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Greggs’ focus on gradually innovating

products, maintaining good value, and

partnering with delivery firms has seen it

thrive amid a high street slump

Its vegan roll exemplified how to introduce

new customers to a brand without

alienating existing fans

Time-pressed Britons are looking for

convenient lunch choices from familiar

brands to streamline their day

The average lunch break among workers

in the UK lasts just 22 minutes, down

from 33 minutes in 2012 (ukactive and

Sodexo, 2018)

43% of American Gen Yers would buy all

of their food online if they could (

Maru/Matchbox, 2017)

37% of 25- to 34-year-olds snack instead

of having a meal at least once a week (

Mintel, 2019)
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Laura Day is a freelance journalist living in London, specialising in health and food culture. She

has written for national news titles and consumer magazines, including The Guardian, Healthy

Food Guide, and Delicious. She is also the co-founder and editor of food culture magazine Digest,

the place for eaters and thinkers.
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GREGGS: BRINGING BRITAIN TOGETHER WITH
COMFORT FOOD

Though Britain’s high streets may be haunted by a general air of malaise, bakery chain Greggs is

bucking the trend. By innovating its product line while staying true to its roots, it’s keeping both

new and old customers satisfied, becoming the nation’s favourite dining brand in the process.

Location United Kingdom

Scope

Walk down any high street in the UK and it’s clear how varied the national palate has become.

Cafés selling freshly ground espresso and home-made baked goods share the pavement with
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global cuisine and the latest in healthy eating. Fresh Japanese sushi and fragrant Vietnamese pho

are as much a part of the British diet as pizzas, curries, and fish and chips. Yet while people’s

tastes are continually evolving, Greggs remains as relevant as ever, a stalwart that’s built its

reputation on sausage rolls and good customer service.

----

Greggs started life in 1939 when founder John Gregg began delivering eggs and yeast to the locals

of Gosforth by pushbike. This eventually led to the opening of a shop in the Newcastle region and

then to a nationwide chain specialising in freshly baked breads and treats. [1] Its sausage roll has

become a high street staple and the chain’s bestseller, with around 1.5 million sold each week. But

the heritage brand has not shied away from embracing new things. Strategic partnerships with

Deliveroo, Just Eat, and its own Greggs Delivered service in selected regions demonstrate its

diversified approach to food-on-the-go, and its vegan sausage roll, launched in January 2019, was

an instant success. [2]

Since announcing a £25 million investment to centralise processes in 2013, Greggs’ mission was

to become the UK’s favourite food-to-go brand, a feat it seems to have achieved according to

YouGov polling. [3][4] This growth from ubiquitous but forgettable high street chain to national

treasure is reflected in the business’ revenue, having broken £1 billion in sales for the first time

ever in 2019. [5] So, what is the brand’s secret? “British people are way in front of anybody else in

terms of [wanting] value and, in some cases, it even comes before taste,” says Isabelle Szmigin, a

professor of marketing at Birmingham Business School. “Greggs is perceived as being excellent

value for money and, in our current consumer environment, I don't think you can underestimate the

importance of that.”  [6]

Context

According to data from MCA, the food-to-go sector is set to grow by £2 billion between 2019 and

2022. [7] This will likely be fuelled, at least in some part, by changing lunch habits. A survey carried

out in 2017 revealed that 76% of Britons were buying lunch to eat out of the home as an everyday

occasion (up from 64% in the previous year), with 39% doing so once a week or more. [8] What

they’re eating, however, rarely changes – 61% of Britons surveyed by Arla claimed to eat the

same or similar foods every day. [9] There’s also a shift towards snacking, with 66% of adults

nationwide grabbing a bite between meals at least once a day, and 37% of 25- to 34-year-olds

saying they snack instead of having a meal at least once a week. [10]

Long working hours and constant connectivity are keeping many Britons chained to their desks;

according to research commissioned by ukactive and Sodexo, the average lunch break in 2018

lasted just 22 minutes, down from 33 minutes in 2012. [11] As such, people are looking for

convenient choices from familiar brands to help save time and simplify the decision-making

process. Szmigin explains that buying lunch is a “low-value decision. People may have their tastes

and preferences, but it’s easy to move on if there’s a long queue at your first choice.” Value is

what keeps people coming back, she explains. “For example, two-for-one coffee and cake, loyalty

schemes, and products you know and recognise.” [6]

Like many established names, Greggs has been swift to expand its offerings to bring in new

customers – but without alienating existing ones. As with Pret’s veggie expansion , McDonald’s

vegan ventures, and Lidl’s  diversified product lines, Greggs’ meat-free sausage roll sought to tap

emerging consumer tastes while keeping true to the spirit of the brand. This ensures that while
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vegans may enter a branch in search of a specific product, they could end up discovering that

there’s more to Greggs than stodge. It’s there for their morning coffee craving, their healthy lunch

salad, and their 3pm snacking needs – all at great value. “Awareness of the brand has never been

higher and the vegan roll has helped with publicity and encouraging people to come and have a

look at what we’re doing,” says CEO Roger Whiteside. [12]

66% of Britons grab a snack at least once a day

@GreggsOfficial | Twitter (2019) © 

Insights and opportunities

Greggs has struck a balance in keeping the touchpoints that traditional customers like while

attracting new ones. Instead of only offering baked goods to take home, it has aligned itself with the

likes of Starbucks and Caffè Nero, seeking out fans of good coffee and pastries and offering free

Wi-Fi in-store. And it has deftly avoided what Smzigin deems as “paying lip service” to food

trends. Take McDonald’s as an example. When it first stepped into the health segment by

introducing salads, the dressings pushed the calorie count over what you’d find in a Big Mac,

negating its original purpose. “When you diversify, you’ve got to be careful. Brands that evolve

successfully do it slowly,” says Szmigin. As for vegan sausage roll, “Greggs has asked whether

they can integrate something into the existing product line as a real alternative, not just to bring in

another segment of the population.” [6] 

To broaden its appeal, Greggs has streamlined regional bakeries, closed stores, and opened in

travel hubs. It’s also been savvy with its partnerships, setting its sights on the burgeoning home

delivery market and the young consumers most likely to use them. A US-based study carried out in

2017 found that 43% of Gen Yers would buy all of their food online if they could. [13]  An NPD report

from that same year noted that while 65% of all aggregator deliveries in the UK are for dinner, there

are clear opportunities for growth at breakfast and lunch. [14] Greggs’ partnership with Just Eat

brought with it a million potential new customers, while Iceland now stocks a broad range of its

frozen products, with no individual item costing more than £3.25. [15] 

The fact that Greggs stores typically see elderly customers queue alongside young professionals

and even Gen Yers (who are now the brand’s most ardent fans) goes some way to explaining the
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brand’s resurgence. [4] “It's a very open environment. There are no barriers to get to what you

want. Greggs goes across age and class barriers very successfully,” says Szmigin. She believes

there is still a role for chains like Greggs on the high street, but businesses shouldn't come to

expect 100% loyalty from their customers. “Instead, the focus should be on getting as many people

introduced to your products as possible.” [6] By evolving its offerings and retaining its traditional

bakery roots, Greggs has bucked the malaise on the high street and proven its continued

relevance.
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