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This is an edited version of IRI’s Growth Insights C-Suite Conversations series featuring  
Mark Smucker, chief executive officer of The J.M. Smucker Co. Here we speak to the  
fifth-generation leader of the Orrville, Ohio-based company about leadership, innovation, 
understanding consumers, operating a purpose-driven company and more. 

IRI: Learning from Past Leaders

Mark Smucker: I would love to have met our founder, J.M. – his 
name was Jerome Monroe, and he went by J.M. And then 
his oldest son, Willard, I would’ve loved to have met as 
well. The lore describes them differently. Jerome was a very 
warm, caring, fun-loving guy, and Willard had a reputation 
of being a little bit more gruff. I would’ve loved to learn 
from J.M.’s perspective what really drove him to be an 
entrepreneur. And from Willard’s perspective, as a second-
generation leader, how did he think about growing the 
business? What was his strategy? 

IRI: Hands-on Learning & Leading

MS: I was a science teacher; I majored in geology because I 
liked it. I was a rock nerd when I was in high school. I wanted 
to use my degree, and I knew I needed to work elsewhere 
[before joining the company]. What being a teacher taught 
me is that people don’t learn by being taught; they actually 
learn by doing. The best schools are the schools where you 
have experiences, where you’re doing the work.

IRI: Approach to Innovation & Marketing

MS: It starts with listening to the consumer, particularly when 
you’re talking about product or brand innovation. It’s really 
understanding the consumer need. For example, Squeeze 
Jif, which is far from rocket science – it’s literally peanut 
butter in a squeeze container. Why did it take us so long to 
launch a product that people needed? 

Flexible packaging unlocked the ability for us to get that  
to market. 

Where it gets more challenging is to transform our 
marketing and sales capabilities. Trying to become more 
innovative in the way we communicate with consumers, 
trying to become more innovative in the way we engage 
with our retail customers. 

We had to change the way we thought about marketing. 
We are a conservative Midwestern company. And so it 
took some time for us to get comfortable with change and 
being more bold, being a little edgier. Think about the Jif 
campaign and how it migrated: It started with “Choosy 
moms choose Jif,” which is what we inherited. Then “That 
Jif’ing good,” which you know is already edgy because 
it smacks of a four-letter word. Then we introduced new 
creative, which was very unique for the brand and the 
company. It wasn’t a flip-of-the-switch; it didn’t happen 
overnight, it happened over a couple years. 

IRI: Consumer Insights

MS: At the very beginning, before we got a lot bolder with 
our model and our creative, long before any of that 
transformation began, there was a fundamental consumer 
insight about “Choosy moms choose Jif” which was the 
modern family looked at that slogan and didn’t identify with 
it. That little consumer insight was the very first small shift 
in moving away from that legacy slogan, because it didn’t 
resonate with the modern family.

IRI: Company Culture

MS: This is our 125th year, so I have to give credit to my 
predecessors for creating the foundation, which is 
our culture. Being in the Midwest allows for a very 
collaborative spirit. And our culture is built on this notion 
of listening with your full attention, saying thank you, 
assuming positive intent, looking for the good in others, 
and having a sense of humor. 

My grandfather, who was truly a great leader, was a very 
soft-spoken leader. He viewed work as something that you 
had to love to do, and you should have fun while you’re 
doing it. And if you’re not having fun while you’re doing it, 
then you’re probably in the wrong career. 
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Some of those ideas – the simplicity of listening, the 
simplicity of being grateful and saying thank you – really do 
go a long way with folks and create an environment where 
people want to come to work. 

IRI: Inclusion, Diversity, Equity

MS: In the modern age that we live in, I truly believe that a 
diverse organization strengthens our company, and it 
starts with inclusivity. In the last two years, we launched our 
employee-resource groups, which have really raised the 
voices of some of our more underrepresented communities 
in our population. And having the opportunity to listen to 
them and understand their needs has really allowed us to 
start to move the needle on inclusivity.

When we talk about DE&I (diversity, equity and inclusion), 
I always refer to it as I, D and E because I truly believe that 
you have to start with creating the inclusive environment, 
which opens the door to diversity and equity. I’m really 
passionate about listening to others and learning from 
others, and those precepts that I mentioned earlier are 
really this part of our commitment to each other, which 
my grandfather penned in the ‘80s. If we embrace those 
precepts, we don’t always have to agree with each other. 
But if we are truly listening to each other and we are open 
to new ideas, that will allow us to become not only inclusive, 
but also a more diverse organization.

IRI: Purpose-driven Company

MS: Every company has a mission or purpose, which is why we 
come to work. And it’s obviously to serve a higher purpose. 
Ours is “Feeding connections that help us thrive.” And then 
our tagline: “Life tastes better together.” Over the last few 
years we have tried to more clearly articulate why we’re in 
business and what it is that that we’re doing. 

Our “Thriving Together” agenda is focused on a few things. 
It’s access to quality food; we donated over 23 million 
meals to people and pets last year. It’s access to education; 
we partner with our local schools. There’s a foundation 
that was started by my parents called Heartland Education 
Committee, which really is all about encouraging a spirit 
of learning in the community. For access to education, 
we’ve partnered with the LeBron James Family Foundation 
in Akron, which has started a school that seeks to serve 
the most underprivileged children, accelerating their 
reading skills, which ultimately leads to a better learning 
environment for them. 

So, it’s quality food, education, and then promoting 
equitable and ethical treatment. We have new partnerships 
with social justice organizations, like the Equal Justice 
Initiative and the Human Rights Campaign, so it includes the 
broader community that we live in, not just Ohio, but our 
nation and the world. 

And then finally, we’re supporting a healthier planet. We 
just announced our new environmental goals. We exceeded 
our last set of goals. Our new goals extend beyond our 
four walls, supporting our communities globally. We have a 
couple of projects in our coffee-growing regions in Central 
America and Indonesia, where we help farmers grow their 
coffee more sustainably and make their farm a profitable 
business. We’re trying to make an impact wherever we can – 
that’s really what the Thriving Together agenda is all about.

IRI: Post-pandemic Policies

MS: We’re all dealing with this. And I don’t think any one 
company has figured it out yet, but we’re trying. As 
we went to 100% virtual and are now back partially in 
person, we’re thinking about creating an environment 
that is unique to our company. We want to support our 
employees holistically and meet their needs by providing 
them a unique work experience, which gives them 
flexibility, but also still gives us the power to strengthen 
our culture. And so we’ve adapted. 

We think what we’re doing right now is working. It could 
change. But again, this more progressive, uniquely 
Smucker work experience is one that provides flexibility, 
but it also supports a thriving, purposeful and connected 
culture. A lot of companies went to a very simple structure 
of being in the office three days a week, but we’re trying 
something a little different.

We identified Core Weeks. We want people for the better 
part of these weeks to be here, to be in the office where 
we create experiences and we give them reasons to be 
here. And they also happen to coincide with some broader 
company meetings. We use these core weeks to really be 
purposeful about bringing the majority of our corporate 
employees back to our offices. 

That said, two-thirds of our employees are manufacturing 
employees, so how can we best support them and how do 
we continue to provide them opportunities to engage as well 
and not lose sight of the fact that they are coming to work 
every day? That is something we are working on now, and as 
part of that, we are taking the time to visit our manufacturing 
facilities to better understand their perspectives.

We’re all learning, and we’ll adapt as needed, but as long as 
what we do at the end of the day nurtures our culture and 
keeps it strong, I think we will have succeeded.   
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