
THE MAGIC AND FLAWS BEHIND
BIG THINKING



DREAMING BIG,  AND
THINKING DIFFERENTLY

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



YOU KNEW ABOUT 

THE TRADEOFFS

pragmaticengineer.com



MANAGING RISK,  
AND BENDING THE RULES

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



YOU KNEW ABOUT 

GOALs, OKRs, and KPIs 



GETTING TRIBAL, TEAM SIZE,
AND LUDICROUS MODE

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



MATCH QUALITY AND SUPERPOWERS

q CREATIVE THINKING
q CRITICAL THINKING
q SYSTEM THINKING
q EXPERIMENTATION
q PATTERN MAPPING
q SITUATIONAL AWARENESS
q NEGOTIATION SKILLS
q RADICAL CANDOR
q DECISIVENESS

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



LEAN, MVPS, AND PRODUCT MARKET FIT
YOU KNEW ABOUT 



ENGINEERING AND DEVOPS
YOU KNEW ABOUT 



YOU KNEW ABOUT 

DESIGN THINKING 
AND JOBS-TO-BE-DONE 



YOU KNEW ABOUT 

USER RESEARCH

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/research-ops-study-guide/

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/research-ops-study-guide/


YOU KNEW ABOUT 
CUSTOMER OBSESSION



INNOVATIVE CAPACITY 
YOU KNEW ABOUT 

pt = practice (cumulative sum of the team)
et = team empathy (as a function of team dynamics and motivation)
es = self empathy (as a function of self awareness and reflection)
eu = user empathy (as a function of engagement, observation and immersion)
tc  = team composition (as a function of diversity in experience and personality)
io  = number of original ideas generated
id  = number of divergent additions on original ideas
de = domain expertise
db = domain perceived need/solution bias
dc = domain contribution quotient
In  = innovation capacity  

In=pt(2et+es+eu+tc)+dc
Source: Matt Rothe



YOU KNEW ABOUT 

PRICING, PACKAGING, AND POSITIONING



ACQUISITION, ENGAGEMENT, AND RETENTION
YOU KNEW ABOUT 



TOP DOWN AND 
BOTTOM-UP SELLING

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



SUPPLY CHAINS,
CHANNELS, LOGISTICS, AND FULLFILMENT

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



ECONOMIC CASTLES AND UNBREACHABLE MOATS
YOU KNEW ABOUT 

https://www.morningstar.com/investing-definitions/economic_moat

Intangible
Assets

High Switching
Costs

Network
Effects

Cost
Advantages

Scaling
Efficiency

https://www.morningstar.com/investing-definitions/economic_moat


FLYWHEELS AND MARKETPLACES
YOU KNEW ABOUT 

https://aws.amazon.com/executive-insights/content/the-imperatives-of-customer-centric-innovation/

https://aws.amazon.com/executive-insights/content/the-imperatives-of-customer-centric-innovation/


NEW CATEGORY CREATION,
 FIRST MOVER ADVANTAGE,

AND BLITZSCALING

YOU KNEW ABOUT 



TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION AND OBSOLESCENCE CYCLES
YOU KNEW ABOUT 



NETWORK EFFECTS, AND ECOSYSTEMS
WE KNEW ABOUT 

https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual

Direct
Marketplace

Platform
Data

Techology
Social Graph

https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual
https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual
https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual
https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual
https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual
https://www.nfx.com/post/network-effects-manual


YOU KNEW ABOUT 



1090 U.S.
ACCELERATORS

611 U.S.
INCUBATORS

Open Ended

Fee Based

Technology Focused

Co-Lo Facilities

Entrepreneur Focused

Fixed Duration

Equity Based

Seed Investors

Training

Mentoring

Biz-Dev
Marketing

YOU STUDIED THE FARM SYSTEMS

https://www.crunchbase.com/hub/united-states-accelerators
https://www.crunchbase.com/hub/united-states-accelerators
https://www.crunchbase.com/hub/united-states-incubators
https://www.crunchbase.com/hub/united-states-incubators


NFT, DAO’s, WEB3, AND GENERATIVE AI
YOU KNEW WHAT WAS SEXY 



YOU KNEW WHAT WAS HOT 

https://nvca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/NVCA-2023-Yearbook_FINALFINAL.pdf

U.S. VC INVESTMENT IN 
EMERGING INDUSTRIES, 2020-2022

Artificial Intelligence &
  Machine Learning

Life Sciences

Big Data

Cleantech

Manufacturing

Cybersecurity

Space Technology

Robotics and Drones

$91,807M

$61,140M

$54,789M

$49,058M

$30,957M

$26,875M

$11,366M

$10,923M

https://nvca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/NVCA-2023-Yearbook_FINALFINAL.pdf


YOU RESEARCHED ALL 1447 ACTIVE UNICORNS

https://www.cbinsights.com/research-unicorn-companies
https://news.crunchbase.com/unicorn-company-list
https://pitchbook.com/news/articles/unicorn-startups-list-trends
https://www.startus-insights.com
https://www.startupranking.com
https://dealroom.co

254 Fintech
229 Internet software & services
109 E-commerce & direct-to-consumer
  96 Health
  90 Artificial intelligence
  67 Supply chain, logistics, & delivery
  58 Cybersecurity
  45 Data Management & analytics
  40 Mobile and telecommunications
  37 Auto & transportation
  32 Edtech
  31 Consumer & retail
  40 Hardware
  14 Travel
  68 other

https://www.cbinsights.com/research-unicorn-companies
https://news.crunchbase.com/unicorn-company-list
https://pitchbook.com/news/articles/unicorn-startups-list-trends
https://www.startus-insights.com/
https://www.startupranking.com/
https://dealroom.co/


YOU KNEW WHO WAS BANKING THEM

https://dealroom.co/guides/vc-investor-ranking?_hsmi=278222693

https://dealroom.co/guides/vc-investor-ranking?_hsmi=278222693


YOU KNEW HOW THEY 
CONVERTED $861.7 BILLION OF CAPITAL 

INTO $4.9 TRILLION OF MARKET VALUATION

FinancialSocial IntellectualHuman

CAPITAL



YOU CHECKED ALL THE BOXES 



YOUR INVESTOR PLAN WAS SPOT ON

ü Targeted list of investors from a Portfolio Investment Tracker
ü Investor outreach Email template
ü Request for introduction Email template
ü 60 second Elevator Pitch
ü 5 and 15 minute pitch decks with talking points
üMonthly newsletter to potential investors
ü 3-5 minute videos for social media channels



YOU STUDIED THE ART OF THE PITCH
The Strategic Framing of Novel Ideas across Different Audiences.
Understanding the Effects and Acts of Receptiveness in Persuasion.

https://www.docsend.com/index/pitch-deck-metrics/?_hsmi=245433642#h-pitch-deck-interest-pdi-metrics

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/353683287_Start_with_Why_but_Only_if_You_Have_to_The_Strategic_Framing_of_Novel_Ideas_across_Different_Audiences
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publication/pdfs/Hussein%20%26%20Tormala%20%282021%2C%20PSPR%29.pdf
https://www.docsend.com/index/pitch-deck-metrics/?_hsmi=245433642


YOUR TALKING POINTS WERE PERFECT
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE PROBLEM, TO WHOM AND WHY

MARKET SIZE, DRIVERS, FRICTION AND DYNAMICS

COMPETITORS, SUBSTITUTES OR ALTERNATIVES

WHY WE ARE GOING TO WIN

CRITICAL DESIGN, DEVELOPMENT AND DELIVERY CAPABILITIES

PROOF OF CONCEPT AND DEMONSTRATED TRACTION

VALIDATION OF THE PRICING, PACKAGING AND POSITIONING

SCALABILITY OF CHANNELS, SYSTEM AND BUSINESS MODEL



THIS WAS GOING TO BE YOUR BIGGEST PROBLEM



Q WHAT ABOUT



DEALING WITH
OVERCONFIDENCE 

AND INNER DEMONS?



BUILDING TRUST, AND TEAMWORK 
INTO SOCIAL CAPITAL?



MOVING BEYOND
SHORT TERM GOALS

 AND HYPERBOLIC DISCOUNTING?



REWORK 
REFACTORS 
ROLLBACKS 

BOTTLENECKS
BAD ESTIMATES

UNNEEDED HANDOFFS
SINGLE POINTS OF FAILURE  

NOT INVENTED HERE MINDSETS
UNNECESSARY COMPLEXITY

MANUAL PROCESSING REDUNDANT TASK

REORGS
POLITICS

BUREAUCRACY
GROUP THINK

LACK OF AUTONOMY
REOCCURING MEETINGS
LACK OF TRANSPARENCY

MOVEMENT OF INFORMATION  
UNNECESSARY STRUCTURE  
WAITING FOR DECISIONS

TECHNICAL
DEBT

CULTURAL
DEBT

MANAGING COMPOUNDING DEBT?



W H A T ’ S  
B U R N I N G  O U R  

R E S O U R C E S ?

H O W  
G O O D  W A S  O U R  
L A S T  R E L E A S E ?

W H A T ’ S  
T H R E A T E N I N G  
O U R  P R O F I T S ?

ANSWERING CRITICAL QUESTIONS?



GETTING THE BEST FUNDING IN A TOUGH MARKET?

https://news.crunchbase.com/venture/north-american-startup-funding-eoy-2023/

https://news.crunchbase.com/venture/north-american-startup-funding-eoy-2023/


UNDERSTANDING VALUATION METHODS?

•Discounted Cash Flow Method
•Berkus Method
•Venture Capital Method
•Scorecard Valuation Method
•First Chicago Method
•Risk Factor Summation Method
•Cost-to-Duplicate Method
•Valuation By Stage Method
•The Book Value Method
•Comparable Method



UNDERSTANDING YOUR
 BURNDOWN, CAC, QUICK RATIO AND MAGIC NUMBER?



UNDERSTANDING YOUR LEVERAGE
ECONOMICS AND CONTROL?



SECURING DUAL CLASS VOTING RIGHTS?
PERCENTAGE OF TECH IPOs WITH DUAL-CLASS SHAREHOLDER STRUCTURE



UNDERSTANDING THE 
IMPORTANCE OF DEAL SIZE AND RACHETS? 

Angel Asset/Investment
Management

Corporate
Venture
Capital

Corporate Private
Equity

Venture
Capital

https://www.cbinsights.com/reports/CB-Insights_Venture-Report-2022.pdf?

https://www.cbinsights.com/reports/CB-Insights_Venture-Report-2022.pdf


2022
258 new U.S. unicorns

59-months

2017
8,076 U.S. startups

https://www.cbinsights.com/research/venture-capital-funnel-2/

KNOWING THE ODDS AND HOW 
LONG IT SHOULD TAKE?

https://www.cbinsights.com/research/venture-capital-funnel-2/


https://news.crunchbase.com/venture/unicorn-exits-billion-large-ipos-ma-spac/

UNDERSTANDING THE TIMING OF BILLION DOLLAR EXITS

https://news.crunchbase.com/venture/unicorn-exits-billion-large-ipos-ma-spac/


FINDING AN EXIT WITH ALL THE OTHERS?

https://www.cbinsights.com/reports/CB-Insights_Venture-Report-2022.pdf?

Exits decreased with a 36% drop in exit count from 2021 to 
2022 and a 90% drop in exit values over the same period. 
Exit activity, comprising initial public offerings and sales to 
other companies, dropped to $71.4 billion in 2022, the first 
instance of a dip below $100 billion in six years. 

https://www.cbinsights.com/reports/CB-Insights_Venture-Report-2022.pdf


EXPLORING ALTERNATIVES

Reasons for M&A
22% Expand / diversify products or services

19% Buy market share

19% Acquire technology or intellectual property

14% Enter new geographic markets

  9% Pursue cost synergies or scale efficiencies

  8% Obtain bargain-priced assets

  8% Talent acquisition

M&A integrations 

https://www.bain.com/insights/10-steps-to-successful-ma-integration/

https://storage.pardot.com/322701/16817676008RHzuYc0/SRSAcquiom_2023_Deal_Terms_Study.pdf
https://www.bain.com/insights/10-steps-to-successful-ma-integration/


PIPE
Private investment in public equity deals (PIPE) is when a private investor, like a mutual fund or large 
institution, buys a chunk of shares at a below-market price. PIPE deals are a way for companies to raise a 
large amount of money quickly. This financing technique is more efficient due to fewer regulatory issues 
with the (SEC).

Convertible Debt Offering
A convertible bond is a fixed-income corporate debt security that yields interest payments but can be 
converted into a predetermined number of common stock or equity shares. The conversion from the bond 
to stock can be done at certain times during the bond's life and is usually at the discretion of 
the bondholder.

Bridge Loan
A bridge loan is a type of short-term loan, typically taken out for a period of 2 weeks to 3 years pending 
the arrangement of larger or longer-term financing.

UNDERSTANDING THE BEST CAPITAL
BAILOUT OPTION?

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/pipe.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/convertiblebond.asp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bridge_loan


WHAT’S MY POINT?
Perhaps we have this whole Unicorn thing all wrong!

Unicorniphobia
Harvard Business Law Review, 2022

Just over $27 billion in venture funding was raised by the 3,200 startups that failed in 2023.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3915793
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3915793


RECOGNIZE WHEN 
INVESTORS GIVE YOU 
FALSE HOPE 
“No bandwidth, come back in 6 months.” 
“Come back when you hit [arbitrary metric].” 
“Keep working at it, You might have something!”



Startup funding for small businesses is particularly tough as most 
lenders require prior entrepreneur experience, but that doesn’t mean 
it’s impossible. You’ve got 15 funding options to choose from:

1.SBA microloans
2.Business lines of credit
3.Equipment financing
4.Invoice financing
5.Personal loans for business
6.Friends and family loans
7.Blue Business Plus credit card
8.Blue Business Cash credit card
9.Ink Business Cash credit card
10.Ink Unlimited credit card
11.Personal savings
12.Crowdfunding
13.Grants

CONSIDER ALTERNATIVES
ONLY 0.05% OF STARTUPS RAISE VENTURE CAPITAL

https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/business-loans/guides/startup-funding
https://www.fundera.com/resources/startup-funding-statistics


SPEND MORE OF YOUR EFFORTS FINDING
CUSTOMERS AND PRODUCT MARKET FIT THAN RAISING CAPITAL

https://pitchbook.com/venture-capital-database

UNLESS YOU LIVE WHERE 69.9% OF ALL VC INVESTMENTS ARE MADE

2022 Active Investor Deal Counts

https://pitchbook.com/venture-capital-database


STAY LEGIT



STAY VIGILANT
70% OF STARTUP TECH COMPANIES FAIL 20 MONTHS AFTER FIRST RAISING FINANCING. 

https://www.hubspot.com/startups/resources/startup-trends

https://www.hubspot.com/startups/resources/startup-trends


FORGET ABOUT BLITZSCALING,
BECOME CASH FLOW POSITIVE ASAP



https://assets.linearb.io/image/upload/v1695652563/resources/LinearB-Enineering-Benchmarks-Report-v2_uwa6np.pdf

FOCUS TEAMS ON WHAT THEY CAN CONTROL

https://assets.linearb.io/image/upload/v1695652563/resources/LinearB-Enineering-Benchmarks-Report-v2_uwa6np.pdf


SCENARIO PLAN FOR EVERYTHING ELSE

Uncertain, probable, high impact threats. Unpredictable, extremely rare, often rationalized.



KNOW WHO TO CONSULT
 WHEN MAKING NON-REVERSABLE 

DECISIONS OF CONSEQUENCE



Time

Invest Grow Evolve

FE
AS

EA
BL

E

KNOW WHEN TO PRIORITIZE GROSS MARGINS, 
PROFITABILITY, CUSTOMER RETENTION, AND 

MULTIPLE REVENUE STREAMS

SU
ST

AI
N

AB
LE

FUNDABLE



IT’S NOT JUST ABOUT LOVING YOUR 
FOUNDER’S INSIGHTS, BIG IDEA, AND 

ABILITY TO RAISE CAPITAL



IT’S ABOUT LOVING WHAT YOU ARE 
MAKING AND THE PEOPLE YOU'RE MAKING 

IT WITH AND FOR



ALONG WITH YOUR
GRIT + HARD WORK + LUCK




