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ARE YOU READY FOR THE

MILLENNIALS?

MILLENNIALS ARE THE
FUTURE OF FOOD IN
NORTH AMERICA
Millennials, born between
1981 and 1999, are the largest
segment of the US workforce
and have dramatic spending
power, representing more
than 80 million people. They
are a force whose tastes and
preferences are dramatically
reshaping the food market faster
than most businesses can adapt.

Companies need to be agile in
the way they rethink and
reposition their offer to cater
to this demanding cohort.

Is your business ready?
In this report we examine
millennials’ food desires and
expectations, and offer case
studies that lay out blueprints
for how you can be ready.

Not only do millennials contribute to the market directly, but
they also contribute as vocal consumers and early adopters
to influence the purchases of others. They are also changing
the means and speed by which marketplace information
is exchanged. Millennials add content through constant
connectedness and the popularity of social media, keeping
marketers on their toes.
- National Chamber Foundation
Millennial Generation Research Review
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FOCUS ON FOOD
Food is hot, and for millennials
it can be something of an
obsession. Millennials are more
likely to “love cooking” and
consider themselves “experts
in the kitchen”,than those
who are 35+1 (64% vs 52%).
A focus on food will only
intensify in 2017 for the
millennial generation. Half of
all millennials are planning
to cook at home more often

in 2017, whereas only one in
four boomers are expecting
to do more home cooking2.
Millennials are also sharing
their love of food with others,
advocating for products by
posting about them on social
media. That’s free advertising
and an influential endorsement
for those brands that are
favored by millennials.

POSTING ON SOCIAL MEDIA
Millennials (18-34)
(35-49)
(50+)

Took a photo/video of food/product
and posted it to social media while:
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

SHOPPING

60%

43%

ABOUT TO EAT

15%

69%

45%

21%

Source: Maru/Matchbox Retail Vision Study
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PASSION FOR PREMIUM
DRIVING SMALL
MANUFACTURER
GROWTH
What people are buying to eat
and drink is increasingly premium,
according to Nielsen3. They
define “premium” products as
goods that cost at least 20%
more than the average price for
the category, and they report
an increase of sales of premium
food at 8% and an increase in
the sale of premium beverages
at 7% in the US in 2014-2015.
3%

49%

23%

25%

BIG MANUFACTURERS
STRUGGLE TO KEEP PACE WITH
SMALLER PLAYERS

Premium’s increase in share is
often coming at the expense
of large manufacturers, who
are struggling to get significant
traction in the space. Small
manufacturers are gobbling
up half the growth in premium
sales, while large manufacturers
have settled for a paltry 3%.
This uncomfortable state of
affairs for big companies is
being driven in large measure by
millennials, who are more likely
to purchase smaller brands, and
in particular those that offer
unique and compelling benefits
that complement their lifestyles.
Millennials differ from other
generations in they are more likely
to expect features and benefits
that have traditionally been
seen as premium. Features like
sustainable and local sourcing,
organic and GMO-Free are table
stakes for millennials, as premium
becomes the new normal4.

Share of category growth for U.S. Food &
beverage manufacturers (2015)

SMALL MANUFACTURERS

RETAILERS

MID-TIER MANUFACTURERS

LARGE MANUFACTURERS

(top 101 & below)
(top 26-100)

(via private label)
(top 25)

Source: Nielsen 2016 Breakthrough Innovation Report, U.S. Edition
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Millennials are also much more
likely to put their money where
their mouth is when it comes to
premium features. Their willingness to pay more
for organic, sustainably sourced and natural
products indicate there is not only a need to
develop products with these features, but that
there is money in it too5, and it’s not peanuts.

Millennials (18-34)

FEATURES EXPECTED IN THE PRODUCTS THEY BUY
70%
60%
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30%
20%
10%
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61%

54%
49%

57%
46%

46

46

%

GMO
FREE

52%
45%
37

%

LOCAL
SOURCED

43%
40%
27

%

43%
23%

33

%

SUSTAINABLY
SOURCED

54%
37%

27%
24

%

GRASS
FED

(50+)

40%
26%

29

%

ORGANIC

(35-49)

17%

%

ANCIENT
GRAINS

COLD
PRESS

SMALL
BATCH

FEATURES THEY ARE WILLING TO PAY MORE FOR
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

68%

66%
52%

65%
56%

34%

ORGANIC

63%
54%

36%

SUSTAINABLY
SOURCED

59%
44%

44%

LOCALLY
SOURCED

59%
45%

40%

NATURAL

42%

ANTIBIOTIC
FREE

| marumatchbox.com

58%
42%

56%
42%

41%

GRASS
FED

54%
48%

39%

SMALL
BATCH

41%
35%

NO
ARTIFICIAL
FLAVOURS

40%

ANCIENT
GRAINS

Sources: Maru/Matchbox Millennial Trends Monitor
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HEALTHY, RESPONSIBLE
AND DRIVING SALES
Features and benefits such as organic and natural are more likely to
make millennials feel responsible and health-conscious, which makes
them more likely to buy products with these features. And even though
having these features makes the product cost more, millennials are
more likely to think they are getting value for their money6.
% AGREE ABOUT PRODUCTS WITH HEALTH CLAIM FEATURES (ORGANIC, COLD PRESS,
NATURAL, GLUTEN FREE ETC.

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

Source: Maru/Matchbox Millennial Trends Monitor

81%

84%
73

82%
74

%

62

I feel more responsible if
I buy products with these
features/benefits

%

58

55%

Seeing these features/
benefits makes me more
likely to buy the product

It costs more to buy products with these features/
benefits, but it’s worth it

%

I feel more health-conscious
if I buy products with these
features/benefits

Millennials (18-34)

68%

%

67

%

79%
69

%

(35-49)

(50+)

IN SMALL WE TRUST
Small brands have been gobbling
up share in the premium space
in part because millennials are
more likely to trust them to
deliver features like natural,
sustainably sourced and no
artificial ingredients. Their trust
of small and local brands is also
increasing. Over a third (35%) of
millennials indicated they trust

small local brands more than they
did before, compared to 25% of
those age 35-54 and 18% of those
55 plus7. For more on this crucial
topic of trust see our publication
Truth, Trust and the Power of
Transparency: How Mass CPG
Brands Can Survive and Thrive in
a Post-truth World.
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RETAIL: THE ERODING
BIG BRAND ADVANTAGE
Large manufacturers have
important ongoing relationships
with retailers, which affords
them a considerable advantage
over their smaller rivals. But
that advantage is eroding
because millennials are less
interested in shopping in
traditional retail environments,
and more open to alternative
channels like online for sourcing
typically traditional channel
goods, such as groceries8.

door to unlimited brand choice,
but also erases barriers to
distribution for smaller brands.
This interest in purchasing
food online is in keeping with
the trend toward ecommerce
consuming an increasing share
of all retail purchases. In 2015
online ecommerce accounted for
7% of all retail sales. It is expected
that will nearly double to 13% by
20209. The impact on the market
for food could be profound.

Millennials’ interest in online
shopping not only opens the

% that Would buy all food online if they could

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

43%
35%

Millennials (18-34)

| marumatchbox.com

14%

(35-49)

(50+)

6

AGILE INSIGHT
APPROACHES FOR
ANTICIPATING
MILLENNIAL NEEDS
With millennials shaping the
future of food, it is clear that
what might now be considered
premium will be the new normal
moving forward. Brands that
don’t move into this territory can
expect to see sales erode at an
increasingly steep rate. Brands
that have been able to extend
into a more premium space
have, in many cases, seen
their profits increase.

To help better anticipate the
evolving needs of millennials
and the food marketplace,
many large CPG manufacturers
are employing fast and
strategic consumer insight
techniques for developing
new product innovation
and activation strategies.

Here are some examples...
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THE RISE OF
MILLENNIAL INSIGHT
COMMUNITIES FOR NEW
PRODUCT INNOVATION
To better anticipate the needs of this
emerging millennial consumer, many
large CPG manufacturers are creating
private millennial Insight Communities
for gathering rapid, iterative insights
to fuel new product development.
Instead of taking 12-16 months from
idea to launch, these communities
engage in a ‘start to finish’ cocreation process, covering all
aspects of the product development
process such as positioning,
naming, reasons to believe,
package structure and graphics,
taste profiles and more, often over
the course of just 6 months.

A key benefit of millennial Insight
Communities is the ability to
engage with the same consumers
throughout the innovation process
in a highly efficient, iterative fashion.
This ‘test and learn’ approach
aligns well with agile product
design theory, and provides a
highly empathetic perspective in
new product innovation efforts.
This includes idea generation, cocreation and build-your-own product
exercises—revealing consumerdriven ideas for further refinement.
Subsequent idea filtering, positioning
refinement, package optimization
and naming activities can be paired
Maru/Matchbox has worked with
with feedback from a set of experts
many CPG organizations over the past (employees and partners) to ensure
several years to create and manage
the new product ideas are feasible
these unique experiential learning
and able to deliver the in-market
platforms. Often beginning with
performance required for launch.
multi-faceted qualitative, quantitative,
mobile and in-person learning sprints These communities are also unique
designed to assess whitespace,
in that they can simultaneously
category and brand landscaping and
deliver go-to-market optimization
opportunity identification, they often
direction for specific retail channels
include millennial target profiling and and classes of trade. When conducted
segment identification. In addition,
in parallel with new product
these communities are an ideal
development helps to inform product
vehicle for immersive consumer
innovation details and accelerate
journey learning, often including intime-to-market for products that are
the-moment mobile video activities
personalized not only to the specific
that document millennial perceptions needs of millennial consumers, but
and behaviors, revealing insights
also the retail channels at which
that can serve as the foundation
they are most likely to buy them.
for future innovation efforts.
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PREMIUM
EXTENDIBILITY
LEARNING SPRINTS
Given the opportunity amongst
millennials for premium products,
many of the Insight Communities
that Maru/Matchbox manages
include unique learning sprints for
understanding the extendibility
of mass brands into premium
positioning territory. These online
learning approaches leverage a
multi-faceted suite of interactive,
behaviorally-based exercises &
associated analyses to identify
which brands and products
have the greatest potential for
premium positioning, as well as
identifying the specific benefits,
“reasons to believe” and imagery
help to drive this positioning
within specific categories.
Leveraging a highly immersive
and engaging visual interface,
our mobile-optimized learning
streams allow for a realistic
consumer experience. Advanced
visual survey questions allow for
visual cues, such as logo, shape,
and color, to play a part as they
do in real life, and provide for
higher quality data and insights.

This unique design provides
a multi-faceted System 1
(behavioral, fast, automatic
and emotional) and System 2
(stated, slow, effortful, logical)
approach, incorporating both
behavioral and stated measures
into a holistic understanding of the
drivers of premium perceptions
and subsequent brand/
product migration strategies.
The result of these approaches
is a clear identification of which
brands have permission to extend
into premium territory and
which are not able to make the
stretch. We also identify, for each
brand that has permission, the
attributes, benefits and reason
to believe drivers that lead to an
optimal premium positioning.
These learnings become even
more powerful when paired with
the broader contextual dataset
housed within a Millennial Insight
Community, and can further
accelerate brand renovation
go-to-market strategies.
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TRIX CLEAN LABELLING
CASE STUDY
Iterative insight approaches are also being used to better understand
how the millennial desire for transparency in ingredients impacts
packaging. One example is the breakfast cereal Trix, which recently
switched to a new “clean label” package that emphasizes what
is not in the cereal. To measure the effect of these changes,
we conducted a study where one group of consumers saw the
old label and another group saw the new label. We then asked
each group to associate the cereal with a number of attributes
and purchase intent. The differences were quite striking10.
Attributes that had nothing to do with the healthiness of the cereal
were identical for both labels. For example, “appealing” (37% clean
label, 36% old label) and “fits with this brand” (47% clean label,
49% old label) showed no real differences. But attributes that had
to do with the healthiness of the cereal were notably different,
and those differences were largely driven by millennials.
COMPARISON OF CLEAN LABEL AND OLD LABEL FOR TRIX

Old Labeling

35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%

Clean Labeling

32%
19%
Good for me / the family

24%
16%
Nutritious

27%
16%
Wholesome ingredients

23%
10%
Healthy

Importantly, the percentage of people who would definitely or
probably buy was higher for the clean label - jumping from 40% for the
older label version to 50% for the clean label version.
Clearly there is upside in emphasizing the kinds of premium, health
oriented claims that appeal to millennials, even for a product that
would not fit within anyone’s definition of “health food.”
Source: Maru/Matchbox Millennial Trends Monitor
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CONCLUSION
We have seen that millennials are undoubtedly different
from older generations in their relationship with food.
They are more likely to “love cooking” and expect to
cook at home more in the future. They are also seeking
greater levels of transparency in the brands and products
they buy, and expect ingredients, flavor profiles and
features that, in the past, had been considered premium.
And encouragingly, the good news is that they are also
willing to pay more for products that meet these needs.
The premium end of the consumer food market
has been growing rapidly, but thus far this growth
has been dominated by small manufacturers. Larger
manufacturers have good reason to be concerned about
this. Millennials’ trust in smaller brands is growing and,
with their interest and aptitude in online shopping &
e-commerce, could bypass traditional retail environments
that larger manufacturers currently dominate.
Fortunately, there are agile insight solutions for
understanding how to better anticipate the needs of this
unique and growing consumer group, providing iterative,
ongoing learning to fuel new product development and
market activation strategies. Large brands increasingly
must leverage these platforms to be nimble and efficient
in how they identify whitespace, innovate, renovate
and extend brands in an increasingly premium market.

As millennials become the future of
food, can anyone afford not to adapt?
TO LEARN MORE, CONTACT:

sales@marumatchbox.com
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