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Introduction: Looking Beyond the Immediate Customer 

Summertime is a slow time for candy sales. That’s bad for Hershey’s and bad 
for its retailer customers. Looking for a way to pump up purchasing during 
this period, Hershey’s studied how consumers use chocolate during the warm 
summer months. Their work led them to the popularity of s’mores, that delicious 
combination of toasted marshmallows, slightly melted chocolate, and graham 
crackers. 

Hershey’s makes chocolate, of course; it doesn’t make graham crackers or 
marshmallows. So it teamed up with Kraft, which makes both (or did—until 
the Kraft/Mondelez split). Together Hershey’s and Kraft created summertime 
in-store displays that grouped the three products together. The result was sales 
that increased by 10 to 15 percent for the summer season, and now that time of 
year is bigger than Valentine’s Day for Hershey’s.

What is striking about the s’mores promotion, and what lessons does it hold for 
general B2B selling? 

First, Hershey’s thought about the customer’s customer (that is, the retailer’s 
customer). Hershey’s discovered that one big way people in the U.S. consume 
chocolate in the summer is in combination with marshmallows and graham 
crackers, two products it did not sell. In the typical B2B world, the story would 
end there. But in Hershey’s case, they reached out to a competitor (Kraft also 
owns Cadbury) and created a combined offering that is better for the shopper, 
better for retailers, and better for both Kraft and Hershey’s, since they use the 
#1 brand leader in each category to drive the combined purchase.
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Second, Hershey’s and Kraft gave retailers an 
option: An alternate in-store display allowed 
the retailers to showcase their own private-
label brands instead. The only requirement 
was that all three components had to be 
displayed together. As you might expect, 
that flexibility was greatly appreciated by 
the retailers and shoppers. Most important 
it demonstrated the suppliers’ commitment 
to building the overall categories and to 
enhancing the retailer’s business.

Maybe you think this example doesn’t apply 
to you or your business. Maybe the story only 
serves to remind you that you haven’t had a 
s’more since going paleo to lose some weight. 
Maybe you can’t directly influence agreements 
with partners and competitors. But wait: 
How could your offering enable your customer 
to engage their customer better (even if 
your customer’s customer is internal)? Could 
you have a conversation that acknowledges 
how your customer uses your products or 
services in combination with those from 
other companies? How much more credibility 
could you gain with the decision makers by 
discussing their priorities holistically versus 
just concentrating on what you sell? 
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Follow the Food 

Around the world, B2B sales forces are reinventing how they sell. In thinking 
about a different future, there is a lot to learn from the fast-moving consumer 
goods (FMCG) industry, which has deployed sales innovation faster and more 
successfully over the last few years than any other industry we have seen. These 
changes have been triggered by a difficult economic environment, changes in 
customer behavior, and advances in technology—challenges that all industries are 
confronting.

We believe there are seven innovations from the FMCG industry that are worth a 
close look:

Customer 
Segmenting

Leveraging  
Big Data

Insights

Customer 
Business 

Understanding

Dedicated 
Customer  

Teams

Joint  
Business 
Planning

Category 
Management
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Customer Segmenting:  

Who Influences the Buying Decision 

Most companies segment their customers. It’s Marketing 101. But FMCG 
companies do something more: They make distinctions between the customer, 
the shopper, and the consumer.

Customer Who you sell directly to. For FMCG companies, this is 
the retailer (Walmart, BestBuy, Safeway, etc.)

Shopper The person making the purchase. 

Consumer The person using a product or service.

In the FMCG world, consumers and shoppers are the same person much of the 
time...but not always. Therefore, manufacturers often have to market both 
to the consumer and to the shopper (as well as the retailer). You may use the 
toothpaste, but your spouse may have bought it. Typically consumers have a large 
influence on which brands are purchased, and shoppers choose where and how 
the purchase is made, as well as what quantity to buy. To be successful, FMCG 
marketers must influence both you and your spouse—and the store from which 
your spouse purchased the toothpaste—so that your brand is not only carried, but 
featured appropriately. 

In a later section, we’ll look at how FMCG companies develop insights. This 
distinction between customer, shopper, and consumer is critical to how those 
insights are created and how they are used.

But stop now for a moment: To what extent do you consider not only the 
companies you are selling to (customers) and the buyers you are working with 
(shoppers), but also the end users of your product or service (consumers).  
How do end users influence buying decisions in your market? 
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Leveraging Big Data: 

What’s In the Basket? 

When you scan your shopper card at a supermarket, you may be getting a 
discount. But what the store is getting (and what FMCG companies get when 
they buy that data from stores) is worth more to them than the discount. They 
are seeing your entire shopping basket. That allows them to see what kinds of 
purchases you make together and how your purchases change over time. By 
analyzing this data they can also predict which items drive the purchases of other 
items (like how graham crackers can drive chocolate and marshmallows). 

Big data can be used to:
• Make previously hidden or hard to capture information visible
• Collect better information on what people are buying, when they are buying it, 

and what else they are buying with it
• Segment customers
• Conduct experiments on driving increased sales through specific promotions
• Optimize inventories at different locations and at different times of year
• Improve forecasting
• Drive new product innovation 

Of course, not every industry has the benefit of supermarket scanners that 
capture everything their customers are buying. But there is a wealth of 
information available, and as we are still at the early stages of the data explosion, 
there will be more to come. But even without a large data set, the lesson of 
how FMCG companies leverage data is this: The return-on-investment from 
understanding your buyers’ priorities, patterns, and tradeoffs is immeasurable. 
How can you leverage your understanding of your customer’s recent, seemingly 
unrelated, decisions to move your customer forward in their buying process? 
What data do your customers collect on their own, and how can you use that to 
help them make better buying decisions? Find out what data your customers are 
collecting, and help them analyze it.
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Insights:   

How Can You Help Your Customers Better Understand their Customers? 

While food companies are the primary innovators in the FMCG space, many of 
the concepts we are describing in this paper have been adopted by other FMCG 
players, from consumer electronics to apparel. But let’s stay with the food 
industry as we explore the idea of insights.

Here’s a great example. Some years ago, IBM surveyed a representative 
sample of grocery shoppers. It found that most shopping trips are either for 
convenience—“to quickly run in and replace a few key items” (23 percent of trips)—
or for replenishment— “to do a weekly or monthly stock up of grocery items” (58 
percent of trips).

While many of the shoppers in the two categories had the same reasons for 
choosing a particular store (location, clear signage, price accuracy), replenishment 
shoppers made their choice of store based on whether the store carried the 
right brands, products were in stock, and they could get all their shopping done 
in one place. Convenience shoppers, on the other hand, chose stores where they 
could increase the speed of their trip, and for that reason preferred self-service 
checkout. Leveraging this insight, grocery stores that want to attract convenience 
shoppers (who are being targeted not only by convenience stores but increasingly 
by drug stores) can create “get in and get out” zones at the front of the store 
with ready access to key items and provide self-service checkout.

Now consider that IBM sells self-service checkout systems. The insight above 
becomes a powerful tool for IBM salespeople in working with retailers. They 
can articulate how self-checkout systems (a considerable investment for 
supermarkets) can open up access to a group of customers not currently 
shopping in their stores.
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Over the last decade, as FMCG manufacturers have increased their ability 
to deliver insights, retailers have learned to rely on manufacturers to provide 
information about consumers and shoppers that they can use to achieve  
their desired business results more rapidly. The manufacturers that provide  
the most useful insights are those that become strategic partners of the 
retailers, meaning that they can get preferred placement for their products, 
better positions for displays, more shelf space, and additional cooperation  
for promotions.

Small problem: How can you develop and deliver real insights to your customer 
without a troop of marketing MBAs? It starts with understanding the results your 
customer is trying to achieve, who your customer wants to be to their customers, 
and why the consumers do and don’t choose your customer. You may already 
have more insights than you realize. Maybe you can leverage quantitative data 
collected in another part of your organization that could have impact for your 
customers. But you can also just talk to the people in your organization (in supply 
chain, finance, maintenance) who interact with your customers. They will have 
observations and ideas that you can use to trigger conversations with your  
key buyers.
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Customer Business Understanding:  

What Drives the Customer’s Business? 

Salespeople in FMCG companies typically have an understanding of how their 
customers’ businesses operate that is well ahead of that of their peers in other 
industries. In the FMCG world, it would be unthinkable 
to send a salesperson in to meet with the retailer if 
that salesperson did not know:

• The retailer’s customers
• The retailer’s value proposition
• The market trends the retailer is leveraging
• The business challenges the retailer faces
• How the retailer’s supply chain works
• The metrics the retailer uses to measure success

Knowledge of those topics is mandatory in the FMCG 
world. Unfortunately, in other industries, that is not 
the case. Salespeople routinely conduct conversations 
with customers without understanding the fundamentals of the  
customer’s business.

Furthermore, in the FMCG space, knowledge is not enough. Salespeople need 
sufficient business acumen to understand the drivers of the customer’s business. 
They need to understand the interrelationships between those drivers and 
particularly how to drive metrics toward the goals the retailer has established.

Are you an expert in your customers’ businesses? Do you understand the six topics 
above for each of your major customers? Whether you do or not determines 
whether you are truly an accelerator of your customers’ businesses or just a 
product or solution provider.
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Dedicated Customer Teams:   

How Can You Create One Face to the Customer? 

Most of us still work in companies that are organized around product lines. 
Often several people in our companies are selling different products to the 
same customers. Over the last decade, FMCG companies have become truly 
customer focused, not just throwing the words around, but restructuring their 
organizations. Today, most FMCG manufacturers have dedicated customer 
teams for their large accounts. That’s not just a dedicated salesperson, or 
strategic account manager, but a full team working fulltime on that customer’s 
behalf. At PepsiCo, those teams are staffed not only with salespeople but with 
experts in insights, supply chain, customer service, and finance. The dedicated 
team structure makes it a whole lot easier to work with a retailer to jointly 
promote Frito-Lay’s natural lineup along with Sierra Mist Natural and to bundle 
Doritos with Pepsi Max promotions. But more importantly it deepens the 
customer business understanding we just discussed. When people work fulltime 
on one account, they become experts in that account.

At Procter & Gamble, Tom Muccio drove the creation of the multifunctional 
customer team concept and was the leader of its global relationship with 
Walmart for 15 years. “Prior to the initiation of the efficient customer response 
(ECR) ‘team concept,’ P&G’s relationship with Walmart was transactional, 
focused on and driven by internal processes and, frankly, a bit adversarial. Our 
relationship and all activities were focused on buying and selling functions only.” 

Think about it: How many of your customer relationships could be characterized 
that same way today?
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Traditionally, at P&G, as at most companies, 
the buyer-seller relationship was like a 
bowtie, with the primary buyer and the 
primary seller at the tip and behind them the 
various functions of each organization that 
interacted. When functional reps from both 
sides talked (whether it was logistics, finance, 
or IT), those people were focused on internal 
issues. There was a Walmart strategy that 
the buyer was executing, and on the flip side, 
the same thing was true for the person from 
P&G, who had an agenda that came from 
headquarters and instructions to get it done.

In a video interview prepared by a Walmart 
supplier group, Muccio explains that to 
remedy the dysfunctional situation, “The first 
thing we did was we inverted the bowtie. 
Instead of just a salesperson, we had people 
that were responsible for finance, for IT, for 
customer service, for logistics, from both 
companies. Once those people started to 
talk to each other in a context of what we’re 
trying to do is fix some of the pain points in 
the relationship—and that’s really how we 
started out, how do we fix things that are 
broken—what we ended up finding out was 
that was the tip of the iceberg. It was the 
ability to invent the future together that was 
the big idea and the big payoff for both our 
companies.”

Moving from Sell-To to 
Sell-Through

FMCG companies know that  
their job is less to sell to their 
retailer customer than to sell 
through the retailer to the shopper 
and consumer.

These sales forces have discovered 
that the biggest value they 
can create for their retailer 
customers is to help them drive 
their own revenue. Increasingly, 
FMCG companies are putting 
salespeople inside stores, where 
they can influence shoppers, drive 
merchandising, target promotions, 
and stay close to the customers’ 
customers.

If your sales force sells through 
dealers or distributors, this 
approach is worth emulating.  
Even if you sell directly to end-
users, it is worth moving beyond a 
focus on how you can save money 
for your customers to one where 
you are focused on how you can 
grow their revenue, which has 
more value to them.

When you focus on driving your 
customers’ revenue, you truly 
are accelerating your customers’ 
business results—which is what 
world-class selling means today.
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Muccio continues, “All the functions that typically are inside a company to run a 
company were now put together. For a metaphor’s sake, we created a company 
between our two companies. We agreed: Here are the things we want to work on, 
and most of the things we wanted to work on required more than one function in 
order to pull it off.” The new groups were called “mirror teams.” 

“We didn’t understand the magnitude of what could be done when you put all the 
power and resources of a top supplier with all the power and resources of a top 
retailer. A classic example was the way we were doing replenishment. Walmart 
buyers would create an order, which would be given to a P&G salesperson, which 
would then be given to someone in P&G’s order processing, which would then 
be sent to a plant to be filled, which would then come back and be received in a 
warehouse. There were 15 hands that touched the issue, and at no point in time 
could anybody call and know exactly what was going on with the order. So what 
would happen is if an order didn’t get there in time, the buyer would call the 
salesperson and say, ‘I can’t believe the order didn’t arrive. You’re going to go in 
the penalty box. You’ll never get another add.’ The salesperson at the other end: 
This is the first time he’s hearing that he’s got a problem.”
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When the combined teams were formed, they recognized that they had too 
many handoffs. If they really trusted each other, they could leverage Walmart’s 
ability to give P&G the information they needed of what was moving by store, 
by distribution center, and by product. Today, Walmart no longer even places 
an order. Using the data Walmart provides, P&G has someone who writes 
the orders within Walmart’s inventory expectations and follows it through 
the system, ensuring that it is delivered on time to the right place and that 
invoices are accurate. Muccio says, “We eliminated a lot of stuff that was not 
value-adding for Walmart.” In the first six years of the new arrangement, with 
progress on not only ordering but many other issues, P&G’s sales to Wal-Mart 
grew from $350 million to $7.8 billion.

Granted, few of our companies are as big as P&G or are selling to customers 
as big as Walmart. But what can you take away from what P&G did? Even 
if you can’t assign fulltime teams to your largest customer, could you create 
mirror teams that create peer-level relationships and joint accountability? Is 
there potential to grow your business with that customer by 20X, as P&G did 
with Walmart?
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Joint Business Planning:   

Can We Grow Faster Together? 

In a typical sales force, account planning is done by reps. Guided by sales 
managers, they review historical data, copying data from one system into 
another, look at their internally set targets, and consider overall growth rates in 
their space. They think about what they would like to sell more of, and with whom 
they need to build relationships in the customer organization. Once documented 
and reviewed by the managers, reps check off the box indicating account planning 
is done, and rarely, if at all, look at the document again until the following year.

At FMCG companies, account planning is not an administrative exercise. The 
primary reason it isn’t is that account planning is done jointly (and typically semi-
annually) with the manufacturer and the retailer together at the table. Joint 
business planning starts with a discussion of each company’s business goals. 
Then, the combined team creates short-term and long-term business goals for 
the partnership. Typically, senior executives from both sides are involved at this 
first stage.

With the goals set, the team can identify opportunities to create joint value. For 
instance, a manufacturer might be able to reduce its costs if the retailer changes 
the way it manages inventory. That cost reduction can then translate to a lower 
price for the retailer. Or, working together, the two companies can structure a 
promotion that not only grows sales of a particular brand from the manufacturer, 
but also increases the retailer’s overall store traffic or total basket size.
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When General Mills conducted joint business 
planning (JBP) with Sam’s Club, “We looked 
at the in-store bakery to help optimize it, 
and we asked consumers what they liked 
and didn’t, and what they would like to see,” 
said David Dudick, senior vice president, and 
president of the bakeries and foodservice 
category at General Mills. “As a result, we 
got key learnings about category layout, 
product assortment and packaging.” Those 
learnings helped General Mills to make a 
series of changes, including emphasizing 
product freshness in its packaging.
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General Mills has products in 25 categories and works with 13 different buyers at 
Sam’s Club. “Before the JBP process, we were force fitting things into clubs and a 
lot of things didn’t fit the consumer,” said Dudick. One example was the Cheerios 
brand, which was experiencing slowing growth. From their joint discussions, 
General Mills changed its club packaging from one large box with two bags to 
two smaller boxes with one bag each, connected together, allowing for a four 
percent reduction in materials. It also packed the cereal more densely, using new 
technology to settle the cereal in the box while on the production line, rather than 
on a truck while the cereal boxes were in transit.

The new packaging improved the shopper value proposition, increased supply 
chain efficiency, and improved sustainability, all while improving sales. 

Sellers often hate account planning because it feels overly administrative and 
like a waste of time, in part due to too much emphasis on cutting and pasting 
historical data. Great sales leaders, however, find ways to separate customer 
data from customer strategies. How would planning conversations and 
templates change if they were more focused on creating exponential growth 
for both your customers and you? When and how could you co-create with your 
key customers? What shared measures of success would be meaningful to both 
parties? The best innovation comes from conversations with customers, and the 
best account planning comes from collaborative discussions with customers.
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How Category Management Changes the Store Display
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Category Management:   

How Can We Make Buying Easier for the Shopper? 

Traditionally, retailers organized their shelves by brand: All the Campbell’s soups 
together, then all the Progresso soups, and then all the specialty brands. FMCG 
manufacturers helped retailers learn that this organizational structure was 
hard on the customer. Different types of customers were looking for different 
things, and they had to look in three or four different places to find what they 
wanted. For instance, if a customer was looking for a soup that could be easily 
microwaved in the container, they had to look at several brands in multiple places 
along the shelves. Category management makes this all easier for the customer. 
All microwave soup containers are now grouped together.

Brand 
A

Brand 
B

Brand 
C

Brand 
D

Before Category Management: 
Organization By Brand

Brand 
A

Brand 
B

Brand 
C

Brand 
D

Before Category Management: 
From Shopper’s Perspective

Basics Basics Health Premium

After Category Management: 
Organized By Shopper Preference

How Category Management Changes the Store Display

Basics Health Premium
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What lessons might category management hold for companies that do not sell 
through retail outlets? Think about how your customer makes buying decisions. 
When they are at the stage of comparing alternatives, how can you make their 
job easier for them? Are we all as salespeople doing everything we can to make 
the buying process smoother and simpler for our customers?

By applying category management techniques, retailers have seen sales grow 
by 20 percent and margins grow by three percent. Inventory has been reduced 
by as much as 40 percent while, at the same time, in-stock rates have improved. 
Category management is all about making it faster and easier for customers to 
make their buying decisions. 
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Earlier we noted that in the retail world consumers typically decide which brand 
to buy, and shoppers decide how, where, and how much to purchase. Of course, 
when the shopper and the consumer are the same person, as is often the 
case, in-store promotions can impact brand selection. It is quite common for a 
salesperson outside the FMCG industry to be in a position where the end users 
(the “consumers”) have expressed a preference for the salesperson’s company 
(the “brand”). Then what happens is that during the final decision process, 
other stakeholders, often including procurement (the “shoppers”), institute a 
more complicated, objective decision-making process. Like the supermarket 
shoppers, these stakeholders reconsider the brand preference in light of discounts 
(“promotions”) and determine the quantities to be bought. (Remember being a 
kid and your mom failed to bring home your favorite cereal because a different one 
was on sale. It’s like that.)

Where most B2B salespeople go wrong is that they treat the procurement folks 
as if they are the consumers, when they are really the shoppers. There are two 
strategies that can address the frustration that sales reps often feel when they 
deal with procurement: 

• Make sure the consumers remain part of the discussion. Don’t let them send 
you, alone, to procurement. You have to keep the people with a preference for 
your brand involved in the full decision process. (Just like when you were a kid: If 
mom went shopping without you, she’d bring home house-brand granola instead 
of Cocoa Puffs.) 

• Structure a legitimate “promotion,” so the procurement folks feel like they have 
won something. Hold back on any discussion of discounts early in the process 
when you’re just talking to “consumers,” so that you have something to offer as 
a promotion later on. (Twenty-five percent off the second box of Cocoa Puffs!)
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Category Captains 

There is something going on right now in the FMCG and retail space that may 
have even more impact on B2B sales more generally. Retailers have begun 
to assign category management to a single supplier in each category. These 
companies are called “category captains.” This approach allows retailers to apply 
category management techniques to more categories, to reduce their operating 
costs, and to leverage the knowledge and insights of market leaders.

In this model, the retailer shares data with the category captain, and that 
company analyzes the data and generates insights and a plan for the category. 
The plan includes recommendations about which existing brands to include, 
which new brands to include, which existing brands to discontinue, how to 
display the products, how much space to allocate to each product, and how to 
price the products in the category. The retailer can accept or reject any of the 
recommendations. The category captain must be fair to the brands of other 
manufacturers; otherwise, it risks losing its role. It has to demonstrate that it is 
growing the category as a whole.

In one example of how this process works, retailer Carrefour has appointed 
Colgate the category captain for the oral care category. Colgate used Carrefour 
data and its own research to uncover that toothbrushes sell better when they are 
positioned immediately above toothpaste, rather than alongside. When Carrefour 
made this change, overall sales in oral care increased by as much as 16 percent. 
Of course, that overall increase benefitted Colgate as well.
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It’s not hard to imagine a future in which companies rely on lead suppliers to 
play a larger advisory role. You can already see this in the way that companies 
turn to UPS to guide their logistics, Xerox to administer document services, and 
Accenture to oversee information technology. 

How can your organization get in front of this trend? Are there stepping stones 
that would allow your key customers to leverage your company’s expertise more 
fully in running their non-core operations? What might you do to increase the 
value and quantity of the advice you provide your customers? 
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Conclusion: 

Cleanup on Aisle Three 

Procter & Gamble had a problem. Sales growth had stalled for its Swiffer 
product line at Walmart, one of its largest customers. P&G knew that advertising 
was driving increased shopper interest in the Swiffer products, but that wasn’t 
translating to store purchases. It also knew that part of the problem was the 
economy and shoppers who were making more frugal buying decisions. But it 
looked further. What P&G discovered was that shoppers were overwhelmed and 
confused by the array of starter kits and refill pads on the shelves.

How many of our own companies make it similarly difficult for customers to 
make their first-time purchase? We have our own nomenclature, jargon, and 
categorization that sometimes requires that a new customer learn our language 
before making a purchase. It can be overwhelming and confusing, just like it was 
for the Swiffer shopper.

Quoted in Supermarket News, Guerin McClure, who was brand manager for 
P&G’s Walmart customer team at the time, said, “It felt like work to determine 
which of the four Swiffer pillars was right for them. And then further, what’s 
the right refill for the right pillar? It was not visually intuitive, so despite a lot of 
improvements that Walmart had made, it was hard to shop.”

P&G realized that consumers needed to see the Swiffer devices fully assembled. 
They conducted a 108-store test that showed fully-assembled Swiffer Sweepers, 
Wet-Jets, Dusters, and SweeperVacs hung vertically, with the corresponding 
refill packs displayed right below. They added color to coordinate the starter 
kits and the refill packs, reducing the time needed for the shopper to make a 
decision from minutes to seconds. Taking the product out of the box also allowed 
shoppers to hold it and test it. They also added a money-back guarantee to 
overcome any residual hesitation by the consumer. 
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P&G’s McClure summed it up by saying, “It goes to show you the power of 
collaboration, thinking through a purchase barrier and coming at it with a unique 
solution that worked for Walmart, the shopper and for P&G.” 

Too often, pitch decks and other sales tools are created by product and 
marketing people who know the offerings even better than the sellers. How 
can you ensure that the ways your sellers represent your offerings are clear to 
customers? Can you present your product or service in a way that is familiar 
to your customer? Think about how your customer buys, and not just how your 
company sells. That is the future of B2B sales. There’s been talk for the last 
decade about “the customer’s customer”, but all that talk has led primarily to 
better conversations with customers about their customers. Outside FMCG, it 
has rarely led to new ways of doing business together. Soon it will.
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