


Positioning oneself as more real and human than a monolithic 
establishment brand used to be a fairly simple affair for the ambitious 
challenger: just take the impersonal tone and language of the market 
leader – sometimes locked in technical or manufacturer-led language, 
rather than something a person on the street would actually say – and 
contrast it with a warm, human voice and personality, that sounds as 
if it comes from a company run by people who actually care about 
me and what they are doing for me. Simple.

And at some level this greater sense of humanity surely underlies 
many of the narratives in this book; one of the qualities that many 
challengers share, after all, is giving us a sense of the real people 
behind the brand. Beyond a visible founder alone, challengers often 
appeal to us at a more personal, emotional level than the market 
leader because seeing or sensing those passionate people and 
their character creates a more human-to-human connection with 
us, rather than just a brand-to-consumer connection. This is part of 
the attraction to many of a small company ethos, where we associate 
knowing a little about the people behind the brand with a greater 
degree of care in what they do for the product and for us. In the Real 
& Human challenger narrative this sense of real care and personal 
dedication is dialled up – the challenger’s human commitment 
and endeavour has been set front and centre in how we see and 
experience them: we are invited to think of this as less a brand and 
more a group of people, constantly pushing to bring us something 
better and more special. It is not unusual for founders from these 
kinds of challengers, in fact, to resist the idea of calling themselves 
a ‘brand’ at all, because, to them, that in itself seems an idea that 
is manufactured and false, and they see what they have embarked 
on as something more real and important than that.

While many cultures around the world still like the status of ‘big’, 
and don’t care about the impersonality that comes with it, the craft 
beer movement – from the US to Australia and South Africa – has 
been one of the most obvious examples of a new generation of 
challengers profitably leaning into this Real & Human narrative, 
and the heightened commitment to product and user that comes 
with it. Quirky names, sometimes rooted in something important 
that happened to the founder (as with Fat Tire in the US) simply 
reinforce this sense of a product forged by a small group of people 
with personality, energy and passion. And for the craft brewer this 
sense of humanity and care sits in contrast to the impersonality of 
what they would characterise as Big Beer – a faceless, industrialised 
brewery with a dull product and a glossy brand front for whom this is 
just a business to maximise shareholder return, and just another job.

While the centre of gravity for this challenger narrative historically 
may have lain in ‘fun’ categories (soft drinks, beer, shoes), it has now 
begun to move into what have historically been considered more 
‘serious’ ones, including B2B – as we’ll see in our central interview 
with the email marketing service Mailchimp on the following pages. 
And yet within B2C, at least, the context has changed for this 
challenger narrative over the last few years: it has been the victim 
of its own success, and been copied – admittedly to a very shallow 
degree – by all kinds of brands who want to seem a little more ‘like 
one of us’. So many brands seem to have got chattier now, big or 
small. Is it my imagination, or has even my utility company begun 
starting emails to me with ‘Hiya!’, and using words like ‘gazillions’ 
and ‘stuff’? Putting emojis at the end of its monthly statements? 
Perhaps it was the dry cleaner – it’s hard to tell: everyone’s presenting 
themselves as more human and friendly, whether they are or aren’t, 
and it doesn’t seem so much of a real differentiator anymore.
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So for a challenger to still succeed with this as a central strategy, 
it needs to come with a new level of evident commitment. This 
commitment can take different forms. Service-based Real & Human 
challengers like Zappos have created legends of their own around the 
way they recruit staff who can genuinely connect in a real and human 
way (one of Zappos’ key interview questions to prospective staff has 
been ‘On a scale of 1–10 how weird are you?’), and the licence they 
then give those staff to over-deliver on this to their customers; the 
record length for a Zappos customer service call is famously 10 hours 
and 43 minutes, because they see such calls as a way to build human 
relationships, rather than just complete commercial transactions.

Or that evident commitment can come in the way the challenger 
treats its people. The US Greek yogurt brand Chobani has become 
famous both for being a good product and for the humanity that lives 
inside the company: paying workers in its factory twice the minimum 
wage, giving them a share of the business, and hiring from within 
its community – 30% of its employees are immigrants or refugees – 
because that reflects the makeup of the neighbourhood around 
it. Chobani now has over 2,000 people, and a US$1.5bn business; 
living the perceived values of small and caring doesn’t confine you 
to actually being small. And for the clothing challenger Everlane, 
with many of its factories and workers in another continent from 
its purchaser (and in an industry historically notorious for accepting 
dehumanising business practices as the price of driving costs down), 
evident commitment lies in a radical transparency on their site into 
both workers and working conditions in any of their factories in the 
world, ranging from where they work, to how they eat and spend 
their morning breaks.

And if part of the future for challengers pursuing this narrative 
lies in evident commitment, perhaps another part of it lies in the 
possibilities of AI. We might have thought that the integration of AI 
in a service business would simply herald an opportunity for greater 
convenience and a lower price. But we include an interview in this 
chapter with insurtech challenger Lemonade, who have combined 
deep behavioural understanding with AI-enabled customer service 
to genuinely progress the category relationship: overcoming the 
cynicism and distance that had been an apparently inevitable part of 
the user relationship up to now. They have found a way to encourage 
both sides to have, in effect, a more real and human relationship with 
each other. And it is perhaps in the further development of the real 
and human possibilities on both sides of the relationship, rather than 
just from brand to consumer, that the most powerful future for this 
challenger strategy lies.

A Summary of this Narrative

y
Core Strategic Thought: 
A group of real people who genuinely care about what they are 
making, about their relationship with you, and about the people 
who are making it for you.

y
What is it challenging? 
The impersonality and faceless service of the market leader, 
and the dehumanising industrialisation of the category.

y
Why does its consumer respond to it? 
‘At last some real people who understand what I am about’.




