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Preface:	Traction	Trumps	EverythingIn	2006	I	sold	for	millions	of	dollars	an	Internet	company	that	I	had	cofounded	a	few	years	earlier.	It	was	a	strange	company	for	many	reasons,	not	the	least	of	which	was	that	we	had	no	employees	from	beginning	to	end.	I	wrote	every	line	of	code	and	did	all	the	accounting	and	customer	support.The	terms	of	the
deal	were	such	that	my	cofounder	and	I	didn’t	have	to	work	for	the	acquiring	company	at	all.	We	were	free	to	move	on	to	other	things,	and	we	did.	A	few	months	later	my	wife	and	I	moved	from	our	865-square-foot	apartment	near	Boston	to	a	country	house	twenty-five	miles	outside	of	Philadelphia.	I	had	just	turned	twenty-seven.She	went	to	her	job
and	I	sat	at	home	doing	nothing	for	the	first	time	in	my	life.	We	knew	no	one	for	a	hundred	miles	in	any	direction.Naturally,	I	started	tinkering	on	the	computer	again,	starting	about	a	dozen	side	projects	simultaneously.	A	year	and	a	half	later,	I	thought	I	was	on	to	something.	I	noticed	two	things	that	bothered	me	about	Google:	too	much	spam	(all
those	sites	with	nothing	but	ads)	and	not	enough	instant	answers	(I	kept	going	to	Wikipedia	and	IMDb).	I	thought	if	I	could	easily	pick	out	the	spam	and	the	answers,	then	I’d	have	a	more	compelling	search	engine.Both	problems	were	harder	to	solve	than	I	initially	thought,	but	I	thoroughly	enjoyed	the	work	and	kept	at	it.	Everyone	I	talked	to	about
my	search	engine	project	thought	I	was	nuts.	You’re	doing	what?	Competing	against	Google?	Why?	How?	Another	year	later,	in	the	fall	of	2008,	I	flipped	the	switch,	unveiling	my	search	engine	to	the	public.DuckDuckGo	had	a	rather	uneventful	launch,	if	you	can	even	call	it	a	launch.	I	posted	it	to	a	niche	tech	site	called	Hacker	News	and	that	was	the
long	and	short	of	it.	The	post	was	entitled	“What	do	you	think	of	my	new	search	engine?”Like	many	entrepreneurs,	I’m	motivated	by	being	on	the	cusp	of	something	big,	and	I	was	at	the	point	where	I	needed	some	validation.	I	can	survive	on	little,	but	I	needed	something.I	got	it.Granted,	the	product	wasn’t	anything	you’d	want	to	switch	to	at	that
point,	and	people	let	me	know	that.	It	was	an	Internet	forum,	after	all.	However,	I	still	felt	there	was	genuine	interest	in	a	new	search	competitor.	I	could	tell	some	people	were	growing	wary	of	what	Google	was	becoming.	For	example,	those	initial	conversations	led	me	to	investigate	search	privacy	and	eventually	become	“the	search	engine	that
doesn’t	track	you,”	years	before	government	and	corporate	surveillance	became	a	mainstream	issue.In	any	case,	the	response	I	received	was	enough	motivation	to	keep	me	going.	Which	brings	me	to	traction.	I	needed	some.Traction	is	the	best	way	to	improve	your	chances	of	startup	success.	Traction	is	a	sign	that	something	is	working.	If	you	charge
for	your	product,	it	means	customers	are	buying.	If	your	product	is	free,	it’s	a	growing	user	base.Traction	is	powerful.	Technical,	market,	and	team	risks	are	easier	to	address	with	traction.	Fund-raising,	hiring,	press,	partnerships,	and	acquisitions	all	become	much	easier.In	other	words,	traction	trumps	everything.My	last	startup	had	grown	using	two
traction	channels:	first,	search	engine	optimization	(ranking	high	in	search	engines	for	relevant	terms),	and	later,	viral	marketing	(where	your	customers	bring	in	other	customers,	such	as	by	referring	friends	and	family	through	use	of	the	product).Viral	marketing	doesn’t	work	well	in	search	because	you	can’t	easily	bake	it	into	the	product	by	putting
stuff	between	people	and	their	search	results.	So	I	tried	search	engine	optimization.	The	terms	“search	engine”	and	“search	engines”	were	too	hard	to	rank	for,	as	the	high-ranking	companies	had	been	around	for	a	decade	and	had	tens	of	thousands	of	links	pointing	at	them	from	their	long	histories.	“New	search	engine”	was	more	in	my	grasp.I
worked	hard	for	many	months	to	rank	high	for	this	phrase.	The	key	to	good	search	engine	optimization	(SEO)	is	getting	links.	As	you	will	read	later	in	the	SEO	chapter,	you	need	a	strategy	to	get	these	links	in	a	scalable	way.Getting	stories	written	about	you	in	blogs	and	news	outlets	is	a	common	SEO	linking	strategy.	However,	I	hit	saturation	with
that	channel	strategy	pretty	quickly	and	it	didn’t	get	me	to	the	top.	Something	more	creative	was	required.After	much	brainstorming	and	experimenting,	I	eventually	hit	upon	a	good	idea.	I	built	a	karma	widget	that	would	display	links	to	your	social	media	profiles	and	how	many	followers	you	had	on	each	service.	People	would	embed	it	on	their	sites
and	at	the	bottom	there	would	be	a	link	back	to	DuckDuckGo	that	said	“new	search	engine.”This	channel	strategy	worked	beautifully.	I	was	number	one.Trouble	was,	not	a	ton	of	people	make	that	search—about	fifty	a	day.	So	while	I	did	get	some	traction	and	a	steady	stream	of	new	users,	it	leveled	off	pretty	quickly.	It	wasn’t	enough	traction	to	be
meaningful.	It	didn’t	move	the	needle.I	made	two	large	traction	mistakes	here.	First,	I	failed	to	have	a	concrete	traction	goal.	In	retrospect,	to	move	the	needle	for	my	traction	goals	at	the	time,	I	needed	more	like	five	thousand	new	visitors	a	day,	not	fifty.	Search	engine	optimization	was	not	going	to	get	me	there.Second,	I	was	biased	by	my	previous
experience.	Just	because	my	last	company	got	traction	in	this	way	didn’t	mean	it	was	right	for	every	company.These	are	very	natural	mistakes	to	make.	In	fact,	most	startups	make	them.	The	most	common	startup	trajectory	now	goes	something	like	the	following:Founders	have	an	idea	for	a	company	they’re	excited	about.	Initial	excitement	turns	into
a	struggle	to	build	a	product,	but	they	do	get	something	out	the	door.Launch!The	founders	expected	customers	to	beat	a	path	to	their	door,	but	unfortunately	that	isn’t	happening.	Getting	traction	was	an	afterthought,	but	now	they	are	focused	on	it.	They	try	what	they	know	or	what	they’ve	heard	others	do:	some	Facebook	ads,	a	little	local	PR,	and
maybe	a	smattering	of	blog	posts.Then	they	run	out	of	money	and	the	company	dies.Sadly,	this	is	the	norm.	Even	sadder,	often	these	products	are	actually	on	to	something.	That	is,	with	the	right	traction	strategy	they	might	have	actually	been	able	to	get	traction	and	not	go	out	of	business.Given	my	previous	startup	success	I	thought	I	knew	what	I
was	doing.	I	was	wrong.	Luckily,	I	wasn’t	dead	wrong.	I	had	the	money	to	self-fund	through	my	traction	mistakes,	and	so	they	didn’t	prove	fatal	for	DuckDuckGo.	Not	everyone	is	as	lucky.Right	when	I	realized	I	was	making	these	mistakes	I	also	realized	I	didn’t	know	the	right	way	to	go	about	getting	traction	at	all.	I	asked	around.	It	turns	out	there
was	no	good	framework	for	getting	traction,	and	that’s	how	this	book	was	born,	way	back	in	2009.Around	this	time	I	also	started	angel	investing	and	more	seriously	advising	other	startups.	I	saw	firsthand	similar	struggles	and	mistakes.	I	also	partnered	with	Justin	Mares,	my	coauthor.	Justin	founded	two	startups	(one	of	which	was	acquired)	and
recently	ran	growth	at	Exceptional	Cloud	Services,	which	was	acquired	by	Rackspace	in	2013	for	millions.	He’s	a	growth	expert	in	his	own	right.We	set	out	to	help	startups	get	traction	no	matter	what	business	they	were	in:	from	Internet	companies	to	local	small	businesses	and	everything	in	between.	We	drew	on	our	personal	experiences,
interviewed	more	than	forty	founders,	studied	many	more	companies,	and	pulled	out	the	repeatable	framework	they	used	to	succeed.That	framework	is	Bullseye,	a	simple	three-step	process	for	getting	traction.	Bullseye	works	for	startups	of	all	kinds:	consumer	or	enterprise	focused,	large	or	small.Since	DuckDuckGo’s	humble	beginnings,	we	have
grown	five	orders	of	magnitude	(10x	growth	spurts),	from	that	initial	one	hundred	searches	a	day	to	now	over	ten	million	a	day.	Each	step—from	100	to	1,000,	10,000	to	100,000,	1,000,000	to	10,000,000—involved	figuring	out	how	to	get	traction	again.	That’s	because,	as	you	will	see,	often	what	works	in	one	growth	stage	eventually	stops
working.Thankfully	we	had	Bullseye	to	help	us	find	the	right	traction	channel	strategy	at	the	right	time.	After	my	search	engine	optimization	mistake,	we	shifted	to	using	content	marketing,	social	and	display	ads,	publicity,	and	most	recently	business	development.	We’ve	hit	the	bull’s-eye	repeatedly,	and	so	can	you.CHAPTER	ONETraction
ChannelsBefore	we	get	started,	let’s	define	traction.	Traction	is	a	sign	that	your	company	is	taking	off.	It’s	obvious	in	your	core	metrics:	If	you	have	a	mobile	app,	your	download	rate	is	growing	rapidly.	If	you’re	running	a	subscription	service,	your	monthly	revenue	is	skyrocketing.	If	you’re	an	organic	bakery,	your	number	of	transactions	is	increasing
every	week.	You	get	the	point.Naval	Ravikant,	founder	of	AngelList,	an	online	platform	that	helps	companies	raise	money,	says	it	well:Traction	is	basically	quantitative	evidence	of	customer	demand.	So	if	you’re	in	enterprise	software,	[initial	traction]	may	be	two	or	three	early	customers	who	are	paying	a	bit;	if	you’re	in	consumer	software	the	bar
might	be	as	high	as	hundreds	of	thousands	of	users.You	can	always	get	more	traction.	The	whole	point	of	a	startup	is	to	grow	rapidly.	Getting	traction	means	moving	your	growth	curve	up	and	to	the	right	as	best	you	can.	Paul	Graham,	founder	of	startup	accelerator	Y	Combinator,	puts	it	like	this:A	startup	is	a	company	designed	to	grow	fast.	Being
newly	founded	does	not	in	itself	make	a	company	a	startup.	Nor	is	it	necessary	for	a	startup	to	work	on	technology,	or	take	venture	funding,	or	have	some	sort	of	“exit.”	The	only	essential	thing	is	growth.	Everything	else	we	associate	with	startups	follows	from	growth.Traction	is	growth.	The	pursuit	of	traction	is	what	defines	a	startup.After
interviewing	more	than	forty	successful	founders	and	researching	countless	more,	we	discovered	that	startups	get	traction	through	nineteen	different	channels.	Many	successful	startups	experimented	with	multiple	channels	until	they	found	one	that	worked.We	call	these	customer	acquisition	channels	traction	channels.	These	are	marketing	and
distribution	channels	through	which	your	startup	can	get	traction:	real	customer	growth.We	uncovered	two	broad	themes	through	our	research.	First,	most	founders	consider	using	only	traction	channels	with	which	they’re	already	familiar,	or	those	they	think	they	should	be	using	because	of	their	type	of	product	or	company.	This	means	that	far	too
many	startups	focus	on	the	same	channels	and	ignore	other	promising	ways	to	get	traction.	In	fact,	often	the	most	underutilized	channels	in	an	industry	are	the	most	promising	ones.Second,	it’s	hard	to	predict	the	traction	channel	that	will	work	best.	You	can	make	educated	guesses,	but	until	you	start	running	tests,	it’s	difficult	to	tell	which	channel	is
the	best	one	for	you	right	now.Our	introductory	chapters	2–5	expand	on	these	themes.	Chapter	2	introduces	you	to	traction	thinking:	the	mind-set	you	need	to	adopt	to	maximize	your	chances	of	getting	traction.	Chapter	3	presents	our	framework	for	getting	traction	called	Bullseye.	Essentially,	it	involves	targeted	experimentation	with	a	few	traction
channels,	followed	by	laser	focus	on	the	core	channel	that	is	most	promising.Chapter	4	explains	how	to	go	about	running	traction	tests,	a	central	theme	of	Bullseye.	Chapter	5	presents	a	second	framework—called	Critical	Path—to	help	you	focus	on	the	right	traction	goal	and	ignore	everything	else	not	required	to	achieve	it.Before	you	jump	into	this
material,	however,	we’d	like	to	introduce	you	to	the	nineteen	traction	channels	and	some	of	the	people	we	interviewed	for	them.	We	will	explore	each	of	these	channels	in	chapters	6–24.When	going	through	the	traction	channels,	try	your	best	not	to	dismiss	them	as	irrelevant	for	your	company.	Each	traction	channel	has	worked	for	startups	of	all
kinds	and	phases.	As	mentioned,	the	right	channel	is	often	an	underutilized	one.	Get	one	channel	working	that	your	competitors	dismiss,	and	you	can	grow	rapidly	while	they	languish.Targeting	BlogsPopular	startups	like	Codecademy,	Mint,	and	reddit	all	got	their	start	by	targeting	blogs.	Noah	Kagan,	Mint’s	former	director	of	marketing,	told	us	how
he	targeted	niche	blogs	early	on,	and	how	this	strategy	allowed	Mint	to	acquire	forty	thousand	customers	before	launching.PublicityPublicity	is	the	art	of	getting	your	name	out	there	via	traditional	media	outlets	like	newspapers,	magazines,	and	TV.	We	interviewed	Jason	Kincaid,	former	TechCrunch	writer,	about	pitching	media	outlets,	how	to	form
relationships	with	reporters,	and	what	most	startups	do	wrong	when	it	comes	to	publicity.	We	also	talked	with	Ryan	Holiday,	media	strategist	and	bestselling	author	of	Trust	Me,	I’m	Lying,	to	learn	how	startups	could	leverage	today’s	rapidly	changing	media	landscape	to	get	traction.Unconventional	PRUnconventional	PR	involves	doing	something
exceptional	like	publicity	stunts	to	draw	media	attention.	This	channel	can	also	work	by	repeatedly	going	above	and	beyond	for	your	customers.	Alexis	Ohanian	told	us	some	of	the	things	he	did	to	get	people	talking	about	reddit	and	Hipmunk,	two	startups	he	cofounded.Search	Engine	MarketingSearch	engine	marketing	(SEM)	allows	companies	to
advertise	to	consumers	searching	on	Google	and	other	search	engines.	We	interviewed	Matthew	Monahan	of	Inflection,	the	company	behind	Archives.com	(before	its	$100	million	acquisition	by	Ancestry.com),	to	learn	how	Archives	relied	primarily	on	SEM	for	its	growth.Social	and	Display	AdsAds	on	popular	sites	like	reddit,	YouTube,	Facebook,
Twitter,	and	hundreds	of	other	niche	sites	can	be	a	powerful	and	scalable	way	to	reach	new	customers.	We	brought	in	Nikhil	Sethi,	founder	of	the	social	ad	buying	platform	Adaptly,	to	talk	with	us	about	getting	traction	with	social	and	display	ads.Offline	AdsOffline	ads	include	TV	spots,	radio	commercials,	billboards,	infomercials,	newspaper	and
magazine	ads,	as	well	as	flyers	and	other	local	advertisements.	These	ads	reach	demographics	that	are	harder	to	target	online,	like	seniors,	less	tech-savvy	consumers,	and	commuters.	Few	startups	use	this	channel,	which	means	there’s	less	competition	for	many	of	these	audiences.	We	talked	with	Jason	Cohen,	founder	of	WP	Engine	and	Smart	Bear
Software,	about	the	offline	ads	he’s	used	to	acquire	customers.Search	Engine	OptimizationSearch	engine	optimization	(SEO)	is	the	process	of	making	sure	your	Web	site	shows	up	for	key	search	results.	We	interviewed	Rand	Fishkin	of	Moz	(the	market	leader	in	SEO	software)	to	talk	about	best	practices	for	getting	traction	with	SEO.	Patrick
McKenzie,	founder	of	Appointment	Reminder,	also	explained	to	us	how	he	uses	SEO	to	cheaply	acquire	lots	of	highly	targeted	traffic.Content	MarketingMany	startups	have	blogs.	However,	most	don’t	use	their	blogs	to	get	traction.	We	talked	with	Unbounce	founder	Rick	Perreault	and	OkCupid	cofounder	Sam	Yagan	to	learn	how	their	blogs
transformed	their	businesses.Email	MarketingEmail	marketing	is	one	of	the	best	ways	to	convert	prospects	while	retaining	and	monetizing	existing	customers.	For	this	chapter	we	interviewed	Colin	Nederkoorn,	founder	of	email	marketing	startup	Customer.io,	to	discuss	how	startups	can	get	the	most	out	of	this	traction	channel.Engineering	as
MarketingUsing	engineering	resources	to	acquire	customers	is	a	significantly	underutilized	way	to	get	traction.	Successful	companies	have	built	microsites,	developed	widgets,	and	created	free	tools	that	drive	thousands	of	leads	each	month.	We	asked	Dharmesh	Shah,	founder	of	HubSpot,	to	discuss	how	engineering	as	marketing	has	driven
HubSpot’s	growth	to	tens	of	thousands	of	customers	through	tools	like	its	Marketing	Grader.Viral	MarketingViral	marketing	consists	of	growing	your	customer	base	by	encouraging	your	customers	to	refer	other	customers.	We	interviewed	Andrew	Chen,	a	viral	marketing	expert	and	mentor	at	500	Startups,	for	common	viral	techniques	and	the	factors
that	have	led	to	viral	adoption	in	major	startups.	We	also	talked	with	Ashish	Kundra	of	myZamana,	who	discussed	using	viral	marketing	to	grow	from	100,000	users	to	more	than	4	million	in	less	than	a	year.Business	DevelopmentBusiness	development	(BD)	is	the	process	of	creating	strategic	relationships	that	benefit	both	your	startup	and	your
partner.	Paul	English,	cofounder	and	CEO	of	Kayak.com,	walked	us	through	the	impact	of	Kayak’s	early	partnership	with	AOL.	We	also	interviewed	venture	capitalist	Chris	Fralic,	whose	BD	efforts	at	Half.com	were	a	major	factor	in	eBay’s	$350	million	acquisition	of	the	company.	We’ll	show	you	how	to	structure	deals,	find	strategic	partners,	build	a
business	development	pipeline,	and	approach	potential	partners.SalesSales	is	focused	primarily	on	creating	processes	to	directly	exchange	product	for	dollars.	We	interviewed	David	Skok	of	Matrix	Partners—someone	who’s	taken	four	different	companies	public—to	get	his	perspective	on	how	the	best	software	companies	are	creating	sustainable,
scalable	sales	processes.	We	also	take	a	look	at	how	to	find	early	customers	and	have	winning	sales	conversations.Affiliate	ProgramsCompanies	like	HostGator,	GoDaddy,	and	Sprout	Social	have	robust	affiliate	programs	that	have	allowed	them	to	reach	hundreds	of	thousands	of	customers	in	a	cost-effective	way.	We	interviewed	Kristopher	Jones,
founder	of	the	Pepperjam	affiliate	network,	to	learn	how	a	startup	can	leverage	this	channel.	We	also	talked	with	Maneesh	Sethi	to	learn	how	affiliate	marketers	choose	which	products	to	promote,	and	some	of	the	strategies	they	use	to	do	so.Existing	PlatformsFocusing	on	existing	platforms	means	focusing	your	growth	efforts	on	a	megaplatform	like
Facebook,	Twitter,	or	the	App	Store,	and	getting	some	of	their	hundreds	of	millions	of	users	to	use	your	product.	Alex	Pachikov,	on	the	founding	team	of	Evernote,	explained	how	their	focus	on	Apple’s	App	Store	generated	millions	of	customers.Trade	ShowsTrade	shows	are	a	chance	for	companies	in	specific	industries	to	show	off	their	latest	products.
We	interviewed	Brian	Riley	of	SureStop,	an	innovative	bike	brake	startup,	to	learn	how	it	sealed	a	partnership	that	led	to	more	than	twenty	thousand	sales	from	one	trade	show	and	its	approach	to	getting	traction	at	each	event.Offline	EventsSponsoring	or	running	offline	events—from	small	meetups	to	large	conferences—can	be	a	primary	way	to	get
traction.	We	spoke	with	Rob	Walling,	founder	and	organizer	of	MicroConf,	to	talk	about	how	to	run	a	fantastic	event.Speaking	EngagementsEric	Ries,	author	of	the	bestselling	book	The	Lean	Startup,	told	us	how	he	used	speaking	engagements	to	hit	the	bestseller	list	within	a	week	of	his	book’s	launch.	We	also	interviewed	Dan	Martell,	founder	of
Clarity,	to	learn	how	to	leverage	a	speaking	event,	give	an	awesome	talk,	and	grow	your	startup’s	profile	at	such	speaking	gigs.Community	BuildingCompanies	like	Wikipedia	and	Stack	Exchange	have	grown	by	forming	passionate	communities	around	their	products.	In	our	interview	with	Jeff	Atwood	of	Stack	Exchange,	he	detailed	how	he	built	the
Stack	Overflow	community,	which	has	created	the	largest	repository	of	useful	programming	questions	and	answers	in	history.After	reading	this	book,	you	will	appreciate	how	each	of	these	nineteen	traction	channels	could	get	traction	for	your	business.	You	will	be	equipped	with	the	framework	to	find	out	which	one	to	focus	on,	and	how	to	go	about
doing	so.CHAPTER	TWOTraction	ThinkingHow	much	time	should	you	spend	on	getting	traction?	When	should	you	start?	How	do	you	know	if	it’s	working?	How	much	traction	do	you	need	to	get	investors?	This	chapter	answers	these	and	other	general	traction	questions,	empowering	you	with	the	traction	thinking	that	will	set	you	up	for	success.THE
50	PERCENT	RULEIf	you’re	starting	a	company,	chances	are	you	can	build	a	product.	Almost	every	failed	startup	has	a	product.	What	failed	startups	don’t	have	is	enough	customers.Marc	Andreessen,	cofounder	of	Netscape	and	VC	firm	Andreessen	Horowitz,	sums	up	this	common	problem:The	number	one	reason	that	we	pass	on	entrepreneurs	we’d
otherwise	like	to	back	is	they’re	focusing	on	product	to	the	exclusion	of	everything	else.	Many	entrepreneurs	who	build	great	products	simply	don’t	have	a	good	distribution	strategy.	Even	worse	is	when	they	insist	that	they	don’t	need	one,	or	call	[their]	no	distribution	strategy	a	“viral	marketing	strategy.”A	common	story	goes	like	this:	Founders	build
something	people	want	by	spending	their	time	making	tweaks	based	on	what	early	customers	say	they	want.	Then,	when	they	think	they	are	ready,	they	launch	and	take	stabs	at	getting	more	customers,	only	to	become	frustrated	when	customers	aren’t	flocking	to	them.Having	a	product	or	service	that	your	early	customers	love,	but	having	no	clear
way	to	get	more	traction	is	a	major	problem.	To	solve	this	problem,	spend	your	time	constructing	your	product	or	service	and	testing	traction	channels	in	parallel.Traction	and	product	development	are	of	equal	importance	and	should	each	get	about	half	of	your	attention.	This	is	what	we	call	the	50	percent	rule:	spend	50	percent	of	your	time	on
product	and	50	percent	on	traction.Building	something	people	want	is	certainly	required	for	traction,	but	it	isn’t	enough.	There	are	four	common	situations	where	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	still	not	end	up	with	a	viable	business.First,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	for	which	you	just	can’t	figure	out	a	viable	business
model.	The	money	isn’t	adding	up.	For	example,	people	won’t	pay,	and	selling	advertising	won’t	cover	the	bills.	There	is	just	no	real	market.Second,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	there	are	just	not	enough	customers	to	reach	profitability.	It’s	just	too	small	a	market,	and	there	aren’t	obvious	ways	to	expand.	This	occurs	often	when
startups	aren’t	ambitious	enough	and	pick	too	narrow	a	niche.Third,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	reaching	them	is	cost	prohibitive.	You	find	yourself	in	a	hard-to-reach	market.	An	example	is	a	relatively	inexpensive	product	that	requires	a	direct	sales	force	to	sell	it.	That	combo	just	doesn’t	work.Finally,	you	could	build	something
people	want,	but	a	lot	of	other	companies	build	it	too.	In	this	situation	you	are	in	a	hypercompetitive	market	where	it	is	simply	too	hard	to	get	customers.If	you	follow	the	50	percent	rule	from	the	beginning,	then	you	will	have	the	best	chance	of	avoiding	these	traps.	If	you	don’t,	then	you	risk	realizing	you’re	in	one	of	these	traps	too	late	to	do	anything
useful.	Unfortunately	this	happens	to	a	lot	of	companies	postlaunch.	The	sad	thing	is	that	often	these	products	and	services	are	useful,	but	the	companies	die	because	they	don’t	have	a	good	distribution	strategy.The	flip	side	is	that	if	you	focus	on	traction	from	the	beginning,	then	you	can	figure	out	very	quickly	if	you’re	on	the	right	track.	The	results
from	your	traction	experiments	will	guide	you	around	these	traps	and	toward	the	traction	channel	that	will	drive	the	most	meaningful	growth.This	50	percent	rule	is	hard	to	follow	because	the	pull	to	spend	all	of	your	attention	on	product	is	strong.	After	all,	you	probably	got	into	your	startup	because	you	wanted	to	build	a	particular	product	or	service.
You	had	a	vision.	A	lot	of	the	traction	activities	are	unknown	and	outside	of	both	your	comfort	zone	and	this	initial	vision.	That’s	why	there	is	a	natural	tendency	to	avoid	them.	Don’t.To	be	clear,	splitting	your	time	evenly	between	product	and	traction	will	certainly	slow	down	product	development.	However,	it	counterintuitively	won’t	slow	the	time	to
get	your	product	successfully	to	market.	In	fact,	it	will	speed	it	up!	That’s	because	pursuing	product	development	and	traction	in	parallel	has	a	couple	of	key	benefits.First,	it	helps	you	build	the	right	product	because	you	can	incorporate	knowledge	from	your	traction	efforts.	If	you’re	following	a	good	product	development	process,	you’re	already
getting	good	feedback	from	early	customers.	However,	these	customers	are	generally	too	close	to	you.	They	often	tell	you	what	you	want	to	hear.Through	traction	development	you	get	a	steady	stream	of	cold	customers.	It	is	through	these	people	that	you	can	really	find	out	whether	the	market	is	taking	to	your	product	or	not,	and	if	not,	what	features
are	missing	or	which	parts	of	the	experience	are	broken.You	can	think	of	your	initial	investment	in	traction	as	pouring	water	into	a	leaky	bucket.	At	first	your	bucket	will	be	very	leaky	because	your	product	is	not	yet	a	full	solution	to	customer	needs	and	problems.	In	other	words,	your	product	is	not	as	sticky	as	it	could	be,	and	many	customers	will	not
want	to	engage	with	it	yet.	As	a	consequence,	much	of	the	money	you	are	spending	on	traction	will	leak	out	of	your	bucket.This	is	exactly	where	most	founders	go	wrong.	They	think	because	this	money	is	leaking	out	that	it	is	money	wasted.	Oppositely,	this	process	is	telling	you	where	the	real	leaks	are	in	your	bucket	(product).	If	you	don’t	interact
with	cold	customers	in	this	way,	then	you	generally	spend	time	on	the	wrong	things	in	terms	of	product	development.These	interactions	also	get	you	additional	data,	like	what	messaging	is	resonating	with	potential	customers,	what	niche	you	might	focus	on	first,	what	types	of	customers	will	be	easiest	to	acquire,	and	what	major	distribution
roadblocks	you	might	run	into.You	will	get	some	of	this	information	through	good	product	development	practices,	but	not	nearly	enough.	All	of	this	new	information	should	change	the	first	version	of	the	product	for	the	better	and	inform	your	distribution	strategy.This	is	exactly	what	happened	with	Dropbox.	While	developing	their	product,	they	tested
search	engine	marketing	and	found	it	wouldn’t	work	for	their	business.	They	were	acquiring	customers	for	$230	when	their	product	cost	only	$99.	That’s	when	they	focused	on	the	viral	marketing	traction	channel,	and	built	a	referral	program	right	into	their	product.	This	program	has	since	been	their	biggest	growth	driver.In	contrast,	waiting	until
you	launch	a	product	to	embark	on	traction	development	usually	results	in	one	or	more	additional	product	development	cycles	as	you	adjust	to	real	market	feedback.	That’s	why	doing	traction	and	product	development	in	parallel	may	slow	down	product	development	in	the	short	run,	but	in	the	long	run	it’s	the	opposite.The	second	key	benefit	to
parallel	product	and	traction	development	is	that	you	get	to	experiment	and	test	different	traction	channels	before	you	launch	anything.	This	means	when	your	product	is	ready,	you	can	grow	rapidly.	A	head	start	on	understanding	the	traction	channel	that	will	work	for	your	business	is	invaluable.	Phil	Fernandez,	founder	and	CEO	of	Marketo,	a
marketing	automation	company	that	IPO’d	in	2013,	talks	about	this	benefit:At	Marketo,	not	only	did	we	have	SEO	[search	engine	optimization]	in	place	even	before	product	development,	we	also	had	a	blog.	We	talked	about	the	problems	we	aimed	to	solve.	.	.	.	Instead	of	beta	testing	a	product,	we	beta	tested	an	idea	and	integrated	the	feedback	we
received	from	our	readers	early	on	in	our	product	development	process.By	using	this	content	strategy,	we	at	Marketo	began	drumming	up	interest	in	our	solutions	with	so	much	advance	notice	we	had	a	pipeline	of	more	than	fourteen	thousand	interested	buyers	when	the	product	came	to	market.Marketo	wouldn’t	have	had	fourteen	thousand
interested	buyers	if	they	just	focused	on	product	development.	It’s	the	difference	between	significant	customer	growth	on	day	one—real	traction—and	just	a	product	you	know	some	people	want.MOVING	THE	NEEDLEBefore	you	can	set	about	getting	traction,	you	have	to	define	what	traction	means	for	your	company.	You	need	to	set	a	traction	goal.
At	the	earliest	stages,	this	traction	goal	is	usually	to	get	enough	traction	to	either	raise	funding	or	become	profitable.	In	any	case,	you	should	figure	out	what	this	goal	means	in	terms	of	hard	numbers.	How	many	customers	do	you	need	and	at	what	growth	rate?Your	traction	strategy	should	always	be	focused	on	moving	the	needle	for	your	traction
goal.	By	moving	the	needle,	we	mean	focusing	on	marketing	activities	that	result	in	a	measurable,	significant	impact	on	your	traction	goal.	It	should	be	something	that	advances	your	user	acquisition	goal	in	a	meaningful	way,	not	something	that	would	be	just	a	blip	even	if	it	worked.For	example,	early	on	DuckDuckGo	focused	on	search	engine
optimization	to	get	in	front	of	users	searching	for	“new	search	engine.”	This	focus	was	successful	at	obtaining	users,	but	did	not	bring	in	enough	users	to	get	close	to	the	traction	goal.	It	didn’t	move	the	needle.From	the	perspective	of	getting	traction,	you	can	think	about	working	on	a	product	or	service	in	three	phases:Phase	I—making	something
people	wantPhase	II—marketing	something	people	wantPhase	III—scaling	your	businessIn	the	leaky	bucket	metaphor,	phase	I	is	when	your	bucket	(product)	has	the	most	leaks.	It	really	doesn’t	hold	water.	There	is	no	reason	to	scale	up	your	efforts	now,	but	it	is	still	important	to	send	a	small	amount	of	water	through	the	bucket	so	you	can	see	where
the	holes	are	and	plug	them.When	you	constantly	test	traction	channels	by	sending	through	a	steady	stream	of	new	customers,	you	can	tell	if	your	product	is	getting	less	leaky	over	time,	which	it	should	be	if	your	product	development	strategy	is	sound.	In	fact	this	is	a	great	feedback	loop	between	traction	development	and	product	development	that
you	can	use	to	make	sure	you’re	on	the	right	track.As	you	hone	your	product,	you	are	effectively	plugging	leaks.	Once	you	have	crossed	over	to	phase	II,	you	have	product-market	fit	and	customers	are	sticking	around.	Now	is	the	time	to	scale	up	your	traction	efforts:	your	bucket	is	no	longer	leaky.	You	are	now	fine-tuning	your	positioning	and
marketing	messages.In	phase	III,	you	have	an	established	business	model	and	significant	position	in	the	market,	and	are	focused	on	scaling	both	to	further	dominate	the	market	and	to	profit.In	each	phase	you	will	find	yourself	generally	focused	on	different	things	because	moving	the	needle	means	different	things	as	you	grow.	In	phase	I,	it’s	getting
those	first	customers	that	prove	your	product	can	get	traction.	In	phase	II,	it	is	getting	enough	customers	that	you’re	knocking	on	the	door	of	sustainability.	And	in	phase	III,	your	focus	is	on	increasing	your	earnings,	scaling	your	marketing	channels,	and	creating	a	truly	sustainable	business.Phase	I	is	very	product	focused	and	involves	pursuing	initial
traction	while	also	building	your	initial	product.	This	often	means	getting	traction	in	ways	that	don’t	scale—giving	talks,	writing	guest	posts,	emailing	people	you	have	relationships	with,	attending	conferences,	and	doing	whatever	you	can	to	get	in	front	of	customers.As	Paul	Graham	said	in	his	essay	“Do	Things	That	Don’t	Scale”:A	lot	of	would-be
founders	believe	that	startups	either	take	off	or	don’t.	You	build	something,	make	it	available,	and	if	you’ve	made	a	better	mousetrap,	people	beat	a	path	to	your	door	as	promised.	Or	they	don’t,	in	which	case	the	market	must	not	exist.Actually	startups	take	off	because	the	founders	make	them	take	off.	.	.	.	The	most	common	unscalable	thing	founders
have	to	do	at	the	start	is	to	recruit	users	manually.	Nearly	all	startups	have	to.	You	can’t	wait	for	users	to	come	to	you.	You	have	to	go	out	and	get	them.Startup	growth	happens	in	spurts.	Initially,	growth	is	usually	slow.	Then	it	spikes	as	a	useful	traction	channel	strategy	is	unlocked.	Eventually	it	flattens	out	again	as	this	strategy	gets	saturated	and
becomes	less	effective.	Then	you	unlock	another	strategy	and	you	get	another	spike.As	your	company	grows,	smaller	traction	strategies	stop	moving	the	needle.	If	you	have	ten	thousand	visitors	to	your	Web	site	each	day,	it	will	be	hard	to	appreciate	a	tweet	or	blog	post	that	sends	twenty	visitors	your	way.Moving	the	needle	in	the	later	stages	requires
larger	and	larger	numbers.	If	you	want	to	add	100,000	new	customers,	with	conversion	rates	between	1	and	5	percent,	you’re	looking	at	reaching	2	to	10	million	people	in	a	targeted	marketing	campaign—those	are	huge	numbers!	That’s	why	traction	channels	like	community	building	and	viral	marketing	can	be	so	powerful:	they	scale	with	the	size	of
your	user	base	and	potential	market.	In	any	case,	always	consider	your	traction	efforts	in	terms	of	whether	they	are	moving	the	needle	for	your	traction	goal.HOW	MUCH	TRACTION	IS	ENOUGH	FOR	INVESTORS?Startup	founders	hoping	to	scale	quickly	tend	to	focus	on	fund-raising.	Not	every	company	starts	off	planning	on	an	eventual	IPO,	but	any
that	do	need	outsiders	buying	in.	As	a	result,	they	often	wonder	how	much	traction	they	need	to	get	investors	interested.	Naval	Ravikant,	founder	of	AngelList,	answered	this	question	well	a	few	years	ago:It	is	a	moving	target.	The	entire	ecosystem	is	getting	far	more	efficient.	Companies	are	accomplishing	a	lot	more	with	a	lot	less.Two	years	ago
[November	2010]	you	could	have	gotten	your	daily	deal	startup	funded	pre-traction.	Eighteen	months	ago	you	could	not	have	gotten	a	daily	deal	startup	funded	no	matter	how	much	traction	you	had.	Twelve	months	ago	you	could	have	gotten	your	mobile	app	company	funded	with	ten	thousand	downloads.	Today	it’s	probably	going	to	take	a	few
hundred	thousand	downloads	and	a	strong	rapid	adoption	rate	for	a	real	financing	to	take	place.The	definition	of	traction	keeps	changing	as	the	environment	gets	competitive.	That’s	why	it	is	actually	useful	to	look	at	AngelList	and	look	at	companies	who	just	got	funded;	that	will	give	you	an	idea	of	where	the	bar	is	right	now.	Home	>	Book	Summaries
>	Book	Summary	-	Traction:	How	any	Startup	can	Achieve	Explosive	Customer	Growth	Most	startups	fail	because	they	cannot	get	enough	customers	before	they	run	out	of	money.	In	Traction:	How	any	Startup	can	Achieve	Explosive	Customer	Growth,	the	founder	of	search	engine	Duckduckgo,	Gabriel	Weinberg,	shares	a	fresh	way	for	businesses	to
think	about	different	phases	of	growth,	with	practical	tips	on	how	to	test	and	use	19	potential	channels	to	get	more	customers	and	achieve	massive	growth.	In	this	free	Traction	summary,	we’ll	briefly	outline	the	concept	of	traction	thinking	and	the	19	traction	channels.	To	succeed	a	startup	must	grow	quickly.	Traction	is	the	measurable	evidence	of
customer	demand.	Depending	on	the	nature	of	your	business,	it	could	be	the	number	of	app	downloads,	the	number	of	free/paid	subscribers,	the	number	of	sales	transactions	etc.	It	signals	that	your	company	is	taking	off,	and	makes	it	easier	to	attract	investors,	talents,	partners	and	publicity.	The	sales	and	marketing	channels	through	which	you
acquire	customers	are	your	“traction	channels”.	For	any	business	to	succeed,	you’ll	need	to	achieve	3	things:	a	viable	product/service,	a	large	enough	market,	and	a	way	to	reach	your	customers.	From	the	onset,	spend	50%	of	your	time	on	product	development	and	50%	on	traction	development,	use	the	Bullseye	framework	to	systematically	test	the
channels	and	find	the	most	promising	one,	then	use	the	Critical	Path	framework	to	focus	your	limited	resources	on	what	matters	most.	Here’s	an	overview	of	the	key	components	of	traction	thinking.	You	can	get	our	complete	summary	bundle	for	more	details.	The	50%	Rule	Startups	often	spend	most	their	time/resources	developing	their	products;	by
the	time	they	realize	they	need	to	get	more	customers	and	try	to	ramp	up	their	sales/marketing	efforts,	they’ve	run	out	of	money.	As	you	develop	your	product,	you	should	concurrently	test	your	traction	channels,	spending	50%	of	your	time	on	product	and	50%	on	traction.	That	way,	you	can	get	market	feedback	to	refine	your	product	and	start
building	a	customer	base,	so	you	can	grow	quickly	once	your	product	is	ready.	A	startup	is	like	a	leaking	bucket,	and	your	role	is	to	gradually	plug	the	holes	so	the	water	(investments)	you	pour	in	won’t	leak	out.	Learn	more	about	the	3	phases	of	growth	in	our	complete	Traction	book	summary	The	Bullseye	Framework	You	can’t	predict	which	traction
channels	will	work;	the	only	way	is	to	test	them.	Bullseye	is	a	framework	to	help	you	identify	the	most	optimal	channel	that	your	startup	should	focus	on.	In	the	full	summary	we	elaborate	on	how	to	work	through	the	3	rings:	to	brainstorm	what’s	possible,	then	run	cheap	strategic	tests	to	find	the	more	promising	channels,	before	finding	the	1	most
promising	core	channel	and	mastering	it.	We	also		take	a	closer	look	at	how	to	test	various	strategies,	track	and	optimize	your	results.	After	you’ve	extracted	the	most	from	your	current	core	channel,	rerun	the	Bullseye	to	find	the	next	best	channel.	The	Critical	Path	Framework	One	of	the	key	challenges	for	startups	is	deciding	which	opportunities	to
pursue.	The	Critical	Path	shows	what’s	most	essential,	so	you	can	focus	your	limited	resources	on	what	truly	matters.	You’ll	need	to	define	what	traction	means	for	your	business,	set	a	quantifiable	traction	goal,	define	the	key	milestones	that	are	absolutely	essential	to	reaching	this	goal,	then	stick	strictly	to	the	Critical	Path.	All	of	us	tend	to	be	biased
toward/against	certain	traction	channels,	because	of	what	we’re	most	familiar	with,	or	our	personal	preferences.	The	goal	of	this	book	is	to	help	you	to	become	familiar	with	full	range	of	traction	channels.	That	way,	you	can	overcome	your	biases,	and	never	run	out	of	new	ways	to	get	more	customers.	Here	are	the	19	traction	channels	at	a	glance.
We’ll	now	zoom	in	on	2	of	them	in	more	detail.	You	can	get	a	full	overview	of	the	rest	from	our	complete	summary	bundle.	1.	Targeting	Blogs	This	channel	is	about	targeting	blogs	and	link-sharing	communities	that	feed	them	(e.g.	reddit,	Product	Hunt,	Hacker	News).	Most	blogs	are	glad	to	share	about	great	products	that	benefit	their	readers	and
make	money	in	the	process.	•	List	down	all	the	possible	blogs	or	link-sharing	communities.	To	find	the	relevant	blogs	in	your	space,	use	tools	such	as	search	engines,	YouTube,	Delicious,	StumbleUpon	and	Social	Mention.	You	can	also	ask	people	what	they’re	reading	online.	•	Start	your	tests	by	contacting	a	few	blogs	that	represent	different	customer
segments	and	invite	them	to	write	about	you.	Then,	monitor	the	click-through	rates	(CTR)	and	conversions	(e.g.	the	number	of	signups	and	customers)	per	strategy.	•	Some	strategies	include:	(i)	Sponsoring	personal/small	blogs.	Entice	influential	bloggers	to	spread	the	word	and/or	place	your	ad	on	their	blogs	in	return	for	early	access	to	your	product.
(ii)	Creating	a	special	offer	for	your	ideal	targets	together	with	a	draft	guest	post	that	bloggers	can	use.	(iii)	Creating	pre-launch	waiting	lists.	(iv)	Offering	free	bundles	for	blogs/conferences	for	early	exposure.	2.	Publicity	or	Public	Relations	(PR)	Conventional	publicity	channels	include	newspapers,	magazines	and	other	news	media.	If	you	have	a
great	story	with	a	broad-based	appeal,	they’d	generally	want	to	write	about	you,	since	they	make	money	from	ads	and	want	to	attract	more	readers	or	viewers.	•	Start	with	the	smaller	media	sources	which	“filter	up”	to	larger	ones.	For	example,	if	you	get	covered	on	Hacker	News	and	subreddits,	you	may	get	the	attention	of	LifeHacker	or
TechCrunch,	which	may	then	get	the	attention	of	the	New	York	Times.	•	Build	relationships	with	reporters	covering	your	market/niche.	Read	what	they	write,	follow	them	on	social	media,	share	comments	on	their	articles,	and	offer	them	your	insights	as	an	industry	expert.	•	Make	your	story	newsworthy.	Contact	the	reporters	only	when	you	have	a
solid	story,	and	keep	your	pitch	short	and	sweet.	(i)	Reporters	are	usually	interested	in	major	milestones	or	events,	e.g.	a	breakthrough	solution	or	a	special	industry	report.	Merge	small	milestones	into	a	big	impactful	announcement.	(ii)	Craft	a	compelling	narrative	that	touches	people	emotionally	and	makes	them	want	to	share	it.	(iii)	Once	you	have
a	solid	story,	get	as	much	buzz	as	possible,	e.g.	submit	your	story	to	link-sharing	sites,	share	it	on	social	networks	(amplified	with	social	ads),	and	contact	relevant	bloggers	and	influencers	who	may	share	or	comment	on	the	story.	Ready	to	gain	traction	for	your	business?	Learn	more	about	traction	thinking	and	all	19	traction	channels	in	our	complete
summary	bundle	including	a	one-page	infographic	summary	in	pdf,	an	18-page	text	summary	in	pdf,	and	a	26-min	audio	summary	in	mp3	for	information	on	each	of	the	other	17	traction	channels.	This	is	a	comprehensive	and	easy-to-read	guidebook	on	marketing,	sales	and	how	to	get	customers.	Each	of	the	19	traction	channels	are	detailed	in	a
separate	chapter	in	the	book,	with	useful	background	information,	examples	and	practical	tips	on	testing,	channel	strategies	and	tactics.	This	is	a	useful	resource	for	any	startup	or	business	that	wants	to	grow	quickly	and	get	more	customers.	You	can	purchase	the	book	here.	Wish	to	learn	more	about	gaining	traction	and	helping	your	startup	to	grow?
Do	also	check	out	this	other	summary	of	Gino	Wickmans’	Traction:	Get	a	Grip	on	Your	Business.	Or,	read	our	Running	Lean	summary	to	learn	how	to	ensure	your	startup	is	on	the	right	track!	Traction:	How	any	Startup	can	Achieve	Explosive	Customer	Growth	is	written	by	Gabriel	Weinberg	and	Justin	Mares.	Gabriel	Weinberg	is	the	founder	and	CEO
of	DuckDuckGo—a	search	engine	that	allows	users	to	protect	their	privacy	by	disabling	ads	and	online	tracking.	DuckDuckGo	had	more	than	three	billion	searches	in	2015.	Previously,	Weinberg	was	the	cofounder	and	CEO	of	Opobox,	which	was	sold	for	$10	million.	Justin	Mares	is	an	entrepreneur,	and	the	cofounder	and	CEO	of	Kettle	&	Fire	(which
offers	the	first	shelf-stable	bone	broth).	Previously,	he	co	founded	CloudFab,	which	was	acquired	by	Exceptional	Cloud	Services.	“Almost	every	failed	startup	has	a	product.	What	failed	startups	don’t	have	is	enough	customers.”	“Often	the	most	underutilized	channels	in	an	industry	are	the	most	promising	ones.”	“You	can	get	a	competitive	advantage
by	acquiring	customers	in	ways	your	competitor	isn’t.”	“Always	consider	your	traction	efforts	in	terms	of	whether	they	are	moving	the	needle	for	your	traction	goal.”	“Your	traction	strategy	should	always	be	focused	on	…marketing	activities	that	result	in	a	measurable,	significant	impact	on	your	traction	goal.”	Click	here	to	download	Traction	book
summary	and	infographic	Preface:	Traction	Trumps	EverythingIn	2006	I	sold	for	millions	of	dollars	an	Internet	company	that	I	had	cofounded	a	few	years	earlier.	It	was	a	strange	company	for	many	reasons,	not	the	least	of	which	was	that	we	had	no	employees	from	beginning	to	end.	I	wrote	every	line	of	code	and	did	all	the	accounting	and	customer
support.The	terms	of	the	deal	were	such	that	my	cofounder	and	I	didn’t	have	to	work	for	the	acquiring	company	at	all.	We	were	free	to	move	on	to	other	things,	and	we	did.	A	few	months	later	my	wife	and	I	moved	from	our	865-square-foot	apartment	near	Boston	to	a	country	house	twenty-five	miles	outside	of	Philadelphia.	I	had	just	turned	twenty-
seven.She	went	to	her	job	and	I	sat	at	home	doing	nothing	for	the	first	time	in	my	life.	We	knew	no	one	for	a	hundred	miles	in	any	direction.Naturally,	I	started	tinkering	on	the	computer	again,	starting	about	a	dozen	side	projects	simultaneously.	A	year	and	a	half	later,	I	thought	I	was	on	to	something.	I	noticed	two	things	that	bothered	me	about
Google:	too	much	spam	(all	those	sites	with	nothing	but	ads)	and	not	enough	instant	answers	(I	kept	going	to	Wikipedia	and	IMDb).	I	thought	if	I	could	easily	pick	out	the	spam	and	the	answers,	then	I’d	have	a	more	compelling	search	engine.Both	problems	were	harder	to	solve	than	I	initially	thought,	but	I	thoroughly	enjoyed	the	work	and	kept	at	it.
Everyone	I	talked	to	about	my	search	engine	project	thought	I	was	nuts.	You’re	doing	what?	Competing	against	Google?	Why?	How?	Another	year	later,	in	the	fall	of	2008,	I	flipped	the	switch,	unveiling	my	search	engine	to	the	public.DuckDuckGo	had	a	rather	uneventful	launch,	if	you	can	even	call	it	a	launch.	I	posted	it	to	a	niche	tech	site	called
Hacker	News	and	that	was	the	long	and	short	of	it.	The	post	was	entitled	“What	do	you	think	of	my	new	search	engine?”Like	many	entrepreneurs,	I’m	motivated	by	being	on	the	cusp	of	something	big,	and	I	was	at	the	point	where	I	needed	some	validation.	I	can	survive	on	little,	but	I	needed	something.I	got	it.Granted,	the	product	wasn’t	anything
you’d	want	to	switch	to	at	that	point,	and	people	let	me	know	that.	It	was	an	Internet	forum,	after	all.	However,	I	still	felt	there	was	genuine	interest	in	a	new	search	competitor.	I	could	tell	some	people	were	growing	wary	of	what	Google	was	becoming.	For	example,	those	initial	conversations	led	me	to	investigate	search	privacy	and	eventually
become	“the	search	engine	that	doesn’t	track	you,”	years	before	government	and	corporate	surveillance	became	a	mainstream	issue.In	any	case,	the	response	I	received	was	enough	motivation	to	keep	me	going.	Which	brings	me	to	traction.	I	needed	some.Traction	is	the	best	way	to	improve	your	chances	of	startup	success.	Traction	is	a	sign	that
something	is	working.	If	you	charge	for	your	product,	it	means	customers	are	buying.	If	your	product	is	free,	it’s	a	growing	user	base.Traction	is	powerful.	Technical,	market,	and	team	risks	are	easier	to	address	with	traction.	Fund-raising,	hiring,	press,	partnerships,	and	acquisitions	all	become	much	easier.In	other	words,	traction	trumps
everything.My	last	startup	had	grown	using	two	traction	channels:	first,	search	engine	optimization	(ranking	high	in	search	engines	for	relevant	terms),	and	later,	viral	marketing	(where	your	customers	bring	in	other	customers,	such	as	by	referring	friends	and	family	through	use	of	the	product).Viral	marketing	doesn’t	work	well	in	search	because
you	can’t	easily	bake	it	into	the	product	by	putting	stuff	between	people	and	their	search	results.	So	I	tried	search	engine	optimization.	The	terms	“search	engine”	and	“search	engines”	were	too	hard	to	rank	for,	as	the	high-ranking	companies	had	been	around	for	a	decade	and	had	tens	of	thousands	of	links	pointing	at	them	from	their	long	histories.
“New	search	engine”	was	more	in	my	grasp.I	worked	hard	for	many	months	to	rank	high	for	this	phrase.	The	key	to	good	search	engine	optimization	(SEO)	is	getting	links.	As	you	will	read	later	in	the	SEO	chapter,	you	need	a	strategy	to	get	these	links	in	a	scalable	way.Getting	stories	written	about	you	in	blogs	and	news	outlets	is	a	common	SEO
linking	strategy.	However,	I	hit	saturation	with	that	channel	strategy	pretty	quickly	and	it	didn’t	get	me	to	the	top.	Something	more	creative	was	required.After	much	brainstorming	and	experimenting,	I	eventually	hit	upon	a	good	idea.	I	built	a	karma	widget	that	would	display	links	to	your	social	media	profiles	and	how	many	followers	you	had	on	each
service.	People	would	embed	it	on	their	sites	and	at	the	bottom	there	would	be	a	link	back	to	DuckDuckGo	that	said	“new	search	engine.”This	channel	strategy	worked	beautifully.	I	was	number	one.Trouble	was,	not	a	ton	of	people	make	that	search—about	fifty	a	day.	So	while	I	did	get	some	traction	and	a	steady	stream	of	new	users,	it	leveled	off
pretty	quickly.	It	wasn’t	enough	traction	to	be	meaningful.	It	didn’t	move	the	needle.I	made	two	large	traction	mistakes	here.	First,	I	failed	to	have	a	concrete	traction	goal.	In	retrospect,	to	move	the	needle	for	my	traction	goals	at	the	time,	I	needed	more	like	five	thousand	new	visitors	a	day,	not	fifty.	Search	engine	optimization	was	not	going	to	get
me	there.Second,	I	was	biased	by	my	previous	experience.	Just	because	my	last	company	got	traction	in	this	way	didn’t	mean	it	was	right	for	every	company.These	are	very	natural	mistakes	to	make.	In	fact,	most	startups	make	them.	The	most	common	startup	trajectory	now	goes	something	like	the	following:Founders	have	an	idea	for	a	company
they’re	excited	about.	Initial	excitement	turns	into	a	struggle	to	build	a	product,	but	they	do	get	something	out	the	door.Launch!The	founders	expected	customers	to	beat	a	path	to	their	door,	but	unfortunately	that	isn’t	happening.	Getting	traction	was	an	afterthought,	but	now	they	are	focused	on	it.	They	try	what	they	know	or	what	they’ve	heard
others	do:	some	Facebook	ads,	a	little	local	PR,	and	maybe	a	smattering	of	blog	posts.Then	they	run	out	of	money	and	the	company	dies.Sadly,	this	is	the	norm.	Even	sadder,	often	these	products	are	actually	on	to	something.	That	is,	with	the	right	traction	strategy	they	might	have	actually	been	able	to	get	traction	and	not	go	out	of	business.Given	my
previous	startup	success	I	thought	I	knew	what	I	was	doing.	I	was	wrong.	Luckily,	I	wasn’t	dead	wrong.	I	had	the	money	to	self-fund	through	my	traction	mistakes,	and	so	they	didn’t	prove	fatal	for	DuckDuckGo.	Not	everyone	is	as	lucky.Right	when	I	realized	I	was	making	these	mistakes	I	also	realized	I	didn’t	know	the	right	way	to	go	about	getting
traction	at	all.	I	asked	around.	It	turns	out	there	was	no	good	framework	for	getting	traction,	and	that’s	how	this	book	was	born,	way	back	in	2009.Around	this	time	I	also	started	angel	investing	and	more	seriously	advising	other	startups.	I	saw	firsthand	similar	struggles	and	mistakes.	I	also	partnered	with	Justin	Mares,	my	coauthor.	Justin	founded
two	startups	(one	of	which	was	acquired)	and	recently	ran	growth	at	Exceptional	Cloud	Services,	which	was	acquired	by	Rackspace	in	2013	for	millions.	He’s	a	growth	expert	in	his	own	right.We	set	out	to	help	startups	get	traction	no	matter	what	business	they	were	in:	from	Internet	companies	to	local	small	businesses	and	everything	in	between.	We
drew	on	our	personal	experiences,	interviewed	more	than	forty	founders,	studied	many	more	companies,	and	pulled	out	the	repeatable	framework	they	used	to	succeed.That	framework	is	Bullseye,	a	simple	three-step	process	for	getting	traction.	Bullseye	works	for	startups	of	all	kinds:	consumer	or	enterprise	focused,	large	or	small.Since
DuckDuckGo’s	humble	beginnings,	we	have	grown	five	orders	of	magnitude	(10x	growth	spurts),	from	that	initial	one	hundred	searches	a	day	to	now	over	ten	million	a	day.	Each	step—from	100	to	1,000,	10,000	to	100,000,	1,000,000	to	10,000,000—involved	figuring	out	how	to	get	traction	again.	That’s	because,	as	you	will	see,	often	what	works	in
one	growth	stage	eventually	stops	working.Thankfully	we	had	Bullseye	to	help	us	find	the	right	traction	channel	strategy	at	the	right	time.	After	my	search	engine	optimization	mistake,	we	shifted	to	using	content	marketing,	social	and	display	ads,	publicity,	and	most	recently	business	development.	We’ve	hit	the	bull’s-eye	repeatedly,	and	so	can
you.CHAPTER	ONETraction	ChannelsBefore	we	get	started,	let’s	define	traction.	Traction	is	a	sign	that	your	company	is	taking	off.	It’s	obvious	in	your	core	metrics:	If	you	have	a	mobile	app,	your	download	rate	is	growing	rapidly.	If	you’re	running	a	subscription	service,	your	monthly	revenue	is	skyrocketing.	If	you’re	an	organic	bakery,	your	number
of	transactions	is	increasing	every	week.	You	get	the	point.Naval	Ravikant,	founder	of	AngelList,	an	online	platform	that	helps	companies	raise	money,	says	it	well:Traction	is	basically	quantitative	evidence	of	customer	demand.	So	if	you’re	in	enterprise	software,	[initial	traction]	may	be	two	or	three	early	customers	who	are	paying	a	bit;	if	you’re	in
consumer	software	the	bar	might	be	as	high	as	hundreds	of	thousands	of	users.You	can	always	get	more	traction.	The	whole	point	of	a	startup	is	to	grow	rapidly.	Getting	traction	means	moving	your	growth	curve	up	and	to	the	right	as	best	you	can.	Paul	Graham,	founder	of	startup	accelerator	Y	Combinator,	puts	it	like	this:A	startup	is	a	company
designed	to	grow	fast.	Being	newly	founded	does	not	in	itself	make	a	company	a	startup.	Nor	is	it	necessary	for	a	startup	to	work	on	technology,	or	take	venture	funding,	or	have	some	sort	of	“exit.”	The	only	essential	thing	is	growth.	Everything	else	we	associate	with	startups	follows	from	growth.Traction	is	growth.	The	pursuit	of	traction	is	what
defines	a	startup.After	interviewing	more	than	forty	successful	founders	and	researching	countless	more,	we	discovered	that	startups	get	traction	through	nineteen	different	channels.	Many	successful	startups	experimented	with	multiple	channels	until	they	found	one	that	worked.We	call	these	customer	acquisition	channels	traction	channels.	These
are	marketing	and	distribution	channels	through	which	your	startup	can	get	traction:	real	customer	growth.We	uncovered	two	broad	themes	through	our	research.	First,	most	founders	consider	using	only	traction	channels	with	which	they’re	already	familiar,	or	those	they	think	they	should	be	using	because	of	their	type	of	product	or	company.	This
means	that	far	too	many	startups	focus	on	the	same	channels	and	ignore	other	promising	ways	to	get	traction.	In	fact,	often	the	most	underutilized	channels	in	an	industry	are	the	most	promising	ones.Second,	it’s	hard	to	predict	the	traction	channel	that	will	work	best.	You	can	make	educated	guesses,	but	until	you	start	running	tests,	it’s	difficult	to
tell	which	channel	is	the	best	one	for	you	right	now.Our	introductory	chapters	2–5	expand	on	these	themes.	Chapter	2	introduces	you	to	traction	thinking:	the	mind-set	you	need	to	adopt	to	maximize	your	chances	of	getting	traction.	Chapter	3	presents	our	framework	for	getting	traction	called	Bullseye.	Essentially,	it	involves	targeted	experimentation
with	a	few	traction	channels,	followed	by	laser	focus	on	the	core	channel	that	is	most	promising.Chapter	4	explains	how	to	go	about	running	traction	tests,	a	central	theme	of	Bullseye.	Chapter	5	presents	a	second	framework—called	Critical	Path—to	help	you	focus	on	the	right	traction	goal	and	ignore	everything	else	not	required	to	achieve	it.Before
you	jump	into	this	material,	however,	we’d	like	to	introduce	you	to	the	nineteen	traction	channels	and	some	of	the	people	we	interviewed	for	them.	We	will	explore	each	of	these	channels	in	chapters	6–24.When	going	through	the	traction	channels,	try	your	best	not	to	dismiss	them	as	irrelevant	for	your	company.	Each	traction	channel	has	worked	for
startups	of	all	kinds	and	phases.	As	mentioned,	the	right	channel	is	often	an	underutilized	one.	Get	one	channel	working	that	your	competitors	dismiss,	and	you	can	grow	rapidly	while	they	languish.Targeting	BlogsPopular	startups	like	Codecademy,	Mint,	and	reddit	all	got	their	start	by	targeting	blogs.	Noah	Kagan,	Mint’s	former	director	of
marketing,	told	us	how	he	targeted	niche	blogs	early	on,	and	how	this	strategy	allowed	Mint	to	acquire	forty	thousand	customers	before	launching.PublicityPublicity	is	the	art	of	getting	your	name	out	there	via	traditional	media	outlets	like	newspapers,	magazines,	and	TV.	We	interviewed	Jason	Kincaid,	former	TechCrunch	writer,	about	pitching	media
outlets,	how	to	form	relationships	with	reporters,	and	what	most	startups	do	wrong	when	it	comes	to	publicity.	We	also	talked	with	Ryan	Holiday,	media	strategist	and	bestselling	author	of	Trust	Me,	I’m	Lying,	to	learn	how	startups	could	leverage	today’s	rapidly	changing	media	landscape	to	get	traction.Unconventional	PRUnconventional	PR	involves
doing	something	exceptional	like	publicity	stunts	to	draw	media	attention.	This	channel	can	also	work	by	repeatedly	going	above	and	beyond	for	your	customers.	Alexis	Ohanian	told	us	some	of	the	things	he	did	to	get	people	talking	about	reddit	and	Hipmunk,	two	startups	he	cofounded.Search	Engine	MarketingSearch	engine	marketing	(SEM)	allows
companies	to	advertise	to	consumers	searching	on	Google	and	other	search	engines.	We	interviewed	Matthew	Monahan	of	Inflection,	the	company	behind	Archives.com	(before	its	$100	million	acquisition	by	Ancestry.com),	to	learn	how	Archives	relied	primarily	on	SEM	for	its	growth.Social	and	Display	AdsAds	on	popular	sites	like	reddit,	YouTube,
Facebook,	Twitter,	and	hundreds	of	other	niche	sites	can	be	a	powerful	and	scalable	way	to	reach	new	customers.	We	brought	in	Nikhil	Sethi,	founder	of	the	social	ad	buying	platform	Adaptly,	to	talk	with	us	about	getting	traction	with	social	and	display	ads.Offline	AdsOffline	ads	include	TV	spots,	radio	commercials,	billboards,	infomercials,
newspaper	and	magazine	ads,	as	well	as	flyers	and	other	local	advertisements.	These	ads	reach	demographics	that	are	harder	to	target	online,	like	seniors,	less	tech-savvy	consumers,	and	commuters.	Few	startups	use	this	channel,	which	means	there’s	less	competition	for	many	of	these	audiences.	We	talked	with	Jason	Cohen,	founder	of	WP	Engine
and	Smart	Bear	Software,	about	the	offline	ads	he’s	used	to	acquire	customers.Search	Engine	OptimizationSearch	engine	optimization	(SEO)	is	the	process	of	making	sure	your	Web	site	shows	up	for	key	search	results.	We	interviewed	Rand	Fishkin	of	Moz	(the	market	leader	in	SEO	software)	to	talk	about	best	practices	for	getting	traction	with	SEO.
Patrick	McKenzie,	founder	of	Appointment	Reminder,	also	explained	to	us	how	he	uses	SEO	to	cheaply	acquire	lots	of	highly	targeted	traffic.Content	MarketingMany	startups	have	blogs.	However,	most	don’t	use	their	blogs	to	get	traction.	We	talked	with	Unbounce	founder	Rick	Perreault	and	OkCupid	cofounder	Sam	Yagan	to	learn	how	their	blogs
transformed	their	businesses.Email	MarketingEmail	marketing	is	one	of	the	best	ways	to	convert	prospects	while	retaining	and	monetizing	existing	customers.	For	this	chapter	we	interviewed	Colin	Nederkoorn,	founder	of	email	marketing	startup	Customer.io,	to	discuss	how	startups	can	get	the	most	out	of	this	traction	channel.Engineering	as
MarketingUsing	engineering	resources	to	acquire	customers	is	a	significantly	underutilized	way	to	get	traction.	Successful	companies	have	built	microsites,	developed	widgets,	and	created	free	tools	that	drive	thousands	of	leads	each	month.	We	asked	Dharmesh	Shah,	founder	of	HubSpot,	to	discuss	how	engineering	as	marketing	has	driven
HubSpot’s	growth	to	tens	of	thousands	of	customers	through	tools	like	its	Marketing	Grader.Viral	MarketingViral	marketing	consists	of	growing	your	customer	base	by	encouraging	your	customers	to	refer	other	customers.	We	interviewed	Andrew	Chen,	a	viral	marketing	expert	and	mentor	at	500	Startups,	for	common	viral	techniques	and	the	factors
that	have	led	to	viral	adoption	in	major	startups.	We	also	talked	with	Ashish	Kundra	of	myZamana,	who	discussed	using	viral	marketing	to	grow	from	100,000	users	to	more	than	4	million	in	less	than	a	year.Business	DevelopmentBusiness	development	(BD)	is	the	process	of	creating	strategic	relationships	that	benefit	both	your	startup	and	your
partner.	Paul	English,	cofounder	and	CEO	of	Kayak.com,	walked	us	through	the	impact	of	Kayak’s	early	partnership	with	AOL.	We	also	interviewed	venture	capitalist	Chris	Fralic,	whose	BD	efforts	at	Half.com	were	a	major	factor	in	eBay’s	$350	million	acquisition	of	the	company.	We’ll	show	you	how	to	structure	deals,	find	strategic	partners,	build	a
business	development	pipeline,	and	approach	potential	partners.SalesSales	is	focused	primarily	on	creating	processes	to	directly	exchange	product	for	dollars.	We	interviewed	David	Skok	of	Matrix	Partners—someone	who’s	taken	four	different	companies	public—to	get	his	perspective	on	how	the	best	software	companies	are	creating	sustainable,
scalable	sales	processes.	We	also	take	a	look	at	how	to	find	early	customers	and	have	winning	sales	conversations.Affiliate	ProgramsCompanies	like	HostGator,	GoDaddy,	and	Sprout	Social	have	robust	affiliate	programs	that	have	allowed	them	to	reach	hundreds	of	thousands	of	customers	in	a	cost-effective	way.	We	interviewed	Kristopher	Jones,
founder	of	the	Pepperjam	affiliate	network,	to	learn	how	a	startup	can	leverage	this	channel.	We	also	talked	with	Maneesh	Sethi	to	learn	how	affiliate	marketers	choose	which	products	to	promote,	and	some	of	the	strategies	they	use	to	do	so.Existing	PlatformsFocusing	on	existing	platforms	means	focusing	your	growth	efforts	on	a	megaplatform	like
Facebook,	Twitter,	or	the	App	Store,	and	getting	some	of	their	hundreds	of	millions	of	users	to	use	your	product.	Alex	Pachikov,	on	the	founding	team	of	Evernote,	explained	how	their	focus	on	Apple’s	App	Store	generated	millions	of	customers.Trade	ShowsTrade	shows	are	a	chance	for	companies	in	specific	industries	to	show	off	their	latest	products.
We	interviewed	Brian	Riley	of	SureStop,	an	innovative	bike	brake	startup,	to	learn	how	it	sealed	a	partnership	that	led	to	more	than	twenty	thousand	sales	from	one	trade	show	and	its	approach	to	getting	traction	at	each	event.Offline	EventsSponsoring	or	running	offline	events—from	small	meetups	to	large	conferences—can	be	a	primary	way	to	get
traction.	We	spoke	with	Rob	Walling,	founder	and	organizer	of	MicroConf,	to	talk	about	how	to	run	a	fantastic	event.Speaking	EngagementsEric	Ries,	author	of	the	bestselling	book	The	Lean	Startup,	told	us	how	he	used	speaking	engagements	to	hit	the	bestseller	list	within	a	week	of	his	book’s	launch.	We	also	interviewed	Dan	Martell,	founder	of
Clarity,	to	learn	how	to	leverage	a	speaking	event,	give	an	awesome	talk,	and	grow	your	startup’s	profile	at	such	speaking	gigs.Community	BuildingCompanies	like	Wikipedia	and	Stack	Exchange	have	grown	by	forming	passionate	communities	around	their	products.	In	our	interview	with	Jeff	Atwood	of	Stack	Exchange,	he	detailed	how	he	built	the
Stack	Overflow	community,	which	has	created	the	largest	repository	of	useful	programming	questions	and	answers	in	history.After	reading	this	book,	you	will	appreciate	how	each	of	these	nineteen	traction	channels	could	get	traction	for	your	business.	You	will	be	equipped	with	the	framework	to	find	out	which	one	to	focus	on,	and	how	to	go	about
doing	so.CHAPTER	TWOTraction	ThinkingHow	much	time	should	you	spend	on	getting	traction?	When	should	you	start?	How	do	you	know	if	it’s	working?	How	much	traction	do	you	need	to	get	investors?	This	chapter	answers	these	and	other	general	traction	questions,	empowering	you	with	the	traction	thinking	that	will	set	you	up	for	success.THE
50	PERCENT	RULEIf	you’re	starting	a	company,	chances	are	you	can	build	a	product.	Almost	every	failed	startup	has	a	product.	What	failed	startups	don’t	have	is	enough	customers.Marc	Andreessen,	cofounder	of	Netscape	and	VC	firm	Andreessen	Horowitz,	sums	up	this	common	problem:The	number	one	reason	that	we	pass	on	entrepreneurs	we’d
otherwise	like	to	back	is	they’re	focusing	on	product	to	the	exclusion	of	everything	else.	Many	entrepreneurs	who	build	great	products	simply	don’t	have	a	good	distribution	strategy.	Even	worse	is	when	they	insist	that	they	don’t	need	one,	or	call	[their]	no	distribution	strategy	a	“viral	marketing	strategy.”A	common	story	goes	like	this:	Founders	build
something	people	want	by	spending	their	time	making	tweaks	based	on	what	early	customers	say	they	want.	Then,	when	they	think	they	are	ready,	they	launch	and	take	stabs	at	getting	more	customers,	only	to	become	frustrated	when	customers	aren’t	flocking	to	them.Having	a	product	or	service	that	your	early	customers	love,	but	having	no	clear
way	to	get	more	traction	is	a	major	problem.	To	solve	this	problem,	spend	your	time	constructing	your	product	or	service	and	testing	traction	channels	in	parallel.Traction	and	product	development	are	of	equal	importance	and	should	each	get	about	half	of	your	attention.	This	is	what	we	call	the	50	percent	rule:	spend	50	percent	of	your	time	on
product	and	50	percent	on	traction.Building	something	people	want	is	certainly	required	for	traction,	but	it	isn’t	enough.	There	are	four	common	situations	where	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	still	not	end	up	with	a	viable	business.First,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	for	which	you	just	can’t	figure	out	a	viable	business
model.	The	money	isn’t	adding	up.	For	example,	people	won’t	pay,	and	selling	advertising	won’t	cover	the	bills.	There	is	just	no	real	market.Second,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	there	are	just	not	enough	customers	to	reach	profitability.	It’s	just	too	small	a	market,	and	there	aren’t	obvious	ways	to	expand.	This	occurs	often	when
startups	aren’t	ambitious	enough	and	pick	too	narrow	a	niche.Third,	you	could	build	something	people	want,	but	reaching	them	is	cost	prohibitive.	You	find	yourself	in	a	hard-to-reach	market.	An	example	is	a	relatively	inexpensive	product	that	requires	a	direct	sales	force	to	sell	it.	That	combo	just	doesn’t	work.Finally,	you	could	build	something
people	want,	but	a	lot	of	other	companies	build	it	too.	In	this	situation	you	are	in	a	hypercompetitive	market	where	it	is	simply	too	hard	to	get	customers.If	you	follow	the	50	percent	rule	from	the	beginning,	then	you	will	have	the	best	chance	of	avoiding	these	traps.	If	you	don’t,	then	you	risk	realizing	you’re	in	one	of	these	traps	too	late	to	do	anything
useful.	Unfortunately	this	happens	to	a	lot	of	companies	postlaunch.	The	sad	thing	is	that	often	these	products	and	services	are	useful,	but	the	companies	die	because	they	don’t	have	a	good	distribution	strategy.The	flip	side	is	that	if	you	focus	on	traction	from	the	beginning,	then	you	can	figure	out	very	quickly	if	you’re	on	the	right	track.	The	results
from	your	traction	experiments	will	guide	you	around	these	traps	and	toward	the	traction	channel	that	will	drive	the	most	meaningful	growth.This	50	percent	rule	is	hard	to	follow	because	the	pull	to	spend	all	of	your	attention	on	product	is	strong.	After	all,	you	probably	got	into	your	startup	because	you	wanted	to	build	a	particular	product	or	service.
You	had	a	vision.	A	lot	of	the	traction	activities	are	unknown	and	outside	of	both	your	comfort	zone	and	this	initial	vision.	That’s	why	there	is	a	natural	tendency	to	avoid	them.	Don’t.To	be	clear,	splitting	your	time	evenly	between	product	and	traction	will	certainly	slow	down	product	development.	However,	it	counterintuitively	won’t	slow	the	time	to
get	your	product	successfully	to	market.	In	fact,	it	will	speed	it	up!	That’s	because	pursuing	product	development	and	traction	in	parallel	has	a	couple	of	key	benefits.First,	it	helps	you	build	the	right	product	because	you	can	incorporate	knowledge	from	your	traction	efforts.	If	you’re	following	a	good	product	development	process,	you’re	already
getting	good	feedback	from	early	customers.	However,	these	customers	are	generally	too	close	to	you.	They	often	tell	you	what	you	want	to	hear.Through	traction	development	you	get	a	steady	stream	of	cold	customers.	It	is	through	these	people	that	you	can	really	find	out	whether	the	market	is	taking	to	your	product	or	not,	and	if	not,	what	features
are	missing	or	which	parts	of	the	experience	are	broken.You	can	think	of	your	initial	investment	in	traction	as	pouring	water	into	a	leaky	bucket.	At	first	your	bucket	will	be	very	leaky	because	your	product	is	not	yet	a	full	solution	to	customer	needs	and	problems.	In	other	words,	your	product	is	not	as	sticky	as	it	could	be,	and	many	customers	will	not
want	to	engage	with	it	yet.	As	a	consequence,	much	of	the	money	you	are	spending	on	traction	will	leak	out	of	your	bucket.This	is	exactly	where	most	founders	go	wrong.	They	think	because	this	money	is	leaking	out	that	it	is	money	wasted.	Oppositely,	this	process	is	telling	you	where	the	real	leaks	are	in	your	bucket	(product).	If	you	don’t	interact
with	cold	customers	in	this	way,	then	you	generally	spend	time	on	the	wrong	things	in	terms	of	product	development.These	interactions	also	get	you	additional	data,	like	what	messaging	is	resonating	with	potential	customers,	what	niche	you	might	focus	on	first,	what	types	of	customers	will	be	easiest	to	acquire,	and	what	major	distribution
roadblocks	you	might	run	into.You	will	get	some	of	this	information	through	good	product	development	practices,	but	not	nearly	enough.	All	of	this	new	information	should	change	the	first	version	of	the	product	for	the	better	and	inform	your	distribution	strategy.This	is	exactly	what	happened	with	Dropbox.	While	developing	their	product,	they	tested
search	engine	marketing	and	found	it	wouldn’t	work	for	their	business.	They	were	acquiring	customers	for	$230	when	their	product	cost	only	$99.	That’s	when	they	focused	on	the	viral	marketing	traction	channel,	and	built	a	referral	program	right	into	their	product.	This	program	has	since	been	their	biggest	growth	driver.In	contrast,	waiting	until
you	launch	a	product	to	embark	on	traction	development	usually	results	in	one	or	more	additional	product	development	cycles	as	you	adjust	to	real	market	feedback.	That’s	why	doing	traction	and	product	development	in	parallel	may	slow	down	product	development	in	the	short	run,	but	in	the	long	run	it’s	the	opposite.The	second	key	benefit	to
parallel	product	and	traction	development	is	that	you	get	to	experiment	and	test	different	traction	channels	before	you	launch	anything.	This	means	when	your	product	is	ready,	you	can	grow	rapidly.	A	head	start	on	understanding	the	traction	channel	that	will	work	for	your	business	is	invaluable.	Phil	Fernandez,	founder	and	CEO	of	Marketo,	a
marketing	automation	company	that	IPO’d	in	2013,	talks	about	this	benefit:At	Marketo,	not	only	did	we	have	SEO	[search	engine	optimization]	in	place	even	before	product	development,	we	also	had	a	blog.	We	talked	about	the	problems	we	aimed	to	solve.	.	.	.	Instead	of	beta	testing	a	product,	we	beta	tested	an	idea	and	integrated	the	feedback	we
received	from	our	readers	early	on	in	our	product	development	process.By	using	this	content	strategy,	we	at	Marketo	began	drumming	up	interest	in	our	solutions	with	so	much	advance	notice	we	had	a	pipeline	of	more	than	fourteen	thousand	interested	buyers	when	the	product	came	to	market.Marketo	wouldn’t	have	had	fourteen	thousand
interested	buyers	if	they	just	focused	on	product	development.	It’s	the	difference	between	significant	customer	growth	on	day	one—real	traction—and	just	a	product	you	know	some	people	want.MOVING	THE	NEEDLEBefore	you	can	set	about	getting	traction,	you	have	to	define	what	traction	means	for	your	company.	You	need	to	set	a	traction	goal.
At	the	earliest	stages,	this	traction	goal	is	usually	to	get	enough	traction	to	either	raise	funding	or	become	profitable.	In	any	case,	you	should	figure	out	what	this	goal	means	in	terms	of	hard	numbers.	How	many	customers	do	you	need	and	at	what	growth	rate?Your	traction	strategy	should	always	be	focused	on	moving	the	needle	for	your	traction
goal.	By	moving	the	needle,	we	mean	focusing	on	marketing	activities	that	result	in	a	measurable,	significant	impact	on	your	traction	goal.	It	should	be	something	that	advances	your	user	acquisition	goal	in	a	meaningful	way,	not	something	that	would	be	just	a	blip	even	if	it	worked.For	example,	early	on	DuckDuckGo	focused	on	search	engine
optimization	to	get	in	front	of	users	searching	for	“new	search	engine.”	This	focus	was	successful	at	obtaining	users,	but	did	not	bring	in	enough	users	to	get	close	to	the	traction	goal.	It	didn’t	move	the	needle.From	the	perspective	of	getting	traction,	you	can	think	about	working	on	a	product	or	service	in	three	phases:Phase	I—making	something
people	wantPhase	II—marketing	something	people	wantPhase	III—scaling	your	businessIn	the	leaky	bucket	metaphor,	phase	I	is	when	your	bucket	(product)	has	the	most	leaks.	It	really	doesn’t	hold	water.	There	is	no	reason	to	scale	up	your	efforts	now,	but	it	is	still	important	to	send	a	small	amount	of	water	through	the	bucket	so	you	can	see	where
the	holes	are	and	plug	them.When	you	constantly	test	traction	channels	by	sending	through	a	steady	stream	of	new	customers,	you	can	tell	if	your	product	is	getting	less	leaky	over	time,	which	it	should	be	if	your	product	development	strategy	is	sound.	In	fact	this	is	a	great	feedback	loop	between	traction	development	and	product	development	that
you	can	use	to	make	sure	you’re	on	the	right	track.As	you	hone	your	product,	you	are	effectively	plugging	leaks.	Once	you	have	crossed	over	to	phase	II,	you	have	product-market	fit	and	customers	are	sticking	around.	Now	is	the	time	to	scale	up	your	traction	efforts:	your	bucket	is	no	longer	leaky.	You	are	now	fine-tuning	your	positioning	and
marketing	messages.In	phase	III,	you	have	an	established	business	model	and	significant	position	in	the	market,	and	are	focused	on	scaling	both	to	further	dominate	the	market	and	to	profit.In	each	phase	you	will	find	yourself	generally	focused	on	different	things	because	moving	the	needle	means	different	things	as	you	grow.	In	phase	I,	it’s	getting



those	first	customers	that	prove	your	product	can	get	traction.	In	phase	II,	it	is	getting	enough	customers	that	you’re	knocking	on	the	door	of	sustainability.	And	in	phase	III,	your	focus	is	on	increasing	your	earnings,	scaling	your	marketing	channels,	and	creating	a	truly	sustainable	business.Phase	I	is	very	product	focused	and	involves	pursuing	initial
traction	while	also	building	your	initial	product.	This	often	means	getting	traction	in	ways	that	don’t	scale—giving	talks,	writing	guest	posts,	emailing	people	you	have	relationships	with,	attending	conferences,	and	doing	whatever	you	can	to	get	in	front	of	customers.As	Paul	Graham	said	in	his	essay	“Do	Things	That	Don’t	Scale”:A	lot	of	would-be
founders	believe	that	startups	either	take	off	or	don’t.	You	build	something,	make	it	available,	and	if	you’ve	made	a	better	mousetrap,	people	beat	a	path	to	your	door	as	promised.	Or	they	don’t,	in	which	case	the	market	must	not	exist.Actually	startups	take	off	because	the	founders	make	them	take	off.	.	.	.	The	most	common	unscalable	thing	founders
have	to	do	at	the	start	is	to	recruit	users	manually.	Nearly	all	startups	have	to.	You	can’t	wait	for	users	to	come	to	you.	You	have	to	go	out	and	get	them.Startup	growth	happens	in	spurts.	Initially,	growth	is	usually	slow.	Then	it	spikes	as	a	useful	traction	channel	strategy	is	unlocked.	Eventually	it	flattens	out	again	as	this	strategy	gets	saturated	and
becomes	less	effective.	Then	you	unlock	another	strategy	and	you	get	another	spike.As	your	company	grows,	smaller	traction	strategies	stop	moving	the	needle.	If	you	have	ten	thousand	visitors	to	your	Web	site	each	day,	it	will	be	hard	to	appreciate	a	tweet	or	blog	post	that	sends	twenty	visitors	your	way.Moving	the	needle	in	the	later	stages	requires
larger	and	larger	numbers.	If	you	want	to	add	100,000	new	customers,	with	conversion	rates	between	1	and	5	percent,	you’re	looking	at	reaching	2	to	10	million	people	in	a	targeted	marketing	campaign—those	are	huge	numbers!	That’s	why	traction	channels	like	community	building	and	viral	marketing	can	be	so	powerful:	they	scale	with	the	size	of
your	user	base	and	potential	market.	In	any	case,	always	consider	your	traction	efforts	in	terms	of	whether	they	are	moving	the	needle	for	your	traction	goal.HOW	MUCH	TRACTION	IS	ENOUGH	FOR	INVESTORS?Startup	founders	hoping	to	scale	quickly	tend	to	focus	on	fund-raising.	Not	every	company	starts	off	planning	on	an	eventual	IPO,	but	any
that	do	need	outsiders	buying	in.	As	a	result,	they	often	wonder	how	much	traction	they	need	to	get	investors	interested.	Naval	Ravikant,	founder	of	AngelList,	answered	this	question	well	a	few	years	ago:It	is	a	moving	target.	The	entire	ecosystem	is	getting	far	more	efficient.	Companies	are	accomplishing	a	lot	more	with	a	lot	less.Two	years	ago
[November	2010]	you	could	have	gotten	your	daily	deal	startup	funded	pre-traction.	Eighteen	months	ago	you	could	not	have	gotten	a	daily	deal	startup	funded	no	matter	how	much	traction	you	had.	Twelve	months	ago	you	could	have	gotten	your	mobile	app	company	funded	with	ten	thousand	downloads.	Today	it’s	probably	going	to	take	a	few
hundred	thousand	downloads	and	a	strong	rapid	adoption	rate	for	a	real	financing	to	take	place.The	definition	of	traction	keeps	changing	as	the	environment	gets	competitive.	That’s	why	it	is	actually	useful	to	look	at	AngelList	and	look	at	companies	who	just	got	funded;	that	will	give	you	an	idea	of	where	the	bar	is	right	now.


