
 
  

Snapchat's Camera Company Playbook 

Idea In Short

Snap Inc built Snapchat around a simple bet: content that disappears feels more honest than
content built to last forever. That bet, launched in 2012 by Evan Spiegel, Bobby Murphy and
Reggie Brown, grew into a company with 483 million daily active users and $5.9 billion in
2025 revenue. Snap calls itself a camera company rather than a social network and its
product choices, from augmented reality lenses to Spectacles hardware, follow that framing.
Advertising still funds nearly all of the business, but Snapchat+ subscriptions and commerce
partnerships have started adding real diversification, crossing a $1 billion annual run rate in
early 2026. Spiegel and Murphy retain near-total voting control through a dual-class share
structure, a legacy of a 2013 decision to turn down a $3 billion buyout offer from Facebook.

Snapchat — Business Model CanvasKey PartnersContent creators & publishersAdvertisers & agenciesAd-tech & API partnersGoogle Cloud infrastructure

Key ActivitiesPlatform & AR developmentGrowing users & contentAd sales & marketing

Key ResourcesSnapchat app & AR techUser base & contentBrand & AR patents

Value PropositionsFast, camera-first sharingAR filters, games, Snap MapEngaged young ad audienceSelf-serve ad toolsSnapchat+ & in-app commerce

Customer RelationshipsUser-first privacy controlsSelf-serve + direct ad salesIn-app subscription mgmt

ChannelsSnapchat app (core)Apple & Google app storesPublisher & creator network

Customer SegmentsUsers: 483M daily activesMostly 13-24 age groupAdvertisers: SMB to globalbrands, by size & geography

Cost StructureR&D, AR tech, cloud infraSales, marketing, G&A Revenue StreamsAdvertising (CPM-based)Snapchat+ & commerce fees

A Camera Company, Not a Social App

Evan Spiegel, Bobby Murphy and Reggie Brown built the first version of Snapchat as a
Stanford class project, relaunching it under that name in September 2011 after Brown left the
founding team. The app it grew into let users send photos and short videos that disappeared
after a few seconds, a format built to feel more like a conversation than a broadcast. Snap
Inc, the parent company, still describes itself publicly as a camera company rather than a
social network, arguing that reinventing the camera is its biggest opportunity to change how
people communicate.1

Reinventing the camera represents our greatest opportunity to improve the way
people live and communicate

That mission statement, to empower people to express themselves, live in the moment,
learn about the world and have fun together, still guides how Snap pitches new products to
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both users and investors, from augmented reality lenses to Spectacles smart glasses.

Disappearing Content Became the Default

Between 2013 and 2014, Snapchat added Stories, group chat, Geofilters and a peer-to-peer
payment feature called Snapcash, turning a single disappearing-photo trick into a fuller
communication app. Stories let users post photos and videos that stayed visible for 24
hours, a format meant to capture a day rather than a single moment and it became the
template most competitors eventually copied. Facebook noticed early: in November 2013,
Mark Zuckerberg offered roughly $3 billion in cash to buy the company outright, a deal that
would have ranked among Facebook's largest acquisitions.2 Spiegel turned the offer down,
betting that Snapchat's growth would eventually justify a valuation larger than what
Facebook was willing to pay upfront.

Founder Control Under Public Markets

Snap Inc went public on the New York Stock Exchange in March 2017 under the ticker
SNAP, in what was then the largest technology listing since Alibaba. The offering was
unusual in one respect: the Class A shares sold to public investors carried no voting rights at
all, while Spiegel and Murphy held Class C shares worth ten votes apiece.3 That structure
gave the two co-founders control over board appointments, executive pay and strategic
direction regardless of how public shareholders voted, a level of control few other public
companies grant their founders. Spiegel remains chief executive and Murphy chief
technology officer today and neither has faced a credible challenge to that control.

The Advertising Engine

Nearly all of Snap Inc's revenue still comes from advertising sold across three main formats:
Snap Ads that run between Stories, Sponsored Lenses that let brands build augmented
reality filters and Sponsored Geofilters tied to a location or event. Advertising accounted for
about 87% of Snap's total revenue in 2025, down from 96% two years earlier as newer
revenue lines grew faster than ad sales.4 A self-serve platform lets businesses of any size
design, launch and manage campaigns without an agency, while larger advertisers work
directly with Snap's sales and creative teams. Campaigns are billed mostly on a cost-per-
thousand-impressions basis, with advertisers setting their own budget and duration rather
than following a fixed rate card.
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Diversifying Beyond Advertising

Snap has spent the past few years building revenue that does not rise and fall with
advertising budgets alone. Snapchat+, a paid subscription launched in 2022, offers features
such as custom app icons, priority support and early access to new tools and it has grown
from roughly 4 million subscribers in its first year to more than 25 million by February 2026,
pushing direct revenue past a $1 billion annual run rate.5 Commerce is a newer addition: a
partnership with Shopify lets merchants sell directly inside the app, turning Snapchat into a
sales channel rather than only an advertising surface. Spectacles, the company's camera-
equipped smart glasses, remain a small hardware business by comparison, but they keep
Snap's camera-company positioning tied to an actual product rather than only a slogan.

Scale and Financial Trajectory

Snap Inc reported 483 million daily active users worldwide in the first quarter of 2026, up
from 474 million three months earlier, with growth concentrated outside North America even
as the company's largest advertising revenue still comes from the United States.6 Full-year
2025 revenue reached $5.9 billion, up nearly 11% from 2024, a slower pace than the
40%-plus annual growth Snap posted in 2018 and 2019 before competition from TikTok and
Instagram Reels intensified. Regional concentration remains a structural feature of the
business: North America generates the majority of ad revenue even though it accounts for a
minority of daily users, since advertisers pay more to reach audiences in wealthier markets.
That gap between where users are and where revenue comes from shapes much of Snap's
product strategy, including its push into lower-cost augmented reality ad formats abroad.

Competitive Pressure and What's Next

Snapchat's core insight, that content built to disappear feels different from content built to
last, no longer belongs to Snapchat alone. Instagram launched its own Stories format in
2016, a near-direct copy that Snap itself flagged as a competitive risk in its IPO filing and
Snapchat later returned the favor by launching Spotlight, a short-video feed built to compete
with TikTok.7 YouTube Shorts and Instagram Reels now compete for the same short-video
attention and advertising budgets, leaving Snap to compete less on format novelty and more
on its augmented reality tools and its younger, harder-to-reach audience. Whether that
combination keeps revenue growing faster than larger competitors remains the open
question for Snap's next few years.
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Key Partners

Content creators, publishers and media outlets supply much of the material that keeps
people opening Snapchat's Discover feed, often sharing ad revenue with Snap in return.
Advertisers and ad-technology or agency partners buy campaigns and use Snap's ad APIs
to target and track audiences. Third-party developers build apps and games that plug into
Snapchat and Snap's cloud partner, primarily Google Cloud, keeps the platform running at
scale.

Key Activities

Snap's central activity is running and improving the Snapchat app itself: maintaining the
camera and messaging infrastructure, refining recommendation algorithms and building new
augmented reality tools. The company invests heavily in growing its user base and content
supply, since engagement is what advertisers ultimately pay for. Sales and marketing teams
manage relationships that range from small self-serve advertisers to large global brands.

Key Resources

The Snapchat app and its underlying technology, including its augmented reality engine and
camera infrastructure, form Snap's core resource. Its user base and the content people
create supply the engagement that keeps the platform valuable to advertisers. Snap's brand,
its relationships with advertisers and creators and its intellectual property around AR lenses
round out the resource base.

Value Propositions

For users, Snapchat offers a fast, camera-first way to share moments without worrying
about a permanent record, plus augmented reality filters, games and a map showing where
friends are. For advertisers, it offers a highly engaged younger audience, creative ad
formats that blend into the user experience and self-serve tools that scale from small
businesses to global brands. For subscribers, Snapchat+ adds exclusive features and early
access to new tools, while merchants gain a direct sales channel through in-app commerce.

Customer Relationships

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -4-



Snapchat's relationship with users runs on trust that the platform prioritizes their experience
over advertisers', reinforced through privacy controls and a feed algorithm tuned to friends
over strangers. Advertisers get a mix of self-serve tools for hands-on campaign
management and direct support from Snap's sales teams for larger accounts. Subscribers
manage Snapchat+ through in-app account settings rather than a dedicated support
channel.

Channels

The Snapchat app is the core channel through which nearly all user and advertiser activity
flows. App stores operated by Apple and Google distribute the app itself, while word of
mouth among teenagers and young adults continues to drive new sign-ups. Snap's
publisher and creator partners extend its reach by distributing Discover content and
sponsored campaigns beyond the app's own feed.

Customer Segments

Snapchat serves two distinct segments. Users, roughly 483 million daily, skew young, with a
large share between ages 13 and 24 concentrated in the United States, India, Brazil and
France. Advertisers form the second segment, ranging from small local businesses using
self-serve tools to global brands running large augmented reality campaigns, segmented by
size, industry and target geography.

Cost Structure

Snap's costs center on research and development for the app, its algorithms and its
augmented reality tools, alongside the cloud infrastructure needed to run a platform used
hundreds of millions of times a day. Sales, marketing and revenue-sharing payments to
content partners add further expense, along with general and administrative costs typical of
a public company. A multiyear cloud commitment with Google represents a growing fixed
cost as usage scales.

Revenue Streams

Advertising remains Snap's largest revenue stream, billed mostly on a cost-per-thousand-
impressions basis across Snap Ads, Sponsored Lenses and Sponsored Geofilters.
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Snapchat+ subscriptions add a smaller but fast-growing direct revenue stream, now running
above a $1 billion annual rate. Commerce partnerships and Spectacles hardware sales
contribute a smaller remaining share.

1Snap Inc company overview
2How Zuckerberg has used Instagram to compete with Snap
3Snap IPO triggers outcry over non-voting shares
4Snap Inc Form 10-K, fiscal year 2025
5Snapchat+ tops 25 million subscribers
6Snapchat daily active users
7With Snapchat's TikTok knockoff, social apps start to look the same

Summary

Snap Inc's history shows what a founder-controlled company can do with one differentiated
product bet. Ephemeral content, once a novelty, became the default grammar of social
media, copied first by Instagram Stories and later by WhatsApp Status and even LinkedIn.
Snapchat's next stretch depends less on inventing new formats and more on converting a
young, loyal audience into revenue that does not rely entirely on advertisers: subscriptions,
augmented reality tools and commerce integrations that competitors cannot easily replicate.
Snap remains far smaller than Meta or ByteDance by market value and its stock trades well
below its IPO price years after going public. Still, it holds a demographic advantage among
teenagers and young adults that larger platforms keep struggling to match and that
advantage, more than any single feature, is what the rest of Snap's business model is built
to defend.
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