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This presentation is about ideas: the notions developers get that, with enough care and watering, become shipping applications. 
I’m going to talk about how you can identify ideas and turn them into executable visions.



Build Your Own Idea Factory!
IN 20 15-SECOND STEPS!
by Aaron Vegh

Who am I?
A full-time self-employed web developer:
❖ An “indie”, but not a Mac indie yet
❖ My third C4 — a perpetual wannabe
❖ Still learning...
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I’m Aaron Vegh: a web developer from Toronto. I’ve got loads of ideas for Mac and iPhone apps, but too little technical skill, 
despite this, my third visit to C4! 
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Ideas are the raw material
The places they come from:
❖ The applications that suck
❖ The things you can’t do
❖ The surprising combination of unrelated things

This Twitter client 
doesn’t have any 

bacon.

We need a way to 
convert radio into brain 

waves.
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Ideas by themselves are... cheap. But many developers are stopped by the idea that they can’t come up with an idea. They come 
from all over the place, but the goal is to be aware and mindful of both what interests you, and what applications you use. 
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Ideas are the raw material
The places they come from:
❖ The applications that suck
❖ The things you can’t do
❖ The surprising combination of unrelated things

This Twitter client 
doesn’t have any 

bacon.

We need a way to 
convert radio into 

brain waves.

I know! A computer-
to-toaster oven 

interface!

Ideas are the raw material
The places they come from:
❖ The applications that suck
❖ The things you can’t do
❖ The surprising combination of unrelated things

Why doesn’t this 
text editor do 

math?

I know! A computer-to-
toaster oven interface!
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For every application that doesn’t meet your needs, there’s an opportunity. And sometimes, the unexpected occurs: two 
seemingly unrelated concepts can form a surprising combination!

mailto:aaron@innoveghtive.com
mailto:aaron@innoveghtive.com
http://innoveghtive.com
http://innoveghtive.com


So what’s an idea?
There’s a quick litmus test for whether you’ve 
actually got an idea.
❖ Something new!
❖ Something better!
❖ Something that’ll be liked!

A program that 
tracks your 

reputation online!
A Twitter client 

that posts directly 
to Facebook!

Bacon!
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Spotting ideas is tricky business. You have to make sure that when you have an idea, that it’s viable out of the box. Next time an 
idea strikes, check to see if it fits into any of these three baskets. 
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Harvesting the Idea
As soon as you have an idea, you need to 
capture it.
❖ Write notes
❖ Create mockups in Photoshop
❖ Wireframe it in HTML

This one is a 
complicated 

concept: write it 
down! My great new app 

should look like this. 
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Idea capture is as important as having ideas; without a way to record them, they fade away, the excitement is lost, and you’ve got 
nothing but your day job. Every idea has its own strength: a feature that gets you jazzed.
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Harvesting the Idea
As soon as you have an idea, you need to 
capture it.
❖ Write notes
❖ Create mockups in Photoshop
❖ Wireframe it in HTML

I’m very 
persuasive in 

person: I’m going 
to do a video. The interaction 

is key: let’s see 
it in a browser.
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Whether it’s the way something looks, the way you interact with it, or something new that needs to be hashed out in words, use 
the capture method that makes the most sense.
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Processing your Idea
It’s not a straight line from conception to 
refinement...

A game that 
teaches algebra!

A sim game that 
focuses on science 

and math!

A way to teach 
kids math and 

science!

A sim game 
pitting science 

vs. magic!

An interactive 
science 

encyclopedia!
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The original ideas that you have should go through a period of refinement. Very often, the idea you start with is never the idea 
that you execute on. The idea has to gain focus: a way to simplify it to its essential element. 
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Processing your Idea
...Interesting stuff gets made along the way...

A game that 
teaches algebra!

A sim game that 
focuses on science 

and math!

A way to teach 
kids math and 

science!

A sim game 
pitting science 

vs. magic!

An interactive 
science 

encyclopedia!
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Along the way, extraneous bits get ejected, but they can become the seeds for altogether different ideas.
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Judging the Value of Your Idea
Intrinsic value

Executional value

Market viability

Legal viability

Promotional viability

Sex appeal
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When putting your idea through its paces, you ultimately have to determine whether the damn thing is any good. I use six axes 
to judge the value of any idea. To succeed, the idea has to pass all these measures.
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Intrinsic Value
The first reality check to your idea.
❖ Does the idea have any actual merit?
❖ Is it additive to something already available?

Given a colour, 
show me other 

colours that 
professionals 

suggest.

Given a colour, show me 
pictures of animals that 
have appeared with that 

colour using Google 
Image Search. 
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Intrinsic value suggests the relative merit of the idea on its own basis. Does it strike you as something that people might actually 
care about, or is it a waste of bits? I think of this as the “smell test”. Try telling your idea to a friend, and see if they look at you 
funny. If not, you’ve got a pass.
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Executional Value
Essentially, can you make this thing?
❖ Do you have the technical skills?
❖ Do you have the time to build it?
❖ Can it be launched before it becomes irrelevant?
❖ Do you have enough money to develop it?

This app will 
scrape text from 
thousands of web 

sites to collate into a 
single massive 

database of semantic 

This app relies 
on licensing 

content from 
the MPAA.
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Executional value is about you. Do you have the skills required to build the application? Do you have to squeeze development 
into your already-busy day as a full-time lackey at some faceless corporation, with a new baby at home? 
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Executional Value
Essentially, can you make this thing?
❖ Do you have the technical skills?
❖ Do you have the time to build it?
❖ Can it be launched before it becomes irrelevant?
❖ Do you have enough money to develop it?

Let people import 
photos and videos 

to track their 
garden’s status over 

time.
Use the Google 

Maps API to provide 
people with offline 

trip maps.
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Is there a significant up-front cost that you can afford? Some ideas can only be executed by large companies, but there are still 
plenty of ideas for an enterprising indie.
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Market Viability
Can you sell this thing?
❖ Is there a problem that this app solves?
❖ Is there a clear difference between your idea 
and the current market leader?
❖ Is there anything compelling about your idea 
that will help it sell?

My app lets you 
browse the 
Internet!

My app makes 
encrypted file 

transfer over the 
Internet a snap!

My app uses 
Core 

Animation!

Aaron Vegh  |  Innoveghtive Inc.  |   aaron@innoveghtive.com  |  http://innoveghtive.com
Friday, October 2, 2009

Assuming you create and ship your app idea, what will make it sell? Can it solve a “pain point” felt in the market? Is it 
demonstrably superior to an existing product? Or is it super-cool in some other way?
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Legal Viability
Will anyone come after you for selling this app?
❖ Does the idea rely on GPL or closed source 
code?
❖ Does your idea “borrow” a large company’s 
intellectual property?
❖ Does your idea infringe on any other company’s 
patents?

Rock on! It’s 
the Metallica 

Tribute iPhone My app relies on 
offering 1-Click 

Ordering™!
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Some ideas run afoul of legal entanglements. While you might be really excited about your new idea, don’t take the chance that 
you’ll be small enough to escape the notice of big companies. They have lawyers whose sole job is to look for people like you. 
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Legal Viability
Will anyone come after you for selling this app?
❖ Does the idea rely on GPL or closed source 
code?
❖ Does your idea “borrow” a large company’s 
intellectual property?
❖ Does your idea infringe on any other company’s 
patents?

My app 
teaches children 

how to use a 
computer: I’m 

calling it “Mickey 

My app forks 
gzip by adding 
encryption. I’ll 
make millions!
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Getting a cease and desist letter is bad enough: changing the essential nature of your app — or even just the name — while it’s 
on the market is even more harsh.
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Promotional Viability
Do you know who to sell this to?
❖ Can you identify your target market?
❖ Do you know where they congregate?
❖ Do you know the message that will trigger an 
action on their part?
❖ Can you afford to reach them?

My financial analysis 
app is for Fortune 500 

CIOs. This $50,000 
email list is just the 

ticket to reach them...

Anyone with a 
Mac would fall 

over themselves 
to use this app!
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Promotional viability suggests what happens when you go to sell your shipping application. Without ensuring that you’ve reached 
the right crowd, your app can easily go un-noticed. 
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Promotional Viability
Do you know who to sell this to?
❖ Can you identify your target market?
❖ Do you know where they congregate?
❖ Do you know the message that will trigger an 
action on their part?
❖ Can you afford to reach them?

My show dog 
management app 

will be well-received 
at the dog shows 
that I regularly 

attend.

Gruber 
would be all 

over this shit.
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Knowing there’s a market out there “somewhere” is one thing, but understanding the promotional viability lets you discover 
exactly where that market is located. And whether you can afford to reach them. Never underestimate the power of vertical 
markets for both useful ideas, and a way to reach the audience.
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Sex Appeal
Does this idea turn you on?
❖ Would you use this application?
❖ Can you see supporting it for years to come?
❖ Are you doing this for love, or money?

I live and breath fish. 
Therefore I am the 

perfect indie to make 
the All Sea Fish-ionary.

There’s a big 
untapped market 
in stock trading 

applications.
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Sex appeal is the honest answer to yourself: do you really care about this idea? It’s not enough to think that you’ll get rich off it. 
The most successful ideas are executed by the developers who have a personal stake in its success: they need this tool.
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Go get ’em!
With the right idea, you can do it.
❖ Nothing counts until you execute!
❖ Nothing executes until you work!
❖ Nothing works until you debug it!

Twitter: @aaronvegh
Email:   aaron@innoveghtive.com
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There you have it: an open source method of generating ideas. If you still can’t cough them up, I’m happy to play a role in your 
next project. Here’s how to reach me. Questions? You’ve got four seconds.
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