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1958
The greatest new product failure in history. 



The Ford Edsel.



The background:



• After revolutionizing mass production, Ford had their IPO (initial stock 
offering) on the New York Stock Exchange in 1956. 

• The stock opened the day at $64.50/share and by the end of the day was 
trading at $70.50, giving them a market capitalization of $660M (over $6 
billion in today’s dollars).  

• It was the most successful IPO in American history.

Ford Motor Company



• So they decided to take the cash from their highly-successful 
IPO and use it to develop a new product. 

• They hired the best automotive engineers in the world, gave 
them a huge budget and told them to develop the most 
advanced automobile ever. 

Ford Motor Company



Rolling-dome speedometer. 
Push-button Teletouch transmission shifting 

Self-adjusting brakes.  
410-cubic-inch Edsel "E-475" Engine. 

Warning lights on dashboard. 
Speedometer glows when speeding. 

Transmission locks in park until ignition key turned. 
Triple-thermostat cooling system.  

Front-mounted distributor, coil, fuel pump, dipstick. 
Hood release controlled electronically. 

 
“The Newest Expression of Fine Engineering from Ford Motor Company”. 

The most advanced automobile ever. 

Projected sales for the first year were 200,000 units, with over one million units within three years. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speedometer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teletouch


They were so confident of success the Ford Edsel was released in 
several different lines and models. 



• Projected sales for the first year were 200,000 
units, with 3-year projections of over one 
million units.  

• First year sales were less than 60,000.  
• The second year was 56,000. 
• Total units sold were less than half the 

company's projected break-even point.  
• Each one sold cost 2x to make. 
• The Edsel project lost a colossal $350 million 

(over $3 billion in current dollars).  

The greatest new product failure in history. 



Technologically 
Feasible. What customers want. 

Profitable economics. 



Technologically 
Feasible.

What customers want. 

Profitable economics. 

Successful 
Innovation!



Technologically 
Feasible.

What customers want. 

Profitable economics. 

The Edsel had one of these things. 
It was technologically  feasible, but the economics weren’t 
profitable and it didn’t align with what customers wanted. 



This has been a recurring issue since 
the dawn of entrepreneurship:  

 
How does one reliably create products 

that succeed?



We’ve all seen examples of companies that have 
sent millions of dollars developing products they 
thought they world needed, only to find out that no 
one wanted to buy those products. 

I’m embarrassed to admit that I’ve done it myself. 



Congratulations! You’ve spent 2 years and $5 million proving that 
there is zero demand for your product!

Cool idea! Find some customers. 

In 2000-2001 I used a linear product development process:

Then we’ll 
scale up and be 

rich!
But most startups die 
in the valley of death. 

Spend 
millions 

building it.



Three concepts I wish I’d known before I did that: 



Product Market Fit 
Customer Development 

Design Thinking 







If the only thing that matters is product/
market fit, then the only thing we should 
care about is how do we get there most 
efficiently and effectively?





Founded 8 companies, four had IPO’s 

The other four resulted in “large craters in the ground”. 

Retired and wrote “The Four Steps to Epiphany”.

Steve Blank



“No business plan survives first contact 
with customers”. 
                                -Steve Blank 



“Don’t do product development before 
you have first done customer 
development”. 
                                -Steve Blank 



Minimum viable product 
Learn from Customers  
Continuous deployment 
Rapid iterations 
Learn, measure, adjust. Repeat.  

Note: the “lean” does not mean “cheap”, per se, it means reducing cycle times and 
getting to a successful product more quickly. 

The Lean Startup, a book by Eric Ries



From the author’s introduction to the book:



From the author’s introduction to the book:



MVP
Minimum Viable Product

The book by Eric Ries popularized the term “MVP”. 



“A Minimum Viable Product is that 
version of a new product which allows a 
team to collect the maximum amount of 
validated learning about customers with 
the least effort.” 
                     
                   - Eric Ries, in The Lean Startup













“A Minimum Viable Product is that 
version of a new product which allows a 
team to collect the maximum amount of 
validated learning about customers with 
the least effort.” 
                     
                   - Eric Ries, in The Lean Startup



Mediocre entrepreneurs build an 
MVP to show something.  
Great entrepreneurs build an MVP 
to learn something.  

-Me



Difficult. Easier. Easiest. 

All are on the recommended reading list for BUS-217.





Design Thinking 
Developed at the d.school at Stanford 



Design Thinking: 
An engineering framework for creating products that succeed.



Here’s the big takeaway: 

As a startup founder, you have an awesome idea and a bunch of assumptions 
you are absolutely sure of.  

You will be wrong.  

Great entrepreneurs know to always be testing and validating your 
assumptions. 



Humans have a tendency to believe that what we think is fact, when it’s just 
opinion.  When we act based on a belief and it turns out to not only be opinion 
but wrong, this is when things can often go spectacularly wrong.

“It ain’t what you don’t know 
that gets you into trouble. It’s 
what you know for sure that 
just ain’t so”.  
                            - Mark Twain



A startup is an experiment. Use the scientific method.  

Customer Development, Lean startup, MVP, Design Thinking, Design Sprints are all 
variations on the same theme: small experiments are what lead to Product-Market 
Fit.  

Great entrepreneurs are always thinking to themselves, “What is the smallest 
possible experiment that I could do right now that would give me the greatest 
possible learning?”





bus217.org
On the class website you will 
find recaps of each class 
session, additional reading, 
assignments, videos, etc.  





Our Slack Workspace



Slack:

Name Tag:

Name:

Make it easy for your classmates to get to know you by 
using the same name across everything in class.

Zoom:

Alesya Pyrkova

AlesyaBob
Samuel Robert Smith

Be like Alesya!





Every week I’ll be at the 
CoHo an hour before class. 

Join if you want for food, 
beverages, discussion.  

Purely optional. 



I have designed this course to be satisfying for 
both sippers and gulpers. 



On May 10 I’m doing a special workshop on Storytelling for Entrepreneurs. 

Enter “bus217” when you register 
and you will get 40% off!



Optional Weekly Group Calls:





















Fast food kills - and yet we buy a lot of it. 
“A fast food diet increase your chances of developing depression, cancer, type 2 
diabetes, heart disease and other chronic conditions.” -Cleveland Clinic. 

“Over the past 50 years, the health of Americans has gotten worse, Today, eating processed 
foods and fast foods may kill more people prematurely than cigarette smoking”.  
- National Institutes for Health 

“The health benefits of a natural, plant-based diet have been established by numerous 
research studies”  
- Stanford School of Medicine

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4074336/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4772793/


Americans spend over $300B/year on unhealthy 
fast food, and it’s become a leading cause of 
premature death. Most people want to eat healthy, 
but with a busy life it’s hard sometimes.

Problem Statement for Bret’s awesome new startup:



My proposed solution:

Tacos! Because everybody 
loves tacos! 
It’s easy to make tacos healthy 
- you can do vegetarian, 
gluten-free, organic, etc!



Americans spend over $300B/year on unhealthy fast food, and it’s 
become a leading cause of premature death. Most people want to 
eat healthy, but with a busy life it’s hard sometimes.

Problem Statement for Bret’s awesome new startup:

Solution Statement:
Fast food doesn’t need to be unhealthy! Our startup is developing 
a new brand of health-conscious fast food (healthy tacos!), 
delivered directly to your home or office. 



Americans spend over $300B/year on unhealthy fast food, and it’s 
become a leading cause of premature death. Most people want to 
eat healthy, but with a busy life it’s hard sometimes.

Problem Statement for Bret’s awesome new startup:

Solution Statement:
Fast food doesn’t need to be unhealthy! Our startup is developing 
a new brand of health-conscious fast food (healthy tacos!), 
delivered directly to your home or office. 

What do you think our path to product-market fit should be?





Husk Power Systems



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems

Over 1.2 billion in the world do not have access to electricity. 
These families suffer health issues associated with breathing 
smoke from household fires and kerosene, and kids who 
can’t read at night fall behind at school.  

According to the UN, access to electricity correlates closely 
to life expectancy, literacy, and per capita GDP. 



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems



In the next few years Husk Power Systems built 80 mini-grid biomass systems 
in rural India. Suddenly kids had light at night to read and study by, and 
families were living healthier lives. 



But the economics weren’t great.  

In India, 30% of electricity produced is lost to theft. People tap into the lines 
and steal power. 

Also, most of the villages had a cash economy, so Husk Power had to employ 
bill collection agents and many bills just went unpaid.  

The Biomass systems worked well, but could only produce electricity for 6 
hours/day. In the mobile phone era people wanted more than that.  

Also, as the cost of photovoltaic technology came down, the cost of biomass 
was less attractive.  



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems They were out of money. The co-founder quit.  

Manoj knew they needed to either shut down or do a 
complete pivot.  

He told his wife he had to fly to India and spend six months 
on the ground in the villages.  

He came home and developed a completely new way of 
solving the original problem of rural mini-grids. 



Solar-powered mini-grids with biomass backup, 
providing electricity 24x7. 

A pay-as-you-go system where 
people control the electricity to 
their home via a mobile app. If you 
don’t pay, it’s turned off. 

The new Husk Power System product: 



Manoj Sinha 
CEO and Founder 
Husk Power Systems Now this was a scalable model with positive unit economics.  

He made the hard decision to shut down 75 of the 80 biomass 
installations they operated and focus strictly on the new 
model.  

New installations in rural villages in India proved it out, and 
expanded into West Africa which increased the TAM.  

Armed with proof of the economics, scalability, and a large 
TAM, he went out and pitched traditional venture capital 
investors.  







One of the key takeaways: 

You marry the problem, not the solution.  

Manoj stayed true to the problem to be solved, but was willing to admit that his 
original solution failed.  

For most great entrepreneurs, the problem to be solved is the North Star.  



• In the #solution_statement channel on Slack, share a short, 
concise statement of the problem your startup solves.  

• Now, in the #path_to_pmf channel, write three things that 
you will do to get to product market fit.  

• In the #social channel on Slack, tell us one person from 
history you would like to have dinner with. 

This week’s assignments:
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