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The Polite Nod

If you're like most of us, you have at some
point experienced “The Polite Nod” —
that nod people give when they don’t
understand what you're talking about
and they don’t want to admit it. To avoid
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looking foolish or getting into a conversation “over their
heads,” they will simply nod politely. The Polite Nod

leads you to believe people are engaged with you in

conversation, but that is not the case.

e

In the world of scientific discoveries and
technical innovations, inventors and researchers
experience “The Polite Nod” all too often.
Inventors are often so passionate about their
discovery, idea, or invention that they want

to talk in detail about it. But for most people
who are not working in the inventor’s field,
there is a huge language barrier that draws

out “The Polite Nod.”

The challenge for an inventor or technology
entrepreneur is how to get an audience to
engage with you in conversation, because
that’s the sure way to avoid The Polite Nod.
The sign of an interested, engaged audience

is this: they are asking you questions and even
debating certain points you raise. If you want to
turn your idea into a commercial opportunity,
you need that kind of interest.

So what? who cares? why you?™ is the inventor’s
answer to The Polite Nod. Itis a methodology

I have developed over many years working with

technology innovators,
as they bring their ideas from the lab to the

scientists and researchers

market. I've named the process after three little
questions because these are the core questions
that business backers - including angel investors,
venture capitalists (VC), licensees, customers,
and managers — will use to validate and make
decisions about your idea.

Whether you're an inventor in a lab, a researcher
at an institution, a product team developing a
new idea, or an entrepreneur in your basement,
developing clear and compelling answers to
these questions is what transforms a good idea
into an idea with great potential for commercial-
ization. And, it’s the ideas with great potential
that get business backers saying, “YES.”
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Why is it that so many good ideas fall victim to The Polite Nod
and never realize their full potential? The plain truth is that most people
on the business side of the equation cannot always understand the business value of these
remarkable ideas. This has little to do with the science behind the idea, because business
backers are not evaluating the quality of the science. In fact, they are assessing an entirely
different set of criteria than you might expect. And that’s precisely why the gap widens
between a good idea and a great opportunity.

Difficulty arises in the language barrier that
often exists between an inventor and a busi-
nessperson. Inventors and tech entrepreneurs
are typically experts in their chosen fields first,
and business people by necessity. They've
created something novel and unique and they
want to share it with the world. But when they
talk about their ideas, they often speak in the
language of their colleagues - a language that’s
foreign to people outside their field. More than
~ that, it’s a language that the business-level
people have no need or intention to learn,

business value proposition for your idea.

This is a different language than most i

So, while you may want to jump into an and tech entrepreneurs speak; in this book, I

enthusiastic discussion of the idea, how it’s will call it the language of business. ‘Wo
ilt, and t detailed description of how it through So what? who cares? wh




1. Describe the idea in detail, particularly
how you came up with the jdea and how you
developed the lcchnology behind it

2. Explain the details of how it works

3. Describe many different applications
and uses for your idea - a5 many :

: : : as you
can think of to be sure to get pe

ople’s interest,
4. Use acronyms and technical termi

1
to validate your idea. ohie

5. Point out that there is no competition
fm.- the idea - that no one else out there is
doing anything like it.

the Spadework

The So what? who cares? why you?™
methodology will help you develop the
answers that investors, customers, and other
business backers want to know most about.

Briefly stated, these questions are:

So what? — What is the business problem you
are solving and how “burning” is that problem?
If the idea has a real opportunity, in what market
space does it fit?

Who cares? —Is there a cluster of potential
customers that are willing to pay money to solve
this problem? If so, how do you plan to reach

them?

Why you? — What makes your idea different?
What is your competitive edge and how do you
plan to sustain it?

N

If you relate to any one of these — if you think
you'd approach that kind of situation in any
of these ways — then this book is for you.
That's because none of the approaches listed
here is suitable for a business conversation
about your idea. It’s human nature to focus on
the things that we are proficient in. But without
understanding the business language required
for this type of situation, you will focus on

the wrong elements and ultimately will fail to
capture the interest of the people who can help
you commercialize your idea.
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Don’t underestimate the power of these questions.
On the surface, they may look obvious, but beneath
the questions lies a great deal of spadework
required to create the substance necessary to

bring your idea to life.

It won’t be easy! Seeking these answers will bring
the voice of the market and the customer to bear
on your idea. Along the way, your idea may be
subjected to disbelief, misunderstanding and out-
right nay-saying. But, digging below the surface
using So what? who cares? why you?™ will
dramatically increase the odds of your success. And,
with the odds stacked 3,000:1, anything you can do
to shift that ratio in your favor is worth the effort.

Many inventors and entrepreneurs cringe at the
thought of what it might mean to apply “business
language” to their idea. But let me be clear: this is
not about spinning a good story or using business
buzzwords. In fact, if you do that, you're guaranteed
to get The Polite Nod. Instead, this process - this
book — is about answering the right questions
with the right amount of detail in a clear and

compelling way.
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S0 what?

~— Chapter 1)

What's Your ldea?

So, you've got an idea — a GOOD idea!
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To turn it into an opportunity, you'll have
to get people to understand why it's
great. This chapter walks you step-by-step
through the process of articulating your

idea in terms that investors, buyers, !

or licensees will understand.

What’s Your Idea? 9



Content

What’s
Your Idea?

From Lab to Life...

Commercializing Your Idea

Commercializing your idea means bringing your idea
from the lab or the drawing board to the marketplace.
This can happen in a number of different ways depending

upon the nature of your idea.

.

Some ideas are best commercialized
through the creation of a startup company.
This model will require funding from investors,
such as “friends and family,” private “angels,”
or venture capital funds.

Some ideas lend themselves to licensing.
e rights to the idea are
established companies (also referred
Licensee companles look for

Regardless of the commercialization path ‘you
will take, the business ‘fundamentals requi'redxto‘
bring your idea from “lab to life” !

same. Investors for a startup company, receptors
licensing an idea, and business backers inside an
institution or organization are . allloo ki 3
the answers to the spadework tl

walks you through.

Typically, these dif
hundreds and even thou
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audience’s appetite.

A common mistake at this stage is getting

bogged down in technical details. Lengthy

i technical descriptions will draw out The Polite
od - quite the opposite of what you need to

ere. Most businesspeople don’t

| ha; th subject ‘matter expertise that you do,

First things first: investors and customers alike need
to understand - in very big-picture terms — precisely what your
idea is and what it does. What's important here is to summarize
your idea in simple, straightforward terms that will whet the

for the audlence that is easily un'der'st’

what this idea is.
Using‘Workshee ‘ (A)‘



Analogies, Metaphors, and Images w

The best wa i
; Y to explain your idea is by using analogies, metaphors, and imagery that
our audie ,
y Nce can relate to. Let's be clear: you are not developing “tag lines” at this

stage. Rath .
I I9 €r, you need to create descriptive phrases that someone who knows very
ittle abo

ut your idea can understand. Relating your idea to something that is already

established and well understood helps people “get it.” If you don’t grab their attention

Now, you run the risk of getting The Polite Nod from here forward.

_

Consider these analogies:

An analogy draws a comparison between two things that otherwise seem very unlike each other. Analogies

are useful in helping an audience to visualize a new idea by relating it to something already understood.
For example:

- A developer of intelligent applications for voice calls itself “The Google of Voice” to describe the

idea of bringing intelligence to voice networks so that users can personalize and filter which calls
get through:

“Just as Google brought web crawling and search to the Internet,
we will bring the intelligence of crawling and search to voice communications.”

— A company that has developed a web-hosted application for PC asset management describes
its offering using the hosted CRM market leader, Salesforce.com™, as an analogy. (Salesforce.com
was first-to-market with web-hosted CRM solutions, and has proven out the business model.)

“We are bringing hosted PC asset management to the enterprise
just as Salesforce.com brought hosted CRM to the enterprise.”

@ high volume/low cost production to commercialize his idea:

A
'llz\zw:’o° — A medical entrepreneur uses this analogy to describe how he will leverage
",

“Our idea applies telephone smart card technology to blood
diagnostics. It’s an entire blood diagnostic laboratory on a chip.”

— The CEO of BEA Systems describes the problem that its
customers face by using this analogy:

“IT setups in most organizations resemble the classic
American garage, packed to the rafters with hastily
accumulated, incompatible systems.”
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