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So you’ve decided to start a 
packaged food business. The first 
question you need to answer is 
why you’re doing this. There may 
be several reasons why you are 
doing this such as extra income, 
diversification of revenue, love 
of a favorite recipe. But there 
also should be a reason why 
your customers will engage with 
your business. There has to be a 
need for your product. In other 
words, there has to be a problem 
that you are solving for your 
customers.

There’s a great quote, “Fall in 
love with the problem, not the 
solution.” What we want to take 
away from this quote is the need 
to focus fully on the problem 
itself and not jump to solutions 
too quickly. Many people start a 
business because they believe 
they have something to sell. This 
might work but all too often it 
falls flat because it is coming 
from the wrong direction. 

When we find one solution to a 
problem, we often stop looking 
for additional solutions because 
we think we’ve got it covered. 

Pain Points

This is where we bring in the 
idea of pain points. A pain point 
is a need a customer has or 
a challenge they experience. 
Pain points can be big, such as 
a business running out of cash, 
or small, like not having enough 
time for a haircut. Ideally, you 
will identify a pain point that your 
customers cannot stand; they 
need your solution.

Vitamins vs. Pain Killers

We classify pain points across 
a scale of severity from 1, low 
to 10, high. Pain points that are 
not severe do not necessitate 
the same response that more 
severe ones do. Conversely, true 
pain points are unavoidable and 
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Genelle Drayton of Sweet Dames. Makers at Union Kitchen event pitch their products to prospective buyers.

resonate with customers, calling 
them to action—or in other 
words, calling them to buy your 
product. We call solutions for 
low-pain problems “vitamins” and 
those for severe problems “pain 
killers.” This is simply because, 
like most people, we find it 
hard to remember to take our 
vitamins, but no one forgets to 
take a pain killer when they hurt 
themselves.

Ideally, you will find pain points 
that your customers experience 
that are severe and that separate 
your solution from others on the 
shelves. Pain points are reasons 
why people gravitate toward 
particular products. In other 
words, products that address 
severe pain points will develop 
a brand following and customer 
loyalty. When people have a 
severe pain that is solved by a 
product, they will come back to 
that product again and again.

A great example of a pain point 
and resulting solution comes 
from Halo Top. The founders of 
Halo Top loved to eat ice cream…
lots of it. 

However, they realized that it 
was bad for their health and their 
waistlines. The pain point of not 
being able to enjoy their favorite 

dessert without having adverse 
health effects was severe for 
them. They created a solution 
that turned out to be a “pain 
killer” that drove the company to 
billions of dollars in valuation.

Build - Measure - Learn

We believe in the Lean Startup 
methodology of “build,” 
“measure,” “learn.” What this 
means is that companies can 
build a prototype, get it into 
customers’ hands, measure 
results and learn. They do not 
need to meticulously study a 
concept before launching and 
piloting it. 

Customer Survey

In this instance, we believe in 
piloting several pain points to 
see what resonates with your 
customers early on. You can trial 
your pain points with your friends 
and acquaintances. We suggest 
starting with a survey early on 
to see what pain points your 
customers experience that relate 
to your business idea. 

Think from your own perspective 
first. Think of what problems you 
or people you know face that are 
relevant to your product. Map 
the competitive landscape and 

Piloting several 
customer pain points 
can help you identify 

the problem you want 
to solve with your 

product. 
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:

did you feel afterwards?” or “How 
often did you eat low-fat desserts 
in the last 6 months?” 

Be sure to include a few open-
ended questions that may lead 
you to identify additional pain 
points that you might not have 
thought of. 

An open-ended question is a 
general question that allows 
people to enter in their own 
answer, rather than choosing 
from a few options. Open-
ended questions could include: 
“What else do you think about 
when you’re buying jam at the 
store?” “What do you think is 
missing in the current jam you’re 
purchasing?”

Respondents

It is also important to think about 
what validation means for your 
results. How will you know if 
enough people experience 
this pain point or if it is severe 
enough after you get your survey 
results back? 

Think about this ahead of time so 
you can try to be objective with 
your results. Consider having at 
least 20 people complete your 
survey. 

Also, consider how much people 
agree with you. For example, 
if 80% of people surveyed rank 
your pain point as “high” or say 
they have experienced the action 
you are looking to validate, that’s 
a good sign. 

We suggest agreement levels 
of at least 65% to confirm that 
you’re on the right track with 
your pain point. 

Makers at Union Kitchen event pitch their products to prospective buyers.

Maker packaging products at Union 
Kitchen incubator kitchen.

get inspiration. Do people really 
need another type of pickled 
vegetable? If so, is that the pain 
point or is it a lack of good 
topping options for salads? 

It’s not a great start, for example 
if you make jams to have your 
pain point be “people don’t have 
enough good jam options.” Try 
digging a few levels deeper. An 
alternative pain point could be 
“people want a healthy spread for 
sandwiches that is low in sugar.”

A good way to get more detailed 
information about the pain point 
is to be intentional about the 
options included in your survey. 

A tip: when designing a survey, 
try to focus on outcomes you’re 
seeking to measure. In this case, 
it’s behaviors. You don’t want to 
know someone’s hypothetical 
opinion. You want to try to get at 
behavior. 

Instead of asking if someone 
would or would not purchase 
a product you’re thinking of 
making, you could ask, “When’s 
the last time you did purchase 
this product?”  

Halo Top could have asked, 
“When’s the last time you ate a 
whole pint of ice cream?” “How 
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