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Follow this link for a summary of the framework explaining why customer-
led success is so rare and the journey organisations go on to get there. 
Each story uses this framework so if you’re not familiar with it or you want a 
reminder, it’s worth reading this first to make sense of descriptions of terms 
like ‘Burningness’ and ‘Moments of Belief’ which are crucial 

There is a version of customer pioneering that starts before a business 
exists, one that creates a whole new approach rather than changing 
an existing one. It’s often triggered by a founder-to-be experiencing a 
need that no one seems to be meeting. Instead of moaning about what 
happened and wondering why someone doesn’t do something about 
it, they decide to tackle it. Will Shu did it with Deliveroo in a high-profile 
way. Martha Silcott is doing it with fablittlebag. And at the turn of the 
millennium, Justine Roberts did it too, with Mumsnet.

It’s a source of personal burningness, the fuel we found to be essential in 
creating a successful customer-led organisation. And with the Mumsnet 
story Roberts experienced burningness three times over - as a customer, as 
a woman in business and as Mumsnet’s co-founder.

A story of Customer-led success
Mumsnet
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https://9a253978-4bc4-48ac-be6a-e2bc4cf10896.usrfiles.com/ugd/9a2539_a5ca3b71a2224ff08926662d124cedfb.pdf
https://fablittlebag.com/pages/about
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The burning need to do something 
different

While Mumsnet was the brainchild of Justine Roberts 
as a customer, its instigators were the stroppy twins (her 
twins, her description of them) she took on a disastrous 
holiday in 1999 to a resort that was unsuitable. She had 
her lightbulb moment when she heard every other 
family at the resort sharing her dissatisfaction. Parents 
needed to be connected to each other before they 
booked holidays so they could compare notes, share 
their inside knowledge and benefit from real-world 
learning. Clearly this could be useful for much more 
than holidays too. She would make all this happen and, 
this being the height of the internet bubble, she’d do it 
by creating a website.

Roberts was also driven by an ambition to change 
things for women, borne out of her professional 
experiences working on the trading floor in the City 
and then as a football and cricket reporter. In both 
high-testosterone work environments, she was in the 
minority as a woman.

“What it made me do was embrace with Mumsnet 
the honest reality that family comes first, not work. 
Flexibility really matters if you are a mum. I saw so many 
women in the City just basically having to pretend they 
didn’t have kids. I wanted to set up my own business 
so I could set a different culture around those kinds 
of things. To be able to work in a female-dominated 
business with a female-dominated product was a 
reaction to having been in a misogynous environment. 
It also made me more radical in being a bit pushy.”

The third source of burningness, as co-founder of a 
new business in 2000, was pain. Mumsnet’s pitch for 
funding of £4.5m coincided with the bursting of the 
internet bubble, leaving them with no backing and 
no short-cuts. The business would have to be built 
painstakingly in a manner that ensured their hard-won 
engagement with the people they served was lasting.

“I think it made us more customer-centric,” says 
Roberts, “in the sense that the community that we were 
trying to nurture, we were also turning to for support. 
We were forced to be the type of organisation that I 
think everyone should be, which is viewing customers 
as serious stakeholders. Had we had funding, we would 
have been pushed to be more concerned about the 
commercials and would then have found it harder 
to nurture our community and I think we ended up 
focusing on the right thing.”

An outside-in approach
The site kicked off with the beta launched in March 
2000 and continued for some time with very few 
visitors. Roberts was some of those visitors, asking 
herself multiple questions under various names. 
“Luckily, I had lots to ask because I had twins and no 
idea what to do with them”. She’d sometimes get 
questions in the real world and insist her friends 
gave them to her again on the website so everyone 
could see. Eventually other parents started to find 
this valuable and so began a long period of audience 
building based on recommendation and learning 
how to become more useful. Despite the absence of 
significant word-of-mouth (as people on the site prize 
their anonymity – this was not Facebook for mums) the 
community grew and provided learning about how to 
do it so it would be sustainable.

“I became conscious that we had customers who had 
a lot of expertise in a lot of different areas. For instance, 
when we had a copyright issue, we turned to them to 
solve that for us. It felt like more of a collaboration. Of 
course, that gave them ownership as well.”

 A  first Moment of Belief
The foundational insight of the company was clear. 
Parenting is something no one is trained for, and 
people learn by experience. Mumsnet will tap into 
crowd-sourced wisdom, the knowledge of people 
who have done it before, to make parents’ lives easier. 
But the breakthrough moment of belief that there 
was commercial value to be had in this idea did not 
come immediately. Instead, it was preceded by two 
significant indicators that the website was creating 
value for its visitors. 

The first was the fact that people started asking 
questions on the website: there was demand. The 
second was when people started answering these 
questions: the demand could be met. Indeed, 80% of 
people on the site at this early stage were active sharers 
(a very high number - now, it is around 25% with the 
majority being passive audience members). Users 
started describing Mumsnet as the fifth emergency 
service.

‘It felt like more of a collaboration 
with customers. Of course, that 
gave them ownership as well’
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With evidence that the advice being given by users 
was seen as very useful, Roberts was convinced that 
the idea was going to work long before there was 
commercial evidence of it. This is the belief that is 
missing in a conventional organisation, that when you 
do something good for customers it will not just be 
good for them but also earn enough money to make 
it commercially sustainable. 

When Roberts had to seek financial support from 
the site’s users to stay afloat – a real test of whether 
people valued it – and the cheques started coming in, 
this became the company’s first real moment of belief. 
Users valued the site so much they were prepared to 
pay for it to keep it going.

“We were never going to force payment for this 
because we think good advice should be available to 
everyone irrespective of whether they can pay, but 
it’s not simply that the cheques poured in, they would 
always arrive with an amazing letter saying how the 
people on Mumsnet has supported them and, in some 
cases, that their lives had been rescued.”

More bold  Moments of Belief
To be sustainable in the long run, Mumsnet needed 
to find ways of earning revenue that fitted the values 
of the community. In the early noughties, none of the 
early approaches took off. Advertisers at the outset 
paid £25 per 1,000 users but two years later this was 
£2.50. 

Mumsnet understood that having highly committed 
customers means they are sensitive to the quality of 
what’s provided and the spirit it’s provided in. What 
might work would be authentic endorsement of 
genuinely good products and services relevant to the 
audience - proper tests with honest results and if the 
results are positive, accepting money in exchange for 
promoting them.

“We didn’t have investors pushing us to take on costs 
and make profits early on by exploiting our user group,” 
Roberts explains. ‘We could turn down the wrong kind 
of advertising, the wrong kind of partner or cheesy 
format. Moreover, we had this 24/7 focus group who 
gave us amazing advice on what they wanted, how 
they wanted it and what their problems were. They 
generate our content for free and they are a constant 
critical panel of opinionated, ballsy women. So, it 
would be both impossible to ignore their opinion and 
inadvisable to.”

The learning was clear: you don’t mess with Mumsnet’s 
extended family.
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And this was a message underlined by Mumsnet 
becoming the voice of the mother publicly in the UK, 
an extraordinary further moment of belief. Because 
by growing big and remaining authentic, they were of 
huge interest to the media. Roberts and her co-founder 
Caroline Longton did all the PR and media they could. 
By 2006, advertising revenues were increasing and 
politicians were taking interest.

With both the Prime Minister Gordon Brown and his 
challenger David Cameron taking part in webchats 
on the site, some papers dubbed the 2010 vote “the 
Mumsnet election”. Realising the clout of a website 
that had gone from start-up to election influencer in 
under a decade, Mumsnet decided to further serve 
their customers by getting involved in campaigns 
associated with the burning issues on the forums, 
including around rape, disability and the sexualisation 
of children.

“Six years into our journey, David Cameron did our 
first political webchat I think partly because we didn’t 
come across as a very commercial organisation. We 
would endlessly be upsetting advertisers or our users 
would be by saying ‘actually, this product is rubbish’ 
or ‘this ad campaign is terrible.’ Then we’d endlessly 
upset politicians who came on by asking rude and 
difficult questions. We looked like a bunch of real 
people speaking their minds and it fitted naturally 
that we became the voice of parents. Our values were 
to always stick up for the everyday average parent. 
We never did celebrity stuff. Our users wanted the 
brand to be honourable, I think. The other thing about 
Mumsnet, of course, is it’s anonymous. People really 
can speak honestly about real problems and give 
genuine answers without upsetting their boss or their 
mother-in-law or their best friend.”

This political dimension did not come out of nowhere. 
In 2007, Mumsnet had become engaged in a libel 
case with Gina Ford, the renowned childcare guru 
and author, and the efforts of the latter to close the 
site down became a freedom of speech issue. The 
community rallied around the cause and Mumsnet got 
a lot more useful, authentic publicity and a cementing 
of their values. The case highlighted the way in which 
the libel laws hadn’t kept pace with the internet age. 
And for Mumsnet, the idea that they were useful was 
working on more and more fundamental levels. As 

Roberts says, “It was so obvious to politicians that 
things needed fixing if any sort of slightly precious 
author could get a website like Mumsnet shut down. 
I think it was useful in that sense because it was an 
egregious example that everyone could understand.”

Making it systematic

Roberts is clear that she and the company needed to 
get closer to the customer data as she became less 
like the customer. She didn’t look at the data initially 
because she had young twins and knew what the 
problems were. As she had more children and as they 
grew up, and as colleagues did the same, the pain 
points were instinctive.

“But as you get further away from the reason you built 
the thing because you knew the pain, the more you 
need data to really understand it. Otherwise, you’re 
just making assumptions that may be outdated or 
you’re simply too far away from the problem. That’s 
why systematising is important, because as you scale 
into a larger organization the people who run it get 
further and further away from what the problem is 
they’re trying to solve.”

Last year, Mumsnet started using personalisation 
technology based on user behaviour and 
segmentation to understand their users better and 
deliver for them. With the volume of content on the 
site, (8.9 million posts on the forum in 2019), and 75% 
of their 10 million monthly unique visitors being there 
to look for advice, they need data to help their users 
find the answers they’re looking for. 

Becoming Purposeful

Mumsnet has a clearly defined purpose, to make 
parents’ lives easier. Roberts knew, however, that the 
organization could not afford to presume that the 
transparency of its rationale would steer it successfully 
through the process of growth. In 2015 the company 
adopted a codification of their culture to cement 
values and aid communication.

“The only way you can scale in a way that is true 
to the original vision,” she argues, “is with endless 
communication. I learnt the hard way that new 
things don’t happen by osmosis. You actually have 
to bang on about them, what your values are, what 
your beliefs are, what your promise to your users is. 
We celebrate every week things that are done in the 
spirit of Mumsnet values to keep it being Mumsnet. We 
could easily go off in a different direction and maybe 
might make a load more money. If it’s going to be what 

‘People really can speak honestly 
about real problems and give 

geniuine answers’
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Mumsnet promised to its users then we will fearlessly 
speak up on their behalf, we will be straightforward 
and we will be pragmatic; basically, represent them 
and not a bunch of other people. People have to 
understand that those are our values.”

A fearless and thick-skinned type of leadership is 
required to underline the values in everyday practice 
so there is no doubt that when difficult decisions 
arise, Mumsnet comes down on the side of their own 
community. For Roberts, that means being clear when 
lines have been crossed and she cites the example of 
when the celebrity Mylene Klass tweeted her criticisms 
of mums at the school gate and a Mumsnet editor 
tweeted in praise of Klass’s comments. “I was just blown 
away that could ever be written under the Mumsnet 
brand and I realised that was my issue. I hadn’t banged 
on enough about, ‘we’re always on the side of the real 
people.’ Of Mumsnet heroes, basically.”

In 2017 the company implemented a Radical Candor 
programme, asking their own people to challenge on 
culture all the time and to ask, ‘Is the company living 
and breathing the values and culture or just cruising?’

“We had a real feedback problem where everyone 
was scared of saying anything critical about anything 
that was happening for fear of looking like they were 
being an unsupportive member of the team,” Roberts 
explains. “Feedback is a gift. You should receive it 
as such and give it as a gift because you’re actually 
just trying to develop people. That’s been a work in 
progress but transformative to our business.”

This approach allows fine minds and good ideas to see 
the light of day. It celebrates learning from mistakes, 
but Roberts admits it didn’t come easily to her, that she 
was naturally someone who felt annoyed by mistakes 
and preferred fixing them to the conflict of discussing 
them.

She sees her job as founder to look at the cultures 
in other companies, read books, steal good ideas, 
listen to people’s thinking and be aware of the gaps 
in her knowledge. She has had to change as she got 
further from being a mother of young kids and more 
established as a CEO, in order to feed the company’s 
belief system. 

Sustaining the outside-in belief 
system

Continual moments of belief are crucial. In Mumsnet’s 
case these have included campaigning on issues and 
taking difficult action in line with the organisation’s 
values – to be user-led, useful, straightforward, flexible 
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and fearless. They are tested by who they could and 
shouldn’t work with commercially and when choices 
are made that support their beliefs ahead of immediate 
revenue, the choices say a lot. 

“We knew that there were certain brands which we 
shouldn’t work with because they didn’t make parents’ 
lives easier. But there was also a lot of grey area and 
we benefited from the fact that our customers could 
raise issues with us publicly and quickly. It kept us on 
the straight and narrow. Over the years, we’ve pulled 
out of a number of commercial partnerships having 
been educated by our users. The Baby Show is run by 
an events company called Clarion and it turns out they 
also run events for the gun trade. We didn’t know that. 
Who would have thought The Baby Show would also 
be run by people who run the shows for arms dealers?”

When Mumsnet have pulled out of commercial 
relationships the attitude of their customers has been 
supportive; ‘We still trust you, but we don’t want these 
companies involved’ rather than people walking away 
because the company got it wrong and partnered 
badly. This is a measure of the trust created by the 
company putting their outside-in beliefs, that they 
succeed by making lives easier for parents, ahead of 
short-term commercial gain.

Campaigning on behalf of Mothers’ issues has also 
sustained belief in the relationship. Mumsnet has 
given power to mums’ voices collectively evidenced 
by politicians attempts to gain their approval. Roberts 
jokes that they’ve moved the prejudice from people 
seeing mums as dull and boring to seeing them as 
witty, noisy, bolshie and scary, which she describes 
as an improvement. But the more serious point she 
makes is that being seen as politically powerful is good 
for women’s voices. “There are a number of campaigns 
around miscarriage care and premature sexualization 
of young women. Plus, we played a part in libel reform 
without being the leading player by any means. 
Mumsnet did a whole ‘we believe you’ campaign for our 
users, which raised some amazing stats – that 3 in 10 of 
our users had been sexually assaulted – and we did this 
way before ‘#MeToo’. I think the most important thing is 
that a bunch of individuals have gained an incredible 
amount of support in very difficult situations.”

Mumsnet also realised they couldn’t scale or keep the 
ideas flowing without hiring very good people. “Hiring 
and developing people becomes the most significant 
thing you can do,” says Roberts. They use their culture 
definition, referred to as their culture deck, as a starting 
point and are up front about all the things that working 
at Mumsnet isn’t.
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“We make sure anyone who’s potentially thinking 
about joining us reads the deck. We are very honest 
in it. This is who we are and how we behave. It really 
won’t suit everyone. We go on about how mean we 
are, we don’t have expense accounts, and if you want 
loads of benefits, you won’t get it here. Same goes for 
individual glory, an individual bonus, not going to 
happen. That’s been very helpful because not only 
do you tend to get the people who are happy to work 
within that environment, but it, again, cements it all 
the time for other people.”

Outcome

Mumsnet is the UK’s largest network for parents. 
Its site clocks up around 100 million page views per 
month. It has a network of over 10,000 influencers and 
the Mumsnet Jobs site, focused on flexible working 
opportunities, has nearly 30,000 monthly users. It 
regularly campaigns on issues including support for 
families of children with special educational needs, 
improvements in postnatal and miscarriage care, and 
freedom of speech on the internet. 

Brands are having to learn from Mumsnet that they 
can’t impose a broadcast style on a thriving community. 
The reward is differentiation and engagement for 
them, and a way of making money that’s in tune with 
the community’s values for Mumsnet – an outside-in 
business model to support a true customer pioneer.

A classic start-up from the kitchen table with no 
funding, by 2018 the company had 1.3 billion page 
views from 119 million unique users and revenue of 
£8.6 million. A panel of 10,000 mums give insights to 
brands on a daily basis and 96% of users say they trust 
product recommendations on the site. 

That is not, however, where Justine Roberts sees the 
true measure of Mumsnet’s success. “It’s about the 
day-to-day kindnesses towards people living through 
difficult situations, how it helps to have someone who’s 
been there and can help you through. That might be 
anything from a tricky situation at work to awful things 
like child bereavement and domestic violence. It’s not 
the headlines, it’s the day-to-day kindnesses.”

In the last three years, 6,000 people have left domestic 
violence situations having been supported by 
Mumsnet users online to acknowledge they needed 
help and then get it. Success doesn’t come any more 
customer-led and pioneering than that.In the last three years, 6000 people 

have left domestic violence 
situations having been supported 

by Mumsnet users 
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