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			Praise for Growth Hacker Marketing

			“Growth hackers are the new VPs of marketing, and this book tells you how to make the transformation.”

			—Andrew Chen, Silicon Valley entrepreneur, essayist, and start-up advisor

			“This book is a wake-up call for every marketing exec in the business. And a tutorial for engineers, IT, founders, and designers. Read it.”

			—Porter Gale, former VP of marketing at Virgin America and author of Your Network Is Your Net Worth

			“Finally, a crystallization and explanation of growth hacking in easy-to-understand terms—and better, real strategies and tactics for application.”

			—Alex Korchinski, director of growth at Soma

			“Holiday is part Machiavelli, part Ogilvy, and all results. . . . This whiz kid is the secret weapon you’ve never heard of.”

			—Timothy Ferriss, author of The 4-Hour Workweek and Tools of Titans

			“Ryan captures the power of the growth hacker mindset and makes it accessible to marketers at companies of all types and sizes. If you don’t see a boost in results after reading this book, something is wrong with your product.”

			—Sean Ellis, former growth hacker at Dropbox and Eventbrite and inventor of the word “growth hacker”

			“Ryan’s strategies and tactics will help every lean entrepreneur trying to grow their business and master the art of marketing and growth.”

			—Patrick Vlaskovits, coauthor of The Lean Entrepreneur

			“Growth Hacker supplies user-friendly, pragmatic strategies to help propel businesses.”

			—MediaDailyNews

			“Growth hackers are redefining marketing, and Ryan’s book will put you a step ahead of the competition.”

			—Aaron Ginn, growth hacker at StumbleUpon
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			Ryan Holiday is a media strategist and marketing expert whose campaigns have been used as case studies by Twitter, YouTube, and Google and written about in Ad Age, the New York Times, and Fast Company. His company, Brass Check, has advised companies such as Google, TASER, and Complex, as well as multiplatinum musicians and some of the biggest authors in the world. Since 2012 he has published seven books, which together have sold over one million copies and have been translated into more than thirty languages. Ryan’s books—which have broken new ground in media, marketing, and ancient philosophy—are taught in colleges around the world and widely read by CEOs, professional athletes, and notable entrepreneurs. He lives in Austin, Texas.
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			I prefer the discipline of knowledge to the anarchy of ignorance. We pursue knowledge the way a pig pursues truffles.

			—DAVID OGILVY
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			AN INTRODUCTION TO GROWTH HACKING

			Several years ago now, on what seemed like a normal day, I got in my car to leave my house, assuming it would be no different from any other workday. I had read the morning news, dealt with a few important employee issues over the phone, and confirmed lunch and drinks meetings for later in the day. I headed to the athletic club—a swanky, century-old private gym favored by downtown executives—and swam and ran and then sat in the steam room to think.

			As I entered the office around ten, I nodded to my assistant and sat down at a big desk and reviewed all the papers that required my signature. There were ad mock-ups to approve, invoices to process, events to sponsor, proposals to review. A new product was launching, and I had a press release to write. A stack of magazines had arrived—for product features we had arranged with stylists on long lead times—and I handed them to an employee to catalog and organize for the press library.

			My job: director of marketing at American Apparel, then one of the hottest and biggest fashion brands in the world. I had a half dozen employees working under me in my office. Right across the hall from us, thousands of sewing machines were humming away, manned by garment workers who made a living wage. A few doors down was a photo studio where the very ads I would be placing were made.

			Excepting a few pieces of technology, like my computer and smartphone, my day had begun and would proceed exactly as it had for every other marketing executive for the last century. Buy advertisements, plan events, pitch reporters, design “creative,” approve promotions, and throw around terms like “brand,” “CPM,” “awareness,” “earned media,” “top of mind,” “added value,” and “share of voice.” That was the job. It’s basically always been the job.

			I’m not saying I’m Don Draper or Edward Bernays or anything, but the three of us could probably have swapped offices and routines with only a few adjustments. And I, along with everyone else in the business, found that to be pretty damn cool.

			But that seemingly ordinary day was disrupted by an article. The headline stood out clearly amid the online noise, as though it had been lobbed directly at me: “Growth Hacker Is the New VP [of] Marketing.”

			What?

			I was a VP of marketing. I quite liked my job. I was good at it, too. Self-taught, self-made, I was, at twenty-five, helping to lead the efforts of a publicly traded company with 250 stores in twenty countries and more than $600 million in revenue.

			But the writer, Andrew Chen, an influential technologist and entrepreneur who would go on to become head of rider growth at Uber and a general partner at Andreessen Horowitz, didn’t care about any of that. According to him, my colleagues and I would soon be out of a job—someone was waiting in the wings to replace us.

			The new job title of “Growth Hacker” is integrating itself into Silicon Valley’s culture, emphasizing that coding and technical chops are now an essential part of being a great marketer. Growth hackers are a hybrid of marketer and coder, one who looks at the traditional question of “How do I get customers for my product?” and answers with A/B tests, landing pages, viral factor, email deliverability, and Open Graph. . . .

			The entire marketing team is being disrupted. Rather than a VP of Marketing with a bunch of non-technical marketers reporting to them, instead growth hackers are engineers leading teams of engineers.1

			What the hell is a growth hacker? I thought. How could an engineer ever do my job?

			But then I added up the combined valuation of the few companies Chen mentioned as case studies—companies that had barely existed a few years ago:

			
					
					Dropbox

				

					
					Zynga

				

					
					Groupon

				

					
					Instagram

				

					
					Pinterest

				

			

			Now worth billions and billions of dollars. And that was then. If he were writing the article today, as I am writing this updated version of this book, he might include a few others:

			
					
					Uber

				

					
					Snapchat

				

					
					Airbnb

				

					
					Amazon

				

					
					Slack

				

					
					Lyft

				

			

			And in a few more years the list will undoubtedly include the next generation of companies that came out of nowhere or suddenly shifted into a gear we didn’t know they had.

			As Micah Baldwin, a serial start-up founder and now a business development executive for Amazon, explains, “In the absence of big budgets, start-ups learned how to hack the system to build their companies.”2 Their hacking—which occurred right on my watch—had rethought marketing from the ground up, with none of the baggage or old assumptions. And now their shortcuts, innovations, and backdoor solutions fly in the face of everything marketers had been taught.

			We all want to do more with less. For marketers and entrepreneurs, that paradox is practically our job description. Well, in this book, we’re going to look at how growth hackers have helped companies like Dropbox, Mailbox, Twitter, Pinterest, Facebook, Snapchat, Evernote, Instagram, Mint.com, Sumo, and StumbleUpon do so much with essentially nothing.

			What stunned me most about those companies was that none of them were built with any of the skills that traditional marketers like me had always considered special, and most were built without the resources I’d long considered essential. I couldn’t name the “marketer”—and definitely not the agency—responsible for their success because there wasn’t one. They might have hired these folks later on (often unthinkingly and occasionally with regret, as you’ll see), but in the early and most important stages of these companies’ incredible rises, growth hacking had made “marketing” irrelevant. At the very least it had given the marketing world a wake-up call and a need to rewrite its best practices.

			Whether you’re currently a marketing executive or a college grad about to enter the field or the owner of a small, struggling coffee shop—the first growth hackers have pioneered a new way of marketing worth knowing. Some of their strategies are incredibly technical and complex. The strategies also change constantly; in fact, occasionally a strategy might work only one time. This book is short because it sticks with the timeless parts. I also won’t weigh you down with heavy concepts like “cohort analysis” and “viral coefficients.”* Instead, we will focus on the mindset—it’s far and away the most important part.

			I start and end with my own experiences in this book, not because I am anyone special but because I think they illustrate a microcosm of the industry itself. The old way—where product development and marketing were two distinct and separate processes—is being replaced.

			So in this book, I am going to take you through a new cycle, a much more fluid and iterative process. A growth hacker doesn’t see marketing as something one does but rather as something one builds into the product itself. The product is then kick-started, shared, and optimized (with these steps repeated multiple times) on its way to massive and rapid growth. The chapters of this book follow that structure.

			But first, let’s make a clean break between the old and the new.

			WHAT IS GROWTH HACKING?

			The end goal of every growth hacker is to build a self-perpetuating marketing machine that reaches millions by itself.

			—AARON GINN

			There’s no business like show business. Yet, when it comes right down to it, that’s the industry every marketing team—no matter what their actual business is—seems to emulate during a product launch. Deep down, I suspect everyone marketing or launching something fantasizes that they are premiering a blockbuster movie. And this illusion shapes and warps every marketing decision we make.

			It feels good, but it’s so very wrong.

			Endemic to the show biz mindset is a grand opening, a big launch, a press release that gets picked up everywhere, and major media coverage. We default to thinking we need a huge advertising budget. We want red carpet and celebrities. Most dangerously, we assume we need to get as many customers as possible in a very short window of time—and if it doesn’t work right away, we consider the whole thing a failure. Our delusion is that we should be Transformers and not The Blair Witch Project.

			Needless to say, this is preposterous. Yet you and I have been taught, unquestionably, to follow it for years.

			What’s wrong with it? Well, for starters: most movies fail.

			Despite the glamour and the history of movie marketing, even after investing millions—often more than the budget of the movie itself—studios regularly write off major releases as complete washes. Which they can do, because they are usually multibillion-dollar conglomerates that can afford big failures. When movies do succeed, the truth is that no one has any proof of why the movie did well or which of the ingredients were responsible. As screenwriter William Goldman famously put it, nobody knows anything—even the people in charge. It’s all a big gamble.

			Again, that’s fine because their system is designed to absorb these losses. The hits pay for the mistakes many times over. But there is a big difference between them and everyone else in the world. You can’t really afford for your start-up to fail; your friend has sunk everything into her new business; and I can’t allow my book to flop. We don’t have ten other projects coming down the pike. This is it.

			It was only a matter of time before someone smart came along and said, “It doesn’t have to be this way. The tools of the internet and social media have made it possible to track, test, iterate, and improve marketing to the point where these enormous gambles are not only unnecessary, but insanely counterproductive.”

			That person was the first growth hacker, whether they knew it or not.

			A NEW WAY

			If that old system is the result of one hundred years of marketing precedent—designed to fit the needs of large twentieth-century corporations—then the new mindset began at the turn of the millennium. It began and evolved to meet the new needs of a new type of company—with its own kind of marketer.

			Flash back to 1996, before Hotmail had launched as one of the first free web mail services and became an early example of a product “going viral.” As the journalist Adam Penenberg describes the meeting in his book Viral Loop, Hotmail’s founders, Sabeer Bhatia and Jack Smith, sat across the table from Tim Draper, the famous venture capitalist. He told them that he thought the product—web-based email—was great but wondered how they’d get the word out.

			Bhatia’s first instinct was that industrial marketing approach we’ve been talking about: “We’ll put it up on billboards,” he said. Draper nixed such an expensive approach for what would be a free product. So they kicked around more ideas. Radio ads? Same problem. What about sending an email to everyone on the internet? Draper suggested. That was only a slightly newer version of the old mindset—spam doesn’t work.

			Then Draper happened accidentally on growth hacking. “Could you,” he asked, “put a message at the bottom of everybody’s screen?”

			“Oh, come on, we don’t want to do that!”

			“But can you technically do it? . . . You can put it on one message, and if he sends an email to somebody else you can put it on that one, too, right?”

			“Yeah, yeah,” they replied.

			“So put ‘P.S.: I love you. Get your free e-mail at Hotmail’ at the bottom.”3

			

			—

			This little feature changed everything. It meant every email that Hotmail’s users sent would be an advertisement for the product. And that advertisement was effective not because it was cute or creative but because it showcased an amazing product that many people
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