
Tight margins. Ever-changing consumer tastes and 

expectations. Increasingly complex supply chains. Today’s 

food and beverage industry demands innovative thinking to 

remain relevant. Sometimes a small but inspired innovation 

can make the critical difference between a product’s 

ultimate success and failure.

Conversely, an innovation improperly considered or 

executed can hurt a brand, damage a company’s reputation 

or even threaten its customers’ physical health.

That’s why, today, true innovation in the food and beverage 

industry demands solid market research, a rigorous testing 

and review process, and engagement of all levels of the 

organization. And, it must move expeditiously to respond 

in a timely manner to shifts in the market.

Fortunately, tools and techniques exist to help companies 

employ innovation effectively and responsibly. NSF 

International supports companies dedicated to innovation 

by offering a variety of strategic and technical services 

customized to a company’s specific challenges and needs. 

This information paper provides insights on innovation 

from several of NSF’s leading subject matter experts.

TODAY’S FOOD AND  
BEVERAGE MARKETPLACE

According to a recent Deloitte study, the food and 

beverage industry presently exists in a period of relative 

stagnancy, essentially keeping pace with inflation and 

population growth. This is happening during a time of 

shifting consumer spending and changing shopping habits. 

The traditional drivers of consumer choice – taste, price 

and convenience – historically guided buying decisions. 

However, today’s consumers are changing the marketplace 

through their access to information and their changing 

demographics.

As they weigh factors beyond the taste-price-convenience 

triad, many consumers are expressing distrust in food 

companies and brands. Often, they completely bypass the 

companies’ carefully crafted messaging, seeking other 

channels for information regarding a brand’s products 

and processes. They then share this information via social 

media, effectively usurping the companies’ exclusive 

control of brand messaging. 

It doesn’t end there. Today’s consumers are further 

challenging the industry through their demands for greater 

transparency, more information about brands’ social and 

environmental impact, and products’ contributions to 

health and wellness, including accuracy of labeling and 

declaring the presence of potential allergens. The Deloitte 

study cites these as evolving drivers, and states they are 

pervasive across regions as well as age and income groups.

The lifestyle and identity of the typical consumer is 

changing, as well. The days of the traditional nuclear family 

sharing communal mealtimes and residing in homogenous 

communities are in steep decline. Today, one-third of meals 

are consumed outside the home, often solo while en route 
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to other activities. The arrival of new ethnic groups signals 

further change; North America today is a land of many 

cultures crossing regional and national borders, and adding 

new diverse tastes and flavors. And not to be ignored are 

the Millennials, a generation demanding greater visibility of 

product information and mastering social media who won’t 

hesitate to express their feelings regarding what and how 

they are served by the food industry.

Any discussion of the industry also must acknowledge the 

current regulatory atmosphere, notably the impact of the 

Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA), designed to ensure 

the U.S. food supply is safe by shifting the focus from 

responding to contamination to preventing it.

All things considered, innovation within the food industry 

today is both a timely and a strategic imperative.

INNOVATION’S ROLE

“Innovation is one of the major factors driving growth in 

a competitive landscape, and is increasingly used by all 

sectors of the industry to keep ahead of the competition,” 

says Jeremy Whinnett, Regional Director and specialist 

in product lifecycle management for NSF International 

in the Europe, Middle East, and Africa (EMEA) region. 

“Companies like Walmart are making innovation a top 

corporate initiative.”

Whinnett views the American food service industry as 

having experienced significant change in recent years, 

largely driven by the recession and now increasingly reliant 

on innovation. He cites many factors influencing industry 

growth going forward, including legislation, consumer 

demand and the competitive landscape. “But for all, 

innovation is the key to delivery and growth,” he says.

While innovation is presently a buzzword across the food 

industry, Whinnett believes it thrives primarily among 

forward-thinking, progressive companies. “Innovation 

inevitably has a cost, so some smaller companies are 

challenged in providing innovative products and services, 

but slowly they are being left behind or forced out of the 

business,” he says. Further, he adds, “there will always be 

companies that aren’t as sharp at keeping up with trends 

and lag behind the more sophisticated companies, but the 

corporate culture that’s winning is the one that recognizes 

the need to adapt and has the tools to do it.”

WHEN INNOVATION WORKS…  
AND WHEN IT DOESN’T

For every successful innovation in a food product or brand, 

there exists a dismal failure or two.

On the successful side, there’s Taco Bell, the only food 

business among Fast Company magazine’s “50 Most 

Innovative Companies 2016,” which earned its place 

thanks to its focus on the Millennial market, “doubling 

down on social media across its many platforms…The 

result has been not just an international fan base for the 

restaurant’s ever-changing menu, but also avid fans of the 

Taco Bell lifestyle.”

On the minus side, attempted innovations via brand 

extensions, including toothpaste maker Colgate’s Kitchen 

Entrees, and Lifesavers Soda, a concept that tested well but 

failed to push past the consumer impression that it was 

“liquid candy,” failed quickly. As these examples illustrate, 

some brand crossovers simply will not work.

As a technical manager of product and process 

development at NSF International, Karen Proper follows 

the food industry closely both through her regular 

industry literature reviews, attendance of industry events, 

collaboration with industry partners and her own more 

extensive research. She believes innovations related to the 

growing enthusiasm for global cuisine, along with concerns 

about health and wellness, are likely to drive future 

innovation.

“People are looking for new adventures in food,” she 

says, citing North America’s multiculturalism, “along with 

a back-to-basics approach that steers away from over-

processed foods.” 

Surveying recent decades, Proper cites bottled water and 

energy drinks as two product innovations in the beverage 

category that worked, while Crystal Pepsi and New Coke 

did not, “and they [the related companies] had done their 

research.” 

Proper highlights the importance of research when 

introducing innovations to food and beverage products. 

Acknowledging the increased consumer demand for 

healthier, less processed food, she notes that changing 

or eliminating certain ingredients in processed foods can 



directly affect critical factors including a product’s shelf life 

and sensory characteristics. “Reducing salt is a good move, 

health-wise,” Proper says, “but salt has a function in food 

safety and a role in delivering desired sensory attributes. 

While health is always a priority, food safety must remain 

at the forefront. Additionally, if the product does not meet 

consumers’ sensory expectations, sales will decline.”

INNOVATIONS IN PACKAGING

Trends in the food industry drive innovation in packaging, 

according to Carol Zweep, Manager of Packaging, Food and 

Label Compliance at NSF International. Food trends include 

the desire for fewer or no food additives or preservatives; 

environmental concerns for food and packaging waste; 

and food safety, traceability and brand protection.

Zweep cites active and intelligent packaging is an emerging 

technology. Active packaging changes the condition of the 

packaged food to extend shelf life and maintain the quality 

of the food, and minimizes or eliminates the need for 

preservatives for “cleaner” label options. Packaging that 

actively scavenges oxygen and moisture can prevent food 

oxidation and microbial growth. Packaging that absorbs 

ethylene (a ripening hormone) delays ripening and decay of 

fresh produce. Extending shelf life of food can help reduce 

food waste.

Intelligent packaging provides information about the 

quality of the packaged food. Use of time-temperature 

indicators can assist the retailer and food industry to better 

control the quality and safety of food. Radio frequency 

identification (RFID) tags are being used to trace a food 

product from its origin throughout the supply chain. 

Sophisticated and unique markers (chemical, physical and 

DNA fragments) can be embedded in packaging to verify 

the authenticity of foods to deter food fraud and protect a 

company’s brand.

Environmentally speaking, Zweep sees steady progress 

away from petroleum-based plastics toward bio-based 

polymers that have good functional properties and are 

recyclable but made from a renewable resource. Research 

continues in bio-based polymer development, such as the 

harvesting of compostable polymers from bacteria, and 

the use of waste as a source of feedstock (i.e. agricultural 

waste, switch grasses, methane, solid waste and starch 

from potato processing). These innovations address the 

need for renewable, responsibly-sourced packaging 

optimized for reuse, recycling or compostable disposal.

From an informational perspective, Zweep notes that 

recently introduced U.S. regulation changes to the 

Nutrition Facts label are underway. The initiative is based on 

“updated scientific information, new nutrition and public 

health research, more recent dietary recommendations 

from expert groups, and input from the public,” she 

says. The revisions are designed to help consumers make 

more informed dietary choices. Canadian food labeling 

regulations are also expected to be updated soon.

SOFTWARE SUPPORTING INNOVATION

Technology also plays a vital role in helping the food 

industry to adapt and innovate. As manager of technical 

services at NSF International, Patrick Pimentel sees the 

potential for food industry innovation on the software side 

virtually every day. Pimentel is responsible for implementing 

NSF’s TraQtion quality and compliance software program 

for customers. Introduced as a tool to vet new suppliers, 

TraQtion can also be used to meet FSMA requirements for 

clients and their suppliers, including suppliers’ adherence 

to important consumer values encompassing non-GMO, 

gluten-free and animal welfare certification standards.

“We recently launched a program with an airport food 

server, onboarding its suppliers via TraQtion,” Pimentel 

explains, “and the customer asked if the software could 

be adapted for the legal department as a compliance 

tool.” This presented a new layer of innovation, utilizing 

TraQtion for legal compliance as opposed to exclusively for 
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conformance to regulatory or markets requirements. The 

program had not previously been used in that capacity, but 

its scalable, cloud-based format made the new application 

possible. 

In observing the food industry in general, Pimentel says 

innovation will remain essential as companies respond to 

both the marketplace and industry regulation. “Consumers 

want to know more about their food,” he says. “They’re 

interested in healthy alternatives, preparation techniques 

and information like whether the chicken they are 

considering purchasing was raised cage-free, or if their 

coffee was shade-grown. For a lot of our customers, 

consumer values like these are becoming the foundation 

for their marketing.”

INNOVATING RESPONSIBLY

In a food and beverage industry survey conducted by NSF 

International in 2016, 56 percent of participants felt they 

were responsible for ensuring that food-related technology 

and innovation posed no harm to consumers. Conversely, 

a notable number thought this responsibility belongs with 

government, private certification bodies or other groups. 

The latter finding may be reason for concern. A company 

that does not assume primary responsibility for the safety 

of its innovation may fail to place the necessary rigor 

into its product development process, or gloss over key 

development steps designed to ensure a product’s safety 

and fitness for use. Evidence suggests this may have 

been the case when 223 people attending the Canadian 

National Exhibition in 2013 were infected with the 

Staphylococcus aureus toxin after eating Cronut burgers 

there. Toronto Public Health lab reports cited the burger’s 

maple bacon jam topping, which had not been properly 

refrigerated, as the source of the outbreak. Both the 

manufacturer of the maple bacon jam topping and the 

restaurant serving it neglected to determine the product’s 

shelf stability as part of the development process. 

NSF believes that no product innovation or development 

initiative, whether it involves food, processes or equipment, 

should be conducted in isolation. A company’s HACCP 

team should play a role in the earliest stages to identify, 

assess and manage any potential hazards. The team can 

help guide the product through its development stages and 

to warn of potential safety or regulatory issues.

Industry regulators report they often find issue with 

product ingredients or claims when a company’s HACCP 

team is not properly engaged, resulting in time lost to 

reformulations.

THE GOAL: INNOVATION THAT STICKS

Ultimately, innovation succeeds in the food industry today 

by acknowledging shifting consumer demand and the 

regulatory climate, and by being able to react quickly, 

ahead of the competition, to these changing paradigms. 

Attention must then turn to achieving a comprehensive 

understanding of a product’s entire life cycle and 

production process, from initial sourcing and supply 

chains through labeling and, for packaging, its end-of-

life considerations. This requires focused research and the 

critical vetting of ideas by the entire organization, tracking 

progress and course-correcting as necessary. Only then 

can the potential exist for introducing true innovation to a 

product or process, while avoiding the path that can lead 

to a Lifesavers Soda-level failure.
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