


In March 2018 the dating app Bumble ran a full-page ad in the 
New York Times, calling out market leader Match.com for alleged 
bullying practices. ‘We, a woman-founded, woman-led company, 
aren’t afraid of an aggressive corporate culture,’ part of Bumble’s 
copy ran: ‘That’s what we call bullying, and we swipe left on bullies. 
Ask the thousands of users we’ve blocked from our platform for 
bad behaviour.’ On the wrong end of a lawsuit from Match.com, 
the smaller challenger came out indignant and swinging punches, 
calling out the leader by name and turning the suit into an opportunity 
for a highly visible restatement of its commitment to protect its 
users, attracting a broad swathe of sympathetic coverage from 
news agencies worldwide as it did so.

The Feisty Underdog is what many still regard (wrongly) as the 
classic challenger stance, in part because the history of challenger 
brands in the US is so strongly linked to it, from marketing icons like 
Avis and Pepsi to legendary sporting underdogs like the diminutive 
racehorse Seabiscuit. In brand terms, the challenger that adopts this 
narrative aims to reduce a crowded competitive world to a simple 
binary choice, creating the emotional illusion that there are in fact 
just two brands in a category for the consumer to choose between. 
It offers at least an emotional reason to root for the underdog (an 
identification with our smaller stature on the one hand and our 
chutzpah on the other), and perhaps a product or service 
reason as well. 

Not every culture roots for underdogs, so before adopting this 
narrative the brand owner needs to understand the contextual culture 
and target market very carefully. Australians and New Zealanders love 
an underdog, for instance, as does the US. In Asia, while Singapore 
roots for underdogs, the North Indian culture does not – it prizes 
extrovert status and success instead. (1)

Research into support for underdog brands suggests that the more 
one self-identifies as an underdog, the more powerful the underdog 
challenger narrative can be. More specifically, the researchers found 
that underdog narratives tended to particularly appeal to groups who 
saw themselves as traditionally disadvantaged, from ethnic minorities 
and women to blue collar workers (2) – think of the appeal of movies 
celebrating the working class underdog challenger, like Rocky 
or Cinderella Man. 

An Overview

Feisty Underdog



By bracketing itself explicitly with one other larger player, the Feisty 
Underdog attempts to radically simplify consumer decision-making 
in the category in its favour. Challengers don’t succeed by increasing 
the choice in a category, they succeed by reducing it – limiting the 
choice, implicitly or explicitly, to a decision for the consumer between 
the vibrant or the sensible, the quiet or the loud, or (in Bumble’s case) 
the bullying male or the defiant female. And this strategy can 
obviously extend to drawing the market leader – and the market 
leader’s communication budget – into that public conversation as 
well, using the bigger player’s media dollars to give salience to the 
challenger’s own ambitions and the conversation they would like 
the category to have.

We noted above that this is no longer the most common challenger 
narrative – tech innovation has helped make the Democratiser far 
more common today. But, as our interview with Under Armour’s 
co-founder shows, harnessing that underdog spirit remains a 
powerful catalyst of internal culture, as well as a provocative 
external narrative.

A Summary of this Narrative

y
Core Strategic Thought: 
Stick it to Goliath.

y
What is it challenging? 
The dominance of (and unthinking consumer preference for) 
a much larger market leader.

y
Why does its consumer respond to it? 
I love an underdog – oh, and given the choice between those 
two options, that does look like the one to try...
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