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You would think question and answer sites are hard to monetize. Read how David Karandish built 
Answers.com to be a profitable $200M+ company … Note, the much-hyped Quora doesn’t monetize 
at all yet. 

Sramana Mitra: David, let’s start with your background. Where does your story begin? What 
is the back-story to the Answers.com story? 
 
David Karandish: I was born and raised in Saint Louis, Missouri. I went to Washington University in 
Saint Louis and studied computer science and entrepreneurship. While I was in high school, my 
friend Chris and I started working together on a bunch of entrepreneurial ventures. We did that 
through college, graduated with a degree in Computer Science, and then ultimately started this 
current company. 
 
Sramana Mitra: What timeframe are we talking? What happened after that? 
 
David Karandish: I graduated in 2005. After college, I took about a year off and was on the Martha 
Stewart Apprentice season and did that as a fun venture into the world of reality TV. Immediately 
after that, Chris and I put together a business plan for helping consumers make good decisions 
online, originally in the shopping space and then, over time, we put up a lot of different types of 
content. 
 
Sramana Mitra: How did you get the business off the ground? 
 
David Karandish: We took every penny we had and put it into the business. We brought in an angel 
investor who came to speak to one of our entrepreneurship classes at Washington University. With 
that, we went to a local bank and got a small credit line; then used that to fund the launching of the 
company. It was a combination of self-funding, angel, and bank funding. 
 
Sramana Mitra: We’re going to drill down a little bit into that. Between self-funding and angel 
investment, how much time went by and what did you accomplish in that time? 
 
David Karandish: We basically started it once we got the funding. We came in with an idea and a 
business plan. What was different from some of the other pitches that you might see out there is 
that Chris and I had been working together for five or six years. We had already shown our ability to 
learn Internet marketing, get websites to rank on the search engines, and promote a website online. 
So when we came in with our concept that eventually led to Answers.com, we already had a track 
record of showing how we’ve done that in the past. Here’s how we’ll apply that now. I think for an 
angel or VC type of investment, obviously there’s always risk in any kind of investment, but we had 
reduced a lot of it by being able to spend that time in both high school and college learning how to 
market and do online promotion. 
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Sramana Mitra: Were the two of you already running some sort of a business while you were 
in high school and college? 
 
David Karandish: Yes, in our first business venture, we started out doing web page design in high 
school. That led us to do some custom programming and Web page development. We were both 
self-taught computer programmers before we went to study computer science at 
Washington University. When we got into school, we started doing online retail. We did a lead 
generation website. We tried a whole bunch of things. If I was going to give one piece of advice to 
current or future entrepreneurs, it’s don’t try to wait until you have ideal business conditions, the 
perfect climate, or really even the perfect idea. We started promoting websites online and learning 
that whole industry even before we had the right idea, before we even knew exactly what we wanted 
to do. 
 
Sramana Mitra: You were developing a lot of relevant skills and you had a co-founder with 
whom you have developed a working relationship, and that’s what you went with to these 
angel investors who came to speak at your class in school and proposed this new company. 
 
David Karandish: Exactly. 
 
Sramana Mitra: When was Answers.com launched? 
 
David Karandish: The history is kind of interesting. We launched what was at that time our parent 
company, which was called AFCV Holdings, an Internet holding company, in 2006. In 2006, we 
noticed that people were starting to spend a lot of time online. They were going from checking the 
weather or checking a sports score to now starting to transact and using the Internet as a place to 
help them make a decision about something that they wanted to do. If we want to be able to help 
consumers make good decisions online, we have to develop some technology that helps us figure 
out what kind of content to show them and what the analytics look like to track all the key metrics 
that could help us scale. 

When we had our lead generation company in college, one of our biggest challenges was the fact 
that we would market the website to various consumers and we had a hard time tracking where did 
they go on the website, what did they do, and what ultimately happened to those leads. So at that 
time, there were a lot of analytics companies. You saw Urchin, which later became Google Analytics, 
guys like Omniture doing some analytics, but for us, we looked at it and said we’ve got to be able to 
track a lot of the key metrics and key performance items down to a very finite level. 

Our first product before we ever launched our website was really this online analytics and tracking 
software that allowed us to look at every single click,  log-in, comment, post, or share, and use that 
to determine what people are doing and how to optimize the experience. 

That was the technology that we first launched with. To get it off the ground, we started doing some 
partnerships. We first partnered with the guys from Yahoo. Pretty soon thereafter, we partnered with 
the guys from Google. We were focused on how you  aggregate a large audience of consumers and 
help them make good decisions online. 

Next»» 

http://www.sramanamitra.com/2014/10/16/how-to-monetize-a-qa-site-answers-com-ceo-david-karandish-part-2/


This segment is part 1 in the series : How To Monetize a Q&A Site: Answers.com CEO David 
Karandish  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

How To Monetize a Q&A Site: Answers.com CEO David Karandish 
(Part 2) 
Posted on Thursday, Oct 16th 2014 

Next»» 
Sramana Mitra: A plan did not exist at that time? 
 
David Karandish: Answers.com was not a parallel path. We acquired Answers.com in 2011. 
Around 2008-2009, we did a white boarding strategy session. We brought some of the key 
management team members in and asked them, “If we were going to build the ultimate Internet 
company, what would that look like?” We checked off a bunch of items. A great brand that 
consumers recognize and lots of high-quality content. The content would be unique, stuff you can’t 
find in other places. Ideally, that content would be increasingly from users and it would capture the 
voice of consumers. 

If we’re going to build the ultimate Internet company, we’re going to end up with diverse revenue 
relationships, and ideally, some of those relationships are going to be recurring in nature. You’ll have 
some predictability and a good view into future cash flow. 

Then, we said if we build this ultimate Internet company, it’s got to be something with a large total 
addressable market where we’re not constrained by category, sector, geography, or platform and is 
something that can be widely applicable. 

That was the template that we wanted to go for. We looked at what we had and said how do we 
bridge the gap between the template for what we thought an Internet company should look like and 
what we had at that time, which was a couple of mom and pop websites in these various verticals? 

We said we can’t try to solve all of these at once. One piece of advice I’d give to entrepreneurs is, 
sometimes when you’re faced with 10 big problems, trying to solve all at the same time is really 
difficult. We picked one, and the one we started with was the content. We said there’s got to be 
some type of content that applies to all the categories we want to be in, that adds a lot of value to the 
consumer and a lot of value to the advertiser. 

One of our developers built a question and answer platform.  We started applying that out to our 
vertical sites and the next thing you know, we got a few thousand questions and answers coming 
into our little tiny vertical sites.  That was the moment when we said we were going to go all-in on the 
question and answer concept. 

We saw what it would look like for us to continue growing organically.  Even though we’d built some 
great technology and we had parts of that puzzle figured out, we said there’s got to be a company 
out there that has a great brand, a nice registered user base, more diversified revenue than what we 
had at the time, as well as a lot of user-generated and unique content. 

In 2010, we kicked off a process to acquire Answers.com.  Answers.com had been through its own 
journey.  It was originally a plugin for Internet Explorer where you could right-click on a word and see 
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its definition. On top of that, you could go see reference information about it, including various 
encyclopedias, various thesauruses, and all sorts of reference material. 

The founder of the company Bob Rosenschein had a great idea. His idea was to take that content, 
and rather than leaving it in this Internet Explorer plugin, turn that into a web page, which was 
Answers.com. It was primarily focused on providing this reference-answer rollup. This was in the 
early to mid2000s. 

Pretty soon thereafter, there was a little company that was partnering with the Wikipedia platform to 
do questions and answers in a wiki format. Answers.com at that time acquired that company, which 
was doing these wiki-based questions and answers, and that became integrated into the site along 
with the reference content. The cool thing about this wiki platform is that, similar to Wikipedia, 
anyone could ask a question, answer a question; or edit that answer. So what Bob and his team 
found was that those questions and answers would improve over time as more and more people 
joined the community and shared their knowledge and really built the product out. 

Fast-forward to 2011: Answers.com at that time was a public company. We came in through our 
holding company. We raised some debt financing to go acquire Answers.com, take it private, and 
then apply all of our technology to it. That was the journey of how we went from our mom and pop 
websites to owning one of the largest websites on the Internet. 
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Sramana Mitra: When you were going through this whiteboarding process of what your vision 
of what the company wants to be when it grows up, what was the financial situation of the 
company? 
 
David Karandish: We were profitable. We were generating revenue. We were small, but we were 
doing each of those and we realized we were going to have to adapt and evolve. At that time, we 
didn’t have any registered users. We didn’t have any of our own unique content. We didn’t have any 
direct advertisers. 
 
Sramana Mitra: If you could acquire something, the process would go a lot faster. That’s fully 
understandable. To be able to go acquire a major property, what kind of revenue levels were 
you going out to do that with? 
 
David Karandish: We don’t disclose any of our historical financials, largely because we’ve got 
multiple companies and spinouts, but I can say that we were north of $30 million of revenue. We 
were profitable and in a position where we could start to go talk with these guys. 
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Sramana Mitra: North of $30 million in revenue means the story is missing pretty much all the 
details of how you get to $30 million in revenue. 
 
David Karandish: Before we even get there, I guess the first question is how do you get to $1 of 
revenue. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Yes, exactly. 
 
David Karandish: For us, we figured out that if we could acquire a large audience on the Web, we 
could bring consumers into our websites and we could show them different types of content: articles, 
shopping listings, local listings, and ultimately questions and answers. We knew that if we put up 
targeted advertisements on those pages that we could generate revenue without having to have a 
giant sales team at that time. Rather than build out a big sales team and try to go call up all these big 
companies right off the bat, we partnered with the big search engines—Yahoo! and Google—to 
syndicate their ad products to us so we could, on a revenue share, split the revenue and earn more 
revenue for each of us. 

That was the business model where we would go out and, through a combination of organic and 
online advertising, bring people to our websites. Then we would monetize those websites with a 
combination of advertisements. 

Sramana Mitra: You were $30 million in revenue when you went out to acquire Answers.com? 
 
David Karandish: I don’t have the specific numbers in front of me, but let’s just say 30 plus. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Did you raise venture capital at that point to buy Answers.com? 
 
David Karandish: We did a debt-financing round with Wells Fargo where we raised $100 million of 
debt, and then we had a little bit of cash on the balance sheet to buy Answers.com. 
 
Sramana Mitra: And how much did Answers.com cost you? 
 
David Karandish: $127 million. 
 
Sramana Mitra: It sounds like you’ve been doing a rollup strategy there. What were the 
circumstances of Answers.com and why did they want to do this deal? 
 
David Karandish: I don’t want to speak for the shareholders of Answers.com at the time because it 
was public, and you can’t speak for the public. But what I can say is that we came in at a price where 
we were paying a significant premium to their stock price over the last few months, and their board 
of directors looked at it and said they thought it would be a good acquisition. 

At that time, you’ve got to remember Answers.com was about $20 million in revenue, as per the 
public information at that time. They were probably a little too small to be public. Today, the costs of 
being a public company are pretty large. It can be a couple of million dollars a year. 

Sramana Mitra: There’s no chance to be a public company with $20 million in revenue. None 
whatsoever. 
 



David Karandish: At that time, there were a lot less costs associated with being a public company. 
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Sramana Mitra: You brought in $20 million worth of revenue through Answers.com. What 
strategic reengineering did you do to the property to get it to the next level? 
 
David Karandish: The previous team at Answers.com was doing very little optimization and split 
testing. For those who aren’t familiar with this, split testing is where you create a version of the page, 
create a duplicate version with one or two slight changes, and then you throw 1% of your traffic at 
that. They were doing an A/B test where they had the default version of the site; they had another 
version of the site that they wanted to run, and they’d run one or two, maybe three of those at a time. 
We came in and with our technology, we were able to vastly improve that to where now we’re 
running thousands of split-tests every single month, all in real-time. 

There are very few good ideas or bad ideas. There are ideas we can test and gather data on, and 
there are ideas that are hard to test. So for us, if we’re going to be this community-driven, “voice of 
the customer” wiki site and get to where we need to be, we’ve got to go run a bunch of tests and 
figure out what the right experience looks like. That was the first thing that we did at the new 
Answers.com. 

The second big thing that we did was implement a voting system. One of my biggest goals when we 
got the site was to take our best questions and answers, put them on the home page, make them 
featured and make it really easy to find those. I wanted to take our worst questions and answers and 
either improve them, get rid of them, or figure out a way to make them not as prominent. We 
implemented a voting system where users can vote on the quality of the questions and answers and 
that voting data feeds into our algorithms around what questions and answers show up. It feeds into 
what appears on search. It’s really driving the entire experience. 

In the last couple of years here, we’ve had over 80 million people vote on our questions and 
answers, even though the voting hasn’t been around for all that long. The two biggest things that we 
did to Answers.com were optimization and voting. 

I’d say the third one is the implementation of social. We added Facebook Connect. You can now 
sign in with Facebook, Google+, or Twitter, and we’re tying these questions and answers back to 
your profile, which allows us to personalize the website based on what your interests are. 

If you’re interested in tennis and you like tennis on Facebook, we can show you questions and 
answers about tennis, as an example. If you really like the movie The Godfather and you’re an 
expert in that movie, you could go answer questions in that particular category. In a very short period 
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of time, we’ve made the Answers.com website more social, personalized, and improved the content 
quality. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Was the revenue that the site was generating all from advertising? 
 
David Karandish: Up until 2012, 100% of our revenue was advertising revenue. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Did you have your own ad salesforce, or were you using ad networks? 
 
David Karandish: We didn’t have our own direct ad sales until 2013. 
 
Sramana Mitra: So until 2013, you were using ad networks to monetize? 
 
David Karandish: Correct. 
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Sramana Mitra: In the timeframe that you’re describing, there was activity in the competitive 
landscape. Of course Quora, with a huge amount of funding, came into the picture and has 
since become a very large site. How do you view Quora vis-à-vis Answers.com? 
 
David Karandish: First of all, we like to see investment into the question and answer space in 
general. If you look at the areas that we sit in between, you’ve got an ex-Facebook guy at Quora, 
you’ve got Twitter guys at Jelly and Medium, and you’ve got an ex-Huffington Post guy at BuzzFeed. 
If you look at the question and answer, and social and viral article space that we’re in, some of the 
brightest minds of some of the biggest companies in the last 10 years are now, for their next act, 
going into this space. So I think we picked the right category to go into. 

In terms of us vs. our competitors, whether it’s Quora, Ask, or Yahoo! Answers, we took a very 
different approach and I think that’s leading to some great results. The first thing that we did is we 
said Answers is not just going to be a website; it’s going to be a platform. You’ll see our content and 
our questions and answers syndicated out throughout the rest of the Web. That’s something that our 
competitors haven’t quite figured out how to do yet. 

Sramana Mitra: That’s not true; Quora does that with very large publications like Time and 
Forbes all the time. 
 
David Karandish: The second thing though is that we’ve realized that the most commercial 
questions and answers show up on the retail sites that you want to shop at. When you have a 
question about something you want to buy, which is a decision-making process, we want to be there 
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on sites like OfficeMax, where we have our questions and answers showing up. So when I talk about 
Answers as a platform, I’m not talking about feeding articles into newspapers. Anyone can do that. 
I’m talking about integrating with the biggest commerce sites of the world to help people make 
decisions. 

The focus in what we did is we went from a site that was focused primarily on reference aggregation, 
which is largely what Quora and Ask do today, as well as Ask and some of these others into being 
more of a decision-making company where we can help people decide on what they want to buy, 
where they want to invest, where they want to spend time, whether they’re on Answers.com or 
they’re going throughout the rest of the web. 

Sramana Mitra: So, you’ve focused on the e-commerce industry? 
 
David Karandish: Yes. We’re focused on retail. The other thing is in terms of our size of registered 
users, Quora doesn’t publish any of their user statistics because they’re very small. Yelp also 
doesn’t publish any of their registered user statistics because the number of people who are 
registered with them is very small. From the time that we’ve owned Answers, we went from about 5 
million registered users to 180 million registered users now. We have more people registering, giving 
us their information, and being a part of the community at Answers.com. That’s a big shift and a 
differentiation from many of our competitors as well. 
 
Sramana Mitra: When you’re syndicating content to these retailers like OfficeMax, what is the 
business model? 
 
David Karandish: We have a dual business model. We have advertising on Answers.com, and then 
we have a subscription model where we power the software in a SaaS platform for some of the 
biggest brands in the world. To do that, we have a combination of questions and answers, ratings 
and reviews, syndicated content, and customer experience analytics where we ask users questions 
in a survey and then use that to measure the experience that they have on that website. 
 

Next»» 
This segment is part 5 in the series : How To Monetize a Q&A Site: Answers.com CEO David 
Karandish  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

How To Monetize a Q&A Site: Answers.com CEO David Karandish 
(Part 6) 
Posted on Monday, Oct 20th 2014 

Next»» 
Sramana Mitra: You’re offering a content management platform that you offer as a SaaS 
product to these retailers? 
 
David Karandish: Exactly. And in that content management platform, we have a couple of different 
options. We can provide the content from the Answers.com community. Or we can help partner for 
the content with top brands. So if you’re a retailer, we can work with a brand who sells products 
within your retail space. We can also get content from the users of your website, whether it’s 
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feedback on your site itself, or whether it’s somebody filling out a survey and providing information 
on their customer experience. 

When we ask users questions about their experience, we can do that on that company’s website, on 
their mobile website, on their mobile app, in their call centers, and in their physical stores in some 
cases for brick and mortar retailers. 

We want to help consumers make good decisions. We want to help answer the world’s questions. 
We want to be the company that helps power the voice of the customer. We look at it and say we’re 
going to do that on Answers.com, but we’re also going to do that throughout the Web. 

Sramana Mitra: What is the split in the revenue between advertising versus SaaS? 
 
David Karandish: Approximately 50-50. 
 
Sramana Mitra: I like the way you have built the strategy of the company because the 
company that you started off comparing yourself with, BuzzFeed, is really a media company. 
They’re not necessarily a SaaS company; I don’t see them as that at all. Do you? 
 
David Karandish: The way I like to think about it is that we’re the best of both worlds. We’ve got the 
scale and the audience of a media company, but we have the platform, software, and distribution of 
a big SaaS company. If you look at our revenue model, we have both sides of the house—
advertising and subscription—and they help benefit each other. We have folks who advertise on 
Answers.com, where we also power their question and answer experience, or their customer 
experience analytics, or their ratings and reviews. 
 
Sramana Mitra: What kind of advertisers do you attract? Is there any type of trend or bias? 
 
David Karandish: We reach a large demographic of the United States. We have a third of the US 
Internet population on our website, so anyone who advertises to consumers is a good fit for our 
website. Our demographics skew towards a little bit younger, which we think is good because it 
continues to build out that population and base. But just about any advertiser can advertise on 
Answers.com. 
 
Sramana Mitra: You said you started building your own ad sales force since 2013. 
Specifically, what are you trying to go after with that? 
 
David Karandish: That’s a great question. When we work with these ad networks, we get inventory 
that fits specific sizes and specific types of dimensions and ways to put it on the page. We’re looking 
at it saying we want to help these brands, advertisers, and retailers be more integrated into our 
experience; for example, helping brands to sponsor questions and answers on Answers.com. 

We created a concept called an Answers brand page where a brand can roll up all the questions and 
answers that people ask about their brand on a specific page, and they can answer a question 
directly from the consumer. Rather than just asking the community, you could then pose your 
question directly to the brand. 

Sramana Mitra: You’re almost serving as a customer service model. 
 



David Karandish: Exactly. So that same content that lives on Answers.com/Brand could also then 
show up on Brand.com/Answers. The way to think about it in terms of our strategy is we want to be 
there. We want to go to you as a consumer wherever you have questions and answers. If that 
means you get to Answers.com, then it’s awesome. But if that means you’re on any of these top 
websites in the world, we want to be able to help you get an answer to your question, whether it’s 
what should you buy, where should you buy it, what price should you pay; whether it’s what are your 
perceptions about this experience, how can it improve. It’s anything from customer service, all the 
way to sales, all the way to ratings and reviews. 
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Sramana Mitra: In this strategy of being the a customer service portal for brands, the 
business model around that is not exactly an advertising business model; it’s more a SaaS 
business model, isn’t it? 
 
David Karandish: That’s where half of the revenue comes from, but we leveraged the 
Advertising.com business model to build out the subscription piece. Three years ago, we had no 
subscription revenue. Today, it’s approximately half of our overall revenue. We were believers in 
both. We’re not against the dot-com side. We’re really excited about what we can do on the 
advertising there, but we’re looking at it saying that if we restrict ourselves to just Answers.com, 
we’re missing a big market where some of the most commercial questions and answers are 
available—or should be available—on some of the top websites of the world. 
 
Sramana Mitra: My observation, listening to you, is that your direct sales force is more 
effective in selling the SaaS business, really. 
 
David Karandish: Well, we have 75 people in SaaS; we have 3 people in direct ad sales today. 
We’re building out both sides. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Why doesn’t Quora monetize? 
 
David Karandish: I don’t want to speak for Quora because they’ve been at this for a long time. 
Someone there must think that not monetizing will help them raise bigger and better capital rounds is 
my guess. 
 
Sramana Mitra: How can that possibly be? 
 
David Karandish: Again, I don’t want to speak for them. For us, we’re trying to build a business that 
works really well at the precipice of a bull market, but we also are trying to build a business that 
works extremely well at the bottom part of a bear market. In bull markets, someone would argue that 
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it’s good to raise capital based on eyeballs and non-monetizing metrics until that market shifts, and 
you go into a bear market and people start to say they’re really only interested in something that has 
a path to revenue or a path to profitability. 

For us, we’ve always said that we want to build a business that does both: has great scale, reaches 
a lot of consumers, and at the same time is generating lots of revenue and lots of profitability no 
matter what the market looks like. 

Sramana Mitra: You are still private, correct? 
 
David Karandish: We’re still private. 
 
Sramana Mitra: What is your game plan? 
 
David Karandish: We’re continuing to build out Answers.com and our syndicated SaaS platform. 
Through that, there are a bunch of products that we are enhancing and are going to be launching 
over the next few years. Along the way, when we find a company that could help us accelerate that 
product roadmap, we’ll look at those companies and say this could be an interesting acquisition for 
us. 

Over the next few years, you’ll see us continue to grow and improve our existing website and 
syndicated software platforms, and you’ll see us go out and acquire additional dot-com and SaaS 
companies. 

Sramana Mitra: Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
David Karandish: The only other thing I’ll say is we have a fantastic team at Answers.com. I’m sure 
everybody says that, but in a very short period of time, we went from a couple of high school buddies 
to over 600 people in the company, which has been a pretty cool ride to see the growth and the 
trajectory as we’ve been able to build out. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Where are the 600 located? 
 
David Karandish: We’re headquartered in Saint Louis with about 30% of employees. The rest are 
spread out amongst our other 11 offices. We’ve an office in the Silicon Valley in Mountain View. 
We’ve offices in New York City, Ann Arbor in Michigan, Cleveland, Atlanta, London, Beijing, Tel Aviv 
, and a reseller partnership of our relationship down in Sao Paulo. We’re all across the world. 
 
Sramana Mitra: What scale are you at? 
 
David Karandish: North of $200 million in revenue. 
 
Sramana Mitra: And you’re profitable? 
 
David Karandish: Profitable, yes. 
 
Sramana Mitra: Well, congratulations, it looks like you’ve navigated very well. I’m in your 
camp; I don’t particularly like businesses that play the speculation game. I’m more of a 



disciplined entrepreneur executing with real fundamentals kind of person, so I like your story. 
Thank you. 
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