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IRI’s Growth Insights’ C-Suite Conversations feature 
insights and best practices from CPG and retail 
industry leaders. The experiences of these executives 
and their companies demonstrate the agility and 
foresight that keeps our industry dynamic. Throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic and economic struggles, 
CPG and retail companies have re-engineered supply 
chains, launched new go-to-market strategies, pushed 
forward on innovation, and invested heavily to ensure 
that shoppers and consumers can be assured of 
the safety, quality and integrity of the products they 
purchase and use. 

As critical as data and analytics are to the decisions we 
make every day, and as focused as we are on shopper 
behavior and changing demand for the products we 
make and sell, the insights we learn from executives 
navigating this environment are invaluable.  

Available as a videocast and as a podcast, here we 
feature 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 episode 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.

www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/publications/csuite
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/publications/csuite
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/podcasts/
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IRI: Let’s start with your experience over the last 10 months. 
How are you feeling about the end of the challenging year? 
You’ve gone from being a road warrior to being grounded. 
How has the adjustment to virtual been? 

Tom McGough: At Conagra we’ve worked very hard for the past five 
years to transform the company. I’d have to say that in March 
when we were forced to slow down, you recognize how much 
you’ve been doing. And in some regards that was personally 
refreshing — being able to have a break in the routine. But 
what we all recognize is that there’s really no break in the work 
that we have to do. We’ve pretty effectively transitioned to 
the virtual environment. I don’t think it’s an understatement to 
say that the pandemic has been the greatest challenge that 
many of us have faced in our lives. It’s impacted everybody 
worldwide and it’s certainly disrupted lives. But for me, it’s 
fundamentally changed how we work and the routines that 
we built up over the last 30 years. And what I’ve seen is that 

WHEN COMPANIES ARE TESTED like this in a time of stress, 
YOU REALLY GET A GOOD SENSE OF THE FOUNDATION  
of the company.

FOUNDATIONAL 
STRENGTH 
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It tests your values and principles. It tests the capabilities 
and processes that you put in place. And most importantly, 
it tests your people. And as I said, over the last five years 
we’ve invested to build a stronger company, and that’s 
really paying off during this pandemic.

IRI: Conagra has played an important part in feeding the 
country during the last year. Is there a lesson in that or 
something that might change the way you think about the 
company and running the company in the future? 

TMc: In situations like this you have to be guided by fundamental 
principles. At the start of the pandemic, Conagra clearly 
articulated that we were going to focus first and foremost 
on the health and safety of our employees. We’ve invested 
to make our manufacturing plants and office locations 
healthy and safe. That’s the fundamental concern that 
employees have, and that’s at the top of our list. We’ve 
learned through that process — implementing things like 
temperature-taking, certainly reconfiguring our physical 
spaces for social distancing, becoming accustomed to 
wearing masks and really investing in extensive cleaning — 
that those are things that make the physical environments 
that our employees work in day in and day out safe. 

We also wanted to continue to build and leverage the 
culture that we built that was based on collaboration 
and connectedness, and that we had to be agile. We 
built our company on the principles of collaboration and 
connectedness, but we’ve certainly had to change our 
cadence because we rely very heavily on meeting and 
collaborating in person. For senior leaders, functional 
leaders and people who lead teams, typically we would 
meet weekly. Now we’re meeting daily to assess new data, 
address issues and really set daily goals to deal with the 
situations that arise every single day. 

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. 
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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. One of our practices is to meet weekly with senior 
leaders, the brand leaders, R&D to review innovation. 
That’s a collaborative in-person process — we look at food, 
we talk about the proposition, and we really value that 
conversation among people. When we’re in a situation 
where you can’t meet in person, we’ve had to adapt. We’ve 
shipped what we call “Innovation Kits” to people’s homes. 
We spend a week preparing the products ourselves, 
evaluating with our family, and then getting together and 
talking about it online. We’ve also had to change how we 
interact with our customers. 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 you 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.

The last thing I’d say is just around agility. In the words of 
Mike Tyson: “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in 
the mouth.” 

Well, WE’VE LEARNED TO WAKE UP EVERY MORNING TO 
THE UNEXPECTED. We’re a solution-oriented company, and our 
people have done a phenomenal job solving problems and really 
providing that essential service of feeding America. 
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IRI: A lot of organizations were focused in the second quarter 
and early third quarter on just getting product out the door, 
with retailers reducing assortment just to create capacity. 
Did you go through that cycle? What have you learned 
about innovation and how that has changed in the last year 
versus prior years?

TMc: You guys have provided an incredible benefit to our 
business. Certainly on an ongoing basis, but especially 
through this period of time. We flipped our entire S&OP 
process to be based on real-time data. We essentially threw 
out our old process, and we said it’s no longer relevant 
in the environment. The granularity and the frequency 
of the data that you guys have provided have helped us 
immensely in terms of our production planning, being 
able to supply this demand in a more effective way. I really 
appreciate what the team has done to help us with agility 
through this process.

IRI: Our theme is to try to be one step ahead for folks like 
yourselves so that we’re bringing ideas.
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TMc: We all had to assess how to supply this unprecedented 
surge and sustained level of demand. Certainly some of the 
decisions we’ve made were to scale back our assortment 
on what we would consider more of the tertiary SKUs, but 
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. We believe that growth and our success have been 
rooted in developing great-tasting, superior products, 
superior food. They’re infused with modern attributes and 
distinctly presented in provocative ways. And as we looked 
at it, we felt it was important to continue that strategy and 
to execute our innovation plan that we had set in place and 
to continue to build our pipeline.

INNOVATION

And as we look back, I think THAT 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.
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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. They’re discovering 
our brands and products. And they’re really pleased with 
what they’ve seen. They’ve discovered that they can make 
restaurant-quality food at home using many of our brands. 
And we believe that having our innovation in market during 
this period of time has been a tremendous benefit and one 
of the reasons why our sales and share continue to grow.

IRI: Since you’ve had such success with millennials, please 
share insights into what new buyers were looking for. What 
are some of the innovations and learnings around the 
millennial consumer? 

TMc: Let me use frozen meals as an example. 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 around frozen food. The problem five years ago was 
that the food wasn’t that great. 

I’ll use a personal example. I’ve got two sons who are 
in their mid-20s. They grew up eating in fast-casual 
restaurants, experiencing international and ethnic cuisines. 
And quite honestly, doing it on our budget. Well, now 
they’re out on their own. But when they’re at home, they go 
down to our refrigerator or our freezer. Once my son came 
up and said: What is this? And it was a Healthy Choice 
Power Bowl. These are the type of products that they 

So, WE WENT ON A JOURNEY to upgrade the quality, TO 
MODERNIZE AND PREMIUMIZE OUR BRANDS, upgrade the 
quality of the food and infuse products with the modern attributes 
that millennials are looking for. And we’ve done that. 
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are accustomed to eating out. They’re available in great 
varieties, packaged in a provocative way and in sustainable 
packaging. They have contemporary ingredients, modern 
recipes. His feedback to me was: Wow, this is the type of 
food that I eat out. I didn’t know it existed. And then the 
next question: Well, how much does it cost? Well, the fact 
of the matter is it’s less than half the price of eating out. 
So, our experience has been that millennials have been 
relatively late in forming families. 
They lag in terms of at-home meal 
preparation. The pandemic has 
increased at-home eating, and 
they’ve now discovered the quality, 
convenience and value of frozen 
food. And they believe that they 
can enjoy the type of food that they 
were accustomed to eating, but 
now doing it at home. 

IRI: Are you seeing that trend across multiple attributes and in 
the frozen category?

TMc: Certainly. One of the great advantages of Conagra is that we 
have an incredibly broad portfolio. We have a leader in better-
for-you meals with Healthy Choice. We have mainstream 
indulgent brands like Banquet and 
Marie Callender’s. We have a great 
range of international cuisines with 
P.F. Chang’s Home Menu, Bertolli, 
Frontera. We have a brand in Birds 
Eye that delivers great all-family 
meals at incredible quality and value. 
So we have a broad portfolio that’s 
resonating with America as all of 
America is eating at home. 

One of the things that has been really interesting is the 
growth of our P.F. Chang’s brand. People are accustomed 
to eating Asian food out. What they have discovered is 
that they can have the quality, convenience and value of 
restaurant-quality meals at home. And our P.F. Chang’s line 
of multi-serve meals has grown phenomenally. The same 
could be said about our P.F. Chang’s sauces that you use to 
make complete meals from home. So we’ve seen growth 
across our entire portfolio. One of the things I thought 
was particularly interesting was the growth of our P.F. 
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Chang’s brand because I think it’s indicative that people 
can recognize that they can have that restaurant-quality 
experience at home at a great value.

IRI: How do you track, measure or build understanding of the 
stickiness? How are you thinking about new innovations, 
maintaining the consumers and maintaining that momentum 
that has been a cornerstone of your success in the last year?

TMc: Our job is to understand consumer behavior and really 
mine the insights. And we believe that we’ve developed 
an innovation approach that is timeless, that allows us to 
assess consumer behavior very quickly. And it really fuels 
our innovation agenda. We’ve seen, based on the innovation 
that we’ve done in the past, that we’ve recruited a ton of 
new households, we’re generating tremendous trial, but 
importantly, the depth of repeat has been really, really strong. 
That’s an indication that new behaviors are being formed. So 
with that, we are accelerating our innovation work. 

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. The whole plant-based area is a 
good example of that. We have Gardein, which is one of 
the leading brands in plant-based protein. We innovated 
and came out with a really phenomenal plant-based 
burger, Ultimate Burger, which we launched last spring, that 
has done phenomenally well. So we continue to innovate in 
the base Gardein, but we also have taken that plant-based 
protein and we’ve infused that into what I would call legacy 
brands. So we’re making Healthy Choice Power Bowls 
with Gardein plant-based protein. We’re making Marie 
Callender’s Pot Pies with Gardein plant-based protein. So 
that’s an area that we’re able to take plant-based and infuse 
those modern attributes into large brands that are certainly 
on trend. 

WE SEE TREMENDOUS GROWTH IN AREAS LIKE PLANT-
BASED PROTEINS, vegetable nutrition, anything that’s better for 
you. And then the other end of the spectrum, food that is protein 
centric; food that delivers bold and indulgent flavors are all areas 
that that we think are on trend that will be sustainable.
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We’ve also taken that and expanded into other categories. 
In the fall we launched a line of Gardein plant-based soups 
that have done tremendously well. We’ve 
extended Gardein into plant-based jerky, 
which is a fast-growing segment in protein-
based snacks. That’s just an example of 
understanding the consumer trends based on 
consumer behavior, informing our innovation 
slate and then creatively executing that across 
our broad range of brands for market impact.

IRI: It sounds like they’re right on trend for not only last year, 
but for the years to come.

TMc: People are going through a period of discovery. They’re 
discovering new products that they didn’t know existed. 
And our philosophy is that when they’re curious and when 
they’re exploring, we want to show up and we want to 
stand out. 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. You know, e-commerce for 
food has accelerated; the adoption of that has accelerated 
for several years. 

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. That’s 
another area where we’ve invested in, and what we’ve seen 
is that once people get in the routine of buying products, 
after eight purchases that becomes a basket that gets 
ordered time and time again. So you think about: Can these 
behaviors be sustained? For those people that are ordering 
online, that have a standard basket that’s ordered time and 
time again, we want our products to show up in that basket. 
And we’ve invested to make sure that they do. 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 into e-comm and the 
digital world.

And 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. 



12

IRI: How else have retail partners responded to the innovation 
and evolved through the year? And what do you expect as 
we move into a new year?

TMc: I think there are a couple of different things.

Retailers want to sustain growth, and they view that 
innovation as a way to sustain growth. I think the point 
that you brought up earlier is one about assortment. So 
I think what’s changed is that we have taken a step back, 
recognizing the elevated level of demand, looking at 
our existing SKUs, looking at the innovation that we want 
to launch, and we’re working with our retail partners 
to reset the assortment for the future, versus 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 

First, we’ve demonstrated with our portfolio that INNOVATION 
CAN DRIVE CATEGORY PERFORMANCE, and we have a 
multiyear track record of success in demonstrating that. 

RETAILER 
COLLABORATION 
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discontinuing to make room for innovation as well as more 
facings on the best-selling items. 

I think the second piece is retailers now have incredible 
consumer-purchase data, and they are an avenue to reach 
consumers. We continue to look at our investments across 
the broad range of opportunities to invest our brand-
building dollars. 

So we’re looking at how we invest our money with our retail 
partners to be able to drive that sustained level of purchase.

And then the third thing I would say is retailers want to 
retain the buyers that have come into their store. 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. We’re working collaboratively with our 
retail partners on marketing initiatives. These aren’t the 
traditional tactics of the past, these are very sophisticated 
ways of winning more households. That’s how brands and 
businesses grow — by winning more households. We are 
working with our partners to retain those households, build 
those households in the category, and when they go into 
the category, have the best assortment on shelf that will 
maximize sales.

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. 

And increasingly we see that INVESTING IN RETAILER 
PLATFORMS that advertise to consumers, where consumers go 
for search, where they go for purchase, IS AN INCREDIBLY HIGH 
ROI AND STRATEGICALLY ALIGNED WITH OUR CUSTOMERS.
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IRI: Do you see a trend toward retailers getting more 
sophisticated at segmenting their consumers and 
understanding generational dynamics? At using some of the 
same skills effectively that Conagra’s had for 10, 15 years? 

TMc: Certainly. Data is king, and it’s becoming more and more 
sophisticated. You can measure things quickly, you can 
assess impact, ROI, and at the end of the day, we want 
to invest to generate both sales growth and a high ROI. 
And that’s aligned with our customers. I think 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, deliver personalized, 
relevant messages, and it offers that across categories that 
really speak to the household. We’re in the early innings 
of this, but we certainly see our investments, and we’re 
reconfiguring our investments from the legacy approaches 
to the modern approaches. We believe the proof is in the 
pudding in our own market results — we continued to grow 
faster than our categories and build share. 

IRI: How are you reconfiguring allocations and investments? 
How do you expect the future to impact that? 

TMc: For us, we’re a company that is committed to driving 
innovation. Winning in innovation is challenging. Getting 
awareness, getting trial is really difficult. 

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. 

In Birds Eye where you have traditional 
vegetables, we’ve come out with a new 
platform. One of the consumer trends 
we saw was vegetables being used as an 
appetizer. So we developed a product of 
cauliflower wings that are essentially that, 

WE SET A GOAL TO HAVE A RENEWAL RATE OF 15%, 
essentially 15% of our sales from products introduced in the last 
three years. And our renewal rate is consistently higher than that.
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and we have several flavors. Those value-added innovations 
are really provocative, and they drive growth. We work 
with our retailers in terms of launching those products, not 
only to get the products on shelf, but once they’re on shelf, 
how do they stand out? Every single retailer has a different 
approach, and we’ve customized our investments to work 
with the retailer 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: As the world has transformed from physical to virtual, 
how has that changed how your sales team and retailers 
operate together? 

TMc: Well, everything is virtual. There are very few in-person 
meetings, but the business continues. Both the retailers 
and we are providing an essential service of feeding 
America, and we’re working very collaboratively to do that. 
In the near term, it’s really about making sure that there’s a 
supply. With this unprecedented surge in demand and the 
sustained level, we work really hard to make sure that we 
can supply. I’d say a lot of our conversations over the last 
several months are about the surety of supply, what’s the 
right assortment. It’s very tactical, but very necessary. 

The second piece is, and I hate to keep going back 
to innovation, but that’s what we do. It’s innovation. 
What we’ve done very successfully has been to enroll 
our retailers in our innovation. It’s been a process from 
inception of the ideas to the execution of the final product. 
We’re not able to do that in person like we did before, so 
we’ve done that virtually. And one of the things I mentioned 
earlier was that we took inspiration from YouTube Tasty 
videos, and we said: 

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 in person to how do we show 
up in our customers’ offices with the best visual or virtual meeting 
that they’re going to have that week.
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That has been our focus — to engage people using 
technology, doing it virtually, and using the tools that 
are available. We’ve had great feedback from that. Our 
customers are incredibly excited about the new slate 
of innovation that we have for 2021. And despite the 
challenge of not being able to meet in person, we’re not 
missing a beat when it comes to getting that innovation 
developed, presented and then ultimately in-store.

IRI: I like the notion of being your best virtual experience 
of the week. The notion of memorability in this virtual 
environment is really powerful. 

TMc: We typically have our chefs as part of our experience. 
We’re a company that’s about a passion for food and 
progressive selling. We’ve been able to capture that, albeit 
in a different form. So we haven’t lowered our standards, 
we’ve just figured out effective ways to get that done. We 
normally have a national sales meeting this time of the year, 
and we’re doing that virtually as well. What I’ve really come 
to appreciate is the creativity and passion of people. That’s 
really been impressive. Everybody has faced challenges in 
their personal lives, their professional lives, balancing those 
demands, but still having a passion for the work that we do.

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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Let’s continue the conversation. We  
invite C-Suite leaders to share their 
perspectives on the changing CPG  
retail demand curve in an upcoming 
episode of Growth Insights. Please 
contact your IRI representative or 
email us. 

http://IRIworldwide.com
mailto:IRI%40IRIworldwide.com?subject=Interested%20in%20Growth%20Insights

