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t may be the worst of times for the foodservice industry, but it’s also an opportune
time for processors pushing out pre-cooked
products that can be put on the family dinner table in less time than it takes to drive
to a local Applebee’s.
Restaurant industry traffic fell 2.6 percent
in the spring quarter of 2009 versus the
same quarter last year, marking the sharpest
decline in the industry since 1981, according to market research company The NPD
Group. But just because families are spending less time ordering from menus doesn’t

necessarily mean they are willing to sacrifice
the convenience of quick and easy entrées.
“The problem with that is that changing
yourself from someone who eats out a lot to
someone who stays home doesn’t necessarily mean you can cook,” says Bill Patterson,
senior analyst at Chicago-based market
research firm Mintel.
Which leaves the perfect opening for precooked, refrigerated and frozen meals to
make their way onto dinner plates.
According to Mintel’s Oxygen report,
which was re-forecasted to reflect the current
economic situation, frozen foods are among
a select group of recession-proof products.
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Enter the entrée

The firm expects a total sales increase of 4.5
percent in the frozen foods category in
2009, a jump from its previous, pre-recession estimate of a 0.3 percent drop. While
Mintel found that sales of frozen ready meals
declined roughly 4 percent between 2007
and 2009, sales are expected to jump
almost 2 percent in 2010.
This bump can be almost entirely contributed to the economy, says Patterson.
“You’ve got a recessionary environment, and
you’ve got people trying to ease back on
their spending,” he says. “[Pre-cooked]
meals] are an easy way of more cheaply satisfying the needs of yourself and your family.”
Mintel predicts that family-size frozen
meals may see a particularly strong use
during 2009.
Dinuba, Calif.-based Ruiz Foods last year
launched a line of frozen Mexican-style
family meals under its El Monterey brand.
The 32-oz. El Monterey Chicken Mexicana
meal is sold for $7.99 and can be
microwaved in 15 minutes.
“The current economy has presented the
American consumer with many challenges
and eating more meals at home is one way
to help manage the household budget,” says
Bryce Ruiz, president and chief operating
officer of Ruiz Foods. He adds that families
are also eating at home more often to spend
time together, and the new El Monterey line
was created to meet those demands.

That’s amore
Marie Callender’s new line of Pasta al
Dente frozen entrées from ConAgra
Foods includes
varieties such
as Penne
Chicken
Modesto,
Cavatappi
Genovese with
Chicken, and Fettuccini Chicken
Balsamico, and retails for $3.49 for a
10- to 11- oz. meal.

THE HEALTH FACTOR
While cost and convenience surely factor
into the types of products that busy
moms buy their families, health is also
high on the list. POULTRY sat down with
Christine M. Palumbo, a Naperville, Ill.based registered dietitian and columnist,
to discuss about health-related issues surrounding pre-cooked poultry meals.

In general, do you consider precooked chicken entrées a healthy
meal to serve a family?
Yes I do. As much as I encourage my
clients or my readers to prepare meals
from scratch, pre-cooked entrées are the
next best thing. And it avoids [trips] to
the drive-thru and eating in the car.

What are the nutritional concerns for
pre-cooked entrées?
Today’s consumers are looking for a
‘clean’ label with as few difficult-to-pronounce ingredients as possible. They
prefer preservative-free entrées that are
low in fat and sodium, yet high in flavor.
Some [pre-cooked] entrées are much too
high in sodium.

How can processors alter their
recipes to address nutritional concerns related to pre-cooked entrée?
Processors should gradually bring down

Asian inspiration
General Mills
unveiled a new
line of frozen,
restaurantquality Chinese
meals under its
Wanchai Ferry
brand. The new
entrées are easily prepared in the
skillet in 14 minutes, are available
in five different flavors and retail for
$7.49 each.

the amount of sodium,
without necessarily
calling attention to
that. If they were to
highlight, ‘now reduced
in sodium,’ consumers
Palumbo
might think twice about
taking the item, thinking it was reduced
in taste as well. So gradual is the way to
do it. [Processors] can boost flavors by
incorporating things like onions, red and
green bell peppers, garlic and a whole
myriad of herbs and spices that are popular today.

Should there be a higher level of
awareness among consumers that
pre-cooked dishes still need to be
fully heated? How can processors
boost awareness of this issue
through packaging?
Yes, there is a lot of misunderstanding
about the need to heat pre-cooked
entrées to a safe temperature. Most people don’t realize that the majority of the
food safety burden is actually on themselves. Also, people today have short
attention spans. They don’t like to read
blocks of texts, so bullets and pictures are
the way to go. I recommend that processors use bright, colorful illustrations that
even a low-literacy consumer can’t miss.

Entrée for one
Nestle USA’s Stouffer’s brand introduced new Stromboli and
Flatbread Melts under its Corner
Bistro line of
individual
frozen entrées.
The meals
retail for $3.29
and are available in Chicken Broccoli Cheddar,
Chicken Alfredo and Chicken
Quesadilla varieties.
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Easy on THE SALT
Despite their convenience, many
pre-cooked or frozen entrées
are still perceived as unhealthy.
Turns out, that might offer an
untapped opportunity.
In its 2009 report, “A Look
into the Future of Eating,” market research company The NPD
Group found that “better-foryou” foods are expected to grow
significantly in the next decade.
“As the population ages, levels
of concern regarding food and
nutrition are expected to rise,”
says Ann Hanson, author of the
report and director of product
development at NPD.
Tyson Foods is addressing
this head-on with the introduction of its new lower-sodium
meal solutions. The Springdale,
Ark.-based processor unveiled
the Skillet Creations line of
frozen meals that feature 45

percent less sodium than previous Tyson meal kits.
“As people age, they are
increasingly concerned with
sodium,” says Christine M.
Palumbo, a registered dietitian
in Naperville, Ill. She adds that
many frozen entrées contain
970, 1,370 and even 1,450
milligrams of sodium per serving, although 2005 dietary
guidelines recommend that
adults consume only 2,300 milligrams per day.
“With more than 70 percent
of Americans exceeding the
daily recommended amount of
sodium consumption, Tyson
Foods understands the importance of providing home-cooked
meal solutions that feature sensible sodium levels,” says
Rachel Marler, director of marketing for Tyson Foods.

The Skillet Creations meal
kits are available in three
chicken varieties: Grilled
Chicken Fajitas, Grilled Chicken
Tuscany & Penne and Asian
Style Orange Chicken, each of
which can be cooked in a skillet in 10 minutes. Tyson teamed
with Food Network host Robin
Miller to launch the meals,
and unveiled a list of ideas
that consumers can use to
further lower their sodium
intake, such as using herbs
and spices in meals or
adding potassium-rich
foods such as sweet potatoes to offset sodium.
Palumbo also recommends that processors and
consumers switch out
sodium in meal offerings
for other flavorful ingredients such as onions, pep-

Five-star feats
pers and garlic. “Also, adding
a greater quantity of vegetables, especially colorful vegetables, will boost the volume
of food consumers will eat
without raising the calorie
count significantly.”

Consumers may be taking
fewer trips to restaurants, but
that doesn’t mean the nation’s
chefs are lying idle.
Amidst the growing demand
for pre-cooked, convenient and
frozen meals, many corporate
chefs and restaurant chains
have teamed with processors
and food distributers to launch
new ready-to-heat products.
T.G.I. Friday’s, for example,
teamed with Heinz North
America to launch frozen skillet
meals in a pouch that can be
cooked in 15 minutes or fewer.
Individual restaurants and
chefs are getting in on the pre-

pared meal market as well.
Long Island City, N.Y.-based
FreshDirect, an online
gourmet food purveyor
and delivery service,
teamed with New York
City restaurant Tabla to
launch a line of 4-minute
meal entrée choices. The
restaurant’s chef, Floyd
Cardoz, created the meals
from Tabla’s signature
New Indian cuisine, including
the Tabla chicken coconut
curry with basmati rice dish
that retails for $7.99.
Tina Bourbeau, director of
research and development for

FreshDirect, says the precooked meals are designed for

“busy New Yorkers who seek
restaurant-quality ingredients
but want to enjoy the meals
from the comfort of their
home, office, or anywhere
there is a microwave.”

Internet grocer Peapod has
followed a similar strategy,
launching a line of readyto-heat prepared meals
that were created by
Chicago Chef Michael
Foley. The new Chef
Express Smart Selections
line includes items such as
chicken breast with homestyle bread dumplings and
turkey meatloaf. The
entrées are designed to serve
between two and three people,
and prices range from $9.99
to $11.99. Foley promises
that the meals are “restaurantcaliber nutritious fare.”

HOME SOLUTIONS
One of the few upsides of
Americans dining out less is a
collective return to the family
dinner table. But this trend
doesn’t necessarily mean that
moms are willing to spend
hours in the kitchen, and precooked meals are quickly
becoming a popular alternative, says Bill Patterson, senior
analyst at Mintel.

According to research company The NPD Group, moms
with kids under 18 prepare
290 dinner meals annually,
which adds up to about 10.2
billion dinners prepared in the
United States by moms each
year. Processors and retail
chains alike are finding ways
to reach out to these timestrapped households.

Natick, Mass.-based BJ’s
Wholesale Club is advertising
its range of ready meal solutions to appeal to consumers’
need to spend more “time at
the table.” The chain is pushing its simplest meals that
allow consumers to whip up
family dinners fast with precooked rotisserie chicken and
quick oven-to-table dishes.
Coco’s Bakery Restaurants, a
Carlsbad, Calif.-based chain
with 110 locations in
California, Arizona, Nevada
and Colorado, is also unveiling
menu-planning solutions for
busy households. The bakery

launched new pre-prepped,
two-course meals for $7.99
that give consumers a choice
of entrée, such as Parmesan
Crusted Chicken, and dessert.
Retail chains are primarily
reaching out to the heads of
households with families,
which makes sense, according
to Patterson. “If you’ve got two
earners in a two-person household, versus two earners in a
five-person household, the
incentive to save money is
going to be greater in the family
household,” he says. “[We]
recommend people look at
family-size frozen meals.”
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