


‘Welcome to Airspace,’ a recent article in The Verge began: 
‘How Silicon Valley helps spread the same sterile aesthetic across 
the world.’ (1) The unintended consequence of Airbnb’s success, 
it suggested, has been to accelerate a stylistic and cultural 
homogeneity, where my rented room looks the same whether I am 
in Hanoi or São Paulo, where the corner coffee shop has an identikit 
barista, and where the breakfast avocado I order could have been 
smashed in the very same kitchen. The promise of consistent quality 
that was once the appealing hallmark of a global brand has grown 
to have a more profoundly dampening effect on local character 
and tradition. 

The emergence of the Local Hero as a challenger narrative 
reflects the emotion and energy around a renewed appetite for 
localism and local character, and plays explicitly to it. Several key 
dynamics underpin it, not least an increasing distrust of ‘big and 
international’ in some countries and communities, and a rejection 
of the homogeneity that brings. At its most strident this can be seen 
in Patanjali, for instance, an Indian challenger whose charismatic 
and controversial founder deliberately brings a ‘swadeshi’ approach 
to all their products (meaning that they are all made in India from 
Indian produce); this is intended as a direct attack on multinationals 
that are, in his words, here ‘to loot Indian customers.’ (2) The fastest 
growing packaged goods company in India, Patanjali has a turnover 
of $1.4bn. 

Alongside this rejection of ‘international’ by a Local Hero, we can 
also see an accompanying desire for a return to local ownership, 
a wish not to lose local character (the city of Austin’s tag line ‘Keep 
Austin Weird’), and a genuine demand for local needs to be met 
– consider, for instance, Chinese appliance company Haier’s 
adaptation of its clothes washing machines to make it easier for 
farmers in rural Sichuan to also use them to wash their vegetables. 

Pride in being from ‘round here’ is key to this narrative. While the 
pride of being locally created and manufactured can be a key selling 
point on its own (as it clearly is for Sandstorm’s Al Reem, the first SUV 
to be designed and manufactured in the UAE), the pride of the Local 
Hero can also be worn in bringing local authority and character 
to a category that historically has derived its appeal from a more 
international gloss. Mexican coffee chain Cielito Querido deliberately 
distances itself from the globalised lifestyle behemoth that is 
Starbucks by being a brand that is instead “Proudly Mexican”. Seventh 
in the market with over 100 coffee shops and a 2.8% share, Cielito 
Querido’s local roots are projected in everything they do: from the 
name (which comes from two popular Mexican songs) to the store 
designs and menu, which brings back traditional Mexican flavours 
that a global brand could not credibly offer in the same way. It gently 
mocks the ‘Starbuckese’ of sizes called names like ‘venti’: “Aquí le 
decimos chico, no alto,” Cielito Querido says – ‘Here we say ‘chico’, 
not ‘tall’.’ And naturally every product ingredient, from coffee bean 
to chocolate, comes from a Mexican supplier.

Our central interview here, though, looks at a different kind of 
Local Hero: a brand created by a big multinational to better meet 
a real local need – Eagle Lager in Uganda. Created by AB InBev, Eagle 
is instructive not only as an example of a big company challenging 
some of its own sacred cows to deliver a genuinely bold and 
innovative Local Hero, but also as a further illustration that ‘local’ 
doesn’t need to mean ‘small’; the new brand grew to take almost 
half the market within its first four years. And Eagle in its own way 
exemplifies overcommitment for a challenger to a Local Hero 
positioning: the deep, supportive relationships it has built with the 
local farmers, whose businesses and lives have been transformed 
by the approach and success of this new challenger, have taken 
the idea of local championship to a richer, mutually beneficial level. 

Local Hero

An Overview



At its deepest and most committed, then, the Local Hero is not 
just about claiming local provenance, although the sense of real 
pride all of these Local Heroes project in their home is evident. 
It is also about a way of thinking and behaving around the importance 
of local culture and local people, and what it means to genuinely 
champion it. It offers:

• A sense of regard and respect for local culture as something 
important and worth supporting

• A need to challenge some of the fundamental assumptions about 
what ‘good’ means in this category – ‘international’ and ‘foreign’ 
are not necessarily better

• A sense of real care for local people otherwise overlooked – 
giving them confidence in themselves, and making them believe 
that they matter

• A deep presence in (and understanding of) the community, 
rather than marketing tokenism

Of the 10 challenger narratives in this book, it’s the Local Hero as one 
of two (alongside the People’s Champion) that we sense will become 
much more prevalent over the next decade.

A Summary of this Narrative

y
Core Strategic Thought: 
A challenger that champions the importance and character of local 
needs, local culture and local people, as opposed to the international 
market leader.

y
What is it challenging? 
The idea that the homogenous gloss of the international market 
leader is inherently better than something made lovingly by us, 
for us.

y
Why does its consumer respond to it? 
I like the pride that challenger shows in where we come from, and 
what is special about us. And the character and quality that really 
understanding who we are gives to its product or service.
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