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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Twenty years of the hard part

I once co-founded a company that had half a million users,
forty million video views a month, and eight hundred thousand
euros in annual revenue.

It failed anyway.
The company was called Videofy, a social video platform for

creators, built years before short video conquered the world. I
started it with Robert, my friend and co-founder.

We started Videofy in 2008 (three years after YouTube and
two years before Instagram) and got it off the ground on
almost embarrassingly little. No outside capital, just a small
and kind government loan for building the first version and the
two of us. Only after we saw it working, with users signing up
and numbers growing, did we raise a seed round on the
strength of those numbers.

I want to be fair to us. That part, start small, prove it, then
go for it, we did right. We had press in the big Swedish papers,
in The Next Web, in the Huffington Post. The app reached
number one in the Swedish App Store’s social category. We
were part of the Stockholm startup scene. We had a
revenue-sharing model for creators before that was normal.
We had, I would say, a well-built product. The code worked.
The code was never the problem.

The problem was everything around the code. We had
picked a race, consumer social, where investments were
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measured in hundreds of millions, and we showed up with a
seed round of about one and a half million dollars. We were
competing with Instagram and YouTube for the same attention
with a fraction of a fraction of their resources. No amount of
shipping was going to change that. We didn’t have the muscles
to scale fast enough to matter. It took us four years to learn
that lesson.

Four years, to learn that the answer was no. It’s the most
expensive lesson I’ve ever paid for, and I wrote this book partly
based on that experience.

What I did with the lesson
After Videofy I did what burned founders do and swung to the
opposite extreme. With one developer hired on contract, I
started Minutemailer, an email marketing tool for people who
aren’t marketers. No investors, and no growth targets set by
anyone but me. A narrow promise, email marketing made
simple, aimed at the small businesses that found the big
platforms too complicated and too expensive.

Minutemailer will never be written about in the business
press. It’s also still alive more than a decade later, serving
customers who chose it because it does less. It taught me the
other half of what Videofy taught me. A modest product in the
right race beats an impressive product in the wrong one, and
“right race” is a decision you make before you build, whether
you know you’re making it or not.

In between and since, I spent years doing strategy, product
and design for other people’s products, from startups to some
of the largest companies in the world. One project was a social
fashion app I helped build for a global fashion retailer. It
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gathered more than three hundred thousand sign-ups, with a
core of real users posting hundreds of thousands of photos.
Then it was shut down anyway, after only a short while. It had
been scaled up too early, the company thought the costs
weren’t worth it, and a corporate reorganization finished it. It
taught me something no code could have, that sometimes the
market says yes and the answer is still no.

So I can tell the story of one product that died big, one that
lived small, and one that worked and was killed from above,
plus twenty years of watching other people’s products succeed
and fail from the inside, in companies of every size.

Across all those projects, I can tell you where almost every
failure I saw went wrong. It was never in the code. It was in
what came before the code. The wrong problem, the wrong
race, the wrong words. And it was in what came after.
Launching into silence, misreading the signals, drifting instead
of deciding. The building in the middle was usually the part
that worked.

For most of my career I couldn’t do much with that.
Building was so expensive that it dominated everything
anyway. You couldn’t tell a founder “the code is the easy part”
when the code cost a year and a funding round.

Then, recently, that stopped being true.
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Suddenly I could build
This goes back further than my career. As a teenager I got an
Atari ST home computer, half paid with money I’d saved, half
by my mother. I played everything I could get my hands on,
and then I wanted to know how the games were made, so I
tried to teach myself Basic, the programming language. I got as
far as one working game. It was called GemTron. Two players,
each steering a worm that grew longer and longer, trying to
box the other in until somebody crashed. Two players, because
creating a working computer opponent was beyond me,
though I had plans for a version with better graphics and a
computer player.

I never built it. I could feel how deep the water was. And I
found out that the other side interested me more. What the
game should be, the concept, rather than how the code
worked. So I went back to paper, where I was already drawing
constantly, and filled it with ideas instead. Games I’d never
build. Apps that didn’t exist. At some point an imaginary user
interface for an operating system, inspired by an Apple
computer I didn’t own. Drawn by hand on paper with
windows, icons, and menus. I dreamed of one day making the
real things.

I grew up, and the dream became a profession with the
same problem in it. I’m a designer. My whole career I’ve been
the person who could describe what should exist but never
build it myself. My working life happened in Photoshop,
Illustrator, InDesign, QuarkXPress, Sketch and Figma. The
closest I came to code was editing translations in
Minutemailer’s codebase, writing HTML and adjusting some
simple CSS. Every product I ever made required convincing,
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hiring, or becoming business partners with the people who
could build.

Somewhere around early 2025, that changed, for me and
for a lot of people like me. Claude and ChatGPT got good
enough at generating code that I could build real working
apps.

I had already started building things on my own, and when
I saw it was getting good enough, I tried it in my consulting. It
was still early, but it worked. I was designing a mobile app for
an energy company, and instead of handing over a Figma
prototype I built a web prototype that behaved like the real
app, and tested it on users. Then I thought, why not build it for
real? So I did, opened Xcode and built parts of the app directly
in Swift with the magic help of AI. Later the whole app moved
to Flutter, and I built the design system directly in code, with
no Figma in between. I was working alongside another
designer at the time, Fredrik, who was making the same move
from Figma to code, and we worked a lot of it out together.
Step by step, without quite deciding to, I had become a
designer who could also build what I designed.

Then I built an entire product alone. It’s called Mira, an AI
tool that conducts customer interviews, born from a frustration
I kept meeting in my consulting work. Teams making product
decisions on “we did some interviews last quarter” or “the NPS
is trending down.” I defined it with the help of AI, and then
built it. Me, myself and Claude. The first working version
existed by the end of one intense weekend. Refining it took
longer, the way real products always do, but the thing I’d been
drawing toward since the Atari, and never able to make, got
made between a Friday evening and a Sunday night.
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I had mixed feelings about this, because it wasn’t simple joy.
It was joy plus vertigo. Because if I could do this, everyone
could. And if everyone could, then everything I had watched
decide the fate of products, the choosing, the evidence, the
positioning, the distribution, the taste, had just become the
entire game. The hard part wasn’t hidden behind the expensive
part anymore, because it was the only part left. And every new
model since has pushed further in the same direction with
more and more urgency. Less of the work is building, and more
of it is deciding what to build, and for whom.

Then I watched it happen. Launch platforms began
overflowing with fresh AI-built products, and most of them
sank without a trace never to be seen again. Well-built, fast,
polished, and doomed, the way Videofy was doomed, but at a
thousand times the volume and a hundredth of the cost and
faster than ever. A lot of people were arriving at the point
where I lost four years, and they had no direction.

I also saw the other side of it, and it’s why I’m optimistic.
For the first time, trying costs almost nothing. You don’t need a
funding round, a team or a year to find out whether an idea
holds, only a few focused weeks and the patience to look
before you build. A problem nobody could afford to solve a few
years ago can now pay for a holiday, part of a salary, or turn
into the start of something much bigger. And the people who
learn to choose well get to try again and again, with every
attempt making the next one better.

I keep thinking of Apple’s old Think Different ad, the one
that opens with “Here’s to the crazy ones.” It was about people
who see things differently and end up changing things. For a
long time, most of those people still needed someone else to
build what they saw. Not anymore. A teacher with an idea for
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her class, a nurse tired of a broken rota, a teenager with a
game in their head, a designer like me who spent years
drawing apps on paper: all of them can make the thing
themselves now, often in a weekend. That’s a lot more crazy
ones than there used to be, and I think it’s the best thing that
has happened to building in my lifetime. They’re who I wrote it
for.

This book is the map I wish someone had handed me, and
the book I wanted to read myself.

What this book is
It’s a method. How to find a problem worth solving, gather real
evidence that anyone cares, compress it into a concept,
position it, make it feel real, build it in a short sprint, launch it
without an audience, and then, the part almost nobody
teaches, read the result clearly enough to know whether to kill
it or double down.

It’s written for someone who can build a working product
with AI, often for the first time and usually next to a day job.
You probably have more ideas than you have weeks to spend
on them, and no way yet to tell which one is worth those
weeks. It’s also for the person who already launched a product
and heard nothing. If that’s you, this book is yours, and you’re
closer than it feels. What went wrong usually sits in the parts
this book covers, and those you can fix on the next try.

And if this is your first product, good. That’s who I wrote it
for. You don’t need to have done this before. You need a
problem you care about and a way to check it as you go, and
the second part is what this book gives you.
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The chapters ahead are written as instructions, because
instructions are shorter. Every one of them is what I do,
learned the expensive way. Take what fits and skip what
doesn’t.

Building things is fun, and it has never been this easy to
start. Nothing in this book is meant to take that away. The
tools in it aren’t rules about what you can’t do. They’re ways to
check your course while changing it is still cheap, so more of
what you build ends up in front of people who want it. Some
of what follows is warnings, because I’ve paid for most of
them, so read them as shortcuts I found the long way. Almost
nothing goes right all the way when you build something, and
what gets you through the bad weeks is that you like what
you’re working on and have people around you who keep you
going. So the energy a problem gives you counts too, and so
does who you build it with. Building with AI makes it easy to
do everything yourself, but that doesn’t mean you have to.

It isn’t a promise of a hit. I don’t have a unicorn to point at,
and I’ve come to see that as a strange kind of qualification.
Books by lottery winners teach you about lightning. I can teach
you about weather, because I’ve paid full price for every kind
there is: the big failure, the small survival, the success that got
shot by its own side. The method in this book exists so that
your failures cost you weeks instead of years. That’s the only
guarantee I can make.

You can build now, and so can everyone. What follows is
the part that was always hard, made a bit easier. Have fun with
it.

•  •  •
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P A R T   I

Choose

“Make something people want.”

Paul Graham, Y Combinator’s motto



C H A P T E R   O N E

Anyone can build now

You can describe a product in plain language and watch a
working version appear the same afternoon. Andrej Karpathy,
a founding member of OpenAI and Tesla’s former director of
AI, named this vibe coding. Whatever you call it, what used to
take a funded team and six months now takes a laptop and a
weekend. The kind of product this book is about, one workflow
that removes one real pain, is within reach for someone who
has never written a line of code.

And yet the great products aren’t showing up. App stores
are flooded, and launch platforms list hundreds of new AI tools
every week. Most of them are dead within months, and plenty
of those were fast and polished.

When everyone can build, being able to build stops being an
advantage. What separates the products that win is everything
that happens before and after the code. A lot of the advantage
you can get is in a short pause before you start. A few days
spent checking that the problem is real and that someone
would pay to have it solved. It’s easy to skip, because building
is now the quick and fun part. I wrote this book to help you
take that pause and know what to do with it.
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The constraint moved
For most of software history, code was the bottleneck. It was
expensive and scarce, and if you could build, you had power.
Business models were designed around that scarcity. Agencies
charged for it, startups raised money for it, and “technical
co-founder” became the most hunted role in the startup world.

So we all learned to treat building as the hard part. The
idea person with a napkin sketch was a cliché, and the builder
was the hero. Then the cost of building collapsed.

This has happened before. In 1888 Kodak sold the first easy
camera with the slogan “You press the button, we do the rest,”
and photography stopped being a craft you needed a darkroom
for. More than a century later the smartphone put a serious
camera in every pocket. Both times the world filled with
photographs, and very few of them were great. The scarce skill
moved from operating the camera to knowing what to point it
at.

When a constraint disappears, things don’t get easy. The
pressure just moves somewhere else, and in software it has
moved here:
• Knowing which problem is worth solving
• Understanding the people who have that problem
• Positioning the product so those people instantly get it
• Reaching them at all
• Having the judgment to say no to everything else

None of these got easier when code got cheap. If anything they
got harder, because now you compete with everyone else who
can also build in a weekend.
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The models get noticeably better every few months, and
each time the distance between describing a product and using
it gets shorter. I think that makes this book more useful as the
tools improve. The faster anyone can build what they dream
up, the sooner everyone arrives at the questions nobody can
answer for them. What’s worth building, and for whom.

I watch this from the inside every week, consulting for
startups, scale-ups, and large enterprises trying to put AI to
work, and at every size I see the same pattern. The models are
most of the time further along than the people trying to use
them.

Why building feels like progress
Almost everyone makes the same mistake here.

Building feels productive. Sometimes even like magic. You
start the day with nothing and end it with a working screen
you can touch and show to people. Every session produces
visible output, and the tools make that output arrive faster
than ever.

Validation work feels like the opposite. Talking to potential
customers is awkward and time consuming. Researching a
market gives you documents, not demos. Sharpening your
positioning produces a sentence, and a sentence doesn’t feel
like a day’s work even when it’s worth more than a month of
code.

So people do the thing that feels like progress instead of the
thing that’s progress. They build first and ask questions later.
AI has made this far more tempting, because the cost of
skipping the questions seems so low, and it’s easier to just
build it and see.
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The trouble is that “just build it and see” almost never
includes the “see” part. Shipping into silence teaches you very
little. The product gets no users, and you can’t tell whether the
idea was wrong, the positioning was wrong, or nobody ever
found out it existed. You’ve spent your motivation and a lot of
energy, and learned close to nothing.

This happened to me even before AI. Videofy spent its final
years building. New features, new releases, visible output
every week. Meanwhile the problem that mattered sat
unattended. Instagram and YouTube were improving fast, the
iPhone was swallowing the market, and we no longer had a
sharp answer to why us. We needed a new proposition, and we
kept producing more product. It felt like progress right up to
the end.

That was the old version. In the past twelve months I have
done the same thing with AI. I’ve built more than twenty apps.
I’ve released two. The unreleased pile includes a
location-aware social photo app, longevity and habit tracking,
a branding design tool, an AI-native collaborative text editor, a
multiplayer 3D world of small planets somewhere between a
game and an art piece, an app where everyone answers the
same question every day, and an app for documenting
everything you own so you can sell any of it the moment you
want to.

Most were fun experiments, built over weekends because
building is a joy now, and I dropped them early. The reason is
that I know what the hard part costs, and at the time I didn’t
believe any of them was worth paying it. They were all good
practice. But a few began as serious ideas I thought I wanted to
pursue, and they died the same way as the toys. It’s the old
mistake with the friction gone, because when building is this
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easy, building becomes the way you avoid deciding. I wrote
this chapter for you and, evidently, for me.

The new math
In rough numbers, the old process looked something like this:
one month figuring out what to build, six months building it,
then launch and pray. Building dominated the calendar, so
building dominated everyone’s attention.

Now the build can take a week or two. If you keep the same
total effort, you suddenly have months available for everything
else. The question is what you do with them.

Most people do nothing with them. They keep their old
ratio and finish faster, shipping the same unvalidated ideas at
higher speed, so they get more flops per year. Speed amplifies
whatever process you already have, and if yours is “build first,
think later,” AI helps you fail more often.

The better move is to flip the ratio. Spend the bulk of your
time on the parts that decide the outcome: choosing the
problem, talking to the people who have it, nailing the
positioning, planning distribution. Then run the build as a
short, sharp sprint at the end. Same total time as before, much
better odds. That reordering is the core method of this book.
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Small problems are worth solving now
The new math also changes which problems are worth solving.
When a product took six months and a team, a problem had to
be big to be worth it. That left a lot of problems alone: trades
too small for a funded company to bother with, jobs one
industry still does in spreadsheets, services sold by the hour
that could have been a product. Nobody could afford to build
for a few hundred people, and now one person can.

A few hundred people in one trade paying a small monthly
price is a side income, and a couple of thousand is a salary.
There are more problems like that every year, because every
new model makes the build a little cheaper and moves the line
for what’s worth solving a little lower.

A product that pays for itself, covers a holiday or part of a
salary, or teaches you how to do the next one better counts as
a result, even if it never gets near unicorn size. Minutemailer
has been that kind of product.

Fredrik, the designer who moved from Figma to code
alongside me, is also a friend. We’ve given a few talks about
building with AI since, and we’re in the same Slack group for
people doing it.

His first app came from a problem like that. In 2010 he and
another expat in Hong Kong built an app that turned English
addresses into Cantonese, so you could show the taxi driver a
card on your phone instead of trying to pronounce the street. It
was clumsy at first, but expats and tourists ran into the
problem every day, the expat community was small enough for
word to travel, and the app sat in the top ten of Hong Kong’s
travel category for years. They added Shenzhen, Shanghai,
Macau and Yangon, paying people locally to type in addresses
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and translations by hand, and after a few years it brought in
roughly a modest monthly salary.

And now and then, small turns into something much bigger.
Felix Ekenstam, who once built the Flash video player for
Videofy, built a turn-based strategy game on his own and
released it in 2016 as The Battle of Polytopia. It was a niche
but fun and addictive game, free to play with modest in-app
purchases. A few years later Elon Musk started saying in public
that it was his favorite strategy game, and at the end of 2020
Tesla added it to the game arcade built into its cars. It has been
downloaded tens of millions of times since.

Nobody can plan for that kind of luck. But luck like that can
only find a product that’s already out, good at what it does,
and still being looked after years later, and Polytopia was all
three when it happened. So a small, niche start is nothing to
apologize for. It’s the cheapest way to find out whether anyone
wants what you made.

Felix experiments with vibe coding these days too, and he’d
go a step further. His hope is that it opens the door to lots of
small, personal things, where you don’t have to grind away at
the business model and can just make something fun and
useful for yourself and your friends. At best, he thinks, it could
turn into a kind of DIY punk wave in app development. I think
that’s a fun way of looking at building as something creative
that doesn’t need to be only about money.
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Who wins now
If you do want people to pay for what you build, though, being
the best builder doesn’t decide who wins anymore. The people
who win combine decent building skills with strong judgment
about problems and people.

This is good news if you come from the non-technical side.
Your understanding of customers, of an industry, of how to
sell, of what looks and feels right, all of that is now the half
that sets you apart, and the half you were missing is within
reach.

It’s also good news if you’re technical, with a catch. Your
building skills still matter, but on their own they’re no longer
enough. The developers who thrive are the ones who move
upstream into the questions of what and why, not just how.

I see people crossing over from every direction, and I think
it’s great. I went from designer toward full stack. A developer I
know now makes complete 3D games on his own, work that
used to need a designer next to him. A CEO I know built his
own support system and now handles support himself, instead
of paying for a ready-made service. A designer I know built a
dashboard that pulls customer data, app stats and analytics
into one view. Each of them built something that once would
have meant hiring a person with a different job title.

Either way, the profile that wins looks the same: someone
who can move from a fuzzy signal to a sharp concept, prove
there’s real demand, and then build and launch fast. One
person or a very small team can now do all of that, which has
never been true before.

Before we start, I won’t pretend this method guarantees a
hit. Nothing does. What a good process will help you with is
changing your odds and your cost of being wrong. You’ll still
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miss sometimes, but you’ll miss faster and cheaper, and with
lessons you can use on the next attempt.

The tools took away your best excuse. You can build now.
The question that remains is the one that always mattered.

Should you?

•  •  •
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T H E   R E S T   O F   T H E   B O O K

That was the opening.
Thirteen more chapters follow, in four parts. Weeks of

thinking, a short sharp build at the end, and a verdict you can
trust, whatever it says.

Choose Pick your race, spot the signals other people
scroll past, and gather evidence from real
conversations.

Shape Compress what you learned into a one-page
concept, a price with a reason behind it, and
words a stranger understands.

Ship Plan with AI, build in a focused sprint, launch
without an audience, and read the response
honestly.

Run Operate as a one-person company, with a loop
that gets sharper every time you run it.

Every worksheet from the book will be free on the site: the
problem filter, interview guide, one-page concept, build brief,

and launch checklist.
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