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Malteaster Bunny 

shortage
In the same January week as Cadbury admitted that 

the cocoa content of Creme Eggs had been reduced 
from 20% to 14%, an even more serious threat to 

Easter emerged: a bunny shortage.
The Mars Malteaster Bunny was launched in 2009 in 

an attempt to take a share of Cadbury’s dominance of 
Easter egg sales. More than £50 million worth of Creme 
Eggs were being sold each year, even though they were 
only available between Christmas and Easter. By 2013 
the Malteaster Bunny had become a regular seasonal 
product, but its production was causing Mars some 
difficulty. It’s hard to run a production line profitably 
if you are only selling the product to the trade for 
4 months of the year. So Mars decided to outsource the 
production.

Lost bunnies
Fast forward to January 2015 and Mars had to admit to 
the trade that there was a bunny shortage. The outsourced 
supplier ‘suffered a slowdown in production over the 
Christmas period’ — which sounds both inevitable 
and like poor planning. A wholesaler suggested to The 
Grocer magazine that: ‘We did a lot of advanced work 
for Easter… . This may mean we have set ourselves up 
to disappoint the most important customers we work 
with.’ He went on to suggest that strong advertising had 
increased demand for the bunnies, which would have 
worsened the supply problems.

For Mars, this would 
appear to be another self-
inflicted wound. In 2014 
sales of Mars and Snickers bars fell sharply after the 
bar sizes were reduced (Figure 1). Now the company 
had insufficient stock to guarantee strong distribution 
for Malteaster Bunnies before the Easter period.

Mars announced that stocks would be back to 
normal by the end of February, but the whole saga is a 
reminder of the downsides of outsourcing. Does that 
supplier really care about your business as much as you 
do?

Source: The Grocer (20 December 2014)

Figure 1 Annual sales of Mars chocolate 
confectionery

Ian Marcousé uses Mars’ recent production woes 
to highlight the issues around outsourcing
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Did you like 
this article?

Tell us what 
you think

company such as Mars should take pride in its expertise 
in producing as well as marketing products such as 
these. Consumers want to believe they are nibbling 
proper Mars Galaxy chocolate off those bunny ears.

2 Marking guidelines: knowledge: 3, application: 3, 
analysis: 4, evaluation: 6

A workforce plan starts with an audit of current staff 
numbers and skills, and looks ahead to the numbers 
and skills needed at some point in the future, perhaps 
2 years’ time. The plan sets out how to get from here to 
there

So if the plan is to bring production back in, say 
6 months’ time, the human resources (HR) team 
will have to move fast. In this case the starting point 
is probably to find out what skills are needed at the 
moment by the outsourced staff, plus the appropriate 
levels of supervision, management and machine 
maintenance. The audit will look at existing staff to 
see whose skills fit best. If some workers have previous 
experience with Malteaster production, they may be 
the first on the teamsheet

Among the issues that then arise are to what 
extent do you take staff off existing production lines 
(redeployment)? Or do you rely mainly on recruiting 
new staff? The latter will be less disruptive to other 
production, but the former will probably make it easier 
to get the new Malteaster production lines working 
efficiently. The fact that the factory is in west London 
may be important here. If the local labour market is 
tight, it may be hard to find good new staff.

Overall, a well-planned move to bring the 
production back should be relatively easy to manage. 
Existing staff are bound to be pleased to see more work 
coming back, as it provides job security. Therefore there 
should be willing cooperation by the different parts of 
the workforce team. Insourcing should have far fewer 
problems associated with it than outsourcing.

Practice exam questions 
(30 marks, 35 minutes)

1 To what extent do you think Mars was  
right to outsource the production of its  
Malteaster Bunnies? (14 marks)
2 Evaluate the issues that might be involved  
in implementing a workforce plan to bring 
production of Malteaster Bunnies back to  
the main Mars factory in west London. (16 marks)

Sample A* answers
1 Marking guidelines: knowledge: 2, application: 3, 
analysis: 4, evaluation: 5

Outsourcing means finding an outside supplier to 
provide components, products or a service that you 
believe can be done more cost-effectively by others 
than by your own staff.

In favour of outsourcing is that, as here, a product 
with highly seasonal sales may require high output 
levels for part of the year and little or nothing for the 
rest of the year, making the average level of capacity 
utilisation very low — perhaps 40%. If an outside 
company is willing to take on the task, Mars can use 
its own plant for producing year-round products such 
as Snickers.

Yet Mars is a 100-year-old company that has built 
up huge expertise in production of confectionery, 
especially chocolate products (whereas it outsources 
production of Mars ice cream, which seems sensible). 
Surely that expertise is something that Mars would 
want to keep a tight hold of — it is part of the company’s 
intellectual property (IP).

Furthermore, outsourcing of production (as 
compared with outsourcing security or catering) 
means handing over a critical success factor. The 
Malteaster Bunny Christmas slowdown could damage 
the company’s long-standing attempt to make a dent in 
the filled-egg market dominated by Cadbury

So was Mars right? Clearly not given the evidence 
provided, and hence with the benefit of hindsight. But I 
would have said no at the outset because I believe that a 
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