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Based Foods Association, an organization focused on providing 

vegan-friendly certifi cation. Taormina anticipates some potential 

regulatory confusion regarding emerging plant-based products, 

given the liberal application of terms, such as “meat” and “milk” 

applied to plant-based products. Increasingly, companies must 

also deal with emerging consumer and retailer expectations re-

garding certifi cations pertaining to social justice issues, such as 

human and animal rights. 

Remember, in the end, the goal of those seeking certifi cation is 

not only about science, health or reason; it’s also about changing 

the face of global agriculture and the types of foods we eat.

“Behind the Label: Clean Label “Musts” for the Ingredient Supply-

Chain,” Steve Taormina, Business Manager, NSF International  

Transitioning Omnivores Shift 
Toward Plant-Based Diets 
“Where does ‘science’ meet a company’s marketing objectives?” 

And, what does ‘clean label’ mean?” So enquired Rachel Cheatham, 

Ph.D., Founder & CEO, Foodscape Group, LLC in her presentation 

titled “Delivering Clean Label to the Transitioning Omnivore.”  

“There are a lot of words to describe clean labels … ‘raw,’ 

‘organic,’ ‘fresh,’ ‘natural,’… but there still exists no formal or reg-

ulatory defi nition of what it means,” she added. Cheatham cited 

a survey indicating that consumers generally associate clean label 

with organic labels (68%); with products found in the fresh foods 

sections of grocery stores (61%); and/or foods with ingredient 

labels containing only “recognizable” ingredients (58%). 

Because the clean label term is not regulated, there are no fi xed 

rules. This has spawned a wide variety of defi nitions and indi-

vidual initiatives that can be contradictory and confusing. Major 

grocery (e.g., Kroger’s, H.E.B.) and restaurant (e.g., Panera) chains 

have responded by developing their own published defi nitions, 

listing ingredients that are either approved or not permitted in 

their categories.

The situation is further complicated by consumer confusion; 

Cheatham shared some outtakes from her LinkedIn commen-

taries. Some comments refl ect fear and misinformation, such 

as: “Gums are lab formulated and come hidden in compound 

ingredients. Even a manufacturer doesn’t know of them.” Another 

comment was more ominously aimed at the processed foods in-

dustry: “Personally, I don’t care if a label is clean or not, because 

most of the food I buy has no label.”

Cheatham argued that the term clean label itself is too indus-

try-focused. Consumers, she said, prefer to focus on “clean eating.” 

Citing a Nielsen study, she identifi ed fi ve label categories for 

foods: 1) conventional labels with no restrictions (a slightly de-

clining category); 2) free-from labels, free of specifi c ingredients; 
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No answer   2%

Not serious risk   48%
Serious risk   50%

A 2018 Pew Research Center survey documents how government 
certifi cation and the nutrition and food sciences are losing the battle for 
public opinion; half the population surveyed expressed fears over the 
safety of food additives and GMO foods. 

Consumers are seeking products containing simple, clearly identifi able 
ingredients that are free from artifi cial or other objectionable ingredients 
and are made with sustainable sources.
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