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cheaper than raw cocoa, it was much more expensive per ounce than anything 
else on the market.

Cadbury’s early advertising for Cocoa Essence focused on trying to head off  
negative value perceptions as much as it did selling the benefi ts of the new 
process,

 ‘Cadbury Cocoa Essence (Registered) is three times the strength 
of the best Homeopathic cocoas ordinarily sold; consequently it is 
cheaper to use. Having no farinaceous substance or sugar added it 
does not thicken in the cup. It is guaranteed to consist solely of the 
extract of the cocoa nut, with the excess of fatty matter removed.’

But little headway was being made. They had yet to find a compelling 
benefit that would realise the sales potential of a unique and differentiated 
product.

Moving from Features to Benefi ts
Th e answer was to lie in making an issue of the idea of product purity. Having 
bombarded doctors’ offi  ces and the medical press with free samples, Cadbury 
were able to roll out an advertising campaign in 1867 based on the enduring 
technique of the medical testimonial,

‘Genuine; easily prepared; economical; about three times the strength 
of the best cocoas ordinarily sold; free from the excess of fatty matter, 
and recommended by medical men as the most wholesome breakfast 
beverage.’

“We have carefully examined the samples brought under our 
notice, and fi nd that they are genuine, and that the Essence of cocoa 
is just what it is declared to be by Messrs. CADBURY Brothers.” 
– Lancet.

“Cocoa treated thus will, we expect, prove to be one of the most 
nutritious, digestible and restorative of drinks.” – British Medical 
Journal.
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Th is message, in a variety of forms, 
would assail the consumer at every 
turn, and within another year Cadbury 
had ceased advertising any other of 
its cocoas. Th e farm was being bet on 
Cocoa Essence.

Competitively, it was far from clear 
that George and Richard Cadbury 
had not just knocked the fi nal 
nail into their own coffi  ns. From 
the perspective of Fry, this looked 
like the desperate move from a 
company that had nothing to lose. 
Even after a few years, there was no 
compelling case to follow suit. Th e 
market for adulterated cocoas did 
not immediately collapse; in fact, it 
kept growing. Most of the growth 
in the market was still coming 
from adulterated cocoa, driven by 
the continuing explosion in both 
population and incomes. In the 
1870’s, the already large sales of 
Fry’s adulterated cocoas increased by 
85%, which would hardly have rung 
many alarm bells in their Bristol 
headquarters. Th ey had been market 
leaders for nearly a century and would 
have lost no sleep had they known 
that Cadbury’s sales, driven by Cocoa 
Essence, were to increase by 114% 
over the same period.

But Fry would soon be jolted from 
their reverie when Cadbury forced 
a sea-change in the government’s 
attitude to the adulteration of cocoa. 

Although Th e Lancet had announced 
the creation of a health commission 
for the analysis of foods way back 
in 1850, the subject had not really 
gripped the nation, even after the 
passing of the British Food and Drug 
Act in 1860. Th is act was designed to 
prevent manufacturers using harmful 
additives, so did nothing to change 
opinions or practice on the uses of 
sago and fl our, which could hardly be 
considered life-threatening. However, 
the poor administration of that Act led 
to much more comprehensive measures 
in 1872 and then 1875 with the 
Adulteration of Food Acts.

George Cadbury had long been 
lobbying for more government action 
on the issue, leading the case for the 
‘extractors’ while being opposed by 
most of the rest of the industry who 
could be categorised as the ‘mixers’. 
George’s argument was that the 
addition of fl our and starch, while not 
necessarily harmful, tended to make 
the prepared cocoa more indigestible. 
Th e plausible-sounding counter-
argument of the ‘mixers’ was that the 
extraction of the cocoa fat – known as 
cocoa butter – robbed the cocoa of its 
nourishment. Th e Government found 
George Cadbury’s argument to be the 
more compelling, with ‘mixed’ cocoas 
falling under the remit of the new Act.

It was not an obvious move for 
George to have lobbied so hard on 
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to add wholesome foodstuff s to raw 
cocoa, as long as they were declared on 
the label. Nor was there an immediate 
business case for doing so; they were 
giving up profi table volume, in fact 
were handing it straight over to their 
competitors. Cadbury could easily 
have kept advertising Cocoa Essence 
as ‘Absolutely Pure, therefore Best’ while 
still promoting the cheaper cocoas to 
the lower end of the market. But to 
have done so would have missed out on 
the huge benefi t that was to come from 
the move: the building of the Cadbury 
brand reputation and that it would 
defi ne how consumers should view the 
cocoa category.

Th e outcome of Cadbury’s move to 
cancel their adulterated cocoas was to 
give a meaning to the Cadbury name. 
Th ey were saying that the ideals of 
product purity were so important, 
they would not sell anything that was 
anything less than pure. While the 
Cocoa Essence product brand stood for 
purity, the Cadbury name would stand 
for quality, integrity and trust. At the 
time, very few, if any, manufacturer 
names stood for anything at all beyond 
a basic level of quality. In the cocoa 
category, the name of the market leader, 
Fry, didn’t even stand for that. Driven 
by an advertising campaign, the scale of 
which dwarfed those of the competition, 
Cadbury turned the screw.

With a punch-line that summed 
everything up succinctly: ‘Absolutely 
Pure, therefore Best’, it was to be a 

thirty year advertising campaign that 
would drum into consumers that the 
cocoa market was all about purity. 
We have seen in more recent times 
the benefi ts that can come by raising 
the importance in consumers’ minds 
of one’s own brand feature into a 
category-defi ning benefi t. Volkswagen 
a generation ago almost single-handedly 
redefi ned the American car market 
with their ‘Th ink Small’ campaign. 
More recently, Volvo triumphed by 
raising the importance of safety in car-
buying decision-making.

Now Cadbury had shifted the debate 
to the issue of purity, both Fry and 
Rowntree were forced to launch their 
own versions, although both waited 
far too long before doing so. It was not 
until 1880 that Rowntree brought out 
Elect Cocoa, but it soon struggled as it 
could not match the Cadbury product. 
While Joseph Rowntree searched 
the continent for a suitable supplier 
of pressing machinery, in 1883 Fry 
brought out Fry’s Pure Concentrated 
Cocoa, the recipe for which had been 
supervised by Albert Fry himself.

Fry fi nally realised they had a 
competitor on their hands and 
replicated every one of the sales tools 
that Cadbury had used so eff ectively 
over the last half-century. Cadbury’s 
royal warrant from Queen Victoria had 
been matched by an identical one for 
Fry, and then decisively trumped as 
Fry signed up every Head of State they 
could lay their hands on. In addition 








