
T
o infinity and beyond. That’s where the uses for dips and 
spreads are heading. No longer cast off as a flavor bonus 
for vehicles like chips or veggies, these creamy concoc-
tions are permeating dishes from pizza and paninis to 
sandwiches and rotisserie chicken. Considering them 

as components over sides opens the door to a multitude of deli 
department uses. 

This billion-dollar segment of hummus, pâtés, mousses, sal-
sas, indulgent dips and more is making strides. “They’re a category 
that’s taking off, and dips and spreads will be a mainstay in the 
American home,” says Michael Miscoe, chief executive of Lilly’s 
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Dips and spreads are moving from minor 
accompaniment to major component
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Hummus, based in Portland, OR. “Numbers show they’re are on 
the rise due to people not cooking as much as well as the conve-
nience and time-saving factors.” Thanks to the continuing snacking 
trend, unique ingredients, colorful grab-and-go packages and sin-
gle-serve containers are striking a chord with customers.  

According to Margi Gunter, sales planning manager at 
Litehouse Inc. headquartered in Sandpoint, ID, hummus leads the 
category with $994 million in sales annually. “Dips and spreads are 
driven a lot by hummus and grab-and-go,” she says. “It’s important 
that executives include those in their upcoming resets to capture 
what shoppers are doing.” 

LEFT TO RIGHT: PHOTOS COURTESY OF  
TRIBE HUMMUS AND LES TROIS PETITS COCHON

SIMPLE SIDE
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Supermarket deli executives who rewire 
their retail environments to think of dips 
and spreads as components, provide clas-
sic and differentiated flavors, plus indulgent 
and healthy options, and offer single-serve 
packages side-by-side with complementary 
items will see community dollars flow back 
into their department. 

Standbys And State-Of-The-Art
“Buffalo chicken is our number one dip,” 

says Carl Cappelli, senior vice president of 
sales and business development for Don’s 
Food Products and Melanie’s Medleys in 
Schwenksville, PA. “What makes ours 
unique is it’s smoother, creamier and 
already has hot sauce and Blue cheese 
mixed in.” Coming in second place is spin-
ach, artichoke and cheese.

As for the category leader, hummus, 
Miscoe says basic styles are the bread and 
butter: classic, roasted red bell pepper, and 
roasted garlic. 

Up-and-comers, like pâtés and mousses, 
are beginning to entice shoppers, as well. 
“Mousse truffée has been our classic for 
years; it’s a pork and chicken liver mousse 
with truffles,” says David Kemp, chief 
executive of Les Trois Petits Cochons in 
Brooklyn, NY. “We launched organic pâtés 
last year to meet that healthy alternative 
the consumer wants.”

Customers are venturing outside of 
their comfort zone more, and Kemp says 

although their mousses and pâtés wouldn’t 
come to mind first, they add variety to 
dips and spreads. Gourmet cream cheese 
spreads are flourishing, as well, with their 
applications in everything from flatbreads 
to party trays. 

For something new with a twist, kala-
mata olives, pickles, sea salt and vinegar, and 
spicy peppers are popping up as intriguing 
dip and spread ingredients. Off-the-beaten-
path styles like black garlic and turmeric 
also are getting attention, while providing 
an edge for delis more than competitors. 

“Listen to the consumer and address 
a need that already exists; don’t invent 
a need,” says John McGuckin, chief 
executive of Taunton, MA-based Tribe 
Mediterranean Foods, LLC. “Smoky, spicy 
and sea salt and vinegar; no surprise, those 
are the chip flavors resonating. By bringing 
those flavors to dips and spreads, you’re 
appealing to customers who already love 
them and attracting them to the deli.”

Dessert hummus is also picking up 
steam, with types like chocolate cookie, 
peanut butter and pumpkin. “Customers 
like decadent, dessert-type items with big 
flavors that combine health and indulgence,” 
says Miscoe. “When you incorporate a rich 
flavor into a health-oriented product like 
beans, they eat those with less guilt.”

The Battle Of Good And Bad
In the mind of the consumer, it’s still good 

versus bad when considering fats, ingredi-
ents, labels and how responsibly sourced or 
natural items are. And as shoppers become 
increasingly educated, the products they 
buy are under further investigation.

“Consumers understand the difference 
between fats, and they’re not what’s bad 
because to get low fat, you have to use 
ingredients they don’t want,” says Gunter. 
“It’s about the ingredients and making them 
understandable.” Low fat, low calorie dips 
and spreads are losing a bit of excitement 
due to research showing they’re full of arti-
ficial ingredients.

Other negative targets? Sodium and 
sugar. “Sugar is under scrutiny, as it relates 
to diabetes,” says McGuckin. “Work to 
lessen the sodium and sugar, and ensure 
that the fat content inside the product is 
what customers recognize as good fat over 
bad fat.”

In addition to ingredient analysis, trans-
parency with ingredients and sourcing is 
critical. Customers today care for health-
ier dips and spreads that are responsibly 
sourced, manufactured in ways they can 
feel good about and crafted without any 
artificial ingredients.

That’s why clean labels continue to rise. 
The label-reading trend leads consumers to 
place unnatural products with unrecogniz-
able ingredients back on the shelf. As dips 
and spreads move towards cleaner labels 
without artificial colors, flavors or preser-
vatives, consumer demand continues to 
increase.  

Complement, Convenience, 
Connection

Placing mainstays like crackers, toast, 
chips or fresh produce near dips and 
spreads might be expected, but what other 
creative applications are there? If super-
market deli executives reimagine these 
items as components, the possibilities are 
endless. “We have a spinach, artichoke 
and Asiago cheese dip, and it becomes 
the crack cocaine of any retail environ-
ment,” says Don’s Food Products’ Cappelli. 
“Consumers get addicted to it, and use it 
for grilled chicken, sandwiches, flatbreads, 
paninis, pizza, wraps and burgers.”

McGuckin says as dips and spreads 
become more mainstream, additional 
usage occasions are developing. This 
allows retailers to tie them to meals as a 
side or as an element in a composed dish. 
Creating more spreadable occasions also 
helps bump household penetration back up 
to 30 to 35 percent. 

Delis can generate greater convenience 
by placing the accompaniments, like char-
cuterie, adjacent to the dips and spreads 
section to snag two purchases over one. 
Customers will pay more if the items are 
designed as a meal solution with grab-
and-go accessibility. 

For marketing, pump up the power 
of suggestion to attract more shoppers. 
Employ enticing images to propel purchas-
ing and offer recipe booklets with usage 
ideas. Then, direct customers between deli 
and bakery, produce or grocery with signs 
detailing exciting combos and where they 
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can find them. 
Social media should be dipped into, as 

well, to attract tech-savvy shoppers like 
Millennials. “Instagram and Facebook 
are where we meet our future custom-
ers and bring them back to the retailer,” 
explains Tribe Mediterranean’s McGuckin. 
“Another highly-effective method is for 
manufacturers and retailers to partner, and 
utilize the retailer’s appeal to neighborhood 
shoppers through unique avenues like loy-
alty programs.”

Pocket-Sized Packages To Meal Kits
Environmentally-friendly packaging that  

retains freshness in grab-and-go, single- 
serve clear containers is the hottest pack-
aging craze yet. Customers want different 
portable dips and spreads, so providing an 
assortment of small packages is crucial. 
“They’re looking for grab-and-go,” says 
Litehouse’s Gunter. “Some retailers are 
even considering adding snacking sections, 
because the segment is huge and growing. 
As long as they keep their eye on it, they’ll 
be ahead of the curve.” 

Clear containers are catching the eyes 
of consumers through toppings, easy sight 

of the product and colorful labels. Items 
that stand out make it easy for customers 
to add them to their cart during their two- 
to three-second shelf scan. And if these 
containers are sustainable and recyclable, 
that’s even better.

Retailers would be wise to think ahead 
and consider meal kits, as well. “Retailers 
will beat other services at their own game, if 
they jump on meal kits now,” says Cappelli. 
“Think components. You could have fresh 
veggies and an all-natural cream cheese 
spread or an indulgent kit where custom-
ers take home dips and spreads for use with 
sandwiches or wraps.” Consider the advan-
tages of having meal kits available in-store 
or hop on the snacking trend where dips 
and spreads are included as something to 
munch on while cooking the kit. 

Overcoming Obstacles
Even with expansion and cross mer-

chandising opportunities, dips and spreads 
still face challenges in the supermarket deli. 
“Shelf life is always an issue. Brands pro-
viding clean label, organic products see 
60 days,” says McGuckin. “When you go 
beyond that to 120 or 130 days of shelf life, 

customers wonder how fresh the prod-
uct is. Shorter shelf life raises concerns 
about shrink, while longer shelf life raises 
concerns about a product’s freshness, 
authenticity and viability.”

Deli executives using products on 
the cutting edge of shelf life will reduce 
shrink and improve their bottom line. High 
Pressure Processing (HPP) has assisted the 
trend of tasty, natural dips and spreads by 
providing longer shelf life. Kemp says their 
move to HPP enabled product to reach 12 
weeks of shelf life, which opened up oppor-
tunities for their pâtés and mousses to be 
stocked at more supermarkets. 

Shelf space is another issue that plagues 
both manufacturers and deli departments. 
“In deli, the prime real estate is the refrig-
erated section,” says Lilly’s Hummus’ 
Miscoe. “Let executives know your prod-
uct will sell well, and it’s a good opportunity 
for them to add other vendors. Say, ‘You’ve 
got these dips, but you don’t have ours with 
these beautiful benefits.’” Supermarket deli 
executives who have products that are 
truly differentiated will see that variety 
reflected in dollars to the deli and category 
growth.          DB

http://www.klondikecheese.com
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