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N ew product innovation 
is difficult. Breakthrough 
innovation can seem near 
impossible. Given that 
more than 12,000 brands 

launch each year, few survive. However, 
some new products do survive, and a 
fortunate 200 achieve “New Product 
Pacesetter” status from Chicago’s IRI 
each year. 

Annually, IRI names 100 food and 
beverage and 100 non-food New 
Product Pacesetters – a coveted title for 
a selection of products that exemplify 
leading industry trends and strategies. 
To earn Pacesetter status, a new brand 
or brand extension, or existing brand 
entering a new category, must reach 
30 percent distribution and generate 
winning results for 13 periods. Another 
esteemed group of products earns Rising 
Star status, which means that a brand 
has been in the market for less than 
a year, but early analysis is showing 
that the brand is likely to achieve New 
Product Pacesetter milestones upon 
completing its first full year in the 
market. 

New Product Pacesetters exemplify 
what’s being done right in an industry, 
and on 2015’s list of 100 food and 
beverage winners, 37 are refrigerated 
or frozen foods. These 37 products 
generated nearly $1.4 billion first-year 
sales, with an average of $36.8 million 

in sales. 2014’s Pacesetter list included 
a lesser 32 refrigerated and frozen 
products, however those winners 
averaged $2 million more in their 
first-year sales compared with their 
2015 counterparts. 

Lessons Learned
Before addressing launch pitfalls – 

or 7 Sins of Innovation – a look at the 
characteristics and trends common to 
Pacesetters within the refrigerated and 
frozen sectors exposes tremendous 
insight. 

For one, it is evident that highly 
niched targeting works in today’s 
marketplace. The days of $100-million 
launches are long past as manu-
facturers and retailers seek to – and  

must – address key, targeted audiences 
and unique needs. The field is 
crowded with market saturation 
negatively impacting opportunities for 
new product breakthrough. 

In yogurt, for example, perseverance 
is notable as Greek yogurt continues to 
nest itself in the top 10 with Dannon 
Oikos Triple Zero Greek yogurt and 
Yoplait Greek 100 Whips! Dannon’s 
introduction, in particular, positions 
itself differently than traditional yogurt 
entries given its sleek, black packaging 
with an NFL endorsement. The product 
targets new yogurt buyers – men. 

Another notable trend evidenced 
by Pacesetters is consumers’ lasting 
desires to indulge. While an emphasis 
on health and wellness resonates 
from food and beverage to household 
consumables, people still want to 
indulge in flavors, varieties and new 
products tapping exotic cuisine and 
different eating occasions. Today, 
consumers are willing to eat smart 
and eat healthier, but the success of 
new indulgent products shows they 
also want to treat themselves. Breyers 
Gelato Indulgences earned a No. 8 
spot on the Pacesetters list, generating 
$66 million in sales. Ben & Jerry’s 
Cores ice cream churned a notable 
$42 million. Ice cream pops up in 
Pacesetters year after year, despite 
dieting trends. 

of Innovation

Notable new products 
in refrigerated and 
frozen categories 
earned accolades 
thanks to thoughtful, 
targeted innovation

New Product Pace-
setters exemplify 
what’s being done right 
in an industry, and on 
2015’s list of 100 food 
and beverage winners, 
37 are refrigerated or 
frozen foods.

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn



Merging a number of current trends, 
development in the alternative milk 
segment shows the impact of targeted, 
niche marketing, as well as the ability 
for a product to tap health and 
wellness demands while also satiating 
the desire for indulgence in flavors and 
varieties. Fairlife milk broke through 
in 2015 with the No. 4 position overall 
and No. 3 in its category by generating 
$87 million in sales, all while only 
selling 9 percent of its volume on 
deal. This dramatically contrasts to 
the overall category, which is driven 
by deals and promotions. An average 
of 31 percent of milk is sold on deal. 
Consumers showed they were willing 
to spend more than average to provide 
themselves and their families with a 

product that was lower in sugar and 
higher in protein than traditional milk, 
as well as offering a great alternative 
for those with lactose issues. The 
success of this launch proves that 
consumers don’t only see value for 
the money as strictly a cost savings, 
but rather are willing to pay more for 
a product that will make their lives 
proportionately better. WhiteWave’s 
Silk Cashewmilk represents another 
strong innovation in non-traditional 
milks, shelling an impressive $43 
million in year-one sales. Given that 
a couple of alternative milk products 
earned Pacesetters recognition, clearly 
innovation opportunities are present 
in bringing plant-based milks to 
market as a dairy alternative. Earning 

Rising Stars recognition, Dean’s Dairy 
Pure is emerging with indications 
pointing to a very strong performance 
next year. 

Other notables within refrigerated 
and frozen include Hot Pockets Snack 
and Breakfast Bites, which tap on-
the-go trends as a complement to 
consumers’ desires to start the day 
with a solid breakfast. Sargento’s 
Balanced Breaks play alongside 
portability as well – on-the-go snacks 
that deliver a number of food groups, 
including cheese, fruit and nuts in 
one package. Research shows that 
25 percent of consumers eat in their 
cars, and thus opportunity exists to 
deliver great options for that on-the-go 
segment of the market. 
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Consumers are 
willing to pay more

for a product  
that will make  
their lives

proportionately better.
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Simply made. 
Simply satisfying.

The sales generated by New Product Pacesetters 
impress, but somewhat more notable about new 
products that succeed is how they overcome many 
obstacles and have such success. Creating winning 
new products challenges manufacturers and retailers 
of all size and scope – albeit many of the smaller niche 
ones have seen great success in recent years – and thus 
certain slip-ups have become evident: the 7 Sins of 
Innovation. 
Forecasting: Bad or unrealistic forecasts set a product 
up for failure. 
Assortment: Products must target the right market 
and the right retailer. It’s not about perfect distribution 
but being distributed perfectly. 
Incremental: Retailers look for products that drive 
incrementally for their categories, aisles and stores. 
Languish: Don’t allow products to languish – support 
them today and tomorrow. Research indicates a strong 
percentage of trial happens in year two, and marketing 
is necessary to spark awareness, intent and purchase. 
Unclear: Products with unclear positioning don’t 
communicate or connect with consumers. Positioning 
must be clear and understandable to differentiate from 
the competition. 
Retread: Ensure a product is not a retread of another. 
If not first or second to market, success is a longshot. 

Elusive: Don’t be elusive! Advertise, promote and 
support a product—but distribute as well. Put it in front 
of its target shopper and make it easy to find. 

Each year the 200 New Product Pacesetters and the 
accompanying Rising Stars prove that new product 
introductions can succeed. With careful development 
and execution, new products can capture an audience 
and retain it. Approaching the market today is 
different than in decades past, but there also is much 
more feedback, many more resources and tons of 
opportunities to redirect and ultimately put a successful 
product in the marketplace.

Refrigerated and frozen food categories continue to 
be home to winners that have successfully eluded the 
pitfalls and sins of innovation. Opportunities abound 
for smart and nimble manufacturers and retailers who 
take the time to fully understand consumers and deliver 
what they want in specific, customized and personalized 
ways.

Avoiding the 7 Sins
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