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Rand Fishkin: “Humble and Kind” 
Season 3: Episode 2 
 

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: Even if you already know who Rand Fishkin is, he has written such a 
great bio that I think you'll want to hear it. After I read you his bio, I'll 
tell you a little bit more about this episode. Rand Fishkin dropped out 
of the University of Washington in 2000 to work full-time at his 
mother's small business marketing firm as a web designer. In 2004, he 
created the SEO Moz blog, which over the next decade, became the 
world's most popular community content resource for search 
marketers. It really is the bible of our industry. In 2007, Rand became 
the CEO of SEO Moz, Inc., which is now called Moz, the software 
company he co-founded with his mom based on the blog's success. 

Melinda Byerley: That same year, he proposed to his longtime girlfriend, Geraldine 
DeRuiter, with a TV commercial that received widespread publicity 
and later an awkward, in his words, appearance on the Oprah Winfrey 
Show. The two married in 2008 in a move Rand consistently refers to 
as the best, luckiest one of his life. Over seven years as CEO, Rand 
grew Moz from seven employees to 134, revenues from $800,000 to 
$29.3 million, and traffic from one to 30 million annual visitors. He 
raised two rounds of funding, a little over a million in 2007, and about 
$18 million in 2014. He led three acquisitions, and in 2013, rebranded 
the company from SEO Moz to just Moz, shifting focus from 
exclusively SEO tools to broader web marketing software. 

Melinda Byerley: Rand stepped down as CEO in February of 2014 during a rough bout 
with depression, which he talks about in his book by the way, and he 
left the company four years later. He remains chairman of Moz's 
board. Rand is also the co-founder of Inbound.org, which was a site 
dedicated to sharing articles about marketing from across the web, 
which he co-founded with Dharmesh Shah. The site was sold for no 
profit, he wants you to know, to HubSpot in 2014. Rand, of course, 
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may be best known for his popular blogs and his regular Whiteboard 
Friday series, watched by tens of thousands of marketers each week 
(including this podcaster). Rand is also a frequent keynote speaker at 
marketing conferences around the world, averaging 100 days on the 
road each year, and 30 to 40 speaking appearances. 

Melinda Byerley: If you have not seen him speak publicly, you should make it a point to 
do so if you are in this profession. He is a phenomenal, and fun, and 
interesting public speaker. Rand has, much to his own surprise he 
says, amassed a large following on Twitter, Pocket, Facebook, and 
SlideShare, and in 2018 he founded a new company called SparkToro. 
It's an underdevelopment software company focused on audience 
and influencer intelligence. He's also published a book with 
Random/Penguin House called "Lost and Founder: A Painfully Honest 
Field Guide to the Startup World." We will discuss the book extensively 
in this podcast. 

Melinda Byerley: Rand previously co-contributed to two books, "Art of SEO" and 
"Inbound Marketing & SEO." He's been profiled in the Seattle Times, 
featured in Peugeot Sound Business Journal's 40 under 40, named to 
Businessweek's 30 under 30, written about in Newsweek, The Next 
Web, The Inc 500, to which Moz was named five years in a row, and 
hundreds of other publications. He is, however, most proud of his 
prominent appearances in Geraldine's first book, "All Over the Place." 
Geraldine and Rand are also teeny, tiny investors, as he says, in 
Techstars Seattle and Backstage Capital. 

Melinda Byerley: So, if you didn't know Rand before, it's probably pretty obvious why I'd 
want to have him on the podcast, if for no other reason than I get to 
selfishly talk to him about marketing and search engine optimization, 
two of my favorite things. But it's also probably pretty obvious that 
Rand's a little bit younger than some of the folks that we've had on 
the podcast. The reason Rand is here is because he has played such a 
prominent role in search engine optimization, which is such a critical 
tactic in digital marketing. 

Melinda Byerley: It's not an understatement to say that the Moz blog and Whiteboard 
Fridays were really the place where all SEO practitioners came 
together to understand our profession, where new research was 
uncovered and discussed, where people shared their experiences and 
sort of gathered collective knowledge. Because Google doesn't give us 
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a lot of direct information for obvious reasons. So, by collectively 
sharing our experiences, we could come together as a profession, 
develop standards, and have a pretty good idea of what good SEO 
looks like. Rand's also a very interesting person. His book is full of 
first-person anecdotes that are honest, painful, real, authentic, all of 
the good stuff. 

Melinda Byerley: He's also managed in the middle of all of this fame at such a young 
age, all of this publicity, visibility, the sort of authority he carried as a 
founder, to remain a decent person. You'll hear this in the way that he 
talks about his life and who he gives credit to. This is why I selected 
for his song a song by Tim McGraw called "Humble and Kind." It's not 
an old song. A lot of the songs that we have on our Spotify playlist are 
really about bringing sort of retro songs that are fun to listen to from 
the past. But as I thought about how to represent Rand, I felt like the 
lyrics of this song were such a good fit for the person that I have 
watched from afar as a fellow professional, but who I only got the 
chance to meet in person this year. 

Melinda Byerley: So with that, I hope you'll enjoy this podcast and if you do enjoy it, 
please check out our Spotify playlist. We also list books that people 
love on our Goodreads bookshelf, and you know how the algorithms 
work. So the more you can give us reviews on wherever you get your 
podcasts, the more you can share us on social media and let other 
people know, the more good stories we can bring to you. Enjoy. 

Melinda Byerley: Rand, welcome to the podcast. 

Rand Fishkin: Melinda, thank you so much for having me. 

Melinda Byerley: So Rand, as you know, I'm a big fan of your book, I just finished it in 
June, "Lost and Founder," and it opens with you, as you know, at the 
age of 21 working to finish your last year of college by reselling 
Pokemon cards on eBay, and you're fantastically transparent about 
your family of origin struggle. But I wanted to ask you, since I didn't 
see it in the book, when you were a little kid, what did you want to be 
when you grew up? 

Rand Fishkin: I don't remember this for myself, but my parents always tell the story 
of being asked this question, I don't know, at some dinner party or 
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something, and I told everyone that I wanted to be a dog when I grew 
up. 

Melinda Byerley: That's amazing. 

Rand Fishkin: Because everyone loved dogs and they were super sweet and they got 
lots of attention, and nobody was ever mean to a dog. So that's what I 
wanted to be. 

Melinda Byerley: Rand, I didn't know that being a dog was an option. I wish I would 
have chosen that. 

Rand Fishkin: Apparently when you're five, you think it is. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a phenomenal option. I think we should all take that now. So, 
you grew up in the Seattle area and you live there now, and you were 
there when Microsoft and Amazon were exploding. What was that 
like? What was it like to be, since I've lived in the Bay Area and I've only 
been here as an adult, what was it like to grow up in the middle of 
that culture? 

Rand Fishkin: I would say it was interesting. The Microsoft explosion obviously 
brought kind of a lot of money to the area and a lot of attention, but 
not in the same way that Amazon has. That could be sort of a more 
politically and socially aware type of thing, but when Microsoft was 
growing, it was out in the suburbs. So it didn't have a very dramatic 
impact on things like housing costs, cost of living, city density issues, 
zoning, all of that kind of stuff, the stuff that I think you feel as a 
resident of the city. Because Microsoft was a giant campus and people 
were sort of commuting in this classic way, it was very different to the 
kind of early 2000s to today, where suddenly you have explosion in 
cost of living, explosion in housing prices, explosion in density, 
massive crises in terms of homelessness and issues around what it 
means to have these 50,000 or so very well-paid people, and then the 
rest of Seattle income inequality, those types of things. 

Rand Fishkin: Granted, I was a kid, so I didn't maybe notice that with Microsoft, but I 
also don't think it was written about, it wasn't talked about. It wasn't 
something that was in the collective consciousness. 
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Melinda Byerley: It's like, "Why are you complaining? You have money, why are you 
complaining? There are jobs. Boeing is Boeing and now there are jobs. 
We made it great." 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, and my dad worked for Boeing, so that was a very ... his super 
traditional career. He worked there for 30 years, kind of to the week. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 

Rand Fishkin: And then got his pension and retired. That's very unusual now. 

Melinda Byerley: I always like to ask, because my other half is a native of San Francisco. 
What are some things that you remember about Seattle that are 
gone? 

Rand Fishkin: Oh gosh. I think the biggest thing is like bars and restaurants, where 
you have associations with experiences and people. I think I probably 
miss those more than anything else, but yeah. I'm a very progressive-
minded person when it comes to cities. So I think bemoaning the past 
does us no good. The job of a city is not to look like it did when I was a 
kid or to be as affordable as it was when I was a kid, or to have all the 
same things. It's to evolve and serve the people who live there now, 
and as many of them as possible in the best way as possible. To my 
mind, I get that this puts me on the opposite end of the spectrum 
from how most San Franciscans feel, but I don't think that 
preservation of the old in most cases outweighs the benefits to 
newcomers and people who are underprivileged and folks who need 
housing and services and density and affordable housing and all 
those kinds of things. 

Rand Fishkin: If I'm looking for a model for a city, I want Tokyo, where it's just 
constantly, constantly evolving. There's historical sites that are 
preserved, but the degree to which they try and preserve a 
neighborhood that they built in the 1950s or 1960s just doesn't exist. 
Put up a big, tall tower, charge the right kind of rent, get market rates, 
that seems to be a good model for a city. 

Melinda Byerley: That's fantastic. Yeah. He loves that place in San Francisco called 
Doggie Diner, that no longer exists. The head of the dog, a dachshund, 
is on a post. It's like giant on the sunset. 
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Rand Fishkin: Wow. Wow. 

Melinda Byerley: So, we drive by it frequently and I think Doggie Diner, I've never been 
there, but that's one of the places he thinks about. So if you ever see a 
dog's head on a post, you'll know why. 

Rand Fishkin: We have a painting in our house that I bought from a coffee shop 
years ago of a bowling alley that used to be in the neighborhood that 
we now live in, Ballard, and I definitely miss that place a lot. But, 
there's 600 apartments in the space that it was in. 

Melinda Byerley: And time marches on. 

Rand Fishkin: 600 people need somewhere to live. 

Melinda Byerley: And time marches on. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you remember the first time you put your hands on a computer? 

Rand Fishkin: Probably not. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm always curious, because different people are different ages, right? 
When the microcomputer came on, and so folks, I'm trying to figure 
out, too, where the age is, where it just becomes so much a part of 
young people's lives that they don't think anything of it. So it sounds 
like you might be the threshold. It was always- 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, probably. So I was born in 1979, I probably played with 
computers when I was six, seven, eight, nine, somewhere in that 
range, first. We had one of the old Texas Instruments video game 
systems when I was a little kid, played with one of those, and Atari 
and Nintendo and all that kind of stuff. I think I owned my own 286 
when I was maybe 11, and by the time I was like 13 or 14, it was 386, 
46 all that. 

Melinda Byerley: Fantastic. So, you dropped out of college to start what became Moz. 
But I always think it's fascinating to hear how your experience 
affected the way you think about the world, if at all. It's okay if you're 
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like, "Yeah, it didn't do much for me. I moved on with my life," but 
were there things in college that you found useful? 

Rand Fishkin: No, I think that's really why I dropped out. 

Melinda Byerley: Like, "It's done. I don't need this." 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. I got the sense that, especially because I was working part-time 
sort of doing contract stuff, building websites, I was just very 
frustrated, I think. Felt like the curriculum that I was being taught had 
nothing to do with the work that I was doing or could see. So, yeah, it 
didn't feel like college was all that useful, at least the later years. I 
think the earlier years, where you get the fundamentals of literature 
and humanities and, I don't know, I took some religion classes and 
ethics and philosophy and stuff, that stuff is very useful. That stuff is, I 
think, probably much more useful than the kind of marketing and 
business and accounting classes that I took later on. Maybe I should 
have just focused on that stuff. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, it is, but it's fascinating to hear different people's perspectives. 
Some of them are like, "Yep, didn't do anything for me." And some are 
like, "Yes, I studied philosophy and here's how it affects the way I 
think." So it's always interesting to see that. This is the point in the 
podcast where I always want to ... I'm half tempted to tell everyone 
listening to sort of stop right now and go read Rand's book, and then 
come back to the rest of the interview, because we're going to talk 
about this book. Because he tells this story...I'm not going to repeat it 
on the podcast, he tells the story so much better than I ever could. But 
I want to start with the part where you outlined the entire startup life 
cycle, and in particular, you address services-based businesses. I 
wanted to ask why you decided to write this book at this particular 
point in your life, and what has surprised you about the reactions to 
it? 

Rand Fishkin: So I wrote the book primarily because my role at Moz was sort of 
being ... I guess it's true that it was being diminished, right? I had 
stepped down from the CEO role. I thought I was going to have still a 
very active hand in product strategy and company strategy, and over 
those first couple of years after I stepped down, I learned that that 
was not the case. That I was being asked to do different kinds of 
things, and just much less, in general. So I thought, "Hey, I have some 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s3-e2/rand-fishkin-humble-and-kind pg. 8 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

bandwidth and I think that I can share this valuable story. Let me go 
pitch a book." So that's what I did in, what was that? 2016. 

Melinda Byerley: So you pitched the book to ... so you went look for a publisher first 
before you wrote it, or you- 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, that's right. Sorry. Went looking for an agent first, in 2016, found 
one, pitched publishers at the start of 2017, and then basically 
finished the book then and the book came out in 2018. 

Melinda Byerley: How long? So it took you about a year and a half to write, is that what 
I'm hearing? 

Rand Fishkin: Probably a little less than that. Closer to nine months about, to write, 
and then there was six months of kind of editing and post-production 
and getting the cover and doing the printing, all that kind of stuff. 

Melinda Byerley: This is a very personal book, so it's not like a how-to book. It's really 
digging into sort of your life and choices that you've made and 
consolidating your wisdom to this point. 

Rand Fishkin: Interesting. 

Melinda Byerley: Did you find that cathartic? Did you find that like a release of stuff? 

Rand Fishkin: I did. Yeah, yeah, I absolutely did. It's funny. So I was just talking to 
someone Friday about the book as well, and they said, "I was 
expecting this to be a more personal book, but in fact it's more of a 
business book, and you sort of apply all these lessons and it's very 
instructive and how-to, and I wasn't expecting that." So it's funny that I 
think some readers take it one way and some readers take it another 
way. But yeah, it was meant to be a combination of the two. It's meant 
to be a- 

Melinda Byerley: The subtitle is perfect. It's a field guide. 

Rand Fishkin: It's a field guide. 

Melinda Byerley: It's almost like you know what you're doing. 
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Rand Fishkin: Well, I don't know about that. This is my first book, so, well, my first 
solo book. So, I think there's definitely a big learning curve. I don't 
know if you got this impression reading it, but I definitely felt like the 
latter five, six chapters are sort of stronger than the first five or six. 
And I think that's because as you're writing a book, you learn to write 
a book, right? You get better at it. 

Melinda Byerley: Well, the whole thing is just, it stopped me in my tracks. I've read it on 
two sittings. 

Rand Fishkin: Wow. 

Melinda Byerley: It was so readable. As you know, I had read most of it when I saw you 
in Las Vegas and then finished the rest afterwards. But I was, and this 
is where you get to be selfish as a podcast host, because you have 
amazing people on it and you get to say...I'm personally grateful to 
you because you're acknowledging the stress that founders go 
through. And the longer I'm at this, and I'm only at this five, six years 
now in a much smaller business, with lower stakes than the ones that 
you faced, but your sort of integrity and transparency about anxiety 
or depression, and I would love to hear you say out loud the advice 
you have for people who get into the scary place that you've been 
more than once. It's the scary place, and I think identifying that what it 
is, acknowledging that it's normal...I'd love to hear you talk about that. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. Well, I think two things are true on that front. First off, you are 
going to feel very alone, but you are not alone. The reality is that 
almost every founder that I've talked to, who is kind of willing to be 
vulnerable, has admitted that they have also been to those dark 
places and that it's a recurring challenge, right? That this is a roller 
coaster ride and that, as much as business tries to teach us that we 
should separate our emotions from the work that we're doing, I don't 
think that's possible. I don't think it's healthy. I don't think it's realistic. 
I think that trying to hide that is actually responsible for a ton of very 
unhealthy behavior that comes out of it. This is sort of classic therapy, 
right? You are struggling in one area of your life. You're not processing 
it, you're not realizing that it's causing you this pain and stress and 
heartache, and so you take it out in the wrong kinds of places on the 
wrong kinds of people. 
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Rand Fishkin: I think that is especially true for founders and that's why, in order to 
sort of be successful over the long-term, you have to find ways to 
manage that stress and deal with those very real feelings, right? 
Unless everything goes brilliantly the whole time and you have no self-
awareness and you can sort of take out your issues on people without 
consequence because you're surrounded by so much wealth and 
fame and power. In which case you get to be Uber or something like 
that. 

Melinda Byerley: It's really true. I mean, how can you be as invested as you're supposed 
to be as a founder if you're so detached? That's the opposite of what 
we think we want in founders. We want them invested. By definition, 
we come with emotional blow back, right? 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, and there's none of these sort of perfect human beings who act 
completely logically and who have passion and drive but- 

Melinda Byerley: Not too much. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, but only exactly to the point where it does not affect their 
rational mind. As if there were even a thing called the rational mind. 
That's probably also a myth. I think, as far as handling this stuff goes, 
to the second part of your question, the common wisdom is that your 
personal health dramatically affects your mental and emotional 
health. I found that to absolutely be true. Also, you still can't ignore 
mental and emotional health issues, which is why I both in the book 
and in public that I tell folks, "You should get a coach, you should get a 
therapist, you should have those kinds of conversations and you 
should be ready and able to be as empathetic to yourself as you are 
to other people." 

Melinda Byerley: It's the truth. It's a lonely job, and I don't mean this like in the "woe is 
us." But by definition, you can't take your problems out on your team 
or you shouldn't any more than you should take them out on your 
children. So where do you go with all that? You have to have 
somewhere to go with it. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. Your team gets to blame you, you do not get to blame your 
team. Right? 

Melinda Byerley: So much for shit going down hill. No, no, no. 
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Rand Fishkin: Yeah. And it does, right? I think in many unhealthy entrepreneurial 
situations, that's exactly how it flows, right? Things go wrong, the 
leader takes it out on the team, but that's the wrong way, right? The 
right way is things go wrong, the leader takes responsibility and works 
to solve the issues with the team. I think in a truly mature 
environment, when you kind of get past it, the shit flow is neither 
uphill nor downhill, right? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Rand Fishkin: If the story you want to tell the company that you want to build isn't 
the one that your certain team members want to tell with you, then 
no one's to blame, right? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Rand Fishkin: It's just not their story and not your story, and so you part ways, and I 
think that is a perfectly fine thing to do, but it takes, gosh, does it take 
a lot of emotional maturity and thoughtfulness and clarity and hard 
conversations to get to those places in a healthy lasting way. 

Melinda Byerley: If they're not done, what's the cost? I mean, pulling back and thinking 
about just pure economics, the cost of a broken emotional culture is 
so high that you almost... 

Rand Fishkin: So high. 

Melinda Byerley: And one person can be so infectious and so toxic on an org, especially 
a small company, that you have ... I don't know if there's any other 
way. 

Rand Fishkin: Or a big one. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. 

Rand Fishkin: I look at how much of Google's culture was damaged by one person, 
James Damore, that one software engineer who wrote the shitty piece 
about how women aren't qualified to be software engineers and 
maybe they're just worse at math and engineering. Then that 
essentially precipitated and was this causal agent in so many just 
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destructive things that have happened at the company over the last, 
what is it? Three and a half, four years? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Rand Fishkin: It is unbelievable. Leading up this past week, the week before we're 
recording this podcast, that the whole Project Veritas, which is like this 
sort of right wing outlet that claims to, I don't know, leak information, 
and they didn't actually leak anything particularly useful other than 
doxing some Google employees, right? All of that stuff was 
precipitated by this one toxic person at Google. I think Google's 
leadership has probably spent, I'm going to say probably tens of 
thousands if not hundreds of thousands of collective hours on the 
problem this one person created. So yeah, you got to watch out. 

Melinda Byerley: Well, yeah, and the opportunity cost of that, taking your eye off the 
ball because you've got to deal with this. 

Rand Fishkin: Unfathomable. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. It's astonishing. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. So many people, I think, especially women and people of color 
that I know who are at Google or have been at Google over the last 
three years have sort of said like, "There's not a whole lot that has 
destroyed productivity the way this did." 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. Also morale too. 

Rand Fishkin: Morale, yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: I guess what you mean by productivity is not just a distraction, but 
also just, "I'm excited and enthusiastic about being here. Now I don't 
know if I feel like I want to be here." 

Rand Fishkin: Right. I think this is, it is so hard because Google kind of wants to 
present this, I don't know, unbiased kind of face to the world, and this, 
"We don't officially have a position on these types of cultural and 
sociological and political issues and we want to be at arm's length 
from any of that stuff." Of course that makes tons of employees on 
any side of this issue, I don't think there's just two sides of this issue, 
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but on any side of this issue feel like, "Management isn't behind me. 
Leadership isn't behind me on this." There is no strong position taken, 
and that's the corporate way, right? The corporate way is don't take 
positions on these sorts of things, but that sure is unhealthy too. That 
doesn't work well. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, I mean, they've spent all that money and time recruiting people, 
the war for talent and all of that. And then to have that high-priced 
talent embroiled in this, it's disappointing at best. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. I've talked to some folks at Google, some of them who've been 
there a while and are relatively senior and they express this kind of, 
they're between a rock and a hard place. I don't know. My position is 
pick one. Yeah. Don't stay between the rock and the hard place, just 
pick one. Great? Just be on the side. 

Melinda Byerley: The power of therapy is it helps you identify what your values are. So 
there's something in these times to like hold onto and be like, "This is 
the rock I'm holding on to, this is where I'm at." 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. "This is where I'm at. This is where we're at. Do you want to tell 
this story with us? Great. Come tell it with us. Do you not want any 
part of this story because you think it's wrong? Great. Don't join us. 
This is not the place for you." 

Melinda Byerley: That's right. 

Rand Fishkin: But I think it's just very hard, very hard to play that middle ground. 
And Google's not alone in this. I think every, not every, but many 
major companies, with a few exceptions, who have kind of taken a 
strong position, are caught in the middle. 

Melinda Byerley: Power of taking a stand in a brand, too. A brand has a position, what 
do we stand for? It's what attracts people. And I don't know, I hadn't 
thought about this in this way since you brought it up, but it's really, in 
the world that we live in now with social media where these 
documents can no longer be hidden, you can no longer control the 
story the way you used to be able to, which means there should be 
hopefully a pressure on transparency and integrity, or pressure 
towards it. This is easier. 
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Rand Fishkin: Yeah, yeah. Even if you are Apple, I think Apple is actually kind of a 
good example of this, right? Apple is very, I don't like this culture, but 
they are very successful being an extraordinarily secretive, protective 
company, right? Secrecy is kind of a core value at Apple. Yet they take 
very, very clear stands on issues like D&I stuff, diversity and inclusion, 
right? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Privacy too is taken pretty strong, stands on 
privacy and- 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. Privacy and how their software and their hardware is to be used 
and not, and I think that has attracted certain kinds of people, right? 
People who are comfortable in a culture that is not transparent, 
people who appreciate their CEO's stand on a range of issues, who 
are okay with a very top-down driven organization. They're kind of 
loud and proud about who they are. 

Melinda Byerley: And consistent. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, I think consistent. 

Melinda Byerley: I think inconsistency is what also drives humans away. They want 
predictability. Even if they say, "This is a chaotic place." "Okay. Well I 
know what I'm getting into. It's chaotic." 

Rand Fishkin: Right? Yeah. Well, the funny part is, we always used to say it at Moz, I 
would stand up in front of the team, deliver these sort of quarterly 
addresses to the company, and would say, "Hey, the reality is that 
people hate change. People who work at startups hate it maybe a 
little less than everyone else, but they still despise it." 

Rand Fishkin: One of the things that I always shocked me, one of the things that 
consistently our team members and employees would complain 
about was where their desks were in the office. Then anytime we 
made a move, some people would be very happy, some people would 
be very unhappy, some of the people who were very happy would 
only be happy for a little while. What I discovered is that what you 
think you should do is make that a very inclusive process. Like, "Hey, 
let's have the exec admin team, who's basically doing all the work of 
this ask folks like, 'Hey, where do you want to sit and what's best 
conducive to your work, and what's important to you,'" and then they 
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try and work around all these things. In fact, if you just assign it and 
say, "What? This is not a thing that you get a say in," then nobody 
complains, because the expectation is clear. "I will be assigned 
seating. I don't really have a say in that. I might moan about it a little 
bit, but generally speaking, it doesn't impact my work as opposed to it 
becomes a huge part of how I think about how I'm valued or not 
valued at the company, because you asked for my input and you only 
respected three of the six things I told you." 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. Don't ask them and then not listen to them. That seems sort of 
like a ... Yeah. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, and the reality is that you can't listen to them, or you can listen 
to them on some things, but people think they want that, but they 
don't want that. So you just have to- 

Melinda Byerley: And humans are terrible predictors of their own happiness, we're 
terrible at- 

Rand Fishkin: We are terrible. We, as creatures, are terrible predictors of our own 
happiness and we also constantly underestimate our ability to get 
used to something and be happy with what we get used to. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, exactly. We're always on the treadmill. We want moar. We want 
moar. M-O-A-R, moar. 

Rand Fishkin: More, but not change. 

Melinda Byerley: Yes. In fact, I just interviewed Gary Angel on Friday, and I don't know 
which order you guys will go in, so I don't know who they'll hear first. 
But he told about this cartoon that said, "Who wants change?" And 
everybody raises their hand. The second cartoon says, "Who wants to 
change?" No hand goes up. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, exactly. 

Melinda Byerley: So yes, yes. Change is incredibly hard. You brought up sort of Damore, 
James Damore, or Damore, I don't know how- 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. I'm not sure how to pronounce his name either. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s3-e2/rand-fishkin-humble-and-kind pg. 16 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda Byerley: You brought up his name and it actually made me ... it's something 
I've wanted to ask you. You have escaped the sort of insular 
perspective of a lot of tech CEOs and you've been able to look beyond 
your position as you describe yourself as a cisgendered, a straight 
white male, and you write very thoughtfully about that privilege and 
you speak about it so naturally as you have just now. You also have 
talked about how it could limit you, that perspective, as a straight 
white man and what your responsibilities are. So thank you for that. 
But I would love to hear you talk about what you attribute that 
perspective to. How, to put it shortly, how did you manage to not 
become a bro? 

Rand Fishkin: Gosh, I always think of it the other way. Like how did these other 
dudes not figure this out? How did they manage to stay so cloistered? 
Like how did they never talk to, I don't know, women and people of 
color and GLBTQ+, friends of theirs and just people who didn't share 
their experience and ... or never mind meet them and talk to them, 
just read about it. How do you read stories about it, which are 
pervasive in the press and the media and in fiction and literature and 
television programming, how do you do all of that, experience all that, 
and then not reflect on it? I don't know. Maybe that's not a great 
answer. My answer is: I am a part of our world and I don't know how 
to avoid that, but I guess some of these people do know how to avoid 
that, and you somehow stay inside themselves. 

Melinda Byerley: It's almost like an impressive feat, like, "Did you just hide in a cave?" 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, yeah. Like, "Whoa, dude! You got to teach me how to hide in 
that cave." But no, I don't want to. I don't actually want to learn, it's 
just that I am impressed by your ability to care only about yourself in 
a world that is so obviously connected and interdependent. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I was expecting some magical answer of like, "Well, my mom," 
blah, blah, blah, blah. Yeah, no, it's just more like, "Whoa! They are the 
ones with the problem." 

Rand Fishkin: I'm alive and I'm a human being and I see other human beings and I 
can't help but have empathy for them and they experience a wide 
range of other things that I don't experience, but I can imagine it, 
right? I can put myself in their imaginary shoes and then think to 
myself, "Geez, it really sucks that," whatever, "50 years ago my whole 
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family was not allowed to do all these things. So no wonder our family 
comparatively has no wealth and privilege in the current society." And, 
"Should we, maybe those of us who do, should like push on the scale 
a little bit to try and even that out? That seems like the only right thing 
to do." 

Melinda Byerley: Even on some issues, like I'm a little older than you are, you weren't 
exposed to them until later in life so they're a bit surprising to you, 
but you shouldn't want to watch people suffer is my take on this. 
Once you become aware that they're suffering in the world, or that 
there's injustice, once you become aware of it, not contributing to that 
would seem to be a priority. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. Well, I think one of the things that I've often thought about, and 
I talked about this to other sort of guys in my position, which is that I 
hate thinking that I'm running a rigged race. I don't want this sort of 
like, "Okay. Here's the finish line, only, Rand, for you, we're going to 
move it forward a bunch so it's easier for you to win." I don't want 
that. I want a fair race. If I have accomplishments in my life, I want to 
know that they're because I actually did something right, not because, 
"Well, you got born lucky." I don't know. I don't think anybody wants 
that. That someone go, "Wow. I would really like unearned benefits." 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I don't think anybody does think that. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. It doesn't feel good. It's sort of like ... I was watching a television 
program last night and one of the characters finds out that the book 
that was published, she had written a book, it was published, and she 
finds out that in fact her dad went behind her back and told the 
publisher that he, because he was wealthy, would guarantee a certain 
number of copies would be paid for. Right? That's how I kind of feel 
about being white cis-het male in tech in the United States, on the 
west coast, in a big city, with just every advantage at your fingertips. 
It's like, "Geez, this better be a hell of a book because ..." Not literally, 
but figuratively, my dad paid the publishing company. My birth mark. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. How do you ever get confidence after that? How do you ever 
know that your success was your own? 

Rand Fishkin: Right. Yeah, and I think that's what happens, right? Is I look around the 
world and I think, "Oh man." I have been far less successful than many 
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tech CEOs, but massively more successful than a number of others, 
and then a lot of people who didn't have those opportunities. So 
what's the obligation? Well, A) do a really good job because you've 
been given all these opportunities, and B) better make it easier for the 
next generation of folks, and for a broader swath of people. The 
beautiful thing about, there's lots of things to complain about in 
capitalism, but one of the wonderful things about it is that if many, 
many people succeed, the opportunities grow, right? Thousands more 
companies doing well means it's way easier to launch a company that 
does well. 

Melinda Byerley: And the more people that will get a chance to launch a company. 

Rand Fishkin: Totally. 

Melinda Byerley: Let's hope so. 

Melinda Byerley: This episode is brought to you by my company, timesharecmo.com, 
but it could be your company here. We've got season three of Stayin' 
Alive In Tech completely booked already, with an additional 10 more 
guests on the wait list and close to 30 more on our list of people to 
approach. Currently, we publish twice a month most months of the 
year, but we could go to a weekly format and more frequently if we 
could engage more editing and social media time as well as cover our 
current costs. So please consider a sponsorship for your company. 
We've got fabulous content reaching some pretty senior folks in the 
technology sector and you're doing your part to help capture the 
living history of the technology profession. 

Melinda Byerley: So I couldn't have you on and not geek out about SEO, so thank you 
for that in advance. 

Rand Fishkin: Let's do it. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. So you, as I talked about in the intro, you've made this 
incredible site, Moz, which I think has made our industry an industry 
and has sort of been a touchstone and a bible for us. Again, thank you 
for that because we rely on it all the time, and in fact, our clients will 
be like, "Well, if Moz says it, if Rand says it, I believe you. Forget about 
us, Rand says it, it must be true." So thanks for that. My favorite 
example of some of the most brilliant B2B content marketing, really 
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sort of the first and the best example when we talk to clients about it, 
and with ... you gave a great talk, which we're going to link to, at 
MASConf, and some of the blog posts you've written recently about 
changing Google Algorithms. Do you think this type of generous-
minded content creation is still a good tactic? I was going to ask you if 
you have any regrets about giving it away, and just talking to you now, 
I know the answer is going to be no, because you strike me as that 
type of person. But has anything changed in that regard? Is it is still a 
good tactic? 

Rand Fishkin: Let's see. So, I do not have regrets about the content I create. I think 
of the things that I've done in my career and with Moz, helping other 
people learn the practice and upgrade their skills through the work 
that we did is probably some of the things that I'm most proud of. 
However, I would agree that that opportunity is not as rich and not as 
easy to take advantage of as it was when I did it. That is due to, I think, 
it's due to kind of three things. The first one is a bias that human 
beings have had as we've become more accustomed to the web, 
which is: we are used to scrolling quickly, seeing lots of new, 
refreshing, bite-sized content, but not clicking and digging in and 
visiting pages, right? The classic example would be you shared 
something on Twitter in 2008 and 30% of your followers would click 
on it. You share something in 2019 on Twitter, 0.3%, right? So, just 
very different style of how we use the web today, what we expect. So 
that's the first one. There's not a whole lot of blame to put out there 
and there's not a whole lot you can do to change that. 

Rand Fishkin: The second one is a much more competitive market. So vastly more 
people in virtually every B2B practice versus 10, 15 years ago are 
investing in content of high quality that is useful. They're doing it in 
B2B and in B2C. It's hard to find opportunity the way I found it in the 
SEO sphere in 2003, or even 2010. I think the third one is diminishing 
opportunity from the platforms themselves, the big tech platforms. 
This is Twitter and Facebook and LinkedIn and Instagram and Google 
and YouTube, who are basically all biasing to engagement and time 
on site, and them benefiting rather than the rest of the internet 
benefiting. That's kind of a fundamental change from 10 years ago, 
when most of these platforms were not, I wouldn't say centered on, 
but they very much were traffic drivers rather than traffic hoarders. 

Melinda Byerley: And that's changed. Do you think that- 
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Rand Fishkin: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: So it's like writing content that can be consumed on their platforms or 
creating content that is consumed on their platform versus ... and 
then how do you reconcile that with the idea of building your house 
on your own land, which is I think a really strong and important point 
of view right now? 

Rand Fishkin: I absolutely agree. I never give people the advice of "put all your stuff 
on someone else's platform." However, I think you have to recognize 
that those platforms are designed to reward publishers who create 
content that engages people on their platform, not content that drives 
them away. So you basically have to play this game where you kind of, 
"Here's a little for you. Here's a little for you. Here's a little for you. 
Okay. Now your algorithm thinks that it should show a bunch of my 
stuff to a lot of people. Now I'll do something for me and drive people 
back to my website, my email list, my brand." So you kind of got to 
play those ... this is sort of the social media algorithm, but you play 
those systems, those machine-based systems to think that you're 
going to give them what they want by giving them what they want 
over and over again, until they reward you with algorithmic bias in 
your favor. Then you exploit that and take advantage of some of the 
traffic that they can send. But it's a different process than it used to 
be. 

Melinda Byerley: Yup, but still, you definitely don't want to just give everything there. 
It's so many businesses built on Facebook or what have you. It's like, 
"Got to have your email list. Got to still-" 

Rand Fishkin: Oh man. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. I mean this is true. So many people who are building up 
YouTube channels now, and thinking, "Well don't worry, my YouTube 
channel traffic is safe and-" 

Melinda Byerley: God, no. 

Rand Fishkin: I know. I don't think you should put any faith there. If I were you, I'd 
be thinking about, "Okay. My YouTube channel is big. Great. Let me 
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start using my YouTube videos as much as I can, as many call to 
actions as I can, to drive people back to my site, back to my email list, 
where I actually can derive long-term benefit from having all these 
potential customers." 

Melinda Byerley: Having a relationship with them. Yup. So I saw your, as I mentioned to 
you, I saw your presentation in June about the four sort of horsemen 
of the apocalypse. I couldn't help but think that it's not just what we 
talked about in search, but what we've been talking about is: life in 
marketing is about to change very dramatically in ways that I think a 
lot of people don't yet grasp. I think it's not just these four horsemen, 
but it's also this coming tsunami of privacy, machine learning, artificial 
intelligence. All of this stuff is going to intersect with nearly everything 
that we do, and I thought it'd be interested to hear your perspective 
about what marketers can do now to stay ahead of these trends. I 
think I know what I think, but I think they should hear what you think. 

Melinda Byerley: Another way to think about this, if I've got you stumped, is what's 
growing? What are some of the new areas? So, I started my career at 
eBay and so we always taught sellers, it was like, "Yes, the platform is 
going to change," but that's where the opportunity is. 

Rand Fishkin: Right. Yeah, I agree that opportunity almost always lies in the delta 
between yesterday and tomorrow. However, I have come to view 
marketing, especially web marketing, as much less a, "I need to lead 
the pack," versus, "I need to pay attention to what my audience is 
paying attention to and sort of be a quick follower of trends rather 
than a leader of trends." So, for example, you might say six years ago 
was kind of the dawn of the golden age of podcasting, right? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Rand Fishkin: I don't actually think that six years ago was the best time to launch a 
podcast. I think it's probably right now, maybe a year ago, maybe two, 
but probably right now. 

Melinda Byerley: Yay! I did it. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. This I think is we can see the data clearly, right? That tons of, at 
least in the United States, right? That, whatever, the two studies show 
23% of Americans listen to a podcast, I can't remember if it's weekly or 
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monthly or more, but that's a huge number of people. There's 
massive opportunity, it keeps growing. The market is getting more 
diverse. So many big companies are now investing in how do we do 
podcast discovery. I'm sure that one of them, it looks like it won't be 
iTunes, right? iTunes seems kind of lost in the dark ages. 

Melinda Byerley: Shocker. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, but maybe it's going to be Google, maybe Amazon's going to 
play there. Maybe Netflix is going to play there, right? Maybe one of 
these startups is going to be the big player. So there is emerging 
opportunity, but I think that's what's sort of funny about web 
marketing in general, is I constantly hear a lot of speakers and 
publishers talking about like, "Well, the future of web marketing is in 
artificial intelligence," or in voice answer technology. So you've got to 
be thinking about how are you going to do voice answer tech. I don't 
think you have to do that at all. I think maybe a 10th of a percent of 
businesses should be thinking about, "What should I do with voice 
answer tech?" And 99.9% of businesses should be thinking about, 
"How do I get the featured snippet for my SEL?" Which is very much 
following the trend rather than leading it, because I don't think we 
know how long-term voice answers are going to function, what that 
ecosystem will look like, and how much value there is, and whether 
it's a thing that 20% of people will use or 2% of people. 

Melinda Byerley: So what you're saying, especially if you're a CMO or even if you're 
building an org, if you're in a rapidly growing company, it's about 
building an organization that can learn quickly and react versus- 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Again, that's always picking the channels that really matter and 
knowing them well. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, and getting good at them as they prove themselves, not before. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. Premature optimization will kill you every time. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah. There's just so many channels that I think investing in all of 
them is impossible. So you have to balance and choose where you're 
going to invest, and if you make this mistake of trying to lead the pack, 
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lead the field before it truly gets adoption, before there's real 
opportunity, you can ... I know so many companies, so many startups 
especially, who played in chatbot world, right? They thought chatbot 
marketing was going to be the future, invested extraordinary amounts 
of effort there, and it's like useful for 1% of tasks basically. Okay. Well, 
when someone gets to your website, yeah, for some people it can be 
useful data, chatbot sitting there, how can I help you? 

Melinda Byerley: Exactly. 

Rand Fishkin: But it tends to be the case that human beings are even better at that. 
So, probably you should have customer service, not a chatbot. 

Melinda Byerley: So, I know we only have you for a few more minutes, I'd like to ask a 
couple of questions that we ask of all of our guests that have led to 
some great answers. What's keeping you awake at night these days? 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, let's see. I am- 

Melinda Byerley: Besides the state of the country. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, sure, sure. Well, when it comes to work stuff, we've been doing 
this beta with SparkToro, Casey and I, my co-founder and I, and the 
feedback has been really good so far, but I think that we are kind of 
struggling a little bit to know how it's going to land once we launch. So 
a lot of my sleepless nights are thinking about how do I make sure 
that this is a tool that isn't just useful one time for a small number of 
people, but it actually can provide tons of ongoing value, and how do I 
show that to people? I think that's my hardest challenge. Not does it 
have the value, but how do I show it to people, because the SEO 
software with Moz, it's kind of self-explanatory, right? If you get 
rankings, you can get traffic. The more traffic, the more customers. 
More customers, more money. Easy. 

Rand Fishkin: SparkToro is, "Hey, you will be able to uncover and understand your 
audience in ways you never could before or in ways that would have 
cost you six months and a very expensive survey, and the answers 
wouldn't have been very good. So we can provide that data," and I 
think for a lot of folks, if I spend 10 minutes on the phone with them 
and walk them through it, they'd totally get it. But if I just show people 
the website, not yet. 
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Melinda Byerley: They don't understand it. The closer they are to it, the more they'll 
understand it. I can say that we love it as you know. I stand SparkToro. 

Rand Fishkin: You and a few other people in the beta sort of wrote back and I was 
like, "They instantly get it." Like you instantly got what it was, what it 
was for, all the ways to use it, made total sense. Then there's folks 
who like, that moment of discovery and understanding takes longer, 
and I think that keeps me up at night. Like, "Okay. I'm going to have to 
explain, I got to walk people through this." 

Melinda Byerley: That's actually a good marketing tip, and I'm dealing with it on my own 
site, too. I recently was struggling with something. I went to a 
founders' group and I said, "This is what I'm struggling with," and they 
went and looked at my site and they said, "We don't understand how 
you do what you do." You're like, "The shoemaker's kids have no 
shoes. I'm going to have to go take my own advice and work on how." 
So, that's helpful. 

Melinda Byerley: I'd love to ask you about who helped you along the way. You 
mentioned, your book is so generous, so I'm going to call them out, 
your mother, Gillian, your grandparents, Pauline and Seymour, your 
wife Geraldine, but I thought it'd be fine ... we love to ask people sort 
of who stood out to you, has helped you on your journey? 

Rand Fishkin: Gosh. Well, I mean, yes, lots of family, but I have actually received a 
ton of help from just people all around our industry. I don't know if 
you caught it, but a few weeks ago during MozCon in Seattle, Barry 
Schwartz from Search Engine Roundtable, he also writes for Search 
Engine Land, he came over to my house and did this interview with 
me. The interview was featured on Search Engine Roundtable and I 
got a lot of kind outreach from that. Yeah, Barry has just been so 
sweet to me since the first day I showed up wearing these bright 
yellow sneakers at Search Engine, what was that called? The Search 
Engine Strategies Conference in New York in I think- 

Melinda Byerley: Oh my God! SES. 

Rand Fishkin: Yeah, SES 2004 maybe, something like that, and Barry has just been a 
mensch. 

Melinda Byerley: What's the best advice you've ever received? 
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Rand Fishkin: I don't know if it's advice, but it was ... I think there was this great 
point. I can't remember the name. It was a rabbinical scholar who said 
this. He said, "When I was a young man, I admired intelligence. When I 
got old, I admired kindness." That sort of stuck with me even early on 
and over my, especially the last maybe five, 10 years of my career, I 
have tried to optimize for surrounding myself in my personal and 
professional life with people who are the kindest people I could find. 
That's not to say they're not also intelligent, I think most of them are 
very intelligent, but I didn't optimize for intelligence. I optimized for 
kindness, and that's made my life kind of wonderful. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a wonderful way to end this podcast. Rand, I know how busy 
you are. I thank you for your time. I would love to have you back 
whenever you'd like to come. Tell people where they can find you. It's 
always good to let you say it. Like what are your calls to action? 

Rand Fishkin: Sure. Absolutely. So yeah, if you're interested in SparkToro, some of 
the stuff that I've been writing about, giving Google a hard time for 
their anti-competitive practices, you can find that on SparkToro.com. 
That's also where you can sign up for our beta list and get an email 
when we launch. My most active social network is Twitter where you 
can find me at @randfish. 

Melinda Byerley: Thank you, Rand, and we look forward to having you back soon, and 
good luck with SparkToro. 

Rand Fishkin: Thank you so much, Melinda. Really appreciate you having me. 

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. 

 

 


