
The Secret Ingredient for App Success: Why Innovation Isn’t Enough

You’re in the final stages of releasing your brand new app. This app is a labor of love and cre-
ativity. Maybe it started with an idea scrawled on a napkin, as innovative ideas tend to be, and 
progressed through market research. 

Your market loved it. They responded with enthusiasm and from there you made a prototype. 
Aside from the normal awkwardness of user testing, your app performed well and your team is 
poised on release.

But the unthinkable happens. Your app is released to the sounds of proverbial, dreaded crickets 
or worse never releases at all.

It happens more often than you might think even with the most innovative ideas. Usually, it’s 
something simple, something aside from creativity or innovation: a lack of solid market strategy.

Innovation Going Nowhere

This actually happened to Erwin Van Der Koogh. You may know him as the founder of Bitgenics, 
but earlier in his career, he was tasked with creating an innovative product for a traditional com-
pany.



At Agile India in 2017, he gave an impromptu talk about an early product he did in 2012. For 
him, this was an example of “career highs and career lows” in the way that his team created a 
truly innovative product that never made it to market.

He was asked by a Telco to create a new product working within a massive, established com-
pany. He worked on the technical aspects, and he and his team reimagined the way that media 
was consumed.

The product itself was in response to real answers about how customers consumed their vari-
ous media, and from these frank conversations this product was born.

They created a new way for consumers to interact with their preferred media, and although it 
seemed like a sure thing, roadblocks prevented them from ever getting their product to market. 
They spent a year and a half in development and never put a single product out.

He attributed this failure to a lack of market strategy. At the time, his team dealt solely with the 
technical aspects of their product, and the hand-off strategy meant that they hadn’t thought 
through how to get their disruptive tech into the hands of customers already loyal to a traditional 
Telco.

A Marketing Success: Candy Crush

A go-to-market strategy can be the difference between those dreaded crickets and a successful 
launch. Take, for example, that irritating game Candy Crush. It wasn’t necessarily innovative or 
sophisticated. It relied on video game tropes already established, and worked on a freemium 
model. 

What it did have was a excellent marketing strategy. The creator was one of the first people to 
make use of the new (at the time) Facebook ad option. This strategy was fresh, and contributed 
to the app’s overall success. 

Candy Crush used several basic psychological tactics. First, it was the first app to link to 
iPhone, android, and Facebook making connection effortless. Second, it partnered with a social 
media giant right in the beginning, relying on Facebook’s established network to increase visibil-
ity. Third, it decided from the beginning to use the freemium model knowing that others would 
pay more if paying were a choice.

The developers created the game with these three elements in place. Users then had a consis-
tent, addicting experience with a game that wasn’t a new idea at all. Now Candy Crush has over 
93 million users with 500,000 of those dedicated to playing across their devices, and a net worth 
of 7.1 billion. If that leaves you scratching your head, you aren’t alone.

A Marketing Warning Tale

On the opposite end, the app Everpix was poised to overtake Flickr and Dropbox as a photo 
storage system. Never heard of Everpix? There’s a reason.



When the app closed its doors in 2013, it came as a shock to thousands of subscribers who re-
lied on the app’s innovative approach to organizing and displaying photos. If you happened to 
be one of those subscribers, you were saving and storing your photos in a bubble entirely sepa-
rate from the mass market.

The app itself was a phenomenal idea, but the developers attributed the app’s failure to a lack of 
resources dedicated to market strategy. It wasn’t enough to have a good idea and a beautiful 
product. Everpix was both. Instead, they began marketing too late. They didn’t offer solid pitch 
decks for investors, nor did they effectively position themselves against established (and free) 
photo sharing sites. 

The biggest lack was relying solely on innovation to sell the app. Turns out, people don’t really 
know what they want, and persuading people to move from a free app like Flickr, an app that is 
more familiar and more available, takes thought. The developers created a beautiful app with a 
learning curve. Once users made the effort to learn, they were hooked. The problem, and the 
reason for the app’s demise, was getting them there.

Build the App, Build the Marketing Plan

For Erwin Van Der Koogh, his brush with failure during his time at the Telco taught him that a 
team has to be cross-functional. Developers can’t simply come up with a good idea and expect 
to pass it off to be built or marketed. The team needs to have the long view in mind during the 
initial stages of development, and that includes a mind for how the product will transition out of 
the developers’ hands and into the customers’.

Building an app market strategy right in the beginning helps the entire team make more efficient 
decisions about the life of the app. Had Everpix thought through the marketing upfront, they 
might have created the app the goal of luring users from traditional free services. It’s not enough 
to have a good idea, or for users to like it. They have to understand why the switch solves their 
pain point.

Candy Crush bypassed the innovation hurdle by being one of the first apps to take advantage of 
Facebook’s new ad system. This approach allowed it to get in the hands of the consumers and 
build on its freemium strategy.

Van Der Koogh looks back and feels confident about the quality of his team’s product, and of 
their research, but the key to success relies heavily, for him, on thinking early of a go-to-market 
strategy. 

Determine your target market to get an idea of their behavior. Then, define how your app bene-
fits or solves their problem. With this in mind, the pricing strategy becomes clearer as well as 
the cost for getting the app to your target customers.  The final step is laying out future customer 
relationship management strategies.

Building an app without a market strategy dooms even the most innovative idea. The good news 
is an app doesn’t have to be a never before seen idea to stick in the minds of consumers and 
become their next addiction. That secret lies in marketing.
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