR 
 HR can speed you up: 

o A clear organizational structure 
o Performance feedback simple and frequent 

 Tie it to firing 
 Tie it to compensation bands 

o Equity rules: be more generous with this than your investors suggest, distribute 3-5% a year 
 The most successful companies (for investors too) give stock to their employees year 

after year. 
 Stock and vesting: 



o Have refresher grants, stay in front of people's vesting schedule (avoid giving employees an 
incentive to cash out leave) 

o Structures - 6 years, back weigh the grants so you get more in later years, have people's 
grants automatically re-upped (by # of shares) every year 
 Have some kind of option system in place 

 When you have 50 or more employees: sexual harassment training, diversity training, etc. 
 Shift to a more sustainable work schedule 
 Have a full time hiring process, have a recruiter, announce offers internally, figure out a more 

formalized way of getting new hires up to speed 
 Hire for diversity of perspective earlier on 
 Talk about people career path, especially for early employees 

  
Company Productivity 
 Keep reiterating the message about the roadmap and the top 3 goals 
 The focus should always be on creating great products, the process serve that end 

o Possibly try shipping every day 
 Have meetings to communicate regularly: 

o Weekly management meetings 
o All-hands meetings 
o Quarterly and annual planning 
o Offsite outings 

 The point is to keep creating value over a long period of time 
o "Repeatable innovation and a culture of operational excellence is the hardest thing to do in 

business" 
  
Mechanics 
 In the early days, people don't really have accounting or financial reports, this is a good time to get 

it in place 
 Make sure all your legal documents are in place 
 Can setup FF stock by the time you get to the B round 
 IP, trademarks, patents - good time for this 

o File provisional patents 
o US and international trademarks 
o Grab all top level domain names 

 Financial planning & analysis - figure out what the knobs on your financial model are, optimize the 
business on a level that few people do 

 Full time fundraiser (after B round), way less money, and way less dilution than using an 
investment banker 

 Tax structuring, set yourself up right for a minimal tax burden as your company grows bigger 
  
Founders' Psychology 
 Things only get more intense, the highs are higher, the lows are lower 
 You go from a likable underdog, to a hated incumbent 

o Make peace with this or it will bother you forever 
 This is when you should commit long term, decide and make a strategy around the expectation 

that you'll be there for 10+ years 
 Take vacations, don't get burned out 
 Focus: continue to build the business 



o Don't spend all your time on conferences, media, etc. 
o Ignore acquisition interest - it's a HUGE distraction. Don't look at this unless you're willing to 

sell for a low offer. 
 Don't give up. Startups fail when founders quit. 

  
Marketing & PR 
 Now is the time to start thinking about this 
 Repeat the key messages 
 Get to know the key journalists yourself 

o Don't hire a PR firm. Journalists don't want to talk to PR firms. 
  
Deal-making 
 Now is the time where things like fundraising and sales contracts start to matter 
 Nothing matters unless you've build a great product 
 Develop a personal connection with anyone that you want to do a big deal with 

o Genuinely care about them, no one wants to feel like they're just thing you're using for 
money 

 Create a competitive dynamic, give yourself options, make people earn your business 
 Be persistent, usually to a degree outside of your comfort zone 
 Ask for what you actually want, even if feel aggressive or like an overreach 

  
Summary 
 The YC process starts with trying to find product-market fit 
 Go meet the people 
 Adoption curve: 

o It grows 
o It crashes 
o Long slog through trough of sorrow before you start getting traction 
o Wiggles of false hope 
o And then finally you get real growth 

  
Q&A 
 You want diversity of backgrounds but not diversity of values / vision. Hire people that you know 

and trust but everyone comes from the same background you get a mono-culture that can cause 
problems down the road. 
o Get people that are complementary not identical. 

 Example productivity system: One piece of paper for 3-12 month goals that you look at every day. 
And then one page a day for short term goals. Also keep a list of people, what you need to tell 
them, what you talked about last time, etc. 

 Most startups fail. Always be straightforward. Don't let anyone get into a bad situation. Make sure 
investors know. Make sure you don’t run out of money. Avoid a sudden blow up.  
o People will be generally supportive. Make sure you don't surprise them though.  

 In the last batch about 40% of YC founders were from outside of the US. 
 Silicon Valley is still the best place to start a startup but places like Seattle, LA are still good too. 
 The most successful tech companies are run by their founders long term. They don't hire full time 

replacement CEOs. 
 There's not much you can do to pre-apply to YC. Working at a YC company and getting a good 

recommendation would help. There not really such a thing as pre-startup. 



o Just focus on the problem you're working on. 
 YC looks at good founders and a good idea, that hasn't changed. The applicant pool has grown but 

a lot of these people are posers. So if you're a hard worker you still have a good shot at YC. 
 If you're not familiar with a market you're interested in: you can jump right in and learn as you go 

or you can work at a company in the space for a few years. 
 Investors seem to keep funding YC companies as YC grows. 
 Wait until the idea is figured out and you have some initial signs of promise before you raise 

money. 
o It gives you a chance to get pointed in the right direction and not be flailing to pivot after 

you have investor money. 
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