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The business has grown rapidly during the 

last three years, both here in the UK as well as 

overseas, and it celebrated its most successful year 

in 2013. What has driven this growth? 

The growth has been mainly driven by the 

investment that has gone into the business since 

2011, when Quorn Foods became a private 

company. That investment has essentially enabled 

us to increase our global marketing spend from 

virtually nothing to £15 million, during that time. 

Furthermore, we have been able to establish 

more effective sales and marketing teams in the 

UK, as well as strengthen our distributor models 

overseas by developing better, more sustainable 

relationships with suppliers and partners in big 

markets, such as Australia. Obviously, these 

actions, which were initially rolled out in 2011, took 

a couple of years to really make an impact. The 

rapid growth we experienced last year, and since, 

was the result of all of those factors finally coming 

together and making a difference. Admittedly, 

‘horsegate’ also helped a little by essentially raising 

awareness of the complications and inconsistencies 

present in the meat supply chain, caused by the 

fact that we’re eating too much  of it. 

Will consumers ultimately return to eating meat 

products as trust in meat improves?

I don’t think that people stopped trusting meat 

in general, but rather, they stopped trusting 

specific meat products such as mince, sausages 

and burgers and ready meals containing those 

ingredients. Unfortunately, it’s always going to 

be difficult to be completely sure what is in those 

products and consequently, people’s nervousness 

about eating them, from both health and quality 

points of view, probably won’t ever go away. This 

has certainly helped introduce more people to 

Quorn; but significantly, we don’t tend to lose 

customers once we gain them. So in terms of our 

business, the whole horsegate scandal created 

some momentum for us which we will continue  

to build on. It’s not an issue which will simply  

go away.

“The growth 

has been mainly 

driven by the 

investment that 

has gone into  

the business  

since 2011...”

Quorn Foods celebrated its most successful year in 2013, almost 30 years since its 

products first appeared on our supermarket shelves. We caught up with Quorn CEO 

Kevin Brennan who tells about the key factors behind the brand’s recent meteoric 

rise, as well as his thoughts on the big trends emerging in the food industry and why 

traditional advertising is still the driving force behind successful FMCG brands.
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greater commercial capability. It’s been a hugely 

challenging process, especially with our fairly 

remote location in North Yorkshire, but it’s had a 

massive impact on our business. 

Are consumers in traditional culinary markets 

like France, Spain and Italy starting to change 

their habits and become more open to meat-free 

alternatives, as they have done in the UK?

We’re pretty certain that in many countries there 

has been a significant shift towards a greater 

consumption of meat free alternatives during the 

last ten years. We actually conducted a study 

two years ago across 80 countries, which sought 

to identify the number of meat free alternative 

products in supermarkets around the world. We 

used local researchers and in certain countries 

- namely France, Poland and Brazil - there was a 

great deal of scepticism about the project actually 

delivering any information that would be beneficial 

to Quorn. In the end though, French, Brazilian and 

Polish researchers, rather sheepishly, reported back 

to us with data backed up with images showing 

supermarket fridges literary full of a range of meat 

alternatives. I was in France last week and you 

can pretty much buy at least one meat alternative 

product in every store; even the small ones. That 

certainly wouldn’t have been the case five years 

ago. It’s a similar situation now in Italy and Spain. In 

fact, we estimate that there are over 40 countries 

in the world where you are guaranteed to find 

alternative meat products in any supermarket. This 

trend is certainly driven by consumer demand for 

healthier food; but because meat is such a huge 

category in most countries, people don’t want to 

suddenly become vegetarians. Instead, they seek 

out things like Quorn. This trend is not going to 

reverse and I think the road ahead is very exciting 

from an international perspective. 

Innovation is obviously a key factor to get right 

in the food industry. In your view, what are the 

barriers you need to overcome to succeed at 

innovation? What is the innovation process like  

at Quorn? 

You need clarity of purpose at the start and 

while you want creativity in the NPD process, a 

systematic stage gate system is essential, to enable 

you to evaluate ideas and then decide if they’re 

worth progressing. In the food industry you do 

have the luxury of being able to progress ideas for 

much longer, than say the automotive industry, 

because the initial costs are relatively low. But, 

without a proper system in place, you will end 

up burning money very quickly. At Quorn, the 

innovation process needed improving and we have 

done that by tightening up what was a particularly 

loose stage-gate system. Furthermore, the senior 

management team now has a greater involvement 

in the NPD process, making sure everything is 

aligned and that things actually get done rather 

than being unnecessarily stalled. Better ideas 

rather than the ‘easiest’ ideas tend to emerge as a 

result of this. 

What food trends is Quorn currently monitoring? 

Veganism is an increasingly big focus area for 

us. There’s a sense that the number of vegans is 

growing, particularly in the USA. A catalyst for 

this is probably the number of high profile people 

like Bill Clinton, Al Gore and Bill Gates choosing 

to become vegan during the last few years. Their 

decision to do so is based on a combination of 

the perceived health benefits as well as the wider 

ethical and sustainable factors associated with not 

consuming animal products. Consequently, I can 

see this becoming a really big social trend, globally. 

Another area is additive or gluten free food. It’s a 

big trend here and it is becoming bigger elsewhere 

too. This is partly because more and more people 

actually believe themselves to be allergic to gluten, 

even when they’re not; and also because people 

want to eat less processed food. Both of these 

trends are challenging, however, because making 

the food is actually quite difficult, which also makes 

the innovation process tougher. 

You’re a marketer by trade; what particular 

marketing trends do you anticipate  

dominating consumer product marketing over  

the next decade?

Digital will likely continue to dominate the 

marketing agenda within FMCG; however,  

I believe that the most successful FMCG brands 

over the next ten years will be those that invest, 

instead, in traditional advertising, as that is still 

the most effective way to drive penetration. New 

research suggests that, when it comes to brands, 

people don’t make as many rational decisions 

as they like to think they do; but rather, they are 

influenced significantly by subliminal messages 

transferred through advertising. Even if they think 

they’re avoiding advertising, it will influence their 

decisions anyway. At Quorn, we believe that in 

order to convert large numbers of consumers we 

need to be on TV; and consequently we currently 

spend around 90% of our marketing budget on 

TV advertising around the world. It really works 

too; we have industry leading ROI and our market 

penetration continues to grow. There’s definitely a 

need for digital marketing, but the companies that 

choose not to over invest in it over the next few 

years, will be the ones that ultimately stand out. 

Mo Farrah recently joined other high profile sports 

stars including Ryan Giggs, Will Carling and Sally 

Gunnell in endorsing Quorn. Is this a theme you 

intend to continue in your advertising? Why? 

Yes, we certainly want to continue reminding 

people that Quorn is a healthy protein rather than 

something that just looks like meat, but isn’t. There 

is already a strong association between consuming 

“Veganism is an 

increasingly big 

focus area for us.”

Quorn is expanding overseas. How is the business 

currently approaching overseas markets?

When entering a new territory we try to do two 

things. Firstly, we find the best local representation 

for our brand by securing a big local distribution 

partner. We’ve started to use this partnership-

type approach in every new market and it’s 

certainly helped. We’re experiencing double 

digit growth in the Nordic region through our 

relationship there with Findus and similarly, our 

partnership with Simplot in Australia is helping 

us make significant progress there too. Secondly, 

we invest in making sure our products meet the 

needs of local consumers. This has included 

changing the ingredients of dishes like lasagne in 

Belgium; altering our chicken nuggets in the USA 

so they look better once they’ve been cooked in 

a microwave, as well as creating products which 

are popular in specific markets, such as Kung Pao, 

again in the USA. There are lots of examples. 

Once we’ve got these two factors right, we invest 

heavily in marketing the brand, relying mainly on 

traditional mediums such as TV, which has worked 

really well. 

What organisational challenges have you  

overcome so far, as Quorn further transitions into  

a global business? 

We try to run a world class business wherever 

we are in the world and getting the best talent on 

board is critical to achieving that aim. Since 2011 

we’ve hired two thirds of our current UK sales 

team and replaced virtually all of the international 

team, because we needed people with much 

“We try to run 

a world class 

business wherever 

we are in the 

world and getting 

the best talent on 

board is critical  

to achieving   

that aim.”

Interview Kevin Brennan
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healthy protein and being fit and trying to get fit, 

and we want to firmly position ourselves in the 

mindset of consumers as being synonymous with 

health and fitness. Quorn has done this fairly well 

over the years I think. Take the Ryan Giggs adverts 

from the 1990s for example. His association with 

Quorn has stuck with him throughout his whole 

career since then, and has certainly made a big 

difference to the Quorn brand. Like Giggs, Mo 

Farah is exactly the right kind of person we want 

to endorse our brand and it helps that he is a 

customer anyway and eats Quorn as part of his 

training programme. 

Which brands do you look to for inspiration? 

When I was at Kellogg’s, I was part of the team 

responsible for turning Special K into a market 

leading cereal. All we did, however, was essentially 

mimic what all great brands do. We invested 

heavily in TV advertising, created consistent 

messages and increased distribution and visibility 

in stores. These may sound like basic principles, 

but they are guaranteed to make a huge difference 

to a brand. Quorn is similar to Special K in some 

respects because it’s a relatively small brand 

which people don’t necessarily go and shop for 

on a weekly basis. It’s really important, therefore, 

that we try to make Quorn ‘top of mind’ through 

advertising and also easy to find within stores. 

This worked really well with Special K and if you 

go further back, it was also the strategy behind 

Lucozade’s phenomenal success. So, it’s not so 

much about being inspired by other brands, but 

rather just following how other similar brands have 

become successful. 

You’ve spent almost 30 years working in the 

consumer products industry across alcoholic 

drinks, fashion and hygiene products but the last 

15 years have seen you focus your career within 

food manufacturing. What is it about the food 

industry that has made you devote your career  

to it?

I don’t think it was a conscious decision to focus on 

food; but rather, I wanted to work for businesses 

where I would be involved in building really strong 

brands. Prior to joining Kellogg’s, I worked at PZ 

Cussons and was given the opportunity to develop 

the Imperial Leather and Carex brands, which were 

both iconic. The attraction to then join Kellogg’s 

was the chance it offered me to continue working 

with iconic brands. I found the Kellogg’s belief in 

investing in the marketing of brands very exciting 

and that is the same reason why I was attracted to 

Quorn. It’s a really fantastic brand with loads  

of potential, and to actually see the impact of  

my management on the brand continues to be  

very rewarding.

There is a noticeable skills gap in the UK food and 

Drink industry and by 2020 the Government want 

to see the sector grow by 20% with an estimated 

170,000 new recruits required to sustain this 

growth. Is finding and attracting talent difficult in 

the sector? 

It all depends on the company, I think. A company 

like Kellogg’s or Mars, for example, doesn’t find it 

difficult to hire because people don’t think of it as 

working for a food company per se, but rather as 

working for an iconic brand, which is very attractive 

from a career perspective. Conversely, at Quorn, 

we did struggle to hire people at first because I 

think people perceived us as being a bit odd. We 

worked hard to change that perception though 

and have subsequently been very successful at 

attracting talent. Personally, I think the real issues 

of finding and attracting talent exist specifically 

within the food retailing sector. That’s a very tough 

sector to make a living in at the moment. 

What skills does Quorn currently desire the most? 

Why should people consider joining Quorn? 

Regardless of the discipline, the most important 

thing for us is finding people who fit into our 

business. The type of people who succeed here are 

those who like to work in fast paced environments, 

who are not motivated by status and who don’t 

need a big infrastructure supporting them. Once 

they’re in the business we know we can offer 

them a really rewarding and exciting environment 

because we’re relatively small, we make quick 

decisions and we’re also growing rapidly. When 

people join Quorn they stay, because it’s a great 

place to work. 

How have you found the transition from working 

for ‘big corporates’ to managing a private equity 

style business? What advice would you give  

to other people looking to make a similar   

career move? 

It’s been great. The owners backed our plan for 

growth and have been very supportive about 

what we have achieved so far. My background 

at Kellogg’s actually prepared me well for the 

transition. Kellogg’s is a decentralised organisation 

and as such you were able to just get on and do 

things. So I was quite used to making decisions 

quickly and then executing them without having 

to get upward approval first. When moving into 

this type of environment though it’s important to 

be aware what you’re getting yourself into. It’s a 

bit like managing a football team in the sense that 

if you do it well, it’s great; but if you don’t it can be 

unpleasant and there’s nowhere to hide. 

What keeps you busy outside of work?

I have three teenage children who keep me busy. 

I also play a lot of tennis and enjoy running. I still 

play the guitar and occasionally perform with a 

covers band. So I’m never short of something  

to do.

“When I was at 

Kellogg’s, I was 

part of the team 

responsible for 

turning Special 

K into a market 

leading cereal.”
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