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Paul: In this AppSumo action video, we’re going to 
teach you how to build your community, grow it, and 
also deal with trolls and angry customers and just 
have a fantastic community built around your brand 
or startup. I’m Paul Hontz from The Startup Foundry, 
and this is Amit Gupta from Photojojo. Go ahead and 
introduce yourself.

Amit: Hey, Paul. I’m an entrepreneur. I have built a 
few different community-focused businesses, start-
ing with one called the Daily Jolt when I dropped out 
of school, when I was 19 or 20 years old. That was a 
college focused kind of Internet portal where we had 
campus specific sites, each one run by a student on 
that campus and then built for that community within 
that campus. A non-profit called Change This, that I 
made with Seth Godin. That was built for a community 
of people who wanted to change the world or change 
their business or change something around them. Also 
a project called Jelly, which is basically a co-working 
community where people can start a co-working event 
anywhere in the world just out of their living room or 
café or company. Finally Photojojo, which is my cur-
rent obsession and what I spend all my time on, which 
is a community for people who love photography. I 
guess I’ve built a bunch of different companies and 
built a bunch of different communities and hoping to 
share what I’ve learned along the way.

Paul: Great. Now could you just share a quick, maybe 
minute-long story of how having a strong community 
around some of your past projects has influenced and 
helped the company grow?

Amit: Sure. I guess I’ll talk about Jelly and Photojojo. 
They both started around the same time. I think that 
Jelly’s interesting because it’s not a company, right? It’s 
just this idea. Let’s work in the same room on projects, 
and it’ll be more fun than working in our boring office 
or working at home or whatever. I think the idea is 
good. It’s something that we just started doing out of 
our Manhattan apartment, because it was something 
that we needed and was something that felt good to us. 
It turned out that it was an attractive idea to a whole 
other audience, people who freelance, people who 
worked for large consulting companies, people who 
were writers. It was a powerful enough idea that the 
community sort of formed itself. All we had to do was 
spark it. 

Over the course of a year or two, we just started this 
thing on our kitchen table, just inviting over one friend 
every week or so, and he started to bring another 
friend and he started to bring 3 other friends. All of 
a sudden we had this thing that was happening every 
week with 20, 30, 40 people showing up. Then fast 
forward like another year and there’s more than 100 of 
these all over the world. They’re happening on every 
continent. NBC is in my living room filming this thing 
because they want to show all of these crazy kids work-
ing out of a living room. CNN is writing about it. 

It’s not anything that I did. It wasn’t me pounding the 
pavement trying to send press releases or get someone 
to talk about Jelly to NBC. It was just doing something 
that was interesting and doing something that was 
worth talking about and then letting this community 
of people who thought it was interesting and also 
thought it was worth talking about tell everyone they 
knew about it. That got us the press, and that got us 
tons of Jellys started all over the place. That got us to a 
place where Jelly was a thing.

Paul: After watching these videos, we’re going to be 
talking about some of the ways that you can build the 
community where it spreads virally.

Amit: Yeah.

Paul: Do you want to quick talk about Photojojo, 
what you’re doing with that right now?

Amit: Sure. Photojojo is the world’s most fun site for 
photography. Our goal in life is just to make photogra-
phy more fun for anyone who’s got a camera, whether 
it’s a camera phone or DSLR or whatever. There, 
too, we’ve taken a very different approach than most 
camera stores or camera sites. We don’t care about the 
specs on your lens or camera. We don’t care about sell-
ing 10,000 different things for every camera in exis-
tence. All we care about is finding the best, the most 
fun, the most interesting and showing you that stuff. 

The community that’s formed around that idea is 
similarly very strong. Just like Jelly, it’s not every single 
person who works that comes to Jelly. It’s just the 
people who are really interested in what we’re doing 
there. With Photojojo, it’s just the people who re-
ally care about making photography fun. We’re really 
focused on just making that community happy. That’s 
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where we are right now. Expanding on the editorial, 
doing more with the store, by just pushing our mission 
with making our audience happy, because if we make 
them happy, they’ll tell their friends, and the audience 
gets bigger.

Paul: Gotcha. Let’s start talking about how you pick 
your idea initially. That’s where you have to start. Most 
entrepreneurs I know have 10, 20 different ideas that 
they’re all, “Oh, yeah, maybe I’ll do this or maybe I’ll 
do that.” How do you pick an idea that will have com-
munity appeal?

Amit: Well, for any idea that I come up with, I like to 
just set it aside for a week and try not to think about it 
because I think that when you’re coming up with ideas 
left and right, it’s so easy to get excited about the latest 
idea and not really have a way to objectively compare 
it to ideas you’ve come up with before. It’s a great idea 
just to set it aside, not think about it, and then come 
back to it and see if you’re still excited in a week. 

In terms of ideas specific to communities, I think it’s 
really important to make sure that whatever you’re go-
ing to work on fits a few different criteria. One, actual 
real members of the community that you’re interested 
in care about your idea and think it’s amazing, think 
it’s awesome, think it’s the best thing that they’ve ever 
heard of. If that’s not true, you shouldn’t be doing it be-
cause it’s not going to be interesting enough for them 
to tell anyone about it. 

Number two, there’s got to be an easy way for you to 
tell everyone you know about it. There’s got to be a 
natural marketing angle or a natural way for people 
to tell their friends about it, or a reason to tell their 
friends about it. If you don’t know how you’re going to 
spread your idea, there’s no point in doing it.

Paul: Sorry. Let me pause you there for a second. 
Could you give an example of how we’d do that? How 
could you tell if something would be shared naturally?

Amit: I think part of it comes back to the excitement 
of that community. If you’re talking to members of the 
community that you’re going after, like say you’re mak-
ing something for photographers and you go to like 
photographer meet-ups and you tell them what you 
want to do. You just talk to every photographer you 
know and you tell them what you want to make and 

they’re super excited about it, then they’re going to be 
telling their friends. 

Even beyond that, you could be figuring out if there are 
ways to build spreading the product into your product. 
If using it requires you to tell people about it or using 
it requires your friends to be on it, then that’s a way for 
the product itself to spread to other people. If your au-
dience isn’t excited and you don’t have a great idea for 
how you’re going to get this out into the world, you just 
think it’s got to be there, that’s dangerous. There are so 
many products out there. There are so many websites, 
there are so many ideas, and it’s so easy to get lost. You 
just really have to have a great strategy or a great prod-
uct and a great strategy to get out there.

Paul: Great. 

Amit: The third criteria I would look at is would you 
do this even if you weren’t getting paid for it? I think 
that’s super important, because anything you work 
on, no matter how good it is, you’re going to run into 
periods where it just sucks and nothing’s working and 
everything’s horrible, there’s no hope in sight, and you 
want to give up. If it’s not something that just enjoy 
because you want to do it and because it’s something 
that you intrinsically get joy out of, then you’re go-
ing to give up. It doesn’t matter how good an idea or 
how successful or how great the revenue model, if it’s 
not something you want to spend your night and day 
working on, it’s not going to work.

Paul: The “trough of sorrows” is a pretty common 
startup experience. No matter what you’re doing, it 
seems like a couple months in you’re just going to hit 
a low peak. That’s what you’re saying. You have to be 
so committed to the idea, so in love with it, that you’re 
going to press through that.

Amit: Yeah, totally.

Paul: Okay. We establish what you like, and you’re 
talking to other people seeing if their eyes light up. 
Let’s say you’ve made it through those things. Can you 
build a prototype community to see if this would actu-
ally work on a larger scale? 

Amit: Yeah, totally. I think that a community itself 
isn’t a business. I think it’s just that the best businesses 
have communities around them because they have 
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people who are so passionate about your product or 
about whatever it is you’re building that they gather 
others like themselves around your product or around 
your company. 

I think, step one, like you said, talk to every single 
person you can imagine about your idea, ideally people 
who would actually use your product, but everyone, 
because everyone knows somebody who knows some-
body who would love your product. 

Prototyping it, I think if you can build the smallest, 
easiest version of whatever it is that you need to build, 
whatever captures the essence of the product and show 
it to your audience and they tear it apart and show 
you a million ways that it should be better and differ-
ent, that’s exactly what you want. That’s what tells you 
that you’re on the right track. If they see it and they’re 
not excited about it or they just say, “Yeah, that’s pretty 
good,” then you haven’t built something interesting. If 
they see it and they want it to be better and they have 
six million ways they want it to be better, then they’re 
passionate it about it and they’re passionate about the 
idea. They’re excited enough about it that they’re going 
to tell their people about it once it is better. It’s different 
with every product how you figure out exactly what the 
minimum version of it is, but I think the tell tale signs 
of whether you’re getting it right are the same, just 
excitement.

Paul: Did you use these same principles with Photo-
jojo?

Amit: Yeah, totally. When we were first designing it, 
just simple things like showing friends and just putting 
the screenshots of homepage designs and stuff onto 
Flickr was hugely helpful. I got design feedback on 
those comps, which is great, but also I could tell that it 
was something people were excited about. I could see 
that certain bits of copy got like tons of comments and 
other bits didn’t. In the end, if you’re doing something 
that people just don’t care about one way or another, 
it doesn’t work. Even if it’s horrible copy, but it gets 
people talking, or it’s offensive copy but it gets people 
talking, that’s good. Even simple things like prototyp-
ing designer copy through your Twitter or Facebook or 
Flickr or whatever is useful. It was definitely useful for 
Photojojo too.

Paul: Let’s use Photojojo as an example. You went out 

and uploaded pictures to Flickr. You’re already talking 
to people in real life about it. How do you take it to the 
next step? Is that what you would consider a prototype 
community?

Amit: I think the next step, it depends on the prod-
uct obviously, but for us it was just starting the right 
content. We wrote the first tutorial and put it up. We 
didn’t have it behind a password or anything like that. 
We were just putting screenshots on Flickr at that 
point. People figured out the URL because they were 
excited about it. They started going to it. Someone told 
someone at 37signals, and they actually blogged about 
it and linked to it before it was live and before it was 
launched. That was a great way that we used the com-
munity, although we didn’t really intend to, because 
this audience of people who were watching us build 
the design figured out where the site was. It was obvi-
ous, Photojojo.com. Someone told someone, and all 
of a sudden it’s getting 20,000 hits and we haven’t even 
finished it, which sounds horrible, but it’s great. It just 
put some hustle into our step, and we had to just finish 
it get it up and get it going. The feedback was great, 
too, because people would tell us what was good about 
it and what wasn’t, even before it was live. So we had 
lots of motivation to fix it quickly. At that point, pro-
totype for us was just a WordPress blog and a really 
flimsy design, but it was enough for us to tell that this 
was something exciting.

Paul: Let’s say that we’ve established that, hey, people 
really like this prototype community. Let’s take it to 
the next step and build the, I guess, real community. 
I guess the prototype community would be the real 
community as well, but taking it a little bit more seri-
ously and actively trying to grow it. That seems like if 
you had a community that was large, that trusted you, 
it would be easier to sell to the community and the 
community would also trust you. There would be that 
mutual respect, and it would be mutually beneficial. 
Can you talk about, say, user acquisition through com-
munity?

Amit: Sure. On all of my projects, we’ve never done 
any paid advertising or paid user acquisition. What 
that’s meant is that we’ve really had to build a product 
that people wanted and that people wanted enough 
that they were going to seek it out and hopefully 
something that they loved, so that once they found it 
they told everyone they knew. I think that’s probably 
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the cheapest form of customer acquisition, because 
you can optimize your AdWords and you can do 
Facebook ads and you can do campaigns on blogs and 
retargeting and all sorts of other stuff. If you don’t have 
something that’s worth talking about, something that 
actually captures people’s attention and makes them 
excited, then you’re always paying for customers. 

Community marketing for us was all about product 
building. With Change This, we were building some-
thing for people who wanted to change the world or 
change their business or change some aspect of their 
lives. We published something we called manifestos. 
We made it seem very forward, I guess, because we 
wanted people to talk about it. We didn’t call them es-
says or blog posts or whatever. We called them mani-
festos. Each one was supposed to generate controversy 
and discussion because that’s the kind of stuff that will 
get people talking and will get people paying attention 
to you. 

Jelly is another great example. The idea itself is kind of 
crazy. You’re going to let all these strangers into your 
house? They’re just going to come from who knows 
where and just sit on your couch all day and work on 
their laptops? It’s just weird. It’s weird enough that it’s 
worth talking about. If 2 people talk about it, 4 people 
find out about it, 4 people talk about it, 16 people find 
out about it, and it just grows because as the commu-
nity forms, they just have to tell everyone. 

The same is true with Photojojo. We built something 
where it’s completely unlike any other photo site, com-
pletely unlike any other photo store. Once you find it, 
you feel like you’ve discovered something and you have 
to share it. You want people to know that you found it 
first. You want people to see this thing that you didn’t 
even know existed but you wanted all this time. It’s 
all about product. If you build something that people 
really love, they’ll market for you and they’ll market 
for you better than you could possibly market yourself. 
There’s only one of you. Even as your company grows, 
there are only 10, 20, or 50 of you. There are millions of 
these people who love what you’re doing.

Paul: I’ve seen that’s true that a user recommending 
your product is going to do way more for you than, 
say, 125x125 pixel banner ad somewhere. That trust 
between people is much stronger than trust between a 
random advertisement on a website.

Amit: Totally. Absolutely.

Paul: How do we get there? How do we take our 
businesses there?

Amit: First step, build that great product. Second step, 
just make it easy for people to talk about it. There are 
simple things like putting the right share buttons and 
stuff on your pages and trying to come up with reasons 
why sharing it or telling people about it is going to 
help them. I wish I had a more obvious or straightfor-
ward answer. It’s really just the product. It’s got to be 
something unusual. It’s got to be something they feel 
a personal imperative to talk about because they think 
it’s great and they want it out there or it makes their 
lives better if they tell people about it. It’s different for 
every product. I don’t know, there’s no secret to it. It’s 
just build something good and people will tell people 
about it.

Paul: We talked a little bit about how Jelly did it. 
Could you talk a little bit about how Photojojo did it? 
We’ll dissect this and use it as a case study.

Amit: Sure. First point, again, just build a product 
that’s unique and worth talking about. There are all 
sorts of things we do on the site or things we do in the 
language that we do in order to stand out. All of our 
emails are super friendly, down to earth, and sound 
like a human wrote them instead of somebody who’s 
trying to market at you. All the copy on the site is the 
same. Even simple actions, we’re so used to e-com-
merce working a certain way, so in our store we try to 
make simple actions more fun or more interesting or 
more worth sharing. 

Here, we’re looking at a product page and we’re selling 
a product that is worth talking about because it’s crazy. 
Who puts SLR lenses on their iPhone? It turns out lots 
of people want to do that and they do. It’s this who 
even knew this existed kind of thing. On this page, 
you can see there are all sorts of little things that try to 
make the shopping experience more fun. You hit “Add 
to Cart” and this bubble pops up and goes into your 
cart. Or you see this little lever that says “Do Not Pull” 
and you pull it and this hand comes down and grabs 
the page and scrolls it. 

We were building a wish list last year and trying to 
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figure out what we can do to make a wish list more 
interesting. I don’t know. Wish lists are boring. They’re 
just bookmarked lists on a site. You rarely make one on 
any site but Amazon because who’s going to maintain 
accounts on 10 different e-commerce stores? Knowing 
that, we integrated with Facebook because you don’t 
want a new account. Then we wanted to make it fun. 
So when you click the Wish List button on Photojojo, 
a little star comes out and it goes up to the . . . let me 
actually move the screen because we got cut off. So 
when you push the Wish List button on Photojojo, the 
screen darkens and a star comes out and it shoots up to 
the sky which is where the button for the wish list is. 

It’s a tiny thing, but it’s something that shows your 
community that you care about them. The site isn’t just 
about trying to get you to buy stuff. It’s about helping 
you have fun. It may not even just be about making 
photography more fun. It’s making the shopping expe-
rience more fun. I think those little touches count for 
a lot and they’re part of what gets people talking about 
you and part of what gets people to love you and want 
to share you.

Paul: Just those little things. How would you separate 
that from just doing something gimmicky?

Amit: I think that it’s a fine line. I guess it goes back to 
your audience test. If you are doing something gim-
micky, but your audience loves it, maybe it’s not gim-
micky. Maybe it’s something for your audience that’s 
genuinely awesome. If you’re doing something that 
your audience feels like it’s just pandering to get people 
to spread it, it is gimmicky, then it’s gimmicky. Actually 
that’s a great question. I don’t have an answer. I think 
it’s something where you know it when you see it or 
your audience knows it when they see it.

Paul: Great. That goes back to just knowing your 
community. What works for one site won’t work for 
every other. It’s just going back and really knowing the 
core community.

Amit: Yeah, totally.

Paul: Is there anything else you’d like to add to this 
section, in building your community?

Amit: No, I think that’s basically it.

Paul: Okay.

Amit: Yeah, I think so.

Paul: All right. Now let’s say we’ve grown our com-
munity. We have a healthy community here. People 
love what we’re doing. They love our products. We 
have a good relationship. How do you continue to 
treat your customers and your community well? Once 
things scale up to several thousand people, that’s tough 
for one person to try to manage.

Amit: Yeah, for sure. I think there are different 
techniques for different types of communities. Lots 
of online communities have problems with trolls or 
problems with people who are just spreading nega-
tivity on your site. E-commerce sites will have angry 
customers who will have some experience that isn’t so 
great. Whether or not it’s your fault, they’re going to 
tell the whole world about it. They’re going to threaten 
to tell the Better Business Bureau or tell the Chamber 
of Commerce or tell every single person they’ve ever 
met how horrible you are. This stuff happens. It doesn’t 
matter how good of a job you do, it’s going to happen 
to you. 

I think there are a lot of approaches, but it’s easy to 
want to run away from that stuff once it starts happen-
ing. The hard thing is to figure out why it’s happening 
and address the root problem. I guess to give a couple 
of examples. This was probably two or three years ago. 
We started around Mother’s Day or prior to Mother’s 
Day selling these custom photo bags. They were hand-
bags and purses and stuff for moms. You could upload 
a photo and have the photo printed on the canvas of 
the bag. They were really pretty. We found this great 
partner that we were working with that was actually 
making these things custom and shipping them out. 
We built the software really quickly. We built it up 
until last month before we were going to announce it. 
It needed to go out such that there were a few weeks 
so people could build the bags and all that good stuff 
could happen. We built it fast. People start using it. It’s 
awesome. They’re buying tons of bags. They’re really 
happy. 

Then we find out a week or two later that there is a 
glitch in the software and about half the orders that 
came in didn’t get to our bag creator properly. They’ve 
got half of them, but the other half they had no idea 
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about them. They started working on half of them. 
Now we’re like, “Shit, what the hell do we do?” We 
talk to them. “Is there any way that we can get you the 
orders that were lost and have you still make these bags 
in time for Mother’s Day?” “No. There’s no way.” “Is 
there any way that maybe they weren’t lost and we’re 
just seeing duplicate orders or the orders never went 
through and this is not actually a glitch?” “No, it’s re-
ally a glitch.” “Shit. Now what do we do? Mother’s Day 
is coming up. It’s a week away. All these people paid 
good money for this custom product and they spent 
the time to make it and design it. It’s not going to get 
there in time. Not only will they have to find some-
thing new but they really invested themselves into this 
thing.” There really isn’t anything we can do. There’s no 
way to fix this problem at this point. 

I write an email to every single person whose order 
was lost explaining what happened. I take responsibil-
ity. This is our fault. We messed up. This isn’t the fault 
of the company we’re working with. It isn’t your fault. 
We got your order. You did everything right. We built 
the software wrong and something got lost and we’re 
really sorry. I gave them my cell phone number, and 
I tell them that I’ll talk to their mom. If they are up-
set about this and they’re worried they’re going to get 
in trouble with their mom or wife or whatever, here’s 
my cell phone number or give me their number and 
I’m going to call them up and I’m going to apologize 
personally. I’m going to tell them that it’s my fault, 
not whoever ordered it’s fault. We’ll do whatever it is 
you want us to do to make this right. I send these out 
throughout the night, up to 4:00 a.m. or something 
and then stumble into bed. 

I am expecting that my cell phone is going to start 
ringing off the hook at 9:00 in the morning and it’s just 
going to be the worst day ever. It doesn’t. I talked to 
one person who actually calls to say that they’re really 
stoked that we actually made a mistake and admit-
ted to it and just wanted to call me up to say thanks. 
Then I get a ton of emails back, but most of them are 
like, “Don’t worry about it. This stuff happens. I totally 
understand. Sure it’d be great if you could upgrade my 
shipping so that when it’s done it gets there in time.” It’s 
just stuff like that. I’m actually kind of disappointed. 
No one took me up on having me call their mom. I 
knew what I was going to say. I was all ready to go. 
Nobody was like, “You jerks, you don’t know what 
you’re doing. What the hell? I’m really upset.” Everyone 

understood. It’s just because I took this human voice, 
we made a mistake, I admitted to the mistake, and I 
dealt with it as a human and didn’t try to hide behind a 
bunch of sucky sounding corporate language. 

That’s the approach we take whenever we make a 
mistake, whether it’s ours or not. Stuff gets lost in ship-
ping. Mail trucks will get hijacked around the holidays. 
Stuff can’t go out of this airport because it’s snowed in, 
in Denver and they just can’t ship things. Stuff happens 
all the time. We do everything we can to minimize that 
kind of thing. What we’ve discovered is that if you’re 
just honest about it and you’re empathetic and you 
understand why someone’s upset or why this affects 
someone and you offer to fix it in whatever way makes 
sense for them, they’re usually thrilled. 

Our goal with our customer service is to make people 
happier after they’ve contacted us than they were had 
they not had to contact us in the first place. We think 
that with anything you do on the Web, you have so few 
opportunities to actually talk to someone. If you run 
a physical store, someone comes in, you can smile at 
them, you might recognize them from coming in be-
fore, you can ask them how their day was, and you can 
show them things. There’s this whole human interac-
tion. You lose all of that online. If someone has a prob-
lem and they write in, you have this huge opportunity 
to say, “Who are you? What’s your problem?” I’m 
phrasing that wrong. You have this opportunity to find 
out who they are, find out why they’re having a prob-
lem, and actually fix it and make them happy. For an 
online business where you don’t have the opportunity 
very often, it’s a huge opportunity to win someone for 
life. That’s always our approach for customer service. If 
something goes wrong, we don’t need to make money 
on that order. We just need to make that customer 
happy and happy enough that they’re going to come 
back and they’re going to tell everyone they know.

Paul: Yeah, that’s pretty similar to the Zappos model. 
That’s a pretty common example used. Your goal, even 
if you may lose money in the short term, having them 
as a long-term member of the community hopefully 
someone that would possibly buy something from you 
again because they were treated well.

Amit: Absolutely.

Paul: Mistakes are going to happy, but it’s how you 
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respond to those mistakes.

Amit: Yeah. I think mistakes are a huge opportunity.

Paul: When you’re building a community that gets 
large, trolls are going to start coming whether it just 
be one or two or a couple hundred. How do you deal 
with people who just want to make your site a crappier 
place to be for no real reason?

Amit: We’ve had trolls. We have a forum on our site, 
and sometimes we’ll have people who are just are there 
to stir things up. There are a couple things we’ve done. 
We have community moderators. They’re volunteers 
who are long-standing members of the forum com-
munity and know how it works and know who’s there 
and know who the regulars are. They have the power 
to delete posts or email people or ban accounts and all 
sorts of stuff. The thing that’s worked best for us is just 
picking those people well and then trusting them to 
make the right decisions. 

We can do that, but if we do it, even if we know the 
community as well as they do and know what’s go-
ing on, it’s still the “we’re the man.” If we control the 
forum because it’s on our site, then there’s this intrinsic 
feeling of unfairness because there’s an unbalance of 
power and we can do things that other users can’t. If 
it’s a moderator and it’s someone who’s just a fan of 
the site and a user of the site and a fellow member of 
the community who’s doing these things, then it feels 
more fair and it feels like a more even playing ground. 
That’s worked really well for us. When we’ve had trolls 
and people who are stirring up trouble, we have the 
moderators address it. They’re much more successful at 
it than we could ever be simply because of this percep-
tion of power. 

I think that, in general, it’s the same thing as customers 
or any other kind of people you interact with. People 
get upset for all sorts of different reasons. People act 
out for all sorts of different reasons. If you can form a 
personal connection with somebody and understand 
why it is they’re doing something, it’s a lot more likely 
that you’ll come to an outcome that’s positive. The 
moderators help a ton, because like you said, once you 
grow and as you grow, it’s hard to keep up with the 
volume of stuff that happens, good or bad. You can’t 
easily form a real personal connection with hundreds 
of people when they’re upset to find out why they’re 

being trolls. You can expand your moderator crew. 
You can train them and teach them the right ways to 
do things, and they’ll teach you because they’ll know 
things that you don’t know.

Paul: All right. Is there any other way that you can 
see to treat your customer well? I know we’ve just talk-
ed really briefly when there’s a mistake made or when 
something happens that’s even out of your control or 
with trolls, we’ve talked about that stuff. Is there any 
other way you think that people who are watching this 
video should know how to treat their customers and 
their community well?

Amit: Nothing we do is possible without our com-
munity. We try to treat them as well as we would want 
to be treated ourselves or better. There’s the obvious 
stuff like responding quickly to emails, actually reading 
people’s emails, and being a live human. I think you 
can have fun with it. I don’t think customer service or 
customer support has to be something that’s a chore. 
It can be something creative and it can be part of your 
marketing too. There are the softer ways like if you’re 
fast and if you resolve things quickly, people are happy. 

We’ve done things like someone tells us that they 
ordered something for their anniversary but the thing 
is not going to get there. We’ll bump their shipping for 
free. We’ve sent a singing telegram, a guy dressed up 
in a gorilla suit to deliver stuff just because someone 
told us why they’re getting it. They didn’t ask for it but 
it just sounded like an awesome story and it was worth 
celebrating what was happening by sending something 
special. 

I think if you realize that it’s not about making money 
on every single thing, then it frees you up to be more 
creative and think of ways to make people’s lives better. 
Sometimes that’s a singing telegram. Sometimes that’s 
a shipping upgrade. Sometimes that’s just respond-
ing quickly to an email. It totally depends on who the 
person is and what the situation is. I think you need to 
be looking for those opportunities.

Paul: Now, how do you determine what you’re go-
ing to spend extra money on? When you say, “Hey, as 
a business we exist to also make money. If we’re not 
making money, we’re not going to be a business.” How 
do you balance that?
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Amit: I don’t. I think our customer service folks are 
great at making customers happy. They have no explicit 
rules about what they can or can’t do or how much 
money they can spend or not spend or how far they 
can go to make someone happy. I think if you pick the 
right people and you have the right culture, then it just 
works. I think that it’s certainly possible that at some 
point somebody will make some huge error and we’ll 
be sad about it. On the balance, if they have freedom 
and you have freedom, then everyone in your organi-
zation has the freedom to make the right decisions and 
you trust them to do that, things work so much better 
than having to check a list of rules and decide what 
you can do. Then you’re basically just a go between a 
list of rules and a customer and they can feel it. When 
you deal with customer service at another company 
and the customer service person can’t do something 
for you because it’s not policy or whatever, it sucks. 
That just isn’t how life should be. 

I don’t know. I don’t think you need specific guidelines 
besides the goal’s to make people happy and we do bet-
ter if people are happy. If we lose money on an order, 
it doesn’t matter because what matters is making the 
customers that found their way to us in the first place 
glad they did and making them more likely that they’ll 
come back again. Yeah, that’s worked for us. 

Paul: Great. One thing that entrepreneurs often have 
a hard time doing is letting go of something. They put 
their heart and soul into a project, this idea and it’s just 
not happening. How do you know when it’s time to 
give up on something and move to your next idea?

Amit: It’s really hard. I think that it’s probably one of 
the hardest skills to acquire. It’s significantly harder 
because of the fact that even when you let go, some-
times you don’t know for sure if you made the right 
decision. I think that a good way to tell if it’s time to 
let go of something is if you have been pounding on it 
for a long time and doing everything you can and you 
just feel exhausted by it. If you’re at the point where 
thinking about working on it doesn’t make you happy 
anymore and it’s been that way for a while, it’s time to 
move on. 

I guess I can think of a couple of examples where I’ve 
stopped working on projects. One is an example within 
Photojojo, where originally our revenue model was 
advertising. For the first year or two, we’re trying to 

sell ads in the newsletter and being decently success-
ful at it but not amazing. I came to realize that I was 
the world’s worst ad salesman. I’m no good at it. I don’t 
enjoy it. It’s just something that I couldn’t get myself 
to do, couldn’t get myself to want to do. That just felt 
silly. Why am I spending my time doing this thing that 
I’m horrible at? It took me a long time to realize that. It 
took me a year, year and a half. 

Luckily we had started an e-commerce store at that 
time, so we had something else. We were bringing half 
our money through e-commerce and half our money 
through ads. We could make a decision and say, “Okay. 
We’re just going to try working on the store. We’re not 
going to worry about ads anymore.” It turned out to 
be the right decision. The store really took off once we 
focused on it. It outpaced our ad growth many fold. 
We did come back to selling ads, but we don’t do any 
outreach. We only sell ads to people who come to us. 

The model we got from focusing on e-commerce was 
a lot more natural too, because on the editorial side of 
Photojojo, it’s all about earning our reader’s trust. We 
find awesome photo stuff and we tell them about it. 
With ads, we were earning their trust and then we were 
selling it to advertisers. That felt a little weird. With 
e-commerce, it just feels more consistent. We’re finding 
awesome photo ideas or coming up with great photo 
ideas and then we’re finding awesome photo products 
and telling our customers about those products. It’s 
just the same thing. 

I think that was one of the cases where we were lucky 
because once we made the decision we actually knew 
it was the right one because it felt more natural, it 
felt more real, and it actually brought in more rev-
enue than we were getting before. I think in a lot of 
cases when something isn’t working and you don’t 
have something to replace it with, you have a lot of 
doubt for a while until the next thing starts working. 
You have to go through that. If it’s not making you 
happy and it’s not going to make you happy, then you 
shouldn’t do it.

Paul: Okay. What if something’s making you happy 
but it’s not making you any money, enough to the point 
where, let’s say your goal was to build a community 
and a product that would support you, say, financially. 
Sorry I just lost your video for a second, but you’re 
back. I’ll start that question again. Let’s say you want 
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to build the product and a community that can sup-
port you financially. How do you know when it’s time 
to give up on that? Maybe it’s something that you still 
love but it’s not paying the bills. How can you walk 
away from something you love like that but it just isn’t 
quite cutting it? How do you know? Sometimes that 
can blind you if you really love what you’re doing.

Amit: Right. Well, if you’ve got some other way to 
make money and you’re happy doing that other thing, 
because it fuels this fun thing that you do that doesn’t 
make money, I think that’s an okay situation. If you 
find yourself in a place where one thing’s not satisfy-
ing or makes you money and one thing’s extraordi-
narily satisfying but doesn’t make you any, keep doing 
it if that’s what you want to do. If you’re in a situation 
where the thing that you’re doing that you love doesn’t 
make money and you don’t have other ways to make 
money or if the thing that you’re doing that you love 
takes up all of your time or something, it’s just an eco-
nomic reality at some point, right? If you’re not mak-
ing money, eventually you’ll run out of money, and you 
need to eat. 

Jelly is kind of an interesting example where it was 
something that I started with my friend Luke. It was 
something that I loved, but it wasn’t making me any 
money. I think the thing that I tried to do there was, 
because we had this community of people who were 
really passionate about Jelly and were spreading it, I 
was able to let them take it and step back and focus on 
other things. I think if you’ve built something that peo-
ple love, even if it’s not making you money, you prob-
ably have a way to do that. You probably have a way to 
take what you built and hand it over to the community 
and let them run it. 

In the case of Jelly, it was having a Google group where 
people could ask questions and help each other when 
they’re starting new groups and letting new groups 
self-organize, have a page on the wiki that described 
how to create a Jelly, how to run it, and promote it. It 
took some effort to write all of it up, but once it was 
there, I didn’t need to be there anymore. I could be 
there when I wanted to be, which was great, but I could 
also free up my time to focus on other things when I 
couldn’t spend time on Jelly. Jelly wasn’t worse off for 
it. I think if you’ve got a community, you’ve got that 
opportunity. How you can actually build that depends 
on the community. Usually there’s a way to get the 

people who are passionate about it to work together 
to make it continue to grow even if it’s not going to be 
your focus anymore.

Paul: Great. Thank you so much for your time.

Amit: Sure.

Paul: In this video, we talked about how to pick an 
idea, how to grow a community, and building proto-
type communities before that, and then how to make 
people happy, keeping your community happy and 
dealing with trolls. Thanks for your time. This has been 
a great overview here. I’ll certainly be implementing 
some of this stuff in my own projects as well.

Amit: Awesome. Thanks a lot.

Paul: Hey, thanks. Have a good one.

Amit: You too.
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