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Right on time
The Awards Issue is about looking ahead, not back

By Rick Polito

T 
he NBJ Awards issue did not come out 
late. Subscribers may be accustomed 
to seeing it pop up in their inbox in 

January and then settling into a chair as the 
winter nips outside to read about the com-
panies leading the nutrition industry. On 
that schedule, the Awards issue resonated 
as a look back at the year before—triumphs 
and challenges, struggles and progress.

Right now, you are reading this page in 
the last week of March.

And we couldn’t be more on time. 
Spring, we all know, is a time to look 

forward. Sprouts come up. Green creeps 
in from the edges. ! e days don’t just grow 
longer. ! ey grow brighter. ! ere may be no 
better time for celebration. ! ere may be no 
better time to look at where the industry is 
going rather than where it has been.

Coming out in this last week of the 
month, we got to see that future from a 
viewpoint deep in the aisles at Expo West. 
! ere is no better place to discover the in-
dustry’s promise.

Change is in the air, much of it exciting.
Change is coming to NBJ as well. Expo 

attendees were greeted with the invitation to 
“" nd your spark.” ! e new spark pattern you 
see on the page a few lines above this sen-
tence is designed to help suppliers, retailers, 
manufacturers, marketers and readers of all 
kinds understand that NBJ is part of New 
Hope Network, and is here—along with ev-
ery other piece of the company’s mission—
to bring more health to more people.

New Hope Network is NBJ, Natural 
Food Merchandiser, Delicious Living, 

Engredea, Esca Bona and, above all that, 
Expo’s East and West. New Hope Net-
work is purpose and mission.

! at purpose and mission holds the 
Network together and creates a place where 
the nutrition industry can share ideas and 
intention. NBJ is part of that, part of that 
spark at the top of the page.

! e spark was felt all over Anaheim. 
! e spark of innovation is seen in every 
company and individual honored in this 
issue. ! e spark of integrity should shine 
through the whole natural products indus-
try, just shining a light on best actions in  
the supplement industry.

We certainly saw that in the aisles of Expo.
We saw it in new ingredients, new 

products and new science. We saw it in 
new transparency programs launched by 
company after company.

We heard that spark, that energy, in the 

conference presentations as panelists took 
up the challenges of the industry and o# ered 
not complaints or denials but solutions.

We saw it in the young faces that are 
taking up vital roles in the industry and 
bringing in vital energy.

! at spark is the look forward, and the 
companies, organizations and individuals we 
honor in this issue look forward with clear eyes.

NBJ did our share of looking back at a 
tumultuous year. ! e e# orts illustrated on 
the following pages aren’t about looking 
back. ! ey are about looking forward.

For Michael Murray, looking forward 
means helping inspire the next generation 
of naturopaths.

At Emerson Ecologics, looking for-
ward means standing behind every prod-
uct the company distributes so that the 
practitioners can stand with con" dence 
in front of their customers with the best 
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COVER STORY CONTINUED

“These are not 

companies reacting 

to a diffi cult 

year. These 

are companies 

getting ready for 

a better year.”

LETTER FROM NBJ: SOMETIMES THERE’S NO AWARD
It would certainly be convenient to sum up the last year in supple-

ments with an adage or anecdote that drops appropriate insight into a 
neatly tied-up package of prose.

Unfortunately, that’s not available. Complexity does not lend itself well 
to metaphor. There are no classic parables about supply chain integrity 
and regulation. You’ll never see a sports analogy under my byline.

Parsing last year’s events from the vantage of today lends perspective 
but not always clarity, certainly not simplicity.  

Between the Feb. 3 headlines revealing the New York attorney gen-
eral’s allegation that herbal supplements at major retailers failed to meet 
ingredient label claims and the December announcement of an “Offi ce” 
of dietary supplements in the Food and Drug Administration, history 
seemed at times compressed—a lot of challenge and change squeezed 
into not so many months.

In those fi rst weeks of February, the industry looked both a victim and 
a scoundrel. Different voices could sound jarringly out of key.

But by the end of the year, I began to see an industry shrugging off 
its victim label and shouldering into a kind of responsibility that had been 
long needed but consistently neglected.

When I saw NBJ Summit attendees, by an overwhelming percentage, 
raise their hands in support of pre-market notifi cation, it looked like an 
industry ready to take steps it had railed against for so long. When lead-
ers from the Council for Responsible Nutrition and the American Herbal 
Products Association joined the United Natural Products Alliance in Salt 
Lake City for a supply chain summit last month, it sounded like some of 
the political hamstrings had been untied.

When I heard CRN’s product registry described in the present tense 
at Expo West two weeks ago, despite being months from deployment, 
it seemed like an acceptance that times had changed and the industry 
stood to change with it.

Those are things to celebrate. Willingness to confront change with 
changes in behavior is an aspect of maturity that supplement makers 
didn’t always possess. I’ve made no secret of my cynical newspaperman 
background, but when the darkest allegations were made, the better 
spirit of the industry stepped forward, not necessarily sprinting out of the 
gate, but marching in tandem in the end.

To review a year in which so much went wrong could seem an odd 
commentary for an Awards Issue, but beyond the 10 categories in this 
issue, we saw a reaction in the industry very much worthy of honor. 

There is no prize for that, just as there is no metaphor or parable to 
sum up what we’ve seen. 

But sometimes you don’t get a prize.
Sometimes you just do the right thing.

  Rick Polito
 NBJ Editor in Chief

products on the market.
At Ala!  a, looking forward meant 

making sure the women in the villag-
es of Togo who produce the soap got 
paid before the founders of the company.
At PLT Health Solutions, looking for-
ward means taking transparency past the 
supply chain and incorporated into every 

step of product development.
At Council for Responsible Nutrition, 

looking forward means creating a supple-
ment industry registry that could transform 
how supplements are perceived.

At Alter Eco, looking forward means 
developing packaging that takes the whole 
idea of compostable past a seal on a label.

At Now Foods, looking forward means 
putting the right ingredients in every bot-
tle every time. 

At BioTerra Herbs, looking forward 
means rethinking how products are pre-
sented so new consumers can be drawn to 
new solutions.

At Perfect Bar, looking forward means 
sustainable growth and category disruption.

At Atrium Innovations, looking for-
ward means the right science to make the 
right products possible.

! ese are not companies reacting to a 
di$  cult year. ! ese are companies getting 
ready for a better year.

! at’s what we wanted to see in the 
NBJ Awards—a way ahead. Two months 
on the calendar can seem like a technicality, 
but the date is part of the message.

! e NBJ Awards issue didn’t come out late.
It came out right on time.

MARCH 2016 NEWHOPE360.COM/NBJ | 3

nbj 2016 Direct to Consumer Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry



ATRIUM INNOVATIONS SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2014

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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Science and Innovation
Atrium Innovations drives science research and product development

By Lisa Marshall

D
o men respond di# erently to Ome-
ga 3 fatty acid supplements than 
women do? How do the polyphe-

nols found in berries impact gut health? 
Can protein-digesting enzymes quell os-
teoarthritis pain as well as drugs do? What 
distinct impacts do DHA vs EPA have on 
cardio-metabolic health?

! ese are just a few of the scienti" c 
questions Atrium Innovations has set out 
to answer in recent years, via an aggressive, 
multi-million-dollar research initiative that 
has yielded 26 papers in peer-reviewed 
journals, launched dozens more studies, 
and helped support a " rst-of-its kind func-
tional medicine center at the prestigious 
Cleveland Clinic. At a time when consum-
er skepticism about supplements is high, 

and good science is more critical than ever, 
industry leaders point to the Quebec-based 
parent company of respected brands Gar-
den of Life, Douglas Labs, and Pure En-
capsulations as proof that collaborative 
long-term research can pay o# –in more 
ways than one.

“! is company’s dedication to science 
goes way beyond its own individual needs,” 
says Steve Mister, president and CEO of 
the Council for Responsible Nutrition 
(CRN). “It bene" ts the entire industry.”

Rooted in science
Atrium was originally founded in 1999 

by Canadian neuro-endocrinologist Eric 
Dupont, PhD, and his entrepreneur broth-
er Luc Dupont. ! eir biopharmaceutical 

company, Aeterna Laboratories Inc., had 
been researching novel cancer drugs for 
eight years. While those drugs continued 
to slog through clinical trials (and still do), 
Atrium—with its focus on dietary supple-
ments, and premium ingredients for sup-
plements and cosmetics—proved pro" table 
almost immediately. 

Over the years, Atrium spun o#  its in-
gredient and cosmetics arms, and went on 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Spinning off of biopharma proved 
a sound scientifi c base for Atrium

 » Atrium allows science to pave the 
way for product development, 
not the other way around

 » University partnership deepens 
research opportunities
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a strategic purchasing spree to build a port-
folio of clean, research-based supplement 
brands across North America and beyond: 
In 2004 it bought Pure Encapsulations, 
which makes hypo-allergenic supplements 
sold exclusively through practitioners. One 
year later, it acquired Pittsburgh-based 
HVL Inc., parent company to popular 
practitioner brand Douglas Laboratories. 
In 2007 it bought Mucos Emulsions, the 
German-maker of 60-year-old joint sup-
plement Wobenzym, which is sold as a 
pharmaceutical in 18 countries. In 2009 
it swept up Garden of Life, the #1-sell-
ing supplement brand in the natural retail 
channel. And in 2011, it purchased Ontar-
io-based practitioner brand Seroyal—gain-
ing access to the growing market of Cana-
dian clinicians interested in supplements.  

In 2014, after years of being public-
ly traded on the Toronto stock exchange, 
Atrium itself was swept up by European 
private equity " rm Permira, which report-
edly purchased it for $700 million.

Today, Atrium boasts 14 brands in 35 
countries, with 7 manufacturing facilities 
and 1300 employees. In 2015, according 
to company o$  cials, its revenues hovered 
around $500 million (mostly from its top 
" ve brands) and it was growing at a 12 per-
cent year-over-year clip—about double the 
growth rate of the category. 

All along, research has been integral 
to the company’s success, says Barry Ritz, 
vice president of science and regulatory af-
fairs. “Atrium’s strong, proven commitment 
to science is our biggest di# erentiator,” he 
says, noting that knowledge gleaned by 
Atrium research fuels product innovation 
across all of its brands. “We accomplish 
more in research and innovation than any 
one brand could possibly do alone.”

The power of partnership
When Ritz, who holds a PhD in nutri-

tional immunology, " rst joined Atrium, he 
took a tour of the Institute of Nutrition and 
Functional Foods (INAF) at neighboring 
Laval University in Quebec City and de-
cided that day that the two entities should 
be partners. “It was amazing to me—an 
entire institute with 80 PhD researchers all 
focused in this area,” he says. 

In June, 2011, the two o$  cially launched 
a " ve-year applied clinical research pro-
gram aimed at investigating the impact 
nutritional compounds—including poly-

phenols from small fruit, EPA and DHA 
from " sh oil, and systemic enzymes—can 
have on cardio-metabolic health. 

“Many partners come to us with a very 
speci" c, focused, short-term idea that they 
want to test,” says Benoit Lamarche, PhD, 
chair of the department of nutrition at 
INAF. “! ey wanted to take the long-term 
view and invest in a bigger project. You 
don’t see that a lot from industry.”

Fast forward " ve years, and the collabora-
tion has yielded several compelling " ndings.

A series of studies of elite athletes 
found that when they consumed polyphe-
nols from cranberries and grape seeds, their 
blood vessels dilated within minutes, and 
blood * ow improved for hours, allowing 

for better clearance of muscle-sti# ening 
lactate post-exercise. Pure Encapsulations 
now sells CranLoad Sport, for athletes. 
And Atrium’s Klean Athlete line features 
several berry-derived products.

A 2015 randomized, double-blind, pla-
cebo-controlled trial of 150 adults found 
that Wobenzym, an anti-in* ammatory 
supplement made of “proteolytic” or pro-
tein-digesting enzymes, worked as well 
as non-steroid anti-in* ammatory drugs 
(NSAID) to relieve pain and sti# ness in 
adults with osteoarthritis. Other research 
found the supplement also works well to 
reduce systemic in* ammation in men (an 
important driver of chronic disease). Ulti-
mately, such " ndings could lead to its use 
for cardio-metabolic disease.

Studies in pre-diabetic human subjects 
have shown that polyphenols from straw-
berries can boost insulin sensitivity by dou-
ble digits. Douglas Laboratories now carries 
an Ultra-glucose Support Pack containing, 
among other ingredients, strawberry extracts.

Soon to be published studies have found 
that men and women respond di# erently to 
Omega 3 fatty acid supplementation, and 

that DHA and EPA behave very distinctly 
in the body. “! at work has really not been 
done before, and it can help us to better tai-
lor essential fatty acid products to di# erent 
populations,” says Ritz.

Atrium is also collaborating with the 
Neurophenols Consortium, an international 
industry/academia partnership studying the 
impact polyphenols can have on brain health. 
(Researchers expect to publish the results of 
a 200-person trial looking at the impact of 
blueberry and grape extracts on cognitive 
health later this year.) And the company 
continually provides independent university 
researchers, from Harvard Medical School 
to Stanford University, with products and 
technical support to carry out their own stud-

ies. (Oregon Health and Sciences Universi-
ty is looking at applications of alpha-lipoic 
acid in ophthalmology and neurology; and 
Washington University School of Medicine 
is studying EPA for depression).

Meanwhile, Atrium is investing its dol-
lars and time well beyond its own product 
development pipeline. In 2015, Atrium 
brand Pure Encapsulations announced a 
four-year, $1 million partnership to fund 
clinical research, education, and medical 
curriculum development at the Cleveland 
Clinic Center for Functional Medicine, the 
" rst-ever functional medicine center at an 
academic medical institution.

Atrium is taking that scienti" c exper-
tise out to the broader industry as well. Ritz 
recently wrapped up a three-year term as 
chair of the CRN’s Senior Scienti" c Advi-
sory Council.

“! is industry has faced many challeng-
es over the past few years, and those chal-
lenges will continue until we strengthen 
our self-regulatory e# orts and our research 
agenda,” says CRN’s Mister. “We really ap-
preciate the example Atrium is setting for 
other companies.” 

“They wanted to take the long-term 

view and invest in a bigger project. You 

don’t see that a lot from industry,” 

Benoit Lamarche, Institute of Nutrition and Functional Foods
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Growth: Small Company
BioTerra combines traditional Chinese medicine with quirky, irreverent packaging to 
rapidly capture mass market

By Lisa Polito

S
ometimes, a picture is worth a thou-
sand words. Better yet is when a pic-
ture is worth 2,000 retail outlets. 

Such was the case for Sainthood USA’s 
BioTerra Herbs brand of condition-spe-
ci" c herbal formulas. ! e Southern Cali-
fornia herb company with the tech startup 
attitude rode an innovative visual style at 
drag race speeds to a stellar retail presence 
that included shelf space in Walmart just 
months after launch.

! e mass market-targeted product line 
is based on traditional Chinese medicine 
(TCM), but the decidedly non-tradition-
al—perhaps even disruptive—packaging 
features quirky, " sh-eye-lensed photos of 
people styled to send comic cues about 
the condition or remedy o# ered along-

side to-the-point product names paired 
with onomatopoeic alternatives. On the 
bottle of Detox/ahhh, a man in aviator-es-
que goggles and wind-whipped neck-tie 
seems posed for super-hero * ight; on Di-
gestion/belch a woman funnels a pizza 

HERBAL BLEND SUPPLEMENTS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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NBJ Takeaways 

 » Attention-grabbing packaging 
plays a functional role in market-
ing to mass market consumers

 » BioTerra provided Walmart a 
connection to younger customers

 » Playful marketing and quality sup-
ply and formulations can coexist
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slice the size of her head down her gullet; 
on Stress/gahhh a snarling expression of 
frustrated aggravation is echoed by hands 
curled as if to strangle the very air. Con-
cise descriptors (eliminates toxins, reduces 
bloating and gas, boosts energy) under-
score the packing message. 

! e pared-down packaging sends a 

clear, simple message to consumers, in the 
estimation of Starkie Sowers, Director of 
Education for Clark’s Nutrition and Nat-
ural Foods and veteran of the supplement 
aisle: “It’s clean, like a quick reference. 
! at’s perfect for mass.” 

Tuning it up
Attention-grabbing packaging and an 

easily understood message was integral to 
developing the brand, according to Saint-
hood USA CEO Jerry Chou. Unlike in 
natural channels, where knowledgeable 
sta#  assist customer navigation in the sup-
plement aisle, customers in mass market 
channels don’t " nd that kind of educational 
support. “We basically needed to put to-
gether something that was very eye-catch-
ing,” Chou says. “When people walk down 
the aisle, we have less than a second to grab 
their attention.” Almost as quickly, the 
packaging also needed to communicate the 
bene" t each product is intended to provide.

! e wish list for packaging goals con-

tinued. ! e package needed to target 
younger populations; the millennials and 
generations X and Y, who saw older gen-
erations taking prescription medications 
and dealing with the many side e# ects. 
“We also wanted to put a real human face 
on the packaging,” Chou adds. While put-
ting a " gurative human face on a company’s 
backstory has become a common market-
ing practice, putting an actual human face 
directly on a product label remains rather 
unusual, particularly a face that is supposed 
to visually explain a product’s purpose. “It 
was kind of tough in the beginning as to 
how to put everything together,” Chou says.

Whether that playfulness and imme-
diacy could translate into the natural spe-
cialty channel for other brands remains 
unknown. ! e very direct messaging that 
works in mass might be too informal 
for natural specialty where the custom-
ers come in armed with information and 
seeking sta#  expertise to explore beyond 
the label. Too casual might translate as 

HERBS & BOTANICAL SUPPLEMENTS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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lacking science, and that may be a rea-
son brands in the natural channel remain 
somewhat staid. “It’ll be interesting if 
[BioTerra packaging’s style] trickles down 
into non-mass,” Sowers notes.

! ere’s no question it works in mass.
! e eye-catching packaging of the " -

nal design caught the right kind of atten-
tion. Two months after a January 2014 
launch, Chou was pitching the brand to 
Walmart, and by September, products were 
on Walmart shelves nationwide. Deals 
with Walgreens and CVS followed before 
the year was out. Two years later, BioTer-
ra herbal blends are stocked in more than 
2,000 retail outlets, from mass market to 
independent pharmacies and natural chan-
nels, and in its second year, the company’s 
revenues doubled.

! e fast-track to Walmart surprised 
Chou, who knew the behemoth retailer 
typically stocks only products with a prov-
en sales track record, not a company just o#  
the starting line. “We were kind of shocked 
on our end,” he says. “! is kind of thing 
shouldn’t happen that way.”

BioTerra’s targeting of a younger de-
mographic also appealed to retailers like 
Walmart, Chou believes, because those 
outlets want to build customer loyalty with 
younger populations. For Chou, the com-
bination of novel packaging plus a targeted 
market explain the new company’s " rst-
year deals with major retailers. Market 
trends help, too. NBJ is seeing data sug-
gesting that millennials are accepting the 
herbals category as a go-to solution. Chou 
credits “a little bit of luck, as well.”

But more than luck is at work for Bio-
Terra. Betting on the category may have 
turned out to be one of the company’s 
smartest moves.

A year ago, the supplement industry 
was wringing its hands over the New York 
attorney general’s allegations that herbal 
supplements contained none of the ingre-
dients claimed on the label and the fear-
ful hunch was that sales would drop. But 
NBJ numbers show that while some indi-

vidual herbs are down, a few standouts and 
the phenomenal success of herbal blends 
is more than making up for it. Herbs and 
botanicals are growing substantially faster 
than the supplement market as a whole.

It might defy intuition, but BioTerra’s 
timing could be spot on.

! at doesn’t mean the hard work ends. 
Long-term success requires more than 
clever labels and good timing.

Although packaging may lure both buy-
ers for retail chains and consumers to take a 
" rst look, sales require more than just a silly 
face. Products must deliver on those condi-
tion-speci" c claims.

! e company’s herbal blends are ef-
fective, Chou says, because they are based 
on traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), 
with thousands of years of medicinal herbal 
knowledge supporting the formulas. “We 
didn’t just put these di# erent types of herbs 
together from the air,” he explains. Indeed, 
making TCM readily available and more 
accessible in the U.S. was the goal of Saint-
hood USA founder Yuchan Zhong, who, 
though not a practitioner himself, hails 
from a family of TCM practitioners span-
ning generations. 

Customers are drawn in by the pack-
aging, but repeat purchases are driven by 
product e# ectiveness, according to Lalit 

Sorathia, CEO of Phar-
malynk, a company that 
markets and distributes 
BioTerra Herbs to 180 
independent pharmacies 
in California. Custom-
ers generally buy a sin-
gle product, such as the 
Sleep/snooze formula, but 
will buy multiple bottles, 
Sorathia says. “Customers 
do keep coming back,” he 
says, “! ey actually love 
the products.” 

Non-GMO Project 
veri" cation and rigorous 
product testing give cus-
tomers another reason to 

stick with the brand. BioTerra subjects 
its products to a range of tests, includ-
ing ingredient identi" cation by both high 
performance liquid chromatography and 
thin layer chromatography. “Transpar-
ency is really important, not only from 
the compliance side,” Chou says. “Con-
sumers deserve the right to know where 
that product is from. We have nothing 
to hide—most companies shouldn’t have 
anything to hide—but we want to stress 
that. It’s important, especially for a young, 
new company, a new brand.”

Because of the small scale source of 
certain ingredients, organic certi" cation 
remains a long-term goal for the company 
that goes hand-in-hand with growing 
their own ingredients. In the short-term, 
BioTerra Herbs will continue to expand 
its retail presence as well as cultivate its 
e-commerce sales. In addition to the nine 
herbal blend products already on the mar-
ket, Chou says more are in the pipeline, 
including a Female Fertility product that 
will be in stores this summer. While the 
new product label still features human fac-
es (the triumvirate of fertility: woman, 
man, infant), the packaging has dropped 
the comic tone. Perhaps that’s a sign that 
this small new company is not only grow-
ing but also maturing. 
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Growth: Medium Company
Simple ingredients and uncommon strategy spell perfect growth for Perfect Bar

By Bill Giebler

B
ill Keith dropped out of college to 
start a business. His goal: right the 
family " nances by turning his fa-

ther’s nutritious meal replacement bar reci-
pe into an income stream. Now the head of 
rapidly growing national company Perfect 
Bar, and seeing a doubling of revenue each 
of the last " ve years, it’s reasonable to say 
he’s achieved his goal.

And he’s just getting started. 
Backing up: Bill’s father Dr. Bud Keith, 

a nutritionist and founder of now defunct 
Healthouse Gym and Juice Bar in Mis-
sion Beach, San Diego, in 1961, was run-
ning with the likes of " tness pioneer Jack 
LaLanne and touring the country lecturing 

on diet and exercise. To get his kids to take 
their whole food supplements, Dr. Keith 
ground them up and blended them with 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Demo program plays a key role 
in introducing a new product 
category

 » Natural channel slow to accept, 
but company moving quickly into 
conventional and club.

 » Category disruption paves the 
way for growing refrigerated 
snack trend

SPORTS NUTRITION BARS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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peanut butter, honey and protein powder 
and pressed them into what he called “per-
fect,” tasty, nutritious bars.

In the mid ‘00s, a decades-long battle 
with skin cancer brought a terminal prog-
nosis for Dr. Keith. Bill Keith, the eldest 
of 13 siblings, determined to take " nancial 
care of his family by turning the family 
recipe into a marketable product and do 
it all without " nancial backing or busi-
ness know-how. Working with more pas-
sion than plan, he convinced his mother 

to sell the family’s property for $100,000 
and used that equity to buy manufacturing 
equipment and rent a small Sacramento 
production kitchen. Amateurish moves 
be" tting a 22-year-old founder, arguably, 
bypassing less capital-intensive start-up 
opportunities provided by commissaries 
and co-packers. And moves that would set 
Perfect Bar up for a rough start. 

Also unconventional was the decision 
to keep emulsifiers and preservatives out 
of the recipe and sweeten it only with 

honey, resulting in a bar that must be 
sold out of the refrigerator case—con-
founding buyers and consumers alike. 
“In the first couple of years it was going 
downhill fast,” says Keith. 

As discussions of closing down the 
operation became more frequent, Keith 
landed the Berkeley, California, Whole 
Foods Market account—a big break for 
his * edgling (and * ailing) company. See-
ing the gravity of the opportunity, Keith 
delivered the bars himself and support-

SPORTS NUTRITION AND WEIGHT-LOSS MARKET SHARE BY PRODUCT CATEGORY, 
2014

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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ed the sales with a constant schedule of 
in-store demos. “When I was able to do 
those demos, our sales went through the 
roof,” says Keith. “After 30 days, they 
gave me 10 more stores.” Ever since then, 
Keith says, it’s been “a mad rush to " ll out 
the natural channel.”

Setting a fresh bar
! at mad rush played out as a steady 

climb from the 10 Whole Foods stores to 
national dominance, today placing in the 
top 2 to 3 percent of all bars nationwide in 
the natural channel. 

Once that showed traction, Perfect Bar 
quickly set their sights on grocery clubs like 
Costco. “About " ve years ago we started 
going to the club channel,” says Keith, “no-
ticing a big opportunity with organic prod-
ucts going into clubs and doing really well.” 
Now that they’re in " ve regions of Costco, 
he continues, “we’re starting to really focus 
on the grocery channel, like Kroger and 
Safeway. We’re in the produce section at 
those stores.” 

Mathis Martines, natural foods strategy 
and innovation leader for Kroger, sees Per-
fect Bar as “a key disruptor” for the energy 
bar and nutrition categories over the past 
two years. “By creating a product that is on 
trend with whole food ingredients, nutri-
tion, and that tastes great,” he says, “Per-
fect Bar has really ful" lled a need for the 
consumer who is looking for a better and 
fresher bar experience.” 

As such, Perfect Bar has turned their 
early challenge into a market di# erentiator. 
“! e big key di# erence with this bar that 
makes it sort of a category disruptor is that 
people associate refrigeration with fresh-
ness,” says Keith. “When they see it in that 
set, it sort of sparks their interest, and when 
they try it they keep going back for more.” 

But customers drawn in by advertising 
can have trouble " nding a bar that’s not in 
the dry bar set, “so it’s sort of a positive and 
a negative,” Keith admits. ! at’s why demos 
continue to be a key part of the strategy. It 
all seems to be working. 

“They are pioneering a new cat-

egory in the refrigerated case, and in 
doing so I see much potential for the 
brand and the space for years to come,” 
says Martines.

Investing in the next tier
In 2015—the fifth straight year of 

roughly 100 percent growth—Perfect 
Bar partnered with private equity firm 
VMG Partners, whose investment 
portfolio includes Justin’s, Babygan-
ics, Mighty Leaf and several other 
category leaders. “We didn’t take any 
investment for 10 years, which is pret-
ty radical considering the growth,” says 
Keith. “When we felt it was time, we 
searched for the best private equity in 
the space and chose VMG Partners.” 
VMG chose them, too, selecting only 
five partners in 2015: high praise in a 
crowded market of mid-sized natural 
product companies.   

! rough all of the challenges, growth 
and a big " nancing win, the primary goal 
for Keith remained to simply provide for 
his family. ! e company success does that 
not just indirectly, but directly, too: seven of 

Keith’s siblings work for the company. “If I 
could provide for them and give everybody 
a good job where they could really excel as 
individuals and professionals, that’s what I 
wanted. It was a dream come true uniting 
with VMG and being able to take care of 
my family in a bigger way.”

From the looks of things, they’ll be well 
taken care of. Perfect Bar’s plan is to be a 
$500 million brand and a household name 
in the next " ve years. To get there they’re 
maintaining growth well in the double dig-
its—presently running at 53 percent over 
2015. Keith expects to close 2016 at least 
at 50 percent year-over-year. ! at’s because, 
says Keith, “I like to be a little more con-
servative with my " gures so I’m happy with 
the outcome.”  

He likely will be. “What Billy has 
done with the business aspect is some-
thing that Bud may not himself [have] 
ever been able to attain,” says a family 
friend in a biographical video on Perfect 
Bar’s website. A likely understatement as 
Keith has attained success very few ever 
see—and he’s brought the whole family 
with him. 

“Perfect Bar has really fulfi lled a need 

for the consumer who is looking for a 

better and fresher bar experience.” 

–Mathis Martines, Kroger
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NATURAL CHANNEL SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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Growth: Large Company
High-quality value brand NOW Foods sees double-digit growth year after year

By Todd Runestad

T
ypically the fastest-growing com-
panies are start-ups or * ash-in-the-
pans. For large-sized companies to 

register double-digit growth year after year 
it must mean they have some foundational 
element they are doing right. Innovation? 
Quality? Distribution? Retail relationships? 
Media attention? 

Maybe it’s never one thing. Maybe it’s 
everything done right every day. ! at’s what 
appears to be working for NOW Foods. 
A  combination of e# ort and result earns 
the Chicago-based company the 2015 NBJ 
Award for Large Company Growth. 

NOW Foods has been making and 
marketing health products for more than 
45 years, a true legacy brand in the sup-
plements space. Today, the company makes 
1,400 products and ships to 60 countries, 
with an error rate of less than 0.2 percent. 

Everything comes from its primary facility 
in Bloomingdale, Illinois, or a secondary 
plant in Sparks, Nevada.

Also of note is that NOW Foods 
co-founder and CEO Al Powers retired 
from the company in 2014. In the " rst full 
" scal year under new CEO Jim Emme the 
company has continued its path of high-vol-
ume growth, suggesting—among other 
things—that the company has a strong 
foundation. High-quality and value brand 
are twin notions that are often at odds with 
one another, but NOW makes it work.  

It also helps that Emme is already a 20-
year veteran of the company. 

“For us as a privately owned company, 
we’ve been able to stay true to our origins, 
and be very successful,” Emme says. 

According to NBJ estimates, NOW 
Foods supplement wholesale revenues were 

$234 million in 2013 and $250 million in 
2014, representing 7 percent growth. ! at 
may understate the reality, though. NOW, 
as a private company does not release num-
bers, but claims growth in the double digits 
each of the past " ve years. 

Categories driving growth lately in-
clude essential oils/personal care, which 
experienced growth north of 40 percent in 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » “High quality” and “value brand” 
can coexist in one brand

 » NOW shares it’s methodology to 
raise quality across the industry 

 » Steady growth could be tied to 
solid reputation 
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2015 over the year prior. Emme told NBJ 
that NOW is the top-selling brand for 
amino acids and body oils, according to 
SPINS data. 

Quality is spelled N-O-W
! e company is renowned for its deep 

commitment to quality, testing and valida-
tion—the company employs close to 150 
people in quality control e# orts, establishes 
standards and makes these published stan-
dards available to the the industry. It might 
take a year or two to establish standards, 
but once that’s done, rapid screening tests 
make it relatively quick and easy for others 
to follow. ! ird-party testing labs use sim-
ilar methods, making NOW Foods fair-
ly unique in operating its own testing lab 
while making products under the NOW 
label products and for private-label brands 
(though contract manufacturing represents 
only a small part of the company’s overall 
business). It was one of the " rst supplement 
companies to be GMP-certi" ed, in 2000. 

“Since the company was founded in 

1968, NOW has always striven to pro-
vide quality products at a# ordable prices, 
as is stated in our mission statement,” says 
Emme. “It takes a lot of people to monitor 
and document the elements of the process 
that make up our GMP compliance and 
quality assurance. Our in-house testing 
labs are among the most sophisticated and 
comprehensive in the industry. We’ve done 

a lot of work and invested a lot of resources 
to get here, but I believe that today NOW 
has the best quality in the industry.” 

Its attention to detail and commitment 
to excellence has rami" cations far beyond 

its facility walls. Because NOW is such a 
large player in the supplements world, its 
quality ethos goes both up and down the 
value chain, from ingredient suppliers to 
retailers. 

“Steady supply chains are not just im-
portant to meeting revenue goals, but also 
to getting orders to customers promptly,” 
said Emme. “Because we do such high vol-

ume, our suppliers are pretty cooperative, 
even though we are a tough customer in 
terms of vetting ingredient quality.” 

None of that has escaped notice. ! e 
quality control at NOW is considered a 

Because NOW is such a large player in 

the supplements world, its quality ethos 

goes both up and down the value chain, 

from ingredient suppliers to retailers.

NOW FOOD NUTRITION INDUSTRY SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2014

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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model for how more companies should 
operate. “NOW is known throughout the 
industry for their exceptional commitment 
to quality,”  said Elan Sudberg, CEO of 
Alkemist Labs, a testing company based in 
California. “! eir testing equipment and ap-
paratus and standard-setting initiatives lead 
the industry. At a time when there are voices 
in the mass market questioning the integri-
ty of ingredients and " nished products, it is 
good to know that NOW is here.” 

Quality goes beyond just making sure 
every product’s ingredients match label 
claim. In 2010 the company received the 
presidential E Star Award for exporters. 
As an example of its low-impact ethic, the 
company’s 263,000-square-foot facility 
boasts solar panels on the roof and uses only 
one dumpster a week even though it has 
doubled its capacity over the last 14 years. 
And unlike most other companies that 
print expiration dates on bottles, NOW 
prints a “Best By” date on every bottle—a 
shorter time horizon than a typical expira-
tion date because it guarantees the product 
is as potent as the day it was packed to that 
date. ! at’s reassuring to retailers. 

Commitment to indies
NOW got its start with independent 

health-food stores and has scarcely wa-
vered from that approach over the years, 
dabbling a bit in online retail. ! e main 
reason is a sense of shared values—qual-
ity health products and education fol-
low-through in order to improve the lives 
of consumers the world over. 

“We are in this together to make a di# er-

ence in peoples’ health and their lives,” said 
Emme. “It’s the natural retailer who stands 
in the aisles and educates their customers, 
and where a lot of products that eventual-
ly go mainstream " rst take hold. Retailers 
know that our commitment to them is au-
thentic. When they do well, we do well.” 

Retailers can’t help but notice a NOW 
supplement label re-brand that started last 
year. Of the company’s nearly 1,000 sup-
plement SKUs, about three-quarters of 

them have new labels, with the remainder 
expected to be completed by mid-year. ! e 
company’s signature orange-and-white 
labels remain, but uniformity among sup-
plement sectors and additional botanical 
photos now also grace the labels. 

“It’s too early to tell how the redesign 

will a# ect sales, but response has been very 
positive from both customers and consum-
ers,” said Emme. “NOW’s awareness and 
usage continues to increase, and we think 
the new supplement label has contributed 
to that.” 

Also expected to be completed by mid-
year is a new facility expansion that includes 
a relocation of the company’s order ful" ll-
ment and distribution operations, which 
will allow NOW’s receiving operations, 
warehouse and manufacturing operations 
to expand in the existing Illinois facility. 

In 2014, the company rolled out its 
Ellyndale food business. ! e focus thus 
far has been on expanding distribution, 
says Emme, in particular with its gourmet 
cooking oils such as avocado, almond and 
virgin pumpkin seed. But 2016 will herald 
the launch of a number of new product 
innovations, including Coconut Infusions 
* avored coconut oils and Sugarless Sugar 
packets with monk fruit and stevia. 

Clearly, NOW is continuing to execute 
a plan that is about growing the brand while 
planting the * ag of quality throughout the 
industry. Expanding facilities, a tight atten-
tion to quality, and on-point innovation are 

signals of success. Concerns about supple-
ment quality dogged the industry in 2015, 
and in such situations laggards have been 
known to su# er while consumers begin a 
* ight to quality brands. NOW’s quality and 
value ethos are meeting the moment at a 
most opportune time. 

“Our in-house testing labs are among the 

most sophisticated and comprehensive 

in the industry. We’ve done a lot of 

work and invested a lot of resources to 

get here, but I believe that today NOW 

has the best quality in the industry.” 

Jim Emme, CEO

“It’s the natural retailer who stands 

in the aisles and educates their 

customers, and where a lot of products 

that eventually go mainstream fi rst 

take hold. Retailers know that our 

commitment to them is authentic. 

When they do well, we do well.” 

Jim Emme, CEO
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Supply Chain Transparency
PLT Health Solutions frames the future with PLT360

By Marc Brush

W
here does trust live? Does it live 
in the brand, with happy con-
sumers con" dent in their pur-

chase? Does it live in the ingredients, with 
the careful reading of labels to parse formu-
lations and sni#  out lower quality? Maybe 
it’s in the soil, or the air, or the mysterious 
clanging neurons of the consumer psyche. 
How about all of the above?

NBJ honors this year’s winner of our 
Supply Chain Transparency Award for dig-
ging deep to create a systemic approach to 
quality that builds trust up and down the 
chain. We acknowledge PLT Health Solu-
tions for doing the smart thinking around 
supply chain management that posits trust 
as a fundamental tenet of supplement man-
ufacture and design, to the betterment of 
the entire industry.

For 60 years, PLT has operated out of 
Morristown, New Jersey as a leading de-
veloper and marketer of dietary ingredients 
to the health and wellness space. ! e com-
pany now o# ers more than 20 proprietary, 
branded ingredients, with a multi-genera-
tional story of family ownership that moves 

from Marvin Flowerman to Paul—his son 
and the current president—to Seth, Paul’s 
son and an accomplished, serial entrepre-
neur in his own right. With the launch of 
PLT360 at SupplySide last year, PLT takes 

this rich tradition and re-envisions it for 
the realities of today’s world.

The four pillars
PLT360 is a quality assurance plat-

form that extends across the business by 
examining multiple aspects of each in-
gredient brought to market. Four pillars 
ground the thinking—integrity, quality, 
sustainability, and e$  cacy—and bring 
structure and message to values already in 
place. “When we sat down and thought 
about these concerns around transparen-
cy and quality, we did a gap analysis and 
" gured out we were doing a lot of this 
in our daily course of business,” says Dr. 
Barbara Davis, PLT’s VP of medical & 
scienti" c a# airs. “We just needed a way 
to actively communicate that these were 
di# erentiating points about PLT.”

Communication is essential to a meth-
odology so in synch with new consumer 
demands, and it helps create an authentic 
tool to highlight the good actors in the in-
dustry, like PLT, who are already doing the 
right thing for the right reasons. “To inter-

nally develop, execute, and then commu-
nicate this 360-degree view—that’s a real 
contribution to the industry,” says Loren 
Israelsen, President of the United Natural 
Products Alliance. “PLT deserves a lot of 

credit for messaging the work they do so 
well to build a durable, value-added ingre-
dient enterprise.”

! e integrity pillar speaks to traceabil-
ity and chain of custody. Quality speaks to 
spec review and GMPs. Sustainability—
especially important, given the intercultural 
nature of PLT’s business—speaks to ethical 
sourcing and social impact. E$  cacy speaks 
to scienti" c excellence in clinical trials and 
claims. Each of these pillars carries specif-
ic checks and balances that can adapt to 
global markets, and can continue to raise 
the quality bar over time. “I like to think 
of PLT360 as a living process,” says Davis. 
“! e people doing the legwork both hate 
and love me for that. We never check o#  
the lists. We keep adding to the dossiers.”

Case study: Zembrin
Zembrin, a botanical extract that carries 

promise in the “brain space” as a stress-re-
liever and mood-enhancer, provides a good 
example of the pillars and plan in action.

“Zembrin is the world’s " rst patented, 
standardized and clinically studied extract of 
a natural cultivar of Sceletium tortuosum,” 
says Davis. PLT360 ensures the ingredi-
ent’s integrity by standardizing to total al-
kaloid content and conforming to a de" ned 
alkaloid pro" le for four main actives. ! e 
local supplier, HG&H Pharmaceuticals 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » 60-year-old family owned 
company is leading developer 
of dietary ingredients

 » Integrity, quality, sustainability, 
effi cacy provide basis for 
ingredient development

 » PLT360 program formalizes proce-
dures for ensuring transparency

“What we’re really hoping for 

with PLT360 is that we can help 

set the bar for our industry,”  

Barbara Davis, PLT Health Solutions
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OTHER VITAMIN (K, H, ETC.) SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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of South Africa, maintains a seed bank of 
more than 100 million seeds to ensure sup-
ply chain security. “It took " ve years to select 
the right species and get all of our horticul-
tural practices honed to be able to grow this 
crop on a commercial basis,” says Davis. ! e 
unique chemical " ngerprint of Zembrin is 
now quanti" ed with a wide range of analyt-
ical methods, including botanical matching, 
HPTLC, HPLC, and DNA.

! e quality pillar around Zembrin 
stretches from detailed chain-of-custo-
dy records to extraction in a facility ap-
proved by NSF, with audits passed for 
dietary supplement GMPs, NSF/ANSI 
173 food safety, ISO 9000, and PLT’s own 
100-point supplier evaluation process. As 
with all of PLT’s ingredients, Zembrin 
carries a SIDI (Standardized Information 
on Dietary Ingredients) dossier with more 
than 150 checks on quality.

On sustainability, Zembrin highlights 

several successes with increasing relevance 
to the supplement industry. “Zembrin was 
awarded the " rst-ever export and biopros-
pecting permit—#001—to be issued by the 
South African government. Zembrin is the 
impetus for Africa’s " rst prior-informed 
consent bene" t-sharing agreement, signed 
with the South African San Council after 
two years of negotiation, to formally rec-
ognize the primary indigenous knowledge 
holders of Sceletium.” ! e cultural sensitiv-
ity and generosity of spirit behind this ben-
e" t-sharing agreement is a * ag in the sand 
that many global suppliers are now forced 
to reckon with.

Apart from the social impact of Zem-
brin to the San people, PLT360 also 
drives environmental stewardship by 
qualifying the cultivation of the ingre-
dient—as opposed to wildcrafting—in 
accordance with EU and Global Good 
Agricultural Practices, which include 

no insecticides or herbicides. For its ef-
forts to protect biodiversity in the region, 
Zembrin was formally recognized at the 
U.N. Nagoya Conference by the Minister 
of the Environment.

For a product like Zembrin, the e$  cacy 
pillar looms large.

“Sceletium, known by the San people 
as ‘Kanna,’ has been used for millennia 
for its stress-relieving and mood-en-
hancing benefits,” says Davis. “Our sci-
entific review of its traditional uses led to 
the development of the specific cultivar 
on which Zembrin is based.” The effica-
cy pillar of PLT360 includes a 2011 RCT 
demonstrating cognitive and mood ben-
efits, as well as a 2014 study performed 
in conjunction with HG&H that dialed 
in on Zembrin’s anti-anxiety benefits in 
the amygdala and its associated circuitry. 
As a result of this research, Zembrin was 
awarded a U.S. patent that protects the 
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dual mechanism of 5-HT and PDE4 in-
hibition, and the application of mesem-
brenone as a PDE4 inhibitor.

Setting the bar
All those lessons in one product can be 

applied across multiple products, categories 
and companies.

“What we’re really hoping for with 
PLT360 is that we can help set the bar for 
our industry,” says Davis. “We can make 
sure that solid science is going on, we can 
push for more quality, more safety, more 

integrity. It’s been quite gratifying to see 
likeminded people respond to the plat-
form. ! ese are the kind of folks who aren’t 
scared by the requirements we all feel are 
important to move forward.”

! at rigor is also good for business. 
“With Zembrin, they’ve learned the ap-
proach, so look for more interesting prod-
ucts to come through that pipeline,” says 
Israelsen. “! ere are lots of stories like this 
that end up on the rocks, but not here. All 
four pillars came together.”

In this way, PLT360 is a roadmap not 

only for the company’s future, but for the 
future of the industry. According to PLT, 
the 360 platform will inform their work 
on the current portfolio of ingredients, as 
well as new ingredients brought to market. 
It’s a framework that now helps de" ne the 
company and how the supply chain in di-
etary supplements can begin to e# ectively 
address consumer concerns around quality 
and transparency.

“We need a lot more of this,” says Is-
raelsen. “You see this kind of effort more 
on the food side—the ‘field-to-fork’ of 
organic, Whole Foods educating around 
non-GMO verification—but it ’s hard to 
find an equivalent in dietary supple-
ments. PLT’s 360 platform is the right 
thinking, and that alone is commend-
able. It ’s a system for other companies to 
build from, and they will, because it ’s 
working.”

“To internally develop, execute, and then 

communicate this 360-degree view—

that’s a real contribution to the industry,” 

Loren Israelsen, UNPA

SPECIALTY SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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OVERALL SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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E" orts on Behalf of the Industry
Council for Responsible Nutrition supplement product registry 
could be game changer

By Rick Polito

I
n the “Future of Supplements” ses-
sion at Natural Products Expo West 
two weeks ago in Anaheim, the pan-

elists talked about sales, teetering public 
trust and how money moves through the 
industry. ! ere was more discussion than 
outright prediction with so many signs and 
trends unclear. 

But one piece of the “future” seemed 
completely solid, despite being far from 
realized.

! e Council for Responsible Nutri-
tion’s supplement product registry, merely 
an idea " ve months earlier, was already an 
accepted reality.

! e day will come, panel leader and 
NBJ founder Tom Aarts told the stand-

ing-room-only crowd, when “If you’re not 
in the registry, you’re not in the industry.”

! e future of supplements, it seems, will 
be digitized.

Growing out of heightened concern 
about failing public trust after the New 
York attorney general charged that herb-
al supplements carried by major retailers 
did not meet ingredient label claims, the 
supplement industry discussed ideas and 
solutions in 2015 that it had not considered 
practical or desirable in years past. One idea 
that got traction was a product registry, a 
digital repository of information about 
what products are on the market and what 
ingredients are in those products.

At NBJ Summit last July, an infor-

mal audience poll suggested strong sup-
port for a registry of some kind. A small 
group of industry leaders was propos-
ing a government-run pre-market noti-
" cation registry in the late summer. By 
Expo East, that idea—particularly the 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Consensus formed quickly as CRN 
moved forward with registry

 » Initially a tool for regulators, CRN 
registry expected to serve multiple 
audiences

 » Registry could bring credibility as 
counter to media criticism
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CONSUMERS RATE THEIR TOP PURCHASED BRAND AGAINST INDUSTRY AVERAGE

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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government’s role—was drawing dis-
cussion and no small amount of division.
It looked to be another idea that might get 
drawn down in the details and disagree-
ment, a pattern all too familiar to many in 
the industry, but then, in October, weeks 
after insiders were talking about a lack of 
consensus, CRN board members were sit-
ting in a conference room voting to take 
the " rst steps toward a registry.

Sometimes the future of supplements 
shows up right on time.

“It has the potential to be transforma-
tive in the industry,” CRN president Steve 
Mister says of the concept. “I really believe 

we are in a critical time right now.”
! e idea evolved quickly over the months. 

First intended as a tool for regulators—they 

would be able to instantly discover what 
products had a problem ingredient, for in-
stance—the registry will likely serve multi-

Industry observers, and many in 

the industry, have long complained 

about a lack of metrics on the size 

of the industry and the multitude 

of products on the market.
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ple audiences. With all the information in 
one place, the registry will o# er, Mister says, 
“a common measuring stick.”

! e registry will eventually have tiers of 
information, perhaps allowing companies 
with third-party certi" cation to note that in 
their entry. ! e registry needs to be robust to 
have impact, Mister says. “What this does 
is make it easier for these various audienc-

es to look at the industry and get a sense of 
what the industry looks like, how big it is 
and then be able to determine ‘Who are the 
good players? Who are the bad players?’”

! ough he predicts the registry will be 
“completely agnostic” on product quality/
e$  cacy, the information, and indeed, par-
ticipation, will be crucial for retailers to 
step up as gatekeepers, Mister says. Prod-
ucts that aren’t registered could conceivably 
look suspect. “If you are a retailer, do you 
want this on your shelf ?”

Having all products registered could  be 
required for CRN membership.

Industry observers, and many in the in-
dustry, have long complained about a lack 
of metrics on the size of the industry and 
the multitude of products on the market. 
After some cautious discussion at the CRN 
retreat, there has been widespread support 
for the idea, Mister says. “I am getting no 
roadblocks from CRN members,” he notes.

But there are di# erent kinds of concern. 
Some have questioned whether a registry 
requires too much commitment of time 
and resources for small producers who may 
have the same number of products as a 
much larger company that boasts a much 
larger sta# . Others might worry about the 
insider politics of the registry being con-
trolled by a single trade group.

Iowa-based public relations expert 

Dean Draznin, whose " rm focuses on nat-
ural products and supplements, says build-
ing consumer awareness will be important 
for a registry to have impact, and he has 
been less than impressed by the industry’s 
ability and resolve in creating a uni" ed 
voice. Communication has not been a pri-
ority. “! ere are a lot of people inside the 
industry who don’t know what’s going on,” 

Draznin says.
Companies are moving boldly on trace-

ability, but awareness outside the industry 
is negligible to non-existent, Draznin says. 
! ose stories aren’t being told well, and the 
industry would be making a mistake to let 
that happen with a registry. “I think the in-

dustry has been pretty bad at that.”
Mister says a communication plan has 

not been developed but a consumer-facing 
component will likely be a part of the pro-
gram sooner than later. “Our " rst thought 
is to create it and—once we’ve created it 

and we know that it works and it’s usable 
and all that—then we can turn our atten-
tion to how we promote it to the various 
audiences.”

Je#  Lind, vice president for sales and 
marketing at Natreon, likes the registry for 
several reasons. Lind says every step, even “a 
baby step” that the registry might seem in 
the beginning, is a step in the right direction. 

“It’s a story to tell,” Lind says. “Let’s show 
the consumer we’re doing something.”
If the registry creates a challenge and an 
opportunity for companies to look close-
ly at what they are selling, that’s a good 
thing too, Lind says. “! e people who are 
doing it right shouldn’t be afraid of the 
registry.”

In its initial launch, the registry won’t 
feature every check box and traceability 
touchpoint. “Not all of this will come on-

line on day one. It will be something that 
evolves,” Mister says. ! e organization 
hasn’t chosen a vendor to build the registry, 
and there is still interest in seeing what the 
National Institutes for Health will do with 
its Dietary Supplement Label Database.

Still, that a registry is happening at all, 

and happening relatively quickly, could be 
called a refreshing kind of progress for the 
supplement industry.

Sometimes the future shows up ahead 
of schedule.

“What this does is make it easier for 

these various audiences to look at the 

industry and get a sense of what the 

industry looks like, how big it is and then 

be able to determine ‘Who are the good 

players? Who are the bad players?’”

 -Steve Mister, Council for Responsible Nutrition

“The people who are doing it right 

shouldn’t be afraid of the registry,”

 -Jeff Lind, Natreon
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Education
Michael Murray, N.D., the voice of natural medicine

By Todd Runestad

M
ichael Murray has taught the 
world a lot about the potential 
of nutrition and natural medi-

cine, but the lesson he has for the indus-
try isn’t about ingredients or science. ! e 
lesson he’s lived as much as he’s taught 
may be that the voice in the wilderness 
doesn’t have to shout to be heard.

But it does need to keep the conver-
sation going.

This particular conversation begins 
thirty-five years ago when young Mi-
chael Murray enrolled in Bastyr Uni-
versity—at the time the nation’s only 
accredited naturopathic college. He 
graduated in 1985 from the Kenmore, 
Washington school with a doctorate 
in naturopathic medicine, but it didn’t 
take long before he was reaching far be-
yond his practice.

In 1990, along with Bastyr founder 
Joe Pizzorno, N.D., Murray published 
The Encyclopedia of Natural Medicine 
(Atria Books)—widely seen as the bible 
of natural health and nutrition. Today, 
the reader-friendly-yet-citation-heavy 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Michael Murray’s Encyclopedia 
of Natural Medicine has sold more 
than 1 million copies

 » Murray’s writing and outreach 
have expanded the reach of 
natural medicine

 » Taking nutrition beyond the 
natural grocer and naturopath 
offi ces means engaging with 
allopathic doctors

TOP CONDITIONS CONSUMERS SUFFER

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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text is in its third edition, has been 
translated into 14 different languag-
es and has sold more than one million 
copies. If you want to know how to 
treat any one of 83 health conditions 
with nutritional supplements, plus the 
four cornerstones of good health, in 
150 pages worth of special topics and 
another 150 pages of reference cita-
tions, this is the source. 

Murray doesn’t have to look at copies 
sold to know the impact of his words.

“It was really humbling,” said Mur-
ray, “to have some of the leading doctors 
out there promoting natural approaches 
to health and healing tell me as I inter-
viewed them that it was my work and Dr. 
Pizzorno’s that introduced them to natu-
ral medicine. I just went ‘wow!’”

Over the years, Murray has served on 
the Bastyr faculty, Board of Trustees, and 
now serves on the Board of Regents. It’s 
no small stretch to say that he has had as 
much to do with educating natural profes-

sionals as anyone over the last two or three 
decades—a level of impact that earned 
him the 2015 NBJ Business Award for 
Education.

The third edition of The Encyclo-
pedia of Natural Medicine published in 
2012, but Murray’s pen rarely pauses. 
He has published 30 other books over 
the years, including 2014’s revised The 
Complete Book of Juicing, and his current 
labor of love, The Magic of Food, slated to 
be published in 2017. 

TOP CONDITION SALES FOR SUPPLEMENTS, 2014

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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The future of healing
Of course, Murray’s voice isn’t 

limited to the written word. In 2015 
Murray appeared on the Dr. Oz tele-
vision show with the message that the 
American medical model is getting a 
lot wrong while ignoring the promise 
of natural medicine.

“Where conventional medicine is 
failing is in the attempt to treat health 
conditions that largely owe their origin 
to diet, lifestyle, and attitude,” Murray re-
calls saying on the show. “! ere is just so 
much more that can be done with these 
natural approaches versus trying to take a 
pill that does absolutely nothing to alter 
the progression of the disease. We have 
major epidemics in the U.S. like obesity, 
diabetes, cancer, heart disease, and more 
that require real solutions that involve 
diet, lifestyle changes, and the proper use 
of dietary supplements.”

It was a bold statement with bold timing.
Dr. Oz himself faced pushback on 

his methods and message in 2014, cul-
minating in an unflattering Congres-
sional testimony. In 2015, doctors at 
Columbia University demanded he be 
removed from the faculty. But Murray 
asserts that Dr. Oz is a valuable voice in 
the health of Americans.

A voice that’s an important part of 
that conversation Murray keeps having 
with the world.

“He is trying to take the focus away from 
drugs and instead empower people to take 
charge of their health,” said Murray. “Drugs 

are simply biochemical Band-Aids that do 
not address the underlying cause. Natural 
approaches are designed to get at the root of 
the problem and promote a real cure.” 

That doesn’t mean Murray relishes 
the role of the gadfly. He doesn’t avoid 
conflict, but he doesn’t seek it either, 
says Erik Goldman, editor in chief at 
Holistic Primary Care. “While he’s nev-
er shied away from pointing out the 

limitations of conventional allopathic 
medicine or challenging the dominance 
of Big Pharma in influencing healthcare 
policy, he has always made an effort to 

educate rather than 
attack convention-
ally-trained practi-
tioners,” Goldman 
says. “In that way, 
he’s played a vital 
role in the evo-
lution of natural 
medicine in this 
country.”

Besides be-
ing the director 
of product devel-
opment for the 
supplement com-
pany Natural Fac-
tors Nutrition 
Products, Murray 
spends a lot of time 
writing, speaking, 
and building the 
infrastructure for 
his website, Doc-
torMurray.com—
which currently has 
80,000 subscribers 
to its newsletter. 

“I truly believe 
that true health education is taught more 
within the aisles of health food stores than 
in doctor’s o$  ces,” he said. “So, I am partic-
ularly passionate about making sure people 
working in health food stores are educated 
and inspired to spread the word.” 

Murray’s mission to bring more voices 
into the conversation doesn’t stop in the 
aisles or naturopath o$  ces either.

In March of this year, Murray produced 
an online consumer event, the Natural 
Medicine, Healing & Wellness Summit. 
A tidy 75,000 people are registered for the 
weeklong educational series, which features 
more than two dozen top-shelf speakers. 

! at list, of course, includes Murray.
! at conversation, of course, keeps 

going. 

“Drugs are simply biochemical 

Band-Aids that do not address the 

underlying cause. Natural approaches 

are designed to get at the root of the 

problem and promote a real cure.”
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Management Achievement
Emerson Ecologics plays it smart with quality and advocacy

By Marc Brush

T
he high drama of the turnaround. 
! e excitement of rapid, unexpect-
ed sales growth. ! ese are the classic 

quali" cations for a management achieve-
ment award, but for 2015, we tell a di# er-
ent kind of story—one about the deliberate 
pursuit of quality and the patient work of 
engagement with policymakers to shape the 
right future for dietary supplements. It’s not 
about the drama this time. It’s about the qui-
eter and often unsung moments that have 
impact far beyond the ledger.

It’s about what supplement industry 
insiders see when they look at Emerson 
Ecologics.

“I’ve known Emerson a long time,” says 
Loren Israelsen, President of the United 
Natural Products Alliance (UNPA). “We 

go way back, 30-plus years. I’ve watched 
Emerson grow from a small, regional dis-
tributor in the professional channel to a pre-
mier national distributor. It would be easy 
to stop there, but that’s not what they did. 
Emerson changed the model of what a dis-
tributor should be in terms of adding value 
and providing e$  cient service to get good 
products in the right hands of professionals.”

NBJ would concur. Emerson Ecolog-
ics, this year’s winner of our Management 
Achievement Award, is 35 years into its 
journey as a leading provider of dietary 
supplements in the healthcare practitioner 
space. ! e company now carries upwards of 
275 brands, and enjoys annual sales in the 
neighborhood of $150 million, according to 
NBJ estimates. But above and beyond the 

statistics, Emerson continues to mature as 
a quiet in* uencer in the industry by driving 
quality throughout the supply chain, and by 
exhibiting thoughtful engagement with the 

PRACTITIONER CHANNEL SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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NBJ Takeaways 

 » Emerson has built a reputation 
for screening out lower-quality 
products

 » Emerson’s seal of approval is 
important for practitioners 
whose careers depend on quality 
products

 » Emerson’s engagement with 
political leaders benefi ts the 
entire supplement industry
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trade associations and policymakers that 
set the foundation for a healthy future.

In pursuit of quality
In 2009, the team began brainstorming 

a quality assurance platform that would 
come to be known as EQP—Emerson 
Quality Program—for a 2010 launch. ! e 
EQP mission was simple—to over-deliver 
on DSHEA and foster the kind of trans-
parency in the professional sales channel 
that could highlight the quality standards 
baked therein. 

! is was years before transparency be-
came a buzzword, but the target of that 
e# ort rings especially relevant today when 
the industry is tasked to recapture and re-
tain trust. No single channel can deliver 
that trust turnaround, but practitioners 
possess an authority unmatched in the sup-
plement space. 

Practitioners possess a near-existential 
concern for quality and e$  cacy—their rep-
utations and careers are tied so closely to 
the products they sell. ! ey need trusted 
ways to " nd good product for their patients, 

and Emerson set out to provide them the 
con" dence they needed.

“We wanted to make it quick and easy 
for the practitioners,” says Dr. Jaclyn Chasse, 
ND, Emerson’s medical director and execu-
tive in charge of scienti" c and regulatory af-
fairs. ! us began the development of a qual-
ity standard still the envy of the industry. 
EQP includes protocols that demonstrate 
a level of quality to practitioners above and 
beyond federal cGMPs. Before it carries a 
supplement brand, Emerson sticks its nose 
into product design, manufacturing, and 

$3.2 BILLION PRACTITIONER CHANNEL SALES BY PRODUCT CATEGORY, 2014

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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quality testing at both the raw material and 
" nished product levels. For each brand that 
carries a gold or silver EQP stamp of ap-
proval, there’s a paper audit of SOPs, there’s 
an on-site audit of that company’s manu-
facturing facilities, and there’s independent, 
third-party lab testing to spec of product 
pulled from distribution.

“We’ve been able to provide transparen-
cy to the healthcare brands and all the great 
things they do with quality,” says Andy 
Greenawalt, Emerson’s CEO. “But there’s 
another important piece to this. With some 
of the smaller brands, they’ve been audited 
by us and felt the peer pressure to step up 
and get to a higher level.”

“It’s an unintended consequence,” says 
Chasse. “But our auditing team probably 
sees inside more manufacturing facilities 
than FDA or NSF, so we can help those 
companies improve. ! is gets beyond just 
quality assurance to education and real 
transparency.”

With the debut of EQP, Emerson put 
themselves under the magnifying glass as a 
" rst step, certifying both of its distribution 
centers—one in California, one in Virgin-
ia—with NSF. In Virginia, Emerson went 
even further to achieve Q11 compliance 
for pharmaceuticals, a move that allows the 

company to strategically stretch its wings 
from a supplement distributor to a full-ser-
vice partner with healthcare practitioners.

“Emerson is really good at something 
you wouldn’t necessarily expect a distribu-
tor to be good at,” says Israelsen. “! ey’re 
a quality " lter. Whatever passes through 
their system meets a quality standard that 
they’ve spent years building. ! is, in turn, 
helps build the industry.”

The right kind of engagement
As the supplement industry continues 

to squirm under the bright lights of bad 
press, two items jump to the top of the 
wish list—better quality and better advoca-
cy, with regulators and pundits alike. Em-
erson’s NBJ Award covers both sides of the 
coin, with the company serving as a clear 
role model for industry engagement.

! e company ignores few avenues for that 
engagement, counting memberships in twelve 
major trade associations, including UNPA and 
Council for Responsible Nutrition (CRN). 
Emerson supports six schools to create the next 

generation of practitioners. Dr. Chasse is cur-
rently the president of the American Associa-
tion of Naturopathic Physicians, a trustee at the 
American Herbal Products Association, and 
board advisor at both UNPA and the Integra-
tive Health Policy Consortium. Needless to say, 
the spirit of service runs deep at Emerson. Says 
Greenawalt: “We’re fortunate to have owner-
ship that values our responsibility to the indus-
try. We do feel we have a responsibility to better 

the industry, especially in the healthcare space.”
! at responsibility runs deep, too. Em-

erson contracts with a lobbyist to open 
doors in Washington, DC, and regularly 
visit the right folks with the clear agenda of 
providing a friendly face to legislators. ! at 
lobbyist becomes a resource to lawmakers 
when issues arise. “Emerson has been very 
e# ective in quietly talking to key poli-
cymakers,” says UNPA’s Israelsen. “! ey 
come in as a neutral player, and that helps. 
! ey’re not pushing a speci" c brand.”

“We feel that Emerson, by being a dis-
tributor, has more of an independent view, 
and Washington perceives that to be true,” 
says Greenawalt. “We meet with these folks 
to let them know they have another resource 
for questions. ! e more people they see from 
industry as respectable and professional, the 
better. Honestly, I think our lobbyist is the 
second to last thing our owners would let me 
cut from the budget.” ! is foresight at Emer-
son has led to face time with senators, repre-
sentatives, health committee leadership, and 
industry’s new favorite, state attorneys gen-
eral. Emerson was also instrumental in sta# -
ing the supplement caucus, with both New 
Hampshire representatives now involved.

Calling New Hampshire home helps 
too, Greenawalt says. “One the beauties of 
New Hampshire is that you can get more 
attention. It’s a lot easier for me to get to a 
U.S. senator than someone in California.” 
! is speaks volumes to the quiet, deliberate 
work done skillfully at Emerson, each and 
every day, observers note.

“! ey get it,” says Israelsen. “! ey play 
it smart.” 

“Emerson has been very effective in 

quietly talking to key policymakers. 

They come in as a neutral player, 

and that helps. They’re not 

pushing a specifi c brand,”

Loren Israelsen, UNPA

“With some of the smaller brands, 

they’ve been audited by us and 

felt the peer pressure to step up 

and get to a higher level,”

Andy Greenawalt, Emerson Ecologics
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Stewardship
Alter Eco settles for nothing less than ‘full circle sustainability’

By Bill Giebler

W
hen honoring a company with 
a Stewardship award, the ex-
ercise, it seems, is to look for 

a portfolio of good deeds woven in and 
around their business practices. A look at 
CPG company Alter Eco presents the op-
posite inquiry: how has this company built 
a business out of their stewardship ideals?

Alter Eco was founded in 1998 in France 
and launched their current U.S. structure in 
2003. ! ey began with a fair trade-centric 
approach, says co-founder and co-CEO, 

Mathieu Senard, " nding fair trade certi" ed 
products—co# ee and tea " rst, then sugar 
and rice—and marketing them. Only later 
did they realize the need to be more market 
focused, identifying product demand and 
then " nding fair trade producer co-ops for 
the supply. In their brand re-focusing, they 
dropped co# ee and tea, added chocolate 
and supported rice with quinoa, thus rein-
ing in an earlier breadth that was “nothing 
short of insane,” says Senard, to create a 
current catalog of goods still spanning key 

NATURAL AND ORGANIC SNACKS MARKETSHARE OF THE TOTAL SNACKS CATEGORY, 
2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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NBJ Takeaways 

 » Fair trade came fi rst, then 
marketing focus

 » “Full circle sustainability” means 
looking at all aspects of doing 
business

 » Developing the world’s fi rst 
compostable plastic pouch a 
matter of “responsibility”
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categories. “! e particularity of Alter Eco 
is the very large sourcing network of coop-
eratives,” he says, “so having several catego-
ries gives that width to the brand.” 

But being 100% fair trade wasn’t enough 
for Alter Eco. ! eir next e# ort was to go 
100% organic—even as that meant setting 
up a fund to help their producers gain or-

ganic certi" cation. “We really feel they go 
hand in hand,” Senard says. “Support the 
farmers, support the environment.” 

Still they felt they were falling short 

of true sustainability as a business. “For 
us it’s not just business, it’s showing that 
business can regenerate, rather than ex-
tract,” says Senard, introducing Alter 

Eco’s “full circle sustainability” ideal.
“Can we call ourselves sustainable when 

we move containers from Bolivia, from 
the Philippines, all around the world and 
when we’re on planes to sell the products?” 
he asks. Unhappy with the answer to this 
question, the company implemented what 
they call “carbon insetting.” ! at is, plant-
ing carbon-thirsty trees within their supply 
chain alongside the crops they depend on. 
Last year they planted 7,000 trees to o# set 
100% of their emissions.

Wrapped up
! e circle wouldn’t be full, though, un-

til they addressed packaging. Lara Jackle 
Dickinson is a co-founder and director at 
non-pro" t consultancy OSC2. In her ca-
reer, she has worked with dozens of natural 
products companies, and through OSC2 
she has brought together Alter Eco, Numi 
Tea and over 20 other companies to form a 
compostable packaging sustainability coa-
lition. Having worked with a spectrum of 

“They have taken huge steps to 

pioneer at huge expense and huge risk 

and have done it in a totally radical 

way—not just on behalf of themselves 

but on behalf of the industry,”  

Lara Jackle Dickinson, OSC2

NATURAL AND ORGANIC SNACKS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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companies, she identi" es packaging as a big 
Achilles heel in an industry doing its best to 
be mission-driven. “Flexible plastic is light-
weight and has bene" ts, but the downside is 
that it is comprised of multiple [otherwise] 
recyclable layers,” says Dickinson. “Which 
makes the whole structure unrecyclable.” 
! ese companies, she says, “have ethical 
food in basically unsustainable packaging. 
It doesn’t match their values.”

Several years in the making, Alter Eco 
has changed that dynamic by launching 
the " rst-ever fully backyard compostable 
* exible pouch. “It’s a work in progress,” 
says Senard after years of patience-de-
manding product development, admit-
ting that, for instance, the window isn’t as 
clear as it is with petroleum-based plastics. 
“Maybe we’re a little crazy,” he says. “We 
still decided to launch it because we really 
believe it’s our responsibility.” 

Compostable packaging has its draw-
backs. ! e vast majority of U.S. consumers 
neither compost at home nor have access 
to curbside programs. A truly recyclable 
* exible plastic package on the other hand 
(like one soon to be launched by Seventh 
Generation) may have greater short-term 
throughput from shelf back to shelf. Sen-
ard admits, too, that the eucalyptus used—
though Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
certi" ed sustainable—is very water inten-
sive. Of another key ingredient, non-GMO 
corn, he says: “Should we use grains to 
make packaging? I don’t think so.”   

It’s imperfect, but Alter Eco is tak-
ing the long view. “I really see it as a " rst 
step,” says Senard. “To create the demand, 
to show everybody it’s possible, to create a 
whole industry about this.” All of which will 

happen in parallel to the 
further development of 
municipal compost pro-
grams. “We cannot look 
at packaging as a short-
lived item, that’s why we 
went with compostable,” 
says Senard. “A recycled 
package ending up in 
the ocean won’t recycle, 
but a compostable one 
will compost.” 

Dickinson identi" es scale and tech-
nology as the barriers to developing com-
postable packaging, “But scale is the bigger 
hurdle,” she says. “! e technology even " ve 
years ago was 99% of the way there, but 
no one big enough was pushing the pack-
aging industry to ask for a solution. ! en 
we asked the question, ‘what if we got the 
scale?’” ! at question attracted 25 business 
leaders to a discussion three years ago at 
Natural Products Expo West that helped 

lead to the packaging Alter Eco is releasing 
today. “! ey truly have a mission more than 
just pro" t, but they’re also smart people,” 
says Dickinson. Inviting other companies 
into the exploration was necessary to make 

the packaging work for 
them, she continues, “so 
it comes from a place of 
altruism but also insight 
and intelligence.”

In the end, Dickin-
son calls Alter Eco “ab-
solute leaders.” “! ey 
have taken huge steps to 
pioneer at huge expense 
and huge risk and have 
done it in a totally radi-

cal way—not just on behalf of themselves 
but on behalf of the industry.” 

Locked down
“We’re almost there in terms of full 

circle sustainability,” says Senard. “Almost” 
begins to sound like humility, however. 
With 100 percent fair trade and organic 
sourcing plus 100 percent carbon insetting 
and now nearly sustainable packaging, 
there’s little left for them to take on. In 
light of this, Alter Eco has taken an addi-
tional step to lock these e# orts in place. In 
2013 the company became a public bene-
" t corporation, which Senard describes as 
“kind of the legal arm of B-Corp.” What 
that means, he continues, “is that all the 
elements of our mission are written in the 
bylaws and articles of incorporation of the 
company, which protects the mission long 
term.” Even if the company is sold, he says. 
“It really protects the shareholders.”

For a company founded on sustainability, 
it’s not surprising they " nd these e# orts an 
imperative, not an adjunct. “When you look 
at the state of the world today, we really have 
to act fast,” says Senard. “We believe it is the 
duty of business—which is the strongest force 
on the planet right now—to really tackle the 
issues. ! at’s what we’re trying to do.” 

“We believe it is the duty of business—

which is the strongest force on the 

planet right now—to really tackle the 

issues. That’s what we’re trying to do,” 

Mathieu Senard, Alter Eco

Compostable packaging has its 

drawbacks. The vast majority of U.S. 

consumers neither compost at home 

nor have access to curbside programs
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Mission and Philanthropy
Alaffi a’s fair trade model suited to the challenge

By Rick Polito

T
wenty feet beneath the banks of 
* uorescent lights and just a step 
or two from the stream of people 

crowding the aisles at Natural Products 
Expo West, a smiling Mawule Houmey 
settles into a rhythm very di# erent from 
the hectic buzz of the trade show * oor.

Houmey holds a well-worn tree branch 
and leans into a wooden bowl fashioned 
from a stump. She raises it and then brings 
the rounded end of the branch down again 
as she grinds shea nuts into a butter. ! e 
soap she creates in this ancient way, in that 
ancient rhythm, as she stands in the bustle 
of Expo, will bear the label of Ala!  a, the 

company that brought her from her village 
in Togo to the gleam and ad-blitz of Ana-
heim. But this is more than a trade-show 
marketing stunt. It’s an opportunity for 
Houmey to see the full circle of Ala$  a’s 
mission " rst hand. For Ala$  a’s founders, 
this two way exchange has always been 
important. ! ey bring soap and products 
to retail, and the money from those sales 
bring empowerment to women and com-
munities in Togo.

! at’s why Houmey is smiling. 
! e people who attend Expo West, the 

ones walking by a few steps away, more than 
likely know the concept of fair trade and 

even something about the bene" ts and qual-
ities of shea butter soap as an alternative to 
the chemical laden products in the personal 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Founder left Togo for America but 
came back to make a difference

 » For best effect, fair trade pro-
grams must be multi-dimensional 
and matched to the culture

 » Consumers and retailers need to 
research companies claiming mis-
sion-based business plans 

NATURAL AND ORGANIC BAR AND TOILET SOAP SALES AND GROWTH, 
2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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care space. Still, the immediacy of Houmey’s 
work and the bright smile she brings to the 
task show them something they might not 
sense from the fair-trade seal, or read in the 
clean-label ingredient list.

! ey see a face beaming with the 
change that Ala$  a is bringing to the 
women of Togo, and Houmey can feel 
that they see it. “It reawakens their hearts,” 
Houmey says, pausing only for a moment 
to speak before slapping the rounded end 
of the wooden branch into the bowl to 
crush and grind the shea nuts.

Olowo-n’djo Tchala hears her exclama-

tion and smiles.
! at smile, and that connection be-

tween two worlds as di# erent as an African 
village and the Expo * oor, is so much of 
what he has worked for.

A native of Togo, Tchala knows the 
region’s poverty and desperation in the 
visceral immediacy of his childhood. He 
grew up crowded with his siblings in an 
8x10 shack. He saw his neighbors waiting 
in lines for food. He saw hope die. He 
saw despair step in.

He saw a way out—marrying Peace 
Corp volunteer Prairie Rose Hyde and at-

tending college in California—but then he 
saw why he had to go back.

! e problems he remembered were not 
something he could leave behind.

“! at consciousness wouldn’t go away. 
It was something that was troubling me 
inside,” he recalls.

But he knew he had to go back the right 
way, with clear purpose and clear values but 
also a clear path to realize both. He had 
that purpose in the idea of co-ops where 
women could work together to gather and 
mash the shea nuts. He’d taken courses in 
business and could explain the challenges 

FAIR TRADE CERTIFIED SALES BY CHANNEL, 2015

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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and economics. Explaining the hope was 
more di$  cult. His " rst trip back to Togo in 
2003 to start the co-ops and the company 
was a lesson in just how hard it is to trans-
late passion into persuasion. ! e women 
had heard promises before. And seen them 
broken. All he had was a story.

! ey were right to be suspicious. Too 
many Africans, Tchala says, have trusted 
in a businessman’s ambitions only to dis-
cover exploitation. 

He kept trying. He’d carved out 90 days 
between classes at the University of Cali-
fornia-Davis and the weeks in Togo were 
winding up before he’d gathered 20 women 
for the co-op that would gather the shea 
nuts and make the shea butter.

! ere are more than 700 women on the 
payroll now, and some 7,000 collecting the 
shea nuts, but in 2003 the Ala$  a crew was 
small. It still felt overwhelming, Tchala re-
calls. Tchala and Hyde took the arrangement 
as an obligation. ! e women were going to 
get paid. No matter what. ! e young couple, 
with a small child and another coming, were 
still living in student housing, but they’d 
made promises. “We used student loans and 
when we we ran out of student loans, we 
used our credit cards,” Tchala recalls.

It took taking the business plan into 
" nished product to make sure they kept 
getting paid. Tchala and Hyde had hoped 
to sell the shea butter in bulk, but when 
they started producing their own products 
and packaging, the Ala$  a business model 
became more solid. 

Persistence and purpose
Ala$  a is an established company now, 

and the co-ops are accepted and admired in 
Togo. ! at admiration comes not just from 
the opportunities realized by women who 
had few choices before but also the accom-
plishments that drive the mission. Ala$  a 
has built 10 schools, moved 7,100 donated 
bikes into the villages to get the children 
to those schools and funded safe births for 
nearly 3,600 mothers in a nation where 
death in childbirth is common.

! e mission is rooted in the needs 
Tchala saw as a child, but every piece 
of the Ala$  a plan is built on the idea 

of moving the people forward. Healthy 
births lead to healthy children who ride 
the bikes from their villages to get to the 
schools Ala$  a supports.

! e women get income to feed those 
children.

Tchala had seen charity. He’d seen the 
despair that came packaged with those 
handouts.

“It takes the person’s diginity away,” he 
says. ! at’s the part of the story he tells 
when he talks about Ala$  a. It’s fair trade 
targeted with the eyes and instincts of a 
native. Tchala may live in Olympia, Wash-
ington now, but he travels to Togo several 
times a year. He sees the stories of change.

! e stories he tells retailers like Mo 
George-Payette at Mother’s Market & 
Kitchen in Southern California

George-Payette says her store was 
among the " rst in the area to stock Alaf-
" a products. It took little convincing, she 
recalls. “! ey did not have to do much but 
share their vision and anyone listening or 
caring would want to participate,” she says.

She believes in the Ala$  a story and ap-
preciates that she keeps hearing it in news-
letter and online updates. It’s an easy one to 
share with shoppers too. “Consumers love 
every bit of the story,” George-Payette says. 
“It is real and heartfelt.”

David Bronner of Dr. Bronner’s says 
more people need to hear that story and 
stories like it to understand the needs of the 
people producing the goods they are buy-
ing—and how their choices in consump-
tion a# ect those people. 

Dr. Bronner’s is promoting a living 
wage domestically and has unwavering 
policies on fair trade ingredients. “We 
want to make sure that the work that goes 
into the stu#  you consume is respected 
and not exploited.” Tchala’s company " ts 
that ethic perfectly, Bronner says. “We 
are big fans of Ala$  a.”

It’s especially important, Bronner says, 
that the company is helping highlight is-
sues in the personal care space, and o# er 
alternatives. “Fair trade isn’t just about cof-
fee and cocoa,” Bronner says. “! ere is ex-
ploitation in most supply chains,”

Tchala is, of course, a big fan of fair 

trade, and his company is certified as 
such by the Institute for Marketecology, 
but like the women he recruited to start 
the company, he is wary of companies that 
overpromise. “Simply being fair trade is 
not enough. It doesn’t truly, in the end, 
get a community out of poverty,” Tchala 
says. “You can’t do fair trade just because 
it sounds good.” For Tchala, it has to be 
something that works, suited to the needs 
of the situation and rooted in the realities 
of the culture.

It has to be more than a seal on the 
package.

Bronner agrees. “I think there are 
huge problems with greenwashing or 
fair-washing or just doing a token amount 
of responsible stu# .” Even in the fair trade 
world, the breadth of programs Ala$  a 
supports stands out, Bronner says. Ala$  a 
has a story it can tell and keep telling with 
evidence in the numbers of schools, bikes, 
births and workers.

People need to do the research and look 
for companies like Ala$  a that are “100 
percent committed,” Bronner says.

George-Payette says natural retailers 
have a role in that too, as gatekeepers to 
make sure the products are legitimate and 
the stories are real. Ala$  a makes it easy, 
she says. ! e company goes “beyond fair 
trade,” she says.

For Tchala, pushing the mission is what 
kept Ala$  a going in the early days when 
he and Hyde  were living in a trailer with 
their two children. She designed the labels 
and pulled them out of the home printer 
to paste onto the jars. Tchala would vis-
it the farmers markets and independent 
retailers and tell the story with his heart. 
! at’s what made Ala$  a a viable business, 
he says. “What made it work, I think, is 
Ala$  a has stood very clearly to the ideal 
that we set out to do,” Tchala says.

! at commitment, and that story, 
brought it all together and keeps it togeth-
er. Now, in the aisles of an American natu-
ral grocer, or in a booth at Expo West, con-
sumers and retailers get to be a part of it.

! at’s why Houmey is smiling.
She has seen that part of the story now 

too. 
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Top Deals of 2015
Huge uptick in volume and transaction size, 
with healthy food and ingredients among most active categories

by Rodney Clark, Aspect Consumer Partners

S
trong boardroom con" dence. Rela-
tively stable and increasing capital 
markets environments. Continued 

strong corporate earnings growth. Low-
cost debt " nancing and large stockpiles 
of corporate cash. ! e elements that keep 
the M&A environment strong for hunting 
deals and making deals haven’t gone away. 
So there’s certainly no surprise that global 
M&A activity grew in 2015.

What is, perhaps, surprising is the fact 
that global M&A activity actually accel-
erated in 2015, increasing by a whopping 
42% to hit a record high level of approxi-
mately $4.7 trillion. In the United States, 
M&A activity saw an even larger increase 
of approximately 64%, to $2.3 trillion.

! is high level of activity was driven by a 
slew of large, mega-deals announced at a re-
cord pace during the year across a number of 
key industries. ! e numbers are somewhat 
staggering:  in total, there were 71 transac-
tions valued at over $10 billion and a total 
of 10 transactions valued at over $50 billion. 

With those kinds of numbers, 2015 will 
go down in the history books as the “Year 
of the Mega Deal.”

Sized up
While these headline numbers are re-

cord-breaking, they distract from a key 
trend that emerged during the year. Trans-
action volume was up considerably in 2015, 
but the total number of transactions re-
mained * at across regions and market seg-
ments. In other words, the deals are getting 
bigger, but the level of activity is not in-
creasing. ! is was certainly true in the U.S., 
where total transactions declined slightly 
and both middle market and private equi-
ty activity began to decelerate. We saw the 
same thing in global " nancial sponsor exit 
volume, which fell below the record levels 
reached in 2014. M&A activity is certainly 
healthy, but could this potentially signal a 

deceleration in future M&A activity?
In line with the global M&A market, 

the volume in the U.S. nutrition indus-
try was up signi" cantly with bigger deals 
leading the charge, but in contrast to the 
broader market, the number of deals also 
rose. For the 2015 Top 10 Deals of the 
Year, aggregate transaction totaled roughly 
$29 billion, or approximately $2.9 billion 
per transaction—more than four times 
larger on both an overall volume and a per 
deal basis than in 2014. And while this is 
skewed by JAB Holding Co.’s acquisition 
of Keurig Green Mountain and a slew of 
other multi-billion transactions, the num-
bers of deals within the nutrition industry 
also increased at a very strong pace, likely 
reaching record levels.

In that context, let’s take a look at the 
NBJ Top 10 deals of 2015:

JAB Holding Co. acquires 
Keurig Green Mountain

On December 7, JAB Holding, an in-
vestment vehicle of the Reimann Family, 
announced its third and largest acquisition 
in the U.S. co# ee industry to date—the ac-
quisition of Keurig Green Mountain for 
$13.9 billion. ! is transaction follows the 
control acquisitions of Peet’s Co" ee & Tea 
and Caribou Co" ee Company and punc-
tuates the somewhat rocky end of life as a 
public company for Keurig Green Moun-
tain, which in the recent past has been 

plagued by activist investor David Einhorn, 
beset by SEC accounting probes, manage-
ment changes and more recently sluggish 
" nancial results. Despite these more recent 
challenges, Keurig Green Mountain will 
remain best known for its innovation in the 
co# ee industry with the launch of its per-
sonal beverage system based on single-serve 
K-cups, revolutionizing the way consumers 
prepare and enjoy beverages.

J.M. Smucker Company 
acquires Big Heart Pet Brands

Continuing its pursuit of highly strategic 
M&A, J.M. Smucker on February 3 an-
nounced that it had signed de" nitive agree-
ments to acquire Big Heart Pet Brands from 
its private equity owners for approximately 
$5.8 billion. Big Heart Pet Brands ranked as 
the largest stand-alone producer of premium 
branded pet food and snacks, with a stable of 
leading brands, including Meow Mix, Natu-
ral Balance and Milk-Bone. ! e acquisition 
by J.M. Smucker is the largest in the compa-
ny’s 118-year history and added a new and 
highly strategic division to the company—

Watch 

 » Rodney Clark discuss the 
NBJ Top Deals of 2015 in a three-part 
interview at newhope.com/nbj
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pet food and snacks, which remains one of 
the highest growth areas in the center of 
the store. J.M. Smucker is hoping to bene-

" t from these higher growth categories, and 
with the continued strong trends underlying 
the pet industry that appears a pretty safe 
bet. Only time will tell if the company’s bold 
foray into pet products pays o# , but the com-
pany expects to achieve around $200 million 
in annual synergies within the " rst few years 
post close—ample “cushion” to help achieve 
targeted " nancial results.

Leonard Green & Partners and 
TPG acquire Life Time Fitness

In March, in what would turn out 
to be both one of the largest take-pri-
vate transactions and one of the largest 
transactions of the year in the nutrition 
industry, Life Time Fitness announced 
that it had agreed to be taken private by 
two of the more prominent private equi-
ty " rms in recent years, Leonard Green 
& Partners and TPG. ! e transaction 
was valued at more than $4 billion and 
followed a number of months of review 
of “strategic alternatives,” which is most 
often code in the M&A industry for “up 
for sale”. It also followed on the heels of 
activist investor Marcato Capital Man-
agement, which had amassed close to a 
7% stake in the company, prompting Life 
Time Fitness to evaluate the conversion 
of its real estate assets into a real estate 
investment trust and adopt a sharehold-
er rights plan prohibiting anyone from 
accumulating more than a 9.8% stake in 
the company. Life Time Fitness, which 
completed its initial public o# ering in 
2004, has been experiencing signi" cant 
competition from lower-priced gym and 
workout formats, as well as new market 

entrants such as Peloton, SoulCycle and 
CrossFit, which have been attracting 
workout enthusiasts at high rates.

Snyder’s-Lance 
acquires Diamond Foods

Following less than a year after the 
creation of a “better-for-you” snack divi-
sion in late 2014, and the rebranding of 
that division in early 2015 to Clearview 
Foods, Snyder’s-Lance announced in 
October that it would acquire Diamond 
Foods for approximately $1.9 billion, 
the company’s largest transaction in re-
cent years. ! is addition to the company’s 
healthy snacks division enhances Sny-
der-Lance’s footprint in better-for-you 
snacking, adding a portfolio of iconic 
snack brands, strengthening its direct 
store delivery network and increasing 
the company’s overall annual sales to ap-
proximately $2.6 billion. In recent years, 
the company has made great strides in 
migrating to a healthier overall o# er-
ing, acquiring key companies and brands 
such as Pretzel Crisps and Late July and 
then combining those brands and its oth-
er healthy snacking brands to form the 
Clearview Foods platform, establishing 
it as a leading competitor in the high 
growth snack industry. 

Pinnacle Foods 
acquires Boulder Brands

As we have written in previous issues, 
the number of companies a# ecting signif-
icant transformation via healthier M&A 
is a long-term trend that is here to stay. 
So it shouldn’t have been a surprise when, 
in November, Pinnacle Foods, the owner 
of a portfolio of household name brands 
such as Bird’s Eye, Hungry Man, Dun-
can Hines and Aunt Jemima, announced 
the $975 million acquisition of Boulder 
Brands. ! is transaction highlights a sig-
ni" cant push by Pinnacle into healthier 
foods. It also ends a somewhat volatile 
corporate history for Boulder Brands, 
from launching as a special purpose ac-
quisition corporation to becoming the 
darling of natural and organic, and more 
recently having fallen on hard times due 
to " nancial performance issues and man-
agement changes. Given the company’s 
recent challenges, it is not surprising ei-
ther that Pinnacle announced the trans-
action as a “synergy-rich” combination 
with signi" cant synergies and the need 
for portfolio optimization.

Hormel Foods 
acquires Applegate Farms

While this transaction can be billed by 
some as merely a classic example of a com-
pany being acquired by the most logical in-
dustry competitor, the acquisition by Hor-
mel Foods of Applegate Farms for $775 
million is more than a little interesting. Not 
only does it rank as Hormel’s largest acqui-
sition in the company’s history, but also 
it adds to the company’s portfolio the #1 
brand in the natural and organic value-add-
ed prepared meats category. At a time when 
consumers are choosing healthier alterna-
tives, Applegate Farms has remained true 

Transaction volume was up considerably 

in 2015, but the total number of 

transactions remained fl at across 

regions and market segments.
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to its mission and established itself as an 
authentic brand within both natural and 
conventional grocery—by bringing trans-
parency and clean ingredients to American 
staples, such as hot dogs, bacon and deli 
meat. ! is acquisition is a strong follow-on 
to Hormel’s Muscle Milk (CytoSport) 
transaction completed in 2014.

WhiteWave 
acquires Vega and Wallaby

In recent years, there likely has been 
no company more active and proli" c in 
healthy M&A than WhiteWave Foods 
Corporation. In 2015, the company con-
tinued its buying spree, adding two more 
signi" cant brands to its plant-based food 
and beverage portfolio. In June, the com-
pany announced the $550 million acqui-
sition of Vega, a pioneer and the leader in 
plant-based nutrition products, primarily 
focused on powdered shakes and snack 
bars containing nutrient-dense super-
foods. ! is transaction was highly strate-
gic and enabled WhiteWave to become 
the leader in plant-based protein, a cate-
gory that has caught the attention of con-
sumers and is experiencing some of the 
highest growth rates in the food industry. 
In August, the company announced the 
acquisition of Wallaby for $125 million, 
adding west-coast manufacturing and 
both Greek- and Australian-style yogurt 
products. ! e addition of Wallaby en-
ables WhiteWave to expand its presence 
in yogurt, which continues to play a key 
role in healthy food and beverage and has 
been an expansion focus for the company 
for some time.

SunOpta 
acquires Sunrise Growers

In July, SunOpta announced a trans-
formational transaction. ! e acquisition of 
Sunrise Growers for $450 million estab-
lishes the combined company as a global 
leader in the high-growth frozen fruit cat-
egory. ! e transaction added approximately 
$300 million in revenues—an increase of 
close to 25% of SunOpta’s total revenues—
and is expected to result in approximately 
$10 million in synergies through the ra-
tionalization of procurement, logistics and 
other operational areas.

Kerry Group 
acquires three companies

In October, Kerry Group, a global 
leader in ingredients, * avor and food, an-
nounced a trio of acquisitions—Red Arrow 
Products, Island Oasis and Biothera Inc.’s 
Wellmune—for a total of approximately 
$735 million. ! ese acquisitions expand 
Kerry’s taste and nutritional platforms, 
provide Kerry with strong growth oppor-
tunities and bring innovative technology 
platforms. Red Arrow Products produces 
natural smoke and grill * avors for the food 
industry. Island Oasis creates cocktail mix-
es, co# ee blends, nutritional beverages and 
customized beverage equipment for restau-

rants and hospitality industries. Wellmune 
is a brand of natural food, beverages and 
supplements to bene" t the immune system.

A Number of 
Notable Financings

In addition to the large number of 
M&A transactions within the industry, 
there was also a signi" cant number of nota-
ble " nancings that were completed, includ-
ing the initial public o# erings of Amplify 
Snacks, Blue Bu" alo and Planet Fitness, 
as well as the private " nancings of Cali" a 
Farms and Peloton, which completed " -
nancings of $50 million and $75 million, 
respectively. 

Rodney J. Clark is Managing Partner 
and Founder of Aspect Consumer Partners, an 
M&A, strategic and corporate ! nance adviso-
ry boutique focused on the healthy segments of 
Food, Ingredients, Beverage, Beauty and Con-
sumer Products. Email him at rclark@aspect-
consumer.com.

In line with the global M&A market, the 

volume in the U.S. nutrition industry was 

up signifi cantly with bigger deals leading 

the charge, but in contrast to the broader 

market, the number of deals also rose.
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Q&A 

 » Anybody who walked the food aisles at Expo West knows that the premium 
jerky market is as competitive as it is hot. Hershey picking up Krave for more 
than $200 million may have something to do with that, but whatever the 
cause, newcomers have to quickly differentiate or die. Lawless Jerky founder 
Matt Tolnick left behind a law career to turn a hobby into an emerging brand 
with unique fl avors that include Vietnamese pho and Japanese curry. 
NBJ talked to him about the challenges and rewards in the dried meat market.

QA Matt Tolnick, Lawless Jerky

NBJ: What is behind the jerky renaissance?  
Tolnick: ! e jerky renaissance is at the juncture of the low(er) 
carb, high protein, snacking, better-for-you, craft, and paleo move-
ments, all of which have gained signi" cant traction so far this 
decade. For us, we also o# er innovative * avors and a transparent 
source for our meat, with 100 percent grass-fed beef from New 
Zealand used in all of our * agship beef jerky * avors. 

NBJ: How important is paleo for jerky?  
Tolnick: ! e paleo movement is still small, but for its size it is 
vociferous. ! e paleo crowd di# ers in how extreme its members are 
in rigid observance of paleo principles. ! e grass-fed beef we use is 
big with the paleo crowd.

NBJ: What do you think sets Lawless apart?  
Tolnick: In jerky you are lucky to " nd a brand that has inter-
esting, well-executed, well-balanced * avors. And you are lucky to 
" nd a jerky brand willing to talk about where their meat comes 
from. With Lawless Jerky, we do both, and we do it at a $5.99/bag 
MSRP that keeps us competitive with even down market brands.  

NBJ: How important is the company’s story in the marketing?  
Tolnick: We tell the story of Lawless Jerky on every bag we sell. 
All of the imagery on our bags (! e upside down scales of justice 
and Lady Justice peeking through her blindfold) is a cheeky ode to 
my former profession as a lawyer who found that practicing LAW 
made him LESS happy.  

NBJ: ! e Hershey/Krave deal probably has a lot of entrepreneurs 
seeing dollar signs in dried meat. What should they know? 
Tolnick: ! at Krave was in the right space at the right time and 
was able to innovate in * avors where innovation was lacking. ! ey 
gained warm reception through grocery, which propelled the com-
pany into other channels. ! is is not a formula that can be easily 
repeated. Successor jerky companies looking for a Krave-sized pay-
day will need to " nd other areas in which they can be equally as 
innovative. 

NBJ: What could go wrong for the jerky trend?  
Tolnick: Some of what could go wrong with jerky has already begun. 
! e companies seeing dollar signs have started prioritizing margins 
over quality. Good jerky should ALWAYS have more protein than 
sugar, but many jerkies on the market are duping consumers by selling 
them sugar with a side of meat. Some have more sugar per bag than 
a candy bar. ! ese companies shrewdly market “contains __ grams of 
protein per serving” or “good source of protein,” but they say nothing 
about the sugar. I’m a fan of the Siggi’s yogurt brand. ! ey proudly 
declare “more protein than sugar.” We believe that to be called jerky 
you should have to be able to make that same claim. We can’t compete 
on price when we are selling 100 percent grass-beef and others are 
selling sugar. 

NBJ: You had success on Kickstarter. How is crowdfunding 
changing natural products? 
Tolnick: I think there are more opportunities now than ever be-
fore to start a food company (or really any type of company) from 
scratch. Entrepreneurship is on trend now, and the Shark Tank 
phenomenon has glori" ed entrepreneurs and investing in them. 
It’s become part of the collective cultural consciousness. 

NBJ: What does the success of premium jerky say about the future 
of Slim Jims?  
Tolnick: I would draw the comparison here to conventional beer 
versus craft beer, or the rise of Chipotle versus down market less 
healthy brands like Jack in the Box. ! ere is a time, place and au-
dience for both sets of products. A “Slim Jim” stick is not jerky and 
is hardly a competitor to premium jerky. 

NBJ: What kind of supply chain issues are you encountering as 
you grow?
Tolnick: Right now our supply chain is solid. ! e trickiest part is 
forecasting growth in the face of bringing on new customers. ! e 
timing of those resets and orders is often best left to a crystal ball. 
Having strong manufacturing and " nancial partners is absolutely 
necessary to " nancing and building inventory on short notice.
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2016 Reports will include: 

• 2016 NBJ Global Supplement Report

• 2016 NBJ Direct to Consumer Report

• 2016 NBJ Supplement Report 

• 2016 NBJ Sports Nutrition and Weight Loss Report

• 2016 NBJ Raw Material and Ingredient Supply Report

MARKET RESEARCH REPORTS

NBJ is offering a Digital Subscription package for $1395.

This package includes:

• Daily NBJ Subscriber content on newhope360.com 

• Access to 5 years of NBJ Back Issues 

• PDF of Monthly Issue 

•  10% discount in the Online Store including data charts, 
market research reports, and company profiles.

(10 issues per year including 2 double issues)

EDITORIAL CALENDAR

January/February Double Issue A look back at 2015

March The Awards Issues

April The State of Supplements

May/June Trust and Science

July Sports Nutrition and Weight Loss

August Condition Specific

September Ingredient Innovation

October New Supply Chain/Food Tech Issue

November Functional Food/Personalized Medicine

December The Retail Issue

2016

High-level Analysis and Business Intelligence for Industry Decision-makers Nutrition 

Business Journal’s market research reports provide business intelligence and thought 
leadership to all levels of the nutrition industry. Each report is exhaustively researched by 
our staff of industry experts and presents an analysis of markets, trends, competition and 
strategy in the U.S. and Global nutrition industry.
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