
Social network platforms have a “cold start” problem.
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Talk outline

• Quick intro to protocols.io 
• The “cold start” problem 
• What we tried before launch 
• The brutal adoption numbers at protocols.io 
• What we tried after launch 
• Lessons learned 
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http://protocols.io






https://medium.com/@tpoi/do-the-rest-of-the-fucking-analysis-8fcef22fd991
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protocols.io: free to read & publish, saves time, versionable, interactive, 
dynamic, support for private & public, free iOS and Android apps

http://protocols.io


The Cold Start Problem

http://andrewchen.co/how-to-solve-the-cold-start-problem-
for-social-products/

https://www.neonroots.com/blog/3-ways-to-solve-your-startups-cold-start-
problems/
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Building the crowd, pre-launch



How we tried to melt the ice
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How we tried to melt the ice

• Free mobile tools 
• Blogging platform for scientists 
• Literature-recommendation service 
• Story-behind-the-paper 
• Career Forum 
• Kickstarter

Before protocols.io launch:
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Scientists creating protocols

These efforts didn’t work. 
Next slides will focus on  
ideas that were effective. 

For fuller list of ideas that 
did not help much, see 
supplementary slide.  



Beware of your own expectations

Scientists creating protocols

(my early conversation with Victor Henning, 
cofounder of Mendeley) 

Me: Does no one need protocols.io? Are we 
terrible & failing? 

Victor: No, you’re doing great. You just need 
to reset your expectations.



Scientists creating protocols

Why so hard for science platforms?

• Scientists are busy & overwhelmed 
• Librarians are busy 
• Corporations (publishers/vendors) & everyone afraid you will fail 
• Need popular content/protocols 
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Effective efforts

Scientists creating protocols 400+  
journals

• Partnerships w/ publishers 
• Partnerships w/ vendors 
• Social media 
• Seeding popular content 
• User interviews and 

feedback/rating prompts

After launch:
• Funders 
• Librarians 
• Ambassador program 
• Attention to the user interface & 

experience to encourage engagement 
• Create micro-communities



Lessons Learned

• Set proper expectations (beginning is slow & painful) 
• Make it simple - focus on the key product 
• Look for partners who already have the community 

you need 
• Ignore Silicon Valley’s “Fail Fast” mantra. Failing fast 

is easy. It’s succeeding that is hard and takes time.

Scientists creating protocols
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Ineffective outreach efforts

• Free mobile tools 
• Posters on university campuses 
• Blogging platform for scientists (The Spectroscope) 
• Literature-recommendation service (PubChase) 
• Story-behind-the-paper (on PubChase) 
• Career Forum (on PubChase) 
• Kickstarter

Before protocols.io launch:

• Professional video (most won’t watch it) 
• Testimonials (most won’t see them) 
• Tech Media coverage (Forbes, Tech Crunch, etc.— scientist don’t read them)  
• Startup competitions 
• Conference booths (conferences are great for partnerships, but not user bumps) 
• Hiring a “growth hacker” 

After launch



August, 2018 at protocols.io

August 2018

Pageviews:        126,000 
Visitors:                27,000 
Registrations:         1,600 
Active scientists:    600 (out of 20,000 total registered)



Micro-communities: let people talk to colleagues



Preservation and backups

Public APIs

Export in PDF and JSON 
(download or Dropbox/GoogleDrive)

Daily backups



Private groups!
Monthly dues to!
keep protocols visible !
only to group 
members !

Vendor analytics!
Subscription fee 
to access 
aggregated 
usage statistics!

How is protocols.io free to read & publish? 
(Business Model) 

http://protocols.io


Business Model - Private Groups











Journal partnerships

400+ journals with protocols.io in author guidelines (increased from 3 in 2017)


