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CHAPTER 01 | OPPORTUNITY Starting with Opportunity, Challenge, Change,
and Team
CHAPTER PURPOSE: Choose a project of value. Form a team that can learn quickly. Start with a story, but do not confuse
a story with proof.

Figure 6. The four parts of any new project or venture.

Figure 7. Valuable project ideas come from the intersection of change, team advantage, and evidence.

Every project has four parts

A new project has four parts: team, narrative or opportunity, validation, and execution. Most school projects spend too
much time on the pitch and some time on team formation. That is not enough. IE 101 begins with team and story, but the
course must quickly balance them with validation and execution.

Starting anything new

There is a standard model for starting new initiatives. First, develop an insight. Then build a story from change and from the
team's capabilities. Then validate, adapt, and build an ecosystem of stakeholders. Only later should the project move toward
operational scale. In the Berkeley Method of Entrepreneurship, this is the difference between Phase 1 and Phase 2. Phase 1
is learning and discovery of the business model at the lowest possible cost. Phase 2 is scaling with operations and measures.

The three-part solution

The path of an innovation project must be learned during its execution. The first part of the solution is a story that explains
the opportunity. The second part is a disciplined process of validation and adaptation. The third part is execution that builds
product, market, business model, sales process, and eventually operations. Do not rush to scale before the team has learned
what should be scaled.

Choose a problem with value

A good project is not merely interesting. It has a reason to matter. Work on hard and large problems when the team can
develop a monopoly of insight, skill, access, or speed. The project should be difficult enough to create learning and valuable
enough that someone would care if the team succeeds.

Where opportunities come from

Opportunities often come from the intersection of change and team. Look for new technical capabilities, new regulations,
new customer behaviors, new markets, new tools, or new constraints. Combine that change with what the team knows, can
access, can build, or cares about deeply. The first story is the explanation of that intersection.

How to find an idea

Start with your own frustration and your own story. What do you know from direct experience? What problem keeps
appearing? Where do you find yourself saying, there must be a better way? A personal frustration is useful because it gives
the team energy, context, and an initial customer viewpoint. It is not enough by itself. It must still be tested with other
people.

Pick a target to disrupt

Another way to find an idea is to pick a target: an incumbent, process, product, institution, or industry habit that could be
made much better. Ask what the target does well, what it does badly, why customers tolerate it, and what change makes it
vulnerable now. The point is not to complain about the incumbent. The point is to find a wedge where a new approach can



win.

Design the ideal customer experience

Imagine the ideal customer experience without first accepting today's constraints. What should be faster, easier, safer,
cheaper, more personal, more transparent, or more delightful? Then work backward. Which part can the team prototype?
Which part can be tested now? Which part would create the strongest proof that customers care?

Look for automation and prediction

Many valuable ideas come from work that is repetitive, manual, slow, expensive, or judgment-heavy. Ask what could be
automated, predicted, recommended, summarized, matched, routed, detected, or monitored. A useful AI or data project
often begins here: find a decision or workflow where better prediction or automation creates a visible improvement.

Observe change, then ask what changes next

Look for change in technology, regulation, cost, behavior, distribution, demographics, climate, science, or culture. If the
first-order opportunity is already obvious, it may be too late. Ask the second-order question: what will change next because
this changed first? Then validate that implication. Do not assume the future. Test whether the next behavior, constraint,
buyer, or need is actually emerging.

Use leading-edge users and connectors

Watch people who are already living in the future: expert users, extreme users, early adopters, researchers, operators, and
communities at the edge of a new field. Also use the connector model. A connector, like Larry Bock in many science and
technology communities, can bring top people in a new field together. One strong connector on a team can create access to
customers, experts, partners, advisors, and early believers that would otherwise take months to reach.

Balance will and reality

Entrepreneurs need force of will, but force of will is dangerous when it blocks observation. Successful teams act, then look
carefully at what the world tells them. Progress has two forms: technical and logical progress about the product, and social
progress in the ecosystem of stakeholders. Technical experts often overbuild the first and underbuild the second.

What a good early project should show

The best early project has a simple economic logic. As Naeem Zafar and Mark Burgstone have often taught entrepreneurs,
the best business looks like a mailbox that receives checks: add only what is needed to make the system work. For a class
project, the equivalent is a clear path from user need to evidence, from evidence to product, and from product to a believable
next step.

Case Use

Caviar can be used to show practical opportunity recognition: team background, industry interest, a failed first idea, and
then a stronger opportunity discovered through customer behavior. Data-X and challenge labs can be used to show
expert-framed starts, where students begin from a challenge and must learn the technical and market context quickly.


