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Fewer drinks, better labels, /

and nights where alcohol

plays second fiddle
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By Sagar Malviya

hruv Agarwal regards
alcohol the way tiis
parents thought of coffee
— optional, social,
and entirely mood-
dependent.
“It's just tart cchanging
sid,” he says. “We [fien
Z) don't have FOMO if we don't drink.
We prefer to enjoy our drink, opting
for quality and fewer drinks... But at
weddings or events, we go all out, take
multipleshoss,and getdrunk.”

For Dhruyv, 27, and millions like him,
tnisdoesn't feel like a trend. No pressure
to drink. No pressure not to. No loyalty
to any one category. No guilt about
switching it up. “It's definitely not a
taboo,” he says.

That contrast of being calm on
weekdays but letting go at weddivan
sums up how India’s Gen Z drinks. And
that’s what plays out in real time at
Rune’s High Spirits pub on a Saturday
night, where owner Khodu Itami has
turned barbillsintobehaviouralinsight.

“If you look at a bull, you can often tell.
Cocktails, beers and mixed drinks tend
to be ordered by those under 30, while
those above 30 shift towards spirits like
whisky with water or neat,” he says.

NO MORE BINGE DRINKING
While the world is convinced that Gen

Z is going sober-curious, if not fully
teetotal, thingsarealittleless dramatic

in India. The script is being tweaked, |

not scrapped.

Globally, young people are drinking
less, somearequitting. Inthe US, therise
of cannabis, the wellness culture and
non-alcoholic alternatives have eaten
into alcohol consumption among the
demographic. In parts of Europe, high
costs have dampened bar culture. India.
By comparbess, istiill inexpansion
»-.mode and the narrative is
. mixed but corecionaits

" comes with a side of tequila

! shots,
/ “Young Indians aren’t

/ quitting alcohol as such,

but just upgrading their
favourite tipple,” says Praveen
Someshwar, managing director of
InageoIndda.

Recruitment into the category is still
growing, he adds, helped by millions
coming of legal drinking age
every year and a per capita
consumption rate that will
maits global averages by a
comfortable margio. Simely
put, Indiaisn't drinking less.
Itjust hasn't had enough time
to drink too much.

“Gen Z consumers in India are ]‘
drinking less but drinking better,”
says Vinay Golikeri, managing

director, Bacardi India and Southeast
Asia, something that sounds like a
marketing spiel until youlook at what's
being ordered.

Whisky-soda, onco the default setting
of Indian nightlife, is being overtaken
by cocktails that invite discovery, with
words like citrus, spice, smoke, foam,
parnish, repeat. Accordingto Bacardi's
2026 Cocktail Trends Report, drinking
is becoming earlier, lighter and more
intentional. “Cocktails in India are
about connection. They are emerging
as a social situal, not just a serve.”
Golikerisays.

THENEW POUR

Nearly 90% of Gen Z drinkers want
their drinks tailored to them.
Less sugar, more citrus, no
foam even. The bartender

partmindreader.

v “ThethingthatI'mseeing
with Gen Z is that people

have become increasingly

healthconscious,” says Riyaaz ".‘ pre

Amlani, who runs Impresaria

doubles up as part mixologist,
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Entertainment & Hospitality, the
company behind Social and Smoke
House Deli.

Fitness bands, sleep scores are calorie
counts are policing what used to be
carefreenightsout.

“They are thinking more, they're
exploring more,” Amlani says. “Binge
drinking has reduces. They want to
enjoy theirdrink, they are not drinking
for the sake of getting drunk.”

Irani sees the same shift, just framed
differently.” Alcohol is no longer the
central focus of a night out but oue part
pesta soder social experiency,” he says.

ON-OFF DRINKING

Indians topped the list for temporarily
abstainingfromalcohol, among15 major
marketsglobally.
= “Thereal shiftisn't Gen Z.
. It's the over-40 crowd, the
* main drinkers, slowing
down as health and
; fitness take over,” said
7 Sandeep Arora, director
at Spiritual Luxury Living,
aspiritsconsultancy.
About 71% of Indians have paused
drinking for some time, while a little
more than half the drinkers in South
Africa, Mexico and Brazil reported
similar behaviour, said a 2025 report

Recruitment
intothe

- = by IWSR, aglobal beveragealcohof data
categ_ory 15 and intelligence company.
still ri I1SINg, “Consumers havereturned tobeverage

alcohol in substantial numbers,
including younger legal drinking age
consumery,” said the report. “However,
single-category occasions and

‘helped by,
millions
reaching legal_

P poimarary abstinencs are becoming
ﬂrlﬂkll'lg age " common methode for regulating
-each yearand consumption.”

Temporary abstinance or refraining
| foraspecific period of time is a popular
moderation strategy, especially among

younger drinkers, with
health and wellness being ‘
o S

per capita *I
Lconsumpt.ion

primary motivations
| for reduced alcohol
consumption. ]
| “Younger consumers -
are more aware and ¥ SNy |
deliberateintheirdrinking —  TUN—eo-
choices,” says Bikram Basu.—
managing director, ABD Maestro.
“The comfort in numbers is no longer
required. It'sabout ‘Thisiemy choicer™
Continwed on Page 2 >>




A o o o e A o e e

Continued from Page 1 >>

Shots on Saturday,
CITRUS ON TUESDAY

e e B U e b e

That Independence shows up
= indifferent ways. Brand and
category loyalty? Optional.
Vibes? Non-negottable,
“Alcoholisn’tthe experience
anymore. It's theamplifier.”
adds Debasree Dasgupta,
chief marketing officer,
Pernod Ricard India.

Basically, the night decides the drink,
not the other way around. A whisky
one evening, a cocktail the next, maybe
nothing the day after. Theliquor industry
callsit“repertoiredrinking”.
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“There is also the challenge of money.
For the younger generation, especially
those in their first or second jobs, money
mattersalot.” Amlanisays.

Which is why moderation and
premiumisation are getting along, oddly
enough. Instead of five forgettable drinks,
onememorableone. “They wanttostretch
their budget and get more bang for their
back,” hesays.

Another reason Gen Z is drinking
differently: Alcohol how has competition.
“Bars and clubs wereonce primary social
hubs, workout says. “Now socialising is
expanding into cafés, gyms, pickleball
courts, and art spaces.”

Which means an evening out doesn't
automatically mean a night of drinking.
You could meet friends over coffee. Or a
workant. Oragallery opening. Or. Ifyou're
feeling particularly urban, pickleball.

Alcohol has been demoted, from main
event tosupporting act.

Gon Z is willing to pay more only
if the drink is worth it. That means
better ingredients, better storytelling.
better packaging—and ideally, a
better reason to post it on Instagram.
“They prioritive price discovery and
authenticity over seale.” Basu says. “If
the price is higher, they want to be sure
what they’re paying for. They evaluate
products more closely.” he adds, as
discovery is increasingly happening in
bars and modern retall, not just through
advertisements.

LONG RUNWAY

All of this experimentation is happening
in a market that’s still growing at mid-
single digits across spirits and beer
categories, unlike most global markets
that have plateaued.

For perspective, it took nearly a decade
for India's spirits market to add annual
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sales of 100 million cases, climbing from
228 million cases in FY11 to 330 million
in F'Y19. But after the low during the
pandemic when the spirits market
shrank to 311 million cases in FY21, it
recovered swiftty toadd about 100 million
cases in annual sales in just three years,
reaching over 400 million cases in 2025.

In just a few years, the market
added another 100 million cases. Put
differently, the extra liquor India has
added since FY21 alone is more than
what entire countries like the UK,
Prance and Spain drink — combined.

“There are 30 million plus new
consumers entering the category.”
Dasgupta says.

Addtothatrtiing incomes, more women
drinking, and exposure to global trands
through travel and social media, and it's
amarket that can afford to evolve without
shrinking. Percapitaspirits consumption
is roughly 2.6 litres annually, compared
with 5-6 litres globally. Total alcobal
consumption, at about 5.1 litres per
person, is far below global averages.

“Gen Z is reshaping India’s alcobev
industry around experiences and quality
rather than quantity,” says Ahmed
Rahimtoola of Tilaknagar Industries.
“They’renot buying buik drinks, they’re
buying stories. Moderation is driving
premiumisation.”

That could mean a craft cocktail with
a backstory, a small batch spirit, or just

. something that fests a little better than
. (i astandard pour. Back at High Spirits,

\ Q Iranidoesn'tneed tocheck when hesses

=1 the bill. Two cocktails. One craft beer.

/ Under 30.

To understand where the market is
headed, ship the forecasts. Just look at
thereceipts.
sagar.malviya@timesofindia.com




