
 
  

The Name Behind Red Bull 

Idea In Short

Red Bull's dominance in the energy drink category rests on a decision most consumer
goods companies avoid: charging a premium for a product first encountered as a cheap,
blue-collar tonic. Executives evaluating how to enter a mature category should note that
Dietrich Mateschitz did not invent an energy drink. He found one, Krating Daeng, sold to
Thai truck drivers and factory workers, and rebuilt it for Western consumers by carbonating
the formula, reducing its sweetness and pricing it above nearly every soft drink on the shelf.
Reformulation and repositioning, not invention, created a new market. Red Bull then
defended that premium position not through conventional advertising but by funding
extreme sports and producing its own media content, turning a beverage company into a
media house that happens to sell drinks. The lesson for leaders: category creation often
starts with borrowing, not building.

A Jet-Lagged Executive Finds a Tonic

In 1982, Dietrich Mateschitz worked as a marketing executive for Blendax, a German
consumer goods company later acquired by Procter & Gamble, the American conglomerate.
On a business trip to Bangkok, jet lag left him drained, and a local colleague handed him a
small bottle of a syrupy, non-carbonated tonic called Krating Daeng. Mateschitz credited the
drink with curing his fatigue almost immediately, an experience that stayed with him long
after he returned to Europe. The tonic had been created six years earlier, in 1976, by Chaleo
Yoovidhya, a Thai pharmaceutical entrepreneur whose company, T.C. Pharmaceutical, sold
it primarily to truck drivers and factory laborers who needed to stay alert through long
shifts.1

Krating Daeng means red gaur in Thai, a reference to the muscular wild bovine found across
Southeast Asia, and the name reflected the vigor the drink promised its blue-collar
customers. Mateschitz recognized that the formula worked, but he also recognized that the
branding, positioning and price point were built for a domestic market with no ambition
beyond Thailand. He approached Chaleo with a proposal: adapt the drink for Western
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consumers and build a company around it together.

From Krating Daeng to Red Bull

In 1984, Mateschitz and Chaleo founded Red Bull GmbH, a Gesellschaft mit beschränkter
Haftung (GmbH), the German designation for a limited liability company, headquartered in
Fuschl am See, a village of roughly 1,500 residents near Salzburg, Austria. Each founder
invested 500,000 dollars of personal savings, and each held a 49 percent stake in the new
venture, with the remaining 2 percent assigned to Chaleo's son, Chalerm Yoovidhya, though
it was agreed from the outset that Mateschitz would run daily operations. Mateschitz
translated Krating Daeng's name directly rather than inventing something new, choosing
Red Bull as the closest English equivalent to the red gaur.

Over the following three years, the partners reformulated the drink for tastes outside
Thailand. They carbonated the liquid, reduced its sweetness, and packaged it in a slim can
that looked unlike any soft drink on the market at the time. Red Bull launched in Austria on
April 1, 1987, five years after that trip to Bangkok. The Guardian later reported that the
Yoovidhya family, who retained 51 percent ownership of the global brand for tax and
trademark reasons, received a payout of 550 million euros in 2020 tied to the company's
founding structure, an indication of how much value the original 1984 agreement eventually
created.2

Formula, Ingredients and Reformulation

Red Bull Energy Drink's ingredient list has changed little since the 1987 launch. Each 8.4
fluid ounce can contains caffeine, taurine, B-group vitamins, the sugars sucrose and
glucose, and carbonated water buffered with sodium bicarbonate or, in some flavors, a
trisodium citrate and citric acid combination. Caffeine content sits at 80 milligrams per can,
roughly equivalent to a cup of home-brewed coffee, and it functions as the primary driver of
alertness.3

Taurine, the second headline ingredient, is an amino acid the human body already produces
and stores in far greater quantities than any single can supplies. It plays a role in cellular
water and electrolyte regulation, and the company's own product materials note that a
154-pound adult carries roughly 70 times more taurine in their body than one can contains.
The B-group vitamins, niacin, pantothenic acid, vitamin B6 and vitamin B12, contribute to
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normal energy metabolism and support nervous system function, according to those same
disclosures. None of these compounds are exotic; what distinguishes Red Bull is the
combination and the marketing built around it, not a proprietary molecule.

Regulatory scrutiny has followed the product into several markets. French authorities
blocked Red Bull's sale over taurine concerns until 2008, when the country's food safety
agency conceded it could not demonstrate a defined health risk. In the United States, a 2014
class action alleged the company overstated performance benefits, and Red Bull settled for
13 million dollars without admitting wrongdoing, a case widely remembered for the slogan it
targeted.

So Red Bull doesn't actually give you wings

That line, drawn from a BBC headline covering the settlement, captured the gap between
Red Bull's tagline and the scientific evidence behind it, even as the case changed little about
how consumers perceived the brand.4

Pricing as a Positioning Tool

Where Krating Daeng competed on cost in Thailand, Red Bull competed on price signaling in
Europe and beyond. Mateschitz set Red Bull's retail price well above typical soft drinks, a
decision that ran counter to conventional wisdom about entering a market with an unfamiliar
product. Bloomberg later described this pricing discipline as central to the founder's
approach, framing premium pricing paired with unconventional marketing as a repeatable
playbook rather than a one-time gamble.5

The strategy created an unusual dynamic still visible today: in many countries, both Krating
Daeng and Red Bull remain on shelves, occupying opposite ends of the price spectrum from
a related formula. Red Bull first introduced itself to European consumers at ski resorts, an
environment associated with affluence and physical performance rather than shift work,
reinforcing the premium frame from the earliest point of contact. Competitors did not fully
grasp what Red Bull had accomplished until the brand already owned the emotional territory
of energy, adventure and status.
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Building a Media Company, Not Just a Drink

Rather than buying television advertising to describe the drink's effects, Red Bull built Red
Bull Media House, a production arm that creates sports, culture and lifestyle content
independent of any single product placement. The division produces documentaries, live
event broadcasts and digital series that circulate across YouTube, television and its own
streaming channels, and it distributes this content whether or not a viewer ever buys a can.
Forbes profiled the company's approach as early as 2005, describing an organization that
spent more on content and sponsorship than on measurable advertising, framing the
founder's insight as recognizing that attention itself was the product being sold.6

This content-first orientation predates the phrase content marketing entering common
business vocabulary, and it explains why Red Bull's digital properties now draw billions of
views annually across extreme sports footage, motorsport coverage and original
documentaries. The company treats its media output as a business line with its own
audience metrics, not as a cost center supporting drink sales.

Extreme Sports and the Brand Myth

Red Bull's sponsorship commitments run to hundreds of athletes across disciplines
including cliff diving, freestyle motocross, skateboarding and Formula One racing, where
Red Bull Racing has competed as a constructor for two decades. The company does not
merely sponsor these events; it frequently owns and produces them, controlling everything
from athlete selection to broadcast rights. Red Bull Stratos, the 2012 stratospheric jump by
Felix Baumgartner, exemplified this model: a single televised event generated worldwide
press coverage and tens of millions of views without airing a single traditional commercial.

Brand strategy researchers Wolf Schaefer and JP Kuehlwein have described this approach
as constructing a brand myth, a narrative built through action rather than claims, that lets
Red Bull associate itself with daring and performance without asserting those qualities
directly in copy. The approach lets a can of carbonated sugar water borrow credibility from
athletes risking their lives on camera, a transfer of meaning that no billboard could
accomplish on its own.

Lessons for Leaders
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Red Bull's history offers a template that extends well beyond beverages. The company
entered a mature, low-margin category by acquiring rights to an existing product rather than
inventing a new one, then repositioned that product through price, packaging and
geography rather than reformulating its core function. It backed that repositioning with a
marketing model that treated content and experience as the primary offer, with the drink
itself becoming almost secondary to the brand world surrounding it.

For executives evaluating adjacent-category entry or brand extension, the case argues for
three sequential moves: identify a functioning product with underexploited geographic or
demographic reach, reposition it deliberately through pricing and channel rather than
product change alone, and fund a media or experience platform substantial enough to make
the brand the story. Few companies can replicate Red Bull's specific combination of
extreme sports and content production, but the underlying sequence, acquire, reposition
and build a platform around the brand rather than the product, remains transferable across
industries far removed from energy drinks.

Red Bull's story began with a jet-lagged executive and a tonic sold to Thai truck drivers, not
with a laboratory breakthrough or a novel ingredient. Dietrich Mateschitz and Chaleo
Yoovidhya turned Krating Daeng into a premium Western product through carbonation,
reduced sweetness and a price point that signaled status rather than utility. The ingredients
inside every can, caffeine, taurine, B vitamins and sugar, remain unremarkable on their own;
the achievement lies in how the company positioned and marketed them. Building Red Bull
Media House and funding extreme sports instead of conventional advertising let the
founders convert a beverage company into a content business that happens to sell a drink.
For executives, the case demonstrates that category leadership can come from acquiring
and repositioning an existing product, backed by a media platform substantial enough to
make the brand itself the primary attraction.

1Red Bull On Wikipedia
2The Guardian On The Payout To Red Bull's Founders
3Red Bull's Own Ingredient Disclosures
4BBC On The Wings Settlement
5Bloomberg On Mateschitz's Pricing Strategy
6Forbes Profile Of Red Bull's Rise
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Summary

Red Bull's story began with a jet-lagged executive and a tonic sold to Thai truck drivers, not
with a laboratory breakthrough or a novel ingredient. Dietrich Mateschitz and Chaleo
Yoovidhya turned Krating Daeng into a premium Western product through carbonation,
reduced sweetness and a price point that signaled status rather than utility. The ingredients
inside every can, caffeine, taurine, B vitamins and sugar, remain unremarkable on their own;
the achievement lies in how the company positioned and marketed them. Building Red Bull
Media House and funding extreme sports instead of conventional advertising let the
founders convert a beverage company into a content business that happens to sell a drink.
For executives, the case demonstrates that category leadership can come from acquiring
and repositioning an existing product, backed by a media platform substantial enough to
make the brand itself the primary attraction.
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