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Startup Origin Stories: How Annoyances
Became Innovations

The Late Fee That Launched Netflix

It began not with grand ambition, but with mild humiliation.

Reed stood at the video rental counter, movie case in hand, facing a number that didn’t
make sense.
A late fee bigger than the price of the movie itself.

[t wasn’t just the money. It was the feeling of being treated like a misbehaving schoolchild
for forgetting a date on a receipt. Movie night was supposed to be joy, but it came wrapped
in rules and reprimands.

That irritation stuck like a stone in his shoe.



Why did enjoying a film involve:

- driving twice

- fines

- due dates

- awkward conversations at counters

What if movies could simply arrive? What if lateness wasn’t punished?

The idea that would become Netflix started not as streaming or algorithms. It began as
empathy.

Red envelopes arrived.
People watched movies without fear of a ticking clock.
No late fees. No scolding. No guilt.

Years later, when the internet finally became fast enough, the idea grew wings. Movies
stopped arriving in envelopes. They simply appeared.

But at its core, Netflix is not technology. It is the story of one man thinking:
“This system is annoying. It shouldn’t be this way.”



Airbnb: Mattresses, Rent, and a Full City

The idea didn’t begin in a boardroom. It began in a living room with rent overdue.

Two friends stared at a notice pinned to the wall. Rent. Due next week. No money in the
bank.

At the same time, the city was buzzing. A design conference had filled every hotel. Visitors
were sleeping in buses, offices, anywhere they could find.

The friends looked at their empty floor, then at their rent notice, then at the news of “NO
VACANCY” across the city.

“What if,” one said slowly, “we just put a few mattresses on the floor and offered breakfast?”
It sounded ridiculous. It also sounded possible.
They bought air mattresses.

They cooked simple breakfasts.
They welcomed strangers.



The guests didn’t just pay. They talked, laughed, shared stories, and left reviews that
glowed.

Something unexpected had appeared: not a hotel business, but a belonging business.

Soon others asked,
“Can we rent our spare room too?”

Airbnb was not born from hospitality textbooks.
It was born from:

- an overdue rent notice

- a city full of visitors

- a willingness to try something unusual

Big ideas don’t always start big.
Sometimes they begin with three air mattresses and a pan for scrambled eggs.



Uber & Ola: The Night the Taxi Never Came

It was cold. It was late. And the taxi wasn’t coming.

Two friends stood by the roadside, waving at every passing car, watching taillights vanish
into the dark.

Their frustration slowly turned into a question: Why do we have to beg for rides? Why don't
we know where the taxi is? Why is transportation built on guesswork?

What if there was a button you could press and a car simply showed up?

No bargaining.
No waving.
No uncertainty.

Just:

- tap a screen

- watch the car move toward you
- arrive where you need to go

Uber and Ola were born from that exact mix of irritation and imagination.



O oLA Uber

They didn’t invent cars.
They didn’t invent drivers.

They redesigned:
- trust

- visibility

- access

A small glowing dot moving on a map changed everything.

And it began with two people shivering on a roadside, saying to themselves, “This should be
easier than this.”



The Thread Connecting These Stories

Netflix, Airbnb, Uber, Ola.

Every big startup
begins with a
pain point.

Not technology.
Not funding.

=> A problem that annoys people. -

Different industries. Same beginning. Annoyance — Curiosity — Idea — Experiment.

Innovation is not reserved for geniuses. It belongs to people who notice friction and refuse
to accept it as permanent.

Each time you feel: “This is irritating.”
Ask yourself: “What would this look like if it were designed better?”

That question is where startups are born.



Today’s Pain Points — Why They Matter

Look around any city today and you can see the same four feelings repeating themselves:
plastic everywhere, polluted lakes and rivers, piles of delivery packaging, and a quiet, heavy
sense of climate anxiety. These are not distant global problems; they are everyday
experiences. You see plastic drifting near bus stops, overflowing bins after festivals, lakes
covered with foam, and endless cardboard and bubble wrap outside hostels after online
deliveries. These are the pain points of our generation.

Plastic everywhere is not just an eyesore. It is a signal of a system designed for convenience,
not for responsibility. [tems are created to be used for minutes but exist in landfills and
oceans for centuries. The problem is not that individuals “don’t care enough.” The problem
is that products are intentionally designed for single use, without easy pathways for reuse
or return.

Polluted lakes and rivers tell a similar story. Water bodies were not born dirty; they were
designed into drains through infrastructure choices, urban planning decisions, and
product systems that push waste outward and out of sight. Delivery waste is another
modern contradiction. We celebrate convenience, but each click brings layers of plastic,
thermocol, tape, and cardboard. We are not just shipping products; we are shipping waste
to ourselves.

Then there is climate anxiety - a quiet pain point. Many young people feel overwhelmed:
“The problem is too big. What difference can I make?” This anxiety is understandable, but it
also contains energy. Anxiety is the mind saying, “Something is wrong, and it matters.”

The key idea on the slide is powerful:
Waste is not created by people. It is created by design.

This shifts the conversation from blame to creativity. Instead of saying, “people should
behave better,” we ask, “how could this be designed better?” That is where entrepreneurs,
designers, engineers, and problem-solvers step in.

Once we see waste as a design failure rather than a moral failure, everything changes. It
means that better design can fix it. Refill systems, sharing models, compostable materials,
rental services, repair ecosystems, and circular economies are not just environmental
actions; they are business opportunities waiting for students who notice pain points and
refuse to accept them as normal.

So when you see plastic on a street or foam on a river, don’t just feel sad or guilty. Feel
curious. Ask:

e Who is annoyed by this?
e Why is the system creating this waste?

e How could this be redesigned so that waste is never created in the first place?



That is where the next generation of startups will come from.



Businesses that Solve Today’s Pain Points

Today’s Pain Point

@ Plastic everywhere
® Polluted lakes and rivers
® Delivery waste

@ Climate anxiety

T

Waste is not created by people.
it is created by design. &Y

Across the world, a new kind of business is emerging — one that doesn’t treat
environmental problems as side issues, but as the very reason to exist. These are companies
started by people who looked at plastic waste, polluted rivers, overflowing delivery
packaging, and climate anxiety and decided, “This is not just a crisis — this is a design
challenge.”

Instead of asking, “How do we make people feel guilty enough to change?”, they ask a more
powerful question:

-~ How can we redesign products and systems so waste is never created in the first
place?

These entrepreneurs are not simply selling eco-friendly alternatives. They are rebuilding
the way we:

buy things

e share resources

e transport goods

¢ handle packaging

e think about ownership and disposal



Some of them replace single-use products with durable ones. Some convert waste into
inputs for new industries. Others redesign services so that reuse becomes easier than
throwing away. What unites them is this belief:

- Sustainability is not about sacrifice — it is about smarter design.

The businesses in the following pages were born from real irritation, real problems, and
real empathy. They show that it is possible to earn money, create jobs, and protect the
planet at the same time.

Now, let’s meet some of them.



Why Ship Water? — The Godrej Magic Handwash Case Study
The Big Idea

Most liquid handwashes are up to 80-90% water. We transport this water in thick plastic
bottles, move it across long distances in trucks, and then throw the bottles away.

Godrej Magic Handwash asks a simple question:
=~ Why are we shipping water at all?

Instead of selling liquid, it sells a small refill powder that turns into handwash when you
add water at home.

@ Problem

Traditional liquid handwash causes:
e large plastic bottles for mostly-water products
e higher transport weight — higher fuel use
e more storage and shelf space

e preservatives added to keep diluted product stable



recurring purchase of new plastic bottles and multi-layer plastic snout refill pouches

This is a classic case of waste by design, not by user behavior.

USAGE DISPOSAL

Solution
Godrej redesigned the product:
e concentrated powder refill
e add water at home to make liquid handwash

e reuse the same bottle repeatedly

e packand transport grams instead of kilograms

The innovation is not just chemistry.
It is rethinking the product system.

4o Why it matters — “Don’t ship water”

By removing water from the product during transport:
o far fewer trucks are needed

e lower fuel consumption



e lower transport emissions
e drastically reduced packaging weight
e fewer plastic bottles produced and disposed

The environmental benefit comes before waste is generated.

i
Y
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HANDWASH:

A SMARTER, GREENER CHOICE!

@ LIGHTWEIGHT SACHET € ADD WATER

Handwash
REFIIl

READY IN SECONDS! —> LESS PLASTIC, LESS WASTE —»>

SAVE TRANSPORT & REDUCE EMISSIONS!
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& Design Principles Demonstrated
This product beautifully shows:
o design out waste at source
¢ refill instead of replace
o lightweighting packaging
e concentrates instead of diluted products
e consumer convenience + sustainability together

It proves sustainability doesn’t have to mean sacrifice.
It can simply mean better design thinking.

¢ Student Takeaways
For young innovators and college teams:
e look for products where water is being shipped unnecessarily
e identify packaging that exists only because products are bulky
e ask: “Can this be powder, bar, sheet, or concentrate?”
e waste isn’t always a disposal problem — often it’s a design problem

This is not just a greener handwash.
It is a new way of thinking about everyday products.

https://missioncitychakra.com/designing-the-future-of-everyday-things /how-one-clever-

product-rethinks-handwash-cutting-waste-transport-impact-preservatives/
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Why Ship Water? — Shampoo Bars Case Study
The Big Idea

Most common hair care products — shampoo and conditioner — are sold as liquid in
plastic bottles. In fact, up to 70-80% of that bottle is just water. We pay to ship water in
plastic across cities and states, only to pour it down the drain after use.

Shampoo bars flip this model: instead of shipping liquid, we ship solid, concentrated
cleansing bars that dissolve when needed. That means lighter transport, drastically less
plastic, and a new way to think about product delivery.

& Problem
Traditional bottled shampoos cause multiple problems:

e heavy bottles full of mostly water

single-use plastic waste after bottle is empty

chemicals to preserve water-based products

high transportation emissions due to weight

storage space taken on retail and in homes

This combination is not a consumer habit problem — it’s a design problem.

Solution

Shampoo bars solve this by:
e removing water from the product at source
e delivering compact, solid formulations
e packaging in paper, cardboard or minimal wrap
e enabling consumers to carry and store more easily
e reducing the need for preservatives

Instead of shipping 500+ grams of water and shampoo,
you ship a small bar that does the same job with far less.



PRODUCTS THAT REDUCE
WASTE BY DESIGN, NOT BY GUILT

Reduce Waste by Design, Not by Guilt

o Why It Matters — The Impact of Lighter Design

By removing water and plastic bottles:

trucks transport far less weight

fuel consumption and carbon emissions drop
plastic waste is drastically reduced

supply chains become leaner and cheaper

stores need less shelf space

Solid bars also often use simpler ingredient lists and fewer synthetic additives — which
can benefit both the environment and the consumer’s hair and scalp health.

T Design Principles Demonstrated

Shampoo bars illustrate key sustainability design ideas:

Ship only what is essential



¢ Reduce packaging, eliminate single-use plastic
e Move from volume to concentration

¢ Let product form follow function

e Simplify supply chains to reduce impact

Instead of treating packaging and waste as end-of-pipe problems,
this approach eliminates them from the beginning.

la] What This Means in Practice
A single shampoo bar can:
e replace 2-3 plastic bottles
e lastaslong as multiple liquid shampoo purchases
e weigh a fraction of a bottled product
e reduce both plastic and transport emissions significantly

These impacts are measurable, relatable, and savings add up quickly — for both consumers
and the environment.

© Student Takeaways
For young innovators:
e look for everyday products where water is the majority of what'’s being shipped
e ask: “Can this product be solid, concentrated, refillable, or shared?”
e challenge assumptions like “liquid means better performance”
e think of supply chain emissions as part of product design, not externalities

This isn’t just about shampoo.
It’s about rethinking product form, supply chains, and consumer experience.

https://missioncitychakra.com/designing-the-future-of-everyday-things /products-that-

reduce-waste-by-design-not-by-guilt/
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Collapsible Steel Glass — A Simple Design Solving a Big Waste Problem
The Big Idea

Every year, millions of single-use cups and glasses are used at college canteens, events,
weddings, and street stalls — only to be thrown away moments later. Even “reusable” paper
cups and cheap plastic glasses are often designed to be convenient, not durable.

The Collapsible Steel Glass tackles this waste not with complicated technology, but with
smart, thoughtful design: a strong, reusable steel glass that folds flat when not in use. This
solves not just a waste problem — it solves storage, transport, and convenience problems
too.

&3 The Problem
Disposable and low-quality drinkware create a cluster of issues:
e tonnes of paper and plastic waste
e single-use convenience rules over durability
e storage bulk for reusable glassware
e logistical hassle (washing, storing, transporting)
¢ lack of convenient return/take-back systems

The root of the problem isn’t “bad people.”
It's how the product was designed — for single use, not reuse.

The Solution
The Collapsible Steel Glass rethinks the ordinary cup:
e made from stainless steel — durable and hygienic
e collapsible — folds into a tiny shape for storage
e easy to carry in bags, pockets, backpacks
e reusable indefinitely with proper care

e can be part of rental systems at campus canteens and events



Instead of juggling bulky reusable glasses or handing out throwaway cups, organisers can
simply issue steel glasses that collapse after use and return them for washing — no waste,
no plastic, no landfill.

COLLAPSIBLE STEEL GLASS A,
VS DISPOSABLE CUPS a9

* USE REPEATEDLY
* CARRY ANYWHERE
® LASTS FOR YEARS

4o Why It Matters — Waste, Weight, and Practicality
Because it is collapsible:

e students can carry it everywhere

e events avoid buying millions of single-use cups

e storage and transport take up far less space

e cleaning and handling become simpler

e long-term costs fall for organisers

This isn’t just about replacing plastic — it’s about making reuse easier than disposable.

T Design Principles Demonstrated

This product shows core ideas of sustainable design:



Designed for reuse at the start
Minimises waste from day one
Balances convenience and durability
Solves multiple pain points at once
Fits into closed-loop systems

When waste reduction is built into the form factor (foldability + strength), behaviour change
is a natural outcome — not a chore.

la] What This Means in Practice
Imagine a college fest:

e 5,000 attendees

e Each drinks at least 3 beverages

e That’s over 15,000 single-use cups potentially saved
If each student carries a collapsible glass:

e Less waste on site

e Lower clean-up costs

e Less money spent on disposables

e More awareness of waste reduction

Small design shifts like this scale quickly.

© Student Takeaways
For student innovators thinking about product design:
e observe simple, repetitive waste patterns
e ask: “Why is this product disposable?”
e challenge assumptions about what products must look like
e embrace designs that make reuse easier than disposal
e think about how a product fits into real human routines

The Collapsible Steel Glass is a powerful reminder:



innovation doesn’t always come from complexity —
sometimes it comes from making everyday objects
work smarter for people and the planet.

https://missioncitychakra.com/product-design-materials/collapsible-steel-glass-a-simple-
design-solving-a-big-waste-problem/
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Bamboo Water Bottle: A renewable Alternative Redesigning the Way we
Drink Water
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Bamboo Toothbrush: A Small Design Change that Cuts Plastic Waste Daily
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toothbrush-a-small-design-change-that-cuts-plastic-waste-daily/
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The Rise of Biodegradable Crockery: Replacing Black Plastic Delivery
Containers, One Meal at a Time
PO
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Zeroware — Reusable Utensil Service for Events

The challenge:

College festivals, weddings, melas, and public events generate mountains of disposable
plates and cups. Even “paper cups” are often plastic-lined and hard to recycle. Organisers
choose disposables because washing and managing steel utensils feels difficult.

The solution provided by Zeroware (Pune):

) ZEROWARE

oo NS 2 ©

-

Steel Utensil Rentals for Events & Gatherln;gs

Pre-washed cutlery delivered and soiled ones picked up.

Zeroware offers a steel utensil rental and washing service for events. Instead of buying
disposables, organisers rent plates, glasses, and cutlery, use them for the event, and
return them for professional cleaning. No waste is generated, and the system is as
convenient as hiring shamianas or sound systems.

Why it matters:

Zeroware shows that sustainability is not always about new products — sometimes it is
about new services that make reuse easy. It converts a waste problem into a practical
business model while changing event culture.




Brown Leaf — Connecting Leaf Givers and Leaf Takers

The challenge:

Housing societies and gardeners struggle with huge quantities of dry leaves, especially in
shedding season. Without easy disposal options, leaves are often burnt, causing smoke,
health problems, and soil carbon loss.

The solution provided by Brown Leaf:

Brown Leaf acts as a simple exchange platform — connecting people who have dry leaves
with those who need them for mulching and composting. Gardeners, farmers, and
composters collect dry leaves rather than burning or dumping them.

Why it matters:

It converts “waste” into a valuable resource, without expensive technology. The startup is
built on coordination, trust networks, and community participation — showing how
environmental solutions can also be people’s movements.

7,

Leaf Donors / ; Leaftakers

Exchange of dry leaves in gunny bags

ProEarth Leaf Collection and Transport Service

The challenge:

Sometimes donors and users of dry leaves live far apart. Even when there is willingness to
exchange, transport becomes a barrier. Leaves are bulky, and not everyone owns a
vehicle to move them.

The solution provided by ProEarth:
ProEarth offers a paid transport and collection service for dry leaves. They collect leaves



from housing societies and deliver them to farmers, composting units, and landscaping
projects that need biomass.

Why it matters:

ProEarth demonstrates that sustainability services can be professionally run enterprises.
Where Brown Leaf is community-exchange based, ProEarth solves the logistics gap with a
viable business model.

Biochar Products — Turning Biomass into a Climate Solution

The challenge:

Agricultural residues, garden waste, and pruning material are often burnt openly, releasing
smoke and CO, and harming local air quality. There is rarely a market incentive to treat this
biomass differently.

FROM GARDEN WASTE
TO USEFUL PRODUCTS

- GARDEN WASTE

CLOSED KILN / -2 )

IN-SITU BARREL SOIL AMENi)MENT
{, BIOCHAR PRODUCTS

The solution:
Biochar startups convert this biomass into charcoal-like, carbon-rich material produced
through controlled heating without oxygen. This biochar can be added to soil to:

e improve fertility



e retain water
e lock carbon away for decades

Why it matters:

Biochar turns burning waste into a carbon-negative product. It supports farmers, restores
soil health, and contributes to climate mitigation — while opening a new market for rural
and peri-urban entrepreneurs.



A 30-Hour Plan to Turn Pain Points into Real Solutions

You don’t need a semester, a grant, or a startup incubator to begin. You need curiosity, a
notebook, and about 30 focused hours.

This plan will help you go from:
“Something here is annoying”

to

“Here is a tested idea and a next step.”

You can do this individually or in a small team.

Phase 1 — Notice the Pain Point (6 hours)

Where Can You Intervene?

¢ What frustrates you daily?
¢ Where do you see waste?
¢ What feels inefficient?

¢ Where is something” always
done this way"?

® Hours 1-2: Become a “problem detective”
Spend two days simply observing life around you:

e canteen

hostel

library

laboratory

e campus events



e transport / parking
e online deliveries
e exam systems
e admin processes
Write down everything that irritates people, including yourself.
Key prompts:
e Where do people complain?
e Where does time get wasted?
e Where is there visible garbage?
e  Where do long queues form?
e Where are forms, delays, confusion?

You are not looking for solutions yet.
Just pain points.

® Hours 3-4: Talk to 5 people
Ask friends, classmates, non-teaching staff, canteen workers:
e “What wastes your time here?”
¢ “What waste really bothers you?”
e “Ifyou could fix one system in college, what would it be?”

Write exact sentences they use. Emotions matter.

® Hours 5-6: Choose ONE pain point
Select a pain point that is:

v frequent
v annoying
v affects many people

V feels solvable at small scale



Examples:
e disposable cups in college fest
e food waste in canteen
e broken dustbin segregation
e delivery packaging waste
e hostel discard waste during shifting

e lab plastics

admin paperwork chaos

You now have your problem statement.

Phase 2 — Generate Solutions (10 hours)
® Hours 7-9: Idea storming (no judging)
With 2-3 friends:

e write at least 25 ideas

e don't evaluate yet

e include silly, wild, impractical ones
Think across types:

e aproduct

e aservice

e arental or sharing system

e adigital platform

e arefill / return model

e arepair / maintenance service

Quantity before quality.

® Hours 10-12: Cluster and combine ideas



Group your ideas into themes:
e reduce use
e replace with reusable
e redesign process
e connect people / exchange
e educate / nudge behaviour
e technology solutions
Combine where possible.

Sometimes two average ideas = one great idea.

® Hours 13-16: Shortlist top 3 using this filter
Ask of every idea:
e Does it reduce waste by design?
e Will someone actually use it?
¢ Does it annoy enough people right now?
¢ (Can we test it without much money?
e Does it need permissions or can we start small?

Pick three finalists.

Phase 3 — Test Reality (8 hours)

® Hours 17-19: Talk to real users
For each of the 3 ideas, interview:
e 3-5students
e 1 staff member (if relevant)
e 1vendor / canteen / admin person (if relevant)

Ask:



e “Would you actually use this?”

e “What would stop you from using it?”
e “Would you pay a small fee for this?”
e “How can we make it easier?”

Reality > imagination.

© Hours 20-22: Make a super-simple prototype
Examples:
e hand-drawn poster
e (Canva mock-up
e cardboard model
e Google form + WhatsApp group
e demo video
e simple physical rough model
The goal is not perfection.
The goal is:

= “Can people understand and react to this idea?”

® Hours 23-24: Run a tiny pilot
Try something so small it feels almost silly:
e one class
e one hostel floor
e one event stall
e one department
e one day only

Examples:



e reusable cup return at one event counter
e dry leaf collection in one lane of campus
o refill station trial for one class

e repair corner for two hours

e book / uniform / material exchange stall

You are testing behaviour + logistics, not saving the world in a day.

%’ Phase 4 — Next Steps (6 hours)

©® Hours 25-26: Reflect and measure
Answer:
e How many people used it?
¢ What went wrong?
e  What surprised you?
e What did users complain about?
e What needs redesigning?

Be honest. Failure = data.

® Hours 27-28: Decide the direction
Choose one:

v continue and scale
v pivot and change shape
v pause and document learning

Vv hand idea over to another team

All four are success outcomes.

® Hours 29-30: Share and seek support

Create a 1-page brief:



e problem

e your solution

e whatyou tested

e results

e what support you now need
Share it with:

e department head

e innovation cell

e entrepreneurship cell

e Mission City Chakra

e local entrepreneurs

e city organisations

e municipal linkages

Opportunities open when stories are shared.

® Final message
You don’t need to wait to become an “entrepreneur.”
Just begin.

Observe one pain point.
Think deeply.

Test something small.
Learn loudly.

The planet doesn’t need more guilt.
It needs better design — and students like you who are willing to try.



Every problem is an
Opportunity in disguise

t’s up to you to flnd |t—|sn’t that exatlng? @%’%
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