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This document is the operating system behind every product | build. It is not specific to any single idea. It is the
repeatable foundation that every idea is run through before a line of code is written.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Most founders build products. | build systems that produce products.

This document is the result of hard-won experience — the questions | learned to ask too late, the architectural
decisions that cost months to unwind, the legal gaps that almost derailed deals, and the financial blind spots
that kill otherwise good companies.

It is a pre-flight checklist, an architectural standard, a legal compliance framework, and an investor readiness
tool — all in one.

Every product | bring to market runs through this system before a line of code is written. The result is faster
builds, fewer surprises, lower legal and technical risk, and a foundation that holds up under investor due
diligence.
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HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
Each pillar contains three layers:

1. What it is — the concept
2. Architecture best practices — how to build it right
3. Required documentation — what must exist in writing

Pillars 1 through 6 plus 9 and 10 must be addressed before building features. Pillars 7 and 8 are completed per
product as it matures. The Pre-Launch Checklist at the end is a hard gate — every item must be green before
launch.

PILLAR 1: Product ldentity

What It Is This pillar drives every technical decision that follows. Treat it as a constraint document — if a
feature does not serve the problem statement and target customer, it does not get built. Use the
Jobs-To-Be-Done framework. Every build decision must trace back to a user outcome defined here.

Architecture Best Practices — Outcomes first, features second — avoid feature-first thinking — Every decision
must trace back to a user outcome in this pillar — Treat this as a constraint document, not a wish list —
Validate the problem exists before validating the solution

Required Documentation Product Brief — 1-2 pages: problem, customer, value proposition, definition of
success. The north star document. Competitive Analysis — Living spreadsheet vs. 3+ alternatives on key



dimensions. Updated quarterly. Assumptions Log — Key assumptions about market and user. Each must be
validated or invalidated with evidence.

PILLAR 2: Technical Architecture Foundation

What It Is Non-negotiable scaffolding every product shares — auth, billing, database, infrastructure.
Standardized across all products, never rebuilt from scratch.

Architecture Best Practices

12-Factor App Methodology Strict separation of config from code, stateless processes, explicit dependency
declaration. Makes the app portable, scalable, and cloud-agnostic.

Authentication and Identity Use AuthO, Clerk, or Supabase Auth — never build auth from scratch. RBAC
enforced at the API layer, never just the Ul. If a user cannot see the button, they also cannot hit the endpoint.

Subscription and Billing Zoho Subscriptions is the billing layer, backed by Stripe as the payment processor.
Zoho Subscriptions handles subscription management, dunning, invoice generation, trial logic, and the
customer billing portal. Stripe handles payment processing and PCl compliance underneath. Zoho
Subscriptions webhooks are the source of truth for subscription state in your application — your database
reflects what Zoho tells you, not the other way around. Tier limits stored in config or database — never
hardcoded. Zoho Subscriptions connects natively to Zoho CRM and Zoho Books — do not build custom
integrations for what the Zoho One stack handles automatically.

Database and Data Architecture Shared DB with tenant-scoped rows (org_id on every table). Row-level
security in PostgreSQL. Migrations for all schema changes — never touch production manually. Every
migration must be reversible.

Infrastructure Infrastructure as Code from day one — Terraform or Pulumi. Dev, Staging, and Production strictly
separated. CI/CD enforces automated testing before any merge to main. Secrets never in source code — AWS
Secrets Manager or HashiCorp Vault.

Vendor Lock-In Risk Assessment For every major infrastructure decision, document the switching cost and
lock-in risk. Avoid building on proprietary services where open alternatives exist. If lock-in is accepted,
document why and what the exit strategy is. Note: Zoho One is a critical platform dependency — document the
exit strategy if Zoho pricing or terms change materially.

Technical Debt Policy Technical debt is tracked in a dedicated backlog. A percentage of every sprint is
reserved for debt reduction. No debt is allowed to accumulate undocumented. Debt that blocks new features is
treated as a critical priority.

Disaster Recovery Backups taken daily minimum. Backups tested quarterly — not just taken. A documented
recovery procedure exists and has been executed end to end at least once. Recovery time objective (RTO)
and recovery point objective (RPO) are defined.

Required Documentation Architecture Decision Records (ADRs) — Context, decision, consequences. Stored
in version control with the code. System Architecture Diagram — Every major component and data flows.
Updated when architecture changes. Entity Relationship Diagram (ERD) — Every table, relationship, and key
constraint. APl Documentation — All endpoints, schemas, auth requirements, error codes. OpenAPIl/Swagger
spec. Dependency Register — Every third-party service and library — version, purpose, license, and risk if it
disappears. Vendor Lock-In Risk Log — Every maijor infrastructure dependency, switching cost, and exit



strategy. Technical Debt Backlog — All known technical debt items, severity, and remediation plan. Disaster
Recovery Plan — Backup schedule, tested restoration procedure, RTO and RPO targets. Environment Setup
Guide — New developer to running local environment in under one hour. Runbook — Deploying, rolling back,
running migrations, restarting services. Written for junior developer execution under pressure. Zoho One
Integration Map — How each Zoho product is connected, what data flows automatically, what triggers
webhooks to your application, and what the fallback is if any Zoho service has an outage.

PILLAR 3: Core Product Ul/UX Shell

What It Is Standard screens every product ships before feature work begins: — Public landing page (problem,
solution, pricing, CTA) — Auth screens (sign up, login, forgot password, MFA) — Onboarding flow — first-run
experience to first value — Main application dashboard — Settings and profile management — Billing and
subscription management page — Admin dashboard (users, usage, account controls)

Architecture Best Practices

Component Architecture Build on Radix Ul, shadcn, Material Ul, or Chakra. Every Ul element is a composable
component. Separate Ul from business logic — no API calls inside components.

Performance Lazy load routes and heavy components. Code splitting at route level minimum. Optimize Core
Web Vitals from the start — LCP, CLS, FID.

Onboarding The most important UX in the product. Design to reach one specific aha moment as fast as
possible. Always use a progress indicator.

Accessibility Semantic HTML from the start. ARIA labels where needed. Keyboard navigation for all interactive
elements. Lighthouse audits in Cl pipeline.

Required Documentation Design System Document — Color palette, typography, spacing, component library,
usage guidelines. Figma is the standard. Wireframes and User Flows — For every major flow before
development begins. UX Research Notes — User interviews, usability tests, feedback sessions — findings and
decisions documented. Accessibility Audit Log — Periodic audit results, issues found, and remediation status.
Front-End Component Documentation — Storybook instance with examples, props, and states for every
component.

PILLAR 4: Admin and Operations Dashboard

What It Is Internal control panel for operating the business: — All accounts and users with status — Revenue
overview — MRR, churn, trial conversions (sourced from Zoho Subscriptions and Zoho CRM) — Feature flag
management — enable/disable per account without a deploy — Manual account adjustments — extend trials,
apply credits, suspend (executed in Zoho Subscriptions, reflected in your app via webhook) — Support ticket
visibility via Zoho Desk integration — Audit logs — append-only, who did what, when

Architecture Best Practices Same security rigor as the customer-facing product. Admin routes protected by
auth and explicit role checks at the API layer. Build on the same API the product uses — no parallel codebase.
Feature flags via LaunchDarkly, Unleash, or Flagsmith from day one. Audit logs are append-only, stored
separately — they are legal evidence.



Required Documentation Internal Operations Manual — Every admin capability, when to use it, and guardrails
around destructive actions. Audit Log Schema — What events are logged, what data is captured, and how long
logs are retained. Support Escalation Procedures — What the team does, in what order, and who has authority
to act. Feature Flag Register — All active flags, what they control, which accounts they apply to, and intended
ship or removal date.

PILLAR 5: Analytics and Product Intelligence

What It Is The measurement layer — what users are doing, whether the product is working, whether the
business is healthy. Built in from day one, not bolted on later.

Architecture Best Practices

Event Tracking Architecture Define event taxonomy before writing tracking code. Consistent naming:
noun_verb (subscription_upgraded, search_performed). Use Segment as a CDP event router — instrument
once, route anywhere. Decouples product code from analytics vendors.

Data Warehouse Events flow into Snowflake, BigQuery, or Redshift. Set this up early — retroactive import is
painful. For Zoho One users, Zoho Analytics pulls natively from Zoho Subscriptions, Zoho CRM, and Zoho
Books without custom integration. Pipe additional event data into Zoho Analytics via connectors for a unified
view.

Business Metrics MRR, churn, LTV, CAC calculated from Zoho Subscriptions and Zoho Books data — not
estimated. Zoho Analytics is the primary Bl layer. Build executive dashboards in Zoho Analytics. Numbers must
be trustworthy when an investor asks.

Alerting Automated alerts for anomalies — error spikes, drop in signups, sudden churn. Learn about problems
from monitoring, not from customer complaints.

Required Documentation Event Tracking Plan — Every tracked event, its trigger, all properties captured, and
the business question it answers. Metrics Definitions Document — Exactly how every business metric is
calculated. No ambiguity. Analytics Dashboard Inventory — Every dashboard, what it shows, who the audience
is, and review frequency. Data Dictionary — Every field in the data warehouse — source, data type, and known
caveats.

PILLAR 6: Legal and Compliance Foundation

What It Is Non-negotiable in 2026. Must exist before the first paying customer. Covers privacy, data protection,
legal agreements, security standards, Al governance, and accessibility compliance.

Architecture Best Practices

Privacy by Design Before collecting any user data: what is the legal basis, what is it used for, how long is it
retained, how can a user request deletion? Build cascading deletion across all systems from the start.

Consent Management Implement a CMP for cookie consent — OneTrust or Cookiebot. Required for EU/UK
users and increasingly US states. Analytics and marketing tools must not fire until consent is granted.

Data Minimization Only collect what is actually needed. Every additional field is a liability — it must be
protected, disclosed, and eventually deleted.



Scraping and Data Collection Publicly available data is not the same as freely usable data. Evaluate ToS,
robots.ixt, and Pl obligations before scraping any source. Build compliance review into the data sourcing
process. This is especially critical for EduReach — faculty directory data contains Pll and must be handled with
a documented legal basis.

Incident Response Architecture Under GDPR you have 72 hours to notify regulators of a breach. You cannot
meet that timeline without the right logging in place.

Al Governance (2026) Disclose where and how Al is used. Policy on whether customer data trains models.
Alignment with EU Al Act if selling to EU customers.

IP Assignment Every contractor, employee, or co-founder who touches the code must sign an IP assignment
agreement before doing any work. Deals have fallen apart because one contractor never signed.

Open Source License Compliance Audit every open source dependency for license type. GPL-licensed code in
a commercial product may require you to open source your own code. Check before you ship.

Worker Classification Every person doing work must be correctly classified as employee or contractor.
Misclassification is actively pursued by the IRS and state labor boards.

Required Documentation Privacy Policy — Every category of data, purpose, legal basis, retention, third parties,
user rights. Lawyer-reviewed. Terms of Service — Acceptable use, liability limitations, payment terms,
termination, dispute resolution. Lawyer-reviewed. Cookie Policy — Every cookie, its purpose, duration, and
whether necessary or optional. Data Processing Agreement (DPA) — Required for enterprise and EU
customers. Lawyer-reviewed template. Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) — What users may and may not do. Data
Map and Inventory — Every category of personal data, where stored, who has access, legal basis, retention
period. This is the GDPR Article 30 Record of Processing Activities. Incident Response Plan — Internal
notifications, legal timelines, customer communication templates, post-incident review. Vendor Security Review
Checklist — Every third-party touching customer data: SOC 2 report, signed DPA, data handling policies. Al
Usage Policy — Which features use Al, what models, whether customer data is sent to third-party providers.
Accessibility Conformance Report (VPAT) — WCAG 2.1 conformance. Required for education and government
verticals. IP Assignment Agreements — Signed by every contributor before work begins. Stored permanently.
Open Source License Audit — Every dependency, its license type, and compliance status. Worker
Classification Register — Every person doing work, their classification, and the basis for that classification.

PILLAR 7: Go-To-Market and Tier Structure Completed per product. Placeholder in master framework.

Required Documentation (per product) — Pricing tiers and feature gate matrix — Pricing validated by minimum
three customer willingness-to-pay conversations — ldeal Customer Profile (ICP) definition — Customer
concentration risk assessment (no single customer should exceed 20% of revenue) — Acquisition channel
strategy — Launch checklist

PILLAR 8: Investor and Pitch Readiness Completed per product when relevant. Placeholder in master
framework.

Required Documentation (per product) — One-pager — Pitch deck — Financial model (MRR projections, unit
economics) — Cap table and entity structure — Data room checklist




PILLAR 9: Financial Foundation and Unit Economics

What It Is The financial discipline layer. Most founders scale before they understand their unit economics. This
pillar forces the financial questions that determine whether the business is viable before significant capital is
deployed. The Zoho One stack covers most of the tooling required for this pillar natively.

Zoho One Financial Stack — Zoho Subscriptions — subscription billing, trials, dunning, invoices — Zoho
Books — accounting, revenue recognition, expense tracking — Zoho CRM — customer data, pipeline, deal
history — Zoho Analytics — business intelligence across all Zoho data — Zoho Payroll — when employees are
added — Zoho Desk — customer support — Stripe — underlying payment processor via Zoho Subscriptions

These tools talk to each other natively. Do not build custom integrations for data flows that Zoho One handles
automatically.

Unit Economics Validation Checkpoint Before any paid acquisition spend, the following must be known with

real data: — Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) — pull from Zoho CRM deal data and Zoho Books marketing
expense — Customer Lifetime Value (LTV) — pull from Zoho Subscriptions cohort data — LTV:CAC ratio —
must be at least 3:1 to be a viable SaaS business — Payback period — target under 12 months

Runway Management Runway calculated weekly. A Zoho Analytics dashboard showing current burn rate,
runway in months, and three scenario projections (base, optimistic, conservative) must exist and be reviewed
weekly. Zoho Books is the source of truth for burn rate.

Burn Rate Discipline Every dollar of spend categorized in Zoho Books as growth spend or operational spend.
Growth spend must be justified by unit economics. Operational spend must be minimized.

Revenue Recognition Zoho Books handles revenue recognition natively. Annual prepaid contracts cannot be
recognized as revenue on day one. Have an accountant verify the Zoho Books setup before first revenue.

Banking and Treasury Maintain operating expenses in an FDIC-insured account. Do not keep more than
$250,000 in any single bank. Connect the business bank account to Zoho Books for automatic reconciliation.

Co-Founder and Key Person Agreements All equity on a vesting schedule — standard is four years with a
one-year cliff. Document this before a single line of code is written.

Required Documentation Unit Economics Model — CAC, LTV, LTV:CAC ratio, payback period. Built in Zoho
Analytics. Updated monthly. Runway Dashboard — Current burn rate, runway, three scenario projections. Built
in Zoho Analytics. Reviewed weekly. Revenue Recognition Policy — How and when revenue is recognized.
Configured in Zoho Books and reviewed by an accountant. Cap Table — All equity ownership and vesting
schedules. Maintained in Carta or equivalent. Co-Founder Agreement — Equity splits, vesting, roles,
decision-making authority, and exit provisions. Lawyer-reviewed. Zoho One Configuration Document — How
each Zoho product is configured, what data flows between them, and what customizations have been made.

PILLAR 10: Risk Register

What It Is A living document of every known risk to the business — technical, legal, financial, market, and
operational — with a mitigation plan for each. One of the clearest signals of investor-grade operational
thinking.

How to Use It Each risk rated on likelihood (1-5) and impact (1-5). Risk score = likelihood x impact. Risks
scoring 15 or above are critical and require an active mitigation plan. Reviewed monthly.



Risk Categories

Technical Risks — Key dependency discontinuation — Security breach or data loss — Scalability failure under
load — Technical debt blocking feature development — Single point of failure in infrastructure

Legal and Compliance Risks — Privacy law violation (GDPR, CCPA, state laws) — IP dispute — Open source
license violation — Worker misclassification audit — Terms of service violation by a key vendor

Financial Risks — Runway exhaustion before product-market fit — CAC exceeds LTV — Customer
concentration risk — Pricing too low to sustain the business — Unexpected tax liability

Market Risks — Competitor ships the same product first — Target market smaller than estimated —
Regulatory change makes the product non-compliant — Key distribution channel becomes unavailable

Operational Risks — Key person dependency — Support volume exceeds capacity — Co-founder conflict —
Burn rate exceeds projections

Required Documentation Risk Register — Living spreadsheet: every identified risk, likelihood score, impact
score, risk score, owner, and mitigation plan. Reviewed monthly. Risk Review Notes — Monthly notes
documenting what changed and what decisions were made.

PRE-LAUNCH CHECKLIST This is a hard gate. Every item must be confirmed before launch. No exceptions.

PRODUCT [ ] Product Brief completed and signed off [ ] Competitive analysis completed [ ] Core UI/UX shell
fully built — all standard screens exist [ ] Onboarding flow reaches first value in under 5 minutes [ ] Admin
dashboard operational [ ] All critical user flows tested end to end [ ] Mobile responsive verified [ ] Core Web
Vitals passing

TECHNICAL [ ] Authentication implemented via established provider [ ] RBAC implemented and tested at API
layer [ ] Zoho Subscriptions configured — all tier plans, trial logic, and dunning rules [ ] Zoho Subscriptions
webhooks connected to application and tested [ ] Zoho CRM connected to Zoho Subscriptions [ ] Zoho Books
connected to Zoho Subscriptions [ ] Zoho Analytics dashboards live — MRR, churn, CAC, LTV visible [ ] Zoho
Desk configured for customer support [ ] Zoho One Integration Map documented [ ] Multi-tenant data isolation
verified [ ] All environments separated — Dev, Staging, Production [ ] CI/CD pipeline operational [ ] No secrets
in source code [ ] Backups configured and tested [ ] Disaster recovery procedure documented and tested [ ]
Error tracking configured [ ] Uptime monitoring configured [ ] Performance load tested [ ] Security penetration
test completed or scheduled [ ] All dependencies audited for license compliance [ ] Vendor lock-in risk
assessed for all major dependencies

LEGAL AND COMPLIANCE [ ] Privacy Policy live — lawyer-reviewed [ ] Terms of Service live —
lawyer-reviewed [ ] Cookie Policy live and CMP implemented [ ] IP assignment agreements signed by all
contributors [ ] Business entity formed [ ] All workers correctly classified [ ] Open source license audit
completed [ ] GDPR/CCPA compliance verified [ ] Data deletion workflow tested end to end [ ] Incident
response plan documented

FINANCIAL [ ] Business bank account open [ ] Zoho Books configured and connected to bank [ ] Cap table
documented in Carta or equivalent [ ] Co-founder agreement signed with vesting schedules [ ] Pricing validated
by minimum three customer conversations [ ] Unit economics model completed [ ] Runway calculated —
minimum 12 months confirmed [ ] Revenue recognition policy documented



ANALYTICS [ ] Event tracking plan completed [ ] All key events instrumented and verified [ ] Zoho Analytics
dashboards live [ ] Alerting configured for critical anomalies

GO-TO-MARKET [ ] ICP defined [ ] Pricing tiers finalized and live on landing page [ ] Customer concentration
risk assessed [ ] Launch plan documented [ ] Support process defined

RISK [ ] Risk register completed [ ] All critical risks (score 15+) have active mitigation plans

MASTER DOCUMENTATION REGISTRY

Document | Owner | Review Frequency Product Brief | Founder | Per major pivot Competitive Analysis |
Founder | Quarterly Assumptions Log | Founder | Monthly Architecture Decision Records | Lead Dev | Per
decision System Architecture Diagram | Lead Dev | Quarterly ERD | Lead Dev | Per schema change API
Documentation | Lead Dev | Per release Dependency Register | Lead Dev | Per new dependency Vendor
Lock-In Risk Log | Lead Dev | Quarterly Technical Debt Backlog | Lead Dev | Sprint planning Disaster
Recovery Plan | Lead Dev | Annually + after incidents Zoho One Integration Map | Dev | Per integration change
Zoho One Configuration Document | Founder/Dev | Per configuration change Privacy Policy | Legal/Founder |
Per data practice change Terms of Service | Legal/Founder | Annually Cookie Policy | Legal/Founder | Per
change DPA Template | Legal/Founder | Annually Data Map and Article 30 Record | Founder | Quarterly
Incident Response Plan | Founder/Dev | Annually + after incidents Vendor Security Checklist | Founder | Per
new vendor Al Usage Policy | Founder | Per Al feature added IP Assignment Agreements | Founder | Per new
contributor Open Source License Audit | Lead Dev | Per new dependency Worker Classification Register |
Founder | Per new hire or contractor Unit Economics Model | Founder | Monthly Runway Dashboard | Founder
| Weekly Cap Table | Founder | Per equity event Co-Founder Agreement | Founder/Legal | Per major change
Risk Register | Founder | Monthly Risk Review Notes | Founder | Monthly Event Tracking Plan | Product/Dev |
Per feature release Metrics Definitions | Founder | Per metric added Analytics Dashboard Inventory | Founder |
Quarterly Design System Document | Designer/Dev | Per design change Feature Flag Register | Dev | Per flag
added or removed Internal Operations Manual | Founder/Dev | Per process change Audit Log Schema | Dev |
Per change

Version: 3.0 Last Updated: February 2026 Next Review: When a new pillar is added or a significant decision
changes the standard




