
The Ultimate Startup Checklist

Description

8 Steps That Separate Winners from Failures

Why 21.5% of startups fail in their first year and nearly half close within five years, and the
startup checklist that helps you beat the odds

Most startups fail from avoidable mistakes. Learn the 8-step startup checklist used by
successful founders, from validating market need to managing cash flow and building the
right team.

Introduction: The Checklist That Could Have Saved a
Startup

Two founders launched similar SaaS products in January 2023. Same market, similar
funding, comparable tech skills.

Founder A spent six months building features they assumed customers wanted. Launched
big. Burned through $400K. Shut down after 14 months with zero revenue.

Founder B spent two weeks validating demand first. Built a minimum version. Got 10 paying
customers before writing serious code. Adjusted based on feedback. Hit $50K MRR by
month 18.

The difference? Founder B used a systematic checklist. Founder A winged it.

Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics shows how startup survival declines over time
across industries. For example, businesses in health care and social assistance show a
relatively strong survival rate, with about 80.8% still operating after their first year, while
construction startups drop to around 77% after the same period. Over time, the gap widens:
by 2010, only 52.3% of health-care businesses and 34.7% of construction firms from the
same cohort were still operating. The pattern illustrates a fundamental reality of

EXCELLENTBUSINESSPLANS.COM
Improve your business success!

Page 1
https://excellentbusinessplans.com - Improve your business success



entrepreneurship: survival rates decline steadily as operational, financial, and market
challenges accumulate over time. This is why disciplined planning, strong market validation,
and careful cash-flow management are critical during the early years of a startup.

Startup Survival Rates by Industry (2004â??2015 Cohort) â?? Source:
https://www.bls.gov/bdm/entrepreneurship/bdm_chart4.png

This checklist distills lessons from successful startups into 8 essential steps. Tick each box
before moving forward. It wonâ??t guarantee success, but it eliminates the predictable
failures.

What the Data Shows About Startup Success

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data show that 21.5% of new businesses fail within
the first year, 48.4% within five years, and 65.1% within ten years. The often-cited
â??90% failure rateâ?• is misleading; actual data show more nuanced survival patterns
by industry and stage. (Source: https://growthlist.co/startup-failure-statistics/)
CB Insightsâ?? 2025 analysis of 431 startup failures reveals the number one reason:
43% of startups fail from poor product-market fit. Founders build products nobody
wants, solve problems that arenâ??t painful enough, or target markets too small to
sustain the business. This leads to zero traction, inefficient spending, and eventual
shutdown. (Source: https://www.cbinsights.com/research/report/startup-failure-reasons-
top/)
Harvard Business Review research shows that approximately 80% of startups are
founded by teams rather than solo founders, combining complementary skills and
networks. Multiple founders bring diverse skills, shared workload, and mutual support
during challenging early periods when single founders often burn out. (Source:
https://revli.com/blog/50-must-know-startup-failure-statistics-2024/)

The 8-Step Startup Checklist

1. Validate Market Need Before Building Anything

Here is a hard truth. 43% of startups fail simply because they build something nobody
actually wants to pay for. And the scary part? Most founders never see it coming.

Ash Maurya, author of Running Lean and creator of the Lean Canvas, learned this firsthand.
He spent months planning a comprehensive AI course for startup founders. It looked perfect
on paper. Then he talked to real founders and discovered they did not need another course.
They needed help with execution. He had the problem right, but the solution was completely
wrong.

The lesson is simple. A business model that looks great on paper can still be fatally flawed.
The only way to know is to test your assumptions before you build, not after.
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Do not ask â??Do people want my solution?â?• Ask instead, â??Is the existing alternative
broken enough that people are willing to change their behavior?â?• If you cannot answer that
clearly, your validation is not done yet.

Here is your market validation checklist:

â?• Talk to 20 or more potential customers before building anything
â?• Identify a specific, painful problem they are currently paying to solve
â?• Confirm they will pay for YOUR solution, not just say â??sounds interesting.â?•
â?• Find 3 to 5 people willing to pre-pay or commit to beta testing
â?• Document the exact objections and hesitations you hear
â?• Test your pitch with strangers, not friends. Friends tell you what you want to hear
â?• Walk away if nobody will pay. Pivot or quit before burning cash

Why it matters: Building the wrong thing wastes months and money you will never recover.
Validate demand first. Build the second. Always.

2. Set Up Legal Structure & Funding Correctly

Messy paperwork creates expensive problems later, lawsuits, tax penalties, and co-founder
disputes.

â?• Choose the right legal business structure based on your country and situation
â?• Register your business with the relevant government authority and obtain a tax
identification number from your local tax authority
â?• Register with your local Chamber of Commerce
â?• Complete your tax registration with the relevant tax authority in your country
â?• Open a business bank account (never mix personal and business money)
â?• Sign founder agreements defining equity splits and ownership milestones over time
â?• Set a 12-month cash runway goal before launching
â?• Decide your funding approach: self-funded, angel investors, or venture capital
â?• Create a basic operating agreement or shareholder agreement

Quick tip: Use a lawyer for founder agreements. A small investment now prevents costly
disputes later.

3. Define your Business Model & Pricing

Giving away free stuff feels good until you run out of money.

â?• Identify how you make money (subscriptions, transactions, ads, etc.)
â?• Calculate unit economics: cost to acquire customer vs. lifetime value
â?• Set pricing based on value delivered, not your costs
â?• Test 2-3 price points with early customers
â?• Aim for 3:1 ratio minimum (customer lifetime value Ã· acquisition cost)
â?• Build revenue model showing path to profitability
â?• Know your break-even point (how many customers you need monthly)
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Real examples:

Underpricing trap: SaaS charging $49/month when customers would pay $99 loses
$50/customer/month. With 100 customers, thatâ??s $5K MRR left on the table ($60K
annually).
Value-based win: Project management tool charged $15/user/month (competitorâ??s
price). Switched to a $299/month flat rate for teams. Fewer customers, 4x revenue,
happier clients who valued simplicity over per-seat pricing.
Testing works: Email marketing startup tested $79, $99, $129/month. Conversion
rates: 12% at $79, 11% at $99, 9% at $129. Sweet spot: $99 (best revenue without
major conversion drop).

4. Build Minimum Viable Product (MVP) Fast

Perfect products take forever. MVPs take weeks and teach you what customers actually
want.

â?• List core features that solve the main problem
â?• Cut everything else (seriously, cut 80% of your feature list)
â?• Build ugly-but-functional version in 2-4 weeks
â?• Get it in customersâ?? hands immediately
â?• Watch how they actually use it (not how you think they will)
â?• Iterate based on behavior, not opinions
â?• Add features only after seeing repeated customer requests

Reminder: Your MVP should embarrass you slightly. If youâ??re proud of it, you waited too
long to launch.

Real MVP success: Dropbox launched with just a demo video (not even a working product).
Got 75,000 signups overnight. Built the product only after confirming demand. Buffer started
as a simple landing page with pricing tiers and a â??Coming Soonâ?• button; no product
existed. The founder validated willingness to pay before writing code.

5. Get Your First 10 Customers Without Spending Much

Big marketing budgets come later. First customers come from hustle.

â?• Reach out to your validation interview list (they already know you)
â?• Post in niche communities where your customers hang out
â?• Offer founding member pricing (discount for early adopters)
â?• Ask each customer for one referral
â?• Create a simple landing page explaining the problem you solve
â?• Track where every customer comes from (which channels work)
â?• Double down on channels that convert, stop the rest

Target: Get 10 paying customers in 60 days. If you canâ??t, your market validation was
wrong.
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6. Manage Cash Flow Like Your Life Depends On It (It Does)

70% of failed startups cite running out of capital as a factor. Track every dollar obsessively.

â?• Know your monthly burn rate (how much you spend monthly)
â?• Calculate runway (months of cash left at current burn rate)
â?• Keep 6-12 months of expenses in reserve minimum
â?• Review your cash flow weekly, not monthly. Always forecast 90 days, covering expected
income, fixed costs, and variable expenses so you can spot problems before they become
crises.
â?• Cut expenses that donâ??t directly drive revenue or product
â?• Separate â??must haveâ?• from â??nice to haveâ?• spending
â?• Set up alerts when cash drops below a 3-month runway

Formula: Runway = Cash in Bank Ã· Monthly Burn Rate. If this number is under 6, panic and
cut costs immediately.

Quick cost cuts when runway drops:

Cancel unused SaaS subscriptions (average startup has 8-12, uses 4)
Negotiate payment terms with vendors (Net 30 â?? Net 60 buys time)
Pause paid ads, focus on organic channels temporarily
Delay non-essential hires by 90 days
Switch from office to co-working or remote (save $2-5K/month)
Renegotiate contracts with current vendors (10-20% discounts are common if you ask)

7. Build the Right Team (or Stay Solo)

29% of startups cite bad timing (too early or too late to market) and team issues as failure
factors. Build carefully.

â?• Define what skills you actually need vs. what sounds cool
â?• Hire for current-stage needs, not future dreams
â?• Get co-founder agreements signed before working together
â?• Set clear roles (who decides what)
â?• Have hard conversations early when something feels off
â?• Fire fast when someone isnâ??t working (kindly, but quickly)
â?• Stay solo if you canâ??t find the right co-founder (better than wrong one)

Truth: One great co-founder beats three mediocre ones. Quality matters more than
headcount.

8. Track Metrics That Actually Matter

Revenue is great, but these metrics predict whether youâ??ll survive.
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â?• Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC): How much to get one customer
â?• Customer Lifetime Value (CLTV): Total revenue from one customer
â?• Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR): Predictable monthly income
â?• Churn Rate: Percentage of customers who cancel monthly
â?• Burn Rate: Cash spent monthly
â?• Runway: Calculate your runway regularly. 

The formula is simple: Runway = Cash in Bank Ã· Monthly Burn Rate. For example, if you
have $30,000 in the bank and spend $5,000 per month, your runway is 6 months. Always
aim for a minimum of 12 months before launching.

â?• Gross Margin: Revenue minus direct costs

Aim for these benchmarks: CLTV 3x+ higher than CAC, churn under 5% monthly, gross
margin above 70% for SaaS.

Startup Metric Benchmarks by Stage:

Metric
Early Stage (0-12
months)

Growth Stage (12-36
months)

Red Flag

CAC
<$500 (B2B), <$100
(B2C)

<$1,000 (B2B), <$200
(B2C)

CAC > CLTV

CLTV: CAC
Ratio

2:1 minimum 3:1+ ideal Under 1:1

Monthly Churn 5-10% acceptable Under 5% target Above 15%

Gross Margin 50%+ 70%+ (SaaS) Under 40%

Burn Rate Minimize Controlled growth >3x revenue

Runway 12+ months 6+ months
Under 3
months

Track these weekly. If youâ??re trending toward red flags for 2+ weeks, adjust immediately,
donâ??t wait for month-end.

Startup vs. Freelancing: Which path Is right for you?

Not sure if you should build a startup or freelance? Hereâ??s how they differ:

Factor Startup Freelancing

Goal
Build a scalable business (eventual
exit or acquisition)

Build sustainable income
(ongoing client work)

Team
Co-founders + employees (shared
ownership)

Solo or small team (you own
100%)

Product
Scalable product/service (sell to
many)

Your time and skills (sell to
clients)

Funding Often requires outside investment Bootstrapped from day one

EXCELLENTBUSINESSPLANS.COM
Improve your business success!

Page 6
https://excellentbusinessplans.com - Improve your business success

https://excellentbusinessplans.com/customer-acquisition-cost-a-founders-guide-to-profitable-growth/


Risk High (48% fail by year 5) Lower (steady client work)

Income
$0 for months/years, then potentially
huge

Immediate (first client = first
payment)

Time to
Profit

18-36+ months typical 30-60 days possible

Exit
Strategy

Sell the company for 4-10x revenue Retire or wind down slowly

Best For Big vision, willing to risk years Steady income, lifestyle control

Quick decision guide: Building something that can run without you? â?? Startup. Selling
your expertise and skills? â?? Freelancing. 

â??If youâ??re not embarrassed by the first version of your
product, youâ??ve launched too late.â?•â?? Reid Hoffman
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Final Thoughts: System Beats Passion

Passion gets you started. Systems keep you alive.

Most failed founders werenâ??t lazy or stupid. They skipped steps. They built before
validating. They hired before they had revenue. They burned cash, assuming more would
come.

The startups that survive arenâ??t always the best ideas. Theyâ??re the ones that
systematically validate, build, test, and adjust. They use checklists. They track metrics. They
make boring, disciplined decisions.

Print this checklist. Stick it on your wall. Tick each box before moving to the next section.
When youâ??re tempted to skip a step because youâ??re â??differentâ?• or â??the
exception,â?• remember: 48% of startups fail by year five, and most thought they were the
exception too.

Your Startup Launch Checklist:

â?• Validate market need with 20+ customer conversations
â?• Set up legal structure and separate business finances
â?• Define business model with unit economics that work
â?• Build MVP in 2-4 weeks and get it in customersâ?? hands
â?• Acquire first 10 paying customers in 60 days
â?• Establish a 6-month minimum cash runway
â?• Hire only when revenue justifies it (or get the right co-founder first)
â?• Track CAC, CLTV, MRR, churn, and burn rate weekly

Looking to build a solo business instead of a startup? Check out our Ultimate
Freelancing Checklist for a different framework focused on service-based businesses.

Need help planning your startup? Our Business Plan Template and Business Startup
Checklist help you structure your strategy, model your startup, and present to investors.

Frequently Asked Questions

Whatâ??s the difference between this startup checklist and the freelancing
checklist?
Freelancing focuses on selling services as a solo business (you are the product).
Startups focus on building scalable products or services with a team. Freelancers
optimize for steady client work; startups optimize for growth and eventual exit. Check
our Freelancing Checklist if youâ??re building a service business without outside
funding.
Should I complete every item before launching?
Complete steps 1-5 before spending serious money. Validate market need, set up legal
structure, define business model, build MVP, and get first 10 customers. Steps 6-8
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(cash management, team building, metrics tracking) happen continuously as you grow.
Donâ??t skip validation, 43% of startups fail from poor product-market fit.
How long does it take to complete this checklist?
If you hustle, 60-90 days from idea to first customers. Week 1-2: Market validation
interviews. Week 3-4: Legal setup and business model definition. Week 5-8: Build
MVP. Week 9-12: Acquire first 10 paying customers. This assumes focused full-time
effort. Part-time founders need 4-6 months.
Can bootstrapped startups use this checklist, or is it only for funded startups?
This checklist works for both. Bootstrapped startups should emphasize cash flow
management (step 6) even more intensely since you canâ??t raise emergency funding.
Focus on getting to profitability fast with minimal burn rate. Funded startups can afford
slightly longer MVP development and customer acquisition timelines, but the core steps
remain the same.
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