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REVIEW
MERCHANDISING

Fast, fl avorful and fresh, soup is quickly becoming the hottest 
grab-and-go item in the supermarket deli. As consumers 
ride the healthy eating trend, soup fi ts the mold with its 
convenience and meal replacement qualities as well as its 
wealth of styles including vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free, 

non-GMO, low fat and low sodium.
“We’ve seen the fresh soup category continue to grow over 

shelf-stable,” says Sandy Rega, senior director of marketing at 
Kettle Cuisine, based in Lynn, MA. “And consumers are shopping 
the center aisles less and the perimeter more.” 

According to Chicago-based research fi rm IRI’s February 2016 
“Top Trends in Fresh: Prepared and Specialty Foods” webinar, 
fresh-prepared soup sales grew steadily at a rate of 23 percent in 
2015. Additionally, Mintel’s November 2015 Soup report states 38 
percent of soup purchasers believe refrigerated soup is healthier 
than canned soup. 

“As the presence of fresh food continues to grow, soup is an 
integral part of that growth,” says Bob Sewall, executive vice 
president of sales and marketing at Blount Fine Foods, headquar-
tered in Fall River, MA. “Soup continues to grow in packaged and 
hot to-go, and in foodservice; it’s now overtaking salads as the 
number one appetizer.” 

Supermarket deli executives can create steaming sales this 
fall by tapping into trends in ingredients and nutrition, stocking 
comfort fl avors, utilizing cross merchandising opportunities, and 
zeroing in on the most soup-friendly demographic, Millennials.

A Wealth Of Health
“Retailers should have a good variety of fresh, healthy fall 

soups that provide nutrition, as the better-for-you trend is explod-
ing,” says Joanna Terry, founder and chef at Souperb, based in San 
Francisco. Fresh soups, especially ones with local or sustainable 
ingredients, no additives or preservatives and health call outs, are 
exactly what the in-demand soup group, Millennials, is seeking. 

Refrigerated soup saw a 52 percent burst in sales between 2010 
and 2014, according to Mintel’s report, and thanks to Millennials’ 
spending power and demand for more natural foods, sales are 
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expected to grow another 26 percent by 
2020. “We’re seeing Millennial consumers 
are a generation focused on overall well-
ness and good eating habits,” explains Rega, 
“Soup complements that lifestyle so well, 
and they see ingredients are wholesome, 
there are vegan and gluten-free options, 
and it’s quick and convenient.”

Mary Shepard, director of sales, retail 
and foodservice at Fortun’s Finishing Touch 
Sauces, headquartered in Kirkland, WA, 
says instead of cooking lunch and dinner at 
home, Millennials are eating at the grocery 
store bar more frequently, and are on the 
hunt for clean, real ingredients in the fast 
grab-and-go style of the deli bar. 

In The Loop On Soup
 “It has to be real food and real soup; 

that trend is going up and will stay,” says 
Shepard. “Customers want to know what 
the ingredients are, and no artificial any-
thing because they’ll look.” 

With customers gaining more knowl-
edge about what they eat, the clean label 
trend isn’t going away anytime soon. 

“Clean labels are very important right 
now,” says Greg Powers, chief executive of 
Niwot, CO-based Boulder Organic Foods, 
“You’re seeing manufacturers trying to 
clean up their labels so most of the ingre-
dients are items consumers can pronounce 
and find in their pantries.” 

Health-minded customers are flock-

ing toward the perimeters, and they desire 
products that are as close to homemade 
food and flavors as possible. If soups have 
labels filled with familiar, wholesome ingre-
dients, they’re more likely to purchase 
them, whether they’re in hot soup wells or 
the refrigerated section. 

Trending alongside clean labels are cauli-
flower and Asian-style soups. Identified by 
dietitians as “healthy,” cauliflower has been 
gaining traction as a fall ingredient over the 
years and is still a big plus for purchasers. 
New ethnic varieties, like ramen and pho, 
have been exploding on entrée menus, with 
ramen showing a 33 percent increase and 
pho 17 percent, says Technomic’s 2016 Left 
Side of the Menu: Soup & Salad Consumer 
Trend Report. The report also mentions 
38 percent of consumers say they would 
consider ordering an Asian-style soup. 
And in order to keep the supermarket deli 
retail sector current, following blossoming 
restaurant trends is a must. 

Fall Fundamentals 
“Seasonality in fall means you’ve got 

squash bisques, butternut bisque is every-
where, pumpkin soups, root vegetables, 
and mushrooms and chestnuts are huge,” 
says Jaime Mestan, director of bistro prod-
ucts at Bistro Soups & Chili, in Chicago. 
Varieties like chicken noodle, tomato 
bisque, Tuscan white bean, chicken vege-
table chili and grilled chicken chowder are 

popular in fall, as well. 
Beyond the staple fall soups though, is 

the rise of a classic style with a plus one 
claim. Customers are seeking out an extra 
wow factor, and manufacturers are staying 
current by adding twists like maple syrup 
or cayenne pepper to a squash soup, or 
an extra call out like proteins raised with-
out hormones or antibiotics. Terry says 
Souperb’s styles of Carrot Pistachio and 
tarragon, and Broccoli with Almond do 
well in fall because they’re exciting artisan 
soups that add more flavors and variety to 
the overall selection. 

“It’s a way of recognizing the fact that 
consumers are looking for that comfort 
profile they’re familiar with, but might be 
even more interested if it has a unique fla-
vor characteristic that they haven’t seen 
before,” explains Powers.

Shepard says no matter the trend, 
comfort soups are always the biggest sell-
ers from Tomato and Chicken Noodle to 
Cheddar Broccoli and Clam Chowder. 
“We’ve got Butternut Squash with sweet 
potato. Millennials want something a little 
fun, but those soups are like an 80/20 rule; 
80 percent of the sales are comfort soups,” 
she says. 

Positioning For Purchase
Having a rotating selection of inter-

esting hot and on-the-go soups, visuals 
and sampling are a few ways retailers can 
increase sales during fall soup’s rush hours 
of lunch, dinner and snack time. 

Creating an assorted selection of soups 
with the variety customers crave maintains 
interest and helps spike sales. “When retail-
ers diversify and not only have private label, 
but several other branded options, it draws 
a lot more attention to the category, lead-
ing to greater sales overall,” says Powers. 

And those multi-brand, multi-flavor deli 
soup sections that are convenient in terms 
of ready-to-eat and ready-to-heat are the 
most successful. Prepackaged soups in 
clear containers in the refrigerated section 
sitting next to hot soup bars offer an extra 
chance for sales, as it allows consumers to 
grab soup to eat now and later. Visuals, like 
colorful pictures of ingredients and expla-
nations of nutrients, help draw customers 
in, as do multiple container sizes. For those 
on the go, the 16-ounce size is popular, 
while 32-ounce cups work for families. 

But what’s the ultimate way to position 
and sell soups? Sampling. “That’s how you 
get more visibility, especially with soups,” 
says Mestan, “If you get something into 
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a customer’s mouth, nine times out of 10 
they’ll want it and come back for it. And, 
the companies that provide the soups are 
more than willing to give retailers extra 
product for sampling.”

Designing A Destination
With the rise of the grocerant, it’s more 

important than ever to craft the deli soup 
section into a destination. By making the 
area front and center with four to five 
soups and call outs for everything from 
non-GMO and low fat to cream-based and 
hearty stews, consumers will start thinking 
of it as a place rather than a part. 

To help increase traffic, the hot bar 
needs to be next to the grab-and-go area, 
with signage directing purchasers where 
they can pick up soup to go or where 
hot soup is ready to eat now, says Kettle 
Cuisine’s Rega. She also suggests doing a 
promotion to kick off the fall season and get 
consumers thinking about soup. Because 
deli customers know they can grab both 
hot and refrigerated soups, it drives them 
to the store for lunch, dinner and snacks. 
Via word of mouth, repeat customers and 
marketing, your soup department goes 
from passerby to major stop.

Powers says the best example of a retail 
soup destination is Safeway. By placing a 
refrigerated soup island within the front 
doors, Safeway created a massive private 
label program. “The key is to focus on how 
you merchandise the product, and make it 
accessible and visible to your customers,” 
he says, “A great place is near sandwiches 
and salads in the deli section, because those 
are two of the best matches for soup. If you 
merchandise them together, you’ll likely see 
sales in both categories.”

Because of restaurant promotions, 
Sewall says consumers are conditioned to 
eat pick two’s, like a soup and salad or a 
soup and sandwich, and delis can capitalize 
on this. “Retail is competing with restau-
rants more than ever, and retailers have to 
be cognizant of what’s going on to compete 
effectively,” he says. “You have to make 

sure you’re always positioning soups as a 
meal deal so you’re taking full advantage of 
what the consumers are doing in terms of 
foodservice.”

Through offering a meal deal or pick 
two, retailers can introduce salad and 
sandwich customers to soup and vise 
versa, encouraging them to purchase sev-
eral items they may not have otherwise 
considered. And connecting them to other 
facets of the department helps improve 
sales while building the foundation of a des-
tination for lunch, dinner or snacks. When 
merchandised together, soups, salads and 
sandwiches also make the purchase deci-
sion easier; the easier the process, the more 
likely a sale is. By planting the seed of the 
supermarket deli as a quick, healthy meal 
option, consumers return for repeat busi-
ness, helping the bottom line.  DB

With the rise of the grocerant, 
it’s more important than 
ever to craft the deli soup 
section into a destination.
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