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Food & beverage sales are a 
large and growing share of 
consumer retail spending.*

INTRODUCTION

*  F&B sales include food consumed at home (bought  
from grocery stores) and food bought and consumed  
in restaurants, bars and other dining establishments.

1. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.

Nearly a quarter of 
every retail dollar 
spent in the U.S. in 
2018 was on food & 
beverage (F&B).1
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This first installment of CBRE’s Food 
in Demand Series examines the 
fundamental drivers of changing 
consumer spending habits on F&B. 
These trends will be further examined 
in the upcoming installments of this 
series, which will analyze how these 
changes are reshaping the grocery 
(Part 2), restaurant (Part 3) and retail 
real estate (Part 4) industries.

ABOUT THIS REPORT

How and where consumers spend 
their F&B dollars have changed 
significantly over the past 20 years. 

Increased Spending

Expansion in Suburbs

Life Stage Influences

THIS REPORT’S KEY CONCLUSIONS:

This evolution is partly due to demographic shifts that have 
led to new lifestyle habits. Other factors include economic 
changes that have affected both the price of food and the cost 
of serving and selling it, and technological changes that have 
created new ways to research, access and purchase food.

| 6© 2019 CBRE, Inc. 

An increase in consumer spending 
on dining out over the past 10 
years may be driven as much by 
structural changes in the economy 
(including shifts in consumer 
price indices) as by demographic 
and behavioral shifts among 
consumers.

As the U.S. population increasingly moves to metropolitan 
areas, the F&B industry is expanding most in the suburbs.

Millennials are not the sole 
force driving F&B growth. 
Data suggests that life stage 
and circumstances (namely, 
household structures and 
spending power) are more 
influential than fundamental 
generational differences.
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KEY PREDICTIONS

 Brick-and-mortar 
F&B spending will 
continue to outpace 
more traditional retail 
categories over the 
next five years.

 Grocers will devote 
more space to 
prepared foods to 
capture shifting 
consumer demand.

 Restaurants will 
increase investment in 
technology (especially 
data and automation) 
to control rising costs 
and limit consumer 
price hikes.

 Though baby boomers 
spend the most today, 
millennials’ F&B 
spending will  
outpace that of all 
generations within  
the next 10 years.

 Millennials currently 
prefer lower-priced 
choices but will 
eventually shift toward 
higher-end options.

 Changes in U.S. 
household structures 
will drive up demand 
for convenience-
focused F&B options.

 F&B growth 
opportunities will 
be greatest in cities’ 
densifying suburbs.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.

FIGURE 1: COMPARING F&B SALES TO OVERALL RETAIL

    RESTAURANTS (L)       GROCERY (L)      NON F&B GROWTH (R)     F&B GROWTH (R)
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At $1.5 trillion, 
food & beverage 
accounts for 
a large and 
growing share of 
U.S. retail sales

PREDICTION 1
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 Brick-and-mortar F&B spending 

will continue to outpace more 

traditional retail categories 

over the next five years.



2. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019. 
3. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019. 
4. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019. 
5. U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, March 2019. 
6. ICSC, CBRE Research.

 •  F&B activity in retail real estate has 
mirrored its growing share of total 
retail sales over the past 10 years. 
Shopping malls particularly have 
had significant growth in F&B space. 
Restaurants (excluding food courts) 
currently occupy an estimated 43 
million sq. ft. of mall gross leasable 
area, up 18% or 6.6 million sq. ft. 
from 2007.6

 •  Two key factors are driving F&B’s 
growing share of retail real estate: 
the higher growth rate of F&B than 
that of more traditional shopping 
center categories like apparel and 
department stores, and relatively low 
e-commerce penetration of the F&B 
industry. As landlords seek to diversify 
their merchandise mix away from 
high-e-commerce categories and 
toward experience-oriented occupiers, 
F&B becomes a key traffic driver for 
shopping centers.

•   The story is much the same for the 
grocery industry, where e-commerce 
penetration has been slow.

 Brick-and-mortar 
F&B spending will 
continue to outpace 
more traditional retail 
categories over the 
next five years.

Spending growth for both grocery 
stores and restaurants is expected 
to remain firmly above that of most 
soft-goods categories. This growth, 
along with continued low e-commerce 
penetration relative to other segments, 
means F&B will occupy a growing 
proportion of retail space. The pace 
of this expansion likely will decelerate 
compared with the past few years, 
as landlords seek to strike the right 
balance between F&B, entertainment 
and more traditional retail offers.

Total 2018 F&B spending, which includes both food prepared 
at home and food bought at restaurants, bars and other 
eateries (24.2% of total retail sales).2

$1.5 TRILLION

22.7% vs. 24.3%

-9%

5.3% vs. 4%

Drop in non-F&B retail sales at the height of the recession 
(2009), while F&B sales remained flat. Since 2000, F&B 
spending growth rates have been less volatile than overall 
retail sales growth rates.4

Rise of F&B’s share of total retail sales in the pre-recession 
period (2000 to 2008) to post-recession (2009 to 2018).3

Annual comparison of restaurant growth to grocery growth 
since 2010. The difference is due to changing consumer 
habits and structural changes in food prices.5

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

PREDICTION 1
 Brick-and-mortar F&B spending 

will continue to outpace more 

traditional retail categories 

over the next five years.
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FIGURE 2: DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLD FOOD SPENDING: FOOD AT HOME VS. FOOD AWAY FROM HOME

    FOOD AT HOME     FOOD AWAY FROM HOME
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Consumer 
spending is 
shifting from 
grocery stores  
to restaurants

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, Food Expenditure Series, March 2019. 

%
 O

F 
H

O
U

SE
H

O
LD

 F
O

O
D

 S
PE

N
D

IN
G

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
17

20
16

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

FOOD AT  
HOME

FOOD AWAY 
FROM HOME

PREDICTION 2
Grocers will devote more space 

to prepared foods to capture 

shifting consumer demand.



FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

7. USDA, March 2019.

15 | CBRE RESEARCH

PREDICTION 2
Grocers will devote more space 

to prepared foods to capture 

shifting consumer demand.

•  While expenditure data suggests 
a consumer shift toward dining 
out, it does not necessarily mean 
a decline in demand for grocery 
stores. Grocers are benefiting to a 
certain extent from lower food prices, 
most of which they’re passing on to 
consumers.

•  The spending shift to dining out 
reflects a more fundamental trend 
toward convenience. This is especially 
true for millennials, who spend less 
time cooking and eating and report 
more frequent visits to delis, carry-
outs and fast-food chains than older 
generations, according to the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics.

•  Instead of a threat, this presents 
grocers with an opportunity to shift 
their attention to prepared meals and 
in-store bars and restaurants, where 
profit margins are higher than for 
packaged food and produce.

Grocers will devote 
more space to 
prepared foods to 
capture shifting 
consumer demand.

Grocers will continue expanding 
their in-store offer of prepared 
and convenience meals (a trend 
highlighted in CBRE’s 2016 report 
Restaurants: Now Serving Retail 
Growth) to capture growing 
consumer interest in both full- and 
limited-service restaurants. This 
will take multiple forms, including 
in-store bars and restaurants, 
and more floor and shelf space 
dedicated to prepared meals.

The share of F&B dollars consumers spent at restaurants 
exceeded that of grocery stores for the first time in 2016. 
Key drivers of this shift were lower prices at grocery stores 
and higher prices at restaurants, demographic and lifestyle 
changes, and new lower-priced restaurant segments.7 

The rapid rise of the fast-casual dining segment in the post-
recession years has expanded consumer access to affordable 
dining and contributed to increased frequency of and overall 
spending on dining away from home.

50.3% vs. 49.7%

FAST CASUAL
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FIGURE 3: CONSUMER PRICE INDEX: F&B VS. OTHER CONSUMER ITEMS

    RESTAURANTS     GROCERY      ALL CONSUMER ITEMS     SHOES     APPAREL     FURNISHINGS     TOYS

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index, March 2019. 
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Consumer prices 
play a key role 
in F&B spending 
growth

PREDICTION 3
 Restaurants will increase investment 

in technology (especially data and 

automation) to control rising costs 

and limit consumer price hikes.
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8. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, March 2019.

PREDICTION 3
 Restaurants will increase investment 

in technology (especially data and 

automation) to control rising costs 

and limit consumer price hikes.

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

•  Rising costs for restaurant operators 
pose a threat to rental income for 
landlords and could limit operators’ 
ability to occupy new and existing 
real estate. Though restaurants could 
pass increased labor and operational 
costs on to consumers, this could turn 
consumers away and back to grocery 
stores where prices are declining.

•  To address these rising costs and 
limit consumer price hikes, most 
major restaurant chains are investing 
heavily in automation and technology 
to lower labor costs and increase 
convenience for consumers.

•  Restaurants are also seeking to 
limit cost increases associated 
with delivery by re-evaluating their 
locations. As consumer demand 
for rapid and efficient delivery 
rises, restaurants want to be closer 
to consumers. In some cases, this 
means establishing kitchen-only 
outlets or employing shared-kitchen 
concepts.  

Restaurants will 
increase investment in 
technology (especially 
data and automation) 
to control rising costs 
and limit consumer 
price hikes.

Rising labor, transportation and 
operating costs present a challenge to 
both restaurants and grocers. Ongoing 
investments in automation to lower 
labor costs and in data to streamline 
operations will be pivotal to prevent 
consumer prices from rising above 
inflation. Keeping consumer prices 
low and/or in-line with inflation will be 
important, especially in the event of a 
recession or rising gas prices, which 
tend to shift consumer spending from 
dining out to dining in. 

Restaurants and grocery stores have not seen the same 
level of price declines as other key retail goods categories 
over the past 20 years. Price declines driven by supply-chain 
efficiencies and globalization in key retail categories like 
apparel, toys and furnishings have benefited F&B by freeing 
up disposable income for more expenditures at grocery 
stores and restaurants.

Price growth of groceries has historically mirrored that of 
restaurants. Since 2008, however, restaurant price growth 
has outpaced grocery price growth.8 

This divergence has been driven primarily by price deflation 
for many wholesale and farm-level goods (especially meats 
and dairy), which has made grocery shopping cheaper 
for U.S. consumers. The opposite trend has occurred for 
restaurants: Although they also benefit from lower food prices, 
many restaurants have raised prices due to rising labor, 
construction, real estate and delivery costs.     

Little Price Decline

Restaurants Outpacing Grocery

Deflation Helps Restaurants
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MILLENNIALS GEN X
BABY 

BOOMERS

NO. OF 
HOUSEHOLDS

32,618 34,780 44,694

AVERAGE 
HOUSEHOLD SIZE

2.6 3.1 2.2

AVG INCOME 
(AFTER TAXES)

$54,939 $81,022 $66,697
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Baby Boomers spend 
the most on F&B

FIGURE 4: F&B HOUSEHOLD SPENDING BY GENERATION
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AV
ER

A
G

E 
A

N
N

U
A

L 
F&

B 
SP

EN
D

IN
G

TO
TA

L G
EN

ER
ATIO

N
A

L SPEN
D

IN
G

 (BILLIO
N

S)

MILLENNIALS  
(born after 1981)

GEN X 
(born 1965 -1980)

BABY BOOMERS 
(born 1946 -1964)

$10,000

$5,000

$0

$3,245

$4,557

$4,229

$5,178

$3,223

$3,680

    FOOD AT HOME (L)     FOOD AWAY FROM HOME (L)     TOTAL SPEND (R)

PREDICTION 4
 Though baby boomers spend 

the most today, millennials’ F&B 

spending will outpace that of all 

generations within the next 10 years.



9.  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019.
10.  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019.
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PREDICTION 4

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

•   Investment in consumer data and 
in understanding each location’s 
market and trade area populations 
(and how they evolve over time) will 
be critical to maintaining relevance 
and revenue growth.

Millennials’ F&B 
spending will outpace 
that of all generations 
within 10 years.

As the generations age, baby boomers 
will decrease both in number and 
in spending power. Conversely, 
millennials, who currently are between 
23 and 38 years of age, are entering 
their peak earning years (where Gen 
X is today), which will make them the 
biggest spenders on groceries and 
restaurants within 10 years.

Baby boomers and Generation Xers are the biggest F&B 
spenders. Per household, Gen Xers spend the most, 
reflecting their higher incomes and larger household size. 
Overall, however, baby boomers are the greatest F&B 
spenders: Although they spend 17% less per household than 
Gen Xers, they represent 29% more households—raising 
their overall F&B spending about 7% above Gen X.9 

Millennials spend the least per household but dedicate the 
highest share of their income to F&B. Though many suggest 
this higher share reflects a higher propensity to spend on 
food (especially dining out), the primary driver is lower 
spending power relative to older cohorts.10

The demographic structure of the U.S. population and strong 
representation of both baby boomers and millennials means 
that F&B operators must cater to very different age groups 
to capture the greatest spending share. Understanding the 
differences between millennial and baby boomer demand is 
key to appealing to both.

Generational Spending

Millennials Lower Spending Power

Age Group Nuances

 Though baby boomers spend 

the most today, millennials’ F&B 

spending will outpace that of all 

generations within the next 10 years.
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Source: U.S. Federal Reserve, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019. 

FIGURE 5: WEALTH AND F&B SPENDING AMONG 25- TO 35-YEAR OLDS

    ASSETS (L)       DEBT (L)      FOOD EXPENDITURE SHARE (R)
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Note: Assets and debt shown above are per capita average; food expenditure share is measured at the household level. 
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PREDICTION 5
Millennials currently prefer lower-

priced choices but will eventually 

shift toward higher-end options.
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11.   U.S. Federal Reserve, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,  
Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019.

PREDICTION 5
Millennials currently prefer lower-

priced choices but will eventually 

shift toward higher-end options.

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

•  Millennials’ wealth constraints have 
made them particularly price-
conscious spenders, driving up 
demand for lower-priced food 
options. This is reflected most 
strongly in the expansion of fast-
casual and fast-food establishments 
over the past 10 years.

•  Millennials’ price consciousness likely 
will decline as their spending power 
grows, providing support for higher-
end restaurants and grocery stores.

•  Conversely, baby boomers will 
become more price conscious as 
they retire and have lower disposable 
incomes. This trend will lead to 
continued growth in lower-priced 
restaurant options and discount and 
value-oriented grocery stores.

Millennials’ preference 
for lower-priced options 
eventually will shift to 
higher-priced ones.

The wealth constraints millennials face 
today will decline over the next 10 years 
with career and income growth. This 
will shift millennial spending from fast-
food and fast-casual options to higher-
priced, full-service establishments.

The share of expenditures dedicated to food by millennials is 
lower than that of baby boomers when they were at the same 
age.11 

The primary reason for lower F&B spending by today’s young 
adults is that they have less spending power. Compared with 
earlier generations at the same age, millennials have fewer 
assets and greater debt, making them less well-off overall and 
restricting their ability to spend as much as their parents and 
grandparents did.

This “generational wealth gap” is primarily due to the growth 
of student debt limiting millennials’ ability to acquire assets 
and to the 2008 recession, which delayed early career growth 
for many of them.

13.1% vs. 14.7%

Less Spending Power

Wealth Gap
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FIGURE 6: DISTRIBUTION OF U.S. HOUSEHOLDS BY SIZE
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.
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PREDICTION 6
Changes in U.S. household 

structures will drive up demand for 

convenience-focused F&B options.



12. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.
13. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.
14. U.S. Census Bureau, March 2019.
15.  http://www.pewresearch.org/ft_dual-income-households-1960-2012-2/
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PREDICTION 6
Changes in U.S. household 

structures will drive up demand for 

convenience-focused F&B options.

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

•   The rise in single-person households 
suggests particularly strong opportunities 
for convenience-oriented F&B offers by 
grocery stores and restaurants. People 
living alone, with sole responsibility for 
food preparation and clean-up, are 
more likely to seek time-saving cooking 
options, such as prepared food and 
meal kits, and dining-out options.

•  The rise in dual-income households 
suggests not only rising demand for 
convenience but also an ability to pay for 
it.15

•  Grocery retailers and restaurants must 
cater to growing consumer demand 
for convenience, both in-store and 
online. This will affect multiple levels of 
real estate decisions, from location to 
formats. As online ordering grows, both 
grocers and restaurants will reevaluate 
their existing footprints as they develop 
distribution networks in denser urban 
markets. Expansion of convenience-
oriented offerings will also be key, from 
curbside pick-up to automated ordering 
kiosks.

Changes in U.S. 
household structures 
will drive up demand 
for convenience-
focused F&B options.

The rise of single-person households, 
dual-income households and working 
hours will make consumers particularly 
receptive to convenience offerings and 
increasingly willing to pay a premium 
for them. 

The percentage of U.S. single-person households has 
increased since 1969 and has exercised huge influence on 
the shape of F&B growth in the U.S. This trend is especially 
pronounced in large cities, where an average 45% of 
households are single-person.12 

Single-person households are not just made up of young 
people; 28% of them are by people under 45 years of age, 
36% are of ages 45 to 64 and 36% are aged 65 or more.13 

Dual-income households have risen from 25% in 1970 to 
more than 60% today.14

17% vs. 28%

Varied Single-Person Households

More Dual Income



Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019. 

FIGURE 7: F&B SPENDING BY HOUSEHOLD LOCATION
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Note: Alcohol is excluded from spending data. 
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$4,058

Nearly 60% of F&B 
spending is by 
suburban residents

PREDICTION 7
F&B growth opportunities 

will be greatest in cities’ 

densifying suburbs.



16.  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019.
17.  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, March 2019.
18. https://paa2015.princeton.edu/papers/151097
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PREDICTION 7
F&B growth opportunities 

will be greatest in cities’ 

densifying suburbs.

FACTS REAL ESTATE IMPLICATIONS PREDICTION

•  Suburban areas, especially those 
closest to urban centers, are 
densifying from population growth 
and net migration. This is also driving 
densification of real estate, with a 
rise in commercial and mixed-use 
developments presenting opportunities 
for grocery stores and restaurants.

•  Urban cores continue to attract 
daytime commuters and tourists, all 
of whom contribute to F&B spending, 
especially at restaurants. Another 
opportunity for F&B operators is from 
the changing workplace environment; 
as employers compete for talent 
by investing in new workplace 
environments, they are increasing 
ground-floor F&B options in office 
buildings, from coffee shops to full-
service restaurants to convenience 
stores.

F&B growth 
opportunities will 
be greatest in cities’ 
densifying suburbs.

F&B spending growth is expected 
for restaurants and grocery stores in 
both city centers and suburban areas, 
where spending and population 
continue to rise. Growth will be 
highest in the suburban rings closest 
to urban cores, which are undergoing 
densification in employment, 
population and residential and mixed-
use development. As rents in city 
centers become increasingly expensive, 
the appeal of these suburban fringes 
will grow for both consumers seeking 
lower cost of living and grocery 
and restaurant occupiers seeking 
affordable growth options.

Suburban residents make up 56% of all U.S. households and 
spend more overall and per household on F&B than city-center 
(36%) and rural (8%) households. Suburban households also 
boast the greatest spending power, with average after-tax 
household incomes of just under $69,000 (18% above city-center 
household incomes and 38% above rural household incomes).16 

The average amount that suburban households spend per year 
on F&B is 14% more than city-center households and 24% more 
than rural households. Overall, 59% of all F&B spending is by 
suburban households, which contribute nearly $600 billion 
annually.17 

Though suburban households spend more, urban cores are 
where spending occurs most. As many suburban dwellers 
commute to urban cores for work, the number of people in city 
centers rises significantly on workdays and presents increased 
business for restaurants. A Princeton University study of 
commuting patterns found that the workday population increases 
78% in Washington, D.C., 40% in Boston and 31% in Houston. 
Many of these commuters represent the high-income, high-spend 
suburban households shown in Figure 7.18  

56%

$8,217

Urban Core
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