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The startup lifecycle, re-
grounded for the AI era

C H A P T E R  1

When anyone can build anything, building is no longer the moat.
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The startup lifecycle, re-grounded for the AI era
In 2010 I spent eighteen months and $47,000 of my savings

building CloudFire — a photo-sharing app for consumers who

didn’t want it, when wedding photographers did. Back then,

building was the expensive part, and that one mistake cost me

a year and a half. Today you could build the same wrong

product in a weekend.

A founder with no engineering background can ship working

software this week. A founder who has never run a go-to-

market can produce a financial model, a pitch deck, and a

launch plan before lunch. The wall between “people who can

build” and “people with ideas worth building” has come

down.

That’s the good news. Here’s the part most founders are

missing. For thirty years, the scarce resource in a startup was

the ability to make the thing — and that constraint was doing

you a hidden favor. Building the wrong thing was expensive,

so you thought hard before you started. The cost of building

was a tax on being wrong. AI just repealed that tax.

Now the wrong product is as cheap to build as the right one.

An AI will build on a broken premise with exactly the

enthusiasm it brings to a great one. The intelligence is yours.

The judgment is yours. And judgment is the one thing that

didn’t get cheaper.

The deflationary truth. When building costs collapse toward

zero, value migrates to the two things still scarce:

knowing what is worth building, and accumulating

evidence a competitor can’t copy.

This is what Lean was always for. Running Lean was never

about speed for its own sake — it’s about iterating to a

business model that works before running out of resources. In

the old world that meant building less. Now building is no

longer the expensive part of being wrong. The expensive part

is the months you spend validating a product nobody wanted

— and AI makes it easier than ever to get there before you

notice. The top reason startups die, year after year, is no

market need: 42% of them, per CB Insights.

So the question is no longer “can I build it?” It’s “have I earned

the right to build it?” This playbook walks the three stages:

— Stage 1 — Business Model Design. Get your guesses onto

one page; find the riskiest one.

— Stage 2 — Problem/Solution Fit. Prove the problem is real,

and that enough people will commit.

— Stage 3 — Product/Market Fit. Turn commitments into a

repeatable Customer Factory.

At every stage, AI does two jobs: a thinking partner that

pressure-tests your reasoning, and an operations team that

does the work a lean founder used to do alone.



The founder's job didn't
change — the bottleneck did

C H A P T E R  2

Your attention shifts up the stack: from doing the work to judging

whether the evidence justifies the next step.



THE FOUNDER'S JOB DIDN'T CHANGE — THE BOTTLENECK DID

6

C H A P T E R  2

The founder's job didn't change — the bottleneck did
Founders used to be defined by what they could do. Technical

founders wrote the code; business founders ran ops and

closed deals. You were the bottleneck and the engine at once.

In an AI-native startup, the job moves up a level: you stop

doing the work and start judging it. AI takes two seats at your

table.

Seat one: the thinking partner who argues back

AI’s most dangerous gift to founders isn’t cheap building. It’s

that it made being wrong feel like being right. Ask an AI to

validate your idea, and it will. Ask it to size your market, and it

finds the number that makes your TAM (total addressable

market — the size of the prize) look fundable.

The antidote is the same tool, pointed the other way. Your job

was never to prove your idea — it was to try to kill it, and pivot

when it died. LEANSpark is built to play that role: a structured

devil’s advocate that argues against your canvas and surfaces

the evidence a flattering synthesis skips.

Diagnosis before prescription. Questions before answers. Your job

is to invalidate.

Seat two: the operations team you couldn’t afford

Everything beyond strategy still has to get done: the

prototype, the interview guide, prospecting, synthesizing

notes, the weekly metrics, keeping the canvas current.

LEANSpark’s experiments, sprints, and the MCP handle that

recurring work so your attention stays on the judgment.

Upload a raw interview or pitch recording, for instance, and

LEANSpark hands back a structured Customer Forces Story —

the midnight synthesis work — written straight onto your

canvas.

The split.LEANSpark is the read-write operator — it

reads and changes your live canvas, runs assessments,

designs experiments. The MCP is your evidence made

portable — a read surface any agent can pull, plus a way

to write deliverables back.
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Choosing the right surface

IF  THE WORK IS… REACH FOR…

Sharpening the
model; finding the
riskiest assumption

Lean Canvas + LEANSpark

Checking whether
the model is ready
to test

The Business Model Diagnostic (7

Assessments)

Discovery;
designing & testing
experiments

Experiment Catalog + Sprint Board

Talking to
customers and
making sense of it

Customer Interview → Insights

Turning discovery
into a commitment
test

Campaign Designer (Mafia Offer)

Reading whether it’s
working

Traction Roadmap

Working from inside
your own AI tools

The LEANSpark MCP

For product leaders. Read “founder” as “owner of a new

bet” and “startup” as “the initiative you’re trying to get

funded.” The risks are identical — you’re defending the

model to a leadership team instead of an investor. The

stages, gates, and prompts all transfer.



Business Model Design
S TA G E  1

Get your guesses onto one page and find the riskiest one. The work is

clarity, not code.
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S TAG E  1

Business Model Design
Every founder starts in the same place: a problem they can’t

stop thinking about and a solution they’re already half in love

with. Stage 1 is where you get that onto one page — before you

spend a single hour, dollar, or token chasing it. This is the

stage AI most wants you to skip. Don’t.

Stage goal

A clear, coherent model and an honest read of its riskiest

assumptions. Not a validated business — a testable one,

captured on the Lean Canvas. Most boxes are guesses. That’s

the point.

The riskiest assumptions to retire

A wrong guess about your logo costs nothing; a wrong guess

about whether anyone has the problem costs you the

company. LEANSpark structures this through seven

dimensions, scored as gates. Four are core, and they pass in

order:

1. Clarity — coherent and specific, or a fog of buzzwords?

2. Desirability — a real unmet outcome, the customer’s real

alternative named (including workarounds and doing

nothing), a promise of 10x better?

3. Viability — does the math work? Run the Rapid Viability

Test.

4. Feasibility — can you build and deliver the smallest MVP

(minimum viable product)?

Three more — Mission, Defensibility, Timing — are strategic;

assess them in parallel once the core is clear.

Exit criteria

You’re ready to leave Stage 1 when all four core dimensions

pass — not when the deck looks good. Your model is no longer

a wish; it’s a hypothesis specific enough to put in front of a

customer.

T H E  A I - E R A  C H A L L E N G E S

The fog of confident vagueness. AI fills your blanks with

fluent language, so a vague model reads as finished. Solving

feasibility first. Building is so cheap the buildable question

feels urgent — it isn’t. Confirmation bias with a research

engine. Ask AI to support what you believe and it will, with

citations.

How LEANSpark helps

In LEANSpark this whole stage is the Business Model

Diagnostic — Sprint 0 of your cycle. It scores the seven

dimensions, names your binding constraint, and picks the

campaign you run next.
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New to this? Just use the “In LEANSpark” line on each

card — that’s all you need. The “Via MCP” line is for

founders who’d rather work inside their own AI

assistant; it lets any agent read your evidence and write

the results back.

Analyze the idea
The job: find the weakest link before you spend anything building.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Analyze my idea

Runs the 7-dimension stress test. Scores each. Names the gate you’re
failing and the one assumption to kill first.

RETURNS  A scorecard — Clarity 4/5 PASS, Desirability 2/5 FAIL (no

real alternative named) — and the single fix that moves the needle

most.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read offer://current  and business_model://current . Score the seven
dimensions, name the failing gate and the riskiest assumption, and
propose the one highest-leverage revision."

Get to one clear idea
The job: turn a fog of intentions into one specific, testable model.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Simplify my idea

Runs Simplify Canvas — enforces the Rule of One (one segment, one
problem, one promise), trims to a single page, and can import a starting
model from a landing page or pitch deck. Then it rewrites each wish as a
testable hypothesis.

RETURNS  A one-page canvas with each box flagged sharp / vague /

missing, and the vague ones rewritten as testable hypotheses.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read offer://current  — my lean-canvas value prop, problem,
solution, unfair advantage, channels, early adopters. Rate each
specific / vague / missing, rewrite the three vaguest as falsifiable
statements, then argue the single strongest reason this model
fails."
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Pick your first test
The job: choose the validation path that attacks your riskiest
assumption.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Help me test my idea

Reads the constraint your diagnostic surfaced and suggests the campaign
to run next — Mafia Offer, Concierge MVP, Smoke Test, Pre-order, and the
rest — each laid out as a 90-day sprint plan.

RETURNS  A recommended campaign matched to your constraint,

with its five sprints already laid out on your board.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read business_model://current  and competitive://current . Given my
riskiest assumption, recommend the validation campaign that fits
and the first experiment to run."



Problem/Solution Fit
S TA G E  2  ·  T H E  D E M A N D  VA L I D AT I O N  P L AY B O O K

Prove a problem worth solving exists — and that someone will commit to

your solution.
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S TAG E  2  ·  D E M A N D  VA L I DAT I O N  P L AY B O O K

Problem/Solution Fit
Stage 1 was your best thinking. Stage 2 is where reality gets a

vote — and the stage AI is most likely to let you fake. A

prototype is now a weekend’s work, and it feels like proof. It

isn’t. You reach Problem/Solution Fit on evidence: that a

problem worth solving exists, and that real people will

commit. It’s a 90-day cycle that ends not with a demo, but

with customers who’ve put real money down.

Stage goal

Roughly ten early customers who’ve put something on the

line — money, a signed commitment, a deposit — for a

solution that mostly doesn’t exist yet. The discipline of this

stage is replacing what people say with what they’ll commit to.

P H A S E  1  —  P R O B L E M  D I S C OV E RY

Don’t use the word “problem.” Look for struggles, pet peeves,

and workarounds. The lens is the Customer Forces model —

the four forces on anyone deciding whether to switch:

1. Push of the current situation — what’s broken about today.

2. Pull of the new solution — the outcome they want and

can’t get.

3. Friction — the effort and worry of switching: migrating

data, learning a new tool, “will this actually work for me?”

4. Inertia — habit and the comfort of the status quo: “it’s not

great, but I know how it works.”

The switch equation. People switch only when the pull of

the new plus the push from the old outweighs the

friction of changing plus the inertia of habit. In

shorthand: Push + Pull > Friction + Inertia. Inertia is

heavy — expect it to outweigh a merely attractive pull,

not just match it.

After each interview, upload the recording — LEANSpark

transcribes it and writes the Customer Forces Story for you.

Run discovery broad-match first — interview a wide range of

recent switchers to find where the pain clusters — then

narrow-match on the sharpest segment. Interview until you

stop being surprised.
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Design the interview so it can't lie to you
The job: build a guide that mines past behavior, not hypothetical
futures.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Help me run customer interviews

Builds your three-act interview guide and a prospecting plan targeting
recent switchers — and strips out leading or future-facing questions so you
mine past behavior, not opinions.

RETURNS  A three-act interview guide and a ranked list of recent

switchers to reach first.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read the customer forces in business_model://current  and my
segments in segments://list . Draft a guide aimed at recent switchers.
Flag any leading, future-facing, or socially-desirable question, and
give a follow-up probe for the three moments most likely to surface
a workaround."

Audit yourself for the answer you're hoping to hear
The job: catch confirmation bias in your own read of the data.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

What did my interviews actually say?

Extracts the Customer Forces from each interview you upload, synthesizes
them across the set, and lays the supporting evidence next to the
disconfirming evidence — so confirmation bias has nowhere to hide.

RETURNS  Two columns — evidence for vs. against your problem —

saved back to your experiment as a Customer Forces Story.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read interviews://recent  (use list_recent_interviews  for the full set).

Lay supporting and disconfirming evidence side by side, and
surface the single strongest reason my problem hypothesis is
wrong."

P H A S E  2  —  S O LU T I O N  D E S I G N

Now you design the smallest solution that can cause a switch

and make the business model work, using the 5P Matrix —

Problem, People, Promise, Price, Packaging. Solve the smallest

subset of problems that still causes a switch. Your ideal early

adopter is defined by when you reach them — right after a

switching trigger. When I launched USERcycle in 2010, the

ideal entry point wasn’t launch day; it was the second-to-third

month, when founders were drowning in metrics and actively

hunting for a fix. Define your axes of better — the two

dimensions where you’ll be 3–10x better than the alternative

— from the interviews, not your imagination, and go to the

edges. In LEANSpark the 5P Matrix is five guided design steps,

with a readiness scan that flags which cells still aren’t ready to
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build. Can you build and launch in two months — or use a

Concierge, Wizard of Oz, or Foot-in-the-Door MVP instead?

Find your axes of better — from the data
The job: identify the two dimensions where you’ll be 3x–10x better,
sourced from real interviews.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Design my solution

Walks the 5P solution design — Problem, People, Promise, Price,
Packaging — with a readiness scan, and pulls your two axes of better
straight from customers’ own words.

RETURNS  Your 5P grid with each cell marked ready / thin / missing,

and your two evidence-backed axes of better.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read interviews://recent  and the forces in business_model://current .
Extract the desired outcomes customers care about most, propose
candidate axes of better with supporting quotes, and flag any axis
not backed by evidence."

P H A S E  3  —  O F F E R  D E L I V E RY

You assemble a Mafia Offer — so good, framed against the

right alternative, the right early adopter can’t refuse it — and

pitch it for a real commitment. The structure is Demo-Sell-

Build, in that order. A “yes” backed by money — or a signed

commitment — is the evidence; a “that’s interesting” is not.

Pick your validation path. LEANSpark ships these as ready-

to-run campaigns — Mafia Offer, Concierge MVP,

Wizard of Oz, Smoke Test, Pre-order, Release 1.0,

Direct Sales — each laying out the five sprints for that

path. Which you run is chosen from the constraint your

diagnostic surfaced.

The line that matters. This is what the build-first reflex

blurs and Running Lean does not: the commitment is

the validation, not the conversation.

Assemble and pressure-test a Mafia Offer
The job: turn validated forces into an offer that compels a
commitment.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Build my offer

Drafts your Mafia Offer pitch — promise, price anchored to the real
alternative, demo, and ask — then plays the skeptical early adopter to find
where it breaks before a real one does.

RETURNS  A drafted Mafia Offer pitch — price anchor, demo, and

ask — plus the three objections you’ll hear and how to disarm each.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read offer://current  and competitive://current  (to anchor price). Draft
a Mafia Offer pitch, then list the three most likely objections and
how to disarm each before it’s raised."
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Sharpen your pitch delivery
The job: turn every pitch into a lesson for the next one.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Help me improve my pitch

After each pitch, upload the recording — LEANSpark transcribes and
analyzes your delivery, then suggests how to tighten it and handle the
objections you hit.

RETURNS  A delivery breakdown — where you lost them, the

objections you fumbled — and a tighter version to try next.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Here’s my pitch transcript: [paste]. Score my delivery — pacing,
clarity, where I lost them — and draft tighter responses to the two
objections I handled worst."

Exit criteria

You’ve reached Problem/Solution Fit with roughly ten early

adopters who committed — for a solution you’ve defined but

largely haven’t built. Now the question flips from “is this

worth building?” to “how do we build it repeatably?”



Product/Market Fit
S TA G E  3  ·  T H E  VA L U E  D E L I V E R Y  P R O C E S S

Turn early commitments into a repeatable Customer Factory — and keep

them.
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S TAG E  3  ·  VA L U E  D E L I V E RY  P R O C E S S

Product/Market Fit
If Stage 2 proved a few people will commit, Stage 3 proves you

can earn that commitment repeatably — and keep it. The

vehicle is the Value Delivery Process (VDP), run in three arcs:

VDP1 (0→10 customers), VDP2 (10→100), VDP3 (100→1000).

This chapter focuses on VDP1, where Product/Market Fit is

won or lost.

Don't sweat VDP2 and VDP3 yet. They’re the same playbook

at larger scale. This whole chapter is VDP1 — getting

your first ten customers all the way to value.

Stage goal

Build the smallest real version that delivers on the offer, get

your first ten committed customers all the way to value, and

stand up a Customer Factory — your repeatable system for

turning strangers into retained customers. PMF isn’t a launch-

day feeling. Watch week six: does retention hold across cycles?

That’s the signal.

Measure before you launch

The Customer Factory runs in five stages — acquisition,

activation, retention, revenue, referral — and traction is the

rate people move through it. Define your instruments before

the first customer arrives — and your false positives: sign-ups

without activation, revenue without repeat usage, launch-

week energy that says nothing about week six. The launch

itself runs as a campaign — Smoke Test, Release 1.0, Pre-

order, or Direct Sales — tracked sprint by sprint, with a 3P

progress report each cycle.

Build the measurement framework before you launch
The job: decide what real traction looks like — and what flattering
noise looks like.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Plan my launch

Builds your now-next-later GTM plan and a goal-backward Traction
Roadmap, sets activation, Day-7 and Day-30 targets, and names the false
positives so a launch spike can’t masquerade as fit.

RETURNS  A now-next-later GTM plan and a goal-backward

Traction Roadmap, with your activation, Day-7 and Day-30 targets

set.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read the traction roadmap in business_model://current . Lay out the
reach→convert→activate→retain funnel with the conversion rates
needed to hit my goal, and flag which current metrics would be
vanity."

How to tell if it’s real

Take a small batch of ideal early adopters all the way to value,

by hand if you have to. If you can’t get ten to the finish line,

you won’t do it with hundreds. Then read the data honestly:

— The Sean Ellis test: ask active users (people who’ve used it

recently and repeatedly) how they’d feel if they could no

longer use it. More than 40% “very disappointed” is the
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recognized benchmark — read it as corroborating a

retention pattern, not a one-survey verdict.

— The effort test: before fit, retention takes constant heroics.

After fit, the product pulls on its own. When effort shifts

from pushing to pulling, something real has changed.

Run the adversarial case against your own traction
The job: make the skeptic’s argument before an investor — or your
optimism — does.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Is this real product/market fit?

Pulls your revenue and funnel metrics, runs the sprint review with the Sean
Ellis and effort tests, and makes the skeptic’s case — separating retained
cohorts from launch-week noise.

RETURNS  The skeptic’s case against your numbers — retained

cohorts vs. launch noise, with your Sean Ellis and effort-test reads.

▸  VIA MCP — PROMPT ANY AGENT

"Read the traction roadmap in business_model://current . Run the
Sean Ellis and effort tests against my targets, and tell me whether
the pattern would hold across cycles or only the first."

Run the launch as a tracked campaign
The job: stop relying on memory; let the system run the cadence.

▸  IN LEANSPARK — YOU TYPE

Run my launch campaign

Runs your chosen campaign sprint by sprint, auto-generates the 3P
progress report each cycle, and flags when a cohort’s Day-30 retention
diverges from target.

RETURNS  A live campaign board, a 3P progress report each cycle,

and an alert the moment retention slips.

The AI-era moat. If anyone can build your features in a

weekend, your moat is the accumulated evidence they

can’t shortcut: the Customer Forces Stories, the

validated axes of better, the behavioral data of

customers who’ve shaped their workflows around your

product — evidence LEANSpark has been accumulating

on your canvas since Sprint 0, all in one place a copycat

starts from zero on. A copycat can clone your UI. They

can’t clone two years of validated learning about your

customer.



Same job, new rules
C H A P T E R  6

The bottleneck is no longer what you can build. It's what you can prove is

worth building.
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Same job, new rules
The founder’s job hasn’t changed: find a problem worth

solving, build a solution worth paying for, and turn it into a

company that lasts. What changed is the cost of being wrong

on the building side. It collapsed. That doesn’t make the job

easier — it moves the whole game onto the one field AI can’t

play for you: judgment under uncertainty.

So the rules tighten exactly where the constraints loosened:

— Building is free, so it’s no longer evidence. Commitments

are.

— Research is instant — which makes confirmation bias

faster than ever. Point the tool at killing your idea, not

flattering it.

— You can scale in an afternoon. Tempting, and the fastest

way to die at scale. Earn each stage before you advance.

— Features are copyable, so they’re not the moat. Validated

learning about your customer is.

I’ve built the wrong thing fast. CloudFire took me eighteen

months; today it would take a weekend — and it would still be

wrong. AI made building cheap. It made being wrong about

what to build more expensive than ever, because now you can

run all the way to scale before reality catches you.

The founders who win the AI era won’t be the ones who build

fastest. They’ll be the ones who learn fastest, refuse to

lie to themselves, and let evidence — not enthusiasm —

decide what gets built.



Resources
C H A P T E R  7

Build on LEANSpark. Go deeper on the methodology.
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Resources

Build on LEANSpark

— Lean Canvas + Assessments — capture your model and

run the seven dimensions as readiness gates.

— LEANSpark — your structured thinking partner and

devil’s advocate, grounded in your live canvas, interviews,

and sprints.

— Experiment Catalog + Sprint Board — battle-tested

validation recipes on a 14-day PDCA rhythm: stress-tests,

customer-interview sprints, solution validation, landing-

page and pricing tests.

— Customer Interview → Insights — Customer Forces

extraction and cross-interview pattern-finding.

— Campaign Designer — runs the Demand Validation

Playbook and Mafia Offer as a guided cycle.

— Traction Roadmap — goal-backward Customer Factory

planning.

— The LEANSpark MCP — bring your evidence into any

agent: business_model://current , offer://current ,

competitive://current , interviews://recent , segments://list ,

voice_profile://current , product_guide://* . Write deliverables

back with record_artifact .

Go deeper on the methodology

— Running Lean — the foundational text for the three-stage

journey and the Lean Canvas.

— Love the Problem — the cohort program for founders and

product leaders.

— The Demand Validation Playbook and Value Delivery

Process course tracks.

The stages at a glance

STAGE GOAL & EXIT

1 — Business Model
Design

A clear, testable model with the riskiest

assumption named. Exit: all four core

dimensions pass.

2 —
Problem/Solution
Fit

Proof the problem is real and someone

will commit. Exit: ~10 committed early

adopters.

3 — Product/Market
Fit

A repeatable Customer Factory. Exit:

retention holds across cycles; a

defensible channel.



Running Lean is a methodology of LEANSTACK / Ash
Maurya. LEANSpark operationalizes it for the AI era.

leanspark.ai
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