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C
lean label might mean different 
things to different people: 
lack of artificially-produced 
ingredients, GMO-free, short list of 
recognizable ingredients for some; 

easy to understand nutritional values and 
predictable ingredient list for others; even 
sustainable packaging and sustainably-
sourced ingredients for some. 
But, industry-wise, there is consensus 
that it is most of all a way of gaining 
consumers’ trust by being transparent 
with the production process and helping 
them make informed decisions. The exact 
definition is prone to adapt with the times, 
as younger generations become more savvy, 
knowledgeable and ethics-based in their 
consumer choices. That is why in the early 
2000s, when the first talk of clean label 
appeared, the focus was more on excluding 
artificially-sounding ingredients and making 
the products recognizable, while now many 
consumers also expect sustainable sourcing 
of ingredients, ethical harvesting, or low 
environmental impact. Times have changed 
and food producers must keep up.

PUSHED FORWARD BY THE 
PANDEMIC
The worldwide COVID-19 health crisis 
brought on a new vector. According to 
Innova Consumer Survey 2020, six in ten 
global consumers said they were concerned 
about where their food comes from - and 
that includes ingredients, their source and 

the production process. The study  says that 
food safety and reassurance about supply 
chains have gained in importance during the 
health crisis and the concern extended onto 
other areas that need more transparency, 
such as animal welfare, plant-based 
nutrition and sustainable sourcing.
The financial solutions company DLL 
underlines this trend in an assessment of 
the food market: “In the most developed 
markets, consumers are moving away 
from heavily processed foods that contain 
artificial ingredients. They demand 
manufacturers provide exact information 
on what is inside the food they provide, 
how it is produced and what the packaging 
is made of.” They credit the rapid rise in 
clean label and transparency expectations 
to social media “leading to better-for-you 
ingredient information becoming the ‘norm’ 
and not the exception in the food industry. In 
other words, it is not seen as a selling point, 
but it is a firm expectation.”

THE GLOBAL FUTURE: OPTIMISM, 
BUT ALSO CHALLENGES
Various market research companies looked 
at what’s to come in this field and most of 
them project a steep increase until 2030: 
from a USD40bn market value in 2020 to a 
USD64-68bn value in 2030, which means 
more than 50%. The expansion is expected 
to come both from more consumers 
becoming interested in clean label and 
from increased prices, as studies show 

The COVID-19 pandemic has boosted the clean label ingredients market, 
as people around the world became more aware of their health and made 
more conscientious decisions around food, may that be ingredients for 
cooking at home, on-the-go packaged foods or even eating out. The trend 
doesn’t seem to stop here.

By Jo Ilie

Clean Label Today, 
Transparency Tomorrow
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that consumers are willing to pay more for 
“healthy” products. A survey conducted in 
2021 by Ingredient Communication found 
that as many as 73% of consumers are 
happy to pay a higher retail price for a food 
or drink product made with ingredients 
they recognize and trust. Brand Essence 
research company also discovered that 
most consumers (86%) say clean or natural 
ingredients that are easy to understand are 
important: “Consumers feel a higher sense 
of trust toward food manufacturers that go 
the extra mile to also share the backstory 
about where those ingredients came from.”
Ingredion, a major clean label ingredients 
producer, says that its surveys showed that 
clean label food formulations can increase 
profits: “40% of global manufacturers 
reported taking price increases, and 58% 
reported an increase in overall revenue 
after converting to and making clean label 
claims.” Among their clients, at least half 
of their portfolios have already converted 
to clean label formulations and have plans 
to increase their clean label efforts in the 
next 2-3 years. In the next 2-3 years, an 

additional 15% of product portfolios are 
projected to convert to clean labels as well. 
The company’s survey also identified 
three key barriers to clean label 
development, including: the cost (one-
third of manufacturers globally say 
the cost of clean label ingredients is a 
barrier for reformulation); the reduced 
shelf life: all product categories and all 
markets noted reduced shelf life as a 
challenge to clean label formulation; and 
the lack of formulation expertise: nearly 
3 in 10 companies experienced difficulty 
formulating with clean label ingredients due 
to inexperience with specialized ingredients.

APAC LEADS THE WAY
Ingredion says that surveyed companies 
are planning clean label formulations in all 
food categories; highest priorities are in the 
beverages and bakery categories: “The Asia 
Pacific region in particular will grow 10% 
for clean label sweet bakery products, and 
9% for clean label savory products in the 
next 2-3 years.”
The predictions are confirmed by two market 
researches. Mordor Intelligence estimates 
that the Asia-Pacific clean label ingredients 
market is forecasted to witness a CAGR 
of 7.11% until 2025. “Food consumption 
patterns in Asian countries have changed 
significantly with improved living standards. 
Consumers have shown a higher demand for 
functional ingredients and clean products, 
thereby driving the market forward in the 
region.” Specifically, in India, although 
the market is at a niche stage, there is an 
increased interest in biopreservation, aiming 
to extend the shelf life and increase food 
safety by using natural microbiota and/or 
antimicrobial compounds.
Market Data Forecast’s Asia Pacific Clean 
Label Ingredients Market Report estimates 
the market at USD8.41b in 2021 and 
projects it to reach USD12.3b by 2026, at 
a CAGR of 7.92%. The main driver is “rise 
of awareness among people regarding 
health issues related to use of artificial food 
additives and food safety incidents”.  This 
has led to a “sudden growth” in the market 
of clean label ingredients.
While clean label progress is not equal in 
all food producing industries and many 
smaller producers have limited resources 
that prevent them from adapting to clean 
label market demands, the trend is clearly 
here to stay. Or, rather, to evolve into a 
more open dialogue between food makers 
and food consumers. �

Most market research companies 
project a steep increase until 
2030: from a USD40bn market 
value in 2020 to a USD64-68bn 
value in 2030.
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