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Season 2: Episode 13 
 

Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology, a series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans, touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: Welcome back to another episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. Our next 
guest, Geoff Donaker, is one of the people that I worked with in my 
first job in tech at eBay. He is the founder and partner of Burst 
Capital. But before founding Burst in 2017 originally as an angel fund, 
Geoff spent the prior 20 years helping build internet businesses. He 
was Yelp's COO for over 10 years and he co-led its growth from 
basically zero dollars in revenue to $700 million in revenue and from 
10 to 5,000 employees, with an IPO along the way. Prior to Yelp, Geoff 
worked at two startups, one successful and one not, along with roles 
at eBay, where I met him, and Excite at Home. He's a Stanford grad 
and began his career as a consultant with Oliver Wyman, which was 
formerly known as Mercer Consulting. I think you're going to love this 
podcast, because Geoff presents a different perspective from the 
other guests that we've had because of his unique experience. 

Melinda Byerley: It is very rare for someone to go from the earliest stages of a 
company, literally being employee number 10 at Yelp, all the way 
through, past IPO and to serve as a chief operating officer in a 
publicly-traded company. And his story is precisely why I wanted him 
to appear on this podcast. He's also been part of a successful startup 
that was sold and one that imploded and those provide lessons as 
well. I was particularly interested in Geoff's perspective for young 
people with all of these startups or all of the companies that are going 
to go public or who have gone public in this year, in 2019, in tech—
from Lyft and Uber to Pinterest and Levi Strauss, there are going to be 
a lot of young people who have never worked for a company that has 
transitioned into being a public company. And Geoff has some 
phenomenal advice for you to help you understand the cultural 
changes you're about to face. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e13/geoff-donaker-instant-karma pg. 2 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda Byerley: If you're a founder, you're going to really appreciate Geoff's 
perspective on how to support you, particularly as you start to find 
your product market fit and are starting to grow. Geoff's truly a 
unique and talented individual in tech and I hope you enjoy the 
episode. 

Melinda Byerley: So, Geoff, welcome to the podcast. 

Geoff Donaker: Thanks for having me, Melinda. 

Melinda Byerley: So, Geoff let's dive right in. When you were a kid, did you know what 
you wanted to be when you grew up? 

Geoff Donaker: Definitely not. I went through a significant phase where I wanted to be 
an archeologist just like Indiana Jones. I thought that was very 
realistic. I wanted to be a train engineer for a few years there and 
nowhere in there was the idea of working on internet companies. 

Melinda Byerley: Well, we're old enough that the internet didn't exist when we were 
kids. So, we have an excuse, right? 

Geoff Donaker: Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: So, you mentioned train engineering. Is that how you decided to study 
mechanical engineering or what got you there? 

Geoff Donaker: No, there were a few steps in between. The short version of how I got 
into mechanical engineering was I was at school as an undergrad and 
I didn't have really any idea of what I wanted to study. But people said 
that engineering was hard and I had always been pretty good at math, 
so I figured, "Well, bring it on." Turns out that was not a great major 
choice for me. By the time I got into the upper division classes I 
realized, "Oh gosh, the third quarter of thermodynamics is just not 
doing it for me." But, at that point I was sort of- 

Melinda Byerley: Committed. 

Geoff Donaker: And I saw it through. 
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Melinda Byerley: So how would you say that studying engineering has impacted the 
way you think about technology or about your career or approach to 
solving problems? 

Geoff Donaker: Well mostly what I would say about the engineering undergraduate 
curriculum that I had was it was a lot of math and physics. So, the 
good news is you get really good at doing problem sets and math 
became second nature. It also, then, opened up a bunch of 
opportunities for me to get into business, which is what I found that I 
enjoyed actually more than the actual building of things. I rather more 
enjoyed the building of businesses and people systems and what not. 
I had a really cool internship for about six months when I was in 
college at BMW and they brought me on as a mechanical engineering 
intern. But then, basically very quickly I attached myself to an ex-
consultant who was writing the business plan for the first BMW SUV. 
And so, I got to participate in that project and that basically, again, 
taught me that I more enjoyed the go to market and the marketing 
and strategy and the financial planning parts of the business more 
than I did the nuts and bolts of building a car which, frankly, was 
probably just a little beyond me. 

Melinda Byerley: So, I noticed, I was looking at your LinkedIn profile prepping for the 
interview, and I remembered, and I think we talked about this when 
we worked together, that you were at Mercer in the late '90s at 
Mercer Consulting. 

Geoff Donaker: Indeed. 

Melinda Byerley: And this was during the first boom if I remember correctly? 

Geoff Donaker: More or less, yeah. So, my first job out of college was in consulting. I 
had had that internship I mentioned and so I took one of these 
consulting jobs right out of school. Mercer, which is now Oliver 
Wyman, I worked there for a few years and it was a great introduction 
to business experience. And then the first dot-com boom was heating 
up and a number of my friends were going and starting companies or 
joining startups and I had an opportunity to join one, which was this 
little company called Classifieds 2000. It was an early Craigslist and I 
did join that and we sold that to Excite, which was at the time the 
second biggest site on the internet and spent a couple years there 
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and never looked back in terms of working on these internet and 
software type companies. 

Melinda Byerley: That's the thing I wanted to ask you because in that time period, I've 
always envied consultants the ability to see across different 
companies. And I can do it now and I'm loving it just as much as I 
thought I would because you get exposed to so many things at the 
same time. Were there any lessons that you saw or any companies 
that particularly made an impact on you? And you can change the 
names to protect the guilty if you need to. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah. I do think that consulting experience is a terrific way to start a 
career, to your point, partly because it allowed me to see across 
companies and industries. But, I think, for me, it was actually more the 
ability to see different kinds of problems. As an example, the first 
project I worked on was a supply chain project where we were 
basically overhauling the trucking fleet for a particular company. And 
then the next project was a financial engineering project where we 
worked for a big bank and we were looking at their entire ATM and 
teller network. And then the next project I was working on was a 
marketing project. And so, this theme went where, for three months 
at a time, you could drive and dive into something and do something 
totally different that just gave you exposure to a different part of the 
business. So, that was the best part of it for me. 

Melinda Byerley: So, you're more seeing across all the different functions of an 
organization, starting to think like a CEO. 

Geoff Donaker: A little bit I suppose and at least it gave you an idea of, "Oh, okay. 
When we talk about financial modeling, this is what people actually 
mean," and that sort of stuff. 

Melinda Byerley: So you mentioned Excite at Home, which is great because I wanted to 
talk to about it. And you said it was the second largest site on the 
internet. This is part of the fun, we get to go back down memory lane. 
What was Excite at Home and what was your experience like there 
and what were some of the lessons you took from working there? 

Geoff Donaker: So, I guess let's start at the beginning-ish if you will which is: Excite 
was a company that was founded by a bunch of Stanford friends 
including Joe Krauss, who's still around and I think working in Google 
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ventures these days. And in a lot of ways, their mission was what we 
now think of as Google's mission, which was to create a great search 
engine for people to use to find all these things that were called 
websites back in the time. And they did a really great job. They built a 
great search engine that over time became used by lots and lots of 
people all around the world. They bought my little company called 
Classifieds 2000 which is how I got there. And the business grew 
incredibly quickly, which was an ad-supported business before the 
days when Adwords had been discovered and auction dynamics. But 
still, it was a relatively fast-growing business and it was public at the 
time and a high flyer. So, that's just always fun to be part of, especially 
when you're young. 

Geoff Donaker: And then weirdly enough, they got bought/merged with this other 
company, At Home, which really was a cable modem business that 
was partly owned by all the big cable companies, Time Warner and 
AT&T at the time and a handful of others that I don't remember the 
names of. And, at the time, this was one of the first of that era and 
trying to combine big content property with big types distribution 
company. And the theory made a lot of sense. In practice, they were 
two wildly different businesses. Again, one was really an ISP and the 
other one was this media business. And it was a little bit of a bizarro 
year after that acquisition. So, I didn't stick around to see how the 
whole thing played out. It unfortunately didn't play out all that great 
for those who did stick around, but I went and did another startup in 
the beginning of the year 2000. It was called voter.com. 

Melinda Byerley: Boy, isn't that a relevant thing to talk about right now. And I love what 
your LinkedIn bio says, this is... you're a classy guy, Geoff, because 
your LinkedIn bio says about this experience: "When the financial 
markets dried up, we shrunk rapidly and sold for a loss." Which is an 
elegant statement. And I would love to hear you talk about what 
voter.com was and what that felt like, what the loss was like, and how 
it's impacted you in your life since then. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, thanks for putting it so nicely. So, let's see. So, first of all, what 
was voter.com? Well, interestingly, in some ways voter.com was a little 
bit like Yelp for public affairs. The idea was to introduce the voting 
public, you and I, to all these issues at the local, regional, and national 
level, that turned out to be really important and that could be 
everything from, "Hey, the pothole down the street," kinds of issues 
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to, "Hey, who's running for the local mayor's office?" to things that the 
big news that's happening at the federal level. And unfortunately, if 
we think about how many of us get our news today, it's through social 
media. So, this is, of course, before the time of social media and the 
idea was allowing the local officials, as well as those who have an 
opinion, to share their opinions and be able to craft them and the 
users on the other side to get informed before voting or chiming in on 
a particular issue. 

Melinda Byerley: It looks like a marketplace of ideas for- 

Geoff Donaker: That was pretty much the concept. And the way we would make 
money is a listings-based business, listing an ads-based business 
where anybody who cared enough about an issue could actually 
spend money to broadcast that, their point of view. And in a lot of 
ways by traditional metrics, we did really well. We had a couple million 
users, if I recall correctly and actually sold, had a decent amount of 
revenue in the early days. But we also had a high burn rate, we grew 
the team to, I think maybe 120 people at a peak. And then, indeed, 
when the financial collapse came, we were burning too much capital 
to be able to raise enough to see it through. I guess the short version 
of the answer to your question is: we did go through, I think, three 
rounds of layoffs and we went from 120 to ultimately down to zero. 

Geoff Donaker: But, as we did wind down to a skeleton crew and still had hopes at the 
very end of being able to salvage the company, and did sell it and 
somebody continued to operate the site for a few years after that, but 
never really allowed it to grow into its...the glory we had once 
envisioned for it. 

Melinda Byerley: So, I was thinking because I've been through not quite such a high 
flyer but a startup that imploded and we had to sell it and went 
through the layoffs. I was on the exec team at the time and I know 
that it's had an impact on me and so I'd be curious to see what your 
thoughts are. How did it change you or affect you or the way you 
thought about...We'll talk about Yelp when we get there, but just in 
terms of the choices you have made in your career since then? 

Geoff Donaker: It affected me very deeply. I think the good news, if you will, is that I 
learned an awful lot more in that six or 12 months of downturn than I 
did in many other periods of my life, maybe any other period of my 
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life in terms of business. And certainly, the hardest in all that was the 
classic: "prepare for the rainy day because winter is coming at some 
point." And as much as you possibly can when you're running a 
business, try to be in control of your own destiny. And so, the classic 
thing for me is anytime you're within six or 12 months of running out 
of money, do whatever you can to get back in control of your own 
destiny, grow revenue, shrink expense, raise money. Do whatever you 
have to do so that you don't fly too close to the sun, because I never 
wanted to live that experience again. And certainly, that had a lot of 
influence over what I brought to Yelp and how we thought about 
building our business in all the early years. 

Melinda Byerley: It's humbling, isn't it? 

Geoff Donaker: For sure. 

Melinda Byerley: When you sit side by side with people. And also, I think you make 
friends, too, to a certain degree. I still feel bonded with execs that 
went through that process, probably the way people feel in fox holes. 
Sometimes it tears people apart, sometimes it brings them together. I 
was lucky that the four of us were still bonded after all of that because 
we were combined. It felt like we were in a battle against all the 
zombies. Everything was closing in on us, but we were still there. So, it 
affects you. It's made me also paranoid about money in companies 
and cash flow. 

Geoff Donaker: Definitely, same. 

Melinda Byerley: So, would you say that flight to safety is how you ended up at eBay 
where we met? 

Geoff Donaker: Oh, for sure. For me, this is now earlier, mid-2001, the dot-com free-
fall is in full flight. And my previous company had just sold cents on 
the dollar as we discussed. I knew I really enjoyed this internet stuff 
and I wanted to continue working on web-related things but there 
really weren't a lot of games in town that had any kind of future, but 
fortunately eBay was one of them. eBay was the sole company that 
seemed to have escaped the dot-com bust and was still growing and 
was profitable and all of those kinds of exciting things and so when I 
was lucky enough to get a role there, it seemed like the perfect 
opportunity to go, frankly, work for some grown-ups, since I was not 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e13/geoff-donaker-instant-karma pg. 8 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

very old at the time. And I figured maybe I could learn something from 
somebody who had been around the block a little. And then also 
working for a company that was still going to be around two or three 
years from them. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, to say the least. I certainly felt that when I joined that I had won 
the lottery. I was younger in my career than you were but I remember 
just how decimated the valley was and almost what a bubble it was to 
work at eBay. It was this little oasis of excitement and enthusiasm and 
opportunity while so many other things were imploding. It was a cool 
thing and it was this concentration of talent, yourself included, I've 
had Larry Friedberg on the podcast, Adam Nash has been recorded, 
there's just an amazing group of people that seem to concentrate 
there because...not for dissimilar reasons, I suspect. 

Geoff Donaker: I think you're right. It was a really special place and time for all the 
reasons that you just said. And as much as I know there's 
concentration of talent in some of the great, big tech companies 
today. I think what was unique at that time at eBay is there just 
weren't a lot of places- 

Melinda Byerley: There was nobody else in the Bay Area. It was, what? Yahoo? And then 
up in Seattle, there was Amazon... no, Amazon wasn't there yet. 
Microsoft, that was it, it seemed. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I mean, Amazon certainly was there but it didn't look all that 
promising. All those debt covenants were coming due and 
everything... 

Melinda Byerley: They were losing money. 

Geoff Donaker: But it didn't look great at the time. 

Melinda Byerley: I often joke that I remember... we're going to talk about category 
management. But our group of category managers, when Google 
went public, we all sat around and said, "Are you going to invest in 
Google?" And it was all, "Nah, man. I want to be diversified." So, you 
are the first category manager to come on the podcast, I thought it 
would be fun for us to nerd out a little bit, because I have come to 
believe that there were some learnings there and so I thought it 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e13/geoff-donaker-instant-karma pg. 9 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

would be fun to let you describe what category management was, at 
least at the time. 

Geoff Donaker: Ah, okay. So, since you asked, one of the jobs that I had at eBay was 
category manager of collectibles. And what category management 
was meant to be was a vertical brand manager, general manager, 
whatever you want to call it, for a particular slice of the eBay business. 
Now, most of eBay's functions were horizontally aligned, which means 
the engineers worked here and the product managers worked there 
and the finance people worked over here. But, somebody before my 
time had come up with this idea that, hey, it turns out that art is 
different than collectibles, is different than cars, is different than 
computers. And so, we really should probably have some specialists 
for each of the verticals, for each of the categories within eBay, who 
get to know our top sellers, do some of the marketing for the top 
buyers, become masters in the analysis of the business so we could 
try build those categories as fast as we can. 

Geoff Donaker: It really was an interesting experiment in organizational design. And 
as you experienced and I experienced, the pendulum swung probably 
every six to 12 months on, "Hey, do we want to put the budget in the 
power in these category managers? Or do we want the budget and 
the power to be in the horizontal functions like marketing and 
product?" And I think as many big and growing companies 
experienced, there's not really a great answer to that question, 
because you want both. You do want to be vertically specific but 
sometimes you want the marketing team to just be able to do eBay 
brand marketing and not have to consult with a bunch of different 
category managers. So, it was a fascinating experience. 

Melinda Byerley: It's an interesting marketing challenge; an interesting organizational 
challenge. Sometimes you only realize it in hindsight, especially for me 
because I was still so early in my career, I didn't have perspective. But 
when I look back on it, I think how amazing it was that it worked. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I think that's right. And it certainly influences my thinking as I 
chat with younger companies now. You really do need both, you need 
a strong product team that is able to see across your verticals. But, 
sometimes, if you do have verticals that are as different as eBay's, you 
do need to have vertical specialty and expertise within cars differently 
from electronics. 
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Melinda Byerley: And the discipline. I still admire, to this day, the discipline with which 
Meg ran the organization and I have... it's rare for me to see it 
duplicated today. Your perspective might be broader than mine but it 
was really a rigorous organization. 

Geoff Donaker: It was. And I think that, hindsight being what it is, there are many 
things that we did well at eBay and I think places in which that rigor 
showed up really effectively. Notably, I think we hit our quarterly 
earnings number every single quarter for five or six years. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, literally. 

Geoff Donaker: So, it was, to your point, extremely disciplined and a rigorous place to 
work. And we delivered great results for a long time. I think the 
naysayers that I hear, and of course I lived it so it's harder for me to 
say, but maybe we didn't think broadly enough about what the future 
might be. Because, of course, meanwhile there's this little business 
that you mentioned, Amazon. 

Melinda Byerley: And Google. 

Geoff Donaker: Hanging out in Seattle and Google, who, it turned out, were able to 
leap frog us on a number of dimensions. Though, at least in the one 
case of Amazon had a much worse-looking business for five or 10 
years along the way. So it's always interesting to see what happens on 
the path. 

Melinda Byerley: It's not my interview but when somebody interviews me, I will talk 
about Google. I honestly believe that we... I don't want to say we 
because there was clearly dissent. I remember the clear dissent within 
the organization about whether Google constituted a threat or not. 
And it will be interesting to have other people who were in the room 
for those decisions on this podcast; I'll be curious to hear what their 
perspective was. I was still observing, I was still young, so I was only 
witness to those conversations. But I remember them and I 
remember how strongly people felt about them on both sides. And 
we all know how it turned out. And some people went to Google and 
profited from that point of view which is sort of a nice thing about the 
valley, too, is that things were getting better and there were 
opportunities. If you disagreed, you could have the opportunity to test 
that hypothesis out. So, I remember that...I think we left the eBay 
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organization not long...I seem to remember it was about the same 
time because... 

Melinda Byerley: I don't know if you remember this, but you wrote to me and said, "You 
live in San Francisco. And we don't have a lot of reviews on this site I 
just joined called Yelp. Would you be willing to write some reviews for 
us?" So, I couldn't believe it, I found this email and I was like, "Oh my 
gosh." And so, I did actually write some of the first reviews for Yelp in 
South of Market of all places because it was where I lived. And I would 
be curious to hear how you made... now that I've heard you talk about 
your experience in some of these ad-driven companies, these models, 
these content businesses, I understand a little bit more. But maybe 
talk a bit about how you made the transition from Ebay to Yelp and 
why. What drew you in? 

Geoff Donaker: I think the place to start is that I had really had wonderful experiences 
in startups in the late '90s. One, as we discussed, ended up going well 
and we sold that to Excite and then one did not go well. But still, I 
knew I enjoyed these small companies and I felt like, "Gosh, if I'm 
going to live in Silicon Valley and be part of this whole thing, I really 
think I want to work at startups." And so, as the dot-com bust was 
finally cooling off in 2004 and 2005 and what we now refer to as web 
2.0 was rising from the ashes, these companies were starting, 
LinkedIn and Facebook and others, I was watching all this with great 
interest and talking with my former startup friends, or friends from 
former startups rather, about the things that they were seeing and so 
I really started to try to keep an eye out or an ear to the ground for 
the right next startup and the right time to join one. And I was lucky to 
get some terrific intros through the network to meet some of these 
founders that were doing interesting things. 

Geoff Donaker: I think this happens in every startup generation. In web 2.0, 2004-
2005, there were some really novel, interesting things happening. And 
some of which we know very well today. There were also some 
products masquerading as a company. You may remember Ajax. 
People would use these word clouds and things like that and they'd 
slap Ajax on an existing idea and say, "Oh, this is all new." And so, 
those things didn't get me very excited but some of the companies 
that were trying something really different looked like they might have 
a shot at revolutionizing an industry, really got my attention. So, the 
one, obviously, that I ended up joining was Yelp. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e13/geoff-donaker-instant-karma pg. 12 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda Byerley: How many people were there when you started? 

Geoff Donaker: I was the 10th employee. And actually, when I first met Jeremy, I think 
there were only seven people there. So, three of us joined in quick 
succession there in October of 2005. 

Melinda Byerley: Were they in a small office, what did their... had they raised? What was 
the environment like? Because I'm trying to remember, like now 
people often have to bootstrap out of their house or whatever. But, in 
those days, I think people still raised to start, am I correct? 

Geoff Donaker: Well, so, Yelp was a little bit of an unusual situation. The two founders, 
Jeremy and Russ, had been friends and they were early PayPal guys 
themselves. And so, they, that summer of 2005, no 2004 actually, they 
had joined Max Levchin, one of the PayPal founders, in a little 
incubator that he was starting. And for those not familiar with this 
term incubator, basically what Max had done, he had made a bit of 
money from PayPal and was trying to figure out how to start a new 
company. Really what he did was he brought in 10 or 15 of his PayPal 
former colleagues and friends from his network and said, "Hey, look, 
I'll give you a light salary to come work here for the summer and try to 
come up with ideas to start a new company. And so, Jeremy and Russ 
were part of that group. They did work in... it was a little office space; 
it was very ragged but right there at 650 Mission Street. And probably 
had as many as 15 people working on the incubator at any given time 
on a few different ideas. 

Geoff Donaker: And Jeremy and Russ came up with this idea to start Yelp. So, fast 
forward a year, they had launched the site, it actually didn't go well 
the first time so they pivoted and relaunched it and it started to go a 
little better the second time in the sense that they had people who 
were not their mom and friends using the website. And so I got 
introduced to them through another friend who had been a former 
PayPal guy, too. And the day I met Jeremy, as you said, we were 
coming from eBay which was, at this point in 2005, had grown to a 
10,000-person company. We were on top of the world from a 
business perspective. It was a somewhat fancy place to work and at 
least by internet standards. And so, when I came to Yelp, I had gotten 
in this claustrophobic little elevator. What I would tell you is the 
elevator doors open and I'm overwhelmed by the sensory experience. 
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Geoff Donaker: So, there are a couple of things that immediately happened. First is 
these two dogs, they were both overgrown puppies as it turns out, 
come bounding over to the elevator and they both put their paws up 
on my shoulders and they're licking my face. Which is very sweet and 
also a little bit of an odd way to start an interview. 

Melinda Byerley: You're like, "Wait, my suit." Were you wearing a suit, out of curiosity? 

Geoff Donaker: No, definitely not wearing a suit. I had been in the Valley long enough 
to know not to go to a startup interview in a suit. And then the other 
thing was, I guess no surprise, in the incubator it was almost all guys. 
Not a ton of gender diversity. I think there were a couple women 
there, but almost all guys and a couple of them would go to the gym 
and then come straight to work without showering. And so it just 
smelled like "man" in there. I feel like we're talking about an episode 
of Silicon Valley here or something, but everybody's immersed in their 
screen, coding away or doing whatever they're doing and so you 
cannot hear a pin drop other than the dogs barking and licking me. 
And so, it's this weird feeling of walking into a big room of people 
staring at a monitor because it wasn't just Yelp. It was in this incubator 
space with a bunch of different people working on different 
companies. 

Melinda Byerley: I remember, too, at eBay, just for context, we almost never saw the 
engineers. They worked in a different building. We were around 
basically business development people and marketing people all day. 

Geoff Donaker: So, anyways, I walked over and I tapped one of the folks on the 
shoulder and said, "Hi, I'm here to meet Jeremy." And I just got this 
look like, "I don't know what you're talking about." 

Melinda Byerley: Who the hell is Jeremy? 

Geoff Donaker: Fortunately, somebody else came to my rescue and said, "Oh, Jeremy. 
I think he's working on that Yelp thing. Yeah, he's over there." And I 
tell all this because...It's funny, there are many times in my career at 
that point that I think had I had that entry experience I would have 
gone screaming back to my day job at eBay. But I think I knew I was 
ready to go do another startup because the whole thing gave me a big 
smile on my face. I was like, "Yeah, I'm ready to dive back into the 
reality of building a company from the ground up." 
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Melinda Byerley: Thanks for your support of this season in Stayin' Alive in Tech. Can 
you believe that we're now being heard in almost 70 countries? I love 
seeing the stories of our guests travel far beyond the confines of the 
apartment where I'm recording this podcast. And if you love tech, you 
know how algorithms work. So, I'd consider it a personal favor if you 
took the time to write a review for us on iTunes, Google Play, or 
wherever you get your podcasts. Also, we're a labor of love, but if you 
or your company would be interested in sponsoring our podcast to 
offset the cost of our sound engineering, domain hosting, social 
media marketing, and audio equipment, please visit 
www.stayinaliveintech.com and let us know. Enjoy the rest of the 
episode. 

Melinda Byerley: I was reading about some of the work that you did at Yelp and my 
understanding is that you were part of the group that helped Yelp find 
its business model and I thought it would be very instructive to talk 
about how that process, if there was one, because startups, surprise, 
don't always have a process. But, how did that actually work, how did 
you get started? I think for people who show up in an environment, 
which is still not unlike what you described, that's still happening. 
There's a reason why "Silicon Valley" is funny. So, you show up and 
you're a business person, if you will, and you're there to figure this 
stuff out. How do you even start, where did you begin? 

Geoff Donaker: Well, so I had a couple advantages. I certainly did play a role in trying 
to help develop our business model. I had a couple helpful starting 
points. The first one was that because Yelp, for those who are 
listening, was a reinvention of the yellow pages, right? Which is to say 
consumers finding local businesses. The way that we were going to 
make money was not... it didn't take all that much ingenuity. It was 
like, "Okay, you've got a whole website that's about local businesses, 
dentists and lawyers and plumbers. Well, we're going to get them to 
pay for something, some version of ads." And so, I think that's a little 
different than some businesses that were kind of like, "I have no idea 
how we're going to make money." We were pretty clear on it. And 
also, by the time I joined, the Yelp engineering team had built their 
first version of an ad product for local businesses. And the original 
idea was we were going to offer local businesses ads and then we 
would charge them on a pay per call basis for every call they got from 
a consumer. 
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Geoff Donaker: And so, actually right around the time I joined, one of the early guys 
was beginning to call local business and see if they would want to buy 
these, kind of like this pay per call product. And I would say that, to 
your question like what was our process from there, it was very 
organic. What I would tell you is the first month that we were selling 
these pay per call things, maybe we had five or six customers. And our 
total revenue for the month was a couple hundred dollars. And so, 
then we did it again the next month. And similar results, got a few 
more customers and a few more hundred dollars. But it didn't take a 
math genius to figure out this is not going to be a path to glory. This 
just doesn't pencil out if our typical customer's only paying us 30 or 40 
dollars and it takes as much time to get them on and all this kind of 
thing, it's just not going to work very well. 

Geoff Donaker: So, basically what we started to do from there is just experiment. We 
talked to a lot of customers and asked what they wanted and what 
would they be interested in buying and how much might they be 
willing to pay. And so, we began tinkering with the product offering. 
What specifically was it that they were getting, how we would package 
the ad, we created a thing called an enhanced profile that made the 
business page look a little nicer and that became part of our offering. 
And then we started just to play around a lot with pricing, probably 
every single month we just changed the price point that we were 
offering the product at. First, it was pay per call, the it was pay per 
click, then we actually had just a fixed price offering where we said, 
"Look, pay us 200 dollars a month and you get this for that." 

Geoff Donaker: And basically, just a lot of experimentation and analysis of what would 
people be willing to buy. So, therefore what was the velocity of sales 
per call that we made. How long did they stay, did they pay their bills. 
All this data that you end up getting really informed us on what would 
make sense and what would turn into a large business for us...or 
could. 

Melinda Byerley: When you said you talked to customers...I think this is so important, I 
remember being admonished and urged at eBay to get on the phone, 
to talk to our customers one on one, to engage with them. And I feel 
like it's very hard to get companies to do this. So, I think it's instructive 
for you to say did you go out with sales into the field? Did you call 
customers? How did you actually talk to them? 
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Geoff Donaker: Yes, we did all of the above. I think you're right. I think there's a bit of 
human nature and we get busy and we assume that whatever 
customer we talked to last was...is representative of all customers. 
And therefore we don't bother with keeping a dialogue with 
customers, I think. That seems to happen again and again. And to 
your point, I think it's hard to overdo talking to your customers. So, 
yes, I got on a bunch of sales calls in the early days. I would listen in 
on sales calls with our early sales team. I would go on sales calls in 
person and chat with our customers. We would also organize meet 
ups where we would invite a group of 10, 12, 15 customers into the 
office to do a little focus group type thing or bring them out to lunch. 

Geoff Donaker: And we tried. I would say we went through some periods where we 
did a great job of it or I personally did a great job of it and then six or 
12 months would pass and I'd realized like, "Oh shoot. I forgot to 
keep..." 

Melinda Byerley: Talk to the customers. You get busy. You got to implement the work, 
too. And then that's hard to do on a regular basis. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, no doubt. But I think you got to watch out for that gravity and 
make sure that you find a way to keep talking to your customers 
because usually they'll lead you in the right direction. 

Melinda Byerley: I was going to say--I think my next question is probably leading, but 
you're investing in startups now and I would guess that that 
experience guides you in advising them. 

Geoff Donaker: Definitely. There's a couple experiences relevant to what we just 
talked about. One is, for sure, talk to customers as much as you 
possibly can, try to live the product personally if you can. If you have a 
consumer-oriented product, of course, like eat your own dog food. 
And then the other one that I touched on a few moments ago is 
pricing. I think pricing is very often the most powerful lever you have 
in a business and so often ignored. I can't tell you how often a startup 
will tell me, "Hey, we charged $199 for this product." "Why do you do 
that?" "Well, it just works." And they haven't changed the product or 
pricing or haven't tested the different price change for months and 
sometimes years and they just picked a number and they've been 
going with that. And they really... the only way to know is to try lots of 
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different price points and try to maximize that area under the curve of 
number of customers times retention times price paid. 

Melinda Byerley: Why do you think it gets neglected or ignored? I really don't know the 
answer to that. 

Geoff Donaker: I think there's a lot of fear. Even at the early stage, I think most of 
don't like asking for money. And so, if we believe that, just sticking 
with this one for a moment, that our customers are happy paying us 
$199, we're fearful that if we asked for $299 or $399 or $499, that 
customers would say no or be upset. And so, we fear rejection and 
therefore we don't ask. And we don't even test it. And by the way, 
sometimes the right answer is a lower price. It's usually not, but 
sometimes it is. But we get fearful there too that we're going to lose 
revenue. There's really only one way to find out. 

Melinda Byerley: How do you advise founders who are wrestling with that fear? What 
advice do you have to founders who go, "Hmm. I haven't tested 
pricing in a while. But I'm afraid." How do you face it? 

Geoff Donaker: There's a short answer which is you just got to try it. 

Melinda Byerley: Pull yourself up by your bootstraps. Buck up camper. 

Geoff Donaker: Basically, right? This other fear that tends to be out there is like, "Well, 
if my current customer is hear that I'm testing new pricing, they'll be 
upset and they'll quit." Or something, "Something bad will happen." 
And I just have never seen that to be true. I can't think of one time 
where testing pricing somehow alienated or turned away and caused 
churn in your existing customer base. I just haven't seen it. So, I think 
there's a fear of the unknown. The other thing I'd say that's probably 
obvious for founders out there but if you have a large enough base of 
customers and customer prospects, you can always AB test. Which is 
to say offer one price in one geography and another price in another 
geography. Or for a certain cohort of users or whatever it might be. 
And then track them over time. 

Geoff Donaker: So, that's the ideal way to test pricing, of course. Sometimes people 
are working with a small enough group that they can't really do it that 
way, but you can always change price for a month and say, "Hey, 
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we're testing this price for a limited time only." And then go back to 
your previous price a month or two later if you want to. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, or even go with new customers, if you're really worried, you 
grandfather your existing customers in while you test the new pricing 
on new customers and then eventually you can go back and raise if it 
holds and if the value is there. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, that's exactly right. 

Melinda Byerley: So, don't be afraid, test your pricing sounds like a good lesson. 

Geoff Donaker: Yes, please test your pricing. 

Melinda Byerley: So, my customers can all blame you when we raise our prices next 
month. 

Geoff Donaker: That's right. 

Melinda Byerley: So, I was thinking about...You stayed with Yelp, but I think you are still 
working on the board of directors if I'm not mistaken? 

Geoff Donaker: I'm actually not anymore. You were right that I was for a very long 
time. I was full time at Yelp for about 11 years and then on the board 
for another couple years after that. But, no longer officially connected 
although many great feelings and friends still part of the mix. 

Melinda Byerley: 14 years, in Silicon Valley years, is a long time. It's an accomplishment 
almost, it's a milestone, it's rare. Even founders sometimes are not 
with their own companies for 14 years. 

Geoff Donaker: 13 to be clear, but yes. 

Melinda Byerley: I mean, assuming the business is growing, because obviously 
sometimes that decision is taken away from you, taken away from us. 
But assuming the company is growing and things are progressing, 
why do you think most people don't go on that whole trajectory? What 
is the personality type or how do you think you were able to find 
interest and challenge over such a long period of time? And how did 
you make the decision to stay with it? Because growth is not infinitely 
up and to the right and so, along the way, new opportunities must 
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have presented themselves to you. And so how did you make the 
decision to keep staying? 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I certainly couldn't talk to anybody else's experience. I think 
mine never felt like that hard a decision. I guess I would say, sure, I 
had other opportunities and people would sometimes ask, "Why are 
you still there?" And the answer was, well, it was still fun. It was my 
baby in a way. And so because I had this lucky opportunity to be 
almost an adopted founder by having been there so early and gotten 
to hire so many people I liked and have a role in the business and the 
culture and all that good stuff, the idea that I wanted to go out and 
join some other company just wasn't very appealing. This was mine as 
much as anything was and I wanted to continue to see it through and 
certainly that sustained me to things like our IPO and then the first 
couple times we bought a company and as we opened new offices 
and reached into new counties. 

Geoff Donaker: There were constantly new and different things on the horizon that 
kept the learning curve up for me but also gave me the ambition and 
the need a little bit to feel like I wanted to see those things through for 
the business. So, that kept me going for basically 11 years. And then 
at some point, I did feel like I had done what I came to do, and while I 
did still love the company and the people, I wanted to try some other 
things as well so that's why I left the day job back in 2016. And then 
basically, in addition to trying to be helpful to Yelp, began working 
with this next generation of entrepreneurs, first as an angel investor 
and now as a VC. 

Melinda Byerley: So, you've been along the curve, the startup growth curve, and now 
you can literally say the whole cycle. From near inception all the way 
through what most people would consider winning, if you will, and are 
there any stages that you liked best? And conversely, which ones do 
you think are most dangerous? 

Geoff Donaker: So, I would say that, for me personally, what I think of as typically a 
series A stage for a company, which I often equate with having 
somewhere in the 10 to 40 employees and some revenue and some 
customers, I find that to be the most exhilarating stage. There's a few 
reasons for that. It's not zero to one. I think of it as... Peter Thiel writes 
his book about Zero to One, that's really the two women in a garage, 
getting something going for the first time. That is amazing that people 
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want to do that. That's less me. Once those two women say, "Hey, 
we've gotten four or five more people to join our team and we've got 
a bunch of customers to buy our product. And we have something 
and now we want to turn it into a company," that's where I get more 
excited about it. I just think there's so much we can do at that point 
with people and team and go to market and pricing and some of 
these other things we've covered. 

Geoff Donaker: That's where I get most excited and sometimes that phase of the 
company's life, you can think about that as lasting all the way until we 
get to 100 or 200 or 300 people on the team in cases where 
companies are growing fast. But I find that part of the startup journey 
to be the most interesting because there's so much going on and 
there's still so much potential in the business. But also you clearly are 
seeing that something's working. 

Melinda Byerley: It's such a fascinating balance, because I tend to agree with you that 
that's the stage where experience can help facilitate growth or 
catalyze growth, turbo charge it, pick your verb. But, it's often this 
stage where founders can reject it but it's actually the stage where 
people with experience can save them a lot of money and a lot of time 
because we've seen that movie before. We know at least where some 
of the landmines are. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I think that's right. And I don't want to say experience is not 
useful in the zero to one stage but my kind of experience is probably 
less useful in zero to one than it is once you have something that's 
working a little bit. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, we could do a whole podcast on that, I've been thinking deeply 
on that. It is a special mindset. It almost requires that you have to let 
go of everything you know at zero to one. You have to. It's almost like 
experience could hurt you if you don't have the right mindset. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I think it often does. I think that's why so many of the innovative 
entrepreneurs do turn out to be young. 

Melinda Byerley: It's a fascinating time. And where do you think the most risk is for 
companies, past the zero to one stage, certainly. If they never make it 
out of- 
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Geoff Donaker: Yeah, it's definitely zero to one. 

Melinda Byerley: If they're never born then that's clearly... but once you start into the 
series A road, where are the, "Hmm, this is an especially critical 
phrase that we've got to be sure to get right"? 

Geoff Donaker: My sense is that they're all critical. Certainly- 

Melinda Byerley: Which part of childhood is most important, right? 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, right. That's exactly right. So, they all are critical, certainly to 
some extent the benchmark answer here is that you should be having 
less risk with every step along the growth curve, as revenue goes up, 
risk should be going down. That kind of good stuff. And yet, we 
certainly know that medium-sized companies and sometimes even 
high flyers can blow up. Sometimes there's bad luck involved, 
probably usually there's bad luck involved. I think, also, there's often 
bad planning involved. I know we talked about that earlier, but 
financial planning is a giant part of running a company once it gets 
passed a certain stage. And if you fly too close to the sun and get your 
burn rate too hot without access to more capital, it's probably not 
going to end well. 

Melinda Byerley: It's true. And so, speaking of financial management, I did listen to 
another interview you've done on taking a company public and we'll 
put a link to that in the show notes. So, I made a specific decision not 
to drill into that because I thought you spoke so eloquently on it, but 
one area I wanted to ask you about was how the culture of, and I 
would say of companies, if you don't want to talk about Yelp 
specifically, of companies you've observed...What happens when a 
company goes public? The reason I ask is that I think there's this new 
generation of young folks, especially right now in the valley, we're 
going to see, and we have already seen a half a dozen companies this 
year, big companies that are now going public with lots of young folks 
who have never been through this cycle before. What can they expect, 
what should they prepare for? 

Geoff Donaker: Well, I think there's a couple things and part of this is just specifically 
related to going public and part of it's just, I think, becomes a function 
of getting to be a bigger company. I certainly was, for many years, of 
the mindset that transparency in a startup is a great thing and you 
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really want to be able to share all of your numbers and all details with 
everybody on the team. And I think that's a really nice sentiment and I 
think it can often work pretty well at the early stages of a company’s 
life, right? Because you really do, for your first 10, 20, 30 employees, 
you really do want to feel like everybody's in it together and 
everybody's an owner and all these kinds of things. I tend to have 
experienced that as the company gets bigger, as you get to certain 
milestones, employ 100 employees or millions of dollars in revenue or 
some of these things, it gets harder and impractical to be full 
disclosure and fully transparent with everybody about everything. 

Geoff Donaker: And then certainly taking that to its logical conclusion, once you 
become a public company, you just can't. 

Melinda Byerley: Legally. 

Geoff Donaker: That's right. You legally can't. You're just going to put everybody, 
including yourself, in a potentially criminal position if the information 
gets out and some investor trades on it, on non-public information. 
You just can't do that. And so, I think very naturally that's a big thing 
that happens as companies get towards being public. It's like you just 
have to be a lot quieter about sensitive data and information and not 
share that as broadly. So, that's one thing I think people get used to or 
have to get used to. 

Melinda Byerley: It's important. 

Geoff Donaker: It is and I think sometimes people feel like their feelings get hurt, if 
you will. "Maybe the executive team doesn't trust me anymore and I 
was there early." And the truth is, it really has nothing to do with trust. 
It's just good hygiene for companies as they get bigger to tighten that 
stuff down. I'd say the other thing that's probably the bigger thing that 
changes as companies get towards and then become public is this 
notion of quarterly reporting. It's just different. I don't know a much 
more eloquent way of putting it but when you're private, for at least 
most private companies I've experienced, you tend to have a fairly 
tightly help group of investors and a fairly small board. Most of them 
hopefully have a long view of the business and therefore, yeah, 
they're aware of your quarterly results and your financial results on 
an annual basis but if you're 5% over plan or 2% under plan, even 10% 
under plan, it's okay and you adjust and move forward. 
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Geoff Donaker: Once you become public, that's not really true anymore. Your 
investors are pretty much betting on you doing exactly what you said 
your plan was going to be and really not being over by much and 
never being under by even a dollar. At least my experience has been it 
is very hard for that reality to not affect the rest of the business. You 
just end up running your business a different way than you might as a 
private company. 

Melinda Byerley: And I'm guessing that process starts some period prior to the actually 
IPO because you have to show some discipline in the metrics as the 
road show is going on, correct? 

Geoff Donaker: Yes. And I would say yes and no. You're right that, certainly, you 
should be starting to prepare yourself for that and starting to 
measure yourself against your quarterly forecast and that kind of 
thing. But you're not really held accountable for it until you actually 
have public market investors. And so, you can at least half prepare for 
it, rather. 

Melinda Byerley: Right. And you'll find out if your company ever misses a quarter. You'll 
get sharp on it very, very quickly because everybody loses money. I'm 
talking to the listeners now, everybody is losing money if you miss, 
including yourself. And so, it has a way of... it's a refocusing effect very 
quickly. That's great advice, Geoff, for folks. Is there anything else you 
want to add to that? 

Geoff Donaker: Not really. I think for many folks who are out there starting companies 
or running a startup, getting to that public market milestone, it is a 
great milestone and it's a coming-out event, however you want to 
think about it. We thought about it like high school or college 
graduation. It doesn't make you fundamentally different. But you have 
to start behaving like a grownup now. And so, I don't want to make 
grownup life or public company life all good or all bad. It's just 
different, being a private company or being a kid. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a great analogy. So, a couple of questions. Now in your new life, 
where you're fundraising for a venture fund, you're advising startups, 
how is that different for you from being in an operator's role? And 
how is your perspective changing on managing companies now that 
you look at them from the investor's side? 
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Geoff Donaker: Well, I'm going to take the second part first. I try to actually bring a lot 
of empathy to all of my work with founders now. Because while I 
wasn't a founder, I had that special adopted founder type role and I 
feel like my whole role today is to be friends with founders and to be a 
friend to them in their growing of their business. So, there's a lot that 
founders and folks running companies, especially startups, go 
through. And so, what really I want to do and my partner Rob wants 
to do is, "Here's our phone number. If we can be helpful to you along 
the way, give us a call." Sometimes we've seen some things that they 
haven't seen because of the experiences we've had. And maybe we 
can provide an idea or probably we can just provide an empathetic 
ear as they talk through and think through the problems that they're 
facing. So, that's what we're doing with the companies that we work 
with. 

Geoff Donaker: I would say how is it different? Well, another analogy for you, if you 
will, is actually when I left my operating job at Yelp, I told my fellow 
board members at the time, "Look, I feel like I've been a parent to this 
company for many years now. And I loved it and it's been quite an 
adventure but the kids are all grown up. And I'm ready to be a 
grandparent to the company now." 

Melinda Byerley: I'm going to Disney World or I'm going on a cruise man. See ya. 

Geoff Donaker: Which, for me, what the grandparent analogy meant was, look, I still 
care as much as I ever did. And if stuff comes up, give me a call and 
I'm happy to come and babysit for a few hours here or there or 
provide advice or introductions any time you need them. But I'm not 
really wanting to be the one in the middle of the night up with a crying 
baby anymore. It's time for the next generation to do that. And to 
some extent, while I know it's a silly analogy, that's how I think about 
working with the founders that we work with today. The problems of 
their businesses are their problems. They're going to be the ones that 
have to solve them. They're going to be the ones up in the middle of 
the night and I don't pretend that I have any sort of magic sauce for 
them. 

Geoff Donaker: But I have seen some things and sometimes I've been in their shoes 
and so as stuff comes up, if I can be helpful, I'm more than happy to 
jump in and try to be helpful for a little while but just with an 
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understanding that I'm not going to and can't do their job, there's only 
one parent or parent group for these businesses. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a great analogy for people thinking about whether they'd rather 
be operating or investing is to think about which role you want to 
have. That's a great analogy, a useful one. 

Geoff Donaker: Yeah, I think what goes with it, too, is having played both roles at least 
in the business context, is of course the highs and the lows are a lot 
more acute when you're the operator. 

Melinda Byerley: So, I have two questions I like to end these interviews on. And the first 
is to ask you: What is something that you wish that you learned later 
than you would have liked? If you look back and you think, "Man, I 
would have saved so much time if I'd only known this earlier"? Do you 
have anything like that? 

Geoff Donaker: I would just say don't burn bridges. Boy, it's a small world and 
especially in this ecosystem that we all play in in startups. You need as 
many friends as you can get, so anything you can do to avoid burning 
bridges in the early part of your career and rather to build them, 
you're going to want to call some of these people 15, 20 years from 
now and have as many friends out there as you possibly can. 

Melinda Byerley: This podcast being a perfect example. 

Geoff Donaker: Indeed. 

Melinda Byerley: And so, I also like to ask...Because this has been truly illuminating, is 
to ask people what's the best advice you were ever given? 

Geoff Donaker: I've gotten some great advice over the years. I've been lucky on that. 
I'd say one that stuck with me is: Don't look for mentors. And what 
was meant by that was don't try to look for some other perfect person 
who you want to emulate and be just like, because that person 
probably doesn't exist. There probably isn't a person out there that's 
just like the better version of you. Rather, try to learn and take the 
goods and the strengths you see from all the people that you work 
with and interact with because, inevitably, even if you're working with 
some jerk right now, he or she is doing something that you can really 
learn from and admire. So, try to pick that and learn that from that 
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person and then do the next thing with the next person and not 
obsess that he or she isn't perfect and not a great mentor for you 
because that person is probably not out there. 

Melinda Byerley: That's wise advice, Geoff. So, thank you so very much for joining us on 
the podcast. 

Geoff Donaker: Thanks for having me, Melinda. It was fun to catch up. 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive in Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find us on the web at stayinaliveintech.com, 
where you can talk to us, learn more about the show and our guests, 
and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter @stayinpodcast. Until 
next time, keep stayin' alive. 

 

 

 

 


