Red Bull's Marketing-First Empire

Idea In Short

Red Bull sells an energy drink, but the business behind it runs more like a media company
that happens to bottle its own product. Dietrich Mateschitz and Chaleo Yoovidhya founded
Red Bull GmbH in 1984 after Mateschitz encountered a Thai tonic called Krating Daeng and
reformulated it for European tastes. Rather than compete on flavor or price, Red Bull built its
business around sponsorships, extreme-sports events and owned media, spending a large
share of revenue on marketing instead of production, most of which it outsources. The
strategy produced the world's best-selling energy drink brand, a Formula One team, several
soccer clubs and a content studio that rivals traditional broadcasters. This article covers
how that model works, what it costs and how ownership shifted after Mateschitz's death in
2022.

A Thai tonic reformulated for European tastes

Dietrich Mateschitz, an Austrian entrepreneur, encountered a Thai energy tonic called
Krating Daeng while working for a German consumer goods company in the early 1980s.1
He partnered with Chaleo Yoovidhya, the tonic's Thai manufacturer, and the two founded
Red Bull GmbH in 1984, each investing 500,000 dollars for a 49% stake, with the remaining
2% going to Chaleo's son Chalerm. Mateschitz spent several years adjusting the recipe,
carbonating it and reducing its sweetness, before launching it in Austria in 1987 under the
Red Bull name.

Selling energy through story, not features

Red Bull entered the United States in 1997 with the slogan "Red Bull gives you wings," built
around short, energetic marketing spots rather than product claims about ingredients. The
company built its identity around what it does for the consumer's mood and activity level,
associating the drink with skateboarding, motorsport and other high-adrenaline pursuits
from the start. That approach let Red Bull charge a premium price for a relatively small can,
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since the purchase was tied to an image and a feeling rather than a comparison of taste or
value against other beverages.

A marketing company that also sells a drink

Red Bull directs a large share of its annual revenue into marketing rather than
manufacturing, and outsources most of its production and logistics to contract partners
rather than owning factories outright. That structure keeps capital free for sponsorships,
events and content, while still protecting a wide profit margin on each can sold. Industry
observers have described Red Bull functioning less like a traditional beverage manufacturer
and more like a media business that distributes its own drink as one of several products.

Red Bull spends like a broadcaster and manufactures like a contractor.

Buying into extreme sports and Formula One

Red Bull owns two Formula One teams, Red Bull Racing and its sister team, and has used the
sport as a flagship marketing platform since acquiring what became Red Bull Racing in
2004. The team won the constructors' championship in 2023, and by 2024 was drawing
sponsorship commitments from partners including Oracle, Visa and Tag Heuer, worth well
over 200 million dollars combined across its roster of backers in a single season.2 Beyond
racing, the company sponsors athletes and events across cliff diving, BMX, snowboarding
and dozens of other disciplines, generating footage it distributes through its own channels
rather than paying to appear in someone else's broadcast.

Building soccer clubs from scratch

Red Bull founded RB Leipzig in 2009 by purchasing the playing rights of a fifth-division
German club, intending to build a top-flight team within roughly a decade.3 The club
reached the Bundesliga in 2016 and has since played in the Champions League, though
German soccer's rules against corporate club names meant it had to adopt the workaround
title "RasenBallsport Leipzig." Red Bull applied the same model elsewhere, backing RB
Salzburg in Austria, the New York Red Bulls in Major League Soccer and Red Bull Bragantino
in Brazil, giving the company a recurring media presence across four continents beyond its
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drink sales.

What the numbers actually look like

Red Bull sold more than 12.6 billion cans worldwide in 2024, generating revenue above 11.2
billion euros, a roughly 6% increase from the prior year even as growth slowed from its
pandemic-recovery pace.4 Energy drink sales account for more than 90% of that revenue,
with sponsorship-adjacent activities like content licensing and merchandise contributing a
smaller share. The company sells in more than 170 countries, giving it a geographic footprint
that most single-product beverage brands never reach.

Succession after the founder's death

Dietrich Mateschitz died in October 2022 at age 78 after a long illness, leaving his 49%
stake in Red Bull GmbH to his son, Mark Mateschitz, who had shown little public interest in
day-to-day management before inheriting the shares.5 Rather than name a single
successor, the company split strategic and operational responsibilities among several senior
executives, an arrangement that has continued to run the beverage business, the Formula
One team and the broader sports portfolio. The Yoovidhya family retains the majority stake it
has held since the company's founding, making Red Bull's ownership structure largely
unchanged in composition even after the leadership transition.

Key Partners

Coca-Cola's bottling and distribution network handles a significant share of Red Bull's
manufacturing and logistics in various markets, letting the company avoid the capital cost of
building its own plants. Raw material suppliers, including sources for the Alpine water used
in some production, keep the supply chain running. Retailers and wholesalers distribute
cans into stores worldwide, while athletes, celebrities and event companies serve as
sponsorship partners who extend the brand's reach into sports the company itself does not
organize.

Key Activities

Marketing and content production sit at the center of Red Bull's operations, from short-form
video to feature documentaries distributed through Red Bull Media House. Sponsorship
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management, covering athletes, teams and events across dozens of sports, is a continuous
activity rather than a seasonal campaign. The company also manages a logistics and cooling
network to keep its product fresh and available at the point of sale, alongside efforts to
reduce transport emissions through efficient distribution routes.

Key Resources

Red Bull's brand and its associated logo, in use since the company's founding, function as
one of its most valuable assets, giving the company premium pricing power that competitors
struggle to match. Its network of sponsorship relationships and owned sports teams gives it
a recurring supply of content and cultural visibility that a pure advertising budget could not
buy outright. The company's manufacturing and distribution partnerships, along with a
workforce of roughly 12,000 employees, round out its operational resources.

Value Propositions

For younger consumers and athletes, Red Bull offers a drink positioned to provide alertness
and energy for demanding activities, tied to a brand identity built around adventure and risk.
For people in physically or mentally demanding professions, the same product is positioned
as a practical energy source rather than a lifestyle purchase. For advertisers and media
partners, Red Bull's owned channels, including its YouTube presence and Red Bull TV, offer
exposure to an engaged, younger audience that traditional broadcast advertising often
struggles to reach.

Customer Relationships

Red Bull maintains its relationship with consumers primarily through brand association rather
than direct customer service, since it sells a low-cost, widely distributed product rather than
a subscription or service. Social media and event attendance function as the main
touchpoints between the brand and its audience, reinforced by the consistency of its slogan
and visual identity across decades. Athlete and team sponsorships create an ongoing,
visible relationship between the brand and specific sports communities that outlasts any
single ad campaign.

Channels
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Retail distribution, through grocery stores, convenience stores and vending, remains Red
Bull's primary sales channel for the drink itself. Red Bull Media House, including Red Bull TV
and its YouTube channel, functions as an owned media channel that distributes sponsored
content without relying on third-party advertising placements. Live events, such as Red Bull
Air Race and Red Bull Flugtag, along with retail partnerships and app stores for its digital
properties, round out the company's distribution channels.

Customer Segments

Young people engaged in sports and nightlife make up Red Bull's core consumer segment,
drawn to the brand's energy and adventure positioning. People in physically demanding
professions, including firefighters, engineers and tradespeople, represent a segment
seeking a practical energy boost rather than a lifestyle association. Professional athletes
across extreme and mainstream sports form another segment, some of whom become
sponsored partners rather than simple consumers. Businesses that advertise through Red
Bull's media channels constitute a separate commercial segment distinct from the drink-
buying public.

Cost Structure

Marketing represents the largest identifiable cost in Red Bull's structure, covering
sponsorships, event production and content creation across its media operations.
Outsourced manufacturing and distribution costs, along with raw materials, transportation
and cooling infrastructure for retail placement, make up a second major category. Salaries
for its global workforce, along with the cost of maintaining owned sports teams like its two
Formula One entries, round out the largest expense categories.

Revenue Streams

Energy drink sales generate the large majority of Red Bull's revenue, driven by a global
distribution network selling billions of cans annually. Sponsorship-adjacent revenue,
including sports team commercial deals and media licensing, contributes a smaller but
meaningful stream. Merchandise tied to sponsored athletes and teams adds additional
revenue, though it remains a minor share of the company's total sales.

* 1Red Bull's founding history
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S5Coverage of Mateschitz's death and its effect on Red Bull

Summary

Red Bull's business model works because it inverted the usual order of operations for a
consumer goods company. Most beverage makers build a media budget around an existing
drink; Red Bull built a drink around a media strategy and then let the drink follow.
Outsourcing manufacturing and distribution to partners, including Coca-Cola's bottling
network in various markets, freed capital for sponsorships and content that would otherwise
have gone into factories. That approach carries real exposure: marketing budgets on this
scale only pay off if the brand keeps its cultural relevance, and the company's ownership
and leadership structure changed considerably after Mateschitz's 2022 death. The
underlying formula, spend to build attention rather than spend to build capacity, remains one

of the more studied examples in consumer marketing.
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