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Pizza at a Crossroads:
Can Quality and Value Coexist
in a Cost-Pressured Category?

By Wade Hanson, Senior Principal

The pizza category has long been a foodservice stalwart, delivering consistent traffic and
reliable margins across segments. But 2025 marked a turning point. Consumer spending on
pizza grew just 0.3%—a figure that includes menu price increases, meaning real volume
actually declined. This performance signals more than a temporary slowdown. It reflects
fundamental tensions between rising costs, evolving consumer expectations and
intensifying competition that are forcing operators and suppliers to reconsider long-held
assumptions about what drives success in pizza.

The challenges are multifaceted. Fifty-seven percent (57%) of operators raised pizza prices
in the past six months, with increases averaging 14%. And consumers are pushing back.
Some are trading down to value options, others are reducing visit frequency and many are
scrutinizing what they receive for their dollar more carefully than ever. At the same time,
demand for premium ingredients and quality remains strong, creating a paradox that
operators must navigate strategically.
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The Cost Quality Squeeze

Economic pressures are creating tension from
both sides of the business equation. Food
costs remain the dominant operational
challenge, cited by 46% of operators as their
primary concern with pizza operations. Labor
challenges compound the issue, with 30% of
restaurant operators reporting increased labor
costs and 21% struggling with unskilled or
lower-skilled workers. The result: 47% of
operators report decreased profit margins for
pizza sales over the past year.

Yet, despite these pressures, operators are not
compromising on quality. When selecting pizza
ingredients, 70% rank quality as most
important for dough and crust, 75% for
cheese, and 62% for meat and protein
toppings. This prioritization reflects a critical
insight: In a category where taste and
consistency drive repeat visits, cutting corners
on core ingredients risks long-term brand
equity.

Consumer data validates this operator instinct.
Fifty-nine percent (59%) of consumers want
more restaurants to offer premium toppings
and ingredients, while 61% cite use of high-
quality and fresh toppings as a key decision
driver when choosing where to order pizza.
Quality isn't just a differentiator—it's the
baseline expectation that shapes category
participation.

The tension emerges in how operators balance
quality with value perception. Seventy-three
percent (73%) of consumers who prioritize
value define it through quality rather than low
price. However, 54% also cite low price as a
component of value, up from 46% in 2023. This
shift suggests consumers want both, and
operators who can deliver quality at accessible
price points will capture disproportionate
share.
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The Premium Paradox

Perhaps the most striking finding in current
pizza market dynamics is the persistence of
premiumization despite economic headwinds.
Forty-one percent (41%) of operators who
switched pizza components in the past year
did so specifically to find more premium
products—the single most common reason for
change. This willingness to upgrade
ingredients even as costs rise underscores
how central product excellence has become to
competitive positioning.

Consumer preferences align with this operator
behavior, but with important nuances by
occasion. For celebratory meals like birthdays
and holidays, consumers strongly prefer
premium pizza, with 53% and 51%,
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respectively, choosing high-quality options
over value alternatives. However, for everyday
meals and lunch, the balance shifts: 54% and
48%, respectively prefer, value-oriented pizza.

This occasion-based variation creates both
opportunity and complexity. Operators must
maintain quality standards that satisfy
premium occasions while also offering
accessible options for routine meals. The most
successful approaches likely involve menu
architecture that clearly signals quality tiers
without creating operational complexity—for
example, a core menu of familiar builds at
accessible prices, complemented by premium
specialty pizzas featuring high-end ingredients.



Health as a Growth Vector

\ &€

///1\5

FII '

‘
| L

Health considerations are reshaping pizza
innovation in ways that extend beyond
traditional better-for-you positioning. Seventy
percent (70%) of operators report increased
consumer interest in healthier pizza builds and
ingredients compared to two years ago. This
figure rises to 92% among supermarket
operators and 86% among convenience stores,
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suggesting health-forward pizza represents a
particularly strong opportunity in grab-and-go
channels.

The rise of GLP-1 medications adds a new
dimension to health-conscious pizza
consumption. While overall usage remains
relatively small at 9% of pizza consumers,
these individuals demonstrate distinct
preferences. They're more likely to order
healthier pizza options (39% vs. 27% of
nonusers), more likely to limit portion sizes
(38% vs. 27% of nonusers), and more likely to
seek specific health attributes like low-calorie
and low-fat formulations.

Portion control emerges as a key strategy for
addressing health concerns without sacrificing
the core pizza experience. Fifty-eight percent
(58%) of consumers want more restaurants to
offer pizza by the slice, while 54% seek small or
personal whole pizzas. Operator interest aligns
with this demand: 64% express interest in
offering smaller or personal pizzas, and 56%
would consider purchasing individually
wrapped, single-serve options.

The strategic implication is clear: Health-
forward pizza innovation should focus on
ingredient quality, protein content and portion
flexibility rather than radical reformulations
that compromise taste. Consumers want pizza
that fits their wellness goals, not a
fundamentally different product.



Supplier Partnership and
Unmet Needs

Operator satisfaction with
current suppliers is generally
high, yet specific areas for
improvement emerge
consistently. Beyond product
quality and competitive pricing,
operators value customer service
and strong relationships with
sales representatives. The
recurring request is for suppliers
to provide more resources
around menu applications and
innovation—practical guidance
on how to use products
creatively and efficiently.

This need for application support
reflects a broader reality: Many
operators, particularly in
noncommercial segments, lack
dedicated culinary resources to
develop new pizza offerings.
Suppliers who can provide recipe
development, menu ideation and
operational guidance become
strategic partners rather than
transactional vendors. This
consultative approach can drive
product adoption and strengthen
customer relationships.
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Strategies for Success

The pizza category's current challenges are
substantial, but they also clarify the
strategic imperatives for operators and
suppliers. Success will require
simultaneous focus on operational
efficiency, product quality and value
perception—a difficult balance but one
that the data suggests is achievable.

Protect quality while managing
costs.

Operators should resist the temptation to
compromise on core ingredients even as
costs rise. Instead, focus on operational
efficiencies, waste reduction and menu
engineering to maintain margins. Highlight
quality attributes, such as fresh
ingredients, premium toppings and
preparation methods, to justify pricing.

Develop occasion-based menu
architecture.

Create clear quality tiers that address both
premium and value occasions. A core
menu of familiar builds at accessible prices
can drive routine visits, while premium
specialty pizzas featuring high-end
ingredients capture celebratory occasions
and higher checks.

Leverage health as a
differentiator.
Incorporate health-forward attributes—

protein callouts, all-natural ingredients,
smaller portions—without sacrificing taste.

Use "stealth health" approaches like
ingredient substitutions that enhance
nutritional profiles while maintaining
flavor.

Partner strategically with
suppliers.

Seek suppliers who provide application
support, menu ideation and operational
guidance—not just products. Collaborate
on innovation that addresses both
consumer preferences and operational
realities.

The pizza category is not in decline, but it
is in transition. The operators and
suppliers who recognize this inflection
point and adapt their strategies
accordingly will be positioned to capture
growth as market conditions stabilize.
Those who continue with business as
usual risk losing ground in an increasingly
competitive and cost-conscious
environment. The path forward requires
clear-eyed assessment of market realities,
commitment to product excellence and
willingness to evolve operational models
to meet changing consumer expectations.
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UNPARALLELED DATA AND EXPERTISE

For more than 60 years, Technomic has
been the trusted authority in the
foodservice industry, delivering unrivaled
insights that drive growth, innovation
and empower business decisions.

We provide detailed industry forecasting, market sizing, menu
innovation and consumer research, across 30 global markets.
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