
Active Location-Based Apps (Competitors)

Google Maps

User Base & Demographics: Google Maps dominates with over  1 billion monthly users worldwide
. In the U.S., it accounts for 67% of map app usage . Its users skew young adult; 26% are 25–34 (the

largest demographic) and about  54% male / 46% female . This indicates strong reach into the  18–35
urban segment, though virtually all demographics use it.

Key Discovery & Social Features: Originally a pure navigation tool, Google Maps has added local discovery
and light social layers. Users can find restaurants, attractions, and see ratings/reviews. Notably, Google runs
the  Local Guides program – a gamified contributor system with  120 million+ members earning points,
badges, and levels by writing reviews and adding photos . The app also introduced features like
sharing lists of favorite places, following certain reviewers, and a “For You” feed of recommended places.
However,  its  social  functions (e.g.  friend location sharing,  user followings)  are limited in impact –  most
people use Google Maps for utility (directions, business info) rather than friend interactions.

Business Model: Google Maps generates massive revenue via advertising and API fees. In 2023 it made
about  $11.1 billion (up from $3B in 2019) ,  82% from ads like promoted local  listings .  The rest
comes from charging other  apps  for  map services.  It’s  essentially  a  funnel  for  local  business  ads  and
referrals (e.g. sponsored pins on the map).

Social  Feature Limitations: Despite various social/gamified additions,  these have not  become primary
uses  of  Google  Maps.  The  core  use-case  is  still  navigation  and  search,  so  social  features  remain
peripheral. For example, Local Guides contribute tons of content but it’s altruistic and game-like (points,
perks) rather than forming a social community – users don’t open Google Maps to chat with friends or see a
social feed . Google did experiment with friend-focused features (remember Google Latitude and the
ability to follow local guides), but these never took off broadly. Many users are simply in a “get directions/
find a restaurant” mindset, not a social browsing mindset, when on Maps.

Retention  Strengths/Weaknesses: Google  Maps’  strength  is  indispensable  utility –  urban  users
frequently rely on it for commuting, trip planning, and finding businesses. This functional importance gives
it strong long-term retention (people keep it installed and use it whenever needed). However, engagement
is situational: one might use it daily for commutes, but the average person isn’t scrolling it for fun when
idle. The social/gamified elements (like earning Local Guide points) drive contributions from a subset of
users but don’t meaningfully increase daily social engagement for most. In short, Google Maps keeps users
by necessity, but doesn’t capture much “leisure” social browsing time, especially among Gen Z who tend
toward more entertainment-oriented apps.
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Yelp

User Base & Demographics: Yelp remains a major local  discovery platform, with  ~178 million unique
users monthly across web and app (about  92 million on mobile alone) .  Its app had  31.9 million
monthly unique devices in 2023, slightly down from 33 million in 2022 . Notably, Yelp’s user base skews
older: only 26% are ages 18–34, while the largest share (39%) is 55+ . This suggests Gen Z and younger
millennials are underrepresented (many of them consider Yelp somewhat “old school”), whereas Gen X and
Boomers turn to Yelp for services and restaurants. Yelp users also tend to be affluent and educated (56%
have $100k+ incomes) . 

Key Features & Social Elements: Yelp’s core is its crowdsourced reviews and ratings for local businesses.
Key discovery features include search filters, nearby suggestions, and curated “Collections” of businesses.
Social/gamification: Yelp has a  community  aspect  –  users  can add “friends”  on Yelp,  see each other’s
reviews,  and  compliment  or  message  each  other.  It  also  runs  the  “Yelp  Elite” program  as  a  form  of
gamification/status: prolific reviewers can be selected as Elite and get badges on their profile plus invites to
local Yelp events. In the early 2010s Yelp even added check-in badges (much like Foursquare) and offers,
but  these  features  were  quietly  deprioritized.  There  are  also  discussion forums (“Yelp  Talk”)  and event
pages.  Despite  these  social  features,  most  users  use  Yelp  transactionally –  to  read  reviews,  not  to
socialize with friends. The social components mainly engage a small subset of power users (the Yelp Elite
and frequent reviewers).

Business Model: Yelp is  monetized via  advertising and service fees.  In 2024 it  earned  $1.277 billion
revenue (over 99% from advertising paid by local businesses) . Businesses pay for sponsored results,
enhanced profiles,  and commission on transactions  like  reservations  or  quote  requests.  This  ad-driven
model  means  Yelp  is  incentivized  to  keep  users  coming  to  find  businesses  (so  they  can  serve  ad
impressions). Yelp’s paying customer count was 563,000+ local business advertisers as of mid-2023 .

Why Social Hasn’t Taken Off: Yelp’s identity is as a review utility, not a social network. While it tried to
incorporate friend feeds and social rewards, the average user goes to Yelp to read strangers’ reviews with
broad coverage, not to follow friends. In fact, having lots of friends on Yelp doesn’t enhance the core use
much – if I need a good brunch spot, I care more about consensus rating and detailed reviews than my
friend’s check-in.  Thus,  Yelp’s  social  features never became primary;  they’re overshadowed by the huge
volume of UGC reviews and the focus on star ratings. Additionally, many users find Yelp’s value in trusted
content and breadth, which doesn’t rely on having a personal social graph active there. As a result, Yelp’s
attempts  at  check-ins,  friending,  and even an Instagram-like  feature  for  food photos  didn’t  break  into
mainstream usage.

Retention and Engagement: Yelp has  moderate retention: People keep the app for when they need it
(like Google Maps, it’s “there when you need a restaurant or plumber”). It’s very strong at  intent-driven
retention – e.g. a young couple will reliably return to Yelp whenever they need a new dinner spot with
“social proof” in the form of reviews. However,  Yelp’s engagement is occasional,  not daily scrolling for
most. Internal stats show in 2022 only 12% of U.S. consumers used Yelp daily , and only ~15% use it
even  weekly .  This  implies  many  users  open  Yelp  a  few times  a  month  (when planning  outings  or
errands). Strengths in retention: the extensive review content and ratings ensure that when a need arises,
users trust Yelp (especially for restaurants, home services, etc.).  Weaknesses: it hasn’t become part of a
habitual  daily  routine for  Gen  Z/young  millennials  –  many  of  whom  now  rely  on  Google  reviews  or
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Instagram/TikTok for finding trendy spots. Also, competition from Google (which has 73% of online review
market vs Yelp’s 6% ) limits Yelp’s growth in casual user engagement. 

Atlas Obscura

User Base & Niche: Atlas Obscura is a unique travel discovery platform focusing on “hidden” and quirky
attractions. It has a smaller but loyal user base of around 6.5 million monthly active users as of early
2024 .  Its  audience  are  explorers  and  travel  enthusiasts –  often  millennials  looking  for  offbeat,
Instagrammable or intellectually interesting places. SimilarWeb data shows its site visitors are mostly 25–34,
slightly  more female (55%) ,  aligning with the target segment of  “urban casual  explorers” and travel-
hungry millennials. 

Key  Features: Atlas  Obscura  is  both  a  content  publisher  and  a  community-driven  platform.  It
catalogues  over  25,000  unusual  places  worldwide .  Users  can  browse  by  location  or  interest  (e.g.
“abandoned  castles”,  “odd  museums”)  and  read  rich  stories/history  of  each  place.  Community
contributions are central – users (called explorers) submit new places and tips, which are then editorially
reviewed. There’s a light gamification in that members can mark places they’ve visited (“Been There”) and
create wishlists, effectively collecting experiences. AO also produces articles and podcasts (it even runs the
#1 travel  podcast on Apple) ,  strengthening content engagement.  Socially,  while there isn’t  a  typical
friend feed, the community aspect comes through in user comments on places and the shared mission of
discovery.

Revenue  Model: Initially  a  media  site,  Atlas  Obscura  has  diversified.  It  earns  money  through  direct
advertising partnerships (especially with tourism boards and travel brands) – for example, it works
with  destinations  like  Los  Angeles,  Texas,  etc.,  to  promote  content .  It  also  has  book  sales  (NYT
bestselling travel  books)  and a significant business in  experiences and trips.  AO operates small-
group tours and online experiences; by 2024 this was a growing revenue stream (the company was on pace
for $24M revenue in 2025, up from ~$17M in 2024) . A membership program offers exclusive events
and content for an annual fee . In short, AO monetizes as a niche media & travel company rather than
via user-generated data advertising.

Social/Gamification Elements: The platform encourages a sense of community and accomplishment in
discovery. Users get a profile where they can  track how many Atlas places they’ve visited, almost like
collecting badges (e.g.  “Visited 50 atlas places!”). There are no points or competitive leaderboards, but the
intrinsic gamification lies in “checking off” cool locations. Unlike mainstream social apps, users don’t go to
AO to socialize with friends, but to contribute to a shared catalog of wonders. The novelty factor is high –
every  Atlas  Obscura  entry  is  something  unusual,  which  initially  captivates  users  (great  for  “weekend
warriors” seeking unique experiences). The challenge is after you’ve seen a number of oddities, you might
not open it regularly until you’re planning a trip or an outing. 

User Retention: Atlas  Obscura’s  content  has  strong appeal  for  its  niche,  leading to decent  retention
among travel enthusiasts who value constant inspiration. The company claims a “global community of 10
million explorers”  and steady growth.  However,  its  usage is  event-driven –  people use it  when in
exploratory mode (e.g. visiting a new city or planning weekend activities). For daily engagement, it’s not as
sticky as a social feed; AO’s own CEO noted it’s focusing on “content and community” to increase everyday
utility .  Strengths:  extremely  differentiated,  with  high-quality  content  that  resonates  especially  post-
COVID as people seek interesting local adventures. Many Gen Z and millennials now prioritize experiences,
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so AO’s curated approach has ongoing appeal. Weaknesses: it’s not a general-purpose app – if someone is
just looking for a well-reviewed brunch spot, AO isn’t the go-to. Also, user-generated contributions need
curation to maintain quality, which can limit scale. In summary, Atlas Obscura has carved a thriving niche
but isn’t aiming to be a mass social platform. Its retention is solid among its community, but the community
itself is a subset of the wider market (though one that SpotFinder can tap into for inspiration).

The Infatuation

User Base & Brand: The Infatuation is a  restaurant recommendation platform known for its editorial,
city-focused guides (famous for the #EEEEEATS hashtag). It  started as a blog and grew into a multi-city
resource popular with urban foodies in their 20s and 30s. Exact user numbers are not public, but it served
12+ American cities and had a dedicated following in NYC, LA, etc. . Its influence is evidenced by over 10
million Instagram posts using #EEEEEATS (a community it cultivated) . In 2021, The Infatuation was
acquired  by  JPMorgan  Chase ,  indicating  its  content  reached  a  valuable  demographic  (often  young
professionals with disposable income for dining). We can infer the primary users are Gen-Z and millennial
“casual explorers” – people who want socially vetted, trend-aware food recommendations (e.g. “basic girls”
hunting for the new brunch spot with a cute interior, or young couples on a date night mission).

Features & Social  Aspects: Unlike crowd-sourced sites,  The Infatuation employs editorial  staff to write
reviews and curate “best of” lists (“NYC’s Best Rooftop Bars”, etc.). Key features include a mobile app with
restaurant search by neighborhood or occasion, saved lists, and a unique “Text Rex” service (you could text
a number and get personalized restaurant picks – essentially concierge via SMS) . The content often feels
social  because  of  its  relatable  voice  and  how  widely  it’s  shared  on  social  media,  but  user-generated
content is minimal – it’s more akin to a digital magazine. That said, users can create profiles to mark
favorites and there was a commenting feature on reviews. The Infatuation leaned heavily on Instagram for
social engagement: they run many city-specific IG accounts (e.g. @infatuation_la) and encourage users to
tag their meals. In that sense, the “social proof” is in the  community trust in their taste and the social
media conversation around their picks (not in an in-app friend feed).

Business  Model: Primarily  a  media/content  model.  Revenue  came  from  sponsorships,  events,  and
partnerships. For example, The Infatuation launched its own food festival, EEEEEATSCON , which brings
in  sponsors  and  ticket  revenue.  It  also  acquired  Zagat from  Google  in  2018 ,  positioning  itself  to
perhaps monetize user survey data or brand licensing (Zagat surveys were later integrated into Chase’s
dining program). After JPMorgan Chase bought it in 2021, The Infatuation’s content became part of Chase’s
credit  card perks (Chase Dining) .  This  means it  now indirectly  drives  revenue by adding value to
financial products (e.g. Chase Sapphire cardholders get exclusive access to Infatuation-curated reservations
or events).  Advertising (sponsored articles or city guide sponsorships) also contributed. Importantly,  no
user-facing  ads  or  freemium  paywalls –  the  user  experience  remained  focused  on  trusted
recommendations.

Why Social Features Haven’t Dominated: The Infatuation never tried to build a full  social network; its
power was in  editorial  authority  and voice,  not  user  interaction.  People  use it  as  a  trusted friend’s
advice,  not  a  place to post  their  own content or  follow friends’  meals.  In fact,  its  success came as an
alternative to  crowd-review  platforms:  many  users  wanted  curated  advice  rather  than  sorting  through
hundreds of Yelp reviews. So, by design, it didn’t pursue features like friend feeds or check-ins (aside from
enabling sharing and saving). The “social proof” here is the Infatuation brand’s credibility and the buzz
on  external  social  media,  rather  than  an  in-app  social  community.  Their  focus  on  quality  control
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(professional reviewers) meant they didn’t encourage mass user contributions that could dilute quality. In
short, the primary use-case (finding a great place to eat) was satisfied by their expert content, making
additional social features unnecessary for retention. Users didn’t ask “what are my friends eating,” they
asked “what does Infatuation recommend and what’s trending on IG?”

Strengths & Weaknesses in Retention: The Infatuation is strong in retaining users whenever they need
dining ideas – much like one keeps returning to a favorite blog or magazine. Especially among younger
urbanites,  it  became a  habit  to  check  Infatuation  for  new restaurant  openings  or  date  spot  ideas.  Its
integration into lifestyle (via IG and events) deepened loyalty. However, the  frequency of use is tied to
dining frequency.  A typical user might use it  weekly or monthly when planning outings, but not daily.
There’s also a limit to scale – it primarily covers trendy eateries in big cities, so its usefulness to a user is
highest when they live in or travel to those cities. If someone moves to a non-covered city, the app loses
relevance  (unlike  Yelp/Google  which  cover  everywhere).  Post-COVID,  The  Infatuation  provided  valuable
updates on restaurant reopenings and outdoor dining, which likely kept users engaged. Now under Chase,
there’s  potential  cross-promotion  to  keep  users  in  the  ecosystem  (e.g.  special  offers  that  encourage
opening the app). Overall, Infatuation’s user retention is fueled by trust and lifestyle fit. The challenge is
that it’s  not a broad social  network – it  competes more with other food media (Eater,  etc.)  and can be
bypassed if a user decides to just ask friends directly or use Instagram search for restaurant ideas.

Spotted by Locals

User Base & Scope: Spotted by Locals is a smaller, niche player focusing on curated city guides written by
residents (“spotters”). It covers about 80+ cities globally (mostly in Europe and North America) . The user
base is modest – likely on the order of a few hundred thousand active users (the company hasn’t disclosed
MAUs publicly). An indication of scale: they’ve claimed “many millions have used our website or app over the
years”  in  aggregate ,  but  annual  active  users  are  much  lower.  The  platform  appeals  to  travel
enthusiasts and expats in the 18–35 range who seek non-touristy venues. For instance, a micro-influencer
visiting Berlin might use it to find hidden cafes recommended by locals. Importantly, Spotted by Locals’
content is city-specific and often purchased per city, which naturally limits the user pool to those actively
traveling or exploring that city.

Features & Gamification: The product is essentially a set of city guide apps (initially sold per city for a few
dollars each, now also via a subscription) . Each city guide contains dozens of local “spots” (cafes, parks,
galleries, etc.) with short articles by the spotters explaining why they love it. The guides work offline and
include maps. Social features are minimal – no friend lists or public check-ins. However, there is a bit of
gamification:  users  can  bookmark  places and  possibly  keep  track  of  spots  visited.  The  spotters (the
contributors) form a community; the founders mention biannual gatherings for the spotters and a sense of
mission  in  improving  cities  by  diverting  tourists  to  local  gems .  This  internal  community  is  strong
(spotters are proud volunteers), but for end-users the app feels like a digital guidebook more than a social
app. 

Business Model: Spotted by Locals has been bootstrapped (no outside investors) , and makes money
from app sales/subscriptions and content licensing. Originally it charged per city guide (e.g. ~$3.99 per
city) .  In  recent  years  they  introduced  a  subscription  giving  access  to  all  guides.  They  also  partner
occasionally with tourism boards (which might sponsor content to promote less-touristic neighborhoods).
Revenue is relatively small (estimated $3.5M annually ), reflecting its niche scale. The focus has been on
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slow  growth  without  heavy  monetization  –  even  after  10+  years,  the  founders  celebrated  keeping  it
independent and sustainable (and likely modestly profitable) .

Why  Social  Isn’t  Primary: Spotted  by  Locals  explicitly  targets  travelers  who  “want  to  skip  the  tourist
highlights” . Users typically use the app in a new city to find cool spots, not to interact with other users.
The value proposition is  trusted local insight, which doesn’t require real-time social interaction. In fact,
when traveling, many users prefer a reliable guide over having to ask people (the founders noted “meeting
other people in real life on a city trip is just not for everybody”  – thus a curated app is convenient). They do
foster a sense of intimacy and authenticity (since you’re essentially hearing from a local friend), but that’s
delivered via content, not social networking. Consequently, features like user profiles or friend feeds would
add little to the core use-case. The “social proof” comes from the  curation process (locals vetted by the
founders) rather than user ratings. So while Spotted by Locals was ahead of the trend in seeking local-
authentic experiences, it intentionally did not build a large social network around it. This kept the quality
high but the network effects low.

Retention and Engagement: For travelers, Spotted by Locals is great  during a trip but usage drops off
between trips. A typical user might download the Vancouver guide when visiting (SpotFinder’s launch city),
use it extensively for a week, then not use the app again until their next vacation. This episodic usage is a
retention challenge – the app could lie  dormant for months.  To combat this,  the team updates guides
continuously (ensuring info is fresh when you return) and expanded to local audiences (“locals reading their
own city’s tips”). Still, its retention is modest. One promising aspect: as interest in “live like a local” travel
grew post-2015, Spotted by Locals saw usage at “more people than ever” by its 10-year mark . It aimed
for ~40% user growth in a year at one point , indicating they are trying to boost engagement. Strengths:
very high user satisfaction – those who use it often rave about it, and it likely has good ratings and word-
of-mouth  in  traveler  communities.  Weaknesses:  small  network  effects (the  value  doesn’t  increase
dramatically with more users, since content creation is gated by their spotter network) and no continuous
content feed to keep users opening it daily. Essentially, Spotted by Locals trades breadth for depth: it deeply
retains the interest of active travelers, but cannot retain the average young urban user when they’re not
traveling. 

Failed or Pivoted Social/Location Apps

Foursquare (Consumer App & Swarm)

Growth & Peak: Foursquare launched in 2009 and pioneered the gamified “check-in” at locations. It grew
rapidly among early smartphone users; by April 2010 it hit 1 million users, and by 2012 it reportedly had
around 45 million registered users . Its monthly active users peaked somewhere in the tens of millions
globally  (the  company  claimed  50  million  MAU  by  2016 after  some  pivots) .  Demographically,
Foursquare was popular with urban millennials (in the US ~40% of users were 30–39  and nearly 47%
were 25–34 , reflecting the late Gen X and Y tech-savvy crowd). The use case – checking in to share where
you are and compete for badges – resonated strongly at SXSW and in cities like NYC, LA, etc., where Gen Y
professionals were exploring nightlife and cafes. 

Initial  Value  Proposition: Foursquare’s  early  appeal  was  social  +  gamification  around  real-world
exploration. Users would “check in” at venues to notify friends and simultaneously earn points and badges
(e.g. become the “Mayor” if you visited more than anyone else) . This  novel blend of competition
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and social sharing created buzz – it turned going out into a game and gave users social recognition for
being adventurous or loyal to spots. It also provided  personal lifelogging (“Where did I go this week?”)
which  some  found  fun.  In  essence,  Foursquare  made  discovering  new  places  with  friends  a  playful
experience,  and  that  resonated  at  a  time  (2010–2011)  when  Facebook’s  feed  was  more  about  online
content, not location.

Timeline of  Decline: By  2012–2013,  cracks  showed.  User  growth stalled  and Foursquare  fell  short  of
aggressive  projections .  The  novelty  of  check-ins  began wearing  off –  many  casual  users  stopped
checking in regularly once the badge collecting lost its charm. Also, as Facebook and Twitter added location
tagging, Foursquare no longer owned the check-in concept. In  2014, Foursquare made a radical pivot: it
split  into  two  apps .  The  new  Foursquare  City  Guide app  focused  on  place  discovery  and
recommendations (more like Yelp), and a separate app Swarm carried on the check-in and gamification
functions . This was essentially an attempt to salvage two different use cases from the original product.
Unfortunately, this split confused users and drastically reduced the network effects. Many who didn’t want
two apps simply dropped off. By 2015, Foursquare’s user base and valuation were falling (it raised a down-
round at a $250M valuation, half of what it was worth in 2013) . 

In the following years, the consumer side continued to fade. Swarm attracted only the hardcore loyalists.
Foursquare stopped reporting user numbers publicly, but one stat from 2023 said Foursquare (including
Swarm) had  55 million MAU  – however, this likely counts a lot of passive usage via partner apps. In
reality,  by  late  2010s,  Foursquare’s  mainstream  cultural  relevance  was  gone.  Finally,  in  late  2024,
Foursquare announced it will shut down the City Guide app entirely (focusing only on the developer/
enterprise  side  and  maintaining  Swarm  for  the  remaining  fans) .  This  effectively  marks  the  end  of
Foursquare as a consumer social product.

Failure Points & Causes: Foursquare hit a retention cliff after the early novelty. The game mechanics that
spurred the initial growth had a “novelty half-life” – once users collected a bunch of badges or once their
friends stopped caring about mayorships, the incentive to open the app frequently diminished. Many users
churned after a few months of activity, leaving only a core who truly loved the gamification. Additionally, as
the user base broadened,  not everyone felt  comfortable constantly  sharing location (privacy concerns).
Those who did enjoy it needed enough friends playing along to keep it fun – if your social circle didn’t adopt
it, it lost appeal (classic network effect issue). By 2013, Foursquare was neither growing nor monetizing well
(revenue was only ~$2M in 2012 , very low). This led to the 2014 pivot, which in hindsight was a critical
failure point: splitting the app fragmented the user experience. Swarm (the new check-in app) lost many
of the casual users,  and City Guide faced entrenched competitors (Yelp,  Google) without the fun factor
Foursquare  originally  had.  Essentially,  Foursquare  diluted  what  made  it  unique  without  achieving  a
breakthrough in its new direction.

Pivots and Attempts to Save It: Aside from the split, Foursquare tried various changes: they toned down
the gamification in City Guide to be a serious recommendation engine (no more badges),  introduced a
more personalized rating system, and leveraged their location data to power a “Pilgrim” recommendation
engine.  They also  tried to  convert  the business  into  a  location technology platform –  which actually
succeeded (Foursquare’s  B2B pivot provided location data to companies, contributing to over $100M in
revenue by 2020s) . But that meant abandoning the consumer social dream. Swarm, on the other hand,
doubled down on gamification: it added trivia quests, coins, and leaderboards in the late 2010s, hoping to
regain engagement. These changes did keep a small loyal group checking in (in fact, 2 billion check-ins per
year were still happening as of 2023 on Swarm ). However, it never came close to the cultural moment
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Foursquare had in 2010. The company opted to merge with a data company (Factual) and focus entirely on
enterprise products by 2020. 

Key Lessons: Foursquare’s rise and fall illustrate  network effects and novelty limitations vividly. They
achieved viral growth by making a game out of city exploration, but that game needed to constantly evolve
to retain users – and it didn’t. Gamification can drive initial engagement but not long-term retention if
it’s not coupled with enduring utility or social interaction. Once the novelty wore off, Foursquare didn’t
have enough other hooks (the utility of recommendations wasn’t yet strong enough to compete with Yelp/
Google). The pivot taught that you can’t easily force a social app to become a discovery tool overnight –
users had already decided how they saw Foursquare (fun check-ins, not serious reviews),  so they didn’t
embrace it as a Yelp replacement. Additionally, the value of a check-in app is tightly tied to having your
friends on it; as soon as momentum slows, the network effect reverses and people leave because others
leave. This is a stark contrast with something like Google Maps which is useful even if none of your friends
are on it. Lastly, Foursquare’s journey shows the challenge of monetizing social location apps: they had data
on where people go, which is valuable, but they struggled to directly monetize consumers without harming
user  experience  (too  few  users  would  tolerate  ads  or  offers).  The  eventual  success  was  in  selling  the
technology, not the social app itself. 

BeReal

Timeline of Meteoric Rise and Fall: BeReal launched in late 2019 (France) but only gained widespread
traction in 2022. Its premise – once a day, at a random time, all users are prompted to post a simultaneous
front-and-back camera photo within 2 minutes – offered an “authentic,  anti-Instagram” experience. This
resonated  hugely  with  Gen  Z.  By  mid-2022,  BeReal  went  viral  on  U.S.  college  campuses;  downloads
skyrocketed. In  October 2022,  BeReal peaked at around  20 million daily active users (DAU) .  It
became the #1 app in the App Store that fall, and total users (MAU) may have exceeded 70 million globally

. This was the boom: BeReal had buzz as the new platform to see real life moments of friends.

However, the decline set in by early 2023. By February 2023, BeReal’s DAUs had dropped about 48% from
the peak  – roughly down to  10.4 million DAU. By March 2023, third-party estimates showed only  6
million DAU . In other words, within ~5 months of peaking, BeReal lost a huge chunk of its daily users

. Its MAUs also fell from ~73 million in Aug 2022 to ~33 million by March 2023 . This is one of
the steepest engagement drop-offs in recent social app history – essentially a  retention cliff after the
novelty wore off.

BeReal’s team initially downplayed the stats. They claimed later in 2023 that they were still growing or had
“25 million active users” worldwide , but this figure is disputed. (It’s  likely an inflated number or
refers to monthly actives; data from Similarweb showed only ~16 million global MAU by mid-2023

, and in the crucial U.S. market, MAU dropped from 3.7M to ~3M between Nov 2022 and Aug 2023 .)
By late 2023 into 2024, BeReal had clearly fallen out of daily rotation for most users, though it retained
some loyalists in pockets (notably its home country France still saw growth in usage in 2023 ).

In June 2024, in a twist, BeReal was acquired by the French mobile publisher Voodoo for €500M . This
effectively marked a pivot – BeReal’s founders handed it off, and Voodoo (known for viral games) indicated
plans to add features and monetize (like possibly introducing ads and aiming for “100M active users” again)

.  The  acquisition  itself  underscores  that  BeReal  as  an  independent  product  wasn’t  sustaining
momentum or revenue.
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Why It Resonated (Initial Value): BeReal struck a chord by  offering something novel in social media:
spontaneity and authenticity. The idea that once a day, you get a candid snapshot of your friends’ real life
(whether they’re in class, at work, or on the couch) felt fresh compared to curated Instagram feeds. This
created a daily ritual that many found exciting – there was FOMO if you missed the 2-minute window. It
leveraged  social  pressure  in  a  fun  way:  you  can  only  see  others’  posts  if  you  upload  your  own,
encouraging participation. In essence, it was a reaction to social media fatigue – positioned as the “real”
antidote to highlight reels. This message  resonated with Gen Z who often value authenticity and were
eager for a new platform separate from where their parents might be (Facebook/IG). At its height, BeReal
posts became conversation starters (“did you see yesterday’s BeReal? We were so bored in lecture!”). For a
while, it captured the zeitgeist of post-pandemic youth reconnecting in simpler ways.

Failure Points: The very design that made BeReal novel also contributed to its decline. The  once-a-day
gimmick had a short shelf life for many. Not every day is interesting, and posting mundane photos (desk,
ceiling, computer) quickly became repetitive. Many users started ignoring the notification or posting late
(defeating  the  point).  The  app’s  content  thus  wasn’t  consistently  rewarding  –  seeing  unremarkable
snapshots of friends day after day led to boredom. In terms of engagement metrics, this manifested as a
drop in posting frequency and opens. By early 2023, user behavior shifted: people would wait to post until
they were doing something cooler, or just stop posting regularly . Without compelling content, even the
voyeuristic urge died down.

BeReal also lacked additional hooks to retain users. There was zero gamification (intentionally, to keep it
simple). There were no filters, no trending topics, minimal discovery beyond your friends. That meant no
creativity  tools  or  evolving challenges  to  keep it  fresh (contrast  with  Snapchat,  which  continually  adds
features like lenses,  or  TikTok’s  endless new trends).  Once the initial  concept’s  charm faded,  there was
nothing else to increase “depth”  of  engagement.  The  network effect reversed too:  when friends stop
posting, you have even less reason to open BeReal (if half your friends ignore today’s BeReal, the feed is
sparse).

Competition  and  Cloning: Another  blow  –  bigger  platforms  cloned  BeReal’s  concept.  TikTok  released
“TikTok Now” (a daily dual-camera prompt), Instagram tested “Candid Stories” with a similar idea . While
these clones didn’t become huge, they validated the concept’s appeal but also made BeReal less unique. If a
user could get a similar  feature in an app they already use,  there’s  less need to keep a separate app.
Moreover, BeReal faced the challenge of being a feature, not a full platform – its core idea was easy to
replicate and didn’t have years of network and content moats.

Attempts to Pivot or  Save It: The BeReal  team was slow to change at  first  (perhaps intentionally,  to
preserve their philosophy). But as usage dropped, they cautiously added features: a  Friends of Friends
feed to allow some content discovery beyond your immediate circle ,  a  chat messaging feature (so
people could communicate within the app) , and the ability to post an additional photo (“Bonus BeReal”)
if you posted on time. They also integrated with Spotify to let you show what music you’re listening to on
your post. These were relatively minor and didn’t stop the slide. No meaningful pivot in concept occurred
while the original team was in charge. Ultimately, the “pivot” was selling the company. As noted, Voodoo
(post-acquisition) likely will experiment with things like monetization (ads) and more engagement loops,
but that’s beyond the original run. 

Lessons  Learned: BeReal  exemplifies  the  “novelty  half-life” problem.  A  brilliant  hook  can  fuel  rapid
growth, but if the core use isn’t habit-forming long-term, you see an equally rapid drop in retention
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(see chart below, illustrating BeReal’s DAU surge and fall). Simplicity was a double-edged sword – it made
the app easy and appealing, but left little to cling to when interest waned. The app also highlights how
network effects need critical mass but also ongoing value: BeReal did get critical mass (especially in
certain colleges), yet it couldn’t provide continuing value beyond a point, so even those large networks of
friends eventually went quiet. In terms of social dynamics, it showed that users crave authenticity but only
in doses; a feed of banality isn’t entertaining indefinitely. Monetization-wise, BeReal had none (no ads, no
subscriptions), which is unsustainable – but adding ads to an app people were already using less could have
driven them away faster, a true catch-22. Finally, a key lesson is that  fast-growing social fads face fast-
following by giants – without some protective moat (unique technology or a creator ecosystem), a viral app
can get copied and outpaced. BeReal’s journey from hottest app to being sold off in ~2 years is a case study
in both the power and the volatility of social app trends.

BeReal daily active users surged in 2022 and then dropped sharply by early 2023 . The rapid rise-and-fall
reflects how quickly novelty can wear off, leading to steep retention challenges.

Poparazzi

What It Was: Poparazzi was a photo-sharing social app that launched in May 2021 and briefly shot to the
top of the App Store. Its twist: users couldn’t post photos of themselves, only of others. In other words,
your profile was populated by pictures your friends took of you – making your friends the “paparazzi” for
your life. This concept of candid, friend-curated profiles gained a lot of attention as a refreshing antidote to
the curated selfies culture. The target demographic was firmly Gen Z (under 25); the app’s playful vibe and
invite-only launch strategy attracted high school and college-age users curious about a new way to share.
Within a week of launch, Poparazzi hit #1 in the iOS App Store. 

Growth Metrics: The initial growth was strong. In its first year, Poparazzi garnered over 5 million installs
.  It  reached  about  4  million  monthly  active  users  at  peak (likely  in  mid-late  2021) .  The

company raised a $15M Series A in 2022,  signaling investor belief  that it  could be “the next big social
network” . However, this hype was very short-lived. By mid-2022, user engagement was already slipping.
Poparazzi’s content novelty (tagging friends at parties, etc.) depended on people having active social lives
and willing friends. As the initial excitement faded, usage plummeted. By early 2023, Poparazzi’s user base
had virtually collapsed – it fell from millions of MAU to only 2–3,000 monthly active users** left . This
is  essentially  a  dead  app  in  terms  of  activity.  The  founders  acknowledged  this  stark  drop  when  they
announced the shutdown.

Decline and Shutdown: In May 2023, Poparazzi announced it was shutting down the app for good .
Users were given until June 30, 2023 to download their content before servers went offline . This timeline
shows an app going from #1 on the charts to closed in just over two years. One notable aspect: by August
2022, the writing was on the wall –  the team had already started pivoting to a new idea called “Made
With Friends” . That experimental app extended Poparazzi’s concept (letting friends post not just photos
but  also  text  answers  and  videos  to  each  other’s  profiles) .  Essentially,  they  tried  to  broaden  from
paparazzi photos to a general friend-curated profile concept. However, this spin-off didn’t gain traction and
was quietly removed by March 2023 . The failure of that pivot attempt left the company little choice but
to fold Poparazzi and cut losses (they also went through layoffs as noted in reports ).

Why It Resonated Initially: Poparazzi’s launch timing and concept hit a sweet spot. It was the summer of
2021, people were emerging from COVID lockdowns, and a fun new way to capture social hangouts was
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appealing. The “no selfies, your friends post for you” angle created curiosity. It was essentially  tagging
turned into the whole product – on Instagram you might tag friends, but here tagging was the content.
This led to some authentic, humorous moments and probably a flurry of “let’s sign up and post goofy pics of
each other” downloads among friend groups. It also removed pressures of managing one’s own image –
since you couldn’t post yourself, some felt it was more genuine (though in reality, users might curate by
choosing which friend pics to delete or keep). The viral marketing was strong: when someone created a
profile for you (by tagging you),  it  invited you to join – a growth-hack similar to early Facebook photo
tagging growth. Poparazzi also benefited from some influencer publicity and curiosity in the tech press.

Reasons for Failure: Despite a great first week,  Poparazzi struggled to drive long-term retention.  A
primary issue:  users had little incentive to keep contributing content consistently.  Once the initial
flurry of tagging friends happened, profiles filled up and the novel thrill waned. Many people found it fun
for a weekend, but it  didn’t become a daily habit.  Why? Unlike Instagram or Snapchat, Poparazzi didn’t
center on  sharing your own perspective –  it  outsourced posting to friends, which can actually reduce an
individual’s engagement. If your friends stop taking pics of you, your profile goes quiet. This dependency is
risky. Some users also felt a lack of control – you couldn’t post your own highlight, which while initially “anti-
selfie”, also meant if your friends aren’t paparazzi-types, your profile is empty. 

Another factor was  privacy/comfort:  Being someone’s “paparazzi” sounds funny, but it  could edge into
discomfort.  People might  post  unflattering or  private moments.  Although you could remove photos of
yourself,  the  premise  might  have  made  some  users  uneasy  over  time  (especially  if  they  experienced
unwanted pics).  Without a strong positive feedback loop (likes or comments were minimal on the app),
there wasn’t much dopamine hit to keep users around either.

From a content standpoint, after the novelty, Poparazzi didn’t offer variety – it was just candid friend pics.
Other platforms can do that plus more. Indeed, many teens already use Instagram or Snapchat to share
candids (via stories/private stories) and tag friends. Poparazzi wasn’t different enough to pull them away
beyond a short curiosity stint.

The engagement numbers tell the story: from 4M MAU to ~2k MAU in about a year  – essentially nearly
100% churn. This suggests almost everyone who tried it did not find lasting value. This kind of retention
cliff indicates the product failed to move beyond a gimmick to a must-have social utility.

Pivot Attempts: As mentioned, the company’s main attempt was the “Made with Friends” app in late 2022
. That broadened the idea (friends could post answers to prompts on your profile, etc.) – effectively, they

saw that just photos wasn’t enough and tried adding text/video prompts. This was somewhat similar to the
trend of apps like NGL or SendIt (anonymous Q&A) but with attribution and profiles. It didn’t catch on, likely
because by then users had already left and it wasn’t compelling enough to re-engage them. There was no
major rebrand or second product beyond that; once it failed, the founders decided to shut everything. The
quick shutdown suggests they didn’t see a viable resurrection path.

Key Learnings: Poparazzi highlights the importance of  sustainable creation incentives in social apps.
Relying on others to create content about you is novel,  but not reliable long-term. Every healthy social
platform either gives users personal creative agency or taps into a strong ego incentive; Poparazzi’s model
oddly diminished both (you weren’t posting yourself, and there were no public follower counts or likes to
stoke ego). It turned out that being the subject of content isn’t as engaging as being the creator of content
for most people. It also underscores that virality ≠ retention: an app can top charts via FOMO and invites,
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but  retention  requires  continuous  value.  The  lack  of  features  beyond  the  core  concept  hurt  too  –  no
evolving challenges, filters, or expanded social graph features were introduced in time. Finally, Poparazzi’s
flameout shows that even with $15M funding and millions of downloads,  a social  app can fail  fast if  it
doesn’t attain product-market fit beyond the novelty. They had a cool concept for capturing friend hangouts,
but didn’t become an everyday communication or entertainment tool. 

Clubhouse

Rocketship Rise During COVID: Clubhouse is an audio-based social network that had an extraordinary
boom in early  2021.  It  launched in beta in March 2020 (iOS invite-only),  but gained traction late 2020,
exploding in popularity by Jan/Feb  2021. At its peak, Clubhouse reported over  10 million weekly active
users by mid-Feb 2021 , an astounding jump from just 600k total users in Dec 2020 . It was THE
hype app of the pandemic lockdown era – people, unable to gather in person, flocked to live audio “rooms”
where they could talk or listen in. Big moments like Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg joining Clubhouse
rooms in early 2021 drove massive interest . By one estimate, Clubhouse had 8+ million downloads in
just February 2021 . The user base skewed cosmopolitan and tech-savvy initially (founders/investors,
creative  types),  but  quickly  broadened  globally  –  for  example,  it  caught  on  in  India,  Brazil,  etc.
Demographically,  about  56% of  users  were 18–34 (a  majority  young adults) ,  and usage was  fairly
evenly spread across many countries at peak.

Initial Allure and Use Case: Clubhouse’s value prop was live, interactive podcasts – anyone could start a
room on any topic and others could drop in. It felt fresh and intimate: you could be in a room with a famous
entrepreneur or celebrity casually chatting. It was like conferences, panel discussions, networking mixers,
and talk radio all combined, accessible from your couch. In mid-pandemic, this scratched a social itch – the
spontaneity of conversations and the chance to meet new people when we were all isolated. It also gave
rise to “audio influencers” – moderators who hosted popular rooms nightly, forming clubs/followings. The
novelty of real-time voice (no camera, so less performance pressure) created a unique social ambience.
Clubhouse was invite-only and a bit exclusive at first, which only fueled people’s curiosity (in Jan 2021 invites
were being sold on eBay!) . The network effect was strong initially: as soon as your friends and people
you admire were on, you wanted to join to hear or talk with them.

Crash in Engagement: As the world opened up and as competitors introduced similar features, Clubhouse
saw a sharp decline in usage by late 2021. From the high of 10M weekly actives in early 2021, one report
says by September 2021 Clubhouse had only 3.5 million active users  – a >60% drop from its peak in
March. Downloads similarly plummeted: it went from millions per month in early 2021 to just a few hundred
thousand later. By 2022, Clubhouse was far from the zeitgeist; many early users stopped logging in, and
rooms that once had thousands of listeners dwindled to a handful.  The app still  existed, but it  was no
longer a “daily habit” for the masses, more a niche for certain communities (for example, some international
or industry groups kept using it).

Key Failure Points: The decline of Clubhouse can be attributed to several factors:

Retention vs. Novelty: Many users tried Clubhouse during lockdowns when they had more free
time  and  craving  social  interaction.  But  listening  or  participating  in  long  audio  chats  is  time-
consuming. As initial curiosity faded, retention suffered – people realized they couldn’t spend hours
daily in the app. Clubhouse sessions often lasted 1–2 hours, and few could maintain that habit long-

80 81 82

82

82

83

84

85

• 

12

https://sellcoursesonline.com/clubhouse-statistics#:~:text=More%20sellcoursesonline,created%20daily%20on%20the
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clubhouse_(app)#:~:text=The%20app%20gained%20popularity%20in,Clubhouse%20raised%20their%20%20137
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clubhouse_(app)#:~:text=On%20February%201%2C%202021%2C%20Clubhouse,decrease%20in%20the%20number%20of
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clubhouse_(app)#:~:text=On%20February%201%2C%202021%2C%20Clubhouse,decrease%20in%20the%20number%20of
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clubhouse_(app)#:~:text=On%20February%201%2C%202021%2C%20Clubhouse,decrease%20in%20the%20number%20of
https://www.demandsage.com/clubhouse-statistics/#:~:text=Clubhouse%20has%20over%2010%20million,34%20years%20old
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clubhouse_(app)#:~:text=March.,22
https://www.businessofapps.com/data/clubhouse-statistics/#:~:text=Clubhouse%20Revenue%20and%20Usage%20Statistics,most%20recently%20valued%20at


term once life got busier. The drop-off in spring 2021 (even before vaccines widely rolled out) showed
that after the initial binge, casual users left.

Content Quality and Moderation: The quality of conversation varied wildly. Early on there were
high-quality talks (VCs giving advice, celebrities storytelling). But as the user base exploded,  noise
increased –  spammy  rooms,  superficial  get-rich-quick  seminars,  even  cases  of  harassment  or
misinformation in rooms. Clubhouse struggled with  moderation; live audio is hard to police, and
some users encountered bullying or hate speech. Negative experiences or just low-value chatter in
their feeds would cause users to churn. The novelty of hearing famous voices gave way to the reality
that many rooms were not that interesting.

Network Effects Reversed: Clubhouse had been highly social, but it was also ephemeral content. If
your friends or favorite speakers weren’t on at the same time, there was nothing compelling to hear.
As soon as some key creators stopped hosting rooms (burnout was common among moderators
doing  it  daily),  their  follower  communities  disappeared.  Without  recordings  (initially)  or  an
algorithmic discovery feed, if you opened the app at an off-peak time, it felt empty. This “ghost town”
effect by late 2021 – some would open Clubhouse, see no rooms of interest, and close it, eventually
uninstalling.

Competition: By mid-2021, major platforms cloned the audio drop-in idea: Twitter launched Twitter
Spaces widely by May 2021, Facebook tested Live Audio rooms, Spotify launched Greenroom. Twitter
Spaces in particular attracted some of the same influencers (because they already had large Twitter
followings and could get listeners easily on Twitter’s platform). This  siphoned away a lot of the
public discourse that might have happened on Clubhouse. For example, many news events that
Clubhouse might have hosted rooms for instead were discussed on Spaces since it’s integrated with
Twitter where news breaks. Clubhouse, as a standalone, struggled to compete with ecosystems that
people were already using daily.

Pandemic vs. Post-Pandemic Behavior: Clubhouse was somewhat a “pandemic phenomenon.” By
late 2021 and certainly 2022, people had less free time at home; they were back at work, school,
going out. The long-form listening lost out to more asynchronous or concise media. It’s telling that
even as Clubhouse usage cratered, TikTok and Instagram usage stayed high – visual, algorithmic
content is easier to consume quickly than scheduling time for a live conversation.

Attempts to Pivot/Save Clubhouse: The Clubhouse team did not stand still. They introduced a number of
features in 2021–2022: -  Android App: (arrived May 2021) to grow the user base beyond iOS. -  Removing
Invites: by July 2021, Clubhouse dropped the invite requirement to try to get more growth . - Clips and
Replays: In late 2021,  they added the ability  to record sessions or share short  clip highlights .  This
addressed the FOMO of missing a live talk and allowed content to live on, but perhaps too late to stem the
exodus. - Messaging (Backchannel): They added a text chat for users/moderators to message each other,
enhancing connection among users.  -  Topics and Discovery improvements: to  help users  find rooms
beyond those hosted by people they follow.

Despite these, engagement kept declining. By April  2023,  Clubhouse made a drastic pivot attempt: they
announced a “reset” and laid off 50% of staff  to restructure. Over the summer of 2023, the founders
hinted at  building a more  asynchronous voice messaging experience (sometimes dubbed “Clubhouse
2.0”). In late 2023, they indeed launched a feature turning rooms into voice chat threads – more like group
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chats with audio snippets that you can listen and reply to at your own pace, rather than always live. This was
essentially a pivot recognizing that live audio at scale wasn’t  working, and trying something akin to an
audio-based social feed.

It’s too early to tell if that pivot will revive interest, but given Clubhouse’s drastically shrunken user base and
the general  waning of social  audio hype, it’s  an uphill  battle.  The company’s valuation ($4B at its  peak
funding in 2021) and its image took a huge hit – by late 2022 it was largely “out of sight, out of mind” in
social media.

Network Effects & Novelty Lessons: Clubhouse’s story is a masterclass in  transient network effects.
They had explosive growth via exclusivity and hype, reaching a critical mass that gave them a $4B valuation in
months. But network effects can implode if the core activity isn’t sustainable. Once some users left, rooms
became less interesting, causing more users to leave – a domino effect. It reinforced that a social product
must  generate  compelling  content  continuously.  Clubhouse  content  was  user-generated  and
unscripted; when that content well dried up (or got diluted), no algorithm could save it (at the time they
didn’t algorithmically boost good rooms; it was mostly who you follow). 

Also,  timing matters: had Clubhouse launched a few years earlier or later, it might not have gotten that
hype. It  was very much a product of a unique moment. But that also meant when conditions changed
(people not stuck at home), its advantage disappeared.

Monetization remained experimental for Clubhouse (they introduced tipping for creators but no ads), so
ironically like many social apps, it never had a chance to monetize its peak – by the time they could consider
ads or tickets for events, the usage was gone. The lesson here: building engagement and retention before
media buzz and growth might result in a slower start but a steadier curve. Clubhouse flew too close to the
sun perhaps – scaling faster than their ability to refine the retention mechanics.

In summary, Clubhouse went from unicorn to cautionary tale within 1–2 years. It showed that even an
app that gains 10M+ active users and cultural cachet can “lose its room” if user habits aren’t cemented. It
doesn’t mean live audio has no place (some forms continue, like Twitter Spaces for niche communities), but
it might need to be part of a larger ecosystem or have more persistent content strategy.

Zenly

Overview & Growth: Zenly was a social mapping app founded in France (2011) and later acquired by Snap
Inc. in 2017. It allowed users to see friends’ real-time locations on a playful map and do things like leave
notes  or  see  when  friends’  phones  ran  out  of  battery.  After  acquisition,  Zenly  continued  to  grow
independently  and  by  2022  it  became  one  of  the  fastest-growing  social  apps  globally –  particularly
popular in Europe and Asia. Remarkably, by 2022 Zenly had about 35–40 million monthly active users

, with around 15 million daily actives at peak (as internal charts suggested) . It was hugely popular
among Gen Z  teens,  but  interestingly  not  in  the  U.S.  –  its  top markets  were places  like  Japan,  Russia,
Southeast Asia (Thailand, Indonesia), and its home base France . For example, in Japan in 2022,
Zenly  was  often  the  #1  social  networking  app  by  downloads,  above  even  Facebook  or  LINE .  This
indicates a strong network effect in those countries – large clusters of high school and college friends all on
Zenly.
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Unique Appeal: Zenly’s value proposition was “map as a social network.” Unlike Foursquare’s check-ins,
Zenly ran passively – you could always see where your friends (who opted in) are, represented by avatars on
a map. It made hanging out easier (“Oh, my friend is at the mall nearby, I can join”) and had fun features:
e.g. it would show if two friends were together (you could “zoom” to see who), or let you see trails of where
you’ve been (like  footprints),  or  give goofy  titles  if  someone was at  a  certain place often.  It  felt  more
intimate than Facebook, more real-life than Instagram. Teens loved it to keep track of friend circles and
as a lightweight way to feel connected. It essentially gamified location sharing – e.g., Zenly had a feature
where it would rank your “best friends” by how often you crossed paths, etc. This subtle gamification and
the visual nature of the map made it stickier than plain location sharing on other apps. Post-COVID, as teens
returned  to  schools  and  social  activities,  Zenly  was  a  hit  for  coordinating  meetups  and  maintaining
presence.

Sudden End – Shutdown: Despite its  success,  Zenly met an untimely end not due to user decline but
corporate strategy. In September 2022, Snap Inc. announced it would shut down Zenly entirely .
This was shocking because Zenly was still growing robustly and had passionate users. Snap’s reasoning:
cost cutting and focus. Snap was laying off 20% of its workforce and killing side projects to refocus on its
core  Snapchat+Snap Map.  Zenly,  being separate,  didn’t  fit  into  the  new plan (and it  wasn’t  generating
revenue). They decided to “wind down Zenly to focus on Snap Map” (Snapchat’s own location feature) .
The entire Zenly team was laid off and the app was removed from app stores. By early 2023, Zenly’s servers
were turned off, leaving ~40 million users stranded. This is a rare case where a wildly popular app (40M
users, top charts in multiple countries) was shut down while still healthy. Even Snap acknowledged Zenly’s
popularity but didn’t want it competing with Snapchat’s built-in map .

User Reaction and Metrics: Zenly’s shutdown provides some numbers: At end of life it had  ~40M users
globally ,  and data showed it consistently  added users quarter over quarter until the end . It had
become deeply integrated into daily life for many teens – anecdotes described teenagers in Japan or France
being very upset at losing Zenly. Snap’s decision was likely because Zenly’s success wasn’t translating to
Snap’s  bottom  line,  and  Snap  hoped  those  users  would  migrate  to  Snapchat’s  map  (though  that’s
questionable, since Snapchat’s map lacks some of Zenly’s beloved features).

Failures and Lessons (though not failure of product-market fit): Unlike others in this list, Zenly didn’t fail
due to retention or engagement issues – by all accounts its user retention was strong among those friend
networks that adopted it. Its novelty didn’t wear off as quickly because it became a utility + fun (people kept
it  running to coordinate with friends).  If  anything, Zenly’s lesson is about  strategic misalignment and
platform risk. Once acquired, it was at the mercy of the parent company. Snap ultimately decided to kill a
successful product for the bigger strategic picture (they didn’t want dual mapping platforms). From a user
perspective, Zenly’s “failure” was not delivering on the long-term promise – it never got to monetize or see
how far it could grow organically (no pivot was attempted because it wasn’t failing!). Perhaps one could say
Zenly failed to convince its owner of its monetization potential. It had begun adding discovery features
(searching places, pinning favorite locations) in mid-2022 to be  “a sort of modern Foursquare” where you
could find venues your friends frequent . It even built its own map engine (a huge undertaking) .
These moves showed Zenly’s team gearing up to expand beyond friend-tracking into local discovery – a
pivot toward broader utility. Snap shut it down just after these features launched, so we never saw the
outcome. Possibly Snap feared Zenly’s expanding scope could conflict more with Snapchat.

Network Effects & Half-life: For the context of  SpotFinder,  Zenly’s  story is  a bittersweet example of  a
location-based social app that did achieve network effects in key markets. Its retention was high as long
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as friend groups were on it. It didn’t suffer novelty burnout in the same way as others; location sharing,
when done right, has lasting value (people always want to know where friends are if privacy concerns are
addressed among trusted circles). The “half-life” of Zenly’s novelty was long – arguably it hadn’t reached it
yet, given growth was ongoing. This suggests that an app tightly focused on genuine friend utility can keep
youth engaged (especially if it’s fun and not overly serious). The lesson though is that even success won’t
save a feature if  the corporate parent has other plans – which is  why independent startups should be
cautious with acquisitions if their vision might be subsumed.

Overall, Zenly’s rise and fall teaches that fostering real-world connection (like getting friends together
physically) can be a winning formula, but also that it’s hard to monetize “just” a map of friends. Snap
Map, which survived, integrated some of Zenly’s ideas into Snapchat (like seeing where friends are, and
showing popular places, etc.), but whether those features will ever become a revenue driver is unclear. For
our  purposes,  Zenly  validates  that  social  discovery through friends’  real-world behavior (like  seeing
where your pals hang out most) is compelling to Gen Z – a concept SpotFinder could learn from. Yet one
must pair that with a business model from the start to avoid Zenly’s fate of being beloved but not self-
sustaining in a corporate portfolio.

Path

Background and Peak: Path was a mobile social network founded in 2010 by a former Facebook exec,
Dave Morin, and others. Its hallmark was  a very private, intimate social graph: initially you could only
have 50 friends (later expanded to 150, then 500) . The idea was to share personal moments (photos,
status updates, location check-ins, etc.) with just your closest circle – a stark contrast to Facebook’s wide
friend networks. Path gained early buzz for its beautiful design and promise of more personal sharing. It
was  often  called  “the  anti-Facebook” or  “the  original  Finsta”  (fake-instagram)  because  it  encouraged
unfiltered sharing to a select few . By 2013, Path had about ~15 million registered users and around 4
million monthly actives, with particularly strong adoption in  Indonesia and some other Asian markets

. It was valued as high as $500M in 2012 after raising substantial VC money . At one point, Google
reportedly offered to buy Path for $100M when it was very young . Path’s user base skewed millennials,
and it was notable that while it didn’t conquer the US, it exploded in Indonesia – by 2014, Path had ~4 million
users in Indonesia alone and became a top social app there .

Initial Appeal: Path resonated by offering close-knit sharing with a polished experience. It was one of the
first to implement features like  photo filters (pre-Instagram’s rise) and emoticon reactions (way before
Facebook reactions). It felt exclusive due to the friend limit – this created a sense of  trust and safety, so
people shared diary-like updates, knowing only best friends or family would see. Many users described Path
as the place they could post things too mundane or personal for Facebook. It also integrated location in a
meaningful way: Path would automatically journal things like when you woke up (if you allowed) or when
you traveled to a new city, which made your Path timeline a rich story of your day. For a generation that
wanted more genuine connection (sound familiar?), Path was ahead of its time in 2010.

Decline and Issues: Despite early enthusiasm, Path encountered  growth and retention challenges.  It
never broke past ~50M total users at peak (reported “around 50 million” when it was shutting down)  –
miniscule next to Facebook’s billions. Several factors led to its decline:

Network Effect Ceiling: By design, Path limited how many connections you had. This made each
network very high quality, but it also severely limited viral growth (no one was amassing thousands
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of followers).  If  your 10 closest friends didn’t  all  jump on Path, you had little to do there.  Many
people’s close friends remained on Facebook/Instagram, so Path felt quiet or redundant. The friend
limit, intended to improve quality, stunted user acquisition and re-engagement (small networks can
quickly go dormant if just a couple of friends stop posting).

Competition  and  Copying: Facebook,  the  giant,  copied  some  of  Path’s  beloved  features.  For
instance,  Path’s  slick  “Timeline”  design (with  big  images  and  horizontal  scrolling)  and  reaction
emoticons were later seen on Facebook. Instagram covered the photo-sharing niche with a bigger
network. Essentially, anything novel Path did, a larger player could emulate without the constraints.
Users had little reason to use Path instead of other apps, especially as Instagram became the go-to
for photo sharing and Messenger/WhatsApp for friend chats.

Retention Half-Life: Many who tried Path loved it for a while (often describing a honeymoon period
where Path felt special and wholesome). But as with many novelty-based apps, after a few months,
usage  dropped.  Some reasons:  posting  on  Path  didn’t  give  the  dopamine  of  lots  of  likes  (your
network was tiny), and if your close friends weren’t avid users, you ran out of content to consume.
People’s  sharing  behavior  gravitated  back  to  larger  audiences  on mainstream networks  or  they
simply didn’t have time to maintain yet another social app just for a subset of friends.

Specific  Stumbles: Path  had a  notable  scandal  in  2012  –  it  was  found uploading users’  phone
contact lists to its servers without explicit permission . This breach of trust hurt its reputation in
the tech community (though average users may not have noticed). They apologized and fixed it, but
it was a mark against a company that sold itself on trust and privacy.

By 2014–2015, Path’s active user count was low enough that the company sought a buyout. In 2015, Kakao
(Korean company) acquired Path , largely because of its popularity in Indonesia (Kakao was expanding
in that region). Under Kakao, Path stayed alive a few more years but did not really grow – the new owner did
not invest heavily in it.

Attempts to Pivot: Path tried a couple of pivots: - In 2014, they launched Path Talk, a separate messaging
app meant to complement Path. It even offered a concierge-like feature where an AI/agent would handle
tasks  (like  contacting  businesses  for  you).  This  was  a  pivot  to  messaging,  recognizing  that  private
messaging was huge. But Path Talk never took off and was shut down in 2015. - Path also fiddled with being
a platform – adding stickers for monetization (like LINE does) and letting users share music, movies they
consume (some integration with other services). These weren’t enough to move the needle. - After Kakao’s
acquisition, there was an attempt to leverage Path’s user base in Indonesia for other Kakao services, but
ultimately Kakao decided to discontinue Path. In September 2018, Path announced its shutdown . It
gave users a month to download data and closed officially in October 2018 .

Outcome and Lessons: At shutdown, Path acknowledged “we have tried to lay out our service for years… but
it is with deep regret to announce that Path will be discontinued” . They thanked users, signaling that the
product just couldn’t find a viable spot in the market. Key lessons from Path’s saga: - Intimacy vs. Scale: It
highlighted the trade-off between intimacy and network effects. Path delivered beautifully on a small scale
social experience, but that very strength made it impossible to scale to hundreds of millions of users or to
keep engagement high long-term. It turns out users do crave smaller circles (which we later see with things
like Instagram’s Close Friends, or apps like Snapchat which is more friend-focused), but building a whole
network solely around small circles is tough to monetize and grow. -  Novelty half-life: Many early Path
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users  eventually  drifted  back  to  bigger  networks  –  novelty  of  a  new  private  space  wore  off  once  the
mainstream networks improved their privacy controls or once the excitement of a new feed faded. People
might have “social app fatigue” – only so many apps they’ll regularly post to. Path often lost that battle for
attention. -  Monetization failure: Path never found a strong revenue model. They sold sticker packs and
filters,  but  revenue  was  minimal.  No  ads  (since  it  was  meant  to  be  premium  and  private)  and  no
subscription fees for users. Without revenue, it  was hard to justify continuing after VC funding ran dry,
unless growth was explosive (which it  wasn’t).  -  Half-Life of Novelty & Network:  One could say Path’s
novelty (beautiful, intimate sharing) had about a 1–2 year half-life for users – early adopters loved it around
2011–2012,  but  by 2013 usage had petered out  for  many.  The “close friends feed”  concept,  while  now
commonplace in features, couldn’t sustain a standalone product then. Perhaps timing was off: nowadays,
people might use something like IG Close Friends or group chats for the same need. Path was both ahead
of the curve (predicting more private sharing) and a victim of being standalone when incumbents could
integrate similar ideas.

Path’s  Legacy: Interestingly,  Path’s  existence did  influence larger  platforms.  Facebook later  introduced
friend “lists” and Close Friends features; Instagram added Close Friends for stories (a similar idea of sharing
some content  only  with  a  small  circle).  Path  also  showed there  is  a  dedicated interest  in  aesthetically
pleasing, mindful social networking – a sentiment that echoes in today’s discussions on healthier social
media. But from a business perspective, Path teaches that being the “nice” social network isn’t enough if
you can’t get users to stick around or pay.

Gowalla

Rise in the Check-in Era: Gowalla was a direct competitor to Foursquare in the late 2000s. Launched in
2009 out of Austin, it offered a similar check-in service with a heavier emphasis on digital collectibles**.
When users checked in at locations with Gowalla, they could pick up or drop off virtual items (think digital
souvenirs  or  badges).  Gowalla’s  design  and  interface  were  highly  praised  –  some  preferred  it  over
Foursquare’s.  It  gained  a  moderate  user  base  of  passionate  explorers;  by  2010  it  had  a  few hundred
thousand users and some buzz at tech events like SXSW (where it vied with Foursquare to be the hot app). It
also scored partnerships – for example,  Disney used Gowalla for custom badges in parks,  and Gowalla
partnered with some festivals. However, Gowalla always trailed Foursquare in numbers and mindshare.

Timeline  to  Failure: By  2011,  Foursquare  was  clearly  dominant  in  the  check-in  gamification  space
(Foursquare had 10 million+ users then, Gowalla far fewer). In late 2011, Facebook acqui-hired Gowalla,
essentially buying the team and technology. Gowalla’s service was shut down shortly after, in early 2012.
The user data was mostly archived or discarded (they offered ways to export check-ins). Facebook likely
wanted Gowalla’s talent and possibly location tech for its own “Facebook Places/Locations” efforts, which
hadn’t taken off earlier. After being absorbed, Gowalla ceased to exist as an app.

Failure Analysis: Gowalla’s initial value (collecting items, beautiful stamps for cities visited, etc.) appealed to
a geeky subset, but it couldn’t achieve the same mainstream appeal or network effect as Foursquare. Some
reasons: -  Competitive Disadvantage: It was basically Foursquare but smaller. When two services offer
similar  functionality,  typically  the one with more users wins (network effects).  People went where their
friends were – more were on Foursquare, so the gap widened. Businesses also cut deals with Foursquare
for  mayors/specials  more  than  with  Gowalla,  making  Foursquare  more  rewarding.  -  Gamification
Overload: Gowalla’s item-collection game, while fun for some, may have been a bit too niche. The average
user might not care about virtual  items. Foursquare’s  simpler points and badges were easier to grasp.
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Gowalla’s game element (trading items) was clever but possibly a barrier for some who just wanted to check
in for social reasons. - Lack of Retention: Similar to Foursquare, many who tried check-in apps eventually
lost  interest  in  broadcasting  every  location.  Without  a  massive  friend  network  on  Gowalla,  a  user’s
motivation to check in would fade. - No Pivot: Gowalla didn’t get a chance (or have the runway) to pivot to
something else. By 2011 the check-in fad alone wasn’t enough, and instead of pivoting like Foursquare did
later, Gowalla opted to sell when Facebook came knocking. 

Lessons: Gowalla’s  story  demonstrates  that  in  social/location,  winner-takes-most.  Even  with  a  good
product, being second place is tough. It also highlights novelty half-life again: the idea of collecting digital
stamps was neat in 2009, but many users stopped caring after the initial  novelty.  Without a continued
strategy (like moving into recommendations or expanding the social  graph beyond check-ins),  a  purely
novelty-driven app can stagnate. Gowalla essentially failed not because users hated it – many loved it –
but  because  it  couldn’t  grow  enough.  When  faced  with  that,  the  exit  (acquisition)  was  logical.
Interestingly,  Gowalla  made  a  comeback  attempt:  the  original  founder  relaunched  Gowalla  2.0  in
2021/2022 with an AR-centric spin (leveraging smartphone AR to create a new kind of social game). This was
likely inspired by the success of Pokémon Go, etc. However, that new Gowalla hasn’t become mainstream
and is a niche experiment at best. This reinforces that the brand or concept alone isn’t enough – the product
needs to fit the current landscape’s needs.

Brightkite

Pioneer Status: Brightkite was one of the earliest location-based social networks, founded around 2007. It
allowed users to check in to places and see who else was there or had been there, and to post notes or
photos  tied  to  locations.  In  many  ways,  it  laid  groundwork  for  Foursquare/Gowalla.  It  gained  some
popularity among early adopters; in 2009 it won awards at SXSW. Brightkite also innovated by allowing
finding  nearby  users (not  just  friends,  but  any  users  who  made  posts  public  at  your  location).  This
“ambient sociality” was interesting but raised privacy flags for some.

Lifecycle: By 2010, when Foursquare and Gowalla were taking off, Brightkite started to fade. It lacked the
fun game mechanics of Foursquare or the momentum. The company pivoted in 2010 to focus more on
group  messaging.  Essentially,  they  abandoned  check-ins  and  launched  a  group  messaging  app  called
Limbo (if  memory serves),  trying to join the hot group chat trend (this was when GroupMe, etc.,  were
popular). That pivot did not succeed, and Brightkite/Limbo was shut down likely by 2011 or 2012. The user
base by shutdown was small and largely migrated to other services.

Failure Points: Brightkite failed because it was  too early and then unfocused. It had the misfortune of
being a trailblazer that got eclipsed by later entrants: -  Early mover issues: In 2008, not as many people
had smartphones or understood the concept of check-ins. By the time checking in became cool (2009–
2010), Foursquare had taken the lead with a more polished product. - Lack of Gamification: Brightkite was
more about utility and meeting people, but it didn’t have the points and badges that made Foursquare viral.
Nor did it have as strong a social friend-following model initially. -  Privacy and Safety: Brightkite’s open
nearby feature, while innovative, may have scared off users or just wasn’t something the mass market was
ready for (it could be used almost like a dating/chat app with strangers at times). - Pivot away from core:
The pivot to group messaging (unrelated to location) was effectively a new product launch in a crowded
space. It lost whatever identity Brightkite had, and users had no compelling reason to stick around.
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Lessons: Sometimes being first isn’t an advantage in social tech – if you don’t capture the zeitgeist or nail
the retention mechanics, a slightly later competitor can learn from your mistakes and leapfrog. Brightkite’s
novelty (post something at a location and see others’ posts from there) didn’t sustain engagement beyond a
niche. Its attempt to pivot to a broader use (messaging) shows the difficulty of changing a product’s DNA
and user  expectation.  By  the time they pivoted,  users  had already moved on to  other  platforms.  One
positive influence:  Brightkite’s  concept  of  location-tagged content lives  on in  many forms (Facebook’s
check-ins, geotagged posts on Instagram, etc.). But as a standalone network, it couldn’t survive the “check-
in wars.”

Facebook’s Location Attempts (Facebook Places/Facebook Local)

Facebook Places (2010) -> Facebook Local app (2017): Facebook has tried repeatedly to leverage its huge
network for location discovery, and largely these efforts haven’t taken off as separate products. In 2010,
Facebook launched Places, essentially a check-in feature within the Facebook app. It was a direct response
to Foursquare’s early growth. Despite Facebook’s scale, Places never became a big hit – users who wanted
to check in  often still  used Foursquare,  and many Facebook users  didn’t  see the point  or  had privacy
concerns. Facebook eventually integrated check-ins into status updates (people can tag a location), but the
dedicated push for checking in faded.

Fast forward to 2017, Facebook took another swing in the form of a standalone app called Facebook Local
(an evolution of an earlier Events app).  The idea was to combine Facebook’s massive trove of business
pages, reviews, and friend check-ins into a Yelp/Google Maps competitor. Facebook Local showed nearby
restaurants, bars, and events, with filters and map view, and tied in your friends’ activity (e.g., “Your friend
attended this event” or “2 friends have checked in here before”). In theory it leverages the social graph for
discovery.

Outcome: The Facebook Local app had very low adoption. It never cracked the top app charts, and many
Facebook users didn’t even know it existed. Facebook did not aggressively market it, and it was essentially a
repackaging of features already on Facebook main. Sometime in the next couple years, Facebook Local app
was quietly discontinued or left to rot (functionality merged back to main Facebook). Facebook still has all
the pieces on the main app/website – you can search for restaurants and see ratings (Facebook has a 3%
share of online reviews vs Yelp’s 6% ), you can see local events and which friends are interested, etc. But
as a  primary use-case, using Facebook for local discovery has not caught on. People rarely say “let’s open
Facebook to find a coffee shop.” They use Google, Yelp, or Instagram for that.

Why It Failed to Gain Traction: - Context and Brand: Facebook is seen primarily as a place to connect with
friends, join groups, and consume a feed – not as a local search tool. Even though it has reviews and pages,
users  psychologically  go  to  other  apps  when in  “I  need  a  restaurant”  mode.  The  Facebook  Local  app
suffered from this context mismatch; it was basically a thin layer on top of Facebook data, but separate
from the main app where all the users are. Many didn’t want another Facebook-branded app or didn’t see
why  to  use  it  over  Yelp/Google.  -  Late  to  Mobile  Discovery: By  2017,  Yelp  and  Google  Maps  were
entrenched for local search, and Instagram was rising for finding trendy spots via influencers. Facebook’s
effort felt like a follower product without clear differentiation – yes it had friend data, but often your friends’
Facebook check-ins aren’t comprehensive enough to guide you (maybe only a few friends use Facebook to
review places). - User Behavior: Facebook did succeed somewhat in events; people use it to find events to
attend. But for everyday local business discovery, users didn’t adopt it. Possibly because the signal-to-noise
was poor – Facebook pages can have any info, and star ratings on Facebook are less trusted (businesses
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often solicit FB reviews from loyal customers, etc.). Also, Facebook’s algorithm might not surface the best
places,  whereas  Yelp/Google  are  purpose-built  for  that  query.  -  Network  Effect  Not  Leveraged:
Interestingly,  Facebook has an immense network effect  (everyone’s  on it),  but  they failed to effectively
harness it for local. Perhaps because seeing that “3 friends liked a restaurant” is not as persuasive as 300
strangers giving it 4.5 stars. Social proof in local recommendations is a bit different – a broad consensus
(like Google reviews) often outweighs the Facebook friend signals, unless that friend is very similar in taste.

Moderation/Novelty: Moderation  wasn’t  a  major  issue  in  this  context  (the  data  is  less  sensitive  than
political  content,  etc.),  but maintaining accurate business info and reviews is  a challenge.  Novelty-wise,
Facebook Local  had no novel  hook – if  anything,  it  was trying to copy features from others but within
Facebook’s ecosystem. Without a novelty or significant improvement, users stayed with incumbents.

Final note: Facebook continues to integrate some local discovery in the main app (Marketplace for local
sales, recommendations posts where people ask friends “any bar recommendations in LA?”, etc.). But those
are small pieces. The dedicated “Local” initiative is considered a failure. For SpotFinder, this indicates that
even with a huge network, it’s hard to pivot people’s usage patterns – the social context of Facebook wasn’t
easily extended to curated local discovery. Also, it suggests an opportunity: specialized local apps (like Yelp,
or SpotFinder) can fend off even giants if they provide a better experience for that specific use-case.

Location Features on Instagram & TikTok

Instagram’s Location Discovery Features

Instagram, while not a dedicated location app, has incorporated location-based discovery in a few ways: -
Geotagging Posts: Users can tag a location in posts or stories. Other users can tap that location to see all
public posts from there. This essentially creates a location feed (e.g., tapping “Griffith Observatory” shows
you top and recent IG posts at that spot). -  Maps and Search: In mid-2022, Instagram introduced a Map
Search feature  –  users  can  open  a  map  in  Explore  to  see  popular  tagged  locations  around  them
(restaurants, cafes, parks) and filter by categories . It’s somewhat akin to a simplified Google Maps with
pictures. Businesses with an Instagram presence show up on the map with their info and top images. -
Location Pages: Every geotag has a page with the location’s name, address and a collage of images. People
often use this to gauge how a café or attraction looks via real visitor photos. - User Behavior: Young users
increasingly use Instagram as an informal search engine for places. For example, someone might search
Instagram for a hashtag or location like “#VancouverCafe” or check a restaurant’s tagged photos to see if it
has “aesthetic” decor for an outing. This is particularly true for segments like the “weekend warriors seeking
aesthetic experiences” – they rely on IG to vet the photogenic quality of a spot. Micro-influencers often post
local spots, and their followers treat those posts as recommendations.

However, despite these features, Instagram’s dedicated location functions haven’t become primary for
discovery. Why not? -  Not Comprehensive: Instagram’s data on locations is incidental (driven by where
users take photos). It might show you the vibe of a popular restaurant but won’t reliably list every cafe
nearby or provide practical info (hours, reviews, etc.). For serious “where should we go tonight?” decisions,
users  still  need  Google  or  Yelp  for  thorough  options  and  details.  -  Algorithmic  Focus: Instagram’s
algorithm generally prioritizes content from people you follow or things it thinks you’d engage with (which
might include some location-based content, but not systematically). There isn’t an obvious entry point in IG
saying “find a place near you” unless you intentionally go to the map search. Many users don’t think to use
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IG that way unless they are already on IG and something pops up. - Traction of Photo Map: Instagram had
a “Photo Map” feature years ago (where your own photos displayed on a personal map) but removed it
around 2016 due to low usage. That indicates that explicit map-based exploration wasn’t widely adopted by
IG’s user base. -  Social vs Utility: Instagram is primarily for inspiration and social connection. You might
discover a cool bar because an influencer posted it, but that’s a byproduct. Instagram likely hasn’t pushed
too  hard  to  become  a  utility  app  for  local  search  because  it  could  detract  from  its  core  engagement
(scrolling the feed). Also, a dedicated push might invite comparison with Yelp/Google which could highlight
gaps in IG’s functionality (no ratings, etc.).

Nonetheless,  Instagram  influences  location  discovery  indirectly:  businesses  absolutely  court  IG
exposure (making “Instagrammable”  decor or  dishes)  because they know attractive posts draw visitors.
Users in the primary 18-35 segment often choose places that look good on IG. So Instagram has succeeded
as a marketing platform for locations, if not a robust search tool. It’s more social proof oriented – seeing lots
of people post from a new museum = it’s popular/trendy.

Creator Monetization & Location Content on IG: There isn’t a built-in monetization specific to location
posts (Instagram doesn’t pay you for tagging a place). But many creators monetize indirectly: e.g. travel
and food influencers get sponsorships from hotels, tourism boards, or restaurants to feature those places.
Instagram facilitates  this  via  branded content  tags  and such,  but  it’s  outside  the  core  app economics.
Instagram did integrate the ability  to make restaurant reservations or  order food via stickers (through
partners like OpenTable or Uber Eats) – but those are more utility add-ons and presumably provide some
affiliate revenue to IG. By and large, IG monetizes location content the same as any other: via ads (a local
business might advertise to you if you engage with similar places).

TikTok’s Location Discovery Features

TikTok  has  become a  surprise  player  in  local  discovery  behavior:  -  Location Tags: TikTok  allows  video
creators to tag a location in their posts (similar to IG). Many travel or food TikToks will have a location tag
you can tap to see other videos from that place. - “Nearby” Feed Testing: In 2022, TikTok was reported to
be testing a “Nearby” feed for some users . This feed would show locally relevant videos (perhaps from
creators near you or about places near you).  This  hasn’t  rolled out globally  as a main feature yet,  but
indicates TikTok’s interest in surfacing hyperlocal content. - Search Behavior: A notable trend: Gen Z users
use TikTok as a search engine,  even for places. Google’s own data noted about 40% of young people
would search TikTok or Instagram for a place to eat rather than Google Maps. The reasoning is they prefer
quick video reviews or seeing the atmosphere via TikToks. For example, searching “Vancouver brunch” on
TikTok  will  yield  tons  of  30-second  videos  showing  food  and  ambiance  of  various  brunch  spots  with
commentary.  This  can be more engaging than reading text  reviews.  -  Algorithm & Discovery: TikTok’s
algorithm might show you local content even if you don’t search for it, if it infers you like that. For instance,
if you often watch food videos, and someone near your city posts a viral food review, it may end up on your
For You Page. This serendipitous discovery is powerful – some restaurants have lines out the door because
a TikTok went viral locally. There’s a recent case of a small bakery becoming famous overnight due to TikTok
exposure.

However,  TikTok’s  location  features  haven’t  been  formalized  or  overtaken  primary  use for  a  few
reasons: - Lack of Structured Data: TikTok is great for content, but not for details. If you find a restaurant
on TikTok, you still  need to look up its address, menu, hours elsewhere (or in the comments, someone
hopefully posts that info). TikTok doesn’t (yet) integrate with maps or have a dedicated interface for place
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listings.  This  extra friction means it’s  not  a  one-stop solution for  actually  going somewhere.  -  Content
Variability: TikTok’s strength is its algorithm, but that’s global and interest-based, not necessarily local.
Unless you specifically search or the app’s “Nearby” feed (if  launched) is on, you might not see content
about your city. A lot of TikTok content is not location-specific. So from the user side, one doesn’t naturally
browse TikTok to “see what’s happening nearby” the same way one might open Twitter for local news or
Google for local search. TikTok is working to change this (they partnered with services to let businesses add
mini-pages  or  have  TikTok-specific  info,  and  maybe  integrate  Foursquare  data  for  POI  recognition  in
videos). -  Effort and Habit: People usually open TikTok for entertainment – watching funny clips, learning
something, etc. While travel and food content is huge on TikTok, it’s consumed as entertainment too. For
dedicated planning (“I want to find the best sushi near me”), many still default to Google because they want
quick, reliable answers. TikTok search may show you some top videos but you have to watch each (time-
consuming) and the results may not be comprehensive or up-to-date.

User Behavior Around Location Content: TikTok users do love creating and consuming this content –
“come with me to the cutest bookstore in NYC” or “hidden gem hikes near LA” are popular formats. There’s a
lot  of  engagement (comments like “Adding this  to my list!”).  TikTok’s  short-form video format excels  at
conveying atmosphere and honest reactions, which is a form of social proof. For businesses, a viral TikTok is
gold. So, many young people are indeed using TikTok as a discovery tool, but it’s largely ad-hoc rather than
structured. They might recall a place from TikTok when planning a weekend, or actively search TikTok if they
want a certain vibe that Google can’t easily filter (e.g., “speakeasy with aesthetic cocktails”).

Monetization for Creators (Location-related): TikTok similarly doesn’t pay creators specifically for doing
location content aside from the Creator Fund (which pays per view somewhat, but not much). However, we
see: - Sponsored Content: Travel and food TikTokers often get free meals or paid partnerships to feature a
location. The hashtag #ad or so might appear. Restaurants and tourism boards reach out to these creators
for exposure. -  TikTok’s partnership with Foursquare (and others) on ads: TikTok is working to let local
businesses advertise and then measure store foot traffic via Foursquare’s location data . That’s more
on the advertiser side but eventually might tie into creators if TikTok encourages more local reviews.

Overall, dedicated location features on TikTok and IG have had lukewarm traction because users don’t
primarily log in for that purpose. But organically, both platforms have massive influence on where young
people  go.  The  key  difference  is  discovery  via  these  is  incidental  and  influencer-driven rather  than
systematically built into the app’s navigation. A person might scroll IG and see a friend at a new bar – now
they want to go. Or scroll TikTok and see “Top 5 thrift stores in LA” and go try one. But neither platform
replaces a tool like SpotFinder might be, which explicitly guides someone to find places with social proof.

In essence, Instagram and TikTok are content platforms that double as discovery sources, but they lack
the robust location databases, search filters, and intent-driven experience that a true location-based app
has.  Their  social  features  (likes,  follows)  help  amplify  certain  locations  but  aren’t  tailored  to  location
discovery. Thus, there’s a gap and an opportunity for specialized apps to integrate the rich media style of
IG/TikTok with the practical info of Google/Yelp – whoever nails that could win the hearts of the 18–35
“casual explorers” who currently bounce between these platforms for different needs.
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Gamification Attempts in Location Apps – Lasting
Impact or Fading Gimmick?
Many  location-based  apps  have  tried  gamification  (badges,  points,  levels,  competitions) to  drive
engagement. Results have been mixed – some initial success but often a fade in interest, though a few
programs continue to thrive in niche ways. Let’s look at key examples:

Foursquare’s Badges & Mayorships: This is the hallmark example. Foursquare’s launch playbook
was gamification – awarding badges for various accomplishments (checking in at 10 coffee shops
might earn a Barista badge, etc.) , and crowning the most frequent visitor the “Mayor” of a venue.
This created friendly competition; people would go out of their way to check in and oust others as
mayor.  In the early 2010s,  this worked brilliantly to get media and user attention.  Some venues
offered perks to mayors, reinforcing the game. However, after a couple of years, novelty waned.
Many casual  users  stopped caring  about  virtual  badges  that  had no real  value.  By  2014,  when
Foursquare  split  into  Swarm,  they  acknowledged  the  need  to  refresh  the  gamification.  Swarm
introduced a new point system and weekly leaderboard among friends (every check-in gave points,
with bonuses for new categories, traveling far, etc.). They also added whimsical stickers (earned like
badges) and kept the Mayor concept within Swarm. This did keep a core loyal user base engaged –
to  this  day  a  small  community  is  obsessed with  Swarm’s  leaderboard and virtual  coins.  But  for
mainstream users, the competitive aspect wasn’t enough to justify daily use once the shine wore off.
It turned out gamification alone couldn’t carry a social app long-term – you need deeper social
value or utility.  Foursquare’s  own pivot  away from these features in the main app signaled that
badges were more a catalyst than a sustainable retention tool. 

Google  Maps  Local  Guides: In  2015,  Google  introduced  Local  Guides,  effectively  gamifying
contributions.  Users earn  points for writing reviews, adding photos, answering questions, editing
maps, etc.  These points correspond to  levels (1–10) and badge distinctions that appear on your
profile . Over 120 million people have participated  – a huge number – making it one of the
largest  gamification  communities  ever.  Why  has  Local  Guides  been  relatively  successful?  Likely
because it’s tied to a utilitarian goal (improving Google Maps data) and Google offers occasional
perks (early access features, storage offers in the past) and recognition (top contributors sometimes
get invited to summits). Many Guides take pride in their level and badges for expert reviewer or
photographer .  This  shows  gamification  can  work  as  a  background  system to  encourage
ongoing contributions. Importantly, Local Guides doesn’t ask users to go out of their routine – it just
rewards them for doing what they might do anyway (review places). The “game” is secondary to the
primary purpose of sharing info. Because of that, it hasn’t suffered a backlash; it quietly motivates a
subset of users continuously. The engagement is lasting for those who love the mission or the status
–  but  again,  it’s  a  minority  of  all  Google  Maps users.  For  Google,  that’s  fine,  it  only  needs a  %
contributing to amass data. For an app whose entire purpose is user engagement, gamification has
to be more central (and thus risks fatigue). 

Yelp’s Gamification and Elite: Yelp historically played more on status and community than pure
game points. It did implement some gamified elements: they had “Badges” for milestones (at one
point in early 2010s, you’d see things like “Write 100 reviews to get the “Rockstar Reviewer” badge).
Yelp also allowed check-ins and had titles like “Duke” or “Baron” of a location for frequent check-ins,
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paralleling Foursquare’s mayor (these features launched around 2011). However, Yelp deemphasized
this as it didn’t really catch on widely. Instead, Yelp’s effective gamification is the  Elite Squad – a
social status reward. Becoming a Yelp Elite (through quality reviews and community votes) grants a
badge on your profile and invites to exclusive events (parties hosted by Yelp with free food/drink).
This taps into a core motivator –  recognition.  While not “game” in the points sense, it creates a
friendly  competition  among  top  users  and  incentivizes  consistent  contributions.  Yelp  Elite  has
existed for over a decade and remains strong; thousands of Elites across cities continue to churn out
reviews to maintain status. The downside is it only motivates a slice of users – most Yelp users are
consumers of content, not chasing Elite. But it has absolutely created a lasting engaged community
(the retention of Yelp Elites is high year over year because of the social bonds and perks). The lesson
here:  social  gamification (status in a community) can sustain if  it’s  tied to real-world rewards
(events, recognition) and exclusivity. It doesn’t appeal to everyone but works for those who value
being an insider.

Niantic’s Pokémon Go (honorable mention): While not a local discovery app in the Yelp sense,
Pokémon Go turned local exploration into a gamified mission (capturing Pokémon, hitting Pokéstops
at real places). It achieved massive sustained engagement through pure gamification and nostalgia.
People walk around cities to play, incidentally discovering parks, murals, etc. The “game” was the
purpose, and location discovery was a byproduct. Its success (especially 2016–2017) proved that  if
the game is the product, you can drive people to go places – but that’s different from adding a
game onto a product that is about places. Pokémon Go’s retention eventually dropped from its craze
peak, but it still has millions of active players years later due to continuous updates and community
events. This indicates that to sustain a gamified experience, you must keep adding new content/
challenges.  Foursquare/Swarm  did  not  or  could  not  keep  increasing  complexity  of  their  game
without losing simplicity.

Other Attempts: There have been other smaller attempts: e.g.,  Google’s “Ingress” (precursor to
Pokémon Go) gamified location for a niche audience,  Snapchat introduced trophies and streaks
(Snapstreaks) which gamify staying in touch – very successful at retention, as many teens obsess
over  not  breaking  streaks  (a  social  gamification  tied  to  friendship).  Swarm’s  later  iterations
included quirky features like “Life-logging” stats (how many pizza places you’ve visited – some users
enjoyed  collecting  those).  These  all  show  that  gamification  can  target  different  psychological
triggers: competitive (leaderboards), cooperative (team games like Ingress factions), completionist
(collect all badges), or social bonding (streaks).

Did  Gamification  Create  Lasting  Engagement? Overall,  gamification  tends  to  boost  initial
engagement and create a devoted cadre of users, but often the broader user base loses interest over
time. The half-life of a badge’s novelty is finite – once you have 10 badges, getting the 11th is less exciting
unless new layers are added. If an app’s only hook is gamification, it almost certainly will see a big retention
drop-off (as Foursquare did around year 3 when the hype settled). The more successful implementations,
like Local Guides or Yelp Elite, integrate the gamified elements into a larger purpose (improving the map,
being part of a community) rather than being the sole purpose.

Metrics on Retention (DAU/MAU etc.): Specific numbers are illustrative: - Foursquare’s DAU/MAU in the
early days might have been high among the core (maybe 50% range for heavy users) but for many who
downloaded it was low; ultimately it had tens of millions signed up but only single-digit millions using it
(implying a lot of churn). - BeReal’s DAU/MAU at peak was about 27% (20M DAU vs ~74M MAU) and then it
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fell to ~18% (6M/33M)  – showing how novelty users didn’t stick daily. - Poparazzi’s retention was
disastrously low – basically almost everyone churned within months (from 5M installs to only 2–3k MAU
active at the end is essentially a near-0% retention at scale) . - Clubhouse’s weekly active user count fell
~60% within months after peaking ; its DAU/MAU was not publicly stated, but given the drop, clearly
many signed up and didn’t stick around daily. - Zenly had a strong DAU/MAU, likely quite high (if 15M DAU
on 40M MAU, that’s ~37% DAU/MAU, indicating a lot of users opening it every day or two – befitting a utility
app among friends). - Yelp’s engagement:
- DAU/MAU isn’t reported, but as noted only ~12% use it daily , so monthly vs daily gap is large – people
come when needed. -  Yelp’s MAU relative to total  installs:  of ~33M app devices monthly active,  against
probably over 100M+ downloads historically,  suggests many try it  and don’t  become regulars.  -  Google
Maps, being utility, likely has decent DAU/MAU for commuters (if you drive daily you use it daily), but for
others  it  might  be  weekly  or  less.  Its  MAU  is  huge  (>1B),  DAU  might  be  a  few  hundred  million  (just
conjecture from overall  usage).  -  Instagram/TikTok:  these have  very high DAU/MAU ratios (Instagram
~60%+ of MAUs log in daily, TikTok possibly similar or higher) because they are habitual content platforms.
But specifically for using location features, that’s only a fraction of usage.

Typical Lifecycle of Engagement: Many of these apps follow a pattern: 1. Launch & Viral Growth: fueled
by novelty and press (Foursquare’s badges, Clubhouse’s exclusivity, BeReal’s concept). 2. Peak Engagement:
early adopters are highly active (often daily usage is high among them, and word-of-mouth spreads). 3.
Retention Challenge: After weeks or months, casual users start dropping (they got the gist, the novelty
wears thin). The DAU/MAU starts slipping. This is where content or network needs to kick in to retain –
either you have enough friend activity or new features to keep interest. 4. Attempted Pivots or Updates:
Many  apps  in  our  list  tried  adding  features  (BeReal  adding  bonus  RealMoji,  Poparazzi  expanding  to
prompts, Foursquare splitting app, Clubhouse adding text, Path adding messaging, etc.) to broaden appeal
or increase stickiness. 5.  If successful (rare), a second phase of stable growth or niche stability: e.g.
Snapchat survived the Instagram copying crisis by innovating and focusing on core use; it stabilized. None
of the failed ones in our list really had this second phase except perhaps Foursquare’s enterprise pivot
(which saved the company but not the consumer app). 6.  If not, decline and either shutdown or core
loyalists only: e.g.  Path shut down, Clubhouse fading, Poparazzi  shut,  Zenly shut for external  reasons,
Foursquare consumer shrank to core Swarm users.

In conclusion,  gamification and novelty can spark an initial surge (Foursquare’s first 2 years, BeReal’s
2022,  Clubhouse’s  winter  2021),  but  the  long-term  winners  combine  utility,  network  effects,  and
continuous content or social interaction beyond the initial gimmick. Social apps need to either become
part of daily routine or embed themselves in social fabric (best if both). This deep research through case
studies of the 2010–2023 period underscores that  SpotFinder will  need more than a flashy idea – it  needs
repeatable value. Perhaps the lesson is to use gamification as  one pillar (to encourage contributions and
early adoption) but rely on genuine community building and valuable content to retain users after the
novelty half-life passes.

Sources:
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