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Big brands, big ads, and big TV reach. For 

decades, this used to be the formula of 

successful fast-moving consumer goods. For the 

five years to 2021, the category has been 

experiencing a slowing of growth. Big brands 

have been hit while own label and new agile 

entrants have been gaining share. As a result, 

doubts have been growing about the traditional 

FMCG model’s sustainability. Our solution to this 

growth problem is to set out the case for FMCG 

clients to unlock the growth driving power of 

media by embracing a new consumer 

experience led model. Whilst the old model saw 

media as a means of driving reach, in the new 

approach, media plays a major role in driving 

distinctiveness.

Sean Healy

Global Chief 

Strategy Officer, 
Carat 
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The big FMCGs have been having a tough time 

of things. For many, growth has come from margin 

– not sales increases. 2020 has seen a bump, but 

the longer-term trend is for continued slow growth 

and even stronger headwinds. There were even 

some tough stories last year with FMCG 

growth plateauing in China after five years of 

strong performance.1

Many of us still remember the Good Old Times. In 

a ten-year period from 2006 to 2016, no 

sector created more shareholder value than 

FMCG, according to Boston Consulting Group’s 

analysis. Since 2017, FMCG’s relative value creation 

has lagged, dropping the category from first to 

seventh place.2 Those companies that 

outperformed the trend tended to have managed 

their portfolios smartly and innovated in product 

and service.

As the path to growth gets littered with 

more obstacles such as data and messaging 

regulation and the complexity of managing bricks 

and mortar and online retail multiplies, how can we 

make the maximum contribution to growth?

1 Bain & Company: China FMCG grow th hits deflat ion for first  t ime in five years 

due to impact of Covid-19 on consumer behavior, December 2020

2 BCG Future of FMCG Report  October 2020

The 
Backdrop

https://www.bain.com/about/media-center/press-releases/2020/china_fmcg_growth_hits_deflation_for_first_time_in_five_years_due_to_impact_of_covid_19_on_consumer_behavior/
https://connect.bcg.com/data/uploads/sites/1371/2020/10/Future-of-FMCG-Web-20201029-1.pptx
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Marketing professor Scott Galloway 

predicted the death knell of the broadcast, 

broad audience FMCG model in Cannes in 

2016. This was in the wake of a Nielsen Catalina 

Study which showed the Top 100 US CPG 

brands growing by only 0.8% (while all the 

brands tracked grew by 6%)3. He set out a vision 

of a world in which ‘Owned’ assets and New 

Product Development drive growth, fuelled by 

social media and the rise of influencers. At the 

same time, subscription-based media would 

bring about the demise of the big networks.

FMCG used to be the best 

performing category in 

relative shareholder value 

creation. Now it has 

dropped from first to 

seventh place.

This was a few days before the Brexit vote, 

and the world looked like a different place 

back then. Despite the weighty geopolitical 

matters that were occurring, lots of experts piled 

into the debate. Byron Sharp responded in early 

2017 with a whitepaper entitled ‘Are Big 

Brands Dying?’4 He argued that they were, in 

fact, growing despite share losses. He set 

about Galloway’s arguments claiming that 

digital ROIs were unproven and that small 

brands were disproportionately reliant on young 

buyers.

Giving some more balance to the debate 

was retail data expert Dunnhumby. Using 

its access to big current retail data sets in 2018, 

it was able to look over a five-year period of 

buyer behaviour. It demonstrated that 

buyer behaviour varies across the FMCG vertical 

and that the 80:20 rule challenged by 

Sharp, i.e. the value of heavy buyers, was in fact 

close to the truth in many cases.5

So, where does that leave us now in the wake 

of the COVID crisis, an unthinkable situation 

back when this debate was being played out?

3 Catalina: A Tough Road To Growth - The 2015 Mid-Year Review: 

How the Top 100 CPG Brands Performed, 2015 
4 Byron Sharp, Magda Nenycz-Thiel, James Martin, Zac Anesbury

& Bruce McColl: Are Big Brands Dying, Ehrenberg-Bass Institute for 

Marketing Science, 2017
5 Dunnhumby: Mass marketing or tailored to your tribe? 2018

https://assets.ctfassets.net/oyvkhyupj8l5/2ZYjJLIB2gsMyaOgmQC2WW/8ece3950dea3f20122cf71ea80229c1a/2015-Mid-Year-Review.pdf
https://www.marketingscience.info/are-big-brands-dying/
https://www.dunnhumby.com/resources/reports/cpg-brands/en/mass-marketing-tailored-tribe/
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Big FMCG business models are heavily reliant 

on traditional supply chain processes and 

often lack the agility and flexibility that we 

see elsewhere in the digital economy. New 

entrants are benefiting from improvements 

to manufacturing and distribution. We are seeing 

a new generation of brands benefiting from 

a different, more agile model. Everybody is familiar 

with the Dollar Shave Club story, but what about 

beauty brand Glossier, plant-based drink 

brand Oatly or ecommerce-savvy brewery

Sierra Nevada.

These impressive growth rates resulted in 

smaller manufacturers and private label products 

gaining 1.1 and 0.2 share points, respectively, 

from larger manufacturers.  Large manufacturers 

have lost market share in each of the past five 

years but still represent 46.7% of total US sales in 

measured channels.6

This means the diversification of choice and more 

competition. People are trading up, trading down, 

and also trading out and into new categories. The 

traditional mass middle, heartland for most big 

FMCG’s, is being eroded. Take for example the 

traditional tea brand PG Tips (with sales declining 

5%, according to a 2020 study by The Grocer) and 

the pasta sauce brand Dolmio (-4%), both famous 

UK staples that are suffering in the face of 

changing tastes.7 

Many of the new entrants are customised and 

tailored to meet varied and specific lifestyle needs. 

Many of these products, initially considered niche, 

have established themselves as mass due to 

scaled, often direct models. 

Traditional FMCG players are not only competing 

against their peers, but now also having to ramp up 

NPD investment to compete against the multiplicity 

of new entrants. We are also seeing moves to 

diversify in the face of change, for example brewer 

Molson Coors partnering with soft drinks company 

Jimmy’s to market iced coffee products.

The net takeout is more diversity of (brand and 

product) choice, more and new ways to buy, 

shifting influence on decision making, and the 

eroding effectiveness of traditional communication 

models. This has left many FMCG’s feeling VUCA –

volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity.8 

6 IRI: Growth Leaders  in CPG, 2020
7 The Grocer: Britain’s Biggest Brands 2020: the top 100
8 Dentsu CMO Survey 2020 (#1 challenge is understanding 

and being able to adapt to consumer change)

If we take the US, home to many of the 

world’s biggest FMCG brands as an 

example; data published by 

analytics company IRI in May 2020 showed 

that in 2019, the FMCG sector grew 10.3%, 

with smaller manufacturers collectively 

capturing nearly one-third of that growth. 

Private label products accounted for 

roughly 18% of growth.6

https://www.iriworldwide.com/IRI/media/Library/2021-02-26-CPG-Growth-Leaders-Press-Deck.pdf
https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/britains-biggest-brands/britains-biggest-brands-2020-the-top-100/603257.article
https://www.dentsu.com/us/en/cmo-survey-2020
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So, whilst Scott Galloway may not have been 

right about everything back in 2016 when he 

foresaw big FMCG and big broadcast media on 

the precipice, there was more than an element of 

truth in what he opined.

Whilst other categories have moved apace 

to embrace new communication models, big 

FMCG has changed more slowly. This may be 

partly because we haven’t seen the ROI from 

the traditional model of Big brands, Big ads, and 

Big TV reach decline as rapidly as predicted. In 

part, it’s also because of the difficulty of collecting 

high-quality first-party data in many markets for 

FMCGs.

With over 100,000 copies sold, Byron Sharp’s 

‘How Brands Grow’ has been a hugely successful 

and impactful publication in the marketing 

industry.9 It has probably had more influence on 

FMCG than any other category and, along with 

the last decade’s follow -ups, is firmly rooted in 

the traditional advertising model.

FMCG brand owners won’t 

drive anything other than 

incremental growth with the 

same rule book as their 

competitors.

In reality, the marketing and media landscape 

is almost unrecognisably different since the first 

airing of the ‘Laws of Growth’. Whilst the principles 

of buyer behaviour, e.g. ‘double jeopardy law’, 

may still hold true, it is now questionable whether 

FMCG brand owners will drive anything other 

than incremental growth with the same rule book 

as their competitors. So, whilst looking at media as 

a means of driving continuously weekly reach 

against light-buyers will undoubtedly prevent some 

poor planning and investment, it misses the point 

that Amazon now owns both Prime Video 

and Wholefoods.

Empowered consumers are also taking control 

of the media contexts in which they engage, or 

not, with brand advertising messages. The influence 

of traditional advertising placement is 

further diminished by increasing usage of ad 

blocking technology and control of privacy and 

personal data. The influence of peer economy has 

also diminished the strength that brand advertising 

has traditionally had on consumer decision making.

9 Byron Sharp: How Brands Grow: What Marketers Don't 

Know, Oxford University Press, 2010
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The opportunity presented by media, 

particularly in the wake of COVID, has 

outgrown the old framework of FMCG 

marketing. This is also reflected by the work 

we are doing across the FMCG portfolio 

of Dentsu Media Agencies. Our team leaders 

on these businesses answered twelve big 

questions on the nature of their work and the 

importance that clients are attributing to 

each.

1. What is the position on Byron Sharp’s Laws 

of Growth? 

2. What is the position on Data Driven 

Marketing (collection and use of first party 

data)?

3. How are audiences set and defined?

4. How are need states and moments 

defined and deployed?

5. How are budgets and success measures 

being set and measured?

6. How advanced is the integration of 

shopper, ecommerce and D2C?

7. How important is it to promote purpose 

and become part of culture?

8. What is the position on regulations such as 

HFSS?

9. What kind of process or way of working is in 

place across agencies?

10. How is the creative process, content and 

asset creation being delivered and 

evolving?

11. Where is the balance of power between 

global, regional, and local?

12. What is the position on in-housing?        
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The outcome of this study is that we are a 

long way from doing the proverbial Fewer, 

Bigger, Better, which has been an FMCG stock 

principle for years. Right now, everything is 

keeping our clients as awake at night; eleven of 

the twelve questions were rated as important or 

very important by the teams!

Furthermore, big questions emerge from the 

interplay of the factors that evaluated:

• How do we deliver intelligent audience with 

scale?

• What is the organisational model to set 

budgets and strategy geographically?

• What can unify multiple agencies, creative 

processes and omni-channel shopping?

• How can we bring data strategy and 

experiences together more closely?

We argue that letting media off the leash 

can bring new answers to the category’s 

multiple urgent questions. We have seen 

explosive audience growth resulting from the 

events of 2020, with not only the ‘new world’ of 

social, digital audio and subscription TV 

booming but also the ‘traditional’ arenas of 

books and linear TV. Most importantly though, 

we have seen much of the life we previously led 

face to face move on to media platforms. 

Exercise, work, dating, learning, shopping, as 

well as entertainment, have become 

increasingly media-driven.
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Put simply the old rules don’t prov ide a 

clear set of guidelines for FMCGs to grow in 

this context. We need a new model that 

maintains the discipline of the ‘Media Laws 

of Growth’ but refocuses us on 

the increasing opportunity for media to help 

brands stand out and build more 

meaningful relationships with people.

Sharp alludes to this as DISTINCTIVENESS, but 

his idea still sits within the context of 

developing advertising assets within the 

advertising model. There is a bigger 

opportunity to drive growth by defining new 

ways to connect and build relationships 

with consumers, not based on advertising 

but on providing new forms of 

value exchange such as entertainment and 

IP development.

“Letting media off 

the leash can 
bring new 

answers to the 
category’s urgent 
questions.



Distinctive 
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The move to 
a CX driven 
media model
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At least one of our FMCG clients has 

renamed its ‘Media Team’, the ‘Consumer 

Experience Team’. We think that this is an 

important step in making media work 

harder as a growth driver. But it’s not 

enough to rename the team; the team 

needs to do some different work.

First, in order to get to more 

distinctive outcomes, we need to define 

media’s part in consumer experience 

clearly. We think that it goes something like 

this:

Consumer experience – a sequence 

of coherent encounters between a person 

and a brand comprising content and a 

media channel, framed in context and 

enabled by data/technology – with a clear 

end purpose.

Our second assertion is that these 

experiences are more effective if they 

are framed with a value exchange that 

creates common ground between the 

people and the brand in question.

Emotionally intelligent brands, which 

create value for people, grow more 

quickly.10 

This approach is different because 

it recognizes media’s ability to add value 

beyond reach alone and puts people and 

their needs at the heart of the model.

10 Carat: Brand EQ Report, 2020

https://www.carat.com/thoughts-and-views/Carat-brand-EQ-report
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Breaking the old ad approach and 

designing new fit for digital economy 

growth models will take time in practice. 

One of the answers is in the agile, design 

thinking led approach of Designing for 

People as a working methodology.

This is a solution to a series of steps to bring 

our clients' brands closer to a new model, 

which helps themmaximize the 

distinctiveness of the experience they offer 

through media. I t comprises the following 

steps:

1. Map the consumer, category 

and brand experience and 

make this the first point of truth 

for an integrated team to work 

around.

2. Set up to work in an iterative 

and integrated way.

3. Build out experience platforms 

that can set the agenda for 

broad audiences, shoppers, 

and customers with a clear 

value exchange at their heart.

4. Reimagine the expression of 

the brand and the outcome of 

creativ ity. We have the 

capacity to put the brand at 

the heart of entertainment 

properties, integrate 

ecommerce into the 

experience and activate end 

to end platform partnerships, 

to cite a few examples. 



In Conclusion
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We are mapping out a path towards an 

exciting and dynamic new model for big FMCG 

brands. Our position is that scale and innovation 

should be natural partners. 

Developing new models should not be the preserve 

of new market entrants. We can fundamentally 

reframe the role of media in driving growth without 

forgetting the principles that have got us to where 

we are.
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About Carat

Most recently named a leader amongst global 

media agencies by Forrester, Carat is consistent ly 

ranked the #1 media agency in the world with 

over 10,000 experts, operating across 190+ offices 

in 135+ countries. Carat delivers an unparalleled 

capability to unlock real human understanding to 

connect people and brands by designing 

powerful and engaging media experiences. 

Carat is a dentsu company and privileged to 

work with some of the most storied and 

innovative brands in the world. This art icle is part 

of Carat’s Future of FMCG content series.


