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Powered by Beef, Meat Led March Growth
By: Anne-Marie Roerink, President, 210 Analytics LLC
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· Escalating gas prices, volatile financial markets, and ongoing inflation dampened consumer sentiment in March. The University of Michigan Index fell to 53.3 from 56.6 in February, marking the lowest level since December 2025. 
· The Middle East conflict has pushed up energy, shipping/transportation and fertilizer costs, with fuel volatility affecting all links of the supply chain. 
· Gas prices climbed to an average of $4.13 per gallon in March, up $1.12 from February. Historical patterns, such as during the 2008–2009 Great Recession, show mobility can decline when sustained spikes hit already strained consumers, tending to impact convenience stores and foodservice more than grocery retail. 
· Higher tax refunds may provide near-term relief, with the average refund 11% higher than at the same point last year. Year-to-date, this equates to an additional $23 billion versus last year. 
· Unemployment edged down to 4.3% with solid job growth in March. However, the labor market remains tight, with job seekers still outnumbering available openings. 
· Demonstrating resilience amid rising costs, total consumer spending in the first 10 weeks of 2026 was up 2% versus the same period last year, according to Circana. 
· Retail food and beverage volume sales stabilized after a volatile start to 2026, with year-to-date volume up 0.4%, suggesting essentials remain protected. In contrast to retail gains, foodservice traffic fell 0.3% in 2025, according to Circana. Restaurant trips are also down 1% in the first quarter and 2% over the past month.

Inflation Insights
Retail food and beverage price growth remained mild at 1.5% year-over-year in March 2026 (four weeks ending 3/29/2026). However, this overall increase masks a widening divergence: center-store items continue to see meaningful inflation, while perishable departments are experiencing slight deflation.
· Center-store prices averaged $4.11 per unit, up 3.7% year-over-year. 
· Perishable prices averaged $4.33 per unit, down 0.5% versus March 2025.

	Food & beverages
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024
	2025
	Q2 2025
	Q3 2025
	Q4 2025
	Q1 2026
	Mar.
2026

	PPU
	$3.13
	$3.31
	$3.49
	$3.93
	$4.17
	$4.24
	$4.29
	$4.30
	$4.31
	$4.32
	$4.32
	$4.33

	Change 
	+2.0%
	+5.7%
	+5.5%
	+12.5%
	+6.1%
	+1.7%
	+2.6%
	+2.7%
	+3.0%
	+1.8%
	+1.8%
	+1.5%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total U.S., MULO+

Prices continued to increase in the meat department, though processed meat prices fell 1.8%, influenced by smoked ham prices and the earlier Easter timing. Fresh meat prices grew 5.1% in March.  

	Price inflation (price/volume)
	Price/volume
	Change vs. YA
	Change vs.3YA

	Total meat (FW and RW) March 2026
	$5.00
	+3.2%
	+11.0%

	Total meat Latest 52 weeks 
	$4.77
	+5.9%
	+12.3%

	Fresh meat March 2026
	$4.96
	+5.1%
	+14.9%

	 Fresh meat Latest 52 weeks
	$5.08
	+1.3%
	+2.2%

	Processed meat March 2026
	$5.11
	-1.8%
	+3.0%

	 Processed meat Latest 52 weeks
	$4.85
	+4.5%
	+8.9%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+

Fresh meat inflation was predominantly driven by turkey, exotic (including bison) and lamb, followed by beef. The average price per pound for lamb rose to nearly $9.21, whereas beef averaged $7.14 across all cuts. On the processed meat side, deflation was driven by a 29.2% decrease in smoked ham prices with earlier Easter-related promotions.   

	[bookmark: _Hlk102723196]March 2026
	Price/lbs
	Change vs. YA
	Latest 52 weeks
	Price/lbs
	Change vs. YA

	Fresh beef
	$7.14
	+5.2%
	Fresh beef
	$7.32
	+7.4%

	Fresh chicken
	$3.25
	+2.8%
	Fresh chicken
	$3.20
	+3.4%

	Fresh pork
	$3.30
	+1.3%
	Fresh pork
	$3.28
	+2.0%

	Fresh turkey
	$4.68
	+17.6%
	Fresh turkey
	$2.77
	+5.8%

	Fresh lamb
	$9.21
	+14.2%
	Fresh lamb
	$8.92
	+10.7%

	Fresh exotic
	$9.68
	+14.9%
	Fresh exotic
	$8.85
	+3.4%

	Bacon
	$6.09
	-0.7%
	Bacon
	$6.35
	+3.2%

	Packaged lunchmeat
	$6.27
	+6.2%
	Packaged lunchmeat
	$6.12
	+2.9%

	Dinner sausage
	$4.64
	+1.7%
	Dinner sausage
	$4.57
	+2.0%

	Frankfurters
	$3.97
	+6.7%
	Frankfurters
	$3.85
	+6.2%

	Breakfast sausage
	$4.69
	-3.6%
	Breakfast sausage
	$4.76
	+0.1%

	Smoked ham
	$2.87
	-29.2%
	Smoked ham
	$3.00
	-4.4%

	Processed chicken
	$6.37
	-4.3%
	Processed chicken
	$6.39
	-0.8%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+


Assortment
After an expanded assortment during the holiday months, March assortment fell back to everyday levels, with an average of 457 items per store, per week. 

	
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024
	2025
	Q1 26
	Mar 26

	Total meat
	465
	466
	456
	453
	448
	453
	458
	457

	Change vs. YA
	--
	+0.2%
	-2.1%
	-0.8%
	-1.1%
	+1.0%
	+2.2%
	+2.1%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+, average items per store selling


Meat Sales 
Meat had a strong month, with growth in dollars, units and pounds. Sales reached $8.5 billion, up 5.0% year-over-year. Both fresh and processed meat delivered gains. While dollar growth slowed compared with the full-year pace, this reflects moderating inflation rather than a lack of demand, especially in fresh meat.

	
	March 2026 
	Latest 52 weeks 

	
	Dollar 
size
	Dollars
vs. YA
	Dollars 
 vs. 2YA
	lbs
 vs. YA
	lbs vs. 2YA
	Dollars
vs. YA
	Dollars 
 vs. 2YA
	lbs
 vs. YA
	lbs vs. 2YA

	Total meat department
	$8.5B
	+5.0%
	+7.4%
	+1.8%
	-2.5%
	+8.4%
	+16.8%
	+2.3%
	+6.1%

	Fresh meat
	$6.2B
	+6.0%
	+13.9%
	+0.9%
	+3.7%
	+2.3%
	+2.1%
	+1.0%
	-1.7%

	Processed meat
	$2.3B
	+2.3%
	-6.7%
	+4.2%
	-16.3%
	+6.5%
	+12.2%
	+1.9%
	+3.8%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+

Meat department sales have been positive since the fourth quarter of 2023, with dollar gains reflecting a combination of inflation and demand growth. March dollar gains were in line with recent months, with slightly better-than-average pound performance as the rate of inflation is slowing somewhat.

First-quarter pound growth, at +1.1%, was consistent with the prior two quarters. However, the shift in Easter timing, from the first quarter in 2024 to late April in 2025, makes first- and second-quarter comparisons more difficult.


March delivered dollar and pound growth in three of the four weeks. Beef bucked the trend once again, posting dollar and pound growth in all four weeks, while chicken fell short in two of the four weeks.

	
	Total meat department
	Beef
	Chicken

	
	Dollar sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	Dollar sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	Dollar sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	March 2026
	$8.5B
	+5.0%
	+1.8%
	$3.6B
	+8.0%
	+2.7%
	$1.6B
	+3.3%
	+0.4%

	w.e. 03-08-26
	$2.2B
	+3.6%
	-1.3%
	$930M
	+6.9%
	+0.9%
	$414M
	+2.8%
	-0.3%

	w.e. 03-15-26
	$2.2B
	+5.3%
	+1.6%
	$992M
	+8.5%
	+3.8%
	$401M
	+3.9%
	+1.2%

	w.e. 03-22-26
	$2.1B
	+5.4%
	+2.7%
	$891M
	+9.4%
	+5.3%
	$393M
	+4.2%
	+1.5%

	w.e. 03-29-26
	$2.0B
	+5.8%
	+4.4%
	$832M
	+7.3%
	+0.7%
	$382M
	+2.1%
	-0.5%


 

[bookmark: _Hlk76976129]Fresh Meat Sales by Protein 
After being the only fresh commodity to post pound growth in February, beef once again led the charge in March. While chicken saw a modest 0.4% increase in pound sales, beef grew 2.7%, offsetting declines in pork, turkey, lamb, exotic and veal. Beef dollar sales grew 8% in March. 

	[bookmark: _Hlk137219531]March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Total fresh meat
	$6.2B
	+6.0%
	+0.9%
	Total fresh meat
	$80.8B
	+8.4%
	+2.3%

	Fresh beef
	$3.6B
	+8.0%
	+2.7%
	Fresh beef
	$46.1B
	+11.2%
	+3.5%

	Fresh chicken
	$1.6B
	+3.3%
	+0.4%
	Fresh chicken
	$20.9B
	+5.8%
	+2.3%

	Fresh pork
	$630M
	+0.9%
	-0.4%
	Fresh pork
	$8.8B
	+2.7%
	+0.7%

	Fresh turkey
	$211M
	+9.0%
	-7.3%
	Fresh turkey
	$3.4B
	+5.6%
	-0.2%

	Fresh lamb
	$84M
	+10.3%
	-3.4%
	Fresh lamb
	$981M
	+10.2%
	-0.4%

	Fresh exotic
	$17M
	+4.1%
	-9.4%
	Fresh exotic
	$222M
	+0.3%
	-3.0%

	Veal
	$2.8M
	-15.4%
	-7.7%
	Veal
	$42M
	-3.6%
	-0.1%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, MULO+

[bookmark: _Hlk197678897]Processed Meat 
The earlier Easter helped boost smoked ham sales in March, with dollars up 50% year over year and pounds more than doubling. This will likely normalize when compared against Easter 2025, which fell on April 20. Other processed meats had a more mixed month: bacon and dinner sausage volumes dipped slightly below year-ago levels, while packaged lunchmeat continued to struggle. In contrast, breakfast sausage sales accelerated, with volume up 5.6% year over year.

	

	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Processed meat
	$2.3B
	+2.3%
	+4.2%
	Processed meat
	$32.6B
	+2.3%
	+1.0%

	Bacon
	$493M
	-1.6%
	-0.9%
	Bacon
	$7.1B
	+1.9%
	-1.2%

	Packaged lunchmeat 
	$505M
	-1.4%
	-7.1%
	Packaged lunchmeat 
	$6.9B
	-1.5%
	-4.3%

	Dinner sausage
	$424M
	+1.0%
	-0.6%
	Dinner sausage
	$5.9B
	+3.6%
	+1.6%

	Frankfurters
	$223M
	+3.0%
	-3.5%
	Frankfurters
	$3.3B
	+2.6%
	-3.4%

	Breakfast sausage
	$183M
	+1.7%
	+5.6%
	Breakfast sausage
	$2.6B
	+3.6%
	+3.5%

	Smoked ham
	$140M
	+50.2%
	+112.0%
	Smoked ham
	$2.1B
	+13.3%
	+18.6%

	Processed chicken
	$69M
	+9.5%
	+14.4%
	Processed chicken
	$858M
	+4.0%
	+4.9%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+

Grinds 
Ground beef sales reached $1.4 billion in March. This was up 11.0% in dollars and 1.6% in pounds. Ground chicken is a fast up-and-comer, while turkey is losing ground with rising prices. Ground pork is another pocket of growth for the meat department.  
  
	[bookmark: _Hlk137219473]
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	Type
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Ground beef
	$1.4B
	+11.0%
	+1.6%
	Ground beef
	$18.0B
	+14.3%
	+2.8%

	Ground turkey
	$167M
	+10.4%
	-4.4%
	Ground turkey
	$2.1B
	+7.5%
	-3.4%

	Ground chicken
	$41M
	+40.8%
	+34.1%
	Ground chicken
	$449M
	+32.8%
	+31.0%

	Ground pork
	$18M
	+4.9%
	+4.8%
	Ground pork
	$237M
	+4.9%
	+4.8%

	Ground lamb
	$6.2M
	+7.9%
	-8.4%
	Ground lamb
	$62M
	+12.0%
	+1.0%

	Ground veal
	$0.7M
	-6.6%
	-16.6%
	Ground veal
	$10M
	+3.0%
	-3.4%



Source: Circana, Integrated Fresh, Total US, MULO+
[bookmark: _Hlk187583242]
What’s Next?
· [bookmark: _Hlk226895291]The FDA has approved a once-daily GLP-1 pill, priced at as low as $25 per month for insured patients and $149–$349 for those paying out of pocket, according to CNBC. GLP-1 medications are influencing categories across the store. While there are no signs of shying away from any categories, GLP-1 consumers tend to be focused on nutrient density, portion control and protein. 
· Private label sales reached $330 billion, capturing a 24% unit share and 23% dollar share of the total market, according to Circana. Club channels, the primary growth engine, account for nearly half of private label’s momentum. 
· Lower-income consumers continue to optimize spending through mix shifts toward mainstream brands, private label, and smaller pack sizes. Over the past six months, price per unit for lower-income households rose 1.1% versus 1.8% for higher-income consumers, while unit demand increased 1.9%, according to Circana. 
· Expanded SNAP work eligibility requirements took effect nationally on February 1, with full enforcement beginning March 1. State-level restrictions on SNAP-eligible items vary by state but include items such as soft drinks, candy and energy drinks, and are rolling out in phases. Colorado, Florida, and Texas begin implementation in April.

Date ranges: 
2025: 52 weeks ending 12/28/2025       
Q1 2026: 13 weeks ending 03/29/2026 
March 2026: 4 weeks ending 03/29/2026





Prepared Foods and Cheese Lead Growth in March
Deli Sales
March generated $4.2 billion in deli department sales, reflecting a combination of demand and inflation-driven growth. Deli cheese and prepared foods and meals delivered dollar and unit gains, while units declined year-over-year for deli meat and deli entertaining. 

	
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Units vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Units vs. YA

	Department deli
	$4.2B
	+1.6%
	+1.3%
	Department deli
	$56.0B
	+3.0%
	+2.1%

	Deli cheese
	$663M
	+1.7%
	+1.7%
	Deli cheese
	$9.1B
	+4.0%
	+2.6%

	Deli entertaining
	$471M
	+0.1%
	-0.3%
	Deli entertaining
	$6.5B
	+1.5%
	+1.1%

	Deli meat
	$638M
	+2.3%
	-1.1%
	Deli meat
	$8.6B
	+0.3%
	-1.9%

	Deli prepared
	$2.4B
	+1.6%
	+2.3%
	Deli prepared
	$31.7B
	+3.7%
	+3.3%


Source: Circana, Total US, Integrated Fresh, MULO+, % growth versus year ago
Deli Meat 
Deli meat volume also declined year-over-year, though grab & go packages are a notable exception. This has been an ongoing trend as consumers like the convenience and retailers are increasingly closing their full-service counters or reducing the hours of operation.  

	
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Deli meat
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Total deli meat
	$638M
	+2.3%
	-1.6%
	Deli meat
	$8.6B
	+0.3%
	-2.9%

	Grab & go
	$201M
	+7.2%
	+9.1%
	Grab & go
	$2.6B
	+4.4%
	+4.0%

	Pre-sliced
	$111M
	-2.2%
	-6.6%
	Pre-sliced
	$1.6B
	+0.3%
	-2.0%

	Service
	$326M
	+1.0%
	-6.0%
	Service
	$4.3B
	-2.0%
	-7.1%



Source: Circana, Total US, MULO+, Integrated Fresh % growth versus year ago

Deli meat results were far better than packaged lunch meat, that had a tough month.  

	Pre-packaged
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks 

	lunchmeat
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Packaged lunchmeat 
	$505M
	-1.4%
	-7.1%
	Packaged lunchmeat 
	$6.9B
	-1.5%
	-4.3%


Source: Circana, Total US, MULO+, Integrated Fresh % growth versus year ago


Deli Cheese
Cheese continued to perform well, driven by ongoing strength in specialty cheeses during everyday and holiday weeks. Specialty cheese underscores that it’s not all about price, and premium goods can continue to do well, especially among higher-income households. 

	
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Deli cheese
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Total deli cheese
	$663M
	+1.7%
	+1.1%
	Deli cheese
	$9.1B
	+4.0%
	+3.3%

	Specialty
	$474M
	+4.1%
	+3.5%
	Specialty
	$6.5B
	+5.9%
	+5.3%




Deli Entertaining
Much like January and February, deli entertaining had mixed results. Dollar sales were virtually unchanged from March 2025 levels, while pounds and units fell below year-ago levels. Pickles and relish were the only area with continued growth in March, with spreads falling 3.8% year-on-year. 



	
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Deli entertaining
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Lbs vs. YA

	Deli entertaining
	$471M
	+0.1%
	-1.6%
	Deli entertaining
	$6.5B
	+1.5%
	-0.9%

	Dips and sauces
	$240M
	-1.3%
	-1.9%
	Dips and sauces
	$3.4B
	+1.6%
	-1.0%

	Trays 
	$80M
	-0.5%
	-2.3%
	Trays
	$1.2B
	+1.6%
	+1.5%

	Spreads
	$82M
	-1.8%
	-3.8%
	Spreads
	$1.1B
	-0.6%
	-1.8%

	Pickles/relish
	$70M
	+8.5%
	+1.2%
	Pickles/relish
	$841M
	+3.5%
	-1.0%



Source: Circana, Total US, MULO+, Integrated Fresh, % increase versus same period year ago, deli prepared foods including both fixed and random weight, includes known deli products


Deli Prepared
In March, restaurant trips were down 2% year-on-year, yet deli-prepared foods continued to grow. Entrees, which includes sushi, sandwiches and appetizers had a strong March from a unit perspective, while prepared meat sales were mostly flat. Consumers declared an early end to soup and chili season, with unit sales down 4.1% year-on-year.

	
	March 2026
	
	Latest 52 weeks

	Deli prepared
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Units vs. YA
	
	$ sales
	$ vs. YA
	Units vs. YA

	Deli prepared
	$2.4B
	+1.7%
	+2.3%
	Deli prepared
	$31.7B
	+3.7%
	+3.3%

	Entrees
	$729M
	+3.6%
	+2.2%
	Entrees
	$9.2B
	+6.7%
	+4.9%

	Prepared meats
	$486M
	+0.2%
	+0.8%
	Prepared meats
	$6.5B
	+1.3%
	+2.1%

	Sandwiches
	$302M
	+2.2%
	+9.2%
	Sandwiches
	$3.9B
	+2.6%
	+7.9%

	Salads
	$275M
	+2.4%
	+2.8%
	Salads
	$3.8B
	+2.3%
	+0.1%

	Appetizers
	$191M
	+6.6%
	+4.9%
	Appetizers
	$2.5B
	+7.8%
	+6.6%

	Side dishes
	$167M
	-1.4%
	-0.5%
	Side dishes
	$2.3B
	+1.6%
	+2.6%

	Soups & chili
	$115M
	-3.5%
	-4.1%
	Soups & chili
	$1.5B
	+5.2%
	+2.6%

	Pizza
	$91M
	-2.0%
	-0.2%
	Pizza
	$1.2B
	-0.1%
	-2.0%

	Breakfast
	$44M
	-3.9%
	-1.9%
	Breakfast
	$572M
	-1.4%
	-4.0%

	Combo meals
	$13M
	-7.3%
	-0.5%
	Combo meals
	$162M
	+6.4%
	+7.5%

	Desserts
	$6.3M
	-10.0%
	-8.6%
	Desserts
	$90M
	-8.0%
	-10.9%



Source: Circana, Total US, MULO+, Integrated Fresh, % increase versus same period year ago, deli prepared foods including both fixed and random weight.
[bookmark: _Hlk121583547][bookmark: _Hlk116291245][bookmark: _Hlk79236872]
Date ranges: 
2025: 52 weeks ending 12/28/2025     
Q1 2026: 13 weeks ending 03/29/2026
March 2026: 4 weeks ending 03/29/2026
Total food and beverage dollar and unit sales at retail

Dollars vs. YA	
CY 2025	Q4 2025	Q1 2026	w.e. 03-08-26	w.e. 03-15-26	w.e. 03-22-26	w.e. 03-29-26	3.4000000000000002E-2	2.4E-2	2.3E-2	6.0000000000000001E-3	1.4999999999999999E-2	1.9E-2	2.8000000000000001E-2	Units vs. YA	
CY 2025	Q4 2025	Q1 2026	w.e. 03-08-26	w.e. 03-15-26	w.e. 03-22-26	w.e. 03-29-26	6.0000000000000001E-3	5.0000000000000001E-3	5.0000000000000001E-3	-1.4999999999999999E-2	2E-3	7.0000000000000001E-3	1.2999999999999999E-2	


The meat department | Dollar and volume sale vs. YA

$ vs. YA	
2020	2021	2022	Q1 23	Q2 23	Q3 23	Q4 23	Q1 24	Q2 24	Q3 24	Q4 24	Q1 25	Q2 25	Q3 25	Q4 25	Q1 26	mrt-26	0.20627481378257578	9.4229442837711497E-3	6.6000000000000003E-2	9.3492732373047973E-3	-3.724121771272859E-4	-8.4158877524025365E-3	3.2584874881709798E-3	4.3999999999999997E-2	2.9000000000000001E-2	6.0999999999999999E-2	4.9000000000000002E-2	6.5000000000000002E-2	7.2999999999999995E-2	6.6000000000000003E-2	6.2E-2	5.6000000000000001E-2	0.05	Lbs vs. YA	
2020	2021	2022	Q1 23	Q2 23	Q3 23	Q4 23	Q1 24	Q2 24	Q3 24	Q4 24	Q1 25	Q2 25	Q3 25	Q4 25	Q1 26	mrt-26	0.12446268727598607	-5.8176372553449929E-2	-1.2999999999999999E-2	-1.0421958657709477E-2	7.098421033454853E-4	-1.1598576481308628E-2	-1.6949906693065675E-2	3.5999999999999997E-2	-5.0000000000000001E-3	3.4000000000000002E-2	2.1999999999999999E-2	1.4999999999999999E-2	3.9E-2	0.01	1.2999999999999999E-2	1.0999999999999999E-2	1.7999999999999999E-2	
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For report information: freshfoodsecircana.com or aroerinke210analytics.com




