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“For a product like Actimel,” said Danone’s Wilson, “visibility is what counts- and visibility leads to a snowball effect on sales.”Such has been the success of  the fridge concept that Danone now uses branded stand-alone fridge units for other brands where it wants to get high visibility quickly, notably the recent launch of  its Essensis beauty yoghurt (see photo).
MARKETING TO HEALTH PROFESSIONALS
Medical marketing can play a useful role in supporting brands like Actimel and while Danone invests heavily in making information about Actimel available for health professionals, medical marketing is not a driver of  the brand – rather it is there as an insurance policy. In 2002, Ian Wilson informed NNB that “Doctors are finding themselves faced more and more with questions about life rather than diseases, problems such as ‘I’m tired’ or ‘I’m stressed’ especially from women. They’re also faced with minor illnesses, such as diarrhoea in children.  Doctors don’t want to be constantly prescribing 

antibiotics and are increasingly looking for other solutions.
“Added to that, consumers are asking them a lot of  questions about food, and doctors in every country have low nutrition training. But doctors are now becoming more involved in the food side and the total management of  illness than in the past.“As a result, with all the information about food and health that’s around – on TV, in magazines the consumer can be more knowledgeable than the doctor, who often doesn’t watch TV and doesn’t read the women’s magazines. “So people come in and ask ‘What do you think about this Actimel?’ and doctors are not very happy if  they don’t know about it – they don’t like to feel less expert than their patients and like to feel in control.“As you might expect, Actimel representatives can find it difficult getting time to talk with medical professionals – sometimes they have to make appointments a year in advance – but, increasingly, Danone finds that doctors are open to listening:“Our objective is to inform them, we don’t preach to them,” Wilson affirms. “We don’t start 

Actimel products have good visibility in mass retailers. This picture, taken in a branch of the Real hypermarket chain in Munich, 

Germany, illustrates the amount of shelf-space commanded by the brand.
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There isn’t much point in putting in a major effort 
to create a probiotic brand with all the development 
and ingredient costs that entails unless you’re 
going to be able to earn superior retail prices 
and therefore higher profit margins. Luckily the 
ability to premium-price probiotics is supported 
by consumer preferences. Even in Germany, a 
market where supermarket sales of  yoghurt are 
highly price-competitive, Activia retails at a 100% 
premium to own-label probiotic yoghurts. In the US, 
too, Activia sells at a 30% premium to competing 
“regular” brands and a 100% premium to own-
label yoghurts (see Chart 4).

In neither market has premium-pricing proven 
any barrier to Activia becoming the number one 
probiotic brand and attaining mass-market status.

Packaging innovation is also a good way to 
command – and conceal – high price premiums. 
A very good example is daily dose probiotic dairy 
drinks, which need to be of  a certain size to deliver 

an effective “dose” of  bacteria, but at the same time 
enable such brands to sell at high prices.  Brands 
such as Actimel and Yakult are among the world’s 
most expensive products, measured on a price per 
litre basis.

To use the example of  Actimel in the Netherlands 
again:

• 1-litre of  milk retails at around €0.75/$1.15
• A 4-pack of  Actimel 100ml drinks retails for 

€2.15/$3.50
• If  Actimel was sold by the litre in 1-litre cartons 

its retail price would be €5.38/$8.38 a litre! 

Packaging innovation makes it very difficult for 
consumers to easily compare prices. You can be 
sure that at such a price Actimel – which is basically 
drinking yoghurt plus probiotic bacteria – will be a 
very high margin product.

5. An opportunity for premium pricing 
and packaging innovation

Danone Activia has been phenomenally successful despite selling at a significant price premium over 
regular, non-probiotic yoghurt brands such as Yoplait Trix in US supermarkets. As the chart shows, 
Activia sells at a 100% premium to supermarket own-label regular yoghurts.

Source: Albertsons.com

CHART 4: PRICE COMPARISON OF SPOONABLE YOGHURTS IN THE U.S. 
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CHART 2: THE LIFESTYLE CONSUMER

Source: Mellentin, J. & Wennstrom, P. The Food & Health Marketing Handbook, 2002.

LIFESTYLE
CONSUMERS

MASS MARKET
CONSUMERSTECHNOLOGY

CONSUMERS

CHART 1: THE TECHNOLOGY CONSUMER

Source: Mellentin, J. & Wennstrom, P. The Food & Health Marketing Handbook, 2002.

These are the early adopters. Representing, according to research by Health Focus International, 

between 2%-8% of the market, these are the people who have a medicalised or near-medical need for 

a product. They need the technology of the functional food to address their health condition. They put 

functional before food and see products in a medicalised context and, as with drugs, they will pay a 

substantial premium for something that addresses their condition. 

These are the people who like to be first with new benefits. They are interested in maintaining their 

wellness, not fighting illness. They will adopt new brands and will pay a premium for a product but only 

if it supports their lifestyle.

THE NUTRITIONAL PRODUCTS LIFECYCLE

The lifecycle was developed to aid understanding of brand positioning and the evolution of markets.  

Many products start out on the left, targeting consumers who have a need for a product that has effective 

technology and selling in low volumes at premium prices, and over time increase volumes and move down 

the price curve to the right, until they are mass-market products.
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About this report

This report is written for anyone trying to develop an effective strategy in the challenging 
and fast-changing area of probiotics. It provides executives in marketing, technical, 
innovation and NPD roles with real-world insights that can be applied in any setting. 

It sets out the seven steps to creating a successful probiotic brand and describes 
probiotic strategy both in dairy and emerging new segments such as fruit juice and 
solid foods. 

The report begins with a concise 35-page analysis of successful probiotic strategies 
setting out:

•	 which marketing techniques are most effective and why 
•	 how probiotic products are priced and how some can achieve super-premium 

prices 
•	 how packaging innovation can be used to differentiate a product and achieve a 

premium price 
•	 why you should create a new brand rather than extend an existing brand 
•	 why successful brands are the ones that create new categories or new segments. 

This practical analysis is supported over the following 70 pages by 13 detailed case 
studies, all illustrated with supermarket sales data and all based on interviews with 
senior executives at the companies concerned. 
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