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MANY STARTUPS fail not just 
due to funding problems but be-
cause of unresolved conflicts be-
tween founders, according to an 
expert in the psychology of start-
up teams.

“There’s a belief that it's about 
running out of cash or not finding 
a project market fit,” said Martin 
Gonzalez, creator of Google’s Ef-
fective Founders Project, a global 
research program that uses people 
analytics to uncover what makes 
the best startup founders succeed.

The top people issue that kills 
startups is unresolved conflicts 
between co-founders, Mr. Gonza-
lez told BusinessWorld via Zoom. 

“Go slow in finding your co-
founders,” he said. “The more 
stable partnerships... are those 
with former acquaintances and 
former co-workers,” he added, 
noting how seeing people in work 
settings allows one to discern the 
skill sets and work ethics of a po-
tential co-founder. 

Friends and family, on the 
other hand, make for unstable 
partnerships, in part because “the 
cost of the relationship is so ex-
pensive,” apart from the fact that 
they bring to the table the same 
skill sets and networks.

“Part of the fact there’s a mis-
match between the data and what 
may be popular among startup cir-
cles is because the tech is exciting,” 
Mr. Gonzales said. “It’s something 
you can post [on social media].”

About 55% of startups fail be-
cause of people problems, accord-
ing to a 2016 study by Harvard 
University, Stanford University 
and University of Chicago re-
searchers.

Active startups in the Philip-
pines have increased to 700 from 
just 100 in 2015, according to a 
May 2023 report by the Asian De-
velopment Bank.

Mr. Gonzalez said making 
difficult conversations from the 
start is crucial. “When venture 

capitalists see co-founders that 
split equity equally, they know in-
stinctively that this co-founding 
team is not able to have those 
tough conversations.”

A 50-50 scenario does not ex-
ist, he added.

“It might seem equal today but 
as the business pivots, as life gets 
in the way, your contributions 
might get imbalanced,” he said.

Deferring a difficult conversa-
tion is a sign that the team is not 
mature enough to handle prob-
lems. It also leads to a sense of 
unfairness down the line.

“That’s why there isn’t really 
a spotlight on people issues,” Mr. 
Gonzales said. “It starts very 
small, so small, it doesn’t even 
feel worth having a tough conver-
sation over — but then it snow-
balls and gets really big.” 

Poor decision-making and pri-
oritization, hiring and retaining 
talent and a reluctance to make 
tough decisions on team mem-
bers are the other people prob-
lems that risk a startup’s success.

The Effective Founders Proj-
ect found that minimizing un-
necessary micromanagement 
and inviting disagreements could 
help overcome the risk of failure.

A disagreement among diverse 
teams leads to more effective out-
comes, Mr. Gonzalez said.

He said a way to create quality 
disagreements is to elevate straw 
man arguments — an argument 
that distorts an opposing stance 
to make it easier to attack — into 
“strongman” ones, where an 
opposing point of view is repre-
sented in a way that satisfies the 
opponent.

And while it’s a good strategy 
to support junior staff closely, it’s 
also important to give them more 
autonomy over time.

A hack in micromanagement 
is when the focus is narrowed 
but space is provided within the 
framework. “The best work is 
done when people are clear about 
the goal and then you let them 
control the work and figure out 
the way forward.”

A SMALL NUMBER of startups 
are stepping up to address in-
fertility issues in Japan, where 
shortages of treatment options 
plague patients in a country grap-
pling with one of the world’s low-
est birth rates. 

Yukiko Nakai, one such entre-
preneur, spent hours in packed 
infertility clinics, counting the 
inefficiencies that exacerbated 
already long wait times. She soon 
ran out of her vacation days at 
work. Her take-home salary fell, 
while her out-of-pocket medical 
bills climbed to around ¥10 mil-
lion ($66,000).

“I was so frustrated, and 
that feeling was made worse by 
the uncertainty about whether 
the treatment would succeed,” 
said Ms. Nakai, who had always 
dreamed of a large family. After 
leaving her managerial role at Ya-
hoo Japan, she founded Arch in 
2021, an app developer that helps 
women’s clinics cut patients’ wait 
times through digitalization. 
“The knowledge that you can 
never regain each moment that 
passes adds to the stress.” 

Demand for infertility treat-
ment is high in Japan, where the 
number of live births fell for eight 
straight years to another record 
low last year. One in 4.4 couples 
in Japan has undergone tests or 
treatment for infertility, and the 
number of babies resulting from 
assisted reproductive technolo-
gies such as in vitro fertilization 
stood at one in 11.6 in 2021. The 
country is home to the world’s 
second-highest number of as-
sisted reproductive technology 
cycles after China, according to 

the International Committee for 
Monitoring Assisted Reproduc-
tive Technologies.

Next week marks two years 
since Japan expanded public 
health insurance coverage to 
include a small number of infer-
tility treatments. That stamp of 
approval is spurring even more 
demand and causing chronic 
shortages in hormonal drugs 
such as Duphaston, Provera and 
Norluten, according to the Ja-
pan Society of Obstetrics and 
Gynecology.

It’s also propelling bigger sums 
of money into startups that until 
recently struggled to grab the at-
tention of venture capital funds.

Tokyo-based Varinos raised 
¥600 million in a Series C fund-
ing round in 2022, lifting the total 
amount raised to ¥1.1 billion. 
Founder Yoshiyuki Sakuraba, 
who once worked at US gene-se-
quencing firm Illumina, Inc., pre-
viously had little success sparking 
investor interest in a startup that 
focuses on the uterine bacterial 
microbiome for clues for success-
ful births. 

Instead, he received financ-
ing from his network within the 
medical community to build a 
laboratory equipped with ge-
nome analyzers, each costing 
tens of millions of yen, and re-
agents costing several hundred 
thousands of yen per test. — 
Bloomberg News
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