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What’s the first thing that pops to your mind when you hear the word 
“startup”? For many people, it’ll be the astonishing success stories of Airbnb, 
Instagram, or Uber. While such an association is only natural for laymen, the 
newly minted entrepreneurs know that the startup world is full of not only 
excitement but also uncertainty – after all, the early-stage venture failure 
rates are around 90%, with 21.5% of businesses failing in the first year and 
30% in the second year.

While there’s no one magical formula for success, we believe there are 
certain opportunities and hardships that most founders will eventually come 
across, regardless of the industry they’re in and the solution they’re planning 
to deliver. To uncover them, we surveyed the early-stage entrepreneurs 
about their experiences with fundraising, validating business ideas, and 
translating them into an effective pitch deck. We also asked successful 
C-level executives, as well as startup accelerators and VC firms to share  
their pro tips in the above-mentioned fields. 

The result is the State of Early-Stage Startups 2021 report that you’re reading 
now. We hope that drawing on the insights shared by the more seasoned 
colleagues will help you, the early-stage founder, make your entrepreneurial 
journey safer and less bumpy. 

Use it to your advantage and have a safe flight!

INTRODUCTION
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FUNDING
what brings great ideas to life

Having an outstanding business idea is one thing but bringing it to life is a completely 
different story – a story that isn’t likely to be told without securing enough funds in the 

first place. Luckily, early-stage entrepreneurs can knock on more than one door in search of 
financial support. In this part of the report, we asked the freshly minted entrepreneurs which 

doors open most often and what they expect to find – or already found – behind them. 

In an attempt to learn more about startups’ daily struggles, we asked not only about success 
stories but also about their pain points. Are you as curious as we are whether the biggest 

challenge of 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic, took a toll on the early-stage ventures?  
That’s one of the questions we answer in this section.
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Let’s start by focusing on our 
respondents’ experience in 
fundraising. Over half are novices in 
that field and are yet to arrange first 
investor meetings. The rest have both 
positive and negative experiences 
fundraising: 30% pitched an investor 
and had their startup funded, while 
15% had no luck doing so. 

How about the funding rounds that our respondents took or plan to take part in? Pre-seed and seed rounds take 
the lead regardless of the founder’s experience although the latter was more prevalent among the founders 
who made a successful attempt at fundraising. What’s interesting is that there are founders who tried their hand 
at rounds typically associated with more mature ventures in all groups, which may point to our respondents 
adopting a long-term perspective on their business.

THE FUNDRAISING IS YET TO COME

Have you tried to 
raise funds for 
your startup?

yes, successfully

yes but with no luck

not yet
30% 55%

15%

How did you/do you plan to validate your idea?

founders who secured funds 
for current venture

60%

17% 19%
23%

44%

11% 11%

18%

founders who didn’t secure funds 
for current venture

53%

72%

founders who plan to secure 
funds for current venture

43%

61%

OtherPre-seed Seed Series A
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Let’s now run a quick “expectations vs. reality” check with regard to the level of funding.

Those who are yet to raise funds seem to be the most diverse 
in their financial needs as 36.4% aim at raising less than 
$25,000 while 30% wish to raise over $100,000. The reason?  
It might be difficult for the inexperienced founders to assess 
how much money they’ll need to secure their venture’s growth. 
If that’s the case, they may find it useful to consult their idea 
with a subject matter partner, be it a more seasoned colleague 
or an independent company, in the first place. Another reason 
may be that their needs are simply widely diverse.

How about the fundraising reality? Failure is most common 
among those who try to raise over $100,000, but so is the 
success. Among the entrepreneurs who secured funds for their 
venture, 75% raised over $100,000, showing that the sky’s the 
limit – especially if you’re well prepared.

ONCE THE FUNDING COMES, 
IT’S GOING TO BE BIG

How did you/do you plan to validate your idea?

Among founders  
who raised >$100,00

founders who secured funds 
for current venture

10%

75%

39%

30%

8% 7%

19%

16%

founders who didn’t secure funds 
for current venture

19%
22%

founders who plan to secure 
funds for current venture

18%

36%

>$ 100,000<$ 25,000 $25,000 - $50,000 $50,000 - $100,000

89%
validated 

idea

built 
a prototype

72%
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interview with Noorullah Akbari

Q: Was participation in the Alchemist program key in arriving at the 
point you’re in now and in finding investors?

It was vital. Without Alchemist, we would have failed early on because we didn’t really know what we were doing. 
The program gave us hands-on experience and steered us in the right direction. We had access to mentors, 
curriculum, peers. On a daily basis, we were immersed in the startup world, learning from peers, talking to 
mentors, getting advice. It shaped our thinking and allowed us to go into the right market. I honestly don’t know 
how a first-time founder could be successful without going through a program like that. It’s tough.

NOORULLAH 
AKBARI

IF YOU’RE PASSIONATE ABOUT AN IDEA, 
GIVE IT A TRY:

CO-FOUNDER & CEO 
OF ROSALYN

A three-time entrepreneur, an ex-US military 
advisor, and an ex-Head of global testing in the 
defense industry, Noor knows how access to 
technology can transform one’s life. Currently, 
he’s the co-founder & CEO of Rosalyn.ai, an 
online platform using AI and computer vision in 
innovative ways to make exams & certification 
incredibly secure and truly scalable. 
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Those two companies were different stories. These were lifestyle businesses, and right now, I’m building a billion-
dollar company. There I had a business and a customer base, the service we offered wasn’t innovative. We hired 
people, and profit was there. 

In the case of a business like Rosalyn, you don’t think about profit in the first 3-5 years. You build something 
that’ll be used by a massive amount of people. You’re not satisfied with a million dollars a year because you’re 
practically building a rocketship. It requires a fundamental shift in thinking. If you applied the things you learned 
doing a traditional lifestyle business to a startup, it wouldn’t work at all.

That’s why startups are hard. It’s worth it, in my opinion. Unless you have an alternative way to educate yourself 
and access mentors, accelerators and incubators are a must. You learn so many things at college, university, or 
previous business – but ultimately, you have to throw it all away. 

For us, taking part in the Alchemist program was vital. I was prepared to drive Uber because we barely had 
revenue. You need to be prepared to work hard to go through this program, but in the end, it’s a must.

I did try. Before, we weren’t thinking about the SaaS business, we were still building our core product. Then, we 
lost the contract that made for 80-90% of our revenue. What were the choices? Shut down or find another way. 
I was familiar with accelerators so I knew we had to quickly get in to get early investment, around 60 thousand 
dollars. And so we started applying to multiple accelerators. YC didn’t even get back because our application 
was so bad. By the way, it was our first application. Then, we got an interview with LAUNCH, another famous 
accelerator. I also met with Jason Calacanis, one of Uber’s early investors, a very successful guy. We got into the 
top 12 but didn’t make it to the top 8, which was a bummer. Eventually, we applied to Alchemist, and we got a call 
that we’re in. They looked at around 600 companies and picked 24, including Rosalyn. 

If we didn’t get that investment, we would have died. Sixty thousand dollars took us through the next six  
months and we got up again.

Q: You founded two more companies before Rosalyn, so you weren’t the 
first-time founder yourself, right?

Q: To participate in an accelerator program, you and your team needed 
to commit full time. Usually, a company at that point has no revenue,  
so is it worth taking a risk like that?

Q: Did you know from the start that you want to get into the Alchemist 
program, or did you try with other accelerators as well?
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To begin with, if you have an idea and are passionate about it, give it a try. There’s a lot of uncertainty, but you 
don’t want to have any regrets. Just give it a try. 

Be humble enough to know that 90% of what you’re thinking is wrong. Don’t get married to your ideas but find 
mentors early on and develop your idea with their help. When new information is available, you must be able to 
throw your old vision away quickly. Otherwise, you’re going to fail because you don’t and can’t know everything. 
Get into an accelerator program like Alchemist or Y Combinator – without them, it’s very difficult to be successful. 

I also believe that if you’re thinking about a problem long enough, you’ll eventually figure it out. You must be 
ready to fail multiple times and get up, brush it off, and learn from failure. In the last 2.5 years, we got closer to 
getting crushed probably over eight times. We lost a huge contract, all of a sudden our revenue went from 100 to 
12 thousand dollars. How do you fix that? Quick pivots and turning things around quickly is important. You’ll fail, 
but you need to get up. 

Q: What would be the lessons learned from all these meetings that you 
could share with early-stage founders?

Here you can read the full interview, where we discuss not only relationships with accelerators but also pitch deck 
best practices and the ways Covid-19 influences Rosalyn.
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Startuppers’ experience influences their preference for a specific source of financing. How exactly?

The most striking difference between the three groups of founders we surveyed concerns the likelihood of betting 
on own funds. While it’s the most popular option among those who unsuccessfully tried to raise funds and those 
who plan to do so in the future, it’s picked by only 40% of the founders who were successful at fundraising. It 
might be because the financial needs of the latter significantly exceed the amount of money they themselves  
can put into a venture. 

This group is also more likely to entrust Business Angels and VC firms – which may indicate that getting your 
venture funded boils down to winning investors’ hearts in most cases. It shows in the remaining two groups as 
well since 58% of those who tried to fundraise with no luck and 38% of those who plan to fundraise point to 
Business Angels being their source of financial support of choice.

There is, however, something that all respondents have in common: the reluctance to take loans. Regardless of 
their experience, founders treat the bank’s support as a last-resort choice. There may be a couple of reasons for 
that. First, it might be because startuppers look not only for financial support but also for business know-how, 
while a traditional bank can only provide the former. Then, the freshly minted entrepreneurs may prefer to give 
up equity in a venture to an investor rather than take on financial liability on a personal level. The last reason 

EARLY-STAGE FOUNDERS  
REFRAIN FROM LOANS

How did you/do you plan to validate your idea?

founders who secured funds 
for current venture

63%

40%

8%

45%

38%

25%

founders who tried to secure funds  
for current venture

64%
72%

31%

56% 50%
58%

founders who are going to secure 
funds for current venture

31%

71%

14%

25% 26%

38%

Bank Family & friends Own fundsVenture Capital Business Angel Startup Accelerator
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for loans being unpopular may be the banks’ hesitancy to invest in a risky venture – which an early-stage startup 
undoubtedly is.

At the end of the day, we need to remember that there are pros and cons to every source of funding, and the 
investor-related decision will always be made on a case-by-case basis.

Investing in startups is a risky and time-consuming 
business as the majority of ventures do not make 
it. To increase the likelihood of success, investors 
pay attention to a couple of factors when choosing 
early-stage firms to support. 

First of all, they look for a clear product vision. An 
entrepreneur looking to raise funds should be able 
to discuss their solution in detail. Otherwise, the 
investor may not be able to understand the real 
value of the product.

Secondly, investors appreciate a long-term 
approach to an early-stage venture. Demonstrating 
product roadmap and growth strategy builds trust 
and can act as a dealmaker.

Finally, the best way to get business angels and VCs 
on your side is to show them concrete proofs of 
the product’s usability, such as traction or financial 
forecast. The latter needs to consider a broader 
context, e.g. market analysis, team composition, 
and company valuation.

JOANNA  
JUSZCZYSZYN-KLIMEK

EXPERT COMMENT FROM 
INDUSTRY LAB

CEO AND HEAD OF PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT AT INDUSTRY LAB
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What does it take to raise funds for an early-stage startup? The answer is simple: the right people. Almost 60% 
of our respondents believe that a strong team is their main competitive advantage. That’s especially true if 
prototyping a solution they have in mind is costly. In this case, the only way to show expertise and gain investor’s 
trust is through demonstrating the multidisciplinary skills of a team.

A diverse team is not enough, though. Over half of our respondents who secured funding believe that the 
secret is knowing how to present a business idea in a convincing way, which calls for empathy to put oneself 
in the investor’s shoes. Having some previous experience in that field won’t hurt either. The more feedback 
entrepreneurs get, the more effectively they can revamp the pitch deck – we’ll talk about it more in the following 
sections.

RELIABLE TEAM AND KILLER PITCH DECK 
WIN INVESTORS’ HEARTS

What do you attribute your success in collecting 
first-round funding to?

Strong team

Validated prototype

Unique technology/features

Hot area

Revenue traction

Successful pitch deck

Reliable co-founder

Business relationships

Big market

User traction

Other

58%

53%

41%

38%

36%

33%

30%

27%

21%

18%

3%
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Validation 
comes first

Prototyping 
comes second

Have an ace up 
your sleeve

What exactly do the surveyed founders mean when listing the success factors? To provide you with even more 
insights on fundraising, we asked them to elaborate – and here’s what we learned about running an effective 
fundraising process:

“Build something real before trying to fund it.”

“Don’t detach fundraising from the product or business.”

“Make your deck concise and reach as many investors as possible.”

“Be honest, be open, aim high, and don’t forget to practice your pitch!”

“Build a good story around your product and its potential, don’t focus  
just on numbers or market size.”

“Make sure you can answer all investor questions. If that’s not possible, 
get back to them in an email or call them back.”

FOUNDERS’ ADVICE  
ON SUCCESSFUL FUNDRAISING

“Show you spent time with your potential customer. Don’t only engage 
with potential customers you knew in advance as they may not want to 
share negative feedback.”

“Be very specific about your value proposition and know your  
competitors.”
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Don’t get 
discouraged

Hard work 
always 

pays off

“You’ll get a million no’s before you get one yes.”

“Get feedback and optimize. Eventually, somebody will chip in when 
you keep on trying. Do not love your ideas too much, though. Be ready 
to change and be humble.”

“Give credit and responsibility to your team. Don’t do everything  
by yourself.”

“Be persistent, run a fast and well-organized process, and don’t let 
rejections get you down.”

“Be consistent and pay attention to small details.”

“Dedication and 24/7 work, that’s what it’s about.”
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It turns out that brilliant ideas alone won’t do, and some of our respondents learned it the hard way. Among them 
are those who pointed to the lack of revenue traction as the main reason for fundraising failure. It shows that 
demonstrating revenue acts as social proof of a product’s usability. However, in some industries, it’s impossible 
to show traction, or even the simulation of it, without fundraising first – so not having solid numbers is not 
necessarily a dealbreaker.

Another often cited reason for fundraising failure was a lack of business relationships or validated prototype. 
While working on the former may be a time-consuming process requiring well-developed soft skills, the latter 
problem can be solved quickly – especially if founders decide on a simpler, non-coded prototype. 

It’s interesting, though, that only one founder pointed to Covid-19 throwing them off balance. We believe that 
the pandemic will exert a long-lasting impact on early-stage ventures. Nevertheless, as shown in the Global VC 
Report 2020, the global venture dollar volume didn’t fall significantly. This brings hope that founders will continue 
winning the investors’ hearts regardless of the circumstances – even if that’ll take more time and effort.

SHOWING PROOFS FOR IDEA’S USABILITY 
GETS FOUNDERS FAR

What do you attribute your failure in collecting first-round funding to?

No revenue traction

Small market

No validated prototype

Weak location

Not being innovative enough

Not having strong business 
relationships

Bad pitch deck

Weak team

No user traction

No reliable co-founder

Other

47%

39%

33%

28%

22%

19%

19%

17%

11%

3%

3%
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Believe  
in your idea

Teamwork is not 
a buzzword

Fine-tune your 
product

Learning through action is said to have much better results than delving into theory. However, when it comes to 
learning from mistakes, it’s always better to learn from others’ experience. That’s why we asked our respondents 
to share their pro tips on avoiding false moves when raising funds for a venture:

“Start by assembling a team capable of creating a prototype.”

“Create a founding team that you believe can go from zero to one with. 
With traction, fundraising becomes much easier.”

“Check team alignment on every step along the way.”

“Have a prototype.”

“Build an MVP and run a design sprint before you build a product.”

“What matters is a quality product and traction.”

“Focus on your product and customers; money will come later.”

FOUNDERS’ ADVICE  
ON AVOIDING FUNDRAISING MISTAKES

“Don’t give up. The vast majority of people will criticize your project. 
Use it as good feedback. Try to develop and look for opportunities 
constantly.”

“Don’t lose focus. Funding may take time, but if your project is good 
enough, you’ll get it.”
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43% of such founders point to two things being the most important when fundraising: team and prototype.  
The former was most often cited as the reason for success by those who got their venture funded. The lack  
of a prototype, on the other hand, was cited as one of the main reasons for failure at fundraising.

Less often picked as crucial in raising first-round funding, but still very important are pitch deck and revenue 
traction. This also shows in the experiences of the more seasoned entrepreneurs who cited pitch deck as the 
second most prevalent reason for success and the lack of revenue traction as the main reasons for failure.

In short, early-stage startuppers should focus on assembling a team, validating their idea, and presenting  
the viable vision in a gob-smacking pitch deck.

Now that we’ve seen what those who tried their hand at fundraising attribute their success or failure to,  
we can conclude that the early-stage founders learn from these experiences.

FRESHLY MINTED FOUNDERS LEARN 
FROM MORE SEASONED COLLEAGUES

What do you think is crucial in raising first-round of funding?

Strong team

User traction

Powerful pitch deck

Business relationships

Reliable co-founder

Validated prototype

Unique technology/features

Hot area

Revenue traction

Big market

Other

43%

43%

31%

30%

29%

22%

17%

14%

12%

7%

2%
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interview with Kabeer Chopra

CO-FOUNDER AND CPO 
OF BURROW

Kabeer Chopra is the co-founder and Chief Experience 
Officer of Burrow, a direct-to-consumer startup that 
makes clever furniture for modern life. In 2018, Burrow 
was named one of the 10 most innovative retail brands 
in the world by Fast Company, and the Burrow sofa was 
picked as one of the 50 best inventions of the year by 
TIME. Kabeer is passionate about the intersection of 
retail and technology and sets the vision for the brand 
and digital experience at Burrow.

KABEER 
CHOPRA

SELL AND IMPROVE AS FAST AS YOU CAN:

Q: So far, Burrow has raised over $29M in funding, which sounds like  
an immense success to us. How did it all begin?

It all started with three or four hundred thousand dollars from friends, family, old bosses, and our network. 
The breaking point for us was joining Y Combinator, where we got to pick up some more checks. Before, we 
concentrated on the physical product, but YC helped us shift focus to the sales model. This allowed us to get more 
traction, and on Demo Day, we turned out to be one of few companies demonstrating revenue. That helped to 
bring investors on our side. 
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There are many beneficial aspects of that relationship. To begin with, joining YC is a stamp of approval for many 
investors. Then, once you get in, you get to build a network. For example, it enabled us to pick up a phone and 
call the founder of Airbnb – and that doesn’t happen every day. Access to such an expert network is fantastic 
because this community truly gives back.

Y Combinator also shifted our focus from trying to build a perfect company upfront to adopting a more iterative 
approach. As a first-time founder, you need to realize that your first product, idea, or customer experience won’t 
be the best. Don’t try to make everything perfect according to your idea of perfection. Start selling, listen to your 
customers, and then improve. It’s only through user feedback that you can keep improving. Don’t try to go for 
99% perfection because once your product becomes good enough, it’ll be too late. 

Sell and improve as fast as you can, that’s the best piece of advice we got. Even to date, we’re still taking that 
advice. That’s what differentiates us: we keep in touch with real customers rather than limiting ourselves to 
market research. Ultimately, we’re building a product for them.

We went into a YC interview with a printed slide of what could be a product, but it wasn’t a dealbreaker.  
Y Combinator was more curious about the idea and our desire to revolutionize the industry that hasn’t changed  
in a long time. 

The question that YC was interested in more was whether we could pull it off or not. The execution turned out 
to be more important than the idea itself, so for us, it wasn’t the question of whether we have a prototype but 
whether we are capable of bringing the vision to life.

Q: You said that teaming up with Y Combinator in 2016 was  
a groundbreaking moment for you. How exactly did it help you?

Q: Most early-stage ventures that operate in the IT industry approach 
accelerators and investors with a prototype. That’s not the case with 
you because your product is furniture. Was your lack of a prototype an 
obstacle in any way when fundraising?

Then, we launched Burrow in April 2017 after filling out the pre orders placed after the said Demo Day. Until 
December, our monthly revenue grew seven times, and we knew there’s something to this business. This way, we 
were able to attract a serious investor for Series A – and that was the first proper institutional check we got. Fast 
forward from then to now, we’ve gone from cash negative to a fully profitable business. Our revenue has gone 
twenty to thirty times up in the last three years. It’s been quite a journey, full of ups and downs.
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For us, YC was a dream come true. We didn’t think we’d be accepted, to be honest. Funnily enough, when we 
decided to launch Burrow, we were at a business school, and we were rejected from every grant back then. We 
probably got rejected a hundred times before getting the first “yes” from family and friends, which ultimately 
allowed us to improve. 

Every time we met a potential investor, they had a question we didn’t think about before, and by the time we got 
to YC, we’d identified all the loopholes and knew all the answers. It was actually pretty funny to get the first “big 
yes” from the YC.

From a preparation standpoint, I’d emphasize the importance of having a strong team. When trying to get an 
accelerator to help you, you should assess the team’s ability to execute. What helped us with that was the 
awareness of strengths and weaknesses. Thinking about things you don’t know and how you can make up for that 
gives investors confidence in you being able to pull it off.

You want to look for somebody who’s here to help you not only from a financial standpoint. The most help we got 
was from networking, connecting to the right people, and getting the right advice. As an early-stage founder, you 
want somebody who’ll listen and stick to you in the bad times.

Ideally, yes, although it’s hard to find somebody like that. If you can do that early on, such an accelerator will 
make a difference in your business.

Q: Did you know you want to join YC right away, or did you try to get 
business angels and VCs on your side first?

Q: Do you have any advice for founders who are yet to engage with an 
accelerator? What should they prepare for?

Q: And what should the founders look for in an accelerator?

Q: So not only an investor but also a partner and a mentor.

Here you can read the full interview, where we discuss not only relationships with accelerators but also pitch deck 
best practices and the ways to get investors on your side. Burrow has also prepared a special deal for our readers 
who wish to have their furniture at home. Get $75 off your order if you spend $490 with the following promo code: 
GRAPHCMS (the code expires on May 1st).

S TAT E  O F  E A R LY-S TA G E  S TA R T U P S  2 0 21

PAGE 20www.merixstudio.com

https://content.merixstudio.com/insights/first-hundred-rejections-will-only-make-your-start/?utm_source=startup2021&utm_medium=report&utm_campaign=text
https://burrow.com/
http://www.merixstudio.com


IDEA VALIDATION
where expectations meet reality

Every day hundreds of entrepreneurs come up with new business ideas. The 
problem is that only a fraction don’t fall through within the first 12 months of 

launching a startup. There are many reasons for such a state of events; however, 
according to research conducted by CB Insights, over 40% of early-stage ventures 

fail because of no market need. 

The only way to find out if your concept won’t end up a flop because of that is idea 
validation. Therefore, we asked early-stage founders whether and how they subject 

business ideas to a reality check.
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founders validated idea 
with end-users

founders plan to validate 
idea with end-users

Regardless of whether they’ve already pitched the 
idea to the investors or only plan to do so in the 
future, founders are well aware of how important 
it is to set their assumptions against prospective 
users’ expectations. It shouldn’t come as a surprise 
since validating business ideas early on reduces 
risk, helps identify loopholes, and ensures the 
product actually solves its users’ problems. 

The numbers are here to support our claim. Over 
66% of those who validated their idea managed to 
get investors on their side. Initially, it might seem 
strange that ⅔ of those who didn’t validate the 
business idea succeeded at fundraising. However, if 
we take a closer look at this group, we’ll notice that 
most relied on their own funds as at least one part 
of the fundraising.

IDEA VALIDATION 
MATTERS FOR ALL 
FOUNDERS

88%

87%
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How did you/do you plan to validate your idea?

What both more and less experienced founders have in common when it comes to validating ideas, is relying on 
their own or their team’s skills. In total, 65 out of 96 founders who have already pitched an investor and 75 out of 
115 who haven’t, entrust validation to their internal resources – be it themselves or their team. 

External idea validation, meaning collaboration with a freelance designer or a company, is far less common which 
may be attributed, among others, to the higher cost of collaboration with the external party. Still, 16% of the more 
experienced and 30% of the less experienced founders bet on such solutions. Those may be the ones who, at 
some point of their professional journey, have learned the hard way that sometimes internal knowledge is not 
enough – especially when their team isn’t big enough to cover all necessary skills. 

SOMETIMES INTERNAL 
KNOWLEDGE IS NOT ENOUGH

founders who pitched founders who haven’t pitched yet

Inhouse as founder 
has design skills

Inhouse as team has 
design skills

Externally with  
freelance designer

Externally with product 
design company

Other

26%

40%

17%

13%

4%

25%

43%

14%
12%

6%
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interview with Alister Sneddon

Gathering user feedback early on makes a lot of sense when introducing a new product to the market. Bright ideas 
are appreciated, but it’s how you incorporate your target audiences’ insights to solve their problems that counts 
at the end of the day. Here’s what Alister Sneddon has to say about the importance of validating your business 
idea with prospective customers.

FINTECH PRODUCT AND TECHNOLOGY 
CONSULTANT & ADVISOR

SMALL TWEAKS MAKE FOR UNIQUE SOLUTIONS:

Q: What are the very initial steps of building a product?

The day one thing you need to do is to nail down the problem and a solution. Find out how many people have this 
problem, where they are, and how they’re currently trying to solve it. 

A lot of people try to think out a completely new, revolutionary, never-before-thought-of idea or product. That’s 
hard to do and unproven. Usually, identifying a very clear problem, seeing what’s already out there, and making 
small tweaks let you end up with something bespoke and unique. Such a solution becomes successful on its own.

Alister has eight years of experience in the retail 
wealth and investment space, as well as five 
years working in technology across e-commerce 
and startups. He’s worked for top names such as 
Specsavers, Interactive Investor, Moneyfarm, AJ Bell, 
and JHC, as well as several startups, major financial 
technology providers, and co-founded a business. 
As one of the original co-founders of Genuine 
Impact, Alister was responsible for the technical 
planning, execution, and development.

ALISTER
SNEDDON
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The issue you often run into with a new company or idea is that you first have to find the users who have a given 
problem and engage with them. Find the community, find out where they hang out, and try to get some feedback 
from impartial people who want their problems solved. 

If you ask your friends and family, they will be encouraging, but they may tell you only things you want to hear. 
Most likely, you’re not going to get critical feedback about what it is that really matters about the product from 
them. Instead, you’re going to get superficial feedback about what looks ok and what sounds nice. Your friends 
and family will try to make you happy because they care about you – but this won’t be of much help for your 
business. Identifying the problem, approaching users who have it, and deciding what you need to focus 
on – that’s what you want to extract.

It all comes down to the fact that you can solve many problems, but you need to select only one of them.  
It can be something common or completely the opposite, a niche. 

Once you have that defined, you should break down the problem into individual steps. Ask yourself, when do 
I consider this problem solved? or what do I need to know to have this problem gone? When you arrive at this 
point, start thinking about specific solutions and features. 

If you try to solve a big problem, you end up building a lot of cool, interesting, and fun stuff. The issue is, you 
don’t get to the root of what causes the problem this way. Selecting granular problems and building features  
that solve them, that’s how you get to the root and set up for success.

Q: It seems that the initial state is all about gathering feedback from 
potential users. The question is, who should I ask first?

Q: Let’s say I’m doing my research on my target audience and their pain 
points. How can I use the gathered data to the fullest?
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PROTOTYPING
Depending on the budget, time constraints, and the innovative character of the 
solution, there are a couple of ways of validating business ideas. One of them is  

a prototype which, much like the proverbial picture, is said to be worth a thousand 
words. Usually being an interactive trailer of a given solution, a prototype is able  
to convey the idea behind a project much more efficiently than any description.  
As such, it can help startuppers get the stakeholders on their side and test how 

users will interact with the product.

To provide you with in-depth insights into the nature of prototyping, we asked  
the early-stage founders not only what prototypes they prefer to build but also 

why and how to engage in prototyping in the first place.
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The first question that needs to be answered 
is whether founders are as eager to invest in 
prototyping as it’s believed. In short, yes, they are. 

The data we’ve gathered shows that prototyping is 
a popular practice among all founders, regardless 
of whether they’ve already pitched their business 
idea or not – although the numbers are slightly 
higher for the latter.

And does prototyping translate into successful 
fundraising? It seems so. Out of those who 
prototyped and pitched their idea to an investor, 
65% secured funds for the future growth of 
their venture. The majority of these successful 
entrepreneurs relied on more than one source of 
funding. The most often cited source of financial 
support were Business Angels, who were selected 
by 45% of the successful founders. Second came VC 
firms (28%) and accelerators (27%). Thus, we may 
conclude that the decision to invest in a prototype 
is strictly connected to the attempts to get bigger 
fish on board. 

PROTOTYPING  
IS A THING

74%

built a prototyope 
to raise funds

78%

plan to build a prototype 
to raise funds
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Before we discuss how exactly early-stage founders prototype, let’s see what they think about this practice 
in the first place. 

The vast majority of the surveyed startuppers – 150 out of 241 to be precise – see more than one benefit of this 
form of idea validation. Three advantages of prototyping are neck and neck: saving time and money, finding out 
how users will interact with the product, and verifying the needs of the target audience. As the fourth benefit 
(helping get investors to fund a startup) lags behind, we can say that when prototyping, many early-stage 
founders are focused primarily on users and their expectations.

PROTOTYPING MEANS ADOPTING  
USER-CENTRIC PERSPECTIVE

Which of the following statements about a prototype  
do you agree with?

validates initial assumptions, 
saves time and money

educates on end-users’  
interactions with product

helps get investors  
to fund startup

neither of the above

verifies end-users’ needs

61%

57%

56%

47%

5%
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Answers given to the next question prove the 
prevalence of the user-centric perspective. Asked 
about the important things when prototyping, over 
70% of the surveyed founders mention focusing 
on prospective users. It’s also worth noting that if 
they decide on cooperation with a tech partner, the 
freshly minted entrepreneurs put great emphasis on 
the vendor’s competencies. Almost 35% of founders 
believe that the IT company’s understanding of 
business ideas is crucial for creating a successful 
prototype.

From your perspective, what is important  
when building a prototype?

focusing on end-users’ needs

testing and implementing 
feedback

cooperating with designers who can 
turn business idea into the right 

prototype

choosing best-in-class 
prototyping tools

other

gathering requirements and 
brainstorming solutions

73%

54%

48%

35%

1%

11%
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Nonetheless, our respondents don’t neglect the investor perspective. A striking majority of the surveyed 
startuppers believe that a prototype is important or very important to investors. What if we dig even deeper and 
see how the startuppers’ experience influences their attitude? Probably unsurprisingly, those who did or are going 
to prototype, choose “important” or “very important” most often. The difference between these two groups is that 
the latter are even more convinced of the enormous influence that a prototype has on investors. 

What’s remarkable, however, is that even the ones who didn’t or don’t want to prototype recognize the importance 
of this practice: that’s 64% of the former and 48% of the latter believing that prototypes are either important or 
very important to investors. It turns out that when early-stage founders refrain from prototyping, it’s not because 
they deem it insignificant. On the contrary, they believe prototypes to be useful for investors so there must be 
other factors holding them back, e.g. lack of money or skills.

PROTOTYPE CAN CHANGE  
INVESTOR’S MIND

From your perspective, how important is the prototype to investors?

(not at all important) (very important)

1 2 3 4 5

2%

7%

21%

38%

32%
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Start simple 
and don’t let 

the scope creep  
get you

Do your 
research

When surveying the early-stage founders about prototyping, we also asked them to share some pro-tips for  
creating prototypes that win the investors’ hearts. When browsing through 147 answers, we noticed a few  
recurring themes. Here are a couple of answers which best summarize what our respondents said:

“Make sure to be firm with your plan, create a clear outline of your 
prototype, and consult the experts as much as possible.” 

“Before starting any company, do exact business potential  
calculations, including market size, client acquisition cost,  
or product development costs.” 

FOUNDERS’ ADVICE ON BUILDING 
PROTOTYPES THAT GET INVESTORS  
TO FUND STARTUPS

“First, build a virtual prototype, keep down the costs, and use your own  
resources. Then, build a physical prototype to validate your idea.”

“Just build it. Keep your prototype simple, and prove that you’re 
learning, week after week.”

“It’s easy to fall into a scope creep trap, where you keep thinking that 
the proverbial “one more feature” will secure a perfect product-market 
fit. Before you know it, your prototype gets overly complicated and 
behind schedule.”
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Adopt  
a user-centered 

approach

It’s not 
all about 
investors

“Build a prototype from a user perspective. Then, have initial users  
pay a small amount of money for your solution to discover their 
expectations.”

“Co-create with your target users. Get feedback early and often.”

“Get obsessed with your users and their problems, not your solution.”

“Get to know the needs of the prospective customers and listen to them.”

“Investors don’t care that you have a prototype. They care to see that 
the market is engaged with and desires your product.”

“Don’t just make a prototype that will get investors to fund your 
startup. Start building an outstanding business that will get users 
chomping at the bit.”

“Do not do anything just for investors. Prototypes are powerful tools  
to start building a relationship with your users and validate your ideas  
or assumptions.”

“The prototype helps derisk you as an investment, it’s not supposed  
to sell the product to investors.”
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Now, let us conduct the “expectations vs. reality” check by setting against the answers given by those  
who are yet to prototype and those who’ve already done that. 

The “novices” lean towards a full coded prototype although this option wins by a head only. It’s chosen  
by 35 founders who want to build a prototype while the simplified coded prototype and clickable interactive 
prototype are selected by 31 and 27 respectively. The relatively subtle difference between the three options  
may be attributed to the respondents’ lesser experience and thus greater difficulty in defining what’s right  
for their needs. 

And how does wishful thinking compare to actual pitching? It turns out that the striking majority of those who 
prototype as part of the fundraising process developed a fully coded prototype. In other words, this group of 
founders is more convinced of the effectiveness of such type of idea validation. They probably recognize that  
even though it costs more to build, a fully coded prototype gives greater insight into what their product is all 
about – and thus, has greater ability to win investors’ hearts. 

When matching the type of prototype with the source of funding, we can arrive at two main conclusions. Firstly, 
non-clickable prototypes are not good if they’re to serve investment purposes. Secondly, full coded and clickable 
prototypes convince the biggest numbers of Business Angels and investors. It’s quite interesting that they seem to 
work even better than simplified coded prototypes – which may indicate that the look of the prototype is almost 
just as important for investors as the tech core is.

CODED PROTOTYPES 
ARE THE WAY TO GO

What kind of prototype did you/are you going to build? 

Full, coded prototype Simplified, coded 
prototype

Clickable, interactive 
screens

Non-clickable, static 
screens

Other

34%
30%

26%

3%
7%

43%

24%
27%

5%
1%

founders who pitched founders who haven’t pitched yet
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Moving on to the competencies of the freshly minted entrepreneurs and their teams, 74 out of 103 founders 
who haven’t created a prototype believe their startup won’t need external help in that matter. The votes are 
distributed rather evenly across the founder and the team possessing enough design or development skills,  
with a small advantage of the former. 

If we compare it to the answers of those who’ve already built a prototype, it seems that the less experienced 
founders assess their own prototyping capabilities much higher than their more seasoned colleagues – who,  
by the way, bet on the competencies of their team rather than their own talents. 

It’s also worth mentioning that outsourcing prototyping to a product design or development company is the  
second most popular option among those who built a prototype. It might be that experience has shown them 
that investors and users expect a higher quality prototype – which they simply would be incapable of creating  
on their own. They also might have decided that in the long run, hiring a skilled tech partner is more efficient. 

ALL HANDS ON DECK 
WHEN PROTOTYPING

How did you/are you going to build a prototype?

In-house as founder has 
design/development 

skills

In-house as team has 
design/development 

skills

Externally with 
freelance 

designer/developer

Externally with product 
design/development 

company

Other

40%

33%

14% 12%

1%

19%

48%

13%

20%

0%

founders who prototyped founders who haven’t prototyped yet
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interview with Truman Du

CO-FOUNDER & CEO OF 
GENUINE IMPACT

Truman has had a career in the institutional 
investment space. 2012 at BlackRock working 
as an investment analyst, before in 2017 joining 
Investec Asset Management. He has been 
responsible for generating, researching,  
and implementing investment ideas.

TRUMAN DU

THE CORE DOESN’T HAVE TO BE PIXEL-PERFECT 
BUT FUNCTIONAL:

Q: Let’s start with the birth of your app. One of the first stages of the 
development process was prototyping. Was it your decision to go for it, 
or was it the suggestion of your tech vendor?

The first step you need to take before embarking on this adventure is to learn whether the problem you have in 
mind needs to be solved. You need to find out if that’s something another company can easily do by adding a new 
feature into their product suite or if this is a holistic solution that people are willing to pay for. We did that by 
speaking with the target audience and conducting user research. For us, the solution was to give people the tools 
so that they know precisely how to analyze a stock. 
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That can only be proved when the target audience starts to pay or use the product a lot. So far, that’s been the 
case for Genuine Impact, so the answer is yes. At the development stage, however, it wasn’t so clear because no 
one was going to pay for a prototype only.

Moreover, a prototype is only a part of the user journey. It’s like 20% of the product while the remaining 80% 
involve onboarding, navigation, etc. The truth is, you only get to the core of the solution after playing with the 
app for some time. So, if you asked me this question in 2019, I’d say maybe. And now I can proudly say that 
problem-solution fit has been proved.

Let me draw a simple analogy first. Let’s say you’re building a house. You start with the roof, the ceiling, the 
windows – and you could compare that to the product we had in the early days. It was like a house, but it lacked 
the fancy stuff, like ventilation or the interior decoration. Why? We adopted the time- and money-saving approach 
because people would use our app without these fancy features either way. 

So, basically, we first asked ourselves about the must-haves and good-to-haves within the app. Then, we ditched 
the latter because we didn’t have enough resources to implement them. We built the first version of the app with 
that mindset and launched it as quickly as possible. Within the first few weeks, it was downloaded a few hundred 
times, and that was the moment when we were ready to approach investors.

I believe that the investors look for answers to the following questions: does this solve the problem, and is 
the problem big enough. They don’t really care about a fancy UI, but they care about your solution having core 

Q: Do you think that you managed to find this problem-solution fit 
using a prototype you’ve created?

Q: You mentioned that you showed your prototype to your users.  
Did you present it to angel investors or VC companies as well?

We knew the UX had to be simple, intuitive, and efficient. The alternative for our end-users is to research  
a company by browsing through Google Finance or various reports – but that’s a very clunky and outdated way 
to get things done. That’s another issue we had to address, hence the idea of presenting and calculating all 
of the financial data that matters in a single place. We’ve accomplished that with an intuitive user interface 
developed during the prototyping stage.

We started with me drawing everything up on a piece of paper. Then, we reached out to a UK-based agency, 
which translated my vision into something that a developer can understand, e.g. branding, spacing, and, 
most importantly, the user journey. That was the prototyping stage, and it took us around 2-3 weeks. The very 
outcome I wanted to achieve was having something tangible to show to the user, to walk them through the user 
journey. It didn’t need to look fancy, but the core of the solution had to be easily understood by the user. 
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We had a clickable prototype at the beginning, but it didn’t cover the entire user journey. Would we change 
anything? Probably not. We would just stick with what we’d done in the past.

I think the biggest misunderstanding is assuming that the prototype needs to look perfect when you don’t have 
the time or the money for that. You also need to remember that prototype is only one part of the conversation 
with either users or investors. If we’re talking about fundraising, the team is just as important. You can bring 
the most fancy-looking UI to the table, but if the team is terrible at presenting the problem, the solution, and 
the whole logic behind it, it will most likely fail. If we had more time and more money, we would make the 
prototyping stage more advanced, but that simply wasn’t the case in 2019.

Here you can read the full interview, where we discuss not only prototyping but also crowdfunding, product 
development, and the importance of listening to user feedback. Genuine Impact has also prepared a deal for our 
readers. To claim your premium subscription of their app, visit this site (deal’s on until mid-May).

Q: Is there something that you could’ve done better regarding the 
prototype? Would you change something now that you have more 
experience?

features in place. That’s why we launched our app before crowdfunding. We used the first iteration of the product 
to raise half a million pounds back in the summer of 2019. This allowed us to answer the two above-mentioned 
questions. 

After working with Merixstudio’s team, we took the app to the next level with a much better-looking user interface 
and smoother onboarding, to name a few. So to answer your question, we did initial fundraising and got the first 
couple of hundred users through that very basic product.
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PITCH DECK
startup’s window of opportunity

When meeting new people, you only get one chance to make an excellent first 
impression. The same holds for business. The difference is that when presenting  

a startup idea to an investor, you don’t get to make the first impression in person but 
rather use a pitch deck to make it for you. Since business angels and VCs receive dozens 

of pitch decks every day, yours need to truly stand out to drum their attention.

In this section of the report, we present the early-stage founders’ approach towards 
creating pitch decks. We also point to the challenges they run into and share their  

tried-and-tested recipes for crafting a killer deck.
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How did you/are you going to create a pitch deck?

In-house as founder has 
design/development  

skills

In-house as team has  
design/development 

skills

Externally with freelance 
designer/developer

Externally with product 
design/development 

company

Other

43%

29%

17%

10%

2%

56%

30%

10% 4%

0%

Before we dig into details, let’s take a brief 
look at our respondents’ experience in terms 
of creating pitch decks. Almost two-thirds 
of the surveyed entrepreneurs have at least 
one pitch deck under their belt, whereas the 
remaining 35% haven’t created a deck for 
their current startup but plan to do so in the 
future. How about their skills in this field?

Creating a pitch deck in-house is the way to go for all surveyed founders, regardless of whether they already have 
experience doing so or not. It’s particularly popular among the former, who claim that the skills they possess are 
enough to secure pitch deck success. 

How does this claim hold against reality? Out of 88 founders who said they had design or development skills  
good enough to build a pitch deck on their own, only 40% had their startup successfully funded. 22% pitched 
the investors with no luck, and the remaining 38% haven’t made an attempt at fundraising, so the high opinion  
of their skills lacks objective validation.

Resorting to external help is less popular than creating decks in-house. However, if we compare the answers given 
by those who have created a pitch deck and those who are only planning to do so, the latter are more likely to bet 
on collaboration with a freelancer or a product development company.

FOUNDERS POSITIVELY 
EVALUATE THEIR PITCH DECK SKILLS

Did you create 
a pitch deck?

no, I’m planning to do it

yes

35%

65%

founders who created pitch deck founders who haven’t created pitch deck
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Let’s start with founders who already created a pitch deck. The vast majority of founders trust primarily the 
startup community and business angels. Why is their opinion so valuable? Members of the startup community, 
especially if we’re talking about our respondents’ more seasoned colleagues, have many experience-based 
insights to share. On the other hand, business angels can provide early-stage entrepreneurs with honest feedback 
and a business-centric perspective, e.g. on financial matters. It’s also worth noting that over 55% of the founders 
who created a pitch deck bet on more than one source of feedback – it seems that two heads are better than one 
indeed.

How about the founders who haven’t created a pitch deck but are looking forward to doing it? The striking 
majority believe it’s best to consult a deck with family and friends. This preference may be surprising since such 
feedback tends to be biased and aimed primarily at making the freshly minted entrepreneurs happy with their 
creation. What’s reassuring is that only 27% rely solely on friends and family’s impressions, while the rest are up 
for listening to advice from different sources, which brings hope for more objective feedback. 

Once you build a pitch deck, it’s worth getting some objective feedback on how it looks and feels. How do our 
respondents consult at that point of their entrepreneurial journey?

OBJECTIVE PITCH DECK FEEDBACK  
IS SOUGHT-AFTER

Who did you/do you plan to consult your pitch deck with?

founders who created pitch deck founders who plan to create pitch deck

Family & friends

61%

40%

Startup community

54%
58%

Business Angel

35%

52%

Business Accelerator

23%
27%

Business Incubator

14%
16%

Other

6%3%
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Investors’ time is usually extremely limited;  
therefore, they typically want to see a well-prepared, 
well-thought-out, and smoothly readable pitch deck 
that contains all the key information on the case 
without unnecessary details. When the investor 
sees that the people behind the pitch deck have the 
capabilities to create a scalable business and work 
together with a VC investor at first glance,  
it gets easier to continue “deep-diving” 
into the case and continue building  
the relationship and dialogue between  
the VC and the entrepreneurs. MARKO 

KYYRÖNEN

EXPERT COMMENT FROM 
SPARKMIND

MANAGING PARTNER  
AND CEO AT SPARKMIND
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In general, three factors are neck and neck: conducting market research, demonstrating traction, and describing 
the uniqueness of their solution. This shows that according to the freshly minted entrepreneurs, investors care 
primarily about proofs for a product actually responding to the market need. And that’s hardly surprising – after 
all, lack of market need is what usually accounts for a startup’s failure. Fourth comes the engaging story and flow, 
which proves that it’s not only what you say but also how you say it that matters – especially when it comes to 
engaging business angels or VCs in the most traditional way there is, with words.

However disappointing it sounds, there’s no universal formula for an ideal deck. That’s because pitch decks are 
complex creatures, and their effectiveness depends on a multitude of factors. Bearing this complexity in mind, we 
distinguished the following eight elements that can influence the effectiveness of the pitch deck. Then, we asked 
the early-stage founders to rate their importance from the investors’ perspective. 

PROVING MARKET DEMAND IS A MUST

From your perspective, which elements of the pitch deck 
do investors consider the most important?

Market research/gathering 
data 49%

Demonstrating traction 48%

Describing the uniqueness of 
‘Big Problem’ you plan to solve 47%

Engaging story & flow 42%

Prototype design 20%

Appropriate structure 13%

Pitch deck design 13%

Proving the right choice of 
technology 8%

Other 2%
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Be clear and 
concise

Tell  
a compelling 

story 

Know your 
audience 
and their 

expectations

Apart from the eight elements we distinguished, numerous other factors influence the effectiveness of a deck. 
Here’s what our respondents advise their colleagues to bear in mind when wanting to create a killer pitch deck:

“You need to include standard things, but being memorable 
(for the right reasons) is the most important thing you can do.”

“Tell a story and focus on the parts that you’re doing well on. If you 
have good traction, focus on traction. If you have a killer team, focus 
on the team’s background.”

“Make sure to prepare answers to the investors’ questions  
about the pitch deck!”

“Talk about a return and why investing in you is a sure-fire way for 
investors to make money. Appeal to their emotional or logical side.  
You are either doing good in the world or making a profit, rarely do 
you get both at once, so try and pick one angle.”

FOUNDERS’ ADVICE  
ON CREATING KILLER PITCH DECKS

“Don’t exaggerate. Let the product speak for itself. Simple and clear  
statements with only a few tech catchphrases will do the work.”

“Keep it simple because too much information is overkill. Investors 
are not robots and so the pitch deck must be human-centered.”
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Know your 
numbers and 

show expertise

Don’t perfect your 
pitch deck forever but 
improve continuously

“Don’t get too excited about your product idea. Get more excited about 
your solid business model.”

“Use proper evidence to make your case for why there’s an opportunity 
here and why you are uniquely positioned to come up with a solution.”

“Show successes. If your team won awards, got the first traction, or 
validated interest in the product or concept, these are worth showing 
to the investor.”

“Analyze your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in 
depth. This shows an understanding of the business side and gives the 
investors confidence that you can earn them profits.”

“Promise less, prove much.”

“Creating a killer pitch deck is an iterative process.  
Naturally, your first pitch deck will suck.”

“Send your deck to other founders, and don’t hesitate to 
change it according to their feedback. If it doesn’t change 
over time, you aren’t doing it right.”
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Market research is both the most important and the most challenging for startuppers we surveyed. Although 
creating an engaging story and flow is slightly easier to accomplish, it still poses difficulties for over 40% of our 
respondents. This element may come second because the definition of good storytelling is highly subjective.  
What’s more, it may be challenging for founders to pack their brilliant multidimensional idea into  
a comprehensive yet straightforward story – which shouldn’t take more than a couple of slides at the  
end of the day. Third comes describing the uniqueness of the solution the startup’s working on. 

These answers prove that the early-stage founders need support in terms of discovery and validation. If they 
decide on cooperating with a tech or design partner, they should look for somebody ready to dig deep into their 
business value and market needs.

Simultaneously, the early-stage founders do not assess the more technical tasks as the most difficult. Prototype 
design and proving the right tech stack were picked as “challenging” by 20% and 12% respectively. This makes a lot 
of sense since the success of the first fundraising attempts rarely depends on the presence of these elements – 
especially if the creation of the early-stage iteration of the venture’s product calls for a significant cash injection.

MARKET RESEARCH AND STORYTELLING 
ARE THE MOST CHALLENGING

From your perspective, what are the most challenging tasks  
when building a pitch deck?

Appropriate structure 18%

Engaging story & flow 43%

Market research/gathering 
data 46%

Other 1%

Prototype design 20%

Proving the right choice of 
technology 12%

Demonstrating traction 31%

Pitch deck design 14%

Describing the uniqueness of 
‘Big Problem’ you plan to solve 35%
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interview with Wojciech Radomski

FOCUS ON HOW THE DECK’S CONTENT FITS 
THE CONTEXT:

Q: You’ve come a long way since the beginning of StethoMe® in 2015.  
Do you remember your first investor meeting?

Our first meeting was pretty unusual. When launching StethoMe® in March 2015, we were still working in different 
companies: three of us in Programa™ and the remaining two at the university. We were sharing our time between 
two businesses.

For some time, we tried to secure EU funding – unfortunately, in vain. After a couple of months, we knew we didn’t 
stand a chance because early-stage startups rarely raise funds from the European Union. We didn’t want to lag 
behind the competition, so we turned to investors. One of them was SpeedUp Venture Capital Group, which  
I already knew because I used to be their tech partner. I met Tomek Czapliński (Managing Partner at SpeedUp)  
on a train and told him about StethoMe®. He proposed that the fund support us – which happened after  
I presented a simple pitch deck to them a couple of months later.

WOJCIECH 
RADOMSKI
FOUNDER AND CEO  
OF STETHOME®

Wojciech Radomski is a Strategy and Business 
project leader with more than 13 years of IT 
experience. He successfully launched and managed 
a software house and 3 technology startups, 
one of them being StethoMe®, which is about to 
revolutionize healthcare. He is interested 
in things, which are crucial socially and 
advanced technologically. 
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Yes, it was a simple presentation created to get SpeedUp Venture Capital Group on our side. It presented the 
idea and proofs for our capability to deliver. In our pitch deck, we showed a strong team and multidisciplinary 
expertise. That was the only way for us to convince the investors that StethoMe® will be successful, especially 
since we didn’t have a prototype.

When I worked at Programa™, I was also a CTO at ITraff Technology. Once I had to prepare and present a pitch  
deck in Berlin… and I won the best presentation award despite having minimal experience in creating pitch decks! 
It came naturally, I just knew intuitively which parts mattered and which didn’t.

When creating pitch decks, you need to focus on how the content fits the context. Take a walk in the investor’s 
shoes and guess what they’ll want to know. Ideally, once you finish your presentation, investors won’t have any 
questions. They may be interested in your idea or not, but they have all their doubts dispelled by you.

Prototype and live demo were key during our last funding round. Holding such a demo is risky because anything 
can go wrong – but it also proves that your product works. A prototype is real, and nothing explains your business 
idea as well as a tangible iteration of your product.

When pitching investors, you should also care not to bore them. In general, investors have little time, and they 
don’t want to spend it on yet another presentation. If I talk to them for an hour, they won’t even bother to listen. 
But if I run a 5-minute demo and show that StethoMe® can solve real problems and change children’s lives,  
that’ll do the trick.

Q: You said that your first pitch deck for StethoMe® was simple.
What did it include?

Q: How did you know to focus on these things and nothing else?

Q: How did your pitch deck evolve? Did it include a prototype 
at some point?
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Here you can read the full interview, where we discuss not only pitch deck best practices but also relationships 
with investors and securing first funding rounds. If you’d like to have StethoMe® in your medicine chest, be sure 
to explore the available subscription plans and use the 10%-off promo code MERIX10 (valid until the end of April 
2021). 

It depends on the industry and the venture’s maturity. The WOW factor most investors care about are sales figures. 
Your ever-growing monthly revenue is undoubtedly a showstopper. We at StethoMe® have recently started to sell 
our solution, so we’ll have to focus on traction, costs, and profits instead of a demo and prototype during the next 
funding round.

Definitely! For sure, try talking to more experienced startuppers who’ll happily share their experience. Then, it’s 
worth investing in design – we did that at some point, and it still bears fruit. You can also look for a reliable tech 
partner who’ll lay a solid foundation for your venture’s future growth. I’d also recommend taking presentation 
classes. We did that during an acceleration program, and since then, we’ve won practically every pitching 
competition.

Yes, for sure.

Q: Is there any other pitch deck WOW factor that can help you stand out 
from the startup crowd?

Q: Is it worth looking for external support when creating a pitch deck?

Q: So it’s not only about what you say but also about how you do that. 
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When setting out to create the State of Early-Stage Startup 2021 report, we knew that 
launching a successful startup is not exactly a walk in the park. After all, we’ve held 
dozens of product design workshops during which we teamed up with the newly minted 
entrepreneurs to uncover the challenges that await them. 

After surveying early-stage startuppers, interviewing subject-matter experts, and 
chatting with successful founders from all walks of life and diverse verticals, we were 
able to paint an objective picture of the current state of young ventures, regardless  
of the industry they operate in. Here are the key takeaways which should help  
the early-stage founders overcome obstacles on their way to the stars.

PROVING YOUR SOLUTION’S 
AND TEAM’S WORTH IS KEY

IDEA VALIDATION 
IS ALWAYS A GOOD IDEA 

CONCLUSION

Dedicating time to user research – especially if it’s 
objective and involves the target audience rather than 
family or friends – means challenging your assumptions 
and preventing the waste of time and money in the long 
run. Furthermore, validating the business idea with users is 
an excellent opportunity to discuss the concept, exchange 
thoughts, and compare perspectives. Relying on your own 
vision only is risky – on the other hand, insights from  
a multidisciplinary team should never be underestimated, 
especially at the beginning of your entrepreneurial journey.

While Business Angels, VC firms, and accelerators all have different expectations, investors have one thing 
in common: they prefer to understand the deliverable before deciding on putting money into a new venture. 
If you’re at the beginning of the entrepreneurial journey with no product to show, support your claim with 
expertise and multidisciplinary skills. Otherwise, tangible proofs like traction or prototype should get you far.
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PROTOTYPE  
WITH USERS IN MINDS

KEEP YOUR PITCH DECK 
CLEAR AND CONCISE

When prototyping your solution, it’s worth adopting  
a user-centric perspective. After all, the success of your 
business depends on whether the target audience loves or 
hates the product. While a well-thought-out prototype can 
wow the investors, this should not be your primary goal.

The core of the fundraising game depends on your high cards, 
which usually are business traction, market validation, and  
a strong team. While you might be able to talk about them for 
hours, investors have only minutes to listen about it. Make sure 
that your pitch deck mentions only the essentials. And don’t forget 
to tweak each deck to the respective investor’s expectations – just 
like when writing a cover letter, when creating an effective deck, 
personalization is the key.
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ABOUT THE REPORT
a glimpse behind the scenes
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The survey for the State of Early-Stage Startups 2021 report was carried out online by Merixstudio throughout 
the last quarter of 2020. The sample comprised 241 early-stage founders from all over the world. The survey was 
available in English and consisted of approximately 30 logically related questions, both closed and open. It was 
distributed throughout our partners’ startup network, across diverse startup communities, and on social media 
platforms. No personal information was collected within the survey.

Since the term early-stage founder may mean different things to different people, let us take a closer look at the 
entrepreneurs who participated in the survey. The majority of our respondents were US-based first-time founders 
in their late 20s and early 30s.

METHODOLOGY

RESPONDENTS

has one co-founderserial founder

has multiple co-founders

solo founderfirst-time founder 

What type of founder are you?

24%

76% 38%

36%
26%
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What’s your age?

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

19%

55%

18%

7%

1%

Where is your startup based?

42% 
North  
America

14%  
Asia

9%  
Africa

35% 
Europe
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Over half of the surveyed entrepreneurs specialize in technology or business, whereas almost one-third have 
named product-related knowledge as their main area of expertise within the team.

When asking our respondents about industries they wish to disrupt, we distinguished a couple of categories. Out of 
them, the surveyed startuppers picked most frequently interned & media, education, and retail & e-commerce. At 
the same time, 25% of our respondents claim to operate in a different industry – within this group, we come across 
art & craft, coaching, or law, to name a few examples.

What industry category best defines the area in which your startup operates?

What’s your area of expertise within the team?

entertainment 5%

education 14%

internet & media 24%

other 25%

health & well-being 7%

real estate 2%

financial services 9%

travel & hospitality 4%

retail & e-commerce 20%

deep domain knowledge 17%

business 52%

technology 59%

marketing/PR 25%

other 3%

design 27%

finances 14%

product expertise 32%
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To ensure the most valuable analysis, as well as the broadest possible reach to a selected group of early-stage 
startup founders, Merixstudio collaborated closely with the partners who provided expert commentary and 
publicity for the survey.

Big thanks to our startup partners, who not only shared their experiences and insights but also provided our 
readers with promo codes for their products and services.

PARTNERS
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About Merixstudio

Let’s work together 
on your startup DNA!

State of Early-Stage Startups 2021 report is brought by Merixstudio. We are  
a software design and development company that helps transform freshly minted 
entrepreneurs with an idea into serial startuppers with a valuable product.

Since 1999, our team of 200 venture builders has helped dozens of founders 
validate their business ideas, craft prototypes, create killer pitch decks, and build 
fully-fledged digital products.  By working with us, founders get everything they 
need to pitch to investors.

We work with startups in all sectors, from fintech, through edtech to healthtech, 
which gives us a unique glimpse into different challenges founders may have. 
Over the years, we successfully scaled startups like Moneyfarm, Sendinblue,  
and Burrow, a Y Combinator-incubated company.

What we believe is that startup founders shouldn’t let their ideas wait forever. 
Our mission is to encourage freshly minted entrepreneurs to unlock their 
potential, which can be easily done by knowing the success and failure factors  
of other startuppers. That’s why we have engaged in creating this report.
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