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CHALLENGING

THE CHALLENGERS
Do established brands need to start behaving differently?

Note from the author
From a planning perspective, our job is to focus the mind.
Our ethos compels us to use the power of precision at every juncture
in the creative process, to deliver illuminating insights, purposeful
ideas and rigorously crafted execution.
Informed by a collection of experienced minds and fresh eyes, with
contrasting talent and complementary skills, we are always eager
to push boundaries and are never constrained by expectations,
channel or convention.
The first step is always insights, so we look forward to sharing
our latest challenger brand research with you.
Prepare to be challenged...

Simon Callender
Creative Planning Director
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Challenger brands believe they
can change the weather by
overturning category norms.
And they marry belief with
behaviour at every level.”
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THE RISE OF THE CONTENDER
Challenger brands aren’t a new phenomenon.
Innocent Drinks first appeared in 1998;
Virgin Atlantic made its maiden flight
from London Gatwick to Newark Liberty
International Airport on 22nd June 1984;
and Apple Computers Inc, in many ways the
quintessential challenger brand at launch,
started life as far back as 1976.
But the phenomenon is definitely accelerating.
Today, across almost every category you look
at, challenger brands are on the march.
In part, this is because structural changes in
retail and media have dramatically lowered
barriers to entry. Whilst this has given
Challengers a significant leg up, it doesn’t
explain why consumers are embracing them
with such enthusiasm. Challenger brands
aren’t just winning market share – very often,
they’re winning the market argument too.
To understand why, let’s define precisely
what a challenger brand is. Adam Morgan,
an expert on the topic and author of the
seminal ‘Eating The Big Fish’, puts it well:
“A challenger brand is defined, primarily,
by a mindset – it has business ambitions
bigger than its conventional resources, and
is prepared to do something bold, usually
against the existing conventions or codes
of the category, to break through.”
These points about mindset and ambition
are fundamental. Challenger brands believe
they can change the weather by overturning
category norms. And they marry belief
with behaviour. At every level – values and
personality, product design, channel strategy,
service delivery, customer experience – they

display complete coherence and absolute
conviction. They jump on insight to identify
a point of resonance, then focus on it with
ruthless obsession.
How can established brands fight back?
To challenge the Challengers effectively,
we believe they need to adopt more of this
mindset. They need to re-set their ambitions,
re-discover their conviction and turn both into
new behaviours and actions that channel the
positivity and energy of the Challengers.
To a very large extent, they need to
re-invent themselves.
Some companies have already set off on this
road. Diageo is buying brands like Seedlip
and allowing them to operate autonomously
in order to inject a shot of Challenger DNA
into its corporate bloodstream. Others are
radically overhauling their brand behaviours:
as Heineken has shown with Strongbow Dark
Fruit and to a degree PepsiCo with Pepsi Max,
re-invention is possible if we listen closely to
consumers and unearth true insights into their
wants, needs and preferred ways of engaging.
This white paper explores some new findings
on consumer attitudes and behaviours, and
summarises our first thinking on this businesscritical issue.
We wouldn’t claim to have all the answers.
Clearly, there’s a lot more work to be done
and we’d love your help in shaping where
we go with this next. But we wanted to share
what we’ve learned thus far.
Thanks for your interest. We hope you find
what follows both useful and stimulating.

THE
AXIS
SHIFTS
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Today, even the longest established and most famous
FMCG brands are under intense pressure.
Over decades, these brands have been massively
successful at carving out a role in people’s daily lives.
They have been highly effective in leveraging their scale
advantages via globalisation, ubiquity of distribution and
weight of advertising. They have been masters of the
marketing game as it has traditionally been played.

Now the rules of the game
have changed. The landscape
is being redrawn by six
inter-connected factors.”
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STRUCTURAL
1. DRAMATICALLY LOWER
BARRIERS TO ENTRY
It has never been easier to outsource
production of a new product via manufacturing
on demand; secure distribution via the explosion
in online and direct-to-consumer channels;
build awareness via micro-targeted TV or social
media; or respond to consumer buying signals
via programmatic advertising.

2. THE EMERGENCE OF ‘NEW’ RETAIL
In Aldi, Lidl and now Tesco’s Jack’s, somewhere
between 75% and 90% of the listings are nonestablished ‘house products’. Whilst these are
not Challengers in the proper sense, increased
exposure to them starts to break down the bond
between shoppers and the brands they bought
historically. Furthermore, the me-too price
platform on which these house products trade,
inevitably prompts consumers to question the
true value of established brands.
Online shopping (particularly Amazon) is also
accelerating the rate at which consumers
encounter less familiar brands, many of
which compete aggressively on price.

3. RE-PRIORITISATION WITHIN
TRADITIONAL RETAIL
Buyers are looking to simplify categories via
SKU reduction. They are also striving to maximise
volume growth and margin contribution. Both are
opening gaps for challenger brands who are seen
to have more interesting stories to tell and who
tackle category problems in new ways.

ATTITUDINAL
4. DIFFERENT CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS
People are placing increased emphasis on
equities beyond functional performance. There is
growing interest in provenance, integrity of supply
chain, ethics and the extent to which a brand
demonstrates a relevant social purpose.

5. AN APPETITE FOR EXPERIMENTATION
We live in an experience economy. With smartphones
providing constant stimulus, and with Instagram and
other social media spurring us to find interesting
things to share, we are increasingly attracted to the
new and the different.

6. SCEPTICISM ABOUT TRADITIONAL ELITES
The Financial Crisis of 2008 has had deep and
lasting effects. It is evident in the rise of populism
and conviction politicians. It’s also reflected in an
increased questioning of big corporations and
big brands, and a preparedness to engage with
new propositions.

ADVANTAGE
CHALLENGER?
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Whilst there has been a levelling of the playing field,
resource constraints are still a significant obstacle
for challenger brands.
Whilst crowd-funding (or, if you’re BrewDog, offering
Equity for Punks) represents a shortcut to capital, challenger
brands lack the firepower of established brands in terms of:
• Depth of personnel and infrastructure
• Manufacturing capacity to scale up quickly
• Funds for ongoing, mass-market promotion
But what Challengers lack in capital, they make up for in conviction.
They have the ability to translate strongly held beliefs into
strongly attractive behaviours.

CHALLENGER BRANDS HAVE
SOME INTRINSIC ADVANTAGES
NEEDS FOCUSSED
Because they start with a clean sheet of
paper and carry no historical brand baggage,
Challengers can zero in on unarticulated or
emerging consumer/customer needs.

SINGLE-MINDED SOLUTIONS
Their product development can be highly
considered and laser-focussed on addressing
that key need.

HOLISTIC EXPERIENCES
They can design the customer experience from
the ground up, ensuring every element of the
offer supports the core value proposition.

CHANNEL AGNOSTIC
They can pursue the distribution strategy that
best fits their model and proposition. They are
not slaves to historic trading relationships,
ways of working or other entrenched interests.

BOLD COMMUNICATIONS
At launch, challenger brands rely on making
an exaggerated impact on a limited number
of people. Because they do not have to please
multiple constituencies, they can be more
dynamic and take more risks in how and
where they communicate.

AGILE AND ADAPTABLE
If necessary, they can refine their offer
quickly. Compared to most established
brands, they are not burdened with
cumbersome decision-making hierarchies,
so they can be nimble in responding to
changing circumstances.
In short, challenger brands have the luxury
of positioning themselves in opposition
to the category norms, and expressing
that opposition through their values and
behaviours. The present shift in consumer
attitudes gives them an unprecedented
opportunity to overturn the status quo.
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“The present shift in consumer attitudes
gives them an unprecedented opportunity
to overturn the status quo.”

EXPLORING
THE ISSUES
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To start getting under the skin of this issue, we
commissioned quantitative research amongst 1,021
people who had recently switched from a big,
established brand to a new challenger brand.
We looked at eight categories:

FOOD

SOFT DRINKS

ALCOHOL

HOUSEHOLD
PRODUCTS

HEALTHCARE

TOILETRIES

BEAUTY

GROOMING
PRODUCTS
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THERE WERE A NUMBER OF
SPECIFICS WE WANTED TO
BEGIN EXPLORING:
THE DYNAMICS AT A CATEGORY LEVEL

ATTITUDES POST PURCHASE

Do people respond differently to challenger
brands when making higher vs lower
consideration purchases. For instance, when
buying wine as a gift as opposed to session
beer for a BBQ?

How satisfied are consumers with the performance
of challenger brands after trial? Accordingly, is the
switch likely to be permanent or temporary?

THE DRIVERS AT A CATEGORY LEVEL
What elements of the Challengers’ offer are
most noticeable and motivating? If challenger
brands are primarily epitomised by a mindset
and a preparedness to be bold and different in
order to break through, to what extent are these
characteristics resonating with consumers?

POINTS OF INFLUENCE
Where and how do people discover challenger
brands, and which touchpoints do they consider
most influential?
This research isn’t definitive. Going forward,
we need to conduct more detailed
investigations into the dynamics and drivers
within individual categories.
But here’s what we’ve found so far.

EXPLORING THE ISSUES

FIVE
HARSH
TRUTHS
Based on these findings, the threat to established
brands is even more present than we’d imagined.

19

1

CHALLENGERS ARE IMPACTING
ALL CATEGORIES

Across every category
we examined, people are
switching to challenger brands
in significant numbers.

57%
FOOD

32%

HOUSEHOLD
PRODUCTS

39%

31%

35%

29%

34%

28%

TOILETRIES

ALCOHOL

BEAUTY

HEALTHCARE

SOFT DRINKS

GROOMING
PRODUCTS
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THE SWITCH TO CHALLENGERS
IS LIKELY TO BE PERMANENT
7%

FOOD

48%

27% 17%
7%

SOFT DRINKS

47%

23%

23%
4%

ALCOHOL

43%

31%

22%
5%

BEAUTY

41%

32%

22%

I’m still purchasing the challenger
brand and intend to stay with it

5%

HEALTH

44%

30%

21%
2%

GROOMING PRODUCTS

41%

33%

24%
5%

TOILETRIES

45%

29%

21%
6%

HOUSEHOLD

I have already / I intend to switch
to another challenger brand
I have already / I intend to switch back
to my original established brand

46%

31%

17%

None of these

Most people intend to stick with
the challenger brand post purchase.
Of those who do not, more intend to try
another Challenger rather than revert to
the established brand they used to buy.”
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CHALLENGERS ARE
DELIVERING TO EXPECTATIONS

We found little evidence
that consumers are missing
the “performance premium”
historically associated
with established brands.
Challenger brands are seen to
provide good value for money,
and to offer more besides.

50%

GOOD VALUE
FOR MONEY

23%

Reason for staying with
challenger brand*

GOOD
FUNCTIONALITY

20%

EASILY
AVAILABLE

18%
*Respondents could select
more than one reason.

FITS WITH
MY VALUES

13%

MORE TO
MY TASTE

People are more likely to switch when buying
with higher consideration. In other words: the
more shoppers are invested in their purchase,
the more probable it is that they’ll find a
reason to try a Challenger.

The corollary is that lower consideration
purchases are more often made on
auto-pilot, with shoppers defaulting
to an established brand.

+5

+15
+5

+12

+11

+19
BEAUTY

TOILETRIES

HEALTHCARE

% switching when buying
with high consideration

ALCOHOL

FOOD

% switching when buying
with low consideration

HOUSEHOLD
PRODUCTS

26%

30%

29%

34%

55%

60%

29%

40%

25%

37%

31%

46%

24%

+4

43%

4

HIGHER CONSIDERATION
FAVOURS CHALLENGER BRANDS

GROOMING
PRODUCTS

Variance
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PEOPLE RECOGNISE AND
RESPOND POSITIVELY TO
THE CHALLENGER MINDSET
In research, respondents have a tendency to gravitate towards rational
factors. However, it does appear that Challengers are establishing
meaningful points of difference at the emotional level – particularly
amongst younger consumers.
BUYING WITH HIGHER CONSIDERATION

Importance of emotional drivers
within Healthcare category

14%

15%

10%

18%

EVERYONE

15%

12%

16-34 YEAR OLDS

BUYING WITH LOWER CONSIDERATION

20%

13%

14%

23%

EVERYONE

The brand purpose
aligned with my values
(the things I believe in)

13%

18%

16-34 YEAR OLDS

The brand personality
felt more like me
(likeable and motivating)

It made me feel like I’m part
of something exciting

EXPLORING THE ISSUES

CATEGORY
INSIGHTS
To explore what’s driving this behaviour, we asked shoppers
to define their primary motivations.
Here are the findings from three emblematic categories:

FOOD

BEAUTY

ALCOHOL
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CATEGORY DEEP DIVES
FOOD

PERSONALITY FELT
MORE LIKE ME

9% 8%

PURPOSE ALIGNED
WITH MY VALUES

11% 8%

MADE ME FEEL PART OF
SOMETHING EXCITING

16% 12%

APPEALING PRODUCT
DESCRIPTION

17%

15%

BETTER USE OF
UP-TO-DATE TECH

18%

14%

URGE TO TRY SOMETHING
TOTALLY DIFFERENT

25%
39%

EASIER/FASTER TO BUY

% SWITCHING

60%

17%
33%
55%

HIGHER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

LOWER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

KEY FINDINGS
•

Challenger brands are seen to make
themselves easier and faster to buy, which
appears to be a particularly important driver
for male and younger consumers. We’re
keen to investigate this finding further – we
hypothesise that it reflects a combination of
the clarity with which Challengers signal their
core proposition; their availability in new and
more convenient formats; their increased
weight of distribution; and their exploitation of
direct-to-consumer channels.

•

Challengers meet shoppers’ desire for
novelty, especially when purchasing with
higher consideration.

•

Softer drivers are relatively less important than
in other categories, but Challengers’ ability to
make people feel part of something exciting is
getting noticed. By targeting specific dietary
preferences or needs (all-natural ingredients,
organically produced, gluten-free, veganism
and so on), Challengers are aligning themselves
with high-engagement lifestyle choices.

CATEGORY DEEP DIVES
ALCOHOL

PERSONALITY FELT
MORE LIKE ME

15% 13%

PURPOSE ALIGNED
WITH MY VALUES

12% 9%

MADE ME FEEL PART OF
SOMETHING EXCITING

16%

17%

APPEALING PRODUCT
DESCRIPTION

20%

17%

BETTER USE OF
UP-TO-DATE TECH

21%

URGE TO TRY SOMETHING
TOTALLY DIFFERENT

26%

27%

23%

28%

EASIER/FASTER TO BUY

% SWITCHING

15%

29%

40%
HIGHER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

LOWER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

KEY FINDINGS
•

Being easier/faster to buy is relatively less
important than in Food, whilst the urge to try
something different is relatively more important,
especially for lower consideration buyers. There
is an eagerness to experiment and self-treat in
this category, and the new variants offered by
Challengers are meeting this desire.

•

Shoppers believe that Challengers are
doing more than established brands to
incorporate relevant technology into
their products and services.

•

The Challenger mindset is cutting through
more strongly, especially in terms of
brand personality.
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CATEGORY DEEP DIVES
BEAUTY

PERSONALITY FELT
MORE LIKE ME

15% 12%

PURPOSE ALIGNED
WITH MY VALUES

19%

MADE ME FEEL PART OF
SOMETHING EXCITING

17%

APPEALING PRODUCT
DESCRIPTION

18%

BETTER USE OF
UP-TO-DATE TECH

20%

URGE TO TRY SOMETHING
TOTALLY DIFFERENT

34%
22%

EASIER/FASTER TO BUY

43%

% SWITCHING

HIGHER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

17%
20%
13%
27%
27%
25%
24%
LOWER CONSIDERATION BUYERS

KEY FINDINGS
•

The Beauty category is largely driven
by innovation, and Challengers are
delivering strongly.

•

Higher consideration shoppers tend to
describe this in terms of a desire to try
something different; lower consideration
shoppers describe this in terms of how the
latest technology is being used.

•

Of all the categories we looked at, the
conviction with which challenger brands
behave comes through most strongly here,
particularly in terms of how their brand purpose
is seen to align with consumer values.

EXPLORING THE ISSUES

THE BATTLE
FOR INFLUENCE
Mass-market communication has been a key weapon for
established brands. But the rise of social media and the
splintering of TV have helped challenger brands to compete
more effectively, especially given the precision with which they
can identify a core audience at launch.

Consumers are well aware that they are now exposed to
many more messages in many more places. When we asked
whether people thought this was making them less loyal to
established brands and more likely to consider Challengers,
their response was clear:

21%
NO

37%

DEFINITELY

42%

POSSIBLY
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We then asked which touchpoints had been most
effective in driving consideration for challenger brands:

42%
31%

27%

24%
18%
11%

TV

IN-STORE

SOCIAL MEDIA
ADVERTISING

INFLUENCER
ACTIVITY
ON SOCIAL

RETAILER
WEBSITE

RADIO

Digging a little deeper into the data, some
relevant demographic points emerge:
•

Unsurprisingly, social media ads and influencer activity
have more impact on younger audiences.

•

Whatever screen it’s consumed on, TV remains powerful.
It is still deemed the most important touchpoint by those
aged 16-34, and at the same level as the overall average.

•

In-store is seen as particularly influential by women
and is cited as more important than TV amongst
those aged 45+.

•

Discovery on a retailer website peaks at 22%
amongst those aged 25-34. The significance
of this touchpoint can only increase over time.

WHY
CHALLENGERS
ARE
WINNING
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Established brands were products of the Industrial
Age, and became masters of it. But in the Information
Age, the rules have changed. Barriers to entry are now
much lower. Via the major ecommerce platforms, the
internet has democratised market access. Equally, digital
and social media have created new, more affordable
advertising channels.

EVEN MORE IMPORTANTLY,
A SERIES OF ATTITUDINAL
SHIFTS HAS FUELLED THE RISE
OF CHALLENGER BRANDS
ATTITUDINAL SHIFTS
• A growing scepticism about the established order
• An increased appetite for experimentation and new experiences
• A re-set of consumer priorities, with greater emphasis
on brand integrity and purpose
WHERE CONSUMERS LEAD, RETAIL FOLLOWS
Combined with a business requirement to
simplify their in-store assortment, buyers
in traditional retail are questioning the
role within category of many established
brands. Better, they think, to make space for

Challengers that can re-inject excitement
(and potentially margin) into tired, slow
growth categories.
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Both consumers and retailers, then, are ready for change.
This creates the ideal environment for challenger brands.
How are they exploiting the opportunity?
THE HALLMARK OF CHALLENGER
BRANDS IS AMBITION
They believe that a given category can be
radically improved and that consumers are
being poorly served by the status quo.

CHALLENGERS TURN CONVICTION
INTO BEHAVIOUR
They have a high degree of clarity and
coherence across their values and personality,
and they are bold in bringing them to life.

THIS AMBITION IS MARRIED
TO CONVICTION
Challenger brands are convinced that they
have a better answer, and are willing to break
category codes and conventions in order to
deliver it. This mindset permeates everything
they do.

THIS CONVICTION ALSO SHINES THROUGH
IN PRODUCT AND SERVICE DESIGN
Challenger brands engineer every aspect
of their offer to deliver a multi-dimensional
expression of their guiding conviction. They
are obsessive in connecting brand purpose to
customer experience.

From our research, these characteristics seem
to be cutting through. People recognise that
there’s something different and exciting about
challenger brands. They note their ambition,
respond positively to their conviction and buy
into the boldness of their behaviours.”

IMPLICATIONS
FOR
ESTABLISHED
BRANDS
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What do established brands need to do to compete more
effectively in this new environment?
There’s a famous quote attributed to the economist John
Maynard Keynes: “When the facts change, I change my mind”.
The ‘facts’ have clearly changed for established
brands, so we believe now’s the time for them to
change their mind – or rather their mindset.
Learning from the Challengers, they need to re-invent
themselves around a point of conviction and turn that
conviction into new behaviours and actions.
What might this re-invention look like?

1

CHANGE AT
PRODUCT LEVEL
1A. SAFEGUARD PRODUCT
REPUTATION

1B. PRIORITISE INSIGHT-DRIVEN NPD.
THEN PRIORITISE IT AGAIN

Established brands are under extreme pressure
to keep prices down. Whilst enhanced price
competitiveness is desirable, it cannot come at
the cost of diminished product quality or reduced
sizing. Brands must not sacrifice equity they have
taken years to build. Consumers are quick to
notice the dilution – as they did when Cadbury’s
removed the premium dairy milk chocolate from
their Creme Eggs – and this gives them a strong
reason to switch.

NPD is more important than ever. Not only does it
bring news to the brand and the category, it blocks
off spaces that Challengers could seek to occupy
(as PepsiCo did with the launch of Pepsi Max,
presciently anticipating the demonisation of sugar).
Brands must be brave enough to seek the radical as
well as the incremental. And innovation isn’t simply
about products: brands can use smart technology to
address category problems and remove friction from
the buying process.
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HOW INSIGHT-LED INNOVATION CAN DRIVE
CATEGORY OWNERSHIP
Philips
Product Selector

Male grooming is a highly competitive and increasingly
cluttered category. Shoppers can be confronted with up
to 70 different product choices. Especially in store, where
product information is scarce and sales assistants scarcer
yet, this leads to confusion and uncertainty.
Philips identified this as a strategic opportunity. By helping
shoppers buy with greater confidence, it could drive
category volumes; cement its standing within retail as
category champion; and position itself with consumers as
the go-to brand for advice.

Working with Initials, Philips created the Digital Product
Advisor. Small enough to fit on fixture, the Product Advisor
leads shoppers through a simple series of questions
in order to identify the best solution for their needs.
Shoppers love it: 72% say the tool is helpful, resulting in
86% saying they were satisfied with their buying decision.
Retailers love it too, with sales increasing by as much as
32%. The Product Advisor is now live in 11 countries and
45 retail chains and has recently been extended to the Hair
Removal and Electric Toothbrush categories.

1

1C. BECOME A FAST FOLLOWER

1D. EMBRACE CANNIBALISATION

Scale advantages can be leveraged in new ways.
Whereas Challengers must demonstrate the courage
of their convictions and seek to do one thing
brilliantly, established brands can trial many ideas
simultaneously. KitKat, for instance, tests multiple
flavour variants in Japan, which is a relatively lowrisk market for the brand. Established brands should
consider redeploying their resources to ‘fast follow’
successful Challenger launches.

It is much better to cannibalise yourself than to
become someone else’s prey. Whilst it is now under
pressure, Gillette’s success was built on constantly
launching new products to compete with its own
market-leading razors. Whilst it might fly in the
face of traditional BigCorp logic, adopting this sort
of mindset may be the best way for established
brands to re-energise themselves and cut off the
Challengers’ oxygen supply.

1E. DIG DEEP FOR AUTHENTIC TRUTHS
Challenger products have an integrity about them;
they are physical manifestations of the brand’s
conviction. To compete, established brands need to
work ever harder to identify compelling and credible
product stories. This isn’t easy for companies
manufacturing in multiple sites in multiple countries,
but as Cadbury’s has shown with “a glass and a
half”, authentic product truths can be valuable
beyond measure.
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HOW PRODUCT AUTHENTICITY CAN INSPIRE
MORE AUTHENTIC COMMUNICATIONS
Copella
Boxford Farm

Copella Fruit Juices is a brand that’s rooted in authenticity.
Quite literally.
The Peake family moved to Boxford Farm in Suffolk before
the Second World War. Having built up 120 acres of fruit
trees, they bought a press in 1969 and launched Copella:
fresh, natural juices that aren’t made from concentrate and
have no added water. Copella was acquired by PepsiCo in
1999; to this day, every bottle is pressed at Boxford Farm
from hand-selected apples.

Initials’ task was to facilitate an intrinsically authentic way of
communicating the Copella brand story. We set the stage
for 15 hand-picked influencers to spend 24 hours at Camp
Copella, re-connecting with the simple pleasures of nature
on Boxford Farm. Their stay included orchard tours with
the farm’s owner, cooking classes, mindfulness sessions
and interactive mixology lessons.
The initiative generated 141 pieces of unique content,
reaching 1.25 million people. And all delivered with the
integrity and depth of meaning that comes from using the
right influencers in the right way.

2

EVEN MORE
IMPORTANTLY,
CHANGE AT THE
EMOTIONAL LEVEL
2A. RE-FRAME BRAND ARCHITECTURE

2B. ADOPT RADICAL NEW BEHAVIOURS

Whereas Challengers start with a clean sheet of
paper, established brands carry the baggage of
history. Heritage cannot be ignored and can be
exploited as a launchpad for re-invention. Brands
can signal change powerfully by confronting
consumers’ existing perceptions. Old Spice is an
excellent example. It knew it was regarded as
“grandfather’s aftershave”, so it made dramatic
changes to both its brand architecture and its
messaging to address that perception head-on.
Having recognised that incremental change would
be insufficient, it acted with total conviction.

Change can also be driven through unexpected
brand behaviours. By combining insight with new
technologies, brands can do things that simply
weren’t possible before. This can be particularly
effective when tightly tailored to channel.
For instance: this Christmas, Quality Street is
encouraging shoppers at 11 John Lewis stores to
pick and mix the sweets that go into the tin, and
create their own customised lid. Not only does this
overcome a historic barrier to purchase, it shows
Quality Street behaving in a radically different
and interesting way.

2C. STORYDO AS WELL AS STORYTELL

Established brands are expert storytellers.
But consumers now look for more than stories;
they know that actions speak louder than words.
Out of necessity, Challengers typically build their
stories from the ground up. Established brands
need to demonstrate their new-found conviction
by doing the same, thereby giving people new
reasons to re-engage and re-discover the brand.
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HOW STORYDOING CAN DEMONSTRATE
BRAND CONVICTION
Walkers Barmy
For Sarnies

Initials was asked to launch Walkers’ new sandwich
flavoured crisps. Developed in partnership with Heinz,
flavours included Cheese Toastie & Worcester Sauce
and Sausage & Brown Sauce.
The Great British public love a sarnie: we eat 11 billion
every year. We wanted to celebrate this passion and prove
that Walkers shares it by showing the brand behaving in a
fresh and unexpected way.

So we opened The Walkers Crisp Sarnie Club and invited
the nation to go Barmy For A Sarnie. Concealed in a
newsagents near London Bridge, our prohibition-style
pop up was a sell-out for four weeks. The Club generated
significant media coverage, and even became the venue
for a web-series dating show hosted by Paddy McGuiness.
Impact was further amplified by shooting a TV ad on-site.
The Walkers Crisp Sarnie Club involved more risk than
a traditional launch. But its success shows what can be
achieved when brands act with conviction and build their
stories from the ground up.

HOW SUPERFANS CAN HELP GALVANISE
THE BRAND NARRATIVE
Strongbow
Dark Fruit

Strongbow Dark Fruit was launched in 2013, more than 50
years after Strongbow Original. It has been a massive sales
success, driving category volume and attracting younger
drinkers. Furthermore, it has become a cultural phenomenon; fans organise exclusive Dark Fruit nights out and bake
Dark Fruit cakes. When consumers show this level of passion, brands need to let them take control of the narrative
and run with it.
To add fuel to the fire, we opened a pop-up studio in
Shoreditch, offering devotees the chance to show their

commitment by getting a permanent tattoo at the hands
of celebrity artist Alice Perrin. 11 of the fans then became
VIP guests at the Dark Fruit After Dark party, with temporary tattoos being handed out for everyone to try.
Similarly, when Strongbow found out that a superfan called
Kyle had invented his own Dark Fruit ice cream recipe,
they asked him to mass produce it. We then took Kyle and
his ice cream on tour, visiting leading music festivals and
staging events in Plymouth, Birmingham and Manchester.
The resulting film has already racked up 3.3 million views.
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2D. LET GO OF THE NARRATIVE

Established brands tend to be control freaks:
brand books, rigorous guidelines, entrenched
vocabularies. Whilst such tools still have value,
they are increasingly less effective in a highly
networked world. Brands must have the courage
to open up their narrative. Having provided the
right stimulus, they need to let consumers shape
and develop the story at their own pace and in
their own language.

“Established brands need to let consumers shape and develop
the story at their own pace and in their own language.”
In order to demonstrate conviction and make it
stick, established brands need to start behaving
differently. Inevitably, this will involve dismantling
some existing models and sacrificing some sacred
cows. It will require bravery and an increased

appetite for risk. But these are precisely
the factors that are driving the Challengers
forward, and established brands need to
overhaul their mindset and behaviours if
they are to compete effectively.

SUMMARY
AND NEXT
STEPS
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HERE ARE 10 KEY
TAKEAWAYS

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Challengers are epitomised by ambition and
conviction. They believe categories can be
radically improved and are willing to break
existing codes and conventions to do so.

Aided by a combination of structural
and attitudinal factors, Challengers
are disrupting every one of the FMCG
categories we examined.

Once consumers have switched to a
Challenger, they display little enthusiasm
for reverting to an established brand.

People are more likely to try a challenger
brand when making higher consideration
purchases, suggesting Challengers are winning
the market argument.

Challengers not only provide new answers
to category problems, they bring a fresh and
positive mindset. In an age where traditional
elites are under intense scrutiny, people respond
favourably to the conviction they exemplify.

Challengers turn conviction into behaviour.
They have a high degree of clarity and coherence
across their values and personality, and they are
bold in terms of how they express both.

To compete effectively, we believe established
brands need to adopt more of the Challenger
mindset. They must find a guiding conviction of
their own and re-organise themselves around it.

8
9
10

This will require change at the product level.
Quality standards must be maintained or
enhanced. NPD must be prioritised, even at the
risk of cannibalisation. And brands must dig
deeper to find authentic, resonant product stories.

More importantly, this will require change at the
emotional level. Architecture may need to be re-framed;
certainly, behaviours will need to be re-invented in order
to convey true conviction. Stories should be built from
the ground up, encouraging people to re-discover the
brand for themselves. And the narrative must be opened
up for audiences to play with and shape.

All of this requires bravery and a much greater
appetite for risk. But in order to challenge the
Challengers, established brands need to match
their sense of ambition and conviction.

Thank you for your interest in our
Challenging the Challenger white paper.
We are not the first agency to release
a white paper, and will definitely not
be the last.
However, our goal with this one is to
make it as relevant as possible to our
clients (both existing and new) for the
world we live in today.
We are more than aware of the
importance of meaningful and grounded
insights when it comes to navigating
the plethora of choices you face when
planning brand strategies. Choices
complicated still further by the backdrop
of economic and social uncertainty.

The subject of this report was one which
presented itself to us as a business critical
issue cropping up within client briefs.
The challenger brand movement and
how established brands need to counter
act, is something we have been putting
our minds to for some time, and we
wanted to gather insights to arm us
more effectively in this.
So with the aid of research and some
smart thinking, we have tried to more
clearly define the threat posed by the
Challenger, with the added perspective
of what established brands need to be
doing better.
We hope you find our insights valuable.

Jamie Matthews
CEO
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Our expertise lie in

BRAND PLANNING
AND

BRAND ACTIVATION
We do thinking. And we think doing.
As comfortable delivering a brand strategy, positioning and point
of view, through our own pragmatic planning process, as we are
activating ideas in whatever channel best suits the task at hand.

Within our four centres of excellence;
• Creative & Design
• Shopper & Promotional

• Experiential
• Content

We have experts in their field who think their way through
and implement outstanding campaigns on a daily basis.
The real magic happens when we combine these talents,
break down barriers and let Uninhibited Thinkers run rife
across disciplines.
If you want to see more of the work we do, take a look at our
showcase on our website www.initials.co.uk
To get in touch, please contact
Jamie Matthews - CEO
jm@initials.co.uk DD:0207 7477 400

www.initials.co.uk
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