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Today, so many industries are more susceptible than ever to the passing whims of the 
consumer – the food and beverage sector is no exception. Like a weathervane that spins 
maddeningly in the breeze, shoppers are prone to switching preference with little or no 
advance warning. This erratic behaviour is nothing new for manufacturers and their product 
development teams. But the influence and speed of the digital information age, plus 
increasing industry regulation, have created a complex environment for food manufacture. 

Defining a long term strategy and investment plans for new product development (NPD)  
and recipe reformulation looks like an impossible task. How does a business cope if it aligns 
to one consumer trend, if this is then quickly replaced by another food trend?  Meeting 
these changing needs is a long and expensive process, especially if there are lead times of 
up to two years to changes processes, manage raw material supplies and commitments to 
future investments. A business has to make strategic choices. Is it best to wait and see what 
happens and potentially miss an opportunity? Or make a quick decision, but one that might 
be too soon?

 SO, WHETHER YOUR NEXT PROJECT IS FOCUSED ON 

MAKING A “WITH THIS” OR “WITHOUT THAT” LABEL 

CLAIM, IT ALSO PAYS TO REMEMBER THAT – WITH 

OR WITHOUT YOUR PRODUCT – THE CONSUMER 

WILL FIND A WAY OF SATISFYING THEIR NEEDS.

INTRODUCTION

In response to this climate of unpredictability, manufacturers are responding with a range 
of tactics. The most practical is the approach that a general response is almost always better 
than no response at all. In the face of short term consumer trends, food producers must react 
swiftly and decisively. Being one of the first to market – albeit with more of an ‘all-purpose’ 
product release – is seemingly becoming the best way for a business to have a presence in 
that food market. 

So, whether your next project is focused on making a “with this” or “without that” label 
claim, it also pays to remember that – with or without your product – the consumer will find 
a way of satisfying their needs. Diets and lifestyles are changing. A consumer may choose a 
product because of what it is, instead of choosing based on the brand. A new trend is now 
actually, the growth of trends.  

Read on to see which texture twists and flavour combinations, in our opinion, are most likely 
to stimulate consumer demand in the beverages sector over the next 12 months and beyond. 
You want six ways to try and stay agile in the market in these uncertain times? No need to 
wait around. Here it is.
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Water, water everywhere…. and when it 
comes to the beverage sector, very little  
of it is just plain H₂O. As the health and 
wellness trend continues and consumers 
become increasingly concerned about  
sugar consumption through soft drinks,  
they are looking for healthier alternatives. 
With its undisputed natural associations  
and incontrovertible nutritional profile,  
water is the obvious choice. But consumers 
want water with benefits. Natural with a twist 
and, as a consequence, the enhanced water 
sector is booming.

But how do you make your water stand out? 
This is where the three Fs are important: 
flavour, function and fortification (see also 
next section). In fact, this applies not only 
to the enhanced water category but more 
widely across beverages. Flavour alone is 
no longer enough. What was once the latest 
flavour fad – just think goji berries – is 
soon the run-of-the-mill norm. A seasonal 
approach enables food manufacturers to 
overcome consumer complacency and spice 
up (in some cases quite literally) the flavour 
combinations. Cinnamon and five spice 
works well in winter as does a refreshing 
melon and lime blend in summer.

Mixing up herbs and spices in innovative 
new ways is proving a successful means 
of surprising and delighting consumers. 
Similarly, playing with colour association 
can be a good way to differentiate or 
substantiate your beverage’s positioning. 
Bright colours are associated with health 
properties, so a green matcha smoothie 
makes sense to enhance a natural  
label claim. 

Whether it’s mixing superfoods such as 
cacao with the delicate flavour of lychee, 
the golden rule still applies: if the beverage 
doesn’t meet consumer expectation, even  
if it both looks and tastes great, then it  
won’t be around for long. Dispersing bright 
colours, fresh scents and long-lasting 
flavours requires a stable, consistent and 
effective delivery system that supports  
a beverage’s individual characteristics.  
The key is doing all of this while, ideally, 
having a low sugar end product. 

FLAVOUR ALONE IS NO 

LONGER ENOUGH, WHAT 

WAS ONCE THE LATEST 

FAD IS SOON THE RUN-

OF-THE-MILL NORM.

BEVERAGES WITH A TWIST

FLAVOURFUL
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When it comes to a straightforward way 
to boost their health, consumers perceive 
fortified drinks as a positive. 

Taking vitamins, antioxidants and electrolytes 
as examples, beverage producers are focused 
on finding new ways to improve the health 
credentials of their drinks to ensure they 
benefit from the lucrative and burgeoning 
health drinks market.

By identifying new types of supplements 
and new ways to fortify their drinks, 
manufacturers are effectively creating 
additional categories within the better-for-
you drinks sector and this is proving an 
invaluable way to innovate. These functional 
drinks also illustrate how to stand out in this 
competitive market when one claim is no 
longer enough. A natural claim is essential, 
but increasingly needs to be supplemented 
with more biological-based claims, such as 
‘with electrolytes’. Drinks are increasingly 
broadening their remit to take a more 
holistic approach to health. 

Developing ways to encapsulate these 
functional and health benefits within the 
drink to ensure they are effectively dispersed 
and that any benefit doesn’t degrade over 
time is a key part of R&D in the drinks 
industry. In a sector where high profile 
brands compete with niche entrants,  
the competition is fierce. Traditional long  
new product development (NPD) times  
can be shorter for water-based products,  
so adding functional benefits to flavoured 
and sparkling water should continue to 
be a growth area. 

The adoption of nature-based emulsifiers 
and encapsulants supports natural claims 
and helps to overcome the clean label 
challenges that have impacted the drinks 
sector. However, in all of this, the need to 
balance health or nutritional claims with 
keen pricing is never far from view.

BY IDENTIFYING NEW TYPES OF SUPPLEMENTS 

AND OTHER WAYS TO FORTIFY THEIR DRINKS, 

MANUFACTURERS ARE EFFECTIVELY CREATING 

ADDITIONAL CATEGORIES WITHIN THE BETTER-

FOR-YOU DRINKS SECTOR.

BEVERAGES WITH SUPPLEMENTS

STOMACH THIS
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BEVERAGES WITH SMARTS

IoD: INTERNET OF DRINKS
Beverage producers have often led the pack when it comes to marketing – a case of needs 
must in an industry that often struggles to differentiate on product and has to turn to ever 
more inventive and ingenious ways to make their products stand out and entice buyers.  

Drinks brands understand the importance of advertising and the need to create lifestyle-
driven brands that reflect trends in popular culture, whether it’s health and wellness, alcohol-
free or vegan. Limited opportunities for new drinks concepts hasn’t stopped an industry from 
innovating, however, with new flavour combinations and functional health benefits brought 
to life through strong brand creation. Brand creation that increasingly relies on social media 
and sharable, lifestyle-based content. Lessons have been learnt from alcoholic beverage 
producers with craft ales, beer mixes and alcopops* adopting very different positionings,  
but continuously reinventing to bring out new colours and flavours each year. Variations  
that are often quirky to ensure Instagram-ability. 

Technology is introducing further innovation, 
both in-store and at-home. The mobile 
phone enables consumers to check out 
exotic ingredients and to check up on 
sustainability issues, but it also engages and 
encourages interaction to establish lifestyle 
brand elements. New label and packing 
technologies that include augmented reality 
labels, NFC chips, sensors, voice-activated 
decanters and other ‘smart’ beverage 
containers are all ripe for adoption within 
the beverage sector and are beginning to 
add a whole new dimension of gimmick.

DRINKS BRANDS UNDERSTAND THE IMPORTANCE 

OF ADVERTISING AND THE NEED TO CREATE 

LIFESTYLE-DRIVEN BRANDS THAT REFLECT 

THE ZEITGEIST, WHETHER IT’S HEALTH AND 

WELLNESS, ALCOHOL-FREE OR VEGAN.

Alongside the new, the drinks industry 
is thinking creatively about how it can 
re-energise the existing product base. 
And social is a big part of this – informing 
and educating consumers to spur changing 
habits and challenging accepted norms. 

Thinking about when and how we 
consume drinks helps to reposition them – 
such as the juice sector and its move away 
from classification as a breakfast drink.

*  Term describing certain flavoured 
alcoholic beverage with relatively  
low alcohol content
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INGREDION SAYS...
New concepts are genuinely hard to come by in beverages, so new 
flavours and combinations are where innovation is happening. 
Seasonality is a key driver of NPD and demand – especially if 
it’s backed by clever marketing and slick packaging. But, this 
‘superficial’ approach could undermine the segment long term as 
consumers wise up to the hype and separate claims from realities.

The trends are numerous and unpredictable with sugar and calorie 
reduction at the top of the tree and non-dairy, digestive and health 
benefits and meal replacement not far behind. But in every aspect, 
flavour and texture is the natural preoccupation – especially for 
ensuring repeat purchase and getting NPD off the ground.

Product stability and natural claims can be difficult factors to 
balance across drink categories – the tough processing conditions 
of dairy drinks impact formulations, while the clean label trend 
requires nature-based dispersion systems. In all aspects, NPD is 
harder and longer with indulgent drinks – whereas water-based 
products are more straightforward to enhance with flavour, 
fortification or functionality. However, in all scenarios where  
sugar is being removed or reduced, the key challenge is 
overcoming the need to build back the expected texture, 
mouthfeel and balance of sweetness.



8

“ NEW CONCEPTS ARE 
GENUINELY HARD TO 
COME BY IN BEVERAGES,  
SO NEW FLAVOURS AND 
COMBINATIONS ARE 
WHERE INNOVATION  
IS HAPPENING.”
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Not a day goes by without some form of headline or declaration around sugar reduction 
appearing and it’s certainly nothing new to identify lowering sugar content as a key trend 
within the food and drink industry. Sugar is today’s unwelcome guest and has overtaken fat as 
the food focus for consumers and governments around the world. Legislation has provided the 
impetus to redouble reformulation efforts for manufacturers - the recent 2018 UK sugar tax is 
but one example. In fact this is a worldwide not just a Western issue, rising levels of obesity 
and type II diabetes are becoming widespread across many emerging markets too.  

But it’s more complicated than just sugar. Putting portfolio reduction percentages to one  
side for the moment, it’s noticeable how the beverage industry is using this opportunity  
to explore how to reformulate products in the context of lowering calories too. No 
reformulation exercise is complete without taste and texture considerations and it’s when  
all of these factors have to be carefully balanced that the R&D challenges can be found. 

Orange juice is associated with freshness, 
but this changes if sugar is reduced and 
sweetener is incorporated. Not only is the 
taste impacted but the mouthfeel may be 
altered too, which has a negative effect on 
texture and the positive product associations 
the consumer associates with it. 

Understanding and maintaining or replacing 
these sensory attributes is critical to 
successful beverage reformulation. If only  
it were as straightforward as substituting 
one product for another, but just look at 

SUGAR REDUCTION REALLY IS A GLOBAL 

PRIORITY. UNDERSTANDING AND MAINTAINING 

OR REPLACING SENSORY ATTRIBUTES IS CRITICAL 

TO SUCCESSFUL BEVERAGE REFORMULATION.

fructose and how the growing awareness 
of fructose intolerance is making 
manufacturers rethink their approach  
to its use as a sugar replacement.

Getting reformulation right is non-
negotiable, just look at the flurry of social 
media activity when a recipe change is 
mooted, let alone hits the shelves. Expect 
advances in formulation and new functional 
capabilities to emerge as the global drinks 
industry rises to the challenge of sugar and 
calorie reduction.

BEVERAGES WITHOUT CALORIES

A FREE-FOR-ALL
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As the fuller-for-longer and on-the-go trends 
gather pace, the beverage sector is taking 
willful advantage. The traditional three-meals-
a-day lifestyle is becoming outdated and 
consumers are looking for convenient meal 
replacement solutions. The drinks industry is 
rising to the challenge, creating new drinks 
concepts – such as the breakfast beverage – 
that fit the bill for modern-day lifestyles. In 
this segment the trend towards the hybrid, 
cross-category and adventurous is really 
taking hold and is being accompanied by the 
extension of old favourites too. Think cold 
coffee, fermented tea, non-dairy alternatives 
or how about a ginger juice shot?

Health and wellness is a key influencer in 
this sector. The continued rise of veganism 
is driving demand for non-dairy shakes and 
drinks that are as protein rich as their milk-
based counterparts, while also providing the 
same texture consumers want.  

By removing dairy and sugar and fortifying 
with protein or fibre, brands are tapping into 
the preoccupation for healthy, natural and 
plant-based diets in one go. 

Doing so is not without its own set 
of challenges. Formulating with milk 
alternatives impacts stability and texture 
sensations – adding fibre can produce a 
gritty mouthfeel that just won’t cut it with 
today’s discerning customer. Ingredient 
provenance and supply has become far more 
important as these same consumers check 
for palm oil content and fall out of love with 
soya and other nutritionally- and ethically-
sound ingredient alternatives emerge. 

Whether it’s innovation around ready-to-
drink (RTD) tea and coffee for established 
markets or improving the stability of 
ambient dairy drinks for the extreme 
climates of emerging ones, the liquid diet  
is evolving but it’s definitely here to stay.

THE TREND TOWARDS 

THE HYBRID, CROSS-

CATEGORY AND 

ADVENTUROUS IS 

REALLY TAKING HOLD, 

ACCOMPANIED BY THE 

EXTENSION OF OLD 

FAVOURITES TOO.

BEVERAGES WITHOUT THE WAIT

LIQUID DIET
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Packaging remains a serious area of contention in the beverages sector with waste holding 
back some brands and their sustainability credentials. Ethical brands don’t just support local 
producers and their local communities, they also lower materials waste, produce with less 
energy and aspire to circular economy fundamentals. Consumers are no longer just concerned 
with where their food comes from, but how it got there and where it goes next. In fact, they 
are more than just concerned, they are taking it into account before choosing to buy.

While the plastic recycling debate has bubbled under for a while, few could have predicted 
its meteoric rise within the last 12 months. Consumers, corporations and governments are 
taking action in both established and emerging markets. More and more drinks companies are 
exploring rPET packaging with percentages increasing and some companies using 100% rPET 
bottles, while bringing your own cup or bottle along to fill up is rapidly becoming the norm. 

But the consumer is bothered about more 
than physical waste, they’re bothered by 
garbage marketing too. This is particularly 
relevant to the drinks sector which relies 
so heavily on brand communication. The 
product must live up to brand expectations, 
with the taste and drinking experience 
fulfilling the appearance and promise of 
the label. But it goes beyond this now. 
Parent companies beware, consumers are 
increasingly cynical and trying to pass off 
smaller pack sizes as a positive sustainability 
measure just won’t work.

BUT THE CONSUMER IS BOTHERED ABOUT MORE 

THAN PHYSICAL WASTE, THEY’RE BOTHERED BY 

GARBAGE MARKETING TOO.

Today’s drinks brands are operating in 
a tough climate. They not only need to 
balance great taste and affordability, but 
factor in health trends, natural ingredients 
and ethical sourcing and sustainability 
measures too. Let’s raise a glass to 
embracing change and to future success. 

BEVERAGES WITHOUT WASTE

TIME’S UP
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Get to market faster by working with Ingredion Idea Labs™ innovation centres, the 
interconnected global network dedicated to science-based problem solving. With a world  
of resources and expertise, our teams can collaborate on solutions that turn a glimmer of 
 a thought into the latest must-have product.

Depending on your needs, you may choose close, confidential collaboration with our experts 
to meet that tight timeline. Or if expansive exploration is in order, you may select open 
innovation with partners from academia, research institutions and related industries. Work 
with us in the way that works best for you – on fundamental science or on creating products 
from insight to concept to launch. 

Work with Ingredion and benefit from:
• Application know-how
• Consumers insights & research
• Technical expertise
• Process technology & optimisation
• Rapid formulation & prototyping

INNOVATE FOR RESULTS

REFERENCES:

1  https://www.health24.com/Diet-and-nutrition/News/nejm-obesity-study-shocking-
results-20170612
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