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Top 10 Mistakes
Startups Make
When Pitching
to Investors:
Practical Advice




Many startups fail to adequately prepare for
their pitch, resulting in a poorly organized
presentation. Preparation goes beyond
having a good product or service; it's about
understanding your audience, the market,
and the investment process.

What to Avoid:

a. Not researching the investors (e.g. their
investment preferences, past portfolios, and
funding stage interests).

b. Failing to anticipate key questions (e.g,
about competitors, market risks, or revenue
models).




Practical
Advice:

Lesson: The founders hadn't prepared
sufficiently and were unable to tailor their
pitch to the investors’ needs. The result was a
failed pitch. Later, after better research and

preparation, they revised their presentation,
highlighting their roadmap to revenue
generation and secured seed funding.

Practical Advice:

a. Tailor your pitch to the specific investors
you’re meeting. Understand their priorities
(e.g, some may prioritize financial returns,

others may focus on impact).

b. Practice your pitch multiple times and
simulate Q&A sessions with your team or
mentors.

Example:

A fintech startup in India pitched to a group
of investors, but they failed to research the
specific investment preferences of the
fund. The investors were focused on early-
stage businesses with existing traction,
while the startup was pre-revenue and
lacked user validation.




Many entrepreneurs get caught up in the
technicalities of their product or service,
using jargon that investors may not
understand. The pitch should communicate
the business opportunity, not just the
science behind the idea.

What to Avoid:

a. Giving a detailed technical explanation of
your product’s functionality, which might
bore or confuse the investor.

b. Focusing too much on the product and
not enough on the business side (e.g,
market size, revenue potential).




Pr‘aCticaI Practical Advice:

a. Keep it simple. Explain your product or
service in layman’s terms.

b. Focus on the problem you're solving, your

|
AdVIce: solution, the market opportunity, and how

you plan to make money.

Lesson: They neglected to explain the
business side, including the market need,
financial projections, or commercialization

Example: A biotech startup pitching to non-
technical investors spent most of their
pitch discussing the complex technical
details of their product (a new DNA-
sequencing technique), losing the audience
within the first five minutes.

plan. After receiving feedback, they
simplified their pitch, focusing on how the
technology solves real-world problems, and
successfully raised $2 million.




Some entrepreneurs fail to acknowledge or
thoroughly analyze their competition.
Investors are always aware that every
market has competitors, and claiming
otherwise signals naivety.

What to Avoid:

a. Claiming that you have “no competition,”
which makes you appear uninformed.

b. Underestimating competitors' capabilities
or not mentioning indirect competitors.




- P tical Advice:
PPaCtlcaI a.raglelca:ﬂy id\gr?teify your competitors and

differentiate your startup. Highlight your
competitive advantages and why you

Advice- believe you can outperform them.
m b. Conduct a competitive analysis and
include it in your pitch deck (e.g, a slide

showing how vyour product differs in
features, pricing, or market fit).

Lesson:: This not only showed poor market
research but also signaled arrogance. The
pitch was rejected. Upon realizing their
mistake, they returned with a more

Example: : In 2017, a Nigerian agritech
startup pitched to investors without
acknowledging several well-established
competitors in the market. When
questioned, they claimed they were the
only company working on the solution.

thorough analysis, showing how their
solution differed from competitors, and
ultimately closed a funding round.




Inflated or unrealistic revenue projections
are a major red flag for investors. While
optimism is good, exaggerated numbers
without a clear explanation of how youlll
achieve them can turn investors away.

What to Avoid:

a. Presenting overly optimistic financial
forecasts without evidence to support
them.

b. Providing vague assumptions (e.g., “We’'ll
capture 5% of a billion-dollar market in year
one”).




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: Afterward, the founders
recalibrated their projections based on
realistic market data and acquisition costs,

and they successfully raised funding from a
different group of investors.

Practical Advice:

a. Be conservative in your estimates and
provide a clear basis for your projections.

b. Break down your financials (e.g., Cost of

Acquisition, Lifetime Value, Revenue Growth
Rates) and align them with realistic market
data.

Example: : A healthtech startup in the U.S.
projected a $10 million revenue in its first
year without clearly explaining how they
would acquire customers at scale.
Investors were skeptical about the
projection and walked away from the deal.




Early-stage startups often neglect to
showcase the progress they’'ve made so far.
Investors want proof that the business
model is working, even if it’s in a small way.

What to Avoid:

a. Focusing only on the future vision without
discussing what you’ve already achieved.

b. Presenting ideas without any validation
(e.g, customer feedback, user growth,
partnerships).




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: Investors want to see evidence
that your idea is gaining traction. After
reworking their pitch to emphasize their

existing customer base and partnerships,
the startup closed a $750,000 seed round.

Practical Advice:

a. Highlight traction metrics such as
revenue, customer growth, user
engagement, partnerships, or product

development milestones.

b. If your startup is pre-revenue, focus on
other forms of validation (e.g, a growing
waitlist, a successful pilot project, or
endorsements from experts).

Example: An African e-commerce startup
tried to raise $1 million in its seed round
without showing any user metrics or
traction. Their pitch focused too much on
future plans and neglected to mention that
they already had 1,000 paying users.




Early-stage startups often neglect to
showcase the progress they’'ve made so far.
Investors want proof that the business
model is working, even if it’s in a small way.

What to Avoid:

a. Focusing only on the future vision without
discussing what you’ve already achieved.

b. Presenting ideas without any validation
(e.g, customer feedback, user growth,
partnerships).




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: Investors are often more
interested in how you will use their money
than the product itself. After seeking
financial mentorship, the founders gained a

strong understanding of their numbers, and
their next pitch was successful.

Practical Advice:

a. Know vyour financials inside out.
Understand your burn rate (how much
you're spending monthly) and your runway

(how long your funds will last).

b. Be specific about how much you’re
raising and exactly what it will be used for
(e.g., hiring, marketing, product
development).

Example: A hardware startup in Europe was
questioned during their pitch about their
burn rate and unit economics. They couldn't
provide concrete numbers, leaving
investors worried about the startup's
financial management skills.




Entrepreneurs often fail to clearly
communicate why their product or service
is valuable to customers. Investors need to
understand why people will buy your
product and how your offering is superior
to alternatives.

What to Avoid:

a. A vague or generic value proposition that
doesn’t clearly define the problem your
product solves.

b. Failing to link your product’s features to
real-world benefits for customers.




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: Investors were turned off by the
lack of differentiation. After conducting
customer interviews and refining their value

proposition to focus on environmentally-
friendly transportation, they managed to
secure seed funding.

Practical Advice:
a. Clearly define the problem your target
market faces and explain how your product

solves it better than competitors.

b. Focus on customer pain points and
demonstrate your product’s unique selling
points (USPs).

Example: In 2018, a mobility startup
focused on ride-sharing pitched investors
with a vague claim that they were “the next
Uber.” They failed to explain their unique
value proposition, i.e, how their solution was
different or better than existing ride-hailing
services.




The founding team is often just as
important as the product. Investors want to
know that the team is capable of executing
the vision and overcoming challenges.
Failing to highlight team members’
strengths can raise concerns.

What to Avoid:

a. Not giving enough importance to the
team’s background and relevant
experience.

b. Presenting a team with skill gaps (e.g,
lacking technical or operational expertise).




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: The startup later restructured
their pitch to emphasize their relevant
backgrounds and added a CTO with a
proven track record, resulting in

successfully closing a funding round.

Practical Advice:

a. Showcase the expertise, experience, and
diversity of your team. Highlight past
successes, domain expertise, and relevant

skills.

b. If your team has gaps, acknowledge
them and explain how you plan to fill those
roles (e.g, by hiring or through advisory
boards).

Example: A Nigerian edtech startup had a
strong product but failed to demonstrate
why their team was qualified to execute the
vision. The founders didn't highlight their
past experience in the education sector or
their technical expertise in building learning
platforms.




Investors are interested in how they wiill
eventually make a return on their
investment. Failing to address potential exit
strategies, such as acquisition or an IPQO,
can make your pitch less compelling.

What to Avoid:

a. Focusing only on short-term goals
without explaining how investors wiill
achieve returns.

b. Not mentioning potential acquirers or
realistic exit timelines.




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: After consulting with advisors,
they returned to future pitches with a clear
exit plan, including a target timeline and a

list of potential acquirers, which led to an
eventual investment.

Practical Advice:
a. Include an exit strategy slide in your pitch
deck. Be clear about how investors will get

their return and when.

b. Mention any potential acquirers in your
industry or relevant trends that could lead
to an acquisition.

Example: A European health startup was
questioned about their long-term vision and
exit strategy during a pitch. They
responded with vague answers, such as
“We're focused on growth and will think
about exits later,” which concerned the
investors about getting returns.




Some startups fail to clearly state how
much funding they are looking for or how
the funds will be used. This leaves investors
unsure about the startup’s needs and its
growth strategy.

What to Avoid:

a. Being vague about how much money you
need or using arbitrary figures.

b. Failing to explain how the funds will be
allocated across  different  business
functions (e.g. marketing, product
development).




Practical

Advice:

Lesson: : After feedback, the founders
returned with a specific ask of $500,000,
broken down into categories such as

product development, marketing, and sales.
They managed to close their funding round
within two months.

Practical Advice:

a. Be clear and specific about your funding
needs. Say exactly how much you’re raising
and how you will use it (e.g, 40% for

product development, 30% for marketing,
etc.).

b. Provide a use-of-funds breakdown that
aligns with your growth plan.

Example: A Middle Eastern SaaS startup
pitched without clearly stating how much
money they needed to raise or how the
funds would be allocated. Investors were
left guessing about the next steps and
funding requirements.




Conclusion: Crafting a Winning Pitch

By avoiding these common mistakes and focusing on clear, well-prepared presentations,
startups can significantly increase their chances of attracting investment. Preparation,
clarity, and understanding the investor's perspective are key to building a compelling pitch

that stands out.
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