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Alexandra Kenin is a former Google employee, a full-time content writer and editor, and 
for the past 4 years she has run UrbanHikerSF.com, selling hiking tours around San 
Francisco in her spare time. 

How Urban Hiker SF Went from Idea to Business 

Alexandra was inspired by Stairway Walks in San Francisco, a book that talks about 
walks you can take around San Francisco that involves 670 public stairways. Alexandra 
realized that the author didn’t go into natural areas like parks, or hiking areas. After 
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some further research, she realized there was a gap in the market for hiking routes that 
covered these areas. 

Since hiking is traditionally a free pastime, Alexandra needed to find a way to charge for 
the experience. To do this she added value to the hiking experience in the way of 
providing history along the hiking routes, and making the route a lot more interesting 
with around 40-50 different turns. 

Alexandra settled on the price of $49 per person. There were not any other companies 
offering hiking tours around the city, but there were bike tours, walking tours, and even 
Segway tours. She reasoned the bike tours were the closest thing to her business 
model so she priced her tours lower than the bike tour options since she doesn’t need to 
provide a bike. 

Alexandra plans hikes that include, “stairways, hills, and hiking trails”—three things that 
San Francisco has to offer in abundance. And with a passion for learning about history it 
wasn’t a chore for Alexandra to learn about historic events and points of interest along 
the hiking routes. 

She comes up with what she calls, “Anchor Points”. These are well-known landmarks, 
such as the Castro Theatre and Twin Peaks. She then finds out as many interesting 
places in-between these two anchor points to add into the tour. Alexandra put together 
three different hikes, “Urban Jungles and City Heights,” “Tales of the City,” and 
“Goldsworthy Gallery Tour.” 

Launching a Business 

Inspired by Chris Guillebeau’s book, The $100 Startup, Alexandra put together a 
website and printed up some business cards on a budget. Her first clients were referred 
by her dad’s wife. She charged the group a reduced price to put her tour to the test and 
validate her business. 

Alexandra decided to run a coupon deal to bring in some more customers. Groupon is 
one of the largest platforms to do this, but Alexandra decided to use a smaller platform 
called Zozi. She made this decision to avoid being overwhelmed with more customers 
than she could handle, and also because she wanted to deliver a more premium activity. 

The coupon sold 200 tours with a $35 net takeaway per person. Both the coupon 
customers and those referred for her first tour resulted in reviews on TripAdvisor, which 
in turn brought in more customers and the business started to grow. Being listed on a 
huge platform like TripAdvisor with positive reviews is huge for any business, Alexandra 
was well-aware of this and used some techniques to encourage more reviews. 

“On the hikes, I would bring my camera and take pictures of the hikers,” Alexandra 
explained. “Afterwards, I’d send them a thank you note with a link to download all the 
pictures and ask them to leave a TripAdvisor review.” The booking system Alexandra 
was using called Xola also sent messages to customers reminding them to please leave 
a review. 

http://amzn.to/2c4FNFE
http://www.zozi.com/


The reviews helped build up exposure on the TripAdvisor platform, which turned into a 
virtuous circle of more bookings and more business. “Because I had three hours of 
personal face time with my customers getting to know them, they were much more likely 
to leave a review,” Alexandra explained. We tend to think only big companies and fancy 
hotels can have a presence on TripAdvisor, but there’s a peer-to-peer element to it as 
well. 

In addition to TripAdvisor, she’s syndicated her tour offerings to other platforms that 
cater to travelers, including Vayable.com, Viator.com, and Verlocal.com. “Viator 
probably accounted for $5k worth of tours last year,” Alexandra said, adding that each 
platform is another way to get in front of a potential customer. 

Growing the Business and Taking on Help 

When the business was new Alexandra was doing everything herself. This included 
guiding all the tours, regardless of how often and how many people were on them. As 
the number of customers grew she knew she needed to make some changes and take 
on some additional help. 

The first thing Alexandra did was limit the tours to Thursday through to Sunday. These 
were by far the busiest days, and eliminated her going on several tours with just 2-3 
people on the quieter days. 

More than 1000 people now take her urban hikes each year, and she now oversees a 
team of 4-5 guides that can lead the hikes in her place. (She was in New York when we 
caught up, earning passive income from this business she’s built, as hikes were taking 
place without her). 

She has also set a minimum number of customers for tours. The minimum amount of 
customers is two for the tour that’s near to her home, while four is the minimum for her 
other tours. 

Corporate trips are big business and Alexandra has used her network of contacts in 
various corporations to boost her business. Alexandra used to work at Google and still 
has friends there, this helped her get her business added to their approved vendors’ list 
and brings in a lot of business when it’s “new intern season.” 

Productizing a Business and Passive Income Streams 

As mentioned earlier, Alexandra’s business was inspired by a book about walks around 
San Francisco. After building a successful business around hiking in San Francisco 
Alexandra has decided to now write a book of her own. 

After submitting a proposal to three publishers she received interest the very next day 
and is progressing forward with her book. Alexandra decided against going down the 
self-publishing route. Using a publishing house means you don’t have to pay all the 
costs of publishing a book upfront yourself, you receive a payment in advance of sales, 
and you can use the publishing houses’ marketing channels to help promote your book. 
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Alexandra’s book Urban Trails San Francisco is available for preorder on Amazon now. 

Urban Hiker SF was an inexpensive business to get off the ground and doesn’t have 
much ongoing overhead. Alexandra took advantage of the pre-existing travel platforms 
to turn a hobby into a growing side hustle, all while helping thousands of visitors get a 
unique experience on their trip. 

This could become a full-time business in the future. Expanding into other cities is an 
option, but not one Alexandra is interested in at the moment. She is more focused on 
other passive income streams, such as producing ebooks and selling merchandise. 

Alexandra’s #1 Tip for Side Hustle Nation: 

“You ARE an entrepreneur. I never thought I would be an entrepreneur and I became one. You 

can become one too.” 

More Info: 

 http://www.sidehustlenation.com/tour 
 http://www.urbanhikersf.com 

Until next time! 

-Nick 
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