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picture may be worth a 
thousand words, but a 
pictogram is worth so

much more.
According to Wikipedia (the 

world's largest free encyclo-
pedia, solely created through end 
user content, www.Wik ipedia 
.com), Pictography is a form of 
w r i t i ng  whe reby  i deas  a re  
transmitted through drawing. 
One  o f  t he  o l des t  f o rms  o f  
pictography is hieroglyphics. 
Contemporary versions include 
what is colloquially referred to 
in investment circles, as "the 
back of the napkin diagram".

According to In vestopedia, 
the term "back of the napkin 
diagram" (or for the purpose of 
this article "BoND") refers to:

the (pictorial) representation of 
t h e  ba s i c  c o mp o n e n t s  o f  a  
business model excluding any 
f i n e  d e t a i l s . T h e  Bo ND  
incorporates only the core ideas 
a n d  s u c c e s s  f a c t o r s  o f  t h e  
business. The name comes from 
the notion that a quick outline of 
a  b u s i n e s s  c a n  b e  e a s i l y  
sketched on the back of a napkin 
to sufficiently demonstrate its 
fundamental concepts. 

In the late 1990s, during the 
f irst Internet wave, dot.com 
entrepreneurs would often draw 
a  B o N D  f o r  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  
i n v e s t o r ,  a s  a  m e t h o d  o f  
illustrating the ecosystem, value 
proposition and revenue model 
of their venture.

Just like the elevator pitch 
(discussed extensively in an 
ear l ier  column),  the BoND 
conveys more than what the 
business does or how i t  wi l l  
make money. A strong BoND 
also illustrates management's 
p a s s i o n ,  f o c u s  a n d  m o s t  
importantly its ability to clearly 
and concisely communicate the 
underpinnings of the venture.

But during the early years of 
the millennium, BoND diagrams 
became obsolete. This was the 
case primarily because, VCs and 
Angel investors were moving 
upstream and focusing on later 
s tages of  investment  where 
t rac t i on  spoke  louder  than  
BoND diagrams. Now with the 
second wave of  the Internet 
(dare I say Web 2.0) underway, 
BoNDs are making a comeback.

The true value of the BoND�

Rick Segal, a Partner at J.L . 
A lb right V enture Partners, 
s ta tes  t ha t  "Hav ing  a  g rea t  
diagram allows the Entrepreneur 
to have one 'cheat sheet'  that   
le ts  her  te l l  the s tory  wi th  a  
compel l ing v isual . "  Segal 's  
s t a t e m e n t  w a s  p r o v e n  a t  a  
SpeedDating for Capital™ event 
that I hosted last fall, at which 11 
Companies, met with 10 VCs for 
9 minutes each.

Those tha t  had BoNDs in  
h a n d  w e r e  a b l e  t o  e m p l o y  
accuracy  and ce ler i ty  when 
answering questions posed by the 
VCs, such as:

What they were doing?
Why they were doing it?
Who benefited from it?
Who paid for it?

Al l  quest ions you need to 
answer if you are pitching a VC 
for investment.

Rob Imrie, CEO of DemandCast, 
was  a t  the  SpeedDat ing  fo r  
Capital(TM) event and was one 
of the entrepreneurs who pitched 
with a BoND firm in hand. He 
explains, "Our diagram helped us 
to focus the conversation and 
ensure that we were able to keep 
the attention of the potential 
investors. It also showed that we 
understood the big picture and 
were focused on end users and 
t h e  v a l u e  o u r  t e c h n o l o g y  
platform brings to them." And 
Imrie should know. His venture 
later went on to be named "Best 
Seed Deal in Canada" at the 2006 
C a n a d i a n  V e n t u r e  Fo r u m .  
"Without a pictogram of our 
solution, everyone would easily 
see al l  the moving parts and 
value that our solution provides - 
at least not as readily."

But BoNDs are not just used 
to  a t t rac t  investors .  A good 
B o N D  c a n  a l s o  a s s i s t  w i t h  
employee recrui tment,  team 
alignment, sales and technology 
build outs. Segal comments, that 
"As  the  p rospec t i ve  c l i en t ,  
employee, or VC engages, both 
parties can use the drawing as a 
central reference point. It's a very 
useful tool that is often over-
looked in favour of mountains of 
text laden painful power point 
slides." In fact, BoNDs can be 
used throughout the business, 
according to the Grandfather of 
business visualizations, Dave 
Gray ,  Founde r  and  CEO o f  
X p l a n e  ( t h e  b u s i n e s s  
visualization company behind the 
power fu l  BoNDs you see in  
Business 2.0 magazine):

"Visual diagrams can serve as 
a  p o w e r f u l  ' p l a t f o r m  f o r  
conversations.' They help people 
f o c u s  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n  a n d  
understand new ideas better and 
faster. Better understanding leads 
to better decisions, which leads 
to better business results," said 
Gray.

Marketing guru, Peter Evans, 
Partner at Riverdale Partners, a 
consultancy that specializes in 
help ing i ts  B2B c l ients take 
complex technologies to the 
marke t ,  ag rees  w i th  Gray ' s  
statement.

"Technology at the feature 
level  just  doesn' t  sel l , "  says 
Evans. He elaborates, "That's 
w h y  v i s u a l i z a t i o n s  a r e  s o  

important. They can immediately 
he lp  you connect  w i th  non-
technical decision-makers - these 
are often the people who are 
major influencers in the purchase 
decision."

What makes a Good BoND?

The secret  to  deve lop ing 
c o h e r e n t  v i s u a l i z a t i o n s ,  
according to Evans, lies in the 
abil i ty to briefly and clearly 
articulate a number of concepts 
that provide a richer context for 
var ious audiences.  Star t  by 
thinking about how your solution 
c a n  b e  v i s u a l i z e d  i n  t h e  
following ways:

1. Show the Ecosystem: How 
does your solution fit together 
with other technologies and 
pa r tne rs  ac ross  the  marke t  
landscape from an "interoper-
ability" perspective? Can you 
draw all these relationships out 
to show how they work together 
to provide a seamless solution?

2. Functions and Benefits: Show 
how your solution works in a 
detai led way.But do not just 
focus on funct ion.  Take the 
opportunity to richly describe the 
benefits that you generate along 
the way for your end users and 
customers. Do not forget to show 
who is paying whom. After all, if 
exponen t ia l  va lue  i s  be ing  
delivered you should be able to 
show how such value can be 
readily monetized.

3.  Before and Af ter :  Paint  a 
vivid picture of the points of 
pain (the business' problems) 
that your customers experience 
today. In a separate diagram, 
consider  showing how your 
solution resolves these issues.

How to build a BoND

In order to map out the steps 
required to create a powerful 
BoND, here is the process that 
Gray recommends:

1. First, be sure you are solving 
the r ight problem. The most 
common reason people have 
difficulty solving a business or 
creative problem is because of 
t h e  w a y  t h e  p r o b l e m  w a s  
defined. The best way to define a 
communication problem is to 
find the question you want to 
answer with the communication. 
Define communications goals as 
a question that the diagram will 
answer. For example:

"How does this software work?"
"What business result can I expect?"
"What's unique and different here?"

2 .  D o n ' t  w o r r y  a b o u t  y o u r  
drawing skills. If you know the 
subject ,  just  draw what  you 
know. People don't need pretty 
pictures; what they care about is 
your ideas. Stick figures, boxes 
and lines are good enough to get 
your point across.

3. Think about your story. Even 
before we had the written word, 
story was the way that humans 
made sense and meaning out of a 
complex world. Remember, the 
BoND's first job is to support a 
story, and help you have meaning- 
ful conversations on a subject 
you care about. If any part of the 
picture doesn't  support your 
story, maybe it doesn't belong.

4.  M in im ize  the  number  o f  
elements. Research shows that 
people construct mental models 
in very predictable ways. When 
asked to diagram a system, the 
average person uses around six 
or  seven v isual  e lements to 
support their story. This is true 
whether they are diagramming 
something simple, like a toaster, 
or something complex, like the 
Houses of British parliament. So 
keep it simple: If you use much 
m o r e  t h a n  s i x  o r  s e v e n  
components in your picture, the 
average person will not be able 
to fol low you, or ful ly grasp 
your ideas.

5. Edit ruthlessly, using your 
goal as a filter. As you create 
your diagram, use your "goal 
question" to determine what 
stays in and what goes. Ask 
yourself, "Is it helping answer 
the question at hand?" When in 
doubt, leave it out.

6 .  O n c e  y o u  h a v e  a  v i s u a l  
d i ag ram tha t  you  l i ke ,  ask  
yourself, "Is it replicable?" The 
answer is yes if: You can draw it 
on a whiteboard and tel l  the 
story in 10 minutes or less; You 
can teach someone else to draw 
the picture and tell the story.

7. Once you have something you 
like, test it on everyone you can 
-- friends, family, your spouse, 
etc.  Keep working on i t  and 
a d j u s t i n g  i t  t i l l  y o u  f e e l  
c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  i t .  
Realistically, your story is a 
l iving thing and wil l  change 
somewhat every time you tell it.

8. Revise and update the BoND 
often - like a good relationship 
or  a  good wine,  i t  w i l l  on ly  
improve over time.

When you are done, this is 
what it should look like (at least 
i f  y o u  h a v e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
pictograph illustrators behind 
you).

The Process not just the Picture

"A  p i c tog raph  can  be  an  
invaluable a id in  creat ing a 
qu ick ,  impac t fu l  and  c lea r  
explanat ion of  a company's  
service or product,  and they 
o f t e n  l e a d  t o  a  f a r  g r e a t e r  
retention of the details" says 
P a u l  G i l l i g a n  (w w w . P a u l  
Gilligan.com ), one of Canada's 
most successful commercial 
illustrators and a local leader in 
developing BoNDs who worked 
with Imrie on DemandCast's 
BoND.

It is interesting to note, that 
w h i l e  t h e  e n d  p r o d u c t  i s  
obviously the most valuable 
piece in the process, the process 
itself can be helpful. According 
to  G i l l i gan ,  t he  p rocess  o f  
creating a BoNd forces founders 
to communicate their ideas to 
people who may not be as well 
versed in their industry or space. 
" I ' v e  d o n e  q u i t e  a  f e w  
(pictograms) for companies, 
espec ia l ly  s tar tups ,  la te ly .  
Sometimes entrepreneurs are too 
close to the forest, to see the 
t r e e s , "  q u i p s  G i l l i g a n .  H e  
c o n t i n u e s  b y  s a y i n g ,  t h a t  
" W o r k i n g  o n  a  b a c k  o f  t h e  
napkin diagram forces them to 
step back and take in the entire 
landscape and that in and of 
i t se l f  can  be  t remendous ly  
valuable."

That is something that Tom 
Sweeney, General Partner of one 
of Canada's newest early stage 
funds,  Garage Technology 
Ventures Canada, agrees with 
wholeheartedly:

"The exercise of generating 
these powerful sketches is at 
least threefold: (1) i t  forces 
focus; (2) the product-market 
concept drives attention onto the 
value of the innovation; and (3) 
it allows for the company's story 
to be carried further, faster and 
easier by others who may know 
i n v e s t o r s  t h a t  m i g h t  b e  
interested in the company's 
space."

Sweeney's point harkens back 
to  one  o f  the  powers  o f  the  
E leva to r  P i t ch ,  as  i t  he lps  
m i t i g a t e  a g a i n s t  b r o k e n  
telephone. After all, no matter 
who you pitch to, they are likely 
to share your pitch with others 
and a BoND like an Elevator 
Pitch raises the probability that 
the p i tch passed a long wi l l  
remain  cons is ten t  w i th  the  
original concept.

The Bottom Line

If you are seeking capital 
today or just looking to nurture 
your venture organically, you 
need to be able to describe your 
venture to anyone and everyone 
you meet in a way that ensures 
t h e  m e s s a g e ' s  c l a r i t y  i s  
preserved. Dedicating time and 
e n e r g y  w h e n  c r e a t i n g  a  
p i c t o g r a p h  o r  B a c k  o f  t h e  
Napkin Diagram is most likely 
one of the most profitable things 
any entrepreneur can do. After 
all, as previously mentioned, a 
picture may be worth a thousand 
words, but a back of the napkin 
diagram is worth so much more.
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