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https://www.cbinsights.com/research/startup-failure-reasons-top/
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i-Corps/Lean LaunchPad – improve understanding of 
commercialization in Life Sciences

From “I-Corps from the Trenches Conversations with I-Corps Alum” December 8, 2016
https://sbir.cancer.gov/sites/default/files/2016_02_04_ICorpsWebinar_508.pdf
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• i-Corps/LLP can lead to significantly improved outcomes

• Not always successful because teams:
• Don’t interview the right people
• Ask yes/no questions that support their ideas

• Too many interviews can lead to worse outcomes for product and teams
• Loss of focus, too many iterations, unclear go/no-go decision points

Use the right strategy, interviews & questions

https://hbr.org/2016/03/the-limits-of-the-lean-startup-method
https://venturewell.org/wp-content/uploads/NIH-I-Corps-Syllabus-Virtual-2020-Final.pdf

https://hbr.org/2016/03/the-limits-of-the-lean-startup-method
https://venturewell.org/wp-content/uploads/NIH-I-Corps-Syllabus-Virtual-2020-Final.pdf
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https://hbr.org/2016/03/the-limits-of-the-lean-startup-method

https://hbr.org/2016/03/lean-strategy
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• Helpful to pre-specify approach and actions
• Describe who to interview and steps to modify who is being interviewed
• Create a list of assumptions, make them hypotheses to test
• Outline methods of analysis and actions 
• How to prioritize market segments, value propositions
• Go/no-go points and metrics

• “Team” is the most important factor in investment decisions
• Ability to address challenges is critical to success
• Compile and analyze data supporting your value proposition
• Presenting data to investors in a meaningful manner

Craft your own strategy to assess product-market-channel fit
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• We often feel “productive” and focus on technical aspects of products
• Where have honed our skills and are in our comfort zone
• Can end up creating a product that no one wants to purchase

• It can feel easier to outsource customer discovery

• Direct involvement with customers leads to much deeper understanding
• Customers feel listened to, respected and accepted
• We explore more of the market landscape and challenges
• We have a personal stake in solving the real problems for people we know

Interviewing customers is hard, uncomfortable work
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• Decision makers, customers, influencers and end users are all real people
• Personal & professional motivations
• Bosses (reasonable and unreasonable)
• Yearly objectives 
• Juggle multiple priorities in their budgets (facilities, equipment, headcount)
• Are responsible for selling your idea to their boss

• Budgets are negotiated differently in every company and are hard-fought

• Examples of mythical beasts often cited as “customers”
• Hospital systems, Payors, Pharmaceutical companies, Academic labs

Decision makers are specific individuals with budget authority



9

Company structures, processes and culture can be complex
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• Look to your own network first (including ENET!)
• Ask for referrals to people who might be interesting
• During interviews, ask for suggestions on who to interview
• Expand your network

• SBIR/STTR grants - NIH RePORT, NSF Awards, Grantome
• University entrepreneurship centers & their mentor networks

• Professors who have started companies and people from their labs

• Explore membership rosters of business groups (e.g., MassBio, CLSA, BioNJ)
• Membership rosters of professional organizations (IEEE, ISPE, ACS, etc.)
• KOLs might be found through PubMed, clinicaltrials.gov, patents
• Scientific conferences – attendees, exhibitors, presenters, posters, committees
• LinkedIn Groups

Ideas on finding customers, users, influencers, decision makers

https://report.nih.gov/
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/simpleSearch.jsp
https://grantome.com/
https://www.massbio.org/
https://califesciences.org/
https://bionj.org/
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• Open-ended questions lead to real problem solving
• Ask “why” and listen, keep asking “why” until a core issue is identified
• First answer is rarely the underlying reason, so keep asking “why”
• Offers the opportunity to explore your market more deeply
• Can uncover information about critical factors in life sciences

• regulatory, reimbursement, efficacy, safety, clinical trials, quality systems, and more

• Getting to a “no” quickly is a good thing
• Asking yes/no questions can lead to biased decision-making

• Saying “yes” can be a polite way to exit the conversation
• Saying “no” makes people feel safe

Interviews are open-ended conversations about your market
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• What are your most difficult challenges and why?
• What is your current process for accomplishing this?
• What is most frustrating about the process? Why?
• What does not work for you?
• What do you not want?
• What is the decision-making process in your company?
• Who might block a decision on this product?
• Walk me through how your company makes purchases
• What constraints do you have around this product?
• What are the regulatory requirements?
• What are the reimbursement strategies in this area?
• What sort of IP must we develop?
• What are the types of clinical trials we would need to run?

Examples of open-ended questions often leads to more insights
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• i-Corps/Lean LaunchPad and other formal approaches can be very helpful
• Limitations related to who is interviewed, types of questions asked and knowing when to 

stop interviewing and get building

• Create your own strategy as a team
• Find the right people to interview 
• Ask the right questions

Summary

My contact information:
David Spellmeyer
david@interlakenassociates.com
http://www.linkedin.com/in/davidspellmeyer/
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Potential Resources

Note – these are presented as jumping off points based on 
some of my experiences and are not intended to be 
comprehensive. 
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• Take a class in negotiation through a business school
• Harvard’s Program on Negotiation offers courses
• Structured interviews are similar in nature to negotiations
• Case studies can provide excellent format to hone skills in asking questions
• Planning and hypothesis testing skills can be applied in many situations

• i-Corps/Lean LaunchPad
• NSF - https://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/i-corps/
• NIH - https://sbir.cancer.gov/programseducation/icorps
• Lean LaunchPad @ Udacity
• Check your local universities
• Online courses during COVID?

Courses
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NIH i-Corps program
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https://innovation.ucsf.edu/global-entrepreneurship-online-class
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https://steveblank.com/2020/06/23/winners-rising-out-of-the-crisis-where-to-find-new-markets-and-customers/
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Resources on customer development process and interview 
questions

12 Tips for Early Customer Development Interviews 
(Revision 3)
1. One person at a time

2. Know your goals and questions ahead of time

3. Separate behavior and feedback in discussion

4. Get psyched to hear things you don’t want to hear

5. Disarm “politeness” training

6. Ask open ended questions

7. Focus on actual behavior, not speculative or abstract 
feelings

8. Listen, don’t talk

9. Follow your nose and drill down

10. Parrot back or misrepresent to confirm

11. Ask for introductions

12. Write up your notes as quickly as possible

Afterwards: Look for patterns and apply judgement
http://giffconstable.com/2012/12/12-tips-for-early-customer-development-
interviews-revision-3/

Twelve tips for customer development interviews

1. Go fish where the fishes swim

2. Have a plan

3. Talking to strangers is unnatural

4. Ask open ended questions

5. Ask Why? (And other ‘W’ words)

6. Avoid hypotheticals, lengthy or creative descriptions

7. Show don’t explain

8. Listening is uncomfortable

9. Love the uncomfortable silence

10. Keep them talking

11. Stop them talking

12. They (could be) a customer
http://www.dancingmango.com/blog/2012/12/14/twelv-tips-for-customer-
development-interviews/

11 Customer Development Anti-Patterns

1. You treat speculation as confirmation

2. You lead the witness

3. You just can’t stop talking

4. You only hear what you want to hear

5. You treat a single conversation as ultimate truth

6. Fear of rejection wins out

7. You talk to anyone with a pulse

8. You wing the conversation

9. You try to learn everything in one sitting

10. Only the designer does qualitative research

11. You did customer development your first week, but 
haven’t felt a need to do it since

12. You ask the customer to design your product for 
you
Source : http://giffconstable.com/2013/06/11-customer-development-anti-
patterns/
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• Never Ask What They Want – 3 Better Questions to Ask in User Interviews
• Kissmetrics user experience research manager Chuck Liu writes about why asking users what they want is the wrong 

question to ask, and gives readers 3 better questions to ask. 

• What are you trying to get done? Why? Why? Why?
• Can you show me how you currently do this?
• Can you show me what’s frustrating about your current process?

3 Better Questions

https://medium.com/user-experience-101/aeddd2a2101e
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Finding Customers to Interview
1. Finding People for Customer Development Interviews – Cindy Alvarez runs through 
various methods you can use to discover people to interview.
2. 95 Ways to Find Your First Customers for Customer Development – Looking for 
some ideas about how to find customers to interview? Use this list to help.
3. How to Find Customers to Interview – Want some more help finding prospects to 
interview? Check out this article, with a video included.
4. Best Cold Calling Script for Setting up Interviews – Don’t know what to say to a 
prospective interviewee? You are not alone; a Quora answerer gives a script for you to 
follow.
5. Identifying Individuals for Interviews – Don’t know anyone who qualifies? Or want to 
know how to find qualified people for interviews? Use this resource to learn how.

https://neilpatel.com/blog/26-customer-development-resources/

Resource on Customer Development

http://www.cindyalvarez.com/best-practices/customer-development-interviews-how-to-finding-people
http://jasonevanish.com/2013/08/11/95-ways-to-find-your-first-customers-for-customer-development-or-your-first-sale/
http://customerdevlabs.com/2013/10/08/finding-customers-to-interview/
http://www.quora.com/Customer-Development/When-setting-up-Customer-Development-Interviews-What%E2%80%99s-the-best-Cold-calling-script-you-found-success-with
http://ask.goodproductmanager.com/2011/10/11/how-do-i-set-up-customer-interviews/
https://neilpatel.com/blog/26-customer-development-resources/


22

https://wheretoplay.co/navigator/

https://wheretoplay.co/navigator/
https://wheretoplay.co/navigator/
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• Conferences can be great places to conduct 
many interviews quickly

• Gain perspective on the ecosystem
• Every company has competitors for talent, 

revenue and products
• Frame your value proposition correctly

• Does your product really shorten drug 
development timelines? 

• Or, does it improve the information on compounds 
entering clinical trials?

Know how your product fits into a crowded marketplace
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https://steveblank.com/2018/10/09/startups-and-regulated-markets/
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Team

Gompers, P., Gornall, W., Kaplan, S.N., Strebulaev, I.A., 2016. How Do Venture Capitalists Make Decisions?, NBER working paper series. National 
Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, Mass. http://www.nber.org/papers/w22587

http://www.nber.org/papers/w22587
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Experienced teams tend to explore more opportunities before 
choosing a market

Gruber, Marc, Ian C. MacMillan, and James D. Thompson. 2008. “Look Before You Leap: 
Market Opportunity Identification in Emerging Technology Firms.” Management Science 54 
(9): 1652–65. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.1080.0877.

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.1080.0877
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Book recommendation

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/099080092X
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Book Recommendation

Never Split the Difference: Negotiating As If Your Life Depended On It 
Hardcover

• May 17, 2016 by Chris Voss, Tahl Raz

• Book on negotiation tactics from a former hostage negotiator
• Turning assumptions into hypotheses that can be tested
• How to ask open-ended questions
• How to leverage “no” to gain better understanding of the other person’s 

perspectives and needs
• How to listen and be present

• These techniques can help plan for effective customer interviews
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Book Recommendation – major concepts, theories and 
references to primary literature on negotiation
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Book Recommendation

• How to market in the Life Sciences
• Background on how scientists think and evaluate new ideas
• Reviewers are all practicing scientists.
• Understanding how we think and process information will be helpful in how to frame your 

work and could be helpful in your marketing efforts later
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Book Recommendation
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