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Packaging Made Perfect: Breakthroughs with Left and Right Brain Brainstorming

After spending 100 years in the same yellow box, Argo Corn Starch received a major makeover thanks to innovative qualitative techniques using left-brain and right-brain brainstorming that led to packaging breakthroughs.
An unchallenged brand leader in its category for over a century, Argo found itself facing stiff competition in 2007 resulting in a 7.5% decline in shipments and 3.2 point share loss.  Speaking at the recent Symposium on Excellence in Qualitative Research, sponsored by the Qualitative Research Consultants Association, an AMA content partner, Babs Zepaltas, Senior Manager of Consumer Insights and Marketing Research for ACH Food Companies, explained how a packaging redesign resulting from qualitative research methods, helped turn Argo’s brand around.
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She explained that a four-step process was implemented including discovery focus groups, client design focus groups, a simulated shelf-set test and pre-BASES testing. 

Alison Murphy, co-founder of Murphy Marketing Research/TRENDTOWN, added that “We needed to find a way to engage everyday consumers to unlock their thinking, tap into their creativity and explore their deepest feelings toward corn starch.  We knew we had to do something different.”

The first phase of the plan included enlisting the aid of discovery focus groups by engaging them through homework assignments and using left-brain/right-brain exercises before and during group activities.  “We wanted to stretch and maximize the creative thinking ability of traditional focus group participants,” Murphy said.

Discovery focus group participants were asked to prepare a gravy or sauce dish and bring the recipe with the finished product to the focus group along with a completed diary.  Left-brain techniques included requiring participants to shop the category and record their impressions in diaries.  Additionally, best/worse exercises and a prototype sort exercise were administered during the process.  Right-brain tactics included preparing their favorite recipes with the product, trinkets and personification.
The process generated genuine excitement among participants for the product and inspired new recipes and uses for Argo corn starch.

Zepaltas noted that the participants “proved corn starch can take cake and cookie making to a whole new level!”  For example, through the research, they learned that corn starch serves as an excellent coating for fried chicken and can enhance sauces for stir-fry dishes.
The second key element of the plan involved bringing the board room into the focus room.  Four “in-house” focus groups were brought to an off-site conference room where a live feed was set up to other ACH Food offices via video conferencing.  Focus group participants could see who was watching them on a split screen monitor.

The result of the four-phase plan was a new optimized label and packaging for the product which helped drive significantly higher purchase interest.  In the first 13 weeks of sales, Argo’s volume sales trend increased drastically, Zepaltas reported.  Other quantitative ROI measures included:
· Overall declining Argo sales reversed and sales increased
· Argo was awarded new distribution in two important alternative channels: Kmart and Dollar General
· Argo regained distribution in Marsh Grocery Stores
· Overall increase in Argo brand presence through the addition of a new line of Argo baking powder, which quickly gained distribution in major grocery chains
· A new Argo Cookbook sold over 150,000 copies
Thanks to research techniques that combined stretching the ability and imagination of “average” participants for deeper, actionable insight with boardroom technology that brought together consumers, designers and product managers, Argo regained its leadership position in the marketplace.
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