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How Sensory Research and Advertising Redefined the 
Pasta Sauce Market

Sensory Research in a Competitive Marketplace

The jarred pasta sauce market in the United States was estimated to be worth $1.3 billion 
in the late 1980s. Conopco’s Ragu Old World Style commanded around 60% of the market 
when Campbell’s entered with its own product, Prego Thick and Chunky. Competitors at the 
time included Hunt’s, Classico, and Healthy Choice. To capture part of this market, Campbell’s 
enlisted the services of Howard Moskowitz, a psychophysicist and food science pioneer, to 
conduct nationwide consumer surveys. This research uncovered a staggering preference: 
roughly one-third of American pasta consumers preferred a chunky pasta sauce. Moskowitz’s 
survey insights led to the development of Prego Thick and Chunky. 

Campbell’s advertising agency, FCB/Leber Katz, relied on sensory research to develop a 
comparative marketing campaign, positioning Prego alongside Ragu Old World Style in an 
at-home chunkiness taste test. Conopco objected to the 1988 campaign, raising concerns with 
the three major television networks, followed by a complaint to the BBB National Programs, 
National Advertising Division (NAD). These complaints resulted in instructions for Campbell’s to 
specify which Ragu variety Campbell’s was comparing to Prego.

False Advertising Disputes Over Decades

Conopco filed a federal false advertising lawsuit in 1993, and the court granted summary 
judgment in favor of Campbell’s, finding that Conopco’s delay in filing prejudiced Campbell’s 
investment in marketing and establishment of its market position. By the time the decision was 
issued, Campbell’s had invested over $75 million in marketing campaigns that defined Prego as 
“the thick sauce”.
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Competitive dynamics continued into the following decades, with disputes resurfacing at the 
NAD in 2013 and twice in 2017. These disputes centered on claims that “even Ragu users 
prefer the taste of Prego Traditional two-to-one.” A Campbell’s commercial depicted two 
12-month-old children, one enjoying Prego Traditional and the other refusing Ragu Old World 
Style Traditional. Despite a disclaimer that the taste test substantiation involved participants 
aged six and older, the then-owner of Ragu, Mizkan America, Inc., challenged the commercial 
because the depiction could mislead viewers into believing that toddlers had participated in 
the taste test.

Campbell’s defended the ad, explaining that the toddlers were used as a comedic device, 
presented ironically as “lifelong pasta experts,” and that the depiction constituted non-actionable 
puffery rather than a sensory claim. The NAD agreed with Campbell’s, noting that reasonable 
consumers would understand that it is impossible to conduct a reliable taste test using very 
young children and that the humorous presentation emphasized this fact.

Marketing Research Lessons for Modern Brands

The saga illustrates how comparative sensory claims, when 
effectively marketed and based on reliable research“ reliable 
research, can have a substantial commercial impact. Prego’s 
“Thick and Chunky” campaign captured $600 million in market 
share. This research uncovered that one-third of Americans 
preferred a chunky sauce, which became a cornerstone of 
Prego’s brand extension strategy. The Prego lesson that many 
brands follow today is to avoid launching new campaigns or 
products without conducting sensory research. 

Your Trusted Partner in Sensory Research

Sensory research gives clients a strategic advantage in competitive markets. By combining 
rigorous methodology with expertise in sensory science, the sensory research experts at IMS 
Legal Strategies deliver evidence-based insights that not only support your claims but also 
enhance consumer trust. Whether you are launching a new product or defending an existing 
campaign, we ensure your sensory claims are both compelling and compliant.

Reach out to contactus@imslegal.com today to discuss how sensory research can strengthen 
your marketing and regulatory strategies.

The Prego lesson that many brands 
follow today is to avoid launching 

new campaigns or products without 
conducting sensory research. 
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This content is based exclusively on publicly available information and does not include any 
confidential or proprietary data.

IMS Legal Strategies is a trusted partner to law firms and corporations worldwide, providing the 
expertise and technology needed to solve dispute-related challenges and protect reputations. 
IMS delivers strategic solutions for the entire litigation lifecycle, including advisory and analytical 
support, specialized expert witness services, data-driven jury consulting, powerful trial graphics, 
and seamless presentation technology. We work closely with clients to develop a strong 
case around key themes and present compelling narratives that leave a lasting impression on 
decision-makers. Our integrated teams have decades of practical experience in more than 
65,000 cases and 6,500 trials. Together, we win. Visit imslegal.com for more. 
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