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ABOUT PARTNERSHIP FOR A HEALTHIER AMERICA (PHA)

PHA’s mission is to leverage the power
of the private sector to transform the
food landscape in pursuit of health
equity. In 2010, PHA was created in
conjunction with Former First Lady
Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! effort.
PHA identifies, accelerates, and
celebrates voluntary business practices
that improve or increase choice or lead
to new norms and behavior around
food and physical activity.

This report examines the compendium of publicly available evidence from studies,
data and analyses performed both prior to the coronavirus pandemic and since
its outbreak regarding the accelerating consumer demand for healthier foods and
beverages. The analysis examines actual and anticipated changes in consumer
buying behaviors and serves to guide supermarkets and the broader food industry
on how to prepare for and capitalize on consumer desire for healthier foods that
enhance their well-being.

“The coronavirus
pandemic has placed
an intense spotlight
on the link between
unhealthy diets, poor
health conditions,
and Covid-19.”

BACKGROUND
The coronavirus pandemic has placed an intense spotlight on the link between
unhealthy diets, poor health conditions, and COVID-19. As shown in FIGURE 1,
those suffering with diet-related conditions – obesity, Type II diabetes, hypertension,
cardiovascular disease, and other preexisting conditions – have experienced
disproportionate rates of hospitalization and death from COVID-19. An April 2020
study, for example, found that individuals with these conditions were hospitalized
at disproportionate rates. A study published August 26, 2020 in Obesity Reviews
further confirmed that those with obesity, (i.e., a Body Mass Index (BMI) higher
than 30), were at a greatly increased risk for hospitalization (113%), more likely to
be admitted to the intensive care unit (74%), and had a higher risk of death (48%)
from the virus.1 Given that more than 40% of Americans are obese, these findings
are particularly troubling.

FIGURE 1. UNDERLYING CONDITIONS AMONG ADULTS
HOSPITALIZED WITH COVID-19
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NOTE: Based on data from COVID-19 Associated Hospitalization Survelliance Network for patients hospitalized in 99 counties in 14 states from
March 1-30, 2020. Source: MMWR. 2020 Apr 8:69(early release):1-7
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With dining-out options reduced, unemployment rates high in many areas,
and heightened concerns about mitigating exposure to the virus in the absence
of a timetable for a novel coronavirus vaccine, Americans are eating more meals
at home. According to a report published on September 10, 2020, by sales and
marketing agency Acosta, more than half of consumers (55%) are eating at home
more frequently since the pandemic began.2 Supermarkets are the primary source
of foods consumed in the home, with more than 38,000 supermarkets in the U.S.
generating annual sales of $701 billion. Even in a post COVID-19 world,
consumers are likely to maintain the trend toward more at home eating,
especially if they are cash-strapped and focused on maintaining good health.
“Supermarkets are the
primary source of foods
consumed in the home,
with more than 38,000
supermarkets in the
U.S. generating annual
sales of $701 billion.”

While retail food and beverage sales grew 11.5% versus last year in August, this
was only one-third of March’s 31.2% growth rate, signaling that more predictable
shopping patterns are developing and that some spending is shifting back to
restaurants.3 This signifies that the grocery sector has an opportunity to respond to
shifting consumer trends and sustain its growth trajectory arising out of the pandemic.

This trend toward healthfulness fully encompasses food in the minds of consumers.
According to the 2019 International Food Information Council (IFIC) Food &
Health Survey, compared to 2010, more than 50% say healthfulness impacts food
shopping more now.4 As shown in FIGURE 3, people claim to be eating healthier,
with limiting sugar intake and eating more fruits and vegetables listed as the
biggest changes.
The IFIC Survey noted that almost one-quarter (23%) of consumers say they actively
seek out foods or follow a diet for health benefits, with weight loss, energy, and
digestive health the most sought-after results. In 2019, immune function was
mentioned as a sought-after benefit from food by 35% of those seeking health
benefits from foods, ranking it right below brain function, bone health, and cancer
protection/prevention.

Limiting sugar intake
and eating more
fruit and vegtables
are the top ways
in which consumers’
diets have changed.

FIGURE 3. PEOPLE ARE EATING HEALTHIER

CONSUMER TRENDS PRE-PANDEMIC
Over the past decade Americans have increasingly embraced the importance
of leading a healthier, more balanced lifestyle. According to Natural Marketing
Institute, by 2019, 77% of consumers stated that it was extremely/very important
to lead a healthy, balanced lifestyle, up from 68% in 2010 (FIGURE 2).

Limiting sugar intake and eating more fruit and vegtables are the top ways in which consumers’ diets have changed.
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FIGURE 2. MORE CONSUMERS STATE IT IS IMPORTANT
TO LEAD A HEALTHY BALANCED LIFESTYLE
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Millennials are leading the way. IFIC’s findings show that more than half of
millennials, the largest generational cohort, prioritize health when choosing food.
Mintel cites that over 60% of millennials surveyed think their generation is more
focused on health than any other generation. A survey of 2,000 millennials
revealed that 57% follow a specific diet (i.e., keto, plant-based, vegan, etc.) with
67% of these consumers indicating that it was “healthier for my body” by doing so.5

2,000 millennials
revealed that 57%
follow a specific
diet such as keto,
plant-based or vegan,
with 67% of these
consumers indicating
that it was “healthier for
my body” by doing so.

The marketplace was reflecting these growing trends toward healthier eating prior
to the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. For example, 90% of households had
purchased organic products; 86% sugar free items; 99% low fat products; and
74% items delivering an excellent source of protein.6
Four areas in particular have emerged as strong growth trends:
1. Reducing sugar intake
2. Sustainably-marketed products
3. Plant-based products
4. Immune-support foods

1. CONSUMERS REDUCING SUGAR INTAKE
Pressures have been building to reduce the sugar content of foods and beverages.
In 2015, the World Health Organization said that adults and children should
reduce their daily sugar intake to less than 10% of their total energy consumption.
The 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans also recommended limiting
calories from added sugars to no more than 10% each day, or 200 calories
for a 2,000-calorie diet. Pre-pandemic, consumers were taking note of these
recommendations with, 66% stating that they were actively trying to limit their
sugar intake (FIGURE 4).7

“Shoppers have
expressed that they
are trying to eliminate
sugar in several
food and beverage
categories that
historically deliver
high sales and
profits to the
supermarket sector.”

And as shown in FIGURE 5, shoppers have expressed that they are trying to eliminate
sugar in several food and beverage categories that historically deliver high sales
and profits to the supermarket sector.8

FIGURE 5. CONSUMERS ARE TRYING TO ELIMINATE
PRODUCTS TO REDUCE SUGAR INTAKE

Top Categories Eliminated to Reduce Sugar Consumption
FIGURE 4. TWO-THIRDS OF CONSUMERS
ARE TRYING TO REDUCE SUGAR CONSUMPTION
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“... more than half of
consumers (54%) said
that environmental
sustainability was
an important factor
in purchasing
food products.”
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2. PERCEPTIONS OF SUSTAINABLY-MARKETED PRODUCTS

3. OBSERVATIONAL TRENDS IN PLANT-BASED PRODUCTS

In the 2019 IFIC Food & Health Survey, more than half of consumers (54%) said that
environmental sustainability was an important factor in purchasing food products
(FIGURE 6).9 Locally grown, sustainably sourced, and non-GMO were the top
characteristics defining whether a product was sustainable or not.

Plant-based products (i.e., foods that directly replace meat, seafood, eggs, dairy,
or other animal products, as well as meals that contain animal ingredient
replacements) have been on the rise, with dollar sales up 29% from 2017 through
2019 (FIGURE 7).12

Findings from L.E.K.’s 2018 consumer food and beverage survey of nearly 1,600
consumers show that nearly three out of four say they are committed to at least
one health, wellness, ethical, or environmental attribute among the foods they
eat. Additionally, Nielsen Insights offered that almost half (48%) of consumers said
they would definitely or probably change their consumption habits to reduce their
impact on the environment.10 And in the two years leading up to the COVID-19

According to a DuPont Nutrition & Health study conducted with HealthFocus®
International, 52% of U.S. consumers are eating more plant-based foods and
believe it makes them feel healthier.13 Roughly 60% said switching to plant-based
foods would be permanent. The 2019 IFIC Food & Health survey highlighted that
familiarity with and interest in plant-based diets is high. Nearly three in four
consumers (73%) say they have heard of plant-based diets and half (51%) of all

outbreak, 45% of consumers said they changed their diets in order to lead a more
sustainable lifestyle; and 55% who changed diets said that it also made their eating
and drinking habits healthier.11

consumers are interested in learning more. Part of the reason for this growth is
heightened concern about health and the impact on climate change and the
environment by the sourcing and production of traditional non-plant foods.

FIGURE 6. OVER HALF OF CONSUMERS SAY SUSTAINABILITY
IN FOOD PRODUCTS IS IMPORTANT

52% of U.S. consumers
are eating more
plant-based foods and
believe it makes them
feel healthier. Roughly
60% said switching
to plant-based foods
would be permanent.

FIGURE 7. PLANT-BASED PRODUCTS HAVE SHOWN
DOUBLE-DIGIT GROWTH INTO 2019
Total U.S. Plant-Based Food Market
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For the alternative meat sub-segment in particular, 34% say they consume plantbased protein daily, with one-quarter (24%) saying they eat more plant-based
protein than they did 12 months ago as shown in FIGURE 8.14

4. GROWTH IN IMMUNE-SUPPORT FOODS
Between 2015 and
2020, global food
and drink launches
with immune health
benefits saw
a CAGR of 8.2%.

The Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act of 1994 established that “structure/
function” claims could be made in conventional foods and beverages to describe
the role of a nutrient or dietary ingredient intended to maintain such structure or
function, for example, “helps support immunity.” Although interest in immune health
foods and beverages has accelerated recently, it has been growing over a much
longer period. Between 2015 and 2020, global food and drink launches with
immune health benefits saw a CAGR of 8.2%.

Launches of food and drink products with immune health benefits increased by
12.9% between April 30, 2019, and April 30, 2020, up from 5.4% in the previous
12 months.15
According to a Kerry/Wellmune report, “In fact, in nearly all countries worldwide,
immune system support was the most important reason why people said they buy
products that support a healthy lifestyle.” Sixty-three percent placed immune health
before supporting healthy bones and joints, good digestive health, improved energy
levels, and heart health.16
To reinforce the growing importance of immune-support products, Kerry/Wellmune
noted that 17 of the top 20 vitamin category products are immune-related.

FIGURE 8. A QUARTER OF CONSUMERS
ARE EATING MORE PLANT-BASED PROTEINS
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EMERGING CONSUMER TRENDS
POST-PANDEMIC OUTBREAK

Eighty-two percent of
consumers in North
America say that they
are concerned about
COVID-19 and are
worried about their
“health and wellbeing.”

Eighty-two percent of consumers in North America say that they are concerned
about COVID-19 and are worried about their “health and wellbeing.” Consumer
desire for healthier foods is heightened as people around the world are thinking
more carefully about the link between food and health. In a survey of consumers
in 18 countries regarding their attitudes about food as a result of the coronavirus
pandemic, 69% of consumers in North America said they would make greater
attempts to eat and drink healthier as a result of COVID-19.17
Consumers are also shopping more with health in mind. As shown in FIGURE 9,
59% of consumers said they are shopping more health-consciously and will likely
continue to do so post outbreak.18

Limiting food waste and shopping more health consciously are the top two priorities for consumers.
Proportion that agree signigicantly agree with statement and are likely to sustain this post-outbreak.

April 2-6
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Among consumers who are making changes, Gen Z and millennials are
more likely to report that their eating habits have become healthier during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Forty-eight percent of these cohorts report healthier eating
habits vs. pre-COVID-19 levels.22
Examining the four primary opportunity areas reveals a continuing and
accelerating trend toward reduced sugar and more sustainable, plant-based,
and immune-support food and beverage products.

54% 54%

Limiting
food waste

When asked what steps they will take to lead a healthier lifestyle, the top five
answers given by consumers in North America were:

March 19-25

68%

47%

This trend was noted by the heads of major corporations at The Wall Street Journal’s
Global Food Forum on October 5, 2020. Campbell Soup CEO Mark Clouse
stated that he was seeing “a return to some of those health and wellness trends.”
Mars Inc.’s president of innovation, Jean-Christophe Flatin, also observed that
“consumers are paying more attention to nutrition and packaged food labels
than they did before the public health crisis.”

o
o
o
o
o

FIGURE 9. A MAJORITY OF CONSUMERS EXPECT
TO CONTINUE SHOPPING MORE HEALTHY-CONSCIOUSLY

67%

Americans have also altered their food consumption habits as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. More than 8 in 10 have made changes19 and 39% report
healthier eating habits compared to pre-crisis patterns. Only 13% say their eating
habits are less healthy now.20
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“... 60% said they were
drinking water instead
of caloric beverages...”
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1. CONSUMERS REDUCING SUGAR INTAKE

2. PERCEPTIONS OF SUSTAINABLY-MARKETED PRODUCTS

IFIC’s April 2020 Food & Health Survey reconfirmed that consumers are trying
to limit or avoid sugar. Of the 74% who stated this concern, 60% said they were
drinking water instead of caloric beverages, while 42% indicated that they were
limiting certain foods and beverages in their diets. Most importantly, almost twothirds (65%) of consumers consider added sugars as having a deleterious impact
on their health.

Almost 60% of consumers say it is important that the food products they purchase
or consume are produced in an environmentally sustainable way. This is up from
54% who said the same in 2019.

This is reflected by the fact that more than 40% of consumers state that information
on total sugars and added sugars on food product labels is important as shown
in FIGURE 10.23
According to an FMCG Gurus study in May 2020, of the 80% who stated that
they were planning on eating and drinking more healthily due to COVID-19,
57% of respondents indicated that they were planning to reduce their sugar intake,
up sharply from the 45% who said this in April.24
Additionally, in advance of the release of revisions to the US Dietary Guidelines,
the beverages and added sugars sub-committee in September 2020 advanced
a recommendation to further reduce the amount of added sugars consumption
to no more than 6% of total daily calories, down from the current 10%.

Furthermore, as shown in FIGURE 12, through June 15, 2020, sustainabilitymarketed products continued to grow in market share versus 2019.26
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From the Accenture study noted in FIGURE 11, 54% of consumers are making more
sustainable choices and expect those changes to become permanent. “The scale
of the changes identified in our findings clearly suggest that this is a long-term
shift,” said Oliver Wright, Managing Director and head of Accenture’s global
Consumer Goods practice. “The new consumer behavior and consumption is
expected to outlast the pandemic, stretching far beyond 18 months and possibly
for much of the current decade.”25
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3. OBSERVATIONAL TRENDS IN PLANT-BASED PRODUCTS
Self Inc. polled 1,340 consumers, asking how their eating habits had changed
as a result of the pandemic. Almost a quarter (23% of respondents) said they had
been eating more plant-based foods during the quarantine including shelf-stable
products like nuts, beans, rice and quinoa.29

As of July 2020, 26% of global consumers were seeking to include more plantbased foods in their diets as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, up 8% from
April.27 According to Will Cowling of research firm FMCG Gurus, “The primary
reasons for doing this is that plant-based products are deemed to be healthy,
nutritious, and better for the planet.”

“... plant-based products
are deemed to be
healthy, nutritious, and
better for the planet.”

For the 26-week period ending September 6, 2020, total produce sales in retail
outlets grew a robust 14.9% versus the comparable period in 2019.28 And according
to market research firm SPINS, U.S. retail sales of plant-based foods that directly
replace animal products (including replacements for meat, seafood, eggs, and
dairy, as well as meals that contain animal ingredient replacements) increased by
27%, outpacing total food sales by 35% throughout the four weeks following peak
panic buying as illustrated in FIGURE 13. This performance clearly demonstrates that
more consumers are turning to plant-based products amid the crisis.

FIGURE 13. PLANT-BASED FOODS HAVE GROWN
FASTER THAN TOTAL RETAIL FOOD SALES

Total Plant-based

Total Food

Plant-based foods sales spiked 90% (compared to last year) at peak of panic buying, 25% higher than total food sales.
Plant-based foods sales grew 27%, 35% faster than total food sales over four weeks post panic-buying.

“U.S. retail sales of
plant-based foods that
directly replace animal
products (including
replacements for
meat, seafood, eggs,
and dairy, as well
as meals that contain
animal ingredient
replacements)
increased by 27%”

Concurrent with the controversy involving the meat sector’s alleged poor treatment
of workers during the pandemic and shortages in meat supplies, Gen Z and
millennials are the leading cohorts behind the shift to the important plant-based
meat category sub-segment. These two consumer cohorts will drive trends in food
buying over the next several decades. As depicted in FIGURE 14, of those feeling
less safe about buying meat during the COVID-19 outbreak, Gen Z and millennials
were the most likely to turn away from meat.30

FIGURE 14. MILLENNIALS AND GEN Z
ARE LEADING THE TREND TOWARD LESS MEAT
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4. GROWTH IN IMMUNE-SUPPORT FOODS

CONCLUSIONS

“Immunity is now the #2 health concern in the U.S. behind only heart health,” stated
Andrew Wardlaw, Chief Ideas Officer, MMR Research Worldwide, during a broadcast titled “Winning in Immunity.” According to a Natural Marketing Institute survey
conducted in April 2020, 37% of consumers indicated that they were more interested
in immune-boosting foods now. And recent launches of food and drink products
with immune health benefits were up more than 10% through April 30, 2020.31
In the last year, Mintel reports that global food and drink launches with immune
health mentions grew by 13%, vitamin and dietary supplement launches increased
28%, and snack launches were up 73%.

> The coronavirus pandemic has exposed and highlighted the linkage between
food and diet-related diseases, such as obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and
now COVID-19 too.

Google Trends data confirmed the jump in interest in immunity, revealing that
searches for the combined terms “food” and “immune system” skyrocketed by
670% between February and March.32
Two-thirds of millennials and a third of baby boomers said they were increasing
their consumption of functional (or “health-enhancing”) food and beverage products
in 2019. In recent months, after the onset of the pandemic, almost half of consumers
worldwide consumed more immune-support products.33
Not to be forgotten are the immune benefits of fruits, vegetables, and whole
foods. According to Joan Driggs, vice president of content and thought leadership
for research firm IRI, “While initial pantry stocking included a lot of staple items,
such as rice and pasta, shoppers soon turned to fresh ingredients like potatoes,
fruits and vegetables and incorporated them into their meals.” Driggs added,
“The push to eat healthier also has added momentum to trendy diets like Whole 30,
keto or paleo.”34

“Individuals are seeking
out more vitamin C-rich
foods like citrus
and berries as well
as probiotics, in an
effort to help improve
immune health.”
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This trend was reinforced at the Nutrition News Update conference held in
September 2020, where increased demand was shown for whole grains, ancient
grains, and more veggie- and fruit-infused foods and beverages that are more
nutritious and contain no added sugars or artificial ingredients. Explained Julie
Upton, M.S., R.D., co-founder of Appetite for Health, the organizer behind
Nutrition News Update, “Individuals are seeking out more vitamin C-rich foods
like citrus and berries as well as probiotics, in an effort to help improve immune
health.”35 As proof, retail orange juice sales in April hit their highest levels since
January 2015 while fresh citrus fruit also saw a boost in sales.36

> Consumers are concerned about their exposure to COVID-19, especially in the
absence of a vaccine, and are re-evaluating their diets, a trend that began
long before the pandemic. While consumers purchased both comfort foods
and healthier foods during the crisis, their overriding goal is to eat healthier.
The May 2020 FMCG Gurus study found that 80% of consumers are
attempting to eat and drink healthier to buttress their health and immunity.
> COVID-19 has accelerated the consumer trend toward sustainable, plant-based,
and immune-support foods and beverages.
> Added sugar remains the top ingredient that consumers wish to limit in order to
improve their health and to help manage their weight. Fifty-seven percent of
consumers have indicated that they will act to reduce sugar intake.37

IMPLICATIONS & OPPORTUNITIES
The grocery sector has enjoyed double-digit growth since the onset of the pandemic
as eating patterns shifted from away-from-home to at-home occasions. Once the
pandemic recedes, supermarkets and manufacturers should be prepared to
capitalize on the long-term consumer trends. Following are key ramifications for
the industry:
1. Consumers want to eat healthier, but don’t always make healthy choices.
The same consumer who wants to eat well has taste buds that draw her
to salty, fatty, sugary snacks, while marketing often pushes consumers
to high calorie, nutrient poor foods that contribute little to good health.
Opportunity: Retailers and CPG companies have an opportunity to invest
marketing dollars to encourage family meals, and whole, real foods. They
have an opportunity to use behavioral economics to give better-for-you
products favorable placement on shelves. They also have the opportunity to
assess their inventory and incentivize their teams to sell better-for-you products,
as Ahold-Delhaize USA did in their recent commitment38 to sell more than half
of its private label and bulk items that meet its Guiding Stars nutritional
standards.
2. Consumers will be shopping for foods and beverages that help them build
a strong immune system. Heightened interest in immune-support foods
and beverages will not recede even after a vaccine becomes available.
Grocers and food manufacturers must market and sell more products with
health benefits or lose out to those who do.

“80% of consumers
are attempting to eat
and drink healthier
to buttress their health
and immunity.”
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This will succeed across generations. Baby boomers feel vulnerable due
to expectations for reduced immunity associated with aging. Health
aware millennials will continue to drive the movement to healthier
eating. And those with diet-related health conditions – obesity, Type II
diabetes, hypertension and cardiovascular disease – understand their
vulnerability and will look for ways to support their health.
Opportunity: Display and promote traditional healthy foods such as fruit,
vegetables, and whole grains along with high-volume beverages and snacks
that deliver functional or immune-support benefits. This will help the consumer
understand that vegetables, whole grains, and healthy fats are all part of
building the immune system, and arguably are more important than niche
products. However, expect “healthy halo” items like cultured dairy beverages,
kombucha, and vinegar ciders that may deliver immune-supporting properties
to also do well. Strong consideration should be given to establishing “health
enhancement” product sections or displays in-store to simplify the shopping
experience for those who wish to improve their health and build their defenses.
3. Foods and beverages that are marketed as ‘sustainable’ will continue
their growth trajectory. With 54% of consumers indicating that making
more sustainable choices will continue after the pandemic, manufacturers
and grocers are under leveraging these products. Remember, more than
16% of sustainability-marketed items have accounted for almost 55% of
item growth over the last five years. Consumers, especially the largest
cohort – Millennials – see the linkage between food and sustainability
and will drive increased demand. Additional momentum emanated from
the 2019 Lancet Commissions report, which highlighted the food industry’s
contribution to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, recommended reducing
its meat “footprint” by 50% by 2050, and pointed out that the foods that
best sustain the planet are also great for health.

“Consumers, especially
the largest cohort –
Millennials – see the
linkage between food
and sustainability
and will drive increased demand.”

Opportunity: Call out and feature foods that are both good for the planet and
good for human health. Since sustainable-oriented foods and beverages are
important to a majority of consumers, manufacturers and grocers cannot
ignore these customers. Sustainable products also appeal to similar consumer
segments as healthier foods and beverages. Wherever feasible, products with
both sustainability and health benefits should be marketed, promoted and
displayed prominently. Retailers, along with food and beverage companies
should consider making commitments behind sustainability efforts in order
to address important social issues while gaining a leg up on competitors.
This takes on more urgency under a Biden Administration, which is expected
to pay more attention to health and sustainability-related issues.
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4. Demand for products with reduced/low/no sugar is expected to grow.
Two-thirds of consumers are seeking to reduce their sugar intake. Public
health entities such as the World Health Organization are continuing
their strong messaging against sugar consumption. Large public health
nonprofits like the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation are recommending
that sugar sweetened beverages be unavailable for children up to age
five. Sugar taxation initiatives and harsher package labeling proposals
may re-emerge, especially under a Democratic administration.
A Hudson Institute study titled, “Why They Buy: Fighting Obesity Through
Consumer Marketing Research”39 revealed that those with obesity
purchase significantly more packaged pastries, sweet baked goods,
ice cream, cookies, and soda than healthy weight respondents. These
findings make clear that companies selling these products must make
more concerted efforts to improve the nutrition content and/or reduce
portion sizes of the products they sell.
Opportunity: Highlight reduced/low/no sugar products as consumers seek
to reduce their added sugar intake in foods and beverages. Retailers who
shun this opportunity will likely miss out, as did the retailers who shunned
bottled water sales in favor of sugary beverages. Today, waters outsell sodas.
These items should be displayed and shelved alongside their “regular”
versions in order to maximize exposure and deliver the full range of benefits
that different consumer segments are demanding. Focusing on launching
and/or promoting “lesser” sugar products identified in the “Why They Buy”
study would deliver growth for food purveyors while addressing consumer
expectations and public health concerns.
5. Plant-based products will see accelerated growth. While pre-COVID sales
growth of plant-based products was a healthy 29% between 2017 and
2019, controversies in the meat industry opened the door for a broader
array of plant-based foods, including alternative meat products such as
Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods. While the meat department is the
battleground for plant-based alternatives, issues like healthier eating,
sustainability, caring for employees, and increases in flexitarian eating will
drive long-term growth for plant-based foods.
Opportunity: Increase distribution and in-store visibility of plant-based foods
and beverages and market them as “sustainable.” The biggest short-term
opportunity is the placement of alternative meats along with “regular” meat.
More and more consumers are eating as flexitarians who volley between
meat-eating and vegetarian choices. Millennials and the upcoming Gen Z
generation are driving this trend and retailers must ensure their demands
are satisfied.

“... those with obesity
purchase significantly
more packaged
pastries, sweet baked
goods, ice cream,
cookies, and soda
than healthy weight
respondents.”
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6. Better-for-you comfort and indulgent foods and beverages will remain
part of the mix. Consumers are significantly more concerned about their
health, as demonstrated in this report, yet, during the anxiety created by
the pandemic, their behavior also trended toward purchasing familiar
sweet and savory comfort foods. Through the end of the first quarter
of 2020, Nielsen tracking showed that dry pasta was up 199%, macaroni
and cheese grew by 176%, and lasagna and pizza sales increased by
around 126%. In the period from March 15 to Aug. 9, 2020, grocery store
chocolate and candy sales grew 16.6%.40 The key for manufacturers and
retailers post pandemic is to strike the balance between offering healthier
foods that consumers are turning to in greater numbers without
compromising on taste. The recent ban on “junk” foods, beverages and
snacks at retail checkout in Berkeley, California highlights that retailers
and manufacturers could face stiffer regulations on traditionally
unhealthy foods and therefore should implement in-store strategies that
address these potential disruptions.
Opportunities: Retailers can’t fight all comfort foods—and shouldn’t—but they
will get credit if they are helping consumers stay in bounds on portion size.
Stock items that make it easy to see what a portion is and make sure individual
servings are right-sized. Comfort foods flourish during stressful times. The
“health” trend is long term. Companies that marry these two desires will enjoy
a broader base of loyal consumers. Snacks, candy, and beverages that offer
excellent taste with less sugar and calories will increase in importance as
consumers return to more responsible pleasures. Portion control products will
become more of a factor in conquering this challenge for comfort items. Industry
sector commitments behind managing portions akin to the confectionery
industry’s Always a Treat Initiative41 would go a long way toward meeting
consumer demands while also serving corporate imperatives.
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