
Learning About Your 
Customer 
Bobby Kania (with content borrowed from William Lutz and Ryan Splenda) 



Who is your customer? 
A customer is someone who will buy your product or 

service to solve their problem.  
 

NOT YOUR MOM WHO BOUGHT OUT OF PITY 



Defining your customer 

▪ What is their pain/problem? 

▪ Who is having the pain/problem?  
-­‐ This is your potential customer base 

▪ How are they currently dealing with the problem? 



Two approaches to Customer Discovery 

1. Product First 

Product/ 
Service 

2. Market First 
•  Most common for startups 

•  “Disruptive technology” with 
no known customers 

•  Most common for big 
companies 

•  Existing customer base, but 
no product 

Customers don’t know what 
they want 



We’ll focus on the 1st approach, but for the 2nd approach 
read Ask 

“The counterintuitive online formula to discover 
exactly what your customers want to buy” 
 
 
http://amzn.to/2nzlQ16 



You can use the Design Thinking framework to learn 
about your customers 

Get feedback from customers on what they like 



First step: Get out of the building and talk to customers 

http://www.inc.com/steve-blank/key-to-success-getting-
out-of-building.html 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Interviewing potential customers 

Prepare 

•  5 primary questions 

•  5 backup questions 

Plan 

•  Who you want to 
interview (C-suite is 
not always the best) 

•  Where you will 
conduct the interview 

Practice 

•  Example 
conversations 

Conduct 

•  15 minute interviews 

•  Keep notes or ask to 
record 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Tips for interviewing 

▪ Don’t show a demo of your product 
-­‐ Biases answers 
-­‐ Doesn’t get at the root of the problem 

§ Play the student card to get interviews 
-­‐ Lowers people’s guard so they’ll answer more honestly 

§  Interview at least 50+ people (100+ recommended) 
 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Interviewing might not tell you everything you need… 

▪ Recommended Resources: guides.library.cmu.edu/entrepreneurship 
-­‐  IBIS World: Industry analysis 

-­‐ Statista: Data trends (ex. growth of yoga in next 5 years, number of electric 
vehicle charging stations) 

-­‐ BCC Research: Reports and publications 

§ Google Trends: trends.google.com 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Example: Handwashing Clothes 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Define hypotheses based on customer interviews 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 

Read More: 
•  https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/stage-2-in-the-design-thinking-process-define-the-problem-and-interpret-the-results 
•  http://tlpnyc.com/define-stage/ 

Example for 
washer machine:  
 

Bobby needs a way to wash his 
clothes quicker because 
handwashing is too slow. 

These are your 
customers’ problems 



Brainstorm solutions to your customers’ problems 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Build a prototype and test it with customers! 

▪ Concept of the Minimal Viable Product (MVP) 
-­‐  Just needs to perform the basic functions 
-­‐  Imagine this automatic washer machine: 

▪  Iterate on the prototype as you test with customers 

+ a motor to turn the crank 

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test 



Remember…you will only learn about 
your customer if you actually talk to them 



Q&A 



Appendix 



Library Resources 



Inves&gate	
  your	
  Industry,	
  Customer,	
  Compe&tors:	
  
Secondary	
  Market	
  Research	
  	
  

via	
  Library	
  Databases	
  
	
  

Ryan Splenda 
Business & Economics Librarian 
rsplenda@andrew.cmu.edu 



Why	
  secondary?	
  

•  Deep	
  background	
  and	
  history	
  
•  Others	
  have	
  done	
  the	
  work	
  for	
  you	
  
•  Data-­‐rich	
  
•  Less	
  expensive	
  in	
  =me	
  and	
  $$	
  
•  Wide	
  range	
  of	
  perspec=ves	
  
	
  



What	
  are	
  you	
  looking	
  for?	
  
	
  
•  Data,	
  sta=s=cs	
  
•  Analysis	
  
•  Trends	
  and	
  projec=ons	
  
•  More	
  ideas	
  

ABOUT	
  
	
  
•  Your	
  customers	
  
•  Your	
  industry	
  
•  Your	
  compe=tors	
  

Basically,	
  whether	
  this	
  could	
  be	
  	
  
“a	
  big	
  problem	
  with	
  a	
  big	
  market”	
  



Where	
  can	
  you	
  find	
  it?	
  
Google	
  can	
  lead	
  you	
  to:	
  

–  Commercial	
  market	
  research	
  reports	
  
–  Professional	
  organiza=ons,	
  industry	
  associa=ons	
  
–  Survey	
  research	
  
–  Governments	
  
–  NGO’s	
  
–  Public	
  records,	
  patents	
  
–  Conferences,	
  presenta=ons,	
  trade	
  shows	
  
–  Company	
  websites,	
  catalogs,	
  literature,	
  investor	
  materials	
  
–  Academic	
  research	
  

	
  



Where	
  can	
  you	
  find	
  it	
  2?	
  

But	
  I’m	
  going	
  to	
  lead	
  you	
  to:	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  LIBRARY	
  DATABASES	
  
	
  
Which	
  have	
  much	
  of	
  the	
  above,	
  	
  

	
   	
   	
  But	
  easier	
  to	
  get	
  to	
  
	
   	
   	
  And	
  free	
  to	
  you	
  



How	
  do	
  you	
  get	
  to	
  them?	
  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Any	
  library	
  web	
  page	
  –	
  hVp://www.library.cmu.edu/	
  

•  Research	
  databases	
  list	
  
•  Research	
  guides	
  
•  Online	
  catalog	
  
•  If	
  you’re	
  not	
  at	
  CMU	
  -­‐	
  



Target	
  Company	
  Lists	
  
	
  

Industry	
  Analysis	
  
	
  

Customer	
  Discovery	
  
	
  

Compe=tor	
  Intelligence	
  
	
  



Databases	
  for	
  Crea=ng	
  Target	
  Company	
  Lists	
  	
  

Hoover’s and ReferenceUSA 
 
•  “Build a list” of companies using the following criteria: 

•  geographic location (zip code, city, state, country) 

•  Industry (by NAICS or keyword) 

•  Number of Employees 

•  Total Revenue 

•  Company type (public or private) 

•  AND MANY MORE 







Databases	
  for	
  Industry	
  Analysis	
  
will	
  tell	
  you	
  

•  Market	
  size	
  
•  Industry	
  performance	
  
•  Trends	
  and	
  projec=ons	
  
•  Supply	
  chain	
  
•  Barriers	
  to	
  entry	
  
•  Also	
  about	
  your	
  customers	
  and	
  

compe=tors	
  





Also	
  advanced	
  materials,	
  biotechnology,	
  chemicals,	
  energy,	
  healthcare,	
  sensors,	
  plas=cs,	
  and	
  other	
  emerging	
  technologies	
  









Takes you to 
relevant statistics 
on this topic. 



Databases	
  for	
  Customer	
  Discovery	
  
will	
  tell	
  you	
  

•  Demographics	
  
•  Psychographics	
  –	
  opinions,	
  a\tudes,	
  lifestyles	
  
•  Technographics	
  
•  How	
  to	
  iden=fy,	
  locate,	
  and	
  describe	
  your	
  

poten=al	
  customers	
  





ReferenceUSA – US Consumers/Lifestyles 









Databases	
  for	
  Compe=tor	
  Intelligence	
  
will	
  tell	
  you:	
  

•  Who	
  are	
  they?	
  	
  	
  
•  Where	
  are	
  they	
  located?	
  	
  	
  
•  How	
  are	
  they	
  doing?	
  	
  	
  
•  What	
  do	
  they	
  offer	
  your	
  customers?	
  



PrivCo 
 

(for Startups) 







Business Source Premier – news and journal database 



Books	
  and	
  e-­‐Books	
  



	
  
Guide	
  to	
  Entrepreneurship	
  Research	
  at	
  CMU	
  

guides.library.cmu.edu/entrepreneurship	
  
	
  



Ques=ons??	
  


