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Award Designation and Category: GOLD Food & Beverage 
Campaign Title: Celebrate the Good 
Year the campaign took place: 2020 

 

 
 
Brand: Butterball 
Creative Agency: VMLY&R 
Media Company/Agency: Edelman 
Research Company: IRI 
Additional Affiliated Companies:  
 
 
Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact. 
 
A brand synonymous with “Thanksgiving,” Butterball is rooted in tradition 
and heritage. But the holiday was shifting, as diverse younger generations 
showed hesitancy to take on the tradition of hosting Thanksgiving and 
preparing turkey. Then, the pandemic hit, which threatened to exacerbate 
hesitancy to host.    
   
If Butterball didn’t adapt to the season’s evolution, the brand risked becoming 
irrelevant. With traditional in-person research off the table, we engaged in an 
audience exploration toward understanding what united and drove apart 
younger generations on the topic of Thanksgiving. We achieved this  
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through a full customer segmentation and online Thanksgiving behavior 
quantitative study.   
   
We found that even as young people were falling out of touch with 
Thanksgiving traditions, we saw that the idea of Thanksgiving is eternal - if 
framed correctly.    
   
In response, we developed a holistic experience designed to support new 
generations of Thanksgiving hosts, many of whom would be hosting 
small gatherings of their own for the first time due to COVID-19. We saw 
unprecedented results in sales and market share, as well as a shift in positive 
perception of the holiday. Butterball made great strides in remaining part of 
Thanksgiving and holiday traditions for generations to come.   
 
 
Consumer Insight  
 
COVID-19 forced so many would-be guests to become first-time hosts -
 Consumers sought inspiration to make their own traditions.   
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Marketing Challenge 
 
Butterball, a brand name synonymous with Thanksgiving, faced a 
Thanksgiving season filled with category disruptions, societal shifts, and many 
unknowns.    
  

1. The movement in celebration behavior threatened the “traditional” 
Thanksgiving. In 2019, we saw a 15% decrease (versus YAG) in 
consumers hosting Thanksgiving due to more hosts retiring than new 
ones stepping up to the plate (as well as a variety of other factors, 
including dining out and other options available).1    

 
2. As COVID-19 hit in March 2020, this challenge was compounded by 

headline news of processing plants across the category shutting down 
due to COVID-19 outbreaks. Retail shortages were common as supply 
and demand was turned on its head.     

 
3. COVID-19 travel and gathering restrictions meant that no one knew 

exactly what Thanksgiving in 2020 was going to look like, nor how 
consumers were going to celebrate.     

   
For these imminent issues — along with competitors and lifestyle changes 
eating away at our Thanksgiving share — Butterball needed to be prepared 
for various pandemic scenarios by creating a campaign that supported 
celebrations of all kinds and was accessible for people taking on hosting 
duties for the first time.  
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Methodology  
 
We found ourselves needing to understand more specific details around 
Thanksgiving traditions, including what kind of Thanksgiving Americans were 
expecting in the midst of the pandemic. This included thoughts and feelings 
on food and food prep, and how confident they were in hosting. We achieved 
this by conducting a quantitative study, of 400 US adults who were planning 
on either:  
 

1. Preparing and cooking a Thanksgiving Dinner, or,   
2. Hosting a Thanksgiving Dinner.    

   
To better understand the generational difference in Thanksgiving perceptions, 
we split the sample 50/50 between those aged 22-40 and 41-60.    
We combined this with a customer segmentation study, and third-
party reporting that revealed a changing Thanksgiving landscape - especially 
for the younger generation.    
   
We found that, despite all the risks and fear of 2020, consumers were 
intending to celebrate Thanksgiving during COVID-19 because they craved 
normalcy in the midst of great uncertainty2. It also revealed that more people 
intended to host or prepare a turkey, with a smaller more intimate gathering 
in 2020.    
   
Younger hosts faced unique challenges - just over half of our younger 
respondents felt nervous about preparing Thanksgiving Dinner. And yet, we 
saw younger hosts were hungry for ideas- actively seeking information on how 
to cook a turkey or what size of turkey to buy, especially as we drew 
nearer Thanksgiving. And crucially- they wanted to leave their mark on the 
holiday with over a third of younger hosts interested in establishing a new 
Thanksgiving tradition in 2020. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7   
   
As the category leader, we needed to be a beacon of helpful information, 
emotional support and confidence without overstating our role in the lives of 
our consumers. We needed to be ready to support different types of 
celebrations.   
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Creative Execution 
 
To support celebrations of all kinds and prepare for various scenarios, it was 
key to provide a single destination for planning and preparing a turkey. With 
the goal of inspiring new, younger generation hosts, this destination needed 
to be easily discoverable for a millennial whose first instinct is to search new 
tasks online. What many of our hopeful hosts may not have known is that 
Butterball has a 39-year running Turkey Talk-Line – a resource built for 
hosts to call turkey experts to answer all their planning, prep, and how-to 
questions. To introduce the younger host to our turkey knowledge, we 
created an Online Turkey Talk-Line hosted on Butterball.com   
 
We outlined a six-step process, from grocery shopping to turkey carving, and 
guided consumers with a variety of onsite tools. To amplify the resource and 
support turkey preparers, we built a communication strategy rooted in 
education, inspiration, and precision targeting to drive purchase in 
these ways:    

  
Turkey Talk-Line and Alexa skill: Turkey experts were featured in 
placements with opportunity to contact them by phone, text or our Alexa 
skill. A mass PR effort transitioned the Talk-Line to answer calls and conduct 
interviews remotely.    
 
Turkey Talk-Line partnership: Video content from lifestyle 
influencer, Rosalynn Daniels, addressing the most common concerns for 
Thanksgiving 2020.   

  
Robust, Hard-Working $2.6MM National Media Plan:   

• High-impact print featuring taste appeal imagery and product 
information. This captured attention in late October as holiday 
planning began in trusted, contextually relevant environments   

• Streaming video on connected TV, delivering brand messages in 
big screen, non-skip environments that users engage with 
daily, paired with mobile online video reaching users browsing 
the web   

• Traditional radio (cost-efficient reach builder) ran during 
commutes/daytime to capture listeners going to the grocery store 
with reminder messaging   
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• Programmatic display & gaming used for pinpoint targeting as 
users were consuming contextually relevant content or relaxing   

• Paid & organic social drove users back to Butterball.com through 
a series of commonly asked questions and recipe content   

• Ecommerce/consumer promotions reached new online grocery 
shoppers and helped those facing potential COVID-19 financial 
constraints    

  
Media decisions and engagement channels were informed by our custom 
Butterball consumer survey. Ongoing search and social listening 
refined channel selections, ultimately informing tactic prioritization as 
budgets shifted throughout the year.   
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Business Results/Lessons Learned  
 
Sales were up 10% in pounds of turkey sold overall (including fresh and 
frozen) and +2% share growth.8    
  
Whole Turkey: Sales up 9.6% in lbs., 2.7 points share increase vs YA   
Bone-in Breast: Sales up 39.8% in lbs., 3.9 points share change vs YA   
Boneless Roast: Sales up 46.6% in lbs., 4.8 points of share change vs YA   
  
All of these products were supported with paid activity while the majority of 
messaging was dedicated to Fresh and Frozen Whole turkey support.   
  
These results didn’t come without the success of all campaign tactics 
meeting or exceeding goals. We exceeded completion rate benchmark with 
CTV/Online Video, secured premium print placements, had high unique 
reach on social and delivered above benchmark for traffic driving display. We 
also delivered an increase in brand awareness from 
paid 9,10,11,12  and earned13 media activations versus YAG internal 
benchmarks.   
   

• Paid Print10: Ad noted rate on starch reports between 82%-92%, all 
above category benchmark by 3-39%   

• Paid Social9: Exceeded FB North American Ad 
recall benchmark (Increased 9.2%) & Favorability Increased 1.5%)   

• Paid Rich Media12: 31% engagement rate, a 23% improvement vs YAG   
• Website14: Site sessions increased 393% YOY during November, driven 

primarily from organic search (65%) and paid media (28%)6   
• Turkey Talk-Line15: Increase in call volume was 40% during 

Thanksgiving week and 50% on Thanksgiving Day versus YAG   
• Earned PR: Butterball13,15owned Thanksgiving week with 70% increase 

in coverage from 2019, including 4,600+ media placements and 6.8+ 
billion impressions. Butterball received 87.5% share of voice against 
leading competitor, increasing 3.5% YAG, dominating the category 
with 100% of coverage being neutral to positive.   

   
Overall following 2020 Thanksgiving efforts, Butterball saw an unaided 
awareness lift of 6% over 201916.   
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Sources:    
1— IRI Thanksgiving Study May 2019, Survey & Segmentation   
2 — Ipsos Fresh Lab Syndicated Community, Fielded 8/12/20-8/17/20   
3 — COVID-19 Thanksgiving Behavior Study   
4 — Consumer Information:    

IRI Butterball Custom Consumer Segmentation Study   
Clear Decisions (MRI/GfK)   

5 — Trend Reporting: eMarketer, Google Trends, Pinterest Trends    
6 — Search Listening: Semrush, Moz    
7 — Social Listening: Talkwalker    
8 — IRI Unify, Total Known Multi Outlet Geography, 13 Weeks October-
November 2019   
9 — Facebook Brand Lift Study    
10 — Starch Reports, Food Network Magazine, Allrecipes and Relish    
11— Kantar Brand Equity Study 2019   
12 — Sizmek Historical Butterball Benchmarks    
13 — Talkwalker    
14 — Google Analytics    
15 — SimilarWeb   
16 – IRI Butterball Thanksgiving Study, April 2021   
  
 


