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Fresh Seafood Is One of Very Few Departments With Growing Demand 
By: Anne-Marie Roerink, President, 210 Analytics  

 
 
Shoppers are increasingly shopping for groceries in person as COVID-19 concerns abate. Grocery e-commerce 
certainly remains elevated from the pre-pandemic levels, with around 11% of consumers doing some or all of their 
grocery shopping online. But the vast majority, 85% of consumers, reported having shopped in-store during their most 
recent trip, up a few points versus the last three months. Additionally, 68% now say they will do all of their grocery 
shopping in-store, up 4 points versus last month. The better COVID-19 outlook appears to be directly related to the 
return to in-store shopping. Concern about COVID-19 dropped month over month, and 66% of shoppers felt relaxed 
during their last in-store trip, up 13 points since January. Importantly, consumers who have been vaccinated are more 
likely to do all shopping in-store and are the ones driving the more relaxed in-store mindset. This points to potentially 
ongoing shifts back to pre-pandemic behaviors as more people get vaccinated. 210 Analytics analyzed the first-quarter 
and April performance data provided by IRI relative to 2020 and 2019, made possible by Elanco. 
 
 

Total Store Sales 
In April 2021, reflecting the four weeks between April 4 and April 25, sales of all food and beverage items dropped 7.2% 
below the 2020 sales spikes. However, total food and beverage sales remained highly elevated from the 2019 baseline, 
at +12.4%. Most areas of the store paced behind the massive gains of March 2020 on a year-over-year basis, with the 
fresh perimeter coming closest, at -6.1%. Frozen foods had been outpacing the rest of the store by a wide margin, but 
that also meant frozen fell behind further once going up against those same spikes (-12.1%). However, frozen foods 
remain highly elevated versus pre-pandemic 2019 levels, at +20.7%.  
 

 
 

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

 
 

Ambient, Fresh and Frozen Seafood 
In the year-over-year look, fresh seafood managed an increase in April 2021 of 11.5%. This is despite much of the Lent- 
and Easter-related sales moving into March this year due to the earlier Easter holiday on April 4 versus April 12 last 
year. Fresh seafood includes fixed- and random-weight items commonly merchandised in the perimeter department 
versus freezer doors. Fresh seafood also managed unit and volume sales increases, albeit slightly smaller figures, at 
+5.4% and +6.6% versus a year ago. Frozen and ambient seafood lost ground versus the enormous spikes of 2020. 
April 2021 was also the first time that fresh seafood dollars were higher than those for frozen seafood by about $7 
million.  
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April 2021  % sales change versus year ago 

Dollar size Dollar  sales Unit sales Volume sales 
Fresh seafood $552M +11.5% +6.6% +8.5% 
Frozen seafood $545M -11.2% -12.9% -13.2% 
Ambient (shelf-stable) seafood $186M -25.0% -24.3% -25.8% 

 

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

 
When compared to the 2019 pre-pandemic baseline, sales of frozen and fresh seafood track ahead. In April 2021, 
frozen seafood was 31% ahead of April 2019. Fresh gained 26.5% over 2019 levels, and ambient was flat. 
 

 
 

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

 
 
Fresh Seafood 
The first week of April, which was 
Easter week, was by far the biggest 
seller for fresh seafood, at $159 
million. That week, sales were 39.8% 
ahead of a year ago and 45.4% 
ahead of 2019. Sales remained 
elevated the other three April weeks 
as well, even when going up against Easter 2020 and Easter 2019, which fell in the second and third weeks of April, 
respectively. 
  
Within fresh seafood, growth was equally driven by shellfish and finfish in April 2021, at a little over 10% growth each. 
Volume gains were slightly lower than dollar gains — indicating inflationary conditions, particularly for finfish.  
  

April 2021  % sales change versus year ago 

Dollar size Dollar  sales Unit sales Volume sales 
Total fresh seafood $552M +11.5% +6.6% +8.5% 
Fresh finfish $302M +10.5% +6.0% +6.9% 
Fresh shellfish $228M +10.4% +5.7% +8.7% 

 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % change vs. year ago. 
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Fresh seafood Dollar sales Dollar gains vs. 2019 Dollar gains vs. 2020 
w.e. 4/4/2021 $159M +45.4% +39.8% 
w.e. 4/11/2021 $131M +19.8% +0.4% 
w.e. 4/18/2021 $133M +5.2% +8.8% 
w.e. 4/25/2021 $130M +41.1% +0.5% 
Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % change vs. year ago. 
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Shellfish has consistently outgrown finfish, with the highest gains in the second quarter of 2020. Come April 2021, gains 
started leveling out around 10%-11% above year-ago levels, each.  
 

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

 
Retailers continue to invest in a broader fresh seafood assortment. The average number of items per week per store 
increased from 40.4 in April 2019 to 41.9 in March 2021. In contrast, average item count in the meat department 
continues to be down relative to pre-pandemic levels. 
 

Items/store 
2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’20 Q1 ’21 Apr ’21 

Apr vs. 
’20 

Total fresh seafood 40.6 42.2 40.1 42.4 42.8 43.7 41.9 +5.1% 
Fresh finfish 20.6 21.5 20.8 21.9 21.8 22.5 22.0 +6.5% 
Fresh shellfish 16.8 17.1 16.5 16.8 17.4 17.6 17.0 +6.3% 

 

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

 

Salmon — The Pandemic Powerhouse 
Salmon is, by far, the biggest seller within fresh seafood, with April sales of $189 million. This is up from $184 million in 
March. Between many meal occasions still being prepared and consumed at home and the Easter holiday, all premium 
categories, and particularly lobster, did extremely well. All top 10 fresh seafood types ranked by sales grew in April 2021 
versus the pre-pandemic 2019 normal, with the exception of tilapia and scallops. Many also grew year over year, with 
one more exception in catfish that could not quite match the sales spikes seen in 2020. 
 

Fresh seafood  
$ growth 2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’20 Q1 ’21 Apr ’21 

Apr vs. 
’19 

Apr vs. 
’20 

Total fresh seafood +3.9% +6.8% +36.7% +31.8% +27.7% +27.1% $552M +26.5% +11.5% 
Salmon +6.3% +10.5% +23.3% +19.1% +28.1% +17.2% $189M +24.6% +14.1% 
Crab +13.4% +14.0% +117.8% +88.2% +47.1% +60.8% $98M +77.8% +3.2% 
Shrimp -1.3% -1.6% +19.9% +17.2% +11.0% +20.3% $72M +11.2% +7.1% 
Lobster -3.4% +2.3% +87.5% +65.5% +66.5% +84.6% $27M +88.4% +34.6% 
Cod -0.1% +0.4% +6.1% +7.8% +13.8% +10.7% $18M +4.0% +8.6% 
Tilapia -2.6% +5.0% +23.9% +16.9% +14.5% +2.4% $18M -1.4% -10.5% 
Catfish +5.9% +7.3% +36.7% +28.2% +26.9% +11.5% $17M +3.2% -15.1% 
Scallop -0.9% -0.6% +12.5% +10.7% +17.3% +23.9% $9.3M -2.7% +10.1% 
Tuna +9.3% +11.2% +5.3% +25.7% +30.7% +29.3% $8.1M +28.5% +47.3% 
Trout +0.2% +5.8% +4.2% +11.0% +8.9% +9.0% $7.2M +3.4% +9.4% 

 

Source: IRI, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO, % increase in $ growth versus year ago. 
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Frozen Seafood Sales 
Having benefited from increased household penetration, increased trips and an increased spend per trip, frozen seafood 
was a sales growth leader in the frozen food space throughout all of 2020, up 37.2% versus a year ago. The start of 
2021 was strong, with frozen seafood sales up 17.7% during the first quarter. However, come March 2021, frozen 
seafood sales had to go up against the pandemic sales spikes. While April 2021 sales remained up 31% versus the pre-
pandemic 2019 levels, frozen seafood sales decreased 11.2% versus year-ago levels. Much greater declines were seen 
in frozen meat and poultry.  
 

 % Dollar sales change vs. year ago 

2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’20 Q1 ’21 Apr ’21 
Apr vs. 
’19 

Apr vs. 
’20 

Frozen food 
department 

+2.2% +17.7% +31.3% +20.1% +18.2% +3.5% $5B +20.7% -12.1% 

Meals  +1.5% +14.9% +20.5% +14.1% +13.4% +0.3% $1.7B +17.5% -8.3% 
   Breakfast food +2.9% +15.4% +23.3% +18.0% +17.7% +6.6% $348M +26.0% -12.5% 
   Dinners/entrees +0.9% +11.9% +13.8% +11.1% +11.0% +0.9% $843M +14.2% -21.0% 
   Pizza +3.1% +22.0% +32.2% +17.8% +16.0% -3.4% $450M +17.0% -34.4% 
Meat/poultry/seafood  +3.3% +24.0% +50.2% +31.1% +27.2% +7.4% $1.2B +29.1% -14.3% 
   Seafood +5.1% +19.8% +55.8% +42.2% +32.7% +17.7% $545M +31.0% -11.2% 
   Processed poultry +3.7% +27.7% +49.5% +32.5% +31.6% +7.4% $277M +42.8% -7.7% 
   Meat +2.5% +28.1% +39.5% +18.7% +18.4% -2.4% $232M +22.4% -19.0% 
   Poultry -0.4% +25.7% +52.1% +18.8% +18.8% -7.2% $165M +14.3% -25.5% 

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

 
By cut, frozen fish was the largest category in April, at $245 million, which was slightly higher than March sales. The 
second-largest segment, frozen raw shrimp, was up the most in comparison to pre-pandemic levels, at +53.8%, and 
only fell slightly behind 2020 numbers, at -3.2%.  
 

 
2019 Q1 ’20 Q2 ’20 Q3 ’20 Q4 ’20 Q1 ’21 Apr ’21 

Apr vs. 
’19 

Apr vs. 
’20 

Frozen seafood +5.1% +19.8% +55.8% +42.2% +32.7% +17.7% $545M +31.0% -11.2% 
Frozen fish/seafood +4.0% +21.7% +51.5% +41.0% +35.7% +11.9% $245M +26.3% -13.3% 
Frozen raw shrimp +8.2% +22.0% +71.5% +57.5% +46.9% +37.4% $169M +53.8% -3.2% 
Frozen cooked 
shrimp 

+4.0% +14.2% +47.0% +28.1% +15.9% +9.1% $131M +16.7% -16.2% 

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

 
 

What’s Next?  
Several indicators of consumer mobility — reflecting how much people are moving around to go to school, to go to work, 
to go out to dinner, to go on vacation, or to visit family and friends, etc. — continue to trend up. In April, TSA checkpoint 
numbers, dining-out numbers, driving and walking statistics, gasoline sales, the reopening of schools and more are all 
indicating a higher level of consumer mobility. Increased mobility is also likely to result in a shift from home-centric food 
spending to greater foodservice engagement but may also drive increased demand for time-saving, convenience-
focused solutions.  
 
The increase in in-store shopping is likely to benefit fresh seafood sales. Fresh seafood has seen tremendous increases 
in e-commerce sales; however, it continues to under-index against shelf-stable and frozen seafood sales in online 
baskets. The increase in trip frequency is also likely to benefit fresh seafood sales, as people are less concerned over 
shelf life. The increased time spent in-store tends to provide a better environment for new product introductions and 
brand extensions as consumers take more time looking for something different. At the same time, finding ways to 
elevate visibility of new items in the online environment continues to be important, as online shoppers are more loyal to 
past purchases. 
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The next report in the performance series by IRI, 210 Analytics and Elanco will be released mid-June to cover the July 
sales trends. Please recognize and thank the entire food supply chain for all it does to keep supply flowing.  
 
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 
April: 4 weeks ending 4/25/2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


