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Introduction
The world remains uncertain, and businesses 
must adapt to new and unpredictable economic, 
geopolitical and environmental realities. Against 
this backdrop, it’s important to pay attention to 
the new (and renewed) challengers emerging 
and primed to disrupt categories in 2023. These 
companies are finding opportunities in the 
uncertainty, breaking with expectations, and not 
just meeting the needs of a fast-changing world 
but shaping its future.

In the  tenth instalment of our annual  ‘Challengers 
to Watch’ feature, we identify twenty rising 
companies from around the world and explore 

the broader trends, opportunities and threats to 
the status quo they represent.

Our roundup covers an expansive range of 
categories, markets and geographies, but all 
these companies share a firm rejection of ‘best 
practice’ and an understanding of the imperative 
to make their own rules.

First, let’s dive into the four key themes that 
emerged from our research into this year’s 
challengers and explore what they might mean 
for your brand and business.
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Radical solutions for change
Challengers are experimenting with radically different 
business models as consumers look for constructive 
solutions to many of today’s social and environmental 
challenges.

The ‘Degrowth’ model has emerged, prioritising sustainability and 
well-being over profit and using significantly less of the world’s 
natural resources to address the climate crisis. Early Majority 
explicitly adopts a degrowth approach to business operating a 
membership model that provides outdoor clothing as a service. 
Products come with a lifetime guarantee, and the company and 
members are rewarded for keeping items in circulation via a buy-
back and resale scheme. Early Majority’s model challenges the 
proliferation and over-consumption of products in fast fashion, 
showing a path towards a more circular and sustainable future 
for the industry.

Another model is ‘decentralisation’, where control and authority 
are transferred from a larger single entity to individuals or smaller 
groups. Social network Mastodon has become a popular example 
of this approach with an extensive collection of independently run 
servers meaning no individual can gain control of the platform 

and how it’s run. Mastodon proudly displays ‘Social networking 
that’s not for sale’ on its homepage, taking advantage of Twitter’s 
perceived weakness following the controversy surrounding Elon 
Musk’s takeover of Twitter.

Online marketplace Delli takes a similar ‘decentralised’ approach, 
aiming to shift power and influence from large supermarkets to 
independent local food entrepreneurs and producers. The peer-
to-peer platform connects independent food makers directly with 
local customers, potentially bypassing retailers altogether. ‘Big 
Food is broken, processes and sourcing are becoming more and 
more opaque, and quality and health are being sacrificed for the 
sake of profit’, said Simon Beckerman, founder of Delli. ‘The next 
twenty years is going to be a very particular moment for the world, 
more sustainable, more healthy, and therefore, more local’1. 

In this context, businesses of all shapes and sizes need to question 
some of the foundational assumptions underpinning our current 
approach. What assumptions might no longer be valid as we look 
to the future? What might it mean to adopt one of these more 
radical models for your business?

1 It’s Nice That
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https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/nicer-tuesdays-june-2022-hato-simon-beckerman-graphic-design-120722
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In 1993, Blur released their second album ‘Modern 
Life is Rubbish,’ and thirty years on, several of the 
challengers we’ve researched might agree. This new 
crop of brands champions and romanticise the past 
as a time of leisure, pleasure and relative peace.

In counterpoint to the popular ‘Next Generation’ narrative 
exemplified by brands like Oatly and Beyond Meat, these brands 
look not to the future for solutions and inspiration but to eras of 
the past. They tap into rose-tinted nostalgia for the good old days 
of yesteryear and often question the complexities and seriousness 
of modern life.

CBD brand Dad Grass evokes a retro-rose-tinted-sunglasses 
view of the 70s and has infused this setting into every layer of 02the experience - from its low THC pre-rolled joints, to packaging 

resembling cassette tape stash boxes and a partnership with the 
estate of George Harrison. Vacation meanwhile takes its audience 
on a gloriously fun trip to the 1980s and a pastel-hued world of 
jet skis, water aerobics, and vacationing characters from the era. 
The brand borrows cues from the glitz of 80s advertising with 
wry pastiches of corporate culture from the time.

While these are new brands, there are lessons here for young and 
old. Does our brand have a sense of optimism about the future or 
is there something from the past we can champion? If we’re an 
established brand, how could we use our history and heritage in a 
way befitting of the era? What advantages might the orthodoxies 
of those times have over the beliefs of our contemporary world?

‘Yesteryear’ as a challenger strategy
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Several challengers act as interpreters for the masses, 
taking something previously only available to the few and 
making it accessible to all. These challengers broaden 
the category audience size, positioning themselves as 
an ally to the consumer. We categorise these types of 
challengers as ‘Democratisers’.

Aldi is a classic example of a Democratiser, offering high-quality 
(and high-scoring in taste comparisons) food, drink and household 
items at low prices, making them accessible to all. Its effective 
#aldialternatives campaign draws a sharp contrast between its 
affordable products, which closely resemble the big brands, and 
the significantly more expensive ‘big brand’ originals. While this 
is not a new strategy for Aldi, the cost-of-living crisis in the UK 
makes its narrative all the more interesting, as the question of 
whether we need ‘brands’ at all moves further into the spotlight 
with household budgets squeezed. 03

The Canadian condom brand Jems is another Democratiser, 
championing diversity and accessibility with an identity that 
speaks to all gender and sexual expressions. ‘We’re encouraging 
safer sex for everyone, but especially the young and vulnerable 
Gen Z demographic, as well as for marginalised individuals, who 
are at even more of a health risk’1, said Whitney Geller, Jems co-
founder. In specifically speaking to LGBTQ+ communities in its 
marketing, championing their voices in its content in a way that 
incumbent condom brands don’t, Jems has created a compelling 
and distinctive identity, demonstrating that a brand explicitly ‘for 
all’ needn’t be boring.

How can our brand be actively on the consumer’s side? Are there 
marginalised or underserved communities you could listen to 
and better serve as a way to diversify your audience, strengthen 
relationships and add more depth and interest to your brand?

1. StrategyTM

K
ey

 T
he

m
es

https://strategyonline.ca/2022/05/03/this-is-not-your-fathers-condom-brand/
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In recent years, due to the rise and ubiquity of brand 
purpose, marketing has become dominated by over-
serious campaigns from some of the world’s biggest 
brands promising to tackle global problems and 
injustices. 

But after years of serious and often dour marketing, several 
challengers just want to get back to having fun, bringing a sense 
of optimism and spontaneity to categories grown tired and in 
need of shaking up.

Glenmorangie delivers this to great effect with its ‘Willy Wonka-
like’ identity creating a vivid, colourful, and inviting brand world in 
the traditionally patriarchal and pretentious whisky category. The 
identity is brought to life with powerful films and visuals by Miles 04Aldridge and unexpected collaborations including pastry chef 

and creator of the ‘Cronut’ Dominique Ansel. In response to the 
curated posts and inauthenticity synonymous with photo-sharing 
networks like Instagram, Be Real offers spontaneity and a fun 
break from social media norms, offering a fixed 2-minute window 
each day for users to post. The result is posts that offer a genuine 
window into people’s daily lives – no filters, no overthinking and 
no waiting for validation from the ‘likes’ received. Unlike much of 
social media, users don’t feel the pressure to be perfect, creating 
a more fun and playful experience. 

In categories that have become overly serious, there’s nothing 
like fun to change the narrative – where’s the fun in ours?  What’s 
the fatigue people are feeling in the space? How can we provide 
some comic relief through our brand, product or services?

Subverting the serious
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written by adam morgan and tara henderson

the challengers

Aldi



Aldi –  
for questioning the 
need for brands 01
It has become a well-worn groove among senior 
advertising planners that ‘people don’t really care 
about your brand’. And certainly, Aldi has built a 
$120bn global business on the premise of that being 
true – at least for a certain group of customers.

By cutting out the premium one pays for any brand and being a 
supermarket that sells products in reassuringly familiar colour 
schemes, it can bring you all the important stuff at a more 
affordable price. And in doing so, Aldi sees itself as a democratiser 
of everything that should matter in the modern world, from health 
to sustainability.

Of course, there is far more to Aldi’s brilliance than this. The 
ruthless logic: in the recognition that most weekly shoppers are 
time-poor, so the store design and limited choice allow you to do 
your entire weekly shop in just 27 minutes. And the magic: the use 
of the centre aisle – a treasure hunt of wildly unpredictable but 
Instagrammable bargains, from egg chairs to dumpling presses 
(check out #middleaisle) – to draw new customers in who then 
inevitably also buy something else. 

But at its heart Aldi is about questioning whether you really need 
brands at all: in offering products that are, in its words, ‘like 
brands, but cheaper’, it is taking away the extra you’d pay for 
a recognised brand and passing on the cost-benefit to you, the 
customer.
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Strategist 
eatbigfish

Adam Morgan 
Founder & Partner
eatbigfish

This makes a cost of living crisis a very interesting time 
to watch Aldi – and people’s relationship with brands - in 
2023. Aldi has already eaten into the dominant share of 
the ‘Big Four’ supermarket chains, taking over 4th place 
from Morrisons in September 2022. In doing so, it has 
successfully changed the size and shape of its customer 
base, using low-cost, high-quality food and drink 
lines - often selected because it knows they will score 
‘surprisingly’ well when measured against much more 
premium supermarkets in the seasonal taste comparisons 
in the British Press - to bring in a more prosperous, if 
currently a more occasional, group of shoppers. And in 
doing so, Aldi has changed the perception of discount 
shopping among middle-class shoppers. 

So what happens to that group of shoppers now – when 
2023 promises to be one of the grimmest years for many 
all over Britain as they try to manage a household budget 
bludgeoned by fuel costs and inflation? How will Aldi 
lean into this opportunity to serve its broader, occasional 
customers more often and more deeply? What brands 
and categories will it show that people still care about 
and are prepared to pay for? 

Aldi sees itself as a 
democratiser of everything 
that should matter in the 
modern world, from health 
to sustainability.0
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written by ellie simmons

the challengers

BeReal



BeReal –  
for challenging  
inauthenticity 02
In a world of filters and curated lives on Instagram 
and TikTok, BeReal is challenging the so-called ‘bad 
side’ of social media, and the fake and inauthentic 
lives users often portray.

While other networks largely follow a set standard of 
engagement (post, wait, want to delete, get likes, reply), BeReal 
operates solely in a constrained 2-minute window, pushing an 
image request at a random time each day that prompts users 
to immediately post a picture taken from both front and back 
smartphone cameras. The spontaneous and impulsive nature 
of the network doesn’t allow users to overthink and over-filter 
their posts, providing a comparatively realistic window into 
people’s lives. 

This point of view on ‘Being Real’ also comes to life on multiple 
touchpoints across the app, including ‘RealMojis’, where 
rather than users responding with emojis, they can respond 
with a picture of their face in what’s become a viral trend on 
TikTok. The network also encourages its users to ‘be real’ by 
displaying how often they have retaken a photo when posting 
late (embarrassing for those who try to curate their shots). 

French-based duo Alexis Barreyat (ex-GoPro) and Kévin 
Perreau launched BeReal in 2019, and today, their largest 
markets are the US and France, with fast-growing markets 
across Europe.
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https://www.tiktok.com/@rileyslevine/video/7140830290829708587?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7111325143583081989
https://www.tiktok.com/@rileyslevine/video/7140830290829708587?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7111325143583081989


Since receiving $85m in funding in May 2022, the 
app has boomed, registering over 10 million users 
daily in August. That’s up a whopping 29200% on 
the previous year. In October 2022, Saturday Night 
Live broadcast a hilarious skit/mock advertisement, 
branding the network ‘the only honest social media’, 
and with ‘no posturing’. As SNL averages 5 million 
viewers per show, the free advertising will have 
significantly boosted the growing start-up’s fame and 
reputation in the US.

While the platform is growing organically, BeReal 
runs an Ambassador Programme across American 
university campuses to help drive growth amongst 
their Gen Z target. As the brand explains on their 
website, ‘we’re creating a college presence that 
embodies our brand and serves as an extension of 
our full-time team. BeReal college ambassadors host 
parties, manage a marketing budget, identify key 
moments on campus for us to get involved, represent 
BeReal’s mission and execute creative activations. 
Our ambassadors get to be part of the next unicorn 
start-up, receive mentorship from our global team of 
experienced entrepreneurs, and enjoy great pay!’

We’re creating a college 
presence that embodies 
our brand and serves as an 
extension of our full-time team.”0
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https://www.onlineoptimism.com/blog/bereal-stats-app-figures-data-be-real-numbers-to-know/
https://bere.al/en/ambassadors
https://bere.al/en/ambassadors


With the College Team, the brand is embracing its resource 
constraints by leaning into guerrilla marketing that appeals 
directly to the audience and mindset it wants to attract. However, 
after some controversy last year, the network will need to 
ensure it can effectively manage its cost-saving ambassador 
programme without getting half-baked events and reputational 
damage in return.

With its biggest competitors launching copycat BeReal-like 
features (TikTok Now and Instagram’s Dual), will BeReal be able 
to keep users engaged? Or will users leave the platform now 
they can get the same functionality in their existing communities? 
There’s also the question of novelty; with the content being so 
unfiltered, will users remain stimulated by the reality of people’s 
everyday, or will BeReal add additional features to replicate the 
dynamism of its competitors? 

We found it hard to persuade anyone at BeReal to talk to us for 
this article (and it appears other publications have struggled 
too) but 2023 will be an important year for the brand as it 
grows and evolves. Currently businesses can’t create advertising 
accounts on the platform, for example, but it’s rumoured to be a 
feature that will soon be allowed. We’re excited to see what the 
founders of the fastest-growing app of the year might be hiding 
up their sleeves.
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th

or Ellie Simmons
Strategist 
eatbigfish

There’s also the question of novelty; 
with the content being so unfiltered, will 
users remain stimulated by the reality 
of people’s everyday? Or will BeReal 
add additional features to replicate the 
dynamism of its competitors?0
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https://stanforddaily.com/2022/05/20/bereal-party-fiasco-symptom-of-poor-campus-social-life-students-say/
https://productmint.com/bereal-business-model-how-does-bereal-make-money/
https://productmint.com/bereal-business-model-how-does-bereal-make-money/


written by dheeraj sinha

the challengers

Boat



Boat –  
for taking on  
the tech giants 03
Boat is India’s biggest homegrown wearable 
technology brand, challenging the status quo in a 
sector dominated by established global giants. It 
is a ‘Local Hero’ - a challenger that champions the 
importance and character of local needs, culture 
and people, as opposed to the international market 
leader.  

Launched in 2016, the company has become the 5th largest 
brand in its category across the globe, placing India on the 
map in the wearable technology category, fighting alongside 
incumbent tech behemoths like Apple Inc., Xiaomi, and  
Samsung.

With India revelling in the digital revolution led by smartphones, 
the consumer electronics segment, which also comprises 
headphones, earphones and other mobile accessories, has 
followed suit. Recognising this opportunity, Boat has brought 
about a paradigm shift in the Indian audio industry by offering 
millennials and GenZ consumers quality, trendy products at 
affordable prices.

The business grew exponentially during Covid, as consumer 
demand for personal audio spiked, making products like 
headsets, and earphones a part of daily life. In a short time, Boat 
has become the go-to brand for new-age Indian audiences.
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Consumers are treated as members of the Boat 
family – affectionately known as ‘Boatheads’. By 
closely monitoring and reviewing customer feedback 
online, Boat focuses on really understanding the 
requirements of its audience, and feedback from 
Boatheads is used as valuable input towards new 
product development. For example launching  water-
resistant and sweat-proof products that were sturdy 
and dust-resistant; innovations designed specifically 
for Indian consumers and the year-round humid 
weather. Another aspect of Boat’s proudly Indian 
brand identity, is its commitment to boosting domestic 
manufacturing. Currently, the company manufactures 
9% of its products in India, but aims to make 30-
40% of its production volume in its home market by 
2024. 

But it’s not just Boat’s products and manufacturing 
that challenges convention, the idea of challenging 
status quo plays out in its marketing too.

Currently, the company 
manufacture 9% of its products in 
India, but aims to make 30-40% 
of its production volume in its 
home market by 2024.0
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https://www.techradar.com/news/boat-makes-moves-to-shift-manufacturing-from-china-to-india


Sameer Mehta and Aman Gupta, the founders of 
Boat, consider it to be a lifestyle brand rather than 
a consumer electronics brand. Their marketing 
strategy has been to build a digital-first brand 
working with youth influencers like cricketers, 
content creators and Bollywood celebrities, 
primarily building a strong community ground-up 
and only recently venturing into TV advertising. A 
very unusual approach in this market.

The campaign #DoWhatFloatsYourboAt created 
by Leo Burnett India used mass media to bring 
alive its purpose by showcasing the new emerging 
subcultures and their communities. The idea was to 
give social appreciation to communities who have 
broken the norm by choosing to pursue careers 
which were once considered offbeat – much like 
the brand itself.

In the future, Boat is focused on addressing India’s 
ever-increasing desire for technology: bringing new 
products to its users with style and at affordable 
prices. With plans to establish a health and wellness 
ecosystem within wearable technology, and given 
its track record over the past few years, the brand 
is definitely one to watch out for.

au
th

or Dheeraj Sinha
CEO and Chief Strategy Officer 
Leo Burnett South Asia

Their marketing strategy has been to build 
a digital-first brand working with youth 
influencers like cricketers, content creators 
and Bollywood celebrities, primarily building 
a strong community ground-up and only 
recently venturing into TV advertising.0
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https://brandequity.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/advertising/kartik-aaryan-in-boats-new-campaign-to-celebrate-creator-day/86649868


written by benjamin cooper

the challengers

Chi Forest 



Chi Forest  –  
for applying a tech philosophy 
to a drinks company 04
Chi Forest (or Genki Forest as it is known in China) is China’s fastest-growing 
drinks brand.   

Founded by the tech entrepreneur Tang Binsen, Chi Forest is looking to challenge the 
established giant incumbents with its low-sugar, low-calorie drinks, not just in China but 
beyond. Chi Forest’s ambition is to be the Coca-Cola of China, and in a classic example of 
‘intelligent naivety’, Binsen sees an opportunity to take on the incumbents using a playbook filled 
with lessons from outside the drinks category. Binsen has described Chi Forest as a ‘problem-
solving company’ that makes low-sugar drinks, and his formula is largely about applying a tech 
philosophy to a drinks company - Binsen is a seasoned tech entrepreneur, having sold his gaming 
company ELEX for $400m in 2014. The novel approach is undoubtedly gaining attention, and Chi 
Forest is considered one of China’s most exciting consumer brands, with a valuation of $6bn at its 
last funding round in 2021.

An uncompromising product

The brand launched with an instant tea, but its low sugar flavoured sparkling water has proven 
to be the biggest hit with consumers, as they seek healthier alternatives in a country that is 
seeing rapidly growing obesity rates. 

Chi Forest is overcommitting to flavour, using the sweetener erythritol, which is 30-40 times more 
expensive than aspartame, to get the desired level of sweetness and flavour. The product is 
also ‘bubblier’ (Chi means bubbly in Chinese) than the competitors to bring a new sensory 
dimension to consumers. The product development cycle bears more than a passing resemblance to 
the sort of gaming company that Binsen came from - borrowing heavily from the ‘test and learn’ 
culture in tech with rapidly innovated new products and expansion outside of sparkling flavours into 
categories like milk tea. 
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Stealing with Pride

Perhaps controversially, to establish itself as a desirable and premium product, Chi 
Forest integrated codes and characters from Japan into its packaging to piggyback 
on the view that Japanese products were more premium, and the brand later partnered 
with leading Japanese influencers to further enhance this image. More recent 
marketing campaigns have focussed on leveraging emerging Chinese sports talent to 
appeal to a younger audience with partnerships with Winter Olympic trio Eileen Gu, 
Yiming Su and Mengtao Xu.

The Unicorn taking on the Giants

Since launching in China, the brand has expanded into over 40 countries, including the 
US, and is looking to open overseas manufacturing plants in the next 2-3 years. Given its 
speed of innovation in China, it wouldn’t be surprising to see it become established as a 
credible challenger in overseas markets, too.

Chi Forest is a shining example of intelligent naivety and stealing with pride in action. 
Whilst Tang Binsen has already built a multi-billion dollar drinks business, he is still 
looking for more. In the summer of 2022, the company announced plans to launch a new 
cola beverage. Both Coke and Pepsi have seen off a number of cola challengers over the 
years, it will be fascinating to see this particular challenger take on the giants.

Finally, a hat-tip to Mark Tanner of China Skinny for highlighting Chi Forest as a CTW 
in 2023.
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Daxue Consulting
Food Navigator
Pan Daily
CKGSB

Chi Forest is a shining example 
of intelligent naivety and stealing 
with pride in action.0
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https://chinaskinny.com/blog/genki-forest-tang-binsen
https://english.ckgsb.edu.cn/blog/how-genki-forest-became-chinas-fastest-growing-beverage-brand/
https://daxueconsulting.com/genki-forest-china-market-strategy/
https://www.foodnavigator-asia.com/Article/2020/10/26/We-aim-to-be-the-Coca-Cola-of-China-Genki-Forest-outlines-SEA-expansion-plans-with-healthy-beverages
https://pandaily.com/genki-forest-showcases-cola-drink-at-major-chinese-product-expo/
https://english.ckgsb.edu.cn/knowledges/a-growing-forest/


written by toby brown

the challengers

Dad Grass 



Dad Grass –  
for a gentler buzz 05
Dad Grass isn’t just another weed brand from the 
states. For one thing, they sell hemp, rather than 
marijuana. 

On one hand, this is a fairly technical distinction (which I had 
to look up). They’re both from the same species of cannabis 
plant. And they’ll both give you a buzz. On the other, it’s 
foundational. Marijuana contains THC, the psychoactive 
compound that gets you high (for better or worse). Hemp has 
very little THC, though it retains the CBD and CGB that helps 
you feel mellow and relaxed. 

Because not being ‘just another’ weed brand is the whole point 
of Dad Grass. The cannabis category has exploded since the 
erosion of US pot prohibition began in 2018, but what might 
have reasonably been expected to be a blank canvas ready 
for marketers to make their mark on, has instead very quickly 
devolved into a sea of sameness, with many brands looking 
and sounding just like each other. 

Some brands have carried over the codes and conventions of 
the black market era, seeking to maintain their illicit cache. 
Some have borrowed from the tech and pharma world, aiming 
to reassure customers of their reliability, while others have 
looked to emulate the respectability cues of the wine or coffee 
category.

But for Dad Grass, this brave new world has left behind two 
essential things. 
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The first is the experience of the product. The average 
THC content of a joint in the 70s was 2%. In 2022, 
it’s a whopping 22%. Ouch. Or in the words of the 
founders of Dad Grass, Ben Starmer and Joshua 
Katz, ‘too damn high’. At that level, they say even an 
experienced imbiber can’t be entirely sure how their 
physiology on any given day might react. 

Which is why they set out to find an alternative, 
exploring various marijuana cultivars before 
rediscovering hemp. Something that people who’d 
smoked in their less-responsible teens could safely 
come back to, and something that people who’d 
never tried weed before could now experiment with 
without feeling they were rolling the dice by rolling 
up. Something closer to how weed used to be. 

The second was the experience of the brand. Between 
trying to hold onto the prohibition-era rebelliousness 
or adopt the persona of the clinically respectable, 
the founders felt the category had lost any sense of 
fun. So that’s what Dad Grass has set out to do - 
create a world its customers can buy into, not just a 
wrapper for a product they can buy.

So that’s what Dad Grass has 
set out to do - create a world its 
customers can buy into, not just a 
wrapper for a product they can buy.0

5 
 | 

 D
ad

 G
ra

ss
 - 

fo
r a

 g
en

tle
r b

uz
z

// 025

Challengers to Watch 2023



Much as Vacation has leant into an aspect of our cultural 
memory of the 80s, Dad Grass has set out to evoke a retro-
rose-tinted-sunglasses view of the 70s, when you could 
accept a toke from a stranger’s spliff in brotherly or sisterly 
safety. And when, of course, you’d be raiding your dad’s 
stash to get (gently) high. 

Dad Grass has baked this setting into every layer of the 
experience – from products packaged into innocuous 
household items like cassette tape stash boxes, to a 
partnership with the estate of George Harrison. All 
designed to fulfil Dad Grass’s mission to bring a smile to 
their consumer’s face.

So what’s to watch in 2023?

Well, for a budding brand, Dad Grass has firmly established 
itself as a distinctive alternative choice in the category. 
The challenge now will be whether or not it can break the 
trajectory of an industry chasing an ever-bigger high and 
grow demand for a gentler buzz.
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Dad Grass has set out to evoke a 
retro-rose-tinted-sunglasses view of 
the 70s, when you could accept a toke 
from a stranger’s spliff and when, of 
course, you’d be raiding your dad’s 
stash to get (gently) high.0
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written by jude bliss

the challengers

Delli



Delli –  
for showing a hyper-
local future for food 06
Delli could open the window to an entirely new way to buy 
groceries online - not from the big supermarkets or via on-demand 
delivery, but directly from producers in your neighbourhood.

Founded by Simon Beckerman, a serial entrepreneur with a passion for fashion, 
technology and the avant-garde, Delli connects independent food makers 
directly with customers via an app that’s intuitive, engaging and fun to use.

Before Delli, Simon Beckerman founded the fashion marketplace Depop, 
so he has experience in bringing together fashion, design and technology to 
create communities that didn’t exist before - or at least had no digital ‘home’. 
Depop’s community became extremely valuable, and with its 30 million users, 
the company sold to Etsy for $1.6bn in 2021.

Beckerman now intends to repeat the trick in food.

‘The supermarket apps out there are really bad. I’m talking about the traditional 
ones like Tesco, Sainsbury’s, and even the Ocado app. I wanted to build a 
mobile supermarket [that] stood against the standard incumbents in the same 
way that Monzo stood against traditional banks - create an incredible user 
experience; a nice, curated community,’ Beckerman told Courier.

Despite initially targeting a niche audience of food entrepreneurs and culinary 
enthusiasts, Delli’s arrival could significantly impact the grocery market and 
how we shop for food. Before Airbnb, people staying with strangers in their 
homes seemed like a crazy idea. Yet within a few years, this type of stay 
became the default for an entire generation.
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Consumers could get over the discomfort of eating 
food made by their neighbours as they did staying in 
strangers’ homes - and Delli’s platform could be just 
what’s needed to normalise this behaviour.

‘I thought, if this small subset of people are a 
representation of a [bigger market] then, by building 
a ‘wrapper’ around them, it can attract others to want 
to become home-based food entrepreneurs,’ said 
Beckerman.

While currently, the platform lends itself more to 
speciality items such as caramel brownies, kimchi 
ferments and coconut kefir, in the near future it’s 
possible to imagine essentials like bread, cheese, 
eggs and beer sold in the same way – and within a 
5-10 km radius where the buyers know and have a 
connection to the people who made the product.

‘As we all know, Big Food is broken, processes and 
sourcing are becoming more and more opaque, and 
quality and health are being sacrificed more and 
more for the sake of profit,’ Beckerman told It’s Nice 
That. ‘I think the next twenty years is going to be a 
very particular moment for the world in a different 
way, more sustainable, more healthy, and therefore, 
more local.’

I thought, if this small subset of 
people are a representation of a 
[bigger market] then, by building a 
‘wrapper’ around them, it can attract 
others to want to become home-
based food entrepreneurs.”0
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Delli also stands out by breaking with the conventions 
of how food products are usually presented. Unlike 
grocery apps like Ocado that display products clinically 
and devoid of environment or context, Delli’s product 
photography leans into the messiness and rawness 
of food and homemade cooking, often showing the 
makers themselves in the product images as well as the 
production process. 

Another key aspect of Delli as a challenger is its ability 
to look at other categories for ideas and inspiration. 
Borrowing from the fashion and music industry, Delli 
has appropriated the ‘drop’ model, where brands build 
excitement in the run-up to each new product launch, 
and limited quantities are released to consumers to 
manufacture drama and enthusiasm around each new 
product.

Since launching in early 2022, Delli has seen over 200 
makers sign up, and a funding round raising $7.2m led 
by Balderton Capital will see expansion beyond London 
and further ignite growth with makers and consumers 
alike.

Beckerman and his investors are once again hoping if 
he builds it, they will come.
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Delli has seen over 200 makers 
sign up, and a funding round raising 
$7.2m led by Balderton Capital will 
see expansion beyond London and 
further ignite growth with makers 
and consumers alike.so

ur
ce

s Creative Review
Mailchimp
Its Nice That

0
6

  |
  D

el
li 

- f
or

 s
ho

w
in

g 
a 

hy
pe

r-
lo

ca
l f

ut
ur

e 
fo

r f
oo

d

// 030

Challengers to Watch 2023

https://www.creativereview.co.uk/simon-beckerman-depop-delli-app/
https://mailchimp.com/courier/article/simon-beckerman/
https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/nicer-tuesdays-june-2022-hato-simon-beckerman-graphic-design-120722


written by jude bliss

the challengers

Early Majority 



Early Majority –  
for reimagining 
‘growth’ 07
Can capitalism save the world?

A recent study found that many countries, including the UK and 
US, have managed to achieve economic growth while reducing 
emissions. But there’s also plenty of evidence to suggest free-market 
solutions won’t move quickly enough. For example, according 
to another study, the much-hyped electric vehicle revolution has 
reduced US gas consumption by just 0.54%.

The scale and urgency of the climate crisis have led to private 
companies making ever-more radical and dramatic moves that push 
the boundaries of capitalism as we know it. We’ve seen nature 
enter the boardroom at Patagonia and Rivian. Resale and circular 
economy businesses like Back Market and Olio boom. And now 
the concept of ‘Degrowth’ is perhaps moving from academia to the 
mainstream.

The idea is simple. Degrowth is about us all making and buying 
much less. It’s a theory that questions economic growth as an 
indicator of prosperity and posits happiness and health as far more 
meaningful and useful measures of success. Several companies 
might share in some of the values and principles of Degrowth, (for 
example, building products to last), but few explicitly build their 
entire business on the philosophy. Early Majority is an outdoor 
clothing company that’s very existence appears to test in real-time 
whether Degrowth can provide a sustainable and profitable model 
for business.
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Founded by former Patagonia VP of Marketing Joy Howard, Early 
Majority runs a membership model whereby the company makes 
products specifically for, and builds lasting relationships with, its 
members to avoid excessive production and consumption – the root 
cause of fast fashion’s environmental footprint. Member benefits include 
access to reduced pricing, exclusive online content, early access to 
new product launches and a voice in future product development.

Products form a system of outerwear with individual items cleverly 
designed to be layered and unlayered from one another to suit all 
climates and activities. The aim here is for the brand to provide 
everything for a long-lasting, minimal wardrobe for all eventualities. 
Members can even opt-in for weather updates via text from Early 
Majority which advise on clothing combinations for the specific climate 
and pursuit users face.

In line with its commitment to circularity, all products come with an 
impressive lifetime guarantee, and customers can send items that are 
no longer wanted back to Early Majority to be cleaned, refurbished 
and re-sold, with the sender getting 70% of the resale value in cash 
or credit for the full value.

While products like its anorak or puffer are very utilitarian, wearers 
can customise each item with different badges or logos that attach via 
magnets to a badge dock on the clothing. The idea is that members 
can show off new ‘brands’ or community affiliations by simply updating 
the badge, not their jacket or wardrobe - an intelligent solution that’s 
far less taxing on the planet’s precious resources while satisfying 
consumers’ desire for brands and the ‘new’.

Members can show off new 
‘brands’ or community affiliations 
by simply updating the badge, 
not their jacket or wardrobe.0
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But fitting the degrowth model within the need to ultimately make a 
profit is challenging, and this could prove the catch for some. Early 
Majority’s commitment to sustainable and circular business is ‘priced 
in’, making its clothing expensive (or perhaps simply representative 
of what clothing should cost if climate impact was considered). An 
anorak costs £500 (£350 for members), and the puffer jacket £1245 
(£840 for members).

‘I’m not anti-growth per se, [...] but the way that we grow is the question 
that we have to grapple with.’ Howard told The Business of Fashion 
podcast. ‘At the core of the business, is the question: what if we try 
to grow this business by expanding supportive community rather than 
proliferating unnecessary product?.’

The membership model is rising in popularity within fashion, with 
Swiss running brand On experimenting with the model and Swedish 
giant H&M launching its own in-house membership-based clothing 
venture called Singular Society last year.

‘This new idea is that people who participate in the brand, can own 
part of the brand and can benefit from the effort and energy they put 
into it,’ Howard says. ‘Anybody that comes into the brand has this 
sense that they’re participating in something emergent and different, 
and they’re willing to come along for the ride.’

It’s early days for Early Majority, but it may have already changed 
fashion for good. Will we see the incumbents follow in 2023?
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At the core of the business, is the 
question: what if we try to grow this 
business by expanding supportive 
community rather than proliferating 
unnecessary product?”so
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written by zoe zambakides

the challengers

Ellevest



Ellevest –  
for challenging the 
gender wealth gap 08
In 2010, my boyfriend and I had just bought our first house 
and wanted to get our finances off to the right start. So we sat 
down with a financial advisor who suggested investing. 

I asked him about the rate of return calculations given the global financial 
crisis two years earlier and if he could find me a portfolio that didn’t invest 
in Monsanto (the terms’ ethical or sustainable investing’ weren’t a widely 
known ‘thing’ yet). He looked at me, eyes brimming with laughter, and said, 
‘oh, you’re one of those, are you’. Needless to say, we didn’t invest that day. 
I wasn’t aware then that I had experienced what thousands of women have 
experienced before - and still do – when it comes to investing. Enter Sallie 
Krawcheck and why she founded the world’s women-first financial company, 
Ellevest, to fix it.

This year Ellevest, which has over 120,000 users (at last report in 2021), a 
community of over 3 million (including social media channels), and manages 
over $1.5bn USD of clients’ savings, raised $53m in series B funding bringing 
its total funding since founding in 2014 to $153.4m 

You’ve undoubtedly heard of the gender pay gap (a reported 8.2% this 
year in the U.K.), but have you heard of the gender wealth gap? The World 
Economic Forum this year calculated it at 11-38%, depending on the type of 
occupation. Covering 39 countries, they noted the most significant ‘factors 
contributing to gender-based wealth inequity are gender pay gaps, unequal 
career progression trajectories, gender gaps in financial literacy, and life 
events that typically influence women’s participation in paid work and their 
ability to contribute to wealth accumulation’. 
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Earlier this year, in an interview with CNN, she shared 
what spurred her to found the company: ‘to go out 
and at least try to build something for women to help 
them close their gender investing gap, the gender 
wealth gap, help them make more money, help them, 
therefore, live bigger lives, help them leave jobs 
they hate, help them leave relationships that are bad 
for them, having worked at and run big platforms — 
shame on me if I had not seen this issue, gone out 
and built something like Ellevest’. And you can hear 
from her language, she isn’t afraid of a challenge 
and to be challenging.

I am forever reminding clients that there are many ways 
to be a challenger: you do not need to be outrageous 
or blow anything up – you just need to have a point 
of view on what’s not good enough about the status 
quo and how you’re trying to fix it. This is exactly 
what Sallie and the Ellevest team do: challenging 
the orthodoxies (women are typically risk-averse 
and financially less literate), the pervasive tropes 
(just Buy The F***ing latte) and traditional financial 
service protocols and algorithms (why investing as 
a woman is different). They have deeply understood 
their market and the assignment. This is not window 
dressing. 

Have you heard of the gender 
wealth gap? The World Economic 
Forum this year calculated it at 
11-38%, depending on the type of 
occupation.0
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Ellevest has meticulously gone through all the points 
where the financial service industry had got stuck, was 
not in service of the women they sought to support, and 
broken with traditional expectations. Their services seek 
to enhance what they call financial wellness and include 
masterclasses in financial coaching, how to ask for a 
raise, investment planning software that takes extended 
time out into account as well as earlier earning peaks, 
a social community that goal sets, celebrates and lifts 
the lid on the threads that hold the wealth glass ceiling 
hanging over us all. The result? A brand that makes 
women feel safe and empowered - the women Ellevest 
are fighting for win, and the company wins.

Ellevest is a masterclass in a Challenger Mindset. It’s 
not going anywhere. Incumbents, take note.
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There are many ways to be a challenger: 
you do not need to be outrageous or 
blow anything up – you just need to 
have a point of view on what’s not good 
enough about the status quo and how 
you’re trying to fix it.so
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written by hugh derrick

the challengers

Glenmorangie



Glenmorangie –  
for being the Willy 
Wonka of whisky 09
Let’s start with a confession. This Challenger to Watch 2023 
is one of eatbigfish’s clients. In fact, they’re one of my clients 
and one of my favourite projects of my (rather considerable) 
time here. This story is about how a somewhat stagnant and 
conventional malt whisky - one among many Glens - has 
reversed its fortunes.  

It’s important to state that change rarely happens overnight, but the trajectory 
and speed of turnaround have been impressive. Since 2019, a mature brand 
that was losing market share has adopted a challenger mindset, growing 
volume roughly 20%, and value and profit by even more. As a result, 
Glenmorangie is growing faster than the category and is stealing share from 
its competitive set and, at the same time, it is winning more top awards for 
its whiskies.

This is not a story of wild disruption and brand anarchy – but more an 
example of how a brand can progress itself and the category through good 
use of consumer insight, challenging conventions and executing boldly and 
creatively while amplifying the truths of the brand and those who make it.

The consumer research that kicked this project off in 2018 not only delivered 
invaluable insight but, critically, it acted as an objective reference point for all 
the stakeholders. Glenmorangie’s malaise was partly due to the wide range 
of different internal opinions about the brand’s future direction. Creating 
alignment could not have been achieved without an up-to-date piece of 
research that provided new objectivity and enabled those involved to develop 
a shared and up-to-date understanding of premium spirits drinkers.
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The research provided a few key insights. First, when, 
where and how people drank whisky was changing 
dynamically: with young people experiencing a wide 
range of brown spirits in cocktails and in higher 
energy environments, whisky was no longer seen as 
the preserve of an older drinker. As a result, it could 
lose some of its ageing tropes.

And, while premium spirits drinkers seek craft and 
authenticity in the drinks they buy, they don’t want to 
be bored to death about ingredients or patronised by 
experts. Single malt was one of those categories that 
nurtured the myth that ‘unless you know, you can’t 
appreciate…’. It is awash with ‘knowledge bullies’ 
who use expertise to keep people out. Here was an 
opportunity to offer something less patriarchal and 
conventional.

These insights about consumers having a more open 
attitude to whiskies and craving a simpler, less staid 
approach, were music to the ears of Glenmorangie’s 
celebrated Master Distiller, Dr Bill Lumsden – a 
central character in this project. When asked what 
you need to know to drink Glenmorangie, Bill simply 
replied, ‘There’s nothing to explain, it’s simply 
delicious’.

Whisky was no longer seen as the 
preserve of an older drinker. As 
a result, it could lose some of its 
ageing tropes.0
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https://www.scottishfield.co.uk/food-and-drink-2/whisky/dr-bill-lumsden-enters-whisky-hall-of-fame/


Dr Bill – and his whisky creation team – think in metaphors, analogies, 
and stories when they create new whiskies. Their sense of playful 
imagination was infectious throughout the workshops that led to 
the new strategy and became codified in the final articulation of the 
positioning.

So, the recipe for success that has fueled Glenmorangie in the last 
three years includes – challenging the idea that you can only appreciate 
single malt if you understand single malt, and instead, creating a 
vivid, colourful, and inviting brand world that is the natural home for 
products that reflect the imagination of the people that make them. 
This is a playful world of anagram cocktails (I love a Ginger Lemon, 
some prefer the Orange Mingle), and collaborations with Cronut 
makers. It is a powerful visual world brought to life in the films and 
visuals of Miles Aldridge. And overall, it all adds up to something ‘kind 
of delicious and wonderful’. 

So, why a Challenger to Watch in 2023? 

They say that a rocket uses half its fuel to go the first mile on its way to 
the moon – it’s that hard to get going. Glenmorangie has gone the first 
mile – perhaps – but now it faces different invisible forces. A difficult 
economic environment, some changes to the team, other players 
mimicking Glenmorangie’s colourful style and a fight for attention 
under the gaze of a demanding parent – LVMH – drawn towards a 
new brand success model. 2023 is the difficult second album.

I’ll be buying it. Will you?
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eatbigfish

Creating a vivid, colourful, and inviting 
brand world that is the natural home for 
products that reflect the imagination of 
the people that make them. 0
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https://goodstuffmy.com/4-ways-to-enjoy-glenmorangie-ginger-lemon-delights/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/magazines/panache/world-whisky-day-6-cocktail-recipes-you-didnt-know-you-were-missing/orange-mingle/slideshow/82572061.cms
https://www.brummellmagazine.co.uk/food-and-drink/a-tale-of-cake-glenmorangie-and-dominique-ansel/
https://www.brummellmagazine.co.uk/food-and-drink/a-tale-of-cake-glenmorangie-and-dominique-ansel/
https://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/why-glenmorangie-wants-to-keep-taking-its-brand-to-unexpected-places/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/lifestyle/lifestyle-news/daniel-craig-belvedere-campaign-taika-waititi-1235259493/


written by kirstin piening

the challengers

Gwella



Gwella –  
for democratising 
‘shrooms 10
Mushrooms are having a moment, aren’t they?   

Since the mid-2010s or so, there’s been an explosion in very promising 
research on the potential for psychedelics (and psilocybin in particular) 
to treat all manner of extremely debilitating disorders, along with a 
slew of VC-backed start-ups seeking to find the hot new miracle drug.

And it’s this emerging status quo that wellness company Gwella is 
looking to challenge: they think leaving psychedelics in the hands of 
Big Pharma is Bad News. 

Because while Peter Reitano – founder & CEO of Gwella – recognises 
the importance of psilocybin and other psychedelics to cure the sick, he 
believes their potential benefits extend far beyond that, even helping to 
‘elevate, improve, and optimise the well’. And while this medicalisation 
is a stepping stone to normalise these substances with regulators (and 
ultimately the general public), he also recognises there is a risk they 
end up limiting access to a very narrow set of use cases.

Gwella’s mission is to maintain and broaden access to this nascent 
category, helping everyone from experienced psychonauts to first-
timers to dabble in shrooms in a responsible and intentional way – 
without needing a prescription or medical supervision.  As its website 
states: ‘We envision that together, we can build a world where access 
and acceptance of plant-based medicine and psychedelics is the norm.’
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This is an enormous ambition – and made even 
trickier when your primary product is more-or-less 
illegal in your key markets (predominantly Canada 
and the US). And rather than shying away from that 
big constraint, Gwella has found several innovative 
‘can-if’ solutions to bring their belief to life.  

First off, you can’t actually buy psilocybin from 
Gwella. But what you can buy is everything else, 
from intention cards to the perfect foraging knife. 
The brand’s website is also packed with educational 
content and tools to guide people through their first 
– or fiftieth – trip.

You can also see Gwella embracing constraints 
in their sub-brand Mojo, which sells a completely 
legal microdosing gummy made from functional 
mushrooms that’s meant to help you reach your 
flow state (or ‘coffee without the jitters’). Faced 
with advertising restrictions for narcotic-adjacent 
language, the team decided to spin Mojo off as 
an entirely separate brand and avoided most of 
the common codes and language of traditional 
microdosing brands. The result is something that 
feels a lot closer to the world of wellness than the 
groovy psychedelia of yore, with the broad appeal to 
match – everyone from entrepreneurs to gym bros 
and parents, according to Reitano. 

The result is something 
that feels a lot closer to the 
world of wellness than the 
groovy psychedelia of yore10
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It is this broader audience base that Reitano 
seems particularly energised by. And he 
believes the explosion in research and media 
over the past few years will only expand 
interest further. ‘As more and more [research] 
comes out, we’ll see more and more interest 
and cultural normalisation and attitude shifts… 
I would love it if my mum could do a heroic 
dose and experience what it is to change your 
consciousness in this way’.

So – will we all be doing ‘shrooms with our 
parents in 2023? 

…probably not. 

While this vision for the future might be a 
long way off, Gwella are making a compelling 
challenger stand in a category where the status 
quo is still so new and malleable. 

And with big ambitions for 2023 (including 
launching Mojo into big chain stores in the US) 
and regulations around psychedelics starting 
to ease in some US states, I’ll be keeping an 
eye on Gwella to shape the new psychedelic 
frontier.

au
th

or Kirstin Piening
Strategist 
eatbigfish

As more and more [research] comes out, 
we’ll see more and more interest and cultural 
normalisation and attitude shifts… I would 
love it if my mum could do a heroic dose 
and experience what it is to change your 
consciousness in this way”10
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written by anne-marie armstrong

the challengers

Jems



Jems –  
for progressing  
a toxic industry 11
If you want to take a trip back in time, stroll no further than 
the condom aisle at your nearest drug store. Seemingly 
unchanged over the last 15-20 years, with dark black and 
gold packaging and macho names like Trojan and Magnum, 
it’s overwhelmingly a product aimed squarely at men. It is 
a category in need of progress, and the female founders of 
Jems have stepped into the space to do just that.

Whitney Geller and Yasemin Emory met at university and went on to start 
a strategic brand design studio. A few years ago, between pregnancies 
and in the market for a non-pill form of birth control, they came face to 
face with some cold hard truths. Despite a handful of companies trying 
to modernise the condom category, it still failed to be representative and 
inclusive. And although it’s a product in close contact with reproductive 
organs, ingredient lists were nowhere to be found. And finally, despite 
steeply rising rates of STIs, stigmas around sexual health and condom 
use stubbornly persist. 

Jems breaks with expectations in the category with purposely non-
gendered colours like bright ‘alien green’ and ‘electric blue’. The package 
design fits in more with lipstick and bubblegum than the traditional 
category tropes and is worthy of display on bedside tables rather than 
being hidden deep in drawers. The condoms are non-toxic, vegan, gluten 
and cruelty-free, made from natural latex and 100% silicone lube, nothing 
else. Also missing? Heteronormative exclusive language. By design, Jems 
is flipping how condoms are formulated, packaged, and marketed. 
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To fight stigma and lessen all that awkwardness wrapped up in the condom purchase, 
Jems is working with retailers to get them out of ‘the most embarrassing aisle’ in the 
store. To reposition condoms as just another action you take to protect yourself, they 
are trying to get condoms shelved beside hand sanitisers or lip balms. This has been 
met with some resistance. Rather than shrink in the face of constraints, Jems introduced 
aesthetically pleasing and covetable silicone condom cases scoring display space at the 
checkout. A branding and sexual health win, encouraging Gen Z to carry condoms visibly 
and safely. 

As part of its mission to normalise sex and condom use and make sex safer for all, Jems’ 
website doubles as a sex education platform. From simple condom how-to’s to more 
complex topics like STIs and the issue of consent, Jems is openly taking on taboos and 
ensuring its messages are inclusive and informative for all. ‘We’re encouraging safer sex 
for everyone, but especially the young and vulnerable Gen Z demographic, as well as for 
marginalised individuals, who are at even more of a health risk,’ says Geller. ‘We very 
much want this condom to speak to everyone.’

Disrupting a toxic condom industry and improving the sexual wellness of a young and 
vulnerable generation sounds fun and rewarding, but it’s not without its challenges. 
They are fighting a shocking amount of censorship, have been shadow banned on social 
media, and denied loans because they are a condom company. But they aren’t backing 
down. In fact, they are elevating their ambitions and looking for others to take up the 
fight alongside them. ‘I think that there’s only positive to be done by having more people 
partake in this conversation,’ Emory says. ‘There’s room to grow in the industry. We’d 
love some more allies.’

I, for one, hope they find many. Condoms is a category needing progress, a cause worthy 
of uptake by challengers and incumbents alike.

au
th

or Anne-Marie Armstrong
Strategy Director 
eatbigfish

By design, Jems is 
flipping how condoms are 
formulated, packaged, 
and marketed.11
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https://strategyonline.ca/2022/05/03/this-is-not-your-fathers-condom-brand/
https://mytoastlife.com/how-the-jems-condoms-founders-are-shaking-up-an-outdated-industry/


written by nick geoghegan

the challengers

Mastodon



Mastodon –  
for decentralised social media 12
Since the world’s richest man (and worst tweeter) took over, fired half of the staff, 
and through paid verification created the least brand-safe environment one could 
hope for (to hilarious effect unless you’re a shareholder in Eli Lilly), Twitter has 
reeled from one shock to the next.

Elon’s quest to be a ‘Free Speech Absolutist’ (as long as the free speech isn’t about him or his jet) has 
brought back a once-banned user base to Twitter that could be charitably described as rowdy (and 
less charitably described as bunch of hooting *******s).

After most of Twitter’s team decided not to be ‘extremely hardcore’, the evening of the 17th November 
2022 became somewhat of a premature farewell for the platform. Rumours swirled that the site would 
not be able to last the weekend, and people reported an uptick in abusive content and harassment. As 
users recounted their favourite moments on the site, one question rang out above all else… ‘Where is 
everyone going next?’

Social Media is a flakey business, as anyone with a MySpace page can attest to. One minute you’re 
the best of the best, the next you’re the epitome of cringe. But Twitter’s longevity and format has 
helped it to become a staple of global conversation - a sense that it is the open channel for public 
conversation and information. Just think of how local governments use twitter to update on road 
closures, storm warnings and snow days. It is a service that can’t be filled by other popular platforms 
like Instagram or TikTok due to their difference in format.

So into the gap seemingly left open by Twitter, several challengers are making their play for the right 
to be your next digital compulsion.

The most commonly mentioned of these is Mastodon, whose platform appears to be the most in 
keeping with the original vision of Twitter. Mastodon is not new - it has been around since 2016 - but 
has always been a champion of a decentralised approach to Social Media, rejecting the idea that there 
should be one single arbiter for the use of the platform, particularly if that arbiter is a Billionaire.

12
  |

  M
as

to
do

n 
– 

fo
r d

ec
en

tr
al

is
ed

 s
oc

ia
l m

ed
ia

// 051

Challengers to Watch 2023

https://www.newsweek.com/tesla-twitter-impersonator-shares-aim-spoof-amid-blue-tick-horror-show-1759147
https://gizmodo.com/twitter-eli-lilly-elon-musk-insulin-1849779323
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/dec/15/twitter-suspends-accounts-journalists-musk
https://www.theverge.com/2022/11/17/23465274/hundreds-of-twitter-employees-resign-from-elon-musk-hardcore-deadline
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2022/10/28/musk-twitter-racist-posts/


While Mastodon hasn’t changed strategies in the wake of Twitter’s turmoils, it has certainly benefited from the 
public attention. Not least after Elon engaged The Streisand Effect, and marked links to Mastodon as potentially 
harmful. 

However, to keep with the tradition of decentralisation, Mastodon operates as a series of ‘servers’ with their 
own rules and entry requirements. While the platform works similarly to Twitter, its decentralisation might 
hamper its ability to be the hub of global conversation in the short term.

Gaining traction in the wake of the Twitter chaos, Post looks to be the one that is doing the heavy lifting in terms 
of seeking to establish authority and credibility. Founded by Noam Bardin, ex-CEO of Waze, Post is deliberately 
trying to capture ‘the spirit of early Twitter’. With a promise (or at least a founding vision) of Real People, Real 
News, Civil Conversations, Post has worked hard to convince some of Twitter’s most prominent journalists and 
opinion formers onto their pre-release platform.

Hive seems to be the app that many of the more artsy/nerdy (awesome) side of Twitter migrated to. Female 
owned and operated, Hive was touted as the nicest alternative to Twitter, and for a while, it certainly felt like 
that, with the fledgling network topping the App Store charts.

But in the weeks it took me to research this article, Hive seemed to have a meteoric rise, and then has almost 
entirely ceased to buzz, with accounts last sending out messages three weeks ago. It just goes to highlight the 
fickle nature of social media, and the difficulty of competing with a fully established network like Twitter.

What this all points to is one thing: we don’t know who is going to win in a post-Twitter world. It may even be 
Twitter 2.0.

But what is clear is that there is an opportunity for a challenger to swoop in and show what progress in social 
media really means, and 2023 might be the year in which we all kick our Twitter habits for good and pick up 
terrible new ones somewhere else.

au
th

or Nick Geoghegan
Strategy Director 
eatbigfish

Mastodon has always 
been a champion of a 
decentralised approach 
to social media, 
rejecting the idea that 
there should be one 
single arbiter of a 
platform.12
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Streisand_effect
https://www.theverge.com/2022/12/15/23512113/twitter-blocking-mastodon-links-elon-musk-elonjet
https://www.theverge.com/2022/12/15/23512113/twitter-blocking-mastodon-links-elon-musk-elonjet
https://post.news/
https://www.hivesocial.app/
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/hive-socials-24-old-founder-224110954.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAFCrAhk5tHyQ3tFmYFyWHewoKec3Fbd4AigSy-cX5XDrz9BgCaR19YkXkrlMQ6gGEp4jEQGpYMfjPvZTVVN_fdGjRxxUcQqFOof3QZo_CKOrgOuC_lSFH84nQNlEo01gNkitC8wGLtYtq31YuLm0yH3iHh5QECrh92rqIXAd4SNt
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/hive-socials-24-old-founder-224110954.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAFCrAhk5tHyQ3tFmYFyWHewoKec3Fbd4AigSy-cX5XDrz9BgCaR19YkXkrlMQ6gGEp4jEQGpYMfjPvZTVVN_fdGjRxxUcQqFOof3QZo_CKOrgOuC_lSFH84nQNlEo01gNkitC8wGLtYtq31YuLm0yH3iHh5QECrh92rqIXAd4SNt


written by jenna dougherty

the challengers

Mejuri



Mejuri –  
for challenging 
outdated standards 13
Buying yourself fine jewelry is ridiculously indulgent — better just wish 
and hope for a little velvet box to be placed in your hands than buy it, 
right? 

Not according to Mejuri, a fine jewelry brand that has risen through the ranks of luxury 
by telling women to ‘buy yourself the damn diamond’ and making it possible for them to 
do so through fair pricing. If that rings even the slightest of bells, it might be because 
in the early-2000s classic, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, an advertising executive is 
trying to win the business of a diamond account with the same idea Mejuri was founded 
on — challenging the industry standard of targeting men with a campaign declaring, 
‘They say, ‘A diamond is forever.’ We say, ‘A diamond is for everyone.’’ The idea is 
immediately dismissed based on the notion that promoting diamonds as something for 
everyone makes them common and strips them of their status. And this twisted logic 
prevailed for another decade before the founders of Mejuri thought better of it.

According to Harper’s Bazaar, ‘Mejuri went from your Instagram feed to, well, 
everywhere’, selling 3 million pieces of jewelry since its inception in 2015, and is 
getting ready to unveil its 11th brick-and-mortar location (Forbes). The meteoric rise 
indicates women were more than ready to ditch the middleman and take control over the 
amount of sparkle in their lives. So why did it take so long for someone to challenge the 
industry standard? Mejuri has embraced the role of the Enlightened Zagger, intentionally 
breaking down the well-established walls around fine jewelry not only by inviting in a 
new target audience but also by using sustainable materials like recycled 14k gold 
and sterling silver, which is part of why it can afford to offer lower prices. The female 
founders made these categorically uncharacteristic moves confidently (correctly), 
assuming that other women shared their view of jewelry as ‘an expression of self’ rather 
than an expression of status.

13
  |

  M
ej

ur
i -

 fo
r c

ha
lle

ng
in

g 
ou

td
at

ed
 s

ta
nd

ar
ds

// 054

Challengers to Watch 2023

https://www.harpersbazaar.com/fashion/trends/a38485544/mejuri-went-from-your-instagram-feed-to-well-everywhere/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/sharonedelson/2022/09/01/dtc-fine-jewelry-brand-mejuri-plans-to-operate-22-brick-and-mortar-stores-by-december/?sh=497ddaa159f6


And they haven’t stopped seeking what people want 
from this space and making it a reality — Mejuri has 
evolved with its consumers. The company started 
out selling little whisps of gold during a time when 
the tinier the jewelry; the more millennials wanted 
it. But when the Y2k trend came back around during 
the start of the pandemic, it faced the changing 
jewelry landscape and leveled up with new designs 
for statement pieces to add to the basics the 
brand is known for. In British Vogue, cofounder 
Noura Sakkijha discusses Mejuri introducing their 
flourishing men’s collection after noticing both men 
and women becoming more focused on ‘making their 
look personal through piercing, tattoos, and jewelry.’ 
She credits their continued success in launching new 
products to their key difference of designing jewelry 
‘not to wear for special occasions, but everyday 
jewelry meant to be layered’ (Women’s Wear Daily).

Mejuri has embraced the role 
of the Enlightened Zagger, 
intentionally breaking down the 
well-established walls around 
fine jewelry.13
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https://www.vogue.co.uk/fashion/article/mejuri-popup-london
https://wwd.com/accessories-news/jewelry/mejuri-soars-past-1-4-million-pieces-sold-as-it-introduces-higher-price-point-1234817459/


The intent to layer was the catalyst for yet another shift Mejuri 
has brought into the fine jewelry space people have been craving. 
Wanting to give people the freedom to experiment with ease, 
Mejuri stores have eliminated the traditional barriers of locked 
glass cases and supervised viewing. Instead, they showcase the 
products in the open where consumers can feel them, touch them, 
and try them on to their heart’s content. And according to Forbes, 
it’s working — the average order volume increases 17% for in-
person over digital purchases. Overall, the brand was 179% over 
financial targets in the retail channel for January and February 
2022, supporting its plans to double the number of brick-and-
mortar locations.

Mejuri has reimagined the fine jewelry industry and broken the 
mould to empower those wearing the jewelry over those traditionally 
buying it. From targeting women, to pricing its goods based on 
quality without up-charging to indicate luxury, to liberating its 
pieces from glass cases in its stores, Mejuri continually listens to 
and learns from its consumers and sets the pace for others in the 
space.

As we enter 2023 looming with economic gloom, fairly priced 
luxuries might be just what many consumers need, and it will 
be interesting to see what empowerment tactics Mejuri employs 
next. At last, someone acted on the insight we were all so quick 
to dismiss in How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days — here’s to seeing 
what this known-for-gold jewelry maker does next with its Midas 
Touch.
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The brand was 179% over financial 
targets in the retail channel for January 
and February 2022, supporting its 
plans to double the number of brick-and-
mortar locations.13
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/sharonedelson/2022/09/01/dtc-fine-jewelry-brand-mejuri-plans-to-operate-22-brick-and-mortar-stores-by-december/?sh=497ddaa159f6


written by jude bliss

the challengers

Northvolt



Northvolt –  
for making oil history

The ongoing transition to electric has created a dramatic change 
and power shift in the automotive industry. Demand for batteries is 
growing at a rapid pace, with the global EV battery market forecast 
to grow from $17bn dollars in 2019 to $95bn in 2028.

Asian manufacturers entered the market early and today account for the world’s 
top ten battery companies, leaving the US and Europe a long way behind. China 
is now the undisputed leader, with Chinese companies making up 56% of the EV 
market, including the leading battery manufacturer CATL providing one-third of 
the world’s lithium-ion batteries.

The story in Europe has been very different. Ten years ago, there was little 
conversation about Europe establishing its own battery industry to support the 
shift to EVs. But during the last few years, everything has changed. Europe and 
its industry is now determined to develop its own production of batteries and 
provide its many legacy automotive brands with a local alternative.

Founded in 2015, Northvolt is a Swedish battery manufacturer, with a mission 
‘to build the greenest battery in the world’. Last year, the company made its first 
delivery of battery cells to a leading European car company from Northvolt Ett - 
Europe’s first homegrown gigafactory and the company’s flagship plant.

To deliver on its commitment to producing the greenest battery, Northvolt uses 
only clean, locally sourced renewable energy (the world’s largest battery exporter 
China, produces 56% of its energy from coal) and has developed its own fully 
automated recycling process to recover up to 95% of materials from EV batteries 
and become fully circular. It’s this rigorous commitment to sustainability that is 
setting a new standard for the category and attracting key customers, such as 
BMW, Volvo and Scania, that share the same approach and mindset.

‘Make oil history’ - Northvolt’s powerful three-word mission statement. Photo: Northvolt
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https://finance.yahoo.com/news/china-dominating-global-electric-vehicle-150000724.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAKA6scoganOXaSnDXRmq1pWxLK7iC2D269zoPlAjqyrarna7gyaBK8iz2lHUcRlLc-71JOq2z0GAbIHUS3F2r-_QFW2xF-0bvatvdWIOXjG3LEOVRBl5jKA5KesN4nCxsjjiaBd2uXgOdcaqPdb2C1ZoXbqay9wT6M2F_YKPAcar
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-what-does-chinas-coal-push-mean-for-its-climate-goals/


Last year, Northvolt raised $1.1bn to support 
factory rollout plans in Europe and meet the rapidly 
increasing demand for batteries. The raise brought 
the company’s total fundraising to date to $7.1bn 
but the sudden injection of finance also increases 
pressure to rapidly find new talent and expand the 
team. 

‘Northvolt right now is hiring about 200 people 
every month,’ Head of Strategy, Patrik Andreasson, 
told BCG. ‘That’s super hard to do, and it requires 
hiring from outside of Sweden. That is one of the big 
bottlenecks in the industry. We know there’s a global 
war for talent already in a lot of different industries, 
but that’s definitely hitting the battery industry’.

One way Northvolt is attracting top talent from 
around the world is through its brand, which breaks 
the expectations of many B2B businesses with brand 
and media behaviour more befitting of a creative and 
digitally-native B2C startup than a large engineering 
company.

Northvolt right now 
is hiring about 200 
people every month.

Northvolt’s ‘Voltchella’ festival in 
Borlänge was attended by 2,200 

employees. Photo: Northvolt
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‘Mixtapes’ is a YouTube video series profiling the roles and personalities at Northvolt and 
the films, using slick cinematography and accompanied by a lo-fi electronica soundtrack, 
provide real insight into the people behind the company and their lives in a way that feels 
authentic and three-dimensional.

In September, Northvolt staged ‘Voltchella’, a festival in Borlänge with music, dancing and 
a 6.5km obstacle course for over 2,200 employees in another example of the leadership’s 
intention to develop a strong and collective culture that helps attract and retain talent.

And of course, there’s Northvolt’s mission - powerfully encapsulated in just three words 
that are impossible to ignore: ‘Make oil history’. The statement adorns much of Northvolt’s 
merchandise and media, making Northvolt’s stance clear for anyone coming into contact 
with the brand and a badge of pride for employees.

‘For us, one key enabler has been the very strong mission to have an impact’, CEO Peter 
Carlsson told McKinsey. ‘People have almost uniformly joined because they want to be part 
of building the most sustainable battery in the world’.

Finally, Northvolt has also made its employees shareholders, with staff owning almost 10% 
of the business. ‘The combination of a mission, having a great working environment, and 
that shareholding has been a big success factor for us,’ said Carlsson.

2023 is set to be a breakthrough year for Northvolt when clean, green batteries from the 
company will power clean automobiles from BMW, VW, Volvo, Polestar and Scania and 
perhaps put Europe back in the driving seat of the transition to a low-carbon society.
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For us, one key enabler has been 
the very strong mission to have 
an impact. People have almost 
uniformly joined because they want 
to be part of building the most 
sustainable battery in the world”.14
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https://finance.yahoo.com/news/china-dominating-global-electric-vehicle-150000724.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAKA6scoganOXaSnDXRmq1pWxLK7iC2D269zoPlAjqyrarna7gyaBK8iz2lHUcRlLc-71JOq2z0GAbIHUS3F2r-_QFW2xF-0bvatvdWIOXjG3LEOVRBl5jKA5KesN4nCxsjjiaBd2uXgOdcaqPdb2C1ZoXbqay9wT6M2F_YKPAcar
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/giga-scaling-low-carbon-batteries-a-chat-with-northvolt-ceo-peter-carlsson
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-CVGHKZ7QMo
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-what-does-chinas-coal-push-mean-for-its-climate-goals/


written by nick geoghegan

the challengers

Savannah Bananas 



Savannah Bananas –  
for making baseball 
fun again 15
The bases are loaded. The count is full. It’s crunch time. 
From the away dugout, the manager signals to his champion 
batter. This is it. This is the moment.  

The pitcher, standing tall in his bright yellow jersey and pants stares down 
from the mound. He breathes out, checks the runner on first, and returns 
his gaze to his opponent. Beyonce starts playing over the tannoys. Gyrating 
his hips, the pitcher breaks into a dance as his second and third basemen 
join in. Rhythmically, they twirl, shaking everything their mothers gave 
them.

Behind the plate, even the Umpire is getting in on the dance floor action. 

Wait. What?

Suddenly, a rocket pitch comes in, catching the top of the zone. Strike 
three. You’ve been done by the Savannah Bananas, the viral baseballing 
sensation sweeping TikTok and other social media throughout the last 
year.

Founded in 2016 by Jesse Cole when he was 32, The Savannah Bananas 
(a pleasing mouthful in either a British or American accent) is a challenger 
to the over-dullness of a sport that has become too caught up in its own 
seriousness.

Talking to the LA Times, Cole says, ‘Baseball traditionalists want the game 
to stay the same way, but this isn’t your grandpa’s ball game any more’.
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In his work with another minor league team, Cole 
had seen that crowds really responded to initiatives 
that were meant to bring fun to the stadium BEYOND 
the sport. Family nights, freebies, grandma beauty 
pageants - these were the things that brought people 
to the stadium, and potentially kept them in their seats 
for the three-plus hours that each boring overly-slow 
game was taking.

After visiting Savannah and seeing the old Grayson 
ballpark in disrepair and poor attendance, Cole and 
his fiance Emily enquired about the opportunity to 
purchase the park and create a new team for the 
Coastal Plain League’s West Division. 

From inception, the Bananas was founded to be 
something different. Taking what he’d seen working 
off the field at his previous club, Jesse went about 
getting some of that energy onto the field instead. 
The results have been electric.

‘We exist to make baseball fun’, Cole told ESPN, 
‘whatever is normal, do the exact opposite.’

And that is what they do. From all-inclusive tickets 
that mean you’re not getting nickel-and-dimed inside 
the stadium, to male cheerleaders (the Man-Nanas), 
to a banana baby (a lucky fan’s child, dressed in a 
banana kit and celebrated like Simba, before the first 
pitch), to the Banana Nanna’s, a senior citizen dance 
crew, everything is poke in the eye of traditional 
baseball.

Bedecked in his bright yellow 
tuxedo and matching bowler hat, 
Jesse is the epitome of what the 
Bananas are all about.15
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Bedecked in his bright yellow tuxedo and matching bowler hat, Jesse is the epitome of 
what the Bananas are all about. He seems to innately know the power of fame, courting 
it at every opportunity. He is at the centre of this storm, geeing up the crowd and getting 
the 4000-seater stadium roaring, and the 3.8m followers on TikTok dancing along with 
his players.

And it’s having results - The Bananas won their division in 2021, and they’ve NEVER not 
sold out a home game.

But they aren’t stopping there. In 2022, The Bananas announced that they would stop 
playing in the CPL, and instead focus on their ‘World Tour’ of their brand new sport - 
Banana Ball.

This is a fork of Baseball that the Bananas have been playing in home exhibition games 
over the last few years as a way of making the core of baseball better. Focusing on 
penalising all of the things that make baseball slow (mound visits, stepping out of the 
batter box, games limited to two hours), and encouraging more dramatic moments (if 
a fan catches a foul ball, it’s out, ‘walks’ now become sprints as the batter can race the 
opposing team to whichever base he so chooses). 

Banana Ball plays fast and loose with some of the rules of the Baseball world, and they 
believe that that will be enough to continue their popularity as pioneers of the sport 
formerly known as Baseball.

In 2023, I’m hoping for brands to make their respective categories more interesting. I’ve 
had enough of the dour, the pompous and the self-righteous. It’s going to take irreverent 
brands like the Bananas who are committed to fun, to tearing up the rule book with a 
smile on their faces and trying something new. May 2023 be the year of the Banana.

au
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or Nick Geoghegan
Strategy Director 
eatbigfish

It’s having results - The 
Bananas won their division 
in 2021, and they’ve 
NEVER not sold out a 
home game.15
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written by susie milburn

the challengers

Semafor



Semafor –  
for ‘glocal’ news 16
We live in a world where trust is in crisis. According to 
Edelman, 6 in 10 people say their default state is distrust. And 
trust in traditional news media is no exception – journalists 
are second only to government leaders on levels of distrust.   

So, news brand Semafor has a big ambition for progress on its hands. 

A next-generation challenger, Semafor position the old world of news as 
broken and set out to ‘reimagine what it would mean to be a global daily 
newspaper or news publication in the 21st century’, according to founders 
Ben Smith and Justin Smith. 

Semafor avoids talk of democratizing good quality journalism – and instead 
focuses on serving intelligent news customers, who ‘no longer know which 
sources to trust, feel a deep responsibility to be extremely well informed, 
[and are] looking to make sense of overwhelming news’.

Trust drives the core of Semafor’s journalism: a global, interconnected 
network of journalists with regional and on-the-ground expertise. And 
in this, the brand challenges some of the conventions of journalism it 
believes are driving polarization and distrust - for example, exporting 
news and reporters from London or New York and the idea of foreign 
correspondence.

As an example of Semafor’s global ambition, six clocks show the time 
in DC, Brussels, Lagos, Dubai, Beijing, and Singapore at the top of its 
website. And, of course, the name ‘Semafor’ is a clear choice – not just 
a term for clear communication, but a word that means the same in 35 
languages.
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News is a hard business to launch, and Semafor’s approach 
of courting conversations with high-profile events (it was only 
after eight panel events the company launched its website and 
newsletters) has built a steady base of hype and intrigue in 
what it does next.

At the core of the company’s strategy is a focus on changing some 
things that big legacy news institutions can’t change overnight. 
For example, its over-commitment to the integrity of transparent 
journalism is apparent in ‘Semaform’, its original news format. 

The format breaks the conventions of the category by making the 
anatomy of what it believes to be transparent journalism visible. 
Each article is divided into ‘The News’ or ‘The Scoop’ (the facts), 
the ‘journalist’s view’ (shifting the focus from institutional trust 
to individual integrity), and ‘room for disagreement’ (providing 
what it sees as crucial for its ‘intelligent news elite’ to feel 
genuinely informed). It is hard to adjust to as a casual news 
reader, but after a few encounters, it makes you question how 
news is and has long been, reported elsewhere.

Semafor is aware of the boldness of its ambition and the limits 
of what it can push – it decided not to make its slack channels 
publicly available in the name of transparency, for example. 
The founders talk of a 10-year timescale for real progress to 
be made, which feels short given the long history of some of 
Semafor’s biggest competitors – at just four months old, we’re 
watching this space.

au
th

or Susie Milburn
Strategy Director 
eatbigfish

At the core of the company’s 
strategy is a focus on 
changing some things that big 
legacy news institutions can’t 
change overnight.16
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written by liston pitman

the challengers

Teenage Engineering



Teenage 
Engineering –  
for instant fun 17
No brand on this year’s list is more widely misunderstood 
than Teenage Engineering.

It’s not ‘Scandinavian design’, not just a ‘synthesizer company’, and 
it shouldn’t be lumped in with the algorithmic or post-Apple strains of 
minimalism that have been en vogue — with hollow-feeling less for the 
sake of less. 

So, what is it? Perhaps the best summation is its design philosophy: 
Instant Fun. 

First, Instant. Teenage Engineering’s products tend to challenge the 
relatively high bars for resources or expertise that would typically define 
their categories — instead, offering something a wider range of folks can 
access and use immediately. Take the OP-1, the synthesizer they made 
their bones on. It was created in response to both the overcomplicated, 
overly-expensive analog synths of the day and to the endless, overwhelming 
options presented by programs like Pro Tools. It’s a small, portable synth 
powerful enough for pros but intuitive enough for amateurs — and one 
that intentionally embraces limitations to get musicians out of their heads 
and into flow more quickly. 

That last bit reflects a belief that animates Teenage Engineering: the view 
that constraints are forces for creativity and focus—both for consumers 
and the Teenage Engineers themselves. Arguably the best example of 
this is their Pocket Operator series, created to get better tools in the 
hands of more people in a category defined by substantial price points.  
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To accomplish this, they flipped the usual way of 
working. Instead of building a product and then 
pricing it, they used price as the defining constraint 
for the design process — essentially asking, ‘what’s 
the best $59 synthesizer we can offer?’ In answering 
that, they got creative: they sourced a central 
processor from an older model of thermostats, built 
hooks necessary for in-store display into the circuit 
board to save on packaging costs, offered the case 
via 3D printing instead of including it off-the-rack, 
etc. The result is one of the best-selling synthesizers 
in history.

Next, Fun. Somewhere along the way, the modern-
day consumer electronics sector became a mostly 
sterile, soulless hellscape — a devolution Teenage 
Engineering seems purpose-built to remedy.

The Pocket Operator isn’t just a synthesizer — it’s 
also a game you can play by making music, with 
graphics inspired by Nintendo’s Game & Watch 
series. Later generations featured visuals designed 
by the 9-year-old daughter of one of the founders 
and, most recently, partnerships with Capcom and 
Adult Swim to borrow characters and sounds from 
properties like Street Fighter and Rick and Morty. 

The most recent electronics on their roadmap 
included ‘the Choir’ — a series of 8 wooden dolls, 
each with their own name, backstory and voice, that 
could be used individually or together to ‘sing’ music 
— and a portable bright-orange and white machine 
that allows you to create your own vinyl records. 

Perhaps the best 
summation is its design 
philosophy: Instant Fun.17
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Even their more mundane offerings have an undercurrent 
of mischief. The OB-4 seems to be just a bluetooth / FM 
boombox, but a closer look at its feature list reveals a 
digital ‘tape’ loop that allows you to rewind and pitch up or 
down anything you’ve played in the last few hours. After a 
relatively straightforward IKEA partnership, they released 
a series of free 3D-printable add-ons including attachable 
chicken legs and cannon wheels.

And it’s not just their products: past marketing efforts 
included creating (and touring) a band of musicians 
playing Teenage Engineering instruments and founding a 
record label that only releases songs created using their 
products.

Despite all that and nearly 17 years in, Teenage 
Engineering’s most interesting days are ahead of it. The 
last two years have seen it formally broaden its remit from 
‘sound’ to the wider world of consumer electronics and, in 
doing so, both take on its first round of VC funding (led by 
Reddit co-founder Alexis Ohanian’s firm) and enter into 
the most substantial partnership of its history — one that 
sees several top Teenage Engineering executives take on 
additional titles at tech challenger Nothing.

au
th

or Liston Pitman
Strategist 
eatbigfish

Somewhere along the way, the modern-
day consumer electronics sector became 
a mostly sterile, soulless hellscape — a 
devolution Teenage Engineering seems 
purpose-built to remedy.17
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written by liston pitman

the challengers

Tracksmith



Tracksmith –  
for championing the 
running class 18
When I say ‘runner’, what image comes to mind?

For some, it’s the pros who, for decades, big running companies have blasted at us with their big 
media budgets. Or maybe, if you’re generous, it’s a friend who just started Couch to 5K. But, for 
many of us, it’s that person we see running around town day-in and day-out, rain or shine.

For years, the incumbent running companies have been myopically focused on those first two 
runners at the expense of the latter — they lost touch with the soul of the sport as they sought 
growth from its edges.

Enter Tracksmith, a brand that centers ‘the Running Class’ — a group defined by their passion and 
commitment, not their performance. In the words of CEO and Co-Founder Matt Taylor, ‘It’s not at 
all about how fast you are, how many miles you run, or if you’ve run a marathon. It’s much more 
about a psychographic — that running is an important part of your lifestyle’. It’s a mindset best 
embodied by the committed amateurs of the sport (those Big Shoe forgot), but one that cuts across 
all demographics and skill levels. Everything Tracksmith does is underpinned by a laser-focus on 
this group’s needs and their culture — in all senses of that word: historical, creative, the everyday.

Take their products. When Tracksmith started, the available apparel was both too much and not 
enough — a category of cheaply made, near-identical, Power Rangers-esque clothing. And so, 
Tracksmith made the opposite. In form, their clothes are timeless and understated with designs that 
take cues from the heyday of amateur running. They’re often named for either the places and people 
who shaped the sport or for the little moments that define it — the Van Cortlandt Singlet, the Run 
Cannonball Run Collection. In function, their products are often superior to big brands. Like any 
good challenger, they sacrificed old ways of working to overcommit to the things that matter — in 
this case, forgoing wholesale and the associated costs to invest more in materials and construction 
that better serve the needs of the Running Class.
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Their content similarly breaks with conventions. In a 
category of loud ads featuring mostly elite athletes, 
Tracksmith has consistently put out quiet videos 
focused on everyday runs, the moments that surround 
them, and the thoughts and feelings that define them. 
Their first TV spot was written and meditatively 
narrated by frequent collaborator Malcolm Gladwell. 
Their most recent video was an 83-minute film of a 
long run, shot in almost a single take. 

And then there’s Tracksmith’s approach to retail. 
Their ‘stores’ largely eschew pushing product, 
instead acting as community centers, starting points 
for group runs, and shrines to running culture. 
The Boston Trackhouse is located 400m from the 
finish line of the Boston Marathon and resurrects 
many cultural touchstones of the Eliot Lounge — a 
legendary, now-defunct running bar. Most notable 
among these is ‘First to the Trackhouse’, which sees 
Marathon finishers shun the typical post-race hoopla 
and, in some cases, jump barricades in an attempt 
to get to Tracksmith’s space first to earn a robe and 
a trophy. 2023 will see new Trackhouses come to 
London and Brooklyn, both created with the cities’ 
unique running cultures and trails in mind.

Their clothes are timeless 
and understated with designs 
that take cues from the 
heyday of amateur running.18
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But Tracksmith doesn’t just reflect the 
Running Class’s past and present, it also 
seeks to help write a better future. They’ve 
created a Foundation fighting to give more 
people access to track and field and a 
Fellowship looking to elevate new, more 
diverse creative voices in the sport. Most 
prominently, they’ve created the Amateur 
Support Program, which provides high-
performing athletes preparing for the 
Olympic Trials as much support as is possible 
without compromising their ‘amateur’ status 
— in the process, keeping the Amateur Spirit 
alive at the sports’ highest levels. A version 
of this program unintentionally led to one of 
the brand’s defining moments when, at the 
2020 Olympic Marathon Trials, 138 runners 
(20% of the overall field!) were sporting a 
Tracksmith singlet because of it.

And the brand’s only warming up. 2023 
sees Tracksmith bring its magic to both 
new categories (running shoes) and new 
continents — expanding its retail footprint 
and the Amateur Support Program to the 
UK and globalizing initiatives like their 
Fellowship.
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In a category of loud ads featuring mostly 
elite athletes, Tracksmith has consistently 
put out quiet videos focused on everyday 
runs, the moments that surround them, and 
the thoughts and feelings that define them.18
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written by helen redstone

the challengers

Vacation



Vacation  –  
for the world’s best-
smelling sunscreen 19
Diving into the online world of Vacation is like taking a 
gloriously fun trip to a sunshine bathed world of jet skis, water 
aerobics, high legged swimsuits and vacationing characters 
like ‘Lorraine and Dean’ who are celebrating a ‘seafood 
inspired’ proposal at ‘Skipper’s Sunset Cruise & Grill’. 

Despite only launching in 2021, the so-hot-right-now sunscreen brand’s 
design brilliantly evokes the glitz and glamour of 1980’s advertising, the 
pastel-luxe of Club Med and Miami Vice and the awkward haircuts of vintage 
holiday snaps. The tone is knowing and wry (particularly in their pastiches 
of corporate culture) and we’re in on the joke, but we also wouldn’t mind 
spending a week or two basking by that poolside; it’s a balancing act that 
succeeds in being aspirational and escapist but accessible, very retro but 
very ‘now’. 

But is Vacation really a challenger or just another example of a Gen-Z DTC 
brand with quality creative direction and witty copywriting? 

Like all good challengers it definitely has ambitions larger than its resources. 
Founded by Marty Bell, Dakota Green and Lach Hall as a brand extension 
of Bell’s brilliant online radio station Poolsuite, the brand has launched 
by marketing to its existing community (and connecting to the world of 
Poolsuite via QR codes on the packaging), but co-founder Marty Bell 
intends to target a much wider consumer base beyond those who love a 
bit of obscure Italo Disco. ‘We have big dreams of being ubiquitous and 
being everywhere that sunscreen is sold’ says Bell.
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While Vacation’s brand might seem 
niche to some right now, the appeal 
is strong, with reported 500% YoY 
growth in monthly DTC revenues 
since launch.  

While Vacation’s brand might seem niche to some 
right now, the appeal is strong, with reported 500% 
YoY growth in monthly DTC revenues since launch.  
Perhaps this growth can be attributed in part to a 
classic challenger strategy; changing the criteria for 
choice. While the sunscreen category most often 
leads with efficacy as the primary benefit, Vacation 
presents that as a brilliant basic, instead boasting 
‘The World’s Best-Smelling Sunscreen’. Presented 
with this choice, who wouldn’t want to smell fabulous, 
as well as look fabulous, by the pool?

But are Vacation progressing the category or just a 
fun idea that stands out in a usually dull category? 
There’s certainly a serious mission behind the gloss. 
Described as ‘sunscreens that take leisure as seriously 
as they do protection. Designed to make the wearer, 
look, feel and smell like they’ve been to paradise 
and back,’  the brand encourages sunscreen use 
by improving the experience of the product. As co-
founder Dakota Green explains, ‘our whole thing is 
around making sure that people are using sunscreen 
to protect themselves from getting skin cancer[…] 
the main barriers were, is it greasy? Does it make you 
feel gross when you’re maybe taking your clothes off 
for the first time since winter? You want to feel nice. 
Then, does it rub in fast? Are we able to help people 
not have an excuse [not to] reapply?’ 
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As well as producing a product that feels good, Vacation sets out to 
make the whole brand experience a sunshine bathed treat. Speaking 
to WWD, Hall sums up the brand’s strategy; ‘we thought: there 
has to be a better way to make a sunscreen brand that’s better 
for you and the planet and is also updated to fit in with what we 
believe are your most indulgent, fun moments. We wanted to create 
a sunscreen brand that would look good next to your martini and 
make sunscreen fun.’

And it is really fun. Everything the brand does; their viral launch 
digital business cards, the ‘Complimentary Content’ of Vacation 
Inc’s Instagram feed, every new product drop (including their 
signature sunscreen scent as an Eau de Toilette and air freshener, 
baked alaska flavoured SPF lip gloss, and viral tiktok sensation 
Vacation® SPF 30 Classic Whip Sunscreen mousse in a can), it 
is all designed to entertain. Because, let’s be honest, no-one is 
daydreaming about sunscreen – on a grey day scrolling through 
social, we’re looking for a serotonin hit that captures the precious 
moment we’ll next get to put it on. As the never-boring Bell explains, 
‘If we’re going to be putting our brand in front of people every day 
on Instagram, we have to entertain them. We can’t just post bottles 
of sunscreen every day.’ 

We know that for many this year, it won’t be all waterskiing and 
mai-tais by the pool, but perhaps that’s the appeal of the brands 
that can offer up a little sunny break, even if it is just on the Insta 
feed? Vacation might not be for everyone, but it definitely shows us 
all that, in 2023, the one thing we should all look to escape from 
is ‘dull’.
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For many this year, it won’t be all 
waterskiing and mai-tais by the pool, 
but perhaps that’s the appeal of brands 
that can offer up a little sunny break, 
even if it is just on the Insta feed?so
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written by nomonde keswa

the challengers

Wonderbag



Wonderbag  –  
for turning energy constraints 
into a recipe for change 20
The global energy system is in crisis, with countries around the world facing 
failing infrastructures, energy shortages and increased emissions while 
households grapple with increased costs of electricity and living.

Whichever way you look at it, the traditional energy system is broken and unsustainable; both for 
the planet and everyday individuals. In South Africa, where the national power utility struggles 
to meet the nation’s energy demands, a task as fundamental as cooking has become a challenge. 

Enter Wonderbag. What started as a response to South Africa’s scheduled rolling electricity 
blackouts (called load-shedding) back in 2008, has turned into a globally successful non-
electric cooking solution that is saving the planet, one pot of food at a time. The Wonderbag is 
a slow cooker that uses simple heat insulation technology to continue cooking a pot of food for 
up to 8 hours (after it has been brought to a brief boil) without any additional energy source. 

Alternative energy solutions like solar, battery-powered systems and generators are unaffordable 
and inaccessible for the average citizen in a developing market. In this context, Wonderbag 
founder, Sarah Collins, created a solution that challenges the idea that the convenience of 
alternative power should be reserved for the privileged few. Why does ‘better’ have to be 
complicated and expensive? Made of locally sourced shweshwe material and recycled 
polystyrene chips as insulation, Wonderbag sacrifices technological complexity, and over-
commits on simplicity, efficiency and accessibility in its design and philosophy. This low-tech, 
almost rudimentary form of cooking is charming, genius and nostalgic all at the same time; and 
that’s why it made TIME’s list of 50 Genius Companies in 2018. 

Whether you’re in a developed market, like the UK, or deep rural Uganda – fans of the Wonderbag 
are connected by a mindset that refuses to be bound by the constraints and limitations of the 
traditional energy system.
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While for many, the Wonderbag is a convenient cooking solution 
when you have limited access to electricity, its impact reaches far 
beyond that. For perspective, for people who would typically cook 
over an open fire (2,5billion of the world’s population), the use of 
a single Wonderbag per annum saves up to 70% of cooking fuel, 
reduces indoor air pollution by 60%, and diverts 1000 hours of 
unpaid labour that women would use in developing communities to 
cook or gather firewood. As a result, the product also helps save 
five large trees from deforestation and reduces up to a ton of carbon 
emissions a year. 

Wonderbag is a true Missionary challenger in every sense. CSR is 
not just a by-product of its business activities; its social mission to 
tackle the climate crisis and empower communities all over the world 
is its business, and its business is the social mission. Embedded 
in the business model is a programme where for every Wonderbag 
bought, one is donated to a household in need. To scale and sustain 
the business, a carbon finance investment model has been adopted, 
where Wonderbag resells the carbon credits it gains from its carbon 
savings to organisations who need them. The model allows carbon 
finance to flow back into the manufacturing and distribution of bags 
to communities that need them and generates more carbon savings 
and credit to be issued.

Coming out of a global pandemic riddled with more constraints than 
we could have imagined possible, Wonderbag is the inspiration we 
all could use to create opportunities out of constraint, and this is 
why it is on our list of challengers to watch in 2023.

au
th

or Nomonde Keswa
Strategy Director at Delta Victor Bravo 
eatbigfish’s representative in Africa

CSR is not just a by-product of 
its business activities; its social 
mission to tackle the climate crisis 
and empower communities all over 
the world is its business.2
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Be more challenger
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Challengers to Watch is eatbigfish’s annual shortlist of the emerging challenger brands we 
expect to make a significant impact on the world in the year ahead. A report inspired by our 
ongoing and evolving study of challengers, The Challenger Project, the selected brands 
span categories and markets, providing a global snapshot of the potential opportunities, 
growth and threats emerging in business in the months and years to follow.

The Challenger Project is how we stay curious and inspired, and it’s what gives us the 
knowledge and expertise to help you. Using our understanding of the Challenger Mindset, 
we help teams apply the challenger approach to progress their organisation, create or 
refresh their brand, inspire innovation and ideas, generate growth, and to build strong and 
resilient cultures.

If you would like to explore how the themes from this year’s challengers to watch might 
apply to your particular strategic challenges, or find out how the Challenger Mindset can 
help you to progress your brand and business in 2023, we’d love to talk.

hello@eatbigfish.com

www.eatbigfish.com

mailto:hello%40eatbigfish.com?subject=
http://www.eatbigfish.com



