
THE AI SURVIVAL CANVAS
A one-page stress test for AI SaaS founders. Find what breaks at 10× before investors do.

9 blocks  ·  3 levels  ·  one Survival Verdict  ·  90-min protocol  ·  v1.9
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ANCHOR METRICS
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QUICK PASS  › Short on time? Fill Blocks 1, 4, 9 first (15 min). Come back for the rest.

LEVEL A  ·  STRATEGY  —  will you even reach scale

1. Workflow wedge » read ›
Is yours a wedge — or a sticker?

2. Distribution engine » read ›
Does growth recruit itself, or does it cost ad spend?

3. Retention loop » read ›
Are users still here twelve months in?

LEVEL B  ·  ECONOMICS  —  will you survive your own success

4. Inference » read ›
Does AI-layer gross margin sit above 40%?

5. Heavy users » read ›
Do your top users pay for the cost they create?

6. Unit economics » read ›
Does LTV survive a contribution-margin test?

7. Burn & runway » read ›
What's the runway under one realistic shock?

LEVEL C  ·  SYNTHESIS & VERDICT  —  will you survive the worst case

8. Shock stress test » read ›
Which layer fails first under stress?

9. Survival Verdict » read ›
Would an investor repeat your verdict in 20 minutes?

YOUR SHAREABLE SURVIVAL VERDICT

Will this business survive at scale — and why?

Today we are .  At 10× scale, breaks.  Because .

GLOSSARY AI Layer GM = gross margin after model & inference costs   ·   Inference COGS = cost per AI call (model + token)   ·   LTV:CAC = lifetime value vs customer acquisition cost
Contribution margin = revenue minus variable costs (incl. inference)   ·   Payback = months to recover CAC from contribution profit   ·   Vendor repricing = your AI provider raising per-token prices

Open the full guide

Read the free 90-minute guide  »

Use it before your next board meeting, investor call, or accelerator review.

Get the book "How to Design an AI SaaS That Survives" › About Dmitry Perelygin ›Get the investor-ready AI SaaS Financial Model ›
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	ctx_company: Your company name (e.g. Helix AI)
	ctx_stage: Pre-seed / Seed / Series A / B / Growth
	ctx_date: YYYY-MM-DD
	ctx_oneliner: What you do, for whom, what pain you solve -- one sentence.
	ctx_founder: Your name + email
	metric_arr: e.g. $2.4M
	metric_burn: $ / mo
	metric_runway:   months (stated)
	metric_ai_gm:   %
	metric_cash: $  on hand
	block_1_points: ·  Where does the work actually START without me?
·  Point of action, or point of answers?
·  Would my value survive a model swap tomorrow?
	block_1_verdict: Wedge or sticker -- in one binary sentence. e.g. 'Sticker. Our product produces output users like; the work begins outside.'
	block_2_points: ·  What spreads -- landing page or work output?
·  Per-acquisition cost AFTER inference COGS?
·  Cut marketing to zero -- which channels survive?
	block_2_verdict: Loop or pump -- in one sentence. e.g. 'Pump. Growth tracks ad spend at near-perfect correlation; output doesn't recruit.'
	block_3_points: ·  Where is the M12 / M3 ratio?
·  Curve: stable, rising, or falling cohort-over-cohort?
·  Retention fine, usage shallow -- am I measuring tourists?
	block_3_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'M12/M3 = 0.62 and falling cohort-over-cohort. The growth chart is masking churn one quarter ahead.'
	block_4_points: ·  AI Layer GM today -- vs 40-60% benchmark?
·  Variable AI cost per dollar of ARR -- in cents?
·  One inference path I own (cache / distill / multi-provider)?
	block_4_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'AI Layer GM = 34%. Below the 40% floor; a 20% inference price move puts us underwater.'
	block_5_points: ·  Top 10% -- what % of compute do they burn?
·  Power users: most or least profitable?
·  Price moves with consumption, or flat on variable cost?
	block_5_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'Top 10% burns 58% of compute and pays the same as the rest. Each new power user makes unit economics worse.'
	block_6_points: ·  LTV recalculated on contribution margin (post-inference)?
·  Payback vs AI-adjusted margin, not marketing margin?
·  Same numbers at 10x volume -- still positive?
	block_6_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'Revenue-LTV looks 4.1; contribution-LTV after inference is 1.9. Payback runs out before retention does.'
	block_7_points: ·  Stated runway (cash / current burn) -- months?
·  At +30% inference cost -- how many months disappear?
·  Next round delayed 6 months -- where are we?
	block_7_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'Stated runway 14 months; real runway under one realistic vendor repricing closer to 9. A round is required.'
	block_8_points: ·  Conservative: +20% inference, 60% growth -- new runway?
·  Optimistic: -10% inference, 130% growth -- still need a round?
·  Renewal Cliff: 30% churn + 15% inference -- what survives?
	block_8_verdict: One sentence. e.g. 'Economics layer fails first under Renewal Cliff. Strategy intact, capital intact, but contribution margin goes negative the same week.'
	block_9_points: ·  (now) -- where we are today, in one phrase
·  (what breaks at scale) -- the leak at 10x volume
·  (why) -- the root cause naming
	block_9_verdict: Three-part causal sentence: now -> what breaks at scale -> why. e.g. 'We grow users faster than contribution margin, and at 10x inference becomes the business itself, because no wedge justifies the per-call cost.'
	overall_verdict_now: where you are today, in one phrase
	overall_verdict_breaks: what leaks at 10× volume
	overall_verdict_because: the root cause


