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Figure 1 Annual UK sales of Walkers crisps
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In 2010 Walkers crisps had UK sales of over £500 
million, the best yet in a growth story that had gone 
on for more than 20 years. It was the market leader by 

a long way — the closest to its 22% market share was 
Pringles, with less than 7%. The 20-year growth story 
for Walkers was presided over by PepsiCo, which had 
acquired the brand in 1989. With market leadership, 
Gary Lineker and PepsiCo’s billions, what could go 
wrong?

The Walkers wobble
Figure 1 shows what happened next. Sales peaked in 
2010 but market share was already slipping. By 2015 
market share had fallen to 16.3%. The news wasn’t all 
bad for PepsiCo, because its other brands (e.g. Doritos 

Crushed crisps 
and the rise 
of popcorn
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and Wotsits) were doing quite well. But when you 
have a brand as powerful as Walkers, you don’t expect 
market share collapse. 
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So, what’s been going on? The market itself hasn’t 
been a problem. Total sales rose from £1.9 billion in 
2007 to £2.8 billion in 2015, comfortably ahead of 
inflation. But within the market there have been three 
trends: 
• towards posher crisps such as Tyrrells, which has 

grown from £11.4 million of sales in 2009 to £41.1 
million in 2015

• towards products that are perceived as healthier than 
standard crisps, such as Sunbites and (absurdly) 
Pringles

• towards popcorn, making long-standing Butterkist 
the main beneficiary, but also providing big 
opportunities for new brands such as Metcalfe’s 
Skinny (founded in 2009 by Julian Metcalfe, who 
started — and made a fortune from — Pret A Manger). 
Figures are hard to come by for the popcorn sector, 
but it seems that sales jumped from £63 million in 
2013 to £85 million in 2014 and then to £110 milion 
in 2015 — that’s rapid

Nothing new
Where does all this leave PepsiCo and Walkers? So far 
it’s resisted the temptation to ditch Gary Lineker and 
find a new style of advertising campaign. One of the 
secrets behind the popcorn boom has been a variety of 
interesting new flavours, from wasabi to sweet and salt. 

Practice exam questions
1 Explain how PepsiCo might gain from setting 

marketing objectives for Walkers crisps for 2016.
 (5 marks: knowledge 2, application 2, analysis 1)

2 Analyse which elements of the marketing mix 
were the most important for Metcalfe’s in its 
successful launch of its popcorn brand. (9 marks)

3 Do you agree that it’s time that PepsiCo made a 
decision about future targeting and positioning 
for Walkers crisps? Justify your answer. 
 (16 marks)

Sample answers
Get the mark schemes at www.edexcel.com
1 The market share and sales data show a further lurch 

downwards in 2015 within a declining trend; with 
sales down £50 million a year from their 2010 peak, 
greater focus is needed.

Walkers seems to have gone quiet on the new product 
development front. 

And why is there no Walkers popcorn? Tyrrells have 
done well with their take on posh popcorn. Popcorn 
is in many ways the ultimate value-added product. Its 
main ingredient (corn) is very cheap — mainly grown to 
feed cattle. But it seems to command a premium price. 
In Tesco at the moment a 150 g bag of Kettle Chips is 
discounted to £1; so too is a ‘sharing bag’ of Metcalfe’s 
popcorn, discounted from £1.49 to £1. But the popcorn 
only weighs 80 g. In effect, consumers are willing to pay 
around twice as much per gram for popcorn. PepsiCo 
must be looking at the profit margins and going green 
with envy. Exactly the same phenomenon is happening 
in the USA: watch out for a PepsiCo takeover bid of a 
brand such as Metcalfe’s.

When looking at strong, successful brands such as 
Walkers in 2009/10, it is easy to assume that they’re 
unstoppable. In fact it proves surprisingly hard to stay 
on top. The UK market for yoghurt was once dominated 
by Ski, but Müller, then Danone, pushed it aside. Could 
the same happen to Walkers?

Next page
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  The obvious marketing objective is to do with 
market share, perhaps aiming for stabilisation 
at 16.3%. This should focus the minds of those 
managing the brand. Yes it’s important to work on 
longer-term plans for business development, but in 
the short term (2016) they need to find an answer 
that halts this slide. Otherwise they’ll run the risk of 
losing distribution across the whole product/flavour 
range.

2 The marketing mix has seven elements (see Business 
Review, Vol. 21, No. 2, pp. 11–13) but not all apply in 
every case. For a physical product such as Metcalfe’s 
popcorn, the key four would tend to be product, 
price, promotion and place (people, for example 
is unlikely to matter much from a marketing point 
of view, because customers don’t really come into 
contact with the people working for Metcalfe’s).

  According to the text, innovative product flavours 
are important — modern and more adult ones 
such as wasabi — and the product itself is clearly 
differentiated from traditional potato crisps.

  Price is an interesting one, because although the 
pricing point is remarkably high for a snack product 
weighing 80 g, Metcalfe’s clearly supports Tesco’s 
promotional price of £1 for the bag. It sounds as if 
clever pricing is important to the brand’s success.

  Being stocked in Tesco, the UK’s biggest grocer, is 
a triumph of Metcalfe’s approach to place.

  As for promotion, the article gives no insight, so 
one can only place it to one side; perhaps the pack 
design and placement has been enough to generate 
interest.

  It seems, then, that the most important elements 
of the mix were product, price and place.

3 The question implies either that PepsiCo has failed to 
develop a targeting and positioning strategy, or that 
it needs to find a new position for the brand within 
the marketplace.

  The first possibility can be rejected: PepsiCo is 
expert in branding, and therefore would have a clear 
positioning strategy for the brand. Its problem is 
that the strategy was working well until 2010, but 

has floundered since. Such is the flux in the market 
sector that it’s been possible to lose 29% of its 
market share in just 5 years (the 29% is arrived at 
by calculating the percentage fall from 22.9% to 
16.3%).

  So it’s reasonable to say that yes, Walkers 
needs some serious thought about targeting and 
positioning. Up until now the strategy seems to have 
been to place the brand at the centre of the UK 
snacks market, appealing to everyone — from 4–84 
perhaps. Ironically, PepsiCo has done a Coca-Cola 
with Walkers, making it the brand for families, i.e. 
everyone.

  The problem is that if you move away from a 
‘Walkers for all’ strategy, you stand to lose market 
share, at least in the short term. In the cola market, 
PepsiCo positions Pepsi Max as the brand for the 
15–25 year old — and has done very well with that 
targeting and positioning. Could Walkers attempt 
the same? Perhaps keeping the main brand at the 
heart of the market, but developing an equivalent 
‘Walkers Max’ that targets young adults?

  The alternative to a Walkers Max strategy would 
be to position the whole brand away from the 
mainstream — perhaps cutting away the lunchbox 
and/or the over-60s sales. That seems unnecessarily 
risky.

  On balance, it’s right that PepsiCo should rethink 
its positioning of Walkers. But £450 million of sales 
can’t be treated lightly, so it seems best to think 
of how to segment the market with new products 
targeted with care. A starting point would be a 
new type of Walkers crisp that can be targeted 
at younger consumers who are probably being 
attracted away by innovative popcorn flavours. Yes, 
PepsiCo, it’s time to make a decision about future 
positioning for Walkers.
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