
 

The Contrarian Edge 

Why The Obvious Answer Is Where Average Begins 

 

Best is a trap. Only is a fortress. 

Chase “best” and you invite comparison. Someone faster or cheaper passes you. Become the 

only choice for your customer, and there is no price war, no feature checklist, no negotiation 

over your value. You are a habit. 

A global analysis found that companies that define their own competitive position grow 17 

percent faster than those fighting in crowded categories. 

Yeti proved it. In 2006, coolers were cheap and disposable. Yeti ignored that game and became 

the only cooler built for the most demanding outdoor use, priced past 300 dollars. Stanley, 

founded in 1913, had more right to own durability and used it as a feature, not an identity. Yeti 

took the position first. 

The contrarian edge is not disagreement for sport. It is the discipline to refuse the obvious 

answer when everyone else has already settled on it. 

Obvious Insights, Not Simple Answers 

David Ogilvy told every marketer to reread Obvious Adams once a year. The 1916 book makes 

a distinction most readers miss. 



A simple answer is easy logic anyone can see. “We need an app, let’s build one.” Nobody 

argues. Nothing changes either. 

An obvious insight is a plain truth everyone overlooks. Old Spice asked who actually buys most 

men’s body wash. Women do. Sales rose 125 percent. Casper asked when people most want a 

new mattress. At 2 a.m., awake and frustrated. It built a billion-dollar brand on content about 

insomnia. 

Both brands asked a question so basic that no competitor had bothered to answer it. The payoff 

came from depth, not novelty. 

Liquid Death ran the same play. The simple answer for a new sparkling water was a blind taste 

test against rivals. Every beverage brand has done it. The team asked a sharper question. What 

is the most interesting way to show our value that people would want to share? They blindfolded 

17 people and had them taste 1.99-dollar water against liquified caviar, squid ink, a blended 

Wagyu cheeseburger, and lobster Bearnaise. All 17 chose the water. Liquid Death is now the 

fifth most-followed beverage brand on earth, with more followers than Coke and Pepsi. 

One rule sits under all of this. If everyone agrees, you probably have not thought hard enough. 

Best Practices Are Yesterday’s Breakthroughs 

The most dangerous advice in marketing is “follow best practices.” Best practices are 

yesterday’s breakthroughs frozen into checklists. They pull every brand to the same safe center: 

performance ads, lookalike audiences, generic email, safe social posts. When everyone runs 

the same play, the safety net becomes a drag chute. 

The math has flipped. In a 1,265-campaign study across the US and Europe, creative quality 

drove a 21-times profit multiplier. Targeting drove 1.1. Yet more than 62 percent of marketers 

still rank creativity third or lower. The safe choice is now the risky one. 

Gong shows the alternative. Every rival in its category hid its sales-call data and sold opinions. 

Gong did the opposite. It published findings from millions of analyzed calls. Reps who ask 11 to 

14 questions per call close at three times the rate. Saying “we provide” cuts win rates 13 

percent. Competitors can copy the format. They cannot copy ten years of proprietary data. That 

research now drives more than 40 percent of Gong’s inbound pipeline. 

I saw this firsthand at HP. The premium Dragon gaming laptop had run every play in the book. 

Ads. Social. Rebates. Nothing moved. So, we left the playbook. For 31 days, 31 respected 

creators ran giveaways for their own audiences, on their own terms, with no corporate script. 

The fear inside was “what if someone trashes it?” The structure flipped that. Each host was 

giving the machine to fans, so each had a reason to make the day big. The program drove more 

than 50 million impressions and an 84 percent sales lift for the Dragon. 



Not Everything That Makes Sense Works 

Rory Sutherland says it plainly. Not everything that makes sense works, and not everything that 

works makes sense. 

Two kinds of logic compete. Analytical logic solves for rational actors with perfect information. 

Behavioral logic solves for actual humans with emotion, habit, and social pressure. Most 

marketing failures come from using the first to solve the second. 

Companies worship the defensible idea. Sutherland explains why. It is much easier to be fired 

for being illogical than for being unimaginative. Teams reach for what they can defend, not for 

what might change the trajectory. 

The wins look odd in a meeting and right in the market. KFC ran out of chicken across the UK in 

2018 and answered with a print ad that rearranged its logo to spell FCK, with an apology below. 

British culture prized the self-deprecation. Customers laughed and forgave. Skittles brought lime 

back in 2022 with full-page apologies written like breakup letters and earned a 7.4 percent lift in 

dollar sales. A serious brand could not have pulled it off. Skittles had spent decades earning the 

right. 

I made this bet myself at Rackspace. The CEO told me you cannot differentiate on service when 

every rival claims great service. I argued the opposite. Make the promise extreme. Call it 

fanatical support. Lawyers warned it set impossible expectations. The behavioral logic was 

clear. People retell extraordinary stories, not adequate ones. Our teams answered calls at 2 

a.m. on Christmas Eve. One fixed a competitor’s software during a failed launch, and that 

customer switched to us the next day. We rose to number two in the market. Months later a rival 

CEO admitted his team had tried to copy fanatical support and gave up. That is when I knew we 

had won. 

Distinct, Not Weird 

Contrarian does not mean reckless. Aim for distinct, not off-putting. 

Mike Cessario of Liquid Death calibrates it well. “Five degrees one way is too weird. Five 

degrees, the other is just lame.” The job is to live in the tight band. 

Two questions find it. Will our best customers know instantly that this is for them, even out of 

context? Would a competitor feel uncomfortable copying it? Yes to both is distinct. No to the first 

is weird. No to the second is generic. 

Bold still fails when it ignores how people live. Clubhouse, built on live audio, soared in 

lockdown, then demanded hours that normal days do not. BeReal asked for one honest daily 

photo, then watched users game the clock. Both fought real life instead of fitting into it. Novelty 

earns a look. The format has to respect how people actually spend their time. 

Five Questions Before The Next Brief 

Before the next big commitment, ask: 



1. What is the obvious answer here, and what would our three closest rivals also do? 

2. What customer truth does that obvious answer ignore? 

3. What ambition would make our closest competitor uncomfortable to copy? 

4. Which industry assumption can we reverse and test this month on a small budget? 

5. If this fails in twelve months, what will the autopsy say? 

These turn disagreement into discipline. 

The Point 

The tools will keep improving. The outputs will get cleaner, and the category will get louder. 

That makes judgment worth more, not less. Competitors can copy your tactics. They cannot 

copy your taste, your nerve, or your bets. 

The obvious answer is where average begins. The contrarian edge is knowing when to keep 

going. 
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