
STARTUP F IELD GUIDE

Finding
Product-Market Fit
A practical six-week system to find the
customers who need you, protect the value
they love, and earn the right to scale.

Emmanuel Oluwatosin
Product leader · venture builder · startup coach
@eolutosin



START HERE

Fit shows up as customer pull, not founder
confidence
Product-market fit (PMF) is the point where a clearly defined
market repeatedly chooses, uses, pays for, and recommends
your product because it delivers an outcome they care about.

No single metric proves PMF. Look for converging evidence: customers reach value,
come back at the product’s natural cadence, commit money or reputation, and would
genuinely miss it.

1

Find the wedge
Name one urgent customer,
one recurring job, and one
clear value moment.

2

Measure the pull
Track activation, cohort
retention, paid commitment,
referrals, and the PMF
survey.

3

Improve deliberately
Protect the benefit lovers
value and remove blockers
for aligned fence-sitters.

PMF is not
A successful launch day

A pile of sign-ups

Compliments from friends

One large customer

A fundraising milestone

PMF begins to look like
Usage repeats without constant pushing

Customers tolerate imperfections

Referrals arrive in customers’ own words

Sales cycles shorten for a specific segment

Expansion or repeat purchase becomes visible

The 40% PMF survey and segmentation method used in this guide are adapted from Sean Ellis’s heuristic and Rahul Vohra’s Superhuman
case study. See Sources on page 12.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT FIELD NOTE 01
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STEP 1

A sharp wedge makes fit measurable
Broad markets produce mixed evidence. Start narrow enough that the same problem, buying context, and
value event recur across customers.

For [specific customer] who struggles with [urgent recurring job], our
product helps them [measurable outcome] by [distinct mechanism].

1. Specific customer
Role or situation, context, trigger, and
constraints. “Small business” is too broad; “two-
location clinics reconciling claims weekly” is
testable.

2. Urgent job
What progress must happen? What breaks if it
does not? Frequency and consequence matter
more than stated interest.

3. Value moment
The first observable event that means the
customer received value - not merely signed up
or clicked around.

4. Natural cadence
Daily, weekly, monthly, seasonal, or event-driven.
Measure retention against how often the job
naturally occurs.

Wedge canvas

Prompt Your answer

Customer and trigger

Current workaround

Cost of doing nothing

Value event

Natural repeat cadence

Promise in customer language

Gate: If your team cannot describe the wedge in one sentence, do not add more
acquisition. Tighten the customer and outcome first.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT DEFINE THE WEDGE
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STEP 2

A baseline turns opinions into a search system
Choose one primary metric from each layer. Define it before collecting data, and compare cohorts over time.
Your starting numbers are not verdicts; they are the baseline your next experiment must beat.

ACTIVATION Did the user reach first value?
% of qualified starters who complete the value event within a defined window.

RETENTION Does the value repeat?
% of an activated cohort that returns to the value event at the natural cadence.

COMMITMENT Will the customer sacrifice something?
Paid conversion, prepayment, signed pilot, data migration, or a meaningful referral.

PULL Would losing the product hurt?
PMF survey response, unsolicited referrals, urgent support, and expansion requests.

Use evidence, strongest last

Opinion Interview Behaviour

Transaction

“I like it” is weak. Repeated use or money committed
against an alternative is stronger.

Avoid vanity metrics
Total registrations, impressions, press mentions, and
raw traffic can rise while customer value remains flat.
Pair reach with activation and retention.

Write your measurement contract

Metric Exact definition Window / cadence Current baseline

Activation

Retention

Commitment

Pull

Do not borrow another startup’s “good” retention rate. Product cadence, segment, price, and maturity change the baseline. Compare like-for-
like cohorts and look for sustained improvement.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT BUILD THE BASELINE
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STEP 3

The PMF survey identifies who would miss you
Survey people who recently experienced your core value - not your mailing list, friends, or dormant sign-ups.
Rahul Vohra reports that about 40 responses can become directionally useful; larger, representative samples
provide more confidence.

How would you feel if you could no longer use [product]?

A. Very disappointed B. Somewhat disappointed C. Not disappointed

Add three diagnostic questions
1. What type of person would benefit most?

2. What is the main benefit you receive?

3. How can we improve the product for you?

Protect signal quality

Interpret the 40% line correctly. Sean Ellis’s threshold is a useful heuristic: 40% or more
answering “very disappointed” is a strong leading signal. It is not a universal law or
permission slip to ignore retention, revenue, sample bias, or segment quality.

Survey readout

Total active respondents Very disappointed Somewhat disappointed Not disappointed

If the score is high
Validate that retention and commitment agree. Then test
repeatable acquisition in the winning segment without
diluting it.

If the score is low
Do not average away the insight. Segment lovers,
identify the anchor benefit, and find aligned fence-sitters
whose blockers you can remove.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT RUN THE PMF SURVEY

Define “active” before sending□

Survey each person once□

Record segment and cohort□

Keep wording and answer options stable□

Report sample size beside the percentage□
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STEP 4

Your lovers reveal the market and the promise
Study the “very disappointed” group first. Their shared context tells you whom to serve; their words reveal the
benefit your product must protect.

1

Profile
Role, situation, trigger, prior
workaround, frequency, stakes,
channel, and paid status.

2

Cluster
Group lovers by common problem
and main benefit - not
demographics alone.

3

Name
Write one evidence-based best-fit
customer and one anchor benefit
in their language.

Best-fit customer profile

Dimension Evidence from “very disappointed” users

Situation and trigger

Current workaround

Main benefit named

Cost of the problem

Why alternatives fail

Words they repeat

Segment on need, not convenience. A segment is useful when it predicts who activates,
retains, pays, or would be very disappointed - not merely who is easiest to list.

Your one-sentence focus Anchor benefit to protect

Vohra’s method narrows the market using the “very disappointed” group, then uses their answer about the main benefit to anchor both
positioning and product priorities.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT FIND THE LOVERS
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STEP 5

Retention reveals whether value repeats
Build cohorts from users who started in the same period. Track the percentage that repeats the value event at
the product’s natural cadence. Separate acquisition cohorts so improving traffic does not disguise weakening
product value.

Activated Cadence 1 Cadence 2 Cadence 3 Cadence 4 Cadence 5

Illustrative shape only: a curve that stabilizes suggests a retained core. Use your own cohort data; no percentage here is a
benchmark.

Steep early drop
Likely onboarding, expectation, or time-to-value failure.

Ask: Did qualified users reach the value moment

quickly?

Slow decay toward zero
The first value may be real but not durable or frequent
enough.

Ask: What recurring job should bring them back?

Stable retained core
A segment appears to receive recurring value.

Ask: Who are they, and what benefit predicts
retention?

Strong use, weak payment
You may have value without a viable business model.

Ask: Who owns the budget, and what commitment
can you test?

Cohort questions

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT READ RETENTION

What exact event means value was received?□

What is the correct return window for this job?□

Which segment and acquisition channel retains best?□

Did a product or pricing change alter the curve?□
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STEP 6

Protect delight and remove aligned blockers
Do not build from the loudest request. Build from a coherent theory of who should love the product and why.

50%
Deepen the anchor benefit
Invest in the speed, quality, simplicity, trust, or
outcome your lovers already value. This
protects differentiation.

50%
Remove aligned blockers
Listen to “somewhat disappointed” users who
value the same anchor benefit. Fix what keeps
them from loving it.

Feature decision filter

Candidate Who asked? Anchor benefit fit Expected metric Cost Decision

Experiment card

We believe [customer] will [behaviour] because
[benefit].

To test it, we will [smallest credible
experiment].

We will measure [behavioural or transactional
metric].

We decide [continue / change / stop] if
[predeclared threshold] by [date].

Evidence hierarchy
1. Transaction: payment, pre-order, renewal

2. Behaviour: repeated core action

3. Commitment: pilot, migration, referral

4. Statement: interview or survey

Choose the cheapest test that can produce evidence strong
enough for the next decision.

Ignore with discipline: feedback from users outside the intended segment can pull the
roadmap away from the people most likely to love and retain the product.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT SHAPE THE ROADMAP
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OPERATING CADENCE

Six weeks can produce a decision - not
guarantee fit
The goal is to replace a vague belief with a defensible next move. Keep the same wedge and metric definitions
long enough to see whether the evidence improves.

Week 1
Focus

Define the wedge and baseline.
Agree on the customer, job, value event, cadence, and four evidence metrics.

Output

Measurement contract

Week 2
Listen

Interview activated, retained, and churned users.
Probe recent behaviour, alternatives, stakes, and the moment value appeared

or failed.

Output

Evidence themes

Week 3
Measure

Run the PMF survey and segment results.
Profile lovers; identify the shared anchor benefit and aligned fence-sitters.

Output

Best-fit segment

Week 4
Test

Run one value experiment and one blocker
experiment.
Use behavioural or transactional evidence; keep each test small and reversible.

Output

Learning cards

Week 5
Ship

Release the highest-evidence improvement.
Protect the anchor benefit, shorten time-to-value, and instrument the changed

path.

Output

Cohort comparison

Week 6
Decide

Review the full evidence stack.
Compare the newest cohort, commitments, interviews, and PMF signal against
baseline.

Output

Scale / focus / reposition /

stop

Founder calendar: Reserve two customer conversations, one experiment review, and one
metrics review every week. The system fails when learning gets delegated into a
dashboard nobody discusses.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT SIX-WEEK SPRINT
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DECISION GATE

Predeclared rules prevent premature scaling
Set thresholds from your baseline, economics, and buying context before the sprint. The examples below are
decision patterns, not universal benchmarks.

Scale carefully
Pattern: retention stabilizes or improves; commitment is
repeatable; referrals appear; PMF survey is strong in a
coherent segment.

Next: test one repeatable channel while monitoring
whether new cohorts retain like the core.

Focus the wedge
Pattern: one segment strongly outperforms the blended
average.

Next: narrow positioning, onboarding, sales
qualification, and roadmap around that segment.

Reposition or redesign
Pattern: users describe a valuable benefit different from
your intended promise, or aligned users fail before
value.

Next: update the promise or remove the activation
barrier, then rerun the same measurement contract.

Stop or change market
Pattern: repeated tests produce weak commitment,
retention trends toward zero, and no segment shows
urgent pull.

Next: preserve learning, reduce spend, and test a new
customer/problem pairing.

Weekly evidence scorecard

Signal Baseline This week Trend Evidence quality

Activation

Cohort retention

Paid / committed

Referral / expansion

PMF survey

Decision made Evidence that earned it

A PMF score can fall as you reach beyond early adopters. Keep segment, cohort, and sample definitions visible so changes reflect the
product rather than a changing audience.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT MAKE THE DECISION
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USE IN  INTERVIEWS

Ask for evidence from the past, not promises
about the future
Interview prompts
1. Tell me about the last time this problem

happened.

2. What triggered you to deal with it then?

3. What did you try first? Walk me through it.

4. What was slow, costly, risky, or frustrating?

5. When did our product first become useful?

6. What would you do if it disappeared tomorrow?

7. Who else has this problem urgently?

8. What would make this worth paying for or
expanding?

Listen for

Avoid

Evidence log

Date / segment Observed behaviour or quote Evidence type What changed in our belief? Next test

End every conversation with a commitment test: a paid pilot, pre-order, data import,
calendar booking, internal introduction, or permission to observe real use. Choose a
request appropriate to the relationship and product risk.

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT FOUNDER WORKSHEET

Specific recent events□

Existing spend or sacrifice□

Repeated workarounds□

Consequences of delay□

Unprompted benefit language□

Introductions or referrals□

Pitching during discovery□

“Would you use…?” hypotheticals□

Leading feature questions□

Treating politeness as demand□

Emmanuel Oluwatosin · @eolutosin 11



SOURCES AND NEXT STEP

Run the system monthly until the evidence
converges
Your job is not to defend the original idea. It is to discover the
smallest market that urgently values the product - then deepen
that value until growth is earned.

Your next 72 hours
01
Write the wedge sentence.

02
Define value event and cadence.

03
Book five evidence interviews.

Primary references

Rahul Vohra, “How Superhuman Built an Engine to Find Product Market Fit.”
The source for the Sean Ellis question, the 40% heuristic, active-user sampling, lover segmentation, anchor-benefit

analysis, and the balanced roadmap.

review.firstround.com/how-superhuman-built-an-engine-to-find-product-market-fit/

Strategyzer, “How Your Team Can Produce Evidence For Their Ideas.”
Guidance for replacing unsupported plans with experiments, customer interviews, tests, and actionable learning.

strategyzer.com/library/how-your-team-produces-evidence-for-their-ideas

Paul Graham, “How to Get Startup Ideas.”
The case for starting with a small group that wants the product urgently rather than a broad group that wants it only a little.

paulgraham.com/startupideas.html

This playbook combines these published frameworks with practical product-management worksheets. Benchmarks should be interpreted in
context; customer segment, usage cadence, business model, sample size, and cohort maturity all affect the evidence.

Build products people choose, use, and miss.
For more practical startup and product playbooks, follow @eolutosin on Instagram.

Emmanuel Oluwatosin · Product leader · Venture builder · Startup coach

FINDING PRODUCT-MARKET FIT KEEP LEARNING
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