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Ultimate
Growth
Strategy:

Reimagining Positioning Theory
With Category Creation

By Thomas Mackintosh

In an era marked by economic stagnation, one of the
standout successes defying the odds is RIES, the pioneers
of brand positioning. RIES showcases outstanding
performance and helps numerous enterprises flourish,
acting as a catalyst for transformative growth for
entrepreneurs and industry leaders.

Central to RIES's success is its innovative approach to
business strategy. Global CEO Simon Zhang, known as
the father of Category Creation Theory, has elevated the
concept of traditional positioning theory to new heights
with this new direction.

“Category creation differs from traditional innovation,
as it's based on cognitive innovation,” said Zhang in a
recent interview. “Some products may not be first in the
market, but they are the first in the mind of consumers.
It's all about finding an open hole in the category within
people’s minds and then launching a new brand to
occupy this hole.” Amid changes in consumer behavior,
the transformation of media consumption and emergent
opportunities in areas such as artificial intelligence and
renewable energy, the theory has been found to be
lacking.”

Since its introduction in the 1990s, positioning theory
hashadatremendousimpactin China, becoming the most
influential business concept among local entrepreneurs.
Strategy consultants, however, are increasingly
encountering issues when applying it. “Positioning theory
urgently needs to evolve with the times following a myriad
of changes to the external environment,” Zhang says.
“However, many people’s understanding of the theory
remains stuck in the last century. Some firms simply copy
‘high-end leader’ positioning, applying it to all categories
and brands, while others label every positioning effort
as a ‘grand battle.’ They encourage clients to gamble on
marketing investments, increasing business risks and
negatively affecting the theory’s reputation.”

Simon Zhang, Ries Global CEO

Positioning theory evolved

Positioning theory gained traction in the 1980s as
a framework forming a basis for business strategy.
Academic and industrial publications gave it further
credence in the 1990s with RIES, in the form of the father-
daughter combo Al and Laura Ries, gaining industry
recognition. Zhang's groundbreaking work in 2022
took this idea to the next level while overhauling the
underlying logic.

Category Creation Theory represents a revolutionary
approach to understanding consumer psychology and
business strategy, integrating cognitive insights. Phrases
like “the mind categorizes based on instinct” and “limited
rungs, but unlimited categories’ serve as cornerstone
ideas, setting the theory apart from traditional
paradigms. Unlike more rigid frameworks, Category
Creation Theory adopts an “infinite game” perspective,
offering opportunities for new market spaces. Academic
endorsement from eminent scholars like the psychologist
and economist Daniel Kahneman highlights its scientific
rigor and practical relevance.

The mechanics of the theory are straightforward yet
impactful. Companies must identify a void or unexplored
niche in the consumer’s mind-set. The theory then
advocates occupying part of the cognitive realm and
leading from the outset by employing its 4N model for
new category design: launching a new brand, creating
a unique new positioning and, finally, devising an apt
naming strategy to encapsulate it all.

Supercharged growth trajectories
In practical terms, companies like Tesla have seized

upon this concept to astonishing effect, particularly when
accelerating growth trajectories. Multiple Chinese brands
have also benefited from this strategic framework. A case
in point is RIES's collaborations with brands like Tank
in the vehicle sector and Deertile in building materials.
Within five years, RIES has successfully nurtured 10
industry leaders, whom they refer to as “growth kings.”

For Tank, RIES identified an untapped opportunity
in the automotive market. The off-road space has been
notably resistant to the electric vehicle revolution. The
team undertook exhaustive research to understand
the limitations of electric cars in this market. They then
worked with Tank to develop a fuel-based, luxurious off-
road SUV, marrying functionality with style.

“Fusing elements of fashion, color, and smart
technology into the design, Tank strategically created
an off-road SUV that generated over 100 million dollars
in net profit,” Zhang says. “Such was the demand that
customers went on a waiting list of three to six months.
Our collaborative efforts demonstrate the power of
targeted innovation to fulfill unmet market needs.”

Category Creation Theory's power lies in the
actionable guidance it supplies, something missing
from other innovation theories. While pioneers like
the political economist Joseph Schumpeter and the
business consultant Clayton Christensen laid important
foundations, they did not provide a step-by-step playbook
for practical implementation. This theory fills this void
by introducing core insights into market dynamics,
technological advancements and cognitive processes. It
provides businesses with a strategic roadmap that is both
actionable and insightful.
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