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We've been talking about clean label since 2008 (or before)

What we wrote:

Closely aligned to “junk free” foods, clean labels are those that contain ingredients that are readily 
understood by consumers. Usually, they are ingredients that mirror what a consumer may have in his or 
her kitchen cupboard. The concept of a “clean label” is something that is inherently very difficult for non-
food companies to achieve. 

Clean labels in food and beverage are those products that have ingredient statements that read more 
like a list of ingredients in a home recipe rather than a chemist’s shopping list. In non-food, this growing 
trend will express itself through CLEANER labels, meaning ones that either contain fewer ingredients 
that consumers have difficulty understanding, or fewer ingredients that currently are controversial (e.g. 
parabens), or better explanation of the function of some unfamiliar ingredients.

Read on mintel.com

https://clients.mintel.com/preview/article/workspace_SpacesStore_10f9e760-fd51-4b37-964c-9a2fe23acca2#workspace_SpacesStore_912a3033-7260-4f7a-a0bd-18061e272094


2010 Prediction: Junk-free foods and clean labels

• "Junk free”: a specific term used in UK and Australia
• Concept has its roots in the growth of no additives/preservatives, plus afocus on healthful foods for 

children
• No additives/preservatives claim shows strongest growth in UK and Australia
• Claims are slowly moving from hard facts (e.g. “no preservatives”) to the emotional (“none of the 

nasties”)
• Watch for products in other countries to actively promote no additives and preservatives, possibly 

with similar language
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What we saw on the market then

"Really lovely juice," 2002
Innocent Really Lovely Juice Juice's 
ingredient statement is: "one and a half 
freshly squeezed pink grapefruits, one 
eighth fresh pressed Queen pineapple, 
one fresh pressed apple and a dash of 
fresh lime juice" (UK).

Only five ingredients, 2010
Haagen-Dazs Five All-Natural Ice Cream
Ingredients were listed on front of pack; in 
several flavors (US).

"Spreadable fruit," 2001
Smucker's Simply 100% Fruit Black 
Cherry Spread Focus here is on the 
freshness of the ingredients (US).
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What came next: Ingredients consumers hated

GMO free, 1999
New Paradigm Cereals One of the first 
GMO-free on-pack claims in the US, this 
specifically linked to the soy ingredients 
(US).

No HFCS, 2009
Guayaki Yerba Mate Organic Energy 
Drink Niche player (at the time) with a 
niche drink, with a relatively niche claim 
(that grew) (US).

"No artificials," 2012
Unreal54's Candy Coated Chocolates 
with Peanuts Candy is "free from 
artificials, hydrogenateds, corn syrups, 
preservatives and GMOs" (US).
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What has changed in the last decade?

• "Junk free" and emotional claims ("none of the nasties") have gone away
• Focus is on hard facts and statements, as consumers are skeptical
• However, the trend continues
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Clean no longer refers only to 
water quality or a spotless 
kitchen. It has become an 
adjective with many meanings 
across industries, with countless 
brands using the term and its 
related terminology to market to 
consumers. 

Everlane's sustainable Clean Silk"Clean" sanitary wipes at Whole Foods

"Clean" has infiltrated our everyday lives
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What consumers say about clean eating

Consumers lean toward a more general 
definition of clean eating as eating in a healthy 
manner, often closely tied to getting fit. 
However, terms revolving around specific diets 
are also popular, such as veganism or gluten-
free diets.

Consumers also tend to couple clean eating 
with other healthy lifestyle choices, like staying 
physically fit; thus, it’s clear that consumers see 
clean eating as more of a lifestyle than a 
product classification.

Top topics for 'clean eating' on social media (Instagram/Twitter)
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"Clean and simple" can be interpreted in many ways and often misunderstood by consumers. Instead, put the focus on 
clear, simple claims as the best way to convey "clean."

Straighforward statements tell the "clean" story best
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41%
of UK adults agree meat-free 
foods that have a short list of 

ingredients are more appealing 
than those with a longer list

61%
of US adults agree whole plant 

foods are healthier than 
processed meat substitutes

61%
of Canadian adults agree plant-

based meat alternatives are 
overly processed

Consumers are wary of alternatives with long ingredient lists
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Free-from claims are used to establish a natural image

Natural products are evolving to more 'clean label' products, emphasizing free-from claims, minimal processing and 
simple ingredient statements without artificial ingredients.

Just what the doctor ordered
RXBar showcases a label that is also the 
ingredient list. The US brand takes a 
whimsical approach to essential "free-
from" claims, in this case "No BS."

Simple ingredients
Mango Apple Chia Fruit Bars contain only 
mango, apple and chia pressed together 
into a bar.

Don't overcrowd
Vanilla Triple Cream Icelandic-Style 
Strained Yogurt has on-pack messaging 
that offers consumers just what is 
necessary to inform purchase decision.
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Foodservice brands have stepped in to help consumers 
navigate the clean eating landscape.

Panera Bread was an early adopter of clean eating and 
in 2016 unveiled its no-no list and 'Food Promise', 
which called for only 'clean' ingredients to be used in its 
foods.

Chicago-based LYFE Kitchen and Chef Marco Bahena
are committed to "sourcing the cleanest ingredients 
possible" for the restaurant.

Nic's, the first certified-organic fast food restaurant in 
the US, only uses "clean, wholesome ingredients." The 
brand defines clean as only grass-fed organic beef, 
freshly made dressing and 'hormone-free' dairy 
products.

Foodservice brands also promote clean eating

Panera's "Food Promise"
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Who is the clean consumer? At a glance . . .

Consumers in the US who are more likely to 
say they would buy "clean" food and drink are:

• 23-30 years old
• Income $75K-$149K
• Those with children aged 0-5
• Those who identify as premium buyers
• Those who identify as eco-conscious
• Trader Joe’s shoppers
• Whole Foods shoppers
• Target shoppers
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Clean-related claims are often considered healthier by US consumers, but brands should be cautious not to use too many 
claims, as "claim fatigue" can hurt credibility.

IN 2017

62%
of US consumers agreed the 

fewer ingredients a food has, the 
healthier it is, up from 55% in 

2016

ONLY

44%
of US consumers trust the health 

claims on food/beverage 
packages

BUT CONSUMERS ARE 
SKEPTICAL

54%
of US consumers agree many 

"free-from" claims are not 
meaningful to most foods

While clean is the new healthy, consumers may be growing skeptical
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Clean label will continue to evolve as consumers demand more

Natural claims alone won't be enough in future clean label products.

No added flavors
Le Autentiche di Bevi Più Naturale
Bergamot Carbonated Soft Drink is free 
from added flavorings and preservatives, 
and is made with essential oil of 
bergamot.

Not just natural but made IN nature
Rude Health Organic Ultimate Almond 
Drink's ingredients are sourced from 
fields, orchards, and vines. Going 
forward, technological advancements 
such as synthetic biology will increase the 
importance of authentic products grown in 
nature.

Environmental stewardship
4Earth Farms Edamame. The 
manufacturer claims to be committed to 
environmental stewardship and corporate 
social responsibility, as well as the 21st 
century principles: People, Produce and 
Planet.

Read on mintel.com

http://www.gnpd.com/sinatra/recordpage/5182355/
http://www.gnpd.com/sinatra/recordpage/5176437
http://clients.mintel.com/insight/tough-times-ahead-for-artificial-ingredients-1
http://www.gnpd.com/sinatra/recordpage/5329783/
https://clients.mintel.com/preview/article/workspace_SpacesStore_10f9e760-fd51-4b37-964c-9a2fe23acca2#workspace_SpacesStore_29cf4e99-0a97-47ce-b57f-df3caba80d67


"Better for you" is about wholesomeness, not restriction. This ties in with clean label.

"Clean and simple" claims are what consumers view as "healthy"
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Demands for clean label create opportunity for vegetables and grain-based products

Multi-grain rice blend
RightRice Original Blend of Lentils, 
Chickpeas, Peas + Rice. Product 
provides plant-based fiber and protein, 
"packed with the power of vegetables" 
(US).

Harvest bowl
Fat Rabbit Harvest Hooligan. Frozen 
meal is made with roasted sweet 
potatoes, roasted Brussels sprouts, navy 
beans, apples, black beans and spinach 
on a bed of red and white quinoa with a 
cinnamon and flaxseed oil dressing (US).

Plant-based patties
Kroger's Simple Truth Emerge Plant 
Based Patties Chilled private label patties 
are GMO-free, vegan, and focus on the 
good nutrition from plants (US).
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Today, "simple" products often have added benefits

Simple and added convenience
H-E-B Olive Oil & Sea Salt Baby Potatoes
Bag of potatoes with olive oil and sea salt 
go straight into the microwave to "elevate 
any meal" (US).

Simple juice, muscle fatigue benefits
Organic Tart Cherry Watermelon Water
Simple ingredient statement, with a focus 
on the benefits of the functionality of the 
ingredients (US).

Simple ingredients, traditional formula
Michael Angelo's Grilled Chicken Piccata 
with Penne Pasta Company says the meal 
is made with "wholesome, simple 
ingredients" (US).
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Clean label is important, but it must be paired with good taste
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Final thoughts regarding clean label
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Clean label alone is not enough

Consumers want products that 
offer a range of benefits, "clean" 
being one of them. Add in 
additional attributes, such as 
convenience, unique flavors or 
formats, or functionality.

Focus on the positive

Clean label today is about 
positives--focus on the goodness 
of products and how the 
ingredients can provide additional 
benefits.

"Clean and simple" inside and 
out

A clean label formulation must be 
backed up by clear, simple, easy 
to understand communication on 
pack as to what makes the 
product "clean."
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