The Mom Test

A field guide to customer conversations

Adapted from Rob Fitzpatrick's The Mom Test (2013). Rewritten for the Startup Bootcamp Field Kit.

Why most customer interviews are worthless

Most first-time founders run customer interviews the wrong way and don't realise it. They describe their
idea in glowing terms, ask "would you use this?", hear "yes, totally", and walk away convinced they have

validation. Weeks later they launch and nobody buys.

What happened is they collected compliments, not evidence. Compliments feel like validation, but they
are the single most dangerous output of a customer interview — because they make you more confident

in an idea that hasn't actually been tested.

Rob Fitzpatrick's core insight is simple: the problem isn't the people you interview. It's the questions you
ask. Bad questions produce bad data no matter who answers them. Good questions produce useful data

even from biased respondents — including, as the book title suggests, your own mother.

The goal of a customer conversation is not to hear "yes". It's to learn something you didn't already know
when you walked in. If you can predict what the other person will say, you're not running an interview —

you're running a rehearsal.

The three golden rules

The Mom Test is three rules for crafting questions that even your mom can't lie to you about. Memorise

them. They are the foundation of everything else in this guide.

1. Talk about their life, not your idea. The moment you describe what you're building, the
conversation is contaminated. People start performing for you instead of talking about themselves. If
you never mention your idea, you are forced to ask better questions.

2. Ask about specifics in the past, not opinions about the future. "Would you use this?" is worthless.
"Tell me about the last time you faced this problem" is gold. Past behaviour is data. Future intentions
are fiction. Anything hypothetical — "would you", "could you", "might you" — is an over-optimistic
lie in disguise.

3. Talk less, listen more. If you are doing more than a third of the talking, you are selling, not learning.

Every minute you spend explaining your idea is a minute the other person isn't explaining their life.

Rule of thumb — Customer conversations are bad by default. It is your job to fix them.



Bad question - good question

The fastest way to improve is to catch yourself asking bad questions and rephrase on the fly. The fix is

always the same: anchor the question to something that has actually happened in their life. The table

below covers the most common offenders.

Bad question

Why it fails

Fix it

"Do you think it's a good idea?"

Invites opinions. Opinions are
worthless unless the person is a

deep industry expert.

"Show me how you do this today. Walk me
through it."

"Would you buy a product that did
X?ll

Hypothetical. People are over-
optimistic about imagined futures

and want to make you happy.

"How do you solve X today? How much

time or money does it cost you?"

"How much would you pay for X?"

A made-up number feels rigorous
but is pure fiction. It will mislead

you more than a yes/no.

"How much are you paying to solve this
right now? What's the budget for it?"

"Would you pay €50 for something
that did Y?"

Adding a number does not save a

hypothetical question.

Literally ask for money. Pre-order, deposit,

or letter of intent.

"Do you ever feel frustrated by X?"

Leading. They will say yes to be
polite, then forget about it.

"When was the last time X came up? How
did you handle it?"

"What would your dream product
look like?"

Collects feature requests instead of

understanding real motivations.

"Why do you want that? What would it let
you do that you can't do now?"

Rule of thumb — Opinions are worthless. Anything about the future is an over-optimistic lie. Anchor every question

to something that has actually happened in their life.

The three types of bad data

Even when you follow the rules, people will give you three types of misleading data without meaning to.

Your job is to recognise each one and redirect the conversation back to reality.

1. Compliments

Most of your conversations will end with something nice. "That's really cool." "I love it." "Great idea." It

feels good. It also tells you nothing.

Compliments are almost always lies — not malicious ones. People say them to protect your feelings, to

get rid of you politely, or because your excitement is contagious. Even venture capitalists, who are




professional judges of ideas, are wrong more often than right. A compliment from a random person has

no predictive value at all.

How to handle it: deflect, apologise for slipping into pitch mode, and redirect to their life. A script that

always works:

"Whoops — sorry, | got excited and started pitching. Listen, you seem to know this space well.

How are you dealing with this stuff at the moment?"
Then shut up and listen.
Warning signs that you are collecting compliments instead of data:

e "Thanks!" /"I'm glad you like it."
e Back at the office: "That meeting went really well."
e "Everybody I've talked to loves the idea."

o "We're getting a lot of positive feedback."

If you hear yourself saying any of these, stop and ask: what did | actually learn? If the answer is vague,

you got compliments, not data.

Rule of thumb — Compliments are shiny, distracting, and worthless. You want facts and commitments, not praise.

2. Fluff

Fluff comes in three flavours:

e Generic claims: "l usually", "l always", "I never"
e  Future promises: "l would definitely buy that", "I'll try it when it launches"

e Hypothetical maybes: "I might", "I could see myself"

The world's most dangerous fluff is "I would definitely buy that." It sounds like money in the bank. It
isn't. People are wildly optimistic about what they will do in an imagined future. Fitzpatrick's first startup

lost roughly ten million dollars because they mistook fluffy promises for commitment.
How to handle it: anchor the fluff to a specific moment in the past.
An example from the book — imagine you're designing an inbox management tool:

Them: "I'm an Inbox Zero zealot. It's changed my life."

You: "Nice. What's your inbox at right now?"

Them: "About ten, that have come in since this morning."

You: "When was the last time it totally fell apart for you?"

Them: "Ugh, three weeks ago. The hotel wifi was broken and it took me ten days to recover."

You: "Walk me through how you handled that."




That follow-up sequence reveals the edge cases — the moments where their self-image as an "Inbox
Zero person" breaks. That's where the real problem lives. Everything before it was fluff.

Rule of thumb — People describe themselves as who they want to be, not who they are. Get specific to bring out

the edge cases.

3. Ideas and feature requests

At some point in a good conversation, the person you're talking to will "flip" — they'll get excited and

start listing features your product should have. "You should add X!" "Have you thought about Y?"

Do not add these to your to-do list. Startups die from listening to too many ideas, not too few. Your job is

to understand the motivation behind the request, not to obey it.
How to handle it: dig beneath the idea with "why" questions.

e "Why do you want that?"
e "What would that let you do?"
e "How are you coping without it today?"

e "Would that change the way you work, or is it a nice-to-have?"

Fitzpatrick tells a painful story from his first company. An enterprise client (MTV) said they needed
"analytics and reports". His team spent months building a beautiful custom dashboard with every
possible data slice. The client loved the demo — and then kept calling every Friday asking him to
manually email a CSV. Weeks later they asked to add their logo to the report. Only at that point did
Fitzpatrick finally ask why.

The answer: "Nobody actually reads the reports. Our own clients just like getting something emailed to

them every Friday, and we think they'd be happier if it looked fancier."

The stated request was "analytics". The real need was "make our clients feel taken care of". Three

months of engineering were wasted because nobody asked why. Dig.

The same rule applies to strong emotions. If someone gets angry, excited, embarrassed, or relieved while

describing something — dig. Ask "tell me more about that", "what makes it so frustrating", "what

happened next". Every strong emotion is a signal with a story attached.

Rule of thumb — /deas and feature requests should be understood, but not obeyed.

Before the conversation: your list of 3

Before every conversation, sit down — alone or with your team — and write down the three most

important things you need to learn from this specific person. Not ten. Three.

This does two things:



e It keeps you focused. Unplanned conversations drift toward comfortable small talk.
e It forces you to face the scary questions — the ones where an honest answer could kill your

business.

The test of a good list of 3: at least one of your questions should terrify you. It should be a question
where the answer could prove your business fundamentally wrong. If none of your questions have that

property, you're not running an interview — you're running a victory lap.
Two prompts to unearth the scary questions:

e "If this business were to fail in two years, why would it have failed?"

e "What would have to be true for this to be a huge success?"

Write one list of 3 per customer segment. The lists will change over time as you learn — that is normal
and correct. What matters is that you always walk into a conversation knowing what you need to learn

from it.

Rule of thumb — If you don't know what you are trying to learn, you shouldn't bother having the conversation.

Keep it casual, not formal

The single biggest mistake founders make is over-formalising their early conversations. They book 60-
minute meetings, send calendar invites, show up with a structured list of questions, and introduce
themselves as "we're doing customer research for our startup". This almost guarantees bad data,
because the other person immediately slips into "help the nervous founder" mode and starts giving

polite, useless answers.

The fix is to strip the formality completely. Meet them at a café. Don't reveal your idea upfront — you
have nothing to sell yet. Start with a question about their life or work, not a pitch about your startup. A

five-minute chat at an industry meetup is usually more valuable than a one-hour scheduled interview.

You can learn whether a problem exists and matters in about 5 minutes. You can learn how someone
currently solves it in another 10. Most early conversations should be that fast. Long formal meetings

come later, once you have a product to show and a commitment to push for.

Rule of thumb — If it feels like they are doing you a favour by talking to you, the setup is probably too formal.

Look before you zoom

Another classic mistake: zooming in on a specific problem before you've confirmed the problem is a real

priority for this person.



The textbook example from Fitzpatrick. You are building a fitness app. You ask someone: "What's your
biggest problem with going to the gym?" They give you something plausible — "I guess the time it takes

to get there." You celebrate: validation! You build a workout-at-home app. It flops.

Why? Because the person never said they cared about fitness in the first place. You asked them to rank
their complaints about something they don't do. Of course they gave you an answer — people are polite.
But their "top problem with the gym" is still a non-problem, because the whole category isn't a priority

for them.

The fix: start broad. Ask about their life, their priorities, their real pain points — before you zoom in on

the area you care about.
Good opening questions when you're not sure the problem matters:

e "What are your big goals right now?"
e "What are the three things you're trying to fix or improve this quarter?"
e "Walk me through a typical week."

e "What took up the most time in your last month?"

If your area of interest never comes up spontaneously, that's a massive signal — the problem you're

obsessing over probably isn't important to them.

You only get to zoom in immediately when you already know the problem category is a must-solve one
for your segment. If you're selling marketing tools to small businesses, you can safely open with "what
are your biggest problems with marketing?" — because marketing is guaranteed to be in their top three.

For anything else, zoom out first.

Rule of thumb — Start broad. Do not zoom in until you have a strong signal that the problem matters.

Love bad news

Every founder wants to hear "yes". But if you are searching for the truth instead of searching for

validation, bad news is the best news you can get.

If you spend €500 learning your idea won't work, that's a win — you still have the rest of your budget to
find an idea that will. If you spend €50,000 learning the same thing, that's a catastrophe. The faster you

can disprove a bad idea, the more resources you have to find a good one.
Some of the most useful responses you can get in a conversation sound like:

e "Hmm, I'm not so sure about that."
e "That's kind of neat."

e "l don't really care about that."



These are pure signal. They tell you, clearly and honestly, that this person is not your customer. Take the
answer, say thank you, and move on. Do not pitch harder. The classic mistake is to treat a lukewarm
reaction as a challenge — "let me explain it again" — until you extract a polite compliment. All you are

doing is converting clean negative data into dirty positive data. You are making yourself stupider.

Rule of thumb — There is more reliable information in a "meh" than in a "wow". You cannot build a business on a

lukewarm response.

Push for commitment — the currencies of conversation

This is the single most important concept in the book, and the one most founders get wrong.

A conversation does not "go well" or "go badly". It either succeeds or fails, and the test is simple: did the
other person give up something of value? Compliments cost nothing, so they are worth nothing. Real

commitment costs the other person something. There are three currencies.

Time

e Agreeing to a specific next meeting with a clear agenda
e Sitting down for 30 minutes to give feedback on a wireframe or prototype

e Committing to run a trial with their team for a defined period

Reputation

e Making an introduction to their boss, peers, or the person who actually owns the budget
e Agreeing to give a public testimonial or be a case study

e Putting their name on an email to someone senior inside their company

Money

e Apre-order

e Adeposit

o Asigned letter of intent (not legally binding, but socially binding)
e Cashon the table

The more of these they give you, the more you can trust everything else they said. A customer who gives
you €500 and an introduction to their CFO is telling you the truth. A customer who says "l would

definitely buy that" and nothing else is telling you what you want to hear.

The danger signal: zombie leads

Zombie leads are people who keep taking meetings with you, saying nice things, and never buying. They

are worse than a clean "no", because they consume your time and let you lie to yourself that you have a



pipeline. If someone has been "interested" for three months without giving up any time, reputation or

money, they are not a customer. They are a ghost.

The fix for zombie leads: ask for something concrete today. Not "keep me in the loop" — "can you
introduce me to your head of operations this week?" or "can we set up a paid trial starting Monday?" If

they can't give you a yes or a no, that's a no.

Rule of thumb — If you don't know what happens next after the meeting, the meeting was pointless.

Take notes that actually work

A conversation you don't review is a conversation you didn't have. Notes are how you stop lying to
yourself, and how you share learning with your team without becoming a "learning bottleneck" — a
single person whose head contains all the customer knowledge and who dictates direction from

memory.
Three rules for good notes:

1. Capture exact quotes when the wording matters. Wrap them in quotation marks so you know
they are verbatim. You will use them later for marketing copy, fundraising decks, and to settle

arguments with sceptical teammates.

2. Use symbols to mark signal. Fitzpatrick's shorthand lets you scan a page of notes and see at a

glance what mattered. A working set to start from (adapt as you go):

‘ Emotions @ excited - @ angry - @ embarrassed
Their life % pain or problem - @ goal or job-to-be-done -
% obstacle - workaround . ﬂ background or
context
Specifics feature request - @ money or budget signal -
: specific person or company mentioned - ﬂ?
follow-up to do

3. Review notes with your team within 24 hours. Don't let them rot. Talk through the exact quotes,
what surprised you, and what your next list of 3 should be. Update your beliefs about customers and

problems based on what you actually heard, not what you hoped to hear.

Rule of thumb — Notes are useless if you do not look at them. Pick a medium — index cards, spreadsheet, Notion,

whatever — that makes reviewing easy. Reviewable beats fancy.



Signs you are going through the motions

Use this as a self-check after every conversation. If any of these are true, you wasted the meeting. The

only thing to do now is recover the lesson by reflecting honestly on what went wrong.

e You talked more than they did.

e They complimented you or your idea.

e You told them about your idea, but have no idea what happens next.
e Youdon't have notes.

e You haven't reviewed your notes with your team.

e You got an unexpected answer and it didn't change your thinking.

e None of the questions you asked actually scared you.

e You aren't sure which big question you were trying to answer.

If any of these show up repeatedly, you are not running customer conversations. You are running a feel-

good ritual that will slowly convince you a broken idea is working.

The one thing to remember

You are not trying to be right. You are trying to find the truth. The faster you can prove yourself wrong,

the faster you can find an idea that works.

Go have a conversation. Don't mention your idea. Ask about their life. Push for something concrete at the

end. Write it down. Review it with your team. Then do it again.
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