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Digital Duets: 
Collaborative 
Marketing Strategies 
Along the New Path 
to Purchase

“Shop Now.” Those two words may forever change 
the landscape of packaged goods retailing.
Increasingly, those words (or the more direct “Buy Now”) are being used on 
buttons to link web pages of brand-related content directly to e-commerce sites.

The significance of those two words isn’t in the overt call to action that they 
make, but in the change in consumer behavior they imply: In the digital age, 
shopping has become an “anytime, anywhere” proposition. While the vast 
majority of purchases is still made in person at the store — and will be for a long 
time to come — today’s consumer nearly always has the option to “Shop Now.”

The distinction between “consumer” and “shopper” has always been somewhat 
arbitrary, defined largely by access — or lack thereof — to a purchase mechanism. 
Simply put, a “consumer” had to visit a store to become a “shopper,” because they 
couldn’t buy things otherwise.

The rise of the Internet and the vast “information superhighway” it provided 
shed greater light on the fact that consumers often were in “shopping mode” 
long before they reached the shelf: when they searched through the pantry to 
find a snack, when they leafed through Sunday circulars and FSIs and, in recent 
years, when they searched online to find meal ideas for an upcoming party.

PRESENTS:

“When we focus on the 

digital shelf experience, 

that absolutely requires 

collaboration with our 

retail partners.”
Meg Way Edgin, Kimberly-Clark
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The rapid adoption of smartphone technology has 
blurred the distinction even further, because all of those 
aforementioned activities now can be linked almost 
directly and immediately to a purchase mechanism. 

“There are no barriers to access. Today’s shoppers carry 
access in their pockets,” writes Jim Lecinski, Google’s 
managing director of U.S. sales and service, in ZMOT, an 
e-book published by the company in July 2011.

“Digital is a critical part of our marketing mix, and one 
that always shows positive payback,” says Greg Warren, 
vice president of advertising and creative for Walmart. “We 
know [shoppers] are using online more and more as a way 
of finding good deals or choosing the right store.”

The Digital Landscape
In April 2011, 214 million U.S. consumers accessed the 
Internet, according to comScore Inc. As Walgreens chief 
technology officer Abhi Dhar 
noted at a spring industry 
conference, “We’re not trying 
to push customers onto the 
Internet. They’re already there.”

Online retail spending rose 
13% to $75 billion in the first 
half of 2011, and now accounts 
for roughly 8% of all retail sales. 
And that includes groceries: As 
of early 2011, 12% of consumers 
had purchased grocery 
products online — and 39% of 
that group had done so in the 
preceding month, according to 
comScore.

But the behavioral changes 
don’t end there. Forrester 
Research estimates that an 
additional 40% of in-store retail 

sales are influenced by the actions consumers take online. 
Kantar Media’s spring 2011 “Online Shopper Intelligence 
Study” found that 79% of consumers research products 
online for more than half of their shopping occasions. 

“You would never get in your car, drive to the library and 
walk up to the second floor and ask a sleepy librarian for 
Consumer Reports before buying a 39-cent ballpoint pen. 
The effort and the item are imbalanced,” Lecinski explains 
in ZMOT. “But now there’s no friction. You can pull out your 
mobile phone and look it up.”

Thus, the “Zero Moment of Truth” (the “ZMOT” of 
Google’s book title) has become as important as the “First 
Moment of Truth” at the shelf or traditional advertising 
media for reaching consumers.

“All of these elements are critical,” says Catherine Roe, 
Google’s head of CPG U.S. “It’s just that the ‘Zero Moment’ 
hasn’t been an area of focus for collaborative marketing. 
It’s still the circular, still the TV commercial — and then you 
fast-forward to the store.”

The “Zero Moment of Truth”
The stage at which a consumer actively seeks 
information about a product or service to inform a 
purchase decision. It often takes place after passive 
exposure to marketing stimuli and always before the 
“First Moment of Truth” at the store shelf.

The Shopper Marketing Landscape
Consumers are now in almost complete control of the 
conditions (time, place, format) in which they receive 
marketing messages. Marketers can no longer sell them 
products but instead must provide “solutions” for their 
needs.

Select “Top 50” Websites, June 2011
 Rank URL Unique Visitors (in millions)

 1 Google.com 159.5
 2 Facebook.com 146.2
 3 Yahoo.com 142.4
 4 YouTube.com 128.7
 5 Bing.com 91.1
 7 Amazon.com 78.4
 17 Walmart.com 46.3
 21 Target.com 35.9
 22 Groupon.com 33.7
 41 Bestbuy.com 21.2
 46 Homedepot.com 20.1
 50 Sears.com 18.7
Source: Kantar Media’s Compete

Researching Branded Products Online

I start with a search engine and look for
top search results for the products I desire

I start with retailer sites that sell
the product I’m looking for

I start with the manufacturer’s site

I reach out to my social network
on Facebook for recommendations

I pose a question on Twitter

Source: Kantar Media’s Compete
0 10 20 30 40 50

When researching branded products online prior to purchasing, which of the following 
most closely represents where you would begin that process?

44%

33%

20%

2%

1%

Source: Kantar Media’s Compete
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Leading packaged goods companies have responded 
by developing platforms that go beyond product 
information to provide a variety of useful content  for 
consumers.

Kraft Foods and General Mills, for example, have 
developed popular databases for recipes; Nestlé-Purina 
presents a wealth of information about pet care that far 
exceeds the scope of its products; Clorox Co. positions 
itself as the expert on grilling.

Retailers, too, are working to become solution providers, 
as evidenced by the now-commonplace in-store displays 
of meal ideas, shelf sets built around shopping occasions 

The Collaborative Digital Landscape
The wheels of digital collaboration are starting to turn, with 
retailers and manufacturers joining forces to develop online 
destinations for consumers. (See “The Digital Collaboration 
Playbook.”) But what has been largely missing so far is 
collaboration designed to drive traffic to these sites.

Packaged goods marketers have adopted paid search 
and display advertising to drive traffic to their own 
websites and programs (with coupons and recipes as 
standard lures). Surprisingly, however, a spring 2011 survey 
conducted by GfK Interscope found that 33% of marketers 
claimed to spend less than 1% of their shopper-marketing 
budgets on digital programs — despite the fact that 65% 
believe digital communication will “transform shopper 
behavior” within the next four years.

As a group, retailers have been much less active 
beyond their own sites, especially in the supermarket 
channel. Therefore, they rely largely on organic traffic 
which, with the exception of Walmart and Target, means 
that the potential audiences for their digital initiatives are 
relatively small.

It’s a curious reality, especially considering what has been 
the tactical “bread and butter” of retailer-manufacturer 
collaboration for decades: feature and display. Marketers 
have long sought to gain prominent secondary display 
space inside stores. But they’ve also striven to earn feature 
space in weekly circulars or use co-op advertising through 

Top Search Engine Operators, by Unique Users
Google 187.8 million
Yahoo 121.7 million
Microsoft 99.7 million
Ask Network 76.8 million
AOL Inc. 44.7 million
Source: comScore Inc. (April 2011)

A traditional FSI for 
Johnson & Johnson’s 
Zyrtec directed consumers 
to a brand page on 
Walmart.com.

Target’s digital programs sometimes use display advertising 
to drive traffic to promotions on its website.

rather than categories, and the use of loyalty-card 
databases to identify motivational triggers for specific 
subsets of shoppers.

Most national chains also now have websites that offer 
many of the tools a shopper needs to plan her trip — 
e-circulars, list-making features, downloadable coupons. 
Some — most notably Kroger, Walmart and Target — are 
creating online destinations to accompany their major 
merchandising events.

They also increasingly are looking to enhance these 
retailing fundamentals with additional content that can 
attract and sustain an audience. Thus, Kraft delivers 
recipes from its library for Food Lion; Purina provides 

“PetXperts” to answer questions on a co-branded website 
for Meijer; Clorox builds a “Grilling Center” for Costco.

Such collaborations fall under the realm of shopper 
marketing, the practice of using research-driven insights 
to inform marketing programs that address the needs 
of specific groups of consumers in particular store 
environments — or, as the case may be, specific digital 
shopping environments. 
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Long an online player, Target has been keenly focused on 
digital shopper marketing for several years — and with 
good reason: internal research finds that the retailer’s 
average multi-channel “guest” spends twice as much as a 
store-only shopper.

The company is extremely active as a digital advertiser, 
using home-page takeovers on Yahoo and video 
leaderboard ads on YouTube (to name a few tactics) to gain a 
strong online presence during key selling seasons, regularly 
building microsites to coincide with key promotional events, 
turning its online circular and other offers 
into a customizable “My Target Weekly” 
service, and working with Google to 
develop ad plans using search and display 
advertising to drive traffic to Target.com.

It has strongly embraced mobile 
marketing, becoming the first retailer to 
install mobile coupon scanners chain-
wide and one of only a few to embed 
a QR code scanner in its smartphone 
app as well. Target also has amassed 
one of the more sizable “Like” 
collections on Facebook.

In the first half of 2011, Target gained 
more impressions (nearly 1.5 million) 
for its online display advertising than 
any other retailer and earned more 
impressions through paid search 
(roughly 400 million) than any retailer 
but Amazon.com, according to 
comScore data.

The company had an epiphany of sorts in July 2009 
when, for the first time, Target.com’s home page featured 
a leaderboard ad touting offers on various Procter & 
Gamble products (in collaboration with the CPG) that 
could not be purchased on the website. The ad linked to 
pages providing more information about the products.

The effort drove incremental sales in stores. (Target labels 
the lift “web-influenced,” to acknowledge the possibility 
that other factors may have contributed, says Jen Alcott, 
Target’s manager of digital vendor marketing.) That led 
to similar marquee campaigns and a concerted effort to 
work with more “store only” vendors. Now, the only real 
difference between programs for online and store-only 
products “is where the guest lands,” Alcott says.

Target is even examining the possibility of using search 
and display to drive traffic directly to stores rather than to 
Target.com, she notes.

“We’re looking to create multi-channel annual plans” 
with vendor partners, Alcott says. “We want to look at 
what they’re doing in our stores … and complement 
that as much as possible” by tapping into new product 
launches and other marketing activity. “We see the power 
in aligning with vendor initiatives.”

What’s more, digital collaboration is “a great way for 
us to allow the brands to tell their story in a unique way 
that they might not be able to do elsewhere,” says Alcott, 
in reference to Target’s legendary control over its store 
environment and co-op media advertising.

Scott Salisbury, shopper marketing manager for Nestlé 
Dreyer’s Ice Cream, concurs. “We’re able to expand our 
promotional offer in stores with greater ease when it’s tied 
to a digital platform,” he says. “Whether we want to run 
a program longer than a week, or make it just a bit more 
involved, it’s an easier proposition when supported by 
[Target’s] digital platform.” In addition, “Their digital teams 
do a tremendous job of letting the brand messages and 
images play out while still conforming to the Target mold,” 
he says.

Although the retailer is still finding its way online, “The 
biggest learning we’ve had so far is that we really need to 
create one plan” rather than treating digital as a distinct 
platform. “When we can align everything that’s going on, 
sales increase,” Alcott says.

On Target

Target’s ubiquitous digital marketing plan includes a YouTube 
channel, paid search campaigns and co-developed “Spotlight” 
pages on its website.
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other vehicles (such as co-equity FSIs) to drive traffic to in-
store programs.

In that context, co-op paid search and display ads that 
drive traffic to a retailer’s website could be considered 
the 21st century version of “feature and display.” A co-op 
run-of-press ad for Kroger and Kellogg’s, say, in the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution is the equivalent of a co-op banner ad 
on ajc.com, both designed to drive traffic to Kroger.

Google has used a similar analogy, referring to its search 
results page as the “digital shelf.” “Imagine walking into a 
[store] and not finding your products on the shelf,” Kevin 
Kells, Google’s national director for CPG, said at a 2010 
conference. “It’s sort of the same thing on a search engine 
results page when you’re not there.” 

Kimberly-Clark conducts brand advertising online as 
part of its ongoing efforts to “meet the needs of Mom 
as she moves through the category,” says Meg Way 
Edgin, digital director of strategy and planning. But it also 
seeks to “focus on the digital shelf experience, and that 
absolutely requires collaboration with our retail partners.”

What’s more, studies by comScore find that search 
engines are responsible for a huge share of site traffic. 
For example, of the roughly 30 million unique visitors to 
Netflix.com in April 2011, 7.8 million arrived via Google.
com and another 6.5 million from Yahoo.

There’s a competitive factor at play, too, because pure-
play e-tailers are extremely active in this space. As just one 
example, it’s almost impossible to conduct a search for 
a baby product or visit a baby-themed website without 
encountering ads for Diapers.com (which is owned by 
Amazon.com). Consumers already are being exposed to 
somebody’s shelf.

A significant obstacle to digital collaboration is one that 
has beset shopper marketing in general: the question of 
how the programs are funded. Retail merchants are very 
content with the trade funding they receive for traditional 
marketing tactics and would prefer (and maybe even 
demand) that digital activity trigger incremental dollars. 
Brand marketers, on the other hand, would much rather 
reallocate existing trade money to fuel more effective 
programs than add to the till.

What’s needed is proof that digital marketing drives 
in-store sales. The concept has been visited in research 
(although perhaps not widely accepted) since a landmark 
2007 study conducted by comScore and Yahoo found that 
online advertising drove incremental sales — with the vast 
majority (90%) taking place in a bricks-and-mortar store.

In a study conducted more recently by Nielsen Co. on 
behalf of Walmart, four CPG ad programs staged on 
Walmart.com drove incremental in-store sales of 4% to 
28% over periods of six to 10 weeks.

One simple solution to the standoff is education. With 
assistance from Google, a leading national retailer (outside of 
the CPG marketplace) recently held a meeting for its top 50 
product vendors to outline and muster support for its digital 
initiatives. Although the primary objective was to show the 

high-level brand executives in attendance what collaborative 
opportunities were available to them, a major side benefit 
was the education it gave the retail buyers who also were 
there, according to the company’s former e-commerce leader. 

Some forward-thinking marketers have even suggested 
that paid search should become a standard overlay to 
the trade promotion calendar, with co-op ads secured for 
every major merchandising event. 

The Digital Collaboration Playbook
Kantar Media’s spring study found that 44% of online 
shoppers begin their “research” by looking at the top 
results from a search engine query. Another 33% of 
shoppers start at a retailer’s website, and 20% kick things 
off on a manufacturer’s site.

Those data points spell out some of the key vehicles 
utilized for collaborative digital shopper marketing 
between leading manufacturers and retailers. The 
following is a rundown of the major tactics.

Brand Websites
Websites operated by CPGs come in two primary flavors: 
overt, marketing-focused sites that carry a brand name in 
the URL, and softer, content-driven sites that seek to build 
brand loyalty by providing relevant consumer information. 
The latter category includes endeavors such as Johnson 
& Johnson’s popular BabyCenter.com, a resource for 
new parents on which the CPG’s affiliation is practically 
imperceptible.

While brand websites serve as an effective destination 
for national promotions such as sweepstakes or coupon 
offers, egalitarian concerns (not to mention some Federal 
Trade Commission rules) make it difficult to conduct 
account-specific activity on them. For that reason, they 
have carried little collaborative activity — although some 
content-focused sites run display ads from retailers. (In 
mid-August, for example, BabyCenter.com’s home page 
featured ads from Target and Diapers.com.)

But consumers make a clear distinction between brand 

Some content-focused brand sites (such as Johnson & Johnson’s 
BabyCenter.com) accept display ads from retail partners.
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and retailer sites. According to a summer 2010 study 
conducted by Catapult Marketing, they visit a brand’s 
site to find information about products or hunt down 
promotions, but go to a retailer’s site to look at circulars, 
compare prices, and find deals and coupons. In path-to-
purchase terms, they use brand sites for “consideration” 
and retailer sites for “shopping.” 

Promotional Websites
The common work-around for the inherent limitations 
of brand websites has been the use of temporary 
promotional sites as destinations for shopper marketing 
activity. That frees up brands to focus on one retail partner, 
while offering more freedom to shape the content without 
facing the possible restrictions of a retailer’s website.

In March, Dr Pepper/Seven Up built a temporary 
promotional website for Dollar General as part of its 
national launch campaign for Sun Drop citrus soda. The 
site served as the redemption point for an in-store offer 
dangling a free music download with purchase; shoppers 
received codes at checkout to enter on the site.

Permanent 
promotional websites 
are also being 
developed. In addition 
to its venture with 
Meijer, Purina works 
with Kroger on “Tales 
for the Pet Lover’s 
Heart,” which serves 
as the hub of an 
ongoing multi-channel 
program also involving 
sponsored TV content 
and a series of in-store 
promotions. Elsewhere, 

General Mills and Campbell Soup Co. have established 
multiple account-specific sites for their respective “Box 
Tops” and “Labels” education programs. 

Retailer websites 
Retailers are looking to establish a richer online experience 
for shoppers, and they’re seeking help from CPGs. “More 
and more, we’re being asked to incorporate digital into 
everything that we do,” says K-C’s Way Edgin.

Nearly every leading chain now uses its website to 
provide information on almost all in-store promotions, 
and in many cases to also present a fair amount of online-
only campaigns. All of Kroger’s seasonal in-store events 
are now supported by a corresponding website. (You 
Technology is the company’s service provider.) Dollar 
General works with its promotional partners on temporary 
microsites. Co-branded websites, like the Purina examples 
mentioned earlier, also have become fairly routine.

A handful of leading chains including Walgreens, Sam’s 
Club, Costco, Meijer, Kroger, and CVS/pharmacy also 

have established 
fairly active co-
op advertising 
opportunities within 
their own websites. 
Target operates one 
of the more robust 
programs through a 
special area dubbed 

“Spotlight.”
The most active 

site is Walmart.com, 
which features a 
dedicated section 
called “In Stores 
Now” (operated 
by Triad Retail Media) that offers a variety of seasonal 
and lifestyle information along with paid programs from 
dozens of brands. CPGs also work with the chain to build 
programs on other areas of the site.

These brand-specific pages typically align with in-store 
marketing activity, which is a key benefit, according to Ken 
Mantel, Walmart’s senior director of in-store presentation. 

“All channels lead to the store at Walmart,” he notes.
Such collaborative activity delivers value not only by 

extending the reach of a shopper marketing program, but 
also by expanding the amount and type of information 
that can be presented. “Obviously, the on-shelf experience 
can be difficult for a retailer to alter,” says Way Edgin at 
K-C, which has been among the most active CPGs in the 
practice. “This gives us an opportunity to build something 
much more enriched.”

They also make it easy to align brand-building efforts 
with potential transactions. “There’s almost always an 
offer of some sort, something that will drive shoppers to 
the store,” says Way Edgin. “That’s often what makes the 
program work for the retailer, because it helps them build 
the overall basket.”

Social Networks 
A growing number of online social networks offer 
marketing opportunities for brands and retailers, including 
MySpace, Ning, Tagged and the recently launched Google+ 
(see “Google’s Collaborative Marketing Toolbox,” page 8.)

Facebook currently dominates the category among 
consumers and marketers alike. The network had 154 
million active U.S. users in May 2011, 70% of whom log on 
daily. And it commands 90% of all time spent on social 
networking sites, according to comScore.

Dr Pepper/Seven Up’s national launch 
campaign for Sun Drop included an 
exclusive promotional site for Dollar 
General.

Kimberly-Clark now 
regularly works with 
key retailers such 
as Walmart to add 
digital components 
to their collaborative 
programs.
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are sometimes employed, few retailers are working with 
brands to spread the word digitally.

Internal research at Google has found that 89% of the 
clicks from paid search ads represent incremental visits to 
the advertiser’s site. And in the case of collaborative sites, 
there’s little chance that a search will generate a direct link 
unless the terms contain the campaign’s name or other 
specific details — and even when it does, the promotional 
site will likely be pre-empted by results from a dozen 
coupon blogs (especially if there’s a price offer involved).

Target regularly incorporates paid search (as well as 
display advertising) into the co-operative programs it runs 
on Target.com. At this stage, the practice “is something 
that I think sets us apart” from other retailers, suggests Jen 
Alcott, Target’s manager of digital vendor marketing.

Although Target.com is a “Top 50” website in terms of 
unique monthly visitors, the company understands that, “If 
we don’t advertise elsewhere, traffic will be lower. And we 
want to make sure that our programs perform at the best 
level that they can,” she says.

A program run by Target with Nestlé Dreyer’s Ice 
Cream to help introduce new Skinny Cow candies in 
August included a Google search-term package both 
specific (“Skinny Cow”) and broad (“ice cream where to 
buy”). The ads linked to a brand page in Target’s Spotlight 
section that let visitors download a $1.50 coupon, view 
information about the brand’s new packaging, and share 
news about the candies via Facebook.

Beyond specific promotions, paid search also offers 
an ongoing opportunity for brands to partner with key 
retailers to steer searches in their direction. As part of the 
Huggies Slip-On launch last July, K-C created an exclusive 
website for Target featuring an interactive game, a 
coupon offer and a link to Target.com to buy the product. 
Meanwhile, search results for the brand name included 
a Target ad that sent searchers directly to the retailer’s 
e-commerce site. (At K-C, collaborative search ads are 
used by customer teams as well as by the brand groups, 
Way Edgin notes.)

Those search results also contained paid ads for 
Amazon.com and Diapers.com, which again points to the 
competitive issue: Traditional retailers who don’t use paid 

That level of reach makes Facebook an obvious 
vehicle for marketers, who are working to amass large 
communities of consumers that can be engaged in 
ongoing dialogs after they “Like” the brand or retailer, and 
then spread the word virally to their own contact circles. 
And the initial resistance to marketing’s encroachment 
appears to be waning: 56% of users polled by Kantar 
Media last spring said they visit retailer pages to keep track 
of sales and promotions, and 20% said that visits to brand 
or retailer pages influence their purchase decisions.

Thus, in 2011, Facebook has become the “go-to” 
destination for consumer promotions, including a fair 
amount of collaborative programs. In August, for example, 
Walmart launched a “Meal Solutions” applet on Facebook 
that presents daily recipes in conjunction with magazine 
publisher Meredith Corp. The ingredient lists identify 
specific brands from Kraft, General Mills and ConAgra 
Foods. “Facebook is a major play for us,” says Warren, 
noting that Walmart is more interested in collaboration 

“that offers a utility [for consumers], not just something to 
drive ‘top of the funnel’ awareness.”

Last fall, Family Dollar joined with K-C’s U by Kotex to 
conduct a “Girls Movie Night Out” sweepstakes awarding 
sets of movie vouchers. Entry ran on Family Dollar’s 
Facebook page, where “fans” also could download a $2 
product coupon.

Among other 
social networking 
vehicles, Twitter’s 
140-character 
maximum on 
message length 
makes it a decidedly 
different type of 
communication 
tool. But that forced 
brevity makes it ideal 
for brand-specific 
promotional offers 
that can drive traffic 
nationally or even to a specific store. Among Texas grocer 
H-E-B’s numerous “Tweets” on Aug. 11 was one dangling 
$3 off Huggies Little Movers Slip-On diapers. The chain’s 
followers were directed to its website to obtain a coupon. 

Although it’s not quite a social network, collective 
buying service Groupon is also making in-roads into 
the CPG marketplace and collaborative marketing. In 
August, Supervalu’s Jewel-Osco chain joined with Unilever 
to offer $15 worth of ice cream products for $9. 

Search 
What is missing from many of these collaborations, 
however, are coordinated efforts to drive traffic to 
the promotions, which therefore must rely largely on 
pre-existing audiences. While in-store signage, circular 
features and other traditional communication vehicles 

Activity on Facebook, like this newly 
launched Meal Solutions applet, is “a 
major play” for Walmart.

Paid search campaigns can be used to drive traffic to a brand site,  
a retailer’s site, or both. 



Paid Search: With more than one billion worldwide 
visitors in May, Google.com has an audience that is simply 
unavailable through any other medium, new or old. 
Google’s name has become so entrenched in the digital 
culture that it officially has become a verb: “to search the 
Internet for information,” according to Dictionary.com.

Google.com’s AdWords program offers paid advertising 
at the top and right side of each search results page. 
Advertisers pay only for clicks and can set spending caps 
for their programs.

The ads are sold via auction through a process that 
Google designed to consider the user’s need for relevant 
results as much as it does the advertiser’s desire to be 
associated with specific search terms. Therefore, to 
determine the winner, the process evaluates not only the 
bid amounts but also each ad’s “quality” as determined by 
historic click-through rates, tangible relevance and landing 
page quality (to ensure that users can easily find the 
information they’re seeking). 

relevance (in which an ad appears alongside relevant content 
on a page). A new concept is retargeting, in which placement 
is triggered by the user’s prior online behavior, with relevant 
ads “following” her as she navigates the Internet.

YouTube: The world’s leading destination for video 
content boasts 18 million unique daily visitors and two 
billion video views each day.

In addition to the free user channels that retailers 
and brands can create, YouTube also offers a variety of 
advertising opportunities. Brand channels give advertisers 
a permanent home for their content, along with many 
enhancements. Other options include rich-media ads that 
run alongside, before or even during popular videos. 

Google+: Google’s push into the social network arena, 
the new service (currently in active beta testing) will take the 
concept into new directions by letting consumers with Gmail 
accounts share content with specific “Circles” of contacts and 
instantly upload photos/videos, among other features. 

The network’s “+1” feature functions much likes 
Facebook’s “Likes,” with users flagging content they 
want or are willing to share with their contacts; the flags 
will show up in search results and be built into Google’s 
ranking system.

Early reviews for Google+ have been extremely 
positive, with analysts pointing to the network’s potential 

interoperability with Google’s numerous other 
communication platforms as key to its potential 
relevance. 

Google Offers: A Groupon-style service of 
location-based daily deals that also is in active beta 
testing. The coupons are housed together on the 
program’s website and can be printed or downloaded 
to a phone for redemption in stores outfitted with 
near field communication (NFC) capability. 

Google Places: The location-based mobile 
app lets smartphone owners search for local 
establishments to find basic operating information, 
directions, and ratings and reviews for on-the-go 
decision making. 

Google Circulars: The company is developing a 
platform that will provide users with a personalized digital 
circular experience for their desktops, mobile phones or 
tablets. The circulars themselves — prices, product images 
and branding messages — come from the retailers, with 
Google providing a fast, user-friendly, interactive interface 
that can be shared across devices and customized to 
deliver more-relevant promotional information — based 
in part on the user’s search history.

Google Wallet: Testing since May in five cities, the 
mobile app literally turn smartphones into wallets (or 
purses), using NFC technology to let users make purchases, 
manage and redeem coupons, and earn and redeem 
loyalty points through their phones. Walgreens is among 
the charter merchants.

Google’s Collaborative Marketing Toolbox
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From top: a Google Display Network 
banner ad, one of the new Google 
Offers, and paid search ads during 
back-to-school season.

Among Google.com’s specialized search pages is Google 
Shopping, which lets searchers cut to the chase and quickly 
access product-specific price comparisons, ratings and 
reviews, and local-store availability. According to Kantar 
Media’s “Online Shopper Intelligence Study,” 58% of 
consumers use Google Shopping to read product reviews, 
57% to compare prices and 51% to find a local retailer that has 
the product, making it an ideal location for paid search ads.

Display Advertising: Although Google.com does not 
carry display ads, the Google Display Network comprises 
hundreds of thousands of websites that do, and which 
collectively reach 76% of all Internet users in the U.S.

However, the network’s key benefit isn’t really reach but 
targetability. Advertisers can select placement based on 
the demographics of a site’s audience, or by contextual 
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search are basically ceding the “digital shelf” to e-tailers, 
who employ the tactic extensively.

Walmart, too, runs some paid-search advertising with 
brands, especially during key seasonal periods, Warren says. 
(“And we try not to outbid our vendors,” Warren offers.) 
The terms tend to be brand- or product-specific, because 
the retailer believes its ubiquity already has it in most 
consideration sets. “People are already thinking about 
shopping Walmart for the holidays,” Warren suggests.

Of course, there’s only one Walmart. “If the shopper 
knows what she wants but hasn’t decided where to 
get it yet, that’s where search is huge” says Roe, whose 
background includes marketing positions at both 
Pepperidge Farm and Supervalu. “That’s where the retailer 
and manufacturer can really work together.”

Another benefit of search marketing is that it lets brand 
marketers reach consumers at two potential stages of 
the path to purchase: pre-shopping research mode and 
buying mode. Marketers should remember that, “if they’re 
searching for a product, they’re probably getting close to a 
purchase,” suggests Krueger.  

Display Advertising
Display advertising — predetermined sections of content 
placed on a web page — is used extensively by CPGs 
for brand initiatives and national promotions. Leading 
companies take advantage of both the Internet’s scale 
and its targeting capabilities to advertise on sites with 
audiences large and small.

It also is employed to a lesser extent by food-drug-mass 
retailers. But aside from Target, Walmart and several other 
chains, most packaged goods retailers typically stick to 
traditional venues such as the websites of regional TV 
stations and newspapers. The use of display advertising as 
a collaborative tactic has likewise been limited.

Many retailer sites now carry paid advertising from 
national brands, although they often are sold by a 
third-party website operator (such as MyWebGrocer 
or ShopLocal) rather than planned directly between 
manufacturer and retailer. The ads do offer exposure at a 
critical phase of the shopping process, however, and in the 

best cases are aligned with concurrent account-specific 
programs.

A number of retailers have adopted the similar 
convention of advertising key merchandising events on 
rotating leaderboard ads on their website home pages. 
Although used primarily for their own efforts or larger, 
multi-brand promotions, they sometimes are allocated for 
vendor-specific activity.

While the effectiveness of display advertising in general 
has been criticized for nearly as long as the tactic has been 
available — call it the FSI of the digital world — many 
marketers report solid results from their efforts. And 
recent studies have found that effectiveness goes beyond 
the number of click-throughs to encompass exposure.

An early 2011 study conducted by DataLogix on behalf 
of supermarket operator Ahold USA found that exposure 
to display advertising could directly drive in-store sales 

— even if the viewers (who were all loyalty cardholders) 
didn’t click through to the retailer’s website. “We love 
online engagement. We think it builds brand,” noted 
Julie Beck, Ahold USA’s digital strategy manager, at a 
conference last spring. “But we really want sales.”

In August, Target joined with PepsiCo’s Quaker Chewy 
for a program encompassing a Spotlight page, paid search 
ads and display ads on consumer websites. (The media 
schedule included Rotoworld.com, a site for fantasy sports 
players owned by NBCUniversal.) All components touted a 
coupon for $1 off two boxes.

“Display ads started out like print ads. You identified a 
website that seemed to have the audience you wanted, 
and you bought space there,” says Krueger. “But just think 
about where it’s gone. The media audience has gone from 

“everybody who gets a newspaper’ to ‘Pete, who’s been 
researching printers.’ It can be so much more targeted and 
efficient now.”

Email 
Nearly all leading retailers now have at least one weekly 
(or more frequent) email to alert shoppers about various 

Dollar General and other retailers use leaderboard ads to give  
home-page prominence to manufacturer-sponsored promotions.

Collaborative emails are 
employed to drive traffic 
online or directly to stores.

9
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promotions. Some also deliver periodic emails to 
members of special loyalty clubs or consumers who’ve 
requested specific information, such as meal ideas. A few 
more-advanced companies, such as Kroger, mine the sales 
data of loyalty cardholders to deliver personalized offers. 
Many brands also send periodic emails to consumers 
who’ve opted in to receive them.

It’s common for Kimberly-Clark to tap into both its own 
CRM database and those of retail partners to identify 
targeted lists of recipients, Way Edgin says. Last May, Sam’s 
Club sent an email to members announcing the return of 
limited edition Huggies Little Movers Jeans Diapers. The 
email linked to a branded area on the retailer’s website.

In June, Procter & Gamble’s Tide sent an email to 

members of its database that included an ad for a 
promotion at Walgreens. The ad linked to the retailer’s 
online circular, which contained a more traditional feature 
for the offer.

Mobile 
Seventy-eight million U.S. consumers owned a 
smartphone by summer 2011. According to comScore, 
40% of them have used their devices to compare prices, 
34% to research product details and 22% to make a 
purchase. About 10% of all Google searches, or roughly 1.5 
billion per month, are now conducted on mobile devices.

The general immediacy of most phone-based activity 
indicates that mobile consumers are farther down the 

A Few Words About Content
Coupons
Coupons currently represent the most common form of digital 
collaboration between retailers and manufacturers (although 
many practitioners would cringe at the thought of calling the 
tactic “shopper marketing”).

Most retailers either are already running or working on 
systems that let loyalty cardholders download offers directly 
onto cards for automatic redemption at checkout. Some are 
experimenting with other paperless technology, with Target 
yet again leading the charge by installing scanners at checkout 
that can read barcodes on mobile-phone screens.

The recession that hit the U.S. in 2008 sparked a resurgence 
in coupon usage, and digital technologies were at the ready to help satisfy the demand. Having endured a steadily 
eroding performance from FSIs and other forms of printed coupons for years, manufacturers were only too happy 
to adopt new technologies that significantly reduce costs while also delivering higher redemption rates.

The ubiquity of the tactic is evident simply by looking back through the collaborative examples cited in this 
paper, most of which included a coupon offer.

Online Video
According to comScore, 81.9% of U.S. Internet users watch 
videos. 

“Video is where it’s at,” Triad Retail Media ceo Greg Murtagh 
told marketers at a conference last spring. The duration of 
consumer engagement with branded content increases three 
to five times when the message is delivered through video 
instead of text, according to the company’s research.

In much the same way that Facebook dominates the social 
networking market, Google property YouTube stands head 
and shoulders above the rest of the online video world, with 
143 million unique viewers each month.

Many retailers and national brands maintain channels on the site, using them to showcase TV spots, event 
footage, public service announcements and other brand-building content. Both Target and Walmart have 
maintained YouTube channels since 2006, the year Google acquired the wildly popular site. 

Last spring, P&G’s Venus ProSkin and Secret Clinical Strength ran a joint program on YouTube that placed ads 
within and alongside relevant beauty content (such as “Victoria’s Secret Makeup Haul & Review” videos). The ads 
contained “Shop Now” buttons linking to the products on Walmart.com.
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purchase funnel than they might be elsewhere. Indeed, 
88% of mobile searchers are looking “for something they 
will act on that same day,” Lecinski says.

“We see people conducting mobile searches for 
information about our products,” says Way Edgin. “That 
suggests to us that it’s a shopping opportunity.”

However, with many retailers still refining their online 
strategies, few have turned their full attention toward 
mobile. Those who are testing the waters have focused on 
delivering basic shopping services and coupons.

That’s understandable, since there are no standards 
guiding the vast number of new technologies and 
suppliers entering the marketplace, which has led to a 
great deal of confusion about effective tactics. “It’s vital 
that there’s clarity around these channels and what they 
can do,” says Mantel. “Until there is, it’s all experimental.”

Before marketers even 
had a chance to react 
to the mobile explosion, 
numerous suppliers 
jumped into the space. 
Therefore, much of 
the current shopper-
focused activity is 
running through third-
party applications such 
as price-comparison 
services like PriceCheck 
(from Amazon.com) and 
ShopSavvy and location-
based rewards programs 
such as Shopkick and 
Foursquare.

Last fall, Safeway 
joined with PepsiCo to 
conduct a three-month 

program in which the retailer’s loyalty cardholders could 
earn coupons for Pepsi products while conducting their 
routine “check-ins” through Foursquare. In June, K-C 
activated its tie-in to Walt Disney/Pixar’s Cars 2 by sending 
users of check-in rewards app CheckPoints around 
Walmart stores to earn points by scanning UPCs.

Roe calls mobile technology “the equalizer for the 
consumer,” because it provides all the resources a shopper 
needs to make more informed purchases. But it’s also “an 
opportunity for the retailer” to respond with location-
based offers and other information — in-stock availability 
is key, she advises — to win the moment.

“She’s not simply, and not always, and not only doing 
price comparisons,” Lecinski said last spring. “She’s often 
looking to find the right brand, the right SKU, the right 
product to meet her needs,” he added, advising marketers 
to deliver product ingredients and uses, along with user 
ratings and reviews, to keep the purchase from being a 
price-only decision.

Over the past two years, some retailers have launched 

proprietary smartphone apps that seek to assist shoppers 
across the path to purchase, from trip planning to in-store 
navigation. Target’s app lets shoppers scan barcodes to 
find product information and in-stock availability; ShopRite 
lets them create lists at home that can then be turned into 
an aisle-by-aisle itinerary of the store they shop.

Text messages are the mobile 
equivalent of emails — which 
can still be delivered through 
mobile devices, of course, but 
don’t offer the same immediacy. 
A number of retailers, including 
Target and Walgreens, run 
programs that periodically deliver 
product-specific offers (and other 
information).

In-Store
In July, comScore found that 38% of smartphone owners 
had abandoned a purchase after looking up information 
online while in a store; 15% said they bought the product 
online from a different retailer while still in the store.

Not even the savviest retailer is completely in control 
of its shoppers anymore. But the future of in-store digital 
messaging probably rests largely — and literally — in 
the hands of shoppers. The once daunting obstacle of 
technology deployment may now be pre-empted by 
the ability to conduct similar communications through 
smartphones.

Meijer has been testing an app designed to pinpoint 
the exact (within a few feet) location of products within 
the store; the ultimate goal is to include targeted product 
offers based on the user’s location or destination. Ahold’s 
Stop & Shop is testing an app that lets loyalty cardholders 
scan barcodes while they shop — and also receive relevant 
offers based both on their purchase history and the items 
they scan. (The app operates in the same manner as the 
Scan It hand-held devices Ahold already offers in about 
250 stores.)

Such solutions-based, loyalty-building initiatives are the 
direction retailers and their CPG partners should take in 

Target is ahead of the curve on 
mobile-friendly digital services.

So far, QR codes are 
the most common  
in-store tactic.

A text message from 
Walgreens.
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Google’s innovative search technologies connect millions of people around the world with information 
every day. Founded in 1998 by Stanford Ph.D. students Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Google today is a top 
web property in all major global markets. Google’s targeted advertising program provides businesses of all 

sizes with measurable results, while enhancing the overall web experience for users. Google is headquartered in Silicon Valley with 
offices throughout the Americas, Europe and Asia. For more information, visit www.google.com.

The Path to Purchase Institute is a global association serving the needs of retailers, brands and the entire 
ecosystem of solution providers along the path to purchase. Through a variety of platforms, the Institute 
engages, informs and empowers its members and the industry at large while fostering best practices 

and a deeper understanding of all marketing efforts and touch-points that influence and culminate in purchase decisions at retail.

order to fully leverage the power of in-store collaborative 
marketing.

But these kinds of programs are at least a few years 
away from being fully realized. (The Meijer and Stop & 
Shop apps are both testing in only a few stores.) So, for 
the moment, most digital programs running in-store 
are experiments relying more on the uniqueness of the 
technology than the strength of the program.

Most have centered on QR (“quick response”) codes 
that link smartphone users to sweepstakes or coupons. 
Kimberly-Clark, which has used the tactic in other 
promotions for Walmart (including codes that sent 
shoppers online to request product samples), in August 
launched an exclusive cause-minded campaign for a 
camouflage-print version of Huggies Little Movers diapers 
that placed QR codes on product displays. 

Conclusion
Consumers increasingly are traveling the path to purchase 
digitally, learning about products, deciding what to buy, 
selecting where to shop and even buying online, either 
at home on their computers or anywhere else using their 
smartphones.

And they have plenty of brand-agnostic resources at 
their disposal, from consumer-run websites and blogs 
to mobile shopping apps that can easily eliminate the 
concept of brand or store preference from the equation. 
(ShopSavvy has eight million active users who now can set 
up payment accounts that let them scan a barcode, find 
the lowest price for a product, and buy it with a simple 
swipe of their smartphone screen.)

The benefits of digital marketing are many: speed, 
targetability, relevance, flexibility, immediacy, to name a few. 
These benefits can add new dimensions to the traditional 
retailer-CPG collaboration model, provided the industry is 

prepared to occasionally put aside its year-ahead planning 
models to address the immediacy of the digital world.

And the need for digital collaboration will steadily 
increase as online buying continues to grow and 
retailers — not to mention CPGs themselves — explore 
e-commerce opportunities more intensely.

When Procter & Gamble launched a new line of Crest + 
Oral-B Complete products in July 2011, the “Where to Buy” 
section of the product’s website listed eight options: the 
websites of four key retailers (Walmart, Target, Walgreens 
and CVS), the sites of three pure e-retailers (Amazon.com, 
Drugstore.com and Soap.com) and the manufacturer’s own 
eStore.com direct-sales venture. In a possible sign of retail’s 
future, there was no “Find a Store” box on the page — no 
effort made to direct consumers to a physical location.

The essence of shopper marketing, of course, lies in 
putting the consumer’s needs first. And whether the retail 
marketing community is prepared for the change or not, 
consumers are ready to “Shop Now.”

Crest + Oral-B Complete only offered online “Where to Buy” options 
when it launched last summer.


