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MARKETING™

FETCH NEW CUSTOMERS WITH THE RIGHT WORDS. Animal lovers look for stuff 

online — toys, dog psychiatrists, you name it. When they search, make sure you’re found with Sponsored 

Search advertising from Yahoo!. Your business name appears in the search results of the most popular 

site on Earth (Yahoo! has over 400 million visitors a month).* You only pay for the click-through to your 

site. Works for cat people too. To learn more, call 866-747-7327 or visit searchmarketing.yahoo.com
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Emotional 

TruthM M B Y  D O R I  M O L I T O R M M

C EO,  WOM A NWI SESchwan’s creates brand enthusiasm by finding a deep,  

soul connection between moms and their teenage kids.

Like many other marketers, The Schwan Food 
Company summarized the women who bought their 
products as a set of statistics: Ages 35-54, with one or 
more children between the ages of 12 and 17. 

It was only after we conducted a deep dig into the 
emotional truth that Schwan’s realized that if creating 
brand enthusiasm among women were their goal, then 
they needed to reach their consumers on a far deeper, 
more subconscious level. 

Schwan’s was also persuaded that getting at the 
subconscious drivers of consumer behavior required a 
whole new approach that transcended the traditional 
sphere of sales data and focus groups. A more strategic 
approach — one that divines consumer behavior and 
infuses it with intuition and imagination — was required.

For Schwan’s, the stakes were high. Its Pagoda 
brand of frozen Asian appetizers and entrees was not 
performing well enough in grocery stores. It’s not that 
the product wasn’t good — in fact, you might say it was 
almost too good. Pagoda actually was considered too 
authentic and, because of that, intimidating to consum-
ers who were looking for more “mainstream” snacks. 

The opportunity was to re-position the brand as 
a new generation of contemporary, Asian-inspired 
snacks with broader appeal. The upside potential for 
Schwan’s was huge: Asian food is a $21-billion indus-
try, and yet less than three percent of that comes from 
frozen Asian-food sales. 

Schwan’s decided to re-brand the line as “Asian 
Sensations” and re-energize it by combining familiar 
Asian and American forms and flavors, such as South-
west Chicken Egg Rolls and Thai Chicken Mini Crisps. 
By creating a more approachable brand, Schwan’s felt 
it had a better chance to resonate with today’s con-
sumers and better fit within the growing mainstream 
of the frozen snacks and appetizers category.

The real question, however, was: Resonate how? 

T H E

If the re-launch were to communicate Schwan’s new 
brand based purely on the usual array of internal 
data, it was sure to fall short. So, instead of falling 
back on the tried-and-true, Schwan’s boldly made a 
decision to go for the emotional truth. The decision 
was made to pursue a new approach to consumer  
understanding that was every bit as innovative as  
the new products it would promote. 

Arriving at that understanding was at the very 
heart of a seven-step process designed to create the 
kind of brand enthusiasm that was so critical to the 
success not only of Asian Sensations, but also drives 
brands like Apple, Target, Nike and Starbucks. 

1. TH E  BUSI N E S S AU DI T.  We started with a 
total immersion in, and assessment of, all of the in-
formation Schwan’s had available on the brand. This 
entailed a fundamental business analysis of what was 
growing and what was not growing, the competitive 
set, the category, and the brand itself. 

That required a review of both primary and sec-
ondary research as well as “stakeholder” interviews 
with the marketing team, executive team and key sales 
managers out in the field. The point was to get at the key 
issues that had prevented the brand’s success, and to 
identify brand opportunities as well as information gaps.

Most important, this business audit was conduct-
ed from within a marketing-to-women context — as 
ultimately it would mostly be women who would be 
purchasing Asian Sensations. Schwan’s had plenty 
of demographics data, but that didn’t tell us enough 
about who “she” was. For that, we needed to tran-
scend traditional research. 

2. TH E DE E P DIG.  The goal of the deep dig was 
to get at the subconscious emotional drivers that moti-
vate a purchase. Existing data was very clear with re-
spect to the rational drivers. However, “convenience,” 

CASE STUDY



for example, is not an emotional benefit; the real chal-
lenge was to get at the underlying emotional benefits. 

A deep dig can involve any number of activities, 
including ethnography, shopalongs, discussion groups, 
money games, workshops and in-home sampling, for 
example. Multiple activities are required because it is 
highly unlikely that any single activity, by itself, will 
reveal an “aha” moment. It is more a matter of picking 
up bits and pieces from each activity, and fitting them 
together in a puzzle to yield a peak insight that reveals 
a brand’s emotional truth.

The deep dig for Asian Sensations centered on 
ethnography and discussion groups where women 
were not only encouraged to talk about what they feel, 
but also engage in exercises that got at their subcon-
scious values and the fundamental motivators of their 
behavior. This approach highlights the often-dramatic 
gap between what consumers say, and how they actu-
ally behave. 

Articulate Moms. We started the deep dig with in-
home sampling, where we provided about 20 house-
holds with samples of the new product line and asked 
them to keep a journal about their usage of it. Impor-
tantly, we chose those households not only based on 
demographics, but also by identifying what we call 
articulate moms — that is, moms who are both in the 
correct demographic cohort and who are creative, 
intellectually curious and likely to be able to express 
their opinions fully. 

Our articulate moms were told that the product 
they might know as Pagoda was going to be re-
launched as Asian Sensations. We mainly wanted 
them to keep a diary of the “who, what, when, where, 
why and how” of the occasions when they decided to 
give Asian Sensations a try. 

The sampling, by itself, could not provide a full 
picture, but it quickly surfaced a nugget that ultimate-
ly would lead to a key insight. The assumption going 
in was that “moms” were the sole target for Asian 
Sensations; after all they were primarily who would 
be making the purchasing decision in the store. 

However, our articulate moms quickly zeroed in 
on the outsized influence of their teenage children in 
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making that decision: They told us that they would 
want products like Asian Sensations in their homes so 
that their kids and their friends would want to hang 
out there. They didn’t see Asian Sensations as just 
another snack, but as potentially a social opportunity 
for — and with — their kids. 

Teen Talks. As we heard our moms talk about 
that, we decided to dig deeper with teens, as well. We 
invited teens — both girls and boys — to get together at 
various Asian restaurants (such as P.F. Chang’s), in 
part so we could better understand their thoughts and 
feelings as it related to a product like Asian Sensa-
tions. More importantly, we wanted to get a read on 
their relationships with their parents, and where 
Asian Sensation fit within that context.

We also went into their homes to observe, inter-
act, and get a sense of their living space, again to ex-
plore what began to emerge as a very interesting rela-
tionship between these “Gen Y” teens and their “Baby 
Boomer” parents. We began to see a somewhat star-
tling — and certainly striking — similarity of outlook 
and interests between these two generations.

What surprised us was that most teens thought 
their parents were pretty cool. When we asked them 
to list what they didn’t like about their parents, they 
really didn’t have a lot to say (other than that they 
don’t like it when mom and dad try to use hip words 
like “dank”). 

When you think about the parent-teen relationship 
as Baby Boomers knew it, it was all about rebellion and 
even animosity. Not so with Gen Y and their parents. 
Gen Y teens told us that they like how much their par-
ents care about them, how well their parents listen, and 
how much they ask for their opinions. They told us that 
they liked that their parents let them be themselves 
and were open-minded. It was all very positive. These 
teens are not rebelling; they are connected. This parent-
teen relationship can be almost a friendship; for the 
most part, there is mutual respect in the relationship. 

Girlfriend Groups. The teen/mom relationship 
was further explored, and confirmed, by a series of 
girlfriend group insight discussions. These are infor-
mal get-togethers between groups of six to eight wom-
en, all of whom know each other. Sometimes, one of 
the women hosts the get-together, but if not, we have 
a special space within our offices that’s built out just 
like an at-home living room. It creates the perfect envi-
ronment for relaxed and casual conversation. 

We usually serve wine and appetizers, and in this 
case, of course we served Asian Sensations. Typically, 
we’ll start out in the kitchen, and as most friends do, 
the women chat about everything from how their 

Introducing Asian Sensations
Snacklightenments. The cornerstone of the brand platform was the cre-
ation of Snacklightenments — think fortune cookie for the 21st century. For 
example: “If you don’t first succeed, skydiving is not for you.” Snacklight-
enments became a proprietary asset that could be extended to numerous 
marketing venues including packaging, internet, events, promotions and more. 

Packaging & Tagline. An approachable tagline, “Everyday Asian for Any 
Occasion,” was created and consistently implemented across all commu-
nication elements to suggest new usage ideas focused around snacking, 
entertaining and mini-meals. 

National TV. Asian Sensations created a dynamic advertising campaign 
using morphing origami imagery set to contemporary music with simple, 
direct voiceovers emphasizing the “Every Day Asian for Any Occasion,” on 
national network and cable TV. The 20-week media buy concentrated on 
high-profile programming with cross-generational appeal, including shows 
like, Grey’s Anatomy, CSI, The Apprentice, Desperate Housewives, Survi-
vor, the Emmy Awards and more.

National Print. Print ads ran in 16 national consumer magazines with 
headlines like “Welcome to the Yum Dynasty,” “Thai Something New,” and 
“Welcome to the Age of Snacklightenment.” These ads provided an intro-
ductory tone while giving consumers license to be more adventurous in 
their snacking. Ads were strategically placed to reach both moms and teen 
readers in common-interest publications like People magazine, for example. 

In-Store Merchandising. Point-of-sale, couponing and in-store sampling 
all served as critical touch-points with consumers: In-store sampling in 
almost 8,000 stores nationwide; more than 141 million coupons distribut-
ed with the samples; coupons included a Snacklightement that reinforced 
the brand personality and drove customers to the website for usage and 
recipe suggestions; customized point-of-purchase was prominently dis-
played; and free-standing bunkers increased visibility in select markets 
and retailers and provided supplemental display opportunities.

Polybag Drop & Free Standing Inserts. Full-page and half-page FSI’s with 
a circulation of approximately 30 million ran five times. A branded poly-
bag was also delivered in local Sunday newspapers with a valuable coupon 
and a Snacklightment to engage consumers in key markets.

Interactive. A new website strategy was designed and implemented to 
create a one-on-one dialogue with boomer moms and teens with compel-
ling features like virtual Snacklightenments, snacking and usage ideas, 
events, sampling tours and more. Visit www.asiansensations.com 

Key Accounts. More than 200,000 Asian Sensations recipe booklets were 
distributed at Wal-Mart stores in conjunction with an in-store sampling 
program. Customized acrylic brochure holders were affixed to the freezer 
doors to distribute the recipe booklets.

Trade & Retailer Sell-in Campaign. To ensure strong retailer acceptance, 
sell-in materials were created, along with a dynamic positioning video as 
well as buyers gifts like Zen gardens and Money Tree plants, (an Asian symbol 
for prosperity and good fortune). A print teaser ad campaign also ran in key 
industry trade publications including Frozen Food Age, and Supermarket News.
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kids are doing in sports to that new store that opened 
at the local mall. In other words, the ambiance is 
nothing like that of a traditional focus group, where 
women often feel like they’re under a microscope and 
can be too self-conscious, or even intimidated, to say 
what they really think. 

While getting women to open up and talk and 
begin to share information is a great first step, it is 
not enough. Because our goal is to uncover the sub-
conscious drivers of their purchasing decisions, we 
quickly moved away from conversation and toward 
activities that promised to tell a larger story.

With Asian Sensations, we had already started  
collecting tips of information about the unusual 
connection — the common values, beliefs, and atti-
tudes — that moms were sharing with their teenagers. 
To get a deeper understanding, we gave them maga-
zines and asked them to create visioning collages that 
represented the connection they had with their kids. 
The patterns emerged with clarity. 

Almost everyone had a commonality around their 
kids with music, and, as it turned out it was a two-way 
street: They liked their kids’ music, and their kids 
liked their music. Sports were another key area of 
common interest, as were vacations. Maybe none of 
that was surprising, but as we thought about it, one 
overarching “shared value” emerged.

3. TH E EMO T IONA L TRU T H. The emotional 
truth for Asian Sensations was found within “youth-
ful self-expression.” The Baby Boomer parents of Gen 
Y children want to be young  — and stay young —  
through strong relationships with their teens. 

This outlook influences both their behavior and 

their decisions in all aspects of their lives; it led di-
rectly to a marketing strategy premised on speaking 
to the common ground, or overlapping sensibilities, of 
these two generations. 

While “youthful self-expression” is a value that 
clearly is shared by Baby Boomers and their Gen Y 
children, it is not at all common to the post-WW II 
generation that came before the Boomers. Nor does it 
apply to the Gen X generation that came between the 
Boomers and Gen Y, as documented by Yankelovich 
(see figure 2).

The insight was that Asian Sensations should not 
target the demographic profile of women, 35-54, but 
rather the emotional truth within the common mind-
set of today’s Baby Boomers and Gen Y Teens, who 
share many of the same attitudes, values and beliefs. 

This plays out in spades across a range of product 
categories. Think about it: Boomers wore hip-huggers; 
now teens call them low-rise. Boomers had platform 
shoes; teens wear chunks. Boomers had Mopeds; their 
kids want Vespas. Boomers listened to the Walkman; 
now both generations have iPods. Both Boomers and 
Gen Yers drink Starbucks, shop at the Gap, listen to 
Green Day and The Beatles, and eat at P.F. Chang’s. 

In short, these two generations are closer and 
more tightly connected than any in history. So, we 
tapped the emotional insights in their shared youthful 
mindset with a contemporary, brand personality and 
a holistic, in-market strategy for Asian Sensations. 

We summarized all of that into a positioning 
statement: “For adventurous teens and moms, Asian 
Sensations is an irresistible experience that brings 
excitement to everyday life because of its unique, sur-

  Matures Boomers Gen X Teen/Gen Y   
      

 Defining Idea Duty Individuality Diversity Self-expression

 
Work

 Inevitable Exciting Difficult 
Fulfillment

 
  obligation adventure challenge

 
Youth

 Act your Feel young, 
Act grown up

  No rush  
  age stay young  to grow up

 
Leisure

 Reward for The point  
Relief Coveted   hard work of life

 
Education

 
A dream A birthright

 A way to  
Expected

 
    get ahead

 
Money

 Spend some. Spend. Spend? Spend more. 
  Save some. Borrow. Save? More. 
   Spend. What? Spend.   
   
   

F i g u r e  2  The Mom/Teen Connection

SO U R C E :  Yankelovich
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prising and distinctive fusion of flavors.” What’s im-
portant is the personality — contemporary, cool, adven-
turous, unexpected, fun and spirited. We chose those 
adjectives very carefully!

4. BR A N D VI SION I NG.  Based on our insight — 
 “youthful self-expression” being the emotional truth for 
Asian Sensations — we began to build a brand platform. 

We saw many potential business extensions. For 
instance, it opened the door to ethnic flavors — Carib-
bean, Indian and French, for example. The notion of 
“youthful self-expression” also suggests everyday fla-
vors like peanut-butter and jelly eggrolls, mac ‘n’ 
cheese, or chocolate. There could be breakfast egg-
rolls, dessert spring rolls, and more. 

“Youthful self-expression” also introduced possi-
bilities for non-traditional distribution channels. Asian 
Sensations could be on high-school menus and college 
campuses. It could be at stadiums and arenas, at movie 
theaters and concession stands at beaches, parks, and 
beyond. It could be partnered in strategic alliances 
with other cool brands, such as iTunes, for instance. 

This insight and this platform led directly to big, 
entrepreneurial ideas that could lead Asian Sensations 
into new marketplaces. 

5. BR A N D-BE H AV IOR IN T E GR AT ION.  Every 
dollar spent in marketing should drive the brand and 
drive consumer behavior. If you’re doing a television 
commercial, it isn’t just about the imagery; it’s about 
whether it’s going to drive behavior.

Whether we were talking to women, the sales 
force or retailers, it had to come from the heart of the 
emotional truth connection. The result was a full, 
go-to-market plan, including account-specific pro-
grams, media choices, and the total communications 
platform, carefully constructed so that the brand plan 
was fully integrated with consumer behavior, to en-
sure a positive return on the marketing investment. 

6. BR A N D EN T H USI A SM.  This is the creative 
execution phase, when we really got down to creat-
ing brand enthusiasm. Our goal was to break through 
with a snack brand with multi-generational appeal.

Our communication strategy embraced the “com-
mon ground” approach across the complete brand 
platform with a contemporary, savvy, brand person-
ality and an aggressive, integrated, brand re-launch 
campaign (see sidebar). 

Beyond the launch campaign, which was hugely 
successful, the new brand platform for Asian Sensa-
tions presents myriad possibilities for creative market-
ing communications. 

For example, the cross-generational strategy lends 
itself to guerilla marketing approaches, such as an 
experiential mobile tour that could roll through com-
mon-ground venues like sports events, concerts and 
malls — places frequented by both moms and teens. 

You might have brand ambassadors tooling around 
in cool vehicles wrapped in campaign graphics, or 
create special kiosks where Asian Sensations could be 
sold at amusement parks or other high-traffic venues.

7. R.O.I.  ANA LYSI S.  Ultimately, success must 
be measured by bottom-line sales: Did it work or not? 
For Asian Sensations, the strategy to market to the 
common mindset of boomer moms and teens not only 
repositioned the brand with both users, but also se-
cured year-one sales that surpassed all expectations.

• Five-fold increase in brand awareness 

• 13% increase in dollar sales 

• 20% increase in household penetration;  
15% increase in buy rate

• Nearly double retail distribution (+86%) with 
almost 50% ACV compliance in relocating 
Asian Sensations from the “ethnic” aisle to the 
“mainstream” snack section

As the Asian Sensations experience proves, gain-
ing a competitive advantage in the women’s market 
requires nothing less than re-framing, re-thinking and 
re-imagining your entire business enterprise. 

Realizing the full potential of the women’s market 
requires creating entrepreneurial ideas that spark her 
emotions, elicit her involvement and make her feel as 
though she and our brands are connected through a 
higher purpose…a purpose larger than a sterile finan-
cial transaction. For Asian Sensations, that purpose 
manifested itself within the very relationship moms 
have with their teenage children, and finding com-
mon ground in “youthful self-expression.” Getting at 
that emotional truth raised the brand to a new level  
of competitive advantage, above the shifting sands  
of price and product competition by igniting brand  
enthusiasm. ■ 

DORI MOLITOR is founder and ceo of 
WomanWise LLC, a WatersMolitor Com-
pany (www.womanwise.com), an in-
sight agency specializing in marketing 
brands to women. Dori can be reached 
at dorimolitor@womanwise.com or 
(952) 797-5000.




