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48  #Preworkout
Pre-workout products are gaining 
popularity, purporting to improve 
performance and energy levels

49  Sporty NPD
From Merchant Gourmet to 
Cadbury, the latest innovations  
in the category

46  Looking buff: value sales
The overall category is on the rise, 
with bars, flapjacks and isotonic 
drinks posting huge growth

Making a meal of it
Consumers of sports nutrition products are no longer just athletes. 
And this growing cohort wants more than meal replacements

square meals a day for the growing number 
of us who are classed as ‘active’. 

In April, Sport England reported a 0.8% 
rise in the number of people doing at least 
150 minutes of moderate to intense activity a 
week. One in seven Brits are now gym mem-
bers, following a 4.7% rise in 2018. And so a 
wider array of people, not just those obsessed 
with abstruse nutrients such as branched 
chain amino acids, are looking to fuel their 
increasingly active lives. 

That’s opening the doors for brands 

B
irthday cake snack bars and mint 
chocolate milkshakes. Looking 
at the wares of the market-lead-
ing player in sports nutrition – 

Grenade – you’d be forgiven for thinking 
this market was all about satisfying Britain’s 
sweet tooth. 

Indeed, sweet treats have helped Grenade 
double its sales in a year. And formats such 
as its aforementioned birthday cake bars 
and mint milkshakes were the driving force 
behind the 18.6% growth in sports nutrition 
sales to £155.6m this year [Kantar 52 w/e 19 
May 2019]. Sports flapjacks shot up 41.2%, 
while snack bars rose 21.7%. 

But markets never stand still for long. 
While sweet treats remain big business, talk 
of an alternative approach is starting to gain 
ground. That involves simply eating three 

Rob Brown outside the traditional sports nutrition arena. 
“Anyone giving advice on sports nutrition 
should take a food-first approach,” says Sian 
Porter, nutritionist at Merchant Gourmet. 
That mantra inspired the pulses and grains 
brand to sponsor the England and GB Hockey 
teams and push its sporting credentials on 
pack. And it’s paying off. Merchant Gourmet 
attributes the 16% value growth in its puy 
lentils [IRI 52 w/e 15 July 2019] partly to grow-
ing awareness of their nutritional benefits. 

“There’s still real confusion among people 
who are active but not elite athletes about 
what they should be eating,” says Porter. “You 
see people walking down the streets swig-
ging protein shakes that are full of calories 
they don’t need. If you’re eating whole grains 
and lentils you are getting the whole pack-
age: fibre, minerals, vitamins, protein and 
so on. A portion of puy lentils provides one 
of your 5 a day and a 250g pouch contains 

“There’s still real 
confusion among active 
people about what they 
should be eating”
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●● The sports nutrition 
market is looking decidedly 
buff right now. Take-home 
sales are up 18.6% to 
£155.6m. And volumes are 
up 12%, with an extra 10.6 
million packs shifted by 
grocers online and in store 
in the past year. 

●● “More than an extra 
£24m has been spent on 
the category, with one in 
three households buying 
a sports nutrition product 
in the past 12 months,” 
says Kantar analyst Ben 
Dixon.“Bars and flapjacks 
are up 22% and 41% 

respectively, with more 
shoppers picking them up 
and prices slightly higher 
than the previous year.”

●● At the same time, isotonic 
drinks have added more 
than £10m to the sector. 
That has been driven 
primarily by Lucozade 
Sport, which has delivered 
strong growth by spending 
big on advertising, 
including a partnership 

with boxer Anthony Joshua. 
●● Dixon also points to 

Grenade and Ufit as brands 
that are in particularly 
good shape. “They saw 
very strong performance 
in their protein drinks and 
bars respectively. Grenade 
particularly stands out, 
almost doubling sales in 
the past 12 months, helped 
by growing listings in 
retailers such as M&S.” 

Looking buff: sports nutrition value sales

Kantar’s Worldpanel FMCG service monitors consumer behaviour across Great Britain. Its primary panel tracks 
take-home purchases of 30,000 demographically representative households. Data on consumption habits, 
nutrition and out of home sales is collected through subsidiary panels. Visit kantarworldpanel.com for details.

Brands vs own label

Source: Kantar 52 w/e 19 May 2019� For the full data, visit thegrocer.co.uk

Branded
£143.5m

 (▲ 21%)

Own label   
£12.1m
 (▼ 4.6%)

RTD protein
£15.4m
 (▼ 8.9%)

Tablets
£5.1m
 (▲ 9.2%)

Gels
£1.4m
 (▼ 5.7%)

Capsules
£1m

 (▲ 54.6%)

RTD isotonic
£54.9m
 (▲ 28.7%)

Bar
£32.3m
 (▲ 21.7%)

Flapjack
£21.2m
 (▲ 41.2%)

Powdered drinks
£17.9m
 (▲ 5.1%)

more than 25g of protein. That’s the same 
as chicken breast.”

Merchant Gourmet is not alone in promot-
ing this ‘food-first’ approach to sports nutri-
tion. Sports nutrition subscription service 
Fit Kitchen, which develops bespoke meals 
based on individuals’ training goals, is enjoy-
ing growing sales of its chilled ready meals 
through Sainsbury’s and Tesco. And last 
autumn, Sci-Mx branched into chilled ready 
meals under sub-brand EatFit, winning list-
ings with Tesco.

“EatFit has been designed as a high-pro-
tein, balanced meal,” said senior brand man-
ager Max Dawson at the time of the launch. 
“It’s been made in the same way you would 
prep meals at home – with clean ingredients, 
all green traffic lights and no unnecessary 
added salt or sugar. Providing more than 30g 
of protein, well-balanced macros and a meal 
that is delicious has been the key goal.

“We are proud to be bringing the new range 
to market, driving the Sci-Mx brand among 
existing and new consumers. Providing 
active nutrition beyond the healthcare aisle 
gives Tesco shoppers a destination where 
they can cross-shop everything they need 
for a fitter lifestyle.”

Macro trends
As sports nutrition edges further into the 
realm of main meals, it’s seeing more influ-
ence from macro trends in food and drink. 
The first is growing awareness of fibre intake. 
That’s played out well for Merchant Gourmet, 
which took part in Waitrose’s Eat More Fibre 
campaign in May. The campaign delivered a 
151% boost to sales, says Porter. 

“Only 10% of the population is eating 
enough fibre,” she says. “So much work has 
been done on protein but fibre has been over-
looked. Fibre is really important for people 
who are active or taking part in sport. It helps 
promote a healthy gut and can have an anti-
inflammatory effect, which can be particu-
larly beneficial.” 

Jessica Keeble, senior sports nutrition buy-
ing manager at Holland & Barrett, can also 
testify to the power of fibre. “There’s a grow-
ing body of research on the importance of gut 
health for anyone in the health and wellness 
space and the trend for products containing 
more fibre is certainly interesting and one 
that we will follow,” she says. 

That’s not the only trend influencing 

“We think the way the 
market is going is main 
meal solutions and 
snacking”
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sports nutrition sales. There is also the mat-
ter of the largest movement in the food and 
drink market right now: veganism. Keeble 
says demand for all things plant-based is 
“really picking up pace” in the sports arena. 
“This is translating into growth across the 
category, from snacking through to protein 
powders,” she reports.

That growth is only set to continue. For 
there is mounting evidence that plant protein 
is just as good as – if not better than – ani-
mal protein for bulking up. September saw 
the launch of The Game Changers, a feature-
length documentary that explores the rise 
of plant-based eating in professional sports. 
Then there’s League Two football club Forest 
Green Rovers, which adopted a vegan diet 
back in 2011, and has since been promoted to 
the English Football League for the first time. 

To top it all off, a recent study at the 
University of Exeter found that mycopro-
tein, the protein found in the meat substitute 
Quorn, builds muscle mass twice as quickly 
as milk protein. 

That is presenting an obvious opportu-
nity for Quorn. Marketing director Alex Glen 
reveals the brand is now developing products 
to tap the sporting market. “These are really 
interesting times,” he says. “We think the way 
the market is going is main meal solutions 
that are proven from a sports nutrition per-
spective and snacking. Increasingly we think 
consumers will head towards whole food 
solutions rather than just gels and shakes.” 

However, many gels and shakes are also 
going plant-based. Most of the big brands 
now have vegan alternatives in their ranges. 
See Sci-Mx’s V-Gain range or USN’s new Diet 
Fuel Vegan product. 

USN sales director Mark Hackwell says the 
product was the result of hefty research and 
development. “The product contains Tolerase 
L, an acid lactase that converts lactose into 
glucose and galactose,” he explains. “We 
have spent time and resources specifically 
developing and patenting this unique ingre-
dient for effective use in dietary and sports 
supplements, both for lactose intolerant peo-
ple as well as vegans and flexitarians.”

Still all this science isn’t for everyone. 
Which brings us to the final macro trend influ-
encing the market: clean eating. ‘Natural, 
wholefood’ sports nutrition brand Purition 
says there is growing demand for prod-
ucts with cleaner labels and less scientific 

“Consumers have for 
years been offered high-
carb, artificially 
flavoured shakes”

Sports nutrition isn’t all 
about cramming in the 
protein after a workout 
to build muscle mass. 
Retailers report explosive 
growth in products 
designed to be consumed 
beforehand to improve 
performance, energy levels 
and even concentration. 

Indeed, the #preworkout 
hashtag now has more than 
four million mentions on 
Instagram. That includes 
a wider audience than just 
hardcore gym bunnies, 
says online trends analyst 
Lumina Intelligence. 

“We’re seeing products 
that are launching 
for e-gamers and the 
common folk on the street, 
positioned not just for 
muscle pumps, but also 
for brain kicks and overall 

wellbeing,” says Lumina 
Intelligence senior market 
analyst Tom Morgan.

“Pre-workout blends are 
one of the cornerstones 
of the sports nutrition 
industry, and just as with 
protein, they are beginning 
to expand out of their 
sports-centric niche. 
They’re moving into energy 
drinks and shots.” 

Jessica Keeble, senior 
sports nutrition buying 
manager at Holland & 
Barrett, points to new drink 
3D Energy, which comes 
in sleek, minimalist 500ml 
cans, as an example of pre-
workout products that are 
aimed at a wider audience. 
3D is lightly carbonated and 
contains 200mg of caffeine, 
guarana and zero sugar.

“It’s only been in store for 
three weeks but it’s already 
doing really well,” says 
Keeble. “It’s appealing to a 
different sort of consumer 
with nice, clean ingredients 
and packaging that looks 
really good as well. It’s 
definitely one to watch.” 

That doesn’t mean more 
traditional pre-workout 
products are out. Morgan 
notes key ingredients such 
as beta-alanine, caffeine, 
BCAAs, taurine and 
botanicals feature heavily 
in online ranges. 

Sixty-three per cent of 
products from more than 
200 brands in 20 countries 
analysed by Lumina 
contain botanical extracts 
such as green tea and 
ginseng, and 73% contain 
a more familiar ingredient: 
caffeine. Many of these 
products are aimed at more 
traditional, buff sports 
nutrition consumers. 

Mainstays of Holland & 
Barrett’s range includes 
Medi-Evil Excalibur 
Metabolic, which packs 
more caffeine per serving 
than an espresso and 
claims to help burn fat. 
Then there’s Grenade’s 
Thermo Detonator, high- 
caffeine capsules that come 
in a container shaped like a 
hand grenade. 

Talk about explosive! 

#Preworkout: 
performance 
boosts with 
mass appeal
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Snickers Whey

Cadbury Brunch Bar Protein

Grenade Peri-Peri Go Nuts Bar

Mars is bolstering its range of products aimed at sports 
nuts with its � rst-ever whey protein under the Snickers 
brand. Each 875g pouch contains 25 servings, which pack 
a he� y 21g or protein and only 141 calories a pop. The 
confectioner is also launching its Mars whey product in a 
875g pouch this autumn. Both have an rsp of £25. 

Ninety-nine per cent of consumers say taste is the most 
important factor in protein bars, says Mondelez. That’s 
why the giant has launched two new high-protein snack 
bars under the Cadbury Brunch brand with the intention 
of attracting new consumers. The bars are available in 
Cranberry & Nuts and Peanut variants (rsp: £2/� ve pack). 

Packing 10g of protein and a spicy peri-peri kick, Grenade’s 
� rst savoury snack bar is vegan  and free from gluten, 
arti� cial � avours, colours and sweeteners. It adds to the 
� urry of launches from Grenade in the past year, including 
Dark Chocolate Raspberry and White Chocolate Salted 
Peanut variants of its Carb Killa snack bar range. 

Launching: October 2019
Manufacturer: Mars

Launched: September 2019
Manufacturer: Mondelez

Launched: September 2019
Manufacturer: Grenade

Aromatic Persian-style Quinoa & Lentils
Launched: September 2019 Manufacturer: Merchant Gourmet
OK, so this microwaveable pouch of quinoa & lentils doesn’t look like your typical 
muscle food, but don’t let that put you o� . The product (rsp: £2/250g) is gunning for 
the sports crowd and re� ects how mainstream manufacturers are being in� uenced 
by this market. As part of the brand’s partnership with England & GB Hockey, the 
product has been trialled by the GB team and the packaging trumpets its high 
protein content (6.7g/100g). 

jargon. “Consumers have for several years 
been o� ered high-carb, synthesised, re� ned 
and/or arti� cially � avoured protein shakes 
and have been led to believe that these are 
good for them, but with the ongoing wellbe-
ing trend people are becoming more critical of 
what’s on the ingredients list,” says Purition 
commercial director Alan Bird. 

That’s why the brand launched Purition 
Wholefood Nutrition with Raspberries in 
August. Bird says the product o� ers a “bal-
anced blend of natural ingredients”, which 
includes all the necessary protein, � bre, vita-
mins, minerals and “healthy whole-food 
fats” for a balanced diet. The product will hit 
Whole Foods Market and other health retail-
ers in September in 40g and 500g formats. 

Confectionery alternatives
There’s no doubt whole-food sports nutrition 
has an appeal. Still, there’s no getting away 
from the growing and overwhelming popu-
larity of snack products. Bars, � apjacks and 
cookies have contributed £12.2m to the cat-
egory’s overall growth of £24.4m [Kantar]. 

Grenade has been a key driver of that 
growth. That comes from a very di� erent 
shopper motivation to whole-food propo-
sitions. Because bars such as Grenade are 
largely seen as an alternative to confectionery. 

“With the traditional single chocolate bar 
category declining, the key category to ben-
e� t is protein bars,” says Grenade co-founder 
and CEO Alan Barratt, quoting IRI � gures for 
the year ending 14 July 2019. “At a total mar-
ket level, the Grenade Carb Killa brand out-
sells all other single chocolate brands, with 
the exception of Kinder Bueno and Snickers .”

Consumer research backs up his point. Six 
in 10 shoppers see protein bars as healthier 
than a chocolate bar, found a poll of 1,000 
consumers conducted for The Grocer by Him. 
And a third said they either always or very 
o� en bought protein bars as an alternative 
to traditional confectionery.

That’s why confectionery-style � avours are 
working so well. Over the past year, Grenade 
has added Dark Chocolate Raspberry and 
White Chocolate Salted Peanut lines to its 
range of snack bars. 

Fellow protein brand Ful� l, which more 
than tripled its UK sales last year, has 
taken a similar tack. MD David Pogson says 
its Chocolate Salted Caramel, Chocolate 
Hazelnut Whip, Chocolate Peanut Butter and 
Chocolate Brownie � avours “all appeal to tra-
ditional confectionery consumers”. 

His con� dence in the concept was sec-
onded by The Hershey Company, which took 
a minority stake in Ful� l in August. That 
Grenade’s private equity owner Lion Capital 
is now exploring a potential sale of the brand 
suggests it also sees plenty of revenue poten-
tial. So it looks like the birthday cake bar isn’t 
going anywhere just yet.
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