
According to the Productscan database, there were 1,182 new

SKUs of gluten-free food and beverages introduced in the U.S. in

2008. Additionally, Packaged Facts’ 2009 Gluten-Free Food and
Beverage Market Report revealed that sales of U.S. gluten-free

foods grew at a 28% compound annual growth rate between 2004

and 2008. The report also noted annual retail sales increased from

$560 million to $1.56 billion during that period.

Although this pace is expected to slow, according to several

industry estimates, the gluten-free category will continue to experi-

ence double-digit growth with sales expected to reach more than

$2.6 billion by 2012.

Clearly, the gluten-free market is a force to be reckoned with, but

it is a category that many retailers know little about. Without a

doubt, understanding what types of gluten-free products consumers

want, where and how they shop and other purchasing decision fac-

tors are a key part to capturing part of this growing market.

Who is the gluten-free consumer?
A very diverse group of consumers purchase gluten-free products. The

main group includes those with celiac disease (CD), for whom a strict

gluten-free diet (GFD) is the only treatment for managing the disease

and reducing the risk of other complications.

However, what is important to note is that gluten-free products may

be purchased by those with a wide variety of other conditions, includ-

ing non-celiac gluten sensitivity, wheat allergy, autism, ADHD, multiple

sclerosis and irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). The following is a brief

review of the conditions for which a gluten-free diet is applicable:

Celiac disease
Celiac disease is an inherited, autoimmune disorder in which proteins

from the grains wheat, rye and barley (collectively called gluten) dam-

age the small intestine. The only treatment for CD is a strict, life-long

gluten-free diet. With a prevalence rate of about one in 100 people

worldwide, almost three million Americans

have the disease, but it is estimated that only

5% to 10% are currently diagnosed.

Others with gluten sensitivity
It is possible to be intolerant to gluten

without having CD or a wheat allergy.

Individuals may have similar gastrointesti-

nal symptoms as those with CD, but no

damage to the intestinal tract occurs nor

will they develop complications associated

with CD. It is not known how many peo-

ple have gluten sensitivity, but a growing

number of individuals are being identified.

Wheat allergy
Eight major foods (including wheat) account

for almost 90% of food allergies. It is esti-

mated that as many as 6% of young children

and about 2% to 4% of adults suffer from

Understanding and marketing to this growing consumer
group is key to building the gluten-free category.

The Gluten-Free Boom

B y S h e l l e y C a s e

I f new product introductions and recent sales growth are reliable
indicators, the gluten-free category offers retailers long-term growth
possibilities and significant upside potential for the foreseeable future.
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food allergies. According to a 2008 report

from the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention, food allergies in children

increased 18% from 1997 to 2007.

Autistic spectrum disorders
ASD is a group of developmental disabili-

ties that includes autism and Asperger’s syn-

drome. Individuals with ASD have problems

with verbal and non-verbal communication,

difficulties with social interaction and have a ten-

dency toward repetitive behaviors or narrow, obsessive

interests. Despite limited scientific studies, there are anec-

dotal reports from many parents that a gluten-free, casein-free (GFCF)

diet may help their child communicate more effectively and improve

overall well-being.

Gluten-free products in the marketplace
The quality of gluten-free products has improved dramatically over the

years, another factor that has fueled trial. Gone are the days of dry, crum-

bly rice bread and plain rice cakes that remind you more of cardboard

than food. Today, a variety of gluten-free grains, flours, starches and

seeds are now being used to create a wide array of gluten-free baked

products such as breads, muffins, bagels, cookies, cakes, doughnuts as

well as baking mixes, cereals, pastas, pizza, entrees, side dishes, soups,

snack foods and even beer. Consumers have several options in the baked

product category including ready-to-eat, baking mixes or using different

flours and starches.

Although product quality has improved, a 2008 online study of more

than 2,500 consumers from 35 countries spon-

sored by a group called the Gluten-Free Passport

found that 73% wanted better tasting gluten-

free and allergen-free products. Another 2008

online study of 737 respondents revealed varying

levels of satisfaction with gluten-free products

when compared to regular, wheat-based prod-

ucts. Gluten-free pasta was the only category

with a reasonable level of customer satisfaction.

Initially only a few specialty companies

made gluten-free products, but this has defi-

nitely changed in the past 10 years. In addition

to the growing number of gluten-free specialty

manufacturers of all sizes, mainstream compa-

nies are now offering gluten-free products.

Also appearing on the scene and worth not-

ing, is the growing number of private label

gluten-free products.

Merchandising options
Retailers face many challenges when deciding

what type and how many gluten-free products

to stock, as well as how to merchandise

them. There is an ongoing debate about

where to locate these products. Ideally

the gluten-free consumer would prefer

to have all the gluten-free products in

one location, but this is not realistic for

various reasons.

Many retailers are using both an integrat-

ed and segregated approach to marketing

gluten-free products. The segregated products

are often featured within the natural/health food

section or in an exclusive gluten-free section. However,

the majority of products are merchandised in-line with tradi-

tional groceries. Cereals, pasta, cookies, crackers, energy bars and snack

foods are often integrated alongside mainstream counterparts. But stock-

ing gluten-free baking mixes and flours such as rice, tapioca and corn

next to the wheat flour and other wheat-based mixes may not be a good

idea. Wheat flour dust can be found on the outside of the package of the

wheat-based products and could lead to cross-contamination.

The same goes for placing gluten-free flours in bulk bins, as the risk

of cross-contamination is great. Many gluten-free consumers avoid the

bakery department, so even placing wrapped gluten-free baked prod-

ucts here may not be the best location. On the other hand, with clear

signage, carefully wrapped and labeled gluten-free products in the

freezer section of the regular bakery can be an excellent option.

Marketing to the gluten-free consumer
In the “2008 Understanding Gluten-Free Shoppers” survey, 55% of

gluten-free shoppers spent 30% of their grocery budget on gluten-free

Shopping Behaviors of Gluten-Free Consumers
*55% spend 30% or more on their grocery budget for gluten-free foods

*68% shop at 3 or more stores/month to find gluten-free foods

*When asked if they could find the same products at all the following stores where would
they most prefer to shop for gluten-free foods:

71% grocery store (where I shop for most of my family’s groceries)
9% Independent Natural or Health Food Store
8 % Mass merchandiser (e.g., Wal-Mart, Target)
7% Natural Food Chain (e.g. Whole Foods)
5% Club Store (e.g., Sam’s, Costco)
0.1% Drug store

*Product selection is the most important factor followed by low price, convenience, good
service, close to where they live, knowledgeable staff available to help, friendliness of staff and
close to where they work.

*The majority (71%) agreed it was hard to find good tasting gluten-free foods.

*More than half (57%) have tried 10 or more new gluten-free products in the last year.

Source: 2008 Understanding Gluten-Free Shoppers” survey
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Gluten-Free Marketing Strategies
*Mention gluten-free products in flyers, ads, newsletters,

website, blogs, social media sites (e.g., Twitter, Facebook).

* Identify gluten-free products in store: develop gluten-free list
(hard copy and/or online) of brand name and private label
products (important to update regularly); use shelf tag labels
and gluten-free icons on private label products.

*Create a gluten-free section on your website that includes a
gluten-free product listing, recipes, FAQs and brochures.

*Offer gluten-free product store tours and cooking classes
conducted by dietitian and/or chefs.

*Sample gluten-free products.

*Partner with celiac support groups: exhibit at meetings and
vendor fairs; have store dietitian speak at events; advertise in
newsletter, offer coupons.

*Establish a system for receiving and responding to cus-
tomer feedback in a timely manner.

*Educate employees about the gluten-free diet, products and
their location in the store.

foods. However, 68% shopped at three or more retail outlets per month

to find these products. Supermarkets can attract the gluten-free shopper

by offering a wider selection of products.

Supermarkets can also ensure accurate and detailed product infor-

mation is provided. Because their health depends on knowing whether

a product contains gluten, the gluten-free customer wants accurate

product and ingredient information, recipes, opportunities to sample

products and other information to maintain good health and improve

their overall quality of life. In-store or consulting registered dietitians

are invaluable here as they can help develop educational resources,

deliver various programs and train employees.

Gluten-free shoppers are one of the most informed and brand loyal

consumers in the marketplace. Despite the challenges, there is a clear

opportunity to win over the gluten-free consumer. With a little bit of

effort and outreach, retailers can meet the needs of the gluten-free con-

sumer, gain their trust. sw
Shelley Case, RD, is an international gluten-free nutrition expert and

author of the national best seller Gluten-Free Diet: A Comprehensive
Resource Guide. She can be reached at www.glutenfreediet.ca.


