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There’s no denying the fact that fats and oils make foods taste 
better. In addition to enhancing flavor, fats and oils play key 
functional roles such as providing texture, particle suspension, 
mouthfeel, stability and shelf life in products including baked 
goods, nutrition bars, sauces, dressings, dairy products and 
much more.

However, not all fats and oils are created equal, and today’s 
consumers are looking for products with healthy halos they can 
feel good about putting into their bodies. This demand is seen 
across nearly every food and beverage category, and brands are 
responding by delivering innovative products made with better-
for-you fats and oils that allow permissible indulgence without 

compromising taste or function.

THE SKINNY ON FATS
From a nutrition standpoint, dietary fats are necessary for good 
health—they provide energy, support cell growth, protect our 
organs, help the body absorb certain nutrients and contribute 
to satiety. Despite the benefits, fat content in food has been 
under fire for years due to its association to increased risk of 
heart disease, obesity and type 2 diabetes. While unsaturated 

fats such as monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats are 

generally associated with positive health benefits, saturated 
fats are associated with negative health outcomes because they 
can increase levels of low-density lipoprotein (LDL, or “bad”) 

cholesterol. Trans fats, or partially hydrogenated oils (PHOs), 
have been vilified for years because they raise LDL cholesterol 
levels and lower “good” high-density lipoprotein (HDL) 
cholesterol levels, and have been shown to increase the risk of 
developing heart disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes.

However, the release of the 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans (DGAs) marked a key turning point for public opinion 
of the healthfulness of food by placing more emphasis on 
types of foods and eating patterns rather than an actual dietary 
component deemed a public health concern by past guidelines. 

Healthy Oils:  
Delivering Better-for-You 

Product Innovation
by Judie Bizzozero
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Key recommendations included reducing trans 
fats and limiting saturated fat intake to less than 
10 percent of daily calories.

According to the guidelines: “Strong and 
consistent evidence shows that replacing 
saturated fats with unsaturated fats, especially 
polyunsaturated fats, is associated with reduced 
blood levels of total cholesterol and LDL. 
Additionally, strong and consistent evidence 
shows that replacing saturated fats with 
polyunsaturated fats is associated with a reduced 
risk of CVD [cardiovascular disease] events (heart 
attacks) and CVD-related deaths.”

The DGAs suggest a healthy eating pattern 
should include consumption of plant-based oils 
such as canola, corn, olive, peanut, safflower, 
soybean and sunflower, and oils naturally present 
in nuts, seeds, seafood and avocados.

The International Food Information Council 
(IFIC) Foundation’s 2018 Food & Health Survey 
revealed more than half of U.S. consumers 
viewed saturated fats as unhealthy, while nearly 
70 percent of consumers understood the health 
benefits of omega-3 fatty acids. Data from 
Packaged Facts’ 2017 “Food Formulation Trends: 

Oils and Fats” report found trans fats are avoided 
the most (35 percent) by consumers, followed by 
saturated fats (29 percent), PHOs (24 percent), 
margarine (21 percent), and vegetable shortening 
(18 percent). When it comes to the fats and oils 
consumers prefer when purchasing processed 
foods, olive oil tops the list, followed by vegetable 
oil, canola oil, butter and coconut oil, respectively.

TRANS FAT BAN FUELS  
HEALTHY INNOVATION
Trans fats have been shunned for years because 
of their link to increased risk of CVD, stroke 
and the development of type 2 diabetes. In 
2015, FDA determined PHOs, the primary 
food manufacturing source of artificial trans 
fats, are not GRAS (generally recognized as 
safe), originally giving food and beverage 
manufacturers until June 18, 2018, to remove 
them entirely from their products. FDA extended 
the compliance date to Jan. 1, 2020, for food 
products produced prior to June 18, 2018, to 
allow for an orderly transition in the marketplace 
through distribution channels. At the same time, 

Healthy Oils Usage Continues to Grow Among 
Products Launched at Expo West
Oils with highest share of incidence in products across 
all Expos and demonstrating strongest growth from 
Expo West 2013 to Expo West 2017.

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database
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Represented in nearly 3,500 products, the 
following categories have the highest incidence 
of products formulating with healthy oils.
Expo West 2013—Expo West 2017

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database
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FDA denied a food additive petition from the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association (GMA) requesting approval 
for certain limited uses of PHOs. To allow time for 
reformulation, the agency extended the compliance 
date to stop manufacturing foods with these specific, 
limited-petitioned uses of PHOs to June 18, 2019, and 
to Jan. 1, 2021, for the products to work their way 
through distribution.

The trans fat ban poses significant formulation 
challenges for technically complex categories such as 
baked goods, confectionery and nondairy products 
that rely heavily on the use of PHOs as a replacement 
for saturated fatty acids. On the bright side, the 
ban also creates market opportunity for brands to 
produce innovative products containing healthier fats 
and oils.

INGREDIENT SELECTION  
& SOURCING
Cost and functionality are critical areas brands must 
consider when making the switch to better-for-you 
fats and oils. In some cases, removal of certain fats 
is straightforward and results in minimal extra cost; 
in other cases, fats can have a major functional role, 
and therefore must be replaced with other ingredient 
or processing solutions. It is critical for brands to 
work closely with their ingredient suppliers from 
ideation to manufacturing.

Brands exploring new fats and oils must evaluate the 
pros and cons of each ingredient option to determine 
whether it will change the desired quality attributes 
(e.g., taste, texture, shelf life, etc.) of the product and 
potentially alter consumer buying behaviors. Other 
issues to consider are costs versus benefits as it relates 
to the complexity of reformulation and replacement 
options. How will replacing ingredient X with 
ingredient Z affect processing? What are the costs of 
the intended replacement option? How quickly can 
those costs be recouped? Are there any issues with 
supply chain for a particular ingredient and can the 
supplier guarantee stock to ensure scaling up?

Finding established supply chains that are transparent 
and speak to socially and agriculturally responsible 
practices can be difficult when it comes to any 
ingredient, but forward-thinking brands are taking an 
active part in securing the future of the supply chain 
at the source. Companies that create a partnership 

Leading Categories Innovating  
with Healthy Oils
(growth of number of new products)

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database

148% 106% 36% 15%

with their suppliers, meet farmers face-to-face, and help 
establish sustainable business practices represent some of 
the most responsible sourcing options. 

LESSONS LEARNED FROM PALM OIL
Brands also must consider consumers are making 
purchasing decisions based on the nutritional value of 
ingredients as well as how they are sourced. Consider palm 
oil, an ingredient both ubiquitous and misunderstood, 
which carries with it concerns over orangutan species 
endangerment, rapid deforestation, habitat loss and 
human rights abuses—mainly in Indonesia and Malaysia, 
where 85 percent of the world’s palm oil is sourced. 

Industry and consumer concern over these issues has 
more brands seeking palm oil solutions from ingredient 
suppliers committed to transparent, traceable and 
sustainable palm oil supply chain integrity that carry 
certifications from organizations such as the Roundtable 
on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), Malaysian Sustainable 
Palm Oil (MSPO), Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) 
and the Rainforest Alliance.
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HEALTHY OILS TO WATCH
Plant-based ingredients are gaining considerable 
traction because they resonate with health-minded 
consumers including vegans, vegetarians, flexitarians 
and those looking for clean label food and beverage 
choices. The oils highlighted in this Report— 
coconut oil, olive oil and sunflower oil—are all 
gaining traction as better-for-you options across 
many food and beverage categories.

The Diet & Nutrition category showed consistent 
product innovation with healthy oils at Natural 
Products Expos from 2013 to 2017. The category 
exhibited a 148 percent increase in in product 
growth usage during those years.

Coconut Oil

Coconut oil has emerged as an in-demand ingredient 
due to its nonhydrogenated properties and versatility 
in numerous applications. Data from Mintel GNPD 
found the use of coconut oil in food marketed in the 
United States witnessed a compound annual growth 
rate (CAGR) of 32 percent in the five-year period 
from 2013 to 2017. In fact, data from a 2018 global 
trend report from Health Focus International found 
perception for coconut oil is also favorable, with  
57 percent indicating coconut oil is a good fat. 
Furthermore, 34 percent of consumers specifically 
seek food products made with coconut oil, which 
can replace butter in the vegan diet, reported 
Packaged Facts.

Rich in polyphenols, coconut oil’s antioxidant and 
anti-inflammatory properties can promote brain 
and heart health, reduce cholesterol and manage 
metabolism. Virgin coconut oil yields a sweeter, 
buttery taste while refined is odorless and tasteless. 
It adds depth to tofu dishes, and is also tasty in 
smoothies or sprinkled over homemade popcorn.

The coconut oil market has seen rise due to due to 
its ready availability and cheap prices, especially for 
consumers living in the tropical regions. The 
Philippines and Indonesia are the world’s two largest 
producers of coconuts and exporters of coconut-
based products, and most coconuts are grown by 
small-scale farmers, many of whom live in poverty. 
But a lack of functioning farmer groups and 
cooperatives in those regions has caused several 
challenges including little or no economies of scale; 
lack of financing and training resources; and a rigid 

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database

Categories Innovating with Coconut Oil
(absolute product count change)

Expo West 2014—Expo West 2017

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database
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BY THE NUMBERS
[Coconut Oil] 

At nearly 160 products at Expo West 2017, coconut oil 
opportunities lie in the Diet & Nutrition and Cereal & 
Breakfast Foods aisles with impressive innovation in the 
Snack, Energy & Granola Bar subcategory.
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Leading Subcategories Innovating  
with Coconut Oil
(according to absolute growth of the number of new products)

Expo West 2014—Expo West 2017
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supply chain, which increases the farmers’ dependence 
on middlemen and perpetuates inefficient and 
unsustainable agricultural practices. In June 2017, BASF, 
Cargill, Procter & Gamble (P&G), and the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) 
GmbH developed a partnership to establish a 
sustainable certified and transparent supply chain of 
coconut oil in the Philippines and Indonesia. By working 
with the smallholder farmers and teaching them better 
practices, the main goal of the development partnership 
is to increase their incomes and economic self-
sufficiency by improving the productivity of their farms.

Coconut oil innovation is being seen in the Diet & 
Nutrition and Cereal & Breakfast Foods categories with 
increased innovation in the Snack, Energy & Granola 
Bar subcategory.

Olive Oil

The benefits of olive oil on the heart are widely 
known, largely due to increased popularity and 
notoriety surrounding the Mediterranean diet that has 

been associated with heart health benefits. Olive oil 
contains monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs), which 
have been shown to lower total cholesterol and LDL 
cholesterol levels. Research also has shown MUFAs 
may benefit insulin levels and blood sugar control.

While increased consumer awareness of these health 
benefits is driving demand for products containing 
olive oil, recent adverse climatic events in the key 
olive growing regions within the Mediterranean have 
taken a toll on olive production, thereby reducing 
overall volume output and increasing olive oil prices, 
according to a 2017 report from Fact.MR. Despite 
drastic price volatility, there have been no signs of olive 
oil demand abating across the globe, which points to 
a challenging scenario facing olive oil producers, the 
market researcher noted.

Brands looking to formulate with olive oil should be 
mindful that adulteration of olive oil is a problem 
in the food industry, and mislabeling is a growing 
concern to chefs, retailers, olive growers and olive oil 

BY THE NUMBERS
[Olive Oil—Organic] 

At nearly 80 products at Expo West 2017, organic olive oil opportunities lie in the Condiments and Frozen Food 
aisles with steady innovation in the Vegetable & Cooking Oils subcategory.

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database

Categories Innovating with Organic Olive Oil
(absolute product count change)

Expo West 2014—Expo West 2017

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database
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processors. Olive oils are classified based on their 
chemistry, flavor profile, and presence of defects, and 
are labeled (from best quality to worst quality) extra 
virgin, virgin, ordinary and lampante, which USDA 
classifies as not fit for human consumption.

Industry has stepped up ingredient and product 
transparency, but work remains. A 2015 report 
from the National Consumers League (NCL) found 
ongoing food fraud in extra virgin olive oil (EVOO). 
A July 2010 report from the UC Davis Olive Center 
showed 69 percent of imported olive oils labeled as 
“extra virgin” failed the International Olive Council’s 
(IOC) sensory standard. The report led to a class-
action lawsuit against some of California’s largest 
distributors and retailers of EVOO for misleading and 
defrauding California consumers.

In terms of new products, olive oil innovation—
particularly organic olive oil—is being seen in two 
growing categories—Condiments and Frozen Foods.

Sunflower Oil

Plant-based ingredients such as safflower and 
sunflower oils are gaining considerable traction 
because they resonate with health-minded 
consumers including vegans, vegetarians, flexitarians 
and those looking for clean label food and beverage 
choices, according to Mintel. 

Sunflower seed is near or at the top of the class 
in levels of vitamin B6, folate, vitamin E, thiamin, 
magnesium, copper, iron, fiber and zinc (USDA 
Nutrient Database for Standard Reference). 
Sunflower oil is a combination of monounsaturated 
and polyunsaturated fats with low saturated 
fat levels. It is available in is available high oleic, 
mid oleic and linoleic varieties, each with a 
different balance between polyunsaturated and 
monounsaturated fats. These non-GMO (genetically 
modified organism) and non-allergenic oils boast 
neutral flavor profiles, making them ideal for frying, 
snacks, salad dressings, protein bars and more. Its 
versatility and healthy halo are key factors behind 
food manufacturers’ shift away from GMO oils to oils 
with heart-healthy high-oleic acid values.

Procuring sunflower oil is not without challenges. 
According to SpendEdge, a global procurement 
intelligence advisory firm, there is a lack of clarity 

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database

Categories Innovating with Sunflower Oil
(absolute product count change)

Expo West 2014—Expo West 2017

Source: New Hope Network NEXT Trend Database
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BY THE NUMBERS
[Sunflower Oil] 

At nearly 130 products at Expo West 2017, sunflower 
oil opportunities lie in the Diet & Nutrition and Snack, 
Cookies & Candy aisles with increased innovation 
in the Chips, Pretzels & Snacks and Snack, Energy & 
Granola Bars subcategories.
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Subcategories Innovating with Sunflower Oil
(growth of the number of new products)

Expo West 2014—Expo West 2017
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Say “HAIL YES” to mind-blowing indulgence 
anytime, anywhere. The company’s luscious 
Cups are the perfect on-the-go snacks are 
made fresh with organic virgin coconut oil 
and heart-healthy fats from nuts. The cups 
come two to a pack and are available in five 
flavors—Meyer Lemon, Chocolate Almond 
Butter, Dark Chocolate, Sweet Potato and 
Dark Chocolate Espresso. The Sweet Potato 
Cups garnered a coveted 2018 NEXTY 
Award at Natural Products Expo East. They 
were a hit among the judges and deliver 
on an innovative flavor offering in the 
sweet snacks category. The company also 
offers Bites, Bars and Tarts that also contain 
organic virgin coconut oil.

RISE Brewing’s Oat Milk Nitro Cold Brew 
Latte is a unique combination of its signature 
organic coffee with a dash of dairy-free 
oat milk that provides a creamy, slightly 
sweet and refreshingly smooth finish. Each 
7-ounce, 150-calorie can boasts 80 mg 
of natural caffeine, along with organic 
sunflower oil, organic pure cane sugar and 
organic oats. The company also is committed 
to responsible and organic sourcing. In 
today’s competitive market, there can be 
pressure to get new ideas to market quickly; 
despite this, RISE Brewing Co. delayed the 
launch of this product until it could find a 
way to make it USDA Organic.

Rowdy Prebiotic Foods, which specializes 
in promoting a healthy gut, designed its 
bars as a clean label functional food with 
10 ingredients or less that can be easily 
pronounced, including featured prebiotics 
from yacon root. Sunflower Butter N’ 
Berries Rowdy bars also feature cranberries, 
pomegranate and sunflower butter, which 
contains vitamin E, zinc and magnesium. 
The bars also contain egg white protein and 
sunflower seeds for added protein and other 
nutrients. The gluten-free, non-GMO, low-
glycemic, dairy-free and soy-free bar are a 
2018 SupplySide CPG Editor’s Choice Award 
finalist in the Bars category.

MARKET MANIFESTATIONS
[Healthy Oils] 

HAIL MERRY RISE BREWING CO. ROWDY BARS

in the supply chain because oilseeds are sourced 

from multiple small, family-owned farms, resulting 

in increased complexity in managing supply chain 

traceability. The supply chain involves multiple crushing 

sites, oil mills, primary refineries, secondary refineries, 

traders and manufacturers, which also adds to the 

complexity of managing multiple supply chains. 

Thus, transparency in terms of the source of oilseeds, 

the quality of oilseeds used to produce oil, and 

certification of seeds is essential.

Sunflower oil innovation is being seen in the Diet & 

Nutrition and Snack, Cookies & Candy aisles with 

increased innovation in the Chips, Pretzels & Snacks, 

and Snack, Energy & Granola Bars subcategories.  


