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Customer Discovery Interview Guide 
A practical template for validating market needs, customer pain points, buying behavior, and adoption barriers. 

 

Purpose 

Use this guide to conduct structured customer discovery interviews before committing significant resources to product 
development, commercialization, grant-funded market transition, AI-enabled tools, or operational scaling. The goal is to learn from 
customers before selling to them. 

 

How to Use This Guide 

Customer discovery interviews are most useful when they are exploratory, neutral, and focused on the customer’s actual 
experience. Avoid pitching too early. The most valuable insights often come from understanding the current workflow, pain 
points, constraints, decision process, alternatives, and what would make a customer adopt or reject a proposed solution. 

• Interview 8 to 15 people in each target customer segment before drawing strong conclusions. 
• Ask open-ended questions and avoid leading the interviewee toward the answer you want. 
• Separate technical feasibility from customer urgency, willingness to pay, and adoption friction. 
• Look for repeated patterns across interviews, not isolated positive comments. 
• Use the synthesis section to connect findings to product design, grant strategy, commercialization planning, and investor 

readiness. 

Interview Preparation 

Item Notes / Response 
Interviewee name / organization  
Role / decision authority  
Customer segment  
Reason this person is relevant  
Hypothesis being tested  
Key assumptions to validate  
Existing material to avoid over-
explaining 

 

Follow-up action after interview  
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Opening Script 

Thank you for speaking with us. We are exploring needs in this area and are trying to better understand current workflows, pain 
points, decision criteria, and potential barriers to adoption. This is not a sales conversation. We are primarily interested in 
learning from your experience so we can determine whether our direction is useful, realistic, and worth developing further. 

Optional Confidentiality Note 

If sensitive information may be discussed, confirm whether the conversation is informal, confidential, or covered by an NDA. Avoid 
collecting confidential technical, patient, proprietary, or regulated data unless proper safeguards are in place. 

 

Problem and Pain Point Discovery 

Question What to Listen For Notes 
Can you walk me through how your team currently 
handles this problem or workflow? 

Actual behavior, current process, 
informal workarounds 

 

What are the most frustrating or time-consuming 
parts of the current process? 

Pain intensity, frequency, hidden costs  

How often does this problem occur, and what 
happens when it is not solved well? 

Urgency, operational or financial impact  

Who is most affected by this problem? User groups, decision-makers, internal 
champions 

 

What would make this problem more important 
over the next 12 to 24 months? 

Market timing, AI disruption, regulation, 
funding pressure, scaling 

 

Current Alternatives and Competitive Landscape 

Question What to Listen For Notes 
What tools, services, consultants, or internal 
processes do you use now? 

Direct and indirect alternatives  

What works reasonably well about the current 
approach? 

Features to preserve or respect  

Where does the current approach fall short? Differentiation opportunities  
Have you tried to solve this before? What 
happened? 

Past barriers, failed implementations  

What would make you switch from the current 
approach? 

Adoption trigger, required proof, buyer 
criteria 
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Value, Outcomes, and Buying Behavior 

Question What to Listen For Notes 
What outcome would make a solution clearly 
worthwhile? 

Value proposition, measurable success  

How would you measure improvement or return 
on investment? 

Metrics, ROI logic, KPI opportunities  

Who would need to approve or influence a 
purchase or partnership? 

Buyer, champion, legal, finance, 
technical reviewers 

 

What budget, funding source, or grant mechanism 
might support this kind of solution? 

Funding alignment and 
commercialization path 

 

What evidence would you need before adopting or 
recommending this? 

Pilots, validation, case studies, technical 
proof 

 

Adoption Barriers and Implementation Risk 

Question What to Listen For Notes 
What would make your organization hesitate to 
adopt a solution like this? 

Risk concerns, cost barriers, trust issues  

What technical, workflow, staffing, or data 
barriers would need to be addressed? 

Implementation readiness  

Who might resist the change, and why? Stakeholder alignment and 
communication needs 

 

What compliance, regulatory, privacy, security, or 
IP issues would matter? 

Risk and governance requirements  

If this solution existed today, what would the first 
pilot or test look like? 

Practical next step and pilot scope  
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Interview Notes 

Raw Interview Notes 

Item Notes / Response 
Most important customer quote or 
insight 

 

Top problem mentioned  
Current workaround or alternative  
Evidence of urgency  
Decision-maker or influencer identified  
Likely adoption barrier  
Possible pilot or next step  
Follow-up questions  

Interview Synthesis Scorecard 

After completing several interviews, use this scorecard to compare patterns across customers and determine whether the 
market signal is strong enough to support the next commercialization step. 

Signal Area Low Moderate Strong Evidence / Notes 
Pain is frequent, urgent, or costly ☐ ☐ ☐  
Existing alternatives are inadequate ☐ ☐ ☐  
Clear buyer or champion is identifiable ☐ ☐ ☐  
Value proposition is easy to understand ☐ ☐ ☐  
Customer has willingness and ability to pay ☐ ☐ ☐  
Adoption barriers are manageable ☐ ☐ ☐  
Evidence supports next product or proposal 
milestone 

☐ ☐ ☐  
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Customer Segment Comparison 

If interviewing multiple customer types, compare the strength of the problem, urgency, and adoption likelihood across 
segments before committing to one market direction. 

Customer Segment Problem Strength Budget / Authority Adoption Barriers Priority 
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

Next-Step Action Plan 

Use the findings to decide what needs to be validated, changed, or strengthened before moving further into commercialization, 
grant strategy, product development, or investor outreach. 

Finding / Pattern Implication Action Needed Owner / Timeline 
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Decision Guidance 

Use the interview findings to make an evidence-based decision about next steps. Strong customer discovery does not 
guarantee market success, but it reduces the risk of building around assumptions that customers do not share. 

• Proceed if multiple interviews show a repeated, urgent, and costly problem with clear decision-makers and manageable adoption 
barriers. 

• Refine the concept if customers agree the problem exists but the proposed solution, buyer, workflow, or value proposition 
remains unclear. 

• Pause or pivot if interviews show weak urgency, no budget path, strong resistance, or a better existing alternative. 
• Connect findings to commercialization strategy, grant milestones, investor readiness, AI implementation, and operational 

planning. 

ScienceDocs Support 

ScienceDocs helps startups, research teams, and innovation-driven companies translate customer discovery into 
commercialization strategy, grant positioning, investor readiness, AI adoption planning, and operational growth. Ready to move 
from interviews to action? Contact ScienceDocs to discuss commercialization and change management support for your team. 

 

https://www.sciencedocs.com/quotes/

