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 Anyone who has started a business, led an 
attack in battle or tried something new knows 
that Plan A, what you think will work, often 
never does. Persistent, successful entrepreneurs 
go to Plan B or even Plan F to hit the mark. 
Why does Plan A fail? Because, as noted 
by John Mullins, a professor at the London 
Business School and Randy Komisar, a 
partner at Kleiner Perkins Caufi eld  &  Byers 
in their book,  Getting to Plan B , initial 
business plans are often based on incomplete 
data, unvalidated assumptions and guesswork 
resulting in overly optimistic adoption rates 
and pie-in-the-sky revenue, cash fl ow and 
marketing projections. After launch or rollout, 
when the customers fail to materialize, 
inventory accumulates or cash runs short, the 
survival of the company depends on changing 
strategy and tactics and going to Plan B. 
If at fi rst you don ’ t succeed, you should try, 
try again. Just don ’ t do it the same way. 

  Getting to Plan B  is about how to fi nd the 
combination of variables that lead to success, 
how to experiment with those different 
elements that make a difference and how 
to measure results. Using case studies 
describing companies big and small, famous 

and little known, public and not-for-profi t, 
the authors give us a glimpse into how very 
few successful companies got it right the 
fi rst time. Take, for example, the case of 
Silverglide, a Colorado company selling 
non-stick surgical instruments. The original 
target market was plastic surgeons. After 
several quarters of anemic revenue, the CEO, 
Jonathan Thorne, did some experiments, 
changed course and went to Plan B by selling 
to neurosurgeons. This adjustment resulted 
in rapid profi t growth and, eventually, 
acquisition by Stryker, a large medical device 
company. 

 Bioentrepreneurs, doctors and scientists 
will immediately recognize the model Mullins 
and Komisar propose, as it is remarkably 
similar to the scientifi c method. First, scan 
the environment and look for those who have 
done before what you are doing (literature 
search and the present state of the art). They 
suggest looking for analogs, companies that 
are doing things the way you intend to 
do them, and antilogs, those fi rms that are 
doing it differently. Second, identify your 
leaps of faith-beliefs you hold about the 
answers to your questions despite having no 
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real evidence that these beliefs are actually 
true. After all, most business plans are based 
on assumptions that are usually tested by 
secondary sources such as white papers, 
Internet websites or research reports on public 
sites. Even if the management team gets 
primary data from voice of the customer 
interviews, ethnographic studies, focus groups 
or other tactics, the data will be incomplete 
at best. 

 Third, develop hypotheses to test these 
leaps of faith. For example, in the case of 
a medical tourism company, the assumption is 
that people would be willing to use a medical 
tourism website to fi nd overseas health-care 
providers that are less expensive. Or, in the 
case of the iPod, the assumption was that 
customers would be willing to pay to 
download single songs online instead of 
buying the entire album. 

 The next step is to design and implement 
experiments (materials and methods for 
scientists) to test your hypotheses. Identify the 
variables, design and perform the experiment, 
and then observe and measure the results 
using dashboards (results). What will happen 
if you change the price? How about a 
bricks-and-mortar strategy to supplement 
your online offerings? 

 Finally, interpret the results and design 
further experiments to validate your 
assumptions (conclusions and discussion). 
Each business experiment, pilot project or 
test will lead you closer to a model that 
works, or, will give you data that tell you 
what does not. 

 Every business plan describes what the 
founders propose to make, market and sell at 
a profi t. However, according to Mullins and 
Komisar, the heart of any plan, and the thing 
that gets the attention of investors, is the 
business model, that is how you intend to 
make a profi t doing what you propose to do 
and how quickly will you do it. That model 
has fi ve key elements: the revenue model 
(who and how many will buy and for what 
price), the gross margin, (revenue less the cost 
to make it), your operating model (overhead), 

your working capital model, (how quickly 
does cash come in versus how quickly it goes 
out) and your investment model (how much 
money do you need before the business is 
generating enough to cover its costs). The 
experiments you design and the dashboards 
you use should measure the effects changing 
variables will have on these fi nancial metrics. 

 In his previous book,  The New Business 
Road Test , Professor Mullins described the 
perils and pitfalls of business plans and what 
entrepreneurs should do before writing one. 
He notes that successful business plans are 
based on three key elements: a logical 
statement of a problem and its solution, 
a battery of cold, hard evidence that validates 
the assumptions of the plan, and candor about 
the risks, gaps and other assumptions that 
might be proved wrong. In addition, he 
cautions that there are fi ve deal killers 
that guarantee you will be shown the exit 
during your pitch or that your plan will 
fi nd a permanent home in the trash:   

 Focusing on the solution and not the 
problem ( ‘ This is a game changing 
technology ’ ). 
 Relying on secondary data to project 
market penetration ( ‘ If only we could 
sell this to 1 per cent of the China 
market  …  ’ ). 
 A faulty business model ( ‘ Just look at the 
revenue (not cash) we are generating ’ ). 
 A team that can ’ t execute on the critical 
success factors ( ‘ Our leadership team consists 
of people with a track record of success in 
several other industries ’ ). 
 A plan where everything is rosy, there is 
no competition, and all we need is money. 
(When was the last time someone gave 
a pitch and said  ‘ This is a terrible idea and 
is bound to fail? ’ ).   

 Research indicates that businesses that have 
a business plan are no more likely to be 
successful than those without a plan. The 
insights provided by Mullins and Komisar give 
some indications why. To paraphrase former 

•

•

•

•

•



 Book Review 

© 2010 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1462-8732 Journal of  Commercial  Biotechnology Vol. 16, 2, 185–187 187

for success. In the great laboratory of business, 
Mullins and Komisar provide us with a 
well-written, enjoyable manual, describing 
how to design and structure your experiments 
with lots of examples of businesses that 
got it right after the second or third try.       

   Arlen D.       Meyers     
     University of Colorado Denver ,  Denver , 

 Colorado ,  USA            

President Eisenhower, plans are worthless, 
but planning is essential. Plans give you 
a snapshot of what you think something will 
look like at a point in time. Unfortunately, 
successful businesses are dynamic, constantly 
changing videos.  Getting to Plan B  provides 
entrepreneurs with practical, hands-on advice 
and lays out a process for experimenting with 
ideas, measuring the results and making 
changes until you fi nd the right formula 
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