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Nutrition’s Select Few
The NBJ Awards get more selective as 

public interest mounts, industry now 

experiencing the best & worst of times

hope to act as one of this industry’s most 
faithful stewards. In this sense, we are 
more advocate than reporter, and never 
more so than during awards season. The 
selection of the individuals, companies 
and products listed above allow us to 
best push this story forward.

Last year, we made an earnest plea for 
companies to fi nd ways to better in-
vest in meaningful innovation, despite 
the economy, despite the regulatory 
climate, and despite every impulse to 
retrench and protect. This remains a 
pointed plea for those supplement com-
panies and functional food companies 
who fi nd themselves further and further 
afi eld from the consumer trends now 

pushing nutrition’s future away from 
science and claims-based marketing to-
ward clean, sustainable food products 
with quieter labels.

We’ll add some food for thought to the 
mix this year. Consider the possibility 
that the world really is changing. Con-
sider the possibility that mainstream 
consumers know and will continue to 
learn more about the food they ingest 
than ever before. How will you respond 
as that consumer opens up your value 
chain, peeks inside, and looks for any 
little reason to reject the very attributes 
you might prize the most? We offer you 
the profi les of this year’s winners in the 
pages that follow for some suggestions.

The headlines have not been kind in 
recent months to the supplement 
industry. That long awaited guid-

ance from FDA on new dietary ingredi-
ents has industry poised at DEFCON 1. 
An aggressive new wave of enforcement 
actions from FDA, FTC and regulators 
worldwide exposes a steady stream of 
questionable actors in the category, and 
suggests those regulators may fi nally 
bare the very teeth industry has been 
asking them to bare for years. “Gera-
nium extracts” in popular pre-workout 
sports supplements are now linked to 
deaths, product seizures and an em-
boldened chorus of voices attempting 
to effectively self-police before the next 
potential ephedra wreaks a heavy toll.

We could go on here, but we won’t. What 
a joy to begin 2012 with a look at the 
inset box above right and see just how 
strong, reputable and forward-looking 
this industry can be. NBJ received 215 
nominations from the ether this year, a 
number that betrays growing interest in 
and potential for turning all of this doom 
and gloom into cause for true optimism.

In our most selective year on record, 
we also chose to limit this year’s award 
winners to one of the smallest groups to 
date. NBJ strives to provide authorita-
tive knowledge of this industry for an 
elite circle of industry thought leaders, 
but we also believe in this stuff. We want 
nutrition and wellness to succeed on a 
much larger scale, and in this light we 
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On December 2, 2011, Michael 
McGuffi n hunched over his com-
puter screen, polishing off a 75-

page rebuttal to the FDA’s controversial 
draft guidance on how New Dietary In-
gredients (NDIs) should be regulated. 
If enforced as written, the smart minds 
in the supplements industry saw clear-
ly the potential for the guidance to kill 
product innovation and pull products, 
including herbs and botanicals, from 
store shelves.

So in typical McGuffi n fashion, the long-
time president of the American Herbal 
Products Association got busy,  scour-
ing all 86 pages of the document line by 
line before delivering a painstakingly 
thought-out response just moments be-
fore the December deadline.

“Michael knows this document better 
than anyone outside of the FDA,” noted 
Daniel Fabricant, director of FDA’s Divi-
sion of Dietary Supplements, during 
a recent panel discussion on NDIs.

McGuffi n’s response to the NDI guid-
ance marks just the latest example of 
effective leadership over a 40-year ca-
reer which colleagues say has helped 
to transform the herbal products indus-
try into a more mature and respected 
one. Since becoming AHPA president in 
1999, McGuffi n has helped to standard-
ize herb names and product warnings 
on labels, to convince the legislature 
to require adverse event reporting, and 
to promote better manufacturing and 
growing practices by  companies.

“He’s been responsive on countless 
regulatory issues over the years,” says 
American Botanical Council direc-
tor Mark Blumenthal, a founding board 
member of AHPA. “Michael’s efforts 
have given the industry not only a posi-

tion of credibility, but a position of se-
curity. There is nobody on the herbal 
scene right now who has done more for 
the industry than Michael.”

McGuffi n’s fascination with herbs began 
at age 10 when he stumbled upon some 
sassafras in the woods near his home 
near Columbia, Maryland. He dug it up 
and promptly made his fi rst batch of Mi-
chael’s Root Beer in the family kitchen. 
Then he headed back to the woods to 
see what else he could fi nd. “I started to 
know a lot of the plants as a kid,” recalls 
McGuffi n, now 60.

After a brief stint studying engineering 
at Johns Hopkins, McGuffi n took a 
road trip to California in 1973. He never 
left. In 1974, he joined some friends sell-

ing fresh fruit and dried bulk herbs on 
the Venice Boardwalk. Venice Fruit 
Tramps was born. In 1977, he went to 
work for One Life Natural Foods, 
where he became store manager and 
met his soon-to-be business partner, an 
acupuncturist and herbalist named Ja-
net Zand.

The herbal products industry was still 
in its infancy, with small, family-owned 
companies like Nature’s Way and 
Herb Pharm slowly reviving the lost art 
of herbal therapy. The industry barely 
registered on the radar screen of fed-
eral regulators, and to consumers it was 
largely viewed as a fringe element of the 
counterculture. “Companies didn’t start 
out with the idea that, ‘Hey, we can make 
some money off this,’ ” recalls McGuffi n. 
“They were passionate proponents of 
herbs because they saw the incredible 
health benefi ts of using them in their 
own families.”

In 1979, McGuffi n and Zand pooled their  
$2,200 in savings and founded McZAND 
Herbal Inc., the fi rst company to cre-
ate a lozenge free of cane sugar. Twelve 
years later, the industry began to boom 
and the FDA began to clamp down on 
herbal imports and label claims, sug-
gesting that herbs be regulated more 
like food additives. McGuffi n decided it 
was time to take action to defend the in-
dustry he so believed in.

McGuffi n joined the AHPA board in 1991. 
Eight years later, he left McZAND Herb-
al and became AHPA president. “Early 
on, I made a list of all of the things our 
critics were saying about us—all of the 
things they would change if they could,” 
he recalls. Topping the list? Require-
ments for companies to report adverse 
health reactions to the government, for 
manufacturers to meet certain quality 
standards, and that products contain 
exactly what they purport to contain. In 
2006, after years of work on the part of 
McGuffi n, the FDA established its Ad-
verse Event Reporting System for di-
etary supplements.

“Michael really led the pack on making 
that happen,” says Loren Israelsen of 
the United Natural Products Alli-
ance. “It’s really rare to fi nd someone 
in this industry who has a rich technical 
background, is adept on the D.C. scene, 
and understands the ethos of the indus-
try. He is a very smart guy.”

In recent years, McGuffi n has also 
worked hard to educate the supple-
ment industry as a whole about new 
GMPs, and edited two critical books for 
the herbal products industry: Herbs of 
Commerce, which offers standardized 
names for herbs; and the Botanical 
Safety Handbook. 

As far as the NDI debate goes, he’d 
like to think that work is behind him. 
(McGuffi n remains confi dent that, given 
industry’s clear rejection of the draft 
guidance, the FDA will work to over-
haul it.) Going forward, he sees a bright 
future. “There was a time when people 
actually believed the herbal products 
category could be pushed out,” he says. 
“Nobody thinks that anymore.”

“There is nobody on the herbal 

scene right now who has done 

more for the industry than 

Michael.”

—Mark Blumenthal

American Botanical Council
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ily of four about a month to eat a jar of 
nut butter. That means slow turns, low 
margins and limited growth potential. 
So, in 2006—while on a mountain bike 
ride, choking down a super-sweet ener-
gy gel—Gold came up with an idea: nut 
butter in a squeeze pack. After strug-
gling to fi nd a manufacturer (most were 
concerned about contaminating their 
line with an allergen), he purchased his 
own machine once used to make hair 
conditioner samples. His initial launch 
in the crowded energy snack aisle was 
a failure. But when he opted to sell the 
squeeze packs in the peanut butter aisle 
for 69 cents, things turned a corner.

“Consumers saw it and fi gured it was a 
trial size,” he says. “Someone who had 
never heard of almond butter and didn’t 
buy it because it was 10 bucks could buy 
this for under a dollar. It was really just 
an accident, but it ended up convert-
ing customers to almond butter.” The 
squeeze packs also ended up being a 
mainstay for backpackers or travelers 
who don’t want to lug along a jar of pea-
nut butter, or dieters practicing strict 
portion control. Starbucks started put-
ting them in boxed lunches, and busi-
ness took off.

In 2008 with revenue at $1 million, Gold 
began to surround himself with a dream 
team of natural products innovators, in-
cluding Hass Hassan, managing director 
of Greenmont Capital, John Maggio of 
Boulder Chips, and Jane Miller of Ru-
di’s Organic Bread. He also reached 
out to dozens of angel investors and 
brought on Lance Gentry, formerly of 
IZZE, who initiated an image overhaul, 
rebranding the company as the fi rst cu-
linary nut butter.

“People have to be attracted to the 
brand, to the look of the product. That’s 
something that Justin didn’t have when 
I came on,” Gentry says.

The company has posted triple-digit 
sales increases every year since, and 
has begun to expand beyond the PB&J 
aisle, launching a new organic fair-trade 
peanut butter cup in 2010—which now 
makes up 20% of the company’s rev-
enue. Up next? A new “Snickers-type” 
candy bar, due to hit the shelves at 
Whole Foods in March 2012, and a new 
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This year’s crop of growth award 
winners are all standouts in their 
respective markets, outperform-

ing their own low-growth categories by a 
signifi cant margin. A tip of the hat to the 
innovators listed here as they redefi ne 
existing markets.

Justin’s Nut Butter,
Small Company Winner

Justin Gold is the fi rst to admit it: It 
takes no great trade secret to make nut 
butter. “You take nuts, put them in a 
food processor, and turn it on. Anyone 
can do it.”

So how has the 34-year-old turned a 
home kitchen experiment into a com-
pany approaching $15 million in annual 
sales? “I have surrounded myself with 
really smart people who have more ex-
perience than me, and as much passion 
as I do,” says Gold, one of fi ve fi nalists 
for Entrepreneur Magazine’s Entre-
preneur of the Year Award for 2011.

Gold’s operation grew out of experi-
menting with nut butter fl avors in his 
kitchen. He’d add cinnamon, chocolate 
chips, or agave to homemade almond or 
peanut butter and put it in 16-oz jars la-
beled “Justin’s—Do Not Touch” to keep 
his roommates from dipping in. Soon, he 
found himself at the University of Col-
orado business school library, reading 
up on how to write a business plan. In 
2002, Justin’s Nut Butter was born. 

In the early days, Gold would work a 
full day in retail, head to a rented com-
mercial kitchen to make his gourmet nut 
butter, and then spend his mornings de-
livering to local co-ops and small natural 
products stores. “I don’t think I slept,” 
he recalls. His total revenue that fi rst 
year? Around $27,000. “I was coming up 
against some walls,” he says. Even if it is 
gourmet and organic, it still takes a fam-

environmentally sustainable squeeze 
pack due out later this year.

The obvious question: When will he take 
the money and run? “It’s all about hav-
ing fun,” he says. “If I’m having fun and 
I’m challenged, I’ll never sell it. But if it 
gets to the point where all I want to do 
is something different, I will do what my 
heart tells me to do.”

VMI Nutrition,
Mid-Size Company Winner

In the crowded and cutthroat world of 
contract manufacturing, the transaction 
often looks like this: Marketer A asks 
manufacturer B to produce a product. 
After haggling over price, manufacturer 
B does it, leaving the R&D, product for-
mulation and testing to someone else. 
Not at VMI Nutrition.

Since acquiring the Salt Lake City-based 
powder manufacturer Vance’s Manu-
facturing Inc. in 2006, VMI has grown 
sales from $10 million to $80 million and 
grown the staff from 50 to 250. They’ve 
also broadened the company focus from 
manufacturing powders-to-order for 
Utah-based direct-selling companies to 
developing, producing and testing pow-
ders for sports nutrition and weight-loss 
companies in an array of sales chan-
nels.

“It’s really quite unusual to have a true 
one-stop shop,” says United Natural 
Products Alliance Executive Director 
Loren Israelsen, who nominated VMI for 
this year’s growth award. “Some compa-
nies will tell you that they do it all, but 
they farm out some of the work and you 
don’t know it. These guys really do it 
all.”

VMI was founded in the 1990s by Vance 
Abersold as a brand company making 
fat-free, gluten-free, non-dairy bever-
ages. Over the years, it expanded to 
manufacture other powders for other 
marketers. Jeremy Reynolds (formerly 
of Weider Nutrition) bought half the 
company in the early 2000s and grew it 
signifi cantly. After Abersold died in 2005 
and Jeremy Reynolds found a different 
business opportunity he couldn’t pass 
up, Jeremy’s brother Jeff Reynolds (who 
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has a banking background) and Bruce 
Remund (formerly a VP at Nutraceuti-
cal Corp.) bought the company.

In 2008, they founded Genysis Nutri-
tional Labs, a sister company which 
employs top notch chemists and micro-
biologists to conduct full analytical test-
ing on not only VMI’s products, but also 
those manufactured elsewhere. “When 
we quote a product, the testing is built 
into the development process,” says 
Reynolds.

In its effort to become “the best in class 
for powders,” VMI has also created its 
own large formulation lab, which does 
nothing but formulate bases and devel-
op new flavors—a critical feature to earn 
the loyalty of fickle powdered-beverage 
consumers. And through a relationship 
with the University of Utah sports nu-
trition researchers, VMI has also set out 
to develop a new line of “value-based” 
patent-protected ingredients and blend-
ed products.

“Right now, you have commodity prod-
ucts, like base proteins and simple 
carbohydrates, and you have really ex-
pensive intellectual-property-based in-
gredients that add 10 cents a serving to 
a bottle,” says Reynolds. “There is noth-
ing in the middle. Our goal is to develop 
IP that is value-based.” Its first product, 
a circulation-boosting ingredient called 
Tri-flo, has already been licensed to 
Bodybuilding.com and Scivation and 
VMI has several more in development.

Meanwhile, VMI has already become 
active in supporting its trade, earning 
a membership to the highly discrimi-
nating group UNPA (which has only 41 
members), and working to understand 
new state and federal manufacturing 
guidelines so it can help its customers 
meet them.

“A lot of the contract business is pas-
sive, in the sense of ‘you ask for it, we’ll 
make it.’ VMI is taking more interest 
in what consumer trends and interests 
are,” says Israelsen. “They wanted to be 
involved in broader industry issues from 
the start. The team at VMI represents a 
new generation of dietary supplement 
company executives that I feel really 
good about.”

Herbalife, 
Large Company Winner

Herbalife founder Mark Hughes had 
two goals in mind when he started the 
company in 1980. “He wanted to change 
the nutritional habits of the world,” says 
company president Des Walsh, “and he 
wanted to give regular people an income 
opportunity where their success was 
only limited by their own willingness to 
work hard.”

Sadly, Hughes died in 2000 at the age 
of 44, but his mission has undoubtedly 
been accomplished. In 2011, the com-
pany announced its entry into its 79th 
country, Ghana. Herbalife now boasts 
approximately 2.3 million independent 
distributors. And in its third quarter of 
2011, it boasted a net sales increase of a 
record 30% to $895 million (on volume 
growth of 23.4%) over the previous year. 
That’s the highest volume point growth 
rate in the past five years. All of this at a 
time when the direct-selling industry as 
a whole has seen better days. “Herbalife 
has bucked the trend and put up phe-
nomenal growth in every geographical 
region,” says analyst Scott Van Winkle 
of Canaccord Genuity.

Key to Herbalife’s recent success have 
been its “Nutrition Clubs,” informal 
gatherings at distributor homes or pub-
lic spaces, where people can stop in and 
have one shake while learning about 

nutrition and visiting with friends. The 
idea was launched a decade ago by a 
distributor couple in Zacatecas, Mexico. 
They found that many of the people who 
needed Herbalife nutrients the most 
couldn’t afford to buy a monthly sup-
ply, says Walsh. But they could afford a 
few dollars to pop into a nutrition club. 
Soon, they were coming several times a 
week, and they often walked away with 
more product for their families. Today, 
Herbalife has Nutrition Clubs in nearly 
every country in which it operates, in-
cluding thousands in the United States. 
“There is a value proposition here,” says 
Van Winkle. “They aren’t selling hun-
dred-dollar vitamins, they are selling $3 
or $4 meals.”

In 2011, the company waded into the 
new territory of sports nutrition for elite 
athletes, rolling out a new seven-prod-
uct line called Herbalife 24. Meanwhile, 
it is working hard to pump up its vis-
ibility among the younger, leaner set by 
sponsoring hundreds of sports teams, 
individual athletes, and events like the 
Herbalife World Football Challenge, 
dragon boat races in Hong Kong, and 
badminton tournaments in the Philip-
pines. 

Going forward, Herbalife’s biggest ob-
stacle may be its own success. “Keeping 
up that pace of growth is always a chal-
lenge,” says Van Winkle. “They just have 
to keep everything new and fresh and 
keep the story going.”
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15 margin points per product, she esti-
mates—but she feels it’s worth it. Even 
when faced with mounting economic 
pressures the past few years, rather 
than move away from organic ingredi-
ents à la other natural brands such as 
Snikiddy and Silk, Dawes held tightly 
to her commitment and marketed her 
mission. The result was a staggering 
65% sales increase in 2011.

She’s also hell-bent on educating con-
sumers to clear up widespread confu-
sion surrounding the terms ‘organic’ 
and ‘natural’. “The organic food industry 
has done a bad job of educating people 
about what organic really means,” she 
says. “Once people are educated, they 
usually buy organic, so companies need 
to re-stake their claim and explain why 
it’s so important.” 

Dawes learned the importance of or-
ganic and healthy food, along with how 
to run a successful business, at a young 
age. Her mother, Lynn Bernard, ran a 
health food store in the 1970s, while her 
father, Steve Bernard, founded Cape 
Cod Potato Chips upon a simple rec-
ipe of kettle-cooked potatoes, salt and 
non-hydrogenated oil. But even before 
Dawes began peddling organic snacks, 
she caught her parents’ entrepreneur-
ial spirit, starting her fi rst company—a 
cookie business—at age 12. “My father 
taught me how to calculate my margins 
correctly so I wouldn’t lose money,” she 
says. 

As an adult, Dawes worked alongside 
her dad at Cape Cod, gleaning busi-
ness acumen and fomenting her ideals, 
knowing she’d someday start another 
company of her own. And even though 
she hadn’t yet hatched the plan for Late 
July, “I knew that whatever I would do 

Although the health and environ-
mental benefi ts of organic prod-
ucts abound, the hard reality is 

that they’re more expensive, more time 
consuming and all-around more diffi cult 
to create than non-organic alternatives. 
And so in today’s strapped economy, 
when dollars are tight and competition 
is fi erce, organic food and supplement 
manufacturers must make diffi cult busi-
ness decisions to ensure future suc-
cess, let alone to stay afl oat. For many, 
this has meant cutting corners, such as 
switching to cheaper, nonorganic ingre-
dients in order to boost profi t margins. 
But a few standout companies have 
taken the opposite approach, not only 
sticking to their organic ideals but trum-
peting them, in turn spreading the or-
ganic message to a wider audience and 
buttressing consumer trust and brand 
loyalty. 

Late July Commits to the Seal

In deciding whether to be or not to be 
organic, Late July Organic Snacks 
founder Nicole Dawes has never wa-
vered: “We launched with the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture (USDA) 
organic seal, and we’ll never create a 
product without it,” she says.

Dawes’ fervent commitment to using 
only organic ingredients in Late July 
crackers, cookies and chips is rooted in 
her belief that eating certifi ed-organic 
food is the only way to ensure whole-
some, safe, non-genetically modifi ed 
nutrition—and it shouldn’t be diffi cult 
to attain. “I never want to see the day 
when we can’t fi nd food without GMOs 
or artifi cial colors, which is why I’ve put 
all my eggs in one basket,” she says. 

Dawes knows that creating 100% organ-
ic food comes at a cost—to the tune of 

was going to be completely organic,” she 
says. 

The idea to make crackers struck Dawes 
as she grocery shopped while pregnant 
with her fi rst child in 2001. “I found that 
organic crackers simply did not exist,” 
she says. “I felt this was a huge, gaping 
hole in the market.” So Dawes recruited 
her father, who’d since sold Cape Cod, 
and together they launched Late July 
with three organic cracker varieties.

Dawes and her dad continued to work 
closely together, growing distribution 
and adding sandwich crackers and cook-
ies to their offerings, until pancreatic 
cancer took Bernard’s life in March 2009. 
A devastated but determined Dawes sol-
diered on. The loss of her father, along 
with a tough economic climate and wide-
spread peanut-products recall, made 
2009 a trying year both emotionally and 
fi nancially, yet she and her company 
emerged still on their feet—and poised 
to grow. As that 65% sales increase in-
dicates, Late July brought that growth 
potential to dramatic fruition.

According to Bob Burke, founder of 
Natural Products Consulting, or-
ganic food has a bright future, despite 
consumers’ tightened pocketbooks and 
fi ckle food-trend following. “All of the 
reasons why organic has grown so fast—
concern for what’s in the food supply 
and how that affects health, the fact 
that it’s good for the planet and fresher 
and tastier than non-organic—are valid, 
long-term trends,” he says. “These fac-
tors are strong underpinnings for why 
organic will continue to grow and gain 
acceptance.” 

Still, Burke points out that when con-
sumers do forgo some organic prod-
ucts in order to save cash, they’re more 
apt to skip packaged foods than com-
modities such as milk and eggs—which 
makes Late July’s sales surge, and that 
of the entire organic cookies and crack-
ers categories, all the more impressive. 
NBJ estimates that organic cookie sales 
reached $200 million on 3.4% growth 
in 2010, while organic crackers swelled 
4.5% to $90 million. “If we can be suc-
cessful in the snack aisles with a com-
pletely organic brand, we’re making 

“We launched with the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture 

organic seal, and we’ll never 

create a product without it.”

—Nicole Dawes

Late July
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a huge statement for organic,” says 
Dawes.

Even as organic moves further into the 
mainstream, prosperity won’t likely 
come easy for small operations like Late 
July, especially with large conventional 
companies with ample capital launching 
their own organic offerings. But Burke 
says success certainly can be achieved 
with innovative products and strate-
gic branding. By producing nutritious, 
delicious snack foods and committing 
wholeheartedly—and openly—to organ-
ic, Late July clearly hits both notes right 
in stride.

Standard Process Goes 
Organic from Seed to Shelf

More consumers are waking up to the 
fact that an organic lifestyle means more 
than eating organic whole foods—it also 
involves choosing finished products, 
such as supplements, made from organ-
ic ingredients. As proof, NBJ estimates 
that U.S. consumer sales of organic sup-
plements hit $540 million in 2010, up 7% 
from 2009. This compares to a more tep-
id 4% growth for supplements overall.

Standard Process, an 82-year-old 
wholefood supplements manufacturer 
based in Palmyra, Wisconsin, ensures 
that its products are 100% organic from 
start to finish. The company owns every 
part of its manufacturing process, right 
down to organic seed sourcing, planting 
and growing, which takes place at the 
420-acre Standard Process Farm.

“At Standard Process, we really believe 
quality of food affects quality of life, and 
every ingredient affects the final prod-
uct,” says Christine Mason, Standard 
Process’s farm manager. “And so for us, 
quality control doesn’t start in the facto-
ry—it starts with the soil.”

Although Standard Process is not the 
only company to use organic ingredients 
for plant-based supplements, it’s one of 
just a few to maintain an organic farm, 
says Michael McGuffin, president of the 
American Herbal Products Asso-
ciation. “The company’s vertically in-
tegrated operation allows it to maintain 

ments. “The company’s organic invest-
ment is not limited to its own economic 
interest, or even to the direct benefit of 
its supplements consumers,” McGuffin 
says. “Rather, Standard Process is will-
ing to share with others the extensive 
knowledge of organic farming practices 
that it has gained since its inception.”

Indeed, Standard Process gave more 
than 75 farm tours last year to Girl 
Scout troops, Future Farmers of 
America high school clubs, college 
students and even its own non-farm 
employees and their families. “It’s been 
wonderful to show so many people that 
organic farming is not only possible but 
thriving,” Mason says. Mason also takes 
her extensive knowledge off the farm, 
keeping active in the Wisconsin Or-
ganic Advisory Council, speaking to 
students at the University of Wiscon-
sin and other colleges, and participating 
in organic farming conferences and we-
binars. Standard Practice also sponsors 
the Madison Children’s Museum’s 
Seedling Sprouter program, which 
teaches kids about organic farming and 
organically grows plants year-round for 
use throughout the museum.

“This NBJ recognition would be well 
deserved if it were only to acknowledge 
Standard Process’s meaningful com-
mitment to invest in organic farming,” 
McGuffin says. “But the company’s gen-
erosity and broader vision for promoting 
organics are equally worthy of praise.”

quality control from seed to shelf,” he 
says.

Mason and her team of nine year-round 
staffers rotate 21 different crops, in-
cluding alfalfa, beets, sweet peas and 
kale to produce 6.5 million pounds of 
vegetables to date for use in Standard 
Process supplements. The company ad-
heres to strict USDA National Organic 
Program regulations such as using zero 
synthetic herbicides, fungicides and 
insecticides, and maintaining diligent 
records of every seed and soil test. The 
Midwest Organic Services Associa-
tion inspects the farm annually and has 
awarded it organic certification each 
year for more than a decade.

Mason got her start in conventional 
farming 24 years ago, but 2012 will mark 
her 12th season as an organic farmer 
for Standard Process. “Organic farming 
takes a bit more ingenuity to come up 
with the same yields, but I’ve found it 
to be extremely rewarding,” she says. 
“It’s definitely more expensive and labor 
intensive, and slightly riskier since we 
can’t use fungicides or insecticides. But 
the risks haven’t exceeded the benefits. 
We’ve met our yield goals every year.”

Actually, Mason is being modest. “We’ve 
grown production by 1,640% in my 11 
seasons—that’s double-digit growth 
each year,” she says. But Standard Pro-
cess’s organic stewardship extends far 
beyond growing quality whole foods 
to produce quality wholefood supple-

U.S. Organic Food Sales & Growth, 2002-2014e
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maintained its nutrients. Because rice 
is particularly prone to weeds and relies 
heavily on fertilization, chemical-free 
production was a risky proposition. But 
over time, as the market for it grew, the 
Lundbergs slowly converted more to or-
ganic.

The company has also demonstrated its 
commitment to the environment in other 
ways—by purchasing enough renewable 
energy credits (for wind power) and in-
stalling enough solar panels to offset 
130% of its energy use; by converting 
its packaging to 100% recycled paper-
board; and by building an ultra-green 
new 28,000-square-foot headquarters in 
Richvale. The company has also played a 
leading role in the movement to require 
labeling of GMOs, with president Grant 
Lundberg serving as a founding member 
and board treasurer for the Non-GMO 
Project.

“Lundberg is a visionary company that 
looks ahead at what is going to be im-
portant in the future on both an environ-
mental level and a business level,” says 
Megan Westgate, executive director of 
the Non-GMO Project. “Their leadership 
in the project has inspired a lot of other 
participation. When Lundberg is paying 
attention to something, people know it 
is important.”

In August, the company launched a 
multi-year initiative, Raising Organic 
Family Farms, which aims to extend 
not just its own legacy, but the legacy 
of organic farming. In its fi rst round of 
grants, it doled out $25,000 to every-
one from bee and mushroom farmers to 
ranchers. The seed money goes to help 
upstart organic and sustainable farmers 
buy equipment, take classes, or connect 
with mentors in planning, marketing, 
retail, livestock management and crop 
rotation.

“New farmers often need a boost to get 
their businesses to the next level,” says 
Grant Lundberg. “Whether it’s a piece of 
equipment, advice from an expert, an 
opportunity to expand their networks, 
or just a kernel of wisdom that brings a 
big idea to life, this program will provide 
the support these farmers need to es-
tablish their own legacies.”

Ask Jessica Lundberg what 
spawned her family’s commit-
ment to environmental steward-

ship, and she takes you back a century 
and a half, to a time before Lundberg 
Family Farms—or the name that in-
spired the California-based organic rice 
company—existed.

Longing to be a farmer but living in a 
country where land was dominated 
by aristocrats, her great grandfather, 
Andrew Johnson, immigrated in 1860 
from Sweden to Nebraska, homestead-
ing a windswept patch of soil home to 
one solitary cypress tree. “To him, that 
tree represented the strength of spirit 
you needed to live off the land,” she 
says. When Johnson opted to change his 
name to something less common, he had 
the tree in mind, and chose “lone berg” 
(“single thing” in Swedish). When his 
paperwork arrived, it mistakenly said 
“Lundberg,” and the name stuck.

Fast forward to 2012, and the resilient, 
independent family business boasts 
more than 5,000 mostly organic acres 
of its own, another 10,000 grown by 
other farmers, a line of 17 rice varieties 
and 150 rice products, and annual sales 
growth of 8% to 10%, despite a lingering 
recession. As the fi rst American com-
pany to successfully farm organic rice 
(a tricky crop to grow profi tably without 
chemicals), it has gained a reputation 
as both an agricultural innovator and a 
generous educator.

“They have invested not only in their 
own success but in educating the entire 
industry about organic farming,” says 
Kantha Shelke, PhD, a food scientist 
with the Chicago-based research fi rm 
Corvus Blue LLC. “Lundberg has a 
long legacy of not only protecting the 
environment but improving it.”

The Lundberg family’s start in the rice 

business came in 1937, when Andrew’s 
son Albert opted to escape the ripping 
black storms of the Dust Bowl—a di-
rect result of poor soil management and 
short-sighted farming practices across 
the plains—for the fertile farmlands of 
California’s Sacramento Valley. With its 
heavy clay soil, hot dry summers, and 
steady water source from the nearby 
Sierra Nevadas, the land was ideal for 
growing rice—and the Lundbergs want-
ed to keep it that way.

“They really understood the importance 
of land, not only from our family history 
of not being able to own it back in Swe-
den, but also from having lived through 
the Dust Bowl,” says Jessica Lundberg, 
who heads up the company’s sustainabil-

ity initiatives. “They had learned what 
happens when you don’t take care of 
the land you are supposed to steward.” 
Right away, the family did things differ-
ently than other rice farmers, bucking 
the trend of burning straw stubble after 
the harvest and instead using a roller to 
mash it back into the soil. 

In the late 1960s—a time when most 
farmers, including the Lundbergs, had 
turned to chemicals for pest control 
and fertilization—the owners of Chico, 
California–based Chico-San rice cakes 
approached them with a proposition. If 
they would grow some of their rice or-
ganically, Chico-San would buy it.

The Lundbergs obliged, converting 60 of 
their 1,500 acres to organic, and open-
ing their own mill to process brown, 
whole-grain, organic rice in a way that 
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to educate health professionals on the 
emerging concepts of genetic and envi-
ronmental interactions in medicine.

Ten years later, HealthComm merged 
with Metagenics, and Bland became 
its chief science offi cer. The clincher, 
he says, was that Metagenics agreed to 
commit 5% of its revenue to research, 
which Bland would oversee. “I was com-
mitted to trying to raise the bar in bring-
ing more science into the nutritional 
supplements industry.” 

That kind of understatement is typi-
cal of Bland’s humility, says Michael 
McGuffi n, president of the American 
Herbal Products Association. “Back 
in the early ‘90s, Jeff Bland was one of 
the forces instrumental in establishing 
the Natural Products Quality Assur-
ance Alliance,” McGuffi n says. “The 
entire purpose of the NPQAA—the not-
so-whimsical predecessor of SMQAA—
was to establish an industry-based, re-
sponsible approach to ensuring product 
quality, long before we were talking 
about things like federally mandated 
Good Manufacturing Practices. It’s not 
overstating it to call it visionary.”

In December, the University of Bridge-
port Human Nutrition Institute es-
tablished the Jeffrey Bland, PhD, Mer-
it Scholarship in Clinical Nutrition. 
“He has infl uenced a new generation 
of physicians, nutritionists and other 
healthcare providers to literally think a 
different way about how and why they 
practice their craft and to incorporate 
the science of nutrigenomics—the rela-
tionship of food and gene expression—
in their work,” says David M. Brady, di-
rector of the institute. “We can think of 
no greater way to honor Dr. Bland than 
to name a scholarship after him that 
furthers the education of a deserving fu-
ture nutritionist.” 

That acknowledgement of his life’s work, 
Bland says, was very humbling. “We all 
try to do our best, but we’re never sure if 
it’s making an impact. Twenty-fi ve years 
ago, I went to a seminar about personal 
growth. The instructor asked us what 
we would like written on our tombstone. 
For me, it was really simple. I just want-
ed it to say, ‘He was a teacher.’ ”

As an initial step, Bland began research-
ing vitamin E, and his articles gained trac-
tion in scientifi c journals. He went on to 
author 10 books—including The Medi-
cal Applications of Clinical Nutrition, 
perhaps the fi rst widely used textbook 
on nutrition for medical schools—and 
more than 100 peer-reviewed articles on 
nutritional biochemistry. He headed the 
department of nutritional supplement 
analysis at the Linus Pauling Insti-
tute. He has lectured at allopathic and 
naturopathic medical schools through-
out the country—he was one of the 
founding faculty members of Bastyr 
University—and developed courses for 
the natural products industry about the 
role of nutrition in health.

“He is brilliant, expressive, articulate 
and syncretic,” says Mark Blumenthal, 
founder and executive director of the 

American Botanical Council. “In 30, 
50, 100 years, historians of the evolu-
tion of nutritional health will recognize 
Dr. Jeff Bland as one of the key fi gures 
in opening the eyes and minds of health 
professionals to the essential role that 
good nutrition and orthomolecular and 
functional medicine can and should play 
in health care.”

In fact, Bland coined the term “func-
tional medicine” when he and his wife 
Susan established HealthComm Inter-
national in 1984, and began producing 
a monthly audio program, Functional 
Medicine Update. The company also 
developed “medical foods,” which Bland 
believes were the fi rst food products 
sold in physicians’ offi ces. In 1991, the 
Blands created a nonprofi t offshoot, the 
Institute for Functional Medicine, 

Jeffrey Bland was no ordinary teen-
ager. Unlike most boys his age, he 
didn’t try to avoid his girlfriend’s fa-

ther. Instead, he hung around and asked 
questions of the man, a physician. “He 
had a lot of patients who were chroni-
cally ill,” says Bland. “I could feel the 
anxiety of these people’s lives. It became 
a constant theme of mine—to fi nd out 
why certain people end up with diabe-
tes, heart disease, cancer. It seemed like 
they didn’t get it just from bad genes.”

Bland studied biology, chemistry and 
neurochemistry, culminating in a PhD, 
in an attempt to shed further light on 
the subject. But his studies yielded few 
answers. When he was hired at the Uni-
versity of Puget Sound shortly after 
graduation, he seemed to be on track to 
pursue mainstream medical research. 
Little did he know that being an educa-
tor would become his life’s passion, or 
that he would become widely regarded 
as one of the premier thought leaders in 
nutritional medicine. 

“In my fi rst year as a medical school 
professor, I had a student who was very 
intense,” says Bland. “One day he raised 
his hand and said, ‘You’ve alluded to vi-
tamins, but I don’t think that’s enough 
for us to answer the questions we’re go-
ing to get from patients. Can you give us 
some more information?’ ” So Bland, ris-
ing to the challenge, told his class they’d 
have a lecture on vitamins the following 
week. “I went to the library so I could 
fi nd the information and be done with 
it,” Bland says. “What I found—this was 
in 1971—was this huge body of litera-
ture in reputable journals about the ef-
fects vitamins have on disease states.” 

With the new awareness that the infor-
mation had long been available, he says, 
“I got very mad. What I thought was go-
ing to be a one-hour lecture became a 
career-changer for me.”

JJager. Unlike most boys his age, he Jeffrey Bland was no ordinary teen-effrey Bland was no ordinary teen-
ager. Unlike most boys his age, he 
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Ask industry observers to pinpoint 
the secret behind soon-to-go-
public Annie’s Inc.’s success 

and they tend to agree: It all traces back 
to Annie.

“The company was founded by a mom 
who wanted the convenience of feeding 
her kids macaroni and cheese without 
all the junk, and they have honored that 
mission throughout all these years,” says 
Robyn O’Brien, health advocate and for-
mer fi nancial analyst. “Their target audi-
ence is still moms, and if you look at who 
is still running the organization today, 
it’s parents who conduct their business 
with that same sense of responsibility.”

On December 1, 2011, the 23-year-old 
natural and organic food company an-
nounced its intention to go public. The 
date, number of shares to be offered, 
and price range had yet to be disclosed 
at press time, and company offi cials de-
clined to be interviewed due to a media 
“quiet period” following the initial public 
offering announcement. But, according 
to the S-1 form fi led with the Securi-
ties & Exchange Commission, An-
nie’s intends to raise as much as $100 
million to grow its distribution and 
product line, currently at 125 SKUs in 
25,000 retail locations. In FY 2011, the 
company—which now sells pasta, snack 
crackers, fruit snacks and graham crack-
ers—posted $117.6 million in net sales, 
up from $65.6 million in 2007. Over the 
same period, its income from operations 
increased from a loss of $3.9 million to a 
gain of $15.1 million.

Over the years, its matriarch, Ann With-
ey, has sold the bulk of her interest in 
the company and handed the day-to-day 
operations over to CEO John Foraker, a 
father of four, who joined the company 
in 1989, and vice president of marketing 
Sarah Bird. But both still refer to Withey 

as the “conscience” of the company and 
say her goal—to build an environmen-
tally sustainable, socially responsible 
food company—is still “part of its DNA.” 
Withey’s living legacy, in the hands of a 
genuinely committed and savvy manage-
ment team, has been key, experts say.

“When you think about the companies 
that have been really successful in the 
natural channel, a lot of them have a real 
person, a back-story, a creation myth 
behind them. It resonates with consum-
ers and helps them make an emotional 
connection,” says natural products con-
sultant Bob Burke, who worked with 
Annie’s in the late ‘90s.

Annie’s creation myth begins not with 
a macaroni and cheese recipe, but with 
another natural foods blockbuster:  
Smartfood. When Withey was just 21, 
she and then-husband Andrew Martin 

came up with the idea of a healthier, all-
natural, white-cheddar popcorn in their 
Boston kitchen. They grew the company 
into a profi table success before selling 
it to Frito-Lay for $15 million in the 
late ‘80s. According to press reports, 
Withey walked away with a cool million 
and was soon at it again, whipping that 
natural white cheddar into a sauce for a 
healthier macaroni and cheese that the 
mother of two could feed to her kids in 
good conscience.

“We had no budget for advertising so 
we wrote right on the boxes—‘please 
tell your family and friends about us,’ ” 
recalls Withey in a company video. The 
purple, recycled cardboard boxes also 
featured a cartoonish drawing of Ber-
nie the Bunny (Withey’s gray-and-white 
Dutch rabbit) on the front, and her 

home phone number and address on the 
back. Soon letters started fl ooding in, 
and Withey personally wrote back.

When Annie’s began to outgrow its re-
sources in 1996, it opted against an ini-
tial public offering (geared toward larg-
er corporations) and went instead with 
a more intimate direct public offering, 
selling roughly $3.6 million in shares 
to its customers in 11 states by placing 
notices in macaroni boxes, and ads in 
publications like Mother Jones. In 2002, 
Solera Capital LLC—a fi rm with an 
all-female staff and a reputation for be-
ing forward-thinking—took a majority 
stake in the company with a $20 million 
investment. Today it owns 90.5%, and 
CEO Molly Ashby is the chair of Annie’s 
board of directors.

“Annie’s has been more successful than 
most, largely due to its professional man-
agement and private-equity ownership,” 
says Grant Ferrier, CEO of Nutrition 
Capital Network. “Having external 
majority owners provides ready access 
to capital of course, but also a greater 
accountability in the management and 
operations team of the company.”

Another key to success, he says, has 
been “the retention of its family feel.” 
Aside from Foraker and Bird, other key 
players in the management team in-
clude Kelly Kennedy, CFO and mother 
of twin boys; Bob Kaake, chief innova-
tion offi cer; Mark Mortimer, vice presi-
dent of sales; and Larry Waldman, vice 
president of supply chain & operations. 
The company still relates directly with 
consumers daily, via Foraker’s frequent 
tweets, web-chats sponsored by O’Brien, 
a 40,000-subscriber e-newsletter, and 
personal correspondences with an “ex-
pert panel” of 4,500 consumers who 
offer feedback on things like taste and 
packaging of products in the works.

Will Annie’s be able to retain that folksy, 
family feel once its decisions are scruti-
nized by a broader range of sharehold-
ers? That remains to be seen. But even 
going into its IPO, the company seems 
to be paying tribute to its founder, her 
spirit, and her beloved pet rabbit. Its 
planned ticker symbol on the New York 
Stock Exchange: BNNY.

“Their target audience is still 

moms, and if you look at who 

is still running the organization 

today, it’s parents who conduct 

their business with that same 

sense of responsibility.”

—Robyn O’Brien
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In 2003, David Sinclair and his team 
at Harvard made the groundbreak-
ing discovery that resveratrol could 

extend the life span of yeast. In 2006, 
they found similar effects in mice. By 
2009, resveratrol was the media’s it 
supplement, featured in segments with 
Oprah, Barbara Walters and even the 
venerable 60 Minutes—even without a 
single human study. The hype faded and 
sales momentum slowed, but through 
thick and thin, Netherlands-based DSM 
quietly persisted, pursuing scientifi c evi-
dence for the effi cacy and safety of its 
synthetic resveratrol product, resVida.

“Despite the market dropping for res-
veratrol about a year and a half ago, 
they didn’t pull the plug,” says Anthony 
Almada, president at IMAGINutrition, 
GENr8 and FEIN Innovations, a trio 
of nutrition-focused companies. “There 
was a huge gulf between the promise of 
resveratrol and the evidence. DSM has 
closed that gap.”

“Resveratrol was an interesting ingredi-
ent, but when we looked at the scientifi c 
database, there was a lot of information 
on fruit fl ies, fi sh and mice,” says Reto 
Rieder, DSM’s senior marketing manag-
er for resVida in the United States. “A 
lot of major companies were selling 500 
mg capsules, making all kinds of claims. 
They could not back up the dosage. 
They could not provide human studies. 
If you’re going to launch a new product, 
it’s our philosophy to have human stud-
ies. This allows us to provide structure/
function claims, and gives credibility to 
the ingredient.”

To that end, the company already had 
a detailed human-research program in 
place when it launched resVida in 2009, 
with one study showing improved fl ow-
mediated dilation, a key marker of vas-
cular health, in obese individuals within 
an hour of intake. It also had a safety and 
toxicology study showing that resVida 

is absorbed in the human bloodstream 
in a dose-dependent fashion.

Perhaps the most signifi cant study, 
however, is the research published in 
November 2011 in the esteemed journal 
Cell Metabolism. Researchers found 
that after just 30 days of taking large 
doses (150 mg daily) of resVida, obese 
individuals showed numerous signs of 
metabolic change, from lower fat stores 
in the liver and lower blood pressure to 
improved mitochondrial function, mim-
icking the effects of calorie restriction. 
Though the study was small—just 11 
men participated—the research is un-
paralleled and has signifi cant implica-
tions for treating metabolic syndrome 
and enhancing healthy aging, according 
to Almada. “No one has ever done a deep 
dive into the metabolic effects of resver-
atrol on this level,” he says. “They really 
invested in a thorough study that truly 
explored new frontiers and generated 
some pioneering results in humans.”

“There was a huge gulf between 

the promise of resveratrol and 

the evidence. DSM has closed 

that gap.”

—Anthony Almada

DSM has initiated several additional 
studies to examine various aspects of 
metabolism, cardiovascular health, cog-
nitive performance and aging biomark-
ers after supplementing with resVida. 
The company has also completed ex-
tensive safety assessments, enabling it 
to self-affi rm resVida as Generally Rec-
ognized As Safe. “We have a complete 
tox profi le on it, with an upper daily 
limit,” Rieder notes, a profi le which DSM 
openly publishes and shares with other 
companies. 

From a commercial standpoint, DSM’s 
commitment has paid off. GNC has dis-
continued selling a third-party resvera-
trol product and now exclusively sells 
resVida. “They actually cite our clinical 
studies of effi cacy on the label,” Rieder 
says. And achieving GRAS status has 

enabled resVida—and only resVida—
to be used in beverages and bars.

Clearly, part of resVida’s commercial 
success lies in its patentability, elusive 
terrain for its naturally-sourced com-
petitors. This comes at a time when the 
FDA’s guidance on New Dietary Ingre-
dients calls into question whether syn-
thetic botanicals will even be permitted 
in formulations going forward. Rieder 
isn’t worried. “If you use any form of 
chemical alteration, even an extraction, 
it will be the same argument from FDA,” 
he says. “This is, of course, a guideline, 
and there will be ongoing discussions 
about that.”

Almada says it hardly matters, given 
that resVida is already GRAS. “Can 
you put a GRAS ingredient in a dietary 
supplement? Well heavens to heck, yes. 
You cannot have a food or beverage with 
non-GRAS ingredients. resVida can 
play both sides of the fence. It would be 
a very challenging stance for FDA to as-
sert that you can’t put this in a dietary 
supplement because it’s not NDI. It’s 
GRAS—it’s a higher standard.”

Even more to point is the higher levels 
of purity possible with synthetics. Japa-
nese knotweed, the source of most nat-
ural resveratrol supplements, produces 
an antifungal compound called emodin. 
While it’s healthy for the plant, emodin 
has a laxative effect in humans, Rieder 
says, which makes the nature-identical 
version a more appealing option. Much 
of the available natural resveratrol also 
tests positive for synthetic anthraquino-
ne, says Rieder. Not only are many con-
sumers opposed to this and other pesti-
cides, but anthraquinone is also banned 
by California’s Prop 65.

Rieder believes that solid research has 
always resonated strongly with educat-
ed consumers, and that GNC’s switch to 
a data-backed product bears that out. 
So too does the fact that resveratrol 
remains one of the top ingredients in 
new product launches in dietary supple-
ments. While the media hype may have 
faded, the industry is fi nding that re-
sponsible research can propel steady, 
incremental sales—the kind that benefi t 
both companies and consumers in the 
long haul.
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“It all comes fundamentally from our 
company’s belief in the benefi ts of whole 
grains,” says Matt Cox, marketing direc-
tor for Bob’s Red Mill. “We’ve met hun-
dreds and hundreds of graduates from 
nutrition programs all over the country, 
and it seemed like whole grains weren’t 
any part of the curriculum they were be-
ing taught.” 

Says Bob Moore: “It’s not a part of any 
curriculum, and yet doctors with vision 
were seeing the value of whole grains in 
beginning diets as well as adult diets. All 
in all, it seemed like absolutely the most 
worthy thing to support.”

The commitment to OHSU is the latest 
step toward that goal. “I really think this 
is part of his master plan to keep his 
life’s work going after he’s gone,” says 
Michael MacRae, communications man-
ager for the OHSU Foundation. 

“He’s done what he can through his 
products and his labels—and if you read 
his labels, he’s been using nutritional sci-
ence on them to sell his products for a 
long time,” MacRae says. “He points out 
that it’s the way the ingredients of whole 
grains work together that boosts health, 
it’s not any one ingredient. So you have 
to have them all, you have to have them 
together, and you have to mill them and 
cook them just right, and that’s what 
he’s trying to do.”

Moore came to OHSU looking to ensure 
that food makers’ emphasis on the nu-
tritional science behind whole grains 
would not only continue, but expand. 
“I think he just needed a partner to put 

that into programs that do what his 
products alone can’t do,” MacRae says.

According to MacRae, the task force 
planning the Moore Institute’s initial 
activities expects to launch several proj-
ects over the next three to four months 
that will focus on nutrition in young 
girls, parents-to-be, and pregnant moth-
ers and their infants. “This is the insti-
tute’s key demographic for making long-
term reductions in chronic illness due to 
poor nutrition,” he says. 

Says Moore: “What we’re fi ghting, frank-
ly, are the foods that are in the schools, 
the foods that are in the marketplace. 
And the only way we’re going to reduce 
the effects of some of these chemical-
ized, sugarized foods is through research 
to determine they are causing problems 
with our youth and our children.”

The Moores’ commitment to this re-
search has impressed observers, but 
none has been a particular surprise, giv-
en the strong reputation the company 
has developed over the years.

“They’re well regarded in the indus-
try, obviously, and have been for a long 
time,” says Mary Mulry, president of 
FoodWise, a consulting fi rm for natu-
ral and organic foods. “And that level 
of donation—for a company that’s not 
tremendously large in size—is substan-
tial.”

Industry experts also took note when 
Bob’s Red Mill created its employee 
stock-ownership plan, or ESOP. Moore 
says he’d been refusing buyout offers 
steadily for years, and he and his wife 
settled on the ESOP after years of re-
searching different options.

Mulry sees the stock-ownership plan as 
an interesting model that will ensure the 
company’s core operating principles can 
remain intact. 

“A lot of companies will sell to another 
entity, and it seems like the mission 
and vision tend to either get diluted or 
shifted in some way,” says Mulry. “One 
of the things this ESOP does is cement 
the current mission and vision for the 
foreseeable future.”
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Bob & Charlee Moore of Bob’s Red Mill 
donate millions to further whole grain 
research, leave company to employees
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Bob and Charlee Moore, founders 
of the natural foods and grains 
company Bob’s Red Mill, have 

gotten into a habit of giving their money 
away. 

The couple announced a $25 million com-
mitment in September 2011 to launch a 
nutrition institute at Oregon Health & 
Science University (OHSU). Months 
earlier, they made a $5 million com-
mitment to Ohio State University to 
launch an academic center focused on 
the nutritional benefi ts of whole grains, 
which would include a test kitchen that 
will be used for the fi rst time early this 
year. The National College of Natu-
ral Medicine received a $1.4 million 
gift last January that will fund the col-
lege’s pilot Ending Childhood Obe-
sity Project. And in February 2010, on 
his 81st birthday, Bob Moore announced 
that his plan for succession was to es-
tablish an employee stock-ownership 
plan, giving ownership of the company 
to its employees.

Though Bob’s Red Mill has given several 
smaller gifts as a company, most of the 
larger commitments have come from the 
Moores personally—totaling more than 
$30 million last year. But most people 
familiar with the couple say it’s diffi cult 
to separate the Moores from the com-
pany they founded in 1978. 

The string of commitments has been 
targeted to advance knowledge and un-
derstanding of the nutritional benefi ts of 
whole grains, and to increase their pres-
ence in people’s diets. For all the ge-
neric advice about how whole grains are 
better than refi ned foods, Bob’s Red Mill 
was seeing little dedication to proving 
the exact science behind such claims, or 
to applying that science in public health 
initiatives and driving behavior change 
in general populations. 

“Whole grains are not a part of 

any curriculum, and yet doctors 

with vision were seeing the value 

of whole grains in beginning 

diets as well as adult diets. All in 

all, it seemed like absolutely the 

most worthy thing to support.”

—Bob Moore

Bob’s Red Mill
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Recognizing that employees are 
most productive when they’re 
healthy, the city of Ankeny, Iowa, 

took part in a study last year with home-
grown Embria Health Sciences to pin-
point exactly how the city would benefi t 
if employees experienced a boost to 
their immune systems during cold and 
fl u season. Instead of focusing on ef-
fective treatments for people who were 
already sick, the city and the company 
took the initiative to focus on straight-
forward supplementation as a means to 
preventative health.

Ninety participants from various city 
government agencies took EpiCor, Em-
bria’s beta-glucan immune system sup-
plement, between October and March. 
After analyzing the data, the city noted 
a 28% decline in employees’ doctor vis-
its for cold, fl u and upper respiratory ill-
nesses, as compared with the same pe-
riod the previous year. And more than 
50% of employees said they felt better 
and experienced fewer cases of cold and 
fl u after taking EpiCor.

The results impressed observers for two 
main reasons. First—because Embria 
already had clinical research to support 
the product—the Ankeny study provid-
ed a useful alternative source of real-life 
data easily understood by any audience. 

“We have published clinical studies on 
both non-vaccinated and vaccinated 
individuals showing a 26% reduction in 
both the incidence and duration of cold 
and fl u symptoms. So it was very con-
sistent with what we had seen in our 
published clinical studies,” says Cheryl 
Sturm, director of marketing for Em-
bria. “That 28% was a really interesting 
number to us.”

Scott Steinford, president of ZMC-USA 

and Embria’s fi rst vice president of 
sales, emphasized the company’s con-
sistent use of clinical trials as the main 
reason for its strong reputation. “They 
were committed to scientifi c data from 
the onset and they built upon that. That, 
fi rst and foremost, sets them apart from 
many,” he says.

The second notable outcome of the 
study is that the results serve as a cred-
ibility boost for the cause of integrative 
medicine. Sturm says that from the be-
ginning, Embria has been a big believer 
in integrative nutrition, being a respon-
sible player in the industry, and sup-

porting the idea that things like diet and 
exercise in combination with supple-
mentation really do pay off in health-
care. 

“Not only is there a productivity issue 
and a human health issue here, but also 
these things really have the potential to 
help everyone’s healthcare costs,” says 
Sturm. “We’ve looked for ways from the 
very beginning to take that message out 
into the community and to do projects 
like this.” 

And that was a large motivation behind 
the city of Ankeny’s participation in the 
fi rst place. Deb Dyar, public relations of-
fi cer for the city, calls the study a “win-
win,” and she describes the benefi ts to 
the city as well as to individuals as two-
fold.

“Not only does it reduce medical claim 
costs—and subsequently healthcare 

costs—but it also improves employee 
productivity,” she says. “If they’re not 
feeling well and come to work, they’re 
not as productive and there’s the po-
tential to make other employees sick. 
Or they’re staying home and they’re not 
productive because they’re home sick. 
Being able to improve those sick leave 
numbers was a signifi cant cost savings 
just in terms of productivity.”

She says the city is working on extend-
ing the program and looking for ways to 
provide city employees with more op-
tions to improve their health. 

“The outcome for us has been a re-focus 
on making our employee benefi t wellness 
plan more robust. It will likely include 
an option for some kind of shared cost 
related to EpiCor for those employees 
who want to continue taking it,” Dyar 
says. “Similar to offering a discount to 
a health club, we would offer an EpiCor 
discount to those employees who were 
interested in that as an option.”

City offi cials encourage other businesses 
to explore similar programs. None have 
formally committed to a similar program 
so far, but there is interest, and not only 
from within the city. Sturm says that 
several governors’ and state senators’ of-
fi ces around the country have expressed 
interest after the assistant city manager 
did a presentation on the results of the 
study in Des Moines at the National 
Foundation of Women Legislators
annual conference last year.

“I think the perception is that govern-
ments sometimes are not very innova-
tive and are way behind the times when 
it comes to alternative ways of looking 
at healthcare programs,” Sturm says. 
“This was just a means of showing leg-
islators from all over the country that it 
is possible to do something that doesn’t 
take a lot of time, didn’t cost very much, 
and paid big dividends.” 

Says Dyar: “Being able to partner with 
an innovative health company like Em-
bria Health Sciences on an innovative 
health solution to improve employee 
wellness is certainly forward-facing. It’s 
about looking at the future, and it’s not 
business as usual.” 

“Being able to partner with an 

innovative health company 

like Embria Health Sciences on 

an innovative health solution 

to improve employee wellness 

is certainly forward-facing. It’s 

about looking at the future, 

and it’s not business as usual.”

—Deb Dyar

City of Ankeny
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ness over time, and Monster boasts sta-
tus as the No. 1 energy drink in Mexico 
and No. 2 in France and the U.K., ac-
cording to Van Winkle. The company 
plans to move into Asia in the next six 
months.

Monster’s growth also speaks to the 
screaming popularity of energy drinks, 
a market that grew at nearly 40% CAGR 
from 2000 to 2010, according to NBJ 
estimates. And the market is primed for 
continued growth, since the young folks 
drawn to energy drinks today are likely 
to keep drinking them down the road. “A 
whole new generation of young adults is 
growing up with energy drinks, similar 
to the way that my generation grew up 
drinking soda,” Van Winkle says. One of 
the beauties of energy drinks, at least 
from a marketing standpoint, is that 
they do as advertized. The simple con-
cept of immediately feeling a product’s 
intended effect plays a signifi cant part 
in repeat sales.

Of course, Monster is bound to (and 
already has) run into opposition from 
critics who argue that the company 
contributes to the escalating number of 
children ingesting unhealthy levels of 
caffeine. Company heads do have the 
ready retort that Starbucks has a store 
on every corner ready to serve anyone 
an equal dose of caffeine, though they 
may require a more responsible come-
back in the near future.

 2011 Awards & Executive Review 2011 Awards & Executive Review 2011 Awards & Executive Review

2011 Stock Award
The company formerly known as
Hansen Natural stays energized

As of January 9, 2012, Hansen 
Natural Corp.—the 80-year-
old beverage company behind 

such legacy brands as Hansen’s Natu-
ral Soda and Blue Sky—received the 
go-ahead from shareholders to change 
its name to Monster Beverage Corp., 
better refl ecting the identity of its major 
breadwinner, Monster Energy Drink. 
It began trading under its new ticker, 
MNST, on January 9.

“Hansen is an energy drink company, pe-
riod,” says Scott Van Winkle, managing 
director at Canaccord Genuity, who 
notes that about 95% of the company’s 
sales come from Monster and its various 
permutations. At an estimated $1.7 bil-
lion in 2011 sales, that’s a whole lot of 
energy drinks.

And though the HANS ticker may now 
fade away, the stock attached to it has 
done anything but. In 2011 the com-
pany’s stock price climbed 72%, up a 
solid 171% over a fi ve-year period. The 
price peaked at just shy of $100 by the 
end of the year, prompting a two-for-one 
stock split slated for February 15. At 
that point, Monster anticipates a total of 
174.3 million shares outstanding.

According to Van Winkle, there are no fi -
nancial nuances to this impressive stock 
performance. “This is a top-line-sales-
driven story,” he says. Hansen, which 
grew sales 14% to $1.3 billion in 2010, 
grew another 31% in 2011, according to 
preliminary estimates from Cannacord. 
All the more impressive for being well 
above the 15% growth of the overall U.S. 
energy drink market in 2011, accord-
ing to preliminary data from Nutrition 
Business Journal.

Outgrowing its own category speaks to 
Hansen’s out-innovation of its competi-
tors. Though the company is still run-
ner-up to category leader Red Bull, it’s 
been more mobile with new products. Its 

Monster Rehab line, made with tea and 
juice, is performing well, with four new 
SKUs due out soon. Java Monster, its 
coffee/energy drink combo is doing well 
too. And for 2012, the company plans on 
launching Ubermonster, a non-alcohol-
ic, fermented malt beverage, which may 
muscle its way into the kombucha set. “I 
would say that they’re undoubtedly the 
most innovative energy drink company,” 
says Van Winkle.

Other competitors include Rockstar; 
Amp from PepsiCo; Full Throttle and 
NOS from Coca-Cola; and shot catego-
ry leader 5-Hour Energy from Living 
Essentials. Monster does offer a line 
of shots, but 5-Hour Energy dominates 
the market by wide margin.

The company’s outsized growth is no 
new trend, evident from its meteoric 
rise in stock appreciation and gross sales 
over the last fi ve years. In fact, Hansen 
received NBJ’s Large Company Growth 
Award in 2007 and won the Stock Award 
in both 2004 and 2005.

There aren’t a lot of large public compa-
nies dedicated to the nutrition and func-
tional foods industries, and the steady 
progress of Hansen over the last decade 
deserves attention. Often, a breakout 
MLM will post huge growth one year and 
a massive slump the next, but Hansen 
has kept an even keel for some time. It’s 
grown out a strong international busi-

2011 Stock Performance: Hansen Natural Corp. vs. S&P 500
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The year 2011 was a strong one 
for mergers & acquisition in the 
nutrition industry, with deals 

aplenty across numerous market seg-
ments. The Carlyle Group surprised 
everyone with its $4 billion purchase of 
NBTY in 2010, but billion-dollar deals 
ran rampant in the ingredient world in 
2011 as well, with Martek, Danisco and 
Capsugel all bought for big sums. Inter-
national deals were defi nitely in vogue 
this year, with Hain making waves in 
the U.K. and Danone going big in India. 
And sports nutrition remains one of the 
hottest investment markets to date, with 
everyone from strategic buyers to equity 
investors to ingredient suppliers getting 
in on the game.

“It was a pretty good year across the 
entire nutrition spectrum,” says Rodney 
Clark, investment banker at Canaccord 
Genuity. “Not a lot of industries have a 
list of deals this robust.”

These are Nutrition Business Jour-
nal’s top 10 deals of 2011.

DSM Buys Martek for $1.1 Billion

In February, leading ingredient sup-
plier Royal DSM purchased algal DHA 
producer Martek Biosciences for $1.1 
billion, its biggest acquisition since buy-
ing Roche’s vitamin business in 2002. 
Among other products, Martek manu-
factures the blockbuster algae-based 
ingredient life’sDHA, a functional com-
ponent dominant in the baby formula 
market, in functional foods and in veg-
etarian omega-3 supplements. 

The acquisition gives DSM a larger pres-
ence in the omega-3 market, especially 
as “vegetarian fi sh oil” starts to catch on. 
And for Martek—recently christened 
DSM’s Nutritional Lipids division—the 

Date Announced Target Acquirer Price
Feb-11 Martek DSM $1.1 bil.
May-11 Danisco DuPont $6.5 bil.
Apr-11 Capsugel KKR $2.4 bil.
Apr-11 Henry’s Sprouts n/a
Aug-11 Wockhardt Danone $355 mil.
Oct-11 Daniels Group Hain Celestial $230 mil.
Jun-11 GanedenBC30 brands Schiff Nutrition $40 mil.
Jan-11 BSN Glanbia $144 mil.
Apr-11 NEXT Proteins Athena Wellness n/a
Apr-11 n/a GNC IPO $360 mil.
Source: Company press announcements

Top 10 Deals of 2011

deal offers the chance to better build 
out its functional food business and fi nd 
its way into everything from margarine 
to yogurt to beverages to cereals.

Martek was already hot off its own ac-
quisition of consumer supplement mar-
keter Amerifi t Brands when it inked 
the deal with DSM, priming a direct path 
to market for life’sDHA. DSM has al-
ready experimented with fi nished prod-
uct marketing with its i-fl ex and i-cool 
supplements, and we can expect more 
of it in the near future. Already a market 
leader in nutrition ingredients—second 
only to BASF in U.S. sales, according to 
NBJ data—DSM now has a few more ar-
rows in its quiver to compete at a global 
level.

DuPont Acquires Danisco

After a January 10 announcement that 
chemicals giant DuPont had agreed 
to buy Denmark-based Danisco in a 
$6-plus billion deal, months of delib-
eration ensued before the acquisition 
was fi nally sealed in May. The deal put 
DuPont in the driver’s seat for the pro-
biotics market, where Danisco has long 
been a leader with its bulk strains and 
condition-specifi c lines. Danisco also 
boasts strength in enzymes and food 
ingredients, complementing DuPont’s 
biotech focus. The company now has 
signifi cant plays in the top two ingre-
dients on the market today—omega-3s 
and probiotics.

According to DuPont, the acquisition is 

expected to be fi nanced with about $3 
billion in existing cash and the remain-
der in debt.

KKR Buys Capsugel from Pfi zer

Pharma giant Pfi zer announced on April 
4 the sale of capsule-maker Capsugel to 
private-equity fi rm Kohlberg, Kravis 
& Roberts (KKR) for $2.4 billion in 
cash. Capsugel, which was acquired by 
Pfi zer in 2000, posted around $750 mil-
lion in revenue in 2010 and manufac-
tured 180 billion hard capsules, making 
it the world leader in that segment. To 
put that into perspective, though, Pfi zer 
as a whole now projects about $68 bil-
lion in revenue for 2011, following the 
divestiture of Capsugel.

Pfi zer maintains a major stake in the 
supplement industry with the calcium 
product Caltrate and its Centrum mul-
tivitamin line, the main competitor to 
Bayer’s One A Day. Also, in December, 
the drug company announced its pur-
chase of the consumer health division 
of Ferrosan, giving it a strong foothold 
in Europe’s probiotic and condition-spe-
cifi c supplement markets. Of late, Pfi zer 
has been focused on streamlining its 
business; it sold off its animal nutrition 
arm recently and is likely to doff its in-
fant nutrition business sometime soon.

As for Capsugel—now free from the 
Pfi zer umbrella—the deal could offer the 
capsule-maker the ability to be more ag-
gressive in pursuing new products and 
new markets, with strong capital back-
ing and support from KKR.
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Sprouts & Henry’s Reunited
under Apollo Management

Phoenix-based Sprouts Farmers Mar-
ket announced in April it would merge 
with Henry’s Farmers Market, reunit-
ing two chains founded by the same fam-
ily. The combined company—now un-
der the aegis of New York–based private 
equity fi rm Apollo Management—will 
have 98 stores with 7,000 employees 
and combined revenues of more than $1 
billion.

The merger marks the end of the Henry’s 
name (all stores will now operate under 
the Sprouts header), but it also marks 
the return of Henry’s founders, the 
Boney family. After starting the chain in 
1943, the Boneys eventually sold Hen-
ry’s to Wild Oats in 1997. After Whole 
Foods Market purchased Wild Oats in 
2007, it sold Henry’s to a subsidiary of 
Apollo. The Boneys founded Sprouts in 
2002, and the chain has since grown to 
54 stores. 

Under the new deal, Apollo will gain 
a majority stake in Sprouts, while the 
Boney family will operate all stores.

According to Janica Lane, director at 
Partnership Capital Growth Advi-
sors, “The Henry’s/Sprouts deal is sym-
bolic of the new wave of ‘super’ markets 
that are fueled by private or public eq-
uity and providing interesting alterna-
tives to Whole Foods.” She points to 
other examples such as the publicly-
traded Fresh Market; Endeavour 
Capital backing New Seasons and 
Bristol Farms; Sagent Capital Man-
agement’s investment in Sunfl ower 
Farmers Markets; and Monitor Clip-
per’s stake in Earth Fare.

Danone Tackles India with
Acquisition of Wockhardt

On August 3, Danone signed an agree-
ment with Mumbai-based Wockhardt 
Group to acquire its nutrition business 
for $355 million. The deal puts Wock-
hardt’s Dexolac, Nusobee and Protinex 
brands into Danone’s hands, giving it a
strong presence in the Indian infant for-
mula and medical foods market.

Wockhardt had originally offered Ab-
bott Laboratories its nutrition busi-
ness for $130 million in 2009 as part 
of a debt-restructuring program, but 
Wockhardt’s debtors balked and the 
deal fell through. A series of bungled 
deals, failed currency bets and stalled 
divestments spun the company deeper 
into the red, and Wockhardt now seems 
to be selling off assets in order to stall a 
death spiral.

India’s high birth-rates make it one of 
the fastest-growing infant nutrition 
markets in the world. Assuming Danone 
can clear the hurdles of Wockhardt’s 
numerous creditors, the yogurt-maker 
is primed to take advantage of this op-
portunity.

Hain Solidifi es UK Stake with 
Daniels Group

On October 25, Hain Celestial Group, the 
Melville, New York–based natural brand 
conglomerate behind Earth’s Best and 
Celestial Seasonings, announced its 
$230 million acquisition of U.K. food 
company The Daniels Group. A pur-
veyor of natural, fresh and refrigerated 
foods, Daniels operates a host of brands, 
such as Covent Garden Soup, Farm-
house Fare and Johnson’s Juice. 

The deal falls in line with Hain’s stated 
goal of garnering 60% of revenue from 
the United States and 40% internation-
ally, CEO Irwin Simon said in an October 
25 conference call. Hain’s been in the 
U.K. for about 10 years, raking in about 
£55 million a year, but has struggled to 
really grow that business in more recent 
years. This acquisition promises to give 
Hain a broader European launching pad 
for its new and existing brands to right 
that course.

Hain has been an active strategic buyer 
for a long time, and tends to make good 
use of its acquisitions. With the Daniels 
acquisition—as well as its previous pur-
chases of France-based Danival and 
Norway-based GG UniqueFiber—the 
company now has the infrastructure to 
move more freely in the European mar-
ket.

Ganeden Sells Off  Supplement 
Brands to Schiff 

Schiff Nutrition International pur-
chased Ganeden Biotech’s probi-
otic supplement assets for $40 million 
in June, acquiring exclusive rights to 
GanedenBC30 in supplements and its 
over-the-counter brands, Sustenex and 
Digestive Advantage. BC30 is a shelf-
stable, temperature-resistant probiotic 
strain that shows great promise for the 
functional food market, and is already 
present in products from food service 
companies like Jamba Juice, Red 
Mango and Naked Pizza, as well as 
such diverse goods as pasta, chocolate, 
drinking straws, alternative sweeteners, 
and, of course, yogurt.

Ganeden sees the future of probiot-
ics written in food, while Schiff looks 
to drive growth in the probiotic mar-
ket via supplements, bringing the bugs 
deeper into the mainstream market. 

Honorary Mention: Thorne Research
Since founder Al Czap’s sale of the compa-
ny in June 2010, practitioner supplement 
company Thorne Research has been ac-
tive on the M&A front, selling equity here 
and there for exclusive products and inno-
vative partnerships.

In May, Thorne received a minority invest-
ment from Swiss pharmaceutical company 
Helsinn Group, thereby forming a part-
nership to co-develop and market a line 
of cancer support supplements. The cash 
value of the deal was likely a pittance 
compared to many deals listed here, but it 
deserves mention for its potential impact. 
While pharma companies buy and sell 
supplement brands all the time (a quicker 
path to market is certainly attractive), 
strategic alliances are rarely formed. Such 
a deal furthers the cause of integrative 
medicine by more closely aligning industry 
with the mainstream.

Or Thorne could be playing with fi re, 
as cancer support is sacred ground and 
health claims must tread lightly. Either 
way, Thorne is taking an interesting tra-
jectory and remains one important com-
pany to watch going forward.
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nomer considering Designer Whey’s 
longtime affiliation with the Biggest 
Loser. But Siewart sees weight manage-
ment (the designation under which Big-
gest Loser products fall) as a category 
apart from sports nutrition (the heading 
for straight Designer Whey proteins) 
in the minds of retailers and consum-
ers. Targeted branding appears to be 
a focus for Designer Protein going for-
ward. “Sports nutrition is in the process 
of segmenting,” said Siewart. “Be it male 
or female, hardcore or mainstream, pre-
workout versus post-workout, physique 
versus performance, the category is 
splitting. The future of Designer Protein 
is to focus its brands on certain user 
populations.”

GNC Back in the Public Eye
After two abandoned IPOs by previous 
owners Apollo Management, and having 
failed to reach a merger agreement with 
potential Chinese buyer Bright Food, 
GNC went public for the third time on 
April 1, 2011, issuing 22.5 million shares 
to raise $360 million in equity. Net pro-
ceeds of nearly $300 million go towards 
reducing GNC’s heavy load of $1.3 billion 
in long-term debt, most of which was ac-
crued during leveraged buyouts as con-
trol of the company constantly changed 
hands. Hopefully repaying some of the 
debt will free up resources, enabling the 
company to focus on their future rather 
than the aggressively financed deals of 
the past.

bought Science in Sport, and Joint 
Juice purchased Premier Nutrition.

Athena Wellness Brands Built 
to Buy Designer Whey

On April 26, Designer Protein an-
nounced its purchase of the operat-
ing assets of sports nutrition company 
NEXT Protein, including its popular 
Designer Whey brand of protein. Three 
private equity firms—GarMark Part-
ners, Northwood Ventures and 
Stockton Road Capital—financed 
the acquisition, creating a new compa-
ny in the process—Athena Wellness 
Brands—of which Designer Protein is 
a subsidiary.

Other brands acquired include Aria 
women’s protein products and a line of 
Designer Whey weight management 
mixes co-opting the trademarked Big-
gest Loser reality show from NBC. Ac-
cording to Cyrill Siewart, new CEO and 
chairman of Designer Protein, Designer 
Whey was attractive from an acquisition 
standpoint because it’s the premier pro-
tein powder on the market. “Designer 
Whey has a well-established market po-
sition, has very high quality—both from 
a protein perspective and an aesthetic 
point of view—and we feel that it has 
been under-marketed for a very long 
time,” Siewart told NBJ in April.

“Under-marketed” may seem like a mis-

Thus far the strategy has paid off. “Our 
fiscal 2012 second quarter sales grew 
16% and, consistent with our strategy, 
were driven by our branded business 
including our newly acquired probiotics 
brands,” Schiff CEO Tarang Amin said in 
a December 15 earnings release.

Schiff has a long history of leading with 
strong brands in archetypal product cat-
egories, with Move Free in joint health, 
MegaRed in omega-3s, and now Susten-
ex and Digestive Advantage in gastro-
intestinal health. With its strength in the 
mass market, Schiff is bound to make 
good use of its new buy.

BSN Bought by Glanbia

On January 19, Irish dairy and ingre-
dients supplier Glanbia announced 
its $144 million acquisition of leading 
sports nutrition company Bio-Engi-
neered Supplements and Nutrition 
(BSN). BSN markets a full line of sports 
supplements, and is best known for its 
N.O.-XPLODE pre-workout mixes and 
Syntha-6 protein products. The com-
pany brought in $160 million in revenue 
in 2010, ranking among the largest U.S. 
sports supplement manufacturers that 
year, according to Nutrition Business 
Journal estimates. The purchase price 
represents less than one-times BSN’s 
revenue, making the deal a relative steal 
for Glanbia.

Glanbia already maintains a large stake 
in the U.S. sports nutrition space, hav-
ing acquired leading manufacturer 
Optimum Nutrition in 2008 for $315 
million. The BSN purchase clearly 
strengthens Glanbia’s path to the con-
sumer market. Glanbia is a leading glob-
al supplier of whey ingredients and, as 
Anthony Almada, CEO of sports nutri-
tion manufacturer GENr8, notes, BSN 
is “the second-largest consumer of whey 
protein on the continent.” The largest is 
Optimum Nutrition. 

Glanbia’s purchase is one of the largest 
of many sports nutrition deals cemented 
in 2011, some of which deserve honor-
ary mention. Dymatize received an 
investment from TA Associates, Star 
Associates raised capital for Maxi-
mum Human Performance, Provexis 

Quarterly M&A Activity, 2008-2011
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Does This Behavior Fit with 
the Lives We Evolved to Live?
Q&A with Weil Lifestyle about the
future of integrative medicine
and online wellness networks

Larry Tree is co-founder and CEO 
of Weil Lifestyle, the company 
behind drweil.com—a leading 

resource for information about integra-
tive medicine—and the global product 
licensing efforts of Dr. Andrew Weil. 
Brad Lemley is the vice president for ed-
itorial of Weil Lifestyle, and NBJ spoke 
with both gentlemen from their offi ces 
in Phoenix, Arizona.

NBJ: Has your business model 
changed at all during the economic 
downturn?

Larry Tree: Our model has stayed pret-
ty consistent. We have a really forward-
looking group of editorial and content 
folks here, and that content drives so-
cial media where we’ve seen double-dig-
it growth every month. We have really 
jumped into the social media aspect of 
this, since it’s all about community. Dr. 
Weil has always been about community. 
We believe that we’re right on the edge 
of some really big things there. Traffi c 
and performance stats on the website 
are defi nitely trending more towards 
community. We look at the stats a little 
bit differently now then we did back in 
2003. We don’t just look at page views 
and unique visitors—it’s much more 
about interactivity.

With the soft economy and weak job 
market, people just can’t afford to get 
sick. There’s a lot more focus on preven-
tative and integrative approaches now. 
From a cultural standpoint—and really 
an industry standpoint—we’ve passed a 
tipping point for integrative medicine.

Brad Lemley: We now have over 82,000 
Facebook followers and over 275,000 
Twitter followers and they continue 
to grow, so this is clearly a way people 

really like to interact with Dr. Weil. We 
don’t buy those numbers, so to speak.  
We don’t do contests and we don’t have 
a huge television presence. We really 
want to stay true to the integrity of the 
message and let it grow organically, not 
force things with contests or ‘like my 
page and pass it along’ inducements.  
We think that authenticity is really im-
portant, and then we will just be really 
patient with all of this.

NBJ: What about mobile? What does 
the future of online health portals 
look like?

LT: We think we are entering Web 3.0 
around content and community. There 
are some folks out there doing some re-
ally unique things with electronic medi-
cal records—I’m particularly impressed 
with a company called Hello Health, 
who won the RFP for Apple’s 10,000-
patient clinic in Cupertino with really 
elegant ways of creating community us-
ing software. We think there is a way to 
bring community to medical practice. 
That will become an even more impor-
tant trend in the future, and we want to 
be a part of it.

Web 3.0 has more to do with practitio-
ner and patient relationships online 
that cross boundaries set up by tradi-
tional medicine and the insurance com-
panies. We believe there is going to be 
a groundswell toward breaking down 
those boundaries. We’re working hard 
on an initiative now called the Dr. Weil 
Health Network, which will become a 
way to educate and empower consum-
ers as well as practitioners. We want 
to help caregivers improve their prac-
tices, create connections with patients, 
and promote outreach to alternative 
therapies. We should be using medical 
records in collaboration, not isolated in 
mega practices.

There will be all sorts of applications 
that go with mobile. Lots of companies 
are coming out with mobile diagnos-
tic applications. Maybe they are a little 
gimmicky right now, but there are some 

motivated people out there who can re-
ally benefi t. If you are a cancer patient 
or if you have heart disease, you are 
highly motivated to track your progress. 
Mobile has a real opportunity to be the 
next big wave here.

NBJ: What does the future of inte-
grative medicine look like?

BL: When you talk about something as 
big as medical philosophy, it changes in-
crementally and you can see this change 
everywhere now. Maricopa County has 
just approved an option for county em-
ployees to use county insurance for an 
integrative clinic that is going to be con-
structed here. The clinic will be moni-
tored for three years with a very rigor-
ous look at outcomes of, say, a diabetic 
patient who goes through the integrative 
clinic versus one who goes to a different 
sort of clinic. The result will be a whole 
collection of very specifi c, objective re-
sults that Dr. Weil believes will show 
better outcomes at lower cost. That’s 
the kind of effort I think really has the 
potential to accelerate the acceptance 
of integrative medicine.

NBJ: Sounds like something of a 
showdown between integrative and 
conventional care.

BL: Yes and no. Dr. Weil often talks 
about medicine in conventional prac-
tice as an excellent way to treat emer-
gencies. He often says that if he were 
hit by a bus, he would want to be taken 
straight to a state-of-the-art, high-tech 
emergency clinic, because that’s what 
you need in traumatic situations. But 
the problem with a lot of conventional 
American medicine is that everything is 
treated like a traumatic emergency and 
that’s not the appropriate level of care, 
particularly for a lot of these chronic, 
lifestyle-based diseases like cardiac dis-
eases or diabetes. There is a huge col-
lection of evidence that type II diabetes 
is reversible through lifestyle practices 
in a lot of people. The whole idea behind 
integrative medicine is to match the 
protocol, the therapy, to the condition. 
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When conventional drugs and surgeries 
are appropriate, that’s what you do. And 
when they are not, that’s not what you 
do. It really is the essence of common 
sense. I frankly don’t know how you can 
argue against it, except for the lack of 
profit potential for giving everyone an 
expensive, proprietary, patented phar-
maceutical.

Americans spend more than twice as 
much per capita on healthcare as any-
body else in the world, and yet we have 
among the worst outcomes in the devel-
oped world. So something has to give. 
Here we are in a balance-sheet reces-
sion, and it’s essential to save more 
money in medical care. If you can save 
money and get better outcomes, then 
you have to do that, you should do that, 
and people will do that.

NBJ: What plans do you have around 
dietary supplements?

LT: We are taking a different approach 
in the future with our supplements. We 
will be announcing some exciting re-
lationships in the first quarter of 2012 
that position Dr. Weil to really endorse 
a broader range of supplements. There 
will be some direct health practitioner 
supplements involved with the Dr. Weil 
Health Network, as well as retail supple-
ments with heavier promotion and lots 
of education. We dabbled in supple-
ments with our own branded line, but 
we don’t think that’s the way to go. We 
see Dr. Weil as the great discerner, and 
there is almost an inherent conflict of in-
terest if he just has his own brand. Even 
though Dr. Weil doesn’t make a dollar 
off of any supplement—he donates all of 
his profits from royalties from the sales 
of supplements to the Weil Founda-
tion—we think that ingestibles and nu-
trition are an important part of his mes-
sage. There’s a lot of work to do, aligning 
supplements with his message. The pri-
mary message is to get your nutrients 
from food first, and use supplements to 
fill gaps in your diet. We are concerned 
with nutrition as a whole. Supplements 
are part of that, but more as insurance 
to cover gaps in the diet.

NBJ: How can integrative practices 
better demonstrate outcomes with 

solid research and science?

BL: It’s challenging to prove efficacy, 
because the profit potential may not be 
there. If a drug is going to make billions 
in a year, a pharmaceutical manufac-
turer is more than willing to spend a lot 
of money on efficacy trials. But with a 
lifestyle practice—a certain exercise, or 
meditation, or a botanical that can’t be 
patent-protected—where is the profit 
potential that funds an up-front study? 

Having said that, there are lots of stud-
ies out there. I used to work as a writer 
for Discover Magazine, where I was 
steeped in scientific controversy for 
years and years. I never really did get 
a good answer to this question—When 
does something become a fact? When is 

the preponderence of scientific evidence 
sufficiently compelling that something 
moves from a theory to a fact? Nobody 
rings a bell. There are still people who 
argue against the link between smoking 
and lung cancer. I think physicians have 
to look at the state of the science and 
whether there’s enough there to per-
suade them to change protocols.

You can also hold up various therapies 
to an evolutionary model. Dr. Weil talks 
about this often. If something is evolu-
tionarily divergent—in other words, if 
it represents a practice that is very new 
in the human experience—it has a big-
ger hurdle of proof to get over in terms 
of safety than something human be-
ings have been doing for 250,000 years. 
Take advocacy for exercise. People have 
been active and running around for a 
long time, and it obviously takes care of 

a lot of health concerns. Eating whole 
foods—these kinds of things have a low-
er evidentiary bar to cross, I think, just 
because they converge with our evolu-
tionary history. There is more and more 
evidence for their efficacy as well, but I 
like to think it’s bolstered by that fact of 
the convergence with evolution. This is 
really sort of the focus of Spontaneous 
Happiness, which I helped Dr. Weil re-
search. A lot of the depression epidemic 
is a function of divergent lifestyles and 
behaviors. We are basically living in 
ways that we were never designed to 
live. To me, that’s a really profitable way 
to start, if you want a filter or a lens to 
figure out what is healthy and what is 
unhealthy. Evolution gives you a good 
starting point. 

NBJ: Is this related to Richard 
Louv’s ‘nature-deficit disorder’?

BL: Yes. Louv’s The Last Child in the 
Woods is a great book. I was reading an 
article the other day about how the ter-
ritory covered by a young child is some-
thing like one-fifth as big as it was 30 
years ago. You used to be able to map it 
and they would cover miles, really. Now 
it’s the backyard, and Louv has a lot to 
say about why that is—the attraction of 
electronic devices, the modern idea of 
‘stranger danger.’

NBJ: Depression seems to be shap-
ing up as the next great health epi-
demic in America. We continue to 
see great potential for nutrition 
products in the ‘brain space.’

BL: People are basically sedentary and 
they shouldn’t be. They are socially iso-
lated and they shouldn’t be. They are 
awash in too much information and they 
shouldn’t be. They are sleep deprived 
and they shouldn’t be. These are all rela-
tively new behaviors and they result in a 
lot of negative physical and mental re-
percussions. Reversing these problems 
has a lot to do with understanding the 
evolutionary crucible. Within the con-
text of the modern world, you have to 
think yourself into healthier situations. 
It does take effort, but if you can ask 
yourself—Does this behavior fit with the 
lives we evolved to live?—that can be a 
powerful yardstick.

“When I first met Dr. Weil, he said, 

‘I’m just waiting for the culture to 

catch up to me.’ I met him 15 years 

ago. He doesn’t say that so much 

anymore. The culture is moving in 

an integrative direction, and that’s 

a good thing. ”

—Brad Lemley, Weil Lifestyle
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Curt Ellis is a co-founder and the 
executive director of Food-
Corps, a national nonprofi t con-

necting children to healthy food. Food-
Corps’ fi rst cohort of service members 
landed in 41 sites across 10 states in 
August 2011, and collectively they have 
reached more than 25,000 children 
through 137 garden projects and more 
than 4,200 pounds of donated produce. 
Ellis is one of the fi lmmakers behind 
King Corn. He is also a recipient of the 
Heinz Award, and a board member at 
Slow Food USA.

NBJ: Tell us about the model for 
FoodCorps.

Curt Ellis: We run a program similar to 
Teach for America that recruits young 
leaders for a year of public service. Our 
service members teach kids what healthy 
food is, give them hands-on opportuni-
ties to grow fresh food themselves in 
school gardens, and work with farmers 
and chefs to bring healthy, high-quality 
food into school cafeterias.  

NBJ: How are you measuring your 
impact and success?

CE: There are near-term ways we can 
measure the impact FoodCorps is hav-
ing on the ground—the number of chil-
dren we reach, the number of gardens 
we build, the number of parents and 
community volunteers who engage in 
the life of food in the school. But the 
more important long-term metrics are 
going to be health outcomes—fi nding 
out whether the work we do is promot-
ing the measurable shift in childhood 
obesity that we believe it will—and aca-
demic outcomes, building the evidence 
base that kids who eat a healthy diet are 
able to learn better in school. If we re-

ally want this adopted at the national 
level, it should be about both the health 
of children and the potential children 
have to lead full lives and contribute 
to American society. That requires a 
life free from diet-related disease, and 
a chance to really learn well in school. 
Food is central to both.

NBJ: How do you decide what as-
pects of healthy food to promote? 
Would you promote, say, organic 
produce in schools, or non-GMO?

CE: We’ve made a conscious decision 
to not draw up some national list of 
good foods and bad foods and impose a 
single, top-down vision of what school 
food should look like in America. I think 
the reality is that food is a cultural proj-
ect. It’s also a local project, one that 
local communities deserve to have the 
strongest say in shaping. The way we 
approach our work is to bring local com-
munities together to fi gure out how best 
to feed their kids. We trust that those 
local communities know best what is go-
ing to work right for them.

This means we have values that I think 
are shared by all of the researchers in 
school food and child health. For exam-
ple, we believe kids should have access 
to fresh fruits and vegetables. We be-
lieve they should have the opportunity 
to eat food that is not overly burdened 
with salt, sugar and fat. But we leave the 
specifi cs of what that new school food 
system looks like to the local people 
and families and stakeholders who are 
going to experience it every day. I think 
the common sense we all have of what 
a healthy diet actually looks like is con-
sistent enough that, in all the places we 
work, we will see more fruits and veg-
etables on the tray, less high-fat meat, 
less heavily-processed food. But I do 
think it is important to let that process 
be one that is community driven.

NBJ: Seems like you are bringing 
a savvy, national brand to a cause 
of increasing importance but frag-
mented resources.

CE: Yes, I think that’s true. There’s a lot 
of really terrifi c work going on around 
the country to get kids connected with 

healthy food in school. One of the things 
we try to do is bring those efforts under 
a single umbrella and really show how 
united we are in this work. We do want 
to put a big national brand on the school 
food movement and help take it to the 
next level.

NBJ: Given the rising public debate 
around nutrition, is interest here as 
high as we might suspect?

CE: The response has been great. The 
key engines for our work are these 
young leaders who we recruit for a year 
of modestly paid public service. We now 
have 50 paid service members currently 
in the fi eld in 10 states, but 1,229 peo-
ple applied. We also have 10 state-level 
partners who went through a competi-
tive process to be chosen, considering 
that 108 organizations applied from 39 
states and the District of Columbia. I 
see a steady stream of emails coming in 
from schools, principals, teachers and 
parents who want FoodCorps working 
in their communities. We also have a 
really exciting collection of corporate 
and philanthropic partners interested 
in helping us grow quickly. In some re-
spects, our job is to manage all of this 
interest and make the most of it.

NBJ: How do you explain this level 
of interest?

CE: I think this is a watershed moment 
in our country’s relationship to food and 
agriculture. The generation that is com-
ing of age now has decided that food 
really matters, and I think they have 
come to understand the way in which 
food connects to everything. It connects 
to our health, in terms of obesity and 
diet-related disease. It connects to envi-
ronmental sustainability, in terms of the 
way we tend land and grow, process and 
transport food. It relates to justice and 
equity, in terms of the fate of the work-
ers who are involved in producing food 
and the access we open to that food in 
communities with limited resources 
across the country.

Food really touches it all. I think this 
current generation of young leaders un-
derstands that food is fundamental. If 
they want to address these larger chal-
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lenges in American life and culture, it all 
begins with food.

NBJ: So what’s the smart approach? 
How do you promote the change?

CE: Our service members are doing 
three primary things. First, they try to 
give children knowledge of what healthy 
food is and where it comes from. The 
typical elementary-age child in America 
gets less than 3.5 hours of nutrition edu-
cation in a full year of schooling. We try 
to increase both the quantity of nutri-
tion education the kids are getting, and 
increase the quality of it too by making it 
more hands-on and more engaging than 
the food pyramids we all grew up with.

The second thing our service members 
strive to do is give children opportuni-
ties to engage with healthy food in a 
school garden. They grow food in gar-
dens to get kids willing to try fruits and 
vegetables they might otherwise push 
off their plates, and also to engage par-
ents and community members in a life 
of food in the school. The third thing 
our service members do is try to change 
what is actually being served in school 
cafeterias, through farm-to-school pro-
grams and partnerships with chefs and 
farmers to get healthy, high-quality in-
gredients into school lunch.

NBJ: That last one sounds difficult. 

CE: It is, but there’s lots of low-hanging 
fruit. Take the way we market food to 
kids in school cafeterias. There’s a lot of 
good work to do, just putting the pizza 
in the back under dim light and putting 
the apples up front in a nice clean bowl.

NBJ: How crucial is the garden?

CE: If you just have a garden in the 
abstract and it’s not connected to any-
thing else, that garden won’t accomplish 
much. We see gardens as gateways, 
both for children to try new foods and 
for parents and community members to 
get involved and excited about food in 
school. But once you get kids willing to 
eat healthy food, they need access to it 
and that means that we have to change 
what is being served in the cafeteria. 
Once we’ve gotten the parents involved, 

that’s a good start, but we need to give 
them somewhere to place their energy. 

We see school gardens as these very 
powerful entry points into the work.  
But in the abstract, gardens alone don’t 
do enough to fix the very systemic prob-
lem here, which is kids not understand-
ing what healthy food actually is. They 
don’t have hands-on opportunities to 
get excited about it, and then they don’t 
have regular daily access to it in school 
cafeterias, the very place where 31 mil-
lion kids get more than half of their daily 
calories.

NBJ: Where are the biggest obsta-
cles right now? How fast can you 
scale this?

CE: While we talk about childhood 
obesity and diet-related disease and 
environmental challenges—all of these 
massive problems—in interviews like 
this, the work we do on the ground is 
all about positivity. It’s about health and 
the opportunity to grow fresh fruits and 
vegetables, about cooking delicious food 
and feeling great. It’s so easy in look-
ing at our food landscape these days to 
paint a picture that is all about doom 
and gloom. We try very hard to do just 
the opposite.

You’re right, though. In terms of the 
limits we face, the most important one 
is just our ability to bring this idea to 
scale. We have 50 service members on 
the ground in 10 states currently, and by 

2020 we would like 1,000 service mem-
bers in all 50 states, serving more than 
1 million children annually. That’s a fi-
nancial and logistical challenge, but one 
we’re excited to tackle.

NBJ: The food debate in America 
tends to get so political. How do you 
reconcile some of those tensions be-
tween, say, organic food producers 
and biotech companies using GMOs 
to feed the world?

CE: I’ll speak to that last point. The 
challenge of feeding seven billion peo-
ple is a big one, and we need a genera-
tion of smart people who care about 
food involved in solving that problem. 
The other half of what FoodCorps tries 
to do—in addition to giving children 
knowledge, engagement and access to 
healthy food in school—is to train a gen-
eration of leaders in the fields of food, 
agriculture, science and public health. I 
believe strongly that our service mem-
bers are just the kind of brilliant young 
leaders we need tackling that big prob-
lem of feeding the world sustainably.

We hear from people across the food in-
dustry that want to help children gain 
access to healthy, high-quality food. That 
is a value that is highly visible among the 
natural food brands, but I think, at the 
end of the day, it’s a value that is shared 
by all food companies. Finding the best 
ways to feed the next generation in a 
responsible, cost-efficient, sustainable 
and healthful way is a difficult challenge. 
We’re all working at our own scales to do 
that work with integrity.

NBJ: This seems like such a simple, 
smart idea.

CE: We have incredible models in the 
Peace Corps, Teach for America and 
Habitat for Humanity. We have an un-
believable network of local partners who 
have been doing this work and achieving 
significant, measurable, positive change 
for decades. We’re giving them the boots 
they need on the ground to scale up, 
and they’re giving us the know-how and 
practical skills for how to find success in 
their communities. Together, I think we 
really can change the face of school food 
in America.

“I think this is a watershed 

moment in our country’s 

relationship to food and 

agriculture. The generation 

that is coming of age now has 

decided that food really matters 

... If they want to address these 

larger challenges in American 

life and culture, it all begins 

with food.”

—Curt Ellis, FoodCorps
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Peter Wennström is a leading brand 
consultant with more than 25 
years experience at such outlets 

as Wennström Integrated, Health-
Focus Europe and the Healthy Mar-
keting Team, where he now serves as 
president. His FourFactors program is 
highly regarded by nutrition companies 
as a way to decipher the near-instant 
decisions made by today’s consumer 
at the point of purchase. We spoke to 
Wennström from his offi ces in Sweden.

NBJ: We’ve recently tracked a sales 
shift in the U.S. toward organic 
food, with that category growing 
at twice the rate of functional food 
and supplements. Is this a global 
trend?

Peter Wennström: By understanding 
the United States, you actually under-
stand the world. I visited Estonia—one 
of the smallest countries in the world—a 
few weeks ago to do a quick trend exer-
cise with food industry representatives. 
What did we fi nd? Natural, unprocessed, 
“like we did it in the good ol’ days,” hand-
made, local, artisan, products with a real 
history, with provenance—these are the 
trends in Estonia. We’ve asked the same 
questions globally, and we get the same 
answers.

Healthy food started out as a motivation, 
a want, so companies added to products 
to make them healthier for me. That’s 
how health started out, as a motivation 
to buy. What we now see is that health 
products depend more on a permission 
to buy. Consumers now want convenient 
products that taste great, but they want 
them free from anything perceived as 
artifi cial. This is a huge rejection of the 
idea of processed foods and the conven-
tional food industry. Many of our clients 
now talk about permissibility. The devil 
is in the details now. Consumers look at 
the ingredients in products and where 

those ingredients come from. They want 
to choose the products that sound the 
best.

NBJ: This sounds like a shift in the 
consumer psyche away from the 
bells and whistles of food science 
toward real fears of food villains 
like BPA, rBST, perhaps GMOs.

PW: We’ve talked for some time now 
about the importance of “the permission 
to buy” and “a reason to believe” in our 
clients’ approach to product develop-
ment. What companies need to look at 
very carefully is a consumer’s reason to 
reject a product. That is actually what 
is happening out there now. Consumers 
are getting more and more reasons to 
reject a product. As companies open up 
their value chains, that chain is actively 
opened up even more by consumers 
and consumer organizations. As soon as 
someone improves their value chain—
now we have organic farming, for ex-
ample—then you don’t want something 
that is worse than organic farming. If you 
have a choice, you don’t want industrial 
farming if you can have organic farming. 
I see the value chain almost like a corri-
dor with rooms, and that whole corridor 
is now starting to light up.

NBJ: How serious is this threat to 
the industrial food system?

PW: The consequence of these trends 
is not easy to digest for different parts 
of the food industry. We saw a global 
shift in roughly 2005 when the greatest 
health concerns for consumers globally 
began to cluster around nasties in your 
food, impurities in your food products. 
Instead of cancer or heart health, the 
biggest health concern across the world 
subtly shifted toward fear of things that 
shouldn’t be in the food products. Basi-
cally we are talking about perceived poi-
sons, bad things coming out of the pro-
cessed food system. This became even 
more evident with the melamine scan-
dal in China and the growing aversion to 
pesticides in the U.S. and Europe.

This was a more subtle shift, but the 
implications are quite large. From that 
new point of view, consumers began to 
say, ‘We do not want industrial farm-

ing,’ and this is a trend that dovetails 
well with natural and continues to grow 
stronger and stronger. The truth for the 
food industry is that this is not a quick 
fi x and it is not a trend that will just go 
away. We are in the middle of a large 
European survey about these challeng-
es, and global companies realize today 
that they are stuck in business models 
that make things better, faster, cheaper, 
more effi ciently. Those business models 
are coming to an end, in a way, because 
they have greater and greater problems 
in following the consumer. The consum-
er is heading in a different direction. ‘I 
want it organic. I want it local. I want it 
full of nutrition. I want variety. I don’t 
just want this one-size-fi ts-all. I want 
lots of different vegetables, I want lots 
of different grains’—this is a totally dif-
ferent paradigm to the present model.

NBJ: What sort of responses are 
surfacing from the major conven-
tional food players?

PW: If you look at the global organiza-
tions for consumer goods, the key work-
ing groups they have assembled focus 
on sustainability and health. Look at the 
healthy messaging coming out of Pep-
siCo, or Unilever placing demands on 
its dairy suppliers to reduce their car-
bon footprint. Major companies are now 
starting to commission organic prod-
ucts, so they are fi nding ways to better 
swing with the consumer demand.

NBJ: Do you think this will work? 
Will consumers ever be able to think 
of Pepsi as a health company?

PW: It’s not just Pepsi, of course. It’s 
Quaker Oats, Tropicana. Compa-
nies broaden their scope to work with 
healthier brands. These are the brands 
that may be sourced from other kinds of 
production in the future.

NBJ: The track record here is mixed,  
but it does seem like large compa-
nies acquire the tiny organic com-
pany now and just leave it alone.

PW: The large companies are trying to 
be very careful in not destroying the 
corporate culture of the smaller compa-
nies they buy. There is a consequence 
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here that we see in Europe and also in 
the United States—interest in innova-
tion and added ingredients is going 
down. Consumer interest is not so much 
in getting another added ingredient, it 
is actually more in changes to produc-
tion. The old model was to develop a 
processed food product and then, in the 
final stage, add functional ingredients to 
make it better for you and justify a price 
premium. Now consumers are saying—
‘Well, I don’t want the processed food 
product to start with’—and they shift 
their focus over to innovations in pro-
duction and processing. The new way to 
make a nutrition product is not to add a 
vitamin to a processed food, it is actu-
ally to start with health when sourcing 
at the farm.

NBJ: Sounds like the outlook for 
functional foods is not as promising 
as many would suggest.

PW: When I first started to work with 
functional foods, the category was based 
on this idea that you add functional in-
gredients to processed food products. 
The forecast for that part of the indus-
try was quite huge, quite positive. The 
category is increasing, but it is also spe-
cializing into convenience foods, sports 
and energy, medicalized food products 
where it is more relevant to have quite 
specific benefits. But the standard food 
products, they should be healthy from 
the start. To think about the mass mar-
ket, the future aim there is actually to 
make them healthy from the start.

NBJ: How realistic are organic ad-
vocates being in imagining some 
‘defeat’ of the conventional food 
system?

PW: I think of the paradigms shifting 
over time. This is bound to happen. 
You see it happening already, and then 
if you get a little futuristic with some 
innovations in production, you start 
to see things like city farming. You see 
people growing food on balconies, on 
the rooftops. These start out as quirky 
trends, but can certainly grow into ur-
ban planning schemes. We are really 
starting to see companies trying to in-
vest in change. When Unilever asks their 
suppliers to try to produce in a more 

sustainable way what their customers 
would actually like to buy, that’s a good 
sign. Society can then start to stimulate 
this development, supporting the transi-
tion from the old business models to the 
new. That’s how the change will happen, 
but it will probably mean that society 
needs to involve itself more as well to 
better shape the public debate around 
regulations, incentives and the like.

NBJ: This brings to mind Occupy 
Wall Street, and the mobilization 
efforts in the United States around 
labeling GMOs.

PW: My interpretation is that these are 
not hype or small trends. They are part 
of the same shift. We are actually in the 
latter stages of what you could call the 
production-driven world, and in the ear-
ly stages of a consumption-driven world. 
The consumer is now in focus, not the 

product. Knowledge about how to pro-
duce food and what food should do for 
your body is now coming back to people. 
We have been neglecting that in a way, 
and now we are sort of taking back the 
power, taking back that knowledge.

NBJ: Have consumers truly moved 
beyond price as their primary pur-
chasing filter?

PW: This is exactly the argument you 
hear from defenders of the current 
model. They say that consumers really 
just want cheap food. With this new con-
sumer knowledge comes the ability to 
add all sorts of factors into that purchas-
ing equation, whether it’s local, organic, 
non-GMO or unprocessed.

NBJ: Can we feed the world with-
out an industrialized food system?

PW: It’s similar to energy. If you think 
about large-scale energy production, 
then you need power plants. If you think 
about energy the other way around, you 
begin to think about decentralizing the 
need. Think about every house, every 
car producing it’s own energy. If every 
farm becomes self-sufficient and even 
productive of energy, then the need for 
power plants suddenly evaporates. It’s 
the same with food production. Why do 
we need the big system? Well, we need-
ed it in the old society, old models based 
on mass production, mass consumption 
and mass distribution. We are in a totally 
different society now. It’s individualized. 
It’s customized. It’s driven by my need.

NBJ: It’s an exciting time.

PW: It is. The interviews that we are do-
ing now in the different sectors of the 
global food industry are telling us such 
interesting things. Europe says that 
innovation has come to a standstill—
it’s all about new flavors or simple line 
extensions. Same thing in the United 
States. We don’t see any real innovation 
happening there. The focus is on deliv-
ering results to shareholders, meaning 
that companies continue to cut back 
on housekeeping and long-term invest-
ments in product development. All of 
the focus is now on producing for the 
emerging markets. That’s where we still 
see growth, and we can still see growth 
for the old business model of processed, 
fortified and functional foods. But—and 
here comes the big but—what we then 
see in these markets is a fast-forward of 
trends. Those markets quickly pick up 
demand for organic and natural. Take 
Brazil, where we see functional food as 
more of a short-term bridge to nutrition. 
Consumers are going straight to natural 
in Brazil.

NBJ: We’ve talked about ‘leapfrog-
ging 50 years of conventional wis-
dom’ in the BRIC markets. Apt?

PW: Exactly. Leapfrogging, that’s what 
they are doing. If they can leapfrog, of 
course they will. There remains a little 
window of opportunity for selling the 
old stuff for a little while, and then con-
sumers will leapfrog again. It’s certainly 
a challenging time for this industry.

“What companies need to look 

at very carefully is a consumer’s 

reason to reject a product. That 

is actually what is happening out 

there now.”

—Peter Wennström
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