
IRI
Growth
Insights CONVERSATIONS

Consumers Discover and  
Rediscover Conagra Brands

January 2021

This is an edited version of IRI’s conversation with Tom McGough, executive vice president and co-chief operating 
officer for Conagra Brands, where he oversees Refrigerated & Frozen, Grocery & Snacks, Foodservice and 
International operating segments. In this installment of IRI Growth Insights C-Suite Conversations, McGough talks 
with Andrew Appel, president and chief executive officer at IRI, about Conagra Brands’ reaction to the pandemic, 
innovation and how CPGs and retailers can continue bolstering new product innovation today and into the future.

IRI: Pandemic Response 

Tom McGough: When companies are tested like this in a time 
of stress, you really get a good sense of the foundation of 
the company. It tests your values and principles. It tests the 
capabilities and processes that you put in place. And most 
importantly, it tests your people. Over the last five years, 
we’ve invested to build a stronger company, and that’s really 
paying off during this pandemic. We’re an essential service. 
We provide food to America, and our frontline workers have 
done a tremendous job meeting an unprecedented level of 
demand that has sustained over the last nine months.

IRI: The Role of Data

TMc: The granularity and the frequency of the data that IRI 
has provided have helped us immensely in terms of our 
production planning, making it possible for us to supply this 
demand in a more effective way. We all had to assess how 
to supply the unprecedented surge and sustained level of 
demand. As a company, we believe that growth is rooted 
in building household penetration. It’s about attracting new 
buyers, and innovation is a key way that you attract people 
to your brands. 

IRI: A Commitment to Innovation 

TMc: Innovation has been a cornerstone of our company. A lot 
of companies have had to make a decision whether to 
accelerate or step back from innovation. Our approach 
has been to continue our momentum and to continue to 
invest in innovation. We’ve had to change how we’ve done 
that. Because we’re in a situation where we can’t meet in 
person, we’ve had to adapt. We’ve shipped “Innovation Kits” 
to colleagues’ homes, where our team members spend a 
week preparing the products themselves, evaluating them 
with their families, and then getting together online to talk 
about their experiences. We’ve also had to change how 
we interact with our customers. Again, we can’t interact 
in person, so we’ve done that virtually. We’ve looked at 

YouTube Tasty videos, and we’ve presented our innovation 
in that type of format to demonstrate to our customers how 
to prepare our innovation and what it looks like when it’s 
complete. That’s been highly effective — our market shares 
have continued to increase, we’ve launched numerous new 
products into the marketplace and we continue to build our 
pipeline. 

IRI: Connecting with Millennials

TMc: The strategy to invest in innovation is really paying off, 
particularly among millennials, who are now trying our 
brands and our products for the very first time. What 
we’ve seen is that the pandemic has generated a level of 
high-quality trial that, quite honestly, would have taken 
years and hundreds of millions of dollars to achieve. As a 
result, we see our trial and household-penetration rates 
grow, particularly among millennials, and that’s been really 
substantial. We believe that a good reason for that has been 
the innovation that we have put out in the marketplace; 
millennials are discovering the quality, convenience and 
value of frozen food.

IRI: Frozen Food Evolution 

TMc: Five years ago, many people in the industry thought that 
frozen food was off trend. Through innovation, we have 
reinvigorated the entire category. I think the category has 
grown by half a billion dollars over the last five years, and 
we’ve represented nearly all of that growth. The problem 
really wasn’t intrinsic to frozen food. The problem five years 
ago was that the frozen food available wasn’t that great. So 
we went on a journey to upgrade the quality, to modernize 
and premiumize our brands, to upgrade the quality of the 
food and to infuse products with the modern attributes that 
millennials are looking for. And we’ve done that. 

We see tremendous growth in areas like plant-based 
proteins, vegetable nutrition and anything that’s better for 
you. And then, at the other end of the spectrum, with food 
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that is protein-centric, innovating food that delivers bold 
and indulgent flavors is an on-trend area that that we think 
will be sustainable. The great thing about Conagra is we 
have a wide, very broad portfolio of brands, and we have 
extensive capabilities and can attack those demand spaces 
in a multipronged approach. 

IRI: Discovering E-commerce 

TMc: What we’ve seen during the pandemic has been the 
acceleration of e-comm. And this is another area that we 
believe will sustain growth. For many consumers, going 
online is the first place they go for product information 
and ratings. We’ve invested tremendously to build our 
e-commerce platform, to have our brands show up online. 
And we want our brands to be ready for purchase, whether 
that’s through online retailers or traditional grocers that are 
executing an online grocery pickup or delivery. Our growth 
in e-commerce continues to outpace the overall industry 
and has over the last year. As we go forward, we’re going to 
be making more and more investments in e-comm and the 
digital world.

IRI: Retail Partnerships 

TMc: We’ve demonstrated with our portfolio that innovation can 
drive category performance, and we have a multiyear track 
record of success in demonstrating that. Retailers want to 
sustain growth, and they view that innovation as a way to 
sustain growth. We have taken a step back, recognizing the 
elevated level of demand, looking at our existing SKUs and 
looking at the innovation that we want to launch, and we’re 
working with our retail partners to reset the assortment for 
the future (as opposed to trying to rebuild it based on what 
it was in the past). By doing that we’ve identified tertiary 
SKUs that we will be proactively discontinuing to make 
room for innovation, as well as establishing more facings on 
the best-selling items. So very tactically, every retailer has 
looked at what the assortment should be going forward, 
and we’ve been proactive in managing that assortment to 
sustain growth as well as to make room for innovation. 

Also, retailers now have incredible consumer-purchase 
data, and they are an avenue for reaching consumers. We 
continue to look at our investments across the broad range 
of opportunities to invest our brand-building dollars. And 
increasingly, we see that investing in retailer platforms that 
advertise to consumers — where consumers go for search, 
where they go for purchase — offers an incredibly high ROI 
and allows us to align strategically with our customers. 
Retailers want to retain the buyers who have come into 
their stores. And one of the benefits of Conagra is that the 
breadth of our portfolio gives us an ability to really build 
programs that retailers get behind because they believe 
— and the data shows — that we can bring people into the 
store through our brands. 

IRI: Data in the Digital World  

TMc: Data is king, and it’s becoming more and more 
sophisticated. You can measure things quickly, you can 
assess impact and ROI, and at the end of the day, we want 
to invest to generate both sales growth and a high ROI. A lot 
of the legacy things are difficult to do physically in a store 
— promote products, cross-category merchandise. It’s very 
difficult to do that across categories and broadly execute, 
but the digital world gives you an unbelievably robust and 
easy way to identify consumers and deliver personalized, 
relevant messages, and it can do this across categories in a 
way that really speaks to the household. 

IRI: Winning in the Future 

TMc: We’re a company that is committed to driving innovation. 
Winning in innovation is challenging. Getting awareness 
and trial is really difficult. We set a goal to have a renewal 
rate of 15% — that is, essentially 15% of our sales from 
products introduced in the last three years. And our 
renewal rate is consistently higher than that. I think that’s an 
indication of, first, the quality of the innovation that we’ve 
done. But, second, we work with our retailers to advertise. 
I use the word advertise broadly — to advertise innovation. 
Every single retailer has a different approach, and we’ve 
customized our investments to work with retailers on the 
vehicles that work best for them and best for us. We work 
really hard with our retail partners through their media 
vehicles, in their digital assets, to drive the awareness and 
trial of innovation.

IRI: Building Businesses Virtually  

TMc: While we can’t be there in person, there are very 
compelling, provocative, interesting ways to demonstrate 
the concept, the preparation and the final product of our 
innovation. And we have pivoted from recognizing that 
we can’t be there in person to figuring out how to show 
up in our customers’ offices with the best visual or virtual 
meeting that they’re going to have that week. That has been 
our focus — to engage people using technology, doing it 
virtually and using the tools that are available. The pandemic 
has certainly disrupted everybody’s lives, but I also believe 
that this has been a period of discovery and rediscovery. 
And I think through this, people have discovered great 
products and great brands, and ultimately, that’s a very 
satisfying experience.   
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