
SOE Framework
How to find the next Billion Dollar Idea.
By Xaver Lehmann

A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE
Starting a new business? Not sure if people
like it? Check out my step-by-step process.
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Over the past decade, I’ve built two AI startups.

The first, e-bot7, scaled to 130 employees across five European offices and was acquired
by LivePerson Inc. (NASDAQ) for $60M. It was an incredible ride but also the one that led
to my first burnout.

After taking time to recover, I jumped into my next venture: Vidlab7, an AI avatar company
backed by EQT Ventures. It grew fast, but by the end of 2024, I had to step away again.
This time, to protect my health. 

I spent the next four months in South Africa, working on social projects, helping local
families, and reconnecting with the parts of myself I had ignored for years.

That’s where The Honest Founder was born.

A desire to help ambitious people build the life they always wanted without losing
themselves in the process (I learned that the hard way). 

Add me on my channels for exclusive content and updates:
Linkedin
Website
Substack Newsletter (One actionable article every week on startups, mindset and
growth)

Enjoy the framework! 

Xaver Lehmann

The
Author.
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https://xaverlehmann.substack.com/welcome


How to find
the next billion
dollar idea.

SOE FRAMEWORK

© The Honest Founder. All rights reserved.
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I launched products that were timely, relevant, and growing fast. I’ve also invested in
companies like 1komma5° (now a unicorn) and Neotaste (valued at over €100M). 

Whether I am building a new company or deciding on a new investment I use the exact
same principles to validate the idea: 

👉 Signal “S”
👉 Obsession “O”
👉 Edge “E”

Now I want to share this exact framework with you so you can find your next
billion dollar idea.

THE THREE PILLARS OF SUCCESS

Introduction.
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Signal shows you what the world wants and needs before the rest of the world
catches on.
It is the basis of the whole model.

Without a clear signal, it doesn’t matter how obsessed or skilled you are.
If nobody wants what you’re building, you’re just wasting time.

How can you find out what the worlds wants or needs?

# Where are the worlds best VCs Investing?

The best VCs aren’t guessing they’re looking for patterns that show what’s likely to
work.

Track what firms like Sequoia, a16z, Accel, Creandum or Y Combinator are funding
right now or want to fund in the future:

Go to the Y Combinator RFS page they literally publish the ideas they want
founders to build. It’s a huge treasure if you don’t know what to build.

YC Fall 2025, for example, wants:
AI tools for retraining workers
Hyper-scalable 10-person, $100B companies
Video generation as a native medium
Multi-agent infrastructure tools
AI-native enterprise SaaS

1.    Signal
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Also check portfolio pages of top VC firms like Sequoia, a16z, Accel, Creandum
or Index to see where they’re investing.

Sometimes these companies have focused pages where you can see the most
recent Seed and Series A investments like the page of Accel:

 
-

You don’t have to copy these ideas but they show you where momentum and
funding appetite already exist.

  Important! Be careful with old portfolio’s - ensure you are looking at recent
investments.

# Use Product Hunt as a radar

Product Hunt is where early-stage builders launch new ideas. It’s real-time insight
into what’s trending before it becomes obvious.

Specifically you can visit the Shootout Leaderboard: It’s where the most trending
products are based on different industries:
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It is not only good to find trending products but also you can see what’s getting
traction and what’s being ignored.

Also learn how others position their products.
It has helped me a lot in finding cool ideas I would have never explored otherwise.

# Watch what serial founders are quietly building

The best indicator of where things are going?

Look at what serial founders are working on.
These people:
Know how to time markets.
Don’t waste time. They go deep where it matters.
Often stay stealthy until they’ve found traction.
So follow exited founders on LinkedIn, Twitter, and Substack.

How to find them?

Either you know them personally or through friends or you go to Crunchbase and
just type in their AI search bar:

“exited companies in the last 24 months”

          Add these founders on various channels. 

© 2025 The Honest Founder. All rights reserved 

https://www.crunchbase.com/


# Read TechCrunch or similar founder magazines

I know this sounds old fashioned.
But TechCrunch from time to time published interesting articles and venture
rounds that have just taken place.
It’s a good place to get inspiration.

I would suggest to:
Subscribe to the daily newsletter and startups weekly
Follow TechCrunch writers on X/Twitter. They often spot stuff before it’s

published

It helps you pattern-match. And that helps you not miss the wave.

# Use Crunchbase

Crunchbase is one of the most powerful tools for founders and investors. It’s a
massive, constantly updated database of companies, funding rounds, and key
people.

Think of it as your treasure map to what’s happening in the startup world right
now. You can track which sectors are heating up, who’s investing where, and which
founders are raising capital.

With the new AI-assisted search, it’s easier than ever.
You can literally type:
“Which companies just closed their seed rounds?”
and get an instant, curated list.
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 Why this matters:
   Spot trends early: Identify industries and ideas gaining momentum.
   Find great companies: See who just raised and might be hiring.
   Validate markets: Check how much capital is flowing into a target space.

# ChatGPT or similar LLM

Of course, feel free to use ChatGPT or other relevant LLMs in your process.
They’re great for idea generation and can spark ideas in new directions you might
not have previously considered.

But keep in mind: the output can often be generic and detached from real market
demand. I wouldn’t rely on it as my primary source for startup ideas, but it can be a
useful creativity boost. If you do use it, always cross-check the suggestions with
your other research methods to make sure the idea aligns with what the market
actually needs right now, not just what sounds clever.

Be as specific and extensive with you prompt as possible, for example:

“You are an experienced startup founder or VC.
Generate 10 startup ideas that are:
1. Based on current market shifts (regulation changes, new tech adoption,
cultural trends).
2. In sectors with fast-growing demand and low saturation.
3. Solving painful, urgent problems for a clearly defined target audience.
4. Monetizable from day one, with potential for global scale.
For each idea, include:

The core concept in one sentence.
The market insight it’s based on (trend, shift, or pain point).
The ideal first customer profile.
A 1–10 score for: urgency, difficulty, and scalability.
The biggest risk to success.”
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You have to think deeply about what you actually want to build.
Ask yourself questions like:

What problem would you keep working on even when it gets hard or boring?
What topic keeps you up at night not out of stress, but curiosity?
What would you read about on weekends or while on holiday?
What doesn’t feel like work, even when it is?

Some people already have a strong sense of what that topic is. For others, it’s more
of a search. It could be art, cooking, gaming, or watching chess streams. Everyone
has different curiosities, usually more than one.

When I started out, I wanted to be an investment banker. I was good with numbers
and had positioned my life toward finance. But I found an unexpected passion and
interest for AI and software, and finance became a hobby. And once I saw the
opportunity, I went all-in on building a company in the AI space.

The important thing is if you’re not genuinely interested in what you’re building,
you’ll quit when it gets hard. You won’t go the extra mile, and that’s exactly where
breakthroughs happen.

For me, more recently, health and longevity became a deep focus. Not because I
planned it, but because of personal experience. After going through a severe
burnout, I started asking different questions about life. That shift sparked a new
curiosity. I found myself reading about health, recovery, and human performance
not out of obligation, but because I wanted to understand more.

By now you should have made a list of 15-20 high potential startups ideas.
You now have a good understanding what the market wants but
now you need to take it to the next level: You need the right idea for you.

Even if some of the worlds best VCs invest in AI Full Stack lawyers right now. I
wouldn’t build this type of company because I’m just not interested.
But longevity or finance? That’s my playground.

This is where the “O” comes into play, for Obsession.

2.   Obsession

© 2025 The Honest Founder. All rights reserved 



3.   Edge

Sometimes, your next chapter starts with a breakdown. And if you follow your
curiosity, it can lead you somewhere powerful.

The same happened with the way I view building and scaling companies. 
Today, I’m far more interested in bootstrapping and solopreneurship than I was a
few years ago.

Why?

Because I’ve been through multiple funding rounds. I raised millions in venture
capital. It was the right path at the time and I wouldn’t have succeeded without it.
But now, I don’t want dependencies.
Not on investors. 
Not on employees.
Not on co-founders.

That’s why my interests has shifted and I wouldn’t have the same obsession to
create the same company today as I did at the start of my founder journey. 

Now we’re getting to the top of the pyramid.

Why just the top?

Because in my view, you don’t necessarily need a specific skill or edge to build a
startup. When I founded my first company, I had no background in AI, no
experience in software, and no clue about B2B.

What I did have was curiosity, naivety, and a strong urge to create something
meaningful. Also I am someone who is able to focus for hours on one topic without
getting distracted at all. And maybe just maybe that was my unfair advantage.

Others might have real technical skills.
Some know how to build beautiful products.
Some can paint, code, design, or sell.

But your edge doesn’t have to be obvious. It can be as simple as the drive to figure
things out and the courage to start anyway.
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4.    S.O.E  
We’ve now covered all three elements of the framework:

Signal – what the market needs and wants. 
Obsession – what you’re deeply curious about or can’t stop thinking about. 
Edge – where your unique skills and advantages lie. 

When these three align, you’re no longer guessing, you’re building in the sweet
spot where opportunity meets passion and capability.

I’ve created a graph to show how they intersect and depend on each other:

Signal (vertical axis) is how much the market actually needs/wants your idea.
Obsession (horizontal axis) is how much you care about it and are willing to work
on it when things get hard.  
Edge (top right quadrant) is your unique skill/advantage, represented as an extra
dimension that lifts an idea from “good” to a potential billion-dollar opportunity.

In the bottom left, you have the worst ideas. Things you don’t care about and the
market doesn’t need. In the bottom right, you might be obsessed, but if there’s no
market demand, it won’t go far. In the top left, there’s market need, but without your
obsession, you won’t push through tough times.

In the top right, you hit the Sweet Spot where market need meets your
obsession. And when you add Edge: your unique skill, network, or insight that’s
when you have a shot at creating a billion dollar idea.
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I have created a workbook for you so you can put everything we talked about to
practice. You can start either at the bottom or the top of the pyramid.

Step 1 -  Identify Signal (S)
What does the market want and need right now?

Instructions:
1.  Use the research methods outlined above (Product Hunt, top VC portfolios,

YC’s RFS list, serial founder watch lists, and trend reports) to spot early market
patterns.

2. From this research, write down 10 high-potential ideas you believe have       
strong momentum.

Ideas:
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________

Step 2 - Define Y our Obsession (O)
What do you care enough about to stick with for years?

Instructions: Answer the following questions, reflect and be completely honest with
yourself.

1. What topics would you still work on if you weren’t being paid?
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
2. What problems frustrate you so much that you’d love to solve them?
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
3. What could you read about for hours without getting bored?
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
4. What do you talk about so passionately that people notice?
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
5. Of the market signals you found in Step 1, which overlap with your personal
interests?
→ ________________________________________________________________________________

5.   Workbook
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Step 3 - Identify Y our Edge (E)
What’s your unfair advantage?

Instructions: Fill in as many as apply.
Skills (e.g., coding, design, sales, marketing):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
Network (who you know in key industries):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
Experiences (unique career or life background):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
Resources (capital, audience, distribution channels):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
Traits (personal qualities like focus, resilience, storytelling):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________

Step 4 - The SOE Matrix

Instructions: 
1.Draw a simple 2×2 grid like the below.

      Vertical axis: Market Need (Signal) - Low to High
      Horizontal axis: Personal Interest (Obsession) - Low to High
      Third dimension: Your Edge lifts ideas upward into breakout potential.
   2. Plot each idea from Step 1 & 2 on the grid.
   3. Circle the ones in the Top Right Quadrant (high Signal, high Obsession).

Here is an example how it could look like:
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Step 5 - Narrow to Your Top 3 Ideas

From all the ideas you’ve plotted in the SOE Matrix, choose the three that excite
you most and score the highest on your matrix (the circled ones):
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________
→ ________________________________________________________________________________

Step 6 - Validate Before You Commit

Before you invest months (or years) into building, you need proof that your idea
can attract real customers not just likes or compliments.
For each of your top 3 ideas:

1. Find your target audience.
Who exactly has this problem?
Where do they hang out (online & offline)?

2. Talk to them.
Reach out to at least 10–15 people in your target group.
Ask open questions:
“How do you currently solve this problem?”
“What’s the hardest part about it?”
“How much would you pay for a better solution?”

3. Run a test.
Build a simple landing page and/or Software piece with a clear value prop.
My go to would be Lovable.
Add a “ Join Waitlist” or “Pre-Order” button.
Send it to your network and measure sign-ups.

4. Track response.
Are people leaning in, asking questions, and sharing it?
Or are they going quiet?

5. Decide your winner.
By this point there should be a clear winner and an idea that you feel confident in
pursuing. If you still feel uncertain continue working on different part of the SOE
framework and keep developing your ideas further. 

P.S. If you need a second set of eyes to validate your idea or guidance to take it
from concept to reality, you can always reach out to me directly here.
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When I stepped away from my second company in 2024 for health reasons, I knew I
needed space to recover. I spent several months in South Africa – slowing down,
recharging, and trying to heal after years of pushing at full speed.

When I returned, the entrepreneurial itch was still there. I wanted to build
something new. So I started exploring ideas with the same curiosity and drive that
had fueled my first two companies. But there was a difference this time. I could still
feel traces of burnout. The warning signs were there but still I was eager to find a
new venture again. 

Instead of starting with the “Signal” I started with what I can do well, so the tip of
the pyramid “Edge”. 

As an entrepreneur and investor, I have a high exposure to signals through
investment opportunities, conversations with industry leaders, and market trends.
That makes it easy for me to spot opportunities. Therefore I started with what I am
good at.

1. Finding my Edge

Skills (e.g., coding, design, sales, marketing):
→ Fundraising, go-to-market strategy, sales leadership, investor relations, startup
scaling, strategic positioning, public speaking. 
Network (who you know in key industries):
→ Strong connections with top-tier VCs (EQT, KKR, Permira, Carlyle), founders of
unicorn and high-growth startups, AI and SaaS experts, B2B Customers. 
Experiences (unique career or life background):
→ Built and exited an AI-first SaaS company for $60M, scaled from 0 to 130+
employees in 5 countries, founded and funded multiple ventures, early-stage
investor in unicorns and €100M+ companies. 
Resources (capital, audience, distribution channels):
→ Access to capital, talent, large highly engaged Linkedin audience. 
Traits (personal qualities like focus, resilience, storytelling):
→ ability to execute quickly, sales, empathy, focus under pressure, resilience. 

6.   Case Study: How I
developed my 3rd startup
idea. 
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2. My Obsession

I focused on one question that is important to me:

What topics would you still work on if you weren’t being paid?

→ Anything with health, writing, coaching and mentoring entrepreneurs,
investments, talking about my journey, longevity, fitness, sports

3. Aligning with Signals

By combining insights from all the sources mentioned above with my own
interactions with VCs and other industry experts, I narrowed it down to my top 3:

1. AI for Health & Longevity SaaS
A software platform that uses AI to analyze personal health data (wearables,
bloodwork, lifestyle) and give tailored longevity recommendations.

2. Founder Academy – Online Education & Community for Founders
A subscription-based platform with courses, live workshops, and resources on
fundraising, scaling, and founder well-being. You become the face of the brand.

3. Startup Investor Syndicate
Launch a syndicate that invests in pre-vetted health, AI, and longevity startups
you source via your network. Offer educational content for LPs.

I kicked off the first idea - AI for Health & Longevity SaaS, and quickly moved
from concept to prototype. I built a working dashboard, spoke with potential clients
and partners, and tested the concept in the real world. For speed, I used Lovable to
create the prototype.

Here is the result (after roughly 4h of working on it):
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Even though I decided not to pursue this idea further for health reasons (returning
burnout symptoms), I shifted my focus to an adaptation of the second idea, building a
community and helping founders by openly sharing my journey and lessons learned
through The Honest Founder newsletter.

What I offer:

The Honest Founder Newsletter. A community of 20,000+ founders, CEOs, and
operators. Through raw, powerful, and unfiltered weekly stories, I share how I   built
a $60M business - so you can do it too. Subscribe here. 

1:1 Coaching. For founders and CEOs: whether you’re feeling stuck, want to raise
capital, or need clarity on your next move. Reach out here if you need help.

Flagship fundraising course. This course gives you the exact playbook I used to
raise $40M+ from top-tier VCs like EQT and helped other founders raise $100m+
without burning out. Use the code “thehonestfounder” for a 30% discount.

I hope this framework has given you the tools to you explore, reflect and discover your
passion to kick start your founder journey! 

All the best, 

Xaver Lehmann
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CHECK OUT WEBSITE

Want more insights like these?

All my frameworks
and courses.

THE HONEST FOUNDER
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