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Cannabis.

You could work 10 lifetimes and not come across a more disruptive category. 

The disruption is apparent in its inherent tensions. 

It is both criminally prohibited and a highly-celebrated case of decriminalization. 

It is a Schedule 1 Drug that is also given to children suffering from Dravet Syndrome. 

It is Baked, Grass, Ganja, High, Weed, Pot, 420. 

And it is Endocannabinoid, Cannabinoid, Terpene and Delta9 Tetrahydrocannabinol. 

It is hippy mysticism. And hard science. 

And, today in America, it is bought illicitly on the street and it is invested in by Wall Street. 

This is the story of how a team of Strategists and entrepreneurs harnessed all this 
disruptive power to create hmbldt: a new medicinal cannabis brand launched in 2016. 

In the gold rush to capitalize on the legalization of medicinal marijuana, Strategy realized 
that to cut-through the competition’s stereotypical brand positions, hmbldt had to harness 
the power of Cannabis’ long history and offer the next stage of its evolution. An evolution 
that has been 5,000 years in the making. 

It is a story that is deeply rooted in anthropology and science and ends with hmbldt being 
named as one of TIME’s 25 Most Important Inventions in 2016.

Introduction



In November 2016, Proposition 64 passed by a vote of 57% to 43%, legalizing the sale and 
distribution of Cannabis in California. 

California is the world’s sixth largest economy with an output of $2.46 trillion.  The new 
commercial opportunities in marijuana were therefore enormous, with the market 
estimated at a worth of $3.92 billion by 2020.  No wonder that news outlets including 
CNBC, The LA Times, Fortune and the Huffington Post declared California a new “gold 
rush” for entrepreneurs. 

It was in this context that our team of Strategists was approached by entrepreneurs who 
had long-standing connections to sustainable farmers in the Humboldt region of California. 

Their brief to us was simple and exciting: 

We want to create a completely new medicinal cannabis brand that will claim an unfair 
share of this newly opened category and do something meaningful in the world.

Setting the scene 

1 2015 figure.

2 Business Insider, Nov 2016.
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Strategy started by auditing the emerging competition. 
We identified two key ways in which our new brand 
would have to be different:

Identifying the need for disruptive evolution 

In short, Strategy identified the need to 
create a more evolved Cannabis proposition.
To truly deliver this, we would become obsessive 
about two subjects: Anthropology and Science.
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Despite the edginess of the category, the emerging brands were not actually 
disruptive. Some brands focused on design to leverage craft credentials. But 
the market seemed overly reliant on celebrity brands (from Snoop to Willy to 
Whoopi) and many had simply reached for stereotypical spaces for 
marijuana brands to own. We believed such expected positions would limit 
the massive growth potential in the category. 

To win, Strategy knew that our brand must strive to challenge the existing 
stereotypes of marijuana and those who use it.

There was precious little meaningful innovation within the category. 
Sure, the bases were covered, including edibles, confections, pre-rolls 
and flowers. But technology, and the philosophy of technology 
companies, had not made its way into the products at all. 

To win, Strategy knew we had to create more than a new brand: it 
should also represent a radical new product innovation.



Let’s start by going back in time together. 
We are now 2,000,000 days in the past. 
We are in Central Asia. 
We are in a cave. 
There is a woman. 
She is in labor. 
There is a doula. 
In the cave is a fire to keep it warm. 
Our mother is in pain. 
Many children and mothers die during this time. 
So naturally she is worried. 
What must be going through her mind? 
As the labor moves to second stage, the doula calmly reaches into a pouch. 
There she grasps a handful of Cannabis seeds. 
And tosses them over the hot embers of the fire. 

What she has done is to release cannabinoids Delta9 Tetrahydrocannabinol, Cannabidiol, and 
Terpene vapor into the birthing chamber. 

Setting off a cascade of pain relief, muscle plasticity and calm in our birthing mother. 
Imagine that. It happened thousands of times. 

From our cave, Cannabis runs via the Silk Road to China where it becomes a principle medicine 
in Traditional Chinese Medicine. Most notably for immune disorders. In 2600 BC, Chinese 
Emperor Shennong recorded the world’s first medical text listing the properties of hemp. 

After this, cannabis moves through India and becomes a staple of shamanism. Dried cannabis 
leaves, seeds and stems have been found in the first medicinal texts like the Atharva Veda. 

It moves into Africa where it is used to cure everything from infections to sleep disorders. 

From Africa it moves to North and South America and it moves into what is now Western 
Europe with Napoleon’s advancing armies. 

Everywhere it goes its real headline, recorded in historical and anthropological documents, 
is its ability to help humans feel better. 

Crucially, Strategy discovered an important fact: 
The feeling it brings was never just limited to one benefit. From pain management to 
infections to libido-enhancement to sleep improvement, cannabis is used throughout history 
for a whole range of different yet highly specific uses. 

Strategy now needed to know the answer to a further question. 

Why has this homo-botanical relationship been so powerful for 5,000 years?

Humans & cannabis: 5,000 years in the making 



To answer this question, Strategy turned to a lab in Israel and Dr Rafael Mechoulam. 

Dr Mechoulam has spent his career fascinated by one question: 
Why does Cannabis have such profound effects on human beings? 

The answer lies in the Endo Cannabinoid System (ECS). 

The ECS was first discovered because of cannabis and gets its ‘Cannabinoid’ name as a result. 

In discovering the ECS, Mechoulam’s first breakthrough was in 1960 when he managed to 
isolate the chemical THC. Twenty-two years later a researcher St Louis University, Alan 
Howelet, discovered that it is receptors in the brain and elsewhere that THC activates. 

Howelet hypothesized that humans were not born with THC receptors. He therefore argued 
that the brain must produce another chemical, an endogenous cannabinoid, that these 
receptors were designed to interlock with. 

Four years later in 1992, Mechoulam discovers what this endogenous cannabinoid is and he 
names it anandamide. Which, in ancient Sanskrit, means “Internal Bliss.” 

Anandamide is a fascinating little molecule whose effects occur in either the central or 
peripheral nervous system. These distinct effects are mediated primarily by CB1 cannabinoid 
receptors in the central nervous system, and CB2 cannabinoid receptors in the periphery. The 
latter are mainly involved in functions of the immune system. 

It is now known that CB1 and CB2 receptors are activated by all the cannabinoids and many of 
the terpenes found in cannabis. As such, science proves the incredibly powerful effect of 
cannabis on our ECS. And most importantly, the ECS is proven to have major effects on nearly 
every aspect of human physiology – it is the governing body of homeostasis. 

The ECS affects appetite, sleep, energy balance, metabolism, stress response, immune 
function, muscle spasticity, reproduction, neurogenesis, and pain. Taken whole, this list 
contains the vast majority of modern human problems in lifestyle and health. 

Strategy realized that through the history of time and culture, people were not looking to 
get high. But rather looking to cannabis to address a range of very specific human needs – 
needs governed in our ECS.

Unlocking the science of cannabis 



Launching hmbldt

Armed with this research, a number of pivotal decisions 
were made in building the hmbldt brand.



1 - A brand built around targeted health benefits

Pain Management | $800 million

Energy  | $1.2 billion

Sleep | $2 billion

As such, hmbldt was launched with a mission to create the first strain-agnostic cannabis blends that 
deliver targeted health benefits. By carefully balancing the ratio of cannabinoids and terpenes, hmbldt 
delivers a range of products for those seeking Sleep, Bliss, Calm, Relief, Arousal and Passion.

Strategy knew that any product offering a ‘one size fits all’ approach 
would fail to do justice to the vast wealth of proven health applications.

What is more, we mapped the existing landscape of commercial health 
and identified massive opportunities for growth by promoting a range of 
benefits.

Focus | $500 million

Calm/Anxiety | $4 billion

Libido | $4 billion

Mental Renewal | $250 million

Muscular Control | $2 billion
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2 - Dosage as disruption

hmbldt had to be a brand for people not seeking 
to get high, but to feel better. 

As such, dosage was normalized at 2.25 
milligrams for optimum delivery, creating the first 
precise dosage-controlled device on the market 
today: The Dose Pen. 

A sleek and beautiful product, the pen vibrates 
when the correct dose has been administered, 
delivering your needs while controlling the 
sometimes overwhelming psychoactive effects.







3 - Simplicity & Soul

In a sea of brands most often plucking the chords 
of entrenched stereotypes, Strategy briefed 
designers to develop an iconic look & feel for 
hmbldt that combined a technology brand’s 
simplicity and user-centricity with a well-being 
brand’s soul and spirituality.









Amidst the gold rush of legalized marijuana, one story stands out as proof of the power 
of Strategy. 

The story of hmbldt proves that no matter what the category, Strategy can play a pivotal 
role in creating highly successful brands built on insight and science. 

The hmbldt story tells of how a team of Strategists and entrepreneurs harnessed the 
power of Cannabis’ long history to offer the next stage of its evolution. An evolution that 
has been 5,000 years in the making. 

The hmbldt Dose Pen is the first-ever precise dosage-controlled device on the market. 

And at the end of 2016, hmbldt was named as one of TIME’s 25 Most Important Inventions 
Of The Year. 

Thank you for reading.

In conclusion


