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How Sweet It Is
Opportunities for Success as Consumers 
Choose Natural Sweeteners 
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onsumer preferences in 
food and beverage are 
constantly shifting as 
more options become 
available, and preferences 

for sweeteners are no 
exception. But these preferences can 

create challenges for food and beverage 
manufacturers that use sweeteners in their 
products, as they often seem to be pointing 
in contradictory directions. 

Across the industry, the development of 
organic, natural products, or clean label 
products, is inspiring consumer purchases. 
A 2019 Food Dive analysis showed that 91 
percent of U.S. consumers thought product 
options with recognizable ingredients were 
healthier (according to a report by Innova). 
In addition, the Consumer Goods Forum 
indicated food companies had improved 
the health profile of approximately 180,000 
products in 2016, an increase of more than 
100,000 from the previous year.

Sweeteners remain a 
particularly challenging 
ingredient; while clean 
label may be of interest, 
consumers are also 
interested in reducing 
sugar in their diets.

https://www.fooddive.com/news/onward-and-upward-clean-label-trend-shows-no-signs-of-slowing/545738/


But sweeteners remain a particularly 
challenging ingredient; while clean label 
may be of interest, consumers are also 
interested in reducing sugar in their diets. 
A 2019 DSM survey found 47 percent of 
consumers in eight countries were more 
concerned about reducing sugar in products 
than they were three years before — and 
consumers are also shying away from high 
fructose corn syrup. The issue is that many 
sweeteners manufacturers might use to 
reduce sugar are artificial, and consumers 
looking for clean label solutions aren’t 
interested in those products; indeed, 60 
percent of consumers believe that artificial 
sweeteners are bad for your health, 
according to an analysis by Mintel.

Food and beverage manufacturers that find 
innovative ways to use natural sweeteners 

to attain a great taste, while reducing sugar 
and complex artificial ingredients, will be 
at the greatest competitive advantage 
to meet all consumer needs. To do so, 
manufacturers should promote operations 
that are able to adapt quickly to shifting 
consumer tastes, as well as understand 
the value of — and invest in — research and 
development (R&D) to find new ways to 
blend sweeteners in pursuit of the best 
flavor for a particular product.  

“Essentially, taste is a driving factor. You 
want it to taste good, so we want to find 
the best combination of sweeteners,” 
said Charlie Hall, a food technologist for 
International Food Products Corporation 
(IFPC). “We try to find that balance that 
still makes for a good-tasting profile with a 
natural sweetener.”
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https://www.dsm.com/markets/food-specialties/en/insights/articles/dairy/sugar-reduction-labelling.html?WT.mc_id=Twitter
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The value (and challenge) of 
maintaining clean label while 
utilizing sweeteners

While taste does remain the primary driver 
for purchases (even more than whether 
a product is clean label), manufacturers 
that don’t address consumer interest for 
clean label and how it will impact what 
sweeteners they use are at a disadvantage. 
Clean label was actually more important 
to consumers than brand adherence, 
according to a study by Beneo.

But not all natural sweeteners are equal in 
the eyes of consumers; after all, sugar is 
technically clean label, according to Jamie 
Moritz, IFPC’s vice president of Sales and 
Marketing. He said consumers’ tastes 
might seem difficult for manufacturers 
to reconcile, and it can be challenging to 
address their needs.

“They understand what (sugar) is, but that 
doesn’t necessarily mean that people want 
that on their label,” he said. “It’s very hard 
for manufacturers to understand what 
consumers want, because at the end of 
the day, consumers aren’t necessarily 
educated by the right people. They may 
find information on the internet that’s not 
factual or understandable.”

Manufacturers that don’t 
address consumer interest 
for clean label and how 
it will impact what 
sweeteners they use are 
at a disadvantage.

https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2018/06/26/Clean-label-alone-is-not-enough-Firmenich-on-why-taste-is-still-king
https://www.brandpackaging.com/articles/86402-clean-labels-are-more-important-than-brand-study-finds
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Indeed, a 2015 Innova Market Insight 
Survey found that 57 percent of U.S. 
consumers consider the sugar content 
of a soft drink when weighing whether to 
purchase it. Manufacturers who can find 
ways to reduce sugar content using natural 
ingredients that will satisfy clean label 
supporters, while maintaining a great taste 
have a difficult task, but in doing so they 
will satisfy trending consumer preferences.

In working with manufacturers, IFPC 
often blends ingredients to find the most 

appropriate flavor for a particular product, 
or they may consider alternatives with a 
taste that is a close alternative to sugar. 
One such sweetener is Rebaudioside M 
(RebM), a steviol glycoside which can be 
found in the leaves of the Stevia plant and 
derived from cane sugar. Manufacturers 
interested in reducing sugar and pursuing 
clean label solutions are familiar with 
stevia and often are comfortable with it as 
a potential sugar replacement, according 
to Jenn Adams, a business development 
manager specializing in fine ingredients at 

IFPC, though consumer and manufacturer 
awareness of other alternatives continues 
to grow.

“Typically a customer will say we want to 
replace sugars and use natural sweeteners. 
From there, we’ll develop a plan. Stevia is 
the product most people are comfortable 
talking about,” she said. “They’re familiar 
with the terms. There’s a range of different 
stevias available, so we get them on the 
right track.”

https://www.naturalproductsinsider.com/weight-management/sugar-reduction-clean-label-driving-natural-sweetener-use-beverages
https://www.naturalproductsinsider.com/weight-management/sugar-reduction-clean-label-driving-natural-sweetener-use-beverages
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Additionally, IFPC blends sweeteners to 
enhance flavors and mitigate the downside 
of using too much of a particular ingredient. 
An Ho, director of R&D at IFPC, has 
developed more than 60 flavors of milk, 
specializing in chocolate milk powder. She 
said product blends help simplify supply 
chain operations for manufacturers, and 
can be a straightforward way to fortify 
flavors and products with vitamins while 
offsetting unwanted aftertastes. She noted 
that it is important for manufacturers to 
find the most appropriate sweetener to suit 
each product; a single sweetener will not 
always be the solution to improve taste.

“There are pluses and minuses for all these 
different sweeteners, so blending them 
definitely helps,” she said. “You may be 
able to tolerate a certain sweetener when 
blended with something else. Blending 
sweeteners can offset some of the bad 
taste associated with other sweeteners, 
and it helps with ease of use, too.”

A single sweetener 
will not always be the 
solution to improve taste.
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Ensuring operational efficiency and innovation 
with one-step processing and R&D

An additional challenge for manufacturers 
utilizing sweeteners in products is that a 
satisfactory consumer experience often 
depends on using the exact amount of 
sweetener (or blend); too much of one 
sweetener may produce an unwanted 
aftertaste or a slightly inexact blend  
may create a flavor that contrasts with 
the product. 

Incorporating sweeteners into products 
demands stringent quality control, and one 
way to minimize the risk of mistakes is to 
utilize one-step processing. IFPC supplies 
manufacturers with sweeteners and 
ingredients that are appropriately blended 
and checked, and ready for use. This can 
be helpful for smaller manufacturers that 
may not have the requisite staffing for the 
kind of accountability that is necessary, 
according to Ho.

“It’s an ease of use, guaranteeing that they’re 
getting the products they expect to. If they 
have to weigh all the components, there 
might be too much RebM, and the product is 
too sweet, or they may add stabilizers, which 
means it’s too thick,” she said. “A lot of it 
is that the plant workers might not weigh 
things as delicately as our company. Even 
if one of our employees puts in too much 
RebM, we would catch it. What they’re getting 
is truly representative of what they ask for.”
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Small and mid-sized manufacturers may 
benefit from joining with partners who 
can provide resources for development, 
testing and packaging for companies with 
the plan but not the scalability. IFPC’s 
Aviator site in St. Louis, MO is a 230,000 
sq. foot manufacturing, storage and 
distribution center, and such a facility can 
help close the gap in a supply chain. The 
center features liquid and dry blending 
and packing rooms, and if a custom 
blend is necessary (as often is with 
products utilizing different combinations 
of flavorings) ingredient experts are on site, 
with quality control and assurance done 
on every ingredient and blend.

The alternative sugars market is an 
approximately $16 to $20 billion market, 
so there is clearly room for innovative 
manufacturers to find new approaches 
to sweeteners, particularly as consumer 
interest for alternatives is an area of 
sustained growth. Moritz noted that every 
customer he’s interacted with in recent 

years has recognized the importance of 
R&D, and how having an R&D partner 
enables them to better keep up with the 
demands of customers. 

Larger companies like Nestle and PepsiCo 
are pouring millions into R&D, and small or 
mid-sized companies may feel that they’re 
at a disadvantage in finding innovative 
sugar alternatives. However, manufacturers  
can benefit from partnering with 
companies like IFPC to reap the rewards 
of a sizable R&D department without the 
often insurmountable cost of maintaining 
one in-house. This type of service is 
particularly beneficial for dairy manufactur-
ers, who often don’t have a sophisticated 
R&D department, according to Ho.

“We put (sweeteners) in the milk and 
yogurt for them. They don’t have to invest 
in equipment,” she said. “We can just 
send you a quart. We can make it on our 
equipment and they don’t have to spend 
thousands of dollars on a trial run.”

Small and mid-sized 
manufacturers may 
benefit from joining with 
partners who can provide 
resources for development, 
testing and packaging for 
companies with the plan 
but not the scalability.

https://www.fooddive.com/news/the-race-to-replace-sugar-is-on-which-natural-sweetener-will-come-out-on-t/517136/
https://www.fooddive.com/news/the-race-to-replace-sugar-is-on-which-natural-sweetener-will-come-out-on-t/517136/
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Conclusion
As consumers’ tastes continue to 
evolve — and interest in natural sweeteners 
and sugar reduction rises — manufacturers 
must find the right partners to help them 
forge innovative ways to use ingredients. 
Consumer trends are moving at such an 
accelerated pace, it’s time for manufacturers 
to discover what works and what doesn’t 
for their particular products.

With consumers wanting both clean label 
and taste, manufacturers shouldn’t always 
use a low-calorie artificial sweetener to 

replace sugar. But what seems like a 
challenge can actually be an opportunity 
for experimentation and creativity, 
especially as natural alternatives become 
more available and affordable. 

Particularly, small and mid-sized 
manufacturers must find ways to streamline 
testing and operations, as well as 
maintain — or find a partner with — a robust 
R&D program. Moritz noted that just as the 
increased array of options offer opportunities 
for manufacturers, more options could lead 
to more adventurous consumers. He noted 
that there was an increased interest in 
flavorful, plant-based drinks and products, 
as well as oat milk, and said this kind of spirit 
can also extend to sweeteners.

“[Consumers] are more willing to try products 
that have natural sweeteners that aren’t 
just sugar,” he said, noting the varieties in 
types of flavors available. “It means they’ll 
try new and more interesting things.”

“[Consumers] are more 
willing to try products 
that have natural 
sweeteners that aren’t 
just sugar.”

Jamie Moritz, IFPC’s vice president of Sales 
and Marketing

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/01/170110101625.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/01/170110101625.htm


Family owned for more than 40 years, International Food Products 
Corporation (IFPC) is a single source distributor and manufac-
turer of the highest quality specialty food ingredients, custom 
ingredient blends, and core commodities. We respond quickly 
to meet our customers’ needs and offer both technical and 
application support. Ingredient buyers across the U.S., Mexico, 
Canada, the Caribbean, and Central America choose IFPC to 
leverage their buying power by bundling product orders on a single 
shipment from our fourteen convenient warehouse locations 
across the country.
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