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Introduction

Designer Founders is a book series that interviews designers
about the path they took to create tech startups. Our goal
is for designers around the world to find inspiration in role
models who’ve taken the journey from designer to founder.
Our first edition features conversations with Evan
Sharp of Pinterest, Rashmi Sinha of SlideShare, Yves Behar
of fuseproject, Christina Brodbeck of theicebreak, and
Scott Belsky and Matias Corea of Behance. The interviews
are unscripted conversations, recorded live, and published
here with minimal editing. Although there’s no how-to
guide or instructional manual with a top-ten list of tips, this
book shows examples that are missing in traditional design
curriculum and expands the popular understanding of what
designers can achieve.
We believe design should be part of the DNA of
companies from the beginning, as integral as technology
and business. Designer founders are needed to design great
products, user experiences, and a culture of innovation for
the long run.
As we envision a future where more designers take
the path of entrepreneurship, we urge them to work
on the world’s most complex problems in areas like
education, healthcare, energy and the environment. These
are meaningful spaces where design can hugely affect
outcomes.
This book series is just a step in generating more
awareness about the potential of designer founders. We
are grateful to everyone we interviewed for such candid
responses, and we hope their stories fill you with the
confidence to create your own path.
- Enrique Allen
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EVAN
SHARP
P INTEREST

While in architecture school in 2009, Evan Sharp started
Pinterest with two friends as a fun side project. He later left
Facebook to lead the design and front-end engineering of
Pinterest full time. Their website and mobile app enables
users to collect and share their favorite images. In large part
due to its simplicity and beautiful execution, Pinterest has
quickly skyrocketed to success with more than 30 million
users globally and a $1.5 billion valuation.
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Tell us about some of your earliest entrepreneurial endeavors,
from selling lemonade to shirts.
I’m really not much of an entrepreneur. I hate to say it…I
actually don’t hate to say it. I’m totally fine saying it. I fell into
this thing, in a good way. I think I’m more of a builder, not to
be too ideological about it. So I could talk about some of the
first things I built or designed.
Both would be great.
I was a science nerd, so I did all that science experiment stuff
for years. I grew crystals and did rocket ships. I love model
rockets. I pirated Photoshop when I was young. That was
inspirational for me, and I had it for years. I used to do all the
icons and stuff in OS8, OS9.
There was this website ResExcellence.com. The “Res”
was for ResEdit, which is the old program you could use
to mess with all the assets in OS. It was like Dribbble way
before Dribbble. There was this huge community of people
who would make new startup screens or theme their Mac.
There were other sites like it too, interesting, weird OS
theming. I was in a Wired article back in middle school
because I did so much of it.
All these people into UI [user interface] stuff had no
outlet because there was no such thing as a beautiful website
or an app. There was nothing else to build unless you had
a great engineer working with you to build an application,
which looked like shit. It’s pretty crazy. We were design
hacking OS7, 8, 9. But I didn’t sell anything, still haven’t sold
anything yet.
How did you come across Photoshop and ResExcellence.com?
When I first got into coding—not web coding, just like C+
or something from some school class. I basically stole my
parents’ old computer from the basement; I was so lucky
my parents had Macs. It was hard to program because I was
using all this Visual Basic at school. Somehow people talked
about Photoshop, so I just downloaded it. And I’m just a really
big introvert, so I stayed in my room and learned it.
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And did your parents ever use the word “design”?
No, I didn’t even know design was a thing until way, way later,
like after college. Honestly. If someone had told me they were
going to school for design, I would have assumed they meant
logos. I’d always been into architecture, which of course is
very similar, but it’s not popularly called design.
Were there any inflection points for you growing up?
I moved around a little bit when I was a kid, so I didn’t make
friends a lot. My parents were park rangers, they met in the
Park Service, but then they left and joined the Air Force. We
ended up in Amish county, Pennsylvania. Not in the Amish
community but a lot of Amish around. There was one computer class in my high school and it was Microsoft Word.
And I got really good at that, macros or something, so I just
learned Visual Basic on the side.
There was this high school program in Pennsylvania,
which has since been cut, called the Governor’s School. If you
get accepted, you go to a university for free for the summer.
I happened to go to the one for technology and that opened
the doors. There were all these crazy hackers—literally,
like the best in the world at Doom 3—just crazy guys unlike
anyone I knew back home.
What year was this?
1998 or 1997? I was in high school. That was a big deal and
where I really learned how to use Photoshop, what a network
was, learned how to do some SQL.
Why did you want to join that school?
I got really into icon design, all that weird digital design stuff
through this weird website, on the Internet and with Photoshop. I would skin this MP3 player—Audion? Do you know
what I’m talking about? Of course you don’t, you’re not nerdy
enough. I got really into MP3s and when they first came out
there was no player for the Mac. The first one was Macster,
which was bad. And there was another one that was bad. And
then there was Audion, which was Panic’s software, the old
school Mac company. You could throw on these themes for it
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that you made called faces. It had alpha transparency. It was
amazing. I spent months designing faces for Audion.

Besides that program were there other turning points for you?
When I went to college, I didn’t do anything related to technology or design. I majored in history.
How did you choose where to go to college?
I applied early and went to the University of Chicago. I chose
it because it’s a school that’s obsessed with teaching you how
to think about things, about language. I loved it. It’s super
nerdy and people there are really into learning. That was
awesome for me, after growing up in the middle of nowhere
in Pennsylvania. It’s a really good school. If I could do it again,
it’s not where I would have gone.
Why not?
It’s not a place for people who want to make things. It’s a
place for people who want to think their whole lives and
write about that, a place for real academics. That’s awesome
but constitutionally I can’t do that. I just can’t spend all day
reading. That’s not true, sometimes I can, but not at a stretch
forever. I have friends from there and it’s obvious that they
should be professors of Germanic Poetry.
I have to make things, which I didn’t realize at the time.
I did well there and it wasn’t negative, but it was the wrong
school for me. Then later on, I went to architecture school for
graduate school and that was the opposite. It made sense for
me. I just killed it because it was all about making, with a little
bit of reading and writing. Maybe not enough of that actually.
What happened in between U of Chicago and grad school?
I got a job at City Hall doing zoning and liquor licensing. It
was crazy, Mayor Daley in Chicago in the most contentiously
political part of the system. It was really interesting. It was
also terrible. I was dealing with the public all day, which for
me is really hard. I’m not great at talking to strangers. I had
terrible jobs like that in high school too like Subway sandwich. I worked in a pretzel factory, Snyder’s of Hanover. They
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were the biggest pretzel company in the world, a big brand
in the supermarket. Hanover is the town over from where I
grew up, so everyone works there over the summer because
they pay good money. Like $15 an hour, which for high school
was a lot. The minimum wage was like $5 at the time.
So I started to do web stuff again at night, making
websites for no one, just making stuff. I had built websites
in high school but nothing I still have, just crappy stuff.
But by this time, you could build websites that weren’t
shitty. I taught myself HTML and CSS. Then with very little
experience, I somehow shoehorned that into a design job at
an awesome little startup that no one has heard of.

And then how did you come across grad school?
I had always planned to do architecture one day and had built
a portfolio with that in mind over the years. And then while
I was in grad school, I did a ton of freelance work. My good
friend had his own freelance business and gave me some of
his extra work. That helped me pay for a lot of grad school.
It was probably a bad idea because school’s a lot of work by
itself, but it worked. None of it was that interesting, but it was
a good form of work.
To help pay for school?
It was so lucrative relatively, especially when you’re making
zero dollars going to an Ivy League graduate school, facing a
huge amount of debt.
And any projects or professors stick out from that time?
It was honestly amazing. I went to Columbia and it is extremely forward thinking, probably too much so. They’re
incredibly digital, which is still not the default in architecture.
So it’s just an interesting, contemporary place for architecture. And it’s extremely about teaching you how to think,
which of course is all that every design program actually
does; they may not tell you that.
Once you’ve worked in the third dimension for a long
time, all night for two years, I won’t say two dimensions
becomes easy, but at least very manageable. Because to do a
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building is extremely hard. It’s like ten times more work. So
maybe not even hard, it’s just so much more work to do an
iteration than a comparable project in graphic design or web
design in the startup world. And you’re more tool dependent.

I think the best designers,
maybe not the most successful,
but the ones who have the
highest quality work, they
care about every fucking thing
in their product. And that’s
what makes it high quality.
What are some connections between architecture and design?
I guess I can try and come up with some things on the spot. If
you start working as an architect for a while like I did, you’re
drafting. You’re not really designing anything. You’re just in
AutoCAD all day drawing lines. And then you print it out,
give it to the person you’re working for, and they take a red
marker and redline it, marking what’s wrong in your drawing. This sounds a little bit weird, but I never realized that
architects draw everything. Like in this building, they literally
draw every line. They know the building entirely. You draw
the windows and doors and rooms of course, but also the
connection between the glass and the rubber insulation and
every little detail in both directions, big and small. Of course
it’s an ideal version of the building, and then whoever constructs it does the real version. But the thoroughness of the
process is an interesting precedent to set for how you work.
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I think the best designers, maybe not the most
successful, but the ones who have the highest quality work,
they care about every fucking thing in their product. And
that’s what makes it high quality. There actually aren’t that
many digital products right now that every single thing is
thought through. That’s probably appropriate given the time
trade-off, but the ones that do have that level of polish, those
are the ones that everyone who works in design admires.
Architecture is design, and so it is a process of thinking
through making and through drawing. The most incredible
class I had at that school was a many semester-long drawing
program that everyone has to go through. It’s hard to
describe, but it’s this incredible class where they beat into
you, not physically but emotionally, that what architects
do is draw. They’re literally people who draw things. They
don’t build things or make the things that they draw. It
could be metaphorically or on a computer. They create
representations that then become reality. And that process
of drawing, that’s how you design, that’s how you think. You
think within the medium you chose or the method you use.
That’s a very basic lesson, but I was very self-conscious of it
as I learned it, and I thought it was amazing. And I still think
about that all the time. That the way you work and the way
you draw something is intricately tied to how good your
solution to a problem is or how well the product you ship
turns out. I am very, very obsessed with this idea.

So you were studying to be an architect and freelancing when
you got contacted by Facebook?
I was really excited about Facebook at the time, more than
anything. I just actually loved Facebook and thought it was
awesome. Everyone’s always like, “I was really early on Facebook.” I was probably number three million. But I had been
using it since I was a senior in college. I was excited about
their potential, about their data and their graph, and about
the beautiful personal moments they possess and what could
be built with that. I never thought I’d work at a company
like Facebook. I hadn’t even really considered it. When they
contacted me is when I realized that I could. Once I visited
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and they made me an offer, it wasn’t hard for me to choose
to drop out of school. Actually, I think I’m still on leave, so
maybe I’m not a dropout yet!

What sticks out to you about your tenure at Facebook?
It was my first experience working at a real technology company. Facebook was this amazing place where these incredible engineers and designers had been building this thing
basically without any supervision. I caught the very tail end of
that. By the time I got there, it was already a more established
company. But people who had been there for a long time
were still running the show.
It was an awesome learning experience. The way that
company is run and the way they prioritize what they work
on made a lot of sense to me. It validated the way I had
always thought about projects.

I’d rather build something
imperfect that a lot of people
use than something really
perfect that no one uses.
Which is?
If people don’t use it, maybe it’s not that valuable. That’s not
exactly true. But I’d rather build something imperfect that a
lot of people use than something really perfect that no one
uses. I also learned to really focus on one thing for just way
too long, in a productive way. Rather, I learned to never be
satisfied with my work, which is good. There’s always something more to fix, another iteration to do, which is a powerful
and great lesson.
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Pinterest started before you joined?
Yes. I built Pinterest with Ben [Silbermann] before Facebook
contacted me, when I was in New York in 2009. We just built
it for fun.
Explain that.
I met Ben through a friend from college. The first time we
met up we just got really caffeinated and talked about the
Internet for five hours straight and became friends. He had
done Y Combinator and had this iPhone app that wasn’t doing
very well, and he wanted to build something else. So he and I
and also Yashh [Nelapati] and Paul [Sciarra], who’s no longer
with the company, talked about this idea for bringing collections online. And we built this prototype that’s basically the
same thing we have today. Honestly, it’s kind of crazy. I did
the front-end, Yashh did the back-end.
It was just one of the projects I did, and I didn’t think
much about it. They launched it after I left to go to Facebook.
I used it from then on and thought it was awesome. It got big
the beginning of last year, which is when Ben started doing
it full-time and they hired another engineer. And our first
community manager, who I actually met through Pinterest
because the very early group of people knew each other. She
was user number like 55 or something.
So you were working at Facebook, and you didn’t think much
about Pinterest?
I did think a lot about it. But I was excited about Facebook,
and Pinterest had no money. I’m not independently wealthy. I
still have substantial student loan debt. I couldn’t take off half
a year and work on it. And they weren’t working on it fulltime either. It was literally a side project.
We’ve come across similar stories to yours of designers making
some serious contributions but not having their shoes tied in
terms of equity.
I didn’t have my shoes tied enough and benefited tremendously from having a really awesome person as my partner.
We built it under the same corporation that Ben and Paul had
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formed for a different app they had built before Pinterest. I
didn’t have any equity until I went back, even though I had
built it. It’s a hard lesson actually. It’s hard for me to say that I
did something wrong because it worked out in the end. But I
could have easily just gotten totally fucked.

Work with really nice people
whose goal it is to make things
and not to take things. Because
there are people out there
who just want to take things.
So is there any lesson there?
Work with really nice people whose goal it is to make things
and not to take things. Because there are people out there
who just want to take things. I’ve worked with clients like
that, whose goal is to literally take as much as possible.
They’re maximizers, and in any situation, their instinct is to
get as much as possible. And there are people whose instincts
are to create or make.
So not to boil people down, but the reason I love San
Francisco is because this is where a lot of people who want
to make things end up. And that’s not how most of the rest of
the world is, in my very limited experience.
So at what point did you leave Facebook to go to Pinterest?
I left before the crazy growth. I think when I joined they were
under 100,000 users. It was pretty small.
What made you take the leap, so to speak?
Honestly, Pinterest is just my favorite thing, my favorite prod-
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uct. I just love thinking about it and working on it. It’s a visual
product about beautiful images of meaningful things—it’s so
much fun to design. I knew how powerful in theory it could
be. And I love Facebook but I also found it difficult to work
there for many reasons, and I missed coding a lot. It’s hard to
code at a big company because I’m not good enough to code
for a big company. And so it was an appealing opportunity to
go work on my favorite product, and to just own everything.
To own the design. Since we didn’t have a designer, it hadn’t
changed since I originally did it. To own all the front-end
code for a while, which I did for about a year. That was what I
wanted to do every day. Does that make sense?

Code and design.
Yeah, exactly.
So what happened after you joined?
There wasn’t much of a difference. Pinterest at the time was
just down the street from Facebook in a crappy little apartment on the first floor. And I just went into work every morning, got a big cup of coffee, and worked for like six months
fixing all the stuff that had gotten stale for a year and a half.
We did a redesign, which wasn’t dramatic, where we redid the
logo, changed the color scheme, made it a little bit better. It
was just a website. By the way, it’s kind of crazy that Pinterest
got really big. It’s the only product I can think of that’s just
a website that’s gotten big in the last couple of years. I don’t
know if that’s good or bad.
Were there any particular surprises or insights that came along
after you went back to Pinterest?
It was just fun to have all these things to think about. It’s fun
to work at a startup that’s doing well. It’s a rush. It was fun
to be in charge, not in a power-trippy way, but in a “I get to
think about all these interesting things” kind of way. How do
we interface with the press? Do we hire people? Do we raise
money? What do we do with our product?
It’s fun to be judged by the actual value of your work
rather than someone’s perceived value of your work. It’s fun
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to have no layers between. I guess it’s also scary. It’s amazing
when what you should be doing is exactly what you think is
the most valuable thing to do with your time. That’s a really
cool place to be. And the best thing about being the founder
of a startup is that’s your job. Which could mean going home
early if you’re feeling burned out, or it could mean never
going home.

It’s amazing when what you
should be doing is exactly
what you think is the most
valuable thing to do with
your time...And the best thing
about being the founder of a
startup is that’s your job.
How did you uniquely contribute to Pinterest? What did you
bring to the table as a designer?
So I designed it, just to be clear. Obviously it’s a good time
to be a designer in the technology industry. Although
“technology” is a weird word. The platforms available to
everyone now are really advanced, or advanced enough that
they present many exclusively design-related opportunities.
There have always been lots of opportunities in engineering
to make money, to build something valuable. Like now that
we have so much data, how do we show it? That is a design
question. And if you don’t have someone who thinks about
problems that way, it’s easy for companies to fall into the trap
of only thinking about what they build through the lens of
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engineering, which of course can be fine, depending on the
kind of company.
Pinterest is a consumer Internet company. It’s very
much a designed product. A lot of what makes it unique is
its design, even more than its engineering. We’re trying to
build a company where the opportunities that design and
engineering and our community team seek all live on a
relatively equal playing field. It’s aspirational. It’s not always
that way. Obviously if the site goes down, engineering
overrides everything else. I think if I hadn’t been a co-founder
of the company, there wouldn’t have been that reductionist
sensitivity to design, even though Ben is actually incredibly
sensitive to it too.

Were there any lessons learned from fundraising? That’s another scary process for aspiring entrepreneurial designers.
I didn’t get too involved actually. The first round is the hardest by far. It helped that we had built this thing that people
were using. The easiest way to raise money is to have something compelling that has some growth, even if the absolute
numbers are very small. That gets investors excited. It’s not
that you have to build something, but there’s no excuse for
not building something you really want to do. Because there’s
not much of a barrier.
We’ve been lucky to always have had great growth, so
our fundraising has been relatively easy. Lots of people want
to invest and on good terms. I don’t have experience with
what happens when it goes poorly. Hopefully that won’t ever
happen but statistics say it will. So we can talk about that
again when I’m living out on the street. The two hard times
are when you’re starting out with nothing and when things
are going poorly.
Later stage, down rounds, all that sort of stuff.
Or even if you’re flat and you need to raise money to survive.
It’s really tough from what I’ve heard.
Any fears, things you worry about when you come to work?
Tons of fears. I’m not a person who’s motivated by money. Of
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course, everyone’s somewhat motivated by money. But what
I worry about most is that we have all these employees now,
which is awesome, but now we’re responsible for their wellbeing and for their families in some ways, and that’s a really
big responsibility. I don’t stress about it because it’s not going
to change what I do, but that’s on my mind a lot.
I know the potential of this company is actually huge, as
big as it gets. And so I stress about making sure we reach that
potential. I would hate for us to fail and some other company
or startup to succeed. That would make me feel bad about
myself. That’s a very selfish one.
Also I always have a lot of tension between wanting to
design and wanting to lead and manage.

That’s a hard one.
We all had this big dinner with Jony Ive and he says that he
spends a lot of his time designing at Apple, which is hard to
believe because he manages a huge organization. Who knows
if it’s true, but it doesn’t matter actually. That was the single
biggest inspirational thing for me in years. The idea that he
could pull that off gives me hope.
I still design a lot, and I’m going to try and continue to
pull that off. Because if you don’t design, in a couple of years,
given the pace of things, you’re going to be behind. If I hadn’t
worked on our iPad app for a year, I wouldn’t understand
technology, or design specifically, the way that I do right now.
So I can’t afford to not design. I could be deluding myself, but
that’s how I see it right now.
We believe designers are an important part of a company’s
DNA since they contribute to its culture, principles, and values.
How have you built a culture that fosters design?
The easiest way to do that is to design a lot of really good
stuff, literally. Going back to that lesson about drawing, the
easiest way to have a great design-led company is not to
talk about it, it’s to draw beautiful designs that people are
excited to build. There are a lot of problems at Pinterest that
are engineering problems, and there are a lot of problems
that are design problems. The solution is a perfectly drawn

16

Evan Sharp

Pinterest

mockup or wireframe that when people see it, they immediately understand how to use the product and get value out of
it. And you can talk about those things for awhile and that’s
good. But pretty soon you’ve got to draw them. That’s what
designers can do that no one else can, draw the solution to
those problems. So I’ve tried to hire people who are productive, quite literally, and it’s paid off. There are some people
who are voluminous in their work. I hired this guy, Jason
Wilson, who is the most productive person I have ever met
in my life. He’s insane. He redesigned our entire iPad app in a
week and a half.
The second thing is we have a pretty good culture here.
We’ve hired people who are relatively egoless while still highly
talented, which is hard to do. It’s not that they don’t have any
ego, but some people bring their ego to every conversation.
And our culture hasn’t evolved that way. In the beginning that
wasn’t intentional, but for the last half of the company, it’s
been intentional. That along with a very confined space and
very small desks has created a lot of social interaction and
collaboration. We talk about a lot of things in person.
Some companies do that, but it’s all in an IRC room or
something, and that’s fine too. It’s just a different style of
working. I’ll call our style of working “social,” and I think it’s
an important way of working. If you build a company where
many different disciplines work together, you can try and
shoehorn them all into the same IRC room. But it’s important
that people talk to each other and that they relate at an
emotional, empathetic level. It’s a little bit weird, but it’s true.
And the third one is hiring engineers who are motivated
by product. Not all of them, not engineers who don’t get that
high up in the stack—ops or infrastructure or something.
But a mid- or front-end engineer who really understands
design cuts out a huge amount of work. If an engineer doesn’t
speak design, you have to spec everything and do all this
work to communicate exactly what you want, like five pixels
here and two pixels there. But other people, you give them a
mockup and talk to them for five minutes, and you actually
get something better. Finding those people is difficult, but it’s
worth our time.

17

Evan Sharp

Pinterest

The trick for us is to build a company that makes money
as a result of every single one of our disciplines operating at
the highest level. Building a product in service of a business
is the only way to make something long, long, long term.
Like people say, Apple is a design company, which it is, but
really that means everyone is doing an amazing job at their
craft. We’re trying to tie the value of our product to every
function—engineering, design, support, content, marketing,
sales, all of them—doing high-quality work. We give everyone
the scope and the challenge to be the best at what they do
inherently makes value for Pinners and for Pinterest.

Any other cultural hacks?
We’re trying to build a really great brand and a lot of that is
about design. It’s about how you communicate; there’s not
a big line between design and language. We’re very careful
about all the language we use with people, as much as possible, and what changes we make to Pinterest. We’re lucky
enough to build this thing that some people really, really love.
It resonates with them. It’s kind of crazy. So it’s important to
us that we turn that into a brand that’s meaningful.
And it’s already a positive brand. It’s this place where
people make these really positive connections: “I like this
thing,” “I want this thing,” “I want my life to be like this.”
It’s almost Oprah-ish in some ways. There are so many
companies that are trying to capture, “This is my life,
my past. This is what my life has been like. Here are my
photographs.” Facebook does a great job. Instagram is killing
it, it’s amazing. Pinterest right now is very different from
those companies. Pinterest is actually about the future. It’s
aspirational. It’s about what I want my life to be like and how
I can get there. Sometimes that’s indirect, and it can be good
and bad, but I think for a lot of people it’s really good. Some
of my favorite brands are aspirational like that. It’s a very
precious thing. And so if you are careful about your brand,
you have a very different process and company than if you’re
not as interested in your brand. And that is not necessarily a
bad thing—different companies, different strategies. For us
we have to be that way.
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Imagining future generations of entrepreneurial designers,
what’s your advice for them to pursue this path of product, of
building, of creating a culture, a brand?
I’ll just say I don’t consider myself an entrepreneur. It doesn’t
mean I’m not one. But for me the word “entrepreneur” actually has a lot of negative connotations now, like mendaciousness and opportunism. They’re not all bad traits.
If you really want to make something, you can just make
it. That’s why I’m here. Just build something. And I got lucky.
It could have been really shitty for me, and I could have built
something big that I didn’t get to be part of.
It’s really easy to build something right now. It might get
harder, by the way, probably not, but it might. It’s actually
gotten a little bit harder in the last year because there are
all these platforms now. But you can’t go wrong by building
something or by building lots of things. It’s an obvious one
but I just want to say it.

The best designed things are
not always the most interesting
or the most successful. We
shouldn’t delude ourselves
that design is always the most
important part of a product.
The second thing is that the best designed things are
not always the most interesting or the most successful.
We shouldn’t delude ourselves that design is always the
most important part of a product. There are times when
it’s most important, and in order to do something of high
quality, you do have to meet a baseline of design, of people
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understanding what you’re doing, of comprehension, of
usability, of accessibility. And I personally aspire to build the
best quality experience and product. But as the owner of a
business, I also understand that if people don’t find value in
what we’re building, if the core of our product isn’t engaging
and interesting and useful, if we’re not solving a problem in a
really great way, then no matter how well designed what we
build is, it never will be that useful or that valuable.
So I would encourage people if they’re designing or
building something from the beginning to think about the
problem more holistically. If you’re designing a to-do app,
don’t design the best interface for the to-do app. Think about
the problem from all angles and design for that, rather than
just designing for the pixels or the interaction model. Those
are important parts and there are lots of opportunities there,
but there are also lots of opportunities in other areas. And if
you can think about those problems holistically, you’re much
more likely to build something meaningful and impactful and
useful. That’s something I care deeply about.

What does meaningful or positive social impact mean to you?
The Internet is all about scale. In January, Pinterest was nine
people, nine people who built a product that now, just a few
months later, millions of people use every day. That’s scale.
And it’s hard to argue against scale if you’re talking about
positive social impact. That’s the paradox of some big companies. I’ve lost a little bit of patience with products that aren’t
designed to have a really large reach. It’s not to say they’re
bad in any way. I’m just currently not interested in them anymore. For now I don’t care, even if that’s bad in some ways.
If you’re Facebook, you could literally talk to a billion
people if you wanted to. Even if you’ve got 50 million people,
5 million, that’s still bigger than the entire Bay Area. So I don’t
know what you do with that. That’s the transformation we’re
going through. Everything is networked now. All of culture,
all of communication, it all is going through networks. It’s a
very different way of connecting, and that’s why right now
everything is turning or is about to turn on its head, all these
industries and economies. But if we work really hard I believe
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the world can come out much better for the 7 billion people
alive today than it was two decades ago. At that scale, any
small little improvement you make has massive aggregate
value measured in absolute terms. And it’s hard to argue
against that.

What about architecture, is there a limit to the scale there?
There is scale—it’s time. Because that building could be there
for a hundred years. That’s the only scale. And our shit will go
away in like six months. That’s the weird dichotomy of architecture. What’s cool about doing the drawings for a renovation is you actually see everything that the original architect
put in the drawings, and it’s a mind fuck. We renovated this
brownstone on the Upper West Side when I worked in New
York. It was just crazy to see these notations from like the
1850s about the beams and all the window treatments. And
that building is still there. It’s going to be there for God
knows how long. But even with time, it’s not the same. If a
thousand people use your building for a hundred years, you’re
still hitting a hundred thousand people.
You talked about the how the unique value of Pinterest comes
from people posting their aspirations. How important is it that
people also achieve them through your platform?
That’s our message right now: “Get out and do something.”
The more actionable things are, the more interesting they are
on Pinterest. But I think our long-term value is the connection in the data that we’re creating. We’ll use that data later
on to make compelling, unique, personalized experiences.
And so to a certain extent, the job of our design now is to get
the best data long term. Then later on it will be to use that
data to produce the most compelling ways to discover things
or to do things.
Where will Pinterest be in five years?
We have a poster from Silicon Valley from the ’80s hung up.
It’s a map with all these logos and other than Apple and IBM,
I’ve never heard of them. That’s why you have to build a great
brand. This is self-evident, like Business 101. I think the core
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of our brand is really, really strong and that it can last for a
long time. But we have to think beyond browsers and apps.
What the product looks like will change over time—I hate the
word “product” but I don’t have a better word. But Pinterest
will always be about helping you discover and organize your
life. If we do our jobs really well, we’ll make it easy to influence positive change in your life. You know, we’re a business,
a technology business. It sounds a little bit ridiculous, but
that’s actually how people use it right now. We didn’t make
that up. That’s not how I use Pinterest. I use it to save the
things I like, drawings I think are cool, design inspiration. But
most people use it in this very positive, life-oriented way. And
that’s a really cool thing. We’re just really lucky.
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RASHMI
SINHA
SLIDESHARE

After growing up in India and earning a PhD in psychology, Rashmi
Sinha went to UC Berkeley for a postdoc where she switched her
focus to human-computer interaction. She then left academia
to start her own user-experience consultancy and developed
MindCanvas, a game-like tool for user research. Simultaneously,
Rashmi and her husband built SlideShare, a site for people to
share presentations online, in just six months. Since its launch
in 2006, more than 9 million presentations have been uploaded
to SlideShare, helping professionals connect through content.
LinkedIn acquired SlideShare for over $100 million in 2012.
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What are some of your earliest entrepreneurial stories?
I did not particularly set out to be an entrepreneur or dream
of it. However, I always wanted to do something that I would
drive myself and be independent and do things my own way.
Basically, do my own thing. That has felt much more important to me than being an entrepreneur. I did what came to me
or interested me intellectually or I felt passionate about. And
at a certain point, I passionately wanted to build this product
and realized for the way that I wanted to work, being an
entrepreneur was probably the right path for me. So to me,
entrepreneurship was an accident. That’s the reality.
What were your interests in school or did you start anything
when you were young?
I did a lot of different activities, from drama to debate to
sports. And I’ve always been the sort who got groups started,
that’s how I explore a field. Like when I went from cognitive
psychology and neuroscience to human-computer interaction [HCI], I started the East Bay chapter of the BayCHI. All
along the way, I’ve created groups of like-minded people.
You mentioned moving over from cognitive psychology to HCI.
How did that happen?
I earned a PhD in cognitive neuropsychology at Brown
University. While I was there, I took some computer science
courses with Andy van Dam, so I had some exposure to the
HCI way of thinking. I took a really interesting course in designing educational software. I learned to love programming
and was able to use what I knew about human beings to design this educational software. That was my first experience.
Then I came to UC Berkeley to do a post doc, and I
always say it’s the Bay Area water that got me to turn to HCI.
It happened in a very specific manner. I was reading about
recommender systems and Amazon’s way of suggesting items
to you based on another item you like. There were a lot of
different recommender systems that were getting popular
in music and other domains. The article talked about the
algorithms and how to build the systems. And I thought,
“These are problems of psychology, of understanding how
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human beings think,” and it really interested me. It felt like
something I would love to understand and do.
So I met with some computer science professors on the
UC Berkeley campus who were focused on this, and they said
that having people with a psychology background working
on these problems made a lot of sense. So I switched from
the psychology department to the School of Information.
Professor Marti Hearst and Ken Goldberg brought me over
and helped me in the transition. It happened really fast. I read
about recommender systems, found it interesting, and within
a month was at the School of Information. I worked for a while
with Marti Hearst doing research on search systems and
recommender systems, basically to understand information
processing. I worked with a team of computer scientists
mostly and brought in the perspective of how people think,
how to design systems, and how to test those systems.

What projects during that tenure stick out to you particularly?
I wrote some papers on recommender systems about how
there’s more to them than just the algorithms. Because that
design problem is a really hard one. Recommender systems
do not just say that this is the most relevant thing, but that
this is the best thing for you. The challenge is to have it not
come off as creepy. Or like there was a joke about when you
searched for a particular book on Amazon and they’d recommend you some underwear. These mistakes can happen,
and people have a hard time understanding why the system
recommended this when they searched for that. So by working on that problem, I really understood those systems and
how to design them so you feel like you understand the logic
of the system.
I also worked with Marti on metadata search engines,
and that’s still a difficult design challenge. You can have all
these different types of metadata, how do you make it easy
for people to browse them?
And then why did you leave Berkeley?
I really enjoyed Berkeley, but I realized that the pace of academia was not to my liking. I just found it too slow. So I left
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Berkeley and started consulting. I did that for two years and
worked for a bunch of different clients. And by that time, my
husband Jon Boutelle, who’s a software engineer by training,
left his job at CommerceOne. He was very much an inspiration in my joining HCI. Since we often talked about interesting problems, we would bounce ideas off each other. We
decided to work together to build a product.
Our first one was MindCanvas, a game-like user research
system. The essential premise was that surveys are boring.
People hate taking them and just make up stuff. But people
really enjoy games, and if we could design a system that gets
information from you that’s also fluid and fun to interact
with, that would be a powerful way of understanding users.
So we hired a few people and launched MindCanvas in
November of 2005, and it was used by a bunch of companies
like Yahoo and eBay to do customer research. The first task
we focused on was card sorting, which is a fun activity. It’s
never been implemented really well in terms of software;
maybe now it has, but at that time it hadn’t.
That first software we built got our feet wet and gave
us this ambition to do something much bigger. We started
brainstorming ideas about doing a big web project. We were
inspired by all these large web systems that were emerging,
and then the idea of SlideShare came about.

How did your background contribute to its formation?
MindCanvas was based on the type of consulting work I was
already doing. We just imagined a system that would have
the same fluidity as paper. SlideShare was Jon’s idea. In April
of 2006, he was at a conference and noticed how everybody
was uploading pictures to Flickr and videos to YouTube to
show them and were passing presentations along on a USB
keychain. He was one of the conference organizers and
wanted a site where he could upload a PowerPoint and also
pictures and video. He looked and couldn’t find anything.
He came back and suggested to me that this would make
sense. Jon is generally the one who kept coming up with ideas
and had been pitching a lot, and I’d say, “No, that won’t work.”
But the moment he mentioned this I said, “That makes sense
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and somebody’s going to do that. That’s a large idea. People
will want to share it; it’s a social format.”
So we agreed very fast that we should build this. He had
some ideas on what it should be like and did the first paperbased version. Then I took it and fleshed out what exactly
it should be like and the browsing system, how popularity
would work its way into the system, and how it should be
useful and give people some real value.
We started working on it with just one additional person.
Then there was four of us working on it and I was doing
everything but programming. Like I did the design, any
business aspect, talking to customers, et cetera. We launched
the first version just six months after Jon had the idea. It was
really fast.

We built MindCanvas with the
revenues from consulting
and built SlideShare based
on the revenues from that
and from consulting. We
just took it step after step.
Were you doing this nights and weekends?
It was really hard. At the time we were also doing some
consulting projects and building MindCanvas. We were
definitely overstretched, but at the same time, we really
wanted to do this big thing. So we bootstrapped ourselves.
We built MindCanvas with the revenues from consulting and
built SlideShare based on the revenues from that and from
consulting. We just took it step after step.
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SlideShare went live on October 4, 2006, and
immediately, a lot of different people started using it and
uploaded and embedded their PowerPoint presentations. So
even I would say in the first few hours, it was very clear that
there was a real need for this product. We launched with a
story in TechCrunch by Michael Arrington, and in those days,
it had a lot of reach. Nowadays, there’s so much noise that it’s
hard to get that much reach with one blog post. But at that
point, it was possible. Immediately we got a lot of hits and
people who started to use it. Within a few days, it grew and
we put in as much time as we could.
Within a few months, maybe even before that, it quickly
became clear that SlideShare was much bigger than anything
else we were doing. So we started reducing the other things.
We stopped the consulting and then slowly reduced the time
we spent on MindCanvas as well. But there was this bit where
I was keeping MindCanvas as a business running since we
were making money off it but was also getting SlideShare
going. There were some tough times. It was hard. In about
a year, we took in a round of funding and then shut down
everything else and just focused on SlideShare.

Can you talk about some of the challenges you faced?
At first, we didn’t want to take funding because we were a
profitable company. When we launched SlideShare, we hadn’t
really thought about the VC [venture capital] model. It took
us a little bit of time to realize that in order to let SlideShare
grow as fast as it could, we needed to take funding. SlideShare was your classic startup that wasn’t making any money.
So Jon and I ran it on our credit cards for some time and it
definitely was a hard and bitter time. We had to do it, and so
we did.
I really believed in SlideShare. When we started getting
the angels involved, then it became easier. And of course
you pay yourself last because first you make sure that the
company is working out. So it was a big thing in 2008 when
we finally started paying ourselves. I remember very clearly
when we finally made salary, that was such a huge leap.
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Going into 2008 wasn’t an easy time to raise money.
No, but SlideShare had traction, so that’s what we had going
for us. And some VCs don’t like a husband and wife team, and
that definitely made it challenging. But in the grand scheme
of things, it only took us a few months to raise, so it wasn’t
too bad. And simultaneously, SlideShare was growing. We had
3 or 4 million uniques by the time we took funding.
In terms of raising funding, the biggest thing that you
need to understand is how the market views you. Most
entrepreneurs think about their product only from their
own perspective. And entrepreneurs are optimists and real
believers, and they need to be. It’s really hard to get into
the shoes of the investor and evaluate what value and what
promise they see. VCs talk to ten people like you in a week.
And they look at value and think in terms of whether your
business can succeed or not.
So try to view yourself the way that an investor might.
Talk to other entrepreneurs and evaluate their apps and learn
how investors viewed them. It’s not really hard, just look at
the kind of metrics that VCs look at. If you can, talk to VCs
not necessarily to get them to invest in you but to get direct
feedback without burning too many cycles. A lot of times
entrepreneurs learn on the job while they pitch and then they
adapt. But it’s huge if you can accelerate that learning.
How did you create a culture that promoted design or a
human-centered approach in your development process?
In general everybody in the company was very focused on
design and the user experience all along. It was so much a
part of every decision we made. I think in terms of visual
mockups, so when there’s an idea, I’ll be the person who first
sketches it out and says, “This is the way it could be.”
So for me, when you have that at the top, then that
influences your entire company. It depends on what is the
CEO’s core strength. And I see product as my core strength,
not just specifically design. I understand what’s possible
with the technology so I can push the envelope. And I also
understand what people want and how to use design to give
them that and make that happen.
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For example, many of the engineers we hired in the
beginning would be called design engineers: engineers with
the sensibility to work the front-end and who care about
it. As a consultant, I have seen how problematic it is when
you have engineers who do coding and designers who do
design with a gulf between the two. We never wanted that
to be the case in our company, and I haven’t seen that gulf at
SlideShare.

I see product as my core
strength, not just specifically
design. I understand what’s
possible with the technology
so I can push the envelope.
And I also understand what
people want and how to use
design to give them that.
How do you facilitate that communication?
It’s partly the people you hire, especially in the beginning,
and partly the collaboration at the top. My background is in
design, Jon is an engineer, and both of us understand what
technology can do and how to present it and how important
it is at all levels. A lot of people we’ve hired believe in that
also. That includes the designers. Many designers don’t like
this, but our initial designers understood how to do things in
HTML and CSS. So people who do both have definitely been
very healthy and helpful for us. That’s hard to do when you
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have a large team because it’s hard to find those people. But
in a smaller team, it definitely helps lay the groundwork a
certain way.
Also make sure engineers are in touch with the user
experience and know what users are saying. In the beginning,
everybody in the company did customer support and got all
of the customer support emails in their inbox. Slowly we’ve
reduced that so now you get only the ones relevant to your
team. But still, we try to make sure that the engineers hear
from the customers directly. And we’re big believers in crossfunctional teams. Instead of all the designers together and all
the engineers together, we have teams made up of different
functions together.
So like I said, having someone that understands and
values design at the top is actually fairly important. I still
interview a lot of the people at SlideShare. I interview most
people before they join. And that person almost invariably has
read what my background is and knows where I’m coming
from. I often send over a design mockup to people or I give
them feedback on one. That coming from the top really helps
drive it all the way through the company.
That is how being a founder who cares about design has
been helpful. I don’t think a founder needs to be a designer,
just someone who cares about design. I say that even though
I have design in my background.

SlideShare seems to have remained true to its core value in
terms of what features you have added and also what you
haven’t. Can you talk about how you make those decisions?
Well, we’ve actually released many features that you can get if
you need them. And there’s probably many more things that
you could do and even more formats that we could support in
addition to the many we do now. We’ve built lots of features
of things you can do to your presentations.
At the same time, we know that the core use case is
when you come in and just want to put up a presentation and
get the embed code and put it back on your site. And we don’t
want to get in your way. I do strongly believe in the ability to
say no. We are also very strong believers in not giving options
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to the users. If it’s generally good for users, we just do it.
Instead of making the user choose, we’d rather make the right
choice for the user so that the user gets a better SlideShare
experience. So we’ve added a lot of things and this keeps
SlideShare competitive. There isn’t another site out there
doing a much better job of presentations. We do the best job
we can by not getting in the user’s way.
And once again, I think that is an important value to
come from the top down. It’s too easy to make something
incredibly complex. As your product advances, you literally
fight complexity every day. I’m always doing this complexity
calculation in my head: “We could do this, and there’s a bunch
of users who want it, but how much complexity would we
add?” There’s a lot of pressure to add complexity from all
different corners: from users who want regular features, from
investors who keep coming up with ideas, from your team
members who all have passions about different things. And
you have to sit there and say, “No, we’re not going to do this.”
In my email signature is a quote from Steve Jobs: “Focus
is about saying no.” Saying no to things will annoy people, but
you will build a great product. So I definitely say no a lot and
I think it’s an important part of building software. I have that
quote in my signature to remind myself and my team of that.

Do you have any advice for designers who want to be founders
or be part of a founding team?
Understand technology. Even if design is your core strength,
you need to truly grok technology, to understand what is
possible, what is not possible. That decision-making should
not be done by somebody else—you should be able to do it.
I’m not an engineer by training but I understand our technology on a very deep level. The other thing is, just do it. Being
a founder is a strong position to be in and I think products
will benefit from having more designers start companies.
Just do it.
Sometimes designers can think in niche ways, and so you
have to avoid that. You sometimes have to make decisions
that may not be the best from a user experience perspective,
but are best from an overall business perspective, and you
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have to be able to make that call. I have definitely kept
that goal in mind with SlideShare. If you’re an ivory tower
designer, those really tough decisions are hard to make.
But even for engineers who are used to operating on the
basis of the best engineering principles, it’s hard to make all
the compromises that you must in order to build practical
software and reach market; because often, especially in
the beginning, you’re not paying attention to the best
engineering practices. You are doing anything to reach an
MVP [Minimum Viable Product] to jumpstart an idea, and
when you do an MVP, sometimes the design looks awful.
So I would say designers make great founders, and at the
same time, design is not a sacred cow. You have to look at the
overall product.

Last question, what does meaningful impact mean to you?
I think a lot about impact and about what my real goals are.
We ended MindCanvas because SlideShare just had so much
more impact. And impact to me means touching a lot of
people’s lives and in some way making them better. I love that
for so many non-profits, SlideShare provides a free way to
do marketing. And that so many teachers share their lesson
plans on it. So much of SlideShare’s usage makes me feel
like what we are doing is worth it. SlideShare is a for-profit
company, but we’re not here to just build the most profitable
product; we’re here to change people’s lives for the better
and that’s what drives me.

33

Rashmi Sinha

Slideshare

YVES
BEHAR
FUSEP ROJECT

Yves Behar, an industrial designer from Switzerland, came
to Silicon Valley during a time of immense technological
innovation and had a front row seat at the subsequent dotcom
bubble. Over the past decade, his design studio fuseproject has
produced a remarkable track record of products and brands
as diverse as the Herman Miller SAYL task chair, the XO laptop
for One Laptop per Child, Jawbone and its line of headsets
and Jambox, and recently Ouya and its video game console.
Fuseproject has also pioneered a unique approach to working
with startups through a design venture business model.
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What are some of your earliest entrepreneurial activities?
When I was a little boy, I often went to Turkey to visit my
family in the summer. We’d go to these traditional Turkish shops that sold carpets, furniture, crafts, bags, leather
goods, et cetera. I was probably six or seven, and I would walk
around these shops. I have a particular memory of going to
the bazaar, this place where you shop and negotiate amidst
a lot of excitement. So one night, my mom folded the pants I
had worn and all this money flowed out of my pockets, hundreds of little Turkish coins. And she was like, “What is this?” I
had picked them all up from the old-fashioned Turkish shops.
Turkish currency used to get devalued on a regular basis, so
store owners just throw little coins everywhere as good luck
charms. In every corner, under every chair, there are hundreds, thousands of coins around the store. And I thought,
“This is awesome! Does nobody else see this?” So, I picked
them up, and my parents had a good laugh. I don’t know if
that’s entrepreneurial.
It definitely is. So did you go to design school in Switzerland?
I went through the German and French school system that
is typical there, and I was on a University track. I graduated
from high school in Lausanne with a Gymnasium diploma.
All my friends were going to become doctors or bankers;
there weren’t many choices there back then. There were
no design schools. My girlfriend at the time wanted to be a
fashion designer, but there was no fashion design school either. The Swiss government paid her to go to Paris and study
fashion design.
I wanted to be a designer. So when I graduated from high
school, I went to a drawing skill center. I knew I needed to
be a better draftsman and to learn how to express my ideas
better before I applied to art school. It was a little private
school on the fifth floor of this office building, and the
students were essentially retired folks drawing flowers and
teenage dropouts whose parents didn’t know what to do with
them. I spent six months just drawing flowers, making art.
My goal was to apply to Art Center College of Design,
the famous design school in Pasadena. They had opened
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a campus in Switzerland about the same time, which was
a bonus as I could study near where I grew up. I made it
there and midway through the program transferred to
the Pasadena campus. When I graduated I came up to San
Francisco because it was where the design jobs were. I call
myself an economic refugee from Switzerland. Also San
Francisco has great wind and I loved windsurfing and had
been doing it since I was 16 years old. The future was being
created here and at the same time there were great beaches.

The amazing thing is when I
first came here from Europe,
people were like, “What are
you doing in America? There’s
no design in America.”
Can you talk more about your trajectory from then to now?
The amazing thing is when I first came here from Europe,
people were like, “What the fuck are you doing in America?
There’s no design in America.” They were adamant I would
kill my career before it even had started. I would talk to the
mainstream design media in Europe, all these magazines
that in many ways have sustained the business by publicizing
design, and it was the single most common question, always.
And, by and large, it’s still like that: Europeans think that the
capitals of design are Paris, London, and Milan.
When I first came to America, it was a bit of a desert and
people didn’t even know what industrial design was. When
I told people that I was an industrial designer, they thought
I made factories! I used to get that like five times a month.
Now, it’s like once every couple years. Essentially there was
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very little knowledge of what design is, despite the fact that
American mid-century design in the ’50s and ’60s showed the
best of what design can do. In many ways, that has been lost
and forgotten by the larger public.
When asked where design leadership comes from now, I
say that the capital of design today, in my opinion, is the Bay
Area or maybe Seoul. The tools and the interactions of design
that people experience everyday are being created now in
these places.

What was it like when you moved here?
I came to Silicon Valley in the mid ’90s and it seemed like all
the things that were going to be critical for the future were
being invented at that time. For example, the first Apple laptop was done in one of the studios that I worked at. I worked
on the first home computer line that Hewlett-Packard produced, the Pavilion, and it became number one in the world.
It seemed like these tools were going to be essential to
the way we live, but nobody was designing them with intent
and with a larger context in mind. I got frustrated because
my work became just about designing boxes, the exterior
surfaces. I was working with HP, Silicon Graphics, people
making computer designs that weren’t really performing any
differently. It was packaging design. Aaron Betsky curated
a show at the SFMOMA around that time called “The Dumb
Box” about all of the boxes being made in the Valley. I didn’t
think that was interesting. It was more of a decorator’s job
than a real designer’s job.
Where else did you work and when did you decide to start your
own consultancy?
I had to pay my dues before starting a company. I also really wanted to work at a high level, which is hard to do as
an independent designer. So I worked with a designer who
used to work with Charles Eames, Bruce Burdick, now he’s
retired. His studio did film, furniture design, information and
museum design, all kinds of stuff. I only stayed nine months;
I wasn’t very good at it. Then I worked at Lunar and at frog
design. In those places I worked with Silicon Graphics, HP,
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Apple, and got the lay of the land. I learned from these experiences until I was ready to start my own.

That seems a common trend for designers, after they’ve paid
their dues or built up experiences, that they start a studio.
There’s some. When you consider the number of designers, not that many studios get started. But, yes, I wanted to
build my own way of designing a connected future. I felt that
no one was practicing a fusion of different design practices.
All the shops were so specialized. You were either a graphic
designer or an industrial designer or either a brand person, a
communication person, or a product person. It was the start
of information design, of user interfaces. These things were
disparate and completely disconnected. Some studios said
they did more than one thing, but they were really pretending. They were still completely separate groups internally
that rarely talked to each other. And to me, to build a brand,
to build a really great way of connecting to consumers, it all
needs to be pulled together into a single story.
The idea behind the name “fuseproject” was to fuse
different design disciplines into a cohesive whole. That’s how
I believed brands would be. So I started small, it was just me
with a laptop and a big space. Eventually, I had one intern,
I had two interns, and then one of the interns became full
time. I built it little by little and organically.
What are the unglamorous parts of having your own studio?
It’s funny how people think, “Oh, it’s so glamorous. You travel
places.” It’s not. The glamorous parts are doing something
that you love. Brainstorming with incredible people around
the world is glamorous too. But the parts that you think are
glamorous, like flying to places or pulling all nighters, there’s
nothing glamorous there.
The first five years, I had to convince everybody that
I should even be there. The “how and why” of design was
always a conversation I had to initiate. In the ’90s, people
thought that design was just an unimportant ingredient that
probably wouldn’t help the bottom line and likely would
hurt it. And while people saw that Steve Jobs was really good
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at directing design, they didn’t think it had any impact on
the bottom line, whatsoever. I spent half my time trying to
convince people that design was even worthwhile to invest
in. In many ways, Apple has given designers credibility in the
business world. Steve Jobs did that for us, and it changed
everything. He’s the reason there’s such a huge interest
in designers and designer founders. Today it’s a complete
reversal of what I experienced in the ’90s and early 2000s.

What were turning points in the evolution of fuseproject?
One was back in the ’90s when I realized that Silicon Valley
lacked any understanding of culture outside of its own technological focus. There was no permeability between what
happened in the world culturally and in the Valley. It was an
engineering-driven mindset that had very little to zero appreciation of design. I basically abandoned the idea of having
lots of clients in Silicon Valley, not because it wasn’t profitable but simply because it was uninteresting. I wasn’t advancing my vision of what design should be and what it can do.
When the bubble burst, I started working with European
companies—MINI, Birkenstock, some fashion houses. I
was quite excited to have transitioned to these European
companies that were doing interesting stuff, many of which
have a real cache here. They were into making something
tangible. I was flying to Spain every month and working
with an incredible designer Hussein Chalayan, the most
conceptual fashion designer in the world. I was working in
Asia with Sony and Nissan.
Part of the reason I was working with European
companies was because in the late ’90s to 2001, everything
was becoming virtual. For a second, I thought design would
disappear, that maybe this field of making tangible, real
goods, making them great and high performance, was
going to disappear, that it’s all going to be virtual. There
was a moment in time when people thought that all that
mattered were virtual businesses. Our office was at 123 South
Park, ground zero of the dot-com boom and bust. EBooks
was behind us, eToys was down the street, 21st Century
Internet Venture Partners was right around the corner.
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Tour buses would go around South Park—Japanese tourists
taking pictures of “The Internet.” At these Internet parties,
over-stimulated MBA guys would be like, “We’re doing this
virtually. We’re shipping toys to people.” And I would tell
them, “I actually make the stuff. I make tangible goods that
people can enjoy.” And their eyes would just completely glaze
over, and like “poof!” I disappeared from the conversation. It
was like, “This guy is irrelevant, who else can we talk to?”
Then the bust happened. All those assholes told me that
I was going to disappear, and they’re the ones who packedup and went back home to open yoga studios! During the
boom my landlord in South Park had come to me when I was
paying $1.20 or $1.50 a square foot and he’s a nice landlord,
and he was like, “I’m sorry, but…give me $4.50.” Three times
the price! I talked to my parents in Switzerland and they had
never heard of rent tripling. The landlord showed me comps
in the area, and it was true. The rents were going through
the roof. Three months later, when the bust happened, I had
planned to move out, and my landlord says, “You know, I
think we can put it back at $1.10.” My rent actually went down.
Same landlord, by the way, that we have now, just a different
space. We’ve been renting from him now for 14 years.

So you survived the bust because you were diversified?
I was diversified and I was not working that much with Silicon Valley. That’s how we weathered pretty well the whole
bubble. A whole generation of people at that time just weren’t
being smart. I worked with companies who’d say they weren’t
spending enough money. They would spend a lot because in
order to raise, they have to spend. So they were like, “In order
to raise $200 million we have to spend $100 million really
quick.” It was just insane. It was fun to see it go up and come
down from my vantage point, anyway. And now, we’re in a
much healthier environment. The difference between those
times and today is that entrepreneurs and founders now
want to change the world and at the same time have a better
sense of why change makes sense for people.
From then on things started to gel again and become
really exciting in our field. So there has definitely been a lot
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of crazy ups and downs for the design profession in general.
For the business plan, for the reception of design, for our
position in companies. Designers are in such a better place
today than even three years ago. Silicon Valley is no longer a
dead end for us.

What happened with fuseproject after the bust ?
In 2003 the watches and accessories we had done with MINI
launched. Then we did a show at the SFMOMA with Aaron
Betsky about the future of the shoe called “Design Afoot.” In
1999 we had created a concept about a shoe that would be
grown locally with a chip inside that would get data from how
you walk, your weight, et cetera. After use, the original shoe
material would be recycled, and a new, improved shoe would
be made using the data collected. The “Learning Shoe” got a
lot of really interesting press and attention. It was very, very
far away from what was even remotely possible back then
and from what shoe companies would envision. It’s interesting that 13 years later, this particular concept is clearly what
will happen in the shoe industry: made locally, data embedded into the product, and companies building a relationship
rather than a one time event.
A lot of these concepts we worked on then were
wearable, like the MINI watch, Birkenstock shoes, clothing,
and accessories. Around 2001, I met Hosain Rahman and
Alex Asseily. They came to me because the work we did on
wearable technology was quite interesting to them. They had
never built a consumer product before. They had interesting
technology in a big black suitcase.
Which was?
Noise suppression technology, which we eventually renamed
to “Noise Assassin” to give it more character. It was very
good, solid, high-performing noise suppression. We envisioned putting this into a physical consumer product. So
over a period of two years, until early 2004, we built the first
active noise suppression headset. It was corded at the time,
so you needed to plug it into the phone. It was a total commercial failure as a product.
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So that company was Aliph?
Aliph was the first name but we moved to Jawbone as the
main name. After the failure of the first product, Jawbone
went into an internal downturn. But I had developed a friendship with Hosain and Alex, and we wanted to continue to
work together. We had to create different terms because
at that point they had very little financial support for the
business. So over the next year or two, we developed a partnership model that is a mix of equity, royalty, and retainer.
This arrangement allowed us to continue to work together
with the same intensity. And I could be an integral part of
how the company was built, a partner on the entire creative
strategy for all the upcoming products: the name, the brand,
the logo, the collateral, the product, the packaging, the user
experience, and the web and retail approach.
Had you used those terms for other partnerships before?
No. During that same period of time as working with Hosain
and Alex, I worked with Blake and Jason Krikorian and we
created the Sling brand together. We did a few brainstorms
here at this office over some names and picked Sling, like
Slingbox and Sling Media. We built with them the first
product and the first packaging and website and the whole
ecosystem for Sling. After I saw how it became so successful, I learned that I should have done it differently. I have a
great relationship with Blake and Jason to this day, and we’re
working on projects together now. But I couldn’t convince
them in the right way to make me a partner. At the beginning
of fuseproject I needed cash to run the business, and I didn’t
know how to rethink the business angle of the design business. And I believe the design, the brand, the name were such
a big part of Sling’s success. In the end, the company was sold
two and a half years later for a lot of money.
So I promised myself that next time a similar opportunity
came around, I’d do it right. I had run into a wall and realized
that the business model wasn’t right for what I want to do:
better design that had long-term effects. I wanted to build
value for a business and at the same time build the values
that make it a long-lasting enterprise.
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So I felt a certain amount of urgency with Jawbone
to find a different type of engagement. It forced me to
think differently about the business of design and to start
essentially around 2004 what I believe is a new design
venture model. VCs are in the business of picking companies.
We’re in the business of building them. What we bring to
the table are the bricks, mortar, brand, and go-to-market
strategy elements that build the business.

What we bring to the table are
the bricks, mortar, brand, and
go-to-market strategy elements
that build the business.
Now I’ve created the right business model with Jawbone
and it has become this amazing success. We turned a noise
suppression technology into a really compelling line of
hardware products. The first one was a complete failure. The
second one hit the market and did great. Fast Company just
listed Jawbone number two behind Apple on a list of the most
interesting consumer electronics companies.
Think about in the last 10 or 15 years how few interesting
hardware companies have launched. There’s been lots of
great social network and search companies and startups.
Now all the search and social-based companies want to do
hardware. They realize that to deliver a full experience to
the consumer, it has to be in your hands or on your lap. You
need hardware. It is a huge part of the experience and how it
gets monetized.

How did you guys develop the idea for Jawbone?
The relationship was ongoing and was such a continuum of
creative work. When you’re a small business trying to figure
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out how to launch something, how to present it, and how
to speak about it, you have to consider everything: the sales
pitch PowerPoint, the web presence, the packaging, the
manual, and the out-of-box experience. Everything has to be
cohesive and thought out. And for a tiny company doing it
for the first time, it’s a huge endeavor. Traveling to manufacturers to review tools, to review parts, to review tests of
functionality. All of those aspects have to be handled and they
all have a lot to do with the creative side. So being involved in
all of those aspects was critical.
For example, after we failed on the first device, we
started building a Bluetooth device. All of the other Bluetooth
companies were talking to the road warrior, that elusive
salesperson in a grey suit that runs through airports with
a black computer bag. We went completely in the other
direction. Let’s talk to people who aspire to use technology
in their lifestyle. Let’s talk to the moms who have screaming
babies and need both hands to change them. Let’s talk to a
whole other group of people. We know these people would
be interested because our technology is so good. But let’s not
do what everybody else is doing, which is a grey headset with
some flashing blue lights on it because that was the typical
look technology had back then.
So the first Jawbone headset was red with a grill pattern
on it, highly detailed and tactile. We photographed the
headset on a woman’s face, even though women, at the time,
were just 5 percent of the Bluetooth headset purchasers. But
we were really intent on communicating that this is a product
that goes on your face and as a result has a different design
philosophy. Our approach to featuring and photographing
the product was much closer to that of an eyewear company
than a technology business. We truly built one of the first
technology lifestyle companies out there.

Can you give some examples of how you injected design into
the DNA of Jawbone?
We looked at every part as a design opportunity and an opportunity to create at a higher level of detail and a higher
level of performance. We looked at the human earlobe and
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invented a suspended system where the rubber is only held
at three points so that the silicon deflects pressure and becomes very comfortable. We looked at how we can design the
product to be recognizable from ten feet away and become
more interesting as you get closer to it, as you start touching
it. We were determined to give people a choice, offering different colors, different materials, and different finishes.
From the onset, I believe we were more focused on
design than any other company, and we developed our own
sense of identity and sense of self. We never looked at Apple
and said, “They’re doing great design. Let’s do it their way.”
That was of zero interest to us. And that’s what most of the
people in the Valley and in tech do, essentially. They look at
what other people are doing and try to get 80 percent there
but really only get 20 percent there.
Our approach is not to give people one monolithic
design language. We give people lots of choices so the
product is personal, and it has to be individualized because it
goes on their face. We designed this iconic recognition with
crafted textures and color from afar and tactility when closeup. Do they prefer a glossy surface or is a textured metal
particularly satisfying for them? We were never afraid of
using very bright colors, cosmetic finishes, things that create
a high level of visibility and speak to a different crowd rather
than the old, techie approach. George Nelson from Herman
Miller said something like, “To lead the market with creative
ideas, create markets.” “Create markets with creativity,” is
how I would phrase it today.
We also did our own packaging. We didn’t let others
dictate what our packaging should look like. Typically,
outside of Apple, people impose packaging colors and design
language to fit a retailer’s brand. But we always said, “No,
we’re going to spend money to display the product properly
in unique packaging.”
The retail strategy and how we targeted a variety of
different markets is also quite unique. We put the product
in places as diverse as Barney’s and Murray Moss but also in
thousands of stores like Best Buy and AT&T. There was no
reason we couldn’t create a high-end, high-design perception
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and a high-end quality product and yet also be available
in the mainstream. So, we’ve sold Jawbone at Colette from
day one. Every product we’ve launched, we’ve sold in those
kinds of places. To me it’s never been a contradiction. Until
then, the traditional thinking was: “If you’re at a big retailer,
Verizon or a Best Buy, you can’t be in high-end boutiques like
Barney’s or Colette’s.” I never understood that. It depends
on how you craft the product and the retail experience.
The product has inherent qualities that speak to all of these
places and markets, like high performance and a good brand.
So, why can’t we do both?

The work of design is not to
skin stuff. It’s not to put a nice
dumb box around whatever
is inside. It’s the whole
conception. Design should
deliver the whole ecosystem.
People would probably say exclusivity.
But that’s not true. It’s only because you think of it in traditional market terms. We broke a number of different paradigms. But this is only possible because we have an ecosystem of design that constantly pushes and constantly is clear
about what the brand is about. That helps build the company
and how it is understood. For this to work, design has to have
a constant presence within the company.
And we crafted the logo itself as well, with beautiful
custom sans-serif type with nice spacing and modified
letters. It was not made to have a techie or a goofy, friendly
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look to it, but rather it looks elegant and has longevity and a
certain class to it. It was very different from the way other
logos in Silicon Valley were done at the time, all those ones
with bubbly and bright colors and random fonts. I’m not
going to name them but you know who I’m talking about.
A number of different design-led conventions went
across brand, product, and retail strategy. They were part
of the design thinking that was built into the company, and
Hosain and Alex certainly had a lot of personal affinity for
it. The cool thing about working with 20-year-olds is that
they want to break every convention, so we could do that
together. We were wearing the same clothes. That’s how we
related to each other.
Then in 2004, fuseproject had a solo exhibit at the
SFMOMA, and we showed the first Jawbone, the Birkenstock
work, the futuristic Learning Shoe concept, and the MINI
products. That shoe had set us on a trajectory to work with
companies like Jawbone but also Nike. These companies were
very interested in the body and how technology fits on it. It
needed to be wearable and part of the other things you do in
life, whether it’s sports or talking to your friends. Not just the
productivity tools that others were making.
I was completely out of designing techie products
in Silicon Valley. Jawbone was my “let’s show them what
technology in your everyday life should be” project. Jawbone
and some of the other places we were working had a lot
deeper understanding of what design could do, both in
the consumer mindset, but also in the business and CEO’s
mindset. I had no desire to go back to designing boxes, which
was the most boring design work possible.
So I had essentially given up on the whole computer
design thing until Nicholas Negroponte and One Laptop per
Child approached us. Because finally someone wasn’t just
copying all the features of the competition and building “me
too” shit. I wasn’t interested in the mainstream. I wanted
to be on the edge, and Nicholas is on the edge. So when he
came with this new vision, I told him, “I promised myself I
would never work on a computer or laptop again because it’s
so boring and so predictable and so not innovative.” I think
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partially that convinced him because he was like, “That makes
you relevant to this project because design is going to be a
huge part of the $100 laptop.”
Nicholas wanted to do everything differently. For
example, why do you need some of these keys on the
keyboard? What’s the cap lock key? What are these keys for?
Do you think children need them? What would the children
love, or what would the children need? And those questions
were a sign that it was going to be a completely different
process. Nicholas struck me as someone who was very intent
on doing something fundamentally different.
We had to compete against other firms for the project,
which we typically never do. Nicholas wanted to see where
our ideas would come from. We created an initial line of
thinking around the laptop, how we would build it, what
it would be about, and the qualities it would have. We
presented at MIT to Nicholas, Walter Bender, and a lot of the
other OLPC people. Within fifteen minutes he came back into
the waiting room and said, “We’re going to work together.”
We went on a two-and-a-half year adventure, essentially
designing the $100 laptop from the ground up, starting with
components, configurations, and battery locations. We
struggled through every detail, every piece of technology,
every element of it. Every bit was considered. How much
battery versus performance? How much weight versus
energy efficiency? And we came out of this with a plan that
nobody thought was possible, including all the big guys from
all the big firms. Bill Gates, Michael Dell, Steve Jobs all told
us that we were thinking the wrong way, that children didn’t
want smaller, lighter, energy-efficient computers. They
would want full-featured, large, heavy, DVD-running, highpowered machines. Yes, that’s what the market wanted, but
that’s not where the market eventually went, which was to
these lighter tools.
So we built the $100 laptop, tested it in Africa and a few
other places, and refined it. That took another eight or nine
months. Then we launched the product that’s now in the
hands of 3 million kids. In certain countries like Uruguay,
every child in public school between the ages of 6 and 18 has
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one. In Peru, 1 million kids have the laptop. So it was one of
these great projects where we could show the world that it
can be done. They’re telling us no, and we showed them that
it is possible.
During that time we also developed the Leaf lamp with
Herman Miller. It was the first LED light made by a major
contract manufacturer. The few LED lights that came before
it were made by very small parties. They had parts that would
break down eventually, like fans to cool down the LEDs. The
Leaf also was the first with touch controls, to adjust the
light from warm to cold and from bright to dim. It works by
shifting the LEDs and mixing them up, a little bit like a DJ
would with records. To this day no task lights have been built
with a color-changing feature like this.
So the $100 laptop and the Leaf were two firsts on a
major industrial scale, and they happened basically at the
same time. We were just trying to do truly innovative work
rather than skinning jobs. I’ve believed in that from the
start. The work of design is not to skin stuff. It’s not to put
a nice dumb box around whatever is inside. It’s the whole
conception. Design should deliver the whole ecosystem.

The One Laptop per Child project hits on another thread in
your career: civic engagement. How do you decide what is
meaningful work to take on?
I have always said that the design profession is essentially a
generous one. You constantly think about others; you have
one foot in the people camp and one foot in the industry
camp. You really think about how people are going to use
the product you are designing. So most of my interests are
to do something that really works, that’s really great. They’re
not commercial interests—they’re human interests. We do
things because it will make somebody’s day, because it will
make somebody’s life easier. Or because it will make somebody laugh or feel great or serve them better ergonomically.
For me design is essentially a generous practice based on a
humanistic mindset.
In 2007, we were approached by the New York City
Department of Health. We designed a brand for the NYC
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Condom, which was a Mayor Bloomberg initiative to reduce
HIV infections and teen pregnancies. We launched the
condom and the dispensers in 2007. That was super fun. And
the success was tremendous. We went from distributing
9 million condoms for free in New York City to 39 million
because suddenly people loved the brand. Dispensers were
everywhere, and they’re still around. Now, there’s the NYC
Condom app that tells you where you can find a free condom
pretty much within two blocks of anywhere in New York City.
NYC Condom and the $100 laptop launched the same year
and both became beacons within their own space. The NYC
Condom was presented at the World AIDS Conference in
Brazil and was seen as a real pioneering project.
At the same time the business model and the success of
Jawbone started to get people excited about design having
a key role in building businesses. So we continue to refine
this model and now have about 20 partnerships with both
small and large companies. We are essentially part of the
founding team, aligned exactly the same way as the founders
are in terms of the success of a business. We see some of the
most interesting technologies out there and meet a lot of
interesting people because we don’t fall into camps. We work
with everyone, and we serve everyone as far as building value.

Looking toward the future, what motivates you now and where
do you envision that pushing you to?
Three tracks will continue for me, three big themes. Design is
becoming the main weapon that you have to convince people
that you have a right to be in business. The influence of advertising and marketing is shrinking significantly simply because the biggest influencers now are the users themselves.
People have opinions about how something works, how the
company acts, its product, and its social output. Reviews are
done mostly by consumers.
Listening to people is how you make a difference as a
business. From that standpoint, design will continue to grow
and to influence. It will become strategic again in the way
designers in the ’50s and ’60s were the shepherds of brands.
People like Paul Rand, Charles Eames, George Nelson a little
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bit earlier, Raymond Loewy. They were the real guiding lights
of businesses. Then starting in the early ’ 70s, marketing and
advertising really took over. Companies listened to marketing
and spent more money on advertising. Your product was less
and less critical because what people thought about thirtysecond ads and five-word slogans was how they knew your
brand and how they formed an opinion about it. A notion
arose that you address millions of people with a single
message, a single view. That notion basically drove designers
out of being influential for the next thirty years.
In the past decade, the world of opinions is back and
design is returning to center stage. I think that’s going to
continue dramatically, whether you’re building visual or
physical products. Traditional advertising, in my opinion,
is becoming irrelevant in a world where companies
communicate directly with consumers. This kind of
consumer-to-consumer, consumer-to-company-and-back
dialogue is much more potent. Of course, the social media
world does a form of advertising but it’s a very different form.
So in many respects, design is the only way that you can tell
your customers directly how you want to treat them and
what you stand for.

Consumers want more
energy-efficient, cost-efficient
products, and it’s how you will
become a leading brand.
The second theme is sustainability. I believe that every
function of a business—from product-making, to logistics, to
distribution, to retail, all of that—has to be reinvented with a
sustainable mindset. Consumers want more energy-efficient,
cost-efficient products, and it’s how you will become a
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leading brand. So when the opportunity presents itself to
rebuild how a company makes things or distributes them or
packages them, design plays a big part of that. Sustainability
will be a key opportunity for and will change every industry.
The Puma Clever Little Bag and the SAYL chair for Herman
Miller really show how design can make more sustainable,
more efficient, and cheaper products a lot more desirable
and attainable for the majority of people. The interesting
thing is that it’s not a formula. It’s completely different
whether you’re making a computer, a shirt, or a chair.
And the third theme is that design has a lot to say
and a lot to do in civic and social areas. Whether it’s for
government or non-profits, whether it’s service or product
design, there’s a host of different problems that design can
help solve. I think we’re going to be much more involved. The
social aspect is going to be critical.
In the new fuseproject building in Potrero Hill, those
three tracks are a key part of our culture, but we’re also
blending in the incubation of new ideas and companies.
We want to become a place for the art, design, and
entrepreneurship communities to gather, a local cultural
center for design and design-driven ideas. The whole space
in the front of our building will be a gallery space that will
present design work and art. We’ll have decent shows and be
part of the exciting stuff that’s happening and growing right
now in Potrero Hill. Those are the things I want to do that I’m
excited about.

What advice would you give to a designer, self-taught or otherwise, who has some entrepreneurial inclinations?
All designers have entrepreneurial instincts. Personally, it
helped me tremendously to get experience working at other
companies. I really believe in people learning on the job
because that’s how I learned. It was tremendously useful for
me to work for others to increase my knowledge but also to
make mistakes.
That said, there are also all kinds of opportunities to
reinvent every product, every category, every industry. If
you have the idea or the passion or the knowledge, it doesn’t
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matter what the field is, snowboarding, book reading,
whatever. Everything can get rethought and reinvented.
There are great opportunities for young designers.
For me, Malcolm Gladwell’s “10,000 hours to become
an expert” rule very much applies. Continuously doing
something that you’re passionate about makes you better at
it. Mastering something shapes your brain to automatically
think creatively. So I often tell my students that where their
passion and their own personal experience lies may be a good
place to start an entrepreneurial endeavor. Whether you
understand the problems of immigrant farm workers because
you grew up as one or you’re a kid from the L.A. suburbs who
skateboarded all your life, you will understand something
from that. You will understand skateboard shoe making,
or you will understand how to serve the communities that
you’re familiar with. And there lies tremendous opportunities
for designers to build their own companies around things
they know intimately.
So drive yourself through passionate interests. Learn as
much as possible. Discover where you are the expert and how
to apply design tools to that.
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Christina
Brodbeck
TheICebreak

Christina Brodbeck came to Silicon Valley determined to
make her way in tech. With a master’s degree in instructional
technologies and multimedia design, she worked her
way up from a job at a bookstore to become a founding
team member at YouTube. She was their first UI designer,
responsible for the majority of the site’s early design, and
then led YouTube’s mobile design. She has since co-founded
theicebreak, an app and website that helps couples enjoy
and make the most of their relationship.
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What are some of your earliest entrepreneurial stories?
I went to Japan and did a homestay six hours outside of Tokyo
when I was about 13 years old, and I saw that people there
were obsessed with American goods. When I came back, I
decided to make and sell backpacks. I somehow convinced
my grandma to hand sew them. They were just pieces of cloth
with straps on top. I never sold them anywhere, but that was
an example of how I wanted to seize an opportunity.
I also remember once when my neighborhood friend
Aubrey and I had a lemonade contest with two other kids to
see who could sell the most lemonade. The other kids had a
stand, and Aubrey and I went door-to-door. We were able to
sell way more lemonade. It was awesome.
Any other formative entrepreneurial projects or influences?
My dad’s grandfather really inspired me. He started a brass
works foundry in Cincinnati called The Schaible Company.
They made faucets, the kind with a single handle that you pull
up and change the temperature by moving it back and forth.
They did really well and were acquired by American Standard.
My dad’s grandfather only had the equivalent of a 5th grade
education. He started from nothing and was very entrepreneurial. He wrote a book called I Was Interested. I was
constantly inspired by him, even though I never met him.
When did you first encounter the word “design” and how did
you get into it?
I probably didn’t know what design was until I was doing it. I
never thought that I would do anything related to tech. Math
and science were far from my favorite subjects. So when I
went to college at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
I tried to avoid those subjects as much as possible and
majored in Russian history. My freshman year roommate
was a computer science major, and I saw her playing around
with Photoshop and HTML. I was curious about it and ended
up picking up this book HTML by Example and then made a
GeoCities website myself. I thought that making websites was
amazing, but it didn’t really dawn on me that I was working on technology because it felt creative. Before getting

55

Christina Brodbeck

theicebreak

into making websites, I thought technology was cut and dry.
When I got deeper into it, I saw how web design blends or
combines the creative and the logical very well.

What I really fell in love
with is doing design that
has a purpose beyond just
being pretty, something that
could instruct people.
What were some inflection points for you after that discovery?
I spent as much time as I could building websites for people,
even for free. Like wedding photo websites, anything. Then
one summer I took a web design class at Loyola University
of Chicago where my dad taught physics. Blackboard hadn’t
come out yet, and as a side project my dad and I wanted
to create a way for his students to submit their homework
online. So I spent the entire summer—except for when I had
class—with my dad in his office learning and writing Perl and
designing the site. I’m surprised that anything worked, but
it did, and he used that for the next year and a half for his
classes. That was a big learning experience for me. That summer was my first formal training.
Then my last year at University of Illinois, I got my first
real paying job. I worked for the U of I extension program.
Their office managed a variety of different educational
websites. One was about Herman the Worm and teaches kids
in kindergarten through 4th grade about worms and science,
one was about deer of Illinois, and some were for 4H. I
worked there for three months and got paid. That was pretty
awesome. After that, plus what I had done with my dad, I
really knew that I wanted to go into design. I loved doing
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it and was doing it in all of my free time. What I really fell
in love with is doing design that has a purpose beyond just
being pretty, something that could instruct people.
Then I moved to California and got my master’s degree in
Instructional Technologies and Multimedia Design.

How did you hear about that program?
I didn’t even know that there was something called instructional technology. I knew I wanted to work in tech and do
web design because I loved it so much. It’s great to be paid
for your passion. I didn’t want to do anything else. A program
at San Francisco State College of Extended Learning offered
a multimedia certificate, so I came out here to take classes in
that and also to be around people who are in tech. I was taking these certificate courses, didn’t really have a job, and was
crashing with friends. I applied everywhere to try to get a job,
including Payless Shoes, who rejected me.
After a couple of months working at a bookstore in
Hillsdale Mall, I got an internship at Keynote Systems. That
was my first job at a large corporation. They didn’t have a
lot of designers at Keynote, just engineers and marketing.
So I was in the marketing and communications department
designing banner ads, extranet and intranet websites, and
Flash CDs they handed out to promote new products. I was
designing everything and anything. That was an amazing
learning experience.
Before I got that job, I looked through this huge San
Francisco State course catalog. As I flipped through the
pages, I saw the Masters in Instructional Technologies
Program. It was what I had been doing at Loyola and at
University of Illinois, but I had no idea that it was its own field
of study. I applied and so two months after I started working
at Keynote, I also started grad school. I worked there the
entire time I was in school.
To pay for it?
Exactly. I worked at Keynote until three o’clock, and then
afterwards, I would go to class until ten at night. I don’t
know how I did that. I was young. Also, I was a TA for a
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Flash course, which was really helpful later when I worked
at YouTube. After I graduated I got a fellowship with NASA
Ames down at Moffett Field to work on this website project
called Opis. All these different NASA campuses across the
United States do research, and it allowed you to search other
people’s research and see what projects were going on. I
worked on the design for that site.
But I knew that I wanted to work in startups. When I
moved out here I hung around PayPal because all my friends
from undergrad worked there. I went over there almost
every day after work, staying late and just hanging out. That
environment and the people there really inspired me. It was
amazing. They all loved what they were doing. They wanted
to hang out together all the time, even outside of work. The
people I met there and from college to this day are like my
unofficial mentors as well as good friends, and I’ve learned so
much from them.
While I was at NASA, Max Levchin from PayPal started an
incubator called MRL Ventures and one of the companies was
looking for a designer. I knew this was my chance. I really had
to prove myself because even though some of them were my
friends, they weren’t just going to give me a job. I did work
for them to prove that they should hire me while still working
at NASA. Some days when I was “working from home”, I was
really in the city working to convince my friends to hire me.
In the end I quit NASA and worked with MRL Ventures full
time for a year.

What lessons or surprises did you experience along the way?
I didn’t sleep very much, but it didn’t feel that way at the
time because I was just so in love with my work. I loved what
I was doing at NASA, I loved what I was doing at MRL Ventures, and I loved my classes. When you find what you love, it
doesn’t feel like work. Even today it’s like that.
What happened at MRL? How did you transition from there?
While I was at MRL Ventures, a bunch of us who were friends
were working on a side project that Steve, Chad, and Jawed
had started. It was for fun, just something cool and different.
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And so that side project became YouTube? Are there any highlights about how that went?
At YouTube I really got challenged to do the whole gamut in
terms of design. We had probably ten engineers and I was the
only designer who was designing. And nobody wanted to do
any front-end design at this point, so we didn’t have a web
developer per se. YouTube operated really quickly, so every
single engineer worked on a different feature. And we pushed
features practically every single day. Later that became
weekly. I did everything from drawing icons, to doing the UX
[user experience] flows, to mockups, to HTML and CSS. And
they all happened at the same time because everyone was
like, “Okay I’m done, this needs a front-end.” I definitely had
to learn how to prioritize. And I was really happy when we
hired more designers.
Did you do anything to help foster a culture of design?
Chad [Hurley]’s background is in design, so while it was an
engineering-focused and -led company, somebody at the
top understood design. If you had a question about design or
needed to push back on something, you definitely had support. So that was great.
Did you do anything to help him to foster collaboration between designers and developers?
We were all friends so collaboration was fairly built-in
already. Of the first ten, probably 80 percent of us were
friends from before and had worked with one another either
at MRL or PayPal. A lot of us had gone to the University of
Illinois together. So we already had a very strong base—we
were like really close family or friends.
Were there any other inflection points for you at YouTube?
I was really lucky because I got two startups in one. There
was YouTube, as in the website itself, and there was also
mobile. At that time around 2006, there wasn’t a way to
watch videos on your mobile [phone]. Dwipal [Desai] and I
wanted a way to do that. Dwipal was also working at YouTube
and we later founded theicebreak together. This was pre-
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smartphone, really early mobile design. Dwipal ran mobile
videos on his home server, and I did the design. That started
out as a side project within YouTube and then became YouTube Mobile and then later became a team. When the iPhone
came out a year later, YouTube was preloaded on it, which
was huge. And then we were on every mobile device.
Having done mobile design pre-smartphone and then
again right when smartphones came out was an amazing
experience. I remember in usability studies talking to people
and thinking about what is a good mobile experience. We
had to because there wasn’t much to compare against. Do
people want dark screens and dark backgrounds or do they
want light backgrounds? There wasn’t a lot of design research
about mobile environments out at that time.

Then how did you get from YouTube to theicebreak? You
worked at YouTube for almost four years?
Yeah. Google acquired us in 2006. I started doing some unofficial work for YouTube either late spring or early summer
of 2005 and had been working on mobile since 2006. I didn’t
leave when my vesting date hit because I really wanted to
stay for this one last project we were releasing on YouTube
Mobile. Then one day I was just sitting on a chair in the
atrium at the office, and I decided that was the day I was going to quit. It was just time. There was no real reason. I had
been thinking about it for a while. YouTube was becoming a
very large company and I wanted to work with a smaller team
again and get my hands dirty. That was the impetus. The specific day was just chance. That was August of 2009.
At YouTube, a couple of us had tossed around some
ideas for startups. Facebook was really big and I recently
had a breakup with my boyfriend and was looking to meet
someone new. We talked about making a Facebook app that
helped people with similar interests meet. And then when
Dwipal and I left YouTube, we made a dating site around that
idea. Because we had worked at YouTube, we were really
into media, so we wanted to match people based on their
favorite movies, music, TV shows, books, and food. We put
the site up—it was called Pickvee—for three months or so as
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a trial experiment. We quickly learned a lot about the dating
industry like that acquiring users on a dating site sucks. It’s
high churn and low retention. People stay on the site for an
average of three months. And I had gotten back together with
the boyfriend I had broken up with, and Dwipal was married,
so we decided to do something to help couples and that
would also help solve the retention problem.

We wanted the technology
to enhance, not replace, our
real-life communication. So
it had to be more seamless.
The thing is, there was all this technology for communicating with your friends but nothing for communicating
with the person who’s most important to you, the person that
you enjoy spending more time with than anybody else. And
we are using this product ourselves. We are our own biggest
adopters. At the same time, we had to do a lot of research
because there was really nothing in the couples space at that
time, and who knew what couples needed from technology?
We wanted the technology to enhance, not replace, our reallife communication. So it had to be more seamless.
After having that idea, next we got a couples
psychologist to advise us, and she deals with relationships
all the time. We locked ourselves in a room with her and she
taught us the foundations of good relationships and gave
us lots of studies to read. We also had our own personal
experience being in relationships.
So we worked to distill what really matters in a
relationship in the real world. Our goal was to productize
these clinical approaches, make it fun for the consumer. So
they aren’t aware that the product is built on very clinical
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foundations. Our goal was to enhance your relationship every
day and make it fun. The main challenge was, what the hell
do couples want? At that time, there was no place to look
besides clinical research.

Did you look at other media?
Self-help books. We did a lot of research in self-help. There
was really nothing fun for couples that used technology. We
did a lot of usability studies and went through a lot of trial
and error.
You can’t focus on everything when you build a product,
so we focused on three areas. Communication, which has
the largest effect on relationships. Affection, anything from
physical affection to like just other little signs of affection.
The third thing was excitement and bringing back that
newness feeling—
Novelty. Tingling. Your first kiss.
Exactly. All these studies indicate that couples who think
back to positive times in the relationship tend to do better.
They stay together longer. That’s part of novelty.
We did a lot of trials. One around messaging, one was
SMS, another was about checking in. Like you could say, “I
did something good for you,” or “We had sex,” or whatever.
We did all different types of tests.
These were quick prototypes?
Exactly. We showed really rough prototypes to people to get
feedback, and then we built something functional and ugly.
We heavily tested a group of 80 people from April until September 2011. We wanted to appeal to the average consumer,
not just early adopters. We really didn’t care too much about
buzz. We wanted to appeal to people in the middle of the
country. So as our testing progressed, we reached out to
people on Facebook outside of San Francisco. I’m from the
Midwest, and so we took advantage of that. We wanted to
go beyond just our friends and hit friends of friends from
outside the Valley.
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What were some surprises or challenges during testing?
So the private texting and messaging stuff was good for a
couple of weeks, and then the usage dropped off. The checkin thing was just a pain. It was very gamified with badges
and you could earn points for your relationship. But it was
just too much work. No one wanted to check in all the time.
People say they want to, but our data showed us that they
don’t really.
So we went back to the drawing board until we came up
with a model that was continually engaging. Now, we prompt
couples to answer questions and send moments to each
other. We are trying to encourage better communication
between partners on and off the site.
How did your initial fundraising go?
The first couple weeks of fundraising were a little bit challenging because no one was in the space. So you get the
classic questions: “Is this an unproven model? Do couples
really need a service? Can’t you just talk to your partner?” But
once we started getting really good usage and had retention, that’s when Dave McClure invested. People either really
got and loved it or they were like, “I don’t know.” It helped to
show them our data.
Any other tips?
Figure out who you’re pitching to. It makes a huge difference.
Before couples became a hot area, men who we pitched to
would always want to ask their wives’ opinion. But if you look
at the data on our service, men and women use it equally.
And you do not have to be tied to your partner or have him
or her on the service. People’s gut reaction is that because
our product deals with emotions it must be targeted at
women. Our challenge was to get people over their initial
gender biases.
How have you as a designer impacted the approach or process
of your team?
Designers tend to see things from a much more emotional
and empathetic point-of-view, which is good for us because
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empathy is one of the main things that helps a relationship. So we really focused on making the product about the
emotional connections between people versus the coolest
technology. How could we design it so users don’t feel like
they are interacting with a service? Because what you want is
to feel like you’re interacting with your partner.

Yeah, I remember testing an early version of the product and
just wanting to share moments directly with my girlfriend.
We went through a lot of iterations on that. It’s funny because
when we first started, we thought it would be a super private
site, simply a one-to-one service. But we quickly realized
from the metrics and feedback that people don’t care that
much about privacy. We ended up making it more than a oneto-one service. For example, just one of the partners needs
to be on it to use it, and then we also opened up community
features. So it’s a fine balance. Like if you answer something, your partner needs to know who you are and get your
answer, but you can also choose to make that shareable with
the community to get advice.
Some of the threads on people’s comments and answers
go really, really deep. My gut said that it wouldn’t work and
people would be confused. But I have been surprised by how
open people are and with how much they interact with and
offer advice to other couples and people outside of just their
partner. And I think that’s due to how we designed it; we get
really honest data because we’re focused on using design
to enhance emotional connections. And also the way we’ve
designed it, the product is not about vanity but instead about
being emotionally honest and vulnerable, so we don’t really
get any spam. This morning I woke up and looked at our
recent app reviews on iTunes and it said, “I’ve been married
to my partner for seven years and I’ve learned things about
them that I never knew before.” So it’s really rewarding to
wake up in the morning and get feedback like this.
That’s why we do what we do. Where do you see theicebreak
going? What’s your long-term vision?
We’ve built a platform. Our goal is to create apps that make
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your life better by making you more mindful of what’s happening in the moment right now and more present.
Our couples app is all about having more empathy and
being mindful of your partner. We used our platform to do
another app—a fun side project that was called Cofounderly—
and that was about being present in your founding team.
What we’ve built could also serve as a platform for being
more mindful of yourself.
And then we analyze the data, for example users’ feelings
about the public answers, and make suggestions for you.
Some studies of couples say that 40 percent of people want
to remain in their relationship, but they just don’t know how.
So we offer you tailored and personalized suggestions about
small things that you can do to improve your relationship
every day.

Find something you really love
to do because statistically, the
odds are your startup won’t
work out. But if you love it, who
cares who tells you no. All that
matters is when you wake up
in the morning, are you happy
with what you’re doing?
Is that what meaningful or positive social impact means?
I’m much more focused on a micro-level than a macro-level.
To really be capable of focusing on people outside of yourself
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and outside those closest to you, you need to be okay with
yourself. If everyone is content and happy with themselves,
then we will have the mind power to focus beyond ourselves.

Any advice for designers who are interested in starting their
own company or joining a startup?
Find something you really love to do because statistically, the
odds are your startup won’t work out. But if you love it, who
cares who tells you no. All that matters is when you wake
up in the morning, are you happy with what you’re doing?
Just because the stereotypical founding story is a couple
engineers building something out of their garage, it doesn’t
mean that you can’t be part of that. In the past, it was much
more common to build a strong technical engineering team
and contract the design out. Like, “We’ll bring somebody in to
pretty it up.” I feel really lucky that I was given the opportunity to help make design a really integral part of the startups
I’ve been involved with from the beginning. And I will take
that philosophy forward into whatever company I work with
in the future.
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SCOTT BELSKY
& MATIAS COREA
BEHANCE

Scott Belsky was working in the leadership development team
at Goldman Sachs when he approached Matias Corea in 2005
with the idea for Behance, an online platform for creatives
to showcase their work. Scott was looking for a partner who
understood design and the creative process to help build
Behance, and Matias was a print and brand designer who had
never designed a website before. Launched in 2008, they built
a profitable business with over a million users before taking VC
funding. They have grown to include the 99U conference and
Action Method, a task-management product line.

67

Scott, do you consider yourself a designer?
S C ott Belsky : I don’t have the formal training that Matias
has. Most of what I now know about design I’ve learned from
him and years in the industry. The two of us lead the product
concepting team and every decision goes through two processes, on his side and on my side. I would say that we’ve led
this business through design on both of our sides, through
both product and business.
I think the thing is that when I met Scott, I
was just a designer.

M atias C orea :

What do you mean by, “just a designer?”
MC : I turned Scott into a designer, he turned me into an entrepreneur. I used to be the most egocentric designer. I was
all about my design and not about how does this affect the
business, how does this affect our runway?
When you say “my design” do you mean “my visual design?”
MC : MY design. The fact that it was mine. That came from me
being a classically trained designer—typography, branding,
editorial. There’s a lot of ego. When you’re younger also—we
started when we were 26—it’s about “my design” and defending that. With maturity and working with a team that’s as
smart or smarter than you, it makes you realize that if you
pool your forces together you get a better product. You’ll be
personally more successful at all levels if you actually use
those forces to get to a better place.
When we started, we didn’t know the dynamics of
working together because we come from very different
backgrounds. I’m from Spain. I have a totally different
upbringing than Scott. I’m not from New York.
Was that good or bad?
MC : I don’t know. I think it’s good.
SB:
MC :
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I think it’s good.
We’re very passionate about what we do. Individually, we
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care a lot about what we do, and then together we care a lot
about Behance. We fought a lot in the beginning because we
cared so deeply. But because we wanted what was best for
Behance, at the end of the day we produced very powerful
products. And the solution was always given back to us by the
brand, the company, or the product itself. Sometimes we had
questions and they got answered by what we had created.
S B : Which is a huge difference from when you outsource design or just hire a designer. Or when a designer founder hires
a business person to do the business stuff. If we had outsourced those parts, Behance would never have been able to
answer our own questions. In the beginning, we argued about
the product’s direction and what we were going to do and
who we were going to hire. From the very beginning, this was
a design-centric business. He and I have a hand in everything.

What were each of you looking for in a partner?
S B : I had this idea of empowering creatives, but I had no idea
how to translate that into product myself. Also, I recognized
that this was such a design-centric business, not only in the
sense that we’re serving the design and the creative community, but also that the product, the message, the brand, the
communications, everything, including the business model
itself, needed to be designed.
I was looking for someone with a genuine intrigue in the
business that really matched my own intrigue and interests—
the notion of empowering creative careers and thinking
about how this whole industry could change in the future.
When I would talk about that with Matias, there was an equal
level of enthusiasm, intrigue, and also knowledge in that area
that I realized was an absolutely essential ingredient. Also,
someone who was willing to teach me.
MC : Scott is intensely passionate. His energy. You could look
at him and understand that he was going to do this with you
or without you. And I’m as crazy passionate about the things
I care about. If I was going to take on any risk, it needed to
be with someone as passionate as he was. That was the first
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thing I saw at our first meeting in Union Square. Also he was
very clear minded. I think that’s important for any design.
What are the goals? At least we could talk about it. And diligence. I think those are fuel, they’re rocket fuel.

Scott, you went to business school?
S B : I went to business school and he went to design school.
Going to business school, did you value design?
S B : Always. Always valued design. In college I took design
courses and I’ve considered design a core value ever since.
Everything we’ve done, even the way that we presented
the business plan to our team and the way that we’ve made
decks, has been produced almost as if we’re a design firm,
especially with brand.
The first project Matias and I worked on together as cofounders was our logo. We worked on it for an entire week.
He was training me on what Helvetica is, what kerning is, and
how the typography is the seed of what we were going to
build as a company, which was just mind-boggling to me.
MC : Most tech startups will start with wireframes. Of what?
For me, the product and the brand are the same thing. Maybe
that is embedded in my brain because of where I come from.
And that’s the good thing about our dynamic. Scott just took
it and was like, “Yeah!” Maybe because of the diametrical
contrast between where we come from.
Slowly we converged to a point where we could help
each other make decisions, where before it was just trust and
confidence in the other’s expertise and knowledge. That’s
why I carried him through developing the brand. Because I
thought if I understood the brand, then I could apply that to
the visual design.
S B : It’s interesting. How do co-founders know that they’re on
the same wavelength? Two partners can have the right partnership on paper, but if during the first week, I was like, “Can
we stop talking about the typography? Can we stop talking
about the brand? It doesn’t matter. We need to focus on other
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things.” That would have been a red flag that we were not the
right co-founders for this business.

The funny thing is if you
look at the initial mockups
from 2005, we had no clue
what we were doing on the
technology, product side. But
we were both real students.
People often talk about the tri-force of a consumer Internet
product being business, technology, and design/product. So
who had the product knowledge and where’s the technical guy?
S B : The funny thing is if you look at the initial mockups from
2005, we had no clue what we were doing on the technology,
product side. But we were both real students. Quite frankly,
we educated ourselves in product. That’s probably why it
took us a few extra years in the beginning. Now we speak at
conferences and advise other companies about product. Obviously, we’ve become more knowledgeable through our five
plus years working together.
When it comes to the technology, we were smart
enough to know what we didn’t know. When we hired Dave
[Stein] and Chris [Henry] and Bryan [Latten], who are really
the founders of the development side of our business, we
empowered them to be leaders and founding members of
the team. We made it clear to them that we didn’t have the
technical prowess that we needed and they have become
leaders of the development efforts. So, we made up that
perfect “trifecta.”
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One of the reasons that designers or others feel
intimidated to start their own business is the Silicon Valley
myth that it takes the perfect trifecta with the perfect
background to be successful. That downplays our human
ability to learn—
MC : —and to understand. For me, besides two portfolios for
photographer friends of mine, I had never designed a website
before. The first website was the Behance Network, the first
massive interface. I remember going through a lot of websites, trying to understand what was going on, what we were
doing right. My design process was the same I always used.
I need to do a new book. How many books get published
every day? How are you going to reinvent a book? Well, that’s
the same thing. So, you don’t need to know how to design
websites. You need to have a good process of analysis and
to learn quickly. Knowing what you don’t know is also really,
really important.

Are there any mistakes you made while building Behance?
MC : We made every single mistake in the book.
SB:

Probably.

A lot of people say that. Do you need to make mistakes?
MC : Maybe the biggest one is trying to add—
SB:

—every feature.

MC : We wanted Behance to be the best and we learned that
all these features were very, very important. Every single
one. We had, I don’t know, 50 or 60, it doesn’t matter. Now
we realize through analytics and usage which features are irrelevant. We just phase them out and get rid of them, and no
one misses them. I’d much rather upset a few members and
make the product simpler, smaller for everyone.
S B : If you address every need, then the user doesn’t know
what’s paramount. That’s a problem. It’s not a question of if
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you can address every need well, because maybe you can. But
if you address all of them, you can’t make it clear to the user
why they’re there and what they’re getting.
We also tried too hard to be unique. We called creative
fields “realms,” and we called groups “creative circles.” Users
were like, “What the hell is a realm?” Sometimes you should
be unoriginal and use a ubiquitous term because it makes
people’s lives easier.
MC : Also, not knowing much about technology at the time,
we were writing every single thing. Every plug-in that was
built in the first network was written from scratch, even the
Javascript for, “load an image from top to bottom,” was written from scratch. We realized later that other people were
writing plug-ins better and faster and updating them. So,
implementing existing technology speeds up the process and
makes a more solid product.
S B : We were all so new to so many different things. We were
both new to developing a web product. I was new to design.
Matias was new to business. The development team guys
had never been in a startup before. Since we were all new
to these things, we really forced each other to learn. We
pushed each other to develop into the roles we were playing.
Whereas, if we had all been veterans of our roles, we would
have left each other to our own domains more and not have
become a unified team. Many of our biggest breakthroughs
have been through that forced collaboration, developing
concepts together.
MC : I think that’s very true. I’m not just a designer and he’s
not just pushing stuff on me. We’re looking at the product itself and trying to add what we can. This has been our process
since the very beginning. We don’t leave the other person to
design whatever they want and not ask any questions.
S B : Our message to the people thinking, “I want to start
something,” and who are putting together their dream team:
if you outsource design, if you outsource technology to
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people who aren’t respected in the company or aren’t being
treated as founders, it will be reflected in the DNA of the
business. The DNA of our business is the result of the types
of people that we brought in, the type of autonomy they had,
and the respect we had for each other.
In New York, we see businesses that outsource design.
Or designers who don’t bring on anyone with business
background, or if they do, they don’t bring them into the
design process. It shows in their product. They’ve got
beautiful designs, but the designers weren’t in touch with
business goals. It just shows. It really shows.

Going back to when you first started working together, Matias,
did you have a job before this, a full-time, well-paying job?
MC : Yes, it was okay. It was a full-time, secure job.
And, Scott, you told him to quit his job?
S B : I was scared too. I had a full-time job as well. This became
an exploratory project that the two of us worked on.
MC : It was freelance. The first step was to work together on a
project that was eight or nine months long.

While you both had jobs?
MC : Yes.
S B : We were meeting together after work at like eight or nine
at night, and we would order in Thai food and drink a bottle
of wine and work till midnight. At the very least, this was a
great exercise, and at the most, maybe we’d move on to another step and another step. But I think it’s important to put
resources in the game. For us, the resource was time.
MC : I realized I am a good enough designer that I will always
have a job. I realized this in my third year of school, when
I was already working. My life was going to be okay. If this
didn’t work out, I’d just reset and start again, and I will have
learned something from the experience.
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S B : The first year, we were both working for nothing. There
was no money coming in from Matias, and I raised a tiny
amount of money from friends and family.

Exit strategy is making a
massive product that changes
the world. Or at least, part
of it, and that’s not an exit.
Can you say how much it was?
S B : The first round was like $60,000 or something. It was
tiny, tiny, tiny. The majority of it went for rent and to pay
Matias as much as we could afford and then Dave and Chris
soon after. In retrospect, it was a crazy time. We certainly
weren’t saving a dime. We were eating into our savings.
MC : Yeah, for the first time in my life, I got into credit card
debt. We could only afford so much. It takes years to get to
the point that you’re profitable and now, how do you use the
money? Do we want to invest in ourselves or in the business?
The answer was always the same. We put it back into the
business. We hired more people.
There’s no security when you’re starting a business.
But you need the vision that you’re doing something big.
And I think that’s something that Scott and I share. We’ve
been asked so many times, “So, what’s the exit strategy?” We
haven’t even talked about exit strategy because we don’t have
one. Exit strategy is making a massive product that changes
the world. Or at least, part of it, and that’s not an exit.

Who has asked you about exit strategy?
S B : Tons of people.
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MC :

Everyone.

S B : Most VCs and reporters that we meet with. Honestly, it’s
really not interesting to me right now. If anything, it gives me
a stomachache to think about it. Every day I come back to
work, I’m excited about the next version of the product and
the next version of the product and what we might be able to
do two years from now. That is just so exciting to me.
It’s also very exciting to be able to pay our team better.
That’s something that we’re excited to talk about. I don’t think
that it would be wise for any co-founders to say, “We don’t
think about the business being more economically viable.”
There were times when I wasn’t sure we were going to make
payroll. The company makes millions of dollars a year now
and can sustain us. We can pay people well now, and even
better in the future. But, the thought of an exit, of quitting
and starting something new, doesn’t interest me.
MC :

We worked so hard.

S B : Doing what we love so much. It makes no sense to leave
it. What would we do tomorrow?
MC : Also, the products themselves are evolving and growing.
We’re not just making small variations. The business itself has
continued to change. We redid the business plan, and I think
that was very smart of Scott. He knew that if we continued
to push our products through our first business plan, they
would fail. So, we continuously adapted to what was sticking
to the wall and what wasn’t and how we needed to change
and where we were evolving.
S B : I’m so excited to know our road map for the next few
years. Now, all I want to do is see it happen. I don’t want anything to get in the way. That would be my biggest concern.
And it’s so exciting.

Why aren’t more designers becoming founders?
MC : I don’t think any design school teaches you how to be
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an entrepreneur or how to understand business at any level.
There are a lot of things involved. Relationships. Building
relationships is not inherent to good design at all. One of the
main things that has made our business different is that Scott
understands relationships: future partnerships, vendors,
people who joined our team after we built a relationship with
them over time. And that’s very difficult.
If Behance was all my idea, I probably wouldn’t have
started it without Scott. I think that’s why many designers
don’t start their own business. There’s a lot to be learned and
I don’t see the resources. Maybe this book will help.

Scott, did you learn to be an entrepreneur in business school?
S B : No. If anything, the cost of business school may have
exceeded the benefits.

Entrepreneurship done right
is a consistent humbling of
what you don’t know and
what you need help with.
So where do you learn to be an entrepreneur?
S B : Through experience. Entrepreneurship done right is a
consistent humbling of what you don’t know and what you
need help with. A lot of aspiring entrepreneurs that I know
say they want to start a company. But they don’t respect the
role of a designer or a technical co-founder. They want to
start things themselves. They think that they can do everything the cheapest way with just that kernel of an idea. It’s
very naïve. I think that’s one of the reasons why there are so
few designer founders or designer co-founded businesses.
The partnerships required to make businesses successful
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never materialize because people are too naïve. They think
they can do it themselves.
If I were a design graduate with an entrepreneurial
interest and a problem that I was passionate about solving,
I’d look for people in business and technology with a similar
interest. I would give the same advice to business school
graduates that want to be founders. Go find a co-founder
that really complements you and will be the central part of
the DNA of your business. That will make it successful.

Should more business be taught in design school? Or should
they teach that you need a business-oriented partner?
S B : I think it’s both. To Matias’ point, especially with the
future of the creative industry where everyone is going to
have the opportunity to run themselves as businesses, they
need to have the business skills to do so: marketing, relationship building, strategy, financial management. You need to
understand what debt means, how investment works, and all
that stuff. So I think there should be basic classes that will
make you respect that side of the business. After you respect
it, then you start hiring the right people to work with.
Matias, what advice do you have for designers who are thinking
about starting something?
MC : Think about the fuel you’re wasting working for someone
else. When you work on your own product, that you own,
that you build, and that is your creation, you’ll always work
harder. That’s just inherent in human nature. And you will be
able to deal with the risk because it’s your thing.
Do you think everyone is built to be a designer founder?
S B : Probably a lot of people aren’t cut out for this. It’s a
tumultuous roller coaster of a journey and there are many
times when it would be a lot easier to have my paycheck and
my health insurance and just check in, check out and know
I’m going to have a job in three years. But for people who
have the drive, who want to create value in this world, that’s
the start of what you need to become a founder. And let’s say
you’re like, “Okay, I know I need to take a step but I’m not re-
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ally ready to start my own business yet. I don’t have the idea,
I don’t have the resources, whatever. What’s the next step?”
Make the case to yourself that you’re willing to pay for an
education and that payment is a salary differential between
working at a startup and working where you are now. Then,
go find a startup worth doing and recognize that you’re paying that extra $20,000 to $30,000 for an amazing education.
A lot of people say they want to exit their stable job at a big
design firm or record label or whatever, but they’re not willing to make any less than what they’re making now. Well, you
can’t have your cake and eat it too. You’ve got to pay to play a
little bit.
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