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Foreword 

Marketing excellence can drive breakthrough  
business results for the short and long  
term. Marketing excellence requires great  
strategic thinking, great creative thinking and  
perfect execution.

But how do we assess marketing excellence?  
First we choose brilliant industry judges who are  
all experienced and successful practitioners of 
excellence and we ask them to pick out the cases 
which they see as remarkable. We ask them to  
look for two key qualities from our winners:  
creativity and effectiveness. 

But marketing continuously changes and evolves,  
as consumers become more sophisticated and 
demanding and the media for communicating  
with them ever more diverse. So the standards  
for marketing excellence change and in turn  
become more demanding.

We believe that The Marketing Society Awards  
for Excellence in association with Marketing set the 
standard of marketing excellence in the UK. They  
have established this reputation over a period of  

more than 25 years, and they have always been 
based on the principle of searching out the best 
examples of different marketing techniques in  
action, that showcase great strategic thinking,  
great creativity and perfect execution.

In order to be a winner of one of the Society’s 
Awards, marketers have to demonstrate that what 
they have done is outstanding in comparison with 
marketing in all industries not just their own 
particular sector.

If a marketing story has been good enough to  
impress our judges, then all marketers can learn  
from it – however senior they have become. The 
collection of case histories brought together in  
this book is the best of the best from the past four 
years of our Awards, and I am confident that it truly 
demonstrates marketing excellence. I have been  
truly inspired by these case studies and I hope you 
will be too.

What is marketing excellence?
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Transforming performance through  
perceptive brand extension 

Waitrose

Key insights

• When the recession hit Waitrose realised  
that having its brand synonymous with quality  
food and ethical principles could be in danger  
of driving price-conscious shoppers away. 

• Its new value range struck precisely the right note 
by offering Waitrose quality at affordable prices. 

• Outdoor advertising had a key role to play in 
getting the message to the high street. 

Summary

Waitrose is the food retailing arm of the John Lewis 
Partnership, one of the UK’s most successful and 
trusted companies. But the recession which began  
in 2009 presented a big challenge for the retailer 
because its brand was so closely associated with 
quality food and a strong ethical stance. The risk  
was that its stores would become an infrequent  
‘nice to do’ visit rather than a vital ‘need to do’ 
because consumers were tightening their belts.

However, a new brand – essential Waitrose – found 
exactly the right tone for an upmarket supermarket’s 
first value-led proposition. In spite of concern that  
a ‘value’ range from Waitrose would undermine  
its premium credentials, a bold marketing initiative,  
a strong product offering and a stylish brand  
identity delivered the most impressive results in  
Waitrose’s history.

By the end of 2009 the ‘essential’ brand accounted 
for 16% of total sales, with sales of individual 
products running on average 17% ahead of previous 
levels. And, at a time when total grocery market 
growth was slowing, the launch spurred the business 
as a whole into growth.

Snapshot 

The food retailer’s new ‘essential’ brand saw Waitrose combine 
quality and value to deliver dramatic growth despite the recession.
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priced alternatives by shopping around for deals on 
packaged staples and expanding their repertoire to 
include more discounters.

This new-found emphasis on thrift posed significant 
problems for Waitrose. Even when not suffering the 
effects of a recession, many believed that Waitrose 
was primarily for special occasions, not every-day 
shopping. They simply saw Waitrose as beyond  
their budget. 

It was critical, therefore, to find a compelling way  
of ‘marketing’ value. But the business could not 
afford to compete on price alone. Indeed, brand 
devotees would be rankled if it did. So, a definition  
of accessible, affordable quality was required —  
and one that could be populated with a fresh brand 
which would not damage the ‘genius’ of Waitrose.

A perfect storm of opportunity 

In March 2009 the business launched essential 
Waitrose: a new brand with 1,400 staples such  
as meat, tinned tuna, eggs, jam, biscuits, milk  
and pasta, as well as household cleaning products,  
and all at affordable prices (Figure 1).

Recession begins to bite

At the start of 2008, Waitrose was thriving. Having 
for many years enjoyed a reputation as Britain’s 
best quality supermarket, it had recently announced 
ambitions to double the size of the business within 
ten years. Opening its doors to a broader audience 
with marketing that proclaimed, ‘Everyone deserves 
quality food’, it promised to open up a world in which 
quality food was the norm and not the exception. 

Then, in the autumn of 2008, recession arrived. 
Overnight, price became a priority. In a mature 
market, where growth was being driven by inflation 
rather than volume, retailers could not afford to lose 
shoppers to competitors. Discount and money-off 
became the dominant voice of the competition.

Consumers’ attitudes changed too. The psychological 
impact of the recession stretched further than the 
direct financial impact. While only a minority of 
shoppers had seen a reduction in their income, 
almost all felt the need to rein in spending. The spirit
 of the age made being thrifty a priority and careful 
spending a must. Waitrose shoppers talked of 
responding by trying to maintain their premium spend 
at Waitrose, but switching their non-treats to lower-

Figure 1. The new range



Given the timing of its launch, it was seen by 
many as a rapid response to recession. In truth, 
the idea of a quality-driven ‘value’ brand had been 
conceived some time earlier. Its inception was the 
result of business concern about how accepted 
Waitrose was for ‘everyday shopping’. Tackling 
this misconception head on had been a live issue 
for many months previously. As a retailer intent on 
widening its appeal, Waitrose was aware that it did 
not have a clearly signposted, ‘value-tier’ offering. 
An affordable, accessible brand would be critical if 
commercial ambitions were to be realised and British 
shoppers to connect with the belief that: ‘Everyone 
deserves quality food’.

By developing a consistent design for its own-brand 
goods, it sought to create a new brand offer that 
would be more easily recognised across the store.

Clearly, the recession injected a sense of urgency 
into this project. After all, such a brand could 
now offer recession-influenced shoppers a way of 
behaving more price-consciously. Business foresight, 
marketing authorship and recessionary context 
had thus delivered a perfect storm of opportunity. 
Nonetheless, the launch of essential Waitrose raised 
eyebrows across the industry and among consumers 
— would this work or, instead, be perceived  
as pretence?

Assessing the risks

This brand launch came with risk attached, as is 
inevitable with all brand launches. But the risk was 
made more acute on the basis of first, the recession 
and secondly, the parent brand’s premium association 
with loyal consumers. Specifically, Waitrose might 
be seen to be ‘chasing the pack’ and mirroring the 
discounter tactics of its rivals but being the last to  
do so. Its hard-won reputation for food leadership 
would be hard to regain if it was seen to be throwing 
it away with a knee-jerk reaction.

Further, research had shown that Waitrose customers 
liked their stores just as they were. They did not want 
to see the brand go downmarket or change. But the 
business realised how imperative a re-orienting of 
association would be if ‘essential’ was going to work 
and attract back lapsed or infrequent shoppers.

There was a risk, too, that introducing a ‘value’ 
range could damage Waitrose’s impeccable quality 
record. A brand which only nine months previously 
had pronounced that it would never sell a 2p sausage 
could well be seen as compromising in order to 
compete. Marketing had to reassure people of the 
quality of the essential range and its commitment 
to strong ethical principles. This was critical. While 
the full brand range was competitively priced, pricing 
was not structured to compete with rivals’ more basic 
economy ranges.
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A simple but elegant debut

The new brand was given a pared-back identity,  
with product packaging transparent wherever 
feasible. Design was kept pure and had an elegance 
to complement the parent brand’s upscale association 
(Figure 2). Sophisticated and simple, essential 
Waitrose reached out beyond packaging and  
fixture to feature at natural touchpoints like the 
checkout as well as within the glossy confines of  
the magazine Waitrose Food Illustrated.

Defining value

Despite these challenges, the competitive context 
offered the store an opportunity to talk differently 
about the concept of ‘value’. Recession had ushered 
in wave after wave of price messaging in a marketing 
environment in which value brands spoke only about 
price. In contrast, essential Waitrose offered 
a more holistic definition: not cheap, in the traditional 
sense, where shoppers assume and accept a level 
of compromise on quality, or the classic value-for-
money trade-off. Rather, Waitrose would present a 
values-for-money transaction where ‘values’ stood 
for affordable, accessible Waitrose.

The business believed that this definition would 
cut through the marketing clutter. For its broadest 
customer base, essential would appear not to — 
because it didn’t — compromise. ‘Quality’ and 
‘affordability’ could — feasibly — co-exist and 
succeed in recessionary Britain.

By designating the new brand as ‘essential’,  
and not ‘value’ or ‘basics’, Waitrose ensured that 
existing customers would feel at ease with the new 
venture. And, by building stylish quality cues into 
a packaging design that borrowed from the simple 
white visual vernacular of ‘value’, Waitrose ensured 
that customers understood that this was not the 
‘dumbing down’ of a premium brand. 

Figure 2. The new design
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crowd. Meanwhile, TV gave Waitrose coverage 
among a core demographic of ABCI housewives  
with children and was scheduled to influence 
people’s ‘end of week’ shop.

Press showcased the new brand through a variety 
of ‘media firsts’ and innovative formats. Online 
investment also enabled this new brand to intercept 
consumers when they went looking for inspiration  
for meals.

Effort was taken to cross-promote too, so that 
shoppers would appreciate that they could purchase 
from solely within the essential brand when they 
shopped at Waitrose for their usual products.

In keeping with the ‘spare’ spirit of this brand, 
above-the-line advertising was unashamedly 
straightforward and devoid of creative conceit  
so as not to obstruct this distinctive definition of 
value. All communication was underpinned by a 
simple statement of fact as an end-line: “Quality 
you’d expect at prices you wouldn’t” (Figure 3).

Overall, marketing both within and outside the  
store, including online, sought to convey a sense 
of affordability and quality combined to announce 
the arrival of this universal, inclusive brand. These 
measures were vital if Waitrose was to compete 
within the realm of value-led grocery while not 
reneging on its high-street heritage or status. The 
desired response was that shopping at Waitrose 
could, once more, be the main grocery shop.

Making media the message

Media planning was important in ‘democratising’ 
the brand. Outdoor media took it out onto the 
street, appearing in situations where ‘everyday’ 
food decisions were made, such as en route to 
supermarkets, during the commute, on high streets 
and so on. The new ‘essential’ brand invited a wider 
audience to experience Waitrose more often. And, 
by selecting high profile “impact” sites — backlit, 
premium-located and grand scale (including Europe’s 
largest poster) — the brand was able to reinforce 
not just quality cues, but brand stature too.

Importantly, by using a channel rarely used by the 
grocery category (4% of spend in 2009), essential 
delivered the cut-through needed to rise above the 
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Figure 3. Examples of advertising
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Getting the right result 

Given the context, the launch of essential Waitrose 
produced the most impressive results Waitrose had 
ever seen.

First, it was one of the most talked-about  
initiatives of the year. The Guardian noted that 
Waitrose had “defied gloomy predictions that it 
would lose to cheaper rivals as the recession took 
hold’. The Grocer said that “The essentials strategy 
has clearly worked… consumer response has been 
overwhelmingly positive”, Just Food hailed Waitrose 
as ‘The Comeback Kid’ and, in December, Marketing 
magazine placed essential Waitrose at No.3 — the 
highest placed brand — in the Top 10 marketing 
moments of 2009.

The response from competitors was flattering too. 
Sainsbury’s, for example, produced an identikit 
campaign for its ‘basics’ range. When Marks & 
Spencer retaliated by comparing its own ‘value’ 
products with essential Waitrose, it “well and 
truly backfired’, according to Management Today. 

Awareness of the new brand rose to 83%, while  
the correlation between ad awareness and trial  
saw consistent growth for all shopper types. 

Figure 5
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Figure 6 

Figure 7. Waitrose growth has improved after launch of Essentials, whilst total 
market growth continues to slow down.
Source: TNS
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Purchase intention, too, strengthened with 
recognition of the advertising campaign, with  
64% saying they are “more likely to purchase from 
Waitrose”. Levels of brand attribution — which  
had at times been lower for Waitrose in a category 
where it was outspent by competitors — were  
the highest ever seen, with 88% of those who 
recognised the advertising correctly identifying  
it as being for Waitrose. 

Additionally, brand perceptions improved significantly 
with 69% of shoppers feeling ‘a little or much better 
about Waitrose’. Value perceptions also increased by 
7%. Significantly, at a time when it had never been 
more threatened, Waitrose gained relevance too, as 
Figure 4 highlights. 

Figure 5 shows that perceptions of food leadership 
and innovation increased demonstrably. Impact 
even filtered through to perceptions of service and 
sourcing, as Figure 6 illustrates. Most significantly, 
at a time when total grocery market growth was 
decelerating, the launch of essential drove the  
whole business into growth, with total sales up 
14.6% by the end of November 2009 (Figure 7).

By the end of 2009 the brand accounted for 16% 
of total sales, with sales of products within the 
essential range running, on average, 17% ahead 
of previous levels. And, while some of this sales 
contribution came from existing shoppers ‘trading 
down’, nearly 60% came from new shoppers or  
from existing shoppers adding essential Waitrose 
products to their repertoire.
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Estimating the return

The launch of essential Waitrose saw the company 
enjoy its most successful year ever, increasing total 
sales by 14.6%, or nearly £600 million, and enjoying 
its best-ever Christmas.

Given that essential was the only initiative to flow 
through all marketing channels during this phase, it 
is fair to credit the brand with dramatic commercial 
effect. Annualized incremental sales of essential 
lines alone were £80 million, or £60 million after 
accounting for cannibalization. This equated to a  
7% uplift.

Waitrose would expect an uplift of approximately  
5% from pricing reductions. Its business could, 
therefore, credit 2/7 (28.6%) of the £60 million  
uplift to advertising alone–in other words,  
£16.8 million. Applying a standard FMCG industry 
ratio, the business estimated that its long-term  
gain (£16.8 x 2½ ) was £42 million.

In respect of payback (applying an industry average 
profit margin of 32%, which provided an incremental 
profit of £13.4 million minus the £4.7 million 
campaign media spend) a net profit of £8.7 million 
delivered £1.85 for every £ 1 invested. Given the  
total growth of the business, this figure, more than 
likely, underestimates the real contribution  
of essential Waitrose.

All images appearing in this case study are reproduced by permission of Waitrose.



Sponsors
Aviva - 300 Years of Insight 

We’re the world’s sixth-largest insurance group and the biggest in the 
UK, with 46,000 employees that everyday serve 53 million customers 
worldwide.  
  
We are committed to delivering one distinctive experience for our 
customers. Wherever they are, we want them each to feel that “no 
one recognises me like Aviva”. Our global consumer research reveals 
that most of our competitors are particularly bad at recognising 
people’s individual significance. This research also tells us that small 
human touches can make a huge difference to a customer’s 
experience. Our aim is to make recognition the familiar quality that 
distinguishes Aviva from our competitors - just as Apple means 
user-friendliness and FedEx means reliability. 

“We know insurance isn’t just about policies’ and pensions; it’s about 
people. That’s why we’re making our customers the big picture, putting 
a spotlight on them and our people. Putting customers at the heart of 
everything not only makes sense for them, it makes good commercial 
sense too.” (Amanda Mackenzie, Aviva’s chief marketing and 
communications officer)  
  
We are working hard every day to build the company around what our 
customers want from us. That’s why Aviva now ranks among the UK’s 
top ten most valuable brands, according to the 2010 Brand Finance 
Global 500 survey and that success is something we are looking to 
replicate across the world.

BT operates in over 170 countries and is one of the world’s leading 
communications services companies. BT is a major supplier of 
networked IT services to government departments and multinational 
companies. It’s the UK’s largest communications service provider to 
consumer and business markets and is made up primarily of four 
customer-facing lines of business: BT Retail, BT Global Services, 
Openreach, and BT Wholesale.

BT operates in a thriving, multi-trillion pound industry that spans the 
whole world. In recent years the global communications market has 
been focused on convergence, whereby the boundaries between telcos, 
IT companies, software businesses, hardware manufacturers and 
broadcasters have become intertwined to create a new communications 
industry.

BT has evolved from being a supplier of telephony services to become a 

leading provider of innovative communications products, services, 
solutions and entertainment products. BT’s business customers 
range from multinational, multi-site corporations to SMEs and 
start-ups.

More than 80 per cent of the FTSE 100 and 40 per cent of Fortune 
500 companies rely on BT for networking, applications and system 
integration. The National Health Service, Procter & Gamble, 
PepsiCo, BMW, Emirates, Fiat, Microsoft, Philips, and Unilever are 
just some of the organisations working with BT. 

BT has been a driving force behind the success of ‘Broadband 
Britain’. Thanks to the company’s investment, nearly every home in 
Britain now has access to broadband and in September 2009, BT 
announced plans to more than double the availability of its fastest 
fibre broadband service. 



To download further case studies  
or purchase the book, Marketing 
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MARKETING EXCELLENCE 2
“A treasure trove of examples covering the whole waterfront, from launching new brands to revitalising, sustaining 
and extending established ones, and from insights to advertising and sustainability. Whatever your business, it should 
make you proud to be a marketer, shake up your thinking and inspire you to go the extra mile.”

Professor Patrick Barwise, London Business School, Chairman of Which?

“This exciting book demonstrates how great marketing can solve the most difficult problems, through analysis,  
teamwork and creativity.

It contains 34 fascinating case studies, selected from hundreds of high quality entries to The Marketing Society 
Awards for Excellence. Those involved had the determination to win, and the courage to think differently.  
An inspiring read.”

Professor Hugh Davidson, Co-Founder, Oxford Strategic Marketing

“This is the textbook, the toolkit and the manual for marketing excellence.”

Cilla Snowball, Chairman, AMV BBDO

“These cases are a great source to stimulate your thinking. Some will stimulate new thoughts, some will unlock ideas 
from the back of your memory. All of them however are great fuel for growth.”

Keith Weed, Chief Marketing and Communication Officer, Unilever
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