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Still Shopping 
Sustainably?

HOW ARE CONSUMERS prioritizing sustainable purchasing in the 
face of inf lation? It’s a mixed bag. Some shoppers will still pay extra 
for more-sustainable products, while for others, inf lation and the 
rising cost of living prohibits paying more.

Consumers also shop differently depending on their age and 
region. One 2022 global consumer survey from data agency Kantar 
on 9,000 respondents found “64% of people globally report wanting 
to do more and be more mindful of the planet and environment, but 
the cost of living prevents them from doing so. This sentiment is felt 
the most in Brazil (75%) and least in China (53%). This feeling also 
decreases with age and household size.” The report found that Mil-
lennials are most likely to want to support environmentally focused 
brands. Whether they have the financial power to do so at the end of 
the day is less certain, however.

The good news is that companies themselves don’t seem to be 
deprioritizing sustainable practices. After all , sustainability saves 
companies money, whether by reducing the cost of energy, trans-
portation, or supplies. In prioritizing sustainability, companies can 
ferret out waste and inefficiency in the business. It’s looking at 
the “triple bottom line,” writes author Catherine Cote in a Harvard 
Business School Online article titled “Making the Business Case for 
Sustainability.”

“The triple bottom line can be described as the ‘three Ps’: people, 
the planet, and profit. In other words, in addition to striving to suc-
ceed financially, socially responsible companies commit to measuring 
success through their impact on people—employees, customers, and 
society at large—and the environment,” she writes. “It’s important to 
not think of sustainability initiatives as a financial trade-off but rather 
as a wise financial strategy.”

Read our cover story on page 14 to learn how companies in our 
industry are embracing that strategy. It’s heartening to see that many 
companies see not just the immediate but the long-term benefits of 
sustainability.

Mike Hennessy, Jr
President & CEO

MJH Life Sciences®
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Using your smartphone camera, hover over  

the QR code, or follow @JenniferGrebow

Does Size Matter?
Does company size matter when it comes to sustainability?

THIS ISSUE’S COVER STORY on 
sustainability asks natural product 
businesses how their sustainabili-
ty efforts fare today amidst global 
supply chain and inflation chal-
lenges. Can companies still afford 
to prioritize sustainability goals as 
they grapple with these problems? 
Perhaps it’s no surprise, but it turns 
out that the long-term efficiencies 
of operating more sustainably are 
actually helping companies weather 
these tough times. Turn to page 14 
to read more about what industry 
leaders had to say.

But is it more difficult for small-
er companies, compared to larger 
ones, to juggle both sustainability 
initiatives and business problems? 
It’s a relevant question because, 
as we know, the natural products 
industry spans not only global 
corporations and food giants but 
also startups, mom-and-pops, and 
everyone in between. Most of these 
companies have set sustainability 
goals, but does being a small compa-
ny make maintaining sustainability 
standards harder?

The global nonprofit organiza-
tion The Sustainability Consortium 
(TSC) answered the question when, 
in 2021, it published a report titled 
“Industry Insights: Performance by 
Company Size.” Using TSC’s THESIS 
performance-assessment system 
which helps retailers, manufacturers, 
and suppliers quantify sustainability 
progress within their supply chains, 
the report gathered data on compa-
nies of all sizes.

Questioning whether smaller 
companies are at a disadvantage isn’t 
uncommon, the report noted. “Due 
to the required up-front investments 
in sustainable practices, including 
human resources, it may be natural 
to assume larger companies imple-
ment more sustainability practices 
than smaller companies (a.k.a. small- 
and medium-sized enterprises, or 
SMEs) because the larger companies 
likely have access to more resourc-
es.” However, once analysts parsed 
the THESIS data, they found that 
smaller company size did not hinder 
sustainability: “An analysis of their 
results challenged this assumption by 
finding no statistical or practical dif-
ference between sustainability perfor-
mance, measured by THESIS scores, 
of companies of different revenue 
size. Some large companies scored 
relatively low, while some SMEs 
scored relatively high, leading one to 
believe that all sizes can demonstrate 
sustainability leadership.”

The report did acknowledge 
some of the differences in resources 

between larger companies and SMEs 
when implementing sustainability—
namely, the fact that small companies 
often do so with less time, resources, 
and knowledge. But smaller compa-
nies also reap benefits like having 
smaller supply chains; this gives them 
more transparency into sustainability 
up and down the supply chain. Fur-
thermore, small-business leaders are 
able to more directly influence how 
aggressively sustainability initiatives 
are tackled at their own companies. 
If they value sustainability, so will 
their employees.

Once companies do adopt sustain-
able practices, however, the report 
states that “sustainable practices 
yield the same level of benefits to 
SMEs and larger companies.” 

There is one common determinant 
of how steadfastly companies, large 
or small, are able to stick to sustain-
ability goals: whether or not a com-
pany has “at least one staff position” 
overseeing sustainable practices. If 
a company’s goal is to become more 
sustainable, there should be at least 
one person at the company dedicat-
ed to making sure that happens—
and to keep the company’s eye on the 
ball even while navigating a world of 
other challenges. 

Jennifer Grebow
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

http://NutritionalOutlook.com
https://twitter.com/JenniferGrebow?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor


Now That’s 
Brilliant!
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torque operation and HMI touchscreen controls 
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Batch volumes from 50mL to 15L. Call or buy online. 

Ask about our Trial/Rental Program.
 

HMI Touch Control

Disperser Inline Micro

www.mixers.com  •   1-800-243-ROSS  

Try our free online Knowledge Base & Product Selector 
web app at mixers.com/web-app.
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BUSINESS

B
y now, consumers are confident 
shopping online. They’re finding 
that online retail brings a con-
venience that in-store shopping 
can’t replicate. Consumers are 
also seeking out more infor-

mation online, making online retail 
a prime opportunity for health and 
wellness brands to educate con-
sumers with scientific and product 
information.

Emerging technology is rapidly 
changing the ecommerce landscape. 
Artificial intelligence, personaliza-
tion, and content marketing each 
play a role in giving shoppers more 
convenient ways to research, com-
pare, and buy products. Retailers and 
brands are harnessing these tools 
to improve customer convenience 
and brand loyalty.

SHOP AND LEARN
Supplement brands are investing not 
only in ecommerce solutions but also 
in content marketing.

Scott Saeger, senior vice presi-
dent and chief information officer 

at GNC, says GNC is first off 
doubling down on its own 

digital transformation 
with a refreshed, 

optimized web-
site and a new 
mobile app to 
provide easy 
access to GNC’s 
resources. “Con-
sumers’ comfort 
and confidence 
in purchasing 

supplements on-
line is improving,” 

Saeger says. “This 
shift is driven by several 

factors, including more 
convenient shopping 
experiences, a wide 

selection of products, and being able 
to easily make a purchase online.”

In addition to investing in ecom-
merce technology, the company is 
strengthening its educational and 
scientific initiatives. Providing infor-
mation about wellness and nutrition 
not only helps consumers but also 
builds their loyalty to a brand. GNC 
is currently using its online Learning 
Center to do just that. 

NEW TECHNOLOGIES  
LEAD THE WAY
Ecommerce is more immersive and 
personalized today. Emerging tech-
nologies like virtual and augment-
ed reality, artificial intelligence, 
and digital live selling enable retail-
ers to create more touchpoints 
with shoppers than ever before, 
Saeger says.

“Virtual and augmented reality 
can allow consumers to explore 
brands and products in an entirely 
new way through better access to a 
curated assortment [of products],” 
he explains. “Knowing that con-
sumers are hyperfocused on finding 
science-based educational content 
to inform their wellness goals, 
offering innovative digital venues 
to bring the in-store experience to 
consumers allows GNC to stand out 
in a crowded market.”

GNC is finding new ways to create 
a unique customer experience. For 

by MIKE STRAUS, Contributing Writer

Online—and Onward
How is ecommerce for dietary supplements advancing in 2023?
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instance, consumers own multiple 
devices, meaning that there’s a unique 
opportunity to engage those devices 
in a cross-functional manner, Saeger 
says. Last year, GNC announced the 
launch of voice-activated online 
ordering for Amazon Alexa users. 
Retailers and brands that can lever-
age these kinds of technologies will 
find entirely new ways of helping 
customers shop.

PERSONALIZATION AND AI 
CHANGE THE GAME
Saeger says personalization will be 
vital for brands to thrive this year. 
While personalizing the ecommerce 
experience can be challenging, arti-
ficial intelligence is making the task 
easier, he says. With AI, brands can 
make customized product recom-
mendations based on browsing and 

purchase history while simultaneous-
ly using other sources of data to cre-
ate a more engaging online shopping 
experience.

“There are other extensions to 
AI that can positively impact the 
consumer experience, like targeted 
discounts,” Saeger says. “Retailers 
can also implement promotional 
structures based on propensity to 
buy and then optimize inventory 
management to ensure we have the 
right product in the right place at 
the right time.”

Personalization and convenience 
are two major priorities today. 
Whether it’s a subscription ser-
vice like GNC’s Routines program, 
social media and influencer com-
merce, or augmented reality, Sae-
ger says technology will influence 
what comes next.

ONLINE RETAIL  
TO DOMINATE IN 2023
Ecommerce will continue to grow 
in 2023, building on the momentum 
established during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Consumers are increasing-
ly comfortable ordering more prod-
ucts online, and with new content 
strategies and emerging technologies 
like augmented reality and AI, retail-
ers have more ways to connect with 
consumers online than ever before. 
As opportunities expand, the brands 
that succeed will be the ones that 
embrace innovation and experimen-
tation with these new tools. 

Mike Straus is a freelance writer living 
in Kelowna, Canada. He writes for trade 
publications like Hoist, Canadian Chiropractor, 
Grow Opportunity, and Massage Therapy Canada.
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Sustaining 
Interest
Keeping sustainability top of mind, even during crises. 
by KIMBERLY J. DECKER, Contributing Writer
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Draco Natural Products

Stress ReliefStress Relief

HerbalHerbal

Vital Energy &Vital Energy &

The unrelenting effects of life’s great many stresses can 
eventually take a huge toll on our productivity, energy, and 
ability to enjoy life. One of the main physiological effects of 
stress is the impairment of the neuro-endocrine and immune 
systems, which adversely impacts hormone levels and energy/
mood related neurotransmitters.

In the first “acute” stage of the stress response there is an 
increase in stimulating hormones and neurotransmitters such 
as cortisol; and adrenaline/noradrenaline, which enable us 
to withstand stresses with sometimes super-human feats of 
strength, and is related to our ancestral fight or flight response. 

As stress continues and the initial adrenaline is used up, the 
body becomes fatigued and exhausted. To remedy this, many 
people seek energy boosters like caffeine or sugar to “fix” the 
main consequence of stress. But simple energy boosters don’t 
address chronic elevated levels of adrenaline and cortisol, 
which can have manifold negative effects on the body,  
including elevated blood glucose and lipids, insulin resistance, 
diminished metabolism, and a reduction in neurotransmitters 
that support mood, creativity, and motivation.    

Adaptogens can help us to adapt to, or better manage stress, 
and can help increase energy by augmenting and nourishing 
the neuro-endocrine and immune systems by mechanisms 
that reset the disordered homeostasis. This is done through 
a physiological rebalancing of sorts to reduce excess cortisol 
and the fight or flight adrenaline response we had been 
relying on for energy.  The adaptogens have the ability to 
improve energy output by increasing insulin sensitivity, while 
upregulating glucose and lipid metabolism, allowing cortisol 
levels to naturally lower themselves.  They can also boost the 
activity of neurotransmitters like dopamine and serotonin 
for more positive mood, creativity, and vitality – all without 
relying on the caffeine, sugar rush, or adrenaline “high”. 

Adaptogens can also help improve sleep and foster a more 
calm and centered state, allowing the body to be refreshed 
and our immune systems restored, rather than being burned 
out from artificial stimulation. 

Managing stress, and its related fatigue and burn-out are really 
important goals for good health. Long term uncontrolled 
chronic stress can lead to many adverse health conditions 
including depression, cardiovascular disease, dementia/
Alzheimer’s Disease, high blood pressure, and cancer, as well 
as leading to a poor quality of life and shortened life span. 

Draco Natural Products is here for you to provide high quality, 
safe and effective botanical extracts and custom formulas for 
your Energy/Endurance/Stress-Relief Adaptogen product 
formulations. Please contact us today to get started on your 
next product development project! 

AdaptogensAdaptogens
ForFor

Stress Adaptogens&
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Eleuthero

Codonopsis

Rhodiola 

Schizandra Schizandra (Schizandra 
chinensis) is an adaptogenic 
herb that has been studied for 
more than 50 years for its stress 
relieving and adaptation effects 
that function through the adrenal 
gland, brain, and immune systems. 
The beneficial effects are mainly 
associated with the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal axis, a part of the 
stress-system that is believed to 
play a primary role in the reactions 
of the body to repeated stress and 
adaptation. Schizandra decreases 
the adrenal stress hormone 
cortisol to fight low mood, fatigue, 
insomnia, and weak immunity. 

Eleuthero (Eleutherococcus 
senticosus) root helps restore 
hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal 
function to reduce negative stress 
effects. Sleep deprivation increases 
stress-related brain chemicals 
(monoamines), but treatment with 
Eleuthero restores biochemical 
alterations to more normal values. 
In studies, subjects treated with 
Eleuthero showed significant 
improvements in oxygen uptake, 
heart rate, total work output, lipid 
energy utilization, and time to 
exhaustion. 

Rhodiola (Rhodiola rosea) has many adaptogenic 
benefits including neuroprotection, cardio-protection, 
and anti-fatigue. As a nootropic, it is anxiolytic with 
mood boosting effects.  As a traditional medicine, 
Rhodiola has been used for its stimulating effects on 
the nervous system, alleviating low mood and fatigue, 
and helping enhance work performance, particularly 
the ability to concentrate. It reduces cortisol response 
to stress in people with burnout and fatigue. It also 
activates cellular ATP synthesis for energy recovery 
after intense exercise.  Rhodiola is rich in phenylpro-
panoid compounds that can mimic energy producing 
neurotransmitters like norepinephrine and dopamine.

Codonopsis (Codonopsis pilosula) is a an 
energizing tonic herb that has impressive 
nourishing and vitality restoring effects, and is often 
known as poor man’s ginseng.   Like ginseng, but 
less overstimulating, it is considered a major Qi 
tonic herb and is often used to restore vigor and 
stamina.  Codonopsis helps with shortness of breath 
and chronic cough, heart palpitations, and reduced 
appetite. It can help alleviate an inflammation-
induced fatigue condition which is typically caused 
by diabetes.  Codonopsis polysaccarides can help 
recovery of immune cytokines; increase protection 
against immune suppression, especially mucus 
membrane immune damage; and boost healthy gut 
bacteria while inhibiting pathogens. 

Gynostemma (Gynostemma 
pentaphyllum) is a plant from 

the squash family grown for its 
leaf, which is used to make a 

delicious and revitalizing tonic 
herbal tea with effects similar to 

ginseng, another well known stress 
adpatogen. Gynostemma is known 
as Jiaogulan or southern ginseng. 

Although it is not from the ginseng 
family, it contains active compounds 

known as gypenosides, which are 
known to have similar effects as the 

ginsenosides  found in Ginseng.  
Studies show that Gynostemma 
can significantly reduce anxiety, 

help with stress relief, and 
provide provide anti-diabetic and 

cholesterol lowering benefits. 

Ginseng (Panax ginseng) use 
dates back more than 2,000 
years for treating fatigue and 
weakness, and increasing im-
mune protection. In Chinese 
traditional medicine, ginseng 
extracts have also been used 
as nootropic agent and as a 
health tonic with effects that 
are mediated by the hypotha-
lamic-pituitary-adrenal axis. 
For physical fitness, Ginseng 
extracts are ergogenic, 
enhancing muscle strength 
and resilience and helping the 
body recover between work-
outs. Other benefits include 
improved plasma lipid profiles 
and blood glucose levels, and 
increased cognitive function.

Gynostemma

Astragalus

Reishi

Reishi (Ganoderma lucidum) 
mushroom has stress relieving 
effects by helping with sleep, and 
has antianxiety activity as shown 
by the elevated plus maze in mice, 
an effect comparable to the effect 
of the standard drug Valium.  Reishi 
helps relax brain activity, helping 
protect over-stimulated neurons, 
and shows mood boosting and 
calming effects.  It helps relieve 
stress, strengthen the immune 
system, and  it provides antioxidant 
support, and normalization of 
inflammatory milieu.

Astragalus (Astragalus 
membranaceus) is a vital 

energy and immune tonic 
herb. It’s historical use is for 

strengthening weak digestion, 
and boosting low energy and 

vital immunity. Studies have 
shown that Astragalus can 

reduce stress-induced nerve 
damage significantly. Astragalus 
can also prevent nerve damage 
from noise trauma.  Astragalus 

extract was found to increase 
glycogen levels and exercise 

capacity, while reducing lactate 
and ammonia buildup. 

Ginseng

Stress is an inevitable part of life, and it can have a negative impact on our physical and mental health. Chronic stress can cause fatigue, anxiety, and depression, 
and can weaken the immune system, making us more susceptible to illnesses. Energizing Herbal Adaptogens are safe and natural, and can help the body handle 
physical, emotional, and mental stress by supporting the adrenal glands and the body’s metabolic stress response, as well as helping boost immunity.

Herbal Adaptogens for Vital Energy and Stress ReliefHerbal Adaptogens for Vital Energy and Stress Relief
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The unrelenting effects of life’s great many stresses can 
eventually take a huge toll on our productivity, energy, and 
ability to enjoy life. One of the main physiological effects of 
stress is the impairment of the neuro-endocrine and immune 
systems, which adversely impacts hormone levels and energy/
mood related neurotransmitters.

In the first “acute” stage of the stress response there is an 
increase in stimulating hormones and neurotransmitters such 
as cortisol; and adrenaline/noradrenaline, which enable us 
to withstand stresses with sometimes super-human feats of 
strength, and is related to our ancestral fight or flight response. 

As stress continues and the initial adrenaline is used up, the 
body becomes fatigued and exhausted. To remedy this, many 
people seek energy boosters like caffeine or sugar to “fix” the 
main consequence of stress. But simple energy boosters don’t 
address chronic elevated levels of adrenaline and cortisol, 
which can have manifold negative effects on the body,  
including elevated blood glucose and lipids, insulin resistance, 
diminished metabolism, and a reduction in neurotransmitters 
that support mood, creativity, and motivation.    

Adaptogens can help us to adapt to, or better manage stress, 
and can help increase energy by augmenting and nourishing 
the neuro-endocrine and immune systems by mechanisms 
that reset the disordered homeostasis. This is done through 
a physiological rebalancing of sorts to reduce excess cortisol 
and the fight or flight adrenaline response we had been 
relying on for energy.  The adaptogens have the ability to 
improve energy output by increasing insulin sensitivity, while 
upregulating glucose and lipid metabolism, allowing cortisol 
levels to naturally lower themselves.  They can also boost the 
activity of neurotransmitters like dopamine and serotonin 
for more positive mood, creativity, and vitality – all without 
relying on the caffeine, sugar rush, or adrenaline “high”. 

Adaptogens can also help improve sleep and foster a more 
calm and centered state, allowing the body to be refreshed 
and our immune systems restored, rather than being burned 
out from artificial stimulation. 

Managing stress, and its related fatigue and burn-out are really 
important goals for good health. Long term uncontrolled 
chronic stress can lead to many adverse health conditions 
including depression, cardiovascular disease, dementia/
Alzheimer’s Disease, high blood pressure, and cancer, as well 
as leading to a poor quality of life and shortened life span. 

Draco Natural Products is here for you to provide high quality, 
safe and effective botanical extracts and custom formulas for 
your Energy/Endurance/Stress-Relief Adaptogen product 
formulations. Please contact us today to get started on your 
next product development project! 
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N
othing focuses the 
mind like a good 
global supply-chain 
crisis—nothing, that 
is, except a good global 
supply-chain crisis plus 

stratospherically skyrocketing prices.
And it’s amidst that confluence of 

calamities that wellness brands and 
suppliers now find themselves. In re-
sponse, they’re reevaluating priorities 
in a bid to do more—more innovat-
ing, more R&D, more appealing to 
nervous consumers—with surpris-
ingly less in the way of purchasing 
power, certainty, and resources in 
reserve for the next surprise.

So where does that leave any 
commitments to sustainability that 
brands and suppliers made in flusher 
times? In fact, far from taking a back-
seat until balance returns, sustain-
ability initiatives are turning out to 
be savvy strategies for weathering not 
just this supply-chain storm but the 
storms to come, as well.

UNSTEADY STATE
Recent events have given everyone 
in the supplement industry a crash 
course in supply-chain management, 
notes Wilson Lau, president, Nuherbs 
(San Leandro, CA). And as far as he 
can guess, those newfound skills will 
come in handy whenever the next 
disaster descends.

“‘Supply chain’ may have meant a 
container shortage over the previous 
two years,” he reflects, “but now it’s 
an energy crisis on top of economic 
and geopolitical uncertainty. So what 
will it look like next? Whatever it 
is, we’re transitioning from a ‘Get it 
at any cost because we needed it a 
month ago’ mindset to a situation 
where there’s still a lot of noise and 
uncertainty. And that makes demand 
planning and forecasting hard.”

Inflation makes them even harder.
“Basic warehousing and shipping 

costs are rising,” observes Jeff Chilton, 
founder and president, Nammex (Gib-
sons, BC, Canada). “That puts greater 
pressure on smaller customers who can’t 
amortize these costs with increased 
quantities of product purchased. So 
they’re the businesses most impacted by 
the current inflation.”

And from her perspective head-
ing a botanical-supplement brand, 
Beth Lambert, CEO of Herbalist & 
Alchemist, notes that rising costs 
on her end mean that downstream 
prices for consumers “have had to 
increase accordingly.”

While she’s grateful that raw materi-
als remain available—at least for now—
she’s noticed a dismaying trend among 
botanical suppliers, and wild-crafters in 
particular, toward retirement. “And the 
next generation is currently not quite as 
reliable,” she adds diplomatically.

The disruptions our customers  
now face actually increase the 

importance of programs that maintain 
continuity across the food and 

agriculture value chains.
— Alison Taylor, ADM
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UNIQUELY VULNERABLE
That alone paints the sector’s long-
term sustainability in a murky light. 
But it’s not the only risk that supple-
ment products—especially botanical 
ones—face.

Even setting aside the immediate 
threats of inflation, recession, and 
continued supply-chain and logistical 
hiccups, natural wellness products 
and their constituent ingredients are 
uniquely vulnerable to the conse-
quences of climate change.

This is hardly news to sector 
insiders. As Chilton says, “Given that 
all reports show we’re farther down 
the climate-change road than was 
estimated, sustainability initiatives 
should be a priority for all. For 
those of us working with agricul-
tural products, this has been clear 
for some time.”

STICKING TO IT
Yet it’s just as clear that sustainability 
initiatives impose upfront costs that 
sting even more in today’s economic 
environment.

Nevertheless, the conclusion most 
companies draw is that sticking to their 
sustainability guns is worth the price. 
As Muhammed Majeed, PhD, founder 
and group chairman, Sami-Sabinsa 
Group (Bengaluru, Karnataka, India), 
stresses, “It would be devastating to 
abandon sustainability projects based 
on current business cycles. Corporate 
governance must continue despite 
temporary setbacks.”

In fact, some argue, it should 
continue precisely because of those 
setbacks. As Alison Taylor, chief 
sustainability officer, ADM (Chicago), 
notes, “The disruptions our custom-
ers now face actually increase the 
importance of programs that main-
tain continuity across the food and 
agriculture value chains.”

In other words, building resiliency 
against supply-chain challenges and 
against the challenges of climate 
change are two sides of the same coin.

MORE WITH LESS
As wellness brands are discovering, 
ensuring sustainability against the 
latter can actually save money.

“Tighter budgets mean we all have 
to operate more sustainably,” Lau 
states, “because we have less to work 
with. Besides their being the right 
things to do, practicing environ-
mental stewardship and operating 
sustainability will be metrics for 
all companies in all industries as 
formerly externalized costs be-
come internalized.”

Chilton goes so far as to see 
running his company sustainably 
not just as a responsibility but as 
an opportunity to review practices 
and consider smarter methods. 
“We’re always looking to streamline, 
simplify, and create more practi-
cal operational systems,” he says, 
“which in the end are the most 
sustainable ones.”

Chilton’s even found that address-
ing supply-chain troubles has led 
to solutions that further Nammex’s 
sustainability goals. “For example,” he 
explains, “we consolidate different 
production lots as much as possible 
so they ship together from factory to 
port. One ocean shipment means one 
customs entry and one transfer from 
the receiving port to our LA ware-
house. This not only cuts fuel use but 
offers savings.”

PENNY-WISE AND 
POUND-FOOLISH
All of which adds up, in Lambert’s 
view. “Our sustainability choices have 
to make good business sense,” she says. 
“Otherwise, they’re not sustainable.”

That being the case, Herbalist & 
Alchemist continues to reduce energy use, 
minimize packaging, and reuse or repur-
pose boxes and barrels before recycling. 
They’re also maintaining their commit-
ment to purchase certified-organic and 
ethically harvested botanicals, she says, 
while also seeking organic certification for 
single-extract products and broadening 

and diversifying their supplier network in 
the face of weather uncertainties.

But Lambert cautions against 
economizing on price. Case in point: 
It might seem cheaper to receive raw 
materials in powdered form, but by 
sourcing whole, organic botanicals—
as Herbalist & Alchemist does—
company staff can macroscopically 
identify the product rather than 
outsource identity testing to a 
lab. “And if the ingredients aren’t 
organic,” Lambert adds, “that adds 
pesticide-testing costs.”

Ann Armbrecht, PhD, director 
of the Sustainable Herbs Program, 
American Botanical Council (Austin, 
TX), notes that research1 has associ-
ated investments made into sustain-
able, long-term supplier relationships, 
contracts, and fair pay for harvesters 
with higher-quality raw material 
than one would find on the open 
market. And higher quality, she adds, 
translates into “less raw material in 
the finished product. So even in the 
immediate term, investing in these 
initiatives helps ensure the quality of 
the products you bring to market.”

CLIMATE AND COMMUNITY
The relationship among quality, 
sustainability, and…well, relationships 
underscores a key feature of “Sustain-
ability 2.0”—namely, that the concept 
goes beyond mere carbon and climate 
to encompass communities, too.

“Since many naturally occur-
ring plants are located in the wild,” 
Majeed explains, “any sustainability 
program must also assist the commu-
nities there, improving their standard 
of living without compromising their 
sustainable way of life.”

Majeed has found the farming 
and wild-crafting communities that 
Sami-Sabinsa works with to be quite 
willing to participate in conservation 
efforts, he adds, especially when 
those efforts help “safeguard the en-
vironment for future generations and 
prevent the extinction of species.”

http://NutritionalOutlook.com
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Finally, Majeed notes that the com-
pany’s conservation programs—which 
include the recent planting and cul-
tivation of such rare and endangered 
species as Pterocarpus marsupium in 
Central India and Picrorhiza kurroa in 
the Himalayas—align with the goals 
of India’s Biological Diversity Act of 
2002, conserving biological resources, 
sustainably managing their use, and 
promoting the fair and equitable shar-
ing of the benefits they provide with 
local communities.

Lau notes that supply-chain chal-
lenges helped inspire Nuherbs’s new 
grower partnership for sourcing organic 
hibiscus from Mexico. With most hibis-
cus originating in Sudan and Nigeria, 
stopping in Egypt or Europe for pro-
cessing and only thereafter arriving at 
U.S. facilities, he explains, “We designed 
our vertical integration to avoid the 
supply-chain vulnerabilities inherent to 
obtaining most hibiscus raw material 
this way, while also reducing hibiscus’s 
carbon footprint for North American us-
ers. The disruptions of the past few years 
were all the motivation we needed to 
build our supply chain closer to home.”

And Herbalist & Alchemist sup-
ports organic farmers and sustainable 
wild-crafters, Lambert insists, giving 
preference to local suppliers whenever 
possible. “Many are friends from the 
farming, herbalist, and permaculture 
communities,” she adds, “and we’re proud 
of the long-term relationships we’ve 
nurtured through fair, honest business 
practices. Sourcing this way ensures that 
our botanicals, the farmers who grow 
them, and the crafters who harvest them 
will be around in the future.”

And that makes sense to Armbrecht. 
“To my mind, you can’t separate sus-
tainability from the practice of botanical 
sourcing,” she says. “By investing in 
programs to ensure that plants aren’t 
overharvested, people are paid fairly, and 
soils are healthy, you’re investing in the 
conditions that ensure a continued—and 
sustainable—supply of the raw materials 
on which your company depends.”

GROUND SUPPORT
Such relationships aren’t the sole 
province of the botanical sector, 
either. Major ingredient suppliers are 
also keen to support their growers’ 
efforts to farm more sustainably—
and not just for the farmers’ or the 
planet’s sake, but to please increas-
ingly exacting customers.

“More than ever, our customers are 
coming to us with a sense of urgency 
to act on their sustainability commit-
ments,” claims Gurneesh Bhandal, 
customer sustainability leader, global 
partners, Cargill (Minneapolis). Cargill 
thus launched its RegenConnect 
program last summer as a “voluntary, 
market-based regenerative-agriculture 
program” to offer domestic farmers 
a “simple, flexible, and transparent” 
portal through which to enter the 
carbon marketplace.

Specifically, Cargill will offer one-
crop-year contracts to producers in 
eligible states to sequester carbon 
via regenerative-agriculture practices 
like cover crops, no-till or reduced-till 
farming, and more. Meanwhile, carbon 
that the program sequesters will con-
tribute not only to Cargill’s Scope 3 cli-
mate commitment but to the ability of 
downstream customers to meet their 
carbon-reduction goals.

Bhandal is quick to note that the pro-
gram’s “farmer-centric” approach helps 
these essential players in the supply 
chain navigate “incredibly disruptive 
global market conditions.” The upshot, 
she says: The program builds soil health 
and strengthens supplies against cli-
mate change and other disruptions.

“We believe profitability and positive 
environmental impacts can work to-
gether,” Bhandal concludes. “Anything 
we do together to reduce emissions 
and improve soil health should also 
improve partners’ businesses while 
yielding long-term dividends for us all.”

Similarly, a partnership that ADM’s 
entered into with USDA, the agency’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Ser-
vice, and the National Fish and Wildlife 

Foundation allows the company to 
invest $20 million to support the wide-
spread, voluntary adoption of cover 
crops in corn, soy, and wheat systems 
across the Midwest, Taylor notes.

As part of the effort, ADM’s part-
ner growers can enroll in public and 
private programs that help mitigate 
the risks attendant upon adopting sus-
tainable practices like cover-cropping. 
As Taylor says, “We understand that 
to avoid vulnerability, on-the-ground 
partners need support and finan-
cial empowerment.”

The company’s also joined with global 
farmer-to-farmer network and ag-tech 
innovator Farmers Business Network 
(FBN) to grant access to Gradable, 
FBN’s farm-business-management plat-
form, to 55,000 North American grain 
growers in ADM’s family—“empowering 
them with a digital solution to manage 
their business and track sustainable 
production data,” Taylor says.

In addition to helping farmers farm 
more efficiently—always a sustainability 
and cost-savings win—participation 
includes agronomic guidance and help 
maintaining regenerative-farming records 
essential to qualifying for ADM incen-
tives. “Programs like these prove that 
implementing sustainable-agriculture 
initiatives helps all parties along the 
supply chain thrive, leaving less room 
for weaknesses in future disruptions,” 
Taylor declares.

And whether we like it or not, 
those disruptions will come. We’ll 
just be better prepared for them 
when they do. 

Kimberly J. Decker writes for the food 
and nutrition industries from her base in the 
San Francisco area where she enjoys eating 
food as much as she does writing about it. 
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Y
ou needn’t turn 
back the clock very 
far to recall a time 
when the alpha and 
omega of nutritional 
supplementation 

ran more or less from vitamins to 
minerals—period.

The mere idea of including some-
thing as exotic as a botanical in a 
general-purpose multi—to say noth-
ing of touting its adaptogenic appeal 
or history in Ayurvedic or Traditional 
Chinese Medicine—seemed fringy at 
best, and downright countercultural 
at the extreme.

Fast-forward to now, and, boy, have 
the tables turned. Americans spent 
more on herbal supplements in 2021 
than they ever had, according to the 
latest Herb Market Report published 
in the American Botanical Council’s 
(ABC; Austin, TX) journal Herbal-
Gram. And in so doing, they elevated 
the category’s annual domestic take 
to a whopping $12.35 billion in value.

In fact, notes Tyler Smith, man-
aging editor of HerbalGram and the 
report’s lead author, “Sales of herbal 
supplements have largely outpaced 
those of other dietary-supplement 
categories for almost a decade, and 
annual sales of herbal supplements 
in the United States have increased 
every year since 2004. This sustained 
growth is truly remarkable: Products 
once considered fringe have now fully 
entered the mainstream.”

Fringe? Make that fired up.

MAINSTREAM MOMENTUM
That’s certainly Holly E. Johnson’s 
reading of the ABC data. “Nearly 
three years after COVID-19 first 
upended our lives,” observes the 
chief science officer of the American 
Herbal Products Association (AHPA; 
Silver Spring, MD), “the data from 
ABC’s Herb Market Report suggests 
that increased demand for herbal 
supplements is here to stay and 
that botanicals now have a more 

by KIMBERLY J. DECKER, Contributing Writer

The More  
You Grow 

Consumers embrace botanicals.
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long-term, if not permanent, place 
in the health regimens of consumers 
who may have previously only used 
vitamins or minerals.”

The reasons why are many. Anne 
Scott Livingston, senior data analyst, 
product intelligence R&D, SPINS 
(Chicago), points to consumers’ 
familiarity with and acceptance of 
natural products as a door-opener to 
the sector and notes that industry it-
self has “worked for years to increase 
that awareness and access.”

Distribution in emerging chan-
nels has also expanded access. 
According to HerbalGram’s Smith, 
direct-to-consumer sales, including 
online sales from some retailers, 
have been trending higher than sales 
tracked by Nutrition Business Journal 
in two brick-and-mortar channels 
(mass-market and natural/health-
food/specialty) since at least 2005. 
“This essentially follows the rise of 
ecommerce,” he notes, adding that 
2021 direct-to-consumer retail sales 
accounted for both the strongest 
growth and the highest overall take of 
these three market channels, “and by 
a wide margin.”

Accompanying botanicals’ ex-
pansion across channels has been a 
diversification in product formats, 
with everything from pills and oils 
to creams, tinctures, bath salts, and 
more now on offer. And for Living-
ston, that’s all to the good: “Having a 
wide range of products makes those 
products more accessible to more 
consumers,” she declares.

GOING VIRAL
Of course, none of this growth would 
have ground to stand on were it not 
for “the ongoing, high-quality clinical 
research on medicinal plants,” Smith 
emphasizes, which he believes has 
buttressed consumers’ trust in herbal 
supplements.

But let’s be candid: The pandemic 
deserves a lot of credit for shooting 
botanicals into the stratosphere.

As Smith recounts, “Sometimes 
it’s a challenge to discern consum-
er trends when looking at annual 
sales data for herbal supplements, 
but the pandemic brought every-
thing into focus.”

Especially during the uncertainty 
and fear of COVID-19’s first year, he 
continues, “Consumers appeared 
to embrace herbal options to help 
support the immune system. And 
in 2021, even with vaccines widely 
available and life slowly returning 
to normal, consumers continued 
seeking out herbs marketed for 
immune support.”

Livingston observed the same 
trend and notes that especially in 
early-COVID, “Immune-boosting 
ingredients like elderberry and camu 
camu gained popularity along with 
ingredients geared toward stress re-
lief, such as chamomile and lavender.”

Though some of these herbs 
suffered slight sales declines in 2021, 
overall traffic in immune-support 
herbs remained “significantly higher 
than pre-pandemic levels,” Smith 
maintains, “with some industry ex-
perts calling immune-support supple-
ments ‘the new multivitamins.’”

IMMUNITY, BOOSTED
Like multivitamins, botanical 
immune-support products are 
adopting increasingly sophisticated 
formulations.

In particular, Smith says, “Com-
bination herbal products with 
added immune benefits—so-called 
‘immune-plus’ formulas—were espe-
cially popular during the pandem-
ic’s second year.”

But the “-plus” phenomenon isn’t 
unique to the pandemic, as sales of 
multi-herb products outpaced those 
of their single-herb counterparts not 
just in 2021, Smith says, but in every 
year since 2011. “Although single-herb 
products still represent a slight 
majority of overall sales,” he wagers, 
“I think combination formulas tend 

to have broader appeal, and savvy 
consumers increasingly recognize 
that different botanicals can work 
synergistically or additively to help 
support a particular health function.”

Hence the appeal of those afore-
mentioned “immune-plus” formulas. 
In fact, one of the trend predictions 
that Chicago-based natural-industry 
insights specialist Kimberly Kawa 
floated going into 2023 holds that 
supplements sporting dual prima-
ry health focuses will continue to 
shine. “And one note in the Herb 
Market Report that stood out to 
me was the pairing of botanicals 
with other synergistic ingredients 
to unlock multiple primary health 
benefits,” she says.

“So even though elderberry isn’t 
reporting overall gains within the wider 
supplement universe,” Kawa continues, 
“there’s a niche pocket of growth in the 
sleep-support-plus-immunity set. And 
with pill fatigue another phenomenon 
mentioned in the Herb Market Report, 
it’s notable that many of the successful 
elderberry products in this sleep-plus-
immune set are chewable.”

MIND EQUALS BODY
Immunity wasn’t botanicals’ only 
game in town, of course. “Consum-
ers also gravitated toward herbal 
products for digestive, energy, and 
mood support in 2021,” Smith says, 
“and that also appeared to be in re-
sponse to pandemic-related lifestyle 
changes.”

No surprise. Referencing the Herb 
Market Report, Kawa notes that key-
words consumers used to describe 
their pandemic state of mind were 
“prolonged stress,” “languishing,” 
“stagnation,” “emptiness,” and—not 
coincidentally—“the need for sup-
plements that support both anxi-
ety plus sleep.”

Thus, demand for ashwagandha—“by 
far the most sought-after ingredient 
in the mood-support supplement set,” 
Kawa says—remains robust. Its high 
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profile and appearance in snack and 
functional-beverage formulas aid its 
success, she believes, and she’s even 
noticed it teamed with magnesium in 
a dual-focus formulation addressing 
mind-body relaxation.

“Other than ashwagandha,” she 
continues, “the main ‘cortisol-reducing’ 
herb reporting sales gains in brick-and-
mortar in the past 52 weeks ending 
December 4, 2022, is eleuthero, or Sibe-
rian ginseng. And even though we see 
declines for chamomile and rhodiola 
in supplements, we see dollar growth 
of these cortisol-reducing herbs in the 
shelf-stable-tea space.”

ODDS AND ENDS
Closely allied with mood support are 
concerns around memory and cogni-
tive function, notes Livingston, and 
emerging ingredients angled in this 
direction, like gotu kola, “have begun 
to take off.”

“In addition to cognitive function,” 
Livingston continues, “gut health has 
remained a key theme for consumers, 
and sales of ginger continue to rise.” 
Even botanical newbies are familiar 
with it, she says, “So those looking to 
promote healthy digestion are likely 
to seek it out.”

And botanicals with a tie to wom-
en’s health—“especially hormone 
regulation and fertility promotion”—
also strike Livingston as primed for 
popularity. “Women’s health has been 
a key theme in botanical sales,” she 
says, “and maca, which many take 
to regulate and balance hormones, 
had continued strong growth in 2022 
as women sought natural prod-
ucts to promote fertility and over-
all well-being.”

She mentions shatavari as another 
up-and-comer for women’s hormonal 

balance and fertility. An Ayurvedic 
staple, “It quickly gained popularity 
as an emerging herb in this space 
with notable growth in 2022 dollar 
sales,” she says.

Moving on from women’s wellness, 
Stefan Gafner, ABC’s chief scientif-
ic officer, considers algae-derived 
ingredients “products to watch,” 
and bets that growth in both 
adaptogens and mushroom supple-
ments will continue.

“I’m actually a bit surprised that 
andrographis hasn’t seen stronger 
growth,” he notes, “as a number of 
good studies support its benefits for 
the immune system.” But given some 
settling of the pandemic’s immunity 
bounce, “It wasn’t too much of a sur-
prise to see sales of botanicals in this 
category drop a bit,” he figures.

OBSTACLES AND  
OPPORTUNITIES
Either way, Gafner is bullish on 
botanicals’ future—though he’s 
also clear-eyed as to the sector’s 
challenges.

Sustainability, sourcing, supply 
chains, science: “You named some of 
the main issues,” he says. “Being able 
to provide high-quality ingredients 
to an ever-growing population in 
a way that treats the environment, 
growers, and harvesters respectfully 
is certainly one of my main concerns. 
So while I’m happy that affordabil-
ity allows botanical supplements 
wider use, the race to the bottom 
with regards to pricing has yield-
ed shortcuts in quality from some 
suppliers and manufacturers that we 
need to address.”

He’s especially uncomfortable to 
see the sale of products containing 
very little of named botanical but a 

whole lot of excipients. “I’m also con-
cerned about manufacturers’ tenden-
cy to produce more multi-ingredient 
formulas,” he notes. “Many are great, 
but some contain ingredients at such 
low levels that there just doesn’t 
seem any reasonable explanation as 
to how the products could provide 
the expected benefits.”

But the bright side shines its own 
spotlight. “More clinical studies 
are published each year on both 
botanical ingredients and finished 
products,” Gafner points out. “I also 
believe that botanical supplements 
generally have a really good safety 
record, which makes them appeal-
ing to consumers.”

And sector companies are active-
ly working to improve ingredient 
quality by publishing their own 
studies on method development, 
he says, “participating in validation 
studies or supporting initiatives like 
the ABC-AHP-NCNPR Botanical 
Adulterants Prevention Program. I 
believe this goes a long way toward 
increasing trust in these products 
and their benefits.”

Future HerbalGram Herb Market 
Reports will reflect the dividends 
these programs pay. And while some 
industry sources have hinted at 
dampened sales growth for 2022, 
Smith remains undaunted. “The fact 
that we’re talking about any sales 
growth during a year with record in-
flation and steep interest-rate hikes 
speaks to herbal supplements’ resil-
ience as a category,” he concludes. 

Kimberly J. Decker writes for the food 
and nutrition industries from her base in the 
San Francisco area where she enjoys eating 
food as much as she does writing about it. 

Read the latest news on Herbs & Botanicals at

www.NutritionalOutlook.com/topic/herbs-botanicals
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CBD MARKET

W
hat do 
tattoos, 
piercings, 
and CBD 
have in 
common?

Probably a lot, when you get down 
to it. But one similarity that stands 
out in particular is that while all 
were once edgy enough to be down-
right countercultural, they’re now so 
mainstream that everyone from your 
accountant to your kid’s kindergarten 
teacher has likely shelled out cash on 
one or the other.

Unlike tattoos or piercings, however, 
CBD has a scientific record verifying its 
wellness benefits. (Sorry, body art.) And 
as such, it’s profited from the self-care 
trend that was a “thing” even before 
COVID-19 kicked it into the mainstream.

So it’s only appropriate that CBD—
and its sales—are claiming a seat at 
the mainstream table.

SEAT AT THE TABLE
As far as Joseph Dowling, CEO of 
CV Sciences Inc. (San Diego, CA), 
is concerned, CBD’s been set-
tling into its mainstream position 
for some time now.

“From my perspective,” he says, 
“CBD’s actually been mainstream at 
least since passage of the 2018 Farm Bill 
gave validity to the space and brought 
mainstream retailers into the mix.”

But neither the compound nor the 
category has “exploded in growth or 
sales yet,” he wagers, which is why 
he believes “there’s still potential for 
great success in the future.”

HIGHS AND LOWS
But don’t just take Dowling’s word for it.

Cannabis data company BDSA 
(Louisville, CO) tracks legal can-
nabis sales in dispensary channels 
across Arizona, California, Colora-
do, Florida, Illinois, Massachusetts, 
Maryland, Michigan, Missouri , 
New Jersey, Nevada, Oregon, and 
Pennsylvania. And according to 

by KIMBERLY J. DECKER, Contributing Writer

Establishment 
Figure 

Has CBD officially entered the mainstream?
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Brendan Mitchel-Chesebro, an 
industry-intelligence analyst for 
the firm, CBD-containing prod-
ucts benefitted from a “significant 
boost” at the pandemic’s outset, 
with dispensary-based month-
ly dollar sales across California, 
Colorado, Nevada, and Oregon, in 
particular, rising roughly 20% from 
January to June of 2020.

That said, the sector has wit-
nessed “significant price compres-
sion” since the third quarter of 2021, 
Mitchel-Chesebro continues, “ lead-
ing to most mature markets seeing 
sales stagnate or decline in 2022.”

The usual suspects are to blame, 
not least of which is a challenging 
macroeconomic environment. And 
while cannabis may be a “sticky” 
good in that fans won’t easily 
abandon it just because of price 
hikes, “As consumers deal with 
high inflation and the rising cost of 
essentials like gas and groceries,” 
Mitchel-Chesebro says, “some likely 
are purchasing less cannabis.”

GOING NATIVE
Nevertheless, mainstream accep-
tance proceeds apace, with BDSA’s 
spring-2022 Consumer Insights 
Survey finding more than 50% of 
consumers in domestic adult-use 
markets claiming past-six-month 
cannabis consumption.

“Notably,” Mitchel-Chesebro 
points out, “states that recent-
ly legalized adult-use are seeing 
consumer participation grow faster 
than in the past.”

A case in point is New York, which 
legalized adult use in March 2021 
and subsequently saw its consumer 
participation grow from about 20% 
in spring 2020 to roughly 45%  
two years later. Similarly, after 
California legalized cannabis in 
2016 and launched adult-use sales 
in January 2018, participation rose 
from about 30% in spring 2018 to 
about 45% by spring 2021.

EDIBLE EVIDENCE
BDSA’s survey also found edibles 
holding onto their spot as Amer-
ica’s most widely consumed CBD 
“form factor,” Mitchel-Chesebro 
says, with around 75% of CBD 
consumers claiming past-six-month 
edibles consumption, compared 
to 30% claiming past-six-month 
consumption of CBD inhalables 
and 50% claiming past-six-month 
CBD topical use.

Dowling also sees edibles as a 
key CBD delivery form, character-
izing gummies as “by far consum-
ers’ favored product and delivery 
type.” Softgels and capsules come 
in a distant second despite being 
“recognizable formats that most 
people are already comfortable with,” 
he adds, and though CBD beverages 
have been trending, “They’re tricky 
to master with FDA compliance,” 
Dowling concedes.

As for prevailing doses, “We 
recommend that consumers new to 
CBD start at a low dose and slowly 
increase their intake until they find 
their sweet spot,” Dowling advis-
es, with that sweet spot settling in 
around the 15- to 50-mg range in 
most products, per his observations.

Sleep, anxiety, and pain are the core 
need states that drive most consumers 
to CBD shelves, Dowling continues, 
and though many purchase their CBD 
online, he’s seen them turn to natural 
specialty stores and mass-market 
retailers, including large supermarkets 
and chains, for product.

CANNABINOID COMPETITION
Of course, dispensaries are another 
important CBD venue, and BDSA 
studies their activity closely. That be-
ing the case, Mitchel-Chesebro says, 
“While CBD has a solid place in the 
dispensary channel, especially in the 
ingestibles category, BDSA data do 
show that CBD products make up a 
smaller share of total ingestible SKUs 
now compared to years past.”

How much smaller? The compa-
ny’s retail sales-tracking data from 
Q3 2022 show that approximately 
25% of ingestible products sold 
across California, Colorado, Ne-
vada, and Oregon contained CBD, 
compared to roughly 35% of such 
products in Q3 2020.

One reason for that dip may be 
competition. Notes Mitchel-Chesebro, 
“A trend we see that could threaten 
CBD’s prominence is the rise of other 
hemp-derived cannabinoids being 
sold through ecommerce and retail 
channels in general.”

Those cannabinoids, including delta-8 
THC, THC-O (a synthetic THC acetate 
ester), and even CBD “cousins” like 
CBN, CBDa, and more, offer consum-
ers an alternative method of realizing 
the same, or close to the same, health 
benefits as CBD.

Consider the case of CBN: BDSA 
data show that 40% of consumers 
cite a better night’s sleep as a reason 
for consuming CBD. But given that 
CBN “specifically addresses the sleep 
need state,” Mitchel-Chesebro points 
out, “more brands are using CBN 
content to reach consumers looking 
for sleep-aid products.”

Dowling is more sanguine about how 
alternative cannabinoids may influence 
CBD sales, going so far as to celebrate 
the “promising preliminary research 
emerging on compounds like CBG, 
CBN, CBDa, and more,” he says. “But as 
with CBD, more research is needed to 
showcase just how these cannabinoids 
affect different need states and contrib-
ute to the entourage effect.”

GREEN RUSH
And therein lies the crux of what he 
believes will make or break CBD’s future.

As Dowling explains, one unintend-
ed consequence of the fast spread 
of CBD legalization was a sort of 
“green rush” of companies hoping to 
capitalize on the popularity and profit 
potential associated with the space.

Continued on page 37 4
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BRAIN  HEALTH

O
ne way to improve 
one’s quality of 
life—and, in turn, 
one’s health—is to 
reduce the stress 
in our lives. Stress 

can have a domino effect, causing 
one to eat too much or too little, 
develop bad habits such as tobacco 
use and excessive alcohol consump-
tion, reduce motivation to be active 
and to exercise, as well as impact our 
interpersonal relationship because of 
irritability and anger.1 

According to Mintel’s Global 
Consumer Trends for 2023, a survey 
of 2,000 U.S. internet users above 
the age of 18 found that 49% of 

respondents reported experiencing 
stress in the last year, 38% reported 
feeling anxiety, 22% reported feeling 
mental exhaustion, and 20% report-
ed feeling burnt out. In a survey of 
1,537 internet users above the age of 
18 in the UK that have experienced 
stress in the past year, 71% reported 
that managing diet and exercise was 
important for managing stress. 

A proper diet and an active lifestyle 
can have an immense impact on one’s 
mental health, but consumers are 
always looking for an edge: that product 
that helps them meet their health goals. 
Dietary supplements that support cog-
nitive health and reduce stress can offer 
the assistance consumers are looking 
for, but a novel approach of targeting 
the gut-brain axis may be the future of 
stress- and mood-supporting products.

As Nutritional Outlook report-
ed in our January/February 2023 
Ingredients to Watch issue, the use 
of microbiome-supporting prod-
ucts continues to grow. As our 
understanding of the microbiome 
becomes more sophisticated, so, 
too, are the products, which may 
benefit from taking on a targeted 
approach—in this case, brain health 
via the microbiome.2 

Formulating products that target 
the gut-brain axis can be an effective 

by SEBASTIAN KRAWIEC, Editor

Thinking with 
Your Gut

Emerging research highlights the  
nuanced connection between our brain and our gut,  
creating new opportunities for product development 

in the brain-health and stress-support category.
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way to not only leverage the desire 
of consumers to improve their men-
tal health but also the demand for 
microbiome-supporting products. 

THE GUT-BRAIN AXIS
The idea that brain health is inter-
connected with digestive health has 
been posited for years, and while our 
understanding of the mechanisms 
behind these connections is still 
limited, knowledge on the topic is 
growing rapidly as researchers strive 
to solve the puzzle. And it indeed is 
a puzzle. To put things into perspec-
tive, the human gut has the highest 
cell densities documented for any 
ecosystem, containing around 1013 

to 1014 bacteria, with a diversity of at 
least 1,000 species.3 

The gut-brain axis is defined as 
the interaction between the enteric 
nervous system (ENS) that exists 
within the gastrointestinal (GI) tract, 
and the central nervous system. 
The ENS is even referred to as the 
second brain because it contains as 
many nerves as the spinal cord, is 
involved in the regulation of basic 
gut functions, and has similar neu-
rotransmitters and signaling mole-
cules as the brain.3

A crucial neural pathway for the bi-
directional communication between 
the gut and the brain is the vagus 
nerve, which has an influence on 
the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 
(HPA) axis. The HPA axis is responsi-
ble for our adaptive stress response.3 
Another pathway through which 
the gut and the brain communicate 
involves direct or indirect signaling 
via chemical transmitters such as 
microbial metabolites, and hormones 
or neurotransmitters which are 
directly synthesized or modulated by 
gut microbiota.4

Metabolites such as short-chain 
fatty acids (SCFAs) are very important 
for GI health by maintaining intestinal 
barrier integrity, mucus production, 
and controlling inflammation, but 

they also play a role in the gut-brain 
axis. For example, SCFAs control the 
production of peptides by enteroendo-
crine cells that stimulate the synthesis 
of serotonin derived the from the gut.4 
GI bacteria, such as Lactobacillus spp., 
Bifidobacterium spp., Bacillus spp., 
Escherichia spp., and Saccharomyces 
spp., also play a role in the production 
of neurotransmitters that control our 
cognitive functions. Namely, these 
bacteria are involved in the produc-
tion of gamma-aminobutyric acid 
(GABA), acetylcholine, noradrenaline, 
dopamine, and serotonin.4

CONNECTING THE  
GUT MICROBIOME  
TO MENTAL HEALTH
We’re all familiar with the “butter-
flies in our stomach” cliché and have 
experienced GI symptoms in times 
of high stress. The idea of our guts 
and minds being linked is therefore 
somewhat intuitive. However, under-
standing these connections is more 
complicated, especially when they’re 
linked to serious diseases. 

Researchers have found a correla-
tion between our gut microbiome 
and neurological disorders. 

Recently, the largest analysis 
to date investigating the associa-
tion between the gut microbiome 
and depression was published 
in Nature Communications.5 The 
study investigated the relationship 
between fecal microbiome diversity 
and composition with depressive 
symptoms across 2593 individuals. 
Researchers identified 13 microbial 
taxa associated with depressive 
symptoms that included 12 genera 
and one microbial family, namely : 
Sellimonas, Eggerthella, Rumi-
nococcaceae (UCG002, UCG003, 
UCG005), Lachnoclostridium, 
Hungatella, Coprococcus, Lachno-
spiraceae UCG001, Ruminococcus 
gauvreauii group, Eubacterium 
ventriosum, Subdoligranulum, and 
family Ruminococcaceae.

Researchers found that Sellimonas, 
Eggerthella, Lachnoclostridium, and 
Hungatella were more abundant 
in subjects with higher depressive 
symptoms, while all other taxa were 
depleted in those with higher de-
pressive symptoms. These results are 
consistent with previous research. 
Bacteria such as Subdoligranulum 
and Coprococcus, which were deplet-
ed in subjects with higher depressive 
symptoms, are known to be involved 
with butyrate production (a SCFA), 
and Subdoligranulum has been found 
to be more abundant in those with 
an omega-3–rich diet.5 Omega-3s are 
also known to have a beneficial effect 
on cognitive health.

New findings from the study 
include the associations with genera 
Sellimonas, Lachnoclostridium, 
Hungatella, Eubacterium ventriosum, 
Lachnospiraceae UCG001, and Rumi-
nococcus gauvreauii group. Selli-
monas, for example, was positively as-
sociated with depressive symptoms. 
This is significant because it belongs 
to the family Lachnospiraceae and 
phylum Firmicutes, and species 
belonging to Sellimonas are increased 
in those with inflammatory diseases. 
Higher abundance of Sellimonas has 
also been observed after dysbiosis—
the imbalance in the gut microbiome 
in which the gut is colonized with 
more harmful bacteria. Eubacterium 
ventriosum, for its part, was found to 
be depleted with increased depres-
sive symptoms, and previous animal 
studies showed it to be depleted in 
mice after traumatic brain injury.5 
This is consistent because depression 
is known to be a symptom of trau-
matic brain injury. 

Most of the microbiota identified 
in the study have an involvement 
with the synthesis of glutamate and 
butyrate. The researchers explain 
that glutamate is widely distribut-
ed in the brain and acts as a major 
excitatory synaptic neurotrans-
mitter known to be involved with ©
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the regulation of neuroplasticity, 
learning, and memory. Low levels 
of glutamate have been associated 
in previous research with mood and 
psychotic disorders, and increas-
ing glutamate levels is becoming a 
novel therapeutic target for treating 
depressive disorders.5

Butyrate is a SCFA that modu-
lates biological responses of host 
gastrointestinal health and can af-
fect the gut-brain axis by enhancing 
“cholinergic neurons via epigenetic 
mechanisms” while also being able 
to cross the blood-brain barrier and 
activate the vagus nerve and hypo-
thalamus, explain the researchers.5

Other research has found asso-
ciations between alterations in gut 
microbiome with neurodegenerative 
disorders such as Parkinson’s disease, 
Alzheimer’s disease, and amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS).3 For example, 
Alzheimer’s disease patients, when 
compared to age- and gender-matched 
controls not suffering from the disease, 
were found to have decreased levels of 
bacteria known to be butyrate produc-
ers. Similarly, patients with Parkinson’s 
disease were also found to have a lower 
abundance of butyrate-producing bac-
teria and lower SCFAs overall compared 
to age-matched controls. 

MODULATING  
THE MICROBIOME
While consumers should not turn to 
dietary supplements to treat serious 
neurological conditions, this re-
search demonstrates the relationship 
between our brains and microbi-
omes, and therefore offers a possible 
solution for consumers experiencing 
stress in their daily lives. Consumers 
are already looking for ways to reduce 
stress through dietary intervention, 
and dietary supplements can be a 
useful tool to this end. 

Naturally, consumers looking for 
brain health solutions via the gut will 
turn to probiotics. Some probiotic 
manufacturers have already begun 

marketing strains for brain health 
and have clinical validation. IFF (New 
York City), for example, offers its 
Howaru Lacticaseibacillus paracasei 
Lpc-37 ingredient for stress support. 
One study found that 120 subjects 
given the probiotic for five weeks 
experienced significant reductions 
in perceived exhaustion, fatigue, and 
stress compared to those taking pla-
cebo. The reduction was particularly 
pronounced among women, whom 
the researchers noted had higher 
stress and sleep disruption compared 
to the men in the study.6

Another probiotic strain, from 
Lallemand Health Solutions (Mi-
rabel, QC, Canada)—Lacticasei-
bacillus rhamnosus HA-114—was 
found in a recent study to signifi-
cantly impact eating behaviors and 
mood-related factors, compared to 
placebo.7 In the study, 152 adults 
were given a dietary intervention 
with the addition of either place-
bo or the probiotic strain. Both 
groups experienced reductions 
in their weight from the dietary 
intervention, but only the probiot-
ic group experienced decreases in 
binge-eating tendencies, disinhibi-
tion, and food cravings. Lallemand 
has also recently announced that 
its Rosell Institute for Microbi-
ome and Probiotics received a 
$1.6 million research grant from 
the Weston Family to study this 
same probiotic strain for its 
impact on ALS.8 

A probiotic blend from AB-Biotics 
(Barcelona, Spain), consisting of Pedi-
ococcus acidilactici KABP 021 (CECT 
7483), Lactiplantibacillus plantarum 
KABP 022 (CECT 7484), and L. planta-
rum KABP 023 (CECT 7485), was found 
to help subjects with stress-induced 
gastric distress.9 While the study was 
small, results showed that subjects 
taking the probiotic blend experienced 
improvements in mental health scores 
and saw significant improvements in 
diarrhea-related problems that led 

to better overall work habits, includ-
ing less missed work and improved 
productivity. The researchers observed 
that improvements in gastric issues 
coincided with increased abundance 
of Faecalibacterium, a butyric acid–
producing bacterium. 

Based on these studies, modulat-
ing the gut microbiome with probi-
otics can have real-world impacts on 
people’s mental health, potentially 
improving their health in numerous 
other ways. Weight management, 
for example, can be a controversial 
category, but offering a product that 
bolsters a healthy diet and exercise 
by reducing disinhibited eating can 
be a real game changer, especially 
when you consider how many people 
use food as comfort during stressful 
situations. Similarly, stress-induced 
gastrointestinal issues can have real 
negative impacts on our personal 
and professional lives, compound-
ing the stress one experiences. If 
probiotics can help alleviate stress 
and related issues, that, too, can 
have an immense positive im-
pact on consumers. 

Prebiotics, a well-known com-
plement to probiotics, may help 
support the gut-brain axis as well. 
Defined as carbohydrates that 
are selectively fermented by gut 
microbiota, thus modulating the 
composition of the microbiome, 
prebiotics may help in the produc-
tion of SCFAs like butyrate, which 
we’ve established confer numerous 
benefits, including potential brain-
health benefits.3 SCFAs produced 
by microbes may also influence the 
expression of brain-derived neuro-
trophic factor (BDNF), which in turn 
supports the growth of new neurons 
and the survival of existing neurons.3 
A recent preclinical study found that 
supplementation with a propri-
etary galactooligosaccharide (GOS) 
ingredient from Clasado Biosciences 
(Reading, UK) may reduce unfavor-
able metabolites while increasing 
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healthy metabolites such as the 
SCFA butyrate.10 There may not yet 
be enough research to directly link 
prebiotics to the gut-brain axis, but 
the potential is there to elucidate 
their relationship with our brain.

Benefits to the gut-brain axis may not 
be isolated to pre- and probiotics either. 
Herbs known to support brain health 
may in fact have gut-modulating mech-
anisms. For example, Bacopa monnieri 
and ashwagandha have been shown, 
in vitro, to increase butyrate-producing 
bacteria and significantly alter the com-
position of gut microbiota.3 Once again, 
more research is necessary to under-
stand this relationship, but in the future, 
the gut-brain axis may be another way 
to communicate the benefits of brain 
health–supporting herbs. 

Concepts like the gut-brain axis 
provide a framework for understand-
ing the interconnectedness of our 
bodies’ systems, which can be attrac-
tive to consumers who seek a more 
holistic approach to their health. 
Stress is also a universal experience 
that we all seek to avoid or minimize 
in our daily lives, and unfortunately, 
the ways people seek to alleviate 
stress are not always healthy and 
productive. Dietary supplements can 
offer a safer way to improve people’s 
quality of life. 

The fact that microbiome-supporting 
products like pre- and probiotics are 
likely to be a part of consumers’ existing 
supplement regimen makes supporting 
the gut-brain axis a relatively easy sell. 
Researchers are still working out the 
details of the gut-brain relationship, but 
there is a growing acceptance of the 
concept, and study results are making 
their way to mainstream audiences. 
For example, the results of the Nature 
study were featured in The Washington 
Post.11 The gut-brain axis may not be 
mainstream quite yet, but now may be 
the time to start developing products 
that target the gut-brain axis, gaining a 
foothold in the category while boosting 
awareness and educating consumers. 
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W
e all know you are what you eat, 
but what about what you don’t 
eat? Deficiencies in key nutrients, 
mineral or bioactive compounds 
can result in undesirable health 
outcomes as well. The good news 

is consumers recognize the need to make 
up any shortcomings of their diets, hench 
the projected 8.9% growth rate of the 
dietary supplement market between 2022 
and 2030. 

As consumers explore their dietary 
options, more and more are learning that 
a health remedy used for hundreds, if not 
thousands of years by coastal communi-
ties, can make waves for their nutrition in 
the 21st century. Kelp dietary supplements 
or those made from seaweed extracts are 
increasingly stocked in people’s cabinets 
and pantries. 

We’ve talked about the benefits of 
brown seaweed, but what are the health 
benefit of dulse (or Palmaria palmata)? 
Though there’s an ocean of potential for 
this red seaweed, here are four key advan-
tages that adding this supplement to your 
diet can achieve.

1 Building Strong 
Bones

Healthy bone growth requires a combi-
nation of nutrients and minerals that the 
Western diet doesn’t always offer. In addi-
tion to calcium and vitamin D, shortages 
in folate can result in bones that are prone 
to fracture. Also, animal studies have 
demonstrated that dietary restrictions in 
iron significantly decreased bone mineral 
content and bone mass density of femurs. 

In addition to making the right dietary 
choices, people can supplement any of 
these bone-building nutrients with sea-
weed supplements to prevent deficiencies 
that can drastically impact their quality of 
life. In fact, dulse is a great source of iron, 
and can help people as they attempt to 
address their mineral deficiencies. We’ve 

found in our own research that cultivated 
sources of dulse can more than double the 
amount of iron available. 

2  Improving Healthy 
Metabolism

A good metabolism is the cornerstone of 
healthy life. Without it, people struggle to 
maintain the chemical processes which 
convert food and drink into energy. One 
major piece of this natural process is io-
dine, a trace mineral which helps the body 
to achieve and maintain peak metabolic 
performance. People with iodine defi-
ciencies often struggle with unexpected 
weight gain, weakness, and fatigue. 

In general, seaweed is a rich source of 
iodine. While growing in coastal waters, 
they absorb some of the trace mineral 
which is abundant in seawater. Dulse is in 
the middle of the pack when it comes to 
iodine content among seaweed species. 
It contains about 100 to 350 ppm, which 
means a little bit of this type of seaweed 
goes a long way – especially for anyone 
who is suffering from iodine deficiency.  

3 Boost Immune 
Response

One key defensive mechanism of any 
healthy immune response is a robust 
population of beneficial gut microbes. A 
microbiota filled with benevolent micro-
organisms makes it harder for pathogens 
to gain access to growing space within the 
digestive tract as well as potentially train-
ing neutrophils, a type of white blood cell, 
to detect the presence of pathogens.  

For a robust microbiota to thrive, they 
need an abundance of dietary fiber, also 
known as prebiotics, to feed and multiply. 
Dulse, like many seaweed species, offers 
gut microbes with a bounty of the prebiot-
ics they need to thrive. When it comes to 
cultivated dulse, we’ve seen dietary fiber 
content reach 32%, which gives beneficial 
microorganisms plenty to eat.   

4 Enhancing  
Digestion 

Once our bodies have extracted energy 
from our food and drink, we need to elim-
inate the remaining waste in an efficient 
manner. It’s not a pretty process, but we 
need the right biomolecules to do it. 

Fiber delivers results in two ways. 
Soluble fiber pulls water into the GI tract, 
which softens stool and increases bowel 
regularity. Insoluble fiber, which does not 
dissolve water, helps with the passage of 
that waste through the digestive track. 
Additionally, when some of that fiber is 
fermented by the colon microbiota, it 
produces short chain fatty acids, which 
provide the colon with a major source of 
energy and better digestive performance. 

Overall, seaweed is rich in soluble and 
insoluble polysaccharides which can help 
to maximize digestion and improve colon 
health.. 

Just Scratching  
the Surface
Nutritionists and researchers are discover-
ing new advantages as they dig deeper into 
the chemical composition and nutritional 
value of this marine resource. That’s why 
we see great potential from dulse as a 
nutritional supplement. 

In fact, the density of specific nutrients 
and organic compounds within this red 
seaweed means that consumers can make 
up for their deficiencies with small dos-
ages of the supplement. That way, people 
can get the added nutrients they need—all 
without needing to make drastic changes 
to their diets. 

Want to learn more about the health 
benefits of dulse seaweed? Contact 
us to learn about the various uses of 
Palmaria palmata

acadianseaplus.com
SeaPlus@acadian.ca
@acadianseaplus
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4 Health Benefits of Dulse Seaweed 
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I
n a supplement 
landscape abloom 
with products 
pinpointing specific 
conditions, leverag-
ing AI for person-

alization, or even delivering 
the goods via platforms as novel 

as stick packs and “super coffees,” 
how relevant can a run-of-the-mill 
multivitamin be?

The answer, it might appear, is not very.
And that would be a real prob-

lem for industry if “run of the mill” 
captured the essence of the mod-
ern multinutrient supplement. But 
because savvy brands are evolving 
their multis in concert with evolving 
technologies, trends, and nutri-
tion science, the multivitamins on 
shelves today give run-of-the-mill a 
run for its money.

 
STILL THE ONE
Evidence of the multivitamin’s stay-
ing power is everywhere. One need 
look no further than the fact that 
despite near-exponential diversifica-
tion within the VMS space, multi-
vitamins still make up its largest 
category, notes Francis Lau, PhD, 
FACN, director of scientific affairs 
at Olly. “And that,” he says, “in itself 
demonstrates strength.”

Lau attributes that strength to 
“the breadth of multivitamin options 
available”—among other factors—
and points out that “regardless of 
age, gender, or format preference, 
there’s a multivitamin out there 
that can be the foundation of a 
vitamin regimen.”

And don’t discount the power of 
the pandemic in boosting multis’ 
profile, adds Susan Mitmesser, PhD, 
vice president of science and tech-
nology at Pharmavite LLC. But while 
she acknowledges that the spread of 
COVID-19 undoubtedly focused at-
tention on multivitamins’ preventive 
potential, she doesn’t think it tells 
the whole story.

by KIMBERLY J. DECKER, Contributing Writer
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“Multivitamins are absolutely still 
an important part of consumers’ 
health-and-wellness regimens,” she 
explains, “and while we can attribute 
this partially to the self-care and 
wellness booms of COVID-19, we 
can also credit multivitamins’ ability 
to ensure adequate micronutrient 
status—and we know for a fact that 
adequate micronutrient status leads 
to better long-term and short-term 
health outcomes.”

CONDITIONAL LOVE
Supplement users know this, too, and 
as their appreciation for the interplay 
between nutrition and health grows, 
so does their interest in fine-tuning 
their supplementation strategies to 
optimize desired outcomes or attenu-
ate pressing concerns.

That interest has begat a golden 
age of condition-specific supple-
ments, with formulations aimed at 
increasingly precise wellness goals like 
improved sports and cognitive per-
formance, or cellular health, women’s 
health, digestive support, and more.

Consumers are buying in with 
zeal—which is a plus for industry—
but the rise of condition-specific 
supplements raises questions about 
where broad-based multivitamins 
fit into an evermore-segmented 
supplement shelf.

“With the heightened focus on 
health and wellness among VMS 
consumers, it makes sense that 
condition-specific supplements 
have become popular,” observes 
Jeff Wong, vice president, market-
ing, at SmartyPants Vitamins. “The 
more individuals learn about their 
personal health needs, the more 
they want to cultivate more tailored 
supplement regimens.”

“But condition-specific formula-
tions,” he continues, “are just that: 
condition-specific. While these can 
complement multis, they may not 
contain all the nutrients that multis 
do to help with whole-body health.”

ONE-STOP SUPPLEMENT
Rachel Jones, MS, RDN, senior vice 
president and chief product innovation 
and science officer at GNC, agrees.

“Multivitamins have been a 
central part of wellness routines 
for years because of their efficacy 
and ability to help consumers set 
a baseline—providing an array 
of vitamins and minerals that fill 
nutrient gaps that may be present in 
an everyday diet.”

And while avid supplement users 
may not consider “baseline” enough, 
“That doesn’t negate the positive 
impact a traditional multi can have 
on overall wellness,” she insists.

Moreover, argues Wong, consum-
ers shouldn’t have to build an elabo-
rate supplement stack just to ground 
themselves in the basics. Rather, 
“We believe they should be able to 
opt for a quality daily multivitamin, 
and then opt for a condition-specific 
formulation on an as-needed basis.”

And to the extent that specific 
conditions like poor energy, high 
stress, or fractured sleep are prod-
ucts of nutrient gaps—as they often 
are—“Filling those gaps with a mul-
tivitamin can typically support com-
mon condition-specific needs, too,” 
argues Erin Barrett, PhD, director of 
product innovation and scientific 
affairs at Shaklee.

Finally, in an inflationary era, the 
multivitamin’s knack for multitask-
ing is invaluable.

As Lau puts it, “When the economy 
takes a downturn, consumers often 
cut back on things that are ‘nice 
to have.’ But multis aren’t typically 
viewed as nice-to-haves, and many 
consider them essential. Their 
advantage in this environment is 
that they really are a staple of good 
health support.”

Jones even calls the multivita-
min “one wellness product that 
budget-conscious consumers 
should be willing to purchase. It’s 
a foundational first step nearly 

everyone can benefit from, and it’s 
typically more economical than 
buying solutions separately and 
layering them together.”

AND, NOT OR
Best of all, this multi-versus-specific 
debate needn’t be a debate at all: 
Consumers can have the best of both 
supplementation strategies.

“Often we’re looking at an ‘and’ 
instead of an ‘or’ when comparing 
condition-specific products to mul-
tivitamins,” Mitmesser says. “Multivi-
tamins are easy, low entry points into 
foundational health and wellness, 
but for those with specific health 
concerns, condition-specific products 
packing a bigger punch can comple-
ment multivitamins.”

She considers both insurance 
policies, concluding that, “Effectively, 
consumers can’t go wrong using ei-
ther multivitamins alone or stacking 
them alongside condition-specific 
products. What’s important is that 
they account for their goals and life-
style considerations.”

FOOD FIRST
And, it’s worth noting, for their diets.

“I want to add to the conversation 
that food is always first,” says Erin 
Stokes, medical director at MegaFood. 
“As a naturopathic doctor and mom, I 
believe in healthy food’s power to deliv-
er essential vitamins and minerals. But 
there are real gaps in people’s diets, and 
we need a little help covering them.”

So when she discusses multivita-
mins, “I often invite people—myself 
included—to think about everything 
we’ve eaten in the last 24 hours,” she 
says. “This simple exercise generally 
reveals that while most of us are 
doing our best, our diets are definite-
ly not perfect.”

And even if they were, she con-
tinues, “There’s clear evidence for 
the declining nutrient composition 
of food.” A study published in the 
Journal of the American College of 
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Nutrition measured changes in the 
nutrient composition of 43 garden 
crops from 1950 to 1999 and found 
that, on the whole, the foods ana-
lyzed displayed declines in protein, 
calcium, potassium, iron, riboflavin, 
and ascorbic acid.1

No wonder that “despite our best 
efforts to eat healthily,” Barrett says, “up 
to 90% of us don’t get the key nutrients 
we need from food.” And with more of 
us adopting restrictive “lifestyle diets”—
think keto, paleo, gluten-free, intermit-
tent fasting, et al.—nutritional equilibri-
um can tilt even further out of whack.

Thus, says Barrett, there’s still 
plenty of need for multivitamins that 
“help bring balance back to people’s 
diets by filling nutrition gaps.”

DELIGHTFUL DELIVERY
It helps if they can do so convenient-
ly. As Wong points out, today’s multi 
users are “busy people who want 
the option best-suited to their needs 
without having to spend too much 
time, or money, investing in an entire 
cabinet’s worth of supplements. 
Fundamentally, they’re seeking the 
same thing they always have: the best 
option to help support their health 
and that of their families.”

But “best” means different 
things to different bodies, and, as 
Jones points out, “Regardless of 
where the consumer is on their 
wellness journey, they have higher 
expectations for the multivitamin. 
They want cleaner ingredients 
and expect claims such as vegan, 
plant-based, whole-food-sourced, 
gluten-free, and organic.”

They also expect an enjoyable 
experience. “It’s important to have 
solutions for people who prefer alter-
native delivery forms or struggle to 
swallow tablets or capsules,” Barrett 
emphasizes, noting that 40% of the 
general population counts them-
selves as part of the latter.

To answer these needs, Shaklee 
developed a multivitamin drink mix 

with 17 essential vitamins and miner-
als, most of which appear at 100% or 
more of their daily requirement. The 
company also designed a compre-
hensive prenatal supplement system 
comprising a multivitamin drink, “a 
tiny tablet to deliver strong-tasting 
minerals,” Barrett says, and a “gelly”—
think “squishable gummy”—packed 
with omega-3s. “No more ‘horse pills’ 
that make compliance hard for the 
pregnant mama-to-be and her sensi-
tive tummy,” she declares.

Wong notes that SmartyPants 
was among the first brands to offer 
gummy multivitamins and that the 
company is now zeroing in on the 
growing need for sugar-free gummy 
multivitamins with its late-March re-
tail launch of a new line of sugar-free 
gummy multis in kids’, women’s, and 
prenatal formulations.

The products contain neither 
sugar nor sugar alcohols, relying 
instead on monk fruit and allulose 
for sweetness. With more than half 
of consumers actively trying to limit 
or avoid sugar, Wong reports, “This 
is an important white space that will 
have a significant long-term impact 
in the industry.”

Lau adds that Olly strives to deliver 
nutrients “in formats that are fun, 
easy to take, and so delightful that 
consumers actually look forward 
to taking them and can stick to 
the habit over time.” And for the 
traditionalists in their fan base, 
old-school platforms like softgels 
remain in the lineup.

GETTING PERSONAL
“We’re keeping up with the  
ever-changing market by exploring 
new formats and ingredients, and 
when it comes to ingredients we’re 
keeping our eye on nootropics, 
adaptogens, and mushrooms,” Lau 
continues.

The company also sneaks some 
plays from the condition-specific 
space by formulating not just the 

essentials into their multis but 
“nutrients that address top health 
benefits for the intended end user,” 
too, Lau explains. They introduce 
this element of personalization by 
building a multi base that’s suited 
to everyone—men, women, teens, 
kids, prenatal, and gender-neutral 
users—and then adding nutrient 
“boosts” atop it as appropriate. 
So their women’s multi includes 
biotin for hair, skin, and nail 
support, Lau explains, while their 
men’s multi boasts B vitamins for 
cellular energy.

And as Melina Baxter, chief 
marketing officer at Shaklee, notes, 
“We understand that a multi isn’t a 
one-size-fits-all product, and that ev-
eryone’s unique.” In other words, “You 
can have two 30-year-old women who 
have very different nutrition needs, 
and a one-size-fits-all approach 
doesn’t work for them.”

Shaklee’s answer is Meology, which 
Baxter describes as “a personalized 
nutrition system that targets what 
you and only you need to thrive.”

Launched in 2020, the system 
takes users through a short diet and 
lifestyle questionnaire and then runs 
it through a back-end algorithm 
that cooks up “an essential program 
of core nutrients—a 21st-century 
multi—specifically for you,” Barrett 
explains. So while most contempo-
rary multivitamins supply all the 
essential vitamins and minerals at 
levels near 100% of their daily values, 
she says, this system tailors both 
nutrient choice and level to a user’s 
specific needs as per age, gender, 
health status, food preferences, activ-
ity levels, and more.

STANDING ON SCIENCE
It’s a tech-forward development that 
hints at a nutritional future we may 
already be living in.

Then again, technology—and 
science—have always underpinned 
responsible supplement development. 

http://NutritionalOutlook.com
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For example, says Jones, “At GNC, 
research informs everything we do.” 
The company even conducted a 
clinical study on the multivitamin 
blend in the GNC Mega Men and 
GNC Women’s brands and found that 
participants improved their levels of 
key B vitamins and oxidative-defense 
nutrients compared to those receiv-
ing the placebo, she says, adding that 
their formulations “worked better 
than a basic multi at increasing levels 
of several nutrients.”

Meanwhile, Wong claims that 
SmartyPants always consults 
the latest science to determine 
whether or not to include hot 
new nutrients or benefits in their 
formulations. “‘Science-backed’ 
is the key point,” he says. “We’re 
looking for clear evidence, never 
reacting to trends.”

Their in-house nutrition-science 
team and scientific advisory board 
use NHANES data to understand nu-
trient gaps in demographics “so that 
we can formulate to fill them,” he 
explains. They also update and re-
vise formulations to reflect the latest 
science and “ensure we’re giving con-
sumers the most efficacious prod-
ucts we can.” Thus their products 
often contain not just the essentials 
but also nutrients “not commonly 
found in other multivitamins, like 
omega-3s, or vitamin B12 as methyl-
cobalamin,” he says. “This all-in-one 
approach helps to effectively address 
a variety of deficiencies in one daily 
supplement serving.”

And that matters. “With 92% 
of American adults experiencing 
some form of nutrient deficien-
cy,” Wong concludes, “the most 

important thing we can do is offer 
an accessible way for them to enter 
the category and start addressing 
those gaps.” If consumers graduate 
to condition-specific supplementa-
tion, great; if not, that’s great, too. 
“Thankfully,” he says, “they don’t 
have to choose.” 

Kimberly J. Decker writes for the food 
and nutrition industries from her base in the 
San Francisco area where she enjoys eating 
food as much as she does writing about it. 
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“This sheer influx of CBD brands 
created an extremely competitive 
environment and prevented individu-
al companies from seeing the positive 
impact of rising cannabis sales,” he 
recalls. And that, he claims, held the 
sector back.

What’s more, the crowded CBD 
shelves that confronted consumers 
after both passage of the 2018 Farm 
Bill and the emergence of COVID-19 
created “confusion and misunder-
standing of the product,” Dowling 
continues. “Bad actors sold CBD 
products that didn’t have scientific 
backing or testing standards, and 
released low-quality, ineffective 
inventory onto the market that less-
ened consumer trust in the cannabi-
noid. This wreaked havoc rather than 
increasing stability. The additional 
noise hurt the category, intimidated 
consumers with the sheer number of 
options, and tarnished CBD’s reputa-
tion as an ingredient.”

CRAZY QUILT
And as if that weren’t bad enough, 
the hodgepodge of regulations across 
legal markets added insult to injury 
by hampering CBD’s growth.

“It’s hard to scale a product suc-
cessfully with more than 15 different 
markets imposing unique require-
ments and regulations,” Dowling 
contends. “Inconsistent regulations 
also allow bad actors to slip into the 
industry—putting consumers at risk 
with unregulated, untested prod-
uct and sowing distrust when their 
claims are unsubstantiated.”

Addressing these gaps at the state 
and federal levels would let brands 
“scale new heights,” Dowling declares.

SPEAK FOR YOURSELF
“More than anything else,” Dowling 
concludes, “it’s the acceptance of 
everyday consumers that’s the best 
evidence of CBD value as an addition 
to daily life. Seeing your neighbor use 

CBD and enjoy its benefits makes a 
real impact on how society views it. 
A casual product recommendation 
from a friend or coworker illustrates 
CBD’s normalcy.”

And those recommendations will 
be more forthcoming as products 
become more accurate and effective 
in making their case.

“The biggest factor that’ll increase 
sales is preventing operators from 
overstating CBD’s power,” Dowling 
insists. “We can lift all boats if we’re 
honest about what products do and 
market them accordingly, informing 
consumers about exactly what they 
can expect and letting the products 
speak for themselves.” 

Kimberly J. Decker writes for the 
food and nutrition industries from her 
base in the San Francisco area where she 
enjoys eating food as much as she does 
writing about it.

4Continued from page 24
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MARINE  INGREDIENTS

E
verything algae is in 
high demand as con-
sumers turn to plant-
based solutions for 
common health con-
cerns. It’s not hard to 

see why. Algae is a highly abundant 
nutritional ingredient that’s sustain-
ably sourced, and research is uncov-
ering more of algae’s health benefits, 
further raising its profile.

Sales of algae ingredients have 
trended upward for the last decade, 
says Shaheen Majeed, CEO of BGG 
Americas (Irvine, CA)—especially 
sales of natural-astaxanthin ingre-
dients, as opposed to synthetic. 
“While they share the same chem-
ical formula, differences in molec-
ular shape, esterification, and the 
presence of supporting carotenoids 
in algae-based astaxanthin lead to 
far superior health benefits over its 
distant synthetic cousin,” Majeed 
says. “A total of eight peer-reviewed 
studies have shown that algae-based 
astaxanthin is up to 90 times stron-
ger as an antioxidant and performs 
far better across a variety of health 
benefits in animals.”

These health benefits are driving 
significant demand for algae-based 
astaxanthin. Majeed says BGG has 
had to quickly expand production 
capacity in order to meet demand. 
He notes that the company had 
barely finished an expansion in 
September 2021 before seeing 
signs that it would have to break 
ground on a new farm.

Ongoing research is demonstrating 
algae’s efficacy in numerous health 
areas. Ahead, we look at a few.

ASTAXANTHIN PRESERVES 
VISION IN SCREEN USERS
Astaxanthin has a variety of appli-
cations, from cardiovascular health 
to sports nutrition and more. In 
fact, it was the heart health benefits 
of astaxanthin that led BGG to file 
a patent for its branded AstaZine 

by MIKE STRAUS, Contributing Writer

All Hail  
Algae

Consumers can’t get enough of this marine source.
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ingredient, Majeed says. “Some of 
our most exciting research has fo-
cused on brain health benefits, with 
diverse studies showing enhanced 
cognition in seniors as well as mood-
state improvements in athletes,” 
Majeed says.

Now, new AstaZine research is 
showing the ingredient has vision 
benefits. “Our most recent clinical 
trial showed that AstaZine can help 
protect vision in heavy users of video 
display terminals,” he says.

The study, a randomized,  
double-blind, placebo-controlled 
trial , was conducted by BGG and 
examined the effects of astax-
anthin consumption on visual 
function in healthy adults between 
ages 20 and 64 who regularly work 
in front of visual display terminals. 
Subjects were randomly assigned 
to receive either 9 mg of AstaZine 
astaxanthin per day, or a matching 
placebo, for 6 weeks. At baseline 
and after 6 weeks, the subjects 
were tested for changes in visual 
acuity before and after playing 
Tetris for 60 minutes.

The study found that playing Tetris 
reduced visual acuity in both groups; 
however, the group taking astaxan-
thin saw less of a reduction than the 
control group. The study authors con-
cluded that astaxanthin reduces visu-
al stress caused by digital terminals.1

FUCOIDAN RESEARCH  
EXPANDS
Amanda Mackinnon, marketing and 
communications manager for Mari-
nova (Cambridge, Australia), says her 
company has seen increased demand 
for its high-purity fucoidan (Fucus 
vesiculosus). Fucoidan is a polysac-
charide derived from select species of 
brown seaweed.

In Australia, fucoidan research is 
ramping up. Mackinnon says there 
is considerable interest and capital 

behind new initiatives to explore the 
potential of Australia’s marine bio-
products. The Australian government 
recently established the Marine Bio-
products Cooperative Research Cen-
tre (MB-CRC), a think tank that will 
invest $270 million AUD into marine 
product research and development in 
Australia over the next 10 years.

“Marinova is a leading industry 
partner in the MB-CRC and is already 
undertaking new research projects 
that are supported by this program,” 
Mackinnon notes. “Current estimates 
suggest the country’s high-quality 
marine bioproducts are on track to 
reach $1 billion in turnover by 2030.”

As for Marinova, the company re-
cently commenced a $4.6 million AUD 
expansion of its fucoidan extraction 
facility in Australia. This expansion, 
Mackinnon says, will allow Marino-
va to triple its production capacity. 

Furthermore, Marinova is investing 
$5 million AUD into scientific re-
search on the bioactive properties of 
fucoidan extract.

One recent study on Marinova’s 
fucoidan extract carried out by the 
National University of Singapore 
and Marinova examined the effects 
of fucoidan on norovirus replica-
tion in wild zebrafish (Danio rerio). 
Zebrafish larvae were injected with 
3 nL of norovirus; half of the larvae 
received just the virus, while the 
other half were injected with noro-
virus that had been suspended in a 
fucoidan solution for one hour. 

The zebrafish larvae were har-
vested after 48 hours and were then 
placed in a centrifuge and tested via 
PCR analysis. The larvae that had 
been injected with fucoidan extract 
showed no detectable virus, while 

ALGAE for 
RESPIRATORY  

SUPPORT?
CAN ALGAE INGREDIENTS lend 
respiratory support? A recent 
clinical trial on AstaPure Arava 
by Algatech (Israel) found that 
the astaxanthin ingredient 
reduced upper respiratory 
tract symptoms and improved 
mood relative to placebo in 
endurance runners. The 
study also found that 
the ingredient 
reduced corti-
sol and raised 
Streptococcus 
thermophilus 
concen-
trations, 
suggesting 
stress- 
reduc-
ing and 
immune- 
boosting 
properties.3

In Australia, fucoidan research  
is ramping up. Mackinnon says  

there is considerable interest and  
capital behind new initiatives  

to explore the potential of  
Australia’s marine bioproducts.
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the control larvae still tested 
positive for norovirus.2

FORMAT FLEXIBLE
In addition to motivating 
research, the growing de-
mand for algae products has 
suppliers finding new ways of 
making their ingredients pal-
atable in a variety of delivery 
formats. Elzaphan Hotam, 
CEO of NextFerm Technol-
ogies (Yokneam Illit, Israel), 
says his company’s branded 
AstaFerm astaxanthin ingre-
dient is formulation-friendly, 
enabling its use in a number 
of specific delivery systems—
something that will come 
in handy as consumers seek 
algae ingredients in more 
product types.

Rather than sourced from 
marine algae, AstaFerm 
astaxanthin is produced via 
fermentation. “AstaFerm 
is growing in popularity 
due to its unique physical 
properties—namely, lack 
of odor and high potency,” 
Hotam says. “It was initially 
introduced for applications 
where algae-based astax-
anthin could not offer a 
reliable solution and is now 
expanding into mainstream 
astaxanthin for softgels.”

ALGAE PRIMED  
FOR INNOVATION
The algae market continues 
to grow, fueled by innovative 
research demonstrating the 

multifaceted capabilities of 
algae-derived ingredients. 
More opportunities lie ahead 
as companies pave the way 
with further ingredient 
research. Product makers 
will be watching, and so will 
consumers. 

Mike Straus is a freelance 
writer living in Kelowna, Canada. 
He writes for trade publications like 
Hoist, Canadian Chiropractor,  
Grow Opportunity, and Massage 
Therapy Canada.
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E
veryone loves 

to snack, and 
while too much 
snacking used 

to be viewed as 
lacking self-control, and bad 
for you, the development of 
better-for-you options has 
made snacking a much more 
accepted part of our diets. 
In fact, people are snacking 
more than they have in previ-
ous years.

According to Mondelez 
International’s Fourth Annu-
al State of Snacking report 
published this January, 64% 
of consumers surveyed 
across 12 countries in 2022 
reported preferring to eat 
many small meals through-
out the day as opposed to 
eating fewer larger meals. 
In some cases, snacking can 
replace typical meals. Ac-
cording to the same report, 
there was a 42% increase in 
morning snacking and a 22% 
increase in afternoon snack-
ing, with 40% of consumers 
saying they skipped at least 
one meal the previous day 
in 2021, compared to 30% 
saying the same thing in 
2013. Breakfast was the most 
frequently skipped meal. 
Overall, there was a 6% 
increase in the number of 
snacks consumed each day. 

The demand for snacks 
is so big that the Kellogg 
Company split its business 
up into three companies 
focusing separately on snacks, 
cereals, and plant-based 
foods.1 According to Kellogg’s, 
snacks made up 80% of its 
sales in 2021, amounting to 
$11.4 billion. The rationale for 
the new corporate structure, 
according to Kellogg’s CEO 
Steve Cahillane, was to allow 

the new separate business 
units to focus on their own 
products instead of compet-
ing for resources with the 
high-growth snack category. 
Actions like this demonstrate 
just how profitable the snack 
category can be. 

Because snacking is 
becoming a bigger and more 
desirable aspect of daily life, 
consumers are getting more 
selective about their snacks. 
According to the Mondelez 
report, in 2022 84% of con-
sumers felt that snacks should 
meet the nutritional needs 
of different consumers, and 
68% said they check nutrition 
labels on snacks before buying 

them. For example, offering 
snacks that target specific di-
ets can boost sales. According 
to market researcher SPINS, 
Paleo-positioned products ex-
perienced 18.6% sales growth, 
and products with a grain-free 
label claim grew 15.9%, based 
on data from the 52 weeks 
ending October 2, 2022.2

When it comes to reading 
nutrition labels, protein 
content is still super relevant 
and important to consum-
ers. According to SPINS, 
for example, cookies and 
snack bars with more than 
20 grams of protein saw 
589% year-over-year sales 
growth in 2022. For vegans 

or vegetarians, protein 
content can be particularly 
important, but plant-based 
label claims continue to at-
tract a wider audience, too. 
The Mondelez report states 
that 54% of consumers are 
making an effort to eat more 
plant-based snacks and that 
70% of consumers believe 
that plant-based snacks are 
better for the future of the 
planet. That means that a 
large number of consumers 
are either flexitarian or ac-
tively vegan or vegetarian.

That is not to say that 
consumers are exclusively 
looking for healthy snack 
options. Consumers may be 
more mindful of how they 
eat, but they are still willing 
to indulge, says the Mondelez 
report. It states that 63% of 
consumers say they are less 
restrictive in their eating hab-
its than they have been in the 
past, with mood and other 
factors guiding their food 
choices. Additionally, 78% say 
they are more likely to take 
the time to savor indulgent 
snacks, with 8 in 10 consum-
ers stating they are more 
selective when choosing an 
indulgent snack. Therefore, it 
appears that many consum-
ers are very discerning and 
are making highly informed 
decisions about their snack-
ing choices. 
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Balanced 
Snacking

Consumers are becoming more frequent 
and discerning snackers. 

by SEBASTIAN KRAWIEC, Editor
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Contact PLT Health Solutions for samples and more information. 
+1.973.984.0900    •    www.PLTHealth.com

ENERGY

When it comes to Rhodiola rosea, identity and sustainability 
matter to your customers

Rhodiola rosea – a true adaptogen – has long been valued as support for sustained 
energy, improved stamina and faster recovery. It has also been studied as cognitive 
support, reducing fatigue and stress while enhancing mood. Today it is fi nding its 
way into active nutrition and cognitive support products.

RhodioLife® from PLT Health Solutions is a premium Rhodiola rosea ingredient. 
Its unique composition consistently provides the spectrum of compounds found 
in the root of the plant that is responsible for its biological activity — including 
rosavin, rosarin, rosin and salidroside. With Rhodiolife, not only is the percentage 
of the primary actives — rosavin and salidroside — the same as the root, but so is 
the ratio of actives. Now available from sustainable, cultivated roots, Rhodiolife is 
third-party verifi ed for traceability and ingredient identity.

Rhodiolife Fast Facts:
•  Consistent, standardized extracts

• Sourced from the Altai Mountains 

• Full ID Assessment and Traceability 

• Sustainable, socially responsible 

• Cultivation program in place

• Secure supply

• Three published clinical studies

• Self-affi rmed GRAS

REACHING NEW HEIGHTS 
IN RHODIOLA QUALITY 
AND SUSTAINABILITY

NOW AVAILABLE FROM SUSTAINABLE, 
CULTIVATED ROOTS

* THESE STATEMENTS HAVE NOT BEEN EVALUATED BY THE FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION. 
THIS PRODUCT IS NOT INTENDED TO DIAGNOSE, TREAT, CURE, OR PREVENT ANY DISEASE.

VISIT US AT NATURAL PRODUCTS EXPO W
EST 2023  •  BOOTH 4249

http://PLTHealth.com
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Pacific Peptides™ wild-caught, marine collagen provides a quick and  
simple way to bring your collagen offering directly to market—or, a  
powerful head start on seamlessly developing your own creations.

 Get empowered at 
 Prinovaglobal.com/pacific-peptides

Tasteless. Odorless. Straight-fill.

Create a Stir with
premium marine collagen

GET EMPOWERED

http://prinovaglobal.com/pacific-peptides
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