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How to use this booklet?

This booklet is a part of the Bluelion Incubation Series. Each booklet 
deals with a specific topic that startups will have to face during the 
development of their ideas. The brochures follow a proven innovation 
process. We suggest approaching them in the recommended order. Of 
course, the booklets may be applied individually and independently of 
each other.

Each booklet guides you through the basic components of the (respec-
tive) topic and shows you the goal of the corresponding phase via 
various milestones. Consider the description of the process and the 
milestones as guidelines. Each idea is different and requires a distinct 
approach and prioritization. 

These booklets attempt to provide some orientation in the often rath-
er blurry process of innovation development. They are neither perfect 
nor complete but still provide you a good overview and a golden thread 
to hold onto. The overview of the relevant topics and the sketching of 
the individual methods and tools are complemented by Bluelion‘s incu-
bation services.

On the following page, you can find a short description of different ele-
ments that you will encounter in the course of the booklet.
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What is the structure
of this booklet?

The keen understanding of one’s motivation is often underestima-
ted.  However, knowing what drives you is essential to push yourself 
through difficult situations, as well as to convince your customers 
and your investors of your product and yourself.

https://www.sinus-institut.de/sinus-loesungen/sinus-milieus-schweiz/

Example
Exemplary presentations of 

the corresponding topics

Link
Under these QR codes you can find further 

information to the corresponding topics.

Task
Recommended “To 

Do’s” before proceeding

Note 
Short recommendations and 

tips for specific content

You may have a burning need to start implementing your idea as soon as 
possible. Before you begin this adventure take a moment to think carefully 
about why you want to implement this idea in the first place. Is it about 
making your dream come true? Do you want to create added value in your 
community, your organization or even in society? 

Why do you want 
to implement your 
idea?

Spend 15 minutes of your time to brainstorm and try to 
verbalize why you want to implement your idea. 

Task

You want to open an innovative Gelateria 
in Zurich. Your ice-cream should be made 
exclusively with  ingredients that come from 
the Greater Zurich Area - you want to prove 
that you can produce ice-cream that is sustai-
nable, local and still very tasty. 

Example

Digital Toolkit: all the models and tools described in the booklet are available 
online: www.bluelion.ch/services/toolkit. In the toolkit, you will also find other 
helpful tools, as well as access to chosen platforms that can help you with the visu-
alization and prototyping of your idea. The symbol           in the booklet indicates that 
you may find additional material to the current topic online.



A profound understanding of your target groups and their problems is an es-
sential and critical ingredient for the development of a successful solution. 

No matter whether your idea addresses an end customer (B2C - Business 
to Consumer), another organization (B2B - Business to Business) or your 
own organization: at the end of the day, the focus is always on people who 
find your idea either exciting or not. Recently,  based on this insight the 
method of «human-centered design» (HCD) has established itself in many 
innovative organizations. As the name suggests, this places the human 
being at the centre of any activity. Our booklet is based on this approach 
as well. Accordingly, this chapter will help you find out who your potential 
customer is, what bothers them in general (values and interests) and in 
particular (their needs in the context of your idea). 

Your target groups and their problems are indivisible, so it makes little 
sense to approach these dimensions separately. This booklet is aimed at 
expanding the understanding of your potential customer and finding out 
which problem your idea solves effectively. The procedures described on 
page 8 will help you to not lose track and to reach the goals of this booklet 
as efficiently as possible. 

Understand Your 
Customers – And 
Their Problems
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Step 1: Research the market of your idea

Step 2: Discover different target groups

Step 3: Bring your target groups to life

Step 4: Get into contact with your target groups

Step 5: Check your assumptions

Step 6: Determine your Early Adopters

Step 7: Solve a real problem

•  Think about what target groups your market generally consists of (Step 1)

•  Divide them into different characteristic sub-groups. Probably you won’t be 
able to assign all the customers to a particular group. There will be smaller 
target groups that, for the sake of convenience, are summarized under “Rest.” 
When you have the feeling that you assigned 80% of your customers to specific 
customer groups, that is enough for this stage (Step 2).

•  Afterwards, create vivid representatives of each target group and validate 
these through interviews (Step 3&4).

•  It may happen that one of your customer groups is falsified which means that 
the responding group has no interest in your product. At the same time, new 
customer groups can appear from your interviews as you discover a pattern 
that was not on your radar before (Step 5).

•  The target group representatives that have the most significant demand for 
your solution can be identified as Early Adopters (Step 6&7).

Learn more about each of the steps on the following pages.
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In this first step think of what composes the universe of your potential cus-
tomers or rather your general market. Who will benefit from your idea? 
Which attributes should a person or organization possess so that you can 
assign them to your general market?

Step 1: Research the 
Market of your Idea

10 —

This booklet is about the qualitative identification of your target 
groups and not about the quantitative market potential. You may 
learn how to master your market potential in the booklet: “Busi-
ness Model.”



You want to open an innovative gelateria in Zurich. 
Your ice-cream should only contain ingredients from 
the greater Zurich area. With this, you want to prove 
that delicious gelati can be produced sustainably and 

locally.

Your total market: all people who love ice-cream and 
move around in Zurich.

Example

— 11



Now let us meaningfully divide your total market into the so-called target 
groups and also segment relatively homogeneous subgroups. What differ-
entiates your potential customers? Can you identify patterns of demo-
graphic features, behaviors, needs, and values of your target groups?

Also, consider the so-called Sinus-Milieus, a common targeting segmen-
tation that will help you assign your target audience to a social milieu. You 
can find an overview of the different milieus here:

https://bit.ly/2QqqLQp

Step 2: Discover 
different target groups

12 —

https://bit.ly/2QqqLQp


In some cases, it can also be that your target groups and your total 
market are identical. The smaller your total market, the lower the al-
leged number of different target groups, it consists of.

You put some thought on how to divide the total market of ice-
cream fans in Zurich and come to the following conclusion:

Target group 1 – city moms:
urban, well-off mothers with young children (Sinus-Milieu: 

middle class). Ice cream as activity and reward for the 
children. Appreciate the local and adhere to the idea of 

sustainability.

Target group 2 – young adults:
young, urban members of generation X. Often students 

(Sinus-Milieu: adaptive pragmatic). Ice-cream shop as a social 
meeting place and leisure activity. Are often in groups. Price-

sensitive. Sustainability as part of the personal ideology.

Target group 3 – individual tourists: 
open-minded individual tourists. City trip to Zurich. Want to 

discover «secret spots» (Sinus-Milieu: digital cosmopolitans). 
Relatively high purchasing power, usually traveling in pairs or in 

groups.

Example

— 13
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It is time to give your customer groups a face. In the form of a “persona,” 
you develop a primarily hypothetical person that is as real as possible and 
who functions as a typical representative of your customer group. Your 
personas serve to build an as detailed picture of the customer groups 
as possible. A well worked out persona is worth a mint: a persona stands 
respectively for the majority of customers and accordingly allows you to 
challenge all your solution sketches and developments, or prove wheth-
er your imaginary representatives will approve your idea. To make your 
personas realistic representatives of your target groups, it is essential to 
make them as holistic as possible. This means that, besides demograph-
ic characteristics like age, gender, place of residence and education, you 
should also identify the behavior and interests of a supposed target group. 
This model is dynamic and will continue to evolve. So do not hesitate to 
make assumptions about your personas for the moment - you will have to 
update them anyway.

Step 3: Bring your 
customer groups to life

14 —
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Why is it so important to document not just the demographic 
features? A short mental experiment will help you understand.

There are two men of the same age, both born in England, both 
divorced fathers of kids of the same age, both are rich and 

successful, and both like to spend vacations in the Alps. These 
so-called “sociodemographic twins” are Prince Charles and 
Ozzy Osborne. It would be an epic fail to describe these two 

men with the help of the same persona despite their startling 
similarities. They differ fundamentally in lifestyles, behavior, 

and, respectively, in tastes.

Example
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The following page contains a template to obtain a persona

Develop the first sketches of different hypothetic 
personas (three are enough). Fill out the fields, for 

which you already have a guess; you can leave the rest 
ones blank for now and continuously fill them in the 

course of validation. Ideally, you can use the post-its 
with the corresponding color codes to capture your 

insights as clearly as possible.

Task



Persona Profile
Sketch your persona

N
am

e:

Sex:

Age:

Place of residence:

Education:

M
arital status:

Jobs to be done

W
hat dem

ands does the persona 
have tow

ards your solution? 
(concerning functionality, social 
and em

otional desires)

Persona behavior

Interests:

Social environm
ent

(Sinus-M
ilieu):

The w
ay of thinking:

G
ains

W
hat positive experiences does the persona have in the context of 

your idea?

Touchpoints w
ith your idea

«W
here and how

 does your persona inform
 itself?

W
hat happens before and after interacting w

ith your product/service?

W
ho influences the purchase decision/usage decision?»

Pains

W
hich «pains» does the persona 

have in the context of your idea?

P
ersona C

anvas
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Name: Paula
Age: 32
Sex: female
Residence: Zurich, District 4
Education: journalist 
Marital status: married

• Ice-cream is only attractive in the summer
• Ice-cream contains a lot of sugar
• No information about the origin
• Long distance

Functional: reward system for children 
(allows previous errands)

Social: meeting with other parents/children

Emotional: to make children happy

Persona profile

Pains

Jobs to be done

EXAMPLE
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Interests: yoga, psychology, nature 

Social environment (Sinus-Milieu): middle class

Way of thinking: liberal, middle-left, is committed 
to environmental protection

• Large selection
• Social meeting place
• To make children happy
• Cheap “leisure program”

Persona behavior

Where and how does your persona inform itself?
Ronorp, various newsletters, Facebook, watson, 
friends

What happens before and after the interaction 
with your Product/service?
Before: Traveling in the city, often shopping - ice cream 
as a reward for the children./after: Mostly home.

Who influences the purchase decision/use 
decision?
The children

Points of contact with your idea

Gains
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The identification of jobs to be done are of central importance and are of-
ten misunderstood. Think about the desired state your customers want to 
achieve by interacting with your product/service. The job to be done con-
cerning Paula is not the enjoyment of an ice-cream, but the achievement of 
a particular emotional state, which she hopes to get through the activity. 
More at:

https://bit.ly/2zMoww9

https://bit.ly/2zMoww9


Now, it is essential to validate the assumed personas and find out what 
problems bother different target groups.

The simplest and most effective method of this is the so-called problem 
interview. In the course of a problem interview, you want to find out what 
exactly is the pain of your potential customers (hypothetic persona). Do 
you remember the double diamond? You are in the first half of the problem 
diamond and, correspondingly, you have the researcher‘s hat on - it‘s time 
to discover the world of your potential customer! You should ask open 
questions to learn as much as possible about your interviewee‘s dealing 
with the problem adressed. Consider: do not search for a problem that 
matches your intended solution, but rather let your future customers de-
cide which problem they would like to have solved.

Step 4: Get in contact 
with your target groups

— 21
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“When you have already decided 
to build a hammer, everything 
starts looking like a nail [and you 
fake the problems on the canvas 
to justify your solution].”
Ash Maurya

The problem interview aims to answer the following questions:

• What is the biggest problem of your target group? 

• Which products/services solve this problem today?

• What desires/expectations to the solution does the customer have?

•  Does the customer find a problem as such and does he or she show sincere 
interest towards the solution?

Further on, you can find simple guidelines for a problem interview. Complete and 
expand these directions with the questions that arise in the course of idea devel-
opment. By the way, it is not necessary to keep an exact order of the questions, 
and of course, you can ask questions that weren‘t included in the guideline. 
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Hey, I am trying to learn more about [the context of your idea] as 
I have a project related to it. Do you have five minutes to answer a 
couple of my questions?

Tell me about the last time you [idea activity].

What bothered you most as you [idea activity]?

How do you solve this problem now?

What annoys you about this solution?

If there was a better solution, where could you find it?

If you had a magic wand: how would you solve that problem?

I am about to develop [you idea] - how do you like this idea?

Are you ready to pay a reasonable price for this solution?

Thank you, it was very helpful! Would you like to be kept up to 
date? Then I would like to take up your email address.
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Superficially explain the concept of your idea, without giving the solu-
tion yet. Give the interviewees an introduction of the topic and details 
about the project you ask these questions for.

Questions about behavior - this describes the reality and prevents a 
sometimes distorted perception of the interviewees.

Here you want to get to the bottom of the problem. Where do the inter-
viewees see painful points in the context of your idea?

What competitor products/services are used by the interviewees? Have 
the respondents already found an excellent solution to the problem?

Why is the existing solution not so brilliant?

With this question, you identify the existing channels, through which 
you can market and promote your services/products.

Use the creativity of your interviewees. If they had possibilities, how 
would they solve the problem today? This answer gives you exciting in-
sights into which direction you should develop your idea or rethink it.

Although you are only running the problem interview yet, you already 
can get feedback to your assumed solution. Does your solution arouse 
interest or do the interviewees see no value in it?

It is not about getting the exact price, but rather about seeing how peo-
ple react to the question and getting the first idea of their willingness to 
pay. In case customers want to know what the assumed price could be, 
kick the question back.

The willingness to give e-mail addresses symbolizes a real interest in 
your idea. At the same time, you receive your first worthy «leads,» or 
potential customers, to return to them later.

Ex
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As an alternative, you can find a more detailed version of a problem 
interview in the digital toolkit.

Before you proceed to conduct your first customer interviews, here 
are some tips:

•  Be patient, let your interviewees finish what they are saying 
and give them time to think. Express your attention through 
facial expressions and gestures (eye contact, nod, smile).

•  Ask simple questions and avoid jargon: this way your inter-
viewees understand you better and don‘t have a feeling that 
they don‘t meet your requirements.

•  Ask open questions: let your interviewees tell their stories (as 
a rule of thumb: you give the 20% of the story, and your re-
spondent goes with the remaining 80%).

•  Take on the role of a curious child (Why?) or one of a research-
er (find the root of the problem).

•  Start with general questions about your idea («When was the 
last time …») and go deeper, asking more actual problems 
(«What bothers you most with …»).

•  Present your proposed solution in the end - so you will not in-
fluence your interviewee early on.

•  Use drawings, simple prototypes or other helpful means to 
present your solution (find more information on prototypes in 
the booklet: «Solution and Prototyping»). Interpret non-ver-
bal signs: how do your interviewees react to your questions? 
(Astonishment, joy, discomfort).

•  Do not try to validate your assumptions at any price: the un-
confirmed assumptions are also valuable data and allow you 
to focus more precisely.
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Besides the problem interviews with customers, there are further 
possibilities to explore the world of your customers:

Expert-interviews: speak to the experts in the area that is connect-
ed to your idea. They can give you valuable inputs and also share some 
validated data to your underlying assumptions.

•  Let your interviewees propose other interview partners.

•  Document your results (notes, persona-canvas, Lean Can-
vas). Pay particular attention to meaningful quotes from your 
interviewees.

You don‘t have to conduct 20 interviews. For now, run inter-
views with the representatives of your target groups until you 
discover the pattern and something that was once said, re-
peats itself again. That means you are on the right path. Orient 
to the above mentioned objective questions of the problem 
interview. If you can answer these with a clear conscience, 
you‘ve done enough problem interviews for the time being.

OTHER POSSIBILITIES 
FOR THE PROBLEM
VALIDATION



Participatory observation: sometimes it makes more sense to ob-
serve how people act in a particular situation, rather than asking di-
rectly about their behavior.

Analogies: consider in which other branches, areas, and situations 
similar ideas are already implemented and let these examples inspire 
you. If you, for example, want to develop a dog-sitting platform, check 
the numerous baby-sitting platforms and learn from them.

For more information on these additional possibilities, take a look at 
the material in the digital toolkit.

It is time to check the first versions of your personas, to turn the validated 
assumptions into facts or discard the personas and substitute them with 
the new ones. Your personas are the gateaway to reality and should stay in 
your focus as you continue working on your idea.

Step 5: Check
your assumptions

28 —



At this point, you should swap the researcher-hat for the CEO-hat and set a 
clear focus. In the meantime, you should be sure about which of your target 
groups are most interested in your idea, i.e., which of your updated perso-
nas suffer from the problem most.

Therefore, at this point, it makes sense to focus on the corresponding tar-
get group. In this respect, you should primarily address the first 16% of your 
total market before you bother about the mass. This part of your market is 
referred to as early adopters or the customers who have the most vivid in-
terest in your idea before it is ready for the market. In the following illustra-
tion, you see the classical distribution of your general market, represented 
by the willingness to test your product/service early on. 

Step 6: Determine
your early adopters

— 29

The transformation of your hypothetical personas into real, val-
idated personas is a long-term endeavor. You will hardly manage 
to create a perfect real persona at this early stage. Be aware that 
your personas are still based on assumptions and be ready to de-
velop them further as your project progresses.

Having doubts about whether your persona is complete enough? A 
short mental experiment will help: imagine you have to find a small 
gift for your persona. If you manage to do it based on the collected 
information, then your persona is probably detailed enough.
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Find further information on the different adaptation groups here:

https://bit.ly/2girf79

Initiators

Early
Adopters

16 % 16 %34 % 34 %

Early
Majority

Late
Majority

Laggards

The identification and focus on your early adopters makes sense for 
various reasons:

•  Early adopters are generally benovelent towards you and your 
idea. In this respect, they are often ready to further develop your 
solution together with you and provide honest and constructive 
feedback.

https://bit.ly/2girf79
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•  Early adopters are conscious about the addressed problem, find 
it especially irritating and are therefore ready to pay for solutions 
which are not yet perfectly mature.

•  Early adopters represent a perfect environment for learning and 
validation: if you don‘t manage to convince your early adopters of 
your solution, it will be hard to persuade other parts of the total 
market.

•  Do you have limited resources an want to focus on your target 
group regarding communication, design, value proposition and 
marketing so that you do not get lost in the swirl of irrelevant in-
formation.

You have indentified the enormous sound and dust-
pollution from drilling as an especially disturbing 

problem. The early adopters of the remedy for this 
problem are most likely craftsmen who have to deal 

with the described problem daily. Being professionals, 
they will not only be ready to provide tips for the 

development of your solution, but most likely the will 
also pay a higher price than a hobby-craftsman.

Example



The preliminary focus on early adopters goes hand in hand with a concentra-
tion on the problem. Possibly, you have already identified different problems 
that appear in the context of your idea. Now, you have to select one of these 
problems and use it as a starting point for the development of your solution. 
But how do you know which of your identified problems is the most urgent? 
If you can answer the following three questions positively, then you‘ve prob-
ably discovered the so-called «problem worth solving»:

Step 7: Solve
a real problem

32 —

Determine your early adopters.
Refer to your indentified personas.

Task

If you have trouble to determine your early adopters, think of those target 
groups which would suffer the most from the negative consequences if you 
were not to implement your idea. Who will experience social exclusion or 
health consequences? Who will be fired? Who will go bankrupt? Thinking in 
extreme negative scenarios helps you identify potential early adopters.
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As you have probably noticed, the identification of your early adopters and 
the problem worth solving tend to turn into the chicken-or-egg dilemma. 
Should you first decide for the early adopters or for the problem worth solv-
ing? This question has no finite answer, so you have to refer to the findings of 
your interviews. The important part is to find a match between your target 
group and the problem.

•  Do the interviewees want a solution to the problem?

•  Are people willing to pay for the solution to the problem?

•  Are there enough customers who have the same problem?

You may only go on if you have identified a relevant problem (problem 
worth solving) and know who wants this problem to be solved (early 
adopters). In case you haven‘t found this match yet, continue with the 
interviews.
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PROBLEM STATEMENT

“If I had only one hour to save the 
world, I would spend fifty-five minu-
tes defining the problem, and only 
five minutes finding the solution.”
Albert Einstein

This quote embraces the importance of this whole chapter. With the help of the 
so-called problem statement you can easily define the problem and reduce it to 
one sentence. Like with the one sentence pitch, you have to develop a short and 
striking statement, which is meant to form the base for the further development 
of your idea

How is your problem statement built? Basically, you should be able to answer the 
following three questions in one sentence:

What is the problem?

Who has the problem?

Why is it a problem?
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The problem statement should be phrased in a clear and prosaic manner while 
still highlighting the scale of the problem and its market potential. Neither your 
solution nor you or your brand should be mentioned. Unlike with the one sentence 
pitch, you don‘t want to convince anyone with your problem statement, but rather 
describe the problem neutrally.

The problem statement is the result of this booklet and serves as a working ba-
sis for the following booklet: «Solution and Prototyping.» The next booklet will be 
about locating different solutions to your identified problem, visualizing it, and 
testing it with your potential customers.

The customers who use smartphones for online banking 
find the payment process tedious, as the manual input 
of payment details for each invoice is awkward, error-

prone and time-consuming.

Example
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Move on once you:

The most important takeaways from this booklet:  

Have identified and validated the target group for your problem.

Have sketched personas for each target group.

Have conducted numerous problem interviews with the representatives
of the target groups.

Have identified the central problems of your target groups.

Have discovered a problem worth solving.

Have learned what target groups suffer from the problem the most
(early adopters).

Have formulated the respective problem statement.

Be curious and discover the world of your potential customers
without bias.

Direct conversation with your target group is usually the simplest and 
the most effective method to earn valuable knowledge in a short time.

Identify the problem your idea is based on, before you develop your 
solution.

The more painful the problem, the greater the need for a solution. Find 
your early adopters and focus on them.
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What to expect from the next booklet 
(Solution and Prototyping)?

You will think about different solutions and build prototypes of your
favorite ones.

You will get feedback on the prototypes from your potential customers.

You will try to identify and check the weak points (critical assumptions)
of your idea.

You will decide on the most appropriate solution based on tests.
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Literature

As promised, we’d like to recommend you a couple of books which you 
can look through as you have a chance:

Ladder Blog (2018): https://blog.ladder.io/business-idea 

Medium (2018): https://productcoalition.com/how-to-write-a-good-
customer-problem-statement-a815f80189ba

Management 3.0 (2018): https://management30.com/product/how-
tochange-the-world/

https://blog.ladder.io/business-idea
https://productcoalition.com/how-to-write-a-good-customer-problem-statement-a815f80189ba
https://productcoalition.com/how-to-write-a-good-customer-problem-statement-a815f80189ba
https://management30.com/product/how-tochange-the-world/
https://management30.com/product/how-tochange-the-world/
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