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Meals 2026:

From Structure to Flexibility




Meals have adapted to modern life—
and strategy must evolve with them

What'’s changing: Meals remain central to daily life—but they are no longer fixed
events built around traditional formats. Consumers are adjusting meals around
changing schedules, budgets, appetites, health priorities and household needs,
drawing flexibly from prepared foods, snacks, leftovers and individual components.

The implications extend across the food landscape. As planning, procurement and
preparation become more fluid, brands must help consumers preserve what matters
about meals while making them easier to execute in real life.
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Explore how meals are being redefined—and why snack boundaries are blurring:

*  What now gives an eating occasion the meaning and structure of a meal

* How household variability is reshaping planning, procurement and preparation

*  Why meal and snack boundaries continue to blur

*  Why breakfast, lunch and dinner are evolving along distinct trajectories

* How changing routines, appetites and household structures are impacting meals
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Meals 2026 examines how consumers preserve the
meaning and benefits of meals while adapting their
form to everyday demands.

At its core, this report reframes meals as flexible
assemblies rather than fixed formats—revealing
opportunities for brands to support consumers across
planning, procurement, preparation and partaking.
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Discover how to compete
by understanding the needs
shaping foday’s meals

Consumers no longer evaluate meals through a single
lens. While taste remains foundational, meal decisions
are shaped by overlapping considerations—including
time, effort, health priorities, household preferences,
emotional satisfaction and value.

Meals 2026 reveals how consumers make choices and
where brands can act. Discover how consumers navigate
meal trade-offs—and how your brand can help them
fulfill multiple needs at once:

* How meal needs shift by daypart, occasion and
context

*  Why efficiency and convenience needs extend far
beyond preparation time

* How nourishment, connection, indulgence and
enjoyment intersect in meal decisions

*  Where consumers welcome shortcuts and where they
resist compromise

* How brands can reduce friction and provide
flexibility without adding complexity
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Hartman Group's Meal Needs

Framework provides a powerful lens
for understanding the shared and
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Brand success means designing for everyday execution, not aspirations

55% seek foods
at breakfast

that offer a
special health
benefit

Breakfast is the most
fragmented, individualized and
discretionary meal of the day

Cultural norms and expectations
about food types and flavors
limit the range of acceptable
options in the morning

Enable trade-ups that save
effort without sacrificing what

matters
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44% struggle
for ideas at

lunch at least
once a week

Lunchtime pivots with the flow
of the day, whether or not
consumers actually eat

Lunch is often an outlet for
leftovers, creating a strong link
between dinner planning and
lunch

Solve for the system by reducing
friction across the meal process

28% buy a

stock of dinner
options to
& choose from
each day

Dinner is the meal where
consumers try to have it all

Dinner tends to offer the widest
range of food and flavor
possibilities, and the stakes can
feel higher

Provide flexible anchors, not
fixed solutions
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Leverage the report’s Meal Needs
Framework and meal-process insights to
identify opportunities across planning,
procurement, preparation and
consumption.

Planning Procurement

Partaking

P

Preparation

Each daypart is analyzed by the needs
consumers prioritize—and those they find
most difficult to fulfill.




Access infegrated qualitative and quantitative insights with actionable
guidance—without the cost or lead time of custom research
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Publication date: September 30, 2026

Report Price: $15,000*

*included in all Hartman Retainer Services packages

The in-depth PowerPoint report combines robust charts and visuals
with implications, strategic recommendations and a complete
analysis of the findings with relevant data.

An Executive Brief extends the value of the research by supporting
informed decision-making at the executive level.

Detailed Excel data tables enable flexible analysis across key
demographic groups.
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Order your copy of Meals 2026 now to align
with today's evolving meals dynamics.

Contact Melissa Abbott, VP of Syndicated Studies to purchase:
melissa@hartman-group.com
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ABOUT HARTMAN GROUP

Our mission is to translate consumer behavior and food culture into
strategic growth opportunities for our clients. Since 1989, Hartman
Group’s anthropologists, social scientists and business analysts have
been immersed in the study of American food and beverage culture,
using ethnographic observation, quantitative tracking surveys and
deeply studying trends. What we have learned and continue to
uncover allows us to upend many notions of our traditional American
eating and drinking patterns, identifying unique opportunities and
winning strategies for our clients.

3150 Richards Road, Ste. 200 Bellevue, WA 98005
Tel (425) 452 0818

www.hartman-group.com
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