
 The Mom Test 
 How to validate business ideas properly 

 Small disclaimer: Hi, this is  John  . I have summarized Rob Fitzpatrick’s “The Mom Test” on these 
 12 pages. I still recommend buying the book and reading it in full. It’s a great read. If you want to 
 support me you can buy it here with my affiliate link: “  The Mom Test  ” 

 A useful conversation 
 Provides concrete facts about our customers’ lives and world views. 
 Never talk about the idea 
 → find out if people care about what we are doing by talking about their lives. 
 → after a useful conversation, we can specify the idea or pivot 

 3 simple rules 
 1.  Talk about their lives instead of the idea 
 2.  Ask about specifics in the past instead of generics or opinions in the future 
 3.  Talk less and listen more 

 → Questions to customers’ lives should regard: 
 ●  Problems 
 ●  Cares 
 ●  Constraints 
 ●  Goals 

 Fixing bad questions 
 1.  Is it a good idea?  → 

 a.  How are they currently doing it (loves & hates)? 
 b.  Actively searching for a replacement? 

 i.  If so, what’s the sticking point? 
 ii.  If not, why not? 

 c.  Where are they losing money with their current tools? 
 d.  Is there a budget for better ones? 

 2.  Would you pay for x solving y?  → 
 a.  How are they solving Y currently and how much does it cost? 
 b.  How much time does it take? 
 c.  What happened last time Y came up? 
 d.  If they haven’t solved the problem, why not? 
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 e.  Have they tried searching for solutions and found them wanting? 
 f.  Do they care enough to have googled it? 

 3.  How much would you pay?  → 
 a.  How much does the problem cost them? 
 b.  How much are they currently paying to solve it? 
 c.  How big is the budget they’ve allowed for it? 

 Rules of Thumb 
 ●  Customer conversations are bad by default, it’s your job to fix them 
 ●  Opinions are worthless 
 ●  Anything involving the future is an overoptimistic lie 
 ●  People will lie to you, if they think it’s what you want to hear 
 ●  People know what their problems are, but they don’t know  how to solve those problems 
 ●  You are shooting blind until you understand their goals 
 ●  Some problems don’t actually matter 
 ●  Watching someone do a task will show you where the problems and inefficiencies really 

 are, not where the customer thinks they are 
 ●  If they haven’t looked for ways of solving it already, they’re not going to look for (or buy) 

 yours 
 ●  People stop lying when you ask them for money 
 ●  While it’s rare for someone to tell you precisely what they’ll pay you, they’ll often show 

 you what it’s worth to them 
 ●  People want to help you. Give them an excuse to do so 

 Avoiding bad data 

 Three types of bad data 
 1.  Compliments 
 2.  Fluff (generics, hypotheticals, and the future) 
 3.  Ideas 

 → Ask the right questions 
 → Deflect compliments 
 → Anchor fluff e.g.: 

 ●  Generic claims (“I usually”, “I always”, “I never”) → Fix: “When did it happen last?” 
 (specifics in the past) 

 ●  Future-tense promises (“I would”, “I will”) 
 ●  Hypothetical maybes (“I might”, “I could”) 

 Understand the motivation behind feature requests and ideas 
 Questions to ask: 



 ●  Why do you want that? 
 ●  What would that let you do? 
 ●  How are you coping without it? 
 ●  Do you think we should push back the launch to add that feature, or is it something we 

 could add later? 
 ●  How would that fit into your day? 

 Responses/questions to dig into emotional signals (e.g. “This is 
 the worst part of my day”) 

 ●  Tell me more about that. 
 ●  That seems to really bug you - I bet there’s a story here. 
 ●  What makes it so awful? 
 ●  Why haven’t you been able to fix this already? 
 ●  You seem pretty excited about that - it’s a big deal? 
 ●  Why so happy? 
 ●  Go on. 

 Don’t fish for complements (intentionally or unintentionally) and 
 the “Pathos problem” 
 Avoid questions/exclamations like the following: 

 ●  I’m thinking of starting a business… so, do you think it will work? 
 ●  I had an awesome idea for an app - do you like it? 
 ●  So here’s that top-secret project I quit my job for… what do you think? 
 ●  I can take it - be honest and tell me what you really think! 

 Cut off pitches 
 Avoid “Won’t-take-no-for-an-answer” in conversations about learning 

 ●  No no, I don’t think you get it… 
 ●  Yes, but it also does this! 

 Talk less 
 Don’t cut people off to correct them, when they are trying to help you 

 Rules of Thumb 
 ●  Customer conversations are bad by default, it’s your job to fix them 
 ●  Compliments are the fool’s gold of customer learning: shiny, distracting, and worthless 
 ●  If in doubt, put them to a decision 
 ●  Ideas and feature requests should be understood, but not obeyed 



 ●  If you’ve mentioned your idea, people will try to protect your feelings 
 ●  Anyone will say your idea is great if you’re annoying enough about it 
 ●  The more you’re talking, the worse you’re doing 

 Asking important questions 
 Don’t ask questions that bias, but also don’t further the business. E.g. asking someone how old 
 they are doesn’t bias but also doesn’t help you. 
 Everytime you ask someone, you should ask at least one question which has the potential to 
 destroy your currently imagined business 

 ●  Love bad news  : Bad news about the business mean learning  and finding points to pivot 
 ●  Look before zooming  : Missing important questions by  obsessing over ultimately 

 unimportant nuances is a no-go 
 ●  Gaze upon the elephant  : Ignoring the really important  (business risking) questions “The 

 elephant” is a no-go 

 Does-this-problem-matter questions 
 ●  How seriously do you take your blog? 
 ●  Do you make money from it? 
 ●  Have you tried making more money from it? 
 ●  How much time do you spend on it each week? 
 ●  Do you have any major aspirations for your blog? 
 ●  Which tools and services do you use for it? 
 ●  What are you already doing to improve this? 
 ●  What are the 3 big things you’re trying to fix or improve right now? 

 Business risking questions 
 ●  Product risk 

 ○  Can I build it? 
 ○  Can I grow it? 

 ●  Customer/market risk 
 ○  Do they want it? 
 ○  Will they pay me? 
 ○  Are there lots of them? 

 Prepare your list of 3 
 Pre-plan the 3 most important things you want to learn from any given type of person (e.g. 
 customers, investors, industry experts, key hires, etc.). 
 → Update the list as your questions change 



 → Your 3 questions will be different for each type of person you’re talking to. If you have 
 multiple types of customers or partners, have a list for each 

 Rules of Thumb 
 ●  You should be terrified of at least one of the questions you’re asking in every 

 conversation 
 ●  There’s more reliable information in a “meh” thana “wow” You can’t build a business on a 

 lukewarm response 
 ●  Start broad and don’t zoom in until you’ve funda strong signal, both with your whole 

 business and with every conversation 
 ●  You always need a list of your 3 big questions 

 Keeping it casual 
 The structure of separate problem/solution/sales conversations is critical for avoiding bias, but 
 it’s important to realize that the first one doesn’t actually need to be a meeting. It works better as 
 a chat. 

 The meeting anti-pattern 
 Anti-pattern: relegating every learning opportunity into a calendar block, while overlooking 
 chances for serendipitous learning. 
 Being too formal: 

 ●  “So, first off, thanks for agreeing to this interview. I just have a few questions for you...” 
 ●  “On a scale of 1 to 5, how much would you say you…” 

 How long are meetings? 
 ●  Early meetings “is this a real problem?” are very fast (3-10 minutes max, usually 5) 
 ●  Meetings toward a more specific product grow longer “Which other software do we have 

 to integrate with to close the sale?” (around 30 minutes including greetings, and small 
 talk, main part and next steps) 

 Rules of Thumb 
 ●  Learning about a customer and their problems works better as a quick and casual chat 

 than a long, formal meeting 
 ●  If it feels like they’re doing you a favor by talking to you, it’s probably too formal 
 ●  Give as little information as possible about your idea while still nudging the discussion in 

 a useful direction 



 Commitment and advancement 
 Pushing a customer into the next step of your real-world acquisition funnel. 
 → Yes/No, both are good results as you learn if they are a real (paying) customer or not 
 → not doing this leads to zombie leads: potential customers who keep taking meetings and say 
 nice things, but never cut a check 

 ●  Commitment  : They are showing they’re serious by giving  up something of value (time, 
 reputation, or money) 

 ●  Advancement  : They are moving to the next step of your  real-world funnel (getting closer 
 to purchasing) 

 Symptoms of no commitment/advancement 
 ●  A pipeline of zombie leads 
 ●  Product meetings that end with a compliment 
 ●  Product meetings that end with no clear next steps 
 ●  Meetings which “went well” 
 ●  They haven’t given up anything of value 

 Meetings either succeed or fail 
 You have  lost  the meeting when you leave with a  compliment  or a  stalling tactic  . 
 A meeting  succeeds  when it ends with a  commitment  to  advance to the next step  . 
 Leaving with worthless wishy-washiness usually stems from the following traps: 

 ●  You’re asking for their opinion about your idea (e.g. fishing for compliments) 
 ●  You’re not asking for a clear commitment or next steps 

 The currencies of conversation 
 ●  Time 

 ○  Clear next meeting with known goals 
 ○  Sitting down to give feedback on wireframes 
 ○  Using a trial of the product for a non-trivial period 

 ●  Reputation Risk 
 ○  Intro to peers or team 
 ○  Intro to a decision maker (boss, spouse, lawyer) 
 ○  Giving a public testimonial or case study 

 ●  Cash 
 ○  Letter of intent 
 ○  Pre-order 
 ○  Deposit 



 How to fix a bad meeting 
 Push for a commitment at the end (any of the above). 

 Don’t pitch blind 
 Start with open-ended learning to get your bearings. Knowing what the general market wants is 
 good, but figuring out this particular customer’s unique situation will considerably improve the 
 rest of the conversation. 

 ●  You: We do X. Want to buy it? 
 ●  Them: No thanks. 

 → no learning with hard pitching 

 Crazy customers and your first sale 
 Keep an eye out for the people who get emotional about what you’re doing. There is a 
 significant difference between: “Yeah, that’s a problem” and “THAT IS THE WORST PART OF 
 MY LIFE AND I WILL PAY YOU RIGHT NOW TO FIX IT” 
 Evangelists: 

 ●  Have the problem 
 ●  Know they have the problem 
 ●  Have the budget to solve the problem 
 ●  Have already cobbled together their own makeshift solutions 

 Rules of thumb 
 ●  “Customers” who keep being friendly but aren’t ever going to buy are a particularly 

 dangerous source of mixed signals 
 ●  If you don’t know what happens next after product or sales meeting, the meeting was 

 pointless 
 ●  The more they’re giving up, the more seriously you can take what they’re saying 
 ●  It’s not a real lead until you’ve given them a concrete chance to reject you 
 ●  In early stage sales, the real goal is learning. Revenue is a side-effect. 

 Finding conversations 
 When solving your own problem, you probably already know the customers. 

 Going to them 
 ●  Cold calls  : Getting rejected 98 out of 100 times doesn’t  matter, as long as you can go 

 off this contact to another one 



 ●  Seizing serendipity  : When you are lucky enough to meet a potential customer, take the 
 opportunity and have a casual chat to learn 

 ●  Find a good excuse  : Use an excuse to get a conversation,  but be careful as people can 
 get offended 

 ●  Immerse yourself in where they are  : Immerse into the community, attend conferences 
 and find contacts to talk to that way 

 ●  Landing pages  : Describe the value proposition, collect  emails and email every signed 
 up person 

 Bringing them to you 
 Having customers come to you is generally preferable, as asking them to come starts you off on 
 the back foot → they’ll be suspicious and weary 

 ●  Organize meetups  : Organize event for professionals  in area of question (e.g. HR 
 professionals) → have automatic credibility because people assume you do, as the 
 organizer 

 ●  Speaking & teaching  : Speak and teach at conferences,  workshops, through online 
 videos, blogging and doing free consulting (make contacts) 

 ●  Industry blogging  : With a reasonable sized audience  you can write a post about a 
 specific topic and ask people to get in touch. (audience must be relevant) 

 ●  Get clever  : E.g. organize knowledge exchanges between  university executives → find 
 something to connect people of interest, etc. 

 Creating warm intros 
 ●  7 degrees of bacon  : Anybody knows someone. Ask a couple  of times (also offer 

 something) 
 ●  Industry advisors  : E.g. have advisors to make intros  to industry partners/professionals 

 (e.g. in exchange for small equity) 
 ●  Universities  : Professors can intro you to high-level  industry folks. Research people tend 

 to be more excited about new projects 
 ●  Investors  : Top-tier investors are awesome for B2B  intros 
 ●  Cash in favors  : Get intros from people that offered  it. Don’t make a habit of doing stuff 

 like this, since it’s a bit annoying and can burn bridges 

 Asking for and framing the meeting 
 If you don’t know why you’re there, it becomes a sales meeting by default. 
 Avoid: 

 ●  Can I get your opinion on what we’re doing? → neediness (asks for compliments and 
 approval) 

 ●  Do you have time for a quick coffee/lunch/chat/meeting? → no expectations (liable to 
 waste their time) 

 Good framing format: 



 1.  You’re an entrepreneur trying to solve horrible problem X, usher in wonderful vision Y, or 
 fix stagnant industry Z.  Don’t mention your idea  . 

 2.  Frame expectations by mentioning what stage you’re at and if it’s true, that you don’t 
 have anything to sell. 

 3.  Show weakness and give them a chance to help by mentioning the specific problem that 
 you’re looking for answers on. This will also clarify that you’re not a time waster. 

 4.  Put them on a pedestal by showing much they, in particular, can help. 
 5.  Explicitly ask for help 

 →  Vision / Framing / Weakness / Pedestal / Ask 
 Mnemonic: Very few wizards properly ask (for help). 
 → Doesn’t necessarily work for cold approaches 

 To commute or to call 
 Prefer personal meetings over calls (facial expressions are valuable, people squeeze calls in 
 between meetings) 

 The advisory flip 
 Don’t go into conversations looking for customers (needy vibe and forfeits position of power) 
 → try to find helpful knowledgeable people who are excited about your idea 

 How many meetings 
 Every meeting has an opportunity cost. 
 3-5 meetings under perfect circumstances (you know and understand the industry) 

 10 meetings with results all over the map → specify customer segment 

 → it’s not how many meetings. It’s about having enough to understand your customers 

 Rules of thumb 
 ●  If it’s not a formal meeting, you don’t need to make excuses about why you’re there or 

 even mention that you’re starting a business. Just ask about their life 
 ●  If it’s a topic you both care about, find an excuse to talk about it. Your idea never needs 

 to enter the equation and you’ll both enjoy the chat 
 ●  Kevin Bacon’s 7 degrees of separation applies to customer conversations. You can find 

 anyone you need if you ask for it a couple times 
 ●  Keep having conversations until you stop hearing new stuff 



 Choosing your customers 
 Make faster progress, by doing good customer segmentation 

 Segmentation 
 Prevent feature creep by building for very specific/niche customers and grow from there. Focus 
 is important. 
 → building for a specific segment decides factors such as pricing 
 → inconsistent feedback from customer conversations mean the segment is still too broad 
 (students vs phd students or undergrad students) 

 Customer slicing 
 Procedure to slice a group 

 ●  Within this group which type of person would want it most? 
 ●  Would everyone within this group buy/use it, or only some? 
 ●  Why does that subset want it? (e.g. what is their specific problem?) 
 ●  Does everyone in the group have that motivation or only some? 
 ●  What additional motivations are there? 
 ●  Which other types of people have these motivations? 

 → 2 groups (demographic and differing goals/motivations) 
 → If there isn’t a clear physical or digital location at which you can find your customer segment, 
 then it’s probably still too broad. 
 → once we have a bunch of who-where pairs decide who to start with based on who seems 
 most: 

 1.  Profitable or big 
 2.  Easy to reach 
 3.  Personally rewarding 

 → Spend only a few minutes to reach to a concrete initial segment (don’t theorize too long) 

 Talking to the wrong people 
 You won’t yield helpful data, talking to the wrong people. Three ways to fall into this trap: 

 1.  You have too-broad of a segment and are talking to everyone 
 2.  You have multiple segments and missed some of them (e.g. app for kids, can’t forget the 

 parents) 
 3.  You are selling to businesses with a complicated buying process and have overlooked 

 some of the stakeholders (e.g. app for kids, can’t forget the parents) 

 Rules of thumb 
 ●  If you aren’t finding consistent problems and goals, you don’t have a specific enough 

 customer segment 



 ●  Good customer segments are a who-where pair. If you don’t know where to go to find 
 your customers, keep slicing your segment into smaller pieces until you do 

 Running the process 
 Avoid making one person the bottleneck. → don’t go into the conversation alone, if you don’t 
 have to 
 Symptoms of a learning bottleneck: 

 ●  “You just worry about the product. I’ll handle the customers” 
 ●  “Because the customers told me so!” 
 ●  “I don’t have time to talk to people - I need to be coding!” 

 → Mitigate by 
 1.  Prepping 

 a.  Know the 3 big questions 
 b.  If facts already known, you should also know what commitment and next steps 

 you are going to push for at the end of the meeting 
 c.  Spend up to ~1 h writing down best guesses about what the person you’re about 

 to talk to cares about and wants (helps to keep the discussion on track - rarely 
 needs to be done with appropriately focused customer segment) 

 d.  Do basic due diligence on person on linkedin 
 2.  Reviewing 

 a.  Review notes, get key take-aways 
 b.  Do it with everyone in the team who is making big decisions (incl. tech) 

 3.  Taking good notes 
 a.  Write down exact quotes, when possible 
 b.  Add symbols to be quicker 

 i.  Emotions 
 1.  :) Excited 
 2.  :( Angry 
 3.  :| embarrassed 

 ii.  Their life 
 1.  ↯ Pain or problem 
 2.  ⨅ Goal or job-to-be-done 
 3.   Obstacle 
 4.  ↱ Workaround 
 5.  ̂  Background or context 

 iii.  Specifics 
 1.  ☑ Feature request or purchasing criteria 
 2.  $ Money or budgets or purchasing process 
 3.  ♀ Mentioned a specific person or company 
 4.  ☆ Follow-up task 

 c.  Index cards are a good place to write down (sorting, mixing, etc.) otherwise 
 notebook, or online for sharing 



 Talking to customers is a tool, not an obligation. Half assed surveys won’t do any good. Only do 
 it if you can actually learn something. Warning signs you are just doing it, for the sake of it: 

 ●  You are talking more than they are 
 ●  They are complementing you or your idea 
 ●  You told them about your idea and don’t have next steps 
 ●  You don’t have notes 
 ●  You haven’t looked through your notes with your team 
 ●  You got an unexpected answer and it didn’t change your idea 
 ●  You weren’t scared of any of the questions you asked 
 ●  You aren’t sure what you’re trying to learn in this conversations 

 The process before a batch of conversations: 
 ●  (with your team) Choose a focused, findable segment 
 ●  Decide your big 3 learning goals 
 ●  If relevant, decide on ideal next steps and commitments 
 ●  If conversations are the right tool, figure out who to talk to 
 ●  Create a series of best guesses about what the person cares about 
 ●  If a question could be answered via desk research, do that first 

 During the conversation 
 ●  Frame the conversation 
 ●  Keep it casual 
 ●  Ask good questions which pass the mom test 
 ●  Deflect compliments, anchor fluff and dig beneath signals 
 ●  Take good notes 
 ●  If relevant, press for commitment and next steps 

 After a batch of conversations 
 ●  (with your team) Review your notes and key customer quotes 
 ●  If relevant, transfer notes into permanent storage 
 ●  Update your beliefs and plans 
 ●  Decide on the next 3 big questions 

 → All of it should not take long, but accelerate 

 Rules of thumb 
 ●  If you don’t know what you’re trying to learn, you shouldn’t bother having the 

 conversation 
 ●  Notes are useless if you don’t look at them 
 ●  Go build your dang company already 


