
 Snacks and snack food have been a part of the American diet and culture for over a 
hundred years now. The name snack originated from the definition “to bite or snap’ (of a dog)” 
(Online Etymology Dictionary). Over time the meaning formed into “a bite or morsel to eat 
hastily,’ first attested [in] 1757” (Online Etymology Dictionary). The United States has quite a large 
“snacking culture” in the sense that snacks themselves have become such an important part of 
our daily lives. Common packaged snack foods in the United States include crackers, chips, cook-
ies, popcorn, trail mix, nuts, energy bars, and gummies. Eating these sweet, salty, and fulfilling 
small bites among friends and family members has become a tradition in many households. Kids 
often come home from school, and immediately after dropping their backpack they head to the 
cabinet to pick out an afternoon snack. This gives them the energy that they need to participate 
in their after school activities and complete their homework. Overall, snack companies and 
advertisers in particular have the responsibility to determine what the public wants and how to 
deliver that in the most effective way; throughout time American snacks have evolved signifi-
cantly due to the ever changing psychology of the individuals and families regarding what kinds 
of food they want to stock their cabinets with and put in their bodies. 
 Snack advertisers are some of the most clever people in their industry. They have to 
reach their target audience in a unique way, and more importantly they have to do this in a very 
short amount of time. This is done by using descriptions such as classic, fresh, crispy, crunchy, 
and sweet & savory, to name a few. It is hard to resist snacks that promise to meet up to this cri-
teria. Advertisers use bright colors and images of what that snack is supposed to look like once 
it is unwrapped or unboxed, which tends to be very effective. Snack advertising is based largely 
on the concept of lifestyle advertising. During the 1960’s, snack advertisements included images 
and connotations of the traditional all-American family. The target audience of this decade con-
sisted of American housewives who spent their days shopping and caring for their family, and by 
seeing images on the cover of boxes that they could relate to made them more inclined to buy 
those snacks. Similarly, during the 1980’s, bright neon colors started to appear on the packages 
of snacks.The snack industry hit an all time low during World War II, due to rations and lack of 
material or space for production. Besides that small bump in the road, it is safe to say that the 
innovation of snack foods was at a height during the mid to late 20th century. 
 It is so easy to get overwhelmed with the variety of choices. However, there are also the 
“classic” snacks that haven’t changed in packaging or taste since their creation. These include 
Lays potato chips, Oreo cookies, Jell-O, and Pop Tarts. Perhaps one can even go as far to say that 
by consuming these snacks, American individuals are able to feel like they are taking part in 
a culture that is so rooted in history. Not to mention, the snacks named above are addictingly 
delicious. Over time, the snack industry has grown so far beyond these original classic snacks, 
and it seems like almost everyday there is a new snack invention. Depending on the size, grocery 
stores across the country dedicate the majority of their isles to snack foods. Capitalism and the 

snack industry are intertwined, as the snack food industry cannot exist without the participation 
and demands from society. People often don’t realize that they have control over the system. 
What is being produced is based upon the trends and values of that time, whether it be related 
to living conditions, status, education, and/or health. With that being said, it is important to note 
the shift in consumer mindset, and that many people today look for healthier snacks to fill up 
their pantry. 
 By the late 20th century and early 21st, health professionals began to advise the public 
against some of these “classic” American snacks. Many of snacks on the market contain high 
fat, sodium, and sugar contents. These snacks went from being a staple in the American diet 
to a treat for most kids and young adults. Instead of opening their pantries to find chocolate, 
cookies, and chips, kids might find healthier alternatives such as whole grain crackers and fruit 
leather bars. Snack producers had to really shift their mindset to keep up with the times, and 
also focus on how to advertise their product as healthy so that it would stay relevant. Lays, for 
example, came out with a baked version of their classic potato chip, which contain less fat than 
the original. Over the years the past decade or so, the health trend has moved way beyond 
choosing whether something is organic or not. Health conditions such as celiac disease are bet-
ter understood and more widespread. This means that grocery stores now dedicate whole isles 
to gluten-free snacks. Veganism has also become more widespread among millenials, and many 
snacks on the market exclude all animal products. People who follow diets such as Keto (low 
carb) and Paleo (no gluten, dairy, or sugar) can only purchase snacks that follow these defining 
principles. Healthy snack companies are reaching many millenials who either have a health con-
dition, are following a strict diet, or even just people who care about their health and want to be 
part of the trend towards better health. 
 Growing up in California and as a member of a very active and health conscious family, 
I was raised to prioritize my health and well-being in order to fuel my active lifestyle. When I 
looked through my pantry at home, I found snacks advertised as  “all natural,” “fresh,” “gluten free,” 
and “detoxifying.” 
 While snack advertisers used to focus on how to fulfill the public’s desire for snacks that 
would bring their families together, now they are more focused on fulfilling the need for snacks 
that will sustain a healthy lifestyle that is focused on wellness and vitality. Behind this psychol-
ogy is the idea that as humans, we always want to be a part of the latest lifestyle trends. If we 
don’t buy into these trends, we feel excluded. All of this relates back to capitalism, and the way 
that these advertisers are able to keep up with the ever changing system of supply and demand. 
What makes the snack industry so successful is that we are highly susceptible to the claims of 
the advertisements. Snack foods have changed continuously throughout the last hundred years 
or so, which makes me wonder what snacks will look like in the near to distant future.
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