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To Matt






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is an effort to bring you the definitive inside story of Instagram. It would not have been possible without the hundreds of people—current and former employees, executives and others who built their careers around the app, as well as competitors—who volunteered their time and shared memories they’ve never shared with a journalist before. Instagram’s founders spoke with me both together and separately over several years. Facebook Inc. offered more than two dozen sit-down interviews with current staff and executives, including the current head of Instagram, even after the founders departed their company.

Despite tensions between the founders and their acquirer, and despite the flurry of critical stories I was writing about Facebook as a journalist for Bloomberg News, everyone agreed it was important to have this book be as accurate as possible. When potential sources forwarded my outreach to either the founders or the company, asking if it was okay to talk to me, they were generally told yes, even though both the founders and the company knew they would have no control over the ultimate content of this book. I commend them for that decision.

Still, most of the sources for the book talked without explicit permission, or the company’s knowledge. When they talked with me, they risked violating the strict nondisclosure agreements that employees sign when they join. In fact, every non-journalist who visits Facebook’s headquarters has to sign a nondisclosure contract when they enter through security, before they are allowed to meet with an employee. For that reason, most of my sources provided their interviews, documents, and other materials only anonymously.

That context is important for understanding why I wrote the book the way I did: in a narrative style, presenting the story through an omniscient perspective that incorporates all these different memories. I do not directly say who told me what information, in order to protect my sources. In areas where I build off existing news reports, I have cited the prior reporting in my endnotes. I made the choice to quote from on-record interviews only when I’m bringing in an outsider, like a celebrity or an influencer whose perspective enriches our understanding of the app’s impact on the world.

Since starting this project, I asked for and hoped to receive an interview with Mark Zuckerberg for this book. I argued that the Facebook CEO, whom I’d interviewed several times in previous years and whom I watched testify in front of the U.S. Congress for ten hours in 2018, has become something of a villain in our public imagination. A book like this, I told a public relations representative, is an opportunity to look at all those important moments we’ve written about in Facebook’s history, and dig into everything we didn’t fully understand when it happened.

There were many hard questions to ask, but I could start with an easy one. Why did Zuckerberg want to buy Instagram? Not the answer in his blog post, but the personal story. What were the steps and triggers that caused him to decide, on a Thursday in April 2012, that he needed to pick up his phone and start a process to acquire the company as soon as possible? And not just buy it, but commit to keeping it independent?

One month before this manuscript was due, I received an email from Facebook public relations, with an answer to that question, attributable to Zuckerberg:

“It’s simple. It was a great service and we wanted to help it grow.”

That’s the whole quote on the matter. To bring you the full story, then, I have relied on others to remember what Zuckerberg said in key moments, or what he was thinking, based on what he told peers. I have checked those recollections with Facebook, though they generally chose not to comment on such anecdotes.

In general, readers cannot assume that people speaking in this book have provided that exact dialogue to me. In most cases, a person in a given conversation told me what they said from their own memory. But sometimes others have remembered the details better. I write dialogue exactly as it was relayed to me in interviews, in an attempt to show Instagram’s journey as its participants remember it. But my sources, even those who remember their own thoughts and words, may remember them in a simplified form, or incorrectly, or in a way that contradicts other sources, because the Instagram story takes place over ten years. This book is my best attempt to provide the truth of the Instagram story, with no filter except my own.






INTRODUCTION THE ULTIMATE INFLUENCER


In São Paulo, Brazil, there is an open-air gallery of street art called Beco do Batman, or Batman’s Alley. Its nickname long preceded the creation of one of its more memorable murals, which depicts, in 17 feet of chipped paint, the Brazilian soccer legend Pelé in an embrace with the Dark Knight. We only know it’s Pelé because of the no. 10 jersey with his name; otherwise he is facing away, cheek pressed up against Batman’s mask, perhaps giving a kiss or telling a secret, while Batman’s hand grazes Pelé’s lower back.

On a Saturday in March, a young woman stands in front of the mural, about the height of the number on Pelé’s jersey. She looks intentionally casual, in sunglasses, red sneakers, and a loose white top. Her friend snaps images of her smiling, and then a few more of her with a contemplative, distant stare. They move on to the next mural, and the next, waiting patiently for a turn with the more popular backdrops. Dozens of others are doing the same, including three soon-to-be moms in crop tops, who have friends along to document the size of their baby bulges in front of a surreal purple orchid. Nearby a blonde little girl in sequined blue-and-red shorts, red lipstick, and a shirt that says “Daddy’s Little Monster” is holding a baseball bat and posing in front of an ominous bird mural; her mother instructs her to hold the bat higher, more fiercely, to look more like Harley Quinn from the Suicide Squad comics. She obliges.

Along the curve of the alley, vendors take advantage of the crowd, selling beer and jewelry. A man strums a guitar and sings in Portuguese, hoping to build a fan base for his music. On his instrument, he’s taped a large piece of paper with the name of his social media account, alongside the logo of the only app that matters here: Instagram.

With the rise of Instagram, Beco do Batman has become one of São Paulo’s top tourist destinations. Via the vacation rental site Airbnb, various vendors charge about $40 per person to provide two hours of “personal paparazzi” in the alley, taking high-quality pictures of people to post on Instagram; the service is a type that’s become one of Airbnb’s most popular for its travelers in cities around the world.

For amateur photographers, the only cost is the stress of perfection. One woman corrals two small children sparring over a bottle of Coca-Cola so that her sister can stand in line to pose in front of green-and-blue peacock feathers. The teenager who just had her turn with the peacock gets angry with her companion for wasting it by snapping an unflattering angle. But nobody photographs the photographers; on Instagram, the polished images become the reality, driving more and more visitors to this place.

I came to the alley on a recommendation from a man named Gabriel, whom I happened to sit next to at a sushi bar my first night in Brazil. My Portuguese language skills were so poor that he stepped in to translate for the restaurant workers. I explained that I was on a journey to understand more about Instagram and its impact on culture around the world. As we talked, and as the chef delivered bites of sashimi and nigiri, Gabriel photographed each dish to post on his Instagram story, while lamenting that his friends were so obsessed with sharing their lives, he wasn’t sure if they were actually living them.



Each month, more than 1 billion of us use Instagram. We take photos and videos of our food, our faces, our favorite scenery, our families, and our interests and share them, hoping that they reflect something about who we are or who we aspire to be. We interact with these posts and each other, aiming to forge deeper relationships, stronger networks, or personal brands. It’s just the way modern life works. Rarely do we have the chance to reflect on how we got here and what it means.

But we should. Instagram was one of the first apps to fully exploit our relationship with our phones, compelling us to experience life through a camera for the reward of digital validation. The story of Instagram is an overwhelming lesson in how the decisions inside a social media company—about what users listen to, which products to build, and how to measure success—can dramatically impact the way we live, and who is rewarded in our economy.

I aim to take you behind the scenes with cofounders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger as they navigated what to do with their product’s power over our attention. Every decision they made had a dramatic ripple effect. By selling their company to Facebook, for example, they ensured Instagram’s longevity while helping the social media giant become even more powerful and formidable versus its competitors. After the sale, the Instagram founders became disillusioned with Facebook’s utilitarian grow-at-all-costs culture and resisted it, focusing instead on building a thoughtfully crafted product, where what’s popular is shaped by Instagram’s own storytelling about its biggest users. The plan worked so well that Instagram’s success ended up threatening Facebook and its CEO, Mark Zuckerberg.

The way the story ended for the Instagram founders, with their tense departure from the company in 2018, is not the way it will end for the rest of us. Instagram is now so entangled with our daily lives that the business story cannot be detached from its impact on us. Instagram has become a tool with which to measure cultural relevance, whether it’s in a school, in an interest-based community, or in the world. A substantial portion of our global population is striving for digital recognition and validation, and many of them are getting it through likes, comments, followers, and brand deals. Inside and outside Facebook, the story of Instagram is ultimately about the intersection of capitalism and ego—about how far people will go to protect what they built and to appear successful.

The app has become a celebrity-making machine the likes of which the world has never seen. More than 200 million of Instagram’s users have more than 50,000 followers, the level at which they can make a living wage by posting on behalf of brands, according to the influencer analysis company Dovetale. Less than a hundredth of a percent of Instagram’s users have more than a million followers. At Instagram’s massive scale, that 0.00603 percent equates to more than 6 million Insta-celebrities, a majority of them rising to fame through the app itself. For a sense of scale, consider that millions of people and brands have more Instagram followers than the New York Times has subscribers. Marketing through these people, who are basically running personal media companies through tastemaking, storytelling, and entertaining, is now a multibillion-dollar industry.

All of this activity has trickled down into our society, affecting us whether we use Instagram or not. Businesses that want our attention—from hotels and restaurants to large consumer brands—change the way they design their spaces and how they market their products, adjusting their strategies to cater to the new visual way we communicate, to be worthy of photographing for Instagram. By looking at the way commercial spaces, products, and even homes are designed, we can see Instagram’s impact, in a way that we can’t as easily see the impact of Facebook or Twitter.

The San Francisco workspace I’m writing this book in, for example, has its library arranged not according to title or author, but cover color: the decision makes sense when prioritizing Instagram aesthetics over book discovery. A burger chain founded in Manhattan called Black Tap created indulgent milkshakes with entire slices of cake on top, and for months people lined up around the block to purchase them. Even though diners rarely finished their mega-desserts, they felt compelled to photograph them. In Japan, there is a word for this Instagrammable design movement: Insta-bae (インスタ映え), pronounced “Insta-bye-eh.” The more Insta-bae something is, whether it’s an outfit or a sandwich, the more socially and commercially successful it has the potential to be.

I talked to a university student in London who explained that a higher Instagram follower count means you’re more likely to be selected for a leadership role on campus. I talked to a woman in Los Angeles who is too young to drink legally but gets called up by club promoters to attend exclusive events because of her sizable Instagram following. I talked to a parent in Indonesia whose daughter goes to school in Japan, then brings back Japanese consumer goods in suitcases every summer to sell locally by posting photos of the products on Instagram. I talked to a Brazilian couple who built an entire baking business out of their apartment kitchen, drawing tens of thousands of followers, because their doughnuts come in the shape of letters that say “I love you!”

Instagram has fueled careers and even celebrity empires. Kris Jenner, the manager of the Kardashian-Jenner reality television family, says Instagram has transformed the job beyond the show Keeping Up with the Kardashians and into a 24/7 content and brand promotion cycle. She wakes up between 4:30 and 5 a.m. in her palatial Hidden Hills, California, home and checks Instagram before she does anything else. “I literally can go on Instagram and check my family, my grandchildren, my business,” she explained. “I just immediately check on my kids. What’s everybody doing? Are they awake? Are they posting pictures for the business on schedule? Are they having fun?”

The Instagram schedule is posted in Kris’s office, but also on a printout she receives every night and every morning. She and her children represent dozens of brands between them, including Adidas, Calvin Klein, and Stuart Weitzman, but are also launching their own makeup and beauty lines. The family’s five sisters—Kim Kardashian West, Kylie Jenner, Kendall Jenner, Khloé Kardashian, and Kourtney Kardashian—have a combined reach of more than half a billion followers.

The day we speak, Kris is en route to an Instagrammable pink-themed party to launch a skin-care line for her daughter Kylie. She recalls the first time Kylie asked if it was okay to start a lipstick business, just through her Instagram feed, without any physical product in stores. “I said to her, ‘You’re going to start with three colors in your lip kit and they’ve got to be colors you really love,’ ” Kris remembers. “So either it’s going to be amazing and fly off the shelf, or it’s going to flop and you’re going to be wearing these three colors for the rest of your life.”

They were together in Kris’s office in 2015 when Kylie posted the link to the website. Within seconds, the entire product was sold out. “I thought something went wrong,” Kris recalls. “Did this break? Did the website crash? What happened?”

It was not a fluke. It was just an indication that whatever her daughter would tell people to do, they would do. Over the next few months, whenever Kylie would announce on her Instagram that new products were coming, there would be more than 100,000 people waiting on her website for them to drop. Four years later, when Kylie was 21, Forbes put her on its cover and declared her the youngest “self-made” billionaire ever. Now every beauty guru on Instagram seems to have his or her own product line.



There is something powerful about that number—1 billion—in our society. It’s a marker signifying, especially in business, that you’ve achieved some unique untouchable status, graduating into an echelon that inspires awe and merits newsworthiness. In 2018, when Forbes published a story putting Jenner’s net worth just shy of that threshold at $900 million, Josh Ostrovsky, the owner of the popular and controversial Instagram humor account @thefatjewish, told his followers to donate to a crowdfunding campaign to raise $100 million for Kylie. “I don’t want to live in a world where Kylie Jenner doesn’t have a billion dollars,” he wrote in his caption, spurring a tongue-in-cheek viral news cycle.

After being acquired by Facebook, in a deal that shocked the industry, Instagram became the first-ever mobile app to achieve a $1 billion valuation. Instagram’s success was unlikely, as is that of all startups. When it launched in 2010, the app didn’t start out as a popularity contest, or as an avenue for personal branding. It caught on because it was a place to see into someone else’s life and how they experienced it through their phone’s camera.

According to Chris Messina, the technologist who was user no. 19 and invented the hashtag, the introduction to other people’s visual perspectives on Instagram was a stunning novelty—perhaps equivalent to the psychological phenomenon astronauts experience when looking at the Earth from outer space for the first time. On Instagram, you could dive into the life of a reindeer herder in Norway or a basket weaver in South Africa. And you could share and reflect on your own life in a way that felt profound too.

“It gives you this glimpse of humanity and changes your whole perspective on everything and the importance of it,” Messina explained. “Instagram is this mirror on ourselves, and it allows each of us to contribute our own experience to the understanding of this world.”

As Instagram grew, its founders tried to preserve this sense of discovery. They became aesthetic tastemakers for a generation, responsible for imbuing us with a reverence for visually arresting experiences that we can share with our friends and strangers for the reward of likes and followers. They invested heavily in an editorial strategy to show how they intended Instagram to be used: as a venue for different perspectives and creativity. They eschewed some of Facebook’s spammy tactics, like sending excessive notifications and emails. They resisted adding tools that would have helped fuel the influencer economy. You can’t add a hyperlink in a post, for example, or share someone’s post the way you can on Facebook.

And until recently, they never changed the measurements to make it possible for us to compare ourselves to each other and try to ascend to higher levels of relevance. In the app, Instagram gave its users three simple measures for how they were performing: a “follower” count, a “following” count, and “likes” on their photographs. These feedback scores were enough to make the experience thrilling, even addicting. With every like and follow, an Instagram user would get a little rush of satisfaction, sending dopamine to the brain’s reward centers. Over time, people figured out how to be good at Instagram, unlocking status in society and even commercial potential.

And because of filters that initially improved our subpar mobile photography, Instagram started out as a place for enhanced images of people’s lives. Users began to accept, by default, that everything they were seeing had been edited to look better. Reality didn’t matter as much as aspiration and creativity. The Instagram community even devised a hashtag, #nofilter, to let people know when they were posting something raw and true.

The account with the largest following on Instagram, at 322 million, is @instagram, the one controlled by the company. It’s fitting, because Instagram holds the utmost influence over the world it has shaped. In 2018, Instagram reached 1 billion monthly users—their second “1 billion” milestone. Soon after, the founders left their jobs. As Systrom and Krieger discovered, even if you reach the highest echelons of business success, you don’t always get what you want.
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“I like to say I’m dangerous enough to know how to code and sociable enough to sell our company. And I think that’s a deadly combination in entrepreneurship.”

—KEVIN SYSTROM, INSTAGRAM COFOUNDER



Kevin Systrom had no intention of dropping out of school, but he wanted to meet with Mark Zuckerberg anyway.

Systrom, who is six-foot-five with dark brown hair, squinty eyes, and a rectangular face, had met this local startup founder through Stanford University friends earlier in 2005, while sipping beers in red plastic cups at a party in San Francisco. Zuckerberg was becoming a tech industry wunderkind for his work on TheFacebook.com, a social network he’d started with friends the year prior at Harvard University and then expanded to college campuses around the country. Students used the website to write short updates about what they were doing, then post those statuses on their Facebook “walls.” It was just a simple site, with a white background and blue trim, not like the social network Myspace, with its loud designs and customizable fonts. It was also growing so fast that Zuckerberg decided there was no reason to go back to school.

At Zao Noodle Bar on University Avenue, about a mile from Stanford’s campus, Zuckerberg tried to convince Systrom to make the same decision. They were both just past legal drinking age but Zuckerberg—about ten inches shorter than Systrom, with light curly hair and pale pink skin, always wearing slip-on Adidas sandals, loose-fitting jeans, and a zip-up hoodie—looked much younger. He wanted to add photos to the Facebook experience, beyond the singular profile picture, and wanted Systrom to build the tool.

Systrom was pleased to be recruited by Zuckerberg, who he thought was hyperintelligent. He did not consider himself a stellar programmer. At Stanford, he felt like a regular person among prodigies from around the world, and barely scraped up a B in his first and only computer science course. Still, he fit the general category of what Zuckerberg needed. He did like photography, and one of his side projects was a website called Photobox, which allowed people to upload large image files and then share or print them, especially after parties at his fraternity, Sigma Nu.

Photobox was enough to interest Zuckerberg, who wasn’t exactly picky at this point. Recruiting is always the hardest part of building a startup, and TheFacebook.com was growing so fast that he needed bodies in the room. Earlier that year, Zuckerberg was spotted in front of Stanford’s computer science building holding up a poster about his company, hoping to nab coders the way campus clubs recruited members. He had nailed the pitch, explaining to Systrom that he was offering a once-in-a-lifetime chance to be on the ground floor of something that would be truly huge. Facebook was going to open up to high school students next, and eventually to the whole world. The company was going to raise more money from venture capitalists and might one day be bigger than Yahoo! or Intel or Hewlett-Packard.

And then, when the restaurant ran Zuckerberg’s credit card, it didn’t go through. He blamed it on the company’s president, Sean Parker.

A few days later, Systrom went on a walk in the foothills near campus with the assigned mentor from his entrepreneurship program—a 1978 Stanford MBA in venture investing named Fern Mandelbaum. She worried Systrom would waste his potential if he gave everything up for somebody else’s vision. “Don’t do this Facebook thing,” she said. “It’s a fad. It won’t go anywhere.”

Systrom thought she was right. Either way, he hadn’t come to Silicon Valley to get rich quick from a startup. He intended to get a world-class education and graduate from Stanford. He thanked Zuckerberg for his time, then planned for a different kind of adventure: studying abroad in Florence, Italy. They would keep in touch.



Florence spoke to Systrom in a way TheFacebook.com didn’t. Systrom wasn’t sure he was supposed to work in technology. When he’d first applied to Stanford, he’d thought he would major in structural engineering and art history. He imagined traveling the world, restoring old cathedrals or paintings. He loved the science behind art, and how a simple innovation—like architect Filippo Brunelleschi’s rediscovery of linear perspective during the Renaissance—could completely change the way people communicated. The paintings for most of Western history were flat and cartoonish, and then, starting in the 1400s, perspective gave them depth, making them photorealistic and emotive.

Systrom liked thinking about the way things were made, decoding the systems and details that mattered for producing something of quality. In Florence, he developed mini-obsessions with Italian crafts, learning the steps in wine making, the process for shaping and stitching leather for shoes, and the techniques for spinning up a legitimately good cappuccino.

Even during his charmed childhood, Systrom would explore his hobbies with this level of academic fervor, in pursuit of perfection. Born in December 1983, he was raised, along with his sister, Kate, in a two-story house with a long driveway on a tree-lined street in suburban Holliston, Massachusetts, about an hour west of Boston. His energetic mother, Diane, was vice president of marketing at nearby Monster.com, and later at Zipcar, and introduced her children to the internet back when the connection took over the phone line. His father, Doug, was a human resources executive at the conglomerate that owned Marshalls and HomeGoods discount stores. Systrom was an earnest, curious kid who loved going to the library and playing the futuristic, demon-riddled first-person shooter game Doom II on the computer. His introduction to computer programming was creating his own levels in the game.

He would jump from intense passion to intense passion, in phases that everyone around him had to hear about—sometimes quite literally. During his deejaying phase at a Middlesex boarding school, he bought two turntables and stuck an antenna out his dorm room window to broadcast his own radio station, playing electronic music, which was niche at the time. As a teen, he would sneak into 21-and-over clubs to observe his idols in action, but he was too rule-abiding to drink there.

People either instantly loved Systrom or wrote him off as pretentious and superior, someone who put on airs. He was good at listening to others, but was also quite willing to teach people about the right way to do things, eliciting, because his obsessions were so varied, either fascination or eye rolls. He was the kind of person who would say that he wasn’t good at something he was actually good at, or that he wasn’t cool enough to do something he was actually cool enough to do, toeing the line between being relatable and humblebragging. For instance, to fit in in Silicon Valley, he would often note his high school nerd credentials—his video gaming and coding side projects—but rarely mentioned that he’d also been the captain of the lacrosse team or that he was in charge of hyping parties for his college fraternity. His frat brothers considered him innovative for using viral video as a means of summoning attendees in the thousands. Systrom’s first such production, in 2004, was called Moonsplash and featured fraternity brothers dancing in off-color costumes to Snoop Dogg’s “Drop It Like It’s Hot.” Systrom would always deejay at the events.

Photography was one of his longest-running personal interests. He wrote, for a class in high school, that he liked using the medium “to show my outlook on the world to everyone” and “inspire others to look at the world in a new way.” Ahead of his trip to Florence, the epicenter of the Renaissance he’d learned so much about, he saved up to purchase, after intensive research, one of the highest-quality cameras he could afford, with the sharpest lens. He intended to use it in his photography class.

His teacher in Florence, a man named Charlie, was unimpressed. “You’re not here to do perfection,” he said. “Give me that.”

Systrom thought the professor was going to change the settings on the camera. Instead, he took the prized purchase away into his back room and returned with a smaller device, called a Holga, that only took blurry, square black-and-white photographs. It was plastic, like a toy. Charlie told Systrom he wasn’t allowed to use his fancy camera for the next three months, because a higher-quality tool wouldn’t necessarily create better art. “You have to learn to love imperfection,” he instructed.

Systrom spent the winter of his junior year, in 2005, snapping photos here and there in cafes, trying to appreciate a blurry, out-of-focus beauty. The idea—of a square photo transformed into art through editing—stuck in the back of Systrom’s mind. More important was the lesson that just because something is more technically complex doesn’t mean it’s better.

Meanwhile, he was making plans for the summer ahead. Systrom needed a startup internship as part of the Stanford Mayfield Fellows Program he’d been barely accepted into. Like all Stanford students, he’d had a front-row seat to the resurrection of the internet industry. The first generation of the web was about moving information and businesses online, fueling a speculative dot-com gold rush boom in the late 1990s that busted in 2001. This new generation, which investors separated from the failures with the jargony term “Web 2.0,” was about making websites more interactive and interesting, relying on information their users created, like restaurant reviews and blogs.

Most of the hot new tech was in suburban Palo Alto, where companies with names like Zazzle and FilmLoop were setting up shop downtown, as close to Stanford as possible for recruiting purposes, recapturing the abandoned real estate. That’s where his peers in the program chose to go. But Palo Alto was a boring place to spend a summer.

Systrom read in the New York Times about a trend in online audio, and saw mention of a company called Odeo, which made a marketplace for podcasts on the internet. That’s where he decided he wanted to intern. He sent a chance email to CEO Evan Williams, who was a couple years into working on the startup, which was based a 45-minute drive north, in San Francisco. Williams was already tech-world famous for selling Blogger, a blogging website, to Google. Systrom got the internship. He took the train every day into the city, which was more exciting, with its quality whiskey bars and live music scene.



Jack Dorsey, a new engineering hire at Odeo, was expecting to dislike the 22-year-old intern he had to sit next to all summer. He imagined that an exclusive entrepreneurship program and an elite East Coast boarding school were both sterile, formulaic places, and that a person shaped by them might be devoid of creativity.

Dorsey, a 29-year-old New York University dropout with an anarchist tattoo and a nose ring, considered himself to be more of an artist. He would sometimes dream, for instance, about becoming a dressmaker. He was an engineer, but only as a means to an end—to create something out of nothing, with code. Also, so he could pay rent. He was not the kind of person who knew what to do with an intern.

To Dorsey’s surprise, he and Systrom became fast friends. There were only a handful of employees in the loft on Brannan Street, most of them vegan, so he and Systrom bonded over lunchtime walks for sandwiches from the local deli. It turned out that they both had very specific tastes in music and an appreciation for high-quality coffee. They both liked photography. There weren’t many engineers in Silicon Valley Dorsey could talk to about those things. And Systrom flattered Dorsey, who was self-taught, by asking for his help with computer programming.

Systrom did have his quirks. Once he learned to get better at the coding language JavaScript, he was precious about perfecting its syntax and style so that it was nice to look at. This made no sense to Dorsey and was almost sacrilegious in Silicon Valley’s hacker culture, which revered getting things done quickly. It didn’t matter if you sealed lines of text together with the digital equivalent of duct tape, as long as it worked. Nobody cared about the code having beautiful structure, except Systrom.

Systrom would wax philosophical about his other highbrow interests that Dorsey had never had the opportunity to develop. Still, Dorsey saw a bit of himself in the intern, who seemed to know enough about culture to have opinions about it, and was not simply trying to be a cog in a machine or get rich, like the others with a business education. Dorsey was curious about what would come for Systrom, once he relaxed a bit. But he later found out that Systrom, after graduation, was planning to take a job at Google. In product marketing. Figures, Dorsey thought. He was a typical Stanford guy after all.



His last year at Stanford, in between Odeo and Google, Systrom worked to make some side money pulling espresso shots at Caffé del Doge on University Avenue in Palo Alto. One day, Zuckerberg walked in, puzzled to find the student he’d tried to recruit working at a coffee shop. Even back then, the CEO wasn’t comfortable with rejection. He awkwardly ordered and moved on.

TheFacebook.com, now simply called Facebook, ended up launching photos in October 2005, without Systrom’s help. The added invention, two months later, of tagging friends in photos proved even more fruitful for the company. People who weren’t yet using Facebook were suddenly getting email alerts that photos with their faces in them were appearing on the website, and were tempted to click to see. It became one of Facebook’s most important manipulations for getting more people to use the social network, despite the hint of creepiness.

Systrom felt a tinge of missed opportunity. More than 5 million people were using Facebook now, and he realized he must have been wrong about its trajectory. He tried to go back, and started reaching out to one of the employees running product under Zuckerberg. But the person stopped answering his emails, which he assumed meant they weren’t interested.

The team at Odeo was launching a new status update product, called Twttr, pronounced “twitter,” with Dorsey as its CEO. Systrom had kept in touch and used the site frequently to support his friends and former colleagues, posting about whatever he was cooking or drinking or looking at, even though the site was text only. One of the guys at Odeo told him that eventually, celebrities and brands around the world were going to use it to communicate. They’re crazy, Systrom thought. Nobody is going to use this thing. He couldn’t imagine what it might be useful for. Either way, they didn’t try to recruit him back.

Most people never get the chance to join an iconic company in its early days. Systrom squandered both of his, choosing instead to do something much less risky. For him, after graduating Stanford with degrees in management and engineering, going to Google was basically like going to grad school. He’d have a salary with a base of about $60,000—paltry compared to the life-changing wealth Facebook would have afforded—but he would get a crash course in Silicon Valley logic.

Founded in 1998, Google had started trading on public markets in 2004, minting enough millionaires to lift Silicon Valley out of its malaise from the dot-com bust. When Systrom joined in 2006, it had almost 10,000 employees. Google, far more functional and established than tiny Odeo, was led mostly by former Stanford students making data-based decisions. It was the culture that drove homepage leader Marissa Mayer, who later became CEO of Yahoo!, to famously test 41 shades of blue to figure out what color would give the company’s hyperlinks the highest click-through rate. A slightly purpler blue shade won out over slightly greener shades, helping boost revenue by $200 million a year. Seemingly insignificant changes could make a huge difference when applied to millions or billions of people.

The search company did thousands of tests like this—known as A/B tests, showing a different product experience to different segments of the user base. At Google, every problem was imagined to have a right answer, which could be determined through quantitative analysis. The company’s methods reminded Systrom of the prodigy kids in his computer science class, trying to do something overly complicated to impress. It was easy, in those instances, to solve the wrong problem. If Googlers were studying photography, for example, they might have aimed to make the best camera, instead of the most striking photograph. Charlie would have been alarmed.

More exciting, Systrom thought, was when Google employees would break out of the definitive methods and use their intuition. He worked writing marketing copy for Gmail, where the team was trying to figure out how to get users their email faster. Their solution was creative: as soon as a person went to Gmail.com and started entering her username, Google would start downloading the data for her inbox while she typed in her password. Once she clicked to log in, some of her emails would be ready to read, leading to a better user experience without requiring a faster internet connection.

Google was not interested in letting Systrom make products, since he didn’t have a computer science degree. He was so bored with writing marketing copy that he started teaching a younger colleague to make latte art with the corporate espresso machines. Eventually he switched over to Google’s deals team, watching how the technology giant courted and then acquired smaller companies. He would make PowerPoint presentations analyzing targets and marketing opportunities. There was only one problem: in 2008, the U.S. economy fell into crisis from mortgage defaults. Google wasn’t buying anything.

“What should I do?” Systrom asked one of his colleagues.

“You should pick up golf,” the colleague suggested.

I’m too young to pick up golf, Systrom decided. It was time to move on.



By age 25 Systrom had received an introduction to how growth-driven Facebook was, how scrappy Twitter was, and how procedural and academic Google was. He was able to know their leaders and understand what drove them, which stripped them of their mystery. From the outside, Silicon Valley looked like it was run by geniuses. From the inside, it was clear that everyone was vulnerable, like he was, just figuring it out as they went along. Systrom wasn’t a nerd, or a hacker, or a quant. But he was perhaps no less qualified to be an entrepreneur.

Still too risk-averse to start something without a salary, he took a job as a product manager at a tiny startup called Nextstop that made a website for people to share their travel tips. Meanwhile, on nights and weekends in cafes, he tried to build a new skill: making mobile apps.

San Francisco’s coffee shops in 2009 were full of people like Systrom, tinkering on the side, betting that mobile phones would usher in the next technology gold rush, with a much bigger opportunity than Web 2.0. After Apple introduced the iPhone in 2007, smartphones started to change the way people thought about going online. The internet was no longer just for accomplishing tasks, like checking email or searching on Google—it was now something that could be enmeshed with regular life, as people carried it in their pockets.

Developers could now offer completely novel types of software that could go wherever people went. Big web services like Facebook and Pandora were among the most popular apps in spring 2009, but so were gimmicky tools like Bikini Blast, which offered racy background images for your phone, and iFart, an app that made various flatulence noises depending which button you pushed. The apps race was a free-for-all, led by mostly male twenty-somethings in San Francisco throwing ideas at the public to see what would stick.

Systrom thought that what he lacked in technical ability—he didn’t actually know how to make an app, only a mobile website—he could make up for with his relative well-roundedness, which he hoped would help him come up with ideas that were more fun and interesting for regular people. He was learning to develop just through practicing, the same way he’d learned to DJ, or to make a leaf pattern in latte foam, or to become a better photographer. He made a handful of random tools, like a service called Dishd for people to rate meals instead of restaurants. His Stanford friend Gregor Hochmuth helped him on it, building a tool to crawl the web for restaurant menus, so a user could search for an ingredient like “tuna” and find all the places that served it.

Later that year, Systrom built something called Burbn, after the Kentucky whiskey he enjoyed drinking. The mobile website was perfect for Systrom’s urban social life. It let people say where they were, or where they planned to go so their friends could show up. The more times a user went out, the more virtual prizes they got. The background color scheme was an unattractive brown and red, like a bottle of bourbon with a red wax topper. In order to add a picture to your post, you had to email it in. There was no other technical way to do it. Still, it was an idea good enough to enter the Silicon Valley apps race.

In January 2010, determined to make his pitch and justify quitting Nextstop, Systrom headed to a party for a startup called Hunch at Madrone Art Bar in San Francisco’s Panhandle neighborhood. It would be swarming with venture capitalists, mostly because of Hunch’s already-successful executives: Caterina Fake, a cofounder of Flickr, a photo storage and sharing website that had sold to Yahoo! for a reported $35 million in 2005, and Chris Dixon, who’d sold a security company he cofounded in 2006.

Over cocktails, Systrom met two important VCs with checkbooks: Marc Andreessen, a cofounder of Netscape, who ran Andreessen Horowitz, one of the valley’s hottest venture capital firms, and Steve Anderson, who ran a much quieter early-stage investing shop called Baseline Ventures.

Anderson liked the fact that Systrom, with pedigrees from Stanford and Google and a confident personality, didn’t have any investors yet for his mobile idea. Anderson liked to be the first to notice something. He borrowed Systrom’s phone to type an email to himself: “Follow up.”

From there, the two of them met every couple weeks at the Grove on Chestnut Street, ordering cappuccinos and talking about Burbn’s potential. Systrom’s program had just a few dozen people using it—his friends and their friends. He said he needed about $50,000 to get started making it a real company. Anderson was interested in the opportunity, but on one condition.

“The biggest risk for you is you’re a sole founder,” Anderson told Systrom. “I usually don’t invest in sole founders.” He argued that without someone else at the top, nobody would tell Systrom when he was wrong, or push his ideas to be better.

Systrom said he agreed, and would carve out a 10 percent equity in the term sheet for an eventual cofounder. Just like that, the company that would become Instagram got its start.



Hochmuth, Systrom’s app-tinkering buddy, was the obvious person to build a company with. But he was happy at Google. “Why don’t you talk to Mikey?” Hochmuth suggested.

Mike Krieger was another Stanford student, two grades younger, whom Systrom knew from the Mayfield fellowship. Systrom had first met Krieger years earlier at a Mayfield networking event, where Krieger read Systrom’s Odeo name badge and quizzed him about what that company was like. Then Krieger disappeared for a while to complete a master’s degree in “symbolic systems”—the famous Stanford program for understanding the psychology of how humans interact with computers. He wrote his thesis about Wikipedia, which had somehow cultivated a community of volunteers to update and edit its online encyclopedia. In 2010 he was working at Meebo, an instant-messaging service.

Systrom liked Krieger quite a bit. He was good-natured, levelheaded, always smiling, and a much more experienced engineer than himself. Krieger had straight brown hair just long enough to be floppy, with a clean-shaven oval face and rectangular glasses. Recently, Systrom and Krieger had been running into each other at a San Francisco cafe called Coffee Bar on the weekends, where they were giving each other feedback on side projects and exchanging advice. Krieger was one of the early Burbn testers and liked it because it included visual media, not just status updates.

Krieger, like Systrom, had had no idea he’d end up in the startup world. He grew up in Brazil, with occasional stints in Portugal and Argentina, since his father worked for the beverage company Seagram. He also enjoyed music, and could play a 12-string guitar. He’d dabbled in website design in high school, but he had never met any technology entrepreneurs. After arriving in the United States in 2004 for Stanford, he’d quickly realized the industry could be a fit.

Krieger’s plan was to start at Meebo, a medium-size company, then graduate to a smaller, more challenging one, then eventually start his own a few years later once he knew enough. In the meantime, he was dabbling with iPhone app development at cafes. The first one he built, with the help of a talented designer friend, was called Crime Desk SF. It overlaid San Francisco crime data from public records on top of a camera tool to look out at the real world, seeing what had occurred nearby. They had spent too much time making it beautiful. Unfortunately, nobody wanted to use it.

Krieger had told Systrom that he’d be willing to help out, if Systrom ever needed another hand with Burbn. After the investment from Anderson, Systrom told Krieger the idea was turning into a real company, with real financial responsibilities, and asked Krieger if he wanted to be an official cofounder.

“Count me interested,” Krieger said. It seemed obvious to him: he could work in San Francisco instead of commuting south to Meebo in the Valley, he could help build something in the cool new mobile app space, and he could do it with this guy he already liked talking to.

Krieger often had strong gut feelings when making important decisions. But he would always try to be strategic about how to get others on his side. In this case, he knew his mom and dad in São Paulo would be worried about their son making such an impulsive career choice, on an immigrant visa. So he presented the idea to them in steps.

“Hey, I’m thinking it would be interesting to join a brand-new startup!” he told them in Portuguese, framing it as something he might do eventually, if he found the right opportunity.

A few days later, he called again.

“Hey, I met this interesting guy!” He explained who Systrom was and what he was working on.

By the end of the week, he finally called to tell them that after all his research, he was deciding to be a cofounder in Systrom’s company, Burbn. His parents, under the impression that their son had taken his time to make the choice, were supportive.



The next entity to convince was the United States government. That January 2010, Krieger hired an immigration lawyer with experience working on Brazilian visas (though most of her prior clients were hairdressers). He applied to switch his immigrant work visa over to Burbn. The government officials reviewing his case saw that Burbn had raised money but were suspicious—was there a business plan?

Of course there wasn’t. Their funding would allow them to do the same thing as Facebook: try to make their product part of a daily habit for its users before trying to make money off them. But Krieger and Systrom couldn’t say that. They told the government they were one day planning to make money off a kind of local coupon system, for the bars, restaurants, and stores people told their friends they were at. They explained that their competitors included Foursquare and Gowalla. They also provided a chart, which predicted that by their third year, they would likely have 1 million users. They laughed about how improbable that was.

As they were waiting to hear whether it was legal to work on Burbn together, Krieger and Systrom tried to test whether they actually liked working together, period. They spent a few weeknights at Farley’s, a Potrero Hill coffee shop that displayed the work of local artists on the wall. They coded little games that would never be released, including one based on the prisoner’s dilemma, a political game theory that explains why rational people might not cooperate even when they should.

It was fun, but it wasn’t Burbn. Months went by, and Krieger understood that Systrom was spending his cash, delaying his progress, without an obvious end to the wait. Krieger was spending hours reading up on immigration law and obsessing over horror stories that people posted on internet forums.

“Kev, maybe you should pick a different cofounder,” Krieger would suggest.

“No, I really want to work with you,” Systrom would respond. “We’ll figure this thing out.”

Systrom had seen enough startups with toxic cofounder relationships to know how rare it was to find someone he could trust. The founders at Twitter, for example, were always trying to undermine one another. Dorsey was actually no longer the CEO of the company. Employees complained he had been taking credit for all the ideas and success around Twitter while avoiding managing people. Dorsey would take breaks for hot yoga and sewing classes. “You can either be a dressmaker or the CEO of Twitter,” Ev Williams said to him, according to Nick Bilton’s book Hatching Twitter. “But you can’t be both.” In 2008, Williams worked with Twitter’s board to take over, ousting Dorsey.

Facebook’s story was even more dramatic. Cofounder Eduardo Saverin, who started to feel left out of company decisions when the team moved to Palo Alto in 2005, froze the Facebook bank account—which may have been the real reason Zuckerberg’s card didn’t work during his first meal with Systrom. Zuckerberg’s lawyers devised a complicated financial transaction to dilute Saverin’s ownership stake, spurring a lawsuit and a dramatic Hollywood adaptation of the story, the movie The Social Network, which would come out later in 2010.

Founders of Silicon Valley lore were aggressive, ambitious, controlling, emotionless. Krieger was a good listener, an attentive partner, a hard worker, and, after all their test runs together, a good friend. Systrom wasn’t going to risk partnering with anyone else.



All the while, Systrom was trying to find more backers for their project. He managed to convince Andreessen Horowitz to put in $250,000, through a connection to Ronny Conway, a partner at the firm he knew from Google. Once Baseline’s Anderson heard that number, he wanted the same level of ownership, so he bumped his investment to $250,000 too. Suddenly, Systrom had half a million dollars to work with.

Anderson tried to drum up other interest for Burbn, emailing about a dozen peers at other firms, but anyone who hadn’t been personally charmed by Systrom was uninterested. There were several more popular location-based apps, like Foursquare and Gowalla, and photos weren’t enough of a killer feature to bring people in, VCs told him. Burbn had social qualities, but Facebook was already so dominant in that area, it didn’t make sense to bet against them. Status updates—about what you were doing or where you were going—were already big at Twitter.

So Systrom reached out to his old mentor Dorsey, letting him know that he was starting a company. The two of them met near Dorsey’s offices for Square, his latest entrepreneurial adventure. Dorsey was creating a piece of hardware you could plug into your computer or phone, linked to the internet, that would allow people to buy things with credit cards anywhere. The nose ring was gone. Dorsey was dressing much more formally, with crisp white designer dress shirts by Dior and a black blazer, perhaps in reaction to the distrust from Twitter’s board.

Dorsey asked Systrom a lot of the same questions the VCs had, about why anyone would use Burbn instead of Foursquare. Of course he named it after bourbon, Dorsey thought, remembering Systrom’s highbrow interests. Of course he used the trendiest coding language. Systrom, who was still learning how to make regular iPhone apps, sold the idea that an app built for the mobile web in HTML5 would have an advantage in the market, which Dorsey wasn’t sure about. But in this case, personal relationships trumped investment logic. Honestly, Dorsey thought, it didn’t matter what Systrom was building. There were no benchmarks or models that dictated what would and wouldn’t win in mobile, anyway. And Systrom had asked him at exactly the right time.

Nobody had ever thought to ask Dorsey to put his money in a startup. If he did the Burbn deal, it would be his first “angel investment,” which is what a small, early startup investment from a rich person was termed in the Valley. It would be a cool thing to do with his newfound wealth from Twitter, while supporting Systrom, who he thought had exceedingly good taste. Systrom would figure out Burbn, whatever it became.

Dorsey lent his support, to the tune of $25,000. His cheerleading would turn out to be far more valuable than that.



The government finally approved Krieger’s visa in April 2010, almost three months after he applied. His first week at the new company, Systrom took him to breakfast and made a confession: he wasn’t sure Burbn was the right product to be building.

Systrom explained that the idea resonated with their young hipster friends in cities, who were going to music shows and restaurants. Burbn’s prizes for being social were fun because they made the experience addictive and competitive. But anyone who wasn’t a young urbanite—a parent, for example, or someone without money to go out—might not need to use it. Even Dorsey would log on only after Systrom asked him for feedback. Systrom thought of how scary it must have been for the team at Odeo to switch to building Twitter, but clearly that had been the right decision. What was their Twitter?

Krieger was caught off guard. He had just taken a major risk to come work for Systrom on Burbn, not just by leaving a more secure job. If they started a new company and ran out of money working on it, he’d be back to the visa process, or back to Brazil. Before throwing it all away, Krieger argued, perhaps they should try to improve it. So they did, building an iPhone app version.

The cofounders graduated out of their meetings at local coffee shops and into a rickety coworking space called Dogpatch Labs, on a pier near San Francisco’s ballpark, where the other small startups included Threadsy, TaskRabbit, and Automattic, the maker of WordPress.

It was a strange, drafty place, producing a cacophony of distracting sounds: screeching seagulls and barking sea lions, but mostly the sound of other young people being creative and sometimes unproductive, emboldened by Red Bull and alcohol. On the ceiling, an enormous ship wheel hovered in a display of nautical kitsch but also danger, as it could fall in an earthquake. The surrounding water was cold. Few tourists were brave enough to rent the kayaks at the outside stand. But on Friday afternoons, when engineers would gather outside for happy hour, someone would inevitably get too drunk and decide to jump into the San Francisco Bay.

Krieger and Systrom kept typing, trying to ignore their peers, wondering if everyone else was less worried than they were about running out of money. The Burbn founders took advantage of the social events another way. The building manager told them that if anyone ever got catered food, they could take the leftovers for free after 1:30 p.m. If they got hungry before then, they’d buy the sandwich on special for $3.40 at the local bodega.

They had to save money because they weren’t sure how long it would take to make Burbn successful, or if it would even be successful. A couple months later, a meeting with Andreessen’s Conway, the son of famed Silicon Valley angel investor Ron Conway, dashed their hopes further.

“What do you guys do again?” Conway asked. Systrom tried once more to explain Burbn—It’s a fun way to see what your friends are doing and go join them in real life! You can get inspired about where to go next! But it was clear Conway wasn’t excited about the idea, despite playing a part in his firm’s investment. To him, Systrom seemed to be rattling off all of Silicon Valley’s latest buzzwords. Mobile? Check. Social? Check. Location-based? Check.

Conway was probably the tenth person with a deer-in-the-headlights reaction to the app, Systrom thought. He has no interest or faith in what we’re working on, despite their investment. Systrom knew their product was fun, but was it useful? Did it solve a problem most people had in their lives? The question was a tipping point, sending Systrom and Krieger back to the drawing board.



The founders took over a whiteboard in one of the Dogpatch Labs conference rooms and had a brainstorming session that would serve as the foundation for their entire leadership philosophy: to ask first what problem they were solving, and then to try and solve it in the simplest way possible.

Krieger and Systrom started the exercise by making a list of the top three things people liked about Burbn. One was Plans, the feature where people could say where they were going so friends could join them. Another was photos. The third was a tool to win meaningless virtual prizes for your activity, which was mostly a gimmick to get people to log back in.

Not everybody needed plans or prizes. Systrom circled “photos.” Photos, they decided, were ubiquitous, useful to everybody, not just young city dwellers.

“There’s something around photos,” Kevin said. His iPhone 3G took terrible pictures, but it was only the beginning of that technology. “I think there will be an inflection point where people don’t carry around point-and-shoots anymore, they’re just going to carry around these phones.”

Everyone with a smartphone would be an amateur photographer, if they wanted to be.

So if photos were the killer feature of the app they should build, what were the main opportunities? On the whiteboard, Systrom and Krieger brainstormed three of the top problems to solve. One, images always took forever to load on 3G cellular networks. Two, people were often embarrassed to share their low-quality phone snaps, since phones weren’t nearly as good as digital cameras. Three, it was annoying to have to post photos in many different places. What if they made a social network that came with an option to deliver your photos to Foursquare, Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr all at once? Playing nice with the new social giants would be easier than competing with them. Instead of having to build a network from scratch, the app could just piggyback off already-established communities.

“All right,” Systrom said. “Let’s focus on photos, and on solving these three problems.” They would make it an app for iPhone only, since Krieger was better at those. Systrom’s argument to Dorsey, that the trendy HTML5 coding language would be a helpful differentiator in the marketplace, turned out to be wrong. They would have to make the app useful first, and add Android later, if they were lucky enough to become that popular.



Their first prototype was named Scotch, a relative to bourbon. It allowed people to swipe through photos horizontally and tap to like them, similar to a Tinder before its time. They used it for a few days before going back to the Burbn idea, doubting their instincts. And then they tried a new concept that would allow people to scroll through photos vertically, showing the most recent post first, like Twitter.

All of the photos would use as few pixels as possible, so that they would load quickly, helping solve problem number one—only 306 pixels across, the minimum required to display a photo on an iPhone with 7-pixel borders on each side. The photos would be square, giving users the same creative constraint for photography as Systrom’s teacher in Florence gave him. It was similar to how Twitter only let people tweet in 140-character bursts. That would help solve, but not fully solve, problem number two.

There were two different kinds of social networks one could build—the Facebook kind, where people become mutual friends with each other, or the Twitter kind, where people follow others they don’t necessarily know. They thought the latter would be more fun for photos, because then people could follow based on interests, not just friendship.

Displaying “Followers” and “Following” at the top of the app, the way Twitter did, made it just competitive enough that people would need to come back to the app and check their progress. People could also “like” something, appending a heart, similar to Facebook’s thumbs-up. Liking was much easier on this new app, because you could do it by double tapping on an entire photo instead of looking for a small button to click. And unlike on Twitter and Facebook, nobody on this new app needed to come up with anything clever to say. They simply had to post a photo of what they were seeing around them.

If Systrom and Krieger wanted to fully copy Twitter’s concepts, it would be obvious, at this point, to add a reshare button, to help content go viral like the retweet did. But the founders hesitated. If what people were sharing on this app was photography, would it make sense to allow them to share other people’s art and experiences under their own names? Maybe. But in the interest of starting simple, they decided not to think about it until post-launch.

They picked a logo—a version of a white Polaroid camera. But what to call it? The vowel-less alcohol theme was getting to be too cute. Something like “Whsky” wouldn’t necessarily explain what the app was for. So they tabled the discussion, calling it Codename.

Soon after, Systrom and the girlfriend who would become his wife, Nicole Schuetz, whom he’d met at Stanford, went on a short vacation to a village in Baja California Sur, Mexico, called Todos Santos, with picturesque white sand beaches and cobblestone streets. During one of their ocean walks, she warned him that she probably wouldn’t be using his new app. None of her smartphone photos were ever good—not as good as their friend Hochmuth’s were, at least.

“You know what he does to those photos, right?” Systrom said.

“He just takes good photos,” she said.

“No, no, he puts them through filter apps,” Systrom explained. Phone cameras produced blurry images that were badly lit. It was like everyone who was buying a smartphone was getting the digital equivalent of the tiny plastic camera Systrom used in Florence. The filter apps allowed users to take an approach similar to that of Systrom’s professor, altering photos after they were captured to make them look more artsy. You didn’t have to actually be a good photographer. Hipstamatic, with which you could make your photos look oversaturated, blurred, or hipster vintage, would be named Apple’s app of the year in 2010. Camera+, another editing app, was another one of the most popular.

“Well, you guys should probably have filters too,” Schuetz said.

Systrom realized she was right. If people were going to filter their photos anyway, might as well have them do it right within the app, competition be damned.

Back at the hotel, he researched online about how to code filters. He played around on Photoshop to create the style he wanted—some heavy shadow and contrast, as well as some shading around the edges of the image for a vignette effect. Then, sitting on one of the outdoor lounge chairs with a beer beside him and his laptop open, he set about writing it into reality.

He called the filter X-Pro II, a nod to the analog photo development technique called cross-processing, in which photographers intentionally use a chemical meant for a different type of film.

Soon after, he tested his work on a photo he took of a sandy-colored dog he came across in front of a taco stand. The dog is looking up at Schuetz, whose sandaled foot appears in the corner of the shot. And that, on July 16, 2010, was the first-ever photo posted on the app that would become Instagram.



Krieger and Systrom had no idea whether their new app would appeal to anyone any more than Burbn did. Nothing about it was new, exactly. They were not the first to think of photo filters or interest-based social networks. But the founders valued feel and simplicity over technological innovation. By keeping the product minimalist—just for posting and liking photos—they would spend less time developing it, and would be able to test it on the public before spending any more money. They set a deadline to launch whatever Codename would be in eight weeks, less time than it had taken Krieger to get his visa.

While they were building it, they received an unsolicited email from Cole Rise—a local designer who had heard what they were working on and wanted to be a tester for it.

Rise was the perfect candidate. He was working at a video startup and was also a photographer. The theme for his photography, which he occasionally displayed in local galleries, went against the market trend of crisp, perfect, higher-resolution images. He digitally manipulated his photos to let more light leak in, or added more texture or feeling to make them more nostalgic. He appreciated vintage cameras, like Polaroids, and had just purchased a Hasselblad, a variant of the camera used in the first moon landing. It only took pictures in square format.

After Systrom and Krieger agreed to let Rise test the app, he took his phone hiking at Mount Tamalpais, north of the city. He tried one of Systrom’s filters, called Earlybird, and was floored by the quality, thinking it similar to that of his own art. He asked the founders out for drinks.

They met at Smuggler’s Cove, a shipwreck-themed rum bar in San Francisco that served premium flaming cocktail bowls. Systrom and Krieger asked Rise a lot of questions about his beta-testing experience, and he started to sense that the founders didn’t know their potential.

“This is going to be fucking huge,” Rise explained. In the tech industry, leaders rarely had any experience in the industry they were disrupting. Amazon’s Jeff Bezos had never been in books and Tesla’s Elon Musk had never been in car manufacturing, but Instagram’s filters had clearly been made by a photographer. Earlybird was the best Rise had ever seen, he explained—far higher quality than anything on Hipstamatic.

After a few drinks, the founders asked Rise if he would like to create some filters of his own, as a contract job. Rise agreed, thinking it would save time to have an app that would automatically edit his pictures exactly how he wanted them to be edited. He’d built up a complicated system after spending years collecting textures from things he saw around him. He would overlay those textures on files in Adobe Photoshop, then add layers of color change and curves.

Rise tested each of his ideas on twenty different images from his camera roll, of sunrises, sunsets, different colors and different times of day. He ended up turning in four filters, which were called Amaro, Hudson, Sutro, and Spectra. He didn’t think about the long-term consequences of giving up his art to a company, making it available to the masses. Optimistic though he was for his new friends, he knew that most startups failed.

Neither Rise nor the founders thought there was a downside to the fact that filters, when used en masse, would give Instagrammers permission to present their reality as more interesting and beautiful than it actually was. That was exactly what would help make the product popular. Instagram posts would be art, and art was a form of commentary on life. The app would give people the gift of expression, but also escapism.



Late one night, lit by the glow of his laptop in rickety Dogpatch Labs, Systrom was coding in a corner, trying not to be distracted by the fact that there was an entrepreneur pitch event going on. A man named Travis Kalanick was in front of an audience of mostly men explaining his company, UberCab, which made a tool that was supposed to help people summon luxury cars with their phones. It would officially launch in San Francisco the next year.

One of the event’s guests was Lowercase Capital’s Chris Sacca, an early investor in Twitter, who was already putting money in UberCab. Sacca considered himself a good judge of character, and had made a call to invest in Kalanick after inviting him for hours of hot-tubbing at his Lake Tahoe home. He recognized Systrom in the corner. They had overlapped at Google, briefly, before Sacca left to found Lowercase Capital. If Systrom was here, coding at night, he must be working on something new, Sacca thought.

After Sacca approached Systrom, he was invited to learn more about the product at Compass Cafe, a nearby coffee shop run by former inmates transitioning back into society. There, Systrom showed off the latest version of Codename.

“How big can photos really be?” Sacca inquired. In venture capital, investors take bigger risks because they expect many multiples in return on their investment. Sacca had already been an investor in Photobucket, which had sold to News Corp’s Fox Interactive Media for $330 million, and had watched Flickr sell to Yahoo! for $35 million. If this was another take on Twitter, he’d seen dozens of attempts to do the same, all of which fizzled.

Systrom didn’t make any predictions. Instead he leaned on his Stanford business education and attempted to sell exclusivity. “I’m only inviting three angel investors into the deal,” he said. “It’s you, Jack Dorsey, and Adam D’Angelo.” D’Angelo was the founder of Quora and previously the chief technology officer of Facebook, whom Systrom had met when he was a Stanford student.

The flattery worked. “That’s pretty badass,” Sacca said. Then he asked about some features he sensed were missing.

“When we get to ten, fifty million users, we might be able to turn that on, but for now we’re just focused on keeping the product simple,” Systrom answered.

Sacca was floored. Millions of users? Systrom had fewer than 100 beta testers. Sacca received so many pitches from entrepreneurs who talked up the bells and whistles of their products with polished presentations, but here Systrom was just calmly assuming success was inevitable, asking whether Sacca wanted in. He did.



Systrom and Krieger wanted to come up with a name that was easy to pronounce—and spell, after Burbn. They also wanted it to portray a sense of speed in communication. They’d borrowed Gmail’s trick, and would start uploading photos while users were still deciding which filter to apply. A lot of the good photo-related startup names were taken, so they came up with “Instagram,” a combo of “instant” and “telegram.”

They could already see that their decision to share images to Facebook and Twitter had a powerful side effect. Every time users chose to share one of their Instagram photos somewhere else, new people using other social media sites would see it and potentially check out Instagram and download the app.

The founders picked their first users carefully, courting people who would be good photographers—especially designers who had high Twitter follower counts. Those first users would help set the right artistic tone, creating good content for everyone else to look at, in what was essentially the first-ever Instagram influencer campaign, years before that would become a concept.

Dorsey became their best salesman. He was initially shocked to find out his investment money was going toward an entirely different app than Burbn. Usually, founders pivoted to a new product as a last-ditch effort to avoid going out of business. But Dorsey loved Instagram, way more than he’d ever loved Burbn.

With Dorsey’s first photo, of a baseball game from a tech investor’s box at the Giants’ stadium, he was amazed to find the filter immediately made the field look greener. He’d just gotten his first car and wanted to use it, so on the weekends he’d drive thirty minutes south to the Ritz-Carlton at Half Moon Bay to sit and read the paper by outdoor fire pits. He would take a lot of pictures for Instagram along the way.

Once Dorsey was addicted to Instagram, the product seemed so obvious and useful that he wished Twitter had managed to build it first. He asked Systrom if he would be open to Twitter acquiring his company. Systrom sounded enthusiastic.

But Dorsey had spoken too soon. When he emailed Williams, telling him about the idea, the rejection was loaded with the bitterness Williams felt toward Dorsey personally. Williams was CEO and was still trying to establish himself as Twitter’s leader. Dorsey’s strategy was not welcome.

“We already looked at that,” Williams replied. It was true. Systrom had already reached out to Williams and tried to meet with him. Twitter didn’t know if he was looking for a buyer, but the deals team had done its research anyway, and postulated that they could buy Instagram for about $20 million. But Williams wasn’t excited about the product. He thought that Instagram would be for frivolous posts, for people taking artsy pictures of their lattes, like Dorsey on his Half Moon Bay jaunts. It was not for anything that would be in the news, and not for any of the serious world-changing conversations Twitter was about. “We don’t think it’s going to be very big,” he told Dorsey.

After that, Dorsey had another motivation to promote Instagram—to prove Williams wrong. Everything he posted on Instagram would immediately cross-post to Twitter, reaching his 1.6 million followers there. He told the world it was his favorite new iPhone app, and they listened.



When Instagram launched to the public on October 6, 2010, it immediately went viral thanks to shares from people like Dorsey. It reached number one in camera applications in the Apple app store.

Instagram only had a single computer server processing all the activity remotely, at a data center in Los Angeles. So Systrom was in a state of panic, wondering if everything was going to fall apart, and whether everyone was going to think he and Krieger were idiots.

Krieger nodded and smiled, not indulging Systrom’s fear, mostly because it was unproductive. With the unexpected deluge of users, they needed to think fast to keep Instagram online.

Systrom called D’Angelo, the early Facebook chief technology officer and early investor in Instagram, for his advice. It was the first of several calls that day. Every hour, Instagram seemed to grow faster. D’Angelo eventually helped the company transition to renting server space from Amazon Web Services instead of buying their own.

Within the first day, 25,000 people were using Instagram. Within the first week, it was 100,000, and Systrom had the surreal experience of seeing a stranger scrolling through the app on a San Francisco bus. He and Krieger started an Excel spreadsheet that would update live with each user added.

Launch success is rarely a sign of an app’s longevity. People download new apps, get excited, and forget to open them again. But Instagram remained a sensation. Around the holiday season, Krieger and Systrom took a break from the infrastructure scares to huddle around the computer screen, Belgian beers in hand, and watch the number in the Excel spreadsheet tick up to 1 million. Six weeks after that, they were at 2 million.



Articles would later reflect on Instagram’s origin, crediting the app with perfect timing. It was born in Silicon Valley, in the midst of a mobile revolution, in which millions of new smartphone consumers didn’t understand what to do with a camera in their pockets. That much is true. But Systrom and Krieger also made a lot of counterintuitive choices to set Instagram apart.

Instead of continuing to build the app they’d originally promised investors, the cofounders stopped and tried a bigger idea. They aimed to do just one thing—photography—really well. In that sense, their story is similar to Odeo’s, when Dorsey and Williams switched gears to focus on Twitter.

Instead of trying to get everyone to use their app, they invited only people they thought would be likely to spread the word to their followers elsewhere, especially designers and creatives. They sold exclusivity to investors, even when so many of them were skeptical. In that sense, they were like a luxury brand, manufacturing coolness and tastefulness around what they’d built.

And instead of inventing something new and bold, as potential Silicon Valley investors wanted them to, they improved on what they’d seen other apps do. They made a tool that was much simpler and faster to use than anyone else’s, taking up less of users’ time as they were out living the experiences Instagram wanted them to capture. And they had to do it via their phones, because there was no Instagram website, making those experiences feel immediate and intimate to others.

Instagram’s simplicity helped it catch on the way early Facebook did, when Zuckerberg reacted to the loudness of Myspace with a clean design. By the time Instagram launched, Facebook was crowded with features—it had the news feed, events, groups, and even virtual credits to buy birthday gifts—and was already plagued with privacy scandals. On Facebook, posting a photo from a mobile phone was a hassle. All photos had to be uploaded as part of a Facebook Album, a tool designed for people with digital cameras. Any time someone added a photo from their phone to Facebook, it would join a default album called Mobile Uploads. That created an opening for Instagram.

Beyond the product’s mechanics, the founders excelled in playing off the strengths of other people and other companies. They realized they weren’t starting from scratch. The technology industry already had winners; if Instagram made the giants look good, they’d get a boost in the process. Instagram was a crown jewel of Apple’s app store, later featured onstage at iPhone launches. It became one of the first startups to thrive on Amazon’s cloud computing. It was the easiest way to share photos on Twitter.

The upside of this collaborative strategy was that one day, Instagram would get to be a giant too. But the founders would have to make many painful compromises along the way.



Back in December 2010, two months after Instagram’s launch, Systrom was home in Holliston, Massachusetts, for Christmas. Dennis Crowley, the Foursquare CEO, had grown up in Medway, the bordering town, of the same suburban quality with trees and creeks, and Systrom reached out to see if he would meet. No longer competing, they met up for drinks at Medway Lotus, a Chinese restaurant slash karaoke bar.

Systrom was now fielding constant outreach from people who wanted to invest, as well as from representatives from large companies like Google and Facebook, offering help and advice—which Systrom understood as grooming for acquisition interest.

He explained to Crowley that everything was starting to click. He understood the opportunity now. Everyone took photos on their phones, and everyone wanted them to look better. Everyone was going to use Instagram.

“One day, Instagram is going to be bigger than Twitter,” he predicted, feeling bold.

“There’s no way!” Crowley pushed back. “You’re crazy.”

“Think about it,” Systrom urged. “It’s so much work to tweet. There’s a lot of pressure about what you’re going to say. But it’s so easy to post a photo.”

Crowley thought about it. But, he argued, so many other photo technology services had come and gone without changing the world. What made Instagram any different than those?

Systrom didn’t have an insightful answer, except to note that it seemed to be catching on. Instagram’s early popularity was less about the technology and more about the psychology—about how it made people feel. The filters made reality look like art. And then, in cataloging that art, people would start to think about their lives differently, and themselves differently, and their place in society differently.

Most Silicon Valley startups—more than 90 percent of them—died. But what if Instagram didn’t? If the founders were very lucky, if they outnavigated all the competition, supported the new users, and got as big as Facebook one day, they would indeed change the world. Or at least how people saw the world, the way linear perspective changed painting and architecture in the Renaissance.

Systrom wasn’t as confident as he sounded. He had actually been nervous to meet Crowley, since Foursquare was the talk of the industry. Instagram’s infrastructure was still struggling to support all the new users. He and Krieger weren’t sleeping well. There were plenty of strong competitors. But pretending things were going more smoothly than they actually were was part of the job of being a startup CEO. Everyone needed to think you were on the right track. His posturing was perhaps analogous to the modern pressure Instagram would introduce—the pressure to post only the best photos, making life seem more perfect than it actually was.
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