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The most persistent question from aspiring founders reveals a fundamental
misunderstanding: they want someone else to hand them a startup idea. This approach
almost never works because idea generation is not a one-time event but a continuous
founder skill that you will need throughout your entire journey.

Why You Cannot Outsource Startup Ideas

The most common question from would-be founders is how to get ideas. The second is
whether you have an idea for them. Handing someone an idea nearly always fails.
Generating ideas is part of the job, you will need a steady stream of them just to navigate
the first year.

This has been tested: funding seemingly strong founders without their own ideas has been
tried and failed. The pattern is simple. Good founders tend to have ideas about everything.
They see possibilities, reframe problems, and iterate quickly. If you want to be a founder but
cannot get to a working idea, start by getting good at idea generation itself. Treat it as a
core craft, not a lucky accident.

Fragile ideas die quickly in the wrong conditions. Many never get said aloud because they
sound silly. Your first task is not to find a perfect idea, the task involves creating conditions
where imperfect ideas can surface, breathe, and improve.

This is structured thinking work. You are building an operating system for
thought that can keep producing candidates, not chasing a single bolt of
inspiration.

Build an Environment with High Idea Flux

Environment matters more than most people admit. You want to be around people who:

» Have a feel for the future and entertain improbable plans.

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



Why You Cannot Borrow Your Way to a Startup Idea

» Are optimistic and creative, with high idea flux.
 Think with fewer unnecessary constraints and lighter filters.
» Do not make you feel stupid for a bad idea, and do not feel stupid for offering one.

The best ideas look absurd early. If your peers punish early absurdity, you will default to
safe, derivative thinking. Protect fragile ideas long enough to test them.

A caution: stay away from the world-weary who belittle ambition. They tend to anchor to the
past; you need to live forward. Counterpoint: experience-based critique can be useful. Do
not ignore grounded warnings or lessons hard-won by others, but avoid the cynicism that
shuts down exploration. Keep the door open to feedback without letting it become an off
switch.

Field note: idea flux is a property of the room. If the conversation lifts constraints and raises
the tempo of “what if, ” you are in the right place. If every notion gets swatted back to
convention, you are not.

Two Ways to Generate Ideas: Future-Back and Shift-
Aware

Method one: project yourself twenty years ahead and think backward. Trust your read, even
if it sounds radical. The horizon is wide enough that discontinuities show up, habits, tools,
and norms that will feel obvious later but are illegible now. From that vantage point, ask
what must be true in five years, in two years, and this year.

Method two: scan for tectonic shifts happening now. A tectonic shift is a fundamental
change, technological or social, that opens new categories of opportunity. The mobile
explosion from 2008-2012 is a clear example. In those periods, the world moves fast;
incumbents are slow and unfocused, and focused startups can win.

A useful tell: learn to separate real trends from fake ones. Real trends are used intensely by
a small group; fake trends are used lightly by a large group. Intensity predicts staying
power. A niche that cannot stop using something is often a leading edge; a crowd that
barely uses something is often a mirage.

Any time you notice something that is possible this year and was not possible last
year, pay attention. That delta is fertile ground, especially if waiting until next
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year will be too late.

Filters That Separate Interesting From Important

These filters help you move from intriguing to investable:

» Could this be huge if it worked? Many ideas are good but capped. Look for inherent
advantages that compound as you grow, accumulating advantage, like network effects
or other feedback loops. Sometimes the advantage is obvious; often the advantage is
subtle.

Can you say, “This is going to happen; I am just not sure if we will be the ones to do
it”? That represents a strong signal. When the direction is inevitable but the winner is
unclear, speed and focus matter.

Can you explain why most people think this is a bad idea, and why they are wrong?
Write down the common objections and the hidden truth they miss. If you cannot
articulate the other side well, you may be fooling yourself.

Does it align with a shift or a future-back path? Tie the idea to either a current tectonic
change or a twenty-year arc. Untethered ideas rarely survive contact with the market.

Is there urgency? If the window is open now and closes soon, you have a forcing
function. If the window is always open, you will be competing with endless variations
of the same thing.

These are cognitive frameworks, not laws. Use them to structure your search and reduce
noise. The goal is clarity that survives pressure, not a checklist to game.

Fit, Friction, and Staying Sane While You Search

Founder/company fit is as important as product/market fit. What are you unusually good at?
Where do you have earned advantages, skills, instincts, or context? Pure introspection is
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hard here; ask a mentor or people who have worked with you. Aligning the company
demands with your strengths makes everything downstream easier: hiring, culture, pace,
and the kind of problems you will enjoy solving.

Mind the pitfalls:

» The contrarian trap: many bad ideas are just bad. Being misunderstood is not the same
as being right. The test is evidence, not attitude.

» The “only huge” bias: chasing only massive outcomes can blind you to real, profitable
opportunities. If your aim is a venture-scale company, think about accumulating
advantage early. If not, be honest about the kind of business you are building.

» The premature future: twenty-year projections can push you too far ahead of what is
workable now. The bridge from future-back to present must cross a real shift or a new
capability that actually exists.

» The cynicism filter: ignoring all skepticism is reckless; marinating in it is paralyzing.
Seek input that raises the quality of thought, not the volume of doubt.

Keep your metacognition on. Notice how you think, not just what you think. If your
environment kills ideas, change it. If your filters reject everything, soften them and
prototype. If your filters accept everything, tighten them and demand proof of compounding
advantage.

In practice, idea generation is a cycle: expose yourself to the right people and shifts,
imagine forward, reason backward, pressure-test, and refine. Treat it like craft-in-motion.
The work is to build a thinking architecture that reliably turns fragile sparks into testable
concepts, and testable concepts into contenders.

Idea generation is not a problem you solve once. You build the capacity to generate ideas
continuously, filter them effectively, and move fast when the right one emerges. The
founders who succeed are not the ones who got lucky with a single insight, they are the
ones who built systems for reliable insight generation.
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To translate this into action, here's a prompt you can run with an Al assistant or in your own
journal.

Try this...

Write down three things that became possible this year that were not possible last year,
then ask what new problems or opportunities each change creates.
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