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1. Ecommerce was growing steadily as an important 
sales channel across all consumer product categories, but at 
a pace that allowed many retailers and CPG organizations 
to continue justifying a half-hearted response in terms of 
resource development and funding.

2. Efforts among retailers to develop digital advertising 
assets that could attract media dollars from CPGs were 
already affecting business planning and negotiations, but 
it largely was an issue for the shopper marketing team to 
resolve rather than a strategic consideration for the entire 
sales and marketing organization.

3. The first-party shopper behavior data owned by 
retailers has long been a valuable commodity for customer 
marketing activity. But it generally wasn’t a consideration 

for national media programs, which continued to rely on 
third-party consumer behavior data and focus primarily on 
driving audience engagement.

To understand the “State of CPG Sales Organizations,” their 
current practices, their most critical needs, and the efforts 
they’re undertaking to build a stronger retailer-supplier re-
lationship, The Mars Agency conducted in-depth interviews 
with one dozen sales leaders.

Participants ranged from EVPs at top-10 CPG companies 
to sales executives at emerging startups, who were prom-
ised anonymity to ensure that the discussions would be as 
candid as possible. We also interviewed executives at four 
leading retailers to gain their perspective on the elements  
of a best-in-class partnership.

The following Executive Summary outlines the consensus 
recommendations of the group. Participants themselves 
received a comprehensive, 30-page report that chronicles 
the discussions and examines each of the recommendations 
at length.

The report is intended to be an ongoing, “living” document 
of guidelines for the industry that will be updated periodi-
cally. CPG sales leaders who are interested in participating 
in future versions should contact …

 An unprecedented series of events triggered by 
the global COVID-19 crisis has created numerous, 
ongoing challenges for the traditional CPG sales 
organization.  Among these many challenges has 
been the dramatic acceleration of three market-
place trends that were already altering the clas-
sic retailer-supplier relationship but which now 
demand immediate change to standard business 
practices:
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1. 
Build the New Skill Sets  
(Become Multilingual)
New skill sets are required for the sales team to 
succeed: Ecommerce, digital media, data analyt-
ics, as well as better financial acumen and stronger 
negotiation finesse. Personal relationship-building 
is still important but must be balanced with greater 
business acumen and technical understanding as the 
relationship become increasingly more transactional 
and even automated. Even if the core expertise resides 
elsewhere in the organization (see 2), however, the 
sales team must be informed enough on e-commerce, 
digital marketing, retail media and shopper insights 
to conduct informed discussions with their retail 
partners.

2.  
Take a Team Approach  
(and Pick a Point Guard)
It is unreasonable to expect all of the necessary re-
sources to be added to the sales function — and frank-
ly, some are better suited to be developed and handled 
elsewhere. But this makes it critical for organizations 
to change their ways of working (if not their actual 
structures) to facilitate stronger communication and 
collaboration across functions. Ideally, however, one 
“Connected Commerce Leader” should be assigned to 
serve as the single point of  customer contact to ensure 
consistency and efficiency.

3.  
Add Supply Chain  
to the Team
Supply chain has become a more critical part of the 
retailer relationship, most blatantly because of pan-
demic-driven disruptions but going forward because 
of the complexities of e-commerce fulfillment. “No 
other investments work if the product isn’t there.”

4. 
Put More Muscle  
into Analytics
As data becomes more important to the supplier-re-
tailer partnership (and more expensive for suppliers 
to access), so does the need to have analysts who can 
turn the information into actionable insights. This 
need for stronger analytics rigor must go far beyond 
activation excellence to cover all aspects of improving 
the customer relationship a revenue growth manage-
ment (RGM) practice that unlocks opportunity across 
every aspect of commercial activity. 

5.  
Incorporate Ecommerce  
Right Now
Among the biggest points of contention that CPGs 
have with retailers is a lack of transparency between 
store and ecommerce operations. It should be obvious, 
then, that CPGs must likewise adopt an omnichannel 
sales model by building ecommerce into the core cus-
tomer busines rather than operating it as a separate 
function. 

6.  
Train If Possible; Restaff If 
Not (Then Train)
Leading organizations are already upskilling the team 
in the core areas of ecommerce, retail media and an-
alytics. Others have made the tougher choice of rede-
ploying/reallocating when the potential for upskilling 
isn’t there. Either way, ongoing learning is crucial in a 
marketplace that continues to evolve rapidly.

7. 
Stop Hoarding the  
Trade Funds
The team approach refers to funding as well. National 
media and other brand marketing dollars should be 
reallocated to address the growing role of retail me-
dia. Likewise, CPGs should be more flexible with their 
trade funds, moving away from “pay to play” toward 
“pay for performance” by evaluating existing practices 
and shifting investments to the most effective vehicles 
available. 

8. 
Reevaluate the Partner List
Part of your reevaluation should be a review of key 
accounts, to identify new partners and reconsider 
the usual suspects in light of evolving marketplace 
realities. Conducting this exercise could very well lead 
to increased funding for some customers and scaled-
back spending at others that ultimately will drive 
more efficient, effective activity across the board. 
Developing a simple but comprehensive scorecard for 
evaluation will streamline internal activity but also 
help retailer partners clearly understand how their 
performance against key criteria can improve future 
funding.

9. 
Stay Local, Act Global
A return to pre-pandemic levels of in-person interac-
tion are very unlikely, and pieces of the relationship 
are becoming automated. This does not eliminate 
the need for a field team presence, however. (“There 
will always be some benefit to walking the halls,” said 
one sales leader.) But it does open up more options 
for staffing the team: Expecting your new ecomm 
expert to live in Boise could weaken the candidate 
pool  — especially when Albertsons doesn’t require its 
executives to live there anymore.

10. 
Reconsider the Role  
of Brokers 
The shift both to e-commerce and more virtual ways 
of working should also inspire a rethinking of the 
“boots on the ground” benefits currently being pro-
vided by brokers. Brokers continue to deliver critical 
support for CPG sales organizations through their ex-
tensive resources and deep retailer relationships. But 
as investments with key accounts continue to grow, so 
might the need to establish direct relationships that 
can facilitate stronger strategic partnerships. 

11. 
Remember What  
Still Works
Innovation remains a conversation starter and a deal 
closer, and has now expanded beyond products and 
programs to include ecommerce knowhow. Insights 
are also always welcome, too. And two other words to 
keep remembering: trust and flexibility.

The Key 
Considerations 
for Customer 
Success


