
Tools 

SAVE TIME AND MONEY BY IDENTIFYING KILLER ASSUMPTIONS



KILLER ASSUMPTIONS 

At the early stages of creating a new product or service, we will 
make certain assumptions about the viability of the product/
service and/or aspects of the business model that could make or 
break the entire business. The assumptions on which the 
viability of your entire venture rests, I like to call “killer 
assumptions” because if any one of them do not hold true, all 
your hard work on building other aspects of the product and 
business are for naught.   

The good news is that identifying killer assumptions is a great 
way to prioritize what often feels like an unlimited list of urgent 
activities. Given very limited time and resources, your team 
should work on killer assumptions !rst.
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IDENTIFYING KILLER 
ASSUMPTIONS 

This work requires the full cross 
functional team to represent the 
perspectives of all aspects of the 
business in order to make a 
comprehensive list.
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Step 1.  
List out all the major categories of activities. 
For example, here is a simple way of looking at 
the major aspects of most businesses. If there 
are categories missing, add them. 

- BUY 

- MAKE  

- SELL 

- SERVICE

Step 2.  
Under each category have your team list out all the steps that need 
to take place under each category starting !rst with the ones that 
keep your team up at night. What worries them most under each? 

Here are a few prompting questions under each: 

- BUY 
Can you get all the inputs needed on time at the right price? 

- MAKE 
Can you demonstrate that the solution you have made solves the 
pain point? 
Will customers know how to use it correctly? 

- SELL 
Do you have permission to sell? 
Will customers be willing to pay? 

- SERVICE 

What hidden costs are found in providing after sales support?
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Step 3.  
For each item identify the underlying 
assumptions your team is making for these 
plans to be successful. Then for each 
assumption: 

‣ Determine if the assumptions will stop you 
from being able to reach your customers to 
sell or make your business unsustainable 
(i.e., costs > revenue) 
‣ Determine if there are any other paths 

forward if your plan A does not work 

Many of the actions are important and critical 
to the overall pro!tability of the business. 
However, only a few of them will stop your 
business from selling and have no plan B.  
These are the most urgent to tackle. List out all 
the major categories of activities. For example, 
here is a simple way of looking at the major 
aspects of most businesses. If there are 
categories missing, add them.

Step 4.  
Label each assumption as red ● (killer), 
yellow ● or green ● to easily view which 
ones need to be urgently resolved and 
which ones may be completed sometime 
in the future.
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KILLER ASSUMPTIONS OFTEN ARE 
FOUND IN: 

Regulation and Policy – These are show stoppers. If we do not get 
regulatory approval for our business or a policy change suddenly makes our 
product or service illegal, we usually do not have a plan B unless we move the 
business to another country. This is because there is usually only one gate 
keeper in government and we typically do not have any short-term in"uence 
over regulation and policy. 

Efficacy of the product/service – This also can take us back to the 
drawing board.  If the product is not solving the pain point for our customer, 
then we need to start again because we cannot deliver on our value 
proposition. This e#cacy may need to be shown scienti!cally in a clinical 
study and/or e#cacy may simply be that the customer feels your product has 
worked for them! The latter may be trickier than you think, especially in the 
case of nutrition. How do you know the vitamins you take every day is 
actually working? 

Consumer behaviour – The assumptions here are trickiest to identify 
because it requires observing the habits and behaviours of a representative 
sample of your target audience. These are not likely to stop you immediately 
in the way the regulation and e#cacy do but can create hidden costs in 
investing in communication to change behaviour and build new habits, 
establish trust and/or teach your consumer how to use the product/service.
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RESOLVING KILLER ASSUMPTIONS

Some killer assumptions can be resolved through desk 
research (i.e., regulations and policies, supplier pricing) 
while other killer assumptions can be resolved through 
market research and prototyping (i.e., consumer 
behaviour) or !nally only after trialling the product (i.e., 
e#cacy, sales conversion rates).     

At any point the entire team should know the owner of 
the killer assumption, the status on each killer 
assumption and continue working to resolve them 
together as a team.
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Step 2.  

- BUY 
Purchase x quantity of ingredients at y price by z date 
Obtain import clearance for manufacturing country 

- MAKE 
Make product that care takers can stir into weening food cooked 
at home 
Obtain positive results from clinical study  

- SELL 
Secure regulatory approval to sell new food product to at risk 
customer 
Determine price point that is both a$ordable and encourages 
multiple trials to build new behaviour 
Secure shelf space with retail partners  

- SERVICE 

Set up call centre to answer any questions about new product 

Step 3.  

For each item identify the underlying 
assumptions your team is making for 
these plans to be successful. Then for 
each assumption: 

1. Determine if the assumptions will 
stop you from being able to reach 
your customers to sell or make your 
business unsustainable (i.e., costs > 
revenue) 

2. Determine if there are any other 
paths forward if your plan A does 
not work

Here are steps 2-4 from working with a team to produce a product to prevent infant malnutrition.
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EXAMPLE 

Category Actions Assumptions Analysis

BUY •Purchase x quantity of ingredients at y price 
by z date 

• Assuming x, y, and z • Y has impact on pro!tability 

• Plan B, many other suppliers can deliver product at 
same quality

•Obtain import clearance for manufacturing 
country

• Assuming process exists for importing each 
ingredient 

• Assuming no duties 

• One gate keeper only in country. Plan B is to 
manufacture in another country. 

• If duties, this would impact on pro!tability

MAKE •Make product that care takers can stir into 
weening food cooked at home

• Assuming care takers will build a new habit of 
adding product after cooking and before feeding

• If not possible, invest in advertising and 
communication to build habit. These additional 
costs can impact pro!tability.

•Obtain positive results from clinical study • Assuming e#cacy on growth and cognitive 
development 

• If not possible, regulatory approval could be 
rejected which means cannot sell.  More 
importantly, product doesn’t work. Back to the 
drawing board!

SELL •Secure regulatory approval to sell new food 
product to at risk customer

• Assuming regulatory approval is straightforward 
and transparent if meet all listed requirements

• If not possible, cannot sell. Plan B is to attempt to 
get regulatory approval in a new country.

•Determine price point that is both 
a$ordable and encourages multiple trials to 
build new behaviour

• Assuming product can be produced within a cost 
structure that allows for an a$ordable price

• Plan B is to re-work formulation that reduces cost 
but maintains e#cacy or sell to customers in higher 
income bracket

•Secure shelf space with retail partners • Assuming retailers will give shelf space to a new 
product

• If retailers will not buy initially, Plan B is to o$er 
free trial period.

SERVICE •Set up call centre to answer any questions 
about new product

• Assuming call centres sta$ can be trained to answer 
any technical questions on product.

• If not possible, triage calls and hire new sta$ with 
expertise to !eld level 2 calls.

Step 4. Label Red ●, Yellow ● and Green ●
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Good luck! 

Drop me an email (hello@twolings.com) and let me know if this 
framework was helpful to you and how we might improve it for 
the community.   

Stay grounded. Onwards we go! 

Ling Ling 
Founder, Two Lings
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