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Product-market fit is a business milestone achieved when
customer acquisition has become repeatable and predictable for a
new product or service. This milestone defines when a startup
company is ready to scale. Achieving product-market fit requires
iterative refinement of go-to-market activities.

Quick Answer

What are the imperatives of the product-market fit phase?

Before investing in scaling the business, tech CEOs building their customer acquisition
processes should:

1.  Refine the product strategy and roadmap informed by customer feedback
2.  Refine the go-to-market motion

3. Formalize customer success with clear objectives

4. Develop a predictable sales process

5. Launch an optimized marketing process
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More Detail

There are three key phases in the startup journey: (1) problem-solution fit; (2) product-
market fit (PMF); and (3) scale and optimize (see Note 1). Each distinct phase has unique
cross-functional imperatives and target milestones that are required for success. This
research note identifies key imperatives in the PMF phase, including processes for product
strategy, sales, marketing and operations, and how these processes work together at key
points in the startup life cycle. For descriptions of the other two phases, see Quick Answer:
Startup Lift — Phase 1: Problem-Solution Fit Imperatives and Quick Answer: Startup Lift —
Phase 3: Scale-and-Optimize Imperatives.

Product-market fit is a milestone in establishing a business based on a new product or
service when the customer acquisition processes have become repeatable and
predictable. This milestone is used to determine when a startup company is ready to
scale. Getting to product-market fit requires iteratively refining the go-to-market to optimize
the sales and marketing process.

This phase focuses on getting to a repeatable and predictable sales and marketing
process. It spans launching the minimum sellable product, evolving the product
capabilities and optimizing the go-to-market strategy. Typical activities include identifying
the buying team, developing messaging and demand generation programs, and
transitioning from founder-led sales to an established predictable and repeatable sales
process enabling scalable route(s) to market.

This startup journey beyond problem-solution fit to validating product-market fit and the
key imperatives is illustrated in Figure 1. Each of these imperatives involves multiple
activities that are performed iteratively until a refined go-to-market motion has been
developed for a target market segment(s) and an optimized marketing process has been
launched.
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Figure 1: Product-Market Fit Phase Imperatives
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1: Refine product strategy and roadmap informed by customer feedback

Early-adopter customers are not always indicative of the ideal customer persona required
to scale the business. After proving problem-solution fit, tech CEOs must iteratively refine
the product strategy to ensure that the product meets the needs of the target market
segment(s). Rather than adding features, this entails matching product features to target
customer needs.

2: Refine the go-to-market motion

Similar to product strategy, go-to-market strategy must also be honed as you clarify your
ideal customer persona. This involves refining — and possibly narrowing — target
segmentation while keeping positioning, pricing, packaging and route to market aligned.

3: Formalize customer success with clear objectives

Gartner, Inc. | G0O0784056 Page 3 of 6

This research note is restricted to the personal use of Annie.Dhingra@gartner.com.



Gartner

Begin to establish your customer experience (CX) strategy and playbook making tactical
investments, budgeting resources and funds to ensure readiness to scale. Implement
initial voice-of-the-customer processes, customer success processes and initial tooling for
digital analytics to track and monitor the customers’ journeys and lifetime values. Identify
key metrics and automate tracking to enable feedback on customer experience in real
time.

4: Develop a predictable sales process

A well-developed sales process allows a tech CEO to predictably forecast how leads result
in signed contracts and revenue. Align sales processes with the customer buying journey.
Measure deal progress at critical stages in the sales process. Validate and create
consensus around buying decision challenges. Identify existing buyer enablement tools
and seller support resources. In addition, getting beyond founder-led sales is a major step
toward understanding the sales process.

5: Launch an optimized marketing process

It is important to develop a demand generation program that delivers the ideal customer
leads in a repeatable fashion. Once the right segmentation and positioning are in place, a
messaging framework is used to drive demand. It is important to identify the best
channels for generating demand. Focus on channels with the lowest cost of customer
acquisition, highest win rates, or highest contract values.
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Startup Lift: How SaaS Startup Tech CEOs Must Evaluate Route-to-Market Options

Evidence
Note 1: Definitions of Startup Lift Growth Phases

Figure 2 shows startup lift growth phases in terms of number of customers and go-to-
market maturity.

Figure 2: Startup Lift Growth Phases
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Problem-Solution Fit

Problem-solution fit is the first major milestone in the development of a new product or
service where an initial customer has installed a solution to solve a specific problem and
has validated the value proposition.

This phase is all about reaching this first milestone, and includes identifying a compelling
need, scoping the opportunity and initial technical feasibility, and then working with initial
customers to validate the value proposition. Imperatives of this phase include identifying
a detailed/narrow yet scalable target segment and an initial go-to-market strategy,
validating the value proposition, defining a minimum viable product candidate, and
creating an indicative product roadmap that exploits the opportunity.
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Product-Market Fit

Product-market fit is the milestone in the development of a new product or service when
the customer acquisition processes have become repeatable and predictable. This
milestone is used to determine when a startup company is ready to scale.

This phase focuses on getting to this critical milestone, a repeatable and predictable sales
and marketing process. It spans launching the minimum sellable product, evolving the
product capabilities and optimizing the go-to-market strategy. Typical activities include
identifying the buying team, developing messaging and demand generation programs,
and building a sales process beyond founder-led sales and early customer success
initiatives.

Scale and Optimize

Startups that have achieved product-market fit then need to accelerate growth by
investing in sales and marketing, while scaling the business operationally.

During this phase, teams are built out to support a growing customer base, which requires
the maturation of internal processes, policies and structure to scale talent, capacity and
functional discipline. Focus is on lowering costs of customer acquisition, automating
processes and identifying expansion strategies.
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