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Kingsford is an all-American brand with a flavorful influence on American cooking habits since its founding in the 1920s. While Henry Ford did not invent the first charcoal briquette, it was Ford’s ingenuity that led him to develop a process which utilized leftover wood scraps from his automobile factories for the production of briquettes. With the help of his relative, E.G. Kingsford, a plant was built in 1924 that manufactured 55 tons of briquettes each day. Kingsford commercialized Ford Charcoal (which was later changed to Kingsford Charcoal) by first selling to industry and then to consumers. It wasn’t until 1973 that Kingsford Charcoal became part of the Clorox family of brands. As of 2000, Kingsford is an integral part of Clorox’s income as well as the leading manufacturer of charcoal in the United States.
Strengths

Kingsford has a strong position in the charcoal market with a dominant 59% share of sales. The company’s place as the leading manufacturer and innovator of charcoal has resulted in strong recognition and recall of the Kingsford brand. More importantly, Kingsford has developed a positive relationship with charcoal consumers. This is evidenced by “consumer studies [which] showed that Kingsford was perceived as a better product with approximately 60 percent of surveyed customers indicating that Kingsford is a high quality brand relative to only 13 percent for private label” (Narayandas and Wagonfeld 5) . Kingsford’s strength also comes from its influential relationship with retailers. The sales team consistently works with retailers to ensure that Kingsford products are merchandised and promoted in a manner that results in a high volume of consumers seeing and purchasing the products. 
Weaknesses

The relationship that Kingsford has with retailers is also a weakness for the company. Kingsford’s dependency on retailers for generous store displays and promotions results in having to appease the companies that sell their products in order to keep the merchandising and promotion efforts focused on Kingsford and not on a competing brand. Unfortunately, retailers are not the only factor that Kingsford depends on for strong sales. Consumers associate grilling with good weather so bad weather during the peak months of May through September is very bad news for Kingsford. The worst scenario would be poor weather over the Memorial Day or July 4th holidays, when more than a third of Kingsford’s annual sales occur. The most significant weakness of Kingsford, however, is found in its competition with gas grilling. Even though consumers prefer the taste of charcoal-grilled food, the fact that charcoal grilling takes longer, is messier to clean up, and has a negative health and environmental reputation, has resulted in more households (in 1998,1999 and 2000) owning and cooking with a gas grill than a charcoal grill.
Opportunities


With the company’s strengths in mind, there are a number of opportunities that Kingsford might take advantage of in order to increase both its market share and sales. First off, as the only charcoal manufacturer with an active advertising campaign, Kingsford has the opportunity to build brand equity by being the only brand name that consumers are exposed to and, therefore, the brand name that is in the forefront of consumers’ minds when they consider buying charcoal. Another opportunity for Kingsford is increasing the market size by expanding to market segments that they aren’t currently targeting. “Over 60% of barbecuers were men” (Narayandas and Wagonfeld 2), but according to The Nielsen Company, women remain the predominant shoppers in U.S. households so there is room to expand the charcoal market by targeting women specifically (July 2009. “Role Reversal - Mr. Mom Goes Shopping.” Nielsen Insights. 24 Apr. 2010. http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/consumer/role-reversal-mr-mom-goes-shopping/). Next, Kingsford is a U.S.-based company and companies today face the increased need to think globally, leaving open the possibility for Kingsford to expand outside of the U.S. market. Finally, as innovation is the key to any company’s long-term survival and profitability, Kingsford has the opportunity to lead the market in product innovation by considering such options as flavored and environmentally friendly product lines.

Threats

In addition to recognizing opportunities, Kingsford should be aware of the potential threats to its growth and current market share. Kingsford, and charcoal itself, are already feeling the effects of losing market share to gas grilling. Gas grilling is becoming more popular due to faster cooking time and easy clean-up. Another threat to charcoal in general and Kingsford specifically are competitor price increases that have recently occurred, combined with decreased advertising. Both of these factors have contributed to slower growth of charcoal sales overall. If Kingsford’s sales continue to grow, limited production capacity could also pose a problem. Lastly, if greater attention is paid to the human and environmental health concerns resulting from charcoal use, both charcoal and Kingsford will suffer. 

Case Questions

With these strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in mind, Kingsford should consider a few important questions. Most importantly, Kingsford needs to determine how to increase overall charcoal use among consumers instead of focusing on just the sales of Kingsford. Because Kingsford has a majority market share, if the category suffers, Kingsford suffers. But Kingsford must also consider how to increase sales of its product specifically in order to maintain and increase market share. Next, Kingsford’s competitors have increased prices, so it begs the question of whether or not Kingsford should also increase prices. The last question to consider is whether Kingsford should address production issues in preparation for increased sales, and if so how? If sales continue to grow over the next few years, the company will need to figure out what should be done to increase capacity. There are a few options that need to be considered and weighed well in advance in order to set aside proper funding and have enough time to build a new plant if that is the option they choose.

Alternatives

There are a few potential steps that Kingsford could consider in order to address these questions. First, the company could choose to facilitate consumer interest in charcoal grilling. They could also increase their advertising budget as, again, Kingsford is the only brand that has been advertising and their advertising budget in recent years has been low, and this offers a chance for the company to promote charcoal and Kingsford. Kingsford could also consider expanding beyond the U.S., increasing prices, or they could expand their current product lines and offer flavored charcoal or a more environmentally friendly product. The company could also simply choose to do nothing.

Criteria

When considering these options, the company should keep in mind how the potential action will promote the sales of charcoal in general, how it will affect the sales of Kingsford specifically, how it will promote the brand’s cachet, and how it will affect profitability.

Analysis: Facilitate Interest in Charcoal Grilling

As of 2000, gas grilling has shown an increase in sales in comparison to charcoal grilling. In order to win back consumers, Kingsford could take active steps to intensify interest in charcoal grilling by facilitating opportunities for consumers to be reintroduced to the pleasure of this long-held American pastime. One way Kingsford could start would be to collaborate with grill manufacturers. When a consumer purchases the largest bag of charcoal, they would be given a basic charcoal grill for free. Another collaborative effort is to partner with retailers to offer point of purchase discounts on meat purchase with charcoal purchase.  Sponsored events are also a great opportunity to promote charcoal. Some possible events include NASCAR races, music festivals, and cooking competitions where grilling is the method of cooking. By contracting with the event organizers to use (and promote with ample signage) Kingsford charcoal in the preparation of all grilled foods, Kingsford has the ability to foster a positive association between fun occasions and charcoal-grilled foods. Featuring charcoal grilling recipes and barbecue party ideas in lifestyle/cooking magazines and television shows will further the association of charcoal-grilled foods as an essential ingredient to any social gathering. Promoting charcoal grilling in lifestyle/cooking magazines and television shows is also an effective method for encouraging the practice outside of traditional grilling holidays and occasions.

In looking at the pros and cons of facilitating consumer interest in charcoal grilling, the pros outweigh the cons in more ways than one. By collaborating with the grill manufacturers and giving away a free basic grill with the purchase of a large bag of Kingsford charcoal, we are emulating Gillette's successful model: Give away the razor and sell the blades. By facilitating the access to charcoal grilling, Kingsford is addressing the threat of gas grilling. We foster positive associations of charcoal grilling and attract new charcoal users who don’t have a grill. The only con would be whether the benefit of increased sales of Kingsford charcoal justifies the cost of our co-partnering with retailers, grill manufacturers and event producers.
Analysis: Increase Advertising

In the past, Kingsford was operating on an advertising budget of about $1 million. To promote the use of charcoal and the Kingsford brand, an increase in volume and frequency of ads are needed. A budget of $7 million in advertising is recommended during peak season. The messages that are presented in the increased advertisements are equally important. Leveraging consumer associations of charcoal grilling as an American pastime is paramount. Using popular celebrities from sports, music and television cooking shows is also a smart tactic. For example, a country singer or football player could promote the brand at various events sponsored by Kingsford charcoal while simultaneously their likeness is included in the print, television and internet advertisements that are circulated in association to the sponsored events. In addition to reminding consumers that Kingsford and charcoal grilling are an important part of American culture, the increased advertising budget should be used to target new market segments such as women and foodies. Men are the predominant barbecuers which means that many women, who most likely do the majority of indoor cooking, are not maintaining this role for outdoor grilling. Kingsford has the opportunity to increase the size of the charcoal-grilling market by portraying the cooking method as female-friendly through advertisements featuring women “manning” the grill. 
The most significant benefit of increased advertising is the increased exposure to charcoal grilling and to Kingsford as the best choice. There are no active charcoal advertising campaigns to compete with and Kingsford’s own advertising campaign is outdated and underutilized. Therefore, increased advertising has a low risk of reaching the saturation point and has the potential to capture the dominant market share for segments that have been overlooked in Kingsford’s previous campaigns. Of course, increased advertising costs a lot of money and the internal Clorox budget will need to account for the shifting of funds to the Kingsford advertising budget. Also, stimulated demand for Kingsford may strain the ability to fulfill orders. Most importantly, with the intention of targeting some of the new advertisements to women, Kingsford must take care to avoid alienating their existing masculine customer base.
Analysis: Expand Beyond the United States

Kingsford has the option to expand beyond the United States in order to increase the charcoal grilling market and sales of Kingsford products. While targeting new customers outside of America, the focus of marketing will be to position the product to be compatible with the local cooking culture of each new market. 
The potential to increase the size of Kingsford’s market is a pro, especially with the decrease of the overall U.S. charcoal market. However, Clorox lacks experience and infrastructure outside of North America. With production currently limited to the company’s U.S.-based plants, the distribution of products to international markets could prove to be logistically unfeasible. The increase in demand from international markets could increase stress at the existing plants. Also, the environmental and health regulations of some regions may prove too stringent for successful market development. 
Analysis: Increase Prices

Kingsford could increase their prices to maintain their premium price. During the last year, Royal Oak increased their prices by about 10%. The market share of store brands (private label) stayed about the same at one third of the market. The market share of Royal Oak decreased by more than half, and Kingsford’s share increased.

Some probable benefits of higher prices include improvement of Kingsford’s profits per unit sold. Increasing Kingsford prices would be consistent with competitors' price changes and maintain parity with them. Also, price increases would emphasize Kingsford’s premium brand cachet. Still, there are some problems. Kingsford’s action to increase prices would re-establish Royal Oak’s competitive advantage: their lower price. Royal Oak’s restored competitive advantage would recapture the customers that recently switched to Kingsford. Also, if Kingsford were to raise prices, then charcoal would become generally more expensive, and that could somewhat increase the relative attractiveness of gas grilling, potentially leading to further shrinking of the charcoal market size. In addition, an increase in Kingsford prices may reduce sales of the product in retail stores, which would reduce sales of other consumer packaged goods that are usually bought simultaneously with charcoal. With the potential of a decrease in sales, retailers might promote Kingsford less vigorously.  

Analysis: Expand Product Line

Kingsford could create flavored and environmentally friendly/healthier varieties of charcoal. Kingsford makes conventional charcoal from wood scraps, limestone and sawdust. A “natural” charcoal could be made without limestone. Kingsford could use hickory, mesquite, maple or other woods to impart their distinct flavors. Some customers or potential customers do have a perception that charcoal isn’t healthy, though in fact burning conventional charcoal releases no extraordinary toxins, and it is more environmentally benign than petroleum products such as gas. 

Advantages for Kingsford would include leading the charcoal market in innovation. “Natural” varieties would appeal to growing "green" and health conscious market segments. Kingsford could position these new products to enhance the cachet of the Kingsford brand. But there are some risks. We are uncertain, in year 2000, whether there is significant demand for "green" or health conscious charcoal. Flavored and “green” charcoals would have somewhat increased costs for Kingsford and introducing “natural” charcoal could bring undesirable attention to perceived environmental and health concerns of existing products. Along these lines, new varieties could also cannibalize regular charcoal sales. 

Analysis: Do Nothing

Finally, Kingsford could continue existing business strategies unchanged. This implies leaving prices unchanged, maintaining their $1 million per year budget for advertising, no expansion into international markets, and no new product lines.

“Doing nothing” is relatively easy. There are no production constraints, and it creates no special short-term risks or costs. However, “Doing nothing” leaves the perception of charcoal unchanged in consumers' minds. The likely result is slow growth or no growth of Kingsford sales. Without addressing the competitive threat from gas, aggregate sales of all brands of charcoal would decrease, if not in the current year, then in the longer term. Kingsford, having major market share, would see a corresponding sales decline.

Recommendations

Given the potential benefits and costs of each alternative presented, there are specific measures that Kingsford should take in order to increase the overall charcoal market size as well as maintain their dominant market share.

Gas grilling is Kingsford’s most significant competitor. Significant data and social media chatter can easily confirm this. Therefore, Kingsford’s main objective needs to center on winning back previous charcoal customers who have switched to gas grilling as well as attracting customers who have no history of charcoal grilling (or grilling in general). The main task of acquiring these customers is repositioning charcoal and charcoal grilling in consumers’ minds. The goal should be a strong and positive link between grilling and charcoal. When a consumer desires grilled foods, their first thought should be juicy steaks on a charcoal grill. 

The fact that advertising (across the market) is so low has negatively affected the sales of all charcoal. Since Kingsford is the only charcoal brand with an active advertising campaign, the company can only rely on itself to attract consumers to (or back to) charcoal grilling. Kingsford’s current advertising and promotion efforts are underfunded and outdated. An increase in the advertising budget from $1 million to $7 million will result in increased exposure to charcoal grilling while highlighting the Kingsford brand. This will ensure that when consumers decide to grill with charcoal they will seek out Kingsford products that they remember from the advertisements. The idea that charcoal grilling with Kingsford is a cherished American pastime should be a dominant theme across all marketing efforts. The increased budget should allocate for advertisements and promotions targeted to non-traditional grilling customers, such as women, as well as to traditional grilling customers during non-traditional grilling seasons/occasions.
Increasing prices would not be a smart move for the Kingsford brand. Since price increases by discount competitors decreased their competitive advantage, which resulted in an increase in Kingsford’s sales, the company should continue to benefit from mistakes made by the competitors. Leaving prices the same will also help to maintain a positive relationship with retailers because the benefit of increased sales that they receive from customers who purchase Kingsford should remain intact.
Before venturing into international markets, Kingsford needs to conduct extensive research on the current state of charcoal manufacturing and sales in key regions. Is there an established charcoal market? Are their barriers to entry? This includes research on the environmental and health regulations in these regions. Would Kingsford have to change their product formula or manufacturing practices in order to do business in international markets? Finally, Kingsford should make sure that it has an in depth understanding of the food customs of regions it is interested in so that marketing efforts are correctly targeted and positioned.

Innovation is important to Kingsford’s success and may be the key to bringing grillers back to charcoal. In order to use innovation as a means regain lost customers, Kingsford should conduct marketing research to determine why consumers switched from charcoal grilling to gas grilling. If the research determines that environmental and health concerns were primary motivators, Kingsford should initiate research and development into product lines that address these concerns.

With production currently at 80% of capacity, it is possible that increased demand for Kingsford products will exceed capacity. Keeping in mind that building new a new manufacturing facility requires upwards of 5 years and $50 million dollars, all options for meeting demand should be considered before making this costly step. First of all, production at existing facilities should be ramped up to capacity. Also, there is the option of renting facilities until a steady increase in demand is determined.
Epilogue

· Market share: Kingsford sold 74% of all charcoal sold in North America in 2009. (March 2010. “Clorox Investors’ Overview.”  The Clorox Company. April 28, 2010. http://investors.thecloroxcompany.com/common/download/download.cfm?companyid=CLX&fileid=361922&filekey=FBCB53B9-4E0C-4775-BD4F-107C8455FCBB&filename=CLX_Mar_2010_vFinal.pdf)
· Innovation: Kingsford introduced Surefire (R) Grooves enabling faster lighting, hotter and longer burning briquettes. (“FAQ: Quick Answers to Your Charcoal Questions.” The Clorox Company. 28 Apr. 2010. http://www.kingsford.com/faq/index.htm#a )
· Kingsford produced a variety of charcoal , including “natural” charcoal and flavored products:

2 "natural"

2 instant

Regular, hickory and mesquite

(“Material Safety Data Sheets.” The Clorox Company. 28 Apr. 2010. http://www.thecloroxcompany.com/products/msds) 
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