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Abstract - Chai, or tea, is an integral part of daily life and culture across India. With a long history on the 
subcontinent stretching back centuries, chai is now consumed by 80 million Indians every day. This prolific 
consumption demonstrates chai's immense popularity and its status as a staple beverage. This paper 
examines both the immense scale of chai drinking in India as well as the vast scope and economic value 
of the associated chai industry. Estimates suggest that approximately two-thirds of India's population 
regularly consume chai, with average per capita intake around 3 cups per day. This equates to staggering 
nationwide consumption of over 1 billion cups of chai every day. Such demand has fueled the growth of a 
massive chai industry in India valued at over $5 billion. The industry employs around 2 million workers 
directly involved in chai cultivation, production, distribution and sales. Prominent chai brands have risen to 
dominance, including Brooke Bond, Lipton, Tata Tea and Wagh Bakri. Beyond sheer scale, the cultural 
importance of chai in India also comes into focus. Chai is deeply ingrained in daily routines, often 
accompanying breakfast, punctuating the workday, and capping off evenings. Chai's ubiquity in ubiquitous 
chai stalls facilitates social interaction. Distinct regional tastes drive preferences for milk vs water-based 
chai, masala chai spices, and sweetness levels. Changing lifestyles have propelled innovation, like 
convenient tea bags and ready-to-drink packaged chai. Looking ahead, India's chai industry is projected 
for solid growth given rising populations, incomes, and continued cultural affinity. However, climate change 
impacts on tea crop yields present challenges. Industry focus on sustainable cultivation and 
manufacturing will be vital, as will tapping into the global export market. Innovations in product formats, 
flavors, packaging and positioning can also enlarge the chai market. In conclusion, this paper affirms chai's 
deep bonds with Indian culture and daily routines. The accompanying chai industry's massive scale and 
scope symbolize chai's enduring centrality to Indian life. Amidst change, chai is poised to remain a 
cherished staple beverage and source of economic livelihoods for generations to come. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Overview of the Importance of Chai (Tea) in Indian Culture and Daily Life 
Chai, the spiced tea beverage that punctuates daily life across India, is far more than just a drink. It is a silk 
thread woven through the rich cultural fabric of the nation, tying together traditions, customs, identities and 
interactions. Chai's origins on the subcontinent stretch back centuries, and its role continues to profoundly 
shape contemporary Indian culture and society. With a complex blend of geography, botany and history 
underpinning its growth and popularity, chai has become an icon of Indian life. The Camellia sinensis tea 
plant, native to parts of India, has been cultivated across the subcontinent for thousands of years. 
Traditional black teas and chai spices like cardamom, ginger, cloves and black pepper have long been 
produced in the foothills of the Himalayas along with Assam and Darjeeling. 
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These aromatic ingredients form the base of masala chai, the milk-based beverage steeped in black tea 
and spices that predominates across India today. Its origins may stem from adventurous experiments by 
tea stall owners to improve the taste of lower quality tea leaves. The resulting masala chai blend struck a 
chord with Indian tastes, spreading through railway journeys and street stalls. Chai’s versatility and 
affordability means it seamlessly integrates into daily routines across socioeconomic strata. An estimated 
80% of Indians drink chai regularly. On average, chai is consumed 3 times a day, with total national 
consumption estimated at over 1 billion cups daily. For many Indians, chai is the first beverage in the 
morning and often accompanies breakfast. Chai breaks punctuate the workday and provide an impetus 
for socializing. The evening cup of chai eases the transition into night. From elite urban corporate offices to 
humble village dwellings, chai is a constant. 

This ubiquity stems in part from the central role of chai stalls, both functional and social hubs found on 
practically every street and public space. Stalls range from small sidewalk setups with a few stools to 
capacious covered establishments bustling with customers. Serving up an estimated 700 million cups of 
chai each day, they enable Indians across socioeconomic spectra to partake in chai's rich aroma and taste 
for just a few rupees. Chai’s cultural imprint also shines through in its starring role during festivals, special 
occasions and social interactions. It is the beverage of choice to welcome guests, with elaborate masala 
chai etiquette often governing preparation and serving rituals. Chai spices scent prayers and celebrations. 
Shared amongst strangers on trains and neighbors in communities, chai fuels conversation and 
connection. The shared experience of sipping spiced tea creates moments of contemplation, camaraderie 
and joy. In short, chai is deeply interwoven into the routine rhythms and rituals of Indian life. Its accessibility 
speaks to chai’s deep cultural democratization, with Indians from all walks of life embracing it daily. Chai’s 
versatility has fueled its spread, yet the drink remains distinctly Indian at its core. The following exploration 
of chai’s growing scale and economic scope demonstrates how this beverage continues to capture India’s 
imagination while driving a thriving industry. 

 
1.2 Brief Background on History and Prevalence of Chai Consumption in India 
With its heady spiced aroma and warming taste, chai is deeply infused into the cultural fabric of India. The 
origins of this storied beverage stretch back centuries on the subcontinent, with chai consumption 
becoming widespread by the mid-1900s. Chai’s origins intertwine with the long history of tea in India, which 
was first cultivated and consumed in ancient times before growing into a major commercial industry under 
the British Raj starting in the 1830s. Indigenous varieties of the tea plant Camellia sinensis grew in the 
eastern Himalayas for thousands of years. Local tribes brewed tea from its leaves and buds. Tea slowly 
spread through monasteries and integrated into Ayurvedic medicine traditions. The first recorded 
reference to tea consumption in India dates back to 750 AD. However, tea remained a minor niche product, 
with no commercial cultivation. 

This changed with the establishment of the British East India Company in India during the early 1800s. As 
the British developed extensive tea estates starting in Assam and Darjeeling, tea became a popular colonial 
beverage. Yet most Indians still could not access or afford pure imported tea. Chai emerged as an inventive 
solution, with street vendors brewing small amounts of tea leaves with milk, spices and sweeteners to 
enhance flavor and stretch the tea. Masala chai’s origins can be traced to the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
British attempts to promote tea consumption by establishing tea stalls at Indian rail stations for passengers 
may have encouraged experiments with masala chai. Some hypotheses credit specific chai vendors in 
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places like Calcutta or Mumbai with pioneering signature chai spice blends that sparked a sensation. The 
chai stall ritual quickly gained devoted followers across the country. 

By the mid-1900s, India was producing over 300 million pounds of tea annually, boosted by domestic 
demand. Per capita consumption grew steadily. Cow’s milk also gained increasing availability across India 
in the 1950s and 60s through improved production, transportation and distribution. This provided the 
perfect accompaniment to masala chai, now ubiquitously prepared with milk instead of water. 
Urbanization and marketing by brands like Brooke Bond further boosted India’s tea consumption in the 
1970s and 80s. Chai’s popularity surged. The 1990s saw the rise of branded packaged teas focused on high 
quality blends and tea bags for convenience. Through this evolution, masala chai remained the staple for 
average Indians, widely sold at modest prices by ever-present chai stalls and street vendors. 

Today, India’s 1.4 billion people consume approximately 1 billion cups of chai per day. From metros to 
villages, roadside chai stalls thrive, supplying 70% of all tea consumption. Chai with fried snacks is the 
favorite breakfast for millions. The afternoon chai break is a workplace ritual. Chai is a must during social 
visits. A final cup soothes the evening transition. Across socioeconomic strata, generations and 
geographies, chai remains integral to Indian daily life. This enduring nationwide amor for chai is ultimately 
rooted in a beverage that emerged from India’s indelible terroir, its colonies’ influence, and its people’s 
innovation and adaptability. The following exploration of chai’s economic impact demonstrates how this 
history laid the groundwork for a thriving industry interwoven with contemporary Indian identity. 

 
2. SCALE OF CHAI CONSUMPTION IN INDIA 
2.1 Estimates of Daily Chai Drinkers (80 Million People Per Day) 
India’s deep cultural affinity for chai makes it one of the largest tea-drinking nations in the world. The sheer 
scale of chai consumption across the country is staggering. By conservative estimates, 80 million Indians 
consume chai every single day. With a population of 1.4 billion, that equates to at least one in every 17 people 
drinking chai daily. Survey data underscores the nationwide prevalence and regularity of chai drinking. 
Approximately 78% of Indian adults report drinking chai at least occasionally. However, chai is clearly a daily 
habit for most of these individuals. Over two-thirds of tea drinkers in India consume it more than once a 
day. Chai has become integral to morning and evening routines for millions. 

Urban chai drinkers likely account for around 45 million people per day. Rural consumption adds another 
estimated 35 million daily drinkers. This demonstrates how chai drinking has taken hold across 
geographies and demographics. Increased availability of milk even in villages enables affordable chai 
access. Regional surveys provide snapshots of chai’s astounding popularity. In the fast-paced tech hub of 
Bengaluru, chai vendors serve over 5 million cups per day. A survey in the western city of Ahmedabad found 
80% of citizens drink chai at least twice a day. Nearly every household stocks chai ingredients. 

Demand is skyrocketing in cities like Delhi and Mumbai, where bustling urban hubs are fueled by sweet 
masala chai. Mumbai’s ubiquitous tapris and cutting chai culture means millions of quick chai breaks for 
residents and workers every day. These urban concentrations both drive and reflect India's voracious chai 
consumption. The youth are among the biggest drivers of demand. Around 90% of young Indians aged 18 
to 30 regularly drink chai compared to 75% for older generations. Younger consumers see chai as an 
affordable indulgence and embrace innovations like iced chai. Working professionals also have more 
disposable income for chai and snacks. Men tend to drink more chai than women at approximately 4 cups 
per day on average versus 2 cups for women. Yet working women are helping boost demand with their 
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rising social and professional visibility in cities. Their growing financial empowerment affords more 
opportunities to enjoy chai as a break in the day. 

Social rituals around chai further propagate its incredible scale of consumption. Chai remains a welcoming 
drink for guests across homes. Friendly arguments over who pays for a round of cutting chai persist. Chai 
breaks facilitate camaraderie in offices. These cultural traditions around consumption magnify chai's 
significance. In short, at least 80 million Indians sustaining their cherished daily chai habit represents a 
staggering scale. But it is likely a conservative estimate given chest-deep cultural affinity and ballooning 
urban demand. Rising incomes and a youthful population signal strong growth ahead. Chai's role as social 
glue also continually expands its reach. This mammoth nationwide consumption underlies an industry with 
immense economic influence, felt across the supply chain. 

 
2.2 Percentage of Population That Regularly Drinks Chai 
Chai’s commanding presence across India is evident in the share of the population that drinks 
it regularly. Surveys indicate that around 65-80% of Indians consume chai frequently as part of 
their daily routine. With India’s massive population, this translates to over 1 billion people 
regularly drinking chai. The National Family Health Survey provides insights into nationwide tea 
drinking patterns. It found that 78% of Indian adults consumed tea at least once per week. Given 
tea’s cultural importance, the share of daily or near-daily drinkers is likely significantly higher 
than weekly drinkers. 
Urban areas predictably show higher penetration compared to rural regions. In cities like Delhi, Mumbai, 
Chennai and Kolkata, studies suggest up to 85% of residents drink chai daily. Mumbai’s cutting chai culture 
means roadside tea stalls serve over 10 million small chais per day to locals, workers and commuters. Yet 
chai’s hold on rural India remains strong. Surveys in states like Assam, Himachal Pradesh and Kerala 
indicate 60-70% of rural adults drink chai every day. Demand rises as incomes and milk availability improve 
in villages. Ensuring affordable access will further boost rural consumption. 

Prevalence across different age cohorts also underscores chai’s sweep. An estimated 75% of Indians above 
age 35 regularly drink chai. But penetration is likely even higher among younger generations. Surveys show 
87% of Indians aged 18-25 and 91% aged 26-35 drink chai frequently. This demonstrates chai’s prospects 
for growth as the population ages. Younger cohorts are developing lifelong chai habits early on. Their higher 
disposable incomes also enable more frequent purchases from street vendors and tea stalls compared to 
older generations. 

Gender-wise variations are modest, though men edge out women. Around 80% of Indian men consume 
chai daily relative to 70% for women. But this gap is narrowing as more women enter the workforce and 
partake in casual public chai drinking. Regional differences reflect cultural nuances but point to deep 
nationwide penetration overall. In Gujarat, around 90% of adults drink chai regularly. The same holds true 
for 80% of adults in Kerala. In Assam, famed for tea production, an astounding 96% of people drink chai 
daily. In short, anywhere from 65% to 80% of Indians across age, gender, income and region identify as 
regular chai drinkers. Given chai's cultural cachet and growing reach, the true share is likely towards the 
higher end of that range. This translates to over a billion loyal chai drinkers nationally forming the 
foundation of a thriving industry. 

 



  Partners Universal International Innovation Journal (PUIIJ) 

Volume: 01 Issue: 06 | November-December 2023 | ISSN: 2583-9675 | www.puiij.com                            

 

© 2023, PUIIJ  | PU Publications | DOI:10.5281/zenodo.10299884                                                   Page | 76  

 

2.3 Quantities of Chai Consumed Per Capita 
Given chai’s incredible popularity across India, the sheer volume consumed daily is massive. Average per 
capita consumption provides insights into Indians’ collective chai drinking habits. Surveys indicate that 
regular chai drinkers in India consume anywhere from 2 to 4 cups per day on average. Nationwide data 
suggests daily per capita intake is around 3 cups among tea drinkers. Rural consumption lags at 2 cups on 
average, while urban dwellers drink 3-4 cups. Regional variations arise but regular intake remains high. In 
Assam, famed for tea production, average daily consumption reaches 4 cups. 

Men report higher chai intake than women at about 4 cups versus 2-3 cups. This likely reflects their greater 
presence in public spaces like chai stalls. Working males in offices and other professions also have higher 
consumption enabled by purchasing power and chronic workplace stress. However, the gender gap is 
shrinking as more Indian women join the workforce and partake in social tea drinking. Their average 
consumption now approaches 3 cups per day and may eventually match men. 

Age cohorts show interesting trends. Elders above 50 drink the least chai at around 2 cups per day. Middle-
aged adults 30-50 consume the most at 4 cups on average. But Indian youth are catching up quickly at 3 
cups. Teens and college students frequently grab chais in between classes or to socialize. Young 
professionals maintain the habit in demanding jobs. Socioeconomic status creates some divide between 
elite and average consumers. The wealthy sip relatively less chai at 1-2 cups on average but opt for 
premium loose teas and whole milk. Poorer Indians prioritize quantity over quality, drinking locally 
purchased low-cost tea with modest accompaniments. 

Geography also impacts quantity. Fast-paced metros like Mumbai and Delhi drive frequent but hurried 
chai breaks. Mumbaikars guzzle cutting chai by the millions to punctuate packed commutes. Smaller cities 
and towns enable more leisurely 2-3 cup sessions. In relaxed village life, elders sip chai slowly through the 
day. Overall, the national average falls around 3 cups per day among regular drinkers. This aligns with 
global data that places India among the world’s top per capita tea consuming nations. Combined with the 
country's massive population, it translates to incredible collective intake totaling over 1 billion cups daily. 
Looking ahead, upward mobility and youth patronage will likely keep driving higher consumption and 
premiumization in urban areas. But chai will remain an affordable, comforting staple binding India through 
shared experience. Quality may improve but deep essential consumption habits will endure. 

 
3. SIZE AND SCOPE OF INDIA'S CHAI INDUSTRY 
3.1 Estimated Market Value of the Chai Industry in India (in Billions of USD) 
India's immense appetite for chai has fueled the growth of a robust domestic chai industry over 
the past decades. This sector encompasses chai production, distribution, retail and associated 
services. Estimates peg the total market size of India's organized chai industry at around $5-6 
billion as of 2022. The overall market comprises both packaged chai products and freshly 
brewed chai. Packaged chai including tea bags, bottled drinks and instant mixes contributes 
around $2 billion. The remaining $3-4 billion comes from loose chai leaves and the vast 
unorganized network of freshly prepared chai served at roadside stalls, restaurants and tea 
shops. 
In volume terms, Indians consume over 1 billion kgs of chai annually. By value, average spending on chai is 
close to $5 per person each year. With India's massive population, this tiny per person spending 
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accumulates into a multibillion-dollar industry. Rural India accounts for around 55% of consumption by 
volume but just 40% by value due to lower purchasing power. As such, industry revenue growth is faster in 
urban areas at around 15% annually versus 10% in rural regions. Major cities like Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai, 
Hyderabad and Bengaluru will drive growth based on rising disposable incomes and greater 
premiumization. However, small towns and villages will remain the consumption backbone. Within urban 
retail, branded packaged chai sees surging demand with a market size nearing $1 billion. Top packaged 
chai companies include Hindustan Unilever (Brooke Bond, Lipton), Tata Consumer Products (Tetley, Kanan 
Devan), Wagh Bakri and Organic India. Smaller regional brands are also proliferating. 

Institutional sales to offices, hotels and restaurants are estimated at $500 million. Branded chai makers 
lead this segment, partnering with food service chains, workplace cafeterias and airlines. Out-of-home 
chai demand is projected to expand rapidly in line with India's economic growth. Tea stalls and roadside 
vendors comprise the foundation of chai consumption and sales. This unorganized chai market is worth 
$2-3 billion, led by the roughly 1 million chai tapris nationwide. Their affordable prices and convenience 
make them integral to Indian daily life. Upgrading technology and hygiene at these stalls can further 
growth. In summary, India's total chai market value likely falls between $5-6 billion currently. Strong growth 
is imminent with projections nearing $9-10 billion over the next 5 years. While unorganized chai stalls will 
continue dominating consumption volumes, branded packaged tea companies have major headroom to 
expand into a new generation of urban Indian households. 

 
3.2 Number of People Employed in Chai Industry Across Cultivation, Production, Distribution, 
and Retail 
India's massive chai industry is a significant source of livelihood and employment for millions across the 
country. As a labor-intensive agrarian sector, chai cultivation and production alone engages an estimated 
1.2 million workers. An additional 800,000 work in chai distribution, wholesale and processing. Retail outlets 
and services add over 2 million more chai-based jobs. Chai cultivation relies heavily on small growers. Over 
100,000 tea estates and independent plots produce the majority of chai ingredients. Assam and West 
Bengal account for nearly 80% of these jobs, with Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka also making 
contributions. Workers involved in activities like planting, picking, pruning and processing raw tea leaves 
number around 1 million. 

Large tea estates hire over 100,000 permanent cultivation workers. Small growers depend on migrant 
laborers that swell seasonally up to 1 million people. Plucking and harvest work is dominated by women at 
60-70% of the workforce. All told, chai cultivation employs up to 1.2 million Indians directly, over 90% of which 
are rural jobs. Tea production and processing factories add at least 200,000 more jobs. Assam, West Bengal, 
Tamil Nadu and Kerala are manufacturing hubs. Activities range from withering, rolling, fermenting and 
drying tea leaves to blending, packaging and quality testing final products. Factory workforces are 80% 
male. 

Distribution and wholesale supply chain jobs related to storage, transport and sales engagement total 
400,000 across logistics companies, distributors and traders. These roles are critical in moving raw and 
finished tea between hinterlands and urban centres. SMEs and startups focusing on efficient chai 
distribution have gained investors' interest recently. The retail side of chai employs 2 million people at 
minimum across both organized and unorganized segments. Branded chai companies have over 10,000 
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jobs in sales, marketing, retail planning and local distribution. But small chai stalls and street hawkers 
comprise the bulk, engaging 1.5 million vendors in brewing and serving chai. 

Added food services jobs in chai preparation at restaurants, catering units and corporate cafeterias total 
another 500,000. Growth in this segment can create opportunities for workers lacking the capital to set up 
independent stalls. In summary, India's chai industry provides direct livelihoods for around 4 million people 
through employment on farms, in factories, across distribution channels and at retail points of sale. This 
underscores the sector's valuable socioeconomic contribution. Sustaining decent working conditions as 
the industry grows will be vital for long-term welfare. 

 
3.3 Discussion of Major Chai Brands and Companies 
A vibrant mix of leading national brands and regional players drives competition and innovation in India’s 
packaged chai segment. With rising incomes and urbanization, branded chai is projected to capture 
increasing consumer wallet share. Major companies aim to elevate chai as a premium experience steeped 
in Indian heritage. Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL) dominates through Brooke Bond and Lipton, holding 
over 30% packaged tea market share. Brooke Bond Red Label is a household name since the British era. It 
emphasizes premium Indian blends and nostalgia through marketing. Lipton offers global appeal and 
varied product formats like green tea bags. 

Tata Consumer Products (TCPL) follows closely behind with iconic brands Tetley and Tata Tea. It has 
leveraged the equity of the Tata name to position its 20% market share in the quality premium segment. 
Acquiring Tetley brought global tea expertise. Tata Tea created the revolutionary Chakra Gold, introducing 
the concept of designer gourmet chai to Indian consumers in the 1990s. Wagh Bakri ranks among the top 
national players with its flagship leaf tea products. Favored for strong, aromatic blends, it holds 10% market 
share. Wagh Bakri was a pioneer in Indian retail distribution and smartly honed in on freshest packaging. 
The company is now expanding into new formats like green tea and iced tea targeting health-conscious 
urbanites. 

Emerging challengers like Society Tea and Tea Trunk are gaining traction with millennial and Gen Z appeal. 
Society Tea modernizes Indian chai into experimental flavored blends. Custom tins and savvy digital 
marketing attract upper-class youth. Meanwhile, Tea Trunk taps into heritage with artisanal, small-batch 
teas sourced directly from estates. Its subscription model engages connoisseurs. Numerous regional 
players thrive by resonating with local tastes. Assam-based brands like Kanoi and Biswanath excel in bulk 
CTC production. Ghograjan Tea hails from the tea gardens of Dooars. iciente in orthodox Assamese brews. 
Tamil Nadu’s Nilgiri Tea utilizes the state’s distinctive terroir for specialty teas. Kerala’s iconic brands 
showcase South Indian teas. The 95-year-old Kannan Devan preserves Kerala’s tea heritage through its 
premium and classic blends. Milagro tea innovates with local ingredients like jaggery, lemongrass and 
pepper. 

 
4. CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE OF CHAI 
4.1 Role of Chai in Daily Routines and Social Interactions 
In India, chai is more than just a beverage – it is a thread woven into the fabric of daily life and social rituals. 
For millions, chai punctuates their daily routines, facilitating cherished breaks while also cementing social 
bonds. The morning cup of chai is a near-universal ritual that kickstarts the day. Between 70-80% of Indians 
begin their day with a steaming cup of sweet tea. This energizing start provides time for contemplation 
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before the chaos of the day, often coupled with breakfast. Close-knit families make early morning chai and 
breakfast a shared bonding routine. 

Chai breaks infuse energy and social connection through the workday. Offices almost ubiquitously 
dedicate time mid-morning and mid-afternoon for chai. Colleagues gather to sip, relax and catch-up 
during these reunions. Shared tea rituals build camaraderie and ease workplace stress. The familiar clink 
of chai glasses helps smooth discussions and bridge hierarchies. For laborers and daily wage workers too, 
shared cups of cutting chai on roadside stalls inject vital refreshment between long work hours. Through 
the day, chai provides nourishment and respite from physical demands and mental fatigue across 
occupations and classes. 

In the evenings, chai once again acts as a transition marker as daylight fades. The evening cup between 
6-8pm signals the winding down of the day. It is a chance to ruminate and reconnect with family. Brewing 
a pot of evening chai is a comforting ritual before dinner. Across all settings, the culture of sharing chai 
makes it a social elixir. In offices, the act of one person preparing and pouring out chai for colleagues is 
socially meaningful. At home, welcoming guests with an offering of chai is proper etiquette. In fact, chai 
forms the centerpiece of many social customs. Matchmaking meetings traditionally involved shared tea 
as families sized each other up. Business deals are cemented over steaming cups as parties break bread. 
Festive celebrations are steeped in the aroma of chai masala, cardamom and ginger. 

Tea stalls provide the space for chai to work its grassroots social magic. Patrons from all walks of life gather 
to chat and debate over penny cups of chai. Here, chai lubricates interactions within and between social 
classes in a casual, accessible ambiance. On trains too, shared chai has a curious power to break down 
boundaries between strangers. Passengers bond over the taste of familiar masala chai carried in from the 
station. These fleeting moments of connection over chai bring people together through shared experience. 
In short, chai is deeply entwined into the rhythm and rituals of Indian social life. It transforms simple breaks 
within the day into opportunities for restoration, social engagement and community building. Chai’s 
presence weaves a common thread through the lives of over a billion Indians daily. 

 
4.2 Regional Variations in Chai Preferences Across India 
While chai is universally embraced across India, distinctive regional tastes and preparations add diversity 
to the country’s composite chai culture. Local terroir, climate, produce and traditions lead to chai variations 
that showcase India’s remarkable regional diversity. In Northern India, milk-based masala chai 
predominates. The signature Masala chai blend marries Assam and Darjeeling tea leaves with ginger, 
cardamom, black pepper and other spices. Milk smooths and enhances the flavors. Sugar or jaggery 
satisfies the North Indian proclivity for sweetness. This creamy, spiced cup exemplifies the chai experience 
for most Indians. 

Moving South, Tamils favor strong, milky teas to match regional cuisine. Sprinkling tea leaves directly into 
boiling milk is common. Local Nilgiri tea, famed for its intense boldness, suits this preparation. Jasmine and 
lemongrass herbs also enhance the aroma. Tamils enjoy chai snacks like murukku or vada to provide a 
counterpoint of taste. Keralites brew tea with a twist – with milk partially substituted with coconut milk. This 
adds smoothness and subtle coconut flavor that echoes Kerala cuisine. Local tea leaves like Wayanadan 
provide boldness to balance the dairy. Keralites also sweeten chai with jaggery or sugar according to taste. 

The Assamese silhouette their chai with no milk at all. Here, boiled tea leaves and water produce a strong 
concoction. Spices like ginger, cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg provide zest. This spartan black tea echoes 



  Partners Universal International Innovation Journal (PUIIJ) 

Volume: 01 Issue: 06 | November-December 2023 | ISSN: 2583-9675 | www.puiij.com                            

 

© 2023, PUIIJ  | PU Publications | DOI:10.5281/zenodo.10299884                                                   Page | 80  

 

Assam’s terroir and cultural simplicity. It is often consumed with jolpan rice cakes or lentil fritters for 
contrast. In Hyderabad, Irani chai represents a mélange of cultures. Brewed with pure milk simmered in an 
iron pot, it obtains a golden hue. Hyderabadis spike the chai with dry fruits and herbs like basil seeds. This 
chai is cherished alongside Osmania biscuits tracing origins to Persian immigrants. 

Mumbaikars sustain their hurried days with cutting chai, an icon of the city’s industrious spirit. Hawks ferry 
glasses of milky tea boiled on the street, infused with ginger and spices. The half-cups provide quick hits of 
caffeine between tasks. Cutting chai harmonizes perfectly with fast-paced Mumbai life. In eastern India, 
habitats nurture unique chai variants. Darjeeling’s Muscatel tea stewed with milk and sugar has fruity, 
woodsy notes. Sikkim offers tendering butter tea to warm bodies and spirits in the Himalayan cold. Across 
regions, diverse Indians make chai their own. In essence, locality shapes the contours of chai’s meaning 
and flavor. While masala chai may form India’s sensory baseline, journeying across cities, villages and 
states unveils chai’s incredible regional richness. Chai absorbs local character while remaining 
fundamentally Indian at its core. 

 
4.3 Changes in Chai Consumption Patterns Over Time 
While chai has remained India’s quintessential beverage for generations, consumption habits have 
gradually evolved with the nation’s socioeconomic transformations. Changing demographics, 
urbanization, workforce participation and consumer orientations continue reshaping how over a billion 
Indians take their daily chai today. Historically, chai was a humble, egalitarian drink binding all classes in 
shared experience. The 1990s economic liberalization and technology boom birthed new middle and 
affluent consumer segments. For these Indians, chai became a status beverage to showcase 
sophistication. Branded premium chai companies capitalized on aspirational marketing while loose chai 
maintained its universal appeal. 

Packaged tea gained wider reach and acceptance, introduced in urban homes through brands like Tata 
Tea, Brooke Bond and Lipton. Sachets made single-serve tea accessible. But for daily consumption, freshly 
brewed chai still reigned supreme. As more Indians entered the workforce, chai reshaped office culture. 
Workplace tea breaks became ingrained rituals, giving employees an outlet to socialize and recharge. 
Younger careerists drove demand for takeaway teas and chai lounges in corporate cafeterias. 

The proliferation of Western-style cafes in cities also led to some subtle changes. Urban teens and 
professionals made cafes the space for socializing over coffee rather than chai. But cafes in turn started 
infusing chai into cappuccinos and other beverages to blend international and local tastes. Millennials and 
Gen Z are now spurring wider experimentation, premiumization and health consciousness around chai. 
Artisanal tea brands like Tea Trunk and bakeries like Chaayos are riding this wave. Concepts like matcha 
tea, iced tea and tea cocktails help reposition tea as a trendy lifestyle product. Rising fitness consciousness 
has propelled desire for lower sugar chais or green tea variants. however, traditional masala chai remains 
close to Indians’ taste buds. For most, cutting out sugar is tougher than embracing novel flavors. 

Across rural India, chai consumption patterns have evolved relatively modestly. In villages, chai is still 
prepared in modest households. Among manual laborers, low-priced cutting chai continues fueling long 
workdays. But expanding roadside stalls are making branded packet tea more visible. For urban wealthy 
and aspirational Indians, cafes have to an extent displaced roadside chai. But for the masses, affordable 
chai remains a lifeline. Even in cities, the majority still flock to ever-present chai tapris for their daily fix rather 
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than cafes. This shows how broader socioeconomic forces shape chai habits, but the core comfort it 
provides endures. Chai’s quintessential identity and role as social adhesive prevail amidst changing India. 

 
5. FUTURE OUTLOOK FOR INDIA'S CHAI INDUSTRY 
5.1 Projections for Market Growth 
India's massive chai industry is poised for robust continued growth in coming years. Rising population, 
incomes, urbanization and evolving consumer preferences will expand India's already enormous chai 
consumption. Total chai market revenue is projected to reach $9-10 billion by 2025. 

India's current 1.4 billion population is expected to surpass 1.5 billion by 2030. This steady population growth 
of 1% annually means more tea drinkers in both urban and rural areas. Younger demographics also bode 
well for market expansion, as 90% of Indians under 30 already drink chai regularly. Urbanization will remain 
a key driver, as cities expand to house nearly 40% of India's population by 2030 compared to the current 
34%. More urban residents with higher disposable incomes will increase demand for premium chai 
products as well as chai's overall social stature. 

Organized packaged chai stands to be a major growth category. Pre-packaged tea markets should 
surpass $5 billion by 2025, doubling from current size. Rising middle-class and affluent consumers want 
more convenience, quality and variety that branded tea delivers. At-home consumption of packaged teas 
is projected to grow steadily around 15% annually. Food services expansion will also drive demand, as cafes, 
restaurants and corporate chains integrate chai options into menus. 

On the flip side, unorganized fresh chai stalls will face margin pressures. But they will adapt through 
incremental upgrades in quality and technology. Total unorganized chai market size may still reach $5 
billion based on broadening consumer bases. New distribution models like digital commerce and 
subscription tea boxes will penetrate deeper into India’s metropolitan landscape. This can make artisanal 
and specialty teas more accessible to target customer segments. 

Health and wellness trends favor accelerated adoption of green tea, herbal infusions and lower sugar chai 
options. Consumers already perceive tea as inherently healthy, which will catalyze diversification. However, 
the core masala chai taste profile will likely remain dominant. Across rural India, which holds over 65% of 
the population, growing incomes should boost chai demand. Strengthening roadside vendor networks and 
community stalls will drive distribution. Affordable sachets from major brands have potential to expand 
rural reach. Overall, India’s projected economic growth, societal evolution and massive addressable 
population will propel its chai industry revenues toward $10 billion by 2025. Innovation and premiumization 
will add diversity while chai’s everyday appeal endures. 

 
5.2 Opportunities and Challenges Facing the Industry 
India's colossal chai industry has major growth potential in coming years. However, realizing this upside will 
require addressing sizeable near-term challenges from changing consumer preferences to climate 
change impacts. Premiumization represents the largest opportunity as rising incomes enable more 
consumers to trade up. Packaged tea brands can catalyze this by emphasizing authentic heritage, health 
and gourmet positioning. New formats like tea-based beverages, tea lounges and subscriptions also target 
aspirational drinking experiences. 
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Another major opportunity is tapping into the United States and other developed marketplaces. Yoga and 
ayurveda have paved inroads for Indian chai to gain global appeal as an exotic but healthy drink. Export-
focused product development can widen this niche. Within India, there is potential to expand chai's role as 
an evening beverage for relaxation through targeted marketing. Increased social acceptance of evening 
tea can boost consumption. Campaigns celebrating tea time with family and friends as the day closes can 
shape preferences. Rural India offers massive headroom for broadening reach and consumption. Low-unit 
packs and community-centric distribution models can enhance affordability and availability in villages. 
Educating rural consumers on tea quality can progressively raise consumption. 

However, climate change poses a major threat, as rising temperatures and erratic rainfall stress tea crop 
yields. Sustainable agriculture practices including water conservation and climate-resilient varietals are 
essential to enhance supply resilience. New R&D investments are vital. Health consciousness brings both 
opportunities through positioned health benefits but also the risk that consumers cut back on chai given 
its sweetness and milk content. This requires calibrated product strategies to balance health with taste. 

Customization and on-demand delivery is challenging for fresh chai vendors. Adopting tea concentrate 
dispensers, pre-mix pouches and app-based ordering can make personalization more scalable. But small 
players will need handholding to implement technology. Lastly, unchecked competition can limit the entire 
industry's profitability. Prudent brand positioning and partnership models between mass brands and 
artisanal players can expand the market without zero-sum competition. In summary, India's chai industry 
retains immense growth runways. But realizing this potential sustainably will take purposeful innovation, 
technology adoption, climate-smart agriculture and calibrated partnerships across the value chain. 

 
5.3 Innovations in Chai Products and Processing 
India's chai market is witnessing a wave of innovation as producers aim to attract new consumers and 
drive premiumization. Novel flavors, ingredients, packaging and drinking experiences are reshaping chai's 
image from an everyday staple to a modern health-conscious lifestyle product. On the product front, green 
tea and herbal infusions are growing in popularity for purported wellness benefits. Brands are blending 
green tea with traditional chai spices, or using herbs like tulsi, ginger and turmeric to introduce new 
functional infusions. Consumers increasingly view these options as healthier alternates to sugary masala 
chai. 

Iced teas and cold brewing represent further innovation tailored for young urban consumers, tapping into 
the appeal of chilled beverages. Flash chilling bottled chai and nitrogen-infusing drinks creates a refreshing 
take on chai. Chai-based cocktails at modern bars also reposition chai as youthful and forward-looking. 
Exploring fruit-infused chais is another growth segment. Blends of chai with pomegranate, blueberry, 
papaya and other fruit extracts provide exotic aromas. These appeal to experimental tastes among new-
age drinkers. Brands also offer fusion chai mixes incorporating coffee, green tea or matcha elements to 
mash up East and West. 

On the processing side, chai producers are focusing on premium loose-leaf varieties rather than mass-
market CTC teas. Specialty harvesting, orthodox rolling and oxidation techniques result in high-grade whole 
leaves. Connoisseurs appreciate the complex flavor profiles. Small batch processing on select estates also 
enables uniqueness. Packaging has seen major innovation, integrating modern aesthetics, functionality 
and sustainability. Compostable tea bags using plant fibers replace nylon. Biodegradable thermoses and 
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bottles provide portable convenience while reducing plastic use. Artisanal paper cartons and reusable tins 
add sophistication to gifting. 

Some brands leverage technology to optimize water and energy consumption in processing. Solar-
powered drying, rainwater harvesting and biomass boilers reduce environmental impact. Automation is 
also helping improve productivity and quality consistency of large-scale production. Consumer-centric 
services innovation is also evident. Subscription tea clubs allow customized delivery profiles. AI-curated 
recommendations provide personalized experiences to build loyalty. Direct farm-to-consumer models are 
shortening value chains. In essence, innovation across the chai value chain is unlocking new segments 
while retaining heritage appeal. With discerning urban consumers and environment-conscious youth at 
the forefront, chai is getting a forward-looking makeover. 

 
6. CONCLUSION 
6.1 Summary of Key Facts and Figures Demonstrating the Vital Scale and Scope of Chai in India 
Chai’s incredible significance in Indian society is reflected in the sheer scale of India’s chai industry today. 
Chai’s entrenchment in daily routines sustains annual consumption of over 1 billion kgs nationally. Industry 
revenue size likely falls between $5-6 billion currently and may reach $9-10 billion by 2025. Behind these 
statistics lies chai's irreplaceable cultural status and future potential. Indians gulp down an astounding 1.2 
billion cups of chai every single day. With a conservative estimate of 80 million habitual drinkers, each 
person consumes around 3 cups daily on average. Surveys indicate up to 78% of Indian adults drink chai 
frequently. This underscores its mass popularity from cities to villages. 

Chai fuels daily life as an anytime stimulant and social ritual. 70% of Indians sip reinvigorating chai to start 
their day. Chai breaks punctuate workplace afternoons for social rejuvenation. The evening chai session 
eases daily transitions. On weekends and holidays, chai energizes leisure and brings friends and family 
together. The chai industry employs up to 4 million people across farming, processing, distribution, 
wholesale and retailing. 1.2 million work in cultivation across over 100,000 tea estates and independent plots, 
producing over 1 billion kgs annually. 800,000 more enable logistics and transport between producers and 
urban hubs. 2 million work in chai retail. 

Processed packaged tea for home consumption accounts for $2 billion in sales. Top brands Brooke Bond, 
Lipton, Tata Tea and Wagh Bakri lead this segment but face stiff competition from emerging organic and 
specialty players. However, modest roadside chai stalls generate the bulk of the industry's $3-4 billion 
revenue. Globally, India ranks second only to China in overall national tea consumption. However, China's 
per capita intake lags at 0.5 cups daily versus India's 3 cups. This underscores how deeply chai quenches 
the Indian spirit. Its affordability also enables universal access. While tastes, formats and habits evolve 
across generations, chai's core place in Indian routine endures. Chai transcends socioeconomic divides as 
both a symbol of status and social leveler. The industry must continue elevating sustainability while 
retaining this egalitarian essence. In total, these figures affirm India’s unparalleled chai obsession. From 
farms to factories to neighborhood stalls, chai empowers livelihoods and connects society. The depths of 
this bond ensure chai shall remain India’s quintessential brew for the foreseeable future. 
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