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Frozen Food Sales Have Caught Up With 2020 Levels 
By: Anne-Marie Roerink, President, 210 Analytics  

 
 
 
The battle for the food dollar is intensifying as shoppers are ramping up their engagement with restaurants. Whereas in 
May, the IRI survey of primary shoppers found that 40% had dined inside at a restaurant, come July this share has risen 
to 50%. At the same time, restaurant takeout (53% of shoppers) and home delivery (21%) are unchanged from their 
May levels. This 
coincides with 
steady fall in the 
share of meals 
prepared at home, 
which shoppers 
estimate to be an 
average of 76.6% 
across meal 
occasions in July 
2021. This is down 
from 82% in July 
2020. 
 
Behind the quick 
rise in on-premise 
dining are summer 
road trips, making up for all the missed celebrations with friends and family, cooking fatigue and a return to working 
away from home. In January of 2021, 45% of shoppers indicated they would not or rarely work from home. Come July 
2021, this share has risen to 55%. That means more time pressure for breakfast and dinner as commuting resumes, in 
addition to more lunches consumed away from home. 
 
Shoppers are not only returning to restaurants but also to the grocery store for in-person trips. In November 2020, 62% 
indicated they would do all their shopping in-store in the coming four weeks. The July 2021 IRI survey found that 71% 
planned to exclusively shop in-store. The return to in-store shopping is confirmed by the trend line documenting the 
nature of shoppers’ most recent trip. The in-store trip share was as low as 81% in October 2020 and has increased to 
87% in the July survey — taking online trips down to 13%. In addition to more in-store trips, the average time spent in 
the store rose to a 12-month high at an average of 32.3 minutes.   
 
Combined, all these changes point to continued normalization of grocery shopping patterns. IRI, 210 Analytics and the 
American Frozen Food Institute (AFFI) have teamed up since March 2020 to document the ever-changing marketplace 
and its impact on frozen food sales. 
 
 

Total Store Year-to-Date Sales 
The first 30 weeks of the year brought $386 billion in food and beverage sales, which was down just 1.1% versus the 
same period in 2020, though unit sales were down 4.7%. When compared to 2019, sales were up 14.6%. The same 
pattern holds true for total perishables (meat, produce, deli, bakery and seafood) and frozen items. Frozen foods have 
the highest increase versus the pre-pandemic normal of 2019, at +22.0%.  
 

Year-to-date 
2021 through 7/25/2021 

  % sales change vs. year ago 

Dollar size Dollar sales 
vs. 2020 

Dollar sales 
 vs. 2019 

Unit  
Sales vs. 2020 

Total food and beverages $386B -1.1% +14.6% -4.7% 
Total perishables $177B -0.2% +13.6% -3.0% 
Total frozen $38B -1.7% +22.0% -4.0% 

 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % change vs. year ago 
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Inflation 
Food prices in both the retail and restaurant settings are seeing significant inflation. IRI-measured price inflation shows 
that prices continued to rise over and above their elevated 2020 levels for total food and beverages. While inflation is 
also affecting frozen food prices, increases have been consistently lower than those of food and beverages overall. The 
July numbers from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) are scheduled to be released on Aug. 11, 2021. With rising 
consumer concern over food inflation, frozen foods’ favorable price perception among shoppers is likely to result in 
continued strength for frozen food sales in months to come. 

 
Average price 4/4 4/11 4/18 4/25 5/2 5/9 5/16 5/23 5/30 6/6 6/13 6/20 6/27 7/4 7/11 7/18 7/25 

Total food and beverages 103 103 102 102 101 101 102 102 103 103 102 102 103 103 104 104 104 
Frozen food 101 102 99 99 98 98 98 99 100 101 100 101 102 101 103 103 103 

 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh Total U.S., MULO, inflation index vs. year ago 

 
 

Total Store July 2021 Sales 
July, reflecting the four weeks ending between July 4 and July 25, marks the return to prior-year levels for several areas 
of the store, including frozen. Total food and beverage sales were up 0.4% versus 2020 and when compared to the pre-
pandemic normal of 2019, sales remain well above normal, at +15.3%. While inflation plays a big role in these high-
dollar growth percentages, for many categories unit and volume sales remain elevated versus the pre-pandemic 2019 
normal as well. Frozen food saw July 2021 dollar sales return to 2020 levels and up 21.9% versus the same period in 
2019. Perishables, reflecting meat, produce, bakery, dairy, deli and seafood, also slightly exceeded 2020 sales levels, at 
+0.4%. For all areas, demand is very steady compared with June — pointing to continued normalization. 
 

 
Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % change vs. year ago 

 

 
Frozen Food Trips and Basket Size  
The dominance for frozen food in 2020 was supported by high household penetration, strong trips and an elevated 
basket size. And yet, three out of the four July 2021 weeks see trips and basket size match or exceed the 2020 
numbers. That explains the continued high sales levels for frozen food when compared to the pre-pandemic 2019 
baseline and a return to prior-year levels.  
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Source: IRI, household panel, all outlets, total CPG 12/13/2020 through 7/25/2021 vs. YA 

 
 
Assortment 
Now lapping the declines in assortment seen throughout 2020, the number of average items per store in the frozen food 
aisle were up 1.6% in the second quarter of 2021 and up 2.1% in July of 2021. However, compared with the pre-
pandemic normal, assortment in July is down 4.5%, or 73 items, versus July 2019.  
 

 2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’20 Q1 ’21 Q2 ’21 July ’21 
Avg. items/store/week 1,587 1,579 1,519 1,498 1,504 1,536 1,544 1,531 

Change vs. YA -1.8% -2.1% -5.4% -5.7% -2.4% -2.7% +1.6% +2.1% 
 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh Total U.S., MULO, average weekly items per store selling 

A Deep-Dive into Frozen Food Sales 
All July 2021 weeks came in close to $1.3 billion in 
sales. For each this meant double-digit increases versus 
the pre-pandemic 2019 baseline. Additionally, two out of 
the four July weeks managed to post sales gains over 
the highly elevated 2020 levels. This bodes well for the 
weeks and months to come.   
 
The rapid march back to year-ago levels resulted in a 
few areas actually outpacing 2020 sales. These include breakfast foods (+11.8%) and dinners/entrees (+4.3%), which 
are both sizable categories. Other notable areas are frozen meat, up 2.7% over the high 2020 spikes, and processed 
chicken (+10.4%). Much like seen in 2020, it appears that at least some consumers are shifting to frozen protein as the 
fresh meat department is dealing with significant inflation. 
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Frozen food 
Dollar  
sales 

Dollar gains 
vs. 2020 

Dollar gains 
vs. 2019 

w.e. 7/4/2021 $1.34B -1.0% +19.6% 
w.e. 7/11/2021 $1.28B +0.4% +19.8% 
w.e. 7/18/2021 $1.29B -1.3% +22.6% 
w.e. 7/25/2021 $1.27B +1.5% +26.0% 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO 
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Sales and % growth 
vs. YA 

 % Dollar sales change vs. 2019/2020 

2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’ 20 Q1 ’21 Q2 ’21 Jul ’21 
Jul vs. 

’20 
Jul vs. 

’19 
Frozen food 
department 

+2.2% +17.7% +31.3% +20.1% +18.2% +3.5% -7.1% $5.2B -0.1% +21.9% 

Meals  +1.5% +14.9% +20.5% +14.1% +13.4% +0.3% -1.6% $1.7B +4.0% +21.8% 

   Breakfast food +2.9% +15.4% +23.3% +18.0% +17.7% +6.6% +6.5% $340M +11.8% +33.2% 

   Dinners/entrees +0.9% +11.9% +13.8% +11.1% +11.0% +0.9% +3.3% $819M +4.3% +21.0% 

   Pizza +3.1% +22.0% +32.2% +17.8% +16.0% -3.4% -12.9% $432M -0.9% +17.6% 

Meat/poultry/seafood  +3.3% +24.0% +50.2% +31.1% +27.2% +7.4% -11.0% $1.3B -0.3% +34.8% 

   Seafood +5.1% +19.8% +55.8% +42.2% +32.7% +17.7% -10.4% $557M -4.1% +43.7% 

   Processed poultry +3.7% +27.7% +49.5% +32.5% +31.6% +7.4% -0.5% $295M +10.4% +51.7% 

   Meat +2.5% +28.1% +39.5% +18.7% +18.4% -2.4% -13.0% $292M +2.7% +18.9% 

   Poultry -0.4% +25.7% +52.1% +18.8% +18.8% -7.2% -23.9% $168M -8.4% +15.1% 

Desserts  +2.1% +12.5% +25.0% +16.5% +17.7% +6.3% -7.1% $1.3B -4.0% +10.2% 

   Ice cream/sherbet -1.3% +10.4% +24.9% +14.5% +13.6% +0.2% -14.7% $594M -8.3% +3.6% 

   Novelties +7.0% +15.9% +25.0% +18.0% +25.2% +13.9% +1.1% $625M -0.3% +15.5% 

   Desserts/toppings +1.1% +11.5% +26.4% +25.6% +12.9% +15.5% -14.7% $65M +2.3% +27.8% 

Fruits & vegetables +2.4% +21.9% +35.8% +22.1% +17.4% -1.8% -13.7% $489M -7.2% +17.1% 

   Fruit +1.3% +23.6% +45.5% +34.9% +26.5% +8.6% -5.6% $113M -3.1% +33.0% 

   Potatoes/onions +4.0% +22.0% +43.9% +26.2% +24.0% +6.1% -14.2% $163M -4.0% +23.9% 

   Plain vegetables +3.2% +22.9% +28.2% +15.3% +10.7% -10.9% -17.3% $187M -11.8% +7.4% 

   Prepared vegetables -12.6% -0.6% +5.8% +6.1% +10.5% -9.1% -13.7% $14M -5.0% +0.1% 

Snacks  +4.0% +20.7% +45.2% +27.7% +25.3% +11.7% -3.2% $230M +12.1% +45.6% 

   Appetizers/snack rolls +4.1% +20.9% +45.2% +27.7% +25.2% +11.5% -3.2% $228M +12.2% +45.5% 

Baked goods  +0.8% +13.1% +29.6% +17.3% +8.1% +4.1% -12.3% $126M -0.8% +18.5% 

Beverages  -9.9% +21.8% +43.6% +30.0% +28.0% +5.5% -13.4% $23M -8.3% +18.5% 
 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % change vs. year ago 

 
 

Year-Over-Year Dollar, Unit and Volume Changes 
In most cases, July year-over-year dollar gains fared better than unit and volume gains. The gap is highest for frozen 
beverages, with a near seven-point difference between the percentage change in volume versus dollars — which is 
indicative of inflation.  
 

July 2021 % sales change vs. year ago 

Dollar sales 
 

Unit sales Volume sales 
Volume/dollar gap 

(percentage points) 
Frozen food department -0.1% -2.8% ---   --- 
    Frozen baked goods  -0.8% 0.1% -3.2% -2.4 
    Frozen beverages  -8.3% -13.5% -15.0% -6.7 
    Frozen desserts  -4.0% -5.3% ---   --- 
    Frozen fruits & vegetables  -7.2% -7.0% -7.4% -0.2 
    Frozen meals  4.0% -0.4% 0.6% -3.4 
    Frozen meat/poultry/seafood  -0.3% -2.3% ---   --- 
    Frozen snacks  12.1% 11.7% 11.3% -0.8 

 
Source: IRI, Total U.S., Integrated Fresh, MULO, dollar and volume sales vs. year ago 
 

 
What’s Next?  
August will be an interesting test case relative to the normalization of the marketplace thus far in 2021 as the delta 
variant of the COVID-19 virus is prompting an increase of new coronavirus cases across the country. In the past few 
months, the normalization of shopping patterns, including a return to in-store shopping, spending more time as well as 
on-premise restaurant dining, has been largely driven by vaccinated Americans. The August sales and survey results 
relative to retail and foodservice sales will be interesting to watch as we close out the summer.  
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As of yet, most school districts are planning to resume in-person education. Consumers are expecting back-to-school 
spending to be big this year. The July IRI survey found that 51% of parents expect they will spend more this year than 
they did last year in addition to 38% believing they will spend about the same.  
 
Of parents shopping for back-to-school items, 47% believe they will do most or all in-store and 38% expect they will 
spend equally in-store and online. That provides grocery retailers with an important opportunity to draw people to the 
store as they prepare for the upcoming school year.  
 
Learn more about the why and who behind the frozen food sales surge in AFFI’s 2021 Power of Frozen, the second 
annual in-depth look at frozen food through the shoppers’ eyes, conducted by 210 Analytics. The next performance 
report in the IRI, 210 Analytics and AFFI series will be released mid-September to cover the August sales trends. 
Please recognize and thank the entire frozen food chain for all they do.  
 
Date ranges:  
2019: 52 weeks ending 12/28/2019 
Q1 2020: 13 weeks ending 3/29/2020 
Q2 2020: 13 weeks ending 6/28/2020 
Q3 2020: 13 weeks ending 9/27/2020 
Q4 2020: 13 weeks ending 12/27/2020 
Q1 2021: 13 weeks ending 3/28/2021 
Q2 2021: 13 weeks ending 6/27/2021 
July 2021: 4 weeks ending 7/25/2021 


