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1. Think Like a Numerate Founder 

“Money without financial intelligence is money soon gone” – Robert 

Kiyosaki (Rich Dad Poor Dad) 

 

A founder does not need to love spreadsheets. A founder does need to 

think clearly about numbers. 

That is the distinction this book is built on. 

Most business decisions do not begin as spreadsheet problems. They 

begin as judgment problems. Should we raise prices? Can we afford to 

hire? Is this channel working? How bad is this churn rate? If conversion 

goes up a little, does it matter? If ad costs rise, do we still have a business? 

These questions usually show up in the middle of a call, after a customer 

conversation, before a board meeting, or while looking at a dashboard 

that only tells half the story. 

In those moments, speed matters. Not reckless speed, but practical 

speed. You need to get close to the truth quickly enough to make a better 

decision than the person who shrugs, guesses, or postpones thinking 

until a spreadsheet appears. 

This chapter is about building that habit. 

The core promise of this book is simple: you can make faster, sharper 

business decisions without opening a spreadsheet for every question. 

Not because spreadsheets are bad. They are useful, often necessary. But 

if you need one for every pricing change, funnel question, or cash 

concern, you will move too slowly and think too narrowly. You will 

outsource judgment to a tool that should support your reasoning, not 

replace it. 

A numerate founder is not a human calculator. A numerate founder 

knows how to estimate, simplify, and spot what matters. 



That skill compounds. 

Consider a common SaaS question. You are charging $50 per month. 

Someone suggests a move to $60. The room gets tense because pricing 

feels high stakes. A spreadsheet could model it. But before that, a 

numerate founder can ask a few quick questions. If we have 1,000 

customers, that is about $10,000 more monthly revenue before churn 

effects. That is $120,000 a year. If conversion falls a bit, how much can 

it fall before we are worse off? At $50, 100 customers bring in $5,000. At 

$60, you only need about 84 customers to make the same $5,000. So 

conversion could drop roughly 16 percent and revenue would still hold. 

That does not tell you what will happen. It tells you what would need to 

happen for the price change to fail. That is a much better starting point 

than "higher prices feel risky." 

Mental math turns vague fear into a testable threshold. 

Or take ecommerce. You are spending $30 to acquire a customer and 

your average order value is $80 with a 50 percent gross margin. A founder 

who thinks in numerate terms does not stop at revenue. Gross profit on 

that order is about $40. Subtract the $30 acquisition cost and you have 

about $10 left before fixed costs, returns, support, payment fees, and 

everything else. That is thin. If return rates creep up or ad costs rise a 

little, the economics may break. Again, you do not need a spreadsheet to 

see the shape of the problem. You need one later to refine it. First you 

need judgment. 

This is what business mental math is for. It helps you answer four 

practical questions, fast: 

● How big is this effect? 

● What has to be true for this to work? 

● Where is the real constraint? 

● Is this close enough to act, or important enough to model more 

carefully? 



Those questions save time. More importantly, they protect you from two 

costly habits. 

The first habit is false precision. This happens when founders produce 

exact-looking outputs from weak assumptions. A spreadsheet says CAC 

is $42.17 and payback is 7.3 months, so everyone relaxes. But if 

attribution is messy, margin assumptions are rough, and churn is 

unstable, those decimals are decoration. Mental math pushes you to see 

the range before you admire the format. 

The second habit is avoidance. Some founders delay decisions because 

numbers feel intimidating. They treat basic arithmetic as finance work, 

which means every operational choice gets pushed downstream. That 

creates dependency. It also creates a strange culture where obvious 

questions go unasked because nobody wants to seem unsophisticated. 

A numerate founder breaks both patterns. They can say, "Back of the 

envelope, this looks good," or, "Roughly speaking, this fails unless 

retention improves," or, "If these numbers are even close, we should 

stop doing this." 

That kind of clarity changes meetings. 

Picture two versions of the same discussion. 

In the first, a growth lead says paid search spend is up 20 percent and 

traffic looks strong. The founder asks for a full report next week. 

Everyone moves on. 

In the second, the founder asks, "If spend is up 20 percent, did customer 

acquisition rise 20 percent too, or are we paying more for the same 

outcome? What was CAC last month? If it moved from $40 to $48, does 

our payback still work?" Now the conversation sharpens. It may still 

need a report next week, but the team already knows what question 

matters. 

That is the practical advantage of numeracy. It upgrades the quality of 

attention. 



Mental math is not about being exact 

Many people resist business math because they think the goal is to 

compute everything perfectly in your head. That is not the goal. In fact, 

exactness is often the wrong goal in an early judgment call. 

The real goal is useful approximation. 

Useful approximation means getting close enough to see the direction, 

order of magnitude, and decision boundary. If your monthly burn is 

around $120,000 and cash in the bank is around $900,000, you do not 

need a detailed model to know runway is roughly 7.5 months. If growth 

is slowing and fundraising may take six months, that number should get 

your full attention immediately. 

Useful approximation also means simplifying numbers on purpose. If 

your conversion rate is 2.9 percent, use 3 percent unless the difference 

matters. If annual churn is 22 percent, you may round to 20 percent to 

think quickly, then return to the exact figure later. This is not sloppiness. 

It is triage. The point is to reduce friction so you can reason in real time. 

A good rule is this: first estimate, then refine if the decision deserves it. 

That order matters. If you model first, you can hide from the question. 

If you estimate first, you are forced to understand the mechanics. 

Suppose an agency founder is considering hiring another account 

manager at $70,000 per year. The right first move is not to build a full 

forecast. It is to ask: how much client revenue does this person need to 

protect or enable to justify the hire? If gross margin on managed revenue 

is 40 percent, then to cover a $70,000 salary you need roughly $175,000 

in gross-margin-generating revenue. If the average client is worth $3,500 

per month, one year of one client is $42,000 in revenue, and at 40 percent 

margin that is $16,800 in gross profit. So the hire needs to preserve or 

create the equivalent gross profit of about four to five average clients just 

to cover salary. That frame changes the conversation. Is the team 

overloaded enough that this is realistic? Is churn risk high enough that 



service quality is actually putting that many clients at risk? You now have 

a concrete business question, not a fuzzy staffing debate. 

The founder's edge is not better formulas, it is better defaults 

Founders make repeated decisions under time pressure and imperfect 

information. In that environment, the best operators rely on simple 

numeric defaults and fast checks. 

They know things like: 

● 10 percent of 200 is 20, so 5 percent is 10 and 15 percent is 30. 

● Doubling a conversion rate from 2 percent to 4 percent can 

matter more than a modest traffic increase. 

● A 50 percent gross margin business and an 80 percent gross 

margin business can tolerate very different acquisition costs. 

● Small monthly churn compounds into large annual customer 

loss. 

● A business growing 10 percent month over month behaves very 

differently from one growing 10 percent year over year. 

These are not advanced insights. They are basic, but many founders do 

not carry them fluently enough to use under pressure. That is why they 

miss obvious warning signs. 

For example, if a subscription business has 5 percent monthly churn, 

some founders hear that as manageable. It does not sound dramatic. But 

losing 5 percent of customers each month is severe. After one month, 

you retain 95 percent. After two months, about 90 percent. After a year, 

retention is far worse than intuition suggests. You do not need the exact 

annualized figure to know this is a major leak. Mental math gives you an 

instinct for compounding effects before a retention chart lands in your 

inbox. 

Or consider growth. A founder hears that signups rose from 1,000 to 

1,150 and feels encouraged. A numerate founder asks, "What changed 



downstream?" If trial-to-paid is 20 percent, that extra 150 signups may 

produce only 30 more paying users. At $40 per month, that is $1,200 in 

monthly recurring revenue, before churn. Nice, but maybe not game-

changing. The point is not to diminish progress. It is to keep scale in 

view. 

This kind of reasoning protects you from overreacting to percentages 

without understanding base rates, and from overvaluing top-line 

movement that does not survive through the funnel. 

What this book will train you to do 

Over the next chapters, you will build a practical toolkit for startup and 

online business math. Not academic finance. Not long-form accounting. 

The kind of math that helps in live operating decisions. 

You will practice how to estimate revenue, margin, and payback. You 

will get faster with percentages and pricing changes. You will learn to 

reason about funnels, churn, runway, growth, and market size. You will 

work through short drills and realistic examples from SaaS, ecommerce, 

digital products, agencies, marketplaces, and other internet businesses. 

The goal is not to impress anyone with speed. The goal is to reduce 

hesitation. 

By the end of the book, you should be able to look at a problem and 

quickly decide one of three things: 

● I can answer this in my head. 

● I can estimate this well enough to choose a direction. 

● This is important enough that I should model it carefully. 

That third category still matters. Some decisions deserve a proper 

spreadsheet. Complex hiring plans, fundraising scenarios, pricing over 

multiple tiers, inventory planning, and budget allocation across channels 

often need deeper analysis. But even there, mental math gives you an 

advantage. You will build better spreadsheets when you already 

understand the rough answer. 



You will also ask better questions of other people's spreadsheets. 

That is underrated. Founders often receive analyses from finance leads, 

growth teams, operators, or investors. If you cannot sanity-check the 

numbers, you become vulnerable to two problems: bad models and 

persuasive models. A bad model is simply wrong. A persuasive model 

feels right because it is neat, confident, and full of tabs. Mental math lets 

you challenge assumptions quickly. If a plan claims a huge profit 

improvement from a tiny conversion lift, or says a modest price increase 

will barely move revenue, you should be able to feel the mismatch before 

you inspect every cell. 

Numeracy creates independence. 

Not total independence. You will still rely on specialists. But you will no 

longer be helpless without them. 

How to use this book 

Treat this like training, not browsing. 

Pause when you see a question and estimate before reading the solution. 

Say numbers out loud. Round aggressively, then adjust. Work on speed, 

but do not chase speed too early. First build confidence that you can 

break a problem into parts. 

When you get an answer wrong, do not just correct it. Ask what kind of 

miss it was. Did you choose the wrong base? Did you confuse revenue 

and gross profit? Did you forget churn, margin, or time? Most business 

math mistakes are not arithmetic mistakes. They are framing mistakes. 

That is good news, because framing can be trained. 

As you go, keep connecting each exercise to real decisions in your 

business. If your company is pre-revenue, think in terms of runway, 

conversion, and pricing assumptions. If you are operating at scale, think 

in terms of margins, retention, and channel efficiency. The arithmetic is 

the same. Only the context changes. 



Start small. You do not need to become "good at math" as a personality 

trait. You need to become reliable at a short list of useful patterns. 

That is a much easier standard, and a more valuable one. 

The main takeaway from this chapter is simple: numeracy is a founder 

skill, not a finance specialty. It helps you size opportunities, spot risks, 

challenge assumptions, and move faster with less guesswork. You do not 

need perfect precision. You need useful approximation and the habit of 

turning business questions into numbers early. 

In the next chapter, we will start with the raw material of fast business 

judgment: rough estimation. You will learn how to get to a solid answer 

quickly, even when the data is incomplete, messy, or missing. 



 



2. The Mental Math Toolkit 

If Chapter 1 made the case for business mental math, this chapter gives 

you the operating tools. 

The goal here is not to turn you into a fast calculator. It is to build a small 

set of arithmetic habits that let you think clearly when numbers show up 

in motion, in meetings, on calls, and inside messy decisions. When 

someone says conversion rose from 2.4 percent to 2.8 percent, or CAC 

jumped 15 percent, or gross margin is around 65 percent, you should be 

able to do something useful with that information before anyone opens 

a model. 

That ability comes from a toolkit, not a gift. 

Most founders who say they are bad at math are not actually bad at 

arithmetic. They are rusty at a few patterns, and they have not learned to 

simplify aggressively. Business mental math gets much easier when you 

stop trying to hold exact figures in your head and start breaking problems 

into parts. 

This chapter will give you the core patterns you will use again and again 

through the rest of the book: 

● rounding without losing the point 

● finding percentages quickly 

● moving between monthly and annual figures 

● using benchmarks like halves, doubles, and tens 

● splitting calculations into chunks 

● checking whether an answer is plausible 

These are not advanced techniques. That is the point. Under pressure, 

simple beats clever. 

Start with friendly numbers 


