


Entrepreneurship
“The pursuit of opportunity, without 
regard for resources currently 
controlled”.

Howard Stevenson 
Harvard Business School



Bret Waters
Founder and CEO of three Silicon Valley software companies: 

• Metagraphics – developed the first web-based document generation engine.  
Sold to Linotext America.  

• Artmachine – developed the first pure-SaaS digital media management system.  
Sold to OpenText.  

• Tivix – developed fintech systems for major banks around the world.  
Sold to Kellton. 



Now I teach two entrepreneurship 
courses at Stanford. 



Exploration

Extrapolation

Exploitation

Stages of a venture. 

Rapid iteration and validating, 
with a goal of getting to 
Product-Market Fit.

Extrapolating on what’s been 
learned, now it’s about getting 
the flywheel of growth spinning 
at an ever-increasing velocity. 

Harness efficiencies of scale to 
drive market share and profits. 

Founding

Product-Market Fit

Escape Velocity

Stanford 
BUS-217

Stanford 
BUS-219



Bret Waters
I also ran two nonprofit organizations: 

• President of Woodside School Foundation 
A 501(c)3 non-profit focused on local K-12 eduction, managing a $10 million endowment.  

• Interim CEO of Stanford New Schools 

A 501(c)3 non-profit charter school management organization operated by Stanford University.  



For 15 years I’ve coached startup CEOs at 
Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship. 



In my career, I’ve worked with hundreds of startup 
founders. I’ve seen patterns with regard to which ones 
succeed and which ones fail.  

Based on these patterns, I’ve put together an 8-step 
process for getting from a startup idea to a launched 
and funded venture, poised for success. 





In getting from a startup idea to 
a successful, growing venture, 

what do you think matters most?



Most startup ideas fail. Investors know this and so 
they invest in founders who can execute a path to 
success when the original idea fails.  

My goal with this course is to make you one of 
those founders. 

Ideas are cheap. Execution is hard. 



YouTube’s idea was a video dating site.  
Android’s idea was an OS for digital cameras.  
Uber’s idea was a fleet of company-owned cars, called “UberTaxi”.   
Instagram’s idea was a mobile check-in app (like Foursquare) called “Burbn”. 
The Twitter team’s idea was a Flash-based podcasting platform called “Odeo”.  
Slack’s original idea was a video game studio. 

Here are some ideas that failed,  
but now the business is worth billions. 



“The verb you want to be using with 
respect to startup ideas is not “think 
up” but notice. The way to get startup 
ideas is not to try to think of startup 
ideas. It’s to look for problems.” 

- Paul Graham 
  Co-founder of Y-Combinator



Uber was born when a group of friends spent $800 to hire a private 
driver and then listened to the driver talk about how much downtime 
he had every week, waiting for business.  
Airbnb was born when roommates in San Francisco needed to rent 
out a spare bedroom to pay the rent.  
Cisco was born when two computer administrators at Stanford were 
frustrated by slow network speeds. 

This is often how great startups begin, when a founder notices a 
problem worth solving and falls in love with solving that problem.



The Launch Path. 
Eight steps to a successful startup. 

1) Listen to the waves.  
2) Build something people want.  
3) Draw the landscape.  
4) Create an engine of growth.  
5) Engineer an economic model. 
6) Create a capital strategy.  
7) Frame a Funnel.  
8) Be a Master Storyteller. 
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Listen to the Waves. 
STEP 1:



Step 1: Listen to the Waves. 
Where do most startups begin?

The Launch Path

Most great startups begin with a founder who 
notices a problem worth solving.



Build something people want. 
STEP 2:



Step 2: Learn what people want
Don’t build something that no one cares about.

The Launch Path

The only way to win is to learn 
faster than anyone else. 
- ERIC RIES



Draw the landscape
STEP 3:



Step 3: Draw the landscape
Every startup operates within a landscape of competitors and alternatives. 

The Launch Path

I looked at my competitors, and I thought, if they 
could do it, I could do it. And if they are popular 
and doing well, I could compete with them. 
- TOMMY HILFIGER



Design a engine of growth
STEP 4:



Step 4: Design an engine of growth
You’re gonna need a business model.

The Launch Path

Luck is not a business model. 
- ANTHONY BOURDAIN

A business model is the rationale by which an 
organization creates, delivers, and captures value. 



Engineer an economic model
STEP 5:



Step 5: Engineer an economic model
The numbers need to work 

The Launch Path

For every one of 
our failures, we 
had spreadsheets 
that looked great. 
- SCOTT COOK



Develop a capital strategy
STEP 6:



Step 6: Develop a capital strategy
There are many great ways to finance a startup venture in 2024.

The Launch Path

Be so good they can’t  
ignore you. 
- STEVE MARTIN

My goal with this chapter is to open up the solution set a 
bit in your mind so you can choose the form of financing 
that makes sense for your particular venture.

It’s not just VC. Revenue share notes, demand dividend, 
SAFE’s, royalty-based notes, SIB’s and so much more. 



Frame a funnel
STEP 7:



Step 7: Frame a funnel
We need a scalable process for getting customers at a rational cost.

The Launch Path

The purpose of a business is to 
create and keep a customer. 
- PETER DRUCKER

Most startups die from lack of customers. Others die 
because they realize too late that the economics of their 
customer acquisition process are impossible to survive. 
Both are painful deaths, so let’s try to avoid them. 



Be a master storyteller
STEP 8:



Every great entrepreneur has the ability to tell a 
crisp, clear, and compelling story about what 
she’s working on, and why it matters. 

Step 8: Be a master storyteller
The Launch Path









2025 trends.



The big huge obvious trend is AI. 
Macro trends for 2025:

In November of 2022, OpenAI 
released ChatGPT and since 
then GenAI has sucked up 
pretty much all the oxygen in 
Silicon Valley. 



GenAI is the next platform shift. 
Macro trends for 2025:



Entrepreneurs can build digital apps quickly.
Macro trends for 2025:



Using AI to win the race to PMF. 
Opportunity for 2025:

A startup is in a race to get to Product-Market Fit 
before the money runs out. It has always been 
thus, and failing this race is a leading cause of 
startup death.  

Leveraging artificial intelligence capabilities to 
analyze vast amounts of data, understand 
customer needs, and make informed decisions to 
rapidly achieve product-market fit (PMF) by 
optimizing your product offering based on market 
insights and user feedback, ultimately finding the 
right market for your product and effectively 
addressing their pain points. 



Your technology is not your moat anymore.
Macro trends for 2025:

A Chinese hedge fund announced 
Deepseek 3, which it claims has 
comparable benchmark scores to 
GPT4o and Anthropic’s Claude 3.5 
and to have achieved this with 
perhaps 10% of the training 
compute of Llama 3.1 



Startups need less capital than ever. 
Opportunity for 2025:

Of all the money flowing into VC funds (~$76B last year) 
half of it will end up with disappointing returns for 
Limited Partners.  

There are four ways for an investor to make money 
from a startup investment: (1) Sell the equity; (2) 
Dividends; (3) Interest on debt; (4) Royalty/Revenue 
Share. 

Traditional VC uses exactly one of those.  

There is an opportunity to create better structures. 



B2B SaaS is dead. Let’s build modern BizApps. 
Opportunity for 2025:

The average large company today pays for 
200-400 different SaaS apps.  

Many of those are getting a bit old, from this point 
forward modern BizApps will use AI to power the 
logic layer.  

Lots of opportunity there for new startups. 



We are officially in a place-agnostic era. 
Opportunity for 2025:

It matters less today, the place you are in.  

American startups can serve European customers. 
European startups can serve LatAm customers. 
Your CTO may be in Romania and your CMO may 
be in Argentina. 



Productivity of engineering FTE goes 10x. 
Opportunity for 2025:

Github Copilot and other gen-AI engines are 
completely changing how code writing and code 
refactoring happen. Four years ago I wrote a piece 
called The Rise of the Stack Stitcher, and in 2024 
a good engineer can develop an entire new 
application in record time by spending less time 
writing code and more time stitching together 
existing code. All of this drives the trend toward 
decentralized engineering resources which allow 
teams to move faster and be more empowered. 
Having marketing dependent on engineering in 
order to run an A/B test, for example, is now 
dinosaur behavior.



Agility is your superpower. 
Opportunity for 2025:

As a startup, your biggest single competitive 
advantage is your agility.  

Use small teams and agile tools to maximize this 
competitive advantage. 



Cross-cultural leadership skills matter. 
Opportunity for 2025:

Startup teams today are much more likely to be 
geographically dispersed and culturally diverse.  

For startup CEO’s, cross-culture leadership skills 
need to be one of your key superpowers. 



Purpose-first organizations thrive. 
Opportunity for 2025:

Being a startup CEO is hard. CEO’s with a passion 
to be change agents for a better world are more 
likely to have the tenacity to succeed.  

Being a purpose-first organization give you an 
edge in recruiting and leading great talent.  

But once you’re VC-funded, you have to be profit-
first.  



The bootstrapped solo era is now. 
Opportunity for 2025:

There has never been a better time to be a 
bootstrapped solo founder on a mission.   



2025
It’s a whole different world today. More global, as we enter a place-
agnotic world. Sources and structures of startup capital have 
proliferated. Entrepreneurship is more accessible than ever. Digital 
tools for running a startup are more powerful than ever before. 
Global markets can be accessed by anyone. 



In my career, there was one opportunity wave at a time:

Semiconductors

1970’s

Personal Computers

1980’s

Internet

1990’s

Mobile/Social

2000’s



Right now, there are several 
 “trillion dollar waves”at the same time:

Autonomous 
Vehicles.

Life sciences,  
Medical

Climate AgTech AI, ML Fintech



The World Economic Forum says we have entered the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.  

A merging of the digital, biological, and cognitive (AI) worlds in 
innovative new ways that create new promise and opportunity.



The 1st Industrial Revolution
The steam engine and the cotton mill. London, England



The 2nd Industrial Revolution
Electricity and mass production. Detroit, Stuttgart



The 3rd Industrial Revolution
Information technology. Silicon Valley, California



 20
The 4th Industrial Revolution
2025 - Merging the digital, the cognitive, and the biological. 



All over the world today, entrepreneurs 
are solving problems and creating 

opportunity.  

The next decade will be a golden area 
for global entrepreneurs. 



Thank you.
bretwaters@gmail.com

I am “bretwaters” on Instagram, LinkedIn, Threads, everything.


