The following content is liberally excerpted from Steve Blank's The Four Steps to the Epiphany and is probably useless without the book. If you're trying to do a lean startup and you haven't bought Steve's book yet then simply put, you're doing it wrong.
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Hypotheses Briefs

The first phase of Customer Discovery is to write down all of your company’s initial assumptions, or, hypotheses. Getting your hypotheses down on paper is essential because you will be referring to them, testing them, and updating them throughout the entire Customer Development process.

Product Hypotheses

Product hypotheses consist of the founding team’s initial guesses about the product and its development.

Features

One or two sentence summaries of the top ten (or fewer) features of the product.

… 

Benefits

The benefits list succinctly describes what benefits the product will deliver to customers. (Something new? Something better? Faster? Cheaper?) These engineering-driven benefits represent hypotheses you will test against real customer opinions.

… 

Intellectual Property

A concise summary of assumptions and questions about intellectual property (IP). Are you inventing anything unique? Is any of your IP patentable? Are there trade secrets you need to protect? Have you checked to see whether you infringe on other’s IP? Do you need to license others’ patents?

… 

Dependency Analysis

For us to be successful (that is, to sell our product in volume), here’s what has to happen that is out of our control. May include other technology infrastructure that needs to emerge, changes in consumer lifestyles or buying behavior, new laws, changes in economic conditions and so on. Also write down how you can measure whether each external change is happening when you need it to.

… 

Product Delivery Schedule

Not only the date of the first customer ship, but the delivery and feature schedule for follow-on products or multiple releases of the product as far out as the team can see (up to 18 months). The customer development team will be out trying to convince a small group of early customers to buy based on the product spec, long before you can physically deliver the product. To do that they will need to paint a picture of what the product will ultimately look like several releases into the future. This first pass at a schedule is not set in stone. It will be used to test customer reactions, but not to make commitments.

… 

Total Cost Ownership/Adoption

Estimate the total cost to customers of buying and using your product. Do they need new computers? Training? Physical or organizational changes that need to happen first? What will be the cost of deployment? Do they need to change any part of their current purchasing or usage behavior? Do they need to throw away or obsolete something they use today?

… 

Customer and Problem Hypotheses

Types of Customers

Are there different types of customers we should approach when we sell our product? (End Users, Influencers, Recommenders, Economic Buyer, Decision Maker) In addition to all these parties to the sale there’s one more group that needs to be mentioned. You won’t be looking for them, but they will see you coming. In the case of sales to companies, document titles and where in the organization they are to be found.

… 

Customer Problems

Understand how customers experience pain (their problem) and why (how much) it matters to them. Summarize not only what the problem the customer has, but what the organizational impact of the problem is in terms of the different types of pain it causes at various levels of the company/family/consumer. Capture answers to the question “If they could wave a magic wand and change anything at all, what would it be?”

… 

Categorize problems as follows: Latent Need (the customers have a problem or they have a problem and understand that they have a problem). Active Need (the customers recognize a problem--they are in pain--and are actively searching for a solution, but haven’t done any serious work to solve it yet). Vision (the customers have an idea what a solution to the problem would look like, may have cobbled together a homegrown solution, and, in the best case, are prepared to pay for a better solution).

… 

Are you solving a Mission Critical problem? Is the solution only nice-to-have?

… 

A Day In the Life

Requires a deep understanding of a target company on many levels. Document how the world looks from an end-user perspective. How does an end-user spend their day? What products do they use and for how long? How would their life change if they start using your product? What about their manager? What about the president or executives of the company? What about the IT department? What other systems do they support?

… 

Organizational Map and Customer Influence Map

Most customers don’t work by themselves. They interact with other people. List all of the people you believe could influence a customer’s buying decisions. If you’re targeting large companies, you might have a lot of complexity and unknowns in your diagram. Document the relationships between the recommenders, influencers, economic buyers, and saboteurs. How do you think a sale will be made? Who has to be convinced and in what order?

… 

ROI (Return on Investment) Justification

What is the customer’s expectation from their investment measured against goals such as time, money, resources and status?

… 

Minimum Feature Set

What is the smallest set of features that customers will pay for in the first release? What is the smallest or least complicated problem that the customer will help us solve?

… 

Total Cost Ownership/Adoption

Estimate the total cost to customers of buying and using your product. Do they need new computers? Training? Physical or organizational changes that need to happen first? What will be the cost of deployment? Do they need to change any part of their current purchasing or usage behavior? Do they need to throw away or obsolete something they use today?

… 

Distribution and Pricing Hypotheses

Put a first stake in the ground describing what distribution channel you intend to use to reach customers (direct, online, telemarketing, reps, retail, etc.) Take a first guess at pricing. Describe the lifetime value of a customer: how much can you sell to a customer over the life of the sales relationship.

… 

Demand Creation

Document how your customers learn about new companies and new products.

Creating Customer Demand

You need to create demand for your product. Once you create this demand you need to drive those customers into the sales channel that carries your product. How will you create demand to drive them into the channel you have chosen? Advertising? Public relations? Retail store promotions? PPC? Spam? Word of mouth? Seminars? Telemarketing? Partners?

…

Document how your customers hear about new companies and products. Do they go to trade shows? What magazines and websites do they read? Which ones do they trust? What do their bosses read? Who are the best salespeople they know? Who would they hire to call on them?

…

Influencers

In every market or industry there is a select group of individuals who pioneer the trends, style and opinions. Who are the influencers who can affect your customer’s opinions? Analysts, members of the press, visionaries? (This list will also become your road map for assembling an advisory board.)

…

Market Type Hypotheses

Is your company entering an existing market, re-segmenting an existing market or creating a new market?

Entering an Existing Market

Who are the competitors and who is driving the market? What is the market share of each of the competitors? What is the total marketing and sales dollars the market share leaders will be spending to compete with you? Do you understand the cost of entry against incumbents? What performance attributes have customers told you are important? How do competitors define performance? What percentage of this market do you want to capture in years one through three? How do the competitors define the market? Are there standards? If so, whose agenda is driving the standards? Do you want  your company to embrace these standards, extend them, or replace them?

…

Resegmenting an Existing Market

Your positioning will rest on being 1) lower cost or 2) finding a unique niche offering. What existing markets are your customers coming from? What are the unique characteristics of those customers? What compelling needs of those customers are unmet by existing suppliers? What compelling features of your product will get customers of existing companies to abandon their current supplier? Why couldn’t existing companies offer the same thing? How long will it take you to educate potential customers and to grow a market of sufficient size? What size is that? How will you educate the market? How will you create demand? Given no customers exist for your market segment, what are realistic year one through three sales forecasts?

…

Entering a New Market

What market will potential customers come from? What compelling need will make customers use/buy your product? What compelling feature will make them buy/use your product? How long will it take you to educate potential customers and to grow a market of sufficient size? What size is that? How will you educate the market? How will you create demand? Given no customers exist yet, what are realistic year one through three sales forecasts? How much financing will it take to soldier on while you educate and grow the market? What will stop a well-heeled competitor from taking the market from you once you’ve developed it? Is it possible to define your product as either resegmenting a market or as entering an existing one?

…

Competition Hypotheses

If you are creating a new market, assume that the surrounding markets and companies will ultimately move into your market. Is there no single dominant company? (less than 30% market share) If a monopoly exists with over 80% of the market your only hope is to resgment. How have existing competitors defined the basis of competition? Is it on product attributes? Service? What are their claims? Features? Why do you believe your company and product are different? Does it allow customers to do something they couldn’t do before? If so, what makes you think they will care? Does your product have better features? Performance? Channel? Price? Who are your closest competitors today? In features? Performance? Price? If there is no direct competitor, who does the customer go to today to get the equivalent of what you offer? What do you like most about each of your competitor’s product? What do your customers like most? If you could change one thing, what would it be? How do competitive products get used? What percentage of end user’s time is spent using it? How mission critical is it? If your market doesn’t yet exist, how do users get by without your product today? Do they simply not do something or do it badly?

