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Welcome letter from Principal Ulli Krull

Congratulations ICUBE program participants:

Selection for the ICUBE program is a validation of the creativity and determination to succeed that you bring to your 
entrepreneurial initiatives. You are beginning on a path that is at once both exciting and very challenging, and which 
can be incredibly fulfilling but also emotionally draining at times.

In my career as a chemist working on the development of instruments for clinical diagnostics, I have been personally 
involved with four startups companies where technology associated with work done by my research team has moved 
forward towards commercialization. I have experienced the rush of adrenaline when external validation of ideas 
emerged, when patent protection was granted, and when the first deal for significant funding beyond that of family 
and friends was landed. I also learned to survive the frustration of falling into the “valley of death”, where funding 
simply would not manifest due to factors beyond my control. Regardless of outcome, all these have been important 
learning experiences, making each successive run at entrepreneurship better. Importantly, the lessons transcend that 
of business. Much of the path to success, to a pivot or to failure is rooted in understanding behaviour, learning leader-
ship and developing confidence; all these being critical skills to succeed in virtually any enterprise of significance.

You are entering a program that will connect you with individuals who have learned how to move great ideas into a 
commercial reality, and who will be able to guide you to increase your opportunities for success. No one other than 
you and your teams has responsibility for the success of your entrepreneurial initiative, but you will be surrounded by 
people who be invaluable to the facilitation of your work, and who personally care that you have every chance to 
succeed. I hope that you will reach out to make use of every resource that the ICUBE program,  and the University of 
Toronto offers. The network that you build, and the people who you meet will change your perspective about what 
you can accomplish. 

Let me end this letter of welcome by once again conveying my sincere congratulations, and sharing with you that I am 
envious as I would have greatly benefitted from and enjoyed the unique experience that you are now beginning.

All the best for success as you progress through this entrepreneurial boot camp. 

Sincerely yours,

Ulli Krull,
Vice-President, University of Toronto & Principal,
University of Toronto Mississauga

Welcome to ICUBE 201
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Congratulations – and welcome to ICUBE!

Technology, innovation, disruption, all dynamic buzzwords we’ve heard used to discuss entrepreneurship.  
We find ourselves in a season of convergence where many factors are pushing for the evolution of innova-
tion and we see collaboration being more important than ever. A few short years ago, ideas received stag-
gering valuations who no development. Today’s investor is more cautious. New technologies, new regula-
tions, new investment opportunities are unveiled daily.

At ICUBE, our goal is to help you build the different sides of your business to be prepared for the 2017 
business market.  Our agenda is for you to have access to top resources to help you build your business 
into an entity that will last long into the future.  While we will cover some key topics in our ICE and OPEN 
programs, it is in your hands to match them with your needs and with your opportunities to help shape your 
future company.

For those of you who are new to the incubator experience, ICUBE’s team, all of us, are here to support you. 
Joining with ICUBE has a distinct advantage being part of the entrepreneurial ecosystems including UofT 
Entrepreneurship, Peel Region Ontario Network of Entrepreneurs and the Ontario Centres of Excellence.  
Sam will act as your concierge to help connect you with resources from our different partners. We encour-
age you to take advantage of this unique opportunity. Come out to the Team Nights, and get involved in the 
online chats. We are all in this together to discuss, to share, to learn and to grow.

Thank you for taking the step to join the ICUBE family and we wish you the very best and an exciting and 
productive year.

Donna Heslin & Sam Dumcum
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@ICUBEUTM

ICUBE ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM

VISIT US AT ICUBEUTM.CA
OR EMAIL US AT 
ICUBEUTM@UTORONTO.CA

CONNECT WITH US!
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WHAT THE HECK ARE “SIDES”?06



08
INTRODUCTION 

 According to Merriam-Webster, foundation is defined as “a basis upon which something stands or is 
supported”.

Consider the role of a typical house in which a person may live. This house, which provides shelter, security, 
and perhaps personal space is not able to provide these functions if it is not build on a solid foundation and with 
multiple sides, or walls. Now, consider your business idea as this house. To survive, it too must be built on a 
solid foundation, and contain a variety of aspects. These aspects are what we call the ‘sides of business’.

The Side Guide (2016) is a training guide designed to help budding entrepreneurs build the necessary founda-
tion of skills and knowledge so that they may successfully implement their business concepts. The sides are 
presented in six sections:

These six ‘sides’, or aspects of business, represent some of the core competencies of entrepreneurism that 
any startup must master to become successful. The following guide will be presented in a style similar to that of 
a textbook, with concept introductions, review questions, and exercises to help you identify and master the 
aspects integral to your business. 
 Over the course of the ICE Program each side will build on a specific aspect pertaining to your business 
concept. The sides, which will correlate with guest speaker events for each topic, are not your only resource; 
remember, you are encouraged to speak to ICUBE’s Entrepreneur-in-Residence, the Program Coordinator, 
and your Business Mentor as well, should you have any questions.  
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09 SIDE I. THE BASE – BUSINESS INITIALIZATION

Introduction: 
Before starting a business, you should clearly understand the landscape you are about to enter in; define what 
the problem is, who already exists in the sector (other companies) you are entering, and what your solution is 
(and how it is different). Note that your definitions are ‘assumptions’ that you have made. These assumptions 
are only validated when you conduct customer interviews (or market research) and get authentic 3rd party 
opinions that align with your assumptions. In this section, we will tackle how to generate your primary state-
ments, create value, and validate your beliefs. 

In this Chapter: 
 A) Defining the Problem
 B) Solutions in the Competitive Landscape
 C) Your Value Proposition
 D) Customer Validation

The Goal of this Side: 
 •  This first side is meant to assist in crafting your problem statement, as well as your proposed solu-
tion. By understanding what solution(s) your business seeks to produce, this section will help you build a 
strong foundation from which to build the follow sides upon. This side will also force you to review what other 
businesses in the market are doing, and understand what your competition looks like. 

 •  Generated a problem statement that identifies the issues your target consumers currently face
 •  Identified the competitive landscape of the market you are entering 
 •  Created a proposed solution that explains how to solve your problem, and what your target 
  consumers will gain from your solution
 •  Generated your value proposition
 •  Created a process to conduct and measure qualitative assessments to validateyour preliminary 
  assumptions
 • Gained an understanding of what is necessary in your Minimum Viable Product (MVP), based on   
  these assessments
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A) DEFINING THE PROBLEM

 In business, a problem statement serves a specific function – to provide vision, motivation and focus. 
Although the problem statement is a brief statement, it should contain vital information and give a strong idea 
of the nature of the problem, and ways in which it may be solved. 
 
 Begin to generate your statement by focusing on the five W’s (who, what, when, where and why). For 
example, answer who the problem affects, what the problem is, where the problem is occurring, when the 
problem occurs and why it is essential to solve the problem.

Questions to Ask Yourself
 •  What is the desired problem that needs to be solved? Is it an urgent problem?
 •  What are the core problems, or ‘pains’ that you have identified as an opportunity that others would  
  benefit from if solved? 
 •  Who is your target consumer? 
  Note: ‘users’ vary from ‘consumers’. Consumers are those that provide you with income,  
   whereas users are those who use your product/service. (for example, Google’s ‘users’ are   
   the public whereas their ‘consumers’ are business advertisers.)
 •  How does a potential user solve this problem now? How much do they spend? 
 •  What are the costs to the consumer if they go from solving this issue themselves to using your   
 solution? 
 •  At what point in time will someone require your solution? 
 •  What utility does your solution bring to the consumer?

Exercise 1.1 – Crafting a Problem Statement

 In a brief paragraph, do your best to clearly define your problem and the pains it brings to consumers 
now. Describe, to the best of your abilities, who is affected, and who most urgently requires a solution. This 
person or group will likely be your ‘early adapter’, and first paying consumer. They will also likely be the first 
person/group you wish to gain qualitative data from later, to further understand what they want out of a
 solution to this problem. 

Remember: this problem is an assumption at the moment, as you are yet to conduct primary, qualitative 
research from your future customers. These interviews will validate your problem statement, so make sure you 
attempt to keep your problem statement fluid, and adaptable.
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Why Validate your Problem Statement? 

     Validation comes in many forms: 

 •  Validating the customer problem/pain point
 •  Validating market demand
 •  Validating the product or solution

 Validating your problem statement will help ensure you avoid the most common problem many startups will 
face; spending time, money and effort building a product or service which consumers do not want, need, or are 
not willing to pay for. Thinking back to some of the failed products you have come across, what was it about them 
that ultimately brought about their doom? Chances are, they were likely based upon an idea their founding body 
was enamored by or found interesting, rather than being based upon a real, tangible issue that consumers readily 
face in their everyday lives or operations. 
 Validation forces you to get in touch with your users, learn from them, and begin to open up lines of 
communication with your most important stakeholders. This will ultimately save you a large amount of resources, 
while ensuring your product is 1) understood by your users, 2) solving a real issue, and 3) affordable to those who 
deem it important. 

B) YOUR SOLUTION IN THE COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE

Questions to ask yourself when thinking about your competitors in the market: 
 •  How could your problem be solved today (list as many different alternatives as possible)?
 •  Who are your competitors in creating this solution?
 •  How will you be different than your competitions?
 •  Are your competitors in a stronger position to produce a solution? 
 •  Who do you anticipate your competitors to be in the medium term? Long term? 
 •  Do your competitors see the same problem you do? What, if any, solutions do they already have  in   
  place? 
 •  Are there other organizations/firms who are also able to enter this market and capitalize, or gain   
   significant market shares? 

Questions to ask yourself regarding crafting a solution: 
 •  What is the objective of your solution/product? 
 •  What does the minimal viable product (MVP) look like?
 •  What is the least-complicated problem-solution combination that a consumer would be willing to pay for? 
 •  What utility does your product provide for consumers? 
 •  Ownership: will you be the sole owner? Will you require intellectual property protection? 
  If so, what kind of protection (patents, copyrights, trademarks)? 
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Exercise 1.2 – Crafting a Solution Statement

In a brief paragraph, describe how your proposed solution optimally solves the problems described in your 
Problem Statement. How is your solution different than what your competitors may offer? Do your best to 
consider pricing, product details, and target market consumers.

Exercise 1.3 – Combining your Problem + Solution

At this point, you should now understand 1) what the problem is you hope to solve, and 2) how you will solve 
it. Now that these components are understood, we can combine the two sections to further understand the 
problem – solution process. 
Many entrepreneurs utilize the “3 Lines, 3 Messages” technique, outlined below.  

 •  1-Line description of your solution
 •  25-word description of your solution
 •  100-word description of your solution

For example, let’s take a look at  a car sharing service. 

 is the world's largest car sharing and car club service

is the world's largest car sharing and car club service. It is an alternative to traditional car rental and car 
ownership.

When you live downtown, the ability to get around thanks to public transit and taxis is a cost-effective alterna-
tive than owning a car. However, owning a vehicle allows you the ultimate freedom to travel, but can be 
expensive and isn’t environmentally friendly. is the world's largest car sharing and car club service for 
those urban-dwelling, educated and techno-savvy consumers, who want the freedom of owning a car without 
the expensive costs and damaging environmental impact.

Try and consider your problem and solution statements and produce these three messages. 
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C) YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION

The value proposition is the core of a business model. As one of the components of your business’s founda-
tion, it is important that your value proposition be clear and focused, to ensure you may 1) develop and create 
a strong business model, 2) effectively communicate what you are producing to your stakeholders, and 3) how 
your product varies from your competitors. 
A value proposition consists of three main elements: 

 1. What you are offering to target customers (what product or service?)
 2. What types of benefits or values are associated with your solution (why is it worthwhile)?
 3. To whom you are offering this value to (who are your targeted consumers)?

Why do people go to different stores for the same product? What types of value do they get from each? Think 
about modes of transportation: cars, buses, motorcycles, bicycles, walking – why do people choose different 
modes of transportation? In the car market, why are there so many car features? The short answer is that 
these variances create value, or utility, for different users, who demand different values from these products 
and services. 

 Generating a proper value proposition to produce a sustainable business model is typically done using 
three steps: 

 1. Problem discovery and assumption-building
 2. Validating preferred solution statement and value proposition 
 3. Creating a viable business model

At this point, you have produced your problem statement, preferred solution, and identified your competition in 
the market. Now, using these answers, you will complete the first step of crafting a value proposition. 
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Exercise 1.4 – Evaluating Your Assumptions & Crafting a Value Proposition

Begin by creating a table that summarizes the answers you have produced for ‘what is 
the problem’, ‘what is the solution’, and ‘who is my competition’. Once these are in your chart, identify if these 
statements are true by solid evidence and measurable data, or, alternatively, if they are merely assumptions 
which you believe to hold true. For answers labelled as ‘assumptions’, you will need to produce viable 
research through observation, interviews, etc. in order to validate your positions. 
Once this has been done, you may begin drafting your value proposition statement. This statement is typically 
1-2 sentences long, and answers three main questions: 

 1. What is it?
 2. Who is it for? 
 3. What problem does it solve?

For example, Google’s value proposition could read as: 

However, as we discussed, Google drives it’s revenue not from users, but from customers. As such, their 
proposition would change to read something like this: 

Now that we have some examples, let’s try writing your own value proposition. Remember, you must answer 
the three questions posed above, and ensure the statement is tailored towards the consumer – not the user.

D) CUSTOMER VALIDATION

 If your assumptions remain untested, your top priority at this point is to validate your theories through 
consumer interviews. When seeking to validate your problem statement, remember: problems can either be 
obvious or non-obvious. Obvious problems are those that consumers are aware of, and have routines to 
deal with them.
 Entrepreneurs usually deal with non-obvious problems, where customers are not aware of their current 
problem and thus there exists a potential for an entrepreneur to present something exciting and ‘different’. You 
will need to show how current solutions are failing, and how you can address these gaps.
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There are two crucial types of interviews most startups will likely conduct: 

     1. Problem Interview: 
 •  This interview style is done to determine if there exists a problem worth solving
 •  You are not to mention your solution in this interview style – this technique is strictly used    
 to gather facts about consumer needs, and whether a problem is persistent. 

     2. Solution Interview:
 •  This style is done to determine if there is any interest from consumers in your proposed solution. 
 •  In this interview style, you are not to mention your solution, rather; you are strictly asking what, if   
 any, solutions the consumer would like to see, or be made available. 

Questions to consider and be cognizant of during interviews: 

 •  Do consumers understand the problem that you have mentioned?
 •  How are consumers currently dealing with the problem? Have they bought a solution? Why/why not?
 •  How urgent is the problem you are solving? Do enough consumers care for your solution to become a 
sustainable business?
 •  Do consumers care so much so that they are willing to promote the product or tell their friends?
 •  What would a better solution look like in the eyes of the consumer? The user? 

  In preparing to conduct your initial problem-based customer interview sessions, remember that it 
may be quite difficult to get face time with your audiences. As face-to-face encounters account for the most infor-
mative interviews, you should make a list of 30-50 individuals you hope to speak to. Do not be worried if you only 
get a few responses from this initial list; research suggests you will likely only contact approximately 10% of those 
with whom you attempt to speak. However, it is integral to your business strategy to speak with as many potential 
consumers as possible in this stage to gain a solid understanding of what your customers will be asking of you.

     1. Start interviews with people you know. Good interviewers often practice phrasing questions in a way that 
generate specific answers, or get the conversation flowing. You may also ask your interviewees for potential 
referrals, as research suggests that the best introduction to someone is through a peer. But, remember: be cau-
tious when dealing with family and friends; they tend to be ‘nicer’ than the average consumer. 
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2. Write an introductory email. When reaching out to industry professionals, feel free 
to mention a common contact to increase your chances of a reply and interview – just be
sure to ask the referral individual prior. The email should be brief, and stress that this is 
for informational purposes only. If you are contacting someone locally, you may mention 
that you are a local startup or student to help increase your chances as well.

3. Write a telephone script. You may need to follow up via phone since emails are overcrowded and   
time-consuming. Try to write a script beforehand to guide the call, so that you have more control over the direction 
of the interview. It should be a 20-30 minute discussion, and pertain directly to the problem you are looking to 
solve.

4. Design the interview format. Position the interview as a non-sales conversation, and try not to get 
defensive if the interviewee says something you disagree with. The first interviews are to discuss the problem – 
not the solution, so you should not be proposing any solutions during this interview. Design your questions to gain 
insight from the consumer, and use intentional silences to let them facilitate their own answers. In Solution inter-
views, remember that 90% of communication is non-verbal; make sure to look for visual cues.
 
5. Draft a results sheet. Complete this spreadsheet prior to conducting interviews, so that you do not become 
overwhelmed with data organization. While you are in fact gathering data, you also need to ensure your goals and 
objectives remain clear; a spreadsheet will help to achieve this.

Do your best to contact your list of potential customers in advance, and to conduct the interviews in-person. If this 
is not possible, you may still conduct them via phone or online surveys, but remember that visual cues are as 
important, if not more important, as spoken word. ICUBE recommends and asks for at least 10-15 interviews, 
although the most important thing to remember is that 1) you focus on your end-goals and do not forget why you 
are there, and 2) your questions should spur conversation and be non-leading (i.e., let the interviewee lead the 
discussion). 

Exercise 1.5 – Preparing your Interview Questions & Evaluating Results

When preparing your interview questions, remember that there are multiple sources available to help you here at 
ICUBE, including the Program Coordinator and Entrepreneur-in-Residence. Your questions should be open-end-
ed, and cover topics such as price points, current solutions, who conducts purchasing duties, 
desirable features, etc.
After conducting your interviews and collecting any additional data to validate your statements, your 
evaluation should follow a scorecard tactic. This scorecard should be customized to your specific business idea, 
answering the following questions: 
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1. Is the problem urgent? 
 •  Is the problem worth solving?
 •  Will customers care if it is not?

2. Is the problem pervasive? 
 •  Does the problem exist in much of the desired target market? 

3. Will consumers pay to have this problem fixed? 
 •  If the problem is urgent and pervasive, there is a high probability that the customer would be willing to 
pay for a solution. As such, you should ask yourself: how much are they likely to pay?

Below is an example of an interview scorecard, shown in Steve Blank’s The Startup Manual. These scorecard 
designs will allow you to convert qualitative data into quantitative data, making it easy to statistically analyze 
your results to show significant trends. You may wish to use some, or none, of these columns. This will 
depend entirely on what it is you are looking for (your objectives). In this example, factors are given scores of 
1 to 3, based on relevance, although you may also wish to include a score of 0.

Conclusions from Side I
Once you have completed your interviews and collected your data, three steps should 
be taken to conclude your work on Side I: 

1. Summarize your Responses
       Record and evaluate the responses you received to make definitive decisions for your business   
strategy. 
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     2. Update your Problem and Solution Statements
 After conducting both problem-based and solution-based interviews, you may 
 now update and/or revise the problem you wish to solve, and the solution you are hoping to propose.

     3. Update your Value Proposition
 Using the data collected from customer interviews, update your value proposition to strategically   
 answer the three questions (What is it? Who is it for? What problem does it solve/value does it   
 bring?).  

Remember, there should be a unique value proposition for each type of stakeholder, as shown in the Google, 
Inc. example (users vs. customers).  

SIDE II. THE BUSINESS MODEL

Introduction: 
 A business model is your roadmap for entrepreneurial success. While having a few ideas scribbled down 
on a sheet of paper – name ideas, product prices and ideal locations – is a great start, a proper business model 
takes time. You need to ensure you have the strongest foundation possible prior to producing your startup, to 
ensure entrepreneurial success. There are many moving parts when it comes to running a business and you 
don’t want to be caught unprepared. For this reason, Side II of ICUBE’s Side Guide shares the “Business Model 
Canvas”, and how you may use it to your advantage. 

In this Chapter: 
 A) The Business Model Canvas
 B) MVP and Product Vision
 C) Workflow Map

The Goal of this Side: 
 There are several ways to define a business model, although most individuals understand that a busi-
ness model typically describes how you are going to make money. For startups, this definition is not ideal as it 
merely focuses on one portion, or model: the revenue model. This guide will help you design your business 
model around your value proposition using the business model canvas, to facilitate the development of a more 
holistic business model from which to work. 

 •  Developed a sound understanding of the various components that collectively make up the business 
model canvas
 •  Designed an early business model, focused on your preliminary value proposition
For more information on the Business Model Canvas, and to learn how each section interacts, visit: 
 •  Strategyzer (2013). “Visualizing Your Business Model” [Video]
 •  Strategyzer (2011). “The Business Model Canvas Explained” [Video]

1. Summarize your Responses
 Record and evaluate the responses you received to make definitive decisions for your business  strat-
egy. 
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A) THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS 

 Originally developed by Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur, the Business Model Canvas is a 
single-page document used by organizations to plan and design their structure. The tool itself contains nine varying 
aspects of a business, collectively used to properly plan how to go about designing a proper business plan and 
strategy. Osterwalder defined a business model as: 

The Business Model Canvas serves as a comprehensive document that keeps you focused on all the important 
sectors of the business model. For mentors, investors, advisors, and other stakeholders, it allows them to quickly 
interpret data regarding current company plans. For startups, it is common to have the business model consistently 
change and adapt, as more information and brainstorming efforts arise.

Exercise 2.1 – Build your business model canvas
Below is an outline to help you address the nine various elements of the business model canvas. These descriptions 
and sample questions should help you review all the aspects that may pertain to your specific business, and many of 
the model’s elements might have been answered previously in Side I. 

     1. Value Proposition
 •  The first segment asks what your product/service is, what value (not features) it produces, and to which  
 customer segment. For example, this asks, what is the primary reason someone would purchase your   
 product/service? What is the value it would bring them? Notice this value may be different for different   
 customers.
 •  Questions to consider:
  o What is your unique value proposition?
  o What are the major benefits?
  o What makes your product/service different and worth the attention?
  o What prevents others from copying you?
     2. Customer Segments
 •  Review the different segments of the ‘total addressable market’ which will look to purchase your product/ 
 service. Again, remember that there will be different values associated with your product/service for different  
 customers. 
 •  Questions to consider:
  o Who will buy your solution (identify your target customer and users)
  o What is the total addressable market & segments you will pursue?
  o How many customers or users are found within this market?
  o What are the characteristics of your ideal customers (gender, income, etc.)
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3. Channels 
 Consider how you will deliver your product/service to your customer segments.
 Typically, this is broken down into 3 distinct channels: communication, sales, and logistics. 
 •  Questions to consider: 
  o How will you interact with your customers, and how will they get information regarding your  
   product/service? 
  o Do do your customers want to be reached (e-mail, phone, etc.)?
  o How will your customers purchase your product/service?
  o Who is best positioned to sell  or distribute your product? Which channels are your customers  
   being reached through today/now?

4. Customer Relationships 
 How do you intend to maintain positive customer relationships that will lead toward word-of-mouth 
recommendations?
 •  Questions to consider:
  o How will your customers describe their experience with your solution?
  o What would make your customers willing to give a reference?
  o How will you address customer support as your business grows?

5. Revenue Streams
 Revenue streams concerns the various ways in which your business will generate revenue, including 
recurring, transactional, project and services revenues. 
 • Questions to consider: 
  o What are the proposed sources of revenue for your business?
   o What is the average price of your solution the customer will bare? 
   o What are customers willing to pay for your solution?
  o What will your payment periods look like?
  o How large will your inventory be?
  o Will you have any obligations for external funding (i.e. government reporting, bank reporting,  
   ROI from venture capitalists)?

6. Key Resources
 Your key resources include any of your assets that can be leveraged to create and market your value 
proposition. Examples of key resources include intellectual property, human resources, financial assets, or 
physical assets. 
 • Questions to consider: 
   o What does your team look like (employee numbers, skills, etc.)?
  o Do you require specific skills from your team members?
  o When will you need to hire more employees, and how will you do so?
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7. Key Partners
 • Your key partners will include any partnerships that compliment your resources and activities. Partner-
ships should be strategic, and are important to generate leadership within the market and sustain your market 
presence. Examples of key partnerships would include well-respected retailers who may give your brand or 
product (or both) a sense of credibility with consumers. 
 • Questions to consider: 
  o How will your business achieve market leadership?
  o What do you have to offer to a potential partner?
  o What companies/businesses are in adjacent markets that may offer you potential infrastructure  
 partnerships?

8. Key Activities
 • This section should describe the processes that are required for you to connect your resources with 
those offered by your partners, so that you may deliver your value proposition, manage channels and customer 
relationships, and generate revenue for your business. Examples include R&D, manufacturing, marketing, sales, 
etc. 
 • Questions to consider: 
  o What activities are required to maintain/grow revenues?
  o What activities are required to maintain/grow customer relations?
  o What activities are required to maintain/grow market share?
  o What activities are required to maintain/grow demand/channels?
  o What activities are required to maintain/grow partnerships?

9. Cost Structure 
 • Your cost structure will examine the costs associated with the delivery of your value proposition to the 
customer, and includes the costs of all of the resources and key activities required to do so. In this section, the 
critical question to answer is: Does the cost structure provide a reasonable profit?
 • Questions to consider: 
 o How much money will you need to spend before your profits begin to cover your costs?
 o What is your customer acquisition cost?
 o What are the most important costs inherent to your business model?
 o Fixed costs and variable costs – differentiate between them. 

 When reviewing and testing your business model canvas, try to push yourself to consider as many 
models and nodes as possible; ‘predictable’ and easily-replicable models will rarely give your business a 
competitive advantage, so you should be using this model to think as creatively as possible. 

 •  Strategyzer (2011). “The Business Model Canvas Explained” [Video]

1. Summarize your Responses
 Record and evaluate the responses you received to make definitive decisions for your business  strat-
egy. 
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B) MVP & PRODUCT VISION

 Your MVP is not a prototype nor a ‘beta’ version of your solution; rather, it is the most basic version of 
your solution that solves the defined problem and creates value for the customer (that you can sell). For exam-
ple, say you believe your final solution holds 10 specific benefits for customers. Your MVP, which is merely the 
minimal product you can produce that a customer will buy, may only hold 3-5 of these benefits as it represents 
your bare minimum solution. Through product testing and research/development, more features/benefits may be 
added to your MVP to create version 1.1, 1.2, etc., but these are not essential to solving your defined problem – 
the characteristics included in the MVP are the essential ones.

The primary value of having a mobile phone is that it allows you to communicate with others over long distanc-
es, while the added values of owning a mobile phone include texting, the ability to use apps, or even physical 
values such as having a long battery life or a futuristic touchscreen. Since the technology of the mobile phone 
has long been available, it’s primary function – or MVP – is no longer a differentiator between competing firms, 
and as such, they now compete over added values, features and benefits. This example is important to 
remember, as it shows that over time, many values and benefits become standard and are no longer
differentiated values to a customer.

Exercise 2.2 – Product Vision

List the major, or main values that are required to satisfy your customer. How will these values be provided via 
your product/service?
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C) WORKFLOW MAP

A workflow map depicts a series of actions that define a job or how work should be done. The map visualizes 
how tasks will flow between resources, whether they're machines or people and what conditions allow the 
sequence to move forward. Following your customer interviews, you should have a strong understanding of the 
ways in which potential customers are currently mitigating the issues your solution will look to fix. Using this 
information collected, you should now be able to construct two workflow maps, illustrating:

1. What the customer is doing now without your solution
2. What the process looks like after implementing your product/service.

Below is a sample workflow map found in Steve Blank's The Startup Owner's Manual, and although it serves as 
an example, there is no specific format for workflow maps; your own may be as unique as you’d like, so long as 
it satisfies the two required questions above.

Exercise 2.3 – Creating Your Own Workflow Map

Create two workflow maps, illustrating: 
 1. What the customer is currently doing to mitigate the issue you are looking to solve
 2. What a customer’s process will look like after you introduce your solution to the problem

Smartdraw.com offers a free, online tutorial on creating your own workflow map. You may find it, along with 
more information, here:
 •  Smartdraw (2017). “Workflow Diagrams” [Webpage]
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SIDE III. THE MARKET 

Introduction: 
Understanding the market in which you plan to enter is crucial for the success of your business. In Side III, we 
will review secondary resources that you may use to understand market characteristics such as size,
demographics, etc., and discuss how to create your go-to-market strategy. 

In this Chapter: 
 A) Market Size
 B) Go-to-market Strategy

The Goal of this Side: 
 • There are a variety of secondary resources available to you when reviewing your market. In this Side, 
you will learn how to identify the size of your market, the demographics of your market, and build your own 
go-to-market strategy.  

 • Identified the size and characteristics of the market you plan to enter
 • Designed a go-to-market strategy which you will use to launch your solution

For more information on how to understand your market, you may wish to visit these online sources: 
 • Kissmetrics (2017). “The Ultimate Guide to Startup Marketing” [Webpage].
 • Entrepreneur.com (2013). “Defining Your Marketing in 7 Steps” [Webpage]. 
 • MaRS (2017). “Leveraging Key Market Research in Growing Your Startup” [Webpage & Video].

A) MARKET SIZE

 At this point, you have already conducted primary market research through interviews and speaking to 
potential customers. One of the most efficient ways to understand your market further is by conducting second-
ary market research. This involves processing data that has been collected by another party. This type of market 
research may involve studying anecdotal data that is available through other sources such as reports and press 
articles or, accessing commercially available data through market research reports.
 Secondary research is usually less costly and quicker to obtain than primary research. Startups that use 
secondary research have to weigh this against the fact that the data is collected for another purpose which could 
influence its relevance and value to your specific purpose.
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Exercise 3.1 – Understanding your Market

Use publicly-accessible resources (such as Statistics Canada, for example) to identify 
the following characteristics of the market you wish to enter: 

 • How many major competitors exist in your market? 
 • How do these businesses currently communicate with customers? 
 • What is the geographic range of your market? 
 • Is it easy for new firms to enter this market? 
 • Do communications/marketing infrastructure channels already exist in this market which you may be  
  able to capitalize on?

For more information on how to identify your market and why this is important, visit: 
 • MaRS (2013). “Conducting Market Analysis to Target Customers for your Product” [Webpage].
 • MaRS (2016). “Online Course: How to Calculate Your Market Size” [Free Course].
 • MaRS (2017). “How to Find Canadian Market Data” [Webpage].

B) GO-TO-MARKET STRATEGY

 Rarely do startups have a sufficient go-to-market strategy. If you can put together a truly compelling 
go-to-market strategy, you will be much further ahead of your competition, and other businesses who are l
ooking to enter the market. The go-to-market strategy (GTM) is focused on how your business will put offerings 
into the market to reach market penetration, revenue and profitability expectations. 
 GTM strategy is not an event; rather, it is focused on the entire product lifecycle – from concept to grave. 
This means that, while your goal is certainly to launch a new product and ensure its success, the GTM strategy 
will also consider how to maintain product effectiveness and ensure customers remain interested in your 
solution.

Exercise 3.2 – Creating your GTM Strategy

Use the checklist below to design your go-to-market strategy:
 • Determine the market opportunity
 • Decide upon the principal contact point for initial market penetration
 • Understand the buying process
 • Establish a differentiated position from substitutes and alternatives
 • Prepare an implementation plan: who will you need on your team, infrastructure requirements, 
  communications, etc. 
 • Identify partners and stakeholders who will be part of this strategy

For more information on why a strong go-to-market strategy is important, view: 
 • MaRS (2016). “Go To Market Smarter” [Video].
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SIDE IV. RESOURCES 
Introduction: 
 At this stage, you likely want to start building your prototype/MVP to begin gaining interest from potential 
customers. Within a startup team, there are generally three types of people – the builder (CTO), the 
behind-the-scenes operations (COO), and the salesperson (CEO). Whether you are a solopreneur or in a team, 
it is important to determine what your individual strengths are in comparison to the teams’, and what gaps need 
to be filled. Figuring out the company structure and planning for growth at certain stages will be important for 
your existing team and company vision. Side IV will help you in this process, by helping you evaluate your 
various resources.

In this Chapter: 
A) Planning for Success
B) People
C) Money

 Resources is designed help you address any concerns you may have with your current resources, and 
how to address them.   

 • Aligned your team’s vision to that of the company
 • Forecasted revenue and expenses through a bottom-up analysis 
 • Completed a team skills assessment to identify strengths and gaps
 • Defined roles and responsibilities of team members and compensation structures

A) PLANNING FOR SUCCESS
 Planning does not guarantee success – it reduces the risk of missteps, or even total failure. It can help 
you establish appropriate compensation structures for team members, and identify who and what you will need 
as your business grows. A comprehensive plan is also required to secure financing, and ultimately helps you 
establish a market position more efficiently.
Exercise 4.1 – Describing your Vision

Take a minute to describe where you’d like your business to be in 1 year. Describe the business in present 
tense, with regards to revenue, expenses, growth and staff. 
Questions to consider: 
 • What type of people did you hire, how many staff do you have?
 • How much funding did you receive?
 • Who are your suppliers
 • What are your annual sales? What are your gross margins? What is your EBITDA? 
 • What is your cost to acquire a customer (CAC), what is their life time value (CLTV)?
 

26



B) PEOPLE

 To ensure you reach your 1-year vision, you will need to determine which skills are essential for your 
success at each stage. In any venture, it is extremely important to divide responsibilities. How closely the CEO 
will manage a specific area of the business depends on that area’s importance to the success of the business. 
Consider the following questions: 
 •  What skills sets are required at each stage of development?
 •  What are the roles and responsibilities of the current team, and will you need to find more members? 
What is the reporting structure?
 •  Sources of funding? Sources of resources?
 •  How will you compensate each member of your team?

Exercise 4.2 – Planning your Success

 Now that you have identified your 1-year vision for your business, explain in detail HOW you were able to 
achieve these significant milestones you have identified in the previous exercise. For each milestone, provide a 
metric, or tool, that will provide you with the ability to measure your progress. 

Remember: “you cannot manage what you cannot measure”. 

Questions to consider: 
 •  How did you build your prototype? Did you outsource this process? 
 •  Who was your first customer? How did they find you? 
 •  Did you have any strategic partners?
 •  Which target segment was chosen first? When and where did you launch?
 •  How did you launch?

Exercise 4.3 – Team Skills Assessment

Fill in the chart on the following page with rankings from 1 – 10 (1 being low, and 10 being high). When making 
your own chart, remember that this is merely a sample; you may add or subtract rows as you see fit. The goal of 
this exercise is to show you that there can only be a few ‘10s’ – or extremely important, central business 
elements. 

Importance: How critical is this for your business?
Capability: What is our current ability to execute this element?
Responsibility: Who is responsible for this (not person, but the position/title) 
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 Having now prioritized the elements of your business and their associated responsibilities, determine who 
you currently have in place to execute each of the roles and duties.

All startups and businesses reach specific points in their journey where a significant choice will need to be 
made. When this time comes, how will your team solve problems and make decisions? After many significant 
milestones, achievements and tests, you will reach ‘go-no-go decisions’. Below are seven methods commonly 
used by businesses to facilitate decisions: 

1. Decision made by authority without group discussion
 • The designated leader makes all decisions without consulting group members.

2. Decision by expert
 • Select an expert from the group, let the expert consider the issues, and let the expert make decisions.

3. Decision by averaging individuals’ opinions
 • Separately ask each team member his/her opinion and average the results.

4. Decision made by authority after group discussion
 • The team creates ideas and has discussions, but the designated leader makes the final decision. The  
 designated leader calls a meeting, presents the issue, listens to discussion from the team, and 
 announces her/his decision.

5. Decision by minority
 • Process: A minority of the team, two or more members who constitute less than 50% of the total team,  
 make the team’s decision. 
 (Example: you have 10 team members and four options: A = 4, B = 3, C= 2, D = 1. A would win, while still  
 having a minority of the quorum of voters) 

6. Decision by majority vote
 • This is the most commonly used method in the United States (not synonymous with best method).  
 Discuss the decision until 51% or more of the team members make the decision.

7. Decision by consensus
 • Collective decision arrived at through an effective and fair communication process (all team members  
 spoke and listened, and all were valued).
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Exercise 4.3 – Team Skills Assessment (continued)

Exercise 4.4 – Compensation Structure

Describe the compensation structure your team members will receive for their respective roles and responsibili-
ties. If there is a gap within a specific role, describe how you will find and attract someone to fill this gap, and 
where you will find them.

Exercise 4.5 – Decision Making Process

How will your team make decisions? Describe the process you and your team will take to make major and minor 
decisions. What does this process look like?

Exercise 4.6 – A Bottom-Up Projection

Conduct a bottom-up financial projection of your expenses and revenues for the first 2-5 years of your business. 
Remember: history has shown that financial projections are only about 10% of your most conservative estimate, 
meaning they are not highly reliable. It is very important, then, to use your current assumptions, validations, data 
and research from Side I to project your first 2-5 years of expenses and revenues.

To find additional resources on both top-down and bottom-up financial projections, visit: 
 •  Early Growth Financial Services (2016). “Bottom-up vs. Top-down Forecasting: Realistic Financial 
  Planning” [Webpage]
 • Early Growth Financial Services (2012). “Bottom-up Financial Forecasting – Startup Financial Planning”  
  [Video]
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C. MONEY

 Two simple methods of conducting sales projections are top-down and bottom-up analysis. In the 
simplest of terms: the top-down estimation breaks up the total addressable market (in dollar values) and simpli-
fies it into the segment which you will enter, and then estimates the percent you will capture over time. Contrary 
to this, the bottom-up approach starts with revenue projections based upon the number of potential sales per 
product, by the average sale value. 
 
 For example: estimating that you sell 1000 units x $100 per unit = $100,000 revenue in your first year. In 
a similar manner, expenses are calculated by piecing together individual costs that add up to the total project.
 
 For example: if you were part of an event planning company and wanted to forecast the budget for the 
upcoming New Year’s Eve party. The top-down approach would be to look at what the budget was last year, and 
of similar events, and estimate using those budgets. The bottom-up approach would be to add up the costs of 
food, drinks, music, venue, staff, cleaners, kitchen, etc. to then estimate the budget.

Exercise 4.6 – A Bottom-Up Projection

Conduct a bottom-up financial projection of your expenses and revenues for the first 2-5 years of your business. 
Remember: history has shown that financial projections are only about 10% of your most conservative estimate, 
meaning they are not highly reliable. It is very important, then, to use your current assumptions, validations, data 
and research from Side I to project your first 2-5 years of expenses and revenues.

To find additional resources on both top-down and bottom-up financial projections, visit: 
 • Early Growth Financial Services (2016). “Bottom-up vs. Top-down Forecasting: Realistic Financial  
  Planning” [Webpage]

 • Early Growth Financial Services (2012). “Bottom-up Financial Forecasting – Startup Financial Planning”  
  [Video]
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SIDE V. THE BUSINESS PLAN 

Introduction: 
 While the business model canvas is a 1-page document that can easily be looked at from a high level 
and can be changed easily, a business plan stands as a content-heavy document that some would say is ‘living’. 
Unfortunately, it is sometimes too cumbersome to constantly be changing a business plan after it is completed, 
due to content-loading within the document. This may result in your 20+ page business plan being placed on a 
shelf to collect dust.

That said – why and when would you want to write a business plan?

 Typically, ICT companies opt to not use a full business plan and go with a canvas. On the other hand, in 
businesses such as manufacturing, life sciences, health, or ‘cleantech’ – the companies take longer to develop 
and are more capital intensive, and so they tend to produce a business plan. In addition, banks and other sourc-
es of financing require a business plan to begin lending your business funds.
 The real value of creating a business plan is not in having the finished product in hand; rather, the value 
lies in the process of researching and thinking about your business in a systematic way. The act of planning 
helps you to think things through thoroughly, research facts and trends, and take a critical look at your own 
ideas and concepts. Developing a business plan will take time, but it will also minimize costly – and perhaps 
disastrous – mistakes over the long-term. 

In this Chapter: 
 A) Essentials of a Business Plan
 B) Things to Avoid When Creating a Business Plan

The Goal of this Side: 
 •  This Side will ultimately explain how to create a business plan, what elements of the plan are import-
ant, and why it is necessary.    

 •  Developed a framework and gained an understanding of business essentials
 •  Understood when to use either a business model canvas, or a business plan
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A) THE ESSENTIALS OF A BUSINESS PLAN

A business plan typically consists of 10 key elements: 

1. Executive Summary 
 •  This is the most important part of a business plan
 •  1-2 pages
 •  Write this section last – it should tell your story! 
 •  Emphasize the business opportunity you are seeking/may bring investors
 •  Capture interest/imagination of the reader, or potentially lose them forever

2. Company Overview
 •  This is the ‘about us’ section of the report
 •  Should include what you would put on a webpage (social, commitment, quality, vision, mission,
  innovation, etc.) 

3. Market Analysis 
 •  Market research section to show trends, segments identified, select target market, PEST and SWOT  
 analyses, Porter’s 5 Forces, etc.

4. Customer Analysis 
 •  Validation, interviews, customer identification, etc. are all incorporated into this section – it should  
 explain WHO is interested in your business and their demographic qualities

5. Competitive Analysis 
 •  List of competitors 
 •  Competitor product summaries
 •  Competitor strategies and objectives
 •  Your own strengths and weaknesses

6. Marketing Plan
 •  The ‘4Ps’ belong in this section: Product, Place, Price and Promotion
 •  How are you going to reach your customers? 

7. Operations Plan
 •  Identify facilities, equipment, operational procedures, quality control, regulatory compliance, inventory 
management, customer service, web development, etc. 
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The Essentials of a Business Plan (Continued)

8. Team & Management
 •  Do you have an advisory board?
 •  Who are your mentors? Key advisors? 
 •  Acknowledge your team’s gaps, but promote strengths
 •  What are the current responsibilities of your team? 
 •  Do you have contingency plans for lost team members? 

9. Startup Expenses and Capitalization
 •  Estimate your expenses before you begin to operate your business
 •  Make sure to incorporate contingencies

10. Financials and Projections
 •  Realistic projections only, and using 12-month profit and loss statements
 •  Ensure you are able to explain all your numbers clearly and efficiently

B) THINGS TO AVOID WHEN CREATING A BUSINESS PLAN

When generating your business plan, be sure to avoid the following scenarios:
 •  Do not be overly ambitious – you must be able to justify your projections
 •  Do not mask financial difficulties – inform your lender if sales fluctuate to ensure trust (this may lead to  
  a flexible payment schedule, for example). A transparent business plan is your strongest asset in  
  gaining financial support from investors/banks. 
 •  Do not provide inadequate data or information on the management team
 •  Do not provide flawed marketing plans just to pass a checkpoint
 •  Do not provide unrealistic forecasts
 •  Do not use incomplete presentations

Exercise 5.1 – Generate a Business Plan

Using your Business Model Canvas, as well as the information above in this Side, create a high-level draft 
business plan. When creating this draft remember who your audience likely is that will be reading this document. 
Will they want to invest in your company after reviewing what you have presented?

You may find additional resources that will help you create your business plan through the following links: 
 •  Business Development Bank of Canada (2017). “Business Plan Template” [Webpage].
 •  MaRS (2013). “Team Brainstorming for your Business Plan and Investor Presentations” [Webpage].
 •  Futurpreneur Canada (2016). “Business Plan Writer” [Webpage].
 •  MaRS (2014). “Module 2: Modelling” [Video].

 

33



35
SIDE VI. THE PITCH DECK 

Introduction: 
 Having a strong ‘pitch’ to investors is crucial to receiving funding and support. Without a good pitch, your 
business will find it difficult – or impossible – to find support from banks, venture capitalists, or other lenders. In 
this Side, you will find guidance on how to not only create a pitch, but how to identify the style that works for you 
and your business, and the components of a pitch that investors look for.  

In this Chapter: 

 A) The Template Pitch Deck
 B) Pitch Deck vs. Business Plan
 C) Pitch Types
 D) Communicating Using the SUCCES Framework

The Goal of this Side: 
 This guide will help put together the essentials of a pitch deck for investors. You may find that many of 
the previous sides have essentially developed the information you will be presenting in this segment, and as 
such, we will now be learning how to properly put it all together and tell your story effectively. 

 • Composed a summary of the 10 essential components that tell your business story
 •  Created a 10-slide pitch deck for investor presentations

A) THE TEMPLATE PITCH DECK

To pitch your business idea to potential investors, it is recommended that only 10 slides are used, and that you 
limit your presentation time to no longer than 15 minutes. Your pitch is similar to an audition – you are looking to 
show the potential for your business, paying attention to your audience and time allotted. 
The 10 slides your pitch deck should include are: 

 1. Company Name
 2. Problem/Opportunity (this is called the ‘hook’)
 3. Value Proposition
 4. Underlying magic (your internal value that will make you successful)
 5. Business Model
 6. Go-To-Market Plan
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B) PITCH DECK vs. BUSINESS PLAN

 A pitch deck is extremely different from a business plan. In the table below, we can review these
 differences. Notice how some of the aspects within the business plan will be used within the pitch deck. 

C) PITCH TYPES (cont.)

It is important to realize that your investment pitch is essentially a story about your company. Stories should be 
powerful, entertaining and emotional – stay away from being a boring informational lecture. Telling your story 
gives you the opportunity to demonstrate why you are so passionate about your business, and why it will be 
profitable and make a true difference to your identified problem. Investors tend to invest in three different things: 
 
 1) your team
 2) your product/service, or 
 3) the opportunity you present

In some scenarios, you may need to explain your solution before you explain the market opportunity; or if you 
are in a crowded space, you may need to explain why you are different than everyone else early in the 
presentation. In this scenario, having a clear example may be effective in explaining your pitch to investors 
effectively. You can also use pictures as stand-alone images to help get your message across, or alternatively – 
have a product demo. However, be aware of the time demos takes (they will consume your 15-minute 
presentation quickly) and have a backup plan if something goes wrong during your demo.
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C) PITCH TYPES

There are many ‘types’ of presenters who give investment presentations. Using the examples below, figure out 
which one you are, and set that type of tone when making and presenting your deck. Alternatively, you can also 
watch presentations online to find a presenter you like, figure out what they are doing to make you enjoy their 
talk.

The Disrupter
 •  This presenter relies on technology to pave the way

The Founder
 •  Comes with a great backstory of why the business was started, and for what reason 

The Dream Team
 •  If you have a fantastic, talented team, this may be the style you begin with

The Detective
 •  Big data presenter, you are able to simplify an extremely complex idea for your audience

The Emancipator
 •  Like Robin Hood, your company exists to liberate customers from difficult tasks

The Perfect World
 •  If you are helping save the world through technology, your audience will want to know how – make sure  
  you can back up your ideas.
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D) COMMUNICATING USING THE SUCCES FRAMEWORK

Using the concepts outlined in the ‘SUCCES’ model when you are communicating will help ensure what you are 
saying is effective. The model and its associated concepts are excerpts from the book Made to Stick: Why Some 
Ideas Survive and Others Die:

Simple
 •  Be simple, and find the core of your ideas. ‘Finding the core’ means stripping an idea down to its most  
 critical essence. Make it easy to see and understand. Having an image can easily and visually portray  
 what you are trying to get across.

Unexpected
 •  The most basic way to get someone’s attention is to break a pattern. Humans adapt incredibly quickly  
 to consistent patterns, so if you want your communication to stand out, having an unexpected image or  
 opening will entice your audience to listen. This technique is called the ‘hook’.

Concrete
 •  Abstraction makes it difficult to understand and remember an idea. Additionally this makes it harder to  
 coordinate our activities with others as they may interpret the abstraction in different ways. Concreteness  
 helps us avoid these problems.

Credible
 •  Make sure what you are saying is believable; having logos of partners helps provide credibility, and  
 ensures you are shown to be ‘supportable’.

Emotion
 •  Connect with your audience emotionally to demonstrate importance. This does not mean you need to  
 be a ‘tearjerker’, but rather ensure your objective is to make people care about your cause. 

Story
 •  Using a story will make your idea stick. Stories help encourage mental stimulation to help the listener  
 remember the overall picture or understand a concept.

For a summary of the book mentioned above, see:  
 •  EngineerGuy.com (2007). Summary of Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die”   
 [Webpage].
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Other Tips

 •  10-20-30 rule:
  o  10 Slides, 20 minutes, 30 font size.

 •  7 lines rule:
  o  Research has shown slides with more than seven lines of text are too crowded.

 •  Clarity:
  o  When creating your slides, ask yourself: what are the key points I want my audience to 
  remember? Then focus on one single concept or take away message per slide.

 •  Practice: 
  o  You should be committing the same amount of time practicing your presentation as making the 
  actual deck. Make sure you continuously practice – in front of investors. You (often) only get one  
  chance!

 •  Get introduced:
  o  If you haven’t met everyone in the room, make sure everyone is introduced beforehand. Bring  
  business cards!

 •  Power Stance:
  o  Before your presentation, posing a ‘power stance’ is proven to give presenters higher 
  confidence and better presentations.

 •  Pictures 
  o  Are worth a thousand words; use them wisely, and only when appropriate.
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Exercise 6.1 – What is your Business Story?

Using the information you have developed throughout this Guide, compose a summary of the ten most essential 
components of your business you require to tell your story.

Exercise 6.2 – Create your Pitch Deck

Now that you know what is important to your story, create your own pitch deck that you will use for investor 
presentations. Remember to include the following aspects within the deck: 

 1. Company Name
 2. Problem/Opportunity (called the hook)
 3. Value Proposition
 4. Underlying Magic
 5. Business Model
 6. Go-to-Market Plan
 7. Competitive Analysis
 8. Management Team
 9. Financial projections, key metrics
 10. Current State, accomplishments, timeline, use of funds
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