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Ciao!
Serial Entrepreneur

○ Founder of Tooso, acquired by TSX:CVO
○ Led AI at Coveo from growth to IPO
○ Now building Bauplan!

R&D at Reasonable Scale

○ 25+ papers in 3 years on ML/NLP/IR (best 
paper at NAACL 21)
■ Collaborations with Stanford, NVIDIA, 

Mozilla, Farfetch, Microsoft, etc.
○ Organizer of SIGIR eCommerce and EvalRS
○ Adj. Prof. of MLSys at NYU

Open source

○ ~2k ⭐ in open source projects
○ Released 3 massive e-commerce IR datasets
○ Trained the 1st industry-aware CLIP, 

FashionCLIP (~500k downloads in 3 months!)

https://www.kmworld.com/Articles/News/News/Coveo-acquires-Tooso-combining-AI-with-ecommerce-132919.aspx
https://www.bauplanlabs.com/
https://aclanthology.org/2021.naacl-industry.20/
https://aclanthology.org/2021.naacl-industry.20/
https://reclist.io/kdd2023-cup/
https://github.com/jacopotagliabue/MLSys-NYU-2022
https://emojipedia.org/star#emoji
https://github.com/coveooss/SIGIR-ecom-data-challenge
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-23052-9


How do you build 
a IR /ML startup?

(Wrong answers only)



Today

● Picking a problem (B2B)

● “Laws of Physics” 

● Executing at Reasonable 

Scale

We will talk about this
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● M&A
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Today

● GTM, Sales and Marketing

● Fundraising and VCs

● M&A

We will NOT talk about this

Never blindly trust startup advice - including this one!



Starting up
“A journey of a $1B begins with a 

single Git commit” - (maybe) Lao Tzu

https://www.bauplanlabs.com/


What should you devote 
the next 7 years of 
your life to?



What is a startup?

Companies are functions from “resources” to “value”:

 

Q: How do you create as much value as possible?

f($, people) -> value

This is your 
investor

This is your 
team



Paul Graham: “Make something 

people want”

○ If nobody wants what you built, 

you did not create any value.

○ Improve upper bound!

R1 on value creation

valuation

http://www.paulgraham.com/good.html


R2 on value creation

Larry Page: 

“Make something hard”

○ If you’re solving hard problems, 

there is less competition.

○ Improve lower bound!

valuation



R3 on value creation

Munchkin (yes, the card game): 

“Cheat* like there is no 

tomorrow”

○ What do you get that others 

don’t?

○ What is your unfair advantage?

■ Years in industry X

■ Personal network in Y

■ Ph.D. in Z

* Unless you’re doing crypto, this is a metaphor!



Laws of Physics
“The enemy of art is the absence of 

limitation” - Orson Welles

https://www.nber.org/papers/w24839


You are expected 
to reach $100M ARR 
in 7 years.



If you’re not 
scared, you’re not 
paying attention!



Scale is all you need

● A venture-backed company is 

expected to reach $100M ARR 

in 7 years.
○ This is insane!



Scale is all you need

● A venture-backed company is 

expected to reach $100M ARR 

in 7 years.
○ This is insane!

● The standard SaaS story:
○ Supply side scale (no marginal 

costs!!!)

○ Demand side scale (network 

effect!!!)



The standard SaaS 
story is not your 
story!



Costs in (B2B) IR

MC: given I have k customers, 

how much customer k+1 is going 

to cost me?

○ Additional infra for training 

and inference (is it shared?)

○ Manual tweaks and asymmetry of 

evaluation:

■ Few can fix search, 

anybody can tell you it 

sucks!



Network in (B2B) IR

● B2C: 
○ a single distribution;

○ adding customers gets you new 

data for the tail;

○ > accuracy, > $$$ 

https://a16z.com/2020/08/12/taming-the-tail-adventures-in-improving-ai-economics/


Network in (B2B) IR

● B2C: 
○ a single distribution;

○ adding customers gets you new 

data for the tail;

○ > accuracy, > $$$ 

● B2B:
○ multiple distributions;

○ adding customers won’t get you 

more data for existing ones;

○ > robustness, > $$$

■ Fancy models are useless!

https://jacopotagliabue.it/public/kdd_final_2022_keynote.pdf
https://jacopotagliabue.it/public/kdd_final_2022_keynote.pdf


A new hope (?)

● (Maybe) general models will 

help!

● (Maybe) privacy-friendly 

data sharing will help!

This is a hard problem, nobody 

really solved it!

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-23052-9


Executing at 
Reasonable Scale
“The first thing we do, let's kill all 
the lawyers.” - William Shakespeare 



Do hard stuff, but how?

● How do you build hard 

things with limited 

resources?

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3460231.3474604


Do hard stuff, but how?

● How do you build hard 

things with limited 

resources?

● Product focus
○ Pick the subset of hard things 

that create the most value.

https://assets.website-files.com/5e8a264ceaf4870394477fc7/62f141c0ac1aca02e93ae652_firebolt-vldb-cdms-2022.pdf


Do hard stuff, but how?

● How do you build hard 

things with limited 

resources?

● Speed above all
○ End-to-end scientist: cut the 

middleman!

○ Streamline onboarding: cut the 

lawyers!

○ Invest in 10x tools: open 

source is your friend!

https://multithreaded.stitchfix.com/blog/2019/03/11/FullStackDS-Generalists/
https://github.com/jacopotagliabue/you-dont-need-a-bigger-boat


Do hard stuff, but how?

● How do you build hard 

things with limited 

resources?

● Work with academia
○ Young researchers are hungry, 

competent and cheap: share the 

cost of exploration!

○ Be part of the community: open 

source & open science will 

encourage free collaborations.

https://medium.com/the-techlife/applied-research-at-reasonable-scale-8a74d2beed89


Do hard stuff, but how?

● Work with academia

● Caveat emptor
○ Academics have their own 

incentives (publishing!), 

which may distract you!

○ Cutting-edge work needs 

maturity to be absorbed and 

leveraged from a HR, PR, 

product perspective.

■ Typically works best 

after series B!

https://medium.com/the-techlife/applied-research-at-reasonable-scale-8a74d2beed89


It takes a village an onion!



What’s next?
“So much to do, and so little time” - 

The (1989) Joker



Some parting thoughts

● Find a co-founder with 

complementary skills.

● Do your homework!
○ SAFE, ARR, NPS, PLG: you 

should know these like you 

know HR, nDCG and MRR. 

● Give it all. And if you 

make it, pay it back!



“Training is 
nothing, will is 
everything!”



We will be at KDD23: come for 
the papers, stay for the pizza 
hackathon!
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https://reclist.io/kdd2023-cup/



Have more questions? Are you 
looking for funding or for a 
startup job? Get in touch!
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