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A Note Before You Begin

Most business books are written after the success. This one was written because of the
failures — the ones observed, the ones lived through, and the ones that nearly everyone in a

first business makes.

Plan Z is not a motivational script. It is not a blueprint drawn from theory or a framework
borrowed from a seminar. It is a distillation of patterns — patterns seen across dozens of
businesses, conversations with founders at every stage, and years spent sitting in the
uncomfortable seat between what a business believes it is and what the market actually tells

it.

The name comes from a simple truth. Most founders have a Plan A — the idea, the dream,
the version they pitch. They have a rough Plan B for when things go sideways. Very few have
a Plan Z: the honest, uncomfortable reckoning with what it actually takes to keep going when

every plan before it has already changed.
This book is that reckoning.

It covers the moments nobody warns you about — what happens to your thinking when
money gets tight, how buyers actually make decisions, why your best-looking product
sometimes sells the worst, and how the gap between confidence and competence can quietly

erode everything you have built.

[tis written in the same voice used to advise clients: direct, honest, occasionally blunt, always

with the intention of helping you move forward smarter than you moved yesterday.

Whether you are pre-launch, mid-struggle, or rebuilding after a setback — this book is for

you.

Let's get into it.

— Jeff Javierto
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CHAPTER ONE

The Idea Is Not the Business

Everyone who has ever started a business fell in love with an idea first. That is not the
problem. The problem is that most founders spend the first year protecting the idea instead

of testing it.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The idea is the starting pistol, not the finish line. It is the permission slip you give yourself to
begin. And it will be one of the least important things about your business by the time your

business actually works.

Here is what happens in practice. A founder has an idea — often a genuinely good one. They
spend weeks refining it in their head, months building the product or service around their
version of it, and years defending every choice they made based on it. The idea becomes
identity. And when the market responds differently than expected, the first instinct is to

blame the market rather than revisit the idea.

This is the earliest and most expensive mistake in business. Not the idea itself. The

attachment to it.

An idea that cannot survive contact with a real customer is not a business. It
is a hypothesis.

THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

There is a meaningful difference between an idea, a concept, a product, and a business. They

are four separate things, and most founders collapse them into one.

An idea is a perception — something you notice is missing or broken. A concept is the
structured thinking around how to fix it. A product is the physical or digital manifestation of
that concept. A business is what happens when enough of the right people pay money for

that product, reliably, over time.
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Most founders skip straight from idea to product and wonder why the business never
materialises. The critical middle step — the concept stage, where you sit with real people,
ask uncomfortable questions, and let the market reshape your thinking — is where real

businesses are actually built.

The concept stage is not glamorous. There is no logo yet, no launch date, no story to tell at

dinner. But it is the most important work you will do.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Why do so many founders skip the concept stage? Because it requires vulnerability that the
idea stage does not. When you are still in the idea phase, everything is possible. The product

is perfect in your head. The customers love it. The revenue follows.

Testing the concept forces you to confront the possibility that you are wrong — and thatis a
threat to more than just the business plan. For many founders, the idea has already been
attached to their sense of purpose, their identity, sometimes their financial security. Letting

the market shape it feels like surrender.
[t is not surrender. It is the only path that works.

The founders who build lasting businesses are not the ones with the best original ideas. They
are the ones who stayed curious long enough to find out what the market actually wanted —

and were honest enough to build that instead.

| FROM THE FIELD
The most consistent pattern seen across early-stage businesses is this: the founders who stall

are the ones still selling the version of the business that exists in their pitch deck. The

founders who move are the ones who have thrown the pitch deck away at least once.

One founder spent fourteen months building a service she was certain the market needed.
She had done the research. She had the data. She had the conviction. When the first real
customers came, they used the service in a way she had never anticipated, for a reason she
had never considered, and told her the feature she was most proud of was irrelevant to them.

The founders who scale are the ones who, in that moment, get curious instead of defensive.
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She pivoted. Eighteen months later, the business was profitable. The original idea is barely

recognisable in what it became — and that is exactly the point.

FRAMEWORK: THE THREE QUESTIONS

Before committing budget, time, or team to any idea, answer these three questions —

honestly, with evidence, not with optimism:

- Who has this problem badly enough to pay to solve it? Not who might have it. Who
has it now, acutely, and has already tried to solve it with something else.

- What do they currently do instead? If there is no current behaviour, there is likely
no urgent pain. Urgent pain creates buyers. Mild inconvenience creates interest, not
revenue.

- Why will they change? Change is friction. People resist it even when the new thing is
objectively better. What is the trigger, the moment, the pressure that makes
switching feel worth it?

If you cannot answer all three with specificity, the idea is not ready to be a business. Go back

to the concept stage.

| THE LESSON

The idea gives you energy to start. But the market gives you permission to continue. The gap
between the two is where most businesses either grow or disappear. Close that gap early,

before the money runs out, by letting real customers shape what you are actually building.
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CHAPTER TWO

Why Customers Buy — And Why They Don't

Sales is not about persuading people to do something they do not want to do. That is
manipulation, and it does not scale. Sales is about helping people arrive at a decision they
already need to make — faster, with more confidence, and with less risk than if they had

done it alone.

When that definition lands, everything about how you sell, market, and position your

business changes.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The standard approach to selling is built on a flawed premise: that buyers are rational. They
are not. They are emotional, risk-averse, status-conscious, and deeply influenced by what is

happening around them, not just what is being offered to them.

Most founders pitch logic. They build decks full of features, comparisons, and value
propositions. They explain why their product is better, cheaper, or faster. And they are

baffled when buyers who clearly understand the value still do not convert.

The issue is not the logic. The logic is fine. The issue is that people do not buy on logic. They
buy on trust, on fear, on the feeling that they will either look smart or avoid looking foolish.

Logic is the thing they use to justify the decision after they have already made it.

People do not buy the best option. They buy the safest-feeling option they
can justify to themselves and others.
THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

There are two primary forces driving every purchase decision: moving toward something
desirable, or moving away from something threatening. Every buyer is operating on one of

these, and often both simultaneously.

Moving toward: a better outcome, higher status, more efficiency, more revenue, more time.

These are aspirational purchases. The emotional charge is excitement and ambition.
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Moving away: avoiding loss, reducing risk, eliminating pain, preventing embarrassment.

These are protective purchases. The emotional charge is fear and relief.

Here is the uncomfortable truth — moving away from pain is almost always a stronger
motivator than moving toward gain. Loss aversion is one of the most consistent and well-
documented patterns in human decision-making. People work harder to avoid losing one

hundred dollars than to gain one hundred dollars.

If your entire pitch is built around what customers will gain, you are speaking to the weaker

driver. Acknowledge what they stand to lose by not acting.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Beneath every purchasing decision is a deeper question the buyer is asking — and almost

never says out loud: Will this make me look good, or will it make me look bad?

This is status. And it operates in business purchasing just as much as in consumer behaviour.
A manager buying software for their team is not just buying efficiency — they are buying the
version of themselves that looks forward-thinking, decisive, and competent to their
leadership. A small business owner buying a marketing service is not just buying leads —

they are buying the confidence that they are not being left behind.

Status considerations explain why premium pricing sometimes outperforms discount
pricing, why obscure products with strong communities outperform well-known products
with weak ones, and why the same offering sold two different ways to the same type of buyer

can produce completely different results.

Understand the status layer, and you understand far more about buying behaviour than most

marketing courses will ever teach you.

| FROM THE FIELD
One of the most consistent observations from working with sales teams is this: the

salespeople who consistently close are not the most energetic or the most persuasive. They

are the most patient listeners.

They let the buyer talk. They ask questions that surface pain the buyer has not yet fully
articulated. And then — rather than immediately responding with a pitch — they reflect the
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pain back. They name it. They validate it. And in doing so, they become the only person in the

room who has actually heard the buyer.

This is not a technique. It is a genuine curiosity about what is actually happening in the other
person's world. The moment a buyer feels genuinely understood, the risk of buying drops
dramatically. Because now they are not buying from a vendor — they are buying from

someone who gets it.

FRAMEWORK: THE TRUST EQUATION

Before any buyer commits, they are running an unconscious calculation. It looks something
like this:

- Do I believe this product will do what they say? (Credibility)
- Do I believe this person understands my specific situation? (Empathy)
- Do I believe the risk of being wrong is low enough to proceed? (Safety)

All three need to be present. Credibility alone produces scepticism. Empathy alone produces
a pleasant conversation that never closes. Safety alone produces paralysis — the buyer waits

for more certainty that never comes.

The practical test: If a prospect goes quiet after what feels like a strong pitch, ask yourself
which of the three elements was missing. Usually it is empathy or safety. The product was

fine. The buyer just did not feel understood — or did not feel safe enough to commit.

| THE LESSON
Buyers are not obstacles between you and revenue. They are people making a decision under

pressure, with incomplete information, afraid of being wrong. Your job is not to overcome
their resistance. Your job is to reduce their risk enough that the decision feels obvious.
Understand what they are moving away from, speak to their status, and make them feel

genuinely heard — the rest follows naturally.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Pricing Trap

Pricing is the most revealing decision a business makes. It communicates everything about
how you see your own value — and most founders communicate the wrong things without

realising it.

Here is what happens constantly: a founder builds something genuinely good, prices it
conservatively to attract customers, and then struggles to understand why the customers

who come are the hardest to serve, the least profitable, and the most likely to leave.

The pricing is the reason.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

Most founders price based on cost: what it costs to deliver, plus a margin that feels
reasonable. Some price based on competition: what everyone else charges, minus a little to
look attractive. Both approaches share the same fundamental error — they are built around

the seller's perspective, not the buyer's.

Buyers do not evaluate price in isolation. They evaluate price relative to perceived value. And
perceived value is not a fixed number — it shifts based on how the offering is framed, who is
presenting it, what context surrounds it, and what the buyer believes it will cost them to be

wrong.

When you price low to attract buyers, you are not making it easier for them to say yes. You

are sending a signal. That signal is: this thing is not worth much.

Buyers use price as a proxy for quality. Especially in categories where they cannot easily
evaluate the product before purchasing — which is most services and most B2B offerings —
price is one of the few visible signals of what they should expect. A low price does not feel

like a bargain to a risk-averse buyer. It feels like a warning.

The first question a low price creates is not 'great deal’ — it is 'what is
wrong with it?’
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THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

There are three layers to price perception, and all three affect whether a buyer moves

forward:

The first layer is the number itself. Whether it feels like too much, too little, or appropriately
placed in the range the buyer has already formed in their head before you ever spoke to

them.

The second layer is the anchoring. What was the first price they saw? What did the
competitor charge? What did they pay last time for something similar? All of this shapes what
they believe is reasonable — and your price will be judged against it regardless of whether

those anchors are relevant.

The third layer is the framing. Is your price presented as an expense or an investment? As a
cost or an exchange? Is the buyer thinking about what they are paying, or what they are
getting? Framing determines which mental account the buyer draws the decision from —
and the same number in a different frame produces a completely different emotional

response.

Most founders only think about the first layer. The real leverage is in the second and third.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Pricing is deeply entangled with self-worth for founders, especially early-stage ones.
Charging more feels arrogant. Charging less feels safe — it removes the risk of rejection on
price, which is one of the most personally threatening forms of rejection a founder can

experience.

But pricing too low is not modesty. It is avoidance. It is choosing short-term comfort over the

long-term health of the business.

The psychology of underpricing is also self-reinforcing. When you charge less, you attract
buyers who are primarily motivated by cost. Cost-motivated buyers are the least loyal, the
hardest to retain, and the most vocal when expectations are not met. Working with them

depletes the business and confirms the founder's belief that raising prices would drive
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everyone away — when in reality, it would only drive away the buyers who should have been

turned away to begin with.

| FROM THE FIELD
A consistent pattern emerges when working with service businesses trying to grow: the

businesses with the strongest referral networks and the most loyal client bases are almost
never the cheapest. They are the ones whose clients feel they are getting more than they paid
for — and that feeling only exists when the price was high enough to set a meaningful

expectation.

When a client pays a premium, they pay attention. They engage more seriously, follow
through on recommendations, and take the relationship more seriously. When they pay very
little, they treat the engagement like they paid very little. The price trains the buyer's

behaviour.

There is also this: the businesses that undercharge have no margin for excellence. They
cannot spend the extra time, hire the better team member, or invest in the delivery
improvements that turn a good product into an outstanding one. Underpricing is not just a
positioning problem — it is an operational constraint that prevents the business from ever

becoming what it needs to be.

FRAMEWORK: THE PRICE CONFIDENCE TEST

Before setting or changing your pricing, run this test:

- State your price to someone you respect — someone outside your business —
without apologising for it, adding a discount, or offering an explanation. Can you do
it comfortably?

- Ifaprospect pushes back on price, can you hold the number without flinching? Not
aggressively — calmly. With the confidence that the price reflects real value, and
that anyone who disagrees may simply not be the right buyer.

- Is your current price high enough that occasionally a prospect tells you it is too
expensive? If no one ever says your price is too high, it is probably too low.
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Pricing is not a mathematical problem with one correct answer. It is a confidence exercise
with a market feedback loop. Start where you can defend it, raise it when you can, and listen

carefully to who objects and why.

| THE LESSON
Price is not a number. It is a message. It tells buyers what to expect, what kind of business

you are, and whether their risk is low enough to proceed. Set it too low and you attract the
wrong buyers, deplete the business, and make excellence impossible. Set it at the level the

value deserves — and then deliver that value without apology.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Building Before You're Ready

There is a version of preparation that is actually avoidance. It looks like thoroughness. It
moves at the pace of caution. And it is one of the most common ways good ideas die without

ever being tested.

The question is not whether you are ready. The question is whether you are ever going to be.
And for most founders, the honest answer is no — at least not by the standard of readiness

they have privately invented to protect themselves from starting.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The belief is that more preparation produces better outcomes. This is true in some contexts
and catastrophically false in business. In business, preparation has a ceiling — beyond which

it produces diminishing returns, increasing anxiety, and an ever-receding launch date.

What kills more businesses than bad strategy, underfunding, or poor market fit is the habit
of indefinite preparation. The website is almost ready. The product needs one more feature.
The timing is not quite right. The conditions are not quite right. The confidence is not quite

there.

And in the background, the market continues to shift, the competitors continue to move, and
the window of opportunity — which is never as permanent as it looks from the outside —

quietly begins to close.

The market will teach you things that no amount of planning ever could. But
only if you are in it.

THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

There is a meaningful difference between preparation and procrastination dressed up as
preparation. The test is simple: is the preparation producing new, meaningful information
that is changing what you plan to build — or is it just making you feel better about what you

already decided?
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Real preparation includes talking to real potential customers before building anything. It
includes testing assumptions with the smallest possible version of the thing. It includes being

wrong early, when the cost is low, rather than late, when it is not.

What most founders do is the other kind. They refine the business plan, polish the website,
perfect the branding, and imagine the customers. None of this produces information. It
produces an increasingly elaborate internal picture of a business that has not yet been tested

against reality.

The first version of anything built without market exposure is almost certainly wrong in at
least one significant way. That is not a failure — it is the natural state of all new things. The

question is how quickly you find out which part is wrong, and how cheaply.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Preparation feels safe because it is entirely within your control. You can make the logo better.
You can rewrite the positioning statement. You can refine the offer. There is always

something to improve, and every improvement feels like progress.

Launching is not within your control. The market will respond however it responds.
Prospects will say things that are harder to hear than any internal critique. And unlike the
logo, you cannot simply adjust your way out of a bad response — you have to sit with it,

process it, and sometimes fundamentally rethink.

This is what most founders are avoiding. Not the work of building. The exposure of being
judged. The psychological threat of building something and then finding out it is not what

people wanted.

The antidote to this is not courage in the dramatic sense. It is simply shifting what you
consider a success. If a launch goes perfectly and every prospect converts, you learned very
little. If a launch goes messily, prospects give you contradictory feedback, and half of what
you assumed is proven wrong — you have gathered the most valuable information a

business can get. And that is a success.
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| FROM THE FIELD
The pattern across businesses that scale quickly versus those that stall is not innovation or

funding or team size. It is contact time with real customers. Businesses that interact with
potential buyers early, frequently, and honestly — even when the product is not perfect —

develop a market instinct that no planning process can replicate.

One small manufacturing business spent two years developing a product they were
convinced the market needed. When they finally launched, the demand was modest, not
transformative. But a secondary product — something they had built almost as an
afterthought to solve a minor production problem — became the thing customers kept
asking about. Two months of being in the market told them more than two years of planning

had. They redirected the business, and revenue tripled in twelve months.

The information was always there. It was just waiting for them to show up.

FRAMEWORK: THE MINIMUM VIABLE CONVERSATION

Before building anything — or if you are stuck in preparation — conduct what might be

called the Minimum Viable Conversation. It works like this:

- Identify ten people who fit the profile of your ideal customer. Not friends. Not
people who will be polite. People who actually have the problem you are trying to
solve.

- Describe the problem you are trying to solve — not the product. Ask them if they
recognise it. Ask how they currently handle it. Ask how much time or money it costs
them. Ask if they have looked for a solution before.

- At the end of the conversation, do not pitch. Just listen. Take notes on the specific
language they use to describe the problem. This language is worth more than any
copywriting session you will ever pay for.

After ten conversations, patterns will emerge. The problem will look different than it did
before. The solution you were building may need adjustment. Or it may be confirmed in ways

that give you genuine market confidence rather than invented confidence.

Either outcome is a better foundation than another month of preparation.
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| THE LESSON

The goal is not to launch perfectly. The goal is to launch honestly — with something real,
something that can be evaluated, something that invites feedback rather than avoiding it.
The businesses that win are the ones that learn fastest. And learning fastest means being in

the market, imperfectly, earlier than feels comfortable.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Cash Flow Illusion

Revenue is vanity. Profit is sanity. Cash flow is reality. You have probably heard some version
of this. Most founders nod along when they do — and then proceed to run their business as

though revenue is the only number that matters.

It is not. And the gap between understanding that intellectually and living it operationally is

where more businesses fail than in any other single area.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The common mistake is conflating a growing revenue line with a healthy business. Revenue
tells you how much money has been committed to you. Cash flow tells you how much of that
money is actually available to keep the business running. The two numbers are related, but
they are not the same — and for early-stage businesses with payment terms, delayed

invoices, and uneven income, the difference between them can be fatal.

A business can be profitable on paper and bankrupt in practice. This happens when
customers owe money that has not yet been received, when expenses fall due before income
arrives, or when growth itself creates a cash gap — because scaling requires spending before

the revenue from that spending returns.

The businesses that survive their first three years are not necessarily the most profitable

ones. They are the ones that understood their cash position clearly enough to never run out.

It is not losses that kill most small businesses. It is the month the bills arrive
before the clients pay.

THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

Cash flow management is, at its core, a timing problem. Money flows into the business and
money flows out. The goal is to ensure the inflow consistently precedes or matches the

outflow — or that there is enough reserve to bridge the gaps when it does not.
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This sounds straightforward. It rarely is in practice, because timing is partly within your
control and partly not. You can control when you invoice, but not always when clients pay.
You can control some expenses, but not the fixed obligations that continue regardless of

revenue.

The practical work of cash flow management involves three things: visibility, rhythm, and

reserves.

Visibility means knowing your cash position not just today but thirty, sixty, and ninety days
from now. A cash flow forecast is not a luxury for large businesses. It is a survival tool for

small ones. Without it, you are making decisions in the dark.

Rhythm means aligning your billing and collection practices to create predictability. Retainer
arrangements, upfront deposits, and clear payment terms are not just administrative

preferences — they are cash flow instruments.

Reserves mean having enough cash set aside to absorb a delay, an unexpected expense, or a
slow month without triggering a crisis. The rule of thumb used by experienced operators is
three to six months of operating expenses. For most early-stage businesses, that number

feels impossible. Work toward it anyway.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Cash flow problems rarely announce themselves in advance. They tend to arrive suddenly,
at the intersection of optimism and timing. A founder sees a strong pipeline, assumes the
revenue will arrive, commits to expenses based on that assumption, and then spends three

weeks chasing invoices while watching their bank balance drop.

The emotional texture of a cash crisis is very specific: it is a combination of shame, urgency,
and a distorted sense of time. Decisions that should take days happen in hours.
Conversations that should be calm become desperate. And the founder's attention, which

should be on building the business, becomes entirely consumed by survival.

What makes this worse is that cash problems almost always have identifiable precursors —
late payments, declining margins, increasing overhead — that were visible weeks earlier but
not acted upon because the optimistic read of the revenue forecast made them feel

manageable.
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Founders who are good at managing cash are not pessimists. They are realists who run the
worst-case scenario regularly enough to see problems coming while there is still time to

respond.

| FROM THE FIELD
The businesses that handle growth well have one thing in common that is almost never

talked about: they became boring with money before they became exciting with it. They built
the habit of forecasting, of reviewing cash weekly, of questioning every expense against what
it was actually returning — before the stakes were high enough for those habits to feel

urgent.

The ones that hita growth spike and then crashed almost always had the same story: revenue
went up, spending followed immediately, and then when the revenue levelled off or a few

large clients delayed payment, there was nothing between the business and the wall.

One founder described it perfectly: 'l knew the numbers. I just didn't believe them." The
knowledge was there. The habit of acting on it was not yet formed. By the time it was urgent,

the margin for error was gone.

FRAMEWORK: THE WEEKLY CASH CHECK

Implement a non-negotiable weekly review of three numbers:

- Current bank balance. Not accounts receivable. Not pipeline. Cash available now.

- Committed outflows in the next thirty days. Everything owed, regardless of when
invoiced.

- Expected inflows in the next thirty days. Only what is contractually committed, with
realistic timing applied.

The gap between expected inflows and committed outflows is your thirty-day cash exposure.
If it is positive, you are safe in the near term. If it is close to zero or negative, you have a

decision to make now — not in three weeks when the bills arrive.

This process takes fifteen minutes per week. It is the fifteen most valuable minutes in any

founder's schedule.
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| THE LESSON

Cash flow is not an accounting concept. It is a survival skill. The business that knows its cash
position clearly, forecasts honestly, and acts before the crisis arrives will always outlast the

one that does not — regardless of how impressive the revenue line looks from the outside.
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CHAPTER SIX

Marketing That Actually Works

Most marketing does not work. Not because the principles are wrong, but because most
marketing is built around what the business wants to say rather than what the market needs

to hear. These are almost never the same thing.

Effective marketing is not about being louder or cleverer or more creative than the
competition. It is about understanding exactly who has the problem you solve, where they
go to find answers, and what they need to believe before they will trust you with their time

and money.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The default posture of most business marketing is broadcasting. Pick a channel, create
content, push it out, and hope enough of the right people are listening. This approach works
when you have a large audience, a big budget, or an unusually viral product. For most small

businesses, it produces a lot of activity and very few results.

The alternative is not a different channel or a better creative strategy. It is a different
question. Instead of asking 'how do we reach more people?’ the question should be 'where
are the specific people who have this problem actively looking for a solution, and what do

they need to see to believe we have it?'

That question leads somewhere much more useful. It leads to specificity — the most under-

utilised asset in small business marketing.

The business that speaks precisely to one type of buyer will always
outperform the business that speaks vaguely to everyone.

THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

Effective marketing operates on three levels simultaneously, and all three need to be

working for the investment to return.
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The first level is awareness. The right people need to know you exist. This is where most
businesses spend all their attention. It is actually the easiest problem to solve and often the

least urgent one.

The second level is consideration. When someone becomes aware of you, what makes them
take you seriously? What builds the credibility that turns a passing glance into genuine
interest? This is where most small businesses have a gap — they are findable, but not

credible enough to convert the attention they do receive.

The third level is conversion. What is the path from interested to paying? Is it clear? Is it
frictionless? Does it ask the buyer to take one obvious, low-risk next step — or does it ask

them to leap from stranger to committed client with no intermediate steps?

Most businesses invest heavily in awareness, nothing in consideration, and almost nothing
in a thoughtful conversion pathway. Then they wonder why marketing feels expensive and

unreliable.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

There is a specific anxiety that lives in the consideration phase of any purchase decision: the
fear of being the person who made the wrong choice. This fear is especially acute in B2B
contexts, where the buyer is spending organisational money and their credibility is attached

to the outcome.

What reduces this fear is not more features, better pricing, or more impressive credentials.
It is evidence of specificity. When a potential buyer sees that you have solved their specific
problem for people who look exactly like them, the perceived risk of engaging drops

dramatically.

This is why case studies outperform general capability statements every time. Not because
stories are more persuasive than facts — but because a relevant story answers the question

the buyer is actually asking: 'Has someone like me trusted this and been glad they did?'

Generic marketing cannot answer this question. Specific, evidence-rich positioning can.
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| FROM THE FIELD
One of the clearest patterns observed across small service businesses is this: the ones with

the highest conversion rates are not the ones with the most followers, the biggest ad spend,
or the most polished brand. They are the ones whose potential buyers arrive already warm

— already convinced that this business understands their situation.

This warmth does not come from ads. It comes from specificity in the content, language, and
case studies the business puts forward. It comes from a website that describes the client's
problem back to them in the language they use internally. [t comes from testimonials that
are not generic — 'great service, highly recommend’ — but specific: 'They understood our
exact situation, helped us fix the specific problem we had, and we saw measurable results

within ninety days.'

Specificity is trust. Vagueness is risk. Choose accordingly.

FRAMEWORK: THE ONE BUYER EXERCISE

Take a blank page and describe one buyer — the ideal version of the client you most want to
work with. Give them a job title, a company size, an industry. Describe the problem they have
in the language they use, not the language you use about it. Describe what they have already

tried. Describe what they are afraid of. Describe what success looks like to them.

Now review every piece of marketing you currently have — website, social, proposals, email
templates — and ask a single question: would this specific person, reading this, believe that

we deeply understand their situation?

If the answer is no, you now know exactly where the gap is. You are not marketing to a
persona. You are broadcasting to an imagined crowd. Narrow the focus, and the results

improve.

| THE LESSON
Marketing that works is marketing that makes the right person feel seen. It names their

problem precisely, shows evidence of solving it for people like them, and provides a next step
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that is obvious and low-risk. Everything else — the brand, the creative, the channel — is in

service of this. Get the specificity right first, and the execution becomes straightforward.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The People Problem

Every business problem is eventually a people problem. The product was not delivered on
time because of a process failure, and the process failure happened because no one with the
knowledge to fix it was empowered to do so. The customer churned because the experience
disappointed, and the experience disappointed because the team did not understand what
the customer expected. The revenue stalled because the founder could not scale themselves

— and could not find, develop, or trust the people who would allow it.

Get the people right and most other problems are solvable. Get them wrong, and no strategy,

no product quality, and no marketing budget will save you.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The first mistake most founders make with people is hiring for availability rather than fit.
There is a role to fill, there is someone available and pleasant enough in the interview, and
the cognitive dissonance between 'this might not be right' and 'we need someone now' is
resolved in favour of speed. This hire then costs the business far more — in time, in morale,
in rework, and eventually in another painful hiring process — than taking an extra month

would have.

The second mistake is conflating activity with contribution. A busy team member is not the
same as an effective one. Founders who cannot clearly define what good performance looks
like — in specific, measurable terms — end up managing by gut feel, which leads to both

over-tolerating underperformance and under-appreciating genuine contributors.

The third mistake is the delegation avoidance trap. The founder who cannot release control
of key tasks because no one else will do it the right way is not managing — they are
bottlenecking. And the business will be limited to exactly what one person can personally

oversee.

The ceiling of your business is set by your ability to find, trust, and develop
people who can do things you cannot.
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THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

Building a team — whether of employees, contractors, or partners — requires clarity on

three things before any hiring process begins:

First: what does the role actually need to produce? Not the tasks. The outcome. If the role
succeeds, what is specifically different in the business in six months? If you cannot answer

this clearly, the person you hire will not be able to either.

Second: what kind of person succeeds in your environment? Not the ideal candidate profile
in abstract — the person who will succeed in your specific culture, with your specific
constraints, at your specific stage. A hire who would be exceptional in a large structured team
may be completely lost in an early-stage business that requires comfort with ambiguity and

the ability to operate without a detailed brief.

Third: what does the first ninety days look like? A new hire who lands without a clear
onboarding experience will create their own version of the role — which may or may not

match yours. Structure the first three months. Set early wins. Be explicit about expectations.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

Hiring and delegation tap into one of the most persistent fears in founder psychology: the
fear of being replaced or made redundant. It operates quietly, and most founders would deny
it — but it shows up in the reluctance to hire people who are genuinely better than them in
a given area, in the tendency to micromanage contributors who have been given
responsibility, and in the habit of stepping back into roles that should have been handed

over.

The best founders learn to flip this script. A team member who outperforms them in a
specific area is not a threat — it is a sign that the business is developing capability it could
not have before. The founder's value is not in being the best at every function. It is in building

the system, holding the vision, and making the decisions that require the whole picture.

When founders internalise this, they hire differently. They look for people who challenge
their thinking, not people who confirm it. They release control more readily. And the

business grows because it is no longer limited by the boundary of one person's capacity.
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| FROM THE FIELD
The businesses that make the transition from founder-dependent to genuinely scalable

almost always point to one pivotal hire — someone who came in and built something the
founder could not have built alone. But when asked how they found this person, the answer
israrely a recruitment process. It is almost always a relationship that started before the need

was urgent.

The founders who build great teams are perpetually in a conversation with the market of
people around them — meeting interesting people, staying curious about what they are
working on, noting who is impressive before there is a role to fill. When the need arrives,

they are not starting from scratch. They have a list.

The founders who struggle with hiring are the ones who wait until the problem is acute, then
rush, then hire wrong, then blame the hiring process. The process is rarely the problem. The

preparation — the relationship-building before the vacancy — is what was missing.

FRAMEWORK: THE ROLE CLARITY DOCUMENT

Before any hire, complete this in writing — not in your head, in writing:

- What specific outcomes does this role produce? Name three things that will be
measurably different in the business if this person succeeds.

- What does failure in this role look like? What patterns or behaviours would tell you
within ninety days that this is the wrong person?

- What does this person need from the environment to succeed? What level of
structure, autonomy, feedback, and resources?

- What is non-negotiable? Values, work ethic, attitude — not just skills. Skills can be
developed. Character is slower to change.

Share this document with the candidate during the interview process. Watch how they
respond to it. Someone who engages seriously with it, asks good questions, and connects
their experience to its requirements is a fundamentally different kind of candidate than

someone who just tells you what they think you want to hear.
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| THE LESSON
Business is a team sport played on a long timeline. The people in your team shape every

customer interaction, every delivery, every piece of the experience that determines whether
clients stay or leave. Hire slowly when you can, clearly always, and release people who are
not right early enough that the cost is still manageable. The best investment a founder can

make is in the quality of the people around them.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Competitive Advantage: What It Is and Is Not

Every founder believes their business has a competitive advantage. Ask them to describe it,
and the answer is almost always some version of 'we care more,' 'our quality is better,' or
'our service is more personalised.' These are not competitive advantages. They are table

stakes.

A competitive advantage is not something you say about yourself. It is something the market
experiences about you that it cannot experience anywhere else, and that it values enough to

act on. That is a very different thing — and most businesses do not have one yet.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The confusion arises because founders conflate quality with differentiation. Quality is
necessary. Without it, nothing else matters. But quality is not enough to create advantage,
because every serious competitor also has quality. Quality brings you to the starting line.

Differentiation is what wins the race.

True competitive advantage takes one of a small number of forms. It can be structural — a
distribution channel, a supplier relationship, or a cost position that competitors cannot
replicate easily. It can be intellectual — proprietary knowledge, methodology, or process
that produces outcomes others cannot match. It can be relational — a depth of client trust
and intimacy that cannot be bought or copied. Or it can be perceptual — a brand position so
clearly owned in the market's mind that competitors cannot occupy the same space without

being seen as imitations.

Most small businesses do not start with structural or intellectual advantage. They start with

the potential for relational or perceptual advantage — and then fail to build it deliberately.

Competitive advantage is not a feature of your product. It is a position in
your customer's mind that no competitor currently occupies.
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THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

The most accessible form of competitive advantage for a small business is specificity of
positioning. Being the best generic option in a crowded category is nearly impossible for a
resource-limited business. Being the most credible, visible, and trusted option for a specific

type of buyer in a specific situation is very achievable.

This is what is meant by a niche — not a limitation, but a deliberate focus that creates clarity,
depth, and preference. The financial adviser who specialises in technology professionals is
not cutting off the rest of the market. They are becoming the default choice for a defined
segment that will seek them out, refer to them specifically, and pay more willingly than they

would pay a generalist.

The challenge is that narrowing feels risky. It feels like saying no to revenue. And in the short
term, it may mean some opportunities are declined. But the businesses that achieve genuine
competitive advantage almost always passed through this narrowing moment — and found
that saying no to the wrong clients freed up the capacity, credibility, and focus to become

outstanding for the right ones.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

The reluctance to narrow is not just strategic caution. It is the fear of scarcity. If the market
for specialists in a narrow niche is smaller than the market for generalists, there is an implicit
fear that there will not be enough. Not enough clients, not enough revenue, not enough

growth.

This fear is almost always disproportionate to the reality. The specialist in a well-chosen
niche almost always earns more, works with better clients, and spends less on marketing
than the generalist trying to serve everyone. Because they are not competing on price — they

are competing on fit. And buyers pay premium prices for fit.

There is also a confidence component to this. Narrowing requires committing to a point of
view. [t means saying publicly: this is who we are for, this is what we are best at, and this is
what we stand for. That kind of public commitment is uncomfortable for founders who are
still figuring it out. But it is the commitment itself that creates the advantage — because

competitors who have not made it cannot claim the same ground.
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| FROM THE FIELD
One of the most reliable ways to find an unrealised competitive position is to ask existing

clients — the best ones, the ones who stay and refer — why they chose you over the
alternatives. Not what they like about you. Specifically why they chose you when they had

other options.

The answers are often surprising. The reason that made the difference is frequently not the
thing the founder would have guessed. It might be the way a problem was framed in an initial
conversation, or a piece of content that described their situation more accurately than
anything they had read elsewhere, or a willingness to engage with a question the competitors
deflected.

These reasons are the seeds of competitive advantage. They tell you what the market actually
values, in the language the market uses — and they give you something specific to amplify

rather than a generic quality claim to defend.

FRAMEWORK: THE POSITION AUDIT

Conduct this audit annually, or whenever growth stalls:

- Who are your three best clients? What do they have in common — industry, size,
challenge, psychology? This is your real niche, whether you named it or not.

- Why did they choose you? Ask them directly. Record their answers verbatim. These
answers contain your actual value proposition.

- What do they tell others about you when they refer? This is your market-tested
positioning — the version of your value that real buyers find credible enough to
pass on.

- Who is the competitor you most often encounter at the shortlist stage? What do
buyers say about the difference between you? This is where your positioning either
holds or dissolves.

The answers to these four questions reveal the competitive position you already occupy. The
strategic work is to understand it clearly, sharpen it intentionally, and communicate it more

consistently.

Jeff Javierto | 31



PLAN Z | THE STARTUP PLAYBOOK

| THE LESSON
Competitive advantage is not declared — it is earned, through specificity, consistency, and

the willingness to commit to a position before it feels entirely safe to do so. Start by
understanding what you already do better than anyone for a specific type of buyer. Then

narrow, deepen, and defend that position until the market knows it as clearly as you do.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Founder's Most Dangerous Habit

There is a habit that kills more businesses than bad market timing, undercapitalisation, or
poor strategy combined. It is so common that it is almost invisible. It is the habit of making

decisions based on how things feel rather than what the evidence shows.

Call it optimism bias. Call it confirmation bias. Call it the founder's delusion. Whatever the
name, the pattern is the same: the founder sees what they want to see, believes what
confirms what they already believe, and ignores or downplays the signals that suggest a

different reality.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The problem is not that founders are irrational. The problem is that the skills that make
someone capable of starting a business — conviction, resilience, the ability to persist in the

face of uncertainty — are exactly the skills that make it hard to hear bad news.

A founder who has bet their savings, their time, and often their identity on a business does
not process disconfirming information the same way a detached analyst would. The
information arrives, and the mind immediately begins constructing an explanation for why
it does not mean what it seems to mean. The prospect who said no was not the right fit. The
sales month that underperformed was a seasonal anomaly. The client who churned had

unusual expectations.

Sometimes these explanations are correct. Often, they are the sound of a pattern being
explained away rather than investigated. And the difference between the two — between
healthy resilience and dangerous self-deception — is one of the most important distinctions

a founder can learn to make.

The founder who cannot hear bad news will always be surprised by it.
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THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

Decision quality in a business is determined by two things: the quality of the information
being used, and the quality of the thinking applied to it. Most founders work hard on the

second and neglect the first.

The information that matters most is often the most uncomfortable. The sales conversations
where the prospect said no — and why. The clients who left — and what they said about it,
or notably did not say. The metrics that are flat or declining in a business that is growing in

revenue. The team members who are quiet when they used to be engaged.

These signals exist in almost every business. The founders who catch problems early are the
ones who have built deliberate habits of looking for them — not with anxiety, but with
curiosity. They review the data that challenges their view, not just the data that confirms it.
They ask difficult questions in client conversations and actually listen to the answers. They

create environments where team members can raise concerns without fear.

This is not pessimism. It is intellectual honesty. And it is one of the most powerful

competitive advantages a founder can develop.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

The founder identity creates a specific vulnerability. When the business becomes who you
are — not just what you do — every threat to the business becomes a threat to the self. And

threats to the self are processed very differently from threats to a project.

A threat to a project can be investigated, quantified, and responded to practically. A threat to
the self triggers defence, deflection, and justification. The information that should prompt
strategic adjustment instead gets filed under 'temporary setback' or 'they just don't

understand the vision.'

The antidote is not to care less about the business. It is to build a cleaner separation between
the health of the business and the worth of the founder. The business is a vehicle. A difficult
quarter does not mean you are a failure. A product that needs rethinking does not mean the
original vision was wrong. A competitor who is outperforming you is not evidence that you

should not have started.
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Founders who maintain this separation are more resilient, not less. Because they can engage
with the difficult information without it threatening their sense of self — and engaging with

it is the only way to use it.

| FROM THE FIELD
The most costly decisions observed are not the ones made with bad information. They are

the ones made with good information that was not believed.

A marketing agency spent eighteen months building a service line that the data consistently
showed was underperforming. The founder had a different interpretation for every data
point. The conversion rate was low because the targeting needed refining. The churn was
high because the clients needed better onboarding. Revenue was flat because the team
needed better training. Every problem had a local explanation that avoided the central

conclusion: the market did not want this particular service at this price in this format.

When the founder finally accepted the conclusion, the decision to pivot took three days. The
cost of the previous eighteen months of explanation was significant — not just financial, but
in team morale and client trust. The information had been available for more than a year.

The willingness to believe it arrived much later.

FRAMEWORK: THE PRE-MORTEM

Before committing to a significant decision — a new product, a major hire, a pricing change,

a new market — run a pre-mortem. It works like this:

Assume the decision has been made and twelve months have passed. The initiative has failed.
Not struggled — failed. Now write down every plausible reason it could have failed. Be

specific. Be honest. Do not skip the reasons that feel uncomfortable or unlikely.

Review the list. Some of the risks will be uncontrollable. Many will be manageable — if you

acknowledge them now and build in mitigation before the decision is made.

Jeff Javierto | 35



PLAN Z | THE STARTUP PLAYBOOK

This exercise does not produce pessimism. It produces preparation. And it creates a habit of
engaging with failure scenarios before they arrive, which is far less costly than encountering

them as surprises.

| THE LESSON
The founder who remains curious, intellectually honest, and genuinely willing to be wrong

has an edge that no amount of capital or strategy can replicate. The market rewards people
who see it clearly. Build the habits that make clear sight possible, even when the view is not

comfortable.
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CHAPTER TEN

Plan Z — When Everything Changes

Most founders plan for a version of success. They plan for growth. They plan for scaling. They
might plan for a difficult quarter or a slow month. What they almost never plan for is the
moment when the version of the business they built stops working — not because of a

mistake, but simply because the world moved.

Markets shift. Technologies change. Competitors appear from directions that were not
visible. A regulatory change removes a distribution channel. A major client accounts for forty
percent of revenue and then leaves. An economic shock changes buyer behaviour across an

entire sector.

These things happen. The founders who survive them — and sometimes build better
businesses because of them — have something in common. They were prepared to abandon

the plan without abandoning the mission.

WHAT MOST PEOPLE GET WRONG

The instinct when things break down is to work harder on what was working before, just
more of it, just better. Double down on the sales process. Improve the marketing. Upgrade

the product. These are reasonable responses to ordinary setbacks.

But sometimes the issue is not execution. Sometimes the environment has changed enough
that the strategy itself needs to change — and executing the old strategy harder is not just

ineffective, it is actively burning resources that the business needs to survive the transition.

Recognising which type of problem you face — an execution problem that responds to effort,
or a strategic problem that requires rethinking — is one of the most important and
underrated sKills in business leadership. And it is hard, because the two feel similar from the
inside, and because the identity cost of admitting the strategy is wrong is so much higher

than the identity cost of admitting the execution needs work.

Resilience is not continuing regardless. It is knowing when continuing in the
same direction has stopped being a virtue and started being a liability.
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THE CONCEPT BREAKDOWN

The businesses that navigate significant disruption share a set of characteristics that are

worth naming deliberately.

They maintain financial reserves. The businesses with cash on hand when things change
have options. The businesses without it have panic. Reserve-building is not exciting during
the good months. It is the difference between a manageable transition and an existential

crisis during the bad ones.

They have clarity on what is core. When everything needs to be reconsidered, having a clear
answer to 'what do we do better than anyone, and for whom?' provides a stable foundation
for rebuilding. Businesses that have been specific about their positioning have this clarity.

Businesses that have tried to serve everyone do not.

They move before they have to. The businesses that navigate change best are the ones that
respond to early signals before the problem is fully apparent. This requires the intellectual
honesty discussed in the previous chapter — the willingness to engage with disconfirming

information while there is still time to use it.

They separate the founder's ego from the business's strategy. The pivot that saves the
business is only possible if the founder can make it without experiencing it as a personal
failure. The founders who cannot separate these two things will keep defending the strategy

long after the evidence has moved on.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LAYER

There is a specific kind of loneliness in the moment when a founder realises that what they
have built needs to fundamentally change. It is the intersection of grief and urgency. Grief for
the version of the business that existed in their vision, and urgency from the practical reality

of what needs to happen now.

Most of the people around a founder in this moment — team members, investors, family —
are looking to the founder for signals about how serious the situation is. And so the founder
often manages their own emotional response in public, presenting composure while

processing something much more complex in private.
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The founders who navigate this well find at least one trusted person outside the business —
someone with experience, without a stake in the outcome — who they can be completely
honest with. Not for advice, necessarily. For the act of naming what is real, without having to

manage how it lands.

This is not weakness. It is the same emotional intelligence that makes great founders great
in the easy times — the awareness that they are operating in a high-stakes environment and
that taking care of their own thinking quality matters as much as any operational decision

they make.

| FROM THE FIELD
The most remarkable founders are not the ones who never faced a moment when it all could

have ended. They are the ones who faced it, stayed honest about what they were looking at,

and made the decision to adapt rather than defend.

One founder spent three years building a business around a delivery model that a technology
shift made largely obsolete. The signs had been visible for eighteen months before the
decision was made to rebuild. The eighteen months before the decision were expensive. The
decision itself took two weeks. The rebuild took eight months. The business that emerged
was smaller and, in the founder's own words, 'the business I should have been building from

the beginning.'

Plan Z was not the fallback. Plan Z was the upgrade. The version of the business that was

always possible, but only visible after everything else had been stripped away.

FRAMEWORK: THE ANNUAL RECKONING

Once a year, set aside a full day — away from the office, away from operations — and answer

these questions with complete honesty:

- If we were starting this business today, knowing what we know now, would we
build it the same way? If not, what would we build differently?

- What are we doing that we are doing more out of habit or sunk-cost thinking than
because it is the best use of resources?

- What signal are we currently explaining away that might be telling us something
important?
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- If the biggest risk we can imagine materialised tomorrow, what would the response
be? Do we have the cash, the flexibility, and the clarity to execute it?

- What would have to be true for this business to be significantly better in three
years? What is standing between now and that version?

This is not a planning exercise. It is a reality check — the kind that most business owners do

not do until circumstances force them to. Do it before the circumstances force you.

| THE LESSON

Every business will eventually face a moment when the plan stops working. The businesses
that survive it — and sometimes emerge better for it — are the ones whose founders saw it
coming, built the reserves to weather it, and were honest enough with themselves to change
direction before the cost of not changing became too high. That is not a fallback. That is the
skill.
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Epilogue: What This Is Really About

You have read ten chapters on ideas, buyers, pricing, cash flow, marketing, people,
positioning, decision-making, and resilience. All of it is practical. All of it is applicable. None

of it is the point.

The point is this: building a business is one of the most demanding and revealing things a
person can do. It tests patience, honesty, courage, and self-awareness in ways that most other
pursuits do not. It forces you to interact with the world as it actually is, not as you imagined
it — and to keep adjusting, keep learning, and keep moving forward in the presence of

uncertainty that never fully resolves.

The founders who last are not the ones with the best ideas or the most favourable conditions.
They are the ones who stayed curious when it would have been easier to be defensive. Who
stayed honest when it would have been easier to be optimistic. Who kept moving when it

would have been easier to stop.

The strategies in this book work. But they work because of the person applying them — the
person willing to do the uncomfortable work of learning, adjusting, and starting again when

necessary.

Plan Z is not a last resort. It is the final answer to a simple question: When everything you
thought you knew turns out to be different from what the market teaches you — what do

you do?

You adapt. You rebuild. You get better. And you keep going.

That is the playbook. Everything else is execution.

— Jeff Javierto

Jeff Javierto | 41



Jeff Javierto

DIGITAL GROWTH PARTNER

ABOUT THE

Author

Jeff Javierto is a Marketing Director with over a decade of experience across sales and marketing.

But titles don’t tell the real story.
He didn’t arrive there overnight — and in many ways, his journey started earlier than most.

Some people learn business in a classroom.

Jeff learned it on the street.

Growing up in the Philippines, Jeff was ten years old when he had his first real lesson in sales — not from
a book or a teacher, but from life itself. Helping his parents earn a living, he learned early that progress

doesn’t wait for perfect conditions.

You show up. You figure it out. You keep moving. Not by waiting. Not by overthinking. There were no
frameworks, no strategies written on a board — just real life, adapting and improving one step at a time.

He didn’t start at the top.

He worked his way up — supervisor, assistant manager, manager — learning every layer of the business
through experience.

There were no shortcuts.

Just consistent effort, observation, and execution.

Over the years, he has worked closely with teams, customers, and business leaders across different
industries. He has seen what drives growth — and just as importantly, what quietly holds businesses

back.

These insights didn’t come from textbooks. They came from patterns observed, tested, and proven over
time.

From all of this, one principle became clear:
Show up. Take action.

Not when conditions are perfect.

Not when everything is figured out.

But now — with what you have.

Test. Learn. Adjust. Repeat.

That's why this book is intentionally concise.
No unnecessary complexity. No overload.

Just what matters — presented in a way that can be understood, remembered, and applied.

Each chapter is designed to be read in one sitting — not to consume more information, but to encourage
reflection and, more importantly, action.

Because in a world where information is everywhere, the real advantage isn’t knowing more.
It’s taking action on what you know.
That’s the point.

It has always been the point.

Jeff works with businesses to drive measurable growth through search marketing — helping brands get

found, generate demand, and build a consistent pipeline through SEO and Google Ads.

If you're exploring how to turn search into a reliable source of qualified leads, feel free to reach out at

info@jeffjavierto.com

If this book helped you, share it with one person who needs it. That is the highest compliment any book

can receive.


mailto:info@jeffjavierto.com




