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Sales of frozen Asian 
foods continue to 
climb even as restau-

rants reopen, offering 
consumers more choices 
beyond their freezers. 
According to Chicago-
based SPINS, total 
sales jumped 22.2% to 
$934,963,951 during the 
52 weeks ended July 11 
compared with the same 
period a year earlier when 
coronavirus lockdowns 
sent swarms of grocery 
buyers to the frozen food 
aisles. 

The largest category, fro-
zen Asian entrees, was up 17.1% to $527,876,825, leading 
at least two companies, CJ Foods USA and Suji’s Cuisine, 
to plan new production facilities in the Midwest. 

Manufacturers say the target market for Asian cuisine 
is Millennials or even very young (10- to 16-year-old) 
customers with adventurous eating habits. Products with 
multiple uses that cater to the “chef at home” experience 
are particularly appealing, according to industry observers.

‘WORLDLY’ CONSUMERS WANT VARIETY
Demand for Asian food covers a wide range of cuisines — 
Indian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, Vietnamese, and 
more. 

“Many shoppers are worldly in their cui-
sine sophistication and are mainly looking 
for something that meets or beats their 
expectations,” says Jack Acree, executive vp 
at Saffron Road (saffronroad.com), Stam-
ford, Conn.

Offering modern, innovative Asian prod-
ucts is the key to this market, adds Alex 
Uoo, COO and senior vp of sales at Seat-
tle-based Suji’s Cuisine (sujiskorean.com), 
which recently dropped the word “Korean” 
from its name to reflect the wider array of 
Asian products it offers. “Authentic Asian 
food with a modern twist is what Ameri-

cans are really clamoring for,” he explains.
Suji’s has found appetizers and desserts to be wildly 

popular in the United States, a belief that’s borne out 
by SPINS data that shows appetizer sales up nearly 
20% and desserts up 64.5% during the past 52 weeks — 
and 178% since 2019.

Suji’s has helped fuel the surge with its taiyaki 
dessert, a Japanese waffle cake with a custard filling, 
which took off after a 10-year-old social media influ-
encer spread the word to her 600,000 followers. The 
company plans to build a manufacturing plant in the 

U.S. to grow its taiyaki business, deliver products faster, 
and cope with the rising cost of importing the product 
from Korea, says Uoo.

ASIAN APPS UP 35% SINCE 2019
Appetizers and snacks are another strong seller in the 
frozen Asian food market, according to several manufac-
turers. 

“The snacks and sides categories are leading with 35% 
growth since 2019,” says Brad Smith, vp of marketing at 
Bloomington, Minn.-based Schwan’s (schwanscompany.
com) an affiliate of CJ Foods, USA, Inc. “This is signifi-
cantly higher than the two parent categories,” he reports, 
citing 16% growth in the overall frozen side dishes cate-
gory. Smith is particularly optimistic about the growth of 
mandu, aka Korean dumplings.

CJ Foods plans to build a new Asian food plant by 
2025 in Sioux Falls, S.D., to “help us lead the fast-growing 
Asian food category in North America,” said Dimitrios 
Smyrnios, Schwan’s CEO and executive chairman of 
parent company CJCJ Food Americas. The company cited 
a Technomic survey that found 23% of global food con-
sumers and 39% of Millennials are preparing more global 
foods at home than two years ago.

Asian snacks and appetizers are part of the “indul-
gent but good for you” focus at Brooklyn, N.Y.-based 
Feel Good Foods (feel-good-foods.com). “They are the 
ultimate comfort food,” says Vanessa Phillips, co-founder 
and CEO of the company, which produces gluten-free 

potstickers and egg rolls, among 
other products. The egg rolls 
are the No. 1-selling appetizer 
at Whole Foods, she reports.

Versatility is the key to appe-
tizers’ appeal. They can be eaten 
at any time of day or as a meal 
or as a side while potstickers 
can be eaten alone or in soup, 
enhancing the “chef at home” 
experience, says Phillips. And 
moms like the products because 
they are shareable, snackable, 
and appeal to everyone, even 

if only one member of the family 
needs gluten-free. 

MILLENNIALS HELP DRIVE 
ASIAN GROWTH 
Sales jumped 22.2% during the past year, with appetizers 
and desserts leading the way.

BY CINDY WEISS

SPOTLIGHT: ASIAN FOOD

P.F. Chang’s Home 
Menu enters the 
seafood category 
with two flavors of 
Tempura Shrimp.

Saffron Road debuts its first 
Chinese item: Sweet and Sour 
Chicken.
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Suji’s is capitalizing on the healthy 
food trend with new 9-ounce plant-
based bowls that will be introduced at 
Aldi under the store’s label in early 2022 
and more widely later under the Suji’s 
brand. The company is also offering a 
new appetizer — crispy Asian rolls — and 
a Korean-influenced street taco line that 
is now being tested in stores and will have broader distri-
bution beginning in 2022. Korean tacos are very popular 
among young people in Korea, says Uoo.

RESTAURANT DINING AT HOME
P.F. Chang’s Home Menu (pfchangshomemenu.com), 
owned by Chicago-based Conagra, is debuting four new 
items in October, including two multi-serve protein 
skillets (Chicken Teriyaki and Korean BBQ). It will also 
make its first foray 
into the seafood 
category with 
Home Menu Tem-
pura Shrimp in two 
flavors: Firecracker 
and Crispy Hon-
ey. P.F. Chang’s 
tempura veggie 
innovation exceed-
ed expectations, 
so the company 
expects strong de-
mand for tempura 
shrimp as well.

Sales of the 
company’s mul-
ti-serve meals have grown 88% in two years; sales of its 
single-serve meals, 73%; and sales of its appetizers, 89%, 

outpacing those frozen Asian 
categories as a whole, according 
to an IRI Conagra Brands Market 
Advantage survey. “Americans 
have realized how convenient and 
easy it is to get restaurant-quality 
Asian meals at home, says senior 
brand manager for frozen Amita 
Vincent. She adds that the trend 
toward Asian frozen foods is 
“here to stay, despite restaurants 
re-opening.” 

The exploration of the frozen 
food aisle that began during the 
pandemic has taught consum-
ers that they can find authentic, 
restaurant-quality meals there, 
confirms Kiernan Laughlin, 
general manager of Deep Indian 
Kitchen (deepindiankitchen.com), 

Union, N.J.  The company’s research 
shows that new familiarity with 
what is available at the supermarket 

has lowered significant barriers to enjoying Indian 
food at home (such as lack of authenticity and complexity 
of cooking methods and recipes). Deep’s sales are up 40% 
year to date, he adds.

SPICING THINGS UP
“We see consumers craving something new to ‘spice up’ 
their routines,” he explains. While Deep offers several 
vegetarian and vegan items, including its popular samo-
sas and Spinach Paneer, “We have several consumers 

seeking high protein 
meal options.” To 
meet that demand, 
the company rolled 
out two new chicken 
dishes: spicy Chicken 
Vindaloo (recently 
named People mag-
azine’s “Best Frozen 
Dinner” for 2021) 
and a milder Coco-
nut Chicken Korma. 
Laughlin adds that 
many of the spic-
es used in Indian 
cuisine — turmeric, 
ginger, and cumin, 

among them — appeal to Millennials for their health and 
wellness attributes.

Saffron Road is venturing beyond Indian to include 
Chinese food for the first time. Sweet and Sour Chicken is 
its first Chinese entree. It is also launching three 22-ounce 
family-size items: Chicken Biryani, Chicken Pad Thai, and 
Thai Pineapple Fried Rice, a vegetarian dish.

“We’ve been believers in traditional plant-based pro-
tein from beans, nuts and other whole ingredients,” says 
Saffron Road’s Acree, when asked if the company sees 
growth in plant-based and gluten-free products. “There 
is a bit of a craze around it at the moment, but I’ve seen 
many sections that are overpopulated with too many 
[plant-based] choices,” he says.

COVID was “a trial by fire for the frozen category,” 
continues Acree. As consumers replace their “outdated” 
concept of frozen food, he predicts quality products will 
see long-term growth.

“The frozen Asian food category represents a $2 billion 
opportunity for food manufacturers and retailers,” adds 
Schwan’s Smith. “Based on the category growth we have 
seen in the last few years, we are optimistic that consum-
ers’ appreciation of Asian food is here to stay.” 

For consumers craving protein, 
Deep Indian Kitchen adds two 
chicken dishes to its lineup.

Suji’s Cuisine’s 
Korean-inspired 
street tacos are 
made to appeal to 
younger customers.

FROZEN ASIAN FOOD
Sales in retail outlets ranging from supermarkets and military commissaries 
to natural food chains and co-ops for the 52 weeks ended July 11, compared 
with the same period a year ago.

CATEGORY $ SALES $ SALES YAGO $ SALES % CHG
FZ ASIAN *$934,963,951 $765,064,011 22.2
Entrees $527,876,825 $450,707,629 17.1
Appetizers & Snacks $280,678,532 $234,116,290 19.9
Desserts $116,140,989 $70,600,557 64.5

*Includes smaller subcategories not listed.
Source: SPINS LLC, includes SPINS MultiOutlet Channel representing 105,000 
locations and SPINS Natural Enhanced Channel of more than 1,850 stores.
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