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‘Color’ Scheme: A Case Study in Mobile 
Local App Launching

Summary: The past few weeks have seen 
a media hailstorm over the much-vaunted, 
much rebuked launch of Color. The iPhone 
app launched with a controversial $41 million 
in funding to compete with Instagram, Path 
and others in the emerging photo sharing app 

space. There are many lessons to be learned 
— both positive and negative — from its fund-
ing, launch, features and addressable market. 
They should be examined by any company 
publisher or developer in the process of build-
ing mobile apps.   

Late last month a new social sharing iPhone 
app called Color launched. But this didn’t 
come before the entire tech and media world 

caught fire with controversy over the funding amount 
extended to the little known — and yet 
to be launched — company. 

For those unfamiliar, Color is a social 
app that joins Instagram, PicPlz, Path and 
others in the emerging photo sharing space. 
Pictures are taken among groups that are 
in close proximity and shared with others 
nearby or through popular social channels 
like Twitter. 

But more than the app’s attributes, the top story 
has been the question marks surrounding its funding. 
Sequoia Capital, Bain Capital and Silicon Valley Bank 
contributed a $41 million seed round, believed by many 
to be exorbitant for a pre-launch mobile app. 

One stated reason for the funding was the founding 
team, led by Bill Nguyen, who sold Lala to Apple in 
2009. Others include Peter Pham, former CEO of 
BillShrink, and DJ Patil, former LinkedIn chief scientist. 

An inside look at the technology also reportedly fueled 
the funding.  

Whatever the reason, a major backlash ensued over the 
perceived incongruence between funding and product. 

The term “bubble” was repeated many times 
in reference to the ultimate sign — among 
many others recently — that we are in the 
midst of a tech investment bubble. 

Much of this backlash can be chalked up to 
aggravation among tech products or mobile 
app developers that don’t have the inside 
track to such funding. And they wouldn’t 
be wrong to feel this way. Other cases simply 

come down to good old jealousy and schadenfreude.

Where Are the Directions?  
Some of the backlash, often ignored, is grounded in the 
app’s features and performance. It’s somewhat amusing 
that the product’s actual merit is the secondary story. 
But after using it, a few lessons become clear for anyone 
building and marketing mobile apps. 

First is usability. Color’s inability to capture the 
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interest of early adopters — much less mainstream users 
— becomes evident in the first 15 seconds of using it. 
There is confusion about where to start and what to do 
with it (an update addressed some but not all issues). 

As an avid user and analyst of mobile products, it took 
BIA/Kelsey a few minutes to figure out these things. 
In the hands of the average mobile user, the chances of 
capturing interest diminish quickly.

Further, the app’s intended purpose is assumed to 
be known, as it does not include a tutorial. Covering 
the mobile space, the app’s purpose is clear to us. But 
to the novice, questions of how and why to use the app 
go unanswered. 

A larger problem is that its utility is throttled by a 
limited network of other nearby users. In other words, 
the only friends one can connect, share photos and 

create groups with have to be sitting in the same cafe, 
office building, train car, etc.

Given low saturation in early stages, other Color users 
are seldom nearby. That translates to a social experience 
in a vacuum. Yes, that’s a contradiction in terms, not to 
mention counterproductive to the network effect on 
which any social media product is built.

In field tests, the app has been largely useless for this 
reason and failed to maintain interest levels for more 
than a couple of minutes. This was conducted in the 
densely populated (and tech savvy) San Francisco. Now 
imagine scaling usage to rural areas or between coasts.

Final Thoughts: Engineering Isn’t Everything
We’re confident Color will expand its spatial locus of 
relevance once it learns this is debilitating its growth. 

Communication Breakdown
SOURCE: COLOR (2011)

Anti-social
SOURCE: COLOR (2011)
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With the challenges inherent in scaling, it’s nothing 
short of delusion and arrogance to think that your 
product is so special you can self-erect barriers to scale.

Competing photo sharing app Path did something 
similar by limiting social connections to 50. It was 
adamant that this is equal to the connections one has 
in real life, and a number whose limit will boost social 
relevance. This didn’t last long, and the limit has since 
been lifted. 

Another interesting thread here is that Path and 
Color both received funding on the merits of their 
founders. In Path’s case ($11.2 million) it was Dave 
Morin, former Facebook senior platform manager and 
social media extraordinaire. 

Investing in founding talent is indeed a proven 

strategy among top tier venture capitalists. But history 
also indicates that it is prudent to mix in business sense 
with the engineering chops of any product. 

It doesn’t matter how technically sound Color or any 
other mobile app is if hundreds of millions of users can’t 
understand or use it until they spend hours walking 
around town looking for other users.

Color will likely iterate (as Path did), but for now it 
seems to be an engineering driven product rather than 
a market driven one. The opposite is just as bad if not 
worse. A good dose of both are needed for any measure 
of success in mobile app penetration.

In this case, and for the time being, misguided 
engineering mind-set — otherwise known as the Silicon 
Valley Effect — strikes again. MLM


