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CLEAN LABEL DEFINITIONS & 

THE CONSUMER



4CLEAN LABEL MEANS WHAT EXACTLY?

 Clean Label has no 

formal or regulatory 

definition

 Some attributes which 

may track with Clean 

Label have regulatory 

definitions and some 

do not

?

Fresh

Natural

Minimally 
Processed

OrganicNon-GMO

Nothing 
Artificial 

Raw



5SURVEY DATA: 302 U.S. GROCERY SHOPPERS

Source: Cargill/Decision Analyst, Transparency & Simplicity White Paper

Signs of 

Clean 

Label

Signs of 

NOT 

Clean 

Label



6AGE OF CONSUMER MATTERS
 Free from artificial ingredients skews older, while 

natural/organic skews younger

 Likely reflects whether or not a given generation 

experienced ‘big food’ reformulations over time or 

instead sought out ‘natural’ foods from beginning

Source: Canadean’s Global Survey, Q4, 2015
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Source: Making sense of the ‘clean label’ trends, Food Research International, 2017

FOP & BOP RELATIONSHIP
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CONSIDER SPECIFIC FACTORS

 Consider extrinsic & intrinsic product 

characteristics across potential 

descriptor – natural, organic, free from

 Then, also consider psychological, 

situational and socio-cultural factors

Source: Making sense of the ‘clean label’ trends, Food Research International, 2017
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LET’S ASK LINKEDIN FOLLOWERS…

 Real, recognizable ingredients. 

No junk. No ingredients 

disguised with tricky names like 

“natural flavors”…Minimal 

number of ingredients.

 A short ingredient deck free from 

artificial colors and preservatives - The 

definition is fluid and has been creating 

a headache for commercial baking. 

There is no FDA definition unlike organic 

or gluten- free.

 No fillers, no salt, no sugar, no 

maltodextrine, no sorbitol, no 

polypropylene glycol, No MSG, 
DSG, I+G.... I can go on...



10AND MORE COMMENTARY…

 Personally I don’t care if a label is 

clean or not because most of the 

food I buy has no label.

Source: Dr Cheatham’s LinkedIn Followers

 …clean labels are often used to 

cynically whitewash junk food that 

may be high in added sugar, sodium, 

and/or fat. A truly clean label 

shouldn't be misleading in the sense 

that it shouldn't be used for a product 

that is heavily processed or 

objectively unhealthy. 

 Gums are lab formulated 

and come hidden in 

compound ingredients. 

Even a manufacturer 

doesn't know of them.

 I am over the marketing jargon 

on the front where they can 

claim no HFCS but then have an 

equally harmful ingredient like an 

artificial sweetener or chemical 

dye listed on the back. 

 Nothing artificial.



11YIELDING SOME LIKELY TARGETS

 Artificial colors

 Artificial sweeteners

 Preservatives

 Gums

 Dough conditioners

 Natural Flavors

 Honest labels that 
consumers can trust.
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PUTTING ‘CLEAN LABEL’ IN CONTEXT

 Understand 

which terms 

matter most in 

hearts and 

minds of your 

core consumer

 Best consider 

‘clean label’ 

more of an 

industry 

umbrella term
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PLANT BASED OPERATING CONTEXT
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FOODSCAPE METATRENDS:

PLANT BASED LEADS 3 YEARS RUNNING!



15PLANT POWER
 Plant based is increasingly the baseline entry point 

for new product development

 Plant based is best seen as a continuum 

emphasizing whole grains, legumes, vegetables, 

fruits while minimizing (though not necessarily 

eliminating) meat/dairy/eggs 

Omnivore Pescatarian Lacto Ovo

Vegetarian

Lacto 

Vegetarian

Vegan

Eats animal 

and plant 

foods

Eats animal 

and plant 

foods, but 

chooses fish 

and seafood 

over meat or 

poultry

Eats dairy and 

eggs, but no 

other animal 

products 

Eats dairy, but 

no eggs or 

other animal 

products

No animal 

products 

whatsoever, 

including an 

avoidance of 

honey



16PLANT BASED: EATING EVIDENCE

 “Consistent evidence indicates that, in 

general, a dietary pattern that is higher 

in plant-based foods, such as 

vegetables, fruits, whole grains, 

legumes, nuts, and seeds, and lower in 

animal-based foods is more health 

promoting and is associated with lesser 

environment impact than is the current 

average U.S. diet. A diet more 

environmentally sustainable than the 

average U.S. diet can be achieved 

without excluding any food groups.”  



17THE MAINSTREAMING OF PLANT BASED

Animal Based

Foods, Beverages 

and Ingredients

Plant Based

Foods, Beverages 

and Ingredients

TRANSITIONING 

OMNIVORE



18WHO EATS PLANT BASED?

VEGETARIAN VEGAN

Estimated that 

from 2 to 10% of a 

‘developed 

country’s 

population’ is 

vegetarian

Estimated that 

0.5% of global 

population is 

vegan

BUT - Don’t Be Fooled –

83% of consumers are adding more plant 

based foods into their regular diets
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MARKETPLACE EXAMPLES
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A Closer Look Based on the

Transitioning Omnivore…

 MEAT/SEAFOOD

 DAIRY

 WATER

 GUT HEALTH
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‘NEW PROTEIN’ LANDSCAPE

Forecasters predict 

global market for 

alternative meats 

such as tofu, 

tempeh, textured 

vegetable protein, 

seitan, quorn and 

other plant based 

sources will reach 

$5.2 billion by 

2020…noting a 

CAGR of 8.4% 

during the period 

2015-2020
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: MEAT 
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: ‘MEAT’ 
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: ‘MEAT’ 
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SOY LEGHEMOGLOBIN DETAILS
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: ‘SEAFOOD’ 

Ahimi® is made from fresh 

tomatoes, non-GMO soy 

sauce, filtered water, 

sugar and sesame oil.
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: ‘DAIRY’ 
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: ‘DAIRY’ 



29PRODUCT EXAMPLES: WATER
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: WATER

 In other news…some shoppers 

seeking out ‘raw, live and 

unprocessed’ water 

 $37 for a glass jug of 2.5 

gallons in San Francisco

 Potential for major pathogen 

issues in untreated water

 And let’s not confuse 

pseudomonas with probiotics!
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PRODUCT EXAMPLES: GUT HEALTH



32GUT HEALTH: FORK IN THE ROAD? 
 Probiotic Fortification

 Precision

 Microbes not killed off during 
pasteurization

 Often documented health 
benefits via peer studies

 Fermented Foods/Beverages

 Authentic

 Traditional

 Naturally functional

“Consumers want authenticity and 

nutrition that comes from a 

traditional fermentation process and 

they are seeking out fermented 

foods and beverages – yogurts, kefir, 

kombuchas, sauerkraut and kimchi –

for improved digestion….They want 

foods with inherent functionality and 

not ‘lab-created’ functionality, but at 

the same time they are also 

becoming more precise about the 

kinds of probiotics they want.” 

Dr. Balanko, Hartman Group
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WRAPPING IT UP



34REMEMBER, ALWAYS BELOVED EXCEPTIONS
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AND SOMETIMES…BEST TO NOT TINKER



36SEE CLEAN LABEL AS OPPORTUNITY

 Best view Clean Label as an umbrella term 

encompassing other more ‘trending’ terms 

like natural (which also lacks definition)

 Consider relying heavily (or even entirely!) on 

formally defined terms like organic, gluten-

free, etc

 Recognize that Clean Label efforts present 

an opportunity for greater internal 

alignment between Innovation/R&D and 

Marketing/Communications

 In other words, Clean Label efforts are best 

done on the enterprise level, not tidying up a 

single SKU!



37BE PROACTIVE & USE INTEGRATED APPROACH

INNOVATION/R&D

• Examine all ingredients…and then, 

re-examine all ingredients

• Be able to articulate the from 

where, what , how and why for 

each ingredient….know what 

you’ve consciously excluded too

• Consider product category 

differences – dairy/meat 

alternatives may have more leeway 

• Have a clear position on fortification

MARKETING/COMMUNICATIONS

• Proactively create your Health & Wellness 

POV on the portfolio level that aligns with 

ingredient choices – this includes 

agreement on what Clean Label means for 

your brand and your consumer

• Share your POV consistently across content 

platforms in a style, tone and detail level 

appropriate for your core consumer



38

THANK YOU & QUESTIONS

Rachel Cheatham, PhD

Foodscape Group, LLC 

rachel@foodscapegroup.com

www.foodscapegroup.com


