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Mitch
Harper
Big
Business,
Low Risk

How Mitch
Harper’s
no-nonsense
approach
to startups
dominated the
ecommerce
field with
multimilliondollar platform
BigCommerce.

B

igCommerce is an ecommerce software
solution that does millions in sales each
year, with offices in four cities and two
continents. But this software giant wasn’t
always so big.
In fact, its success is something of
an unlikely story, considering founder
Mitch Harper got started at a young
age in a region with little in the way of
entrepreneurial or tech role models.
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As a geeky kid born in Brisbane and raised
in Sydney, Harper wasn’t surrounded by
the big success stories that America’s
aspiring tech titans were. Where he lived,
making a successful career in software
creation was practically unheard of at
the time. But that didn’t keep him from
watching the U.S. and its innovators like a
hawk.
With American idols like Bill Gates and
Steve Jobs, and an incredibly supportive
single mother, Harper was equipped to
do what few at his age or geographic
coordinates had ever done—start and
build a massive software company.

Teen
Developer
Turned
Entrepreneur

H

arper started building
software at just 12
years old. It was 1994,
and Windows wasn’t
even around yet. As an
alternative, he would print
out source code from well known games and
type back in altered code to create new ones.
Instead of attending college, Harper opted
for a more entrepreneurial route, like many
of his role models. But even compared to the
greats, it’s impressive how many startups he
was able to crank out at such a young age—
eight, to be exact.
His first startup, DevArticles, was a contentdriven site centered around coding
education. At 19, he was so passionate about
coding that he wanted to teach others about
it, too.
“I realized that, number one, I loved to take
an idea from my head and bring it into reality,
and, number two, the easiest way to do that
wasn’t, for example, to build units or houses.
It’s to do it with software and code on the
computer,” Harper says.

He continued to sharpen his programming
skills by reading, asking questions, and
seeking out mentors. “When you’re into
software, entrepreneurship, computer
science, those kinds of things, my personal
opinion is that it’s better to learn by doing
than by sitting in a classroom,” Harper says.

“[Programming was] just a
passion I had when I was
younger. … [I just wanted
to] build a big, important
technology company
that could transform the
world and democratize
what was only available to
larger companies and give
it to smaller businesses.
I loved helping small
businesses,” he says.
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The Road to
BigCommerce

D

evArticles proved to be a hit
for Harper. Despite bringing
in little to no revenue, he
sold it for almost double
the asking price, due to a
bidding war that played to
his favor.

Harper’s next venture was a little more
involved. His coding chops yielded not one,
but three products he was able to sell to
other entrepreneurs and small businesses—a
content management platform, email
marketing software, and a knowledge base
solution. He sold each of the products for a
one-time fee.

was able to increase costs and capitalize on
opportunities to upsell. In no time, Interspire
started making millions in revenue and
thousands of loyal customers.

While seeking help in a chat room, he met
Eddie Machaalani, another programmer who
was doing similar work, along with an HTML
editing component and an online website
CMS. The two met up, hit it off, and combined
their product offerings to launch Interspire in
2003.

As Interspire continued to grow, Harper and
Machaalani would routinely check in with
customers for feedback and suggestions.
“Initially, we resisted. We figured we had
enough products. … I mean, by that time we
had seven or eight products. Did we really
need a ninth?” Harper says. “Eddie basically
convinced me, and we finally gave in.”

It would be these customers who would
eventually inspire the idea behind
BigCommerce.

With a shared passion for small and
medium-sized business (SMB) and an
expanded product offering, the company
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hree months later,
Harper returned with
an almost-completed
ecommerce platform.
Upon hiring a small team
to help, including future
BigCommerce staffer
Chris Boulton, the product
was finished and launched
in late 2007. It blew up out
the gate, pre-selling over
$250,000 in licenses.
“We probably did two
to three million bucks
in 2008 just from this
shopping cart product
alone,” Harper says. That’s
when it became clear that
their new product had
the potential to outstrip
growth and revenue of
their current top offering.
Harper and his team
saw so much potential
success with their
new product, they
discontinued almost every
other one. For another
two years, they sold just
their shopping cart and
email products, until
2009, when the practice
of offering software as
a service (SaaS) for a
monthly subscription fee
took off.

SUCCESS STORY

“We essentially
[decided] to launch
a SaaS version of
our shopping cart
product and a SaaS
version of our email
marketer,” Harper
says. “After a year…
we'll go all in on the
better-performing
product.”
The split testing worked
and provided Harper and his
team clarity when it came
to which product to pursue.
After a short 12 months,
BigResponse (the email
product) had 1,000 paying
customers. BigCommerce
had 9,800.
For Harper, that experiment
made the decision for
him. Despite investing the
same marketing spend
and support resources,
BigCommerce was the clear
winner. From September
2009 forward, the company
became BigCommerce.

Diamonds in
the Rough

Developing BigCommerce wasn’t the
only good thing to come out of Harper’s
experimental period—hiring Boulton
changed the landscape of his business,
too.

“Chris is one of these
genius guys,” Harper
says. “We saw this
young guy and said,
‘This guy is amazing.
He’s built this amazing
product, but he’s
never had a job in
a software or tech
company. We’re going
to take a chance on
him.’ And he was my
right-hand man.”
A Target employee by day and
software programmer by night, he
ended up bringing immense value to
BigCommerce, especially for Harper, who
had no idea how to scale a technology
company.
“I’ve always said that I knew enough
[about entrepreneurship] to be
dangerous…but I wasn’t nearly as

talented as any of the engineers we
brought in, especially Chris,” Harper
says. “I couldn’t have built the business
without the team.”
Boulton and his subsequent hires were
Harper’s and Machaalani’s first glimpse
at the programming talent in Sydney.
They knew there were engineers in the
area, but most weren’t employed by
major technology or software firms. In
turn, Harper had to hunt for “diamonds
in the rough”—the programming
geniuses who needed a little polish in
order to shine.
Once they realized they could find
and recruit that kind of talent, it
became clear that BigCommerce could
potentially grow into something huge.
In Harper’s opinion, once you’ve
achieved product-market fit, a founder’s
impact on growth starts to drop. From
that point, it’s not about how to improve
the product. It’s about building a system
that’s based on great people, and
empowering them to build great teams
and scale the company.
Not unlike his self-taught youth, Harper
continued to look outward for help from
mentors and incredibly smart people
as he grew BigCommerce. “It’s not
necessarily a great product that builds
a great business,” Harper says. “A great
team does.”
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Funding
a BillionDollar
Business
For a company already doing millions in
revenue, why would its founders deem
it necessary to raise not one, but five
rounds of funding? This is a question
Harper’s been asked many times.
“When you see a billion-dollar opportunity in a
market, that window is only open for a certain
amount of time. … When you see an opportunity,
you can bet others have, too.” Harper says. If you
don’t take action within a certain window, that
window goes away, since there’s only room in the
market for a limited number of businesses.
Harper didn’t have to raise money, per se, but
doing so set BigCommerce apart and secured its
future for years to come. They could have kept
bootstrapping the business with its profits, but
they wanted to expand into something bigger.
And expand they did. In 2011, they raised $15
million in Series A funding. Every year after that,
they practically doubled what they’d raised in
their previous year. Series B brought in about $25
million, Series C raised $40 million, and their most
recent round, Series E, saw almost $70 million.
Harper and his team approached fundraising
differently than most, as inspired by one of his
favorite books, Mastering the VC Game. “The
big thing we did was decide to bootstrap the
company and fund it from our Interspire profits,
so when we went to raise, we weren’t desperate
and we could do it on our terms,” Harper said. “We
purposely mitigated the risk before we pitched.”
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Entrepreneurship
Doesn’t Have To
Mean Risk

H

arper loves discussing the risk associated
with entrepreneurship. In fact, he’d
likely introduce himself to you as “the
most risk-averse person he knows.” That
doesn’t quite make sense for a seven-time
entrepreneur, does it? Well, to him it does.
Especially because one of his idols, Richard
Branson, feels the same way. “[Branson]
wanted to buy a few planes, and the first
thing he did was mitigate the risk of his airline
not working out,” Harper said. “So he included
a give-back clause in the lease for the planes.”
In short, Branson’s clause said that if the
airline didn’t work out, he could give back the
planes at no cost to him. But, if it did work
out (which it did), he’d be able to lock in the
purchase price from those first few planes
and expand the airline.
According to Harper, one of the biggest
misconceptions about entrepreneurship is
that it’s all about risk. Entrepreneurship may
not always be practical, but it doesn’t have

to be unpredictable or hazardous to your
financial health, either.
“My number one question isn’t ‘How can I 10x
my investment?’ it’s ‘How can I mitigate the
risk, so in the unlikely event that it doesn’t
work out, I’m no worse off than when I
started?’” Harper says. That’s a very different
angle than a lot of hungry entrepreneurs take.
Harper penned a Medium article on this
very topic. As he describes in the blog post,
the very first thing he does when starting a
new business is to build a cash-flow-heavy
business. By spending a year or two selling a
course, freelancing, or consulting (the latter
of which he’s doing right now), Harper can
then completely fund another business idea.
In a way, he acts as his own bank or venture
capital.

Why exactly is he so risk-averse?

“Maybe I never wanted to go
back to the way I was raised. I
also knew, one day, I wanted to
have a family and never wanted
to put them in the position
where we had to sacrifice
everything for an idea,” Harper
says.
His goal with any new venture or investment
is simple: zero or minimal downside, limitless
upside. Otherwise, he won’t move forward.
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ut finances aren’t the only
thing Harper refuses to
risk. After experiencing a
few tough, eye-opening
years, he also refuses
to put his health on
the line. “I was burnt
out. That’s another
common misconception
for entrepreneurs, that
you’ve got to work 14-hour
days, seven days a week,
sacrifice your life, health,
marriage. … I was doing
that, and I was miserable,”
Harper says.

“The saying I
came out of
that with was,
‘You never
want to be
the richest
guy in the
grave.’”
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On paper, BigCommerce was
exploding. But Harper was
imploding. Between long days,
intense travel, and stressful
decisions, he constantly felt
like he was missing out on
life. He decided it was time
to remove himself from the
day-to-day, and the birth
of his daughter in 2013 was
the catalyst for a major life
change.
“It was a night-and-day shift
for me, from a seven-days-aweek entrepreneur to family
man who runs a successful
company with a great
leadership team,” Harper says.
Building a great leadership
team got him out of the weeds
of his buWsiness.
Equipping his BigCommerce
leadership team allowed
Harper to find equilibrium in his
life and to go on to build more
businesses, invest in more
ventures, and spend more time
with his family.
To learn more about Mitch
Harper and BigCommerce, visit
http://mitchellharper.me and
on Twitter at @mitchellharper.
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