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Make an espresso. And start reading.

Yes, it’s the summary, the executive reading section. 

1:00
If you only have 1 minute
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For European companies, Boston and Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, are the modern-day Ellis Island - entry points 
to the vast and varied landscape of the U.S. economy. These twin 
cities, with their Ivy League pedigree, bustling tech ecosystems, 
and booming life sciences sectors, have become the natural 
launchpad for European firms. If you’re a biotech startup or a 
tech company on the cutting edge, chances are you’ve already 
circled Boston’s “innovation district” or Cambridge’s Kendall 
Square on your map of market expansion.

But here’s the rub: while Boston and Cambridge may be the 
perfect incubators for innovation, the U.S. market is a sprawling, 
fragmented mosaic. What sells in the culturally progressive 
Northeast might fizzle in the heartland. As Phillip Kotler astutely 
observes in Marketing Management, “Markets are people, not 
products.” The U.S. isn’t a monolithic entity; it’s a patchwork of 
consumer preferences, values, and behaviors. Assuming that 
your sleek, tech-forward positioning will resonate equally in 
Silicon Valley and rural Ohio is a rookie mistake.

Take H&M, the Swedish fashion powerhouse. When they 
expanded into the U.S., they leaned hard on their European cool 
factor - offering stylish, affordable fashion straight from the 
trendiest corners of the globe. It worked wonders in New York 
and Los Angeles, where consumers are always chasing the next 
big thing. But in smaller cities, where fashion trends move at 
a more leisurely pace, H&M had to pivot. Their European allure 
wasn’t enough. They broadened their product range, adding 
practical basics and everyday staples that appealed more to 
the sensibilities of middle America.
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H&M’s foray into the U.S. market exemplifies the intricate dance of global brand 

positioning and local adaptation. Established in Sweden, the fast-fashion giant 

sought to penetrate a highly competitive retail landscape, leveraging its unique value 

proposition of affordability and trendiness to capture American consumers’ attention.

The Case 

Upon entering the U.S. market in 2000, H&M faced a daunting retail environ-

ment characterized by established players like Gap and Zara. The initial strategy 

centered on aggressive expansion, with flagship stores in prime locations 

that showcased the brand’s ethos of accessible fashion. H&M’s marketing 

efforts were rooted in a clear understanding of consumer behavior, utilizing 

data analytics to tailor offerings to regional preferences. However, despite 

initial successes, the brand struggled with over-saturation and supply chain 

inefficiencies, leading to inventory issues and diminished brand equity. This 

misalignment prompted a reevaluation of its positioning strategy, emphasizing 

the need to balance rapid growth with sustainable practices and a clear brand 

narrative.

The Solution 

To recalibrate its brand positioning, H&M adopted a dual strategy of localiza-

tion and sustainability. By aligning its product offerings with local trends and 

emphasizing eco-friendly practices, the brand sought to enhance its relevance 

among increasingly conscious consumers. Strategic partnerships with local 

influencers and enhanced digital marketing initiatives allowed H&M to foster 

deeper connections with its target demographic, effectively revitalizing its 

image as a trendy yet responsible choice in fast fashion. This refined approach 

has positioned H&M as a leader in the competitive U.S. market, marrying style 

with substance in a landscape defined by evolving consumer expectations.

CASE STUDY - 01H&M
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As Geoffrey Moore explains in Crossing the Chasm, the leap 
from early adopters to mainstream acceptance is often the 
most perilous. For European firms entering the U.S., this chasm 
can feel like the Grand Canyon. It’s not just about wooing tech 
enthusiasts in Silicon Valley; it’s about convincing a family in 
Kentucky or a couple in Kansas why your product makes their 
lives easier, faster, or - dare we say - more fun. And trust us, 
they’re probably not going to care about your advanced algo-
rithms; they want to know how it actually works for them.

 The Enigma of the American Consumer 

To succeed in the U.S., you must first 
come to grips with the American 
consumer - a fascinating bundle of 
contradictions. 

Americans value their individuality but adore brands that 
help them fit in. They’re intensely loyal to familiar names yet 
constantly on the lookout for the next big thing. They prize con-
venience, but they also crave authentic, bespoke experiences. 
Navigating these paradoxes can feel a bit like herding cats, but 
it’s essential if you want to stand out in this crowded market.

Al Ries and Jack Trout, in their seminal book Positioning: 
The Battle for Your Mind, remind us that positioning isn’t about 
what you do to the product - it’s about what you do to the mind 
of the consumer. To succeed, your brand must occupy a distinct, 
unshakable position in the consumer’s psyche. And to do that, 
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you must speak their language - both literally and figuratively.

Take IKEA. The Swedish furniture giant is known for its 
minimalist, space-saving designs - perfect for European apart-
ments. But upon entering the U.S. market, they quickly learned 
that Americans love to think big - especially when it comes 
to their homes. In response, IKEA adapted by offering larger 
furniture pieces to fit America’s sprawling suburban homes, 
while staying true to their core brand identity: affordable, 
modern, no-frills design.

 The Regional Puzzle: One Size Does Not Fit All 

Another essential piece of the 
U.S. market puzzle is recognizing 
the vast regional differences in 
consumer behavior. 

As Mark Penn illustrates in Microtrends, even within 
seemingly homogeneous groups, there are micro-groups with 
distinct preferences and values. The eco-conscious hipster in 
Brooklyn might care deeply about sustainability and crafts-
manship, while the fast-paced professional in Dallas values 
convenience and cost-effectiveness.

For European companies, ignoring these regional nuances is 
a surefire way to get lost in translation. A high-end, exclusive 
brand might be embraced by New York’s fashion-forward elite 
but may need a more down-to-earth approach to win over the 
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IKEA’s entry into the U.S. market serves as a compelling case study in brand position-

ing and consumer engagement. Founded in Sweden, this home furnishings retailer 

capitalized on the American appetite for stylish, affordable, and functional furniture, all 

while redefining the shopping experience through a unique assembly concept.

The Case 

Launching in 1985, IKEA faced the formidable challenge of penetrating a market 

dominated by traditional furniture retailers. The initial strategy hinged on 

creating a strong brand identity centered on Scandinavian design principles, 

emphasizing minimalism, functionality, and affordability. IKEA’s distinctive 

warehouse-style stores, featuring a labyrinthine layout, encouraged a unique 

shopping experience that fostered consumer exploration and discovery. 

However, the brand encountered cultural hurdles; many American consumers 

were unfamiliar with the concept of self-assembly. To address this, IKEA imple-

mented localized marketing campaigns that highlighted the practicality and 

cost-effectiveness of its products. Additionally, the company strategically posi-

tioned itself in suburban areas, aligning with American lifestyles that favored 

homeownership and family-oriented living.

The Solution 

To enhance brand positioning and consumer acceptance, IKEA focused on 

educational initiatives and community engagement. Workshops and in-store 

demonstrations underscored the ease of assembly, alleviating consumer ap-

prehension. Moreover, the brand capitalized on digital innovation, integrating 

e-commerce platforms to streamline the shopping experience. Sustainability 

emerged as a core pillar of IKEA’s value proposition, appealing to eco-conscious 

consumers through initiatives such as renewable materials and circular 

economy practices. This holistic approach not only solidified IKEA’s market 

presence but also redefined consumer perceptions, establishing the brand as a 

leader in affordable home furnishing solutions in the U.S. market.

CASE STUDY - 02IKEA
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Midwest. This is where meticulous market research becomes 
invaluable. Understanding the unique preferences and buying 
habits of each region will enable you to tailor your positioning 
strategy for maximum impact.

In this guide, we’ll walk you through the ten critical factors 
that determine successful product positioning for European 
firms venturing into the U.S. market. From decoding regional 
consumer behavior to crafting messages that resonate locally, 
these principles will equip you to navigate America’s complex 
landscape - and avoid the pitfalls that have left many ambitions 
stranded at the border. 

Case Studies and Practical Insights 

Throughout the book, more than 25 
case studies demonstrate effective 
strategies for U.S. market entry. 

Tesla’s transformation of electric vehicles, Unilever’s “Real 
Beauty” campaign for Dove, and Dyson’s elevation of household 
appliances into high-tech status symbols all serve as examples. 
These case studies illustrate the importance of innovation, 
brand adaptation, and storytelling in achieving a successful 
market presence.
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Conclusion 

“Mastering the Marketing Entry in the USA” serves as an 
essential guide for European firms looking to enter and sustain 
growth in the U.S. market. It argues that successful entry goes 
beyond introducing a product; it involves understanding the 
complex regional and cultural dimensions of the market, 
crafting a resonant brand narrative, and adapting consistently 
to evolving consumer preferences. With actionable strategies 
for positioning, messaging, and market research, the playbook 
equips firms with the tools needed to thrive in one of the world’s 
most competitive environments.
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The Author
Wilbert D. Kragten is a seasoned consultant and strategic 

powerhouse in market entry and positioning, dedicated to em-
powering European SMEs - especially from the Netherlands - as 
they navigate the complexities of the U.S. market. With a sharp 
grasp of marketing dynamics and a proven track record, Wilbert 
delivers strategic insights that not only open doors but ensure 
businesses thrive in competitive landscapes.

A prolific writer and speaker, Wilbert has authored papers 
and articles, delivered workshops, and appeared on TV and 
radio, sharing his expertise on market entry and positioning. 
Consulted by numerous companies, his insights on best 
practices are sought after worldwide.

In his debut marketing playbook, Wilbert combines years of 
business and marketing experience into a direct and engaging 
guide, balancing theory with practical cases and adding a dash 
of humor to keep readers intrigued.

Wilbert D. 
Kragten 
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About The Book
Mastering the Marketing Entry in the USA is not merely 

a guide; it is a strategic blueprint crafted for European firms 
aiming to navigate the complexities and opportunities of 
the U.S. market from a marketing point of view. Written by 
an authority with decades of experience in global marketing 
strategy, this book draws on years of observing and advising 
companies as they enter the American landscape. 

The book stresses that launching a product in the U.S. 
extends far beyond simply introducing a new offering. It’s 
about building a brand identity that resonates with American 
consumers, who expect tailored solutions and compelling 
narratives. The American market, with its size and diversity, 
demands more than a one-size-fits-all approach. 

This marketing playbook offers actionable strategies for 
effective positioning, market research, and messaging - 
essential components for any company serious about thriving 
in one of the world’s most dynamic and demanding markets. 
Replicating what has worked in Europe is not enough; the 
American consumer expects more, and this book details exactly 
how to deliver.

Packed with insights derived from years of experience, 
real-world case studies, and a touch of humor, “Mastering the 
Marketing Entry in the USA” equips readers with the practical 
tools needed for informed, strategic decision-making. 

It’s an invaluable resource for firms committed to not just 
entering, but mastering, the U.S. market - one rich with opportu-
nity for those who know how to position themselves for success.


