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Disruption in the face of commoditisation

By Dr Hans-Holger Albrecht 24 Oct 2019

The key to addressing competitive differentiation challenges facing startups globally lies in balancing your mission, your
customer focus and keeping your brand and company human.

Dr Hans-Holger Albrecht, CEO at Deezer

The entrepreneurship ecosystem has seen unprecedented growth in the last few years. According to a report by the
organisation Startup Genome, the global startup economy has grown by 20% since 2017 and is currently valued at nearly
US$3 trillion.

Thanks to technological advancements, there has never been a better time to experiment, innovate and think outside the box
to solve both new and old customer problems across a wide range of sectors. But while technology has unlocked new
possibilities to engage and empower people, it still needs to be married to strong leadership, processes and company
cultures to succeed.

Tech innovation has opened new doors but has also created new complex challenges for entrepreneurs looking to make a
difference by disrupting current paradigms.
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For example, while competition is as fierce today as it was a decade ago, disruption has added social and human
challenges to the mix that would have been difficult to foresee in the past. Small companies with big ideas are forced to
think and rethink their innovation strategies as they look for the perfect recipe for differentiation that would also contribute
towards greater, more meaningful company goals.

While this has often benefited the end-user historically in terms of choice, it has also put massive pressure on service
providers as they fight for a share of voice, market leadership and customer loyalty while being faced with the risk of
commoditisation.

What can startups do to differentiate themselves?

The first element is to constantly look for innovative and creative ways to deliver positive human experiences that not only
address customers’ major pain points but also speak to their needs and wants.

Technology has armed startups with advanced tools that can generate data that helps them target the right customers
through the right channels. But at the end of the day, it is important to remember that the end-user is a real person with real
emotions.

So, if those insights don’t help companies elicit a positive emotional response from real people who use their products or
services, they will most likely fail in their mission. This relentless focus on customers’ needs to be complemented with a
human brand and product experience.

From an early stage itself, startups must ask themselves what they stand for and what their brand story is. Ensuring a
strong brand voice that can communicate with customers as humans first, will go a long way towards building those deep

and meaningful connections — especially in a world inundated by artificial noises.

Therefore, the key to success in a highly commoditised and competitive world, in a nutshell, is to ‘stay human’ both from an
organisational and a product standpoint.

To me, that’s the secret sauce that startups must add to every recipe they experiment within their innovation kitchens.
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