
the book
SAMPLE EDITION

Buy full book here

http://www.designforfounders.com/thebook%3Futm_source%3Dfree-ebook%26utm_medium%3Dpdf%26utm_content%3Dcover%26utm_campaign%3Dsample
http://www.designforfounders.com/thebook


Welcome

Design is the first thing that your customers 

see. Before they read a single line of your 

website’s copy, before they click one button in 

your app, they start making judgements about 

your product based solely on how it looks. 

There are plenty of succeessful startups out 

there right now that have grown immensy by 

simply improving an indrustry’s existing user 

experience (for example Uber and Airbnb). Their 

founders have earned millions of dollars and are 

making a huge difference in the lives of others by 

simply applying design thinking the right way.

The new economy of startups and internet 

makes it easier than ever to start your own 

company. It costs nearly nothing to build a 

website and get your first customers. In fact, 

having a physical address is becoming less and 

less relevant for online businesses. You need a 

way to stand out among all the competition. And 

design will do that.

Over the years I had worked as a freelance 

and in-house graphic and UI designer, there had 

been many cases where the client would come 

up to me and ask for help on a finished product. 

They had expected I can somehow turn their 

already functional interface into an intuitive 

product by simply painting over the structure 

with some CSS and Photoshop. I eventually 

stopped accepting offers like this since it never 

produced a good result.

You have a great idea that may quite possibly 

change the world. Your responsibility is to get it 

in front of as many people as possible and to . If 

you build it, they will not come — you need to 

bring them to you. I wrote this book to show you 

that it’s possible for all solopreneurs, early stage 

startups, bloggers, online marketers, and app 

developers to leverage the awesome power of 

design without hiring a designer.

Good luck on your journey!

About the Author

My name is Heidi Pungartnik. I had worked in 

design industry for 6 years before focusing full-

time on building my own business(es).

I am the author of a popular video course 

where I teach people how to validate their app 

ideas in a weekend. At the time of writing, the 

course has over 800 students and an exceptional 

number of 5-star reviews.

I have also built and launched ThemeBro, the 

visual search tool for Wordpress themes. It was 

featured on Product Hunt twice and is getting 

a healthy amount of traffic every month. To 

help promote ThemeBro, I also wrote a Kindle 

book on driving traffic listing all the marketing 

knowledge I have.

Most importantly, I run and write for Design 

for Founders, the website that aims to help 

entrepreneurs learn just enough design with over 

2500 subscribers. My articles have been featured 

on reputable websites like Tuts+, SpeckyBoy, 

Despreneur, Productivityist, and DesignModo.

I’m the real deal. But that doesn’t mean I’m too 

busy to reply to fanmail!

Reach me at heidi@designforfounders.com.

mailto:heidi@designforfounders.com
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Introduction

In 2009, AirBnB was doing pretty horribly. In 

fact, it has been raking in just about $800 per 

month in revenue which was not nearly enough 

to sustain two co-founders living in the Bay area.

The company is now valued at over $25 bn, so 

the problem obviously wasn’t in validity of the 

idea or the market size.

Customers didn’t visit the website. Very few 

bookings were made. If AirBnB was going to 

grow, the three co-founders had to do something 

drastic or pack their bags (no pun intended).

After close inspection, one of the co-founders, 

Joe Gebbia, had discovered that all the photos on 

the platform were really bad in quality:

“The photos were not great photos. People 

were using their camera phones or using their 

images from classified sites. It actually wasn’t 

a surprise that people weren’t booking rooms 

because you couldn’t even really see what it is 

that you were paying for.” -Joe Gebbia

The team spent their last few thousand dollars 

on flying out to New York, renting a professional 

camera, and updating the listings with beautiful 

hi-def photos in the classic AirBnB furniture-

store style that the website is known for.

They didn’t go out to promote their product 

to parallel sub-markets. They didn’t develop a 

brand new product to complement what they 

had. All they did was invest in design.

Result? Improving the pictures doubled their 

revenue in the following week.1

Design is a key determinant to building on-

line trust with consumers. For motivated users 

of an information site, bad design (busy layout, 

small print, too much text) hurts more than 

good design helps. 2

We are experiencing a tremendous trend 

of software companies. Startup weekends, 

accelerators, seed investors, they all try to 

improve and grow this new kind of startup 

economy. It’s now easier than ever to start a 

company.

For startup companies, UI design is at the core 

of the user experience. But even for other types 

of businesses, smart branding is necessary to be 
One of Airbnb’s early designs. Compare it with their 

current website!
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recognised among all the competition.

What do Slideshare, Pinterest, Airbnb, 

Behance, Posterous, Flickr, Etsy, Instagram, and 

Tumblr have in common? They are all successful 

design-(co)-founded businesses.

Their ‘design’ way of thinking as well as 

investing resources into design transformed their 

startups into top companies with millions in 

revenue.

But, what if you can’t afford to hire a designer?

Small, early-stage startups normally don’t have 

many people fulfilling different roles — tasks like 

marketing and product development are shared 

between all the team members. At some point in 

time, each team member will be communicating 

with your end customers in one way or another, 

whether by speaking with them on the phone or 

adding a button to your app’s interface.

This is where this book comes in.

The knowledge in this book will give your team 

enough substance to hold on until you’re ready 

to hire a professional designer. It will give you 

just enough theoretical info to understand what’s 

going on behind the scenes, and give you tips 

and hacks to achieve results quickly.

It will also give you the knowledge to manage 

future design employees better and to measure 

design’s effectiveness in your company.

Traditional design process normally costs a 

lot and requires a lot of time if outsourced to 

an agency. The end results are rigorous, and are 

not suitable for small, developing companies. 

Agencies work for their clients — not for your 

clients. You’ll rarely see an agency follow the 

design principles described in this book. Having 

worked in an agency, I personally believe 

that startups should avoid working with one 

altogether, and rather hire a single designer who 

is heavily invested in the product (preferably a 

co-founder).

Most of the techniques in the book are 

specifically developed for and adapted to the 

startup environment. They would not cover 

the needs of large corporations (neither they 

are meant to). They excel in staying lean and 

flexible to accommodate all the future pivots and 

changes of direction in your startup. I call these 

principles lean design.
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The Principle of 
Lean Design

Design is not something that comes after the 

product is done. Hiring a designer to draw up 

pretty buttons once the developers planned out 

and coded the functionality is going to produce 

half-assed result. Design thinking and principles 

must be continuously applied throughout all 

the pivots and development. Not realising this 

almost cost AirBnB their company.

As a founder, you’re the person who knows 

the most about your vision. It can be hard 

to effectively communicate it to an outside 

designer, even though the design research 

process can help crystallise your idea.

Lean design needs to be flexible, inexpensive, 

and measurable. To live up to its name, it needs 

to adapt to the lean startup methodology of 

Build-Measure-Learn. 

The lean design must be flexible enough to 

accommodate all the future pivots and changes 

of direction. Tools we’ll get to know in this 

book like style tiles and A/B testing are perfect 

for the typical startup environment. They 

offer the leverage to strategically plan out the 

implementation of design in a data-driven way.

Up until now, design has been a matter of 

opinions. Visual aesthetics have rules (we’ll 

discuss them in the part 1 of this book), and 

following them will help you position your brand 

as a trustworthy competitor. However, there is 

no longer any space for founders’ or designers’ 

opinions on specific colours or new feature 

requests— everything can and should be tested. 

Even prospective users’ opinions don’t count 

until their actions prove one way or another.

Companies will often employ an entire team 

of designers. Finding a single person to cover 

product design, copywriting, interaction design, 

UI development, industrial design and more 

is like looking for a unicorn. It’s pretty much 

impossible. But by understanding a few core 

principles, you can “DIY” your startup’s design at 

least until you’re ready to hire your first designer.

I’m going to go even further here and say 

that to get the best results, you should DIY your 

design, at least in the early stages. Technically, 

your product is already being designed as 
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We’ll talk about this approach more in this 

book. Whether you’re a developer or a non-

tech founder, I’m sure you’ll find lots of value 

in that chapter alone.

How To Get Started With 
Lean Design

First, start observing the design around you. 

What kind of interfaces do you like using? Start 

noticing the little details in user experience of 

apps you use every day. Note what styles your 

competitors use and think about how you can 

differentiate from them, not only in the product 

itself, but also in branding. Start noticing how 

design styles relate to the audience.

I recommend using a tool like Evernote to 

collect all the examples you’ll later be able to 

draw inspiration from. Which brings us to the 

topic of copying design.

After developing the prototype, you’ll still 

need to sell it. And in most cases, at least a tiny 

amount of branding is required to instil enough 

trust into your product to become sellable.

A simpler way of validating your ideas uses 

only design as the communication tool. In a 

sense, this method basically means creating a 

pitch deck, but instead of pitching investors, 

you are getting customers on board before even 

starting to build anything.

The benefits of this design-driven  

approach are:

•	ability to refine your business idea

•	launch within days, not months

•	assemble a list of potential leads 

you develop it. Design is not something that 

is thrown over a functioning skeleton — it’s 

there from planning phase to validation to final 

product. And so your designer must be there, too.

This is why cheap, “afterthought” design is 

never as effective. You can always get a logo from 

crowdsourcing websites or even clipart stores, 

but you’ll only get what you pay for. Designers 

on these sites have no idea about your business, 

and for the most part, they don’t care, either. You 

and your cofounders and employees are the only 

people who truly know your business inside out.

Each founding member in a startup should 

have at least basic understanding of how design 

works because design is a part of nearly every 

operation in a startup.

Design as a Discovery Tool

The traditional way of validating startup 

ideas is to build a MVP and try to sell it to 

actual customers. This process is actually far 

from lean. Depending on complexity of your 

idea, developing even a minimally functioning 

prototype can take months. Months that you 

could use working on something else if the idea 

turns out to be a flub.

Product of my course on validating ideas. The course 

guides you setting up a landing page to measure 

visitors’ responsiveness to the idea.
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Of course, rules are made to be broken. Once 

you get comfortable creating designs by the tips 

in this book, feel free to try out more creative 

layouts.

The purpose of the first part is to teach you 

basics of design theory. These are the foundation 

to design a branding that seems reputable and 

professional.

Second Part

Second part moves away from the theory and 

discusses application of design in business. You’ll 

learn how to measure your design’s performance, 

and the basic rules on making your app intuitive 

to use. You’ll learn the importance of consistency 

in branding and how to design a logo. You’ll find 

out how to validate new ideas.

This second part is actually even more crucial 

to your business’ success than the first one. It 

builds on the visual aesthetics discussed in the 

part one to give you the full package you need to 

make your startup succeed.

First Part

First part focuses on graphic design theory. 

Knowing the theory will help you create designs 

that seem professional and trustworthy.

Graphic design is hard. It takes years of 

practice to develop the “eye” for good layout. We 

don’t have that kind of time. After each chapter 

on theory, there is a “lean design” interpretation 

where I’ll supply you with a few cheats that will 

have you producing semi-professional designs 

within hours.

These tips may make your designs look more 

generic. Even though visual aesthetics are 

oftentimes described as “subjective”, some of 

the principles can be applied by simply using — 

math. Here’s an example:

How to Use This 
Book

This book will teach you the 20% of the 

graphic and interface design that you need to 

achieve 80% of the results that come from good 

design. It will bring you more customers, more 

user satisfaction, better product, and a healthier 

bottom line. It can mean the difference between 

your startup sinking of swimming.

App startups will find this book the most 

useful, but the principles in it are applicable to all 

types of companies, from T-shirt dropshipping 

businesses to hardware startups.

This book doesn’t explain how to use specific 

graphic design apps. It’s not a end all, be all 

encyclopedia of design. Its aim is simply to 

provide a starting point for improving your 

business and exploring the world of design. It 

has plenty of extra reading material for those of 

you who want to dive into one topic further.

The book is split to two parts.

Book designers use the diagram below to set up most 

books. It has the perfect padding on the outside 

(leaving enough space for your thumbs) and inside, 

producing a well-readable book layout.
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Consider the Content

Typography must fit the content perfectly. For 

example, a heavy display font will be unreadable 

in text blocks, and a thin sans-serif might look 

too weak for headlines:

Again, display fonts are best avoided, and so 

are the vast majority of the free fonts. But how 

can you make sure that you don’t get laughed at 

for your font choices?

Using the right font can make a huge 

difference in your bottom line. Even though it’s 

often overlooked, typography can very directly 

affect how many people read your message. And 

if they don’t even read it, they certainly won’t 

buy. It’s really that simple.

In this chapter, we’ll look at ways to pick the 

right fonts and combine them with others.

Picking the Right Fonts

Make sure to test-run the font in the 

environment it will be used in and check 

legibility of the font before making a purchase.

Of course, there are also typical purchasing 

questions like the price per font in a typeface or 

the overall price of the typeface. Not all fonts are 

embeddable on the web — so before you buy one 

to use for your band, make sure that there is a 

license for web available and affordable for you. 

Also check again to see if all the glyphs you need 

are actually included in the typeface, as well as 

all the weights you’ll need in your designs (italics, 

bold, …).

But of course, there’s a lot more to picking 

fonts than the technical details.

Fonts in Lean 
Design

A case study by OnBase by Hyland showed a 

shocking 70.7% improvement in click-through 

rates in their newsletter.17 The reason? Font.

You read that right. They had compared fonts 

Arial and Calibri in visually similar sizes and 

found out that the font change alone contributed 

to a huge change in clicks. The reason is likely in 

Calibre having more whitespace and being far 

more readable.

If a typeface has many different fonts, that’s 

a good sign. Somebody (hopefully someone 

with knowledge) must have spent a lot of time 

designing them.

Another way to pick the right fonts every time 

is to simply stick with the tried-and-tested.

The body font on the picture above is not easily readable 

and therefore not suitable for this use.
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How to Combine Fonts

Typicall, you’ll need two different fonts for 

every design you create: one for body text and 

one for headlines. Don’t try and add a third one 

unless you know what you’re doing. The key, just 

like with colours, is to keep it simple. Each new 

font you introduce to the combination is another 

chance something will go wrong and tank your 

entire design.

Contrast

Two fonts should be contrasting to each other 

for the combination to work. We can pair fonts 

that are different in width, thickness, and style. 

Typically, combining a serif and sans-serif font 

can work very well.

Another reason is that even though there are a 

ton of fonts available out there,the vast majority 

are unusable.

You need a trained eye to recognise good fonts. 

Or, you can simply use the timeless classics that 

have been recognised by designers for ages.

Stay With the Classics

Each of the top graphic designers typically 

only uses a handful of fonts in all their projects. 

Primarily that’s because they’re very familiar 

with how the font behaves in all occurrences. 

Here are 14 fonts that I am regularly using for all kinds of projects. Many of them also rank on “best fonts” lists and some, 

like Helvetica and Rockwell, are considered classics. Feel free to steal my list!

Open Sans and Georgia.
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Math of Typography
Design principles are actually a bunch of 

mathematic equations. As you’ll see, this 

especially holds true for typography.

Headlines

For hierarchy to work, there must be some kind 

of contrast between paragraphs and headlines. 

This contrast varies heavily from design to 

design and it’s hard to establish just how much is 

enough. One thing is crucial though — the more 

visual contrast between the two fonts, the less 

contrast in size is needed.

X-height

A trick many pro designers use is to compare 

them by their x-height. There’s a big chance that 

the matching fonts look good together.

Type Foundry

Deciding if a font combinations actually has 

enough contrast or not can be pretty hard for 

an untrained eye. You can try using two fonts 

made by the same type foundry. Typically, those 

will have enough similar features to look great 

together.

Font Family

Alternatively, you can use a font family and 

simply pick two very different fonts from it, for 

example Light and Heavy. Here’s an example of 

what I mean:

Steal a Font Palette

This is probably the easiest way. You can either 

“steal” a font combination from another brand or 

use a tool like TypeGenius to help you generate 

a unique one.

Tinos and Open Sans.

Helvetica Bold and Regular.

Lato and Merriweather.

Roboto Regular and Light stolen from Android.

Smashing Magazine concluded that the 

optimal ratio between headlines and body copy 

is 1.96.18

http://www.typegenius.com/
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If the rhythm of the page is to be maintained, 

the spacing of paragraphs should be related to 

the basic leading. For example, the text on this 

page is set at 12 px with a line-height of 1.5 em, 

making each line 18 px in height. In order 

to keep the rhythm of the text, the vertical 

spacing between blocks should also be 18 px. 

This is achieved by setting top- and bottom-

margins equal to the line height.19

Character Size

As a general rule, type should never be smaller 

than 6-8 pt for print at 300 dpi. For web, the 

smallest fonts typically start at 12 px, but current 

design trends command larger sizes starting at 16 

px for body copy.

Leading

Leading or line-height will not only improve 

the readability, but also make your designs 

look much more professional. Often, I see 

bootstrapping startups’ websites that could be 

improved tremendously by simply adding a 

single line of CSS:

You’ll always get a very good result with 

leading of 1.6. This ratio, however, won’t work 

in headlines, where the text is much larger and 

there are fewer lines. The recommended line-

height for headlines in all caps is 1, and around 

1.2 for small caps.

Paragraphs

The longer the lines, the larger the leading, 

says one typographic rule. Another one says that 

lines should be around 55 characters long to 

maintain good readability.

Another metric to keep in mind is spacing 

between the paragraphs.
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Typography Crimes

Remember how I said that rules in design 

can be broken? Forget that. The following rules 

are to be strictly adhered to unless you want an 

unprofessional-looking design.

Avoid Display Fonts

You probably already know about the hatred 

against Comic Sans. Most display fonts share 

the same faulty characteristics, though. It’s 

best to avoid fonts with too much character — 

remember, typography is there to let people read 

the text, not draw attention to itself.

Ignore the Faux Bold

A font doesn’t have a bold, no problem, there’s 

a Photoshop function that adds on the weight. 

Right?

Nope. Keep your cursor off that button! Same 

goes for faux italics.

Don’t Squeeze or stretch fonts

Even though technically Photoshop allows 

this, you should never do it. Fonts are carefully 

designed letter by letter to look their best. Non-

porportional resizing will only screw up the 

forms and make your design look unprofessional.

Know Your Quotation Marks

Kinda typography-nerd level, but important 

nonetheless. Ignoring this rule may make your 

designs look amateur.

Don’t Use Justify

Align to left (or whatever side your text reads 

from). Justifying or aligning it to both sides will 

add additional spacing in between the words, 

affecting readability.

“Dumb” quotes on top; “smart” quotes on the bottom.
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Colours in Branding

McDonald’s started switching their colours 

from red to green. The reason for this is the way 

colour red is being perceived in our society. It’s 

very commonly used for fast food, and people 

are starting to associate it with unhealthy food 

choices. On the other hand, green symbolises 

health, organic, natural food. This is what 

McDonald’s would like to become a part of.

Research shows that customers recall 

colours much better than just the logo itself. 

Furthermore, colour appears to be a powerful 

motivator for purchase. The amount of contrast 

also directly correlates with click-though rates 

and conversions.

Colours convey a large part of our brand’s story 

and should be picked with care. You can use the 

diagram on the right as starting guidelines for 

your branding or use Cymbolism.com to furhter 

pry into the science of colour meanings.

In this chapter, we’ll talk about how to pick 

just the right colours for your branding and then 

keep it consistent.

http://cymbolism.com/
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Style Guides

Large companies have been using large, multi-

page documents called “branding guidelines” 

(sometimes also called “style guidelines” or just 

“style guides”) for decades. These documents 

keep everyone on team updated and informed 

about how should company’s branding be used. 

From the secretary to developers, all follow the 

same rules.

We can use a similar approach with startups to 

improve the workflow and save time and money 

on design decisions.

What Belongs Into Style 
Guides

Your style guides document should provide 

the guidelines for any task that requires the use 

of your branding assets. Think of it as a visual 

standard operating procedure. Each time a 

team member needs to send out a newsletter or 

build a Facebook ad campaign, they can refer to 

your style guides and create the perfect design 

without the help of a professional designer.

A similar, but different design term is style tiles. 

Style tiles are less rigid, and are meant to help 

you play with ideas when you’re still designing 

your branding and discovering new ideas. For 

designers that work with clients, style tiles can 

be a great way of sharing ideas back and forth 

without spending too much time on finished 

layouts. You can use the approach of style tiles 

to eventually graduate them into style guides for 

your startup.

Normally, style guide documents include 

colour palette, logo sizing and spacing, and fonts 

that are used in conjunction with any other part 

of your branding. Sometimes, they’ll include 

typical patterns and photo filters, as well as 

decorative shapes to be used as well. This will 

typically be all you need for a non-software 

startup.

However, if your product has any kind of 

digital interface, you will want to keep the 

experience consistent for users. You’ll also 

need various button states, success and error 

messages, form elements, and anything else that 

may come in handy. We’ll talk about that later, in 

the chapter about user experience.

Large corporations (like Apple below) have been using 

detailed, 50+ pages long branding guidelines since 

forever. Smaller brands (see above) can use a simpler 

system to keep their branding in check.
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Logo

First of all, paste your logo into the style 

guides document in the making. If you haven’t 

done that already, this is the time to pick your 

logo’s colours and test how the logo behaves on 

different backgrounds. Some backgrounds can 

be forbidden to use with the logo, so mark these 

rules in your document.

Set the spacing that needs to be always left 

around the logo and command the smallest size 

that is still acceptable. Here, you can also paste 

different logo variations if you have any.

Colour Palette

Provide RGB and CMYK colour values of 

the logo alongside colour boxes. Be sure to also 

describe the amounts of each colour — graphs 

are perfect for this purpose.

Hierarchy and Spacing

How do headers, images, titles, paragraphs and 

other elements relate to each other? Will your 

branding feature more whitespace than usual? 

Provide a few examples that define the visual 

hierarchy and spacing.

Images

Images can be super-important to create 

a sense of consistency if done right. Do you 

want to only use black-and-white photos? 

Use a specific Photoshop filter? Make all of 

them square? Provide examples as well as 

some explanation for these as well.

Once you’re done with style guides, pack them 

up into an editable .pdf file and put them in your 

company’s branding folder. Any time someone 

on your team, an outsourced freelancer, or the 

press needs to use your branding assets, refer 

them to this document to properly use them.

Typography

Define the 2 fonts that go well together and 

will be used for branding — use your newly 

acquired skills from the chapter about fonts. Set 

the optimal sizes for headers, paragraphs, block 

quotes, and form elements. You can refer to 

HTML’s 6 hierarchical headline sizes.

Think about how will in-text links, bold, and 

italics look. Along with the typography, you can 

also define content icons: which icon set will you 

use?

Udemy’s style guides define the most used H tags.

Twitter is strict about which colours are used 

alongside their branding.
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Measuring 
Design

Until now in the book, we have been mostly 

looking into ways to create graphics that are 

consistent and visually pleasing. While this 

is important for the overall brand image and 

crucial if you want anyone to take your company 

seriously, it’s not exactly measurable. There’s no 

way (at least known to me) to know if that press 

release you sent out gained traction because 

of how readable it was or not. This can make 

design a hard sell to cofounders, investors, and 

employers.

Fortunately, there are parts of design that 

can be measured, and quite effectively so. On 

the web, we can see exactly how many people 

clicked through each of the banner variations 

to check out the offer. We can see which of the 

headlines performs better in terms of newsletter 

sign ups, or even which colour works best on 

buttons!

The simplest way of testing different designs 

is with click-through display ads like Facebook’s, 

where we can simply upload two different 

banners and compare them by how much 

traction each generated.

By using advanced tools (see the list in the 

appendix) we can mix-and-match all the 

elements of a landing page until we have the 

combination that makes the most money 

possible.

Stop having debates with your cofounders 

about who likes what. If in doubt, test. Forget 

your pride and let the customers decide.

Intro to A/B Testing

A/B testing software splits your traffic into 

two groups and shows a different design to each. 

By tracking how many visitors complete the 

primary action (for example click the buy button) 

we’re able to determine which of the designs is 

better.

We can test different headlines, button colours, 

layouts, fonts, and even pricing. We’re able to 

compare two elements on a page (serving one or 

the other as the page loads) or two completely 

different pages (redirecting visitors to one or 

another).

Testing results are oftentimes unintuitive 

and unexpected. For example, the test on 

Performable’s website, carried out by HubSpot23, 

revealed that the red button on an overall green 

website performed 21% better than its control, the 

green button. Had the designer simply trusted 

their gut and followed the design trends, the 

“branding-consistent” green button would have 

cost this company every fifth conversion.

The green variation 

created 21% more sales.
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Using Design to 
Validate Ideas

A few years ago, I had attended my first 

Startup Weekend.

Somehow, in our team there were no 

developers. Zero. That was not a good start. 

Nobody was really taking us seriously. We 

discussed and drew wireframes while others 

were hacking away at their keyboards, actually 

creating software.

Over the weekend, our team had surveyed 

potential users, created mockups and a landing 

page for the ThoughtProvoker app, a mobile app 

that asks you one philosophical question every 

day.

All other teams had built the product first. 

What we did was actually upside-down — we 

produced the marketing materials, the final pitch 

presentation, and talked to people who never 

used our product.

Anyway, we presented our pitch and so did 

the rest of the teams. Unfortunately, the three 

minutes of time allocated were not nearly 

enough to present their working prototypes. All 

that mattered at this point was — marketing.

The judges decided that our team deserves the 

first prize. It didn’t matter that there had been no 

“real” product developed yet. In those 3 minutes’ 

pitch, the designs, beautiful slides, and our 

market research results was all that mattered.

It’s the same with real-life business. Got an 

idea for an app that will change the world? Don’t 

do a thing before checking in with the market. 

About 60% of all apps in the mobile app stores 

don’t even make enough money to break even on 

the production costs45. I’m sure similar statistics 

apply to different digital products, like ebooks, 

courses, and even SaaS.

Think for a second: if it was a physical product 

and not an app, would you invest a few $10.000 

to start manufacturing it or would you first test 

the market, have a few prototypes made, create a 

list of beta testers?

Developing apps, even if you’re the one 

physically writing the code, will cost you a lot. 

Before you start work, validate your idea.

I get a lot of requests from ‘people with ideas’ 

for free or equity work. The trouble is, they’ve got 

it all wrong. You don’t get to ask for free work if 

you haven’t put any of your own sweat into your 

‘epic’ idea. It simply doesn’t work that way. Ideas 

are worthless. But I will definitely listen if you 

can prove that your idea is profitable.

The app we won the Startup Weekend with. 

We had no real product.
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How to Test the Waters

How can we make sure that an idea has 

enough potential? Just asking people if they 

would buy something is not going to cut it. Your 

friends will say yes just because they don’t want 

to hurt your feelings. You’ll need to go through 

the process of selling your product to your target 

audience and take their money for pre-orders.

Here’s how:

•	Flesh Out Your Idea

•	Create a Lean Prototype

•	Sell!

Think about it this way: if you can’t find a 

couple of very interested buyers, how will you 

find your first real customers once the app is 

on the market?

This is not a brand new concept I somehow 

discovered. The Lean Startup book suggests 

building a minimum viable product (MVP) to 

test the waters. Tim Ferriss suggested something 

similar:

To get an accurate indicator of commercial 

viability, don’t ask people if they would buy – 

ask them to buy. The response to the second is 

the only one that matters.

And Guy Kawasaki also had a similar idea:

Market research and business planning are 

overrated. The best market research is putting 

a product out and seeing if people will buy it. 

The best business plan is to create something 

great and sell it fast.

Unfortunately, this is the stage in which 

many wantrepreneurs get stuck right away. 

The purpose of MVP is not to develop a full-

blown product with lots of features but rather 

to elaborate on the business idea and gather 

feedback. If it’s good, then you get a green light 

for production. If it’s bad, at least you know your 

idea needs some pivoting. Or, that you need a 

new idea.

Of course all of this may sound somewhat 

abstract if you’re a non-tech solopreneur and 

can’t code your own MVP. Should you shell out 

for a developer to create a simplified version 

of your app? Maybe invest a couple of months 

into learning JavaScript and PhoneGap? Of 

course not. This is where your newly-acquired 

knowledge of interface and web design comes 

into play.

Please note that although I’m constantly 

referring to apps in this chapter, this approach 

can work for virtually any kind of product, even 

a physical one.
The course on Udemy has been taken by 

more than 850 students.
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How to Validate Your Idea 
Without Code

Your MVP must describe your idea well 

enough to sell it. Buffer’s founder Joel Gascoigne 

did it with just 2 simple web pages and then 

measured how many people clicked on the 

pricing button (see the picture above).51

At some point, I got an idea to sell awesome 

T-shirts with overall print of space. I thought 

it was a great idea, and I had only seen these 

shirts in a couple of places. I even researched 

AliBaba and found out I could have my first 

batch shipped to me from Poland for $80. Great! 

I almost ordered them, but then realised that 

I had to validate my idea first. In the next few 

paragraphs, I will describe my process.

1. Flesh Out Your Idea

First, try to flesh out and explain your idea. 

Draw sketches and wireframes. Chat with your 

buddies and have them ask questions when 

something doesn’t make sense. This will help 

you locate the parts of your elevator pitch that 

need to be improved. Don’t ask your friends if 

they like the idea yet. They’re likely not the target 

audience and can’t give you valuable feedback.

In the case of my Galaxy shirts, this wasn’t a 

new product, so there wasn’t much fleshing out 

to do. I researched my competitors, but no one 

sold specifically the print I was going to. I also 

found a supplier.

2. Create a Lean Prototype

After getting some common-sense checks from 

people around you, you’ll need to create what 

I call “lean prototypes”. These are believable, 

tangible mockup images that explain how your 

product works without many words.

When you saw Spotify’s interface for the 

first time, there was no doubt this was a music 

platform. The “lean prototype” will give your 

There is no shortage of T-shirt 

manufacturers onAliBaba.
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potential customers an idea about how your app 

works or how your next book would look like.

The app screens can even be tied into a 

working prototype with a tool like Marvel app. 

If your idea is not an app, create a few photos 

(either with mockup templates or create a 3D 

printed prototype).

On top of this, you’ll want to develop some 

branding to go with the landing page. This book 

will help you with this step.

This part took a few hours to complete for 

Galaxy shirts. I had to think up a brand name 

(Galaxy Tees), created a very basic logo following 

the process described in the chapter on logo 

design, and set up a web store on Shopify (they 

offer a free trial, so I decided to use that).

3. Sell Your Idea

Set up a landing page and advertise on 

Facebook or AdWords, or wherever your target 

audience might hang out online. Or, if you 

prefer, go out there and sell in real life — to your 

friends, or your audience.

Important: get actual orders, not just 

email signups! There is a huge difference 

of commitment between giving someone 

money and dropping an email. Think how 

the Kickstarter platform works: startups are 

essentially getting their preorders before they 

sink tons of money into projects that are flubs.

For my new brand Galaxy Tees, I set up a 

Facebook ads campaign and created a couple of 

different images for it. Bear in mind that this was 

my first actual campaign with ads so I literally 

had no idea what I was doing. After spending 

about $20 and seeing zero conversions, I decided 

that this idea wasn’t interesting enough for me 

to pursue further. If you think this isn’t a success 

case study, you’re wrong — I had avoided 

wearing galaxy t-shirts for decades until I’d run 

out of stock. And it only cost me $20.

I had to create believable branding to start 

advertising my idea.
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Buy the Book

Imagine yourself building a design-led startup, 

with the power of unforgettable branding and 

addictive user experience.

— Jane Portman,

UI/UX consultant at UI Breakfast

“This superb, thoroughly illustrated manual sheds light 

on the feared subject of design. Heidi talks about design in 

business terms, proves her point with examples, and gives 

you actionable tips & tricks. A must-read for any founder!”

http://www.designforfounders.com/thebook
http://www.designforfounders.com/thebook
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