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When Gainsight launched in 2014, they engaged with top tier analysts to get advice on which
market category they should position their new platform in. The analysts advised them to take
a challenger position in existing categories like customer support and customer relationship
management (CRM). But none of these categories felt right for the problem Gainsight believed
they were solving.
While more and more companies were making the internal discipline of customer success a
priority and while the number of people with “customer success” in their job title was increasing
rapidly, Gainsight had observed that there were no purpose-built tools focused on serving
those companies’ specific needs and no company focusing on this fast-growing community of
professionals at all.
Gainsight didn’t want to position themselves as a next-generation CRM or customer support
platform and compete head-to-head for market share with established market leaders. Why
would they? Their product wasn’t better or even comparable to these solutions — it was totally
different.
So Gainsight capitalized on this opportunity. They created the Customer Success software
category, championed the Customer Success profession, and built the leading Customer
Success platform to serve the Customer Success community. They were acquired six years
later for $1.1 billion.

Gainsights’ efforts to create a new category were highly intentional.
They practiced what’s known as the discipline of category design and created their own place
in the market. Today, there’s never been more opportunity for your own company to follow
what they did.
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The Era of the Category Creator
The opportunity to create new market categories comes during periods of
great change and today, the world is changing faster than ever.

Technology
Is being adopted at a
rapid pace, making many
legacy solutions no
longer effective at
solving today’s problems
and creating entirely
new problems that have
never existed before.

Regulations
Are changing, creating
entirely new regulatory
environments through
which companies need
to navigate.

Society
Is also evolving quickly,
forcing companies to
adapt in order to address
the unique needs and
expectations of modern
customers.

Today’s founders have an incredible opportunity to step up and solve the problems that are
emerging from all these changes that are underway. Instead of just building solutions that are
incrementally better than what already exists on the market, they can build solutions that are both
exponentially better and different. They can break free from the competition by introducing
innovative solutions that empower customers to embrace new ways of thinking, working, and
solving problems. They can create entirely new market categories for their solutions to fit into.
The founders who do this are the founders who are remembered as changemakers, revolutionaries,
and visionaries who were bold enough to challenge the status quo, inspirational enough to get
people to believe in their vision, and resilient enough to see the journey through to the end.
The world doesn’t need more copycat products with slightly better features. The world needs more
bold visionary founders willing to step up and lead their customers into a better future, and to
create new market categories that can better serve them. This is the era of the category creator.
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How to Use This Playbook
This actionable playbook will cover everything a founder needs to
know about the discipline of intentionally designing, evangelizing, and
dominating a market category of their own.

Chapter #1

Introduction to Category Design.

Chapter #2

What Founders Get Wrong About Category Design.

Chapter #3

13 Examples of Successful Category Design.

Chapter #4

How to Build and execute a Category Design Strategy.
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Introduction to
Category Design

WHAT IS CATEGORY DESIGN?

“Category design is the discipline of
creating and developing a new market
category and conditioning the market so
it will demand your solution and crown
your company its category king.”
Play Bigger
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The Discipline of Category Design
Originally introduced in the book Play Bigger: How Pirates, Dreamers, and Innovators Create and
Dominate Markets, category design is a discipline that many of the world's most successful
companies in history have used to differentiate themselves, break through the noise, and transform
their industry. It’s a framework and philosophy that encourages companies to be incredibly
intentional about the market category their product falls into. Instead of allowing analysts,
customers, investors, and journalists to place them into existing market categories where they
don’t feel they belong, category design empowers companies to proactively take control of the
market category their product will compete in.
The discipline of category design is something investors look for today. As Sequoia Capital partner
Jim Goetz said, “We seek mission-driven founders who can build a great company and category at
the same time.” While every founder knows it’s important to design a great product and design a
great company, many still leave their category up to chance.
Founders may think that a good product alone is enough to win their market. However, they fail to
intentionally think about the market category their company falls into and end up competing
head-to-head in crowded market categories where it will be nearly impossible for them to
overthrow the established market leaders. Instead of vying for the top position, why not create your
own category?

A well-executed Category Design Strategy is how companies first
create new market categories, then secure their position as the
market leader of that category.
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The 8 Benefits of Designing Your
Own Category
#1

#2

You create new market share to
capture instead of fighting over
existing market share.

You avoid feature
and price wars with entrenched
competitors.

#3

#4

You place yourself in the center
of a passionate community of
like-minded people.

You own and proactively shape
your own narrative.

#5

#6

You give your brand a sense of
purpose and mission.

You increase your chances of
becoming a market leader.

#7

#8

You differentiate from all your
competitors and break free from
competitive comparisons.

You position yourself to get on
the radar of investors and
appeal to their desires to back
100x companies.
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How Market Categories Shape
B2B Purchasing Decisions
Imagine you’re a CMO of a large enterprise. You are generously paid. You get along well with your
co-workers. And you’ve got the trust of your CEO.
Your annual marketing budget has line items for categories like email marketing software and
marketing automation software. Your current vendors for each software are the well-established
market category leaders.
They are both large companies with a long track record. Are they perfect? Hell no! In fact, your team
often complains about their limitations. You’ve been hearing a lot of buzz about a new
venture-backed startup looking to disrupt the market leader. You get a product demo and walk
away impressed and interested.
But when it comes time to decide on your vendors for the upcoming year, you face a tricky situation:
you could go with a startup promising a next-generation alternative, or you could stick with your
existing vendors.
Going with the startup could be amazing. But what if the startup's technology doesn’t live up to
their promises? What if they can’t keep up with the scale you require? What if they go out of
business? What if you make the wrong choice? Could you get fired? Could you lose the trust of your
team and your CEO?
These are the types of situations your customers face every day that you must learn to empathize
with. When you ask them to switch from a market leader to a new startup, you are asking them to
take a risk that could affect them personally.
As the famous quote says, “No one ever got fired for buying IBM.” The startup could very well have
a better product, but at the end of the day, a customer choosing a startup over the established
market leaders can put themselves and their company at risk. This is why it can be so difficult for a
startup that tries to go head-to-head with a market leader. Fortunately, there’s a way around forcing
customers into this difficult position.
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A Founder’s Choice.
To battle for an existing line item or to create a new one, that is the question.

As a founder building a product, you have to decide whether your strategy is to overthrow the
existing market leader who gets that line item budget? Or will you create a new category with
enough value that organizations HAVE to add you as a new line item?
Both options are undeniably difficult. But who said building a multi-billion dollar company that
transforms an industry would be easy?
Convincing your customers to buy into the need of a new category is certainly hard, but many could
argue that trying to overthrow established and entrenched market leaders is even more difficult
and unlikely.

Deciding if you will aim to replace the existing line items or
having a new line item created is the ultimate question a
founder has to decide.
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What Founders
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Category Design
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9 Most Common Misconceptions
About Category Design
Because category design is a new discipline, there are many
misconceptions about it. Here’s a list of the top misconceptions we see
from founders when it comes to category design.

#1

Category design is a
strategy for every
innovative founder.

#2

Category design is a
marketing strategy.

#3
You need to invent a
totally new term from
scratch.

#4
People will “get it”
right away.

Just because you have an innovative product doesn’t mean you are creating a
totally new category. New features and capabilities do not necessarily mean
it's a new category. Oftentimes, founders are much better off positioning their
products as next-gen solutions to existing products than they are setting out
to create a new category. The market can quickly sniff out those who are
simply trying to claim the need for a new market category when in reality, it’s
just an upgrade to what’s already in existing market categories.

Category design is an approach you take that impacts the entire organization.
It’s a company-wide business strategy. It's not a one-off marketing campaign
you launch and test out for a bit, then abandon. Marketing should be involved
in this activity, of course, but it should ultimately be led by the CEO.

Category design doesn’t mean you need to start from zero. Tesla didn’t invent
the electric car category. There are surely others who will say they invented
the electric car, but do you know who they are? Are their companies worth a
trillion dollars? While Tesla didn’t invent the category, they have defined the
category on their own terms and became the loudest voice in the room about
the category. If you see an existing category that lacks a dominant player and
is unclaimed — don’t hesitate to hijack it.

If people get it right away, that’s a sign you probably don’t have a new category.
Because you are building something DIFFERENT and not just BETTER, expect
it will take time for people to connect the dots you’ve connected. Be prepared
for investors and analysts to think you are crazy at first, too.
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#5

Your category design
efforts must begin on
day one.

#6

You must shun all
existing categories.

#7
You can do it alone.

#8
Being a first mover is
enough.

#9
You won’t create any
enemies.

On day one of your startup, you must accept that you have very little credibility.
Boldly declaring a totally new category will likely not be taken seriously since
you haven’t established yourself yet. Instead, focus your early efforts on
framing the problem your category will solve and get people onboard with your
ideas around the problem. Then, as you gain more credibility, you can coin the
category term.

Just because you are creating a category doesn’t mean you need to pretend
what you do is so radically different that it doesn’t remotely touch on other
existing categories.

You need an ecosystem to form around you. This means you need service
providers, investors, and eventually other founders and companies to begin
forming and building up the category around you.

Any company can claim to be the first at something, but having first mover
advantage alone does not guarantee your position as a market leader over the
long term. Being first is helpful, but you must also aggressively work to ensure
you are the loudest voice in the room and own the conversation around the
category.

Creating a new category means you are creating change, and as you do that,
you should expect a fight from the companies and people who don’t want to
see change. Don’t be afraid to ruffle some feathers here. If you think your new
market will make existing market categories obsolete, say it loud and proud.
Declare that these legacy categories are dead and it’s time for a new era. Then
lead your target customers into a better future. Society loves a good underdog
story and picking a fight with legacy companies, categories, and the status
quo is a great way to play into that dynamic and establish your position as a
true challenger that can bring change to your customers.

Next, we’ll explore 13 examples of how leading companies have
used category design to break through the noise.
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13 Examples of Successful
Category Design
While this playbook is written for B2B founders, we’ve included some B2C examples because we
are big believers that B2B companies can learn a lot from B2C brands. We’ll be exploring each of
these companies and their approach to category design in-depth.

#1

Salesforce

Cloud Software

#2

Docusign

Digital Transaction Management

#3

Hubspot

Inbound Marketing

#4

Drift

Conversational Marketing

Gong.io

Conversational Intelligence

Outreach.io

Sales Engagement

#7

Qualtrics

Experience Management

#8

Burton

Snowboarding

#9

Five Hour Energy

Energy Shots

#10

Birds Eye

Frozen Food

#11

Tesla

Electric Cars

#12

Apple

Tablet

#13

Genesis Mining

Cloud Mining

#5
#6
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Salesforce

The “Cloud Software” Category.

For nearly a decade, a company called Siebel systems had dominated the customer relationship
management (CRM) market. Their software was expensive, complicated, and, most importantly,
was installed on-premise. Salesforce went to market with a radically different way to provide CRM
solutions. Instead of being on-premise, Salesforce would be delivered via the cloud — which, at the
time, was a radical idea. Convincing IT leaders to trust all their data with a startup and reimagine
how they used software was a major ask. Realizing this, from day one, Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff
focused on evangelizing the benefits of cloud software and declared war on the idea of on-premise
software. He was vocal about the problems on-premise software created for customers and
advocated for the benefits of cloud software. As he conditioned the market to buy into his vision,
Salesforce was perfectly positioned to be the market leader their customers turned to when they
were ready to make the switch.
FOUNDER LESSON: Focus on marketing the problem before you try to market the
solution. The company who best articulates the problem and champions it the loudest is
the one who takes the position in customers' minds as the company that can build a
solution to solve the problem.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

DocuSign

The “Digital Transaction Management” Category.

In 2000, the government passed the Electronic Signatures in Global and National Commerce Act.
This ensured the validity of the e-signature, yet a new problem emerged: while an e-signature was
now valid, no one was helping companies manage electronic agreements. Three years later,
Docusign capitalized on this problem, and pioneered the Digital Transaction Management category
which they lead today. To create their category, DocuSign created extensive resources that
educate potential customers on the legality of electronic signatures across different jurisdictions
and use cases.
FOUNDER LESSON: Look for regulatory trends that accelerate the need to solve
problems or create a new problem that previously didn’t exist. Then position your
product as the solution.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Hubspot

The “Inbound Marketing” Category.

In the early days of HubSpot, the founders had a market observation: the way people were buying
products was changing. Modern buyers wanted to discover products themselves, and they didn’t
want to be cold called or interrupted with advertisements. So HubSpot pioneered the discipline of
inbound marketing and positioned it as a must-have skill for marketers and businesses. They
provided certifications, training, and in-depth strategic and tactical resources that helped people
succeed at the inbound marketing discipline. They created a movement around inbound marketing
and positioned their product as the go-to platform for this movement.
FOUNDER LESSON: Create a new discipline around your category and be the ultimate
resource — from education to certification to strategy — for those looking to succeed at
that discipline.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Drift

The “Conversational Marketing” Category.

After Drift first launched, the customer support company had a hard time standing out against a sea
of competitors, as the customer communications category had become largely commoditized. But
the Drift team had an insight that sales and marketing teams could be a specific market segment,
too — one that was not being specifically targeted. So, they made their platform all about helping
sales and marketing teams to better communicate with customers and coined the conversational
marketing category. In 2021, Dirft was acquired by Vista Equity partners for over $1 billion.
FOUNDER LESSON: Straight from the man who led the creation of the category: “You
can either be the first or you can re-segment the market and create a new category.”
— Dave Gerhardt, Former VP of Marketing at Drift.

The B2B Founders Guide: How to Create and Dominate a Category

Chapter 3

19

13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Gong.io

The “Conversational Intelligence” Category.

In their Series A announcement shown above, Gong’s intention to pioneer a new category of sales
tool was clear. For years they published content like “These 6 Questions Will Help You Choose a
Conversation Intelligence Platform” and “Conversation Intelligence: Stop Losing Winnable
Deals” that educated their market around the category and, in return, positioned them as the
leading advocate. After going on to dominate the category, Gong's ambitions grew bigger. They're
now working to create and dominate the Revenue Intelligence category, which they feel has a much
larger total addressable market than conversational intelligence.
FOUNDER LESSON: It’s okay to outgrow your market category. You can leverage your
success and credibility as a market leader in your existing category to level up and
create a new category.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Outreach.io

The “Sales Engagement” Category.

To separate their platform from all the other sales tools, Outreach is working to create the sales
engagement category and have positioned themselves as the leading platform in this category.
Similar to the playbook that Gainsight used (page 01), Outreach realized early on that sales
professionals were an underserved community. To gain quick access, they acquired SalesHacker,
the largest community of sales professionals. In the B2B Category Creators podcast, their CEO
said, “The most discouraging call is a call that we had with this analyst from Gartner. For an hour he
tried to convince us that sales engagement is not a category. How it’s a subcategory of sales
acceleration, which is a subcategory of some other shit which is a subcategory of whatever, stop
wasting my time and go to something bigger. It was such a disheartening thing.” Despite the
negative feedback from analysts, it doesn’t appear to be slowing Outreach down at all and they
continue to aggressively grow and push for the adoption of the sales enablement category.
FOUNDER LESSON: While you should certainly speak with analysts, do not allow
yourself to be discouraged by their early reactions to your category ideas. You can’t
expect them to get it right away.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Qualtrics

The “Experience Management” Category.

Founded in 2002, the company had a quiet first 10 years as they tried to position themselves in the
crowded survey platform category. But it wasn’t until March 2017, when they officially launched the
Experience Management category and positioned themselves as the leaders in it, that they began
to really take off. From press releases that say things like “Qualtrics, the leader in customer
experience and creator of the experience management (XM) category” to making their stock ticker
symbol XM, it’s clear that their focus on the category has been very intentional.
FOUNDER LESSON: A category-led approach should be the core of the company. It’s a
company-wide approach, not simply a one-off marketing campaign.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Burton

The “Snowboarding” Category.

Jake Burton Carpenter is credited with developing the economic ecosystem around snowboarding
as a culture, sport, and lifestyle. And as he did that, his company Burton became the premier
snowboard manufacturer. As ski resorts outlawed the new sport from their slopes, Carpenter went
to work lobbying them to rethink their rules. In 1985, only 5% of ski resorts permitted snowboarding,
yet because of his efforts, just two years, 95% permitted it. As the industry grew, Burton actively
funded snowboarding competitions and built snowboard parks with halfpipes and jumps. He also
invented the binding which allowed snowboarders to make adjustments to improve their
performance.
FOUNDER LESSON: Take responsibility for solving problems that prevent adoption of
your new category (like lobbying ski slopes to allow snowboarders). Doing this increases
the size of the community that will form around your new category.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Five Hour Energy

The “Energy Shot” Category.

When Manoj Bhargava launched 5-hour Energy, he knew he didn’t want to compete head-to-head
with the established energy drink brands like Red Bull and Monster Energy. He obsessed over his
end customers' challenges and observed that the problem they had was a lack of energy. They
didn’t need a big can to solve that problem like all the energy drink companies were offering. So
instead he provided customers the energy shot to solve their problem. To stand out even more, he
came up with a new way to sell them. Instead of battling for limited space in the coolers all the
energy drinks were in, he had 5-hour Energy shots sold at the checkout counter to capitalize on
impulse buying.
FOUNDER LESSON: Solve an old problem — the need for a pick-me-up — in a new
way, as well as avoid going head-to-head against established competitors and playing
by the same rules they follow.

The B2B Founders Guide: How to Create and Dominate a Category

Chapter 3

24

13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Birds Eye

The “Frozen Food” Category.

From 1912 to 1915, Clarence Birdseye spent time in Newfoundland, Canada, where he learned to ice
fish with the Inuit. He discovered that the fish he caught froze instantly, and still tasted fresh when
thawed out. At the time, conventional freezing methods were done slowly, which damaged the
tissue structure of the fish tissue and led to a mushy and dry product for the end customer. Seeing
the opportunity to provide fresh frozen food, Birdseye invented flash freezing and pioneered the
modern day frozen food industry. He led the charge for the entire supply chain — from frozen
railroad cars to the freezers at grocery stores that would hold his products.
FOUNDER LESSON: To build a category, you need to think bigger than just your
product. Focus instead on the greater ecosystem that will need to be built in order for
your category to see adoption.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Tesla

The “Electric Car” Category.

If you’re thinking about electric cars, who is the first company that comes to mind? For 99% of
people, it will be Tesla. While Tesla didn’t invent the electric car category, they have defined it,
evangelized it, and dominated it more than any other company. All the other electric car companies
are now compared against Tesla — from price down to the features and capabilities of the car. In the
mind of the consumer, Tesla owns the position of electric car and the more the category grows and
electric cars get adopted, the deeper Tesla gets established as the category leader.
FOUNDER LESSON: You don’t need to be first to be the category leader, you just need
to be the one who most clearly defines the category and becomes the loudest voice in
the room by evangelizing the category’s benefits and the problems it can solve.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Apple

The “Tablet” Category.

During one of his infamous product keynotes in 2008, Steve Jobs introduced the iPad. From the
words he used, it’s clear that creating a new category was top of mind. He said, "The iPad creates
and defines an entirely new category of devices that will connect users with their apps and content
in a more intimate, intuitive and fun way than ever before."
Apple wasn’t the first to come up with an idea for a tablet-like device. Eight years earlier, Microsoft
had launched their own version of a tablet which failed miserably. It failed because Microsoft didn’t
set out to create a new category, they just created a new computer with a different screen. Apple
had the insight that people needed a device that had more capabilities than a smartphone, but
wouldn’t be as bulky and slow as a computer. They needed a device that they could browse the
internet, watch movies, and consume content. Apple capitalized on this observation and pioneered
the tablet market category as we know it today.
FOUNDER LESSON: You create a new category by identifying problems people don’t
even realize they have, and then building solutions to those problems.
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13 SUCCESSFUL CATEGORY DESIGN

Genesis Mining

The “Cloud Mining” Category.

In 2014, we started working with a company that had observed a technological trend in the market:
Bitcoin mining was becoming more popular, but for the average person, it was too complex and
expensive to mine Bitcoin at home. Their product allowed for anyone to mine via the cloud. Together
we coined the category term “cloud mining” and championed the category (their mining operations
are even included in the photo on the Wikipedia page). In six years, without ever raising outside
funding, they had mined over $1 billion in Bitcoin and brought over 2 million customers into the
Bitcoin mining ecosystem. All the other copycat companies had to compete against the way they
packaged, priced, and sold their cloud mining products. After years of dominating the cloud mining
category, in 2021 they spun out a new company called Genesis Digital Assets, raised $550 million,
and are now focused on owning the industrial-scale Bitcoin mining category, where instead of
serving millions of customers, they simply mine Bitcoin for themselves and investors.
FOUNDER LESSON: When emerging technologies begin to see adoption, an entire new
set of problems is born. This is where companies can develop new categories of tools to
solve problems that never existed before.
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Takeaways
#1

#2

Create a discipline and position
your product as a tool that helps
people succeed in that new
discipline.

Capitalize on regulatory,
technological, and behavioral
trends as they evolve and create
opportunities.

#3

#4

Become the ultimate resource to
your customers.

It’s okay to outgrow your
category as you expand.

#5

#6

Don’t let initial conversations
with analysts discourage you.

You will need to develop an
entire ecosystem around your
category.

#7

#8

Creating a new category enables
you to avoid going head-to-head
against established competitors.

You don’t need to be first to a
category to own it, just the
loudest voice in the room.
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Five-Step Category Design Process
Our Category Design Strategy Process follows five key steps. In this
chapter, we’ll walk you through each one-by-one. This is the workbook
portion of this playbook, with actionable sections throughout each step.

Step #1: Define the Category Problem.
Step #2: Name the Category.
Step #3: Develop Your Category Story.
Step #4: Create the Category Playbook.
Step #5: Evangelize Your Category.
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Step 1: Define the Category Problem
Objective: Identify and define the exact market problem that your new category will aim to solve
for your target customers.
Category design begins with identifying and defining a problem your target customers are
experiencing that other market categories aren’t adequately solving or potentially even addressing.
This could be a new problem that hasn’t existed for very long. For example, the rise of Bitcoin and
cryptocurrencies created a new problem for governments and companies to solve: they needed the
ability to monitor blockchain transactions for fraudulent activity. Because blockchain is so new and
different, legacy products weren’t positioned to solve this problem. This created an opening for
startups like Chainanalysis to develop purpose-built solutions that solve this new problem, which
didn’t previously exist until Bitcoin and cryptocurrency use boomed in recent years.
Or this could be solving an old problem in a totally new way. For example, companies were dealing
with the problem of managing their customer relationships with on-premise CRM tools. Marc
Benioff had the idea to deliver CRM software via the cloud and provide a totally new way for CRM
tools to be purchased and a totally new way to solve an old problem.

Problems are born from rapid change and evolving trends.
Behavioral
Trends

...like HubSpot realizing buyer behavior was changing and establishing a category of tools
to help companies manage how they connect with this new type of buyer.

Regulatory
Trends

...like Docusign realizing new laws created the need for a category of tools to manage
e-signatures.

Technological
Trends

...like Genesis Mining realizing that the rise of Bitcoin mining created the need for a
category of platforms to bring cloud mining to the masses.

Oftentimes, there’s a convergence where several factors create a perfect storm for the opportunity
for a new category to be created.
Your ability to identify and articulate this problem is the foundation to your entire Category Design
Strategy, so it’s critically important to get right. The better you can describe the problem to your
buyers, the more your message will resonate with them, and the more they will look to you to help
them solve the problem.

The goal of these three exercises is to identify themes, terms, and
phrasing that you can use to shape your category problem definition.
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Best Practices for This Step:

Your problem statement should cover the actual
problem along with the internal pain that problem is
causing your target market.

Pick up the phone and speak with your target
market/existing customers, buy them coffee, and do
everything you can to have as many conversations as
possible to uncover those pain points.

Make it clear why this is a problem that must be
solved today.

People in your target market reading your problem
statement should nod their head in agreement
because it’s something they have experienced but
haven't found the words to explain themselves.

Make it clear why this is a problem that must be
solved today.

Winning companies today must market the
problem, not just a solution.

Think about how your customers talk about and
articulate the problem to you.

Once people see a problem, they can’t unsee it.

The company that defines the space is best
positioned to dominate it.

This can seem crazy to some and should be
non-consensus.

The problem must be one they didn't realize they
had or didn’t realize they could solve.

You want customers to have the same “aha”
as you do.

The problem should be framed around a villain that’s causing the problem. This lays the groundwork for you to be
positioned as the hero that will save your target customer.
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WORKSHOP

Defining Your Problem Brainstorm
How do your customers
describe the problem they
experience?

Existing Solution No.1

What are all the ways they
currently solve this problem?

Existing Solution No.2
Existing Solution No.3

What’s the root cause of this
problem?

What behavioral, regulatory, or
technological trends make this
problem so important to solve
today?

Trend No.1
Trend No.2
Trend No.3

Who experiences this problem
the most?

What specific pain does this
problem cause them? How does
this problem make them feel?

What specific benefits do
customers experience if they
solve this problem?

Benefit No.1
Benefit No.2
Benefit No.3

Could be DIY solutions, existing market categories, etc
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WORKSHOP

Before and After Your Category
Before Your Category

After Your Category

What do they
have?

What are they
feeling?

What’s an average
day like?

What is their
status?
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WORKSHOP

Write 5 Problem Statements
Write 2-3 sentence summaries of the problem you are solving. Then take these problem
statements to customers, investors, and others in your market and see how the message
resonates. Your goal over time is to narrow it down to one.

#1
#2
#3
#4
#5
What is their
status?
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Step 2: Name Your Category
Objective: Determine the most appropriate name for your category.

With your problem clearly defined, now it’s time to give your category a name.
When your customers hear the category name, they should instantly understand exactly what it
does and what it means to them. If they hear the term and they have no idea what problem it solves
and why they should care, your category design efforts will likely fail.
As you work to come up with a name, it’s critical to keep in mind that your category name must be
something that others can eventually use. It can’t be something that is so specific to your brand
name that no one else will ever be able to use it.
Category names can also evolve and change overtime — even if your term isn’t the one that ends up
being commonly used, as long as your company is associated with solving the problem, that can be
enough to establish your position as the leader. Categories can be an end point or it can be
something you evolve out of after you’ve won your new category.
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Best Practices for This Step:

A category name should define the nature of the problem being solved.

The goal is for the category name to become a line item in every company's market.

One great way to uncover a new category name is to look for job titles. This is what Gainsight did in the early
days of building the customer success management category. They saw more and more companies were
hiring Customer Success Managers and used that as one of the signals to go forward with their category.

Don’t get too stuck if someone else has already used the phrase or term in a different context. Coming up
with a new string of words simply for the sake of it isn’t necessary.

The category name is not something you want to trademark. Doing this prevents others from using it, which
is not what you want to do.

Your goal should be to turn this category into a discipline that others can master (think about them adding
the skill to their LinkedIn).

You don’t have to use a long phase that gets abbreviated.

If nothing feels right in terms of the name, this doesn’t mean your category efforts are on hold. You can begin
creating content and marketing the problem your category will solve even without a formal name for the
category.

Be careful with choosing trends that will eventually go away. You don’t want to latch yourself to a term that
won’t be popular for an extended period of time.
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How to Think About Category Naming

When it comes to creating your category name, you should think about
it at three levels: community, discipline, platform.

Gainsight Example

Platform to help them succeed with
this new discipline
Customer Success Platform

Discipline / Skill Set that this
community practices
Customer Success Management

Underserved / Underrepresented /
Ignored Emerging Community
Customer Success Managers and Professionals

WORKSHOP

Category Name Brainstorm
Write out five ideas for different category names here. Search online to see what currently
comes up when these terms are entered.

#1
#2
#3
#4
#5
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Step 3: Create Your Category Story
Objective: Develop a compelling narrative about the story behind your category and share your
unique perspective on why it matters.

Now it’s time to write the story of your category.
The final deliverable here will be a piece of content you publish on your website, written under the
CEO’s name, that serves as the foundation of your Category Design Strategy. Everyone that visits
your website should be pushed to this page.
Every founder today knows the importance of having a good story. The story you build around your
company is what gets investors, talent, and customers bought in. So as you can imagine, when it
comes to creating a category, the story you craft and tell is mission critical. Your story should be
clear, simple, and easily repeatable, because you will want to have every person in your company
trained on how to tell it. Then you want to get your customers talking about it.

The B2B Founders Guide: How to Create and Dominate a Category

Chapter 4

38
Best Practices for This Step:

Answer the obvious question everyone will have as
they read it: How is this different from [insert existing
solutions/categories/vendors]?

Focus on the customer and make it all about them.
They should be the heroes of this story, not you. You
are their guide that can help them survive and thrive in
the future.

Educate customers about the better future this
category will provide them.

Lay the groundwork for the “case” for why customers
need to change. Getting customers to change their
old ways is incredibly difficult.

Articulate the pain that not adopting this new
category will bring.

Communicate how much potential the category has
by using data to highlight the market need and
opportunity.

Aim to position yourself as the sun of a new solar
system, around which your category will orbit.

Describe in detail the tangible outcomes and benefits
that customers can expect to gain from the category.

Talk like a revolutionary that is on a mission to bring
change and build a better future.

The language you use is very important here. You must
find a balance between talking about concepts people
are already familiar with while also introducing new
ideas.

Call out an enemy and position them as a villain. This can
be the well-known legacy companies holding customers
hostage to outdated categories, or it can simply be the
status quo. Every good story needs an enemy.

You can also consider announcing the new category
with a traditional press release to plant your flag in the
ground.

Don’t expect the entire world to immediately recognize
the genius of your new category. Category design is a
long-term strategy and it can take years of shouting from
the rooftops until people begin to see what you see.

Your goal should be to become synonymous with the
category.
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WORKSHOP

Category Story Brainstorm
Who is the primary user of this
new category?

What are they trying to achieve?

What problem is your customer
facing while trying to achieve
this goal?

Why can’t they solve this
problem?

What’s at stake for the customer
who doesn’t solve this problem?

What will the world look like for
customers if they can solve this
problem?
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Category Story Brainstorm
Intro
Call out exactly who is experiencing the problem
Articulate the pain this problem is causing
Articulate why solving it is more important than ever

Part 1: Problem Deep Dive
Explore the problem in depth
Quantify the size of this problem or opportunity
Explain why the problem exists
Explain why it’s so hard to solve and why other categories can’t solve it
Justify why there needs to be a new category, and answer the question they are asking: How
is this different from what already exists?

Part 2: Introduce the Category
Name the new category
Educate why a new category is needed and all the good it can bring

Part 3: Imagine the Future
Describe in detail the future and all the good that this category will create for the world
Call others to take action and to get involved

Now, write your category story here. Aim to
keep this at less than 500 words.
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WORKSHOP

Your Category Story
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Step 4: Create the Category Playbook
Objective: Create the definitive guide that your customers can use to succeed in your category.

Now it’s time to build the definitive playbook that can help your customers understand everything
there is to know about your category and most importantly — how it can help them. Your end
deliverables here will be a long form ebook along with a collection of blog posts that explore the
chapters of the ebook in more depth (see Hub and Spoke chart on page 51).
Think about this like you’re creating a bible for a new religion or a rulebook for a new sport. It should
cover everything someone needs to know about your category. You are outlining the principles that
make up the foundation of your new category, the benefits it can bring, and how the category will
work.

What an Essential Guide Looks Like
With our client Raydiant, we are working to create the in-location experience category. To
support these efforts, we’ve created guides like the Essential Guide to In-Location Experience
Management that makes the case for why the category should exist and educates their
customers on how they can win with the category.

The B2B Founders Guide: How to Create and Dominate a Category

Chapter 4

43
Best Practices for This Step:

Your goal is to define what exactly the category is.
When others talk about the category, they should refer to your formal definition.

Aim to create the ultimate educational resource that exists on the internet for this category.

Ideally this is framed around how to build a program or strategy.

This is not a playbook for how to use your product.

This playbook should not be full of fluff. It should be designed as an actionable guide that can be
immediately put to use.

Use this as an opportunity to crystalize your thinking and strategically align your platform with the
category you are aiming to create.

Because this is a new category, you may need to think about this in hypothetical scenarios and guess at
what you think the issues may be.

You should revisit and update this guide once a quarter as you get more input from the market,
customers, and your team as you continue to adopt a category-led mindset internally.
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WORKSHOP

Category Playbook Questions
How do you define [insert your category name]?

How is success measured in [insert your category name]?
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For companies that adopt [insert your category name], what are five tangible
benefits they can expect to see?

Benefit #1:

Benefit #2:

Benefit #3:

Benefit #4:

Benefit #5:
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What are the top five challenges companies face when it comes to [insert your
category name]?

Challenge #1:

Challenge #2:

Challenge #3:

Challenge #4:

Challenge #5:
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What are the five most common mistakes you see organizations make when
building and executing a [insert your category name] program or strategy?

Mistake #1:

Mistake #2:

Mistake #3:

Mistake #4:

Mistake #5:
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What are five best practices for those who want to succeed with building and
executing a [insert your category name] program or strategy?

Best Practice #1:

Best Practice #2:

Best Practice #3:

Best Practice #4:

Best Practice #5:
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What are five questions a customer should ask when evaluating a [insert your
category name] platform?

Question #1:

Question #2:

Question #3:

Question #4:

Question #5:
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For organizations developing their [insert your category name] strategy: What
are the five steps they should take from start to finish?

Step #1:

Step #2:

Step #3:

Step #4:

Step #5:
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Creating Your Hub and Spoke Content
With your questions answered, now it’s time to create content. Think about this like a hub and
spoke. At the core, you have a long form ebook with many different chapters (the hub). Around the
hub, you create blog content for each of the chapters that explores them more in depth. This helps
you blanket the internet with useful resources.

A Step by Step
Guide to Inbound
Marketing Success
6 Challenges of
Inbound Marketing

5 Best Practices to
Inbound Marketing

The Most Common
Inbound Marketing
Mistakes

The Essential
Guide to Inbound
Marketing

How to Build an
Inbound Marketing
Strategy For 2022

How to Measure
the Results of Your
Inbound Marketing
Efforts

What is Inbound
Marketing?
10 Inbound
Marketing Terms
to Know
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Getting Yourself Ready to Write
Epic Content
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As you go through this process, don’t think of this as simply “creating
some content.” You are investing in and building long-term assets that
will help you market your new category and get people to understand
what it means to them.

Bad Content

Good Content

It doesn’t teach them anything
new and is unhelpful.

vs

It makes them think and teaches
them something new.

It lacks original insight and ideas.

vs

It contains interesting or fresh
insight and ideas.

It tries to make a hard product sell.

vs

It sells people on ideas, concepts,
and solutions, not products.

It’s written for too broad of
an audience.

vs

It’s written for a
highly-specific audience.

It doesn’t ask them to do
anything.

vs

Its entire purpose is to get people to do
something/take some action (think about
something, try something new, etc.).

It uses complicated language
or jargon.

vs

It’s written in an easy-to-understand
way with simple terms.

It lacks a controlling idea.

vs

It contains a clear thesis statement.
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Step 5: Evangelize Your Category
Objective: Be the loudest voice in the room and dominate the conversations that are relevant to
your category.

Now it’s time to evangelize your category and the best way to do that is with high-quality content.
Here you must remember that your job is to market the problem your category solves, not to market
your product (yet).
Remember, too, that if you are truly building a new category, you aren’t capturing existing market
demand. Your early efforts are all about creating new market demand.
The more you market your category and advocate for the benefits it can bring, the more you make
your company name synonymous with the category name and the problem the category solves.
As demand is created and customers begin looking for a solution to the problem your category
solves, you’ve locked in your position as the category leader who can help them succeed.
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Best Practices for This Step:
Have an enemy that your category works to overthrow.

Be the first to call out a specific community that is being underserved. Make it clear you care about them, and
that they deserve better.

For your new category to become a success, it needs a leader and that leader needs to be you.

You must be the authoritative advocate that the members of your community look up to and respect. You
must be their trusted leader.

Instead of solely thinking about marketing your product, your goal should be to start a community of
like-minded people who believe that the problem you’ve identified should not be tolerated.

Your evangelism efforts should be centered around the development of high-quality thought leadership
content assets that serve as a foundation for your category to be built on top of.
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9 Ways to Evangelize a New Category
The best way to evangelize your new category is with content that
adds massive value. Instead of thinking about these as content, think
about them as assets that can add value over the long term.
Content Asset Type

#1
#2
#3
#4
#5
#6
#4
#5
#6

Case Studies.
Op-Eds / Guest Posts.

Essential Guides.

Original Research .

Publish a Book.

Produce a Podcast.

Create a 101 Resource Center.

Form an Association.

Launch a Certification / Training Program.

Now let’s explore three examples of how great founders have
evangelized their category.
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Evangelize Like Hubspot and Be
the Ultimate Resource For Customers

HubsSpot didn’t just create a platform for inbound marketing. They created the entire concept of
inbound marketing and took on the responsibility of being the ultimate resource for marketers
looking to understand how to win with inbound marketing. If you Google for practically anything
related to marketing today, you find HubSpot's valuable, actionable, and, most importantly, free
resources. From their annual conference to their training programs and certifications, HubSpot
evangelized the benefits of inbound marketing and rode that wave to be the go-to inbound
marketing platform.
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Evangelize Like Gainsight and Be the
Voice of an Underserved Market
Segment

Gainsight identified that Customer Success professionals were growing rapidly. More companies
were making customer success a priority and more and more people had Customer Success in their
title. But no one was really focusing on this fast-growing community. Gainsight called this group out,
told them they cared, and evangelized and advocated the idea of Customer Success on their behalf.
From creating hip hop songs to literally writing the book on Customer Success, Gainsight made
their customers first and leveraged that position to be their go-to platform.
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Evangelize Like Salesforce
and Declare War on An Enemy

When Marc Benioff launched Salesforce, he declared war on the idea of on-premise software. He
led the charge in questioning why companies purchased software that required expensive on-site
installations, long-term contracts, and an overall lack of flexibility. He evangelized the idea of cloud
computing software, which paved the way for Salesforce to lead the category as it grew. This is the
exact mindset you should have as you go to work evangelising your new market category. Declare
war on the problem holding your customers back.
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Reminder:
Category Design is a Journey
Creating a category is a process. The five key steps of Category Design Strategy are how you
kick-start your efforts, but it’s up to you to continue your efforts to get your category adopted by the
market.
Don’t expect this to just happen overnight. This is why most founders fail at category design. They
don’t have the patience to see the process through. They begin full of excitement, then give up
because they are too focused on short-term outcomes.
But the ones who are able to see it through are the companies who truly transform their industry.
They are the ones who are remembered as game changers, revolutionaries, and visionaries who
were bold enough to challenge the status quo and resilient enough to see it through to the end.
The world today doesn’t need more “better mouse-trap” startups. It doesn’t just need products that
are faster, better, and cheaper than what already exists on the market.
The world needs more products that create new realities that were never before possible and create
true lasting change. All founders have the choice to choose which path they go down. We believe
the more founders focused on creating new categories, the better.

Now is the time to define and dominate new
market categories.
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About Front Lines Media.
We are a Strategic Communications & Advisory Firm that helps
visionary founders establish credibility and increase awareness so
they can break through the noise and transform their industry.
Since we launched in 2014, the founders who have implemented
our thought leadership marketing programs have gone on to
achieve the following:

$1.8B
In Funding
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Have Been
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5
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3
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Unicorns

You build the future.
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