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INTRODUCTION
FMCG brand managers are 

facing an unprecedented 

and almost overwhelming 

combination of challenges, 

which are coming at them 

faster than ever.  

We have labelled this phenomenon 

the age of progressive FMCG - 

political and social tensions, culture 

wars, gender wars, warnings of 

impending environmental disasters, 

the obesity crisis and the collapse 

of trust in traditional media and 

other forms of authority.  It makes 

for a darkly dystopian mix.  

This need for speed is best 

exemplified by the emergence of 

‘rapid grocery’, with supermarkets 

replicating the delivery model used 

by the fast-food industry. 

Waitrose Rapid and Sainsbury’s 

Chop Chop are just some of the 

available services, offering super-

fast delivery of a narrow range 

essential items. 

We have labelled this phenomenon 

the age of progressive FMCG. 

Whichever way you look, brands 

are under unprecedented 

pressures and many are at risk 

of being left behind – struggling 

to adjust to structural market 

changes, underinvesting in product 

innovation and new technology and 

failing to read the popular mood. 

P&G’s chief brand officer Marc 

Pritchard talks about how 

“A big part of this year 

has been looking to 

constructively disrupt amid 

all the other disruption 

going on… It’s really started 

to culturally shift how we 

do things, people move with 

much greater speed.” 1

1 https://www.thedrum.com/news/2021/01/29/pg-s-marc-pritchard-says-its-startup-mentality-brand-building-makes-the-grade Market Report 2021Finn 32
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In this report we explore what is 

driving this age of progressive 

FMCG.  We have analysed the 

issues and approaches adopted 

by many FMCG brands.  Most 

importantly, we have undertaken 

a series of depth interviews 

with those we have identified as 

truly ‘progressive brand owners’ 

– typically young, exciting and 

fast growing businesses that are 

shaking-up markets and leading 

the way when it comes to new 

ideas. What is clear is that brand 

owners who appear to be thriving 

in this new environment have a 

progressive mindset – they are 

always striving to improve and 

embrace new approaches and 

technologies in order to meet 

changing needs and expectations 

and respond to emerging threats 

and opportunities.  

To help FMCG brand managers not only survive 

but thrive in this age of progressive FMCG. This is a 

structured approach to managing a brand in a time of 

turmoil but also of opportunity. 

REGRESSIVE
Old fashioned

Unchanging

Following

Vulnerable to change

Forward thinking

Constantly improving & innovating

Leading

Future proof

PROGRESSIVE

2 Top products survey, The Grocer & Nielsen (December 2019).
3 KANTAR (May 2019)
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OVER 
  HALF

    OF THE FMCG CATEGORIES 

IN THE UK ARE IN DECLINE.2 

18
           OF  THE 20

MOST CHOSEN BRANDS 

IN UK ARE IN DECLINE.3

IN
THE  GLOBAL TOP  
  100 BY 2023.

NO BRANDS
AT THE CURRENT 
GROWTH  RATE THE UK WILL HAVE

”
“ Being progressive is all about 

growth, improvement, innovation 
and challenging the status quo.  

This is easier if your whole business 
model is progressive, but even 

conservative brands that are 
innovating and improving are trying 

in some way to be progressive.
A leading CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer)

The growth of e-commerce, accelerated by the pandemic;

A retail sector going through dramatic change, even before the pandemic;

The emergence and consumer take-up of new technology; 

Rise of the (nimble) artisans;

Changing consumer expectations;

Sustainability finally coming of age;

Socio-political and cultural pressures.

o1
o2
o3
o4
o5
o6
o7

What is driving 
the age of progressive FMCG?

We have identified seven drivers:



 

4 https://www.waitrose.com/home/inspiration/how-britain-shopsonlinefoodanddrinkedition.html
5  Neustar, Preparing for the future of retail in a C19 economy.
6 https://www.waitrose.com/home/inspiration/how-britain-shopsonlinefoodanddrinkedition.html
7 Alvarez & Marsal and Retail Economics Study, July 2020
8 Retail Trends 2020 - Finding purpose through challenge, Deloitte

9  https://www.foodmanufacture.co.uk/Article/2020/06/17/Food-manufacturers-see-e-commerce-opportunity Market Report 2021Finn 76 ”

“ Buying direct is the really exciting 
thing that’s happening, because I 

think the supermarkets are going to 
die. At least, I want them to! I think it’s 
creeping up on them and they haven’t 

fully realized, there’s a whole new 
generation of consumers who don’t 

like the supermarkets, don’t want to 
use them, and will avoid using them if 
they can. And the more opportunities 

there are for people to avoid using the 
supermarkets, they’ll take them. 

The supermarkets are so busy; 
operating home delivery services at a 

loss, trying new formats. But them not 
being around anymore certainly isn’t 
unimaginable.  Change happens fast 

these days and even large, seemingly 
stable, profitable businesses can 

disappear very quickly. There’s a huge 
tide of change coming over the next 

five or six years.  
Josiah Meldrum, co-founder Hodmedod

o1

o2

James Bailey, executive director 

of Waitrose, speaks for many 

retailers when describing how, 

“Even before the Covid-19 

pandemic there were few 

retailers that wouldn’t have 

predicted the continued 

growth of e-commerce 

relative to physical shops. 

But what would have 

previously been a gradual 

upward climb in demand 

has, with the outbreak of 

Covid-19, turned into a 

trajectory more reminiscent 

of scaling Everest.’ 4 

It has been suggested that the 

pandemic has accelerated the 

adoption of e-commerce by as 

much as five years.5  The number 

of consumers in the UK who do 

weekly grocery shop online has 

doubled during lockdown.  One 

in four consumers now buy food 

and essentials at least once a 

week online (twice the level of 

2019), while more than three-

quarters order at least some of 

their regular household goods from 

supermarket websites – up from 

61% in 2019.   The most significant 

increase has been among the 

over-55s - nearly a quarter of 

this group now buys food and 

essentials on the web, compared 

to just 8% in 2019.’6  Some of this 

growth will be a pandemic effect, 

but a study has shown that 17.2 

million UK consumers expect to 

make permanent changes to their 

shopping habits and shoppers who 

perceive the risk of Covid-19 to be 

very high are four times more likely 

to shift their shopping habits in the 

long-term.7 

Consultants Deloitte describe how the pandemic 

struck at a time when the UK retail industry was 

already experiencing a time of tumult – ‘in January 

2020, we talked about how Retail was changing at an 

unprecedented speed. Brexit uncertainty had caused 

spending growth to slow in 2019 and the industry faced 

large-scale business restructuring with 85,000 jobs 

lost, a third of FTSE 350 CEOs changing and 9,169 store 

closures. Little did we know that the Retail industry 

would become almost unrecognisable overnight as 

a result of the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 

pandemic.’8

Amazon has clearly been a big winner from the 

pandemic and is likely to emerge bigger and stronger 

with even more predatory tendencies, notwithstanding 

attempts by regulators in the US and Europe to curb its 

growth.  Its Fresh service is being rolled-out across the 

UK, offering same day groceries delivered free to its 

Prime members.  Some commentators have suggested 

that the Amazon model, for all of its efficiencies, is 

not necessarily suited to the low-margin grocery 

category – especially in a UK market controlled by 

some of the world’s best supermarket businesses – 

but it rarely pays to bet against Amazon’s desire for 

world domination. The past few years have also seen 

a blurring of ecommerce and traditional, ‘bricks and 

mortar retail.  In many cases, e-commerce, in-store 

shopping and click and collect experience is being 

combined within one store and used by customers in 

a single visit.  This is likely to lead to parallel shopper 

behaviours – commodity products/brands pre ordered 

in advance and collected in store, leaving greater dwell 

time for more considered, indulgent purchases. This 

might in turn lead to reduced shelf space allocated to 

commodity brands.

Direct to consumer sales continue to build 

momentum, including subscription models such as 

Harry’s Razors.  Heinz generated headlines during 

the pandemic by launching a home delivery service 

of boxes containing a selection of its most popular 

soups, beans and spaghetti hoops.  According to 

Hugh Thomas, chief executive and co-founder of 

Ugly Drinks, the healthy drinks brand, direct to 

consumer sales in the UK increased by over 500% 

(year-on-year) in 2020.  However, he sees the 

benefits of this model as more than purely financial, 

‘What’s great about DTC is that it really 

feels like we have a quick one-to-one 

relationship with our customers, and 

learn product feedback and gather 

really rich data that helps us make better 

decisions for (both) our customers in 

retail and consumers.’ 9 

GROWTH OF E-COMMERCE… 
ACCELERATED BY THE PANDEMIC.

A RETAIL SECTOR GOING THROUGH DRAMATIC 
CHANGE, EVEN BEFORE THE PANDEMIC.
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10 https://www.about.sainsburys.co.uk/news/latest-news/2019/first-till-free-grocery-story-29042019
11 https://www.thedrum.com/news/2020/10/20/it-time-brands-get-connected-why-smart-packaging-having-moment?utm_campaign=Newsletter_Daily_EuropeAM&utm_  
   source=pardot&utm_medium=email
12 https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/store-design/why-coronavirus-is-driving-a-scan-and-go-shopping-revolution/646695.article
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o3 o4

o5

The fightback of traditional supermarkets against the 

e-commerce incursion has focused heavily on new 

shopper technology.  Sainsbury’s has launched its first 

till-free store, describing how ‘The experiment will put 

SmartShop Scan, Pay & Go technology to the test in a 

bespoke food-to-go store, making grocery shopping 

quicker and more convenient. Customer feedback 

from the experiment will help Sainsbury’s develop the 

SmartShop Scan, Pay & Go app further before being 

rolled out more widely.’10 

The pandemic has seen the revival of QR Codes to 

support track and trace.  Yeo Valley has incorporated 

these codes onto its packaging.  The company’s 

managing director, Adrian Carne, describes how 

“The flexibility of QR codes is we can 

change the message remotely without 

needing to reprint the packaging.  

The communication potential is 

phenomenal. We could talk about 

anything from the recyclability of our 

packaging, to how to use our products in 

recipes. And we can tailor every QR code 

specifically to a product. This is how I 

see it evolving over time.” 11  

Dynamic packaging is being mirrored by dynamic 

price labelling. In November 2020 Asda announced 

its biggest trial of electronic price labels (e-paper 

displays) enabling the use of dynamic pricing.

Hygiene concerns have been a significant accelerant 

for the take up of in-store Scan and Go systems.  

Sainsbury’s, which heavily promoted its SmartShop 

system during pandemic to limit interaction between 

staff and customers, claims that take up has increased 

from 15% to 50% of sales in some stores.  Amazon’s 

latest in-store innovation is the introduction of 

intelligent trolleys – the Dash Cart in California – using 

a “combination of computer vision algorithms and 

sensor fusion” to identify items when they are placed in 

the trolley.12 

The use of augmented reality has long been hyped 

as the saviour of retail, creating immersive shopping 

experiences that cannot be replicated online.  The 

fashion and interior design industries have been early 

adopters, for example, John Lewis has created an 

augmented reality app to allow shoppers to virtually 

place sofas in their living rooms before buying, whilst 

Ikea shoppers can try a whole room layout.

Virtual reality is also being deployed, replacing the 

in-store experience entirely.  Happy Fresh in SE Asia 

launched HappyReality in 2017.  Walmart has also 

announced plans to set up virtual reality groceries for 

consumers - shoppers will need a headset to get a full 

sensory online experience.

Far from representing a short-

lived ‘hipster’ phenomenon, the 

‘artisanal’ or ‘craft’ movement is 

having a significant and sustained 

impact on the food and drink sector 

in particular. This new generation 

of entrepreneurial producers has 

carved-out a significant share of 

many premium categories. The 

artisans have tapped into and 

are exploiting profound shifts in 

consumer attitudes and behaviour, 

such as a growing interest among 

many consumers in healthier and 

more ethical product ingredients, a 

desire for something different from 

the generic branded offer and an 

admiration for entrepreneurialism.

‘The rise of craft is here to 

stay. In some categories 

we think craft will really 

take over the mainstream 

segments, and like it or 

not, the larger companies 

really have to deal with the 

consequences of what that 

means.’ - Goldman Sach’s Senior 

Equity Research Analyst, Judy Hong.

‘Life is becoming 
more difficult for the 
consumer goods giants, 
as competition from 
smaller, nimbler players 
intensifies and consumer 
preferences shift towards 
niche an alternative 
brands’ says  Charlie Huggins, 

a fund manager at Hargreaves 

Lansdown Select.

Before the arrival of the German discounters with their 

limited product range, the supermarket model was 

built on the logic of providing almost limitless choice. 

Why sell one brand of extra virgin olive oil when you 

can sell 30?  Many recent retail trends appear to be 

running counter to this established logic -  Waitrose 

Rapid adopts a similar model to Amazon Fresh, 

allowing shoppers to purchase up to 25 items for 

delivery within two hours or less (for a £5 charge). The 

model is based on a limited product range – shoppers 

are only able to select two items from each product 

category – but they are happy to sacrifice choice for 

convenience (and speed).  

THE EMERGENCE AND CONSUMER 
TAKE-UP OF NEW TECHNOLOGY

RISE OF THE (NIMBLE) ARTISANS 
– FASTER, SMARTER

CHANGING CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS 
– CONVENIENCE TRUMPS CHOICE



o6  SUSTAINABILITY FINALLY 

13 https://www.unilever.com/news/press-releases/2020/unilever-celebrates-10-years-of-the-sustainable-living-plan.html
14 https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter

15 https://www.tescoplc.com/news/2020/removing-67m-pieces-of-plastic-from-tinned-multipacks/?category=packaging
16 https://www.productsofchange.com/news-article/heinz-removes-plastic-from-multipacks/
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Why has it taken so long for sustainability to become 

mainstream? Forty years ago the Body Shop’s 

Anita Roddick was preaching the gospel of good, 

environmentally-conscious business.   As far back as 2010 

Unilever launched its Sustainable Living Plan.  During an 

announcement to mark its 10th anniversary, Unilever’s 

Chief Sustainability Office Rebecca Marmot, explained, 

“There are many highlights from the 

last ten years. Unilever’s Sustainable 

Living Brands – which include brands like 

Dove, Hellmann’s and Domestos – 

have consistently outperformed the average 

growth rate of the rest of the portfolio since 

the metric was introduced in 2014. We have 

avoided over €1bn in costs, by improving 

water and energy efficiency in our factories, 

and using less material and producing less 

waste. The USLP has also become a decisive 

factor to attract the best talent; and has been 

instrumental to forging strong partnerships 

with NGOs, government organisations and 

other businesses.’ 13

Activist groups have maintained the chorus of concern 

about climate change, but the most significant 

development in the past 18 months was probably the 

letter to investors written by the CEO of BlackRock, the 

world’s largest investment firm, stating that sustainability 

is going to be placed at the heart of its investment 

strategy.14  

There has also been growing awareness of the 

financial benefits of adopting sustainable practices. 

Nestle, whilst celebrating its success in pursuing more 

sustainable agriculture policies, emphasises cost 

savings during the manufacturing process through 

reductions in waste and energy use. It also points to 

the contribution that sustainability initiatives make to 

employee wellbeing and stakeholder relations, plus 

how positive news stories help to build salience and 

trust in its corporate and product brands.  

A leading CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer), who we 

interviewed for this report described how changing 

the narrative surrounding sustainability, to focus on 

tangible, financial benefits, can make all the difference,

“In one company I stopped the reporting 

of water and waste in terms of litres 

or kilowatt hours saved and started 

to express this financially.  It made all 

the difference. Suddenly I got finance 

controllers coming to me and saying ‘hey, 

how can I reduce waste’ and they didn’t do 

that before.” 

There is undeniably an expectation from retailers that 

their suppliers need to work with them to deliver on 

their sustainability commitments.  Tesco announced in 

January 2020 that it would be working with suppliers, 

such as Heinz, to become the first UK retailer to 

remove plastic-wrapped multi-packs, claiming 

this would eliminate 350 tonnes of plastic from the 

environment.  It is part of the supermarket’s 4Rs 

Strategy (Remove, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle).15  Heinz’s 

response has been to produce multi-pack packaging 

and uses up to 50% less material.  The company’s 

northern Europe president Jojo de Noronha  claims that 

the change is driven as much by consumer preference 

as supermarket pressure - 

“71% of UK shoppers agree that they 

are more satisfied with a product if it is 

easily recycled or composted. Grounded 

in shopper insight, we feel this new 

recyclable and easy-to-carry paperboard 

sleeve … is the perfect eco-friendly 

solution for our multipacks.” 16

COMING OF AGE



o7
The response of the business community to social 

or cultural issues, such as gender and racial equality 

or poverty, has been generally positive. They have 

accepted that their more socially-engaged customers 

and employees expect them to take a position on such 

issues.  Responsible capitalism has replaced free-

market orthodoxy.  Jamie Dimon, Chairman and CEO of 

JPMorgan Chase & Co. describes how 

“Major employers are investing in their 

workers and communities because they 

know it is the only way to be successful 

over the long term. These modernized 

principles reflect the business 

community’s unwavering commitment 

to continue to push for an economy that 

serves all Americans.”

In a sign of the times, McDonald’s is offering a million 

free meals to in-need UK children as part of footballer 

Marcus Rashford’s campaign against food poverty.17 

Ben & Jerry’s has traditionally been seen as an outlier 

when it comes to championing social purpose, 

although the sentiments expressed by its co-founder 

Ben Cohen in 2011 are becoming more of a mainstream 

view and even embraced by investors,

 ‘A company can be responsible in terms 

of the environment, it can be proactive in 

terms of solving problems, and it can make 

money at the same time. That’s what we 

should expect from all corporations.’

Unilever has announced a global commitment to 

help build a more inclusive society. Its commitments 

include ensuring that everyone who directly provides 

goods and services to the company earns at least a 

living wage or income by 2030. It will also be spending 

€2 billion annually with suppliers owned and managed 

by people from under-represented groups - women, 

under-represented racial and ethnic groups, people 

with disabilities and LGBTQI+ - and pioneering new 

employment models for our employees, and equipping 

10m young people with essential skills to prepare them 

for job opportunities. The company’s CEO, 

Alan Jope explains that 

“The two biggest threats that the world 

currently faces are climate change 

and social inequality. The past year has 

undoubtedly widened the social divide, 

and decisive and collective action is 

needed to build a society that helps to 

improve livelihoods, embraces diversity, 

nurtures talent, and offers opportunities 

for everyone. We believe the actions we 

are committing to will make Unilever a 

better, stronger business; ready for the 

huge societal changes we are experiencing 

today – changes that will only accelerate. 

Without a healthy society, there cannot be 

a healthy business.

“Unilever also wants to use its leverage 

as the world’s second largest advertiser 

to increase the number of advertisements 

that include people from diverse groups, 

both on screen and behind the camera, and 

help tackle the prevalence of stereotypes 

that are often perpetuated through 

advertising, and promote a more inclusive 

representation of people.” 18

There has been much debate about whether this type 

of initiative will translate directly into increased sales. 

There has been research indicating that a significant 

number of consumers want brands to take a stand 

on social issues and to help make society a better 

place, but as with sustainability, we need to consider 

the value/action gap – people expressing opinions in 

research studies that do not lead to a corresponding 

change of behaviour in the supermarket aisle.  That 

said, where Unilever leads, other brand owners tend to 

follow.

And whether they don’t follow, governments are 

increasingly likely to intervene. Even a Conservative 

administration, that has focused traditionally on 

industry self-regulation has seen the need for action, 

especially in combatting the obesity crisis. The 

imposition of the sugar tax on soft drinks has been 

seen as a success – Public Health England say that 

sugar levels in lemonades, colas and other soft drinks 

have fallen by 44% since 2015.  This compares with 

only a 3% reduction across all supermarket, restaurant 

and café products during the same time, which relied 

on industry action rather than government imposition.  

According to public health minister, Jo Churchill, 

‘Covid-19 has highlighted obesity and 

how important it is to tackle it. Our recent 

announcement of the obesity strategy 

includes world-leading measures such 

as a TV watershed for advertising food 

and drinks high in fat, salt and sugar, and 

consulting on how we can introduce a ban 

online. If more action is needed to support 

individuals to lead a healthy life, we will go 

further to help them.’

SOCIO-POLITICAL AND 
CULTURAL PRESSURES

17 https://www.businessinsider.com/mcdonalds-offering-million-free-meals-to-in-need-uk-families-2020-10?r=US&IR=T
18 https://www.unilever.com/news/press-releases/2021/unilever-commits-to-help-build-a-more-inclusive-society.html
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MANAGING TENSIONS
THE FMCG MARKETERS’ DILEMMA

Customers pulling in different directions

Product intrinsics
Price/value
Technology

Sustainability
Social justice

19 Ipsos. Climate Fears, Wealth Inequality and Data Worries (Feb 2020)
20 Kantar. The Value of Good Intentions (Sep 2020) 
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Dealing with margin pressures - 

profitability in online grocery is 

substantially different from in-store sales. 

Retailer profits are eroded by staff picking and 

subsidized delivery costs – analysis undertaken by 

Morgan Stanley suggests that click-and-collect profit 

margins are as low as 14-16% compared to 20-25% for 

conventional in-store shopping. Trying to figure out 

how to make money in online grocery has become 

a critical issue for all supermarkets – and when they 

inevitably seek to pass on this challenge to suppliers, 

brands margins are likely to be squeezed.

The battle for space – with more of the in-store 

environment being allocated to click-and-collect 

and other online services – consider how many Argos 

concessions have been added to Sainsbury’s stores 

– brands are fighting for diminishing shelf-space.  

This will lead inevitably to the delisting of weaker 

secondary and tertiary brands.  As discussed earlier, 

consumers do not appear to be unduly upset by this 

reduction in choice.

Reputations being shaped online – the growth of 

ecommerce has increased the influence on purchasing 

decisions of ratings and reviews. Studies show that one 

of the most trusted sources of information about a new 

product or service is ‘people in my social community.’ 

As a result, brand investment that would previously 

have been allocated to high impact point-of-sale is 

being switched to digital channels – encouraging 

reviews, enlisting the support of influencers and 

driving social conversations.   

WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES FOR
THOSE MANAGING AN FMCG BRAND 
IN THE AGE OF PROGRESSIVE FMCG?

Managing tensions – how can retailers and suppliers 

balance the aspirations of more activist, socially-

liberal stakeholders with the day-today concerns 

of their core customer base, for whom value for 

money will always be more important than social or 

environmental progress.  If the average consumer 

is unwilling to pay what they might consider to be 

an unaffordable premium for progressive initiatives, 

or such initiatives fail to deliver incremental sales, 

won’t pursuing a progressive agenda simply erode 

brand profitability?  Equally, what you might consider 

appropriately progressive initiatives might be 

perceived by customers as irrelevant virtue signalling, 

political posturing or simply an excuse to increase 

prices. This has been labelled by Kantar as ‘the value/

action gap’ – the difference between people’s declared 

values and the actions that they take (for example, 

in the supermarket aisle).  In one survey, 80% of 

respondents agreed ‘we are headed for environmental 

disaster unless we change our habits quickly’ but in the 

same study over 1/3 said that they were ‘tired of the 

fuss” over the environment.’19  This probably explains 

why, on average, environmentally-focused products 

have only achieved 5-10% penetration across all 

categories and all markets.20  The reality is that most 

consumers have other priorities and pressures, even if 

they accept the argument that they should live more 

sustainably – even before the economic challenges 

caused by successive lockdowns, most shoppers have 

to prioritise cost or value. That £5 chicken may not be 

as environmentally-friendly as the sustainably-farmed 

alternative but faced with the economic reality of 

feeding a family, there isn’t much of a choice to make.



Picking the wrong pathway - It is all too easy for 

brands to lose their way by not moving at the right 

pace, in the right direction or in the right spirit.  Even 

the pioneers can get things wrong.  Toms Shoes, was 

widely regarded as one of the most ethical businesses 

through it’s one-for-one scheme – a pair of shoes 

donated to a child in a developing country with every 

shoe purchase.  However, it attacted widespread 

criticism that its solution could be exacerbating 

problems by not supporting self-sustaining initiatives 

on the ground, undermining local trade and dignity. 

It was also an unsustainable profit model. Not 

surprisingly, it changed its approach in 2019 to give a 

third of net profits to developmental charities.

Stumbling-off the moral high ground – being 

progressive is a journey rather than a destination.  

Even the most progressive will sometimes fall short 

or fail to meet the expectations of some of their more 

evangelical customers.  And rest assured, the activists 

will never give you an easy ride.  

”

”

“
“

Everybody says that they want 
to be more sustainable and that 
they’re willing to pay more for that. 
10 percent, 20%, and then actually, 
when they stand in front of the 
shelf and the sustainable product 
is one penny more expensive than 
the non-sustainable product. 
They won’t buy it. 
A leading CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer)

If you do good marketing, you can’t be 
friends with everyone. You need to be 

distinctive and that means you turn 
some people on, and you will turn some 

people off.  And being progressive is 
one of the ways that you can do that. 
You’ll turn off a lot of people who are 

not progressive, who don’t like change. 
But you’ll turn on the people who do 

like the change, who do get turned 
on by that and that secures a market.  

That’s the other side of the coin. You 
create loyalty with the people who are 

in tune with those values.  
A leading CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer)

Some progressive brands simply accept that the gap 

cannot be closed – alienating some potential customers 

is the price they pay for reinforcing the commitment of  

their core audience..
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WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THOSE 
BRANDS WHO APPEAR TO BE THRIVING 
IN THIS NEW ENVIRONMENT?
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How do they anticipate emerging threats 

and opportunities?

Smart brand owners are capable of identifying the 

signals in the noise.  Signals are real, meaningful, drive 

consumer choices, change markets and can make or 

break brands.  They are what matters rather than the 

distracting noise of media hyperbole, social media spats 

and ill-informed criticism.

How do they close the value/action gap? 

Despite what some market research studies will suggest, 

analysis of actual shopper behaviour shows that the 

majority of consumers will not pay more for sustainable 

or healthier products or make significant compromises.  

Too many brands have made the mistake of talking the 

language of sacrifice.  

In 2018 Milkybar launched an innovative 30% reduced 

sugar range, targeting parents looking for better 

snacks for their children. They also want to show key 

stakeholders that parent company Nestle was serious 

about health. The concept generated an outstanding 

consumer response in research studies including 

simulated purchase testing, but the range failed on shelf 

and was withdrawn one year later.  The conclusion was 

that the brand had focussed too heavily on the negatives 

– ‘less sugar” means ‘less taste”, rather than focusing on 

the positive ingredients of wholesome oats and a nicer 

texture. 

This lesson appears to have been learned by the 

manufactures of alternatives to the traditional 

potato chip.

Their products may be healthier and, in some cases, more 

environmentally-friendly, but they have consistently 

emphasised their superior taste. 

‘’It helps to convince consumers that any 

change is simple to do and it helps if there’s 

a financial incentive. Where a sustainable 

product is more expensive, you may have to 

target those customer segments willing to 

pay more and gradually you can reduce the 

cost overtime and hopefully your innovation 

and then the others will come as well.”

- A leading CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer)

“They (customers) come to us for guidance 

somewhat on a way of life, a way of living so 

your product needs to meet that consumer 

education - Using this as an opportunity to 

drive home that message of consumption 

and what that actually means.  It’s tough. 

It’s difficult but you’ve got to give them as 

the understanding of why something costs 

what it does but what’s the additional cost of 

buying something cheap and the resources it 

takes?. It’s not an easily explainable journey, 

it’s incremental education I guess.” 

– Jeffrey Bowman, Brand Director, Millican 

How do they guard against accusations of hypocrisy?

Progressive brands admit their weaknesses, for 

example by admitting that they are only as strong as 

the weakest link in their supply chains.

You have to be very aware of any 

vulnerabilities within your overall supply 

chain because people are going to keep 

digging.  What might be super sustainable 

to us may not actually be sustainable to 

someone else. One fundamental part of 

it is to acknowledge where you are today 

and be open to challenge. I’m not afraid 

to say that some of the stuff we do isn’t 

that progressive in comparison to where it 

should be and could be.  It’s about being 

honest about that and then being active in 

exploring how you get to that place.  - Jeffrey 

Bowman, Brand Director, Millican

Transparency is a given if 

you want to minimise the risks.

“So in being as transparent as we possibly 

can, everyone that interacts with us learns 

something. If we set a standard, I hope that 

they look at other businesses and think, I 

don’t know anything about this business. 

I don’t know anything about their carbon 

footprint. I don’t know anything about 

how they treat their teams. I don’t know 

anything about their equity, diversity and 

inclusion policy. I don’t know anything 

about how quickly they pay people in their 

supply chains. So let me just do a little 

bit of digging. And if they don’t find that 

information, they ask and maybe they start 

to think well, maybe it’s not good so I’m 

going to make a different decision. That’s 

just me being a pragmatist at the same 

time as being the idealist.” 

- Natalie Campbell, Belu (ethical water company).



 

21 Speaking at the University of Vermont in 2016
22 https://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1700184/volumes/v11e/E-11
23 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022243720947682
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How do they support social 

causes without alienating 

their core customers?

They don’t exactly ignore their customers, but they 

aren’t constrained by their apparent conservatism.  The 

consumer isn’t a moron (which for the younger readers 

is a line coined by legendary ad man David Ogilvy) 

but they are not always right, don’t always know what 

they want and aren’t the ones you need to persuade 

to get out of their beds every morning to work in the 

best interests of the brand.  Retailers, investors, NGOs, 

employees, governments and local communities are 

all important stakeholders. Progressive brands are 

stakeholder-centric, recognising that other voices are 

increasingly influential.

According to one study, ‘Working for a business 

that balances profit with purpose is a 

common aspiration these days. 87 percent 

of people want to work for a company 

with good sustainability policies, and 71 

percent say they would not work for a 

company that does not have a good record 

on sustainability. Engaging employees 

and encouraging them to participate and 

contribute towards sustainability goals 

will help attract, motivate and retain 

talent” Wunderman Thompson research in Kantar 

Brand Z UK Top 75 2020.

Ben & Jerry’s is the poster-child for purpose-led 

marketing.  CEO Matthew McCarthy explains why 

they feel confident about thier activist approach: 

‘What does ice cream have to with structural racism 

and social justice?’ ‘Not a lot, except that we care 

about it and our team cares about it.’ His emphasis on 

the ‘we’ is important.  It echoes a point made by the 

brand’s activism manager, Chris Miller, ‘Cause-related 

marketing typically starts with the company thinking 

to themselves, “Who are my customers? What do they 

care about? And how do I design an emotional way to 

talk to them about that issue?” What we are talking 

about here is something very different [...] It starts with 

– The employees of a company – what are the things 

we care about? What’s the change we seek to see in 

the world? And how can we design campaigns that 

engage fans and consumers around that issue?’21 

In any case, even if brands wanted to exploit popular 

consumer causes, there is little evidence that this has 

a positive impact on sales.  One study has highlighted 

how when brands take a position on issues such as 

race, immigration or free speech about which their 

customers don’t agree, attitudes worsen.22  Even where 

customers agreed with the brand’s stance, attitudes 

didn’t improve – they simply expected the brand to 

act in the way it did.  The only exception was where a 

brand came under attack, in which case supporters 

would rush to its defence. Similarly, another study 

showed that brand activism only works where the 

interests of the brand and its consumers are aligned.23  

People do respond positively when brands express 

their own views and values – they are even willing to 

pay a price premium – but when brands do this they 

are very much preaching to the converted.

Being progressive does not mean jumping on every 

cultural bandwagon, assuming that every customer 

shares a similar, socially liberal metropolitan outlook.

Winning arguments in the real world is different from 

winning on Twitter.  Progressive brands bring people 

with them - they are the Joe Biden’s of the brand world. 

They reach across divides. They don’t antagonise, 

alienate or patronise simply to generate cheap social 

chatter for example, Oatly’s recent ad campaign enlists 

young people to the brand’s cause to save the planet by 

persuading their dad to quit dairy.  

The brand is imploring the youth to work on their behalf 

towards the ultimate end-game: win dad over to plant-

based for the sake of the planet.   The agency planners 

will have identified older males as late converts to a 

meat and dairy free diet but expressing this so literally 

in the ad won’t win any converts. Changing behaviour 

requires a subtle mix of carrot and stick. Shaming 

people rarely works and is often counterproductive. 

Gillette tried a similar trick with toxic masculinity - a 

rich debate was played out in social media, but I doubt 

whether many men were persuaded to change their 

attitudes and even Gillette admitted that all of the 

controversy did nothing for sales.



 

24 https://www.edelman.com/insights/tech-and-trust
25 Bazaar Voice – Supermarkets 2025
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How do they embrace new technology?

One interesting observation from our many conversations with progressive businesses has been how 

many came from a technology background. This appears to have encouraged many to adopt the agile 

development processes more common in tech and it has given them a head-start when it comes to 

embracing digital. They have been able to exploit the many ways in which the internet has provided an 

alternative to the traditional FMCG distribution and marketing model – products can be sold directly to 

consumers via the net and awareness and advocacy can be built through social media networks.

”

”
“

“Technology is huge in terms 
of progressiveness and how 
progressive you are with technology 
is what makes a market leader now 
in terms of building a brand.  It’s very 
hard to keep up with because every 
day something new comes along.  
However, it also gives you more 
power that you had before. 
- Shirin Valipour, Beauty Expert, Founder of Charlie 

& Co and former consultant to Neals Yard.

We realized we needed to reach 
a big an audience as possible 
as quickly as possible – find the 
people who really got what we 
were about so we could then 
engage with people who needed 
a little more persuasion. So 
things like social media have 
been instrumental in helping us 
to engage with cooks and chefs 
who have really helped us change 
the narrative around particular 
ingredients.
Josiah Meldrum, co-founder Hodmedod

Progressive brands recognise that digitalisation 

is not without its risks.  The Cambridge Analytica 

(data-harvesting) scandal and increasing criticism of 

Facebook’s apparently cavalier attitude to personal 

data, are part of a developing narrative of Big Data 

harm.  According to a survey undertaken by Edelman,24 

61% of respondents agreed that the pace of change 

in technology is too fast and the same percentage 

of agreed that government does not understand 

emerging technologies enough to regulate them 

efficiently.  We may have seen the end of Trumpism, 

but the Fake News legacy he helped create has eroded 

public trust in digital media as a whole – 66% agreed 

that technology makes it impossible to know what 

people are seeing or hearing is real.  

That said, reading the consumer mood is fraught with 

difficulty – in a recent survey, 63% of consumers in US 

and EMEA said that they would be unwilling to provide 

their personal data in exchange for services, but the 

same survey revealed that 57% chose personalised 

deals, offers and loyalty programmes as the most 

appealing retail innovation.25  The solution to this 

contradiction is probably to proceed with caution and 

make sure that the value exchange – what you expect 

the customer to give, in exchange for the benefit they 

receive – is genuinely in the customer’s favour. 

All too often technological innovations are presented 

as consumer benefits, when their primary purpose 

is to increase efficiencies and reduce costs for 

producers.  Replacing call centres with cheaper, 

digital alternatives provides a typical example – some 

customers will be happy dealing with chatbots, but 

others will prefer the ability to speak to a real person.
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WHY PROGRESSIVE BRAND 
MANAGEMENT IS THE ANSWER. 
Progressive brand management is the ability to identify and respond to 

the right things (i.e. the things that matter) in the right way … and at the right speed. 

OUR PROGRESSIVE BRAND MANAGEMENT 
MODEL IS BUILT ON FIVE PILLARS:

Purposeful Citizenship is complex. It is about 

measuring success beyond profit, whilst not ignoring 

the profit motive – brand owners are ultimately 

commercial enterprises and as many of the cases 

studies shown in this report testify, profit can be 

derived from purpose.

This sense of brands contributing to the greater good 

is not necessarily driven by consumers, for whom there 

is a large ‘say-do’ gap. Progressive brands are instead 

stakeholder-centric, recognising that other voices are 

increasingly influential, which means sometimes being 

brave enough to ignore the more conservative instincts 

of their core audience.

The pandemic has accelerated an ongoing upheaval 

within the retail market.  It has created new routes to 

market for FMCG brands and in some cases broken the 

traditional retailer/supplier model.  Progressive brand 

owners are capable of embracing the full range of 

channels and finding the best route to their customers.

Being progressive goes hand-in-hand with a 

willingness to embrace new ideas and technologies, 

especially where these offer a genuine customer 

benefit – making their lives more convenient  or even 

giving them an opportunity to influence and shape 

products and services.

All of which means little . . . if the brand doesn’t have 

meaning, consistent values, and the ability to build 

affinity and emotional connection.  Even in the age of 

acceleration, traditional branding principles hold firm 

even when all else is changing. 

.

Purposeful CITIZENSHIP

STAKEHOLDER centricity

ROUTE to consumers
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