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Why I Chose These Twenty Stories 
 

The stories in this collection were chosen because some of the lessons 
inside are genuinely surprising, and because surprising lessons are the only 
ones worth paying for. Even in a free eBook. 
Take the retailer who reduced the number of products on offer and watched 
sales go up dramatically. Everything about that result runs counter to the 
instinct most business owners have, which is that more choice means more 
opportunity. It doesn't. It means paralysis. And paralysis means the 
customer leaves without buying anything. 
That gap between what businesses assume their customers want and what 
those customers really want is the thread running through all twenty 
stories. Online, it is more expensive than almost anywhere else, because the 
exit is one click away and you will never know why they left. 
What you are aiming for is a very specific feeling in your visitor's mind the 
moment they land: "I've found what I was looking for." Everything else 
flows from that. Once they feel they are in the right place, they will drill 
down, compare, read, and eventually buy. But none of that happens if the 
opening seconds don't deliver that feeling of arrival. 
The questions worth asking about your own site are not simply "does it look 
professional?" The questions are more penetrating. Does someone who has 
never heard of you understand within five seconds what you do? Is the next 
step immediately obvious? Is there anything that exists for your benefit 
rather than theirs? If there is, consider getting rid of it. 
Because friction has a price. One story in this collection describes a site that 
required buyers to register with the site but replacing that by a "Continue as 
Guest" button, that added $300 million in revenue. The fix took an hour. 
The obstacle had been there for years. 
Please read these stories with your own website in mind. 
 
 
Extracted from The Business School of Hard Knocks by Mark Griffin 

© 2026 Mark Griffin. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced 
or distributed without the prior written permission of the author. The stories contained 
herein are based on real events and are presented for educational purposes. 

Cover image © 2026 GTSLWR unsplash.com  



1. The Paradox of Choice in E-Commerce 

 

An online retailer ran an experiment that produced findings so 
counterintuitive that the team initially questioned their own results: 
reducing the number of product variants available to customers in a 
particular category increased sales dramatically. The retailer had been 
offering 24 varieties of one product, operating on the instinct that more 
options meant more opportunity for each customer to find exactly what 
they wanted. When the selection was reduced to six, conversion rates nearly 
tripled. 
The explanation, well-established in psychology but widely ignored in 
retail, is that large choice sets create decision paralysis. The cognitive effort 
required to evaluate 24 options is significant enough that many customers 
resolve the discomfort by not choosing at all. Six options requires less effort 
and produces a decision more readily. 
The psychologist Barry Schwartz documented this principle in research on 
jam purchases at a supermarket that predated the online retail experiments 
and had been available in the academic literature for years. Amazon applies 
it throughout its recommendation architecture, which surfaces one or two 
options rather than the entire available catalogue, and attributes a 
significant portion of its conversion advantage to this design decision. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  More choice does not mean more sales. Fewer, better-curated options almost 
always convert better. 

▶  Decision paralysis is real. Customers who feel overwhelmed often buy nothing at 
all. 

▶  Review the number of variants, plans, or options on your own site. Are you 
helping customers decide, or just giving them more to worry about? 

 
  



2. The Survey That Killed the Product 

 

A major consumer goods company spent a substantial sum on a customer 
satisfaction survey asking users what improvements they would most like to 
see in one of their best-selling products. The methodology was rigorous, the 
sample was large, and the findings were clear: an overwhelming majority of 
respondents expressed enthusiasm for a specific new feature. The 
company's product development team built it. The relaunched product 
underperformed the original version significantly enough to prompt an 
internal investigation. 
What the investigation found was a discrepancy that has been documented 
in consumer research contexts many times: the feature customers said they 
wanted, when asked in the abstract and without financial commitment, was 
not the feature they actually chose when paying their own money. The 
product had been loved precisely for its simplicity, and the new feature, 
which was genuinely useful in certain contexts, made the product feel more 
complicated to the customer who simply wanted it to do one thing well. 
The gap between what people say they want and what their revealed 
preferences actually demonstrate is one of the most persistent and 
commercially expensive problems in product development, and survey-
based methods of identifying it are, the evidence suggests, often the least 
reliable tool available for the purpose. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  What people say they want and what they actually buy are routinely different 
things. 

▶  Surveys measure stated preferences. Behaviour reveals actual ones. 

▶  Simplicity has value. Adding features to something people love because of its 
simplicity can destroy the thing they loved. 

▶  Watch what your customers do, not just what they tell you. Analytics and 
purchasing data are more reliable than feedback forms. 

 
  



3. The Nigerian Prince Email Scam 

 

The infamous Nigerian Prince email scam, which has been running in 
various forms since at least the 1990s and traces its lineage to paper-based 
advance-fee fraud schemes centuries older, is deliberately and intentionally 
badly written. For many years, recipients who noticed the grammatical 
errors and implausible premise assumed they were dealing with careless 
criminals. 
Researchers at Microsoft who studied the scam's operational logic 
discovered that the poor writing was a calculated feature of the design 
rather than an accidental deficiency. By deploying terrible grammar, 
obvious spelling errors, and a premise so implausible that any sceptical 
person would immediately dismiss it, the scammers were performing an 
efficient early-stage filter on their potential victim pool. Only the most 
credulous or distracted recipients would read past the first paragraph. 
Those who did were self-selecting as unusually likely to follow through on 
the full transaction, meaning the scammer's subsequent investment of time 
was concentrated on the highest-probability targets. 
It is, in a perverse sense, one of the most elegantly efficient lead 
qualification systems in existence, and legitimate direct marketers 
reference it when discussing why early friction in a sales funnel is not 
always a problem to be eliminated. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Not all friction in a sales process is bad. Early friction can filter out poor-fit 
prospects and improve the quality of conversations you actually have. 

▶  The goal of marketing is not maximum volume. It is the right people, in the right 
state of mind, at the right time. 

▶  Your ideal customer self-selects when the message is right. A message designed 
to appeal to everyone often resonates with no one. 

▶  If your enquiries are consistently low-quality, look at whether your marketing is 
attracting the wrong audience rather than assuming the answer is more volume. 

 
  



4. Zappos and the 10-Hour Call 

 

Zappos, the online shoe retailer, built its entire brand identity around 
customer service so extreme that it functioned as a form of performance 
art. The company trained its customer service representatives not to time 
calls, not to use scripts, not to route customers to FAQs, and not to measure 
success by the number of calls resolved per hour. The result was a culture in 
which a call lasting ten hours and twenty-nine minutes, a record 
established by a representative in 2012, was celebrated by the company 
rather than treated as an operational failure. 
CEO Tony Hsieh's operating philosophy was that the telephone, an 
instrument most companies treat as a cost centre to be minimised, was the 
highest-quality branding medium available. Every customer who called 
Zappos and felt genuinely listened to was more likely to spend more money 
over a longer relationship than a customer whose call was handled quickly 
and efficiently. 
The investment paid off in customer loyalty metrics that were significantly 
above industry averages, and the company's word-of-mouth acquisition 
rate was high enough to make the expensive service model economically 
defensible. Amazon acquired Zappos for $1.2 billion in 2009, largely to 
study and absorb the culture of service rather than to acquire the shoe 
inventory or the logistics infrastructure. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Customer service is not a cost to be minimised. It is a brand-building 
opportunity. 

▶  A customer who feels genuinely listened to spends more and stays longer than a 
customer whose problem was solved efficiently. 

▶  Word of mouth is the most valuable form of marketing, and it is almost entirely 
produced by how customers feel when things go wrong. 

 
  



5. The Shelf Position That Became an Industry 

 

The relationship between physical shelf position and retail sales was 
documented with sufficient rigour in the 1960s and 1970s that it became a 
foundational principle of store design: products positioned at eye level for 
the average adult consumer outsell the same products positioned at floor 
level or above head height by margins of 30 to 35 percent in controlled 
studies. Supermarkets responded by converting this knowledge into 
revenue, charging manufacturers slotting fees for premium shelf positions. 
When search-based e-commerce emerged in the late 1990s, it replicated the 
same dynamic so faithfully that product managers who understood retail 
shelf position recognised it immediately. Products ranked at the top of 
search results attracted a disproportionate share of clicks regardless of 
price or quality advantages, by a factor comparable to the physical eye-level 
premium. 
The industry that emerged to help merchants improve their search 
rankings, search engine optimisation, is now one of the largest sectors of 
the digital marketing economy. The underlying commercial logic is 
identical to paying for better shelf position at a supermarket. What differs is 
the mechanism by which the position is secured, and the entity that 
controls access to the most valuable positions, which in the digital version 
is not a retailer but a technology company. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Search engine ranking is the digital equivalent of supermarket shelf position. The 
principle is identical, only the mechanism differs. 

▶  Most clicks go to the first two or three results. Being on page two of Google is 
roughly equivalent to being on the bottom shelf. 

▶  SEO is not a technical luxury. It is the basic price of being findable. 

▶  The businesses that understand visibility as an asset, rather than an afterthought, 
consistently outperform those that treat it as optional. 

 
  



6. The Notification That Trained Its Users to Ignore It 

 

When smartphone notification systems first became widespread, users 
received relatively few notifications and attended to most of them. As apps 
proliferated and notification volumes increased, users began selectively 
ignoring the majority of their notifications, a process of habituation that 
psychologists had documented in other contexts but which happened faster 
in the mobile environment than anyone had anticipated. 
App developers, observing declining notification open rates, responded by 
increasing notification frequency, which accelerated habituation further. By 
the mid-2010s, major consumer apps were sending hundreds of millions of 
notifications daily that their own analytics showed were being ignored by 
the vast majority of recipients. The cost of sending a notification is nearly 
zero, which means the cost of sending an ignored notification is also nearly 
zero, which means there is no market signal discouraging the behaviour. 
The notification ecosystem had reached a state in which every actor's 
rational individual decision, send more notifications, was producing an 
outcome that made every actor's notifications less effective. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Frequency erodes attention. The more often you contact your audience, the less 
each contact is worth. 

▶  Your email list, your social media posts, your notifications: each one is a 
withdrawal from a finite account of attention. 

▶  Less, but more relevant, communication consistently outperforms more 
communication in every measurable way. 

▶  Ask yourself honestly: if your customers could opt out of half your messages, 
which half would they keep? Send only those. 

 
  



7. The Algorithm That Couldn't Understand Sarcasm 

 

When a major retailer deployed an AI customer sentiment analysis tool in 
2019 to monitor social media mentions of its brand, the system reported 
unusually high levels of positive sentiment during a period in which the 
company was facing a significant public relations crisis. Investigation found 
that the tool was unable to distinguish sarcasm from genuine praise. 
Comments such as "Oh brilliant, another delay, well done" were being 
logged as positive endorsements. 
The company had been receiving weekly reports suggesting customer 
satisfaction was improving while the actual situation was deteriorating. The 
episode illustrated a limitation of natural language processing that 
engineers had been aware of in the abstract but had not adequately 
communicated to the business users relying on the outputs: that language 
models trained on text can replicate the surface patterns of sentiment 
without understanding the contextual signals that reverse their meaning. 
The organisation had been flying blind while believing it had instruments. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  The danger of automated tools is not that they fail obviously. It is that they fail 
quietly while appearing to work. 

▶  Any metric that tells you what you want to hear deserves extra scrutiny, not less. 

▶  Data is only as good as the question it is answering. The wrong question produces 
confidently wrong answers. 

▶  Read the actual comments, reviews, and messages yourself occasionally. No tool 
replaces human judgement about human language. 

 
  



8. MySpace Gave Away the Future 

 

In 2005, News Corp bought MySpace for $580 million, convinced it had 
acquired the defining social platform of the internet age. At its peak, 
MySpace attracted more monthly visitors than Google, and its purchase 
was widely celebrated as a masterstroke of media acquisition. 
News Corp proceeded to treat it as a media property rather than a 
technology platform, plastering it with advertising, failing to invest in the 
engineering infrastructure that user growth required, and prioritising 
content relationships over the user experience that had made the platform 
attractive in the first place. Page load times increased. The interface became 
cluttered. The company's decision-making process was slow and 
hierarchical in ways that were poorly suited to a product that needed to 
respond rapidly to user behaviour. 
Meanwhile, a much smaller company called Facebook was running a 
fundamentally different operation, obsessing over performance, removing 
friction from every interaction, and making decisions about product 
features at a speed that News Corp's structure could not replicate. By 2011, 
News Corp sold MySpace for $35 million, a loss of over half a billion dollars 
in six years on an asset that had been, at the moment of purchase, 
genuinely valuable. The episode is studied as the definitive case of a 
traditional media company failing to understand that the asset it had 
bought was not content but infrastructure. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Your website or online platform is infrastructure, not a brochure. It needs 
ongoing investment, not just an initial build. 

▶  Slow page load times, cluttered interfaces, and difficult navigation drive 
customers away just as reliably as bad products. 

▶  Speed of response to customer behaviour matters online. Businesses that take 
months to update their digital presence lose to ones that take days. 

▶  Facebook won not because it was smarter, but because it removed friction 
obsessively. That is a strategy available to any business. 

 
  



9. The Restaurant That Became Unfindable on 
Purpose 

 

A small restaurant in New York decided, as a deliberate experiment rather 
than an act of technophobia, to remove itself entirely from the digital 
infrastructure of modern dining: no Google listing, no Yelp page, no 
TripAdvisor profile, no website, no social media presence of any kind. 
Reservations were available only through a phone number that was passed 
informally between people who had eaten there and chosen to share it. 
The effect was immediate and counterintuitive. The difficulty of obtaining a 
reservation, which in any normal commercial logic would reduce demand, 
increased it. Exclusivity that has to be earned rather than purchased carries 
a social weight that advertising cannot replicate. Food critics who were 
unable to obtain tables wrote about the phenomenon of being unable to 
obtain tables, generating press coverage more valuable than any listing on a 
restaurant review platform. 
The episode became a case study in the commercial power of scarcity at a 
moment when every other business in the world was competing to be as 
discoverable, accessible and frictionless as possible. The restaurant had 
achieved distinction not by doing more than its competitors but by doing 
dramatically less, and had found that the internet's assumption that 
maximum visibility is always the objective is, for at least some categories of 
product, simply wrong. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Maximum visibility is not always the right objective. For some businesses, 
scarcity and exclusivity are more valuable than availability. 

▶  Word of mouth from genuine advocates is worth more than any listing or review 
platform. 

▶  If your product or service is genuinely good, consider whether making it slightly 
harder to access might increase its perceived value. 

▶  Not every business should compete on discoverability. Competing on desirability 
can be more durable. 

 
  



10. The Review That Was Written by the Product 

 

When Amazon introduced the verified purchase badge for customer 
reviews, indicating that the reviewer had actually bought the product 
through Amazon, it was attempting to address the obvious problem of fake 
reviews written by manufacturers, competitors or paid services. The badge 
improved perceived review credibility significantly and purchase rates for 
highly-reviewed products increased. 
What was less anticipated was the secondary market for verified reviews 
that emerged almost immediately, in which sellers would pay individuals to 
buy the product, leave a positive review, and receive a full refund. The 
review was technically verified, the purchase had occurred, while the 
independence it was meant to signal was entirely absent. 
Amazon has spent billions of dollars and employed thousands of people 
attempting to detect and remove this category of fraud. Independent 
researchers who have examined the review ecosystem periodically estimate 
that between 30 and 40 percent of reviews on major e-commerce platforms 
are either fake or incentivised, a figure the platforms contest without 
publishing their own estimates. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  A significant proportion of online reviews cannot be trusted. This cuts both ways: 
your competitors may look better than they are, and you can stand out by being 
genuinely trustworthy. 

▶  Building real reviews from real customers, on platforms you do not control, is 
harder and worth far more. 

▶  Transparency about your actual customer relationships is a competitive 
differentiator when the market is full of manufactured credibility. 

▶  Ask your genuine satisfied customers for honest reviews. A handful of real ones 
outperform dozens of suspicious five-star ratings. 

 
  



11. The Email That Nobody Answered 

 

A Harvard Business School study in the early 2000s examined 
communication patterns within large organisations and found that as the 
number of people copied on an email increased, the probability that any 
individual recipient would respond decreased in near-perfect inverse 
proportion. An email sent to one person had a very high response rate. The 
same email sent to twenty people had a response rate approaching zero, 
because each recipient assumed that one of the other nineteen would 
handle it. 
The phenomenon, which psychologists call diffusion of responsibility, was 
already well documented in physical settings: bystanders are less likely to 
help an injured person when other bystanders are present. The study's 
contribution was demonstrating that the same psychology transferred 
entirely intact to digital communication. 
Organisations that restructured their email protocols to assign single 
named owners to every request saw response rates and task completion 
rates improve dramatically. The most effective change was the simplest: 
removing the CC field from internal task requests entirely. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  When you contact a group, no one feels personally responsible. When you contact 
one person by name, they do. 

▶  Every marketing email, customer enquiry, or call to action should be addressed 
as if to a single person. 

▶  If you need someone to do something, name them. Ambiguity of ownership is the 
enemy of action. 

▶  Personalisation in email marketing works for exactly this reason. It creates the 
feeling of individual responsibility. 

 
  



12. The PR Firm That Made Its Client Unfamous 

 

A public relations firm hired in 2009 to manage the reputation of a mid-
sized consumer brand conducted a competitive analysis that identified a 
simple problem: almost nobody had heard of the company. Their 
recommendation was an aggressive media outreach campaign targeting 
national publications and broadcast outlets. The campaign succeeded 
beyond expectations: the brand received extensive national coverage. 
The coverage was overwhelmingly negative, because the journalists who 
investigated the company as a result of the PR outreach found labour 
practices and environmental records that had been entirely below public 
attention before the campaign began. The brand had gone from unknown 
to notorious in four months. 
Reputation management specialists who have written about the case note 
that the campaign was technically successful by every metric the firm had 
been asked to optimise: coverage volume, brand awareness, media 
placement quality. The error was in the brief, which had specified 
awareness as the objective without defining what kind of awareness was 
desirable. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Increased visibility amplifies what is already there, good or bad. It does not 
transform it. 

▶  Before investing in any form of marketing, ask honestly what a curious journalist 
or customer would find if they looked deeply at your business. 

▶  Reputation is built before you need it. Once you need it urgently, building it is far 
more difficult. 

▶  Awareness without a strong underlying product or reputation is a risk, not a 
strategy. 

 
  



13. The CEO Who Believed His Own Press 

 

In the mid-2000s, the founder of a prominent online retail company 
became so convinced by flattering magazine profiles describing him as a 
visionary that he began making strategic decisions based on what he felt a 
visionary would do rather than what the data suggested. He expanded into 
unrelated markets, ignored mounting losses, dismissed experienced 
executives who raised concerns, and redecorated the headquarters to 
resemble what he imagined a futuristic company should look like. The 
company went from market leader to bankruptcy in four years. 
Business school professors use the case to illustrate a phenomenon they call 
CEO disease: the point at which external validation begins to replace 
internal judgement, which they argue is one of the most reliable predictors 
of corporate failure. 
The episode's deeper lesson is that the same quality, a capacity for 
conviction that overrides conventional evidence, is indistinguishable, from 
the outside, from genuine visionary leadership until the results arrive. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Positive press attention is not evidence of sound strategy. Treat it as a warning to 
stay grounded, not a confirmation that you are right. 

▶  The most dangerous moment for any business is not failure but early success. 
Success makes it easier to ignore signals that should not be ignored. 

▶  Seek out people who will tell you what is wrong, not what you want to hear. 

▶  Data is a more reliable guide than reputation. What your customers are actually 
doing matters more than what industry commentators say about you. 

 
  



14. The Intern Who Saved Millions by Reading 
Everything 

 

A summer intern at a financial services firm in 2008 was assigned to audit 
the company's software subscriptions, a task so tedious that previous 
employees had simply rubber-stamped renewals without examining them. 
The intern, having nothing else to compare it to, actually read every 
contract. 
She discovered that the company was paying for 847 software licences for a 
programme that had been replaced by a different system three years earlier 
and which nobody had used since. The annual cost was $2.3 million. She 
also found six other similar situations totalling another $1.4 million per 
year. 
The firm offered her a permanent position before her internship ended. She 
declined, which the partners later admitted they found both frustrating and 
deeply impressive. The firm subsequently required annual audits of all 
software subscriptions as standard procedure, and the first two audits each 
found further redundant expenditure of comparable scale. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  The most valuable tasks in any business are often the ones everyone has been too 
busy or too senior to do properly. 

▶  Subscription costs compound quietly. Review every recurring charge you pay at 
least once a year. 

▶  Fresh eyes see what familiarity has made invisible. An outsider looking at your 
business often spots what insiders have long stopped noticing. 

▶  The obvious question nobody has asked is usually the most valuable one. Ask it. 

 
  



15. The Subscription That Was Designed to Be 
Forgotten 

 

A consumer behaviour researcher examining subscription service 
cancellation patterns in 2019 found that the most profitable customer 
segment for subscription businesses was not heavy users but what she 
classified as passive subscribers: individuals who had signed up, used the 
service briefly, and then stopped using it while continuing to pay. 
These customers were almost never the most numerous segment but they 
contributed disproportionately to revenue because their cost-to-serve was 
near zero. The research found that the design features most associated with 
high passive subscriber rates were those that made cancellation mildly 
inconvenient without being impossible: menus buried three levels deep, 
cancellation processes that required a phone call, save offers that added a 
step to an already frustrating process. 
Regulators in several countries subsequently mandated that cancellation 
must be as simple as sign-up, a requirement that subscription businesses 
lobbied against with an intensity that confirmed how central passive 
subscriber revenue was to their financial models. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  If you offer subscriptions, make cancellation easy. Customers who feel trapped 
become your most vocal critics. 

▶  Passive revenue from forgotten subscriptions is real, but it is built on customer 
dissatisfaction. It will not last. 

▶  As a consumer, audit your own recurring payments annually. The total is almost 
always a surprise. 

▶  The businesses with the most loyal subscribers are the ones who make it easy to 
leave and find that very few do. 

 
  



16. Post-it Notes and the Useless Glue 

 

In 1968, Spencer Silver, a research chemist at 3M, was assigned to develop 
an adhesive with sufficient bonding strength for structural applications. He 
failed. What he produced instead was an adhesive with properties that 
inverted the intended outcome: it formed weak bonds with surfaces that 
could be broken and re-formed repeatedly without leaving residue. 
Silver recognised that the material had unusual and interesting chemical 
properties but could not identify what it was for. He presented it to 
colleagues and at internal 3M seminars for the next six years, looking for an 
application that did not emerge. The application arrived in 1974, not 
through Silver's own thinking but through Art Fry, a 3M product developer 
who remembered a presentation Silver had given and was, at the time of 
remembering it, annoyed that the paper bookmarks he used in his church 
choir's hymnal kept falling out. 
3M ran consumer research suggesting that sticky notepaper was not a 
product for which market demand existed and launched Post-it Notes into 
test markets in 1980 regardless. They became one of the best-selling office 
accessories in the company's history, and the story of an answer that spent 
six years waiting for the correct question to be asked has become the most 
cited example in corporate innovation literature of how value can sit 
invisibly in a failed experiment. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  A failed project rarely fails completely. The question is whether you look carefully 
enough at what it produced. 

▶  Market research consistently fails to predict demand for genuinely new things. 
People cannot want what they cannot yet imagine. 

▶  The most valuable connections are often between departments, disciplines, or 
people who do not normally speak to each other. 

▶  What problem in your business has been waiting for a solution that already exists 
somewhere else? 

 
  



17. The Bug That Became a Feature 

 

When early users of the Twitter platform discovered that putting the @ 
symbol before a username would, through a quirk of how the software 
parsed text, effectively direct a message at that person in a way other users 
could see, they began doing it spontaneously and the practice spread 
rapidly through the user base. Twitter's engineers had not designed this 
behaviour; it was an emergent consequence of how the text rendering 
worked. 
The company watched it develop for several months before officially 
recognising and supporting it as a feature, at which point the @ mention 
became one of the defining mechanics of social media. A similar process 
produced the hashtag, which was proposed by a user in 2007 as a way of 
grouping related tweets and adopted by Twitter as an official feature two 
years later after it had already become widespread through organic use. 
Two of the most imitated features in the history of social media were 
invented by users of a platform that had not thought of them, recognised as 
valuable after the fact, and then retrospectively claimed as design decisions. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Watch how your customers actually use your product or service. They frequently 
discover uses you never intended. 

▶  The behaviour of your best customers is a product development roadmap. 

▶  Being willing to follow your users rather than lead them is a form of intelligence, 
not weakness. 

▶  What are your customers doing with your product or service that you did not 
design for? Those are the conversations worth having. 

 
  



18. The Accidental Viral Launch of Hotmail 

 

When Hotmail launched in July 1996, its founders Sabeer Bhatia and Jack 
Smith added a single line to the bottom of every outgoing email: "P.S. Get 
your free email at Hotmail." By the standards of the time, the idea that a 
product could advertise itself through its own use was not well established 
as a marketing strategy. 
What the founders had identified was that email was inherently social: 
every message sent by a Hotmail user was, by definition, received by 
someone who might want the same service. The product's natural usage 
pattern was also its distribution mechanism. Within six months they had 
one million registered users. Within eighteen months, twelve million. 
The growth rate had required almost no traditional marketing expenditure, 
which was what caught Microsoft's attention and led to the company's 
acquisition for $400 million later that year. The episode became the 
founding case study for what growth practitioners now call viral loops: 
mechanisms by which using a product automatically exposes non-users to 
it. Every "Sent from my iPhone" notification, every "Made with Canva" 
watermark, and every social media sharing button in existence is a direct 
descendant of the footer Bhatia and Smith added to their outgoing email in 
1996. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  The most powerful marketing mechanism is one built into the product itself. 
Every use becomes a recommendation. 

▶  Who sees the output of your product or service? Could any of them become your 
next customer? 

▶  A single line added to every email grew a business from zero to twelve million 
users in eighteen months with almost no marketing budget. 

▶  Think about what your customers share, send, or show as a result of working with 
you. That is your viral loop, whether you have designed it or not. 

 
  



19. The $300 Million Button 

 

An e-commerce site had a simple form asking users to log in or register 
before checking out. It seemed entirely reasonable from the company's 
perspective: they wanted customer accounts for future marketing and 
repeat purchase tracking. Turns out, first-time customers hated being 
forced to create an account before they could complete a purchase. They 
had arrived wanting to buy something, and the registration wall felt like an 
obstacle placed between them and that goal. 
When a designer replaced the "Register" button with a "Continue as Guest" 
button and allowed people to check out without creating an account, 
revenue increased by $300 million in the first year. The fix took about an 
hour to implement. 
The lesson the company drew from it was not merely about button labels 
but about the fundamental difference between what a business wants from 
a customer interaction and what the customer wants from it, and the cost of 
confusing the two. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Every step between a customer and completing a purchase costs you money. 
Audit your checkout process ruthlessly. 

▶  What your business needs from a transaction is not the same as what your 
customer needs. When these conflict, the customer always wins. 

▶  Forced account registration is one of the most reliable ways to lose an almost-
customer. Offer it, never require it. 

▶  Small changes to user experience can have enormous commercial consequences. 
Test before assuming. 

 
  



20. The Coca-Cola Dynamic Pricing Controversy 

 

In October 1999, Coca-Cola's then-chief executive Douglas Ivester gave an 
interview in which he described, with evident enthusiasm, an experiment 
the company was conducting with vending machines capable of adjusting 
their prices in response to real-time conditions, including raising prices 
automatically when the ambient temperature increased and demand for 
cold drinks was therefore higher. 
The commercial logic was impeccable: this is precisely how airline seats, 
hotel rooms and agricultural commodities are priced, and the technology to 
implement it was available. The public reaction was immediate, ferocious, 
and almost entirely negative. Customers found the proposition self-
evidently exploitative: a company taking advantage of people's physical 
discomfort to extract more money from them for the same product. 
Coca-Cola hastily distanced itself from the idea and it was never 
implemented. The episode is now a standard case study in the difference 
between what is economically rational, what is technologically feasible, and 
what is commercially acceptable, a three-way distinction that trips up 
businesses with reliable frequency, particularly in digital environments 
where technically trivial pricing adjustments can be implemented faster 
than a communications strategy for explaining them can be developed. 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

▶  Technically possible and commercially acceptable are not the same thing. The 
public's perception of fairness is a constraint that cannot be engineered around. 

▶  Dynamic pricing online (surge pricing, personalised pricing, real-time 
adjustment) is visible to customers in ways that hotel revenue management is not. 
Proceed carefully. 

▶  The question is not only whether you can do something. It is whether your 
customers will feel respected or exploited when they discover that you did. 

▶  In digital commerce, pricing transparency is often not a choice. Assume your 
pricing logic will become public and ask whether you would be comfortable with 
that. 

 
 


