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It’s 
probably not an 
understatement 

to say Buffer 
has taken the 
tech/startup/
social media 

world by 
storm.

While it is a 
hugely successful 

social media 
management 
tool in its own 

right, these 
days the Buffer 
name is equally 
well known as a 
source of insight 
— a blog on par 

with the likes 
of KISSmetrics, 
Unbounce and 

HubSpot. 

For cofounder 
and CEO Joel 
Gascoigne, 

originally from the 
UK, Buffer started 
as a side project 
while he worked 

on a startup 
called OnePage 
and freelanced 

building websites. 
(In the very first 

video about Buffer, 
he introduces 

himself as “Joel 
from OnePage”.) 
He knew he was 
onto something 

with Buffer 
after putting out 

feelers on Twitter, 
building a bare-
bones landing 

page, and getting 
positive feedback. 
And indeed, in just 
two months’ time 

Buffer already 
had a number of 

paying customers.



One of the first things 
I had as a goal was to be 
able to work all day on 

what I wanted to work on. 
I think that’s one of the 

things that I’ve achieved,” 
he says. “I knew that I 
could freelance, build 
websites for people, 

grow my client list, and 
eventually create an 

agency. That would have 
been a much lower risk 

option. Lots of my friends 
did that while I was not 

making any progress 
because I was trying to 
find the right idea (and 

failing!).

s a 
founder, 
he says, 
one thing 
that can 

feel like a struggle 
is getting conflicting 
advice about ways of 
doing things. 

“It can sometimes 
be a bit of a tug-of-
war between doing 
what’s proven versus 
doing what’s right for 
you, your team, your 
company. 

“One other struggle 
has been the ups 
and downs of being 
a founder. For 
example, Buffer 
getting hacked. One 
key thing I’ve tried 
to do to cope, besides 
getting consistent 
sleep and exercise 
and generally taking 
care of myself, is by 
having other areas to 
focus on. Tim Ferris 
has a great quote 
about this, where he 
suggests having at 
least one other thing 
where you might have 
success that’s outside 
of the company, so 
that your entire self 
isn’t dependent on 
each day and perhaps 
some external 
factors.”



or Gascoigne, 
maintaining a certain 
daily routine is a big 
part of staying balanced 

and centred, or in his own words, 
“consistently happy.”

“For example, I am happiest when 
I wake up early, meditate, work 
throughout the day, find time to 
exercise, and go to bed early to 
set me up for success the next 
day. One habit that I value highly 
is taking a nightly walk before 
bed to disengage, think about the 
day, and prepare for sleep.” 

Gascoigne counts having a fully 
distributed team around the 
world covering all timezones, 
which is key for customer 
support, as one of Buffer’s big 
achievements. That means 
ensuring a balanced number of 
remote staff, rather than having 
just a few “second-class citizens” 
outside of the main office 
(attractive as the Bay Area is). 

“Being able to hire from 
anywhere around the world 
has been awesome, as our first 
criteria is culture-fit. It’s been so 
fun to find other people around 
the world who have similar 
values as we have grown and 
looked for more positions. If we 
could only look in San Francisco, 
we never would have found Niel, 
or Colin, or most of the team.”

The cost of a bad hire can be extremely 
high, and at startups, ensuring the right 
fit is even more crucial. At Buffer, the 
hiring process includes a 45-day trial or 
‘bootcamp,’ which it touts as a two-way 
street to ensure both parties are happy, 
regarding both the work and the culture. 
About 70 percent of the time, it’s a good fit. 
Everyone on the Buffer team is encouraged 
to read as much as possible, so newbies 
are sent Kindles and free e-books (as well 
as a Jawbone UP to track their exercise 
and sleep patterns). And because there’s 
nothing quite like face time, three times a 
year, the Buffer team travel to meet up and 
work together in the same destination.

Having grown to 27 staff, Buffer has had to 
evolve to keep up. Gascoigne believes you 
can’t think too much about culture when 
there are just one or two founders, but it 
becomes necessary with larger teams. But 
there’s no right or wrong when it comes 
to workplace culture; it’s ultimately about 
the personalities of the founders and their 
vision for the organization. At Buffer, that 
included creating 10 core values, a vision 
statement, and embracing transparency. 
Not many companies are willing to 
discuss their challenges publicly, let 
alone publish salaries and revenue, as 
Buffer does.



ransparency also 
extends to email. 
Everyone receives 
every email 

exchange between team 
members, in every single 
team. But don’t feel too bad; 
even these guys haven’t quite 
nailed the perfect formula. 
“We’re still figuring out how 
to keep that useful without 
becoming overwhelming as 
we grow,” Gascoigne says.

A pillar of that transparency 
is Buffer’s own blog, where 
the company offers behind-
the-scenes insights into how 
it works, as well as insanely 
helpful tips and hacks on all 
things social. In Gascoigne’s 

own words, Buffer’s aim 
in content marketing 
is producing content 
“interesting and helpful 
enough for people that they’d 
love to share it with their 
friends and followers.” 

Startups should start 
marketing early on, he 
believes, usually when it still 
feels too early. Why? Not 
everyone will sign up the first 
time they hear about your 
product or service, so you 
should aim to get buzz widely 
and frequently in order to 
reach potential customers 
and nudge them towards the 
tipping point.

“The transparency 
has resulted in a 
few interesting 

outcomes. The first 
is that we have 

started attracting 
more potential hires 

who understand 
exactly what we’re 

doing and are 
excited about it. 

Additionally, we’ve 
had a ton of help 

with some big 
questions, like the 

salary formula, and 
measuring revenue 
as a SaaS company. 

When we opened 
these things up, 
we learned a ton 

about how we could 
improve them. There 

were a bunch of 
smart people who 

took the time to 
share their thoughts. 

That wouldn’t 
have been possible 

before.”

“ I  n o w  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w h e n 
b u i l d i n g  a  s t a r t u p ,  a s  m u c h 
f o c u s  s h o u l d  b e  p u t  o n 
m a r k e t i n g  a n d  c u s t o m e r 
d e v e l o p m e n t  a s  o n  p r o d u c t 
d e v e l o p m e n t .”
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number of writers now contribute to the blog, but in the 
early days it rode on the shoulders of Gascoigne and 
his cofounder Leo Widrich. While writing hasn’t come 
naturally to  Gascoigne, sharing and having conversations 
does.

“It’s just been a case of writing lots of blog posts 
and every so often, I have an idea for how I could 
change my writing style and just change it and see 
how it feels. I wouldn’t have written nearly as 
much through the years if it wasn’t for Leo (my 
cofounder) helping me close the loop on many 
ideas, and also simply encouraging me.

“Regarding what I like to read, I like to 
follow certain individuals rather than 
publications. My favorite authors and 
thinkers are Brad Feld, Fred Wilson, Seth 
Godin, 99U, Gretchen Rubin, and Maria 
Popova.” 

Buffer seems to have the formula 
for startup success down pat, but 
Gascoigne knows there’s no time to 
get complacent. When it comes to 
deciding what to do next, he says that 
process is (no surprise) transparent 
and ever-evolving. 

“At the moment, we have 
multiple product teams. Each 
team chooses what to build 
based on what customers are 
asking and opportunities 
we see to make their lives 
easier. We know that 
we will never know 
everything about each 
decision, so we act 
with incomplete 
information and 
the knowledge that 
if (when) certain 
things fail, we 
will simply 
change it and try 
something else.”

And there you 
have it. Total 
transparency 
+ never stop 
moving = 
the Buffer 
secret 
sauce.



Tools the 
Buffer team 
swear by
Here are just a few of 
the tools and apps that 
Gascoigne and the rest 
of Buffer rely on:

Evernote
Record daily to-dos, 
dones, and notes 
Trello
Collaborate on and 
organize projects
HipChat
Group chat and IM
Hackpad
Collaborative documents 
(along the lines of Google 
Docs)
Sqwiggle
Video chat

Buffer’s top tips 
for entrepreneurs
Experiment as much 
as possible. Keep what 
works; drop what 
doesn’t. 

Traveling the world 
has been a huge 
privilege. Leaving 
what you know 
and stepping into 
uncertainty, you 
naturally become 
more open-minded 
and create new 
opportunities for 
yourself.

Stay laser focused on 
building something 
people want. Try and 
find a real problem to 
solve. What it comes 
down to is whether 
you have hit product/
market fit. If you 
have, you’ll know it, 
and you’ll start to get 
traction.
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Esther Goh is 
a New Zealand-
based writer and 
online editor at 
Idealog magazine. 
Her passions 
include digital 
media, innovation 
and travel; in 
2013 she took 
six months off to 
backpack around 
the world.


