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2. Introduction  

Customer benchmarking allows us to get a valuable steer from consumers when redeveloping our 

range. Existing products are benchmarked against the competition to establish our market position 

and make sure we identify opportunities to focus development where it is truly needed. 

 

At the start of the development process, formulated products in our range are panelled blind with 

consumers in a booth/hall test scenario under controlled conditions to make sure testing is as fair 

and unbiased as possible. This is a very effective way of testing our existing products however there 

are some products in our range where this model is not an appropriate method of testing and where 

identifying a benchmark isn’t the primary objective. 

 

Products that generally fall into the non-added value categories such as produce and protein do not 

fit in with the standard testing model agreed by the business. To enable us to identify the testing 

method that best fits the products in our range we have split the range into three groups or ‘Tiers’. 

Non added value Produce and Protein fit into the ‘Tier 2’ group. 

 

We still need to assess the Tier 2 products in our range as customer feedback is very important to 

make sure our offer stays relevant and that our quality ambition is met. Tier 2 products will be 

assessed in a focus group style panel format where our customers still provide their feedback 

individually but products from the market are assessed together in a test kitchen, rather than a 

panel booth or test hall. 
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As Tier 2 products are not manufactured and are affected by seasonality and natural variation, 

setting benchmarks for these products adds little to no value. The objective of a Tier 2 panel is to 

provide a quick snapshot of quality vs the market and highlight the attributes that matter most to 

customers which will allow us to focus on driving quality. 

 

This guide is designed to outline the Tier 2 approach, process and reporting outputs in more detail. If 

you are a supplier and would like more information regarding how to use the IRIS system please 

refer to the IRIS Tier 2 Supplier guide for detailed guidance. If you are still not sure navigate to the 

contacts section and contact us at our IRIS queries shared mailbox.   

 

3. Scope  
 

All products in the subcategories shown in the table below will be tested using the Tier 2 method.  

Produce Categories  Protein Categories 

Berries, Bananas and Citrus Beef 

Exotic Fruit Fish (Including Frozen) 

Grapes and Stone Fruit Lamb 

Potatoes Pork 

Top Fruit Poultry (Chicken/Turkey etc.) 

Salads  

Vegetables  

 

Some of the products in our range that sit in the produce and protein categories are either ‘mixes’ or 

can be classified as having ‘added value’. The exceptions shown in the table below will be tested in 

the same way as recipe/formulated lines and therefore will not go through the Tier 2 process. 

 

Produce Exceptions  Protein Exceptions 

Stir-fry Packs Marinated Meat 

Bagged Salads – Mixes Only Ready To Cook 

Prepared Fruit – Mixes or selection packs Only  Smoked Salmon 

Salad Dressings Cooked Meats 

 Bacon/Gammon 
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There may be some products that require testing that are not listed here. The Customer 

Benchmarking Controller (details can be found on the contacts page) can confirm which method of 

testing is appropriate in these situations. 

 

4. Aim 

To ensure all products from the categories in scope are tested with consumers to make sure our 

quality ambitions are met. 

 

5. Guidelines 
 

5.1 When and how products are selected for testing 

The majority of products in our range are developed in line with the Stage & Gate process. This 

clearly defines the milestones and steps to be taken when redeveloping existing lines or bringing 

new products into the range.  

 

Tier 2 testing will take place outside of the Stage and Gate process and will be aligned to the 

strategic goals of the business meaning insight will be readily available when it is truly needed. 

Ranges are split into one of three Category Roles, indicating the frequency of testing. The simple 

chart below shows when products will be tested. 

 

Category Category Role Testing Frequency 

Fresh Meat/Poultry/Fish Maintain Success Annually 

Frozen Fish Steady State Biennially (Twice per year) 

Fresh 
Fruit/Salad/Vegetables/Potatoes 

Maintain Success Annually 

Prepared Produce Right To Win Annually 

 

For produce where products can be sourced from the UK, products will be tested when ‘British’ is in 

season. All other produce and protein lines will be tested regularly throughout the year. 

 

Products will not be tested more than once in a 12 month period. Suppliers will be notified when 

testing is taking place. An automatic notification will be sent from the IRIS system to the supplier 

‘Benchmarking contact’ listed in the MyCore system. Suppliers are encouraged to review their 

contacts in MyCore and make sure there is a benchmarking contact present at site level to enable 

notifications to be sent to the correct contacts. See the IRIS Tier 2 supplier guide for more details. 



 
 

CONTROLLED COPY – No unauthorised copy / distribution or alteration permitted.  UNCONTROLLED COPY IF PRINTED 

Document Reference 
0005 

Issue date  
May 2019 

Version 
2.0 

Owners 
Gaz Evans 

Page 
5 of 12 

 

 

5.2 Testing Methodology 

 

Testing takes place in our Test Kitchens in 1 Angel Square and is facilitated by the Customer Quality 

Team. We have a database of approximately one thousand colleagues who have registered their 

interest to take part in taste panels and provide their feedback. 

  

Upon registration panellists are required to complete a questionnaire detailing their preferences. 

We ensure panellists recruited to tests are regular consumers/non-rejecters of the products being 

tested. 

 

Our research has told us that a panel booth scenario is not ideal for produce and primal protein 

lines. For best results products should be reviewed side by side in a focus group style format with no 

more than eight attendees to give the best balance between practicality and quality of feedback. 

 

Products are assessed by a group however feedback is captured from each panellist to make sure 

that individual opinions are collected rather than a group consensus. Each panellist uses an I-pad to 

provide their responses to a tailored questionnaire which varies depending on the product being 

tested. 

 

Our internal trials panels have shown us that consumers were more comfortable assessing a 

maximum of three products. This will allow customers to give us the best feedback possible and 

avoids panel fatigue which is a particular issue when products are very similar. 

 

Panellist responses are fed through to our software in real time and analysis of the results is 

performed before a report is created and shared with the business. The key outputs of the report 

are a snapshot of our quality vs the market and a key breakdown of the attributes consumers are 

looking for and associate with great quality. 

 

5.3 Which retailers do we test against? 

 

Our products will be tested against a choice of two retailers from the table below. The two retailers 

will be agreed by the Product Development or Technical teams at a subcategory level and this will 

apply to all products in the respective subcategory; this is to ensure consistency of results which 

wouldn’t be possible if retailer comparisons differed at a product level. 
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Pioneer  Irresistible 

Sainsbury’s Sainsbury’s Taste the Difference 

Tesco Tesco Finest 

Morrison’s Morrison’s The Best 

M&S M&S 

Aldi Specially Selected 

 

5.4 Questionnaire content and assessment 

 

Products are presented blind and are labelled with three digit codes as per standard sensory best 

practice. Panellists are first asked to assess ‘raw appearance’ using the hedonic scale     (1 = Poor to 5 

= Excellent). Additional ‘Just about right’ (JAR) questions are asked in relation to key visual quality 

indicators that are products specific (e.g. colour, size, amount of fat) 

JAR questions allow us to ascertain not just how much a consumer likes something but more 

importantly, what they don’t like. Here is an example of a Jar question taken from the questionnaire 

as it appears to a panellists  

 

 

These questions only work when the extremes of the scale are both negative. Using colour as an 

example, this is something that could be perceived as either ‘too pale or too dark’, both of which 

could be barriers to liking. JAR questions allow for actionable feedback. Rather than simply report a 

panellist didn’t like the colour, we can capture exactly how the panellist felt about the colour. 

 

For products that require cooking, these are prepared to back of pack guidelines (where applicable) 

in a controlled environment using the same preparation method for each sample/retailer. Panellists 

then assess the cooked appearance of the product and move onto the three other main attributes; 

aroma, flavour and texture. 

 

Rather than ask panellists to provide comments in relation to each sample we provide an extensive 

list of 20 – 30 attributes and ask them to choose the five attributes that are most important to them 

in terms of quality. This enables us to makes sure we get the feedback we require and very clearly 
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highlight what matters most to customers. The attributes are specific to the product being tested 

and can be mapped on a distribution chart  

 

Finally panellists are asked to provide positive and negative comments for each sample they have 

tested. This feedback may be useful and help themes to be identified which either drive or present 

barriers to liking. 

 

5.5 The report and how to interpret the results 

 

The summary gives an overview of the results and lifts any relevant points from the data/scores. 

Having this on the first page gives the reader the opportunity to quickly see the panel outcome and 

review the full report at a later date if necessary.   

 

 

 

All relevant product information is captured on page 2 of the report. Here you can see the retailer 

information along with price, product weight and any coding. For produce, variety and country of 
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origin will also be recorded.

 

 

The third page summarises the results from all the JAR questions and any raw appearance/hedonic 

questions asked before panellists move onto taste the products. Hedonic questions are displayed in 

column charts. JAR responses are presented in stacked bar charts and show the % of panellists that 

responded in a particular way. 

 

The higher the response of ‘Just about right’ a product receives, the better it has performed. As a 

general rule, if between 60% and 70% of panellists score an attribute ‘just about right’ this is a good 

outcome. 

 

A brief summary of the relevant findings from the graphs is provided in a separate box and may give 

slightly more detail than you will find on the first page. 
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The two graphs below show the same information but visualise it in different ways. The spider chart 

allows you to see performance at a glance whereas the column chart provides the scores but also 

with the use of post hoc lettering allows us to identify any significance in the results. Statistical 

significance with small panel sizes is unlikely however this will be mentioned in the first page 

summary if any of the results meet the thresholds for significance. 

   

 

 

The information presented on these graphs are the mean scores that the panellists have given each 

sample for Cooked Appearance, Aroma, Texture, Flavour and Overall Quality. In this example, an 

extra question has been added; Tenderness. 
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5.6 Attribute Map 

 

The distribution graph on the next page shows the 20 -30 attributes panellists are asked to choose 

from. The number of responses is mapped so we can clearly see which attributes matter most to 

consumers when thinking about products quality. This is an example that shows attributes relevant 

to the Pork category. 

 

 

 

5.7 Photography 

 

The last page of the report contains all photographs for the samples tested. Product is photographed 

in pack, as it appears raw and once cooked. This is particularly important when considering the 

appearance scores as it provides the opportunity to see what the panellists saw when making their 

assessment. 
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5.8 Panellist comments 

 

We capture all panellist comments that can be seen verbatim at the back of the report. Key themes 

and trends will be summarised on the first page of the report however it can be useful to review 

comments consumers make to better understand scoring and results. All comments are split by 

positive and negative to make sure we establish whether the feedback is favourable or not. 

 

5.9 How will the report be used? 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, Tier 2 products are not manufactured and are affected by 

seasonality and natural variation, setting benchmarks for these products adds little to no value. The 

objective of a Tier 2 panel is to provide a quick snapshot of quality vs the market and highlight the 

attributes that matter most to customers which will allow us to focus on driving quality. 

This means we can establish the impact of changing key attributes of a product such as the amount 

of visible fat on a steak for example and how this will affect customer perception of quality. It can 

also impact decision making in terms of seasonal varieties; if sweetness is highlighted as an 

important attribute and the Co-op product received a low score, looking at sweeter varieties will 

likely improve the customer experience. 

The results from a tier 2 panel can be used in broader terms such as informing the QAS document or 

be factored in when tendering a range or changing the sourcing of a product. Being closer to our 

customers’ needs and preferences gives us an advantage and puts customer satisfaction first. 

 

6. Appendices 
 

6.1 Contacts 

 

Name Telephone Email 

For General Queries regarding the 
process please contact us using our 
shared mailbox. 

N/A Customerbenchmarking@coop.co.uk 
 

For IRIS related queries please 
contact us using our shared mailbox 

N/A irisqueries@coop.co.uk 
 

Susan Mallin – Quality Strategy 
Manager 

07753 307484 Susan.Mallin@coop.co.uk 
 

Gaz Evans – PAQC Manager 07715 852743 Gaz.Evans@coop.co.uk 
 

mailto:Customerbenchmarking@coop.co.uk
mailto:irisqueries@coop.co.uk
mailto:Susan.Mallin@coop.co.uk
mailto:Gaz.Evans@coop.co.uk
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Jenny Waterhouse – Customer 
Benchmarking Controller 

07768 035367 Jenny.Waterhouse@coop.co.uk 
 

Joanne Rayson – Product Assessment 
Quality Controller 

07715 852754 Joanne.Rayson@coop.co.uk 
 

Marie Greenwood – Product 
Assessment Quality Controller 

07545 602816 Marie.Greenwood@coop.co.uk 
 

Amy Downing – Product Assessment 
Quality Controller 

07545 602833 Amy.Downing@coop.co.uk 
 

Lauren Madden – Product 
Assessment Quality Controller 

07545 602810 Lauren.Madden@coop.co.uk 
 

 

 

7. History of Amendments  

 

Version number Date Details of amendment including sections numbers amended 

1.0 30th November Draft issue 

2.0 30th April 2019 Updated Version. Introduction updated. Reporting screenshots 
updated to a higher resolution. Section added to include how 
the report will be used. Contacts updated. 
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