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Introduction

In 2014, I began working on a book with Al Ramadan, Christopher Lochhead, and Dave Peterson—a book we ultimately ended up calling Play Bigger: How Pirates, Dreamers, and Innovators Create and Dominate Markets.

When we started, we had a bunch of compelling but disparate and often unconnected ideas around creating new market categories—a “bag of doorknobs,” to reference a phrase from the book. But as we worked through the ideas and wrote some of the early chapters, we all felt like we were fitting together the pieces of a new business discipline.

Months into our work, the four of us gathered at Chris’s house in Santa Cruz, California, which had become our book-writing headquarters. I laid out printouts and Post-its of concepts and chapter headings on Chris’s enormous dining room table, lining them up like a storyboard. Al stared at the papers and Post-its and said this all reminded him of when he was a leader at Macromedia and the company created the discipline of “experience design.”

After a silence, someone—Al and Chris credit me, though I don’t actually remember, so who knows—said something like, “Holy shit! It’s category design!”

I think all four of us got goosebumps. That was what we were creating. Category design would be a new discipline that would help companies identify, define, develop, and ultimately win new market categories. The key to doing all of that would be to intentionally design the category—design it in a way that would put a company in the driver’s seat of the category. And our book was going to lay out how to do that, step by step.

Play Bigger came out in the summer of 2016. We thought we had produced something terrific, but you never know if a book is going to catch the zeitgeist. Sales started out small but steady, and then just kept going and going. Venture capitalists were handing the book out to portfolio CEOs. Founders read it and told other founders they had to read it. Marketers caught on and began changing their titles to Category Designer. And companies wanted us to help them do what we wrote about.

By the end of 2016, with a nudge from Chris, Al, and Dave, I’d formed Category Design Advisors (CDA) with Mike Damphousse, who had known and worked with Play Bigger’s other coauthors longer than I had. From then until this writing, Mike and I worked on category design projects for nearly fifty companies, and guided workshops for dozens more at incubators and VC portfolio gatherings. We led category design projects all over the world, through up and down economic cycles, and through a pandemic. We’re working on category design today as new generations of artificial intelligence (AI) open up ways to create new market categories in every corner of business and life.

Through all that, as Mike and I put category design concepts into practice, we learned a ton. While most of Play Bigger was prescient and on target, we learned that there is much more to category design than we covered in that book.

Some of what we’ve since developed expands on the theoretical ideas behind category design. Some of it enhances the discipline’s hands-on, practical aspects. We’ve learned that there are better ways to do some of the things in the book, like how to write a category point of view (POV) and how to roll out a category and make it stick. We developed a model for doing category design in a condensed sprint.

All of that, we feel, moves up the discipline to a higher plane. We now call what we do strategic category design.

This book is about what we’ve learned and how you, too, can practice and benefit from strategic category design. Yes, we’re giving away our institutional knowledge. (Well, sort of—you probably had to pay for this book.) We believe this is bigger than us. By open-sourcing the details and secrets of strategic category design, many more companies, organizations, and individuals can benefit from it than we could ever touch as a firm. If the contents of this book help make some of them stronger, better, more meaningful, and more enduring, we all win.

And while this intro is by me—Kevin—the rest of what you’ll read is by both Mike and me.

—Kevin Maney, New York, 2025
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The Power of Strategic Category Design

Let’s begin with the end in mind.1 As a way to tee up everything in this book, it seems like a good idea to let you in on how a strategic category design project works and how it can transform a company. We’ll do this with help from the experience of one of our past clients, Prescryptive Health.

From 1999 to 2004, Chris Blackley was CEO of a company called Avao, which developed software for running retail pharmacies. After that company got acquired, he joined Microsoft and became a senior director. But he kept his eye on the pharmacy space and its convoluted, opaque, and illogical (at least to consumers) way of pricing drugs. The chief problem, Chris believed, was a type of company called a pharmacy benefits manager. These PBMs are middlemen who negotiate prescription drug prices with payers, and they usually drive up the cost of drugs and make it hard for consumers to shop for a drug based on price. Chris thought that cloud-based technology could displace PBMs, make drug pricing transparent, and help consumers get better deals.

To do just that, in 2017 Chris left Microsoft and cofounded Prescryptive with another Microsoft veteran, Kevin Young. They had a big vision for a company that would have a significant impact on health care, and that vision helped them hire top pros from across the sectors that touch the drug sector: insurers, pharmaceutical companies, PBMs, pharmacies, hospital systems, and technologists.

So Prescryptive wound up with a team that spoke a whole lot of different business languages, all trying to attack a complex problem that they all saw from different angles. Clearly articulating the company’s purpose—the category it wanted to create—and getting everyone to orient around that same North Star was a challenge.

Chris admits that his team struggled to meet that challenge on their own. “And so we started researching and trying to figure out, where can we get some help?” Chris told us. “We were trying to differentiate ourselves, and we were trying to make it so that it could be understandable to folks who were in the market, but we didn’t want to sound like everybody else. And the challenge with that is to differentiate but also meet people where they are. And that’s a difficult challenge, particularly in a marketplace where not everybody understands how it works or what’s broken.”2

An advisor to the company suggested Chris should read Play Bigger. The concept and process the book describes resonated with Chris and Kevin, and they tried to use it to do category design themselves. But they struggled to run that play internally. That’s when Chris reached out to us at CDA.

We told him we were confident we could help the company with an in-person, one-week workshop with his leadership team. We only found out later that Chris thought that was nuts. “I had a high degree of skepticism going in,” he told us long after we worked together. “It’s hard to imagine that you can spend a week on something that we’d been spending a lot more than a week trying to figure out and do ourselves, and had hired others to help us, to believe that you could actually get through it in a week and come out the other end with something that was substantial.”

But actually, we find that the intensity of the compressed timeline is key to making a strategic category design project work.

In reality, we spend a lot more than a week on the whole process. Once we agree to work with a client, we spend a number of weeks on research. We dig in online and read all we can about the company. We also tell the company to identify the people who will participate in the workshop. We advise that the ideal number is from six to twelve, and they should have different leadership roles. The CEO and any cofounders must be there. The rest might be the product lead, the chief marketing officer, the head of sales, the chief financial officer, and so on. We insist that all of those chosen agree to be present in person for the full workshop. (In reality, we sometimes get someone joining via Zoom, but we discourage it.)

Once the participants are chosen, we send them each a questionnaire and follow those up with thirty-minute interviews. All that helps us understand the company’s current position and where each participant will be coming from before we all meet. It also gets the participants thinking and talking about the questions we’re asking, preparing them for our live session.

The workshop week is really four days. We tell the team to expect to all be in a room together for a full day on day one. The following two days, we do our work, which we’ll explain in a moment. Then we’re back together for a full day on day four. By the end of that fourth day, we expect that, together with the team, we will have agreed on a category for the company to create, and on a unifying category POV that captures the company’s strategic direction.

Here’s a brief glimpse of what happens over those four days.

Day one: Mike and Kevin (and anyone else CDA pulls into the project) lead a discussion about what problem the company really needs to solve, why the world needs this company to exist, why this company is the best one to solve the problem, and how the solution should work whether this or any company does it. We push the company to think bigger and funnel the conversation toward a conclusion, until everyone in the room gets pretty close to seeing the category and how to design it.

Days two and three: We do our work, which means we discuss on our own what we think came out of the first-day workshop, and then hammer out a POV that captures the category story in a narrative of about one thousand words. (There’s much more on writing a POV in later chapters.) The POV needs to describe the problem, introduce the new category, describe the solution, and at the end show why the client company is the one to make the category come alive. The POV suggests a category name, and (especially relevant in the Prescryptive story) ends with a tagline for the company’s brand.

Day four: We reassemble with everyone and present the POV to the room, showing it line by line on slides and reading it out loud. This sets a tone that finalizing the POV will be a group effort. The POV puts the outcomes of the first day’s discussion right in front of the company’s team to react to. Then the rest of the day is spent talking about the POV and, together, editing every word of it. At the end of that day, almost every time, the whole team buys into and aligns around the POV and the category strategy. They’ve all created it together. They all feel ownership.

Here’s Chris’s take on the process, from his CEO seat at Prescryptive: “The process in and of itself is educational for the team. It’s like strategy. You get everybody on the leadership team into a room and you spend a week going through developing strategy. The value, as much as the deliverable that comes out the other end, is the actual process of driving the alignment conversation and getting everybody to understand, through a single lens. And so the process in and of itself is very aligning.

“And then I would say the last day is this epiphany type of experience where we still talk about it, years later,” Chris said. “We still are anchored on the output from that meeting. Our tagline [that concluded the POV], ‘Rewriting the script,’ still has a massive effect on the company and the culture.”

He added: “Going into the workshop, we framed the company in a completely different way than coming out of it.”

We did the workshop with Prescryptive in January 2020. (Yes, it was in person, just before the pandemic shut the world down.) The impact on Chris’s efforts to raise a round of funding was immediate. Chris told us, “A week or two after our workshop, I had a series of meetings at the J.P. Morgan Healthcare Conference—with twelve to fifteen brand-name venture funds. I went from hundreds of pitches and conversations where people knew the space but could not understand what we do—to, in less than ten minutes, they understood why we are different and understood what we do. That is success. So when we got to the right investor, it was easy and fast. We didn’t get hung up on clarity. In fact, part of the benefit was getting to ‘no’ faster with some investors.”

Those investor conversations led to Prescryptive’s landing a $26 million A round. In the four years from then until we started writing this book, the category strategy and POV helped Prescryptive get traction in the market and hire great people. “It’s because of our mission and the purpose that the company has. And people are leaving fifteen-year careers and industry-leading companies to join our purpose.” The POV has helped Prescryptive talk effectively to customers and partners, Chris said. It’s helped guide the marketing and branding.

By late 2024, Prescryptive’s platform enabled health-care consumers to compare prices and payment options for prescriptions at more than sixty thousand pharmacies. It had forged an innovative partnership with another health-care tech company, Transcarent. “It’s pretty amazing to see [the category work] come to fruition,” Chris said.

Perception Versus Perspective

There are, no doubt, countless ways to practice strategic category design. Strategic category design isn’t a franchise—like if you get a McDonald’s franchise, you have to do everything the McDonald’s way. It is instead a way of thinking and acting that leads to a strategy to win a new market category. Some companies, for instance, hire a resident category designer to drive category design through the organization on a daily basis, for years on end.

So why do we do it the way we do it, in a pressurized short burst?

For one, most companies don’t have time (or money!) to waste. If it’s possible to get to a category strategy in a few weeks, then why wouldn’t you do it that way? Many big consulting firms might prefer to stretch out an engagement, throw a lot of people at it, do a lot of reports, and make it seem like the deliverable was a ton of work so the firm can charge a ton of money. We believe it’s actually more valuable to the company if we streamline the process, go all out in a short burst, and get a high-quality result fast.

Second, we want to create intensity and momentum. Everyone is there to get something vital to the company done quickly. The top leaders set aside two full days (day one and day four, per above) just for the category design workshop. Some or all have traveled to be in the room in person. Those present feel special because they get to be in the room where it happens (to paraphrase Hamilton). The process pushes the team to work together. They bond. They end up feeling like they all played a part in the outcome, and so they buy into the outcome and become excited to evangelize the new POV and category to their internal teams and, then, to customers, partners, and other stakeholders. In the end, the workshop creates alignment among the team and ignites a sense of mission to go out and win the category.

Companies can do this on their own, and this book will show you how. Still, there are advantages to using outsiders (in general—not just us!) as a forcing function.

When you’re inside a company, especially if you’re a founder, one of the hardest things to do is to clearly see the company and product from the outside in—to see yourself as others see you. And yet if you can do that, it becomes a superpower.

You’ll have an advantage over competitors, better know what products to build, and understand how to influence your target customers so they see you as you want them to see you.

One way to think about this is perception versus perspective. One popular TikTok video in 2024 was an interview with an unnamed ex-CIA agent explaining the concept and how perception versus perspective helps with spycraft. As he noted, perception is your interpretation of the world. Most of us rely only on our perception—after all, it’s what’s inside each of our brains, and it’s hard to escape our own brains.

Yet as the spy guy said, there’s no real advantage over others if you rely on your perception of things—because that’s what everyone else does, too. And it’s a disconnect from the reality that others experience.

Perspective, however, is the act of observing the world from outside yourself. Another way to put it, which we’ve heard a few times in the tech ecosystem, is to have radical empathy. It’s a way to get out of your head and put yourself in the place of your target customers—to consider what they’re worried about, what makes them happy, what motivates them, what they really need.

If you can do that, you can escape your perception that, for instance, your product is an amazing breakthrough that everyone should immediately rush to buy. You’ll replace that thinking with a perspective on how others see your product. This leads to insights about, say, why your product isn’t selling like crazy. If you can see that, you have an opportunity to change others’ perceptions with highly effective messaging, or come to a realization that you need to tweak the product to truly meet the needs of your target market.

Sure, some say that perception is reality. In a way, that’s true, because each person’s perception is in fact their particular reality. But your perception is only your reality. It’s not the reality of target customers. The challenge, then, is to get outside yourself and understand the reality of others.

Perception is essentially imaginary. It’s a belief. It’s not actually real. Which means that it can be altered because it’s only neurons firing, not actual, physical, unalterable reality.

Uncovering the difference for a company between perception and perspective is one of the most valuable outcomes of strategic category design. The discipline of category design is centered on an outside-in approach to creating a new market category. The tools of category design are aimed at understanding the reality of target customers, empathizing with them, and getting deep into what they need and why they need it.

Perspective is also a reason outsiders bring value to the category design process. An outsider is not steeped in the company’s perception of the world. They can see it from the outside in. (Some remarkable leaders can do that on their own, but not many.)

One way or another, a company’s leaders need to break the spell of perception and clearly see the shift in context around the people they are targeting, what’s now missing for them amid the current context, and what innovation would make their lives better.

Once a company gets its arms around that, it will see the new product category that needs to exist but doesn’t—yet.

Strategic Category Design Outcomes

What about measurable outcomes of strategic category design?

Companies that implement it wind up with a much stronger message and position in the market, and alignment among the leadership team around a common North Star. Some get intangibles like a workforce morale boost and rejuvenated sense of purpose.

We’ve been doing this long enough to be certain that category design leads to positive outcomes. Since we mostly work with pre-IPO companies, we can’t point to quarterly earnings or stock price trends. But we can see other indicators, like better-than-expected funding rounds, improved valuations, easier sales motions, and acquisitions.

For example, one client, Diligent, was valued at about $4 billion when we worked with the company in 2020. By 2024, it was valued at more than $7 billion. We can’t claim that was all because of its category design initiative, but we’re sure it helped. Another client, Hotel Engine (now known just as Engine), was valued at $500 million when it worked on category design with us; in September 2024, it raised a round at a $2.1 billion valuation.

About a year after we worked with LinkedIn Sales Solutions (LSS) on developing its “deep sales” category, the division’s VP of marketing at the time, Gail Moody-Byrd, wrote this on LinkedIn: “Since September, we’ve been filling rooms around the globe with customers and prospects like this who trust LinkedIn and value our advice and perspective on how to navigate uncertain times. With #deepsales, we’ve captured a moment where our offering matches the market’s needs.”

Some other outcomes, post–category design work:


	Tallarium was a London-based seed-stage startup when the company worked with us in the summer of 2021. In 2022, the company landed a series A round with a total of $8.7 million raised. Tallarium created a digital platform that helps traders in energy and other commodities discover “true value” pricing.

	Guidewheel was a seed-stage startup that worked with us in 2020, when it was still called Safi. Post–category design, it changed its name to Guidewheel and raised a series A round of $9 million. In the fall of 2024, it raised a B round of $31 million. From CEO Lauren Dunford: “Working with CDA to thoughtfully build the FactoryOps category laid the foundation for strong, aligned growth and product development.” In 2024, Dunford was invited to be onstage at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, and in 2025 was invited to deliver a main-stage TED Talk.

	The Predictive Index was, in 2019, sixty years old. It needed to reimagine itself, and category design helped it define the category of talent optimization. The company then raised $101 million in two rounds. From CEO Mike Zani: “The category work was instrumental in positioning us to raise a significant round of growth equity. It aligned the team in a way that was palpable. When operating a company and when pitching investors, that harmonic alignment is priceless.”



Category design is not something that no one had ever thought to do. Throughout history, smart, innovative companies have created new market categories and designed them to their advantage. But those companies’ leaders were doing it instinctively and ad hoc. When working out the discipline of category design, an important part was reverse engineering what others had successfully done by instinct, codifying it, and making it easy for anyone else to understand how to do it.

Any ambitious company should want to do everything it can to create and win a market category. One counterpoint we often hear is: “If it’s a huge market category, there’s room for lots of winners.” Well, yeah, but that depends on how you define winners.

Most categories have a single clear winner. And that winner walks away with most of the economics—market share, profit share, valuation—of that category. The rest fight for relative scraps. But if that seems a little vague, at CDA we looked into a few specific and updated examples about some well-known category winners that have endured for years, if not decades.

We’ll start with an old category that we first wrote about in Play Bigger: the minivan category. In 1983, Chrysler created the category when it introduced the first minivans, the Dodge Caravan and Plymouth Voyager. Chrysler did an amazing job of category design, selling us on the category of minivan, not just on its two branded models. The company established itself in people’s minds as the category leader, and certainly won the dominant design—every competing minivan that has come after Chrysler’s has looked pretty much like Chrysler’s.

More than forty years later, this is the power of category dominance: In the US, Chrysler consistently maintains a 50 percent to 60 percent share of the minivan market, despite competition from Toyota, Honda, and others. Once a company embeds itself in our biases as the category leader, it’s hard to unseat it, even if a competitor makes a product that is arguably better.

Google is another example of winning a category—internet search—and embedding itself in our biases. In reality, there is nothing that ever prevented any of us from using a different search engine. Google isn’t like Facebook, LinkedIn, or Twitter, where you’re glued there because your connections are there. Other search companies argue that they produce better results or do a better job protecting your privacy. The vast majority of us don’t care. We just use Google.

So twenty-five years after Google was founded, its global search market share stood at 92 percent. Second-place Bing scraped along at 3 percent. And what’s the only threat to Google? The emergence of a completely different category of search (which is not really search anymore—it’s more like answer) based on generative AI, such as ChatGPT or Perplexity.3

We learned from Salesforce’s mission to create the then-new (in 1999, when the company was founded) market category of cloud CRM—at a time when most big companies dismissed cloud computing as too risky and untested. Salesforce’s goal was to displace the old “on-premise CRM” category (big, expensive software that the buyer had to painfully maintain) with the new cloud CRM category (which let people use the software without installing or maintaining it). In a space crowded with hefty competitors such as Adobe, Microsoft, SAP, and HubSpot, Salesforce in 2024 held on to 31 percent of market share. While that’s not at a Google level, it is a dominant position. The rest of the market is divided into tiny slivers among an enormous number of competitors.
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