
7 KEYS TO
PIVOT LIKE
A PRO

"WHENEVER
ENTREPRENEURS SEE A
NEW WAY TO ACHIEVE

THEIR VISION -
A WAY TO BE MORE

SUCCESSFUL
- THEY HAVE TO REMAIN

NIMBLE ENOUGH TO TAKE
IT. "

ERIC RIES

MOST ENTREPRENEURS, AT ONE TIME OR ANOTHER, FACE THE
CHALLENGE OF SHIFTING DIRECTION. LEARN HOW TO DO IT WELL. 
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When many people hear the word pivot in a

business context, they think of big direction

changes that were necessary to a company’s

survival.

There is the story of a failed first attempt to

make a “location-aware photo and note

sharing” app called Burbn. Burbn creators

quickly realized that photos were the only

thing users were sharing, so they pivoted,

scaled down the app, and relaunched it as

Instagram.

Or the live streaming website where users

could let the world in on parts of their daily

lives that almost failed until the founders

focused solely on gamers streaming

themselves playing. Justin.tv became Twitch

and Amazon bought it for almost $1 billion. 

These are certainly examples of pivots and are

the most recognized and studied. But even

small moves within your business can be

considered a pivot. The same things that will

help you successfully change the entire

direction of your company will help you make

these small moves successfully.

I’ve been involved in a number of pivots, both

small and large. From changing the format of

courses to attract more customers to

switching target markets with an existing

product to scrapping an entire concept and

going back to the drawing board. The

following seven things are crucial to pivoting

successfully and maintaining your sanity while

doing so. 



LISTEN TO
YOUR
CUSTOMERS

C u s t o m e r  f e e d b a c k  i s  t h e
l i n c h p i n  o f  p i v o t s

You have to be providing a product or service people are
willing to pay for, and talking to your customers to
understand what they want and what they will pay for is the
only way to learn.

Almost every pivot I’ve been involved in or talked with
others about has come because customer feedback led
them in a different direction.

One student project in my Creativity and Innovation in
Business course began because students believed if they
could meet professors and learn about their teaching style
and classroom expectations before enrolling it would
increase the satisfaction and grades of students. As they
began to talk to students and professors, they quickly
learned it would be almost impossible to get them both in a
room together each semester and facilitate those
conversations. But many students said that seeing the
syllabus ahead of time, or knowing the breakdown of
homework, papers, exams, presentations, etc could help
them make better decisions regarding class choices.

Without having these conversations, the student team
could have spent a significant amount of time planning an
event that no one attended. Instead, they were able to
pivot, and find a solution that worked for everyone.  

Talk to your customers and find out what they really need.
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BE MARRIED
TO THE

PROBLEM

F o c u s  o n  p r o v i d i n g  a
s o l u t i o n ,  n o t  o n l y  y o u r

s o l u t i o n .

One of the most difficult things to do in business is to keep
your ego out of your work. Many times, entrepreneurs see a
problem and then develop a solution they know will be life
changing for customers. But when they find out customers
aren’t as excited about it as they expected, entrepreneurs have
a hard time letting go of their solution, their baby.

Pivots occur when an entrepreneur stays married the problem
they set out to solve, and not the particular solution they
developed.

Along with a co-founder, I started a company developing life
success skills curriculum for high school and college students.
We saw a gap in the soft skills students were learning before
transitioning into the next phase of their lives – whatever that
ended up being. My partner and I wanted to hold live
workshops in our town over the summer to provide these skills.
As we talked with teachers, counselors, parents, and students,
we got a lot of great feedback on the curriculum, but not on
the actual workshops. We went back to the drawing board and
asked ourselves how else we could solve the problem. That
led to our video-based curriculum with guides to help teachers
facilitate the lessons in the classroom.

We stayed married to the problem of students not being
prepared for their next steps, and not our solution of directly
teaching them the skills they needed. We ended up with a
much more widely accepted and used program that will reach
many more students than we ever could have otherwise.  
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BE OPEN TO
COLLABORATION

W o r k i n g  w i t h  o t h e r s  c a n  g i v e
y o u  a  n e w  d i r e c t i o n

Adrienne, a Prodigy Everyday Innovator
developing video based sign language training,
was approached by someone else in an adjacent
space – videos helping parents teach their children
– and asked to collaborate. Her openness to the
idea and willingness to work with someone else
led her to a new, and larger, market for her work.

Think of the times you have seen someone else’s
product or service and thought, “That would be a
great compliment to what I’m doing,” but you
ultimately didn’t want to share the exposure or
profits – you were afraid it would take away from
your work, instead of add to it.

These collaborative opportunities can be a gold
mine for pivots..

Your piece of the pie doesn’t get smaller when you
collaborate, the entire pie grows. And if you can
bring something new and needed to your
customers, or help someone else bring something
new and needed to their customers, your
reputation as someone who is focused on
customers will expand – and that always builds
your brand.  
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DON'T BE
AFRAID OF

RABBIT TRAILS

R a n d o m  i d e a s  l e a d  t o
u n e x p e c t e d  d i s c o v e r i e s

In all the work you do to validate whether or not the
problem you think exists is actually the problem
customers have, and to determine if customers want
your solution, you will talk with lots of people and hear
lots of random ideas. Sometimes these ideas won’t be
reasonable, but sometimes they are worth pursuing –
especially if they come from a potential customer.

A company I worked with developing new technology in
the water industry spent many hours in conversations
with customers to determine if agriculture was the right
market to target. In addition to getting valuable feedback
on that market, they were given lots of other potential
applications for their device. Some of which turned out to
be bigger, more lucrative markets. If they hadn’t taken
the time to follow up on people’s ideas, they might have
missed out.

The journey down the rabbit hole of idea validation can
lead to interesting and unexpected connections and new
ideas. There is a balance between following leads and
ultimately choosing something to focus on, but don’t be
afraid to spend a little bit of time determining if they have
merit.   

Pivots into different markets or better solutions to your
problem can come from these seemingly random ideas. 
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DON'T FORGET
YOUR MISSION

P a s s i o n  w i l l  d r i v e  y o u r
p e r s e r v e r a n c e

At the end of the day, you started your business to
solve a problem and make life better for people –
even if it is a small group of people with a narrow
problem. Don’t ever forget this as you consider
new ideas and directions and think about a pivot.

Your mission is the heart of your business and the
reason you keep going through all of the work,
heartache, and failures that can come with running
a company. Dr. Jerry Wilmink, Founder/CEO of
WiseWear and Prodigy Everyday Innovator says,
“If you’re in it for the money, you can’t outlast
those things. You have to love what you are doing
so much.”

Of course, you need money to stay in business,
but if you start doing something you aren’t
passionate about just to stay afloat, it will never
last. The water company I worked with may have
shifted markets, but they never backed away from
their mission to change the way the world gets
water.

Staying on target and aligned to your mission will
help you keep going when things are tough and
you aren’t sure if you will survive.  
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IT DOESN'T
HAVE TO BE

GRACEFUL

E m b r a c e  t h e  c h a o s  t h a t
c o m e s  w i t h  c h a n g e

The odds of you ending up where you started with your
company are slim. Whether that is a change in the
market you focus on or a change in your offering, the
universe (and your customers) will lead you in mysterious
and confusing ways. Too many people think a pivot is the
graceful execution of a well-developed plan when the
opposite is usually true.

Often, these pivots and direction shifts are unplanned
and messy. You get a sudden idea from a customer or
through a flash of insight while working on your product
that leads you to something completely unexpected, so
you run with it.

Keep your cool in the face of unexpected change, but
don’t shy away from the chaos and mess.

Dr. Wilmink and WiseWear had a number of pivots
before finding the right market for their wearable
biomedical devices. Sitting his engineers down across
the table from high-end fashion designers and helping
them find a common ground for their products was the
opposite of graceful. The different mindsets of the two
groups almost blew up the project, but they were able to
work through the chaos to create something both sexy
and smart - and defined the company WiseWear is
today.
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DON'T LISTEN TO
THE NAYSAYERS

D o  i t  f o r  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  e x p e c t
y o u  t o  f a i l

There will always be people who don’t believe in
what you are doing. They will tell you your idea
sucks and cannot be successful – no matter what
the idea is. It can be difficult to balance listening to
customer feedback that tells you your product or
service isn’t right or won’t work (and they are right
and you need to make an adjustment) and
knowing when someone is just a hater.

Take feedback in stride and do your best not to
take it personally. If someone doesn’t like your
product or service, it doesn’t mean they don’t like
you as a person. It's hard to separate yourself from
what you are building and creating, but it's
necessary in order to keep going. 

For the haters – the best thing you can do (and the
hardest thing to do) is to ignore them. Often times
their response to you comes from a place of fear
and jealousy. You are making the bold move they
wish they had the courage to. Let their skepticism
fuel you. Do your best to prove them wrong
because “when someone tells you it can’t be done,
it’s more of a reflection of their limitations than
yours.” (Unknown) 
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