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The VC winter has shown us the vulnerability of startups that
base their foundations on investor funds. The obsession with
securing VC backing has sometimes led startups to sideline the
cornerstone of any successful business: the customer. This
article aims to redefine startup success, highlighting the
crucial need for startups to prioritize product-market fit
(PMF)  over  fundraising  metrics  and  showcasing  how  genuine
startups weather the VC winter by addressing real customer
needs.

While  external  funding  can  accelerate  growth,  it’s  not  a
definitive measure of success. Many startup entrepreneurs are
under the misconception that securing a hefty investment is
the key to a successful startup. However, this approach often
leads to a focus on impressing investors rather than serving
the  target  market.  The  real  barometer  of  startup  success
should  be  a  robust  PMF,  an  indication  that  the  startup’s
product or service meets a significant customer need.

Navigating the VC winter becomes a lot less daunting when a
startup has a PMF. It’s the PMF that ensures the relevance and
resilience  of  the  startup,  even  in  challenging  economic
landscapes. A strong PMF suggests that a startup is providing
real value to its customers, thereby fostering loyalty and
driving organic growth.

Let’s  look  at  some  real-world  examples  to  understand  how
focusing on PMF over fundraising can lead to enduring success,
even in the face of a VC winter.
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LinkedIn: From humble beginnings to
a networking powerhouse
When Reid Hoffman and his team launched LinkedIn in 2002, the
scars of the dot-com bust were still fresh, and the investment
landscape was uncertain. Undeterred by these challenges, the
founders instead focused on solving a significant problem: the
need for a professional networking platform in an increasingly
digital world.

Rather than pursuing aggressive fundraising or creating an
appealing  pitch  deck,  they  channeled  their  energies  into
understanding their market and refining their product. This
customer-centric approach paid off as LinkedIn began to find
traction among professionals who appreciated the value the
platform provided.

As  LinkedIn’s  user  base  grew,  so  did  its  features  and
capabilities.  The  founders  listened  to  their  customers,
continually tweaking and improving the platform based on their
feedback. LinkedIn evolved from a simple networking site to a
comprehensive professional platform, providing everything from
job postings to professional development resources.

Ultimately, LinkedIn’s commitment to delivering an effective
solution to a real customer problem led to its acquisition by
Microsoft in 2016 for an astounding $26.2 billion. LinkedIn’s
journey  underscores  the  power  of  focusing  on  PMF  and
understanding  the  market  need  above  all  else.

Mailchimp:  Prioritizing  service
over quick monetization
During the early 2000s’ economic downturn, Mailchimp was born
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not as a grand venture but as a side project of its founders,
Ben Chestnut and Dan Kurzius. They saw a gap in the market —
small  businesses  struggling  to  afford  big-ticket  email
marketing software.

Mailchimp’s founders could have sought venture capital funding
and  scaled  quickly,  but  they  decided  to  focus  on  their
customers and self-fund their venture. This allowed them to
fully concentrate on creating a product that was user-friendly
and accessible for small businesses.

Their  dedicated  focus  on  the  customer  pain  point  helped
Mailchimp gain steady traction. Its user base grew organically
as  small  businesses  started  to  realize  the  value  that
Mailchimp brought to their marketing efforts. Despite never
raising a penny from external investors, Mailchimp is now a
leading  email  marketing  service  with  millions  of  users
globally.
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Slack:  A  pivot  driven  by  market
need
Stewart Butterfield, Eric Costello, Cal Henderson and Serguei
Mourachov originally founded Tiny Speck in the late 2000s as a
gaming company. When their game, Glitch, didn’t pan out as
expected, they stumbled upon a market need they themselves
experienced — efficient team communication.

Instead of giving up or seeking more investment to continue
their  failing  game  project,  they  decided  to  pivot.  They
developed  a  tool  that  allowed  for  more  streamlined  and
organized communication among their team. Realizing that other
teams might also benefit from such a tool, they expanded and
refined the product, which became Slack.
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This  willingness  to  pivot  based  on  market  need  and
prioritizing  PMF  over  securing  more  investment  for  their
original  project  laid  the  foundation  for  Slack’s  success.
Slack’s journey is an inspiring tale of how relentless focus
on solving a real problem can lead to unexpected success, even
in the midst of an economic downturn. Today, Slack is used by
millions of teams worldwide for effective collaboration and
communication.

Moving forward
Now that we’ve explored these compelling case studies, let’s
outline some practical strategies for startups to identify and
hone their PMF.

Firstly, startups must spend time understanding their target
market and identifying clear customer pain points that their
product or service can address. This can be achieved by in-
depth market research, customer interviews and prototyping.

Secondly, startups should remain flexible and ready to pivot
if the market needs change or if their initial product doesn’t
achieve the desired PMF. The story of Slack is a testament to
this.

Lastly, startups should focus on constant innovation, ensuring
that their product remains relevant and continues to provide
value over time.

Related: How to Find the Holy Grail of Product-Market Fit

To sum up, focusing on PMF rather than fundraising not only
increases a startup’s chances of success but also makes it
more resilient during challenging times, such as a VC winter.
The  entrepreneurial  ecosystem  needs  to  shift  its  success
parameters from the size of fundraising rounds to the strength
of PMF.

Our  call  to  action  for  entrepreneurs  is  to  share  their
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experiences of finding PMF in their ventures and how it helped
them  weather  tough  times.  Let’s  initiate  a  dialogue  that
underscores the importance of PMF over mere fundraising in the
startup  journey,  shaping  a  more  sustainable  and  customer-
centric startup culture.
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