
Foods get leaner and meaner as 
Indians get wilder and wider.

By Sangita Ghosh

C
an taste be sacrificed for health? Ap-
parently, even in the most healthful 
of foods, consumers find it difficult 
to ignore the presence – or absence 
– of good taste. Thankfully, good 

health and good taste are no longer mutually ex-
clusive; innovation in food technology is driving 
the diet snacks category to a new, scrumptious and 
healthy direction.

Of all consumer segments, ur-
ban Indians best reflect India’s ris-
ing prosperity. And all the ills that 
come with such economic growth. 
Irregular work and sleep patterns, 
lack of time for physical exercise 
and the pressures of balancing 
home and career first show up in 
eating habits. Hence, a rising pro-
pensity for snacking and ready-to-
eat foods, instead of conventional 
meals, which is leading to a clutch 
of health problems – including 
obesity and numerous ‘lifestyle’ dis-
eases – spreading in urban Indian 
households.

Health concerns

Obesity has been a rising phe-
nomenon globally. In simple terms, 
‘Obesity’ is described as body weight 
that is much greater than what is 
considered healthy. There are many 
ways to determine if a person is 
obese, but experts believe that a per-
son’s body mass index (BMI) is the 
most accurate measurement of body 
fat for children and adults.

As per a research by ‘Centres for 
Disease Control and Prevention’, 
Department of Health and Hu-
man Services under the aegis of the 
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Government of USA, nearly two-
thirds of the United States popula-
tion is overweight. The prevalence of 
obesity (BMI≥30) has long been an 
area of concern for adults, children 
and adolescents in the United States. 
Data from the most recent NHANES 
(National Health And Nutritional Ex-
amination Survey) shows that among 
adult men the prevalence of obesity 
was 31.1 percent in 2003-2004, and 
33.3 percent in 2005-2006. Among 
adult women, the prevalence of obe-
sity in 2003-2004 was 33.2 percent, 
and in 2005-2006 was 35.3 percent.

The scenario in India, though less 
alarming, is not very comforting. Ac-
cording to a research conducted by 
NHFS (National Health and Family 
Survey), obesity has already affected 
12.1 percent males and 16 percent 
females of the country’s total popula-
tion, and the percentage is growing 
rapidly. The study also states that 
Indians are genetically susceptible to 
weight accumulation and the country 
is clearly following a trend similar to 
the other developing countries that 
are steadily becoming more obese.

According to Dr. Anjali Mukher-
jee, India’s premier nutritionist and 
co-founder of ‘Health-Total’, the ris-
ing rate of obesity in India is giving 
birth to the risk of frustrating life-
style diseases. “Indians are genetically 
prone to obesity. They are also prone 
to diseases like hypertension and 
cardiovascular symptoms at a much 
lower weight. Therefore, the situa-
tion is really worrying,” she says.

Following a long term research 
trying to devise ways to prevent 
obesity and other lifestyle diseases, 
changes in food habits and consump-
tion of food types have been strongly 
recommended by medical experts 
and dieticians.

Instead of sugar- and trans-fat-
loaded treats, dieticians recommend 
the consumption of fruits and veg-
etables, along with foods that con-
tain ‘good’ fats such as omega-3, 
lean protein and fibre at regular in-
tervals. In fact, as experts say, there 
is a widespread recognition in India 
that consumers are likely to replace 
light meals with snacks as a result 
of the growing awareness towards 
a healthy diet. Dr. Mukherjee rec-
ommends foods “in natural form 
like fresh vegetables and fruits, and 
foods that are rich in fibre – whole 
grains, whole pulses”. As advised by 

Dr Mukherjee, instead of eating big 
meals, one should break into small, 
frequent and light meals.

Diet Snacks: the new age 
food

Irregular consumption of food, 
particularly low nutrient-value items 
is one of the primary causes of a host  
of lifestyle diseases. As a part of one’s 
healthy diet, it is important to think 
seriously about the kind of snacks one 
consumes, so that one can effectively 
prevent picking up unwarranted calo-
ries, fats and sugar. 

According to health experts, 
choosing a healthy snack food that 
is low in salt, sugar, fat and carbohy-
drate is just as important as choosing 
the right food at mealtimes. Healthy 
snacks can add fibre and nutrients to 
the diet without yielding unwanted 
calories and that is why the healthy 
snacks, categorised as diet snacks, are 
popular market trendsetters. These 
can give an energy boost during the 
day and prevent from overeating at 
mealtimes. The need to maintain 
a variety of low-fat, healthy snack 
foods that can be eaten when the 
urge to snack hits, has of late been 
coming as the preferred advice from 
health experts. These growing health 
concerns have also brought in a big 
change in the food habit and con-
sumption patterns, shifting interest 
to healthier options such as juices, 
bottled water, and energy drinks in 
between meals. 

Organic snack products having 
extensive food value coupled with 
low fat or low carbohydrates are also 
on the rise. “I would prefer to say that 
snacking on fruits and roasted whole 
grains and pulses is better than packed 
and preserved food. Roasted or salted 
peanuts, hot soups, non-buttered 
popcorns, boiled and steamed corns 
should be ideal snacking food habits 
for the youngsters,” Dr. Mukherjee 
comments. Many modern supermar-
ket chains place organic snack prod-
ucts in the diet snack category. 

Diet snacks market

There are currently over 1,000 
snack food products available in In-
dia, and potato-based snacks, particu-
larly potato chips, occupy more than 
80 percent of the salty snack market. 
But, the consumption of diet snacks is 
on the rise and organised retail chains 
are seeing a huge demand for diet ‘fill-
ers’ such as bread sticks, soy nuts, pop-
corn and baked & roasted snacks.

According to Technopak Advi-
sors Pvt. Ltd., the total market size 
of the snack food industry in  India is 

US$ 2.5 billion. In that, 
the growth rate of the 
organised snack market 
is 15-20 percent and 

that of the unorganised 
sector is 7-8 percent. Of 

the total snack food in-
dustry, 4-5 percent consists 
of diet snacks. The rest of 
the snack market is actu-
ally based on the potato-
based snacks; potato chips 
are the largest product 

Currently, one cannot 
say that there is a 
competitive domestic 
diet snack industry 
that offers a diverse 
range of products. 
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Diet Snacks from Jain’s & Bikaner Namkeen and Instant Popcorn from ConAgra promise health & taste together
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Most modern 
supermarkets import 
diet snacks as they 
fi nd both volume and 
variety missing in the 
domestic business.

segment, followed by snack nuts, 
chickpeas and other pulse-based sa-
voury snacks.

Analysing the growth and the de-
mand in the category in India, ‘More’, 
the super market chain from Aditya 
Birla Retail Ltd. is planning to bring in 
a wide range of national as well as in-
ternational brands on ‘Diet Snacks’ cat-
egory. Thomas Varghese, CEO, ‘More’ 
being extremely hopeful and positive 
on the trend labeled it as a potential 
“growing sector”. As observed by him, 
“People in India are becoming more 
and more health conscious. Slowly but 
consistently ‘Diet Snacks’ are replacing 
the intense popularity of fried snacks 
in Indian population. Therefore, we 
see an opportunity for growth in ‘Diet 
Snacks’ in the country’s retail sector.”

According to market sources, con-
sumers are willing to pay a premium 
for both value-added unbranded and 
branded products in the diet snacks 
category, thereby creating immense 
opportunities for manufacturers and 
retailers. As per the observations of 
Spencer’s Retail on the trend, at pres-
ent with the fitness wave sweeping 
the young population, eating habits 
have moved towards lower calories 
and high nutrition thus propelling 
revenues for diet snacks manufactur-
ers.. “Indian consumers of certain age 
bands are aware of diet snacks. Girls 
in their late teens and early twenties 
and men and women in their 40s es-
pecially are the keenest. The poten-
tial of this market is huge. In fact, 
the rate of growth is almost double 
on a year-on-year basis,” says Samar 
Singh Sheikhawat, vice-president, 
marketing, Spencer’s Retail Ltd.

The majority of organised retail-
ers source imported diet snacks as 
they have found inadequate Indian 
players in this category. Imported 
snack products are confined to the 

retail outlets in upmarket urban ar-
eas catering to wealthier consumers. 
Although a vast majority of products 
can be sourced from domestic pro-
viders, sources say that there is need 
to grow faster over time.

Spencer’s Retail, one of the ma-
jor retailers in the country, offers a 
range of true diet snacks but they are 
largely imported. The brands include 
Tiffany, Mcvities, Elvivia, Hahhne, 
Slimfast, Sugarless, Cadbury’s Lite, 
Stute and Dana.

At this point of time one cannot say 
that there is a well-developed and com-
petitive domestic diet snack industry 
that offers a diverse range of products. 
However, there are a few brands that 
are trying to grow and capture mar-
ket share in the absence of organised 
and big players in the field. Relatively 
smaller companies such Jain’s and Gar-
den Diet Snacks are among the brands 
that are currently available.

In addition to pure-play diet snacks, 
there are also a slew of foods that are 
not labelled as diet snacks specifically, 
but are positioned as ‘diet foods’. These 
products are attributed with balanced 
healthy oil, sometimes fortified with 
DHA Omega 3, are made from highly 
specialised fibres, carry essential vita-
mins and minerals and other ingredi-
ents that help maintain healthy blood 
sugar and cholesterol levels.

Retailers like Fabindia have quite 
a satisfactory range of products – 
roasted and salted sprouts, dried 
nuts – that are not labelled as ‘Diet 
Snacks’ but are categorised as “organic 
snacks”. There is an increasing de-
mand for low-oil salad dressings and 
oil-free pickles made with lime juice 
and vinegar in Fabindia. It’s now pos-
sible to bite into low-oil lime-chilli-
ginger pickle, sweet sour chilli pickle 
and the more traditional hing ka aam 
pickle. Fabindia also stocks jams and 

marmalades made with sulphurless 
sugar that’s low on calories and roast-
ed snacks that include the healthful 
whole masoor and sprouted moong.

Food Bazaar also has a wide range 
of diet snacks and foods in this cat-
egory, Nachani Puffed Low fat, Po-
tato Sally Masala Low fat, Soya Nuts 
Roasted, Garlic rice roll, Wheat 
salted, Light popcorn, Low Calorie 
Papads, Sugar free health drink from 
Horlicks, Dana Diabetic Jam, Muesli 
– the sugarfree crunchy, Sugarless 
Corn Flakes, Sugarless Vanilla Cup 
Cake, Sugar Free Muffins and Sugar 
Free Biscuits being some of them.

For products that claim to deliver 
health benefits, generating brand 
equity can be a challenge. It is here 
that retailers play a strong role in 
communicating the authenticity of a 
particular brand or product.

“Consumers want authentic, sim-
ple and thus healthy snacks. Compa-
nies need to respond to consumers’ 
changing health priorities in snack 
formulation and positioning. The 
healthy attributes of the products need 
to be backed up with a strong sensory 
appeal. Product positioning and goals 
need to be tailored to the three con-
sumer trends of avoidance, modera-
tion and positive nutrition,” says Vin-
ey Singh, md, Max Hypermarkets.

SPAR, the hypermarket format 
from the license agreement between 
SPAR International and Max Hyper-
markets Ltd. has stacked in a wide 
range of healthy “Diet Snacks” al-
though most of them being imported. 
In the imported category, the chain 
offers brands like Kerk and Keebler 
range of biscuits, Murray Sugar free 
cookies and Stella sugar free choco-
lates. Among the national brands, 
popular items are Garden Diet Bhel, 
Diet Chivda and Khakhras that they 
stack in on their shelves.

Diät Foods India has launched a 
wide range of foods under its brand 
“Sugarless Bliss” to meet the needs 
and demands of India’s health con-
scious consumers. They have over 250 
Indian sugar-free fortified & enriched 
cookies, cakes and a range of other 
confectioneries that are low in calories 
with a low Glycemic Index, thereby 
helping both diabetics and the weight-
conscious. Though not labeled as 
“Diet Snacks”, the food products are 
actually categorised in the diet food 
segment as they are sugarless and con-
tain less of trans-fat and cholesterol. As 
the company sources say, these sugar-
less products employ the right combi-
nation of fibres, approved sweeteners 
like Splenda and other sweeteners in-
cluding natural ones that do not lead 
to a rapid rise in blood sugar levels and 
thus can be consumed as diet foods. 
Experts oversee the making of these 
products and ensure their perfection 
in both taste and nourishment.

According to Deepak Awatramani, 
MD, Diät Foods India, “Indians 
generally mirror the trends in West. 
Though there is a growing market In 
India, awareness is minuscule com-
pared to the developed markets. As of 
now I feel that the market will remain 
only within the upper middle and the 
wealthy class. It will only grow as peo-
ple become more aware of health.”

In the category of diet foods, 
“Whole Foods” was conceived by 
Ishi Khosla and Gagan Khosla in 
July 2001, out of a desire to restore 
healthy eating habits of the urban 
city dwellers and a need to help 
those who had established problems. 
Whole Foods’ philosophy is rooted 
in the healing power of food.

The brand’s unique selling propo-
sition lies in not compromising on 
either taste or health, which is sup-
ported by the growing popularity of 

Saltine Fat Free Crackers from Sunny Select is especially targetted at 
weight watchers
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organic foods that are truly Indian in 
nature. Breakfast cereals, baked crack-
ers, roasted snacks, health bars, healthy 
cookies and organic foods that consist 
of cereals, pulses, spices, oils, brown 
rice, healthy cookies and also baked 
items such as muffins and cakes are 
some of the products that can be seen 
at Whole Foods retail outlets. Salads, 
whole-wheat wraps, burgers, multi-
grain sandwiches, low calorie biryanis 
and healthy confectionery are also 
available at ‘Whole Foods’ cafes. 

Also present in supermarket 
chains like Food Bazaar, ‘Whole 
Foods’ is currently confined to the 
Delhi-NCR region. According to Ishi 
Khosla, clinical nutritionist & direc-
tor, Whole Foods, “There is an en-
couraging and growing participation 
from modern retailers in promoting 
this category, but that has to go to the 
consumers as well. In terms of retail 
strategy, healthy diet foods should be 
present in both supermarkets as well 
as health and wellness stores.”

The ‘Wellness’ route

While supermarkets are the pri-
mary destination for daily food and 
grocery purchases, modern health 
& wellness chain stores – positioned 

as one-stop-shops 
for all health and 
wellness associated 
requirements – are 
also a viable dis-
tribution channel. 
Recognising this 
sync, most manu-
facturers in the 
diet foods category 
have been rout-
ing their products 
via supermarkets, 
kirana stores and 
pharmacies simul-
taneously.

On diet snacks, 
David Roberts, 
from Kohlico 
Brands UK Ltd., 
states, “Diet snacks 
are generally low 
salt, low sugar and 
of course low fat. 
Therefore, they are 
not very high on 
the taste quotient. 
Consumers typi-
cally prefer snack-
ing on tastier foods; 

therefore, diet snacks are still not pre-
ferred by many.” Diet food products 
from Kohlico are found at Big Bazaar 
under the brand name ‘Ko-Lee’.

Roberts is also in talks with oth-
er Indian retailers such as Reliance 
Fresh, Spencer’s and Big Apple and 
the wellness store Fortis Health-
World for the placement of the entire 
Ko-Lee range, which includes diet 
noodles, packed popcorn, granola, 
fat free crackers, salted and roasted 
almonds and other diet munchies.

Both Roberts and Awatramani 
are of the opinion that not only gro-
cers, but pharmacy stores as well as 
the wellness stores should also retail 
diet snacks because customers who 
visit health stores play important 
roles in helping other people better 
understand the health issues and the 
concerned products.

Awatramani states, “As western 
health foods are really not meant for 
Indians, Indian manufacturers have to 
upgrade and innovate. Of late, even 
the kirana stores have begun retailing 
diet snacks. We are in talks with For-
tis HealthWorld, Reliance Wellness, 
Dabur NewU and Planet Health of 
Ahmedabad for a distribution tie up.”

Sunil Menon, general manager, 
retail sales and operations, Fortis 

HealthWorld Ltd states, “Wellness 
stores are actually conceptualised as 
‘complete lifestyle stores’ now, includ-
ing health and medicare options. This 
is a paradigm shift in the concept, 
from mere medical check-ups and 
seeing the doctors. As diet snacks have 
become a popular category of snacks 
in India, we have plenty of choice on 
offer – brands such as Elviva, Nature 
Valley and Roasty Toasty are some of 
them. Besides, we stock a wide range 
of low fat and low calorie organic and 
whole snack products. We are in talks 
with other manufacturers as well to 
expand our diet snacks SKUs.”

Prospects

Diet Snacks as a category is emerg-
ing as a niche segment, whose future 
growth, though promising, remains 
subject to the levels of awareness and 
demand. As per the manufacturers 
and experts, awareness needs to be 
generated across age groups through 
extensive promotions. While consum-
ers may desire healthy snack options, 
taste for the more indulgent snacks 
will remain – laying the ground for an 
inherent clash between the notion of 
healthiness and snacking. The aware-
ness for the healthier snacking options 
should be raised, observers state.

Thomas Varghese, CEO, ‘More’ 
is also very positive about the future 
of the category which is really going 
to sustain. According to him, “The 
starting is small but the future is re-
ally big. To catch up with the pace 
of the growing demand we are trying 
to bring in more and more interna-
tional as well national brands in the 
‘Diet Snacks’ category. In ‘More’ we 
are planning to shelve a wide range of 
‘Diet Snacks’ products soon.”  Shortly 
‘More’ will have a satisfactory range 
of products for its customers who are 
looking for ‘snacks for health.’   

According to Singh at Max Hy-
permarkets, “There is also scepticism 
about healthy snacks’ ‘health’ claims. 
Poor alignment between ‘bad-for-you’ 
snacks and healthy trends perpetuates 
consumer distrust. It has also been ob-
served that health considerations have 
a very limited bearing on traditional 
snack choices. However, studies have 
shown that healthy attitudes are influ-
encing ingrained snacking behaviours 
and consumers are choosing healthy 
snacks to actively improve their diet 
and address bad habits.” The trend 

towards healthy snacking for kids will 
fuel market growth in the future, he 
adds, pointing out that many com-
panies are already responding to the 
need for children’s healthy snacks.

The trend on a macro level for 
healthy snacks is clearly evolving. 
Sheikhawat at Spencer’s is hopeful 
about the situation, saying, “Since the 
potential is huge, there is definitely 
space for more innovation among the 
brands in this category. Yes, it is a low-
volume business currently, and aggres-
sive promotion across all age groups is 
required urgently.” Also, according to 
him, pricing of the products should 
be revisited since most of these prod-
ucts are perceived to be expensive.

As per the trend observed by the 
food retailers in India, it is a dichoto-
mised scenario where the awareness of 
the availability of diet snacks is low, yet 
consumer demand is swiftly growing. 
Consumers lack the awareness about 
the availability of these diet snacks, 
which for the retailers, is still to be 
treated as a category by itself. The lack 
of proper signages and other product 
display measures further aggravate 
relatively low sales, which in turn dis-
courages a retailer from freeing valu-
able shelf space for such merchandise.

Commenting on this, Singh 
states, “We do realise the importance 
of this category and are planning to 
put together a program for a full range 
and exclusive display in the new Spar 
store in Malleswaram (Bangalore). 
Based on how things emerge, we will 
then replicate this model in the other 
existing stores. It is very important for 
us that supplies of these products are 
consistently available in Spar stores.”

According to Awatramani, “There 
should be effective communication 
to reach out to more and more peo-
ple informing them about the prod-
ucts. Retailers should invest in mass 
advertising to educate consumers 
about the brands that they offer; an 
innovative way of such communica-
tion is yet to be applied.”

Retailers, on the other hand, 
firmly believe that manufacturers 
can push consumption by educat-
ing the consumers with innovative 
promotions and product or brand 
literature. Both sides are however, in 
agreement that the market potential 
in India for diet snacks is promising. 
What remains to be seen is the effort 
both parties make to benefit from a 
potentially lucrative category.  ■

Fat free breakfast cereal Berry Treets from Sunny 
Select assures a nutritious diet
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