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Abstract 

The online art-literature roleplaying community, a little-known hobbyist writing group that 

exists on DeviantArt.com, is devoted to creativity and collaboration. Many members of the 

community find DeviantArt does not meet their needs. After examining the market gap left 

by DeviantArt, I began work on Homebrewed: a website for roleplayers by roleplayers. 

Using Homebrewed as a case study, this report incorporates Eric Ries’s Lean Startup 

methodology as a tool for under-resourced entrepreneurs and suggests that also 

cultivating a strategic brand and aesthetic can yield a well-rounded startup.  

Keywords: roleplaying; The Lean Startup; lean publishing; entrepreneurship; business; 

web publishing; DeviantArt 
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Glossary 

Affiliates Roleplay Groups who have mutually agreed to advertise 
each other 

Art-Literature Roleplay A play-by-post roleplay niche which operates with both 
writing and art 

Clubhouse A project management software 
DeviantArt A social media website for art 
Discord A messaging app popular with gamers 
Epic In Clubhouse, a grouping of Stories aimed toward 

accomplishing an overall initiative 
Milestone In Clubhouse, a grouping of Epics 
Minimum Viable Product A version of a product with just enough features to be 

usable by early customers who can then provide 
feedback for future product development 

Play-by-Post Roleplay Asynchronous roleplay, usually written 
Roleplay The act of creating Original Characters and using them to 

play out stories with others 
Site Map List of pages within a website and how they flow together 
Story In Clubhouse, a singular goal written from a user’s 

perspective; i.e., “I want to be able to create an account” 
Wireframe A visual guide in website development for the 

arrangement of elements on a page 
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1. Introduction 

Homebrewed is an online platform launching in 2021 that will serve as a platform for 

roleplay, a hobby in which participants create Original Characters (“OCs”) and collaborate 

with other roleplayers to write improvisational stories. Roleplay is a hobby that 

encompasses many mediums. Homebrewed specifically targets art-literature (“art-lit”) 

roleplayers because no platform currently exists to accommodate their needs. The 

Homebrewed team is uniquely educated in art-lit roleplayers’ problems and well-equipped 

to design and code a website for them; however, we possess no startup capital, and each 

team member has a separate full-time job. Subsequently, we decided to use Eric Ries’ 

Lean Startup method, popularized by his book The Lean Startup: How Today's 

Entrepreneurs Use Continuous Innovation to Create Radically Successful Businesses 

(2011). This report will cover Homebrewed’s implementation of Lean Startup methodology 

and our business-based branding and aesthetic decisions. 

The Lean Startup is a methodology for under-resourced entrepreneurs. Ries’s 

method advocates putting a prototype product called the Minimum Viable Product (MVP) 

in customers’ hands as soon as possible, allowing rapid repetition of a “Build, Measure, 

Learn” cycle.1 Future strategies can then be formulated based on the real-life data 

collected. Reversing the traditional pattern of planning first and executing last, it places 

“Build” before “Measure” and “Learn,” because building iteratively based on data the 

entrepreneur has verified through market testing reduces both risk and the need for large 

amounts of capital. This makes the Lean Startup method a sensible framework for 

Homebrewed as we establish the company with no venture capital. 

Market Research Conducted for This Report 

Roleplay is an obscure hobby, and the art-lit RP niche is even more obscure. Due to the 

dearth of academic research about this demographic, it was necessary to conduct new 

field research for this report. Research was conducted from October 2020 to December 

2020 in the form of an online survey created by the Homebrewed team and distributed 

publicly through Discord, Twitter, and DeviantArt.com. The survey included multiple choice 

 
1 Eric Ries, “Methodology,” The Lean Startup, accessed January 5, 2021, 
http://theleanstartup.com/principles. 

http://theleanstartup.com/principles
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questions and essay boxes. Community members expressed intrigue at the concept of an 

academic report focused on their hobby; they circulated the survey link of their own accord. 

The survey received 83 responses, and the interviewees provided invaluable data for 

Homebrewed. This survey will be referenced throughout this report as the primary data 

source about roleplay demographics, roleplayer behavior, and roleplayer attitudes and 

opinions. The full list of survey questions can be found in Appendix B. 

Who is on the Homebrewed Team? 

The Homebrewed team possesses both expertise on the art-lit RP community and 

professional skills in marketing, coding, and design. 

I (Amy Jackson) am Homebrewed’s product owner, content editor, and community 

expert. I have been involved in art-lit RP for twelve years. In this time, I owned four RP 

groups on DeviantArt.com. These included: From Dust to Dust2 (2015-2016) with 150 

members and 260 followers; Indieville3 (2017-2018) with 500 members and 1100 

followers; The Atoll State4 (2018-2019) with 35 members and 200 followers; and 

Pinefallow Park5 (2020-present) with 25 members and 110 followers. My Group members 

have submitted over 5,700 pieces of fan art and have collaboratively written millions of 

words of fiction. 

Jake Brennan is Homebrewed’s creative director and User Experience/User 

Interface expert. With over ten years of industry experience in marketing, he has worked 

with clients including Apple, Microsoft, and the UK National Health Service. 

Kaz Walker is Homebrewed’s back end coder. He is a Vancouver-based 

programmer and an executive-level developer with a background in 3D printing 

technology. He has been on the forefront of nine startups. 

Another important player is Rodrigo Javier Olivera. He has assisted us in the past 

with front end coding and plans to continue when he becomes more available. He is a 

 
2 Amy Jackson, “From Dust to Dust,” DeviantArt, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.deviantart.com/from-dust-to-dust. 
3 Amy Jackson, “Indieville,” DeviantArt, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.deviantart.com/indieville. 
4 Amy Jackson, “The Atoll State,” DeviantArt, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.deviantart.com/the-atoll-state. 
5 Amy Jackson, “Pinefallow Park,” DeviantArt, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.deviantart.com/pinefallow-park. 

https://www.deviantart.com/from-dust-to-dust
https://www.deviantart.com/indieville
https://www.deviantart.com/the-atoll-state
https://www.deviantart.com/pinefallow-park
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senior software developer and front end specialist with five years of experience in App 

and WebApp development. 

Summary of Content 

The topics covered in this report will explain Homebrewed’s implementation of Lean 

Startup methodology, and hopefully serve as a reference for future entrepreneurs seeking 

a perspective on creating online communities. 

Chapter Two discusses the culture of the roleplaying community, the frustrations 

they face, the distinct market gap Homebrewed aims to fill, and Homebrewed’s Unique 

Selling Proposition. 

Chapter Three explains Homebrewed’s production process through the framework 

of Eric Ries’s Lean Startup methodology. This chapter walks through the development of 

Homebrewed’s Minimum Viable Product from concept to execution, including tools and 

strategies used. 

Chapter Four examines the importance of aesthetic and branding for startups in 

general and roleplayers in particular, and discusses Homebrewed’s business-based 

design decisions. 

Chapter Five details Homebrewed’s launch and monetization plans, summarizes 

the considerations that went into establishing the company, and briefly discusses our 

plans for launch and monetization. However, at the time of writing this report, 

Homebrewed is still in the building stage. It is an evolving project with many ideas to further 

develop and more lessons to learn. 
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2. Background and Context for Homebrewed 

What is Homebrewed? 

Homebrewed is a website “by roleplayers, for roleplayers.” (In roleplay slang, when 

roleplayers create a story from scratch instead of following the plotlines of published 

materials, they are “homebrewing.”) Homebrewed’s niche is art-literature (“art-lit”) 

roleplay. Homebrewed’s research indicates that roleplayers (“RPers”) struggle with finding 

an online platform that equally prioritizes their needs for community-building, creative 

expression, group-making and group-moderating, and submitting and browsing art and 

literature. The overall goal for Homebrewed is to create a website for art-lit RPers that 

consolidates the features they need in one place. This includes the ability to: 1) create and 

join groups, 2) design aesthetically-pleasing group, character, and blog pages, 3) submit 

and view art, and 4) track the numbers and statistics needed to roleplay (such as inventory, 

currency, or a character’s health bar.) The website will be free to use with a premium 

subscription option; financially, our modest hope is that Homebrewed breaks even, which 

could be achieved with only nine premium subscribers. More important to us than money 

is cultivating a community where RPers can have fun in a place that is actually made for 

them. 

What is Online Roleplaying? 

Culturally-prevalent examples of roleplaying include Dungeons and Dragons and roleplay 

video games. Online roleplaying is lesser-known, and usually takes the form of play-by-

post roleplay. Play-by-post lacks the synchronicity of Dungeons and Dragons or video 

games, in which events occur in real time. Ian Howard of Meeple Mountain, an online 

board game periodical, describes play-by-post roleplay as “any method of playing games 

in which each player submits their actions remotely.”6 Originally, play-by-post gamers 

would mail their turns for board games to a central organizer, who tallied a final summary 

of the turn’s events and print them in a magazine, “which the players would have to obtain 

 
6 Ian Howard, “So You Wanna Get into Play-by-Post (PbP) RPGs?,” Meeple Mountain, accessed 
December 6, 2020, https://www.meeplemountain.com/articles/so-you-wanna-get-into-play-by-
post-rpgs/. 

https://www.meeplemountain.com/articles/so-you-wanna-get-into-play-by-post-rpgs/
https://www.meeplemountain.com/articles/so-you-wanna-get-into-play-by-post-rpgs/
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in order to see what happened.”7 With the advent of the Internet, play-by-post now refers 

to the practice of instant messaging your characters’ actions to a forum or private inbox, 

allowing the roleplay partners to reply at their leisure. Play-by-post is essentially 

collaborative writing—players message each other sentences, paragraphs, or even pages 

of creative fiction that detail what their characters are doing. 

What Is Art-Literature Roleplay? 

Art-literature roleplay is a slightly more obscure subset of play-by-post. It is a diverse 

community: in Homebrewed’s research survey, most respondents are between the ages 

of 15 and 34, 81.3% identify as LGBTQIA+, 60% are cisgender, 60% are white, and 67.6% 

are American.8 As the distinguishing feature of art-literature roleplay is that it uses visual 

art as well as writing, it should be no surprise that art-lit RP developed on a website made 

for artists. DeviantArt.com was founded on August 7, 20009 and is the “largest online social 

network for artists and art enthusiasts,”10 with over 61 million registered members. 

DeviantArt prides itself as “a platform for emerging and established artists to exhibit, 

promote, and share their works with an enthusiastic, art-centric community.”11 Where 

early-Internet art sites included competitive thumbs-up and thumbs-down features or 

grueling 1-to-5 star ranking systems, DeviantArt only allows comments and favorites. 

According to Kelsey Gables, “Unlike the quantifiable interactions such as ‘likes’ and 

‘reactions’ that pass for interactivity in 2019, there was genuine engagement on 

DeviantArt.”12 

On February 11, 2010, DeviantArt launched “Groups”,13 allowing users to create 

clubs with selective membership and member-exclusive art Galleries. This community-

building feature allowed the hybrid medium of art-lit RP to develop. Founders create 

groups with homebrewed settings and plotlines, while members create Original 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 
9 Bradleysays, “The Timeline of DeviantArt,” DeviantArt, August 7, 2013, 
https://www.deviantart.com/bradleysays/journal/The-Timeline-of-DeviantArt-389880193. 
10 “About DeviantArt,” DeviantArt, accessed December 6, 2020, https://about.deviantart.com/. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Kelsey Ables, “How Social Media Killed Internet Art Communities,” Artsy, April 19, 2019, 
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-rise-fall-internet-art-communities. 
13 Bradleysays, “The Timeline of DeviantArt.” 

https://www.deviantart.com/bradleysays/journal/The-Timeline-of-DeviantArt-389880193
https://about.deviantart.com/
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-rise-fall-internet-art-communities
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Characters (OCs) to submit. Accepted applicants are permitted to slot their OCs into the 

story. They roleplay with their peers by writing stories back and forth and creating art about 

the plot and their characters’ interactions. Using DeviantArt’s group blog feature, group 

founders post “events” that contain a roleplay prompt for members to engage with, 

collaboratively progressing an overall story through submitting art and writing to the 

gallery; these art and writing submissions earn points that can be spent on in-game 

benefits, such as the right to create more characters. 

Other Roleplaying Platforms 

DeviantArt is the only place to engage with art-literature roleplay, and Homebrewed’s only 

true competitor. In terms of daily users, DeviantArt dwarfs all other RP-related websites. 

The next nearest comparison would be Toyhou.se, a website where users can store their 

characters’ information; it is essentially a bank of OCs. However, Toyhou.se does not have 

any features that allow robust community interaction, and because you must be invited to 

join the site, membership is small; as a result, groups are not hosted on Toyhou.se. 

Although the site is well-known in the roleplay community, only 11.9% of surveyed art-lit 

roleplayers indicated that they use it.14 

All other platforms and programs used for art-literature roleplay are implemented 

in addition to DeviantArt, not instead of it. For example, DeviantArt does not have an easily 

usable chat system, so art-literature roleplayers often use Discord or Skype to 

communicate instead (Figure 1). Many groups also build their blog on Wix, a free website-

maker, but keep their front page on DeviantArt, as this is where they can be discovered 

by prospective members. Some roleplayers write RPs back and forth in Google Docs 

because it is an online text editor that can be easily accessed by multiple users; likewise, 

many groups also use Excel or Google Sheets to keep track of stats and integers for their 

groups, such as character health points or currency. However, neither Discord, Skype, 

Wix, Google Docs, Excel, nor Google Sheets offer any ways to build and discover 

communities; they are all used as supplements to DeviantArt, not replacements. Notably, 

it is almost impossible to run a DeviantArt roleplay without at least one of these other 

platforms, so participants must juggle a number of accounts and activity locations. 

 
14 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 
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Ultimately, though community members may take advantage of useful features from other 

platforms, DeviantArt remains the center of the art-literature roleplaying universe. 

 
Figure 1: Which of These Platforms Have You Ever Used for Online Roleplaying? 

Estimating the Potential Market Size Using DeviantArt’s 
Affiliates System 

DeviantArt receives 45 million unique monthly visitors15, but we assume that only a fraction 

of these are actually roleplayers. As it is an art hosting website, not a roleplay site, 

DeviantArt may appear a puzzling choice for roleplayers. Roleplayers co-opted DeviantArt 

due to two key features: the group and gallery systems (see Appendix A). DeviantArt 

reports how many registered users and groups there are, but, as art is the company’s 

focus, not roleplay, it understandably does not distinguish how many of these groups are 

RP-related, somewhat obfuscating the size of Homebrewed’s potential market. 

Homebrewed would count the number of DeviantArt roleplayers manually, but 

several factors make this impossible. First, ensuring that you have found and counted 

 
15 “About DeviantArt.” 
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every RP group is not plausible, because DeviantArt’s groups search bar is not very 

functional—a frequent complaint of the site’s users. The search bar only returns the 

precise keywords inputted. “Roleplay” won’t pull up relevant resources, as RP groups 

often have titles such as “Cyber City,” “Nightshade Pacts,” or “Astronomia”; “roleplay” does 

not appear in the title. As a result, discovering roleplays on DeviantArt is difficult; when 

trying to manually count the number of roleplayers present on the site, you could not be 

sure that you had tallied every existing RP group. 

Two additional limitations would make any manually-counted statistic dubious. 

First, members leave, switch, and re-join groups frequently; although the four groups that 

I have personally founded show 618 members as of the writing of this report, I estimate 

my groups have actually had about 725 members total throughout their lifespans. Second, 

Homebrewed’s October 2020 survey indicated that roleplayers typically participate in 

multiple groups concurrently16, meaning that there is overlap: group membership does not 

indicate unique users (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: How Many RP Groups Are You a Part of? 

Potential market size is a foundational business consideration, so Homebrewed’s 

inability to determine exactly how many potential users exist is frustrating. Nevertheless, 

Homebrewed has attempted to estimate the market size through observation of 

 
16 Ibid. 
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DeviantArt’s Affiliates system, in which groups can mutually decide to advertise one 

another’s icons on their front pages. 

My largest group, Indieville, has 220 Affiliates. Because RP groups frequently 

become inactive after their story has concluded, let’s assume that 50 of those Affiliate 

groups are no longer active, and reduce that number to 170 groups. 

Group size can vary wildly; my largest group, Indieville, boasted 500 members, 

while my smallest, Pinefallow Park, had just 30. If we assume that each of those 170 

Affiliates has only 30 members, then those 170 Affiliates represent 5,100 users. 

However, as previously established, roleplayers typically are present in more than 

one group at once. To estimate how much overlap there usually is, we look to my personal 

groups. My four groups have had roughly 725 members total throughout their lifespan, but 

I am aware that there has been a 30-member—or 4.14%—overlap between them. This 

reduces the membership from 725 to 695 unique users. If we assume a 4.14% 

membership overlap between Indieville’s 170 Affiliates, the number of unique users is 

reduced from 5,100 to 4,889 (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3: Estimating the Market Size Based on the Affiliate System17 

Because this estimate is built on so many assumptions, we are aware that these 

calculations cannot be considered fully trustworthy. However, the exercise is encouraging: 

it implies that there is indeed a substantial enough market to sustain a small startup. 

Because our calculations assumed that each of the Affiliates had a lower-end amount of 

 
17 Figure graphic design by Kristina Tran, commissioned by Amy Jackson. 



10 

members (30 each), and because Indieville’s 220 Affiliates do not include every RP group 

ever made, the real number of art-lit roleplayers on DeviantArt is likely to be larger than 

4,889, not smaller. So, observing Indieville’s Affiliates leads us to estimate that there are 

5,000-10,000 potential users in our market. 

Roleplayer Dissatisfaction and the Resulting Market Gap 

Roleplayers have reported increased dissatisfaction since DeviantArt’s site remodel, 

DeviantArt Eclipse, was launched in May 201918 and made permanent in May 2020.19 In 

the survey Homebrewed conducted in October 2020, one user reported, “There is nothing 

I have gained from Eclipse, while I have lost many, many things.”20  Controversially, 

Eclipse reduced or discontinued a number of features that its roleplay audience needed, 

including: 

• Editing blog posts 

• Deleting blog posts 

• Receiving consistent notifications of comments, etc., from groups 

• Freely designing blog posts and front pages using the HTML editor 

Meanwhile, previous frustrations have not been solved: roleplayers must still juggle other 

platforms such as Discord, Wix, or Excel, and DeviantArt’s search bar remains unhelpful 

for discovering new groups. 

Overall, roleplayers overwhelmingly indicated on Homebrewed’s October 2020 

survey that Eclipse worsened their user experience: 

 
18 DeviantArt, “Welcome to DeviantArt Eclipse,” DeviantArt, May 6, 2019, 
https://www.deviantart.com/team/journal/Welcome-to-DeviantArt-Eclipse-788478973. 
19 DeviantArt, “New DeviantArt Launch: Late May,” DeviantArt, accessed December 7, 2020, 
https://www.deviantartsupport.com/en/article/new-deviantart-launch-late-may. (Since deleted.) 
20 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 

https://www.deviantart.com/team/journal/Welcome-to-DeviantArt-Eclipse-788478973
https://www.deviantartsupport.com/en/article/new-deviantart-launch-late-may
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Figure 4: How Did Your Impression of DeviantArt Change after DeviantArt Eclipse Premiered? 

When asked if DeviantArt is a good place for roleplayers, one respondent wrote, “It wasn't 

meant to be one, but we just made the best use of its existing functions to facilitate what 

we wanted to do.”21 Another reported, “Unfortunately, with the arrival of DeviantArt Eclipse, 

some RP-related scenes really started to die out. I understand their need for a 

'professional' platform, but […] [t]hey make it harder for role playgroups or other RP-

related communities to exist.”22 One interviewee summarized it best: 

Before [Eclipse, DeviantArt was] such an open format for people to express 

themselves. Its community shaped it, from poetry, art, roleplay, and CSS, but since 

then it has become a clear ‘art-only site’ catering to artists creating a professional 

portfolio. It’s a fair business move […] but one that has alienated the RP 

community.23 

Roleplayers report that they currently replace the features that Eclipse erased by mixing-

and-matching platforms, a practice that does not result in a satisfying user experience: 

DeviantArt users report that DeviantArt groups have become hollow front pages that direct 

users to other platforms such as Wix or Discord for all actual content. Table 1 shows the 

features that different platforms used for roleplay offer; note that no platform fills all of the 

audience’s needs. One interviewee concluded: 

 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid 
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The few things that DeviantArt was good at doing for roleplayers (providing a good 

hub for them in the form of groups)[…] [are] now being left to rot by the DA team. 

The groups that do exist there are having to outsource more and more things, 

making the DeviantArt roleplaying experience feel less like DeviantArt and more 

like a Frankenstein of several sites loosely held together because of the group 

Gallery.24 

Deviant
Art 

Wix Forums Toy
house

Discord Google 

Suite 

Membership 

function 

Yes In-

between2

5 

No In-

between 

Yes No 

Gallery for 

art and 

writing 

Yes No No No In
-between 

No 

Ways to 

advertise 

your group 

In-
between 

No In
-between 

No No No 

Character 

storage 

In-
between 

No In
-between 

Yes No In-
between 

A lively 

community 

Yes No In
-between 

In
-between 

Yes No 

Creatively 

design front 

page/blog 

aesthetic 

In-
between 

Yes No No No Yes 

Ability to 

track stats 

No No No No No Yes 

Table 1: Supplemental Roleplay Platforms and Their Features 

24 Ibid. 
25 “In-between” indicates that the platform can be used to accomplish this goal, but is not built to. 
For example, you can achieve character “storage” on forums by publishing a thread on which 
participants can comment to introduce their characters, but it is not a particularly elegant or user-
friendly solution. 
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In summary, due to changes to DeviantArt and the resultant dissatisfaction, we 

saw a market gap: an audience whose needs were no longer being met. These dissatisfied 

consumers need relatively simple features that can be built by any web developer with 

knowledge of the problem and a willingness to listen to them. Homebrewed intends to 

cumulate these features onto one platform and brand itself as a website that prioritizes 

roleplayers’ desires. 

Homebrewed’s Unique Selling Proposition 

Subsequently, Homebrewed’s Unique Selling Proposition stands out in the field. 

According to Vancouver-based communications expert Lynn Warburton, “The main thing 

to remember about your USP is that you can distinguish yourself from your competitors 

more on values than on product or service. […] Lots of companies may offer something 

very similar to you, but you can build your community by weaving in what you stand for.”26 

Homebrewed does offer a unique service; although the individual features that roleplayers 

need are not unique—in fact, items such as a tag-based search bar, group-making, and 

HTML coding are relatively simple—they do not exist in one place, as they will on 

Homebrewed. However, Homebrewed especially stands out due to its values. 

Homebrewed is for creators who love art and stories and need a place where they can 

grow and manage their roleplay communities with ease. It is a free website with a rainbow 

of features for roleplay creation and discovery, championing the belief that the user should 

have options to shape the experience they want, not be limited to the experience a 

platform wants to offer. Homebrewed tells this overlooked audience: You deserve to be 

paid attention to. Unlike its competitors, Homebrewed is the only online community made 

by art-lit roleplayers, for art-lit roleplayers.  

 
26 Warbuton, Lynn. Mentor Interview. Email, January 9, 2021. 
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3. The Lean Startup Method 

What is the Lean Startup? 

Eric Ries’s Lean Startup is “a methodology for developing businesses and products that 

aim[s] to shorten product development cycles and rapidly discover if a proposed business 

model is viable; this is achieved by adopting a combination of business-hypothesis-driven 

experimentation.”27 On the basis that real-world markets behave in unpredictable ways, 

the Lean Startup method defies the idea that perfect planning yields perfect results. Ries 

does not denounce research, but suggests that entrepreneurs focus their efforts on 

providing small, manageable prototypes of their products—Minimum Viable Products 

(MVPs)—to markets early on and proceeding based on the data gathered. 

Building an MVP minimizes risk by preventing entrepreneurs from wasting time 

and resources on “achiev[ing] failure”28: “successfully, faithfully, and rigorously executing 

a plan that turned out to have been utterly flawed.”29 If set with the task to mail 500 letters, 

some people may choose to work in batches, completing each stage sequentially in its 

entirety before moving on—folding all the papers, peeling all the stamps, stuffing all the 

envelopes, and finally sealing them. But: “imagine that the letters didn’t fit in the envelopes. 

With the large-batch approach, we wouldn’t find that out until nearly the end. With small 

batches, we’d know almost immediately. What if the envelopes are defective and won’t 

seal? In the large-batch approach, we’d have to unstuff all the envelopes, get new ones, 

and restuff them. In the small-batch approach, we’d find this out immediately and have no 

rework required.”30  

The Minimum Viable Product is the entrepreneur’s “small batch,” which focuses on 

validating core features before too much time and money has been spent on perfecting 

concepts that the market may reject. It is both an experiment and a real product in the 

hands of actual customers, serving to “[enlist] early adopters, [add] employees to each 

 
27 Sofyan Hadi Ahmad, “Lean Startup In a Nutshell,” Medium, January 4, 2020, 
https://medium.com/@sofyan_ahmad/lean-startup-in-a-nutshell-9152d5b16b03. 
28 Eric Ries, The Lean Startup: How Today’s Entrepreneurs Use Continuous Innovation to Create 
Radically Successful Businesses (New York: Crown Business, 2011). 
29 Ibid. 
30 James Womack and Daniel T. Jones, Lean Thinking: Banish Waste and Create Wealth in Your 
Corporation (New York: Free Press, 2003). 

https://medium.com/@sofyan_ahmad/lean-startup-in-a-nutshell-9152d5b16b03
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further experiment or iteration, and eventually [start] to build a product.”31 If it is successful, 

then “by the time the product is ready to be distributed widely, it will already have 

established customers. It will have solved real problems and offer detailed specifications 

for what needs to be built. Unlike a traditional strategic planning or market research 

process, this specification will be rooted in feedback on what is working today rather than 

in anticipation of what might work tomorrow.”32 

Identifying Assumptions 

Ries characterizes preparation not as “plans,” but “assumptions.” By testing a small 

product on real audiences, an entrepreneur can expend small amounts of capital to quickly 

discover whether their hypotheses are trustworthy. Then, when the entrepreneur is ready 

to spend more capital to produce a full product, they can be assured that their foundation 

is sound. 

By purposefully identifying our business’s assumptions, Homebrewed formed a 

framework that we can later use to examine the success of our Minimum Viable Product. 

The MVP will use the real-world market to show us if our assumptions are true or false. 

Because some assumptions are foundational to the viability of the business, actively 

setting out to learn if our beliefs about our product and our market are true minimizes our 

overall risk—if our foundational tactics and data are faulty, we want to know early on. So, 

Homebrewed ensured that the assumptions we focused on 1) were likely to be crucial for 

the success or failure of the product, 2) could be tested via our MVP, and 2) could be 

proven or disproven by collecting data. The following is a summary of the assumptions 

made by Homebrewed. 

Homebrewed’s first assumption is certainly a foundational one: people are willing 

to leave DeviantArt. This is an urgent question that can be tested via our MVP. Our reason 

to believe this is simple: the customers said so. In Homebrewed’s research survey, 82.7% 

of roleplayers indicated a willingness to try a new RP website (Figure 5). Homebrewed 

hypothesizes that roleplayers only continue to use DeviantArt because there is nowhere 

else to go, and respondents echoed this: “I use [DeviantArt] because there’s no better 

alternative right now for roleplaying online”; “There are no sufficient alternatives to the 

 
31 Ries, The Lean Startup. 
32 Ibid. 
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group system on DA”; “I'm not aware of an alternative website which allows a group of 

people to submit their characters to one place. […] We have nowhere else to go.”33 

 
Figure 5: How Willing Would You Be to Try a Roleplay Website that Isn't DeviantArt? 

This assumption is based on sound reasoning; however, as Henry Ford is reported 

as having said, “‘If I'd ask customers what they wanted, they would've told me a faster 

horse.’”34 Although “customers know what benefits they want, […] most can’t make the 

leap to understand what kind of product might meet those needs.”35 It is encouraging that 

customers voiced opinions that seem to support our assumption, but as the belief that they 

are willing to leave DeviantArt has not yet been validated by consumer behavior, it remains 

a hypothesis. As 43.8% of respondents have been roleplaying in the same fashion for 10+ 

years36, it’s conceivable that roleplayers’ nostalgia for DeviantArt may still prevent them 

from leaving the platform in the quantities that Homebrewed needs. When asked if 

DeviantArt is a good place for roleplayers, one respondent who wrote, “No, but I don’t 

know where else to go” also added that “I've been on [DeviantArt] for so many years […] 

it'd be a pain to move platforms completely.”37 Identifying this possibility prepares 

 
33 Ibid. 
34 Dave Smith, “What Everyone Gets Wrong about This Famous Steve Jobs Quote, According to 
Lyft’s Design Boss,” Business Insider, April 19, 2019, https://www.businessinsider.com/steve-
jobs-quote-misunderstood-katie-dill-2019-4. 
35 Curt Fowler, “You’re Not Henry Ford (or Steve Jobs),” Fowler & Company, July 25, 2014, 
https://valuesdrivenresults.com/youre-henry-ford-steve-jobs/. 
36 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 
37 Ibid. 

https://www.businessinsider.com/steve-jobs-quote-misunderstood-katie-dill-2019-4
https://www.businessinsider.com/steve-jobs-quote-misunderstood-katie-dill-2019-4
https://valuesdrivenresults.com/youre-henry-ford-steve-jobs/
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Homebrewed to pivot if need be. If our MVP shows that enough roleplayers won’t leave 

DeviantArt, then creating a new platform is a non-starter; however, we could, perhaps, 

pivot to become a web browser extension that plugs the absent features into the 

DeviantArt interface. Acknowledging that our most foundational assumption may be 

“utterly flawed”38 keeps us agile. 

Our next assumption is that the RP community contains an unusually high 

percentage of early adopters. This is integral to our distribution plans, as we are counting 

on word of mouth to spread after our beta launch. This belief is based on observing 

previous roleplayer behaviors. Although DeviantArt has remained a staple, the 

supplemental platforms endorsed by the community have shifted almost overnight 

whenever better alternatives arrive. Over the years, the community has swiftly and 

cohesively moved their communication system from Notes (DeviantArt’s email system), to 

dAmn Chat (DeviantArt’s hybrid forum/instant messaging system), to Skype, to Discord, 

and moved their Original Character information from Deviant descriptions (the text boxes 

under art submissions), to Google Docs, and now to Wix and Carrd (personal website 

makers). Once a small handful of art-lit roleplayers begin a new practice, it catches on 

quickly in the wider community. Homebrewed’s research survey substantiated the 

community’s willingness to migrate; as seen in the difference between Figures 1 and 6, 

the roleplay community used to use many platforms, but, as a whole, deserted old ones 

and moved to newer options when they appeared. 

 
38 Ries, The Lean Startup. 
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Figure 6: Which of These Platforms Do You CURRENTLY Use for Online Roleplaying? 

However, should the assumption that our market consists of early adopters prove 

inaccurate, the rate of attracting beta users may be slower than anticipated. In this 

scenario, the problem would not be the audience’s willingness to move sites, but the speed 

at which they do so. This would suggest that Homebrewed needs a new customer 

acquisition strategy. A possible solution would be paying for advertising instead of relying 

on word of mouth. 

Our final and most complex assumption is that we know what our product should 

be: that the team has a good understanding of what features will be most helpful to our 

customers. Note that this is not “we know what features our audience wants.” When 

surveyed on features they wished DeviantArt offered, many roleplayers requested a better 

messaging system;39 however, due to Discord’s prevalence, I believe spending time and 

resources programming a messaging system into Homebrewed would not significantly 

increase consumer satisfaction. 81 out of 83 respondents use Discord as their primary 

messenger40; it is a complex program with slick UI, frequent updates, 14 million daily 

 
39 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 
40 Ibid. 
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users, and extremely high customer satisfaction.41 Customers do not merely use Discord; 

they are deeply attached to it. I doubt that Homebrewed could draw users away from 

Discord, let alone program something of higher value in the first place; so, Homebrewed 

made the controversial decision to ignore this market research. Because roleplayers 

currently use many platforms to participate in roleplay groups, we still believe it would 

improve their experience to reduce the number to just two: 1) Homebrewed for group 

creation, group content, group browsing, membership, and art, and 2) Discord for 

conversations. 

Otherwise, interviews confirmed many of our ideas for features: RPers desire a 

functional search bar, more consistent activity notifications, character storage, and, 

importantly, the ability to design beautiful pages and blogs with HTML. But this raises tricky 

questions. How do we prioritize which features to build? How do we manage our lean 

resources while doing so? 

Killing Our Darlings 

Typically, the difficulty in building an MVP is not deciding what to include, but what to omit. 

Entrepreneurs tend to be dreamers, capable of persuading themselves that everything is 

essential; however, according to Ries, the MVP should only include features that both fill 

consumers’ needs and result in useful learning. For example, my dream for Homebrewed 

includes a customizable Shop. Currently, group owners write “Shop” blog posts that list 

items and their fictional point costs, and members comment their requested purchases. A 

group admin checks the member’s point balance, comments to approve the purchase, 

and edits the member’s point balance. It is a lengthy process susceptible to math errors. 

Instead, I envision the ability for group moderators to log an item, its description, and its 

point value into a system. Members click “buy,” their wallet value automatically adjusts, 

and the item is added to the member’s inventory. However, although I believe that group 

owners would love this feature, 1) the unwieldiness of the community’s Shop system is 

not one of the foundational issues the community faces, as evidenced by the fact that no 

one in Homebrewed’s research survey mentioned it, even when specifically asked what 

roleplay features they wished DeviantArt included, and 2) there is no learning to be gained 

about our audience’s behaviors from its inclusion. Customers would simply use the feature 

 
41 Darren Foong, “How Word of Mouth Marketing Grew Discord to 250M Users,” ReferralCandy, 
October 3, 2019, https://www.referralcandy.com/blog/discord-marketing-word-of-mouth/. 

https://www.referralcandy.com/blog/discord-marketing-word-of-mouth/


20 

and be done. Although it would likely be appreciated, it can easily be added in an update; 

it does not belong in our MVP. 

Following the practice of ruthless omission to its natural conclusion brings forth the 

realization that some seemingly foundational features do not necessarily result in learning. 

I debated with Jake Brennan, Homebrewed’s UX expert, about how ruthless to be. He felt 

it was necessary to include the ability to deactivate one’s account, block users, and view 

browsing sessions. I felt that, although these features should exist in the completed 

versions of any website, it would be wasteful to spend time programming them for our beta 

launch, as they are “comfort” features whose existence would not teach us anything about 

our audience’s behaviors. Jake argued that we do not want abandoned accounts to exist, 

and that blocking other users and viewing browsing sessions are essential for our 

customers’ cybersecurity. The rest of the team’s opinions were split. Eventually, we 

compromised: for the MVP, we would include a rudimentary blocking system, as users 

who may have blocked each other on DeviantArt would likely want to ensure they wouldn’t 

run into each other on Homebrewed. However, since we could not envision any immediate 

negative consequences of omitting account deactivation and the ability to view browsing 

sessions, we excluded them, with plans to add them first thing when Homebrewed is ready 

for a full launch. 

Through such debates, we eventually settled on the assortment of features we 

believed would solve the issues discussed in Chapter 2, “Roleplayer Dissatisfaction and 

the Resulting Market Gap.” We avoided indulgences as much as possible and arrived at 

a manageable amount of work that we believe will still resolve the majority of the 

community’s core problems. 

Building the Minimum Viable Product 

Each product is built differently; manufacturing a line of hair care products will be very 

different from programming a website. So, while The Lean Startup instructs entrepreneurs 

on the considerations for a Minimum Viable Product, it includes no instructions on how to 

build one. Regardless of which specific tools an entrepreneur selects, “to improve 

entrepreneurial outcomes and hold innovators accountable, we need to focus on the 

boring stuff: how to measure progress, how to set up milestones, and how to prioritize 
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work.”42 Homebrewed used a number of other entrepreneurial or administrative tools and 

softwares to build our MVP. These include: 

• Discord: A messenger app43 

• Zoom: A video conferencing tool44 

• Vuetify: A framework that saves developer time by providing free code that works out-

of-the-box for common needs such as fillable forms45 

• Heroku: A platform that enables developers build, run, and operate applications 

entirely in the cloud, allowing them to check that code is working without publishing 

the website46 

• GitHub: A code storage platform47 

• Hasura: A state-of-the-art tool that saves coding time. Normally programmers need to 

write code to build an API (the pipeline that retrieves data from a database.) Hasura is 

codeless; it automatically generates the API.48 

• Auth0: A log-in/log-out service49 

• Adobe XD: A UI/UX solution for website creation useful for testing design prototypes50 

The above technical tools were useful, but far more importantly, Homebrewed’s 

team—all working remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic—needed a way to assign and 

organize tasks clearly and prioritize our large pile of work. To organize our production 

process, Homebrewed opted to adhere to the CRUD system: Create, Read, Update, 

 
42 Ries, The Lean Startup. 
43 “Why Discord Is The Best Place To Talk and Hang Out,” Discord, accessed December 12, 
2020, https://discord.com/. 
44 “About,” Zoom, accessed December 12, 2020, https://zoom.us/about. 
45 “Why You Should Be Using Vuetify,” Vuetify, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://vuetifyjs.com/en/introduction/why-vuetify/#what-is-vuetify. 
46 “Cloud Application Platform,” Heroku, accessed December 12, 2020, https://www.heroku.com/. 
47 Github Guides, “Hello World,” Github, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://guides.github.com/activities/hello-world/. 
48 “About Us,” Hasura GraphQL Engine, accessed December 12, 2020, https://hasura.io/about/. 
49 “Auth0 Explainer Video,” Auth0, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://auth0.com/resources/videos/auth0-explainer-video. 
50 Lex Valishvili, “Adobe XD Review,” Toptal, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://www.toptal.com/designers/adobe/adobe-xd-review. 

https://discord.com/
https://zoom.us/about
https://vuetifyjs.com/en/introduction/why-vuetify/#what-is-vuetify
https://www.heroku.com/
https://guides.github.com/activities/hello-world/
https://hasura.io/about/
https://auth0.com/resources/videos/auth0-explainer-video
https://www.toptal.com/designers/adobe/adobe-xd-review
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Delete.51 This defines the order in which web features should be coded. For example, a 

programmer should not code the ability to delete blog posts if they have not yet coded the 

ability to write a blog. This is particularly crucial in the “Create” and “Read” stages, because 

the ability to save information in a site’s database (such as storing the contents of a blog) 

is separate from the ability to display, or read, that information on a page. Consequently, 

the order in which features are coded is important. Adopting a specific workflow pipeline 

keeps Homebrewed structured. It enables us to translate the features we dream of into 

concrete tasks, and also allows each team member to organize their to-do list in 

relationship to other members’. 

For the same reason, Homebrewed also utilized Clubhouse.io, a free project 

management software that is excellent for teams working remotely. Clubhouse allowed us 

to organize our MVP into: 

• Milestones (overall company goals);52  

• Epics (the initiatives that comprise overall goals);53  

• Stories (the specific steps needed to accomplish an Epic, written from a user’s 

perspective: “I want to…”).54  

For example, our MVP Milestone contains a “Profile/Account” Epic, which contains Stories 

organized by CRUD (see Table 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 CodeAcademy. “What Is CRUD?” Code Academy. Accessed August 10, 2020. 
https://www.codecademy.com/articles/what-is-crud. 
52 Slack, “How We Use Milestones & Epics,” Clubhouse Help Center, accessed December 12, 
2020, https://clubhouse.io/blog/how-we-use-milestones-epics-product-management-clubhouse/. 
53 Clubhouse Help Center, “What Is an Epic?,” Clubhouse Help Center, accessed December 12, 
2020, https://help.clubhouse.io/hc/en-us/articles/360017524632-What-is-an-Epic-. 
54 Clubhouse Help Center, “What Is a Story?,” Clubhouse Help Center, accessed December 12, 
2020, https://help.clubhouse.io/hc/en-us/articles/360016199771-What-is-a-Story-. 

https://www.codecademy.com/articles/what-is-crud
https://clubhouse.io/blog/how-we-use-milestones-epics-product-management-clubhouse/
https://help.clubhouse.io/hc/en-us/articles/360017524632-What-is-an-Epic-
https://help.clubhouse.io/hc/en-us/articles/360016199771-What-is-a-Story-
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MILESTONE: Minimum Viable Product 

↳ EPIC: Profile/Account 

↳ STORIES: 

Create 

• (I want to) make an account with a username and 
password

• (I want to) write a bio for my profile page 
Read 

• (I want to) view my profile page

• (I want to) view others’ profile 
pages 

Update 

• (I want to) change my 
username

• (I want to) change my password

• (I want to) edit my bio

• (I want to) update my settings 

Delete 
• Nothing for the MVP; however, we did add a “Deactivate Accounts” Story to 

the “Unscheduled” column in Clubhouse, which can be assigned to our 

workflow later. 

Table 2: Clubhouse and CRUD Workflow 

Our other Epics are “Art/Galleries” and “Groups,” which themselves contain many, many 

Stories. Team members within the Homebrewed Clubhouse can move Stories into 

different categories: “In Development,” “Ready for Review,” “Ready for Deploy,” and 

“Completed.” Clubhouse also displays a bar that measures how complete an Epic is; for 

example, as of the publication of this report, we have completed 17% of the Stories in our 

Groups Epic. Homebrewed achieved a meticulous, structured workflow through 

Clubhouse and CRUD, and although each startup will have different needs in the building 

stage, Clubhouse and CRUD are universal tools. I recommend both to anyone unsure 

about how to start building their MVP. 
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4. Homebrewed’s Design Decisions and the Impact 
of Aesthetic on the RP Community 

Branding, Psychology, and the RP Community 

Ries’s book focuses on content development, not content presentation. However, 

Homebrewed operates with the assumption that—at least in the eyes of our target 

audience—aesthetic is almost as important as content. 

Branding has a direct relationship with consumer loyalty.55 Sensory experience   

has been found to be a “critical determinant” in brand loyalty, because “mood, feeling and 

emotion, are all generated by the ability of the surrounding to influence the five senses.”56 

Of the five senses, vision is the most critical in affecting consumer opinion.57 As half of art-

lit roleplay is art, it is no surprise that Homebrewed’s survey respondents reported valuing 

aesthetic highly. When asked how much time they spend crafting the aesthetic of their 

roleplay materials vs. developing their content, 71.8% of roleplayers reported spending 

equal or more time on aesthetic (Figure 7).58 (Kaz Walker, Homebrewed’s head 

programmer, points out that a potential flaw in this data is the lack of a follow-up question: 

How much time do you wish you spent on aesthetic? After all, a common complaint about 

DeviantArt is that it takes too long to do simple tasks. However, we feel comfortable 

assuming that the responses to this question do indicate consumer values, as the data is 

congruent with the other attitudes the respondents indicated in written comments.) 

 
55 Mohd Raziff Jamaluddin, Mohd Hafiz Hanafiah, and Muhammad Izzat Zulkifly, “Customer-
Based Psychology Branding,” Procedia, Social and Behavioral Sciences, 105 (December 3, 
2013): 772–80, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.11.080. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.11.080
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Figure 7: How Much Time Do You Spend Designing Aesthetic? 

The RP community believes that groups with the most manicured front pages and 

blogs attract the most members. When asked in Homebrewed’s survey: “If a group or 

roleplayer has poor aesthetic on page design/applications/etc., how do you react?,” 34 out 

of 83 respondents said they would not engage under any circumstances. A few 

respondents expressed derision: “I may laugh about it with friends in private if the person 

who made the group is an adult with the skill to do better or know better.” One respondent 

wrote that they would “click away” from an unattractive group because “a pleasing and 

clutter-free homepage shows how much time and effort went into planning and preparing 

the group, so it lets me know if the group is worth my time and investment or not.” Another 

explained that if a group’s aesthetic is poor, “I assume that the group owners are 

inexperienced, and have not yet set an atmosphere for the group. It can come off as lazy 

or uncaring, which is not something I appreciate.” Several respondents went so far as to 

express the sentiment that pages with poor design were untrustworthy, “like an account 

with no icon.” In fact, when asked to review DeviantArt Eclipse, many people reported 

feeling that the site’s “death knell” was retiring the HTML editor, which had allowed users 

a wide berth of freedom in designing page layouts and typography.59 They were willing to 

withstand many features that negatively impacted them, such as the inconsistent 

notifications and the struggles with the search bar, but impacting the ability to craft 

aesthetic resulted in communitywide outrage and mass exodus to host content on Wix, a 

 
59 Ibid. 
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site that permits much greater freedom of design. Even the handful of respondents who 

don’t prioritize design still reported an awareness that, to the art-lit RP community as a 

whole, aesthetic is crucial, because a well-designed group with “polished art and shiny 

CSS” can  “possess a terrible plot, lukewarm members, and mods with negative [emotional 

intelligence] but nonetheless get, at times, 100 applicants.”60 

As artists themselves, few art-lit roleplayers expressed the notion that prizing 

design is shallow; to the contrary, they consider it an important way that figures of 

authority—such as group administrators—communicate values and themes. In this way, 

design becomes itself content. As a result of our audience’s attitudes, the Homebrewed 

team decided to place more attention on our branding and aesthetic than perhaps might 

be wise for other startups in the same stage of development. Focusing on Homebrewed’s 

aesthetic did not take time from the development of our MVP, as our programmers (Walker 

and Olivera) and our designer (Brennan) are different people, nor was it a drain on 

financial resources, as all of our team members are volunteers. 

Design as a Tool for Fulfilling Market Needs 

Homebrewed’s approach to design not was not only a response to our consumers’ 

attitudes and values; it was also a strategy to satisfy a market need. The myriad logistical 

issues facing roleplayers on the sites they interact with has resulted in an emotional 

response: a deep frustration that they are not the target demographic for any of the 

platforms they use. Essentially, they feel that they aren’t listened to. Design is a particularly 

effective tool for filling emotional market needs. Before executing any graphic design or 

typography, it was first necessary for Homebrewed to craft a document that would define 

the messages our design would convey to fill an emotional market need (Figure 8; in full, 

Appendix C). We identified what Lynn Warburton would call Homebrewed’s “brand 

platform”: creative freedom, community, and listening. Each of these elements are 

important to our audience, and each are currently lacking from DeviantArt: the removal of 

an HTML editor has curtailed the community’s creative freedom, the absence of a proper 

search bar causes difficulty in community growth, and, perhaps most importantly, the 

community has not yet experienced a site made for their niche that prioritizes their opinions 

and needs. Because Homebrewed will strongly align ourselves with these three attitudes 

 
60 Ibid. 
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in every aspect of our branding, Homebrewed will communicate to the audience that the 

site carries value for them, reinforcing our Unique Selling Proposition. 
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Figure 8: Brand Identity Document sample 

Values and voice are not the only elements that can serve a market need; a 

product’s very design, from colors to logo to font choices, can support your USP. After we 

had identified our goals in the brand identity document, Homebrewed’s designer, Jake 

Brennan, went forward to create a design guidelines document (Figure 9 in full, Appendix 

D) that pitched his concepts and explained how they fit the brand identity that 

Homebrewed wants to cultivate; importantly, each of his pitches always circled back to 

justifying the decisions based on our brand identity. For example, one of Brennan’s 

notable contributions was the idea to hide a mascot—currently “Scot,” for short—in the 

site’s logo. Scot will don different themed outfits when users browse tags on Homebrewed, 

such as fantasy, science fiction, Harry Potter, or Star Wars. But this is not merely a nifty 

idea: it reinforces our third value, “Listening,” and our goal of cultivating a “Knowledgeable” 

tone of voice, by suggesting to our audience that Homebrewed is not only aware of, but 

also celebrates the wide spectrum of roleplay genres. Incorporating a specific nod to the 

most popular genres in the site design indicates to consumers that the site’s creators know 

about roleplay norms and care about them—“by roleplayers, for roleplayers.” All of our 

design decisions are similarly centered on Homebrewed’s USP. 
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Figure 9: Design Guidelines Document sample 

After revisions, the team unanimously approved Brennan’s design guidelines 

document, freeing us to move into the most important design stages: site maps (Figure 

10) and wireframes (Figure 11). Site maps are rough diagrams that demonstrate how a 

user will move throughout a website; wireframes, on the other hand, place actual design 

on top of the bones defined by the site map. Both are intrinsically tied to the smoothness 

of the User Experience (UX). Homebrewed used our navigational map to once more subtly 

support our USP. Homebrewed modeled the DeviantArt site map as much as possible, for 

two reasons. First, we anticipate that our audience is familiar with flowing through the site 

in a specific way; as with DeviantArt, users can flow through art Galleries, user profiles, 

groups, and group blogs. But importantly, this decision again tells the audience that 

Homebrewed understands who they are and is built to accommodate them. The average 

person on the street would likely not know what DeviantArt is; if they did, it is even more 

unlikely that they know about art-lit RP and its history. Users will notice that Homebrewed’s 

navigational flow emulates DeviantArt, reinforcing that Homebrewed’s creators have a full 

grasp of the art-lit community’s history and their needs—brand value three, “listening,” and 

tone of voice three, “knowledgeable.” 
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Figure 10: Homebrewed’s Site Map 
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Figure 11: Homebrewed Landing Page Wireframe in Adobe XD 

Executing Homebrewed’s Site Design 

Modern publishing software makes testing the functionality of our design a simple 

matter. Homebrewed’s site maps and wireframes were built using Adobe XD, a 

program that allows designers to mock-up web pages. Designers can navigate through 

the pages as if they were actually functioning; for example, pressing the “Home” button 

on any mock-up wireframe in Adobe XD will actually navigate you to the “Home” site 

map page that you created. This allows the Homebrewed team to put ourselves in our 

users’ shoes to test our concepts; we also plan to beta test our wireframes on 

some trusted community members before fully coding them out. It is possible to 

program features and design site maps/wireframes at the same time, because deciding 

how a feature is visually arranged is the last step in creating the code. Features such as 

submitting art to a Gallery will need to exist no matter what, so our programmers worked 

on the back-end code while waiting for Brennan’s design to solidify how the features 

should be displayed for an ideal User Experience. (Recall CRUD: “Read,” or 

displaying a feature on a page, comes after “Create.”) Using Clubhouse, as 

discussed in Chapter 2, “Building the MVP,” was crucial in organizing this pipeline of 

simultaneous work. 
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Conclusion 

Ultimately, many companies with amazing branding or beautiful websites still fail because 

they do not provide value to the customer. This is what The Lean Startup hopes to help 

entrepreneurs avoid by focusing on a data-supported Build-Measure-Learn cycle. 

Homebrewed’s first priority is our Minimum Viable Product, and the majority of our effort 

has been put toward sharpening it; however, in observing our audience’s attitudes about 

aesthetic, we do not want to allow a lack of design to damage our chances. As a result, 

we supplemented our Lean Startup methodology with an increased focus on branding and 

aesthetic to appeal to the art-lit roleplay demographic. 
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5. Next Steps and Final Thoughts 

Next Steps 

As of the writing of this report, Homebrewed is halfway through being coded. Although the 

Minimum Viable Product is incomplete and has not reached any customers, we are looking 

to the future for our next steps. 

Beta Launch 

In 2021, Homebrewed will publish its Minimum Viable Product in a “beta launch.” Labelling 

our MVP as a “beta” will prepare our first customers to expect flaws; they will ideally look 

upon these with indulgence, especially because we will not charge money until our full 

launch. Instead of revenue, our reward for the beta will be firsthand feedback and data, 

which we can use to hone our product for a full, monetized launch. 

We will somewhat restrict activity during the beta. It may seem contradictory to 

actively curb attention, but this will save both time and money. The Homebrewed team is 

very small, and more users active during the beta launch means more data to sift through, 

more community communication to navigate, and more bug reports—ultimately, more 

work. We want useable data, but we don’t want to drown ourselves. Supporting fewer 

users per month also means that our servers will be less expensive at first, which will be 

appreciated, as the beta is not monetized. We will not restrict the number of group 

members that can register, as that would impede groups’ ability to grow and act as a 

deterrent for group owners; however, we will restrict the number of group owners that can 

register. Uninvited users will need to submit a request to open a group on Homebrewed. 

We plan to invite prominent DeviantArt members with high follower counts and 

track records of creating successful RP groups. The community leaders who we have 

already reached out to are excited at the prospect, due to their personal relationships with 

our team as well as their frustration with juggling multiple platforms while running their 

large, complex groups. These users already have a following, so if they move their groups 

to the Homebrewed beta site, they will bring along scores of users.  

Despite our labor on the MVP, we predict that this beta will nevertheless expose 

unforeseen critical problems. Solving those problems will likely bring us through the Build-

Measure-Learn cycle several times. Before we open publicly, we want all MVP features to 
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function completely smoothly. When we find ourselves looking to work on features that 

are mere improvements or comforts instead of critical to the site’s functionality, that will be 

a good sign that we are ready to fully launch by removing all signup restrictions and 

allowing customers to use the site freely. 

Monetization 

Homebrewed will be a free site with an optional premium subscription. The 2019 Bond 

Internet Trends report shows that a trial or free tier is the number one (42%) reason that 

consumers try a new service. According to “Queen of the Internet” Mary Meeker, 

“Freemium models coupled with excellent experience lead to rapid growth.”61 The 

roleplaying community is extremely dedicated to their hobby; 42.5% of roleplayers spend 

10+ hours per week roleplaying (Figure 12)62; Homebrewed believes these passionate 

customers will be willing to purchase an inexpensive premium subscription that 

accentuates their browsing experience. (DeviantArt also offers a premium subscription, 

“CORE,” so the concept will not be foreign to them.) 

 
Figure 12: In a Typical Week, How Many Hours Do You Spend [...] Engaging in Roleplay? 

The Homebrewed team is passionately opposed to placing essential features 

behind a paywall; we want free users to have a smooth, robust experience. The premium 

 
61 Mary Meeker, “Internet Trends 2019,” Bond, 2019, https://www.bondcap.com/report/itr19. 
62 “DeviantArt Roleplay Groups,” SurveyPlanet survey by Amy Jackson, 2020. 

https://www.bondcap.com/report/itr19
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subscription will simply expand the existing features and add more design options. For 

example, premium users can create unlimited groups and characters, whereas free users 

can create three groups and fifteen characters. This is similar to DeviantArt’s CORE 

membership, where free users are also limited to three active groups at a time. Because 

roleplays frequently run for a year or more, users have not reported any particular 

displeasure with DeviantArt’s system; essentially, it represents the ability to create three 

or more years of free content. Additionally, group-making limitations do not affect the 

majority of users, as there are fewer group-makers than group-joiners (Figure 13). 

 
Figure 13: Do You Prefer to Make Groups or Join Groups? 

In Homebrewed’s free model, users can design beautiful group pages using both 

HTML and click-and-drag widgets. However, they can only assemble these elements in a 

two-column layout, whereas premium users can make custom layouts from scratch. 

Premium members also have access to premium widgets; these paywall-locked widgets 

are only cosmetic or “just for fun,” such as the ability to add polls and countdown timers, 

or upload GIFs as their profile pictures. This, too, is the same as in DeviantArt’s CORE, 

where—before DeviantArt Eclipse, which omitted the HTML blog editor—users could 

freely design their pages and blogs with HTML in a two-column layout but had to subscribe 

to make custom layouts. 
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Finally, a star icon will display next to the names of premium groups and members 

in Homebrewed’s search results. This is a show of appreciation; the star icon does not 

bestow special benefits. 

Crucially, a 1-year premium subscription will only cost $20 USD, which will appeal 

to users who want to spend a little money for a few optional perks. Ultimately, customers 

can use Homebrewed without experiencing any frustrations that can only be solved by 

paying, but particularly dedicated users will enjoy the increased array of options provided 

by the premium subscription (Figure 14). 

 
Figure 14: Homebrewed Premium Features 

Homebrewed will also offer a Template Store, where users can purchase HTML 

templates for $.99 USD each. This is a unique offering which was not present in 

DeviantArt. Templates will abbreviate the process of designing beautiful group, profile, or 

character pages and allow users with lesser graphic design skills to attract more attention. 

After purchase, the code is editable, so groups can customize the templates instead of 

operating as carbon copies. Although it would not be an MVP feature, Homebrewed is 

also considering allowing users to upload their own code to the Template Store; many 

roleplayers find designing group pages and blog layouts to be quite fun. It could be 
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mutually beneficial to allow users to sell their own Homebrewed Templates on the site: 

Homebrewed staff would not have to design as many templates, and Homebrewed could 

take a percentage of profit from the sales. It could also engender a sense of community if 

users can specifically browse community-generated templates. 

Finally, Homebrewed will use Google AdSense to place ads in the right-hand gutter 

of some site pages, providing a way to monetize our free users. Google Ads are tailored 

to browser history, so Homebrewed users will only receive advertisements of interest to 

them63; we can also block certain types of ads, such as those from competitors, from 

showing on Homebrewed.64 Google AdSense offers a greater percentage of payment to 

the publisher than any other online advertising service.65 However, ad revenue is 

proportional to site traffic; we have a niche audience whose full market size we cannot 

even be fully certain of until the MVP provides us that data. It is unlikely that any ad 

revenue will be significant. Still, it will be a source of residual income—and naturally, a 

premium subscription will remove ads from the site. 

Overhead costs for Homebrewed are low because the Homebrewed team is 

donating labor. Depending on which domain name we select (Homebrewed.com, 

Homebrewed.app, Homebrewed.io, Homebrewed.me, etc.), we will pay between $15 

USD and $75 USD per year for site ownership. For our server to sustain 10,000 unique 

visitors per month, we will pay about $100 USD per year.66 Subsequently, Homebrewed 

will, at most, cost $175 USD/year to operate, which could be fully covered by a mere nine 

premium subscribers (see Table 3). Scalability is affordable67; for example, sustaining 

30,000 unique visitors per month would cost around $360 USD/year, which could be 

covered by twenty-two premium subscribers (if we made no money from other revenue 

streams). If our market size estimation of 5,000 to 10,000 potential users is correct, 

 
63 “Benefits of Online Advertising and Google Ads,” Google Ads, accessed December 18, 2020, 
https://support.google.com/google-ads/answer/6123875?hl=en. 
64 “Advantages Of Google Adsense,” A Guide to Business, accessed December 18, 2020, 
https://www.streetdirectory.com/etoday/advantages-of-google-adsense-uofawo.html. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Kaz Walker, our head programmer, is confident that he can leverage his contacts in the 
engineering world to obtain our first year of servers for free; however, we have not yet begun to 
explore this avenue. 
67 Daniel Clough, “How We Built a User Growth Model for Our App (Including Template),” 
Medium, November 28, 2017, https://medium.com/@daniel_clough/how-we-built-a-user-growth-
model-for-our-app-inc-template-5cea27401ac5. 

https://support.google.com/google-ads/answer/6123875?hl=en
https://www.streetdirectory.com/etoday/advantages-of-google-adsense-uofawo.html
https://medium.com/@daniel_clough/how-we-built-a-user-growth-model-for-our-app-inc-template-5cea27401ac5
https://medium.com/@daniel_clough/how-we-built-a-user-growth-model-for-our-app-inc-template-5cea27401ac5
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Homebrewed won’t need anywhere near that, but this means that growth is also financially 

plausible if we do end up more successful than predicted. 

Highest estimated Homebrewed yearly expenses to 

sustain 10,000 monthly visitors 

Labor $0 

Domain 

name 

$75 

Servers $100 

Total $175/year 

Table 3: Estimated Expenses vs. Planned Revenue Streams 

Our financial goals and performance expectations are currently humble; the team 

is fueled by passion, not finances, and would be pleased to break even. The beta launch 

will provide us useful learning on what we should expect for our full launch, and if 

expectations of further profit or paid labor are plausible. 

Summary and Final Thoughts 

According to Giada Zavarise of Eurogamer, the word “roleplay” carries cultural stigma; it 

“evokes images of sweaty kids sitting around a table, or of impossibly stylish Japanese 

boys on a quest to save the world.”68 However, interviewee after interviewee for this project 

reported that roleplay is a tool for writing, publishing, and creative expression. According 

 
68 Giada Zavarise, “Roleplaying across the Internet,” Eurogamer (blog), August 4, 2018, 
https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2018-08-04-roleplaying-across-the-internet. 

Homebrewed 

Revenue Streams 

Premium 

Memberships 

$20/year 

Template 

Store 

$.99/each 

Google 

AdSense 

Variable 

https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2018-08-04-roleplaying-across-the-internet
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to roleplayers, RP gives people “a space to expand [their] creativity and work on [their] 

writing, storytelling, and artistic skills”; it is “collaborative,” “unpredictable,” “theatrical,” 

“freeing.” One interviewee reported, “As someone who's always struggled with their 

dyslexia, being able to […] witness amazing creative writing has made me much better in 

my literary skills”; their writing skills improved so greatly through roleplaying online that 

their teachers commented on it. Ultimately, one respondent concluded: 

I like to roleplay online simply because I love to write stories and characters! I have 

always been someone who wanted to create stories, and roleplaying allows me to 

[…] practice my craft. RPing also allows me to collaborate with other writers/RPers 

and create a story together. Being online also gives me the access to many 

talented people and their own characters and ideas too. 

However, this underground online community has been unable to find its footing 

on an online platform. Homebrewed wanted to fill this gap, and opted to utilize Eric Ries’s 

Lean Startup methodology to build a website that catered to the RP community’s needs. 

Because the team has no venture capital and Homebrewed is not our full-time job, the 

Lean Startup is the perfect strategy for using our resources wisely, rapidly prototyping a 

Minimum Viable Product, and, in the future, using that prototype to advance through the 

Build-Measure-Learn cycle with real customers.  

With the belief that many consumers are deeply influenced by branding and 

design, and because our interviews indicate that the roleplay community in particular 

considers presentation as content itself, Homebrewed has also opted to devote resources 

to developing the site’s aesthetic and brand, first by developing a brand identity document, 

then by using Adobe XD to prototype site maps and wireframes. Homebrewed aims to 

become the website “by roleplayers, for roleplayers”: the definitive home for art-lit roleplay, 

facilitating creative freedom, building communities, and listening to an audience that is not 

typically listened to. We are eager to complete our MVP and meet our beta audience. 

Ultimately, the world is full of niche communities underserved by traditional outlets. 

Methodologies such as the Lean Startup allow regular people with expertise in their field 

to attempt to solve an audience’s problems. Passion, perseverance, and the ability to 

listen, learn, and pivot is what makes an entrepreneur—not capital and privilege. 
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Appendix A. 
 
DeviantArt Art-Lit Roleplay Group Example 
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Appendix B. 
 
List of Interview Questions 

1. Why do you like to roleplay online? 

2. In a typical week, how many hours do you spend viewing RP-related content or 

engaging in roleplay? 

3. How did your impression of DeviantArt change after DeviantArt Eclipse premiered? 

4. What is your review of DeviantArt Eclipse?  

5. If you think negatively of DeviantArt Eclipse, do you still continue to use 

DeviantArt.com regardless? If so, why?  

6. If you still use DeviantArt, how did your behavior on DeviantArt.com change after 

DeviantArt Eclipse premiered? I.e. using some DA features more/less, spending 

more/less time on DA, using features from websites like Wix 

7. As it relates to roleplaying, are there any features that you wish DeviantArt offered?  

8. Is DeviantArt.com a good place for roleplayers?  

9. How willing would you be to try a roleplaying website that isn’t DeviantArt?  

10. How important is aesthetic (whether of group front pages, Journals, applications, 

etc.) in DeviantArt roleplays?  

11. If a group or roleplayer has poor aesthetic on page design/applications/etc., how do 

you react?  

12. How much time do you spend designing aesthetic of group front 

pages/Journals/character bios/etc.?  

13. Which gender(s) do you most identify with? You can select more than one.  

14. Do you identify as LGBTQIA+?  
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15. What is your age? 

16. What is your race? Select all that apply.  

17. What region do you live in? 

18. How long have you roleplayed online?  

19. Which of these platforms have you ever used for online roleplaying? Select all that 

apply.  

20. Which of these platforms do you CURRENTLY use for online roleplaying? Select all 

that apply.  

21. How many RP groups are you currently a part of? 

22. Roughly how many DeviantArt RP groups have you EVER been a part of? 

23. Do you prefer to make groups or join groups? 

 

Full survey data is available upon request from amyelizajackson@gmail.com. 
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Appendix C. 
 
Brand Identity Document 
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Appendix D. 
 
Design Guidelines Document 



51 



52 



53 

 

  



54 

Appendix E. 
 
Wireframes 
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