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A Word Before You Begin

India has never had more first-time founders than it has today. The startup ecosystem is the third

largest in the world, government policy actively promotes entrepreneurship, and the cultural

narrative around building a business of your own has never been more compelling. This is

genuinely good news. But it comes with a shadow statistic that deserves to be stated plainly:

approximately nine out of ten Indian startups fail within five years. In 2025 alone, more than eleven

thousand ventures closed.

These were not bad ideas pursued by incompetent people. Many of them were thoughtful concepts, some

with significant funding, led by individuals of genuine capability. They failed because the gap between what

the founder understood about their venture before committing to it, and what the venture actually required,

was too large to bridge once the commitment was made and the capital was deployed.

This guide is written to help close that gap before it opens. It is not a celebration of entrepreneurship. It is not

a checklist of legal registrations or a guide to writing a business plan. It is an honest, structured examination

of everything a first-time founder must understand, evaluate, and honestly answer before a single rupee of

their own capital or anyone else’s is committed to a new venture.

Read every section. Answer every question honestly — not as you wish the answer were, but as it actually is.

The questions that make you uncomfortable are the ones that most need answering. They are also the ones

most likely to save you from a failure that was entirely preventable.

INFINITY | Business Advisory Practice
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SECTION I ■ THE MOST IMPORTANT ADVISORY IN THIS DOCUMENT

Read this before anything else

The Competency Gap — The Failure Most Founders Never See Coming

Of all the reasons first-time ventures fail in India, the one that is most consistently underestimated — and

most consistently devastating — is the gap between the competency the venture requires and the competency

the founder actually possesses.

This is not a comfortable thing to assess about yourself. It requires a quality of self-awareness that most

people find genuinely difficult, because the desire to start a business is typically accompanied by a strong

belief in one’s own capability. That belief is not wrong — most founders who start businesses are capable,

motivated, and intelligent. The problem is that a belief in one’s general capability is not the same as a

specific competency in every domain that the venture will demand.

A founder may have deep technical expertise in their product domain and no capability in financial

management, people leadership, or sales. Another may have strong commercial instincts and no operational

or regulatory knowledge. A third may be excellent at building relationships but have no capacity for the

disciplined, structured execution that scaling a business requires. In each case, the gap does not announce

itself at the beginning, when energy is high and the pace of activity disguises the absence of specific

capability. It announces itself six to eighteen months in, when the decisions that require the missing

competency can no longer be avoided — and when the cost of that announcement is borne not just by the

founder but by every employee, investor, supplier, and customer who trusted the venture.

“The venture does not care how much you want to succeed. It will demand every competency

it needs, on its own schedule, regardless of whether you have it.”

The Honest Self-Assessment Imperative

Before you read the sections that follow, make a commitment to yourself: that you will answer every

question in this guide as an honest external observer would answer it, not as a motivated founder would. Ask

yourself not ‘can I learn this if I need to?’ — which is almost always yes — but ‘do I have this now, at the

level the venture will require in the first twelve months, when I will not have the time to learn it?’

For every domain where you identify a genuine gap, the question is not whether to proceed — it may be

entirely correct to proceed. The question is: who will cover this gap, at what cost, and with what certainty? A

gap that is honestly identified and deliberately addressed is a manageable risk. A gap that is not identified, or

is identified but rationalised away, is the seed of a future crisis.
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■ A Specific Warning on the Competency Gap

The most dangerous gap is the one in the domain the founder is most confident about. A technical

founder who is certain their product is excellent may have no capability in the commercial and financial

disciplines that will determine whether the product survives long enough to prove its excellence. A

commercially skilled founder who is certain of the market opportunity may have no capability in the

operational disciplines that will determine whether the business can deliver at scale.

Confidence in your strong domain is appropriate. Confidence that your strong domain is sufficient to

compensate for weakness in other domains is one of the most reliable predictors of first-time founder

failure. Identify your gaps. Then fill them — through co-founders, through early hires, or through

advisors who will tell you the truth.

SECTION 1 ■ THE IDEA AND THE OPPORTUNITY

Before the business plan — the questions that determine whether there is a business at all

Is There a Real Problem Being Solved?

Every successful business solves a real problem for a specific group of people who are willing to pay to have

it solved. The majority of first-time ventures that fail in India fail not because of poor execution but because

the problem they were solving was not real enough, not painful enough, or not widespread enough to support

a commercially viable business. According to CB Insights’ analysis of global startup failures, ‘no market

need’ is consistently the leading reason for failure, accounting for over forty percent of closures.

The test is not whether people tell you your idea is good. It is whether they will pay money for your solution

when a real alternative exists. An idea that generates enthusiastic agreement in casual conversation but no

paying customers when a product or service is offered is not a business opportunity. It is a conversation

topic.

Market Validation: What You Must Know Before You Commit

• Who specifically is the customer?: Not a demographic category, but a specific, named type of person

or organisation, with identifiable characteristics and a specific problem

• How do they currently solve this problem?: What do they use now, what does it cost them, and what

is wrong with it?

• What will they pay for your solution?: Not what you hope they will pay — what price have actual

potential customers indicated through behaviour, not just stated preference?

• How many of them are there?: Is the addressable market large enough to support the business at a

realistic market share?

• Why now?: Why is this the right time for this solution? What has changed in the market, in technology,

or in regulation that makes this viable today when it was not before?
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The discipline of primary market research — structured conversations with at least twenty to thirty potential

customers before any significant investment is made — is not optional. It is the cheapest form of insurance

available to a first-time founder. The conversations that challenge your assumptions are more valuable than

the ones that confirm them.

Competitive Reality

Very few business ideas are genuinely novel. Most compete with existing solutions, whether direct

competitors, substitutes, or the status quo of doing nothing. A competitive analysis that honestly evaluates

what you will be competing against, why a customer would choose your solution over theirs, and how your

competitive advantage can be defended over time is essential before commitment.

The most dangerous competitive situation for a first-time founder is one where a large, well-funded

competitor can respond to your market entry with superior resources. Understanding not just who your

competitors are today but who they could be if your idea proves itself in the market is a more honest

competitive analysis than most first-time founders conduct.

■ INFINITY Insight

Spend the equivalent of your first month’s planned operating expenditure on market validation before

you spend it on anything else. Talk to customers. Run a paid pilot if you can. The data you gather will be

worth ten times its cost in avoided investment in a direction the market will not support.

SECTION 2 ■ THE FOUNDER — YOU

The examination that most first-time founders avoid — and cannot afford to

Why Are You Doing This?

The motivation for starting a business matters far more than most first-time founders acknowledge. Not

because the right motivation guarantees success — it does not — but because the wrong motivation creates

specific, predictable failure patterns that emerge at the moments of greatest stress.

A founder whose primary motivation is the perceived status of entrepreneurship will struggle with the

extended periods of low visibility, routine operational demands, and public accountability that every real

business requires. One whose primary motivation is escaping employment will find that the demands of a

founder are far more total than any employer’s demands, and will discover a different and more costly form

of the constraint they were escaping. One whose motivation is genuine commitment to the problem being

solved, and to the customers being served, has the most durable fuel for the long, uneven journey that

building a business actually is.

The Competency Inventory

Rate yourself honestly against each of the following domains, not on a scale of aspiration but on a scale of

demonstrated, current capability. For each domain where you are weak, identify specifically how the gap will
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be covered:

• Domain knowledge: Deep understanding of the sector, the technology, and the specific problem your

venture addresses

• Commercial capability: Sales, customer development, negotiation, and the ability to generate and

close revenue

• Financial management: Reading and managing accounts, cash flow forecasting, budgeting, and cost

discipline

• People leadership: Hiring, managing, motivating, and when necessary parting with team members

• Operational execution: Building and managing processes, systems, and the day-to-day discipline of

running a business

• Regulatory and legal literacy: Understanding the compliance obligations of your sector and the legal

structure of your venture

• Resilience under pressure: The capacity to function effectively during extended periods of stress,

uncertainty, and setback

No first-time founder is strong in all of these. The question is not whether gaps exist but whether you have

identified them clearly, and whether your plan for covering them is credible. A co-founder who covers your

commercial gap, an early hire who covers your operational gap, or an advisor who covers your regulatory

gap are all legitimate responses. Assuming that the gaps will close themselves as you go is not.

Personal Capacity and Life Circumstances

Building a business from scratch in India demands an extraordinary investment of personal time, energy, and

emotional resource — typically for a period of two to five years before any meaningful financial stability is

achieved. The question of whether your life circumstances at this specific moment support that investment is

one that must be answered honestly.

• Financial runway: Can you sustain your personal financial obligations for a minimum of 18 to 24

months without income from the venture?

• Family alignment: Do the people who depend on you, or who will be most affected by your

commitment to the venture, understand and genuinely support what you are undertaking?

• Physical and mental health: Are you entering this at a moment of personal stability and capacity, or at

a moment of existing stress, transition, or depletion?

• Opportunity cost: What are you forgoing by doing this? Is the expected value of the venture, honestly

assessed, worth that forgoing?
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■ The Timing Question

The right idea at the wrong moment in your personal life is not the right idea. Many first-time founders

start ventures when their circumstances are not suited to the demands of building a business — financial

pressure, family obligation, health challenges, or emotional aftermath of other setbacks. The venture will

not accommodate these circumstances. It will demand from you at the moments when you have the least

to give.

There is no shame in acknowledging that this is not the right moment. There is significant cost in

ignoring that acknowledgement and proceeding anyway.

SECTION 3 ■ THE BUSINESS MODEL

Whether the idea can actually be a business

Can the Business Make Money — and When?

A business model is the mechanism by which a venture creates value for customers and captures a portion of

that value as revenue. Many first-time ventures in India have a clear value creation proposition but a poorly

defined or unvalidated revenue model. Understanding precisely how money will be made, in what amounts,

from which customers, at what frequency, and through which channel is not a detail to be worked out after

launch. It is the foundation of every financial decision the business will make.

Unit Economics — The Test That Cannot Be Bypassed

Unit economics answer the question: does each unit of business — each sale, each transaction, each customer

acquired — generate more value than it costs? A business whose unit economics are negative cannot be

made profitable by scaling. It can only be made more unprofitable faster. Yet a significant proportion of

Indian startup failures in the past decade have been ventures that scaled before their unit economics were

positive, burning investor capital on the assumption that scale would eventually produce profitability. It did

not.

The unit economics calculation must be honest: the fully-loaded cost of acquiring a customer, the

fully-loaded cost of delivering the product or service, and the revenue generated from that customer over

their relationship with the business. If the cost of acquisition exceeds the lifetime value of the customer, the

business model requires fundamental rethinking before any capital is raised or deployed.

The Financial Model

• Revenue model: How specifically will money be made: product sale, subscription, service fee,

commission, licensing, or combination?

• Pricing: What is the price, how was it determined, and how does it compare to alternatives available to

the customer?
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• Cost structure: What are the fixed costs (present regardless of revenue), the variable costs (scaling with

revenue), and the one-time investment costs?

• Break-even: At what monthly revenue level does the business cover its costs? How long will it take to

reach that level, and how much capital is required to get there?

• Working capital: How much cash must be tied up in inventory, receivables, and pre-paid obligations at

any given time? How will this be funded?

• Worst case: If revenue is half of what the base case assumes, and takes twice as long to arrive, does the

business survive? What is the minimum viable funding requirement?

“A financial model that only works in the optimistic scenario is not a financial model. It is a

wish. Build your business to survive the realistic scenario, and your optimistic scenario

becomes a bonus.”

SECTION 4 ■ THE TEAM

Whether you have the people the venture actually needs

The Team Is Not Optional

Research consistently identifies team problems as one of the top three causes of startup failure in India,

accounting for approximately twenty three percent of closures. The problem is rarely that the founding team

is composed of bad people. It is almost always that the team lacks sufficient diversity of capability, that roles

and equity are not clearly defined, that decision-making authority is ambiguous, or that the interpersonal

dynamics of the founding relationship cannot withstand the stress that building a business will impose.

Evaluating Your Team Before You Start

• Capability coverage: Does the team collectively cover the critical domains the business requires:

product, commercial, and operational? If not, what is the plan?

• Track record: Has each team member demonstrated, in a real context, the capability they are being

counted on to bring? A CV that implies capability is not the same as demonstrated performance.

• Role clarity: Is every founder’s role precisely defined — including who makes final decisions when

founders disagree?

• Equity and vesting: Is equity agreed, documented, and structured with vesting provisions that protect

the business if a founder leaves early? Equity disagreements are the leading cause of founder relationship

breakdown.

• Stress-tested relationship: Have you worked intensively with your co-founder(s) under real pressure?

A friendship that has never been tested by disagreement, failure, or exhaustion is not a proven founding

team.
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• Alignment on fundamentals: Do the founders share the same vision for what kind of company this will

be, how fast it should grow, when and whether to raise external capital, and what success looks like?

■ INFINITY Insight

One of the most common and most expensive mistakes in Indian first-time ventures is building a

founding team on the basis of friendship rather than capability. The people you enjoy spending time with

are not necessarily the people who complement your capabilities, challenge your thinking, and execute

reliably under pressure. Choose co-founders and early team members on demonstrated capability,

complementary skills, and alignment on fundamentals. You will spend more time with these people,

under more difficult conditions, than in almost any other relationship in your professional life.

SECTION 5 ■ CAPITAL AND FINANCIAL READINESS

Whether you have the resources the venture actually needs

The Capital Question

The most common single cause of startup failure in India, cited in multiple studies, is running out of money.

This is not, in most cases, because the venture was underfunded at the outset — it is because the capital

requirement was significantly underestimated. The gap between what the founder believed the venture would

cost to build to a fundable or self-sustaining state, and what it actually cost, is one of the most consistent and

predictable patterns in startup failure.

The planning fallacy — the systematic tendency to underestimate cost, time, and risk — is particularly

powerful in first-time ventures because there is no prior experience to correct the optimism. Build your

capital plan on the assumption that everything will take twice as long and cost fifty percent more than you

currently estimate. If you are wrong, the extra capital is a reserve. If you are right, it is the difference between

survival and closure.

Sources of Capital in the Indian Context

• Own funds (bootstrapping): The most disciplined form of capital. Creates the incentive to reach

revenue quickly. Limits scale but eliminates dilution and external accountability pressure. Appropriate for

most first-time ventures until proof of concept is established.

• Family and friends: Accessible but loaded with relational risk. Document all arrangements formally.

Never take money from someone who cannot afford to lose it entirely.

• Angel investors: Relevant when the venture has a credible founding team, an identified market

opportunity, and initial customer validation. Not available to most pre-revenue ventures without this

foundation.

• MSME and government schemes: PMEGP, MUDRA, Startup India seed fund, SIDBI support,

state-level innovation funds. Often underutilised by first-time founders. Apply early; approval processes

are slow.
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• Venture capital: Relevant only for ventures with large addressable markets, defensible differentiation,

and a credible growth trajectory. VC funding is not appropriate for most small business ventures, and VC

expectations — rapid scale, exit orientation — are incompatible with many legitimate business models.

■ The Dependency Warning

Raising external capital before you have validated demand and established positive unit economics is

among the most dangerous things a first-time founder can do. External capital does not fix a broken

business model — it accelerates its destruction. Capital raised on the basis of an unvalidated hypothesis

funds the learning that should have happened before capital was raised.

Raise capital to scale something that is working. Use your own resources to find out what works.

SECTION 6 ■ LEGAL, REGULATORY, AND COMPLIANCE FOUNDATIONS

The obligations that begin before your first sale

Choose Your Business Structure Carefully

The legal structure of your venture — sole proprietorship, partnership, Limited Liability Partnership (LLP),

or Private Limited Company — has significant consequences for liability, taxation, fundraising, and

governance. Most first-time founders default to the structure that is easiest to register without understanding

the long-term implications.

A sole proprietorship offers maximum simplicity and minimum protection. The owner’s personal assets are

exposed to business liabilities with no legal separation. A Private Limited Company, while more complex to

establish and maintain, provides limited liability protection, is the structure required for most forms of

institutional investment, and is generally the appropriate choice for any venture with growth ambitions,

co-founders, or material financial exposure. The decision should be made with qualified legal advice, not

convenience.

Key Compliance Obligations for Indian First-Time Founders

• Udyam Registration: Free MSME registration that enables access to government schemes, priority

lending, and statutory protections. Apply at the inception of the venture.

• GST Registration: Mandatory once annual turnover exceeds the threshold, or immediately for

inter-state supply. File returns on time. GST non-compliance is among the most common legal problems

in Indian startups.

• Income tax compliance: Advance tax obligations, TDS deduction and payment, and annual filing apply

from the first year of operations.

• Labour law compliance: EPF, ESIC, minimum wages, leave entitlements, and anti-sexual-harassment

compliance apply from the first hire. Do not assume these are relevant only once you have a large

workforce.
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• Intellectual property: Register your trademark before someone else does. It is cheaper to register than

to litigate. If your venture involves protectable innovation, assess patent and design registration options

early.

• Sector-specific licences: Food businesses (FSSAI), healthcare (CDSCO), financial services

(RBI/SEBI), education, and many other sectors carry specific regulatory obligations. Identify yours

before you begin operations, not after.

• Founders’ agreements: Document equity split, roles, vesting, decision-making authority, and exit

provisions in a formal founders’ agreement before the venture begins. A founders’ dispute without a

documented agreement is one of the most destructive and avoidable crises in startup life.

✔ The Cost of Getting This Right Early

The combined cost of proper legal structuring, IP registration, GST registration, and a founders’

agreement at inception is typically between twenty thousand and one lakh rupees, depending on

complexity. The cost of resolving the problems that arise from not doing this work early — founder

disputes, IP infringement, GST penalties, regulatory closure orders — can be ten to one hundred times

that amount, and can be existential for an early-stage venture.

SECTION 7 ■ EXECUTION READINESS

Whether you can build what the plan requires

The Plan and the Execution Gap

A business plan is a hypothesis. Execution is the experiment that tests it. The execution gap — the difference

between what the plan assumed and what reality delivers — is where most first-time ventures encounter their

most serious difficulties. Understanding the likely dimensions of that gap before you begin, and planning for

it rather than assuming it away, is the discipline that separates resilient ventures from fragile ones.

Execution Readiness Questions

• Time commitment: Have you accurately estimated the time the venture will require? Most first-time

founders significantly underestimate this, particularly those transitioning from employment while

maintaining other commitments.

• Decision-making speed: Can you make good decisions quickly with incomplete information? The pace

of early-stage business demands decisions that would be given weeks in an organisational context in

hours or days.

• Sales capability: Every early-stage venture requires its founders to sell — to customers, to partners, to

employees, and to investors. If no one in the founding team is comfortable selling, this is a critical

capability gap.

• Technology infrastructure: If your venture depends on technology — platform, app, system — do you

have a clear, costed plan for building it? Technology development consistently exceeds budget and
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timeline estimates.

• Supply chain and operations: If your venture involves physical product or service delivery, are your

supply chain, logistics, and operational infrastructure planned and costed at the volume you will need in

months six through twelve?

• First twelve months plan: Do you have a specific, measurable, month-by-month plan for the first

twelve months that translates your business model into concrete actions, revenue targets, and spending

commitments?

■ INFINITY Insight

The ventures that survive their first two years in India are not those with the best ideas or the most

capital. They are those with founders who execute with discipline, adapt quickly when plans meet

reality, and make the hundred small decisions a week that cumulatively determine whether a business is

building momentum or losing it. Execution discipline cannot be borrowed or hired in at the start. It must

be present in the founding team from day one.

SECTION 8 ■ THE PRE-VENTURE CHECKLIST

Twelve domains — one honest answer required in each

The checklist below organises the essential pre-venture examination into twelve domains. For each item, the

honest answer should be one of three: Ready (the condition is genuinely met), In Progress (work is underway

with a clear plan and timeline), or Not Yet Addressed (the condition is not yet met and no credible plan is in

place). Launch readiness requires all items to be either Ready or credibly In Progress.

■ 1. The Opportunity

■ The problem is real, specific, and validated through direct customer conversations (minimum 20

conversations)

■ The target customer is precisely defined, not as a demographic category but as a specific buyer type

■ The addressable market is large enough to support the venture at realistic market share

■ Willingness to pay at a viable price point has been demonstrated through behaviour, not just stated

preference

■ The competitive landscape is mapped honestly, including direct, indirect, and potential future competitors

■ A credible, specific answer exists to the question: why will customers choose this over the alternatives?

■ 2. The Founder and the Team

■ A competency inventory has been completed honestly for every founder against all critical domains

■ Every competency gap has a specific, credible plan for coverage — co-founder, early hire, or advisor
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■ Founder roles, equity, vesting, and decision-making authority are agreed and documented

■ A founders’ agreement is in place (or will be in place before operations begin)

■ The founding team has been tested under real pressure, not just in planning conversations

■ Personal financial runway of 18 to 24 months exists without dependence on venture income

■ Family and dependents understand and genuinely support the commitment being made

■ 3. The Business Model

■ Revenue model is specific: exactly how money will be made, from whom, at what price, at what frequency

■ Unit economics are positive: the cost of acquiring and serving a customer is less than the lifetime value

■ A financial model has been built that includes worst-case and realistic scenarios, not just optimistic ones

■ The break-even point is known: what monthly revenue covers all costs, and when it will be reached

■ Capital required to reach break-even has been estimated with a 50% contingency reserve

■ Working capital requirements are understood and funded

■ 4. Legal and Compliance

■ Business structure has been chosen with legal advice and is appropriate for the venture’s growth plans

■ Company registration, PAN, and bank account are in place

■ Udyam Registration is complete

■ GST registration is complete or a clear threshold-based plan is in place

■ All sector-specific licences required before operations begin have been identified and obtained

■ Trademark registration is filed or scheduled

■ IP strategy has been assessed and any protectable innovations are being actively protected

■ Labour law compliance obligations are understood and systems are in place

■ 5. Capital and Funding

■ Total capital requirement to reach sustainable operation is honestly estimated

■ Capital sources are confirmed (own funds, committed investors, approved loans — not ‘likely’ sources)

■ A 12-month cash flow forecast exists and has been stress-tested against the worst-case scenario

■ Applicable government schemes (Startup India seed fund, PMEGP, MUDRA, SIDBI) have been assessed

■ All personal financial obligations can be met for 18 to 24 months without venture income

■ 6. Execution Readiness

■ A specific, month-by-month plan for the first twelve months exists with measurable milestones
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■ The founding team has the time commitment the venture requires (full-time, or clearly defined part-time

transition plan)

■ Sales responsibility is assigned and the person responsible has demonstrated sales capability

■ Technology, supply chain, and operational infrastructure are planned, costed, and either in place or on a

defined timeline

■ A customer acquisition plan exists with specific channels, costs, and conversion assumptions

■ The three most likely things to go wrong in the first twelve months have been identified, and contingency

plans exist for each

How honestly did you answer those questions?

This guide has covered the terrain that every first-time founder must traverse before committing to

a venture. What it has not provided — by design — is the depth of support that transforms an

honest self-assessment into a credible, funded, and executable venture plan.

INFINITY works with first-time and experienced founders at the pre-venture stage: validating

market assumptions, stress-testing business models, identifying competency gaps and building

plans to cover them, structuring the venture correctly from inception, and developing the financial

model and funding strategy that gives a new venture its best possible chance of reaching

sustainability.

We have seen what goes wrong, and we know how to help you avoid it. Reach
out to us at infinitynixai.com before you commit your capital.
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