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If Yo u Don’t Have Competition, You Have a Problem

D
eep down, every entrepreneur fears competition. After all, building a 
business is a deeply personal endeavor, and the very thought of having 

someone else try to play in your sandbox can elicit feelings of anxiety and 
defensiveness. The absence of competition in any given market segment 
is often viewed as a positive by entrepreneurs, providing them with a clear 
and straightforward path to success.

This belief, however, is as damaging as it is misguided. Entrepreneurs 
who don’t have competition should be wary. Rather than being a strength, 
a lack of competition in your market can be indicative of a serious weak-
ness. I should know: my business lacked competition for years, and it was 
a major problem. Looking back, I’m embarrassed by how I gleefully pro-
claimed our lack of competition to potential partners and investors. What 
I didn’t realize at the time was that there are only a handful of reasons why 
a business might not have competition, and none of them is good.

REASON ONE: YOU’RE BEING TOO NARROW
The first reason why a business might not experience competition is an 
overly narrow definition of the target market. When you’re building a 
product, it can be easy to become so engrossed in the details that you 
lose sight of the big picture. Put another way, although there might not be 
another solution in the market that does exactly what you do, there may 
be other players who are close enough that your prospective clients can’t 
tell the difference.

I fell victim to this myself during my first year in business. I saw 
BodeTree as such a unique and targeted product that I convinced myself 
that we had little to no competition. After all, no other player in the mar-
ket did exactly the same thing we were doing. I had a very narrow view 
of what constituted competition, and so I failed to see the forest for the 
trees.

In reality, our potential customers weren’t looking for specifically what 
we offered. Instead, they were looking for broad solutions that could 

address the pain that they were experiencing in their business. This meant 
that we were competing not only against other web applications but also 
against things as diverse as bookkeepers, accounting platforms, and 
spreadsheets.

It was only after we expanded our view of what constituted competi-
tion that we truly began to understand the market we served. This realiza-
tion helped us better connect with our customers, refine our messaging, 
and explain why our solution was superior.

REASON TWO: YOU’RE AHEAD OF THE MARKET
The second reason why your business might not have any competition is 
that you’re simply ahead of the market. Of all the reasons, this is by far 
the least problematic. After all, you could simply be solving a major pain 
point for your customers in a new and innovative way. However, if that is 
the case, you have to be aware of the challenges that go along with being 
an innovator.

Contrary to what we would like to believe, many of us don’t embrace 
change with open arms. As a result, it can be difficult for innovative com-
panies to thrive when carving out an entirely new segment. This was the 
second issue I encountered at BodeTree. When we first launched our 
BodeTree Platform product, aimed at banks and other financial institu-
tions, we found that we were about eighteen months ahead of the market.

Many of the banks and other institutions we were trying to se rve sim-
ply weren’t prepared for our solution. BodeTree didn’t fit into the standard 
set of solutions with which they were familiar, and thus the sales process 
was incredibly challenging.

To solve this, we embarked on a massive campaign to educate our 
clients about the problem we were solving. In time, the market began to 
recognize the need for our solution, and competition began to appear. 
We were able to use this educational period to establish ourselves as 
thought leaders early on, and we developed an “awareness advantage” 
that remains even though we now have increased competition.
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REASON THREE: YOU DON’T HAVE A PRODUCT THAT PEOPLE WANT
The third and final reason for a lack of competition is the hardest for 
entrepreneurs to accept: people simply don’t want your product. This 
difficult possibility is something that we all have to be open to, as pain-
ful as it may be.

Grappling with the possibility that people may not want your product 
or solution requires a healthy dose of humility and self-awareness. To cre-
ate something from scratch, entrepreneurs have to be both intellectually 
and emotionally invested. However, this deep, personal investment can 
often blind people to the facts.

I’ll be the first to admit that the first iteration of BodeTree wasn’t a 
success. At the time, the market we served was so small that it was nearly 
impossible for us to gain critical mass. Fortunately, we recognized that the 
people we were selling to didn’t want the product we were selling, and we 
were able to pivot quickly and successfully.

Make no mistake: a lack of competition for your product or service is 
a weakness, not a strength. It means that you’re in for a tough start. The 
key is to remain open-minded, self-aware, and mindful of the challenges 
you’re going to encounter. Remember that competition is validation for 
your product or service: it should be celebrated rather than dreaded.

Stay Hungry but Comfortable
As with most things in life, managing compensation issues inside a start-
up is all about balance. Whether determining your own salary or recruit-
ing new hires, it’s vitally important to get it right. Compensation is an 
issue that I’ve struggled with constantly since starting BodeTree nearly 
five years ago.

With each passing milestone, there are new variables to consider and 
business needs that must be met. Over time, I’ve identified three prin-
ciples that have helped me navigate these issues and make decisions for 
our team.

Prior to starting my own business, I held a very comfortable position 
at a Fortune 500 company. When it came time to leave and focus exclu-
sively on BodeTree, I had to make a decision about how much money to 
pay myself. That first year was stressful. Not only were we stretched thin 
because of long hours spent developing our product, but we were also 
often distracted from the tasks at hand because of money concerns.

Painful as they may have been, these struggles helped me form an 
overarching philosophy about compensation going forward. As the busi-
ness grew and became more profitable, I was able to apply what I learned 
to my ever-expanding team.

The last thing you want, as a founder, is for people to be distracted 
by money worries. That’s never a good thing when you’re already asking 
people to pour their blood, sweat, and tears into the business. The trick 
is finding a balance that allows people to maintain a level of comfort that 
alleviates financial stress while still staying hungry and motivated. First, 
you have to be in line with industry compensation. Second, you have to 
make sure that the people you hire aren’t interested in a cash grab. Your 
early hires have to buy fully into the mission and long-term opportunity.

NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE VALUE OF NONCASH COMPENSATION
Working in a start-up has many benefits for ambitious employees. The 
dynamic, fast-paced environment that start-ups foster allows employees 
to learn more and progress faster than in traditional workplaces. When I 


