The Challenger's Playbook: How Small
Brands Drive Market Share Growth
Through Strategic Reach in Flat
Categories

1. Executive Summary

This report provides a detailed analysis of how small brands have achieved significant market
share growth within product categories often characterized as mature or flat. It challenges the
conventional wisdom that such growth is rare and demonstrates that it can be a predictable
outcome of a well-executed strategy that redefines the very concept of advertising reach. The
central argument is that successful challenger brands do not merely outspend their
competitors; they out-strategize them by leveraging a fundamental disruption—whether in
business model, product category, or brand narrative—which their marketing then amplifies.
The razor, eyewear, and beverage industries, with their established market leaders and
sluggish growth rates, serve as primary case studies for this phenomenon. The evidence
suggests that for challenger brands, reach is no longer solely about broadcasting a message
to a mass audience. Instead, it is a brand's ability to create a two-way conversation, build a
loyal community, and earn attention through digital-first, targeted, and cost-effective
channels. The most effective campaigns are not generic or corporate but instead harness
humor, purpose, and relatability to build a deep emotional connection with consumers. This
allows these brands to gain a disproportionate share of a category's attention and,
consequently, its sales.

The following table presents a summary of the key performance metrics of the challenger
brands examined in this report, illustrating the tangible results of their strategic approach.

Challenger Brand |Category Disruptive Key Advertising |Representative
Strategy Tactic Market
Share/Revenue
Data
Dollar Shave Club [Razor Market Direct-to- Viral YouTube Held nearly 50%
Consumer (DTC) |Video of the online razor
ﬁﬂ%bdseclrlptlon market by 2017.]
Warby Parker Eyewear DTC Model with  ['"Home Try-On"  |Annual revenue
Omnichannel Program as grew to $669.77M
Strategy Experiential in 2023, with
Marketing 11.98% growth
YoY.2




Oatly Dairy Alternatives |'Oat Punk" Brand |Controversial and |Revenue grew
Identity & Humorous Digital [from $0.5B in
Purpose-Driven [PR 2020 to $0.82B in
Narrative 2024.3
Poppi Healthy Soda Creation of the  [High-Visibility Estimated $500M
"Healthy Soda"  [Super Bowl & in revenue in
Sub-category Influencer 2024; held 19%
Campaigns market share in
the prebiotic soda
market.

2. The Inexorable Challenge of Brand Growth in Mature
Markets

2.1. Defining "Flat" and the Problem of Market Stationarity

The prevailing view in marketing academia and industry is that brand growth, particularly for
smaller players, is an exceptional occurrence in mature markets. A comprehensive study
analyzing 639 brands across 28 consumer packaged goods (CPG) categories in the UK from
2008 to 2012 found that brand performance is overwhelmingly "stationary" in the medium

term.6 Only a small fraction of brands—14%—saw their market share change by more than

three percentage points over the five-year period.6 This stability is often attributed to the
established purchasing habits of consumers and the inherent nature of low-growth categories,
where innovation is infrequent and consumer loyalty, while not necessarily high, is consistent
enough to prevent significant shifts in brand share.

However, a closer look at the data reveals that this perceived stationarity is not uniform. The
same study showed a wide variance in market dynamics at the category level, with the
percentage of brands changing their share by more than three points ranging from 0% to

44%.° This finding presents a critical paradox. While a market as a whole may appear "flat,"
certain segments or sub-categories within it can be highly dynamic. This suggests that a
challenger's opportunity for growth is not solely determined by the overall health of the market
but by its ability to identify or, more powerfully, to create a new, dynamic space within it. The
most successful strategies, therefore, are not about fighting an impossible battle for share in a
stagnant main category but about pioneering a new territory where the rules of stationarity do
not yet apply.

2.2. Advertising's Primary Role: Driving Share, Not Market Growth

A common misconception in marketing is the belief that advertising primarily serves to expand
the overall market size. Evidence from the IPA Effectiveness Databank, however, contradicts
this notion. A review of numerous case studies demonstrated that in the vast majority of
instances—as many as 87% to 92%—advertising was found to have driven brand share gain,

not total market growth.7 The report highlights the "substitution effect,” a simple and powerful
concept where a consumer, upon purchasing more of one product, buys less of a similar,

competing product.7
This reframes the fundamental challenge for small brands. Their marketing efforts should not
be aimed at expanding the consumer base for the category as a whole, but at a direct,



strategic assault on the consumer base of larger, entrenched competitors. This is the "share-
of-wallet" game. The goal is to build mental and physical availability among all category

buyers, and to do so more effectively than the market leaders.® This requires a nuanced
understanding of competitor weaknesses and a targeted, compelling message that persuades
consumers to switch from the familiar to the new. The case studies in this report will show that
successful challengers mastered this competitive dynamic, focusing their resources on winning
over existing category buyers rather than attempting the far more difficult and expensive task
of attracting entirely new ones.

3. The Strategic Imperative: Redefining Reach for
Share Gain

3.1. Beyond the Billboard: The Evolution of "Reach"

The traditional definition of advertising reach is a measure of the total number of individuals

exposed to an advertising Campaign.8 In the era of mass media, this was largely a function of
budget, with larger brands dominating television, radio, and print to achieve a broad, one-way
broadcast of their message. However, the contemporary strategic view of reach is far more

sophisticated. It is a brand's ability to ensure its products are top-of-mind for consumers and

readily available in the market.® The rise of digital marketing has provided small brands with

the tools to achieve this with unprecedented efﬁciency.10
Digital channels offer a cost-effective alternative to traditional mass media, allowing for

campaigns that are highly targeted and can be measured in real time. 1 More importantly, they
enable a two-way conversation with consumers, transforming the advertising experience from

a broadcast to an engagement.10 This shift allows challenger brands to achieve a form of
"challenger reach" that is not based on sheer volume of impressions but on the quality and
depth of interaction. This type of reach is a function of a brand's ability to create content that
is so compelling, humorous, or relevant that it is shared organically, exponentially amplifying
the initial paid effort. By building an online community and leveraging influencers, small brands
can bypass the traditional gatekeepers of attention and build a foundation of trust and loyalty

with their audience.! The most impactful campaigns are those that don't just sell a product but
generate conversation and become a part of the cultural zeitgeist.

3.2. The Challenger's Mindset: From "Me-Too" to "Famous for
Something"

Challenger brands succeed not by mimicking market leaders but by adopting a different
mindset.13 They question the status quo, identify a consumer pain point, and provide a

valuable alternative that makes them "famous for s.omething".‘|3 This is particularly critical in
"boring" or commoditized categories where consumers have grown accustomed to a limited,

uninspired range of products and experiences.14
This strategic approach is a direct response to the market stationarity discussed previously. By
introducing a fresh perspective, design, or innovation, a challenger can disrupt a category and

turn a mundane commodity into a must-have item.14 This new position in the market then
serves as the foundation for all subsequent advertising and marketing efforts, providing a clear



and compelling narrative that stands in stark contrast to the generic messaging of larger

brands. This approach is exemplified by brands that are not just selling a product but are

selling a different way of doing things—a more convenient, affordable, or ethically aligned
alternative to the established norm.

4. Case Study Deep Dive: Disruptive Reach in Action

4.1. Dollar Shave Club: The Razor Revolution

The razor industry was, for decades, a mature and commoditized market dominated by a few
major players, most notably Gillette, which at one point held a commanding 72% market

share.1® The U.S. razor market has been characterized by a sluggish growth rate, with a

projected compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of only 1.6% from 2024 to 2030.16 This
landscape of high prices and limited innovation was ripe for disruption.

Dollar Shave Club (DSC) entered the market in 2011 with a simple, disruptive strategy: a direct-
to-consumer (DTC) subscription model that offered high-quality razors at a fraction of the

cost, delivered directly to the customer's door. The business model itself was a key
component of its marketing. The engine for this disruption was a viral YouTube video featuring

founder Michael Dubin, which cost a mere $4,500 to produce.15 The video, with its witty,
irreverent, and highly relatable humor, bypassed traditional media and leveraged a new form of

digital reach to connect with a digitally native audience.! This single piece of content was not
just an advertisement; it was a compelling, entertaining manifesto for a better way to buy
razors. The video instantly resonated, leading to 12,000 new subscribers in the first 48 hours

and an eventual acquisition of 800,000 subscribers in its first year.1 The campaign's success
led to a massive increase in brand visibility and revenue, with DSC reaching over $200 million

in revenue by 2017 and holding nearly 50% of the online razor market.! This rapid, data-
backed growth forced major competitors like Gillette to slash prices and launch their own

subscription services in response.1

The DSC case study demonstrates that for a challenger brand, a brilliant business model and a
compelling advertising narrative can be one and the same. The ad's primary function was not
just to showcase a product but to articulate a new, more convenient, and more affordable way
to access that product. The reach was a natural consequence of the disruptive business
model, turning a stagnant market into a dynamic one by seizing a niche and becoming the
dominant player within it.

4.2. Warby Parker: Eyewear's Direct-to-Consumer Disruption

The eyewear market has traditionally been characterized by high markups, a fragmented retail
landscape, and a cumbersome, in-person purchasing process.2 With a projected CAGR of only

1.7% over the next five years, the U.S. market is stable but not explos.ive.19 This left a
significant opening for a brand to challenge the status quo.

Warby Parker entered the scene with a direct-to-consumer (DTC) model that offered high-
quality, stylish glasses at a fraction of the traditional cost by cutting out the

intermediaries.2 Their strategic innovation was the "Home Try-On" program, which directly
addressed a major consumer pain point: the inability to physically try on frames before

purchasing online.14 This program, which shipped five frames to customers for a free five-day



trial, served as a powerful form of experiential marketing.21 It created a seamless digital
experience that was also a powerful marketing engine, leading to an impressive 75%

conversion rate and low return rates.21 This initiative was more than a service; it was a form of

organic, word-of-mouth reach that turned satisfied customers into brand advocates.2! The
success of this strategy is reflected in the brand's financial performance. Warby Parker's
annual revenue grew to $669.77 million in 2023, representing an 11.98% year-over-year

2 The company's active customer base increased by 4.5% year-over-year to 2.39

million in Q2 2024, and it projects revenue to reach as high as $888 million in 2025.19
The evolution of Warby Parker's strategy provides a valuable lesson in long-term brand
building. While the Home Try-On program was a pivotal part of its initial rise to prominence, the

growth.

company has since begun phasing it out in favor of in-store and virtual try-on tools.?2 This
decision reflects a recognition that as the brand has scaled and built a robust physical retail
footprint—now with over 250 stores—its primary reach strategy has shifted. The focus has
moved from aggressive customer acquisition to creating a seamless omnichannel experience
and leveraging in-store services, such as eye exams, to increase customer value and

retention.!? This demonstrates that the reach strategy that wins a brand initial market share
may not be the same one that sustains its leadership.

5. Case Study Deep Dive: Creating and Dominating a
New Category

5.1. Oatly: The Oat Punk Rebellion

The dairy market is a mature category with established players, while the plant-based milk
alternative market has been experiencing steady growth, with global sales increasing by 23%

from 2016 to 2021.23 Despite this growth, the market remains fragmented, with competition

from both established players and private labels.24
Oatly entered this landscape with a strategy that went beyond simply selling oat milk. It
created a distinct, purpose-driven brand identity as an "oat punk" rebel, positioning itself in

direct opposition to the traditional dairy industry.12 The company's reach was built on
controversial, humorous, and unapologetic digital public relations and social media campaigns,

such as its "Wow, No Cow" campaign.12 This bold, authentic voice resonated with a modern
consumer base concerned with sustainability and ethical consumption, transforming them into

a community of brand advocates.1? The brand's use of humor and witty content across
platforms like Instagram created an emotional connection that transcended the product itself,

making oat milk trendy and desirable.14
The brand's success is reflected in its strong revenue growth, with annual revenue rising from

approximately $0.5 billion in 2020 to $0.82 billion in 2024.3 However, the Oatly story also
provides a significant lesson about the pioneer's paradox. While Oatly was instrumental in
pioneering the oat milk category and building its initial awareness, it has since lost its market

share leadership in the U.S. to a lower-priced alternative, Planet Oat.23 This shows that a
brand that effectively creates a new category through strategic brand-building may not be the
one that ultimately dominates it. The pioneer's work of building awareness and attracting
consumers can pave the way for fast-followers to capture share with a more commoditized
offering once the category is established and consumer behavior has been shifted.



5.2. Poppi: The Functional Soda Challenger

The traditional soda market is a mature, massive category that has seen a long-term decline in

consumption.26 In response to a broader wellness movement, a new sub-category of
"probiotic and prebiotic soda" has emerged, projected to grow at a CAGR of 8.2% from 2024 to

2030.27 Poppi positioned itself not as a soda alternative but as a "healthy soda" with

functional benefits for gut health, thereby filling a critical market gap.28

Poppi's strategy to expand its reach was a high-risk, high-reward approach designed for
maximum visibility. It began with a controversial influencer-gifting campaign that, while
generating public backlash, also led to millions of views and widespread discussion on social

media.2? This was followed by a highly relatable and successful Super Bowl ad that earned a
high impact score and drove a 100x increase in Google searches and a 250% increase in social

engagement.29 The ad, which leaned into a shared cultural experience rather than an
aspirational lifestyle, effectively repositioned the brand from a luxury item to an accessible

solution.30

The results of this aggressive reach strategy were explosive.
Year Poppi Revenue
2020 $13 million
2021 $26 million
2022 $65 million
2023 $100 million
2024 $500 million

Data sourced from.?
Poppi's revenue grew nearly 38-fold from 2020 to 2024, reaching an estimated $500

million.® It successfully captured a 19% market share in the prebiotic soda market, a share that
was 1.5 times larger than that of a major competitor, Coca-Cola, in the same segment.5 This

success story culminated in a major acquisition by PepsiCo for $1.95 billion in 2025.° The Poppi
case demonstrates that modern marketing is not just about broadcasting; it's about generating
a conversation, even if it is a controversial one, and then leveraging that conversation to
achieve unprecedented reach and market penetration.

6. Synthesis and Key Strategic Levers for Challenger
Brands

A comparative analysis of the case studies reveals a consistent set of strategic levers that
successful challenger brands employ to increase their market share in flat categories.
e The Power of Humor and Relatability. In an environment saturated with polished,
corporate messaging, these brands chose to stand out with a distinct, often humorous or
unapologetic, personality. From Dollar Shave Club's irreverent video to Oatly's "oat punk"
persona, a relatable brand voice proved to be a powerful tool for cutting through the

clutter and building a deep emotional connection with consumers.]
e Business Model as the Marketing Engine. The success of both Dollar Shave Club
and Warby Parker was not driven by advertising alone but was inextricably linked to their

1

innovative business models. ' By eliminating intermediaries and simplifying the customer



journey, their business model became a key point of differentiation and a form of
marketing that drove both reach and customer loyalty. The advertising's role was to
effectively communicate the benefits of this new model.

e Category Creation, Not Just Competition. The most successful challengers did not
simply compete on price or features. Instead, they created a new category or a distinct
sub-category—be it the "healthy soda" market or the "at-home eyewear" experience—
where they could establish themselves as the leader before facing a flood of direct

competition.27 This strategy allows for a period of uncontested growth and a strong
foundation for future brand loyalty.

e Strategic Use of Digital Channels. For brands with limited budgets, digital platforms
and content marketing provided a cost-effective way to achieve highly targeted and

exponential reach through virality and community—building.1 The ability to create content
that is shared and discussed allows a small brand to compete for attention on a scale
previously reserved for the largest advertisers.
The analysis consistently demonstrates that for these brands, modern advertising is not a
standalone function. It is seamlessly integrated with product development, business model
innovation, and community management. The "ad" is often just one piece of a much larger,
multi-faceted strategic effort to build a brand that is not only seen but is also talked about,
trusted, and valued.

7. Conclusions and Recommendations for Future
Growth

The evidence is clear: market share growth for small brands in flat categories is not a simple
story of increased advertising spend. It is a story of strategic disruption where advertising
reach is a consequence of a more compelling brand purpose, an innovative business model, or
a redefined category. This report concludes that a challenger's playbook for success is not
about fighting a losing battle on the incumbent's terms but about changing the terms of the
competition entirely.
Based on this analysis, the following recommendations are provided for brands aiming to
compete and win in mature markets:

1. Stop Competing, Start Creating: Instead of battling giants head-on, identify or

create a new niche where a brand can become "famous for something".13 This involves
deeply understanding unmet consumer needs and developing a product or experience
that fills that void.

2. Redefine "Reach": The focus should shift from buying impressions to earning
attention. Marketing efforts should prioritize creating content that is so engaging,
authentic, or purposeful that it is shared organically, building conversational reach and

community.1O
3. Innovate the Business Model: A brand's business model can be its most powerful

marketing tool.20 DTC, subscription, and experiential models like the "Home Try-On"
program are not just distribution methods; they are key differentiators that drive loyalty
and provide valuable customer data.

4. Embrace Agility: The modern market rewards a brand's ability to take risks and pivot
quickly. Poppi's recovery from its public relations misstep demonstrates the need for a
well-planned "redemption” strategy and a fluid, responsive approach to the ongoing

public conversation.30
The future of brand growth in mature markets will belong to those who can build genuine
connection and utility, not just to those with the largest budgets. The successes of Dollar
Shave Club, Warby Parker, Oatly, and Poppi serve as a roadmap for any small brand looking to
challenge the giants and redefine the rules of the game.
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