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Is the Private Label Surge Ebbing? 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 

Daniel Grubbs 

Principal, Symphony Consulting 

SymphonyIRI Group 

But, will the shopper’s general interest in private label translate into higher rates of growth than national brands over tim e? The answer is 

that private label has entered a phase of pockets of growth among categories and retailers, rather than a general expansion.  

 

Our new report demonstrates that growth is uneven across different categories and channels; its success still relies heavily on price 

discounts, and private label purchases are quite concentrated among a minority of shoppers. 

 

In fact, private label unit share of CPG spending declined for the second consecutive year, a trend driven by the fact that national brands 

have gained share 40 of the 100 largest CPG categories during the past two years.  Private label penetration has decreased in  every 

measured channel except club between 2010 and this year.  Private label share of department spending is mixed. 

 

The ―power‖ in the relationship among manufacturers, retailers and shoppers today rests firmly with the shopper.  Many retailers have 

created exciting new brands, launched higher-quality products and implemented creative promotions to boost sales.  But, national  brands 

have responded with new levels of innovation, changes in ingredients and creative promotions of their own.  It is the shopper who makes 

the ultimate decision as to which products and channels best meet his or her definition of value. 

 

The co-dependent story of private and national brands is complex and quite fascinating.  This edition of Times & Trends digs even 

deeper and broader into this story than past private label reports, because the analysis now includes ―total U.S. multi -outlet‖ geographies. 

In addition to the traditional food, drug and mass outlet coverage, SymphonyIRI has expanded the coverage to include Walmart, military 

commissaries and select club and dollar retail chains. Moving forward, Times & Trends will regularly leverage multi -outlet geographies in 

its analysis. 

 

As the discussion about the private label phenomenon continues, I welcome your comments and insights.  

We at SymphonyIRI have noted for the past couple years in our Times & Trends reports that private label 

products in the United States have hit a proverbial glass ceiling.  Even within Europe—long hailed as a 

bellwether of the evolution of private label—private label’s share growth has ebbed, as seen in 

SymphonyIRI’s recent Private Label in Europe 2012 report. However, U.S. retailers continue to push the 

private label agenda and are determined to drive growth in key categories and with focused effort.  

 

The new Times & Trends report that follows focuses on developments in private label and also includes 

statistics about growth, including the finding from SymphonyIRI’s Q3 MarketPulse survey that 47 percent 

of consumers buy more private label today than before the economic down turn began, and that one-in-

three U.S. shoppers actively searches for store brands to save money. 
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 Shopper and consumer acceptance of store 

brands continue as households stretch their 

dollars and see the relative benefits from a 

cost and benefits delivery aspect 

 Private label unit share of CPG products 

slipped to 17.1% during the past year, though 

dollars continued to inch forward; national 

brands are gaining volume share in 40 of the 

100 largest CPG categories 

Insight Action 

 National brand marketers must continue to 

leverage innovation as an opportunity to 

differentiate their products from private brand 

alternatives 

 Maintain a balanced cost-benefit equation by 

building pricing programs on the foundation 

of a keen understanding of the evolving 

values, needs and wants of target consumers 

 Partner with key retailers to develop 

complementary national and private brand 

stories for your key categories/brands that 

align with the goals of core shoppers, retailer 

partners and your own corporate objectives 

 Develop products across the value spectrum 

to drive appeal across a broad range of 

consumers; align attributes, pricing and 

messaging closely to the needs and wants of 

the target audience 

 The grocery channel boasts above-average 

and growing share of private label sales; 

meanwhile, private label share within drug 

and c-stores slid during the past year 

 Leverage merchandising as a tool that 

reinforces brand equity, telling the story of 

the brand and how it fits into consumers’ 

daily lives 

 Private label sales remain quite 

concentrated, and even the heaviest buyers 

of private label dedicate only one out of every 

four CPG dollars to private label solutions 

 A majority of private label categories receive 

below-average levels of merchandising 

support, and support has been declining 

more quickly versus industry average during 

the past several years 

Executive Summary:  Turning Insights Into Action - CPG Manufacturers 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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Insight Action 

 Store brand programs must be built into the 

retail banner’s overall branding theme, 

reinforcing the value proposition of the 

banner and aligning against the needs of 

core shoppers 

 Retailers must continually measure and 

monitor impact of merchandising across 

private and national brands to maintain a 

balance between the two in a way that 

reinforces the value proposition of the retail 

banner 

Executive Summary:  Turning Insights Into Action - CPG Retailers 

 Retailers must continue to monitor 

consumer-driven acceptance of store brands 

and isolate opportunities to differentiate their 

impact relative to national brand alternatives 

 Encourage shoppers to extend their retail 

banner preference into loyalty for product 

sold under that banner by offering products 

that guarantee repeatable and predictable 

product effectiveness 

 Shopper and consumer acceptance of store 

brands continue as households stretch their 

dollars and see the relative benefits from a 

cost and benefits delivery aspect 

 Private label unit share of CPG products 

slipped to 17.1% during the past year, though 

dollars continued to inch forward; national 

brands are gaining volume share in 40 of the 

100 largest CPG categories 

 The grocery channel boasts above-average 

and growing share of private label sales; 

meanwhile, private label share within drug 

and c-stores slid during the past year 

 Private label sales remain quite 

concentrated, and even the heaviest buyers 

of private label dedicate only one out of every 

four CPG dollars to private label solutions 

 A majority of private label categories receive 

below-average levels of merchandising 

support, and support has been declining 

more quickly versus industry average during 

the past several years 

 Develop products across the value spectrum 

to drive appeal across a broad range of 

consumers; align attributes, pricing and 

messaging closely to the needs and wants of 

the target audience 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 



5 

©  Copyright 2012 SymphonyIRI Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Introduction 

According to SymphonyIRI Group’s 

MarketPulse survey, nearly half (47%) of 

consumers buy more private label today 

than they did before the economic 

downturn began.  Indeed, one-in-three 

U.S. shoppers is actively seeking out store 

brands in an effort to save money. 

 

In a strange way, The Great Recession 

and the struggling economy that has 

bracketed it was a boon for marketers of 

private label consumer packaged goods 

(CPG) products.  In the months leading up 

to the downturn, these marketers were 

notching up their focus on these products, 

keenly aware of the fact that their store 

branded products would offer improved 

margins and an opportunity to differentiate 

their banners from competitors and solidify 

their relationship with their shoppers.   

 

Certainly, before the downturn struck, 

private label products were appealing to 

budget-conscious shoppers looking for no-

frills CPG solutions.  But, the explosion of 

private label assortment, increased 

prominence in the stores and promotional 

programs, and tough economic 

circumstances converged to boost 

awareness and acceptance of private label 

goods across the income spectrum.  

Indeed, store brands have evolved into 

trusted corporate brands—brands that 

consumers are proud to have. 

For retailers, continued growth requires 

that their products are fitting into a broader 

overall branding scheme—telling the story 

of their retail banner.  New entries must be 

designed with the thought of expanding 

across categories and even, perhaps, 

across value tiers.  Some retailers may 

even consider development of signature 

brands. 

 

Tradition will continue as both private label 

and national brands must co-exist in the 

store.  This means each must complement 

each other  to bring creativity and 

excitement into the CPG environment, and 

provide perceptual and real value for 

shoppers of all life stages and 

circumstances. 

 

This report explores current and emerging 

trends around private label, as well as 

national brand efforts to protect and grow 

their position in the CPG marketplace. 

During the past several years, private label 

marketers have remained intently focused 

on growing their store brand programs.  

Innovation is no longer a game of ―me too‖ 

for retailers who are looking far and wide 

for ingredients and technologies that will 

allow them to differentiate their offerings, 

address the full value spectrum and /or 

otherwise disrupt ―the norm.‖ 

 

Meanwhile, national brand marketers 

continue to look for means to offer quality, 

excitement and value that will protect their 

brands from private label encroachment, 

entice current buyers to buy more and, 

ideally, persuade new shoppers to buy 

their products. 

 

Detailed throughout this report, the battle 

for share remains quite intense.  National 

brands and private brands are each 

scoring some important wins.   

 

To continue rebuilding momentum, national 

brands must ensure that their five Ps—

product, price, promotion, packaging and 

placement—are well-aligned with the 

needs of key shopper targets, the goals of 

their retailer partners and their own 

corporate goals.  They must also continue 

to differentiate and create 

incremental value for consumers.  

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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Private label share of CPG dollar sales increased slightly during the past 
year, but unit sales slipped for the second consecutive year. 

Share Trends 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years 

14.0% 14.3% 14.4% 

17.4% 17.3% 17.1% 

2010 2011 2012 

Dollar Share 

Unit Share 

Private label manufacturers and retailers 

have been heavily focused on broadening 

and strengthening their store brand 

programs for many years now.  The Great 

Recession and the economic downturn  

that preceded it seemed to feed private 

label momentum, as first reported in the 

September 2009 edition of Times & 

Trends.  Today, private label accounts for 

14.4% of CPG dollar sales and 17.1% of its 

units. 

 

Private label has played an important role 

in helping consumers make ends meet 

during this prolonged economic downturn.  

To be detailed later in this report, private 

label products generally offer considerable 

savings versus their name-brand 

counterparts.  In an environment where 

nearly one-in-four consumers is having 

difficulty affording weekly groceries, this 

opportunity to save has been well-received  

offerings abound in today’s marketplace. 

Safeway launched its Open Nature line of 

natural products in 2011.  Kroger markets 

the Simple Truth line, which is broadly 

touted to be free from 101 artificial 

preservatives and ingredients.  And, Aldi 

has announced plans to release a natural 

and mostly certified organic line, dubbed 

Simply Nature2. 

 

In the meantime, national brand marketers 

have continued to hone their marketing 

game—broadening innovation efforts, 

rethinking pricing strategies and fine tuning 

promotional programs.  While at a macro 

level, private label share has changed very 

little during the past couple of years, a 

more detailed analysis of private label 

trends paints a picture of a morphing CPG 

universe.   

by many and has helped to spur increased 

private label purchase behavior.  Even for 

those who are not struggling, this is 

becoming a new ―smart‖ normal. 

 

But, private label is playing another key 

role within the CPG industry, as well.  

Retailers and private label manufacturers 

have placed considerable time, money and 

effort into building private label into an 

increasingly formidable, trusted competitor 

to name brand alternatives.  They have 

picked up pace and quality of innovation 

efforts, deepened and lengthened product 

lines, honed packaging design and ramped 

up promotional support.  Indeed, all of 

these efforts have been calibrated to 

expand the lure of private label lines 

beyond the pool of budget conscious 

consumers, and it’s clearly working. 

 

For instance, all-natural and organic 

Private Label Share of CPG Spending:  Total U.S. 

Multi-Outlet + Convenience  

1 Source:  SymphonyIRI’s MarketPulse Survey, Q2, 2012; 2  Wall Street Journal, September 24, 2012 and IGD Retail  

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 



7 

©  Copyright 2012 SymphonyIRI Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Unit 

+0.1 

(0.1) 

(0.1) 

Share Trends:  Channel Trends 

Point Change vs 

Year Ago 

Dollar 

Private label traction is wavering in the 

convenience channel despite retailer 

efforts to expand their private label 

offerings.  Valero, for instance, has plans 

to add 50 SKUs to its private label 

assortment by the end of 20121.  With 

more than 200 SKUs today, Mapco is also 

focused on expanding private label and is 

aiming to have private label account for up 

to 10% of sales in the foreseeable future2.  

In most of these instances, unit sales 

climbed despite increasing private label 

prices, which helped to bolster dollar sales 

trends.   

 

Placing downward pressure on channel 

level private label share trends, however, is 

the vitamins category, which saw unit 

share slide rather sharply for the year, 

down nearly 10%.  In vitamins, average 

private label price per volume climbed just 

over 8% for the year. 

 

Private Label Share of Spending 

By Channel 

2.3% 

16.6% 

21.8% 

1.6% 

16.3% 

18.0% 

Convenience 

Drug 

Grocery 

Dollar Share 
 Unit Share 

+0.2 

+0.2 

1 Source:  Convenience Store News, March29, 2012; 2 Convenience Store News, September 9, 2011 

Private label is demonstrating momentum in the grocery channel, 
while the drug and convenience channels experienced small private 

label unit share declines. 

Private label share of spending varies 

rather significantly across CPG channels.  

Year over year trends differ, as well. 

 

For instance, in the grocery channel, 

private label accounts for 18.0% of dollar 

sales and 21.8% of unit sales.  This is 

higher versus industry average.  

Additionally, within grocery, share was up 

across both measures, while industry 

average share change trends were mixed.  

 

Grocers are continuing to build and support 

their private label lines in an effort to 

maintain momentum.  They are simplifying 

in an effort to make it easier to understand 

the value proposition of their private label 

lines, as seen through Kroger’s creation of 

a single natural/organic umbrella, dubbed 

Simple Truth, which will replace the Private 

Selection Organic and Naturally Preferred 

brands1.  And, merchandising support is on 

the increase across 44% of private label 

categories.  Private label merchandising 

trends will be explored later in this report. 

 

In the drug channel, dollar share inched 

up, while unit share slipped during the past 

year.  Strength of several sizable 

healthcare categories are helping to 

alleviate the downward pressure being 

excerted by other healthcare categories. 

 

For instance, four of the five largest 

healthcare categories (based on dollar 

sales) saw private label unit sales grow at 

a rate above the department average of 

2.1% during the past year. 

0.0 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior year 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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Share Trends:  Channel Trends 

Private Label Penetration 
By Channel- 2012 

Private Label Buy Rate 
Dollars Per 1,000 Households, % Chg 2012 v 2010 

 By Channel 

Private label penetration has slipped across a majority of CPG channels, with club being a notable 
exception.  Meanwhile, buy rate is up in the dollar channel, though growth is not keeping pace with 

overall buy rate increases. 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Consumer Network™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 

versus same period 2010 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Consumer Network™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 

versus same period 2010 

Grocery  

Mass/Super 

Drug 

Club 

Dollar 

Convenience 

96.7% 

86.3% 

60.1% 

42.9% 

34.9% 

6.7% 

(0.3) 

(0.3) 

(0.4) 

+1.1 

(0.4) 

(0.3) 

Pt Chg 

2012 v 2010 

-6.3% 

4.3% 

-1.2% 

-7.5% 

-11.2% 

-10.7% 

-6.5% 

6.5% 

-3.0% 

6.0% 

-9.8% 

-4.8% 

Convenience 

Dollar 

Club 

Drug 

Mass/Super 

Grocery 

Total Category  

Private Label  

What is noteworthy is the fact that, across 

some CPG channels, buy rate for 

private label goods is falling more quickly 

versus industry average and versus 

average buy rate for the channel.  In 

grocery, for instance, private label buy rate 

fell 10.7% between 2012 and 2010, nearly 

double the average buy rate decline. 

 

By this measure, too, the club channel is 

displaying above-average performance, 

with a private label buy rate change that 

surpasses the industry average pace and 

average channel trends. 

 

Club channel private label momentum is 

attributable to a number of factors.  First, 

illustrated in the August 2012 edition of 

Though private label share in grocery is on 

the uptick, penetration has slipped during 

the past couple of years.  In fact, private 

label penetration has slid across a majority 

of CPG channels during this time period. 

 

The notable exception to this decline is the 

club channel, which has seen private label 

penetration increase more than one point 

since 2010, to just under 43%. 

 

It is not surprising to see that private label 

buy rate has slipped across a majority of 

CPG channels.  Indeed, the rate at which 

consumers are purchasing CPG products 

has declined since 2012, falling nearly 5% 

across all measured CPG channels. 

 

1 Source:  PL Buyer, December 11, 2011; 2Chain Drug Review, July 16, 2012 

Times & Trends, channel share of overall 

CPG sales is on the upswing, with gains 

cutting across CPG channels and a 

number of key consumer segments.    

 

And, within this channel, private label focus 

is strong.  For instance, Sam’s Club has 

rolled out several premium-tiered private 

label brands during the past year, including 

Simply Right, Artisan Fresh and Daily 

Chef1.  The retailer has also stepped up 

focus in the health and wellness area, with 

Simply Right vitamins, which boast 

packaging with a scannable quick 

response (QR) code that provides brief 

videos from a naturopathic physician and a 

recent Twitter-based question and answer 

session2. 

 

 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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Private Label Share of Department Spending 

Total U.S. Multi-Outlet + Convenience  

Share Trends:  Department Share 

Point Change vs 

2010 

Dollar Unit 

13.7% 

13.5% 

17.4% 

18.7% 

33.1% 

31.0% 

9.8% 

10.3% 

16.3% 

18.6% 

29.3% 

30.7% 

Center Store 

Beauty 

General 
Merchandise 

Frozen Foods 

Healthcare 

Fresh/Perishable 

Dollar Share 

 Unit Share 

0.0 0.0 

+0.6 +0.7 

Private label unit shares were mixed 

across a majority of departments during 

the past year, evidence of the resolve and 

deftness of both retailers and name brand 

manufactures in serving consumers on an 

unwavering pursuit for value. 

 

Private label unit share fell most sharply in 

the general merchandise department, with 

national brand manufacturers taking back 

share across a number of sizable 

categories, including socks and pantyhose.  

In these categories, cost of materials has 

been quite high, prompting name brand 

manufacturers to rethink their pricing 

strategies, and leaving private label 

marketers with less opportunity to lead on 

price. 

 

The store brand sector also lost unit share 

in the center store arena.  For the year, 

unit share fell 0.3 points, but price 

increases helped keep dollar share flat.  In 

this department, national brands posted 

share gains across 50% of categories, 

including dog food, shelf stable bottled 

juices and cookies.   

 

High-level share losses notwithstanding, 

private label manufacturers remain fully 

committed to building out their private label 

programs, and, even in departments where 

overall private label share is flat or sliding, 

some categories are seeing sizable private 

label share gains. 

 

For instance, in fresh/perishable, private 

label yogurt saw unit sales climb nearly 

one full point.  Though the category 

sizable retailers, including Safeway, with O 

Organics and Safeway Kitchens, and 

Kroger, with the Simple Truth line, are 

maintaining a strong focus on building and 

supporting their lines. 

 

Undoubtedly, retailers and private label 

manufacturers remain fully committed to 

building out their private label programs 

across CPG channels.  At CVS/pharmacy, 

for instance, private label accounts for 

more than 17.5% of total sales and 32% of 

sales growth.  The retailer is currently 

introducing 800 to 1,000 new private label 

items per year1. 

 

did produce several successful new 

launches during the year, such as Yoplait 

Greek and Dannon Danimals Coolision, 

the launches did not match the impact felt 

by Chobani, a SymphonyIRI 2010 New 

Product Pacesetter launch. 

 

Category level private label share trends 

will be discussed in greater detail later in 

this report. 

 

Several other factors helped private label 

stand strong in the fresh/perishable 

department.  The past year has witnessed 

multiple brand-name product recalls in this 

department, for instance.   And, several 

Private label gained share in the healthcare department, while share 
trends were mixed across other CPG departments. 

+0.3 +0.3 

+0.1 (0.5) 

+0.2 +0.1 

0.0 (0.3) 

1 Source:  Chain Drug Review, August 27, 2012 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period 2010 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select 

Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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Private Label Price Discount by Department 

Private Label Average Price Discount 

Total U.S. Multi-Outlet + Convenience 

Illustrated in the chart on this page, 

average savings offered by private label 

CPG options varies considerably.  Still, on 

average,  private label discount is in the 

double-digit range across more than three-

quarters of the largest CPG categories.  

This is one of the reasons that private label 

has played a key role in consumers’ 

money-saving strategies during the course 

of the economic downturn. 

 

Private label offers a greater than 30% 

discount across 23% of the largest CPG 

categories.  Several of these categories, 

including cold/allergy/sinus tablets and 

gastrointestinal tablets, hail from the 

healthcare aisles.  Mentioned in the 

September 2012 edition of Times & 

Trends, healthcare expenditures account 

for an average 5.6% of consumer CPG  

under 3%.  During the same time period, 

in contrast, average price per volume for 

private label gastrointestinal tablets 

increased nearly six points.  A similar, yet 

less sizable, trend occurred in the internal 

analgesics category, with average price 

per volume for the category sliding 2.3%, 

and private label price per volume up more 

than 2%. 

 

Even with the decline in the average price 

gap offered by private label products, these 

CPG solutions offer consumers 

considerable savings opportunities. 

Certainly, this savings has been and will 

continue to be an important motivator to 

buy for many consumers. 

expenditures—a hefty expense, particularly 

for those that are struggling to make ends 

meet.  Clearly, the sizable savings coupled 

with the trusted effectiveness offered by 

some private label healthcare options is 

helping to support the momentum 

demonstrated by private label within this 

department. 

 

Despite the measurable discount offered 

by many private label CPG products, the 

last two years have witnessed a growing 

average private label price per volume and 

a declining private label price gap versus 

the category as a whole.  National brands 

have gotten the message about their new 

competition. 

 

For instance, the average price per volume 

for the gastrointestinal category fell just 

On average, private label’s discount has declined during the past couple years, yet these options 
continue to offer double-digit savings across a vast majority of the largest CPG categories.  

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period 2010; Among the top 100 private label categories, based on dollar sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 

25.0% 26.0% 26.0% 
22.0% 

1.0% 

20.0% 

30.0% 

23.0% 
26.0% 

1.0% 

<10% 10-19% 20-29% 30-49% 50%> 

2012 

2010 

Average Price Per Volume Discount, Private Label versus Total Category 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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63% 
67% 

Total Category Private Label 

Top 50 Categories* Dollar Sales 

as % Total CPG  

Private Label vs Total Category 

% of CPG Categories by Private Label Penetration 

Among Category Buyers 

Category Level Concentration 

significant upward potential.  Even though 

nearly everyone buys private label—overall 

private label penetration is over 99%— 

category-level penetration is quite different.  

Only a handful of commodity categories, 

such as pasta, milk, and food and trash 

bags, tout private label penetration over 

75%.  And, across three-quarters of CPG 

categories, private label penetration is 

below 25%. 

 

Indeed, private label sales are 

concentrated.  Attaining continued private 

label momentum will require disrupting this 

concentration—enticing private label 

buyers to buy more private label goods 

from across CPG aisles and categories. 

According to SymphonyIRI’s MarketPulse 

survey, 47% of Americans are buying more 

private label products today than they did 

before the economic downturn began.  Not 

surprisingly, propensity to have stepped up 

private label purchase activity varies 

across consumer segments.   

 

For instance, 56% of moms are buying 

more private label today, compared to 41% 

of male shoppers.  And, 53% of shoppers 

from households with children are buying 

more private label, compared to 44% of 

those hailing from childless households. 

 

The magnitude may differ, but it is clear 

that private label has found a solid home in 

today’s CPG basket.  Still, private label has 

75.2% 

18.0% 

5.4% 
1.4% 

61.9% 

22.8% 

11.2% 

4.1% 

<25% 25-50% 51-75% >75% 

Total Household 

Heavy PL Buyers 

Private label sales are more 
concentrated versus industry average. 

Even among heavy buyers of private label, private label penetration is less than 25% across nearly 
two-thirds of CPG categories. 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Consumer Network™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012  

% Households Buying Private Label 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 

weeks ending 9/9/2012. *Top 50 categories based 

on dollar sales. 

Reversal of Fortune:  National Brands Pick Up Gains on Private Label 
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24% 

10% 

28% 

13% 

Heavy Light 

Dollar Sales 

Unit Sales 

30% 

11% 

34% 

28% 

36% 

61% 

% PL Buyers % PL Sales 

Heavy 

Medium 

Light 

Total CPG All Outlet Private Label 
Sales Contribution of Heavy vs Light Buyers 

Private Label Share of Total CPG Spending  
by Purchase Segment 

Private Label Purchase Segments 

Meanwhile, Safeway used an integrated 

marketing campaign, including television, 

social media, and a national public 

relations campaign to promote its Open 

Nature line2. 

 

While overall private label penetration is 

nearly universal, private label marketers  

stand to reap substantial reward from 

enticing current private label buyers to 

invest more of their CPG dollars on private 

label goods and allowing consumers to 

stretch their dollars further. 

 

For private label, assortment is a critical 

driver of shopper retention and penetration.   

As such, private label marketers are taking 

many and varied approaches to expanding 

the breadth and depth of categories  

consumers are considering as they make 

their private label purchases. 

 

Rite Aid, for instance, is looking to simplify 

the process by breaking its products into 

separate ―buckets,‖ each with its own 

identity.  Food and drink will be under the 

―Pantry‖ line, healthcare-related products 

will fall under ―Pharmacy‖ and economy 

products will be branded ―Simplify1.‖ 

 

The top one-third of private label buyers account 
for nearly two-thirds of private label sales. 

Heavy private label buyers dedicate one-quarter of 
their CPG budget to private label solutions. 

Between 2009 and 2012, private label 

penetration increased in only 33 of the 100 

largest CPG categories.  Some of those 

gains were substantial, such as 

refrigerated salad/coleslaw and bakery 

snacks, and others, such as skin care and 

butter, were much smaller. 

 

Mentioned earlier, private label sales are 

quite concentrated.  At present, the top 

one-third of private label buyers account 

for nearly two-thirds of all private label 

sales.  But, even among these avid buyers, 

only one-quarter of their total CPG 

spending goes to private label. 

 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Consumer Network™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 Source:  SymphonyIRI Consumer Network™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 

1 Source:  The Food Institute, July 2, 2012; 2 Private Label Buyer, December 1, 2011 
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Top 100 CPG Categories 

Total U.S. Multi-Outlet + Convenience 2012 Private Label Share & Point 

Change 2012 vs 2010 
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Category Opportunity 

label share change between 2009 and 

2012 reveals a starkly different picture.  

During this timeframe, national brands 

gained share in 40% of the largest CPG 

categories. 

 

This is not to say that private label 

marketers are not delivering value—

indeed, they are.  Private label is gaining 

share across 60 of the 100 largest CPG 

categories, and these gains are cutting 

across many CPG aisles. 

 

The pages that follow provide deeper 

insights into private label performance vis-

à-vis volume share. 

 

This value has been delivered through the 

introduction of more simple products, such 

as Procter & Gamble’s Bounty Basic, a 

value line of paper towels that cleans up 

and holds up—without falling apart.  And, 

value is coming in the form of smart 

splurges, such as SymphonyIRI New 

Product Pacesetter L’Oreal’s Maybelline Fit 

Me, a facial cosmetic that goes beyond 

matching to provide fresh, breathing, 

natural skin with SFP 18, that reward 

without breaking the bank. 

 

Efforts, such as these, have allowed 

national brand manufacturers to reduce 

and, sometimes, turn around private label 

share gains.  In fact, analysis of private  

National brands are gaining share across 40 of the 100 largest CPG categories. 

19% of categories 

41% of categories 32% of categories 

8% of categories 

Reported in SymphonyIRI’s September 

2009 edition of Times & Trends, private 

label gained share in 74% of top CPG 

categories between 2006 and 2009.  

These gains clearly underscored the 

important role private label products played 

for consumers as they struggled to make 

ends meet during the depths of The Great 

Recession. 

 

Since that time, the recession ended 

(although economic conditions remain 

unsteady and difficult for many), and 

national brand marketers stepped up 

efforts to deliver against consumers’ quest 

for CPG value. 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 
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Top Categories with Above Average and Increasing Private Label Share   

2012 vs 2010: Multi-Outlet + Convenience Private Label Volume Share Point Change 
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Category Opportunity:  Private Label Protecting Position 

Private label boasts above average and 

increasing share across 19 of the 100 

largest CPG categories.  In these 

categories, private label is said to be 

protecting position. 

 

Across a strong majority of these 

categories, penetration is on the rise.  And, 

in some instances, those penetration gains 

are quite substantial.  While the increased 

prevalence of private label solutions is 

certainly supporting penetration gains, 

retailer and private label marketer efforts to 

raise the profile of their private label 

solutions is also at play, and shoppers are 

buying into the message. 

 

For instance, Publix recently ran a 

promotion offering a free private label 

product with the purchase of one of five 

view private label as a better value versus 

their name-brand counterparts and more 

than 80% view private label as equal or 

better quality.  This, of course, is helping to 

boost private label penetration, supporting 

share gains.   

 

For example, penetration of private label 

internal analgesics climbed 1.3 points 

during the past two years, supporting 

private label share growth of more than 

seven points.  And, in cold/allergy/sinus 

tablets, penetration is a bit lower, at 38%, 

yet comparable penetration gains topped 

three points and share of volume sales 

increased more than eight points. 

 

name brand counterparts to encourage 

consumers to try its brands1.  

 

And, Safeway recently blogged about a 

new Oktoberfest recipe that pairs its 

private label meats with beer to create 

festive holiday flavors2.  Efforts to boost 

awareness and interest in products that 

address meal and snack-related needs are 

well-timed.  Discussed frequently 

throughout the economic downturn, home-

based eating is a key money-saving 

strategy for many consumers fed nicely by 

private label.   

 

Today,  consumers are viewing private 

label solutions as a viable option to meal 

and snack related needs.  In fact, 

according to SymphonyIRI’s 2012 Brand 

and Retailer survey, 58% of consumers 

Penetration gains are helping to support growth across a number of categories where private label 
share is already above average. 

1 Source:  Store Brands Decisions, October 2, 2012;  2Supermarket News, September 25, 2012 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 

Private Label Penetration 

Among Category Buyers  

Point Change 

Private Label 

Protecting 
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Top Categories with Below Average and Increasing Private Label Share   

2012 vs 2010: Multi-Outlet + Convenience Private Label Volume Share Point Change 

Category Opportunity:  Up & Coming Private Label  

Where share is below average but on the 

increase, private label is said to be up and 

coming.  Forty-one of the 100 largest CPG 

categories fall into this quadrant of the 

share analysis matrix presented earlier in 

this report. 

 

The category in this quadrant showing the 

largest private label jump hails from the 

snack aisles. According to SymphonyIRI’s 

2012 State of the Snack Food Industry 

report, 57% of snackers say that they will 

switch to private label when their budget is 

tight.  Private label currently holds a 12% 

share of snack dollar sales and 17% of 

volume sales.  While this figure has been 

largely flat during the past year, several 

snack categories are seeing private label 

share grow.   

Across some up and coming categories, 

penetration has slid, yet volume share is 

continuing an upward trend.   

 

In shelf stable seafood, for instance, 

private label penetration stands at 25% 

today, down nearly one point versus 2010.  

But, share has climbed 3.1 points during 

the same timeframe.  In this category, 

private label marketers are successfully 

enticing existing consumers to buy more, 

evidenced by an increase in average 

volume per thousand households of nearly 

3% between 2010 and 2012.  A similar, yet 

not as sharp, trend is present in the toilet 

tissue category. 

 

For instance, in bakery snacks, private 

label share of volume has increased 4.8 

points during the latest two year period, 

boosted by a 2.5 point penetration 

increase.   

 

Retailers are working to keep the 

momentum going inside and outside the 

snack aisles.  Safeway, for example, 

recently announced it is adding a variety of 

new items to its recently revamped Two 

Forks Bakery department, including  a 

variety of premium cupcakes and several 

newly re-branded pies1.  And, Walgreens 

dedicated a page of its recently featured 

―Game Day Favorites‖ coupon book to its 

line of Nice! private label snacks and 

beverages2. 
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Private label share is below average but on the increase across 41 of the 100 largest CPG categories. 

1 Source:  Company Press Release; 2 Path to Purchase Marketing Institute, September 20, 2012 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 
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Top Categories with Below Average and Declining Private Label Share   

2012 vs 2010: Multi-Outlet + Convenience Private Label Volume Share Point Change 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Category Opportunity:  Brands Entrenched 

Even in 2009, at the depths of the 

recession, name brands were entrenched 

across a handful of the largest CPG 

categories.  Brands are said to be 

entrenched when private label share is 

below average and on the decline.  Today, 

brands hold an entrenched position in 32 of 

the 100 largest CPG categories. 

 

In many instances, innovation is playing a 

key role in thwarting private label inroads.  

For instance, several new pet innovations 

achieved 2011 SymphonyIRI New Product 

Pacesetter status, meaning these products 

were among the best new CPG launches 

of 2011. 

 

Detailed in the April 2012 edition of Times 

& Trends, these new products are offering 

categories offer consumers the opportunity 

to rack up double-digit savings on 

everyday CPG solutions.  

 

But, during the past several years, this gap 

has shrunk, as private label prices are 

rising more quickly versus industry 

average.  In the cookies category, for 

instance, private label prices have 

increased an average of 20% during the 

past two years while the category as a 

whole saw prices increase just under 10%.  

Similarly, in cat food, private label prices 

increased 12% versus a category average 

increase of 6%. 

pets better nutrition and/or faster and 

easier pet maintenance vis-à-vis new and 

targeted ingredients.   

 

Pedigree Healthy Joints is one of these 

innovations, formulated with natural 

sources of glucosamine to support healthy 

joints and cartilage, and antioxidant 

vitamins E & C to work with the dog’s 

immune system to help keep his body 

healthy.  And, for cats, WHISKAS Trays 

are a convenient way to give cats 

antioxidant rich meals with mouthwatering 

flavor. 

 

Price is also playing a role in shifting 

private label trends.  Mentioned earlier in 

this report, many of the largest private label 

-1.5 
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Despite ongoing economic hardships, national brands are entrenched in 32 of the 100 largest CPG 
categories. 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 
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Brands 

Taking a 

Stand 

Top Categories with Above Average and Declining Private Label Share   

2012 vs 2010:  Multi-Outlet + Convenience Private Label Volume Share Point Change 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Category Opportunity:  Brands Taking a Stand   

Innovation and pricing trends are also 

helping national brands reclaim share 

across categories where private label 

share has been above average in recent 

years.  In these categories, brands are said 

to be taking a stand. 

 

In vitamins, for instance, the launch of 

Nature’s Way Alive made a splash in 2011, 

offering health-conscious consumers a line 

of multivitamins made with ―26+ fruits and 

vegetables.‖  And, four vitamin launches 

achieved SymphonyIRI New Product 

Pacesetter status in both 2009 and 2010 

studies. This focus on innovation has 

helped national brand vitamin 

manufacturers claim nearly six share 

points from private label during the past 

two years. 

Grocers are also looking for their fair share 

of vitamin sales.  Fresh & Easy 

Neighborhood Market, for instance, has 

launched a full range of private label 

vitamins and supplements, and Hy-Vee 

has recently added liquid vitamins to its 

whopping 264 SKU vitamin assortment1. 

 

 

 

The vitamins category has been a strong 

performer despite overall stagnant CPG 

sales during the past couple of years, 

supported by consumers’ ―prevention as a 

first line of defense‖ mentality to healthcare 

during this timeframe.  Indeed, in 2011, the 

vitamins category saw unit sales climb 

5.9% across grocery, drug, mass and 

convenience channels, while the industry 

as a whole grew less than 1%. 

 

As such, it is no surprise that retailers and 

private label manufacturers are fighting 

back, intently focused on growing their 

private label offerings. Sam’s Club’s Simply 

Right initiative, mentioned earlier in this 

report, is an example of these efforts.   
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National brands are capturing share across a handful of categories in which private label share has 
historically been above average. 
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1 Source:  Chain Drug Review, July 16, 2012 & Progressive Grocer’s Store Brands January 2012 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period prior years; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 
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Private Label Merchandising Activity 

Private label merchandising support has declined more quickly versus industry average during the past 
few years, and lift is down sharply during the same timeframe. 

Change in Merchandising Activity:  Private Label  
& Total CPG: 2012 v 2010 
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Detailed in the January 2012 edition of 

Times & Trends, 59% of private label CPG 

categories received below average 

merchandising support during 2011.  This 

trend is similar across tactics, but the 

largest disparity is evidenced within 

combined feature and display activity, 

where 67% of private label categories 

received less merchandising support 

versus their brand name counterparts for 

the year. 

 

And, despite an increased focus on 

building out private label programs, 

merchandising support of private label 

products has declined rather sharply during 

the past couple of years.  While  

During the past year, however, there has 

been a noted reduced sales lift trend.  

Clearly, promotional programs simply 

aren’t packing the punch they have in the 

past.  While this problem is not unique to 

private label—certainly, name brand 

marketers are struggling with the same 

reality—it is a trend that demands 

attention.   

 

For private label marketers looking to build 

their programs, rewiring promotional 

programs to ensure relevance and impact 

is critical.  SymphonyIRI’s Time & Trends 

will provide a more detailed analysis of 

current and evolving merchandising trends 

across national and private label brands 

early in 2013. 

overall merchandising, too, has slowed, 

declines in private label have been much 

sharper. 

 

Certainly, industry-level and private label 

trends have been influenced by marketers’ 

efforts to step away from the highly 

promotional atmosphere that existed 

during the depths of the recession.  But, it 

is not only merchandising support levels 

that are falling—lift from merchandising 

support has also declined. 

 

In 2010, 5% of private label categories 

were enjoying triple-digit sales lift from 

merchandising efforts, and 44% were 

seeing sales increases of 50% to 99%. 

 

Source:  SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™; 52 weeks ending 9/9/2012 and same period 2010; Top 100 Categories, Based on Dollar Sales 

Note:  Multi-Outlet (Supermarkets, Drugstores, Mass Market Retailers, Military Commissaries and Select Club & Dollar Retail Chains) and Convenience Stores 
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 Continually identify and assess brand-specific opportunities and risks with respect to 

private label 

- Explore opportunities to partner with key retailers to develop complementary 

national and private brand stories for your key categories/brands that align with 

the goals of core shoppers, retailer partners and your own corporate objectives 

- Carefully monitor price gaps between your own brands and private label 

alternatives to ensure that optimal price gap is maintained  

- Use value-oriented pricing and promotion programs to protect and grow share, 

particularly across categories that demonstrate strong and/or growing store brand 

presence 

 

 Continually refine competitive strategies vis-à-vis private label 

- Invest in innovation that will bring differentiation to the marketplace, and explore 

the feasibility of extending some product lines across categories and/or value tiers 

- Align distribution strategies with the needs and wants of core shoppers across 

key retailer partners at the market and/or store level 

- Evaluate feasibility of multi-tier offerings across key categories/product lines, 

either alone, or in partnership with brand retailer partners 

 

 Measure and monitor actual versus planned impact of brand related initiatives 

- Benchmark private label share relative to national brands and your own brands 

across key categories, and then continually track shifts at the market or store 

level 

- Carefully test new product concepts before embarking on development plans; 

frequently solicit consumer feedback throughout the development process 

Manufacturers seeking to develop effective private label mitigation strategies should 

consider the following action items: 

Conclusions:  CPG Manufacturers 
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 Continually identify and assess private label opportunities and threats 

- Expand store brand offerings in a way that supports your broader overall 

branding story 

- Tailor private label offerings at the market level 

- Carefully manage private label pricing programs to maintain an optimal 

price gap between store brands and national brand alternatives 

- Support private label lines with merchandising that reinforces the value 

proposition of the retail banner, and ensure there is a consistent balance 

between merchandising across store and national brand product offerings 

 

 Continually refine private label development strategies 

- Invest in innovation that will bring differentiation to the marketplace, and 

explore the feasibility of extending some product lines across categories 

and/or value tiers 

- Tailor private label programs at the market level, aligning products, 

promotions and pricing strategies against prevalent needs and wants 

across core shoppers within the market 

- Evaluate feasibility of multi-tier offerings across key categories/product 

lines, either alone, or in partnership with brand manufacturer partners 

 

 Measure and monitor actual versus planned impact of private label-related 

initiatives  

- Benchmark private label share relative to national brands, and then 

continually track shifts at the market or store level 

- Test market product, pricing and promotion changes prior to and 

immediately following roll out 

Retailers seeking to grow private label share should consider the following action 

items: 

Conclusions:  CPG Retailers 
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Consumer Network is a consumer panel that provides a clear 

picture of consumer behavior so that sales and marketing 

professionals can continually adjust strategies to focus on the 

consumer dynamics that drive brand and category 

performance.  

To gain insight into opportunities across specific categories, consumer segments, channels 

or retailers, contact your SymphonyIRI client service representative regarding custom 

analyses leveraging the following resources: 

SymphonyIRI Consumer 

Network™ 

SymphonyIRI Market Advantage™ SymphonyIRI’s Market Advantage allows marketers to make 

better, faster decisions with a broader level of marketplace 

insight than ever before, seizing opportunities in emerging 

trends and growth drivers (e.g. health & wellness) before the 

competition. With Market Advantage, insights-driven decisions 

with role-specific dashboards and best practice analyses can  

be delivered anytime, anywhere.  

Newly Updated Segmentation Now Available…EconoLink is a latent class segmentation based on actual shopping behavior 

and consumer attitudes – especially about the impact of economic conditions – that helps manufacturers and retailers 

understand and respond to the new demands of shoppers across the economic continuum. Many manufacturers and retailers 

struggle with one-off, project-based tactical approaches, and fail to gain a cohesive strategy around how to optimize opportunit ies 

with the ―new‖ shoppers that have emerged since the economic downturn. EconoLink provides a method of identifying key 

shopper segments and tracking their behavior over time. 

 

For more information, contact Carl Edstrom at  

Carl.Edstrom@SymphonyIRI.com  

EconoLink: 

A Look into How Shoppers Are Changing Their Behaviors in Today’s Economic Environment 

Resources 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Please contact Susan Viamari at 

Susan.Viamari@SymphonyIRI.com  

with questions or comments about this 

report. 

Corporate Headquarters: 

150 North Clinton Street 

Chicago, IL 60661 

Telephone: +1 312 726 1221 

www.SymphonyIRI.com  

About SymphonyIRI Group  

SymphonyIRI Group, formerly named 

Information Resources, Inc. (―IRI‖), is 

the global leader in innovative solutions 

and services for driving revenue and 

profit growth in CPG, retail and 

healthcare companies.  SymphonyIRI 

offers two families of solutions: Core IRI 

solutions for market measurement and 

Symphony Advantage solutions for 

enabling new growth opportunities in 

marketing, sales, shopper marketing 

and category management.  

SymphonyIRI solutions uniquely 

combine content, analytics and 

technology to deliver maximum impact. 

SymphonyIRI helps companies create, 

plan and execute forward-looking, 

shopper-centric strategies across every 

level of the organization.  For more 

information, visit 

www.SymphonyIRI.com. 
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