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ABOUT ME

 Widely publish on topics of strategy and entrepreneurship
 20 years as department/area chair in strategy & 

entrepreneurship here or at Washington University in St. Louis 
 Edit the journal, Strategy Science
 Academic Director, MBC
 Academic Director, Goff Strategic Leadership Center
 Pushing an effort to rethink entrepreneurship and strategy as a 

quasi-scientific process of theory forming and theory testing
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MY OBJECTIVE IN THIS LECTURE …

 Shape how you think about yourself as an 
entrepreneur

 Introduce an alternate perspective from those 
currently taught on how to entrepreneur
 Lean startup
 Business model canvas

 Inspire you to first articulate a theory for your firm
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YOUR TASK? CREATE AND CAPTURE VALUE 
IN A VASTLY COMPLEX AND UNCERTAIN 
WORLD
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Formulate 
and Solve a 

Great 
Problem
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Most of space is empty
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WHY WE NEED SOMETHING MORE THAN 
CURRENT TOOLS
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LEAN STARTUP
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LEAN STARTUP

In other words, experiment and get customer feedback! 
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“hypothesis is just a fancy word for guess” (Blank 
and Dorf, 2012: 37)

HYPOTHESIS = GUESS

This is NOT how scientists approach the process!

LEAN STARTUP

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0024630119301505#bib10
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THE PROBLEM: SEARCHING WHERE 
FEEDBACK IS EASY
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LEAN STARTUP
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THE MVP

 Develop the simplest version of the product that you 
can think of (MVP)

 Listen to what the market tells you and gather 
feedback

 Make adjustments based on feedback or PIVOT
 Rinse and repeat
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“It isn’t the customer’s job to 
know what they want.” – Steve 
Jobs 

“if I’d asked customers what they 
wanted, they would have told 
me, ‘a faster horse’!” – Henry 
Ford



© Todd Zenger

PROBLEMS WITH LEAN STARTUP

1) The tools of lean startup were derived from lean 
manufacturing which is designed to foster 
continuous improvement.  They do the same for 
startups—focus on continuous improvement rather 
than breakthrough value creation. 

2) Heavy emphasis on doing via experimentation and 
feedback rather than thinking. Reflects their belief 
that “hypothesis is just a fancy word for guess” 
(Blank and Dorf, 2012: 37)
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BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS

Business Model Canvas-–an effort to “map everything, 
but without any clear sense of what the canvas is a 
map of.” 



© Todd Zenger



© Todd Zenger

But none of this meaningfully provides startups with specific 
guidance about the firm’s own unique strategy, commitment, 
and point of view. Thus a well-developed business model might 
instead be thought about as an aspirational ending point, and 
not a starting point for generating hypotheses or experiments. 

Walking through the nine business model elements does 
not provide the basis for a useful map, or the basis for a 
unique or useful strategy or theory.

BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS
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WHAT IS THE 
ALTERNATIVE?
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ENTREPRENEUR AS SCIENTIST
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ENTREPRENEUR AS THEORIST (FIRST)
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COMPOSING THEORIES
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Vast opportunities for 
value creation are 
sitting in front of us 
unseen because we 
lack the theory 
necessary to see them.

“whether you can observe a 
thing or not depends on the 
theory which you use”  -
Einstein
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knowledge creation, 

Just as a powerful academic theory 
reveals better scientific experiments that 
accelerate knowledge creation, a 
powerful entrepreneurial theory 
illuminates better strategic experiments 
and enables value creation. 
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HOW DO THEORIES HELP US SEE?

 Provide a causal logic 
through which to see 
hidden value–value 
unseen by others

 Provide vehicle 
through which to 
direct and interpret 
experiments and data
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THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE (TRULY) 
SCIENTIFIC APPROACH
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FIGURE 1
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FIGURE 2
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COMMON AND CONTRARIAN BELIEFS

Common Belief Contrarian Belief

Computing “there is no reason for any 
individual to have a 
computer in his home” 
(DEC’s Ken Olsen)

“a computer on every desk 
and in every home” – Bill 
Gates
Computers as a mass market 
product. -- Steve Jobs

Discount Retailing High density urban and 
mostly suburban locations

Small towns – Sam Walton

Hotels Consistent quality, brand 
names

People will rent their homes 
to strangers -- Airbnb
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FIGURE 3
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MY OBJECTIVE IN THIS LECTURE …

 Shape how you think about yourself as an 
entrepreneur

 Introduce an alternate perspective from those 
currently taught on how to entrepreneur
 Lean startup
 Business model canvas

 Inspire you to first articulate a theory for your firm
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