TikTok trends fuel surge in pistachio demand and strain supermarket supplies
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TikTok’s enigmatic algorithm, which has reshaped cultural dialogues across various domains, is now making waves in the culinary world, transforming how supermarkets respond to consumer preferences. While they once served as trendsetters, supermarkets are now influenced by viral social media content, as highlighted by Zoe Simons, a brand development chef at Waitrose. “The power has flipped,” she states, underscoring the shift from traditional menu analysis to real-time responses dictated by platforms like TikTok and Instagram.
This shift is dramatically illustrated by the surging popularity of matcha lattes—once a niche product, now prominently featured in major chains such as Pret a Manger and Starbucks. More notably, the so-called 'Dubai chocolate bar'—which features a blend of pistachio cream, tahini, and knafeh—has generated remarkable enthusiasm online, becoming a viral sensation through a single TikTok video viewed over 120 million times. This explosion of interest has prompted UK retailers like Lidl and Waitrose to race to introduce their own versions of the bar, with Waitrose imposing a purchase limit to manage initial demand.
However, the consequences of this rapid consumer trend are reverberating through the agricultural sector. The unprecedented demand has led to significant shortages in the availability of key ingredients, particularly pistachios, which have seen their prices surge from €6.65 to €8.96 per pound—a near 35% increase. Forecasts suggest prices might even reach €10.80 by year-end, according to data from the monitoring platform Tridge. The U.S. remains the world leader in pistachio production, contributing about 43% of global output, predominantly from California. Yet, the current spike in demand poses challenges even amidst increased production efforts.
A similar narrative holds true for matcha, where a recent peak in demand led renowned Japanese tea houses like Ippodo to implement purchase limits. Last year, Japan manufactured approximately 4,176 tonnes of matcha—nearly triple the amount produced in 2010—yet supply remains strained due to soaring global interest. This shortage has been a significant hurdle for new businesses like Frothee, a matcha and coffee shop recently opened in London by 25-year-old Hanife Hursit and her father. Despite the high demand for trendy beverages, Hursit finds herself grappling with supply limitations and escalating wholesale prices when contemplating adding pistachio-flavoured items to her menu.
As market analyst Mzingaye Ndubiwa points out, the unsustainable nature of certain crops used in these products raises additional concerns. Pistachios, for example, are notably water-intensive and largely grown in drought-prone areas like California and Iran. This not only places strain on local water supplies but also raises questions about the long-term viability of increased cultivation spurred by social media trends. The environmental impact is further complicated by the risk of monoculture farming, which can degrade ecosystems and lead to increased reliance on herbicides and pesticides, ultimately harming soil and water systems.
The culinary world’s pivot toward trends driven by platforms like TikTok serves as a fascinating case study of how digital culture is reshaping consumer habits and market dynamics. Yet, with rapid shifts come significant challenges—resources become strained, agricultural practices are put to the test, and environmental considerations come to the fore. As these trends continue to unfold, the interplay between consumer appetite and sustainable practices will undoubtedly determine the future landscape of food retail. 
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