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With its crowdsourced security
testing platform, Bugcrowd has
changed market perception of
hackers from digital burglars to digital
locksmiths. Now the global digital
security company is bringing value
and expertise back to its roots by
growing in Australia.
Bugcrowd’s story demonstrates that by reducing
friction, moving from Australia to the US and back
again is achievable. The full circle approach enabled
Bugcrowd to focus on market opportunities in
Australia, the Asia Pacific (APAC) region, US and its
global markets simultaneously.
Joining the Australian-based Startmate accelerator
program paired with Austrade’s ongoing support and
assistance, particularly around maintaining an
‘Australian-made’ message, contributed to
Bugcrowd’s success to date.

Casey Ellis, Chairman, Founder and CTO of Bugcrowd.

‘Going to the US was something I knew we
needed to do but I always wanted to return a
chunk of that value back to my home
(Australia).’
Casey Ellis, Chairman and Founder, Bugcrowd.

Making hackers the good guys

The early days

Bugcrowd is an unconventional tech services
company. Its clients – including Atlassian,
Facebook, FitBit, Jet.com, Mastercard and Tesla
Motors – are companies that want to test the
security of their information technology (IT) systems.

Early on Australian entrepreneur, Ellis, identified that
for Bugcrowd to succeed he needed to reduce
potential friction wherever possible. Registering as
an US entity rather than an Australian Proprietary
Limited (Pty Ltd) was part of that logic.

In order to do this, Chairman, Founder, and CTO of
Bugcrowd, Casey Ellis, explains, ‘We built a platform
that connects a community of more than 100,000
whitehat hackers from all around the world to
customers running competitions where all, or part of
that crowd, competes against each other to find
ways to break into those customers’ organisations.’

Bugcrowd worked out of Australia for six months
following its initial funding, despite being an USregistered entity. Four months into the Startmate
accelerator program Bugcrowd set-up in San
Francisco.

Raising US$50 million and achieving record growth
in 2018, and with offices in San Francisco, Sydney,
Costa Rica, Boston and London, Bugcrowd is the
number one crowdsourced security platform.

‘We saw from the get-go that there was proof of life
for our platform in Australia. We also knew that the
market would take years to come around to the idea
that professional hacking was safe,’ says Ellis.
‘Choosing North America as our initial market came
down to the US being more willing to try new things,

build credibility and adopt ideas, especially at the
enterprise level. He adds, ‘Folk in San Francisco
have also been doing this for so long that it’s
become normal. The density of wisdom in the area
and the fact that people want to help you is what
makes San Francisco special.’

The light-bulb moment
Understanding cultural differences between America
and Australia, including the different communication
styles, was a key challenge that Startmate initially
helped Bugcrowd to navigate. Ellis says, ‘If you are
going to start or grow a business in a new country,
you have to be thoughtful and understand the
culture you are going to – it’s easy to skip that step.
And that goes in both directions.’
Despite gaining interest and fundraising success in
Australia, the way Ellis communicated Bugcrowd’s
vision didn’t resonate with the American market.
‘In Australia we had figured out a way to create and
sell value to the market. We positioned ourselves
this way initially in the US but it was interpreted as
our vision was not big enough,’ he adds.
Ellis re-worked the pitch to the point where he was
comfortable positioning the bigger vision for what
Bugcrowd meant for the market overall. ‘Then
suddenly everything came together for Bugcrowd,’
Ellis says. ‘It was our light-bulb moment.’
‘As Australians we aren’t naturally great at blowing
our own horn. But to tweak your message, be
comfortable with it and take it out to market with the
full weight of your conviction behind it, that’s how
you can make it work here in the US.’

Changing the market perception
This communication breakthrough led to Bugcrowd’s
biggest achievement – changing the market
perception.
‘People aren’t scared of hackers anymore,’ Ellis
points out. ‘When you talk about the overall mission
of Bugcrowd as a business, and where I came from
as a hacker, there wasn’t an understanding of the
difference between the digital locksmith and the
digital burglar.’
‘Bugcrowd’s mission was to shift that perception.
And I feel like we’ve achieved that.’

standpoint. ‘In the global market there is a fondness
for Australians overseas, which is very helpful for
us.’
‘As an expat operating internationally, the devil is in
the detail,’ he says. ‘Austrade’s ability to help
entrepreneurs identify where there will be
resistance, offer advice on how to approach
challenges in advance and gain access to experts
that understand the problems being faced: they gave
us confidence.’

Bringing value back to Australia
Bugcrowd’s focus over the last 18 months has been
to grow and re-incorporate in Australia. ‘Australia is
a legitimate and growing market and I am excited to
bring a chunk of Bugcrowd’s global experience back
home,’ says Ellis.
With 15 staff (and growing) based in Sydney,
Bugcrowd’s Australian presence is focused on digital
transformation, specifically in the engineering and
Research and Development (R&D) space.
‘Our R&D side is focused on front-end R&D and the
Australian team is tasked with popping out on the
next playing field to deliver around innovation,’ he
says. ‘They are our digital transformation team.’
‘As an Aussie executing in the US, I’ve learnt that
there are many things that we are really good at.
Australians are uniquely, and almost intuitively,
talented at troubleshooting. This skillset, along with
the R&D tax incentive scheme in Australia, ties
together really well for Bugcrowd.’

About Austrade
The Australian Trade and Investment Commission
(Austrade) is the Australian Government’s
international trade promotion and investment
attraction agency.
We deliver quality trade and investment services to
businesses to grow Australia’s prosperity. We do
this by generating and providing market information
and insights, promoting Australian capability, and
facilitating connections through our extensive global
network.
Disclaimer: Whereas every effort has been made to ensure the
information given in this document is accurate, Austrade does not
provide warranty or accept liability for any loss arising from
reliance on such information. © Commonwealth of Australia 2019.

Maintaining Australian-made messages
Austrade in San Francisco has been a consistent
go-to for Bugcrowd during its journey. Ellis highlights
that Austrade’s support in maintaining a strong
‘Australian-made’ message helped from a marketing
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