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INTRODUCTION

Few things are more painful than pouring your heart and soul into building a soft-

ware solution that does not solve the intended problem or that the market doesn’t 

adopt. 

In our years of experience helping startups build quality products, we’ve seen our 

fair share of issues that ultimately led to failure. Fortunately, when we were called 

in on time, the situation could be salvaged, but not at the expense of a lot of time, 

high costs, and a ton of hard work having been wasted by that point.

With this white paper, we want to help you avoid spending months or years in vain 

by sharing some of the most common red flags we’ve seen that indicate an MVP 

(minimal viable product) is doomed to fail. 

Ideas are easy. Implementation is hard.  

Guy Kawasaki, AllTop Co-founder

We’ve distilled these into six points that you can gauge your startup against, using 

the questions we’ve included alongside each one. Answer them honestly and use 

them as helpful prompts to help you identify any weak areas in your startup that 

may require special attention.

Why is doing this crucial? Let’s put it this way: it’s well known that most startups 

will inevitably fail. Unless you work hard to identify as many of your weak spots as 

possible and remedy them, your chances of becoming a statistic increase pro-

foundly. Let’s make sure that does not happen.

Chart: 

90% of start-ups fail1

1 https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/do-90-startups-fail-true-why-zsolt-feher?articleId=6597047884351361025
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1. YOU RUSHED STRAIGHT INTO 
DEVELOPMENT
Your start-up has a world-changing 
idea that must make it to market as 
soon as humanly possible -  so what do 
you do? We’ve seen too many talented 
teams get straight into UX designs and 
coding before they’ve even validated 
their concept. Or even worse, they 
build a product that already exists and 
is lightyears ahead of theirs.

The value of an idea lies in 
the using of it.  

Thomas Edison, General Electric 
Co-founder

We know it is hard work doing all the 
preliminary market research and vali-
dation. It can be complex, expensive, 
and time-consuming: defining the 
problem you’re solving; finding poten-
tial users and validating whether you 
have the right solution in mind; focus 
group testing and analysing the feed-
back; 

and, of course, going back to the draw-
ing board when your precious ideas 
get rejected. (This last one can be hard 
to deal with - so often our egos pre-
vent us from listening to feedback and 
advice that could help us to truly 
shape our vision into software that will 
delight our customers.)

But what can be even worse is spend-
ing 18 months locked away coding, 
only to release a product that does not 
solve the problem we intended it to. 
Which road would you prefer to take?

When we begin working with a 
start-up partner, we always make sure 
they have thoroughly researched the 
market and validated what they want 
to build, before even one line of code 
gets written. Yes, it takes discipline, 
but doing that prevents a lot of wasted 
effort and frustration.

Questions to Ask Yourself:

  Have you defined the problem you are trying to solve?

  Do you have a concrete idea of how your solution will solve the problem?

  Have X number of users told you they have this problem, want it solved, and your 

potential solution would solve it?

  How much are your customers willing to pay for your product or service?

  Have you researched the market for your offering comprehensively? Is it saturated, 

fragmented, consolidated?

  What are your competitors doing well and not-so-well?

  How is your product going to be different? 

Avoid perfectionism: During the development phase be careful not to 
over-engineer the solution or to get carried away with coding while 
you ignore the other aspects of your startup. Try to release a light-
weight MVP as soon as possible so you can leverage user feedback to 
make it better.
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2. YOU CHOSE THE WRONG TOOLS 
FOR YOUR MVP

When building your MVP, you want to 
adhere to the M in the acronym - build 
and ship the minimal product you can 
get away with and let your customers 
help you pick the right direction from 
there.

However, when it comes to choosing 
programming languages as well as 
development, deployment and pro-
duction tools, you should find the 
sweet spot between the necessary 
minimum and what is future-proof.

Too often, we see startups waste pre-
cious resources over-engineering what 
should be a prototype that will allow 
them to see if their ideas will get any 
traction. Complexity can kill a compa-
ny. The fewer bells and whistles you 
add, the less technical debt you will 
accrue.
 

Ideas are commodity. 
Execution of them is not.  

Michael Dell, Dell chairman and CEO

Ideally, you want to avoid doing any-
thing that may have to be scrapped or 
re-built from scratch. It’s extremely 
likely that you won’t have the luxury of 
time or money to rework poorly 
designed software, or that it will crip-
ple your progress if you do.
(This goes back to the importance of 
making sure you validate what you are 
building before you begin, as dis-
cussed in the previous section.)

Of course, you need to strike a happy 
balance, because on the other end of 
the spectrum you can have the opposite 
problem where the product you build 
can’t be scaled or maintained efficiently. 

This can quickly start causing you head-
aches as your offering gains traction in 
the marketplace and your development 
team is stretched to its limits pushing 
out new features, bug fixes, and staying 
on top of technical debt.

Diagram: Product life cycle 2

 
 

As soon as you validate the prototype, 
you need to think about security, han-
dling load, and most importantly adding 
the features your end users want. The 
last thing you want to do is have to 
rebuild the system from scratch 
because it won’t be able to scale and 
grow as you intend it to. 
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2  https://www.mbahelp24.com/product-life-cycle-extension-strategies/
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Questions to ask yourself:

 How many tools and frameworks does your startup utilise? Are they all nec-
essary or are you using some because they are en vogue? Can any be consolidated 
or retired?
 Are you actively working to reduce or manage complexity, rather than 
increase it?
 When considering tools, are you thinking about the future? Who will main-
tain all those frameworks? What if they leave the company?
 Have you planned for scalability? This includes your development, testing, 
deployment, and production infrastructure and processes.
 Are the tools you choose well-maintained, validated in their utility, and 
dependable for the job? Do they facilitate scalability or hinder it?
 What is your strategy to reduce technical debt? 
 How are you dealing with repetitive tasks?

Some technologies just do not provide enough in this constantly 
evolving world and will be really hard to integrate them in the 
future. ITIDO experience tells:
1. Do not choose technologies that aren’t popular with the 
developer community as it will be more difficult for you to find 
experienced partners for your startup.
2. Plan a step ahead! In other words, look for and rely on 
technologies that may serve any future needs you anticipate. 
For example,  you may start with an MVP of a web app that does 
not support online payments but you end up integrating this 
feature upon popular demand.
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3. YOUR STARTUP IS A SIDE HUSTLE

We’ve heard of many wonderful sto-
ries where the founders would moon-
light for years to bring their product 
into the world. But let’s not kid our-
selves - in today’s competitive world, 
only a few special and (and lucky) 
companies will survive and thrive with 
such a strategy.

It’s hard to do a really good job 
on anything you don’t think about

 in the shower.  
Paul Graham, 

YCombinator Co-founder

In rapidly evolving industries, speed is 
of the essence. By the time your 
part-time efforts give birth to your 
MVP, you may have been taken over by, 
not one, but several competitors. It’s 
crucial that you devote yourself to 
your project fully. You need a team 
dedicated solely to bringing your 
vision to the market. Anything less and 
you’re seriously reducing the chances 
that your MVP will ever see the light of 
day.

Questions to Ask Yourself:

  Am I (or are we) 100% dedicated to this project?
 Am I prepared to make sacrifices and work hard for 18-24 months to bring it 
to fruition?
 Am I aware that there will probably be many low points along the way, and I 
need to be prepared for them?
 When thinking about it, what is your very first association with the startup -                
a business opportunity or a hobby?

Dedicated software engineers are a must. In urgent situations 
your startup needs a person ready for support. Then it's better 
to trust professionals who will take care of all bugs and issues 
which your product will face during its lifecycle. Example: Sup-
pose your app experiences downtime but your team has no 
dedicated software engineer to troubleshoot the problem. You 
would lose time and money in searching and onboarding  a new 
developer. If you had at least one dedicated expert, the down-
time would be reduced drastically and you’d be able to pay 
more attention to validating user needs. 

6



4. YOUR TEAM LACKS 
THE REQUIRED EXPERTISE
We often see start-up teams initially 
consisting of a technical co-founder 
and a more business-oriented partner. 
This is a good balance of skills which is 
crucial if you are to succeed.

More of a concern is when the found-
ers are solely technical or only busi-
nesspeople. This can lead to focusing 
only on development without building 
the business or building and marketing 
a weak or non-existent product.
Of course, we know that there is much 
more than business vision or product 
development that are required to bring 
a high-quality MVP to market. 
One of the most glaring red flags is 
finding yourself trying to learn and use 
all sorts of tools and frameworks. Are 
you writing back-end code while man-
aging the cloud infrastructure in 
between fixing front-end JavaScript 
bugs caused by the latest web browser 
update?

Questions to Ask Yourself:

  Am I (or are we) 100% dedicated to this project?
 Am I prepared to make sacrifices and work hard for 18-24 months to bring it 
to fruition?
 Am I aware that there will probably be many low points along the way, and I 
need to be prepared for them?
 When thinking about it, what is your very first association with the startup -                
a business opportunity or a hobby?

Questions to Ask Yourself:

 Is my team balanced in terms of technical and business expertise?
 What key skills is your team missing? 
 How can you fill those gaps?
 What is the most urgent gap that needs to be filled?
 Have you considered working with an external team which could bring value 
to your business? 
 Where should your focus go? What are your core activities?
 Are you concerned about finding the right people for your technology needs 
or are you looking for the suitable technology for your people?

Or are you sending out marketing 
emails with MailChimp, creating your 
own AdWords and Facebook cam-
paigns, analysing your Google Analyt-
ics, then doing bookkeeping and cus-
tomer support in your spare time? 
Not only would such an approach lead 
to burnout, but multitasking is also 
proven to be a woefully inefficient 
mode of working. Consider partnering 
with a company experienced in provid-
ing staffing, expertise, and support to 
startups so you can fastrack your 
development roadmap and avoid 
making many of the mistakes most 
fledgling companies are prone to 
make.

 Focus on improving your business. 
We deliver the software part of it.  

Christiyan Makedonsky,  
ITIDO Co-Founder 

and CEO 

Start-up teams are usually small and everyone has multiple responsi-
bilities. It's difficult to cover all necessary aspects important for your 
business - product management, software architecture, development, 
testing, etc. It's better to trust a technical partner with solid expertise 
rather than to experiment on your own. This will reduce the risk of 
spending time and money on products that cannot scale and meet 
user expectations.
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5. LACK OF CRITERIA FOR 
RANKING FEATURES

One of the biggest product mistakes 
you can make is working with too 
many assumptions about what your 
users want. Very often start-ups 
emerge from the founders’ desire for a 
solution to a problem they are experi-
encing. However, it’s important to not 
let that cloud your objectivity.  There 
are countless examples in the real 
world where this has led to calamitous 
consequences for start-up companies.

A way to remedy this is to establish (as 
much as possible) a set of objective 
criteria with which to determine what 
to work on.

Having a prioritised feature backlog 
that is shaped by your stakeholders is 
a critical aspect to building the right 
software efficiently. 

It allows you to create a cohesive plan 
of action rather than haphazardly 
throwing code and features at your 
users. It gives you a sense of direction 
and control. And that is certainly 
better than the alternative: allowing 
yourself to meander in various direc-
tions based on whims rather than vali-
dated customer requirements.

A decision matrix may help you prior-
itize the backlog. This tool is merely a 
table with weight factors on the one 
axis. Each feature is listed on the other 
axis and then you score all features 
along all factors. Scores will result in a 
list of ranked features. Below is a 
sample matrix that illustrates the basic 
idea.

Factors:  Low est. 
effort 

 
(cost) 

High user 
relevance 

High 
scalability  

 
(growth 

potential) 

Low 
complexity  
 
(cross 
dependency) 

TOTAL 
SCORE 

(weighted)
 

Weight 
(%): 

20% 40% 25% 15%  

Feature 1 4 6 2 9 5.05 

Feature 2 2 7 9 5 6.20 

Feature 3 8 3 7 4 5.15 

Feature 4 1 9 8 2 6.10 

 
Table: Decision matrix example. For each feature, a score from 1 (=“does not meet the factor”) to 10 
( = “fully meets the factor”) is assigned per factor. Scores are multiplied by weights and then 
summed together per feature.

3  Criteria listed in the sample table were inspired by this publication: 
https://medium.com/agileinsider/deciding-which-features-to-build-and-how-to-prioritize-them-e6cf22005cb1 
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One of the biggest challenges for product companies is decid-
ing which functionality to develop. As a rule, a successful com-
pany converts feedback received from end users into a list of 
ideas for new features. But which feature to start with first?
Likewise, when you are in an early stage it is really difficult to 
choose only the top three out of ten features. Which of them are 
going to add value? 
You need to make a compromise. Example: launch your MVP 
with one payment method instead of three.
Quite often founders would like to launch their idea but our 
advice is: 
1. Management team selects three main criteria that the 
product should satisfy. This approach gives you a framework 
within which you will stay and reduces the temptation to devel-
op unnecessary features. 
2. Survey the end users. How would they like your product to 
work? Thus you’ll validate your ideas before the start of devel-
opment. 
If all stakeholders collaborate using the same project manage-
ment tool, you will be able to document feature stories and 
development tasks, as well as create a roadmap and prioritise 
their development.

Questions to ask yourself:

 Have you decided what is required for an MVP, nothing more and nothing 
less?
 How do you make a decision which tasks/features go in your backlog or not?
 What is your strategy to measure priorities? 
 Do you have a prioritised feature backlog that is regularly reviewed and 
adjusted? 
 Is your product backlog an output of your work to validate what features 
real-life users want, or did you assume what your customers need?
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Launch your product and analyse feedback. Trust the feedback 
received by the target groups for the product. Take into account 
their needs and expectations and plan your next steps accord-
ing to their needs - not based on what you thought they needed 
at the start of the project.

6. NO ITERATIVE PROCESS

It can be easy to forget that building a 
product is an iterative process. Instead 
of doing multiple sprints (e.g. 
Scrum-style 2 week-long iterations) of 
work culminating into a planned 
release cycle, many startups just build 
features until they arbitrarily decide 
it’s time to ship something.

What does this lead to? Wasted effort, 
of course, but even more importantly it 
can once again cause you to spend too 
much time building software that no 
one wants to use. What we often 
remind our startup partners is that 
negative feedback from your custom-
ers early on in the process is infinitely 
better than no feedback. And we can 
all agree that it is better than getting 
negative feedback after you spent all 
those resources creating something 
your users don’t like! 

There’s a saying in the startup world 
that goes something like: “If you’re 
happy with your product when you 
release it, you waited way too long to 
release it!” 

So, our advice would be to try to get 
over the fact that your MVP will be far 
from perfect. Just get it out there. It 
will allow you to:

 See whether the idea is worth 
investing in further.
 Validate that you defined the 
target audience correctly.
 Get a clearer vision of how to 
develop your application further.
 Understand which features your 
product needs (and doesn’t need).

Questions to Ask Yourself: 

                    Does your team have mechanisms to gather quality feedback from your 
users?
                 Do you review it regularly? Does it turn into features that get added to the 
product backlog and prioritised?
                  Have you defined a release cycle and/ or a sprint plan? Do you stick to it?
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CONCLUSION

ABOUT ITIDO

Building great products is hard. We’ve 
been in your shoes and know that it’s 
tough in the trenches. After many 
lessons and seeing the mistakes start-
ups make, we’ve learnt what works 
best when getting MVPs out the door. 

Embracing codecraft as a way of living, ITIDO is a software services company 
established in Sofia, Bulgaria. As a member of BASSCOM, we pride ourselves in 
working with diverse customers that operate in the enterprise, start-up and the 
nonprofit world.

We hope that by asking yourself the 
questions in this white paper, you can 
pre-empt and avoid some of the most 
common problems that befall entre-
preneurs such as yourself. 

The Key Takeaways Are: 

                    Make sure you have validated what you’re building with real-life custom-
ers.
                Don’t over-engineer the solution, but do plan for extensibility, mainte-
nance, and scalability.
                Dedicate yourself fully to the project.
                Ensure you have the required expertise onboard.
                Establish an objective process for prioritising features.
           Iterate fast, iterate often, and course-correct using your users’ feedback.

WEDO@ITIDO.EU WWW.ITIDO.EU

+359 87 681 1644

WE DO SOFTWARE FOR START-UPS

ITIDO
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