
Brands such as Coke, Nike, Hanes, Crest, CoverGirl and Sony may compete 

in different categories, but they have one thing in common. All are among 

the top brands that American consumers expect to find when shopping in 

mass market stores. So too are Campbell’s, Kellogg’s, Cannon, Barbie and 

Kodak, according to RetailingToday.com’s annual Top Brands study.

Conducted annually for more than two decades, the Top Brands report 

serves as a unique benchmark for the retail industry because it monitors 

consumers’ unaided expectations when it comes to brand names they 

look for at mass market retailers. The study asks consumers about their 

expectations across 17 categories, and the data, while always interesting, 

is even more so this year given the dynamics of the marketplace caused 

by the recession. For example, top brands weathered the recession and 

have emerged even stronger last year with an increased percentage of 

consumers in 13 of the 17 measured categories, indicating a stronger brand 

preference when compared with the prior year (See chart, page 2). In the 
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other four categories where brand preference did not increase year over 

year, it either held steady or was down only slightly.

The overall surge in brand preference is noteworthy because it took place 

against the backdrop of one of the worst recessions anyone can remember, 

which caused a predictable shift in purchase behavior as shoppers deferred 

purchases or sought less-expensive alternatives. However, that was only 

the beginning. Top brands also withstood efforts by their trading partners 

to reduce expenses and simplify operations by reducing assortments, 

oftentimes at the expense of shoppers who were then left to wonder why 

they couldn’t find the very item that was responsible for them visiting a 

particular store. In addition to retailers’ efforts to pare assortments, brands 

had to withstand retailers’ increased emphasis on their own brands, with 

notable examples involving the relaunch of Great Value at Walmart and the 

introduction of Up & Up at Target.

The considerable challenges top brands faced throughout 2009 have not 

completely diminished. Far from it. The improved quality of private brands 

and greater marketing sophistication on the part of retailers will remain 

headwinds for brands long after the economy improves. However, for the 

time being, the newest installment of RetailingToday.com’s Top Brands 
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study should serve as a reminder 

to retailers that in an overwhelming 

majority of categories, consumers 

continue to express a brand 

preference, and that preference is 

strengthening compared with the 

past few years. n

* Prior to 2002 study, Candy and Snacks were combined into one category
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The ToP Brands  
Methodology

RetailingToday.com has worked with 

Leo J. Shapiro & Associates, a lead-

ing market research firm based in 

Chicago, for more than two decades 

to conduct the annual consumer re-

search study that served as the basis 

for the annual TOP Brands report. 

Leo J. Shapiro & Associates con-

ducted 1,028 telephone and online 

interviews during December 2009 to 

ensure a sample size representative of 

U.S. households. 

To ensure findings comparable to 

prior-year results, the survey again 

employed a methodology that seeks 

to understand respondents’ unaided 

brand preferences. Those surveyed 

were asked whether they shopped in 

nationally known discount department 

stores, drug stores and superstores and 

then asked which categories they shop 

in those stores. From there, respondents 

were asked which brand they would 

want to buy if they were shopping for a 

product in a specific category.

This methodology has remained 

consistent since the survey began, 

ensuring comparability of data from 

year to year and enabling RetailingTo-

day.com to produce a brand prefer-

ence ranking by category and a list of 

preferred brands by category. n

apparel & domestics
Brand preference strengthened across the board in 2009 for all apparel 
categories, according to Top Brands. The men’s and intimate apparel 
segments experienced the sharpest increase in preference while brand 
preference in the women’s and children’s apparel areas advanced to a 
lesser degree.

Men’s apparel surged to its highest ranking in a decade, with 76% 
of those who shopped the category expressing a brand preference. 
Much of the gain appears attributable to top-ranked Hanes, which 
advanced to 37% from 26% in 2008, and came close to its all-time 

(Continued on Page 4)
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high ranking of 39% in 2007. Levi’s, Fruit of the Loom and Nike also 
advanced last year while Dockers and Wrangler slipped.

A surge in preference for 
Hanes in intimate apparel also 
fueled that category’s overall 
rise in the preference ranking to 
a level not seen in a decade. Of 
those who shopped for intimate 
apparel, 67% expressed a 
brand preference, markedly 
higher than the 52% the prior 
year and close to the 70% level 
touched a year ago. A distant 
second in the intimate segment 
was Playtex at 14%, followed 
by Victoria’s Secret, Fruit of the 
Loom, Bali and Jockey.

Brand preference in the 
women’s and children’s 
segments advanced as well, but 
these categories remain among 
those with the lowest overall 
brand preference scores. Only 
about half of those who shopped 
these two categories indicated a 
brand preference, and within the 
categories, brand preference is 
highly fragmented among some 
well-known names. In women’s, 
top-ranked Nike and Levi’s were 
mentioned by just 10% of those 
who shopped the category. 
Preference for brands in the 
children’s category is slightly 
stronger with top-ranked Hanes 
at 17%, followed by Levi’s at 
14%, but all other brands were  
in the single digits.

(Continued on Page 5)
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The only category ranked lower than women’s and children’s apparel 
in terms of brand preference is the domestics category. It is traditionally 
the lowest-ranked, but it too experienced an increase after sinking to 
nearly a decade low in 2008. The percentage of shoppers indicating 
a preference for domestics rebounded sharply last year to 36% from 
25%, and top-ranked brand Cannon reached its highest level in 
five years, with 24% of those who shopped the domestics category 
indicating that Cannon is a brand they expect to find at mass. Other 
familiar names rounding out the list of preferred brands included Martha 
Stewart, Polo/Ralph Lauren, Fieldcrest and Wamsutta. However, in an 
interesting development this year, a new entrant to the list is Walmart’s 
opening price point domestics private brand Mainstays. n

Health & Wellness
Given the personal nature of their use, it doesn’t come as a surprise 
that health-and-wellness categories continue to be ones in which 
consumers express a high degree of brand preference. That proved 

to be the case again last year 
as the health and beauty 
care category ranked third 
on the list of 17 categories 
surveyed, with 89% of 
those surveyed indicating 
a brand preference. That 
percentage is comparable 
to the prior year when a 
decade-high percentage of 
those surveyed expressed 
a brand preference. The 
strength of the numbers in 
this category are noteworthy 
for several reasons. Even 
though the percentage of 

(Continued on Page 6)
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those expressing a brand preference tends to hold relatively steady 
year over year, the category faced a surge in private-label competition 
last year and the year before in addition to being an area targeted by 
retailers for SKU rationalization. Despite the challenges, the abundance 
of brands in the category ensures that preference is rather fragmented, 
with top-ranked Crest only at 17%. Colgate followed at 15% with hair 
care brands Suave and Pantene rounding out those in double digits.
Brands new to the list this year included Secret, CoverGirl, Degree, Old 
Spice and Dial, while some familiar names dropped out of the top 10, 
including Olay, Maybelline, Vaseline, Gillette and Head & Shoulders.

The cosmetics category is similar in many respects to health and 
beauty from a brand preference perspective. Those who shopped the 
category expressed a high degree (80%) of brand preference. However, 
preference tends to be concentrated among a smaller group of well-
established mass-market brands. CoverGirl topped the list again this 
year at 27%, while second-ranked Maybelline slipped a few points to 
18%. The biggest decliner was L’Oréal, which dropped to 9% from 17% 
the prior year. Although not typically regarded as mass-market brands, 
Clinique and Estée Lauder were among this year’s top 10 brands. n

Food & Consumables
Food and consumables are areas where consumers’ already clear 
brand preferences increased to an even higher level in 2009. In the top-

ranked snacks category, brand 
preference now stands at 95%, 
compared with 82% last year, 
while the beverage category 
increased to 92% from 89%.

Frito-Lay again outdistanced 
its branded competitors last 
year, and it remains the top 
snack brand, identified by  
34% of those who made a 
purchase in the category as 
their top brand. Planters, 
Nabisco, Oreo and Hershey’s 
also were mentioned by a 
double-digit percentage of 
those who made purchases. 
The inclusion of Hershey’s and 
M&M/Mars among the top 10 
suggests consumers regard 
eating chocolate as snacking 
even though retailers tend to 
merchandise salty snacks, 
cookies and candy in sepa- 
rate areas.

In the beverage category, 
Coke topped Pepsi again as 
the top-ranked beverage brand; 
however, Lipton’s appearance 
as the third most-preferred 
brand is a little unexpected as 
it ranked ahead of the more 
heavily marketed Mountain Dew 
brand. Meanwhile, such bottled 
water brands as Dasani, Poland 
Spring and Aquafina gained 
modestly while none of the 

(Continued on Page 7)
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new-age energy drink brands 
cracked the top 10.

Groceries and canned goods 
surged to a decade-high score, 
with 81% of those surveyed 
who shopped the category 
indicating a brand preference. 
Campbell’s and Kellogg’s 
were ranked first and second, 
respectively, and were the 
only brands in the category 
to record a double-digit 
preference score. Brands in the 
grocery category remain top-of-
mind with consumers despite 
increased competition from 
retailers eager to gain share 
with their private brands. For 
example, Walmart relaunched 
its Great Value brand last year, 
and for the first time, Great 
Value appeared on the Top 
Brands list in the tenth spot.

Brand preference in the 
candy category is among the 
strongest, with clear preferences 
expressed by consumers. 
Hershey’s is the top-ranked 
brand by a wide margin, with 
48% of those who shopped the 
category identifying Hershey 
as a brand they expect mass 
merchants to offer. Snickers 
and M&M/Mars also scored well 
as in prior years, while the big 
surprise this year is a surge in 

(Continued on Page 8)
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preference for gum brands, such as Trident, Extra and Orbitz, which 
made the Top Brands candy category list for the first time. n

Ce & entertainment 
Consumers’ expectations of mass-market retailers when it comes to 
offering an assortment of well-known brands increased last year. In 
fact, brand preference in the category underwent a major rebound 
as the percentage of category shoppers who expressed a brand 
preference increased to 75%, compared with 58% last year. The credit 
is due to Apple, which ironically enjoys limited mass distribution yet 
now ranks second to Sony as a brand shoppers expect mass retailers 
to offer. Sony slipped last year to 26% from 31%, and Apple picked 
up the slack, rising to 17% from 7% the prior year. Apple didn’t even 
appear on the list prior to 2008. Aside from Sony and Apple, none of 
the other top 10 brands identified by shoppers managed to achieve a 
double-digit preference score.

Brand preference in the related computer software and entertainment 
software category was more broadly based, with five of the top 10 
brands registering a double-digit preference percentage among 
shoppers in the category. Gaming platforms appeared to be the key 
determinant of where a brand ranks, with Micosoft’s Xbox, Sony’s 
Playstation and Nintendo’s Gameboy and Wii products accounting for 
the first, second and fourth positions, respectively.

Consumers’ expression of 
brand preference in the camera 
category tends to be strong, 
and that was the case again last 
year when those who expressed 
a preference increased to 84% 
from 79% the prior year. Brand 
preference in the category 
has only fallen below the 80% 
threshold three times in the past 
decade; however, all three of 
those dips took place during the 
past five years as digital came to 
more fully dominate the space.

Even so, Kodak continues 
to be the top brand shoppers 
expect to find in the mass 
channel with a 30% ranking, 
but that is well below the 
45% level just five years ago. 
As preference for Kodak has 
slipped, other brands have 
been slow to enter consumers’ 
set of preferred brands. For 
example, Sony, Canon and 
Nikon are among the world’s 
leading camera manufacturers 
with ample distribution in the 
mass channel, yet they continue 
to rank well behind Kodak. n
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General Merchandise
Brand preference in the toy category nudged above the 60% level 
for the first time in seven years with Barbie leading the way. Barbie 
was mentioned by 16% of category shoppers as the brand they 
expect mass retailers to offer, rebounding sharply from a low of 7% 
registered in 2006.

(Continued on Page 11)
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Hot Wheels also had a good year 
in 2009 as its preference score 
surged to 14% after occupying 
single-digit territory for the past five 
years. Another big gainer was the 
Milton Bradley brand, which didn’t 
even make the top 10 list in 2005 
but now ranks fourth with 10% of 
toy category shoppers mentioning 
the brand as one they expect 
mass retailers to offer. Hasbro also 
debuted on the list in the sixth spot 
with an 8% ranking. Notably absent 
this year were the Leap Frog and 
Little Tikes brands.

The greeting card category is the 
other general merchandise category 

explored by the Top Brands 
study, and as was the case 
with other categories, brand 
preference increased last 
year. Those who expressed 
a preference in the greeting 
card category increased to 
65% from 49% the prior year, 
and once again Hallmark 
dominated the rankings by an 
exceptionally wide margin. The 
brand was mentioned by 84% 
of those surveyed as the one 
they expected mass retailers 
to offer, easily outdistancing 
second-place rival American 
Greetings, which was men-
tioned by 9% of those who 
shopped the category. n

http://retailingtoday.com/hanestopbrands/index.htm?src=pdf336x280

