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Dollar sales of dinners and 
entrees tumbled 7.1% to 
$2.50 billion during the 12 

weeks ended May 16 (compared 
with the same period a year ago), 
reports Chicago-based market 
research firm IRI (iriworldwide.
com). The multi-serve and hand-
held segments were down 15.7% 
and 13.3%, respectively, but the 
single-serve subcategory man-
aged a 1.7% gain — a welcome 
surprise given the comparison 
against last spring’s buying 
surge. 

Despite the recent setback, 
total category dollar sales are up 16.9% versus the same 
12-week period in 2019 (units jumped 11.1%), highlight-
ing significant growth during the pandemic. But as the 
recovery picks up speed, will consumers stick with their 
newfound favorites in the frozen entrees set? Recent 
research by The NPD Group suggests they will. The com-
pany compared results of surveys taken in Feb. 2020 and 
Feb. 2021 and found big increases in the percentage of 
consumers who like to always have frozen meals on hand 
(+21%), who are leaning into frozen meals because they’re 
high in protein (+58%), who turn to frozen meals for 
something healthy and nutritious (+19%) and who find 
their cravings are satisfied by frozen meals (+14%).

But manufacturers are leaving nothing to chance, rolling 
out ever more premium, better-for-you and authentic fro-
zen meals that rival foodservice options. If they continue 
to do their jobs right, “All of those shoppers 
who were so pleasantly surprised 
at how good frozen can be will 
become more regular customers,” 
says Jack Acree, executive vp at 
Stamford, Conn.-based Saffron 
Road (saffronroad.com). 

In response to recent growth in 
the multi-serve segment, he con-

tinues, the company is entering the family-size category 
with three 22-ounce meals, including two of its best-sell-
ing single-serve dishes, Chicken Biryani and Chicken Pad 
Thai, and a brand new one: Thai Pineapple Fried Rice. 
Like the rest of the Saffron Road collection, the new-
comers are made with authentic, natural ingredients and 
chicken raised without antibiotics. “People have had time 
to read a lot of labels and understand the implications,” 
says Acree. “So there’s an even greater emphasis on pre-

mium meals in terms of both quality 
and clean ingredients.”

Another new entry in the mul-
ti-serve segment comes from Chica-
go-based Conagra, whose new line of 
Birds Eye (birdseye.com) Sheet Pan 
Meals started hitting freezers last 
month. Google searches for all-in-one 
sheet pan meals are up 29% versus two 
years ago while online mentions have 
jumped 220%, reports brand director 
Melissa Walters. But many consumers 
don’t have time for all of that prep 
work. “So Birds Eye launched an inno-
vation that brings the convenience of 
frozen to a popular at-home cooking 
behavior with a one-step, oven-ready 
sheet pan meal,” she says. Available 

varieties include Chicken with Garlic Parmesan Potatoes, 
Italian Sausage with Peppers, Chicken with Balsamic Fla-
vored Sweet Potatoes and Chicken with Rosemary Brown 
Butter Potatoes, all ready to eat in less than 30 minutes.

PLANT-BASED BRANDS JOIN IN
The multi-serve segment is also welcoming some of its 
first plant-based brands, including a new family-size 
collection from Paramount, Calif.-based Tattooed Chef 
(tattooedchef.com). The plan, says founder and chef 
Sarah Galletti, is to introduce more than 100 million 
“plant-based intenders” to the wonders of meatless meals 
through “nostalgic innovation.” Because the dishes are 
plant-based versions of familiar entrees, she explains, 
they act as a gateway to the meat-free category. Available 
varieties include Chickpea Pasta with Plant-Based Sau-

sage Ragu, Cauliflower Spaghetti with 
Plant Based Bolognese, Sweet Potato 
Gnocchi with Plant Based Butter and 
Sage, and Cauliflower Gnocchi Quat-
tro Formaggi.

According to SPINS, sales of plant-
based frozen entrees grew 10.9% 
during the 52 weeks ended May 16 
compared with a gain of only 4.0% 
for those not positioned as plant-
based, prompting new entries on 
the single-serve side as well. One of 
the newest comes from CLO-CLO 
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In response to growth in the multi-
serve segment, Saffron Road 
introduces three clean label family-
size meals.

Tattooed Chef’s new multi-serve 
meals provide a “gateway” to 
plant-based eating.
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Vegan Foods (clo
cloveganfoods.com), 
Edina, Minn., which 
is debuting four 
10.5-ounce vegan 
bowls at Sprouts later 
this month. Available 
varieties include Mac 
& Cheeze, Shrimp 
Alfredo, Hawaiian 
Shrimp and Red 
Curry Shrimp, the 
latter three of which 
feature plant-based 
shrimp made with 
the konjac root. 
“They taste delicious 
and boast the same 
texture consum-
ers expect from 
their shrimp-based 
counterparts while 
also protecting our 
beautiful oceans and 
living crustaceans,” 
says founder and vp 
of marketing Wendy 
Hinnenkamp. Like all 
CLO-CLO products, 
she adds, the bowls are 
free from the top eight 
allergens, highlighting 
another increasing impor-
tant attribute. 

Sales of allergen-friend-
ly frozen meals were up 
25% during the 52 weeks 
ended April 18, accord-
ing to SPINS. But while 
there are a fair number of 
allergen-free offerings for 
kids, more sophisticated, 
globally inspired dishes 
for adults are harder to 
find, says Wangene Hall, 
director of marketing 
at Global Village Foods 
(globalvillagefoods.com), Windsor, Vt. “There’s lots of la-
sagna and mac and cheese,” she explains, “but consumers 
who are following special diets — whether allergen-free, 
vegan or keto — want to break away from the everyday 
and try some new flavors.” That need is especially acute 
right now, adds Hall, because international travel is still 
so limited. “So consumers have to explore through food 
and flavor.

“African food is exotic but approachable,” she con-

tinues, citing similarities to Mediterranean and Indian 
cuisine. And Kenyan dishes like those offered by Glob-
al Village Foods are milder and more delicately spiced 
than West African meals, making them a good choice 
for anyone who wants good flavor, clean ingredients and 
authenticity. 

The recent recipient of an Expo West NEXTY Award 
for the best new special diet food, the line includes five 
African-inspired meals, three of which are plant-based 
(Swahili Inspired Curry Chicken, 
Moroccan Inspired Lemon Chick-
en and Olives, Ethiopian Vegan 
Lentil Combo, Chickpea Vegetable 
Tajine and African No-Nut Vegan 
Stew). But Hall says to look for a 
few new dishes in 2022.

Saffron Road continues to 
expand its single-serve ethnic 
offerings as well, says Acree, cit-
ing the recent addition of Indian 
favorite Butter Chicken and the 
company’s first Chinese entrée: 
Sweet & Sour Chicken. On the 
multi-serve side, meanwhile, the 
folks at Jersey City, N.J.-based 
Tastee Choice (tasteechoice.
com), are rolling out a new line 

SPOTLIGHT: DINNERS/ENTREES

CLO-CLO Vegan Foods 
rolls out four plant-based 
bowls free of the top 
eight allergens.

FROZEN DINNERS & ENTREES
Sales in supermarkets, drugstores, mass merchants, military commissaries and select club and dollar 
stores combined for the 12 weeks ended May 16, according to Chicago-based market research firm 
IRI (iriworldwide.com). Percent change is versus the same period a year ago. 

CATEGORY $ SALES % CHG  UNIT SALES % CHG VOLUME   % CHG 
FZ DINNERS/ENTREES $2,502,121,823 -7.1 730,273,007 -7.3 680,968,182 -9.9

SINGLE-SERVE DINNERS/ENTREES $1,242,362,115 1.7 468,825,136 0.2 312,654,127 1.3
Stouffer’s $175,905,264 4.7 65,484,614 8.0 48,558,732 8.5
Marie Callender’s $132,719,527 4.5 49,213,609 2.3 37,597,836 0.0
Healthy Choice Café Steamers $73,921,658 -3.1 27,427,735 -6.1 16,623,515 -6.0
Lean Cuisine Favorites $48,845,775 6.8 21,985,395 11.7 13,467,463 11.3
Lean Cuisine Comfort $43,058,563 0.1 17,156,694 5.9 9,707,323 5.4
Banquet $42,844,149 -20.0 32,044,251 -20.2 20,225,408 -19.1
Amy’s Bowls $37,678,419 -9.5 8,378,892 -11.7 4,807,499 -12.1
Michelina’s $37,012,216 -14.4 38,596,983 -8.6 18,384,002 -9.6
Hungry Man $36,473,085 12.2 12,546,783 10.8 12,381,791 10.2
Banquet Mega Bowls $35,726,454 31.2 14,368,377 29.4 12,478,804 29.2

HANDHELD ENTREES (NON-BREAKFAST) $725,253,577 -13.3 184,775,080 -19.6 199,326,007 -18.6

MULTI-SERVE DINNERS/ENTREES $534,506,132 -15.7 76,672,791 -15.0 168,988,048 -16.3
Stouffer’s $193,242,112 -12.7 23,259,343 -8.8 66,585,019 -12.9
Birds Eye Voila $73,093,504 -9.6 12,834,544 -7.8 25,706,546 -7.4
P.F. Chang’s Home Menu $43,660,366 -8.3 6,183,544 -6.8 8,777,398 -7.3
Bertolli $40,417,592 -22.0 5,527,273 -21.8 8,456,368 -21.8
Private Label $36,225,658 -17.8 4,745,095 -17.4 13,002,555 -18.9
Michael Angelo’s $19,778,505 -22.4 2,341,413 -19.3 5,035,250 -24.7
Marie Callender’s $17,845,028 -14.1 2,968,649 -14.8 5,166,932 -15.8
Banquet $14,923,149 -22.5 4,862,132 -23.1 8,128,142 -23.1
Zatarain’s $10,828,458 -15.5 1,245,062 -14.1 2,863,653 -26.4
On-Cor $7,388,893 -24.8 2,366,620 -25.4 3,887,069 -25.4

New Birds Eye Sheet 
Pan Meals off er an 
easy alternative to 
an on-trend cooking 
technique.
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of authentic Italian Skillet Meals made in Italy 
for sale in the U.S. The premium collection 
includes Risotto di Mare, Penne Arrabiata, 
Gnocchi Salmone and Linguine Pescatore, all 
in 21.15-ounce bags.

HEALTHY COMFORT FOOD IN DEMAND
While ethnic meals are gaining momentum, 
traditional comfort foods remain extremely 
popular. In fact, research by Arlington, Va.-
based Nestlé USA found comfort food was 
second only to healthy meals as the product 
consumers were most looking forward to 
seeing more of this year, reports brand man-
ager Megan Smargiasso of the company’s Lean 
& Life Cuisine Foods division. However, it found ways to 
combine the two trends by offering healthy versions of 
traditional dishes. 

The company’s new Lean Cuisine (leancuisine.com) 
Cauli’ Bowls (Creamy Mac & Cheese, Garlic Parmesan 
Alfredo with Broccoli, Fettuccini with Meat Sauce, and 
Creamy Tomato Vodka Pasta) offer a “healthy, modern 
twist” on pasta classics but with a third fewer calories, 
says Smargiasso. And its new Oven Fried Chicken 
Bowls (Mashed Potatoes and Buffalo-Style Mac & 
Cheese) deliver QSR flavor profiles but with half the fat.

Conagra is also intent on making some of consum-

ers’ favorite dishes even healthier, 
especially those aimed at the low-
carb customer. Carb swaps have 
made a big difference, “But we found 
that many products still contained 
hidden sugar,” says senior brand 
manager Lauren Biegger. To meet 
demand for meals that are both 
low-carb and low-sugar, Conagra 
recently debuted the Healthy Choice 
Zero (healthychoice.com) collection. 
The keto-friendly meals contain 10 

or fewer grams of net carbs and no 
added sugar, preservatives, artificial 
colors or flavors. Available varieties 

include Tomato Basil Chicken, Carne Asada, Sesame 
Chicken with Zoodles and Verde Chicken.

A second new Healthy Choice lineup addresses grow-
ing consumer demand for high protein meals. “Various 
QSRs have capitalized on the interest, but solutions 
were lacking in the frozen better-for-you space,” says 
Bieggers. To fill that gap, Conagra recently rolled out 
three Healthy Choice Max meals that offer 40% more 
food than the average Healthy Choice Power Bowl and a 
whopping 33 to 34 grams of protein. Available varieties 
include Tex Mex Chicken, Lemon Herb Chicken and 
Honey Sriracha Chicken.  

New Lean Cuisine Oven 
Fried Chicken Bowls offer 
QSR flavor but with only 
half the fat.
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