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      You have a positioning problem.
I have a solution in five easy steps.
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    Introduction to 
the Second Edition


    When I published the first edition of this book, I didn’t expect many folks outside my immediate network to read it. Seven years and over 100,000 copies sold later, I must admit I was wrong about that.


    Since then, I have worked directly with hundreds of companies and had hundreds of conversations with folks about the book. I’ve gradually developed a deeper understanding about which parts of the book resonated with folks, which parts confused the heck out of people, and where there were gaps that I wished I had filled. I’ve created this second edition to include the important things I have learned in the past seven years while attempting to clarify some of the more challenging concepts in the first edition.


    


    At a high level, here’s what’s new:


    
      	• In the first edition, I describe five components of positioning and a ten-step process for doing it. Some of you really hated that the number of steps in the process wasn’t equal to the number of components. The first few steps were really pre-work for a positioning exercise, and the final couple described work that needed to happen after the exercise. I have repositioned those steps (see what I did there), and we now have five components and five steps.


      	• The pre-work section has been expanded to include a set of key decisions that a team should make before they begin a positioning exercise. This is based on my work with clients, and I think it will greatly improve any team’s chance for success following this process.


      	• I have included some sections more relevant to multi-product companies wrestling with how to position their products within the context of a company with more than one offering.


      	• Some steps in the process have been widely expanded—in particular the differentiated value step. Most teams told me they got stuck there. I hope this new section helps to clarify the concept.


      	• The final section of the book, What Happens After a Positioning Exercise, has been greatly expanded. I’ve learned a lot about translating positioning into a sales pitch since I released the first edition. (My second book goes deep into this topic.) This expanded section reflects my current thinking on how best to create a sales pitch to test positioning and then turn that positioning into messaging.

    


    Thousands of you have left reviews online and sent me emails and cornered me at conferences to tell me about the work you’ve done using this book. Your generous feedback means a lot to me and has been an incredibly valuable input to my work. Thanks for being such smart, engaged and caring readers.


    


    One last thing. Real markets are messy and unpredictable. Anyone who tells you they have a process that works in every scenario is, frankly, lying to you. In my experience, the best methods, processes and frameworks freely admit that they do not hold up in every situation and there are always exceptions to the rules. This process is intended to be a starting point and set of guidelines. How you choose to use it, stretch it or ignore it altogether is up to you. Above all, I hope you find this book useful for your own positioning journey.
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    Context enables people to figure out what’s important. Positioning products is a lot like context setting in the opening of a movie.


    The opening scene helps the viewer quickly answer a list of basic questions that give context for the story about to unfold. Where are the characters? Who are they, and should the viewer love them or hate them? Is the story going to be sad or scary or funny?


    Think of the opening scene in Apocalypse Now. You see a dense grove of peaceful palm trees swaying in the breeze. But then you start to notice some smoke coming from the bottom of the screen and a helicopter moves quickly across. The palm trees burst into flames as Jim Morrison sings “The End.” The setting is not a beach in the Caribbean; it’s a war in the jungle. The scene slowly shifts from the burning jungle to Martin Sheen’s face, and you realize you’re seeing his traumatic memories. He’s smoking, he’s drinking, he’s got a gun, and your mother would have something to say about the state of that hotel room. He walks over to the window and looks out, and you hear his thoughts. “Saigon. Shit. I’m still only in Saigon. Every time I think I’m gonna wake up back in the jungle.”


    


    The movie is four minutes and forty-five seconds in, but you have enough context to know what it’s all about. It’s set in the middle of the Vietnam War, the main character has some serious PTSD, and if you thought this was going to be a two-hour laugh riot, you are dead wrong. Hey, they did warn you with the title. The opening scene positions the movie so you can stop wondering about the big questions of where, what, why and who and move on to focus on the story itself within that context.


    When customers encounter a product they have never seen before, they look for contextual clues to help them figure out what it is, who it’s for and why they should care. Taken together, the messaging, pricing, features, branding, partners and customers create context and set the scene for the product.


    Context can completely transform the way we think about a product. A good example of this is the famous context experiment conducted by The Washington Post. The experiment involved Joshua Bell, an internationally acclaimed violinist, who at the time was considered the best classical musician in America. Interview magazine once said his playing “does nothing less than tell human beings why they bother to live.”


    Joshua Bell regularly sells out concert halls where tickets cost $300 or more. For this test of context, he would play the violin outside a busy subway station in Washington, DC, during the morning commute. Would people recognize Bell’s extraordinary talent, or would they simply walk past him as they would any other street performer? And more importantly for the experiment, would he make more money than a typical street performer?


    


    Bell performed for forty-five minutes. In that time, 1,070 people passed by, and of those, twenty-seven gave him money, and only seven paused to listen. His total earnings for the concert: $32.17.


    You might argue that the commuters of Washington, DC, may simply be late getting to work or don’t carry change. Just because he didn’t draw a crowd and he didn’t make much money doesn’t mean the rushing commuters weren’t suddenly inspired to ponder the meaning of their lives. But The Washington Post went further and interviewed people who had experienced the music. It turned out that plenty of them weren’t in much of a rush at all—like the man getting a shoeshine in the corner of the plaza or the people lined up to buy lottery tickets at the kiosk twenty feet from Bell. It turns out they weren’t any more likely to notice the music.


    One man buying a lottery ticket that morning later remembered every number he chose but only vaguely recalled the musician as “just a guy trying to make a buck.” The owner of the shoeshine stand complained that the music was too loud and admitted that she had thought about calling the police to make him stop. Clearly these folks had not found a reason to live in Bell’s music. Although many people were too rushed to appreciate Bell’s playing, nothing else told them that what was happening in the plaza was special enough to stop and take in. Joshua Bell was sabotaged by his context.


    Even a world-class product, poorly positioned, can fail. In the context of a concert hall, Bell is perceived as producing something that is very valuable. He’s dressed to perform. He’s surrounded by an orchestra on a beautiful stage. The program tells people what awards he has won. Whereas when he’s playing outside a subway station, everything around him has changed. He’s dressed like a street performer and standing beside a garbage can, playing for tips. His product—the music—hasn’t changed, but in this context, few people recognize its value.


    
      “If you’re a baker, making bread, you’re a baker. If you make the best bread in the world, you’re not an artist, but if you bake the bread in the gallery, you’re an artist. So the context makes the difference.”


      Marina Abramović

    


    


    We rely on context to make sense of a world that is full of street performers and concert hall musicians, and full of millions of products of all shapes and sizes. Context allows us to make thousands of little decisions about what we should pay attention to and what we can simply ignore. Without context to guide us, we would be overwhelmed, maybe even paralyzed by choice.


    The situation is even worse when we consider innovative products that people have never encountered before. When Apple first launched the iPad, I remember a friend saying they couldn’t decide if it was a giant smartphone or a tiny monitor. In the early days of smartphones, BlackBerry (then Research in Motion) believed email was the most important application on a smartphone. In contrast, Apple believed the iPhone’s “killer app” was the browser. The products were similar, but they were positioned in very different contexts.


    For people who build and sell things, a product’s frame of reference can make or break the business. Coke is much more than sweet fizzy water in the same way that a concert violinist is more than just a street performer with a fiddle.


    Most products are exceptional only when we understand them within their best frame of reference. For those of us who make and sell products, the frame of reference that potential customers build around our offerings is critical to staying in business. The trouble is making sense of all the offerings is becoming an increasingly difficult task. There are too many products, all competing for shrinking attention. With so many other offerings on the market, it’s easy for products to get lost in the noise or, worse, completely misunderstood and framed in ways that make them unappealing, redundant or merely unremarkable.


    


    While we understand that context is important, we generally fail to deliberately choose a context because we believe that the context for our product is obvious.


    The Two Traps


    Product creators often fall into the trap of thinking there is only one way to position an offering and that we have no ability to shift that contextual frame of reference, especially after we have released it to market. We set out to build something (a new dessert or a new way of doing email, for example) and then almost unconsciously position our offering in that market (“dessert” or “email”). But most products can be positioned in multiple different markets. Your dessert might be better positioned as a snack, and your email solution might make more sense if it were positioned as chat. But because we never thought about positioning our product deliberately, we continue to believe there is only one way to think about it.


    Without meaning to, we trap ourselves within our own context. We don’t know how to shift the framework to best communicate what our product is or what it does. These traps usually take one of two forms.


    


    Trap 1: You are stuck on the idea of what you intended to build, and you don’t realize that your product has become something else. Imagine you’re a baker and you decide you’re going to make the greatest chocolate cake the world has ever known. You probably weren’t aware of it, but the minute you decided your product was “cake,” you made a set of critical business decisions before the flour hit the bowl. These include:


    
      	1 Target buyers and where you sell. You will be selling to folks looking for a fancy dessert, either directly at a bakery or food store or to restaurants that serve fancy desserts after fancy meals.


      	2 Competitive alternatives. You will be competing with other cakes, ice creams, pies and assorted desserts.


      	3 Pricing and margin. You won’t be likely to charge much more than you would for other desserts, since you’ll be selling the cake alongside them.


      	4 Key product features and road map. Your potential customers eat fancy desserts, so your product differentiators will need to appeal to them (likely high-income restaurant goers, or dinner hosts looking to impress guests). You might make your cake organic or gluten-free or add fancy French salt to your caramel sauce.

    


    Now, suppose that in your process of experimentation, you end up creating a cake that is quite small. It’s so small you could sell it as a self-contained, single-serving cake, so you put a little wrapper around it. You realize that you’ve made supreme chocolate muffins instead of better chocolate cake.


    


    At first it might not seem like this is much of a change. The product hasn’t changed much—it’s the same batter—but almost everything else about your business has. Why? Because we changed the customer’s mental frame of reference around the product from “cake” to “muffin.” That change in context changes everything about the business:


    
      	1 Target buyers and where you sell. Unlike cakes, muffins are sold at coffee shops and diners.


      	2 Competitive alternatives. You are now competing with donuts, pastries and bagels.


      	3 Pricing and margin. Muffins sell for a couple bucks, and you will be looking to sell a lot of them.


      	4 Key product features and road map. You are now fighting for the hearts and minds of a noble class of people who eat chocolate for breakfast. They’re likely not worried about gluten or the origin of the salt in your caramel. They might like your muffin larger or with more caramel or maybe they want it deep-fried like a hash brown. (You might be laughing, but deep down I think you want to try one of those.)

    


    So, if you were the baker, you might not see too much difference between muffins and cake—the product is essentially the same, right? But the difference in context for customers is huge. As a result, choosing to make muffins or cake results in two fundamentally different business models, with different ways of making revenue.


    As product creators, we need to understand that the choices we make in positioning and context can have a massive impact on our businesses—for better or worse. Once our product is released into the market, we often fall into the trap of thinking that there is a “default” context around our offering. Our product simply is what we set out to build. However, the road from an idea to a market-ready product is rarely a straight line.


    


    After we have an idea of what we want to create—a better email app, a faster database or a yummier chocolate cake—we go through a process of building prototypes, or ugly first versions, that we put in front of prospects to get their feedback. We then incorporate new ideas, adding and removing features based on that feedback. We repeat the cycle, often for months or even years, until we have something that our early customers really seem to love.


    Frequently, the product we end up with is not what we started out to build. Our email system seems more like group chat, our database seems more like an analytics platform, and our cake has become muffins.


    This transformation happens so gradually that we, the product creators, often don’t notice it. We still see the product as the thing we set out to build. What else could it possibly be? Customers, though, are often left confused by products that don’t seem to match up with the way companies are positioning them. This disconnect leaves customers disoriented, or worse, they believe that the product is poorly conceived and therefore can be ignored and forgotten entirely.


    Trap 2: You carefully designed your product for a market, but that market has changed. Your product exists within a market context—simple enough. Trouble is markets, and the way customers perceive them, are constantly changing. Markets are made up of competitors who are continually evolving their offerings, often in response to shifts in technology, customer preferences, economic conditions and regulatory requirements.


    


    Sometimes a product that was well positioned in a market suddenly becomes poorly positioned, not because


    

    

    

    
      

      
    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	• Your point of view on the problem you solve and the alternative ways a customer may choose to solve that problem.


      	• The ways you are uniquely different from those alternatives and why that’s meaningful for customers.


      	• The characteristics of a potential customer who really values what you can uniquely deliver.


      	• The best market context for your product that makes your unique value obvious to the customers who are best suited to your product.
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