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Unremarkable but exceptional
Supplements sales growth isn’t big, but changes could be

By Rick Polito

Closing in on $39 billion, the supple-
ment industry revealed a kind of re-
silience in 2015, but a resilience that 

is both unremarkable in the broad view and 
perhaps counterintuitive in the finer points.

Overall, NBJ estimates the market grew 
5.9 percent to $38.8 billion in a year punc-
tuated by a steady stream of negative head-

lines. That growth may seem a small uptick 
from the 5.1 percent in 2014, but, against 
the assumptions of many, the categories 
that took the most heat also showed the 
most growth.

Herbs and botanicals, the target of New 
York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman’s 
highly publicized investigation, grew at 7.5 

percent, while sports nutrition, targeted in 
an “HBO Real Sports” report and various 
federal actions, shrugged off the criticism to 
mark an 8.4 percent rise in sales, down from 
double digits earlier in the decade, but still 
the strongest category NBJ tracks.

What this clearly means is that con-
sumers read the headlines differently than 
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COVER STORY CONTINUED

LETTER FROM NBJ: NAVIGATING BY NUMBERS 
It might be nice to say a fresh breeze has supplement makers trim-

ming their sales for a steadier course across the all too choppy waters of 
public perception and media misdirection. It’d be nice to say that reforms 
and pushing self-regulation past lip service will steady that new course.

But the truth is the supplement industry remains a rather random 
flotilla of ships, boats and skiffs, and many are navigating without a 
compass to ports unknown.

The problem, many insiders agree, is a matter of numbers.
Nobody really knows how many boats there are. Nobody is entirely 

sure what cargo those boats carry. Turning that loose collection of craft 
into a well-coordinated fleet will take better navigational charts, but just 
counting boats is a good step.

NBJ provides the best numbers in the business on sales, but counting 
the number of companies remains difficult.

The Council for Responsible Nutrition’s coming voluntary product reg-
istry is a solid step forward and the first version will likely be online by the 
end of the year. And Vitature is set to track roughly 80,000 products by 
company and ingredient, with plans to track raw materials up the supply 
chain. First versions could launch as early as the summer.

Vitature’s tool will undoubtedly change the way business is done. 
CRN President and CEO Steve Mister predicts their registry could be 
“transformative.”

With the fleet counted, what then?
NBJ will be using those numbers and offering the analysis expected of 

a leading trade journal. Bad players and bad ingredients might be easier 
to spot by supplement makers, regulators and consumers. 

That last set of users, consumers, should be the most notable feature 
on those navigational charts the industry should be better able to plot. 
CRN’s annual consumer survey showing the broad, seemingly unflappable, 
faith in supplements is comforting. The Natural Marketing Institute can go 
more granular with their look at which age groups are particularly valu-
able. NBJ and New Hope Network have embarked on an exploration into 
trust and what it means for natural products across different populations. 

But there is so much the industry doesn’t know that it will take a while 
to even figure out where and how to look for it, much less interpret it.

That can be seen in NBJ data showing both sports nutrition and herbs 
and botanicals outpacing the supplement industry while enduring the 
heaviest media onslaught. As I said from the stage at Natural Products 
Expo West, “Consumers are not reading the headlines the way we are.”

Figuring out how to reach those various demographic slices, not just 
with products but with information, is vital.

That’s hard to do without numbers, but the num-
bers are coming.

When you know where that wind, fresh breeze or 
not, is coming from, it’s a lot easier to plot a course.

  Rick Polito
 NBJ Editor in Chief

the people working in the industry. What 
is less clear is what the industry can expect 
going forward. Examining growth rates 
category by category to create a storyline 
for the industry is a bit like divining the 
future from Tarot card confetti.

Two categories rocked by negative me-
dia earlier in the decade present two differ-
ent puzzles.

multivitamins, a mega-category that 
took a hit in 2014 after the Annals of Inter-
nal medicine told readers to “Stop Wasting 
money on Vitamins and minerals,” inched 
up from a dismal .4 percent growth in 2014 
to hit 2.1 percent in 2015, despite theories 
that consumers may have simply moved 
from pills to powders and smoothie mixes, 
rather than turning their back on the ben-
efits entirely (see A new take on the mul-
tivtamin, page 15).

But omega 3s, have yet to pull out of the 
negative trajectory that started in 2013 af-
ter studies showed no benefits and another 
linked high omega 3 levels to prostate can-
cer. That would seem ancient history in the 
short attention span of the twittered age, and 
yet fish oils declined by .5 percent in 2015.

Lifestyle perceptions
So what to make of sports nutrition and 

herbs and botanicals? That two categories 
would shrug off the scandal-charged cover-
age without a pause could tell a story that’s 
more about belief in a lifestyle that includes 
supplements and not in the supplements as 
a standalone strategy.

“They are not reading the headlines in 
the same way that we are, and I think it’s 
driven by this experience of a healthy life-
style,” says Naomi Whittle, recently named 
CEO at Twinlab Consolidated Holdings. 
Whittle believes that when consumers ex-
perience benefits, it makes it harder for a 
headline to distract them. “If I take supple-
ments every day and I have more energy; 
I’m sleeping better; I notice that the colla-
gen I am ingesting is making my skin look 
better; I am less interested in paying atten-
tion to what the media says.”

For Council for Responsible Nutri-
tion President and CEO Steve mister, that 
kind of lifestyle experience with supple-
ments is specifically part of the story be-
hind the resilience in herbs and botanicals. 
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When supplements work for people—and 
they feel healthy—they may not reflexively 
turn to the pharmacist for answers. “I think 
there is a lot of interest in using herbs when 
they can in lieu of going to prescription 
drugs,” mister says.

The investigation by the New York At-
torney General’s office last year might have 
seeded doubts for specific products, but it 
didn’t erase that faith in the benefits. “Even 
the negative conversation was still keeping 
those products in the front of consumer 
minds,” mister says.

On tracked
The potential for the lifestyle piece to 

boost sales has never been better, Whittle 
says. From Fitbits to the health app built 
into every iPhone, people have more capac-
ity to monitor their health and see the ben-
efits. They can track that healthy lifestyle 
with numbers.

Call it “personalized nutrition lite,” but 
consumers don’t necessarily need a 23and-
me genetic analysis to know they are get-
ting benefits from their supplements. The 

always-at-hand phone is tracking informa-
tion that is accessible and understandable 
without the need for a professional consul-
tation. People can see how their lifestyle is 
affecting their energy, sleep and mood, even 
before medical metrics like blood pressure 
come in. That information may nudge their 
attention back to nutrition, and, in the end, 
supplements. “I think we are going to see 
the industry really start to grow at a faster 
pace because the whole category of lifestyle 
is growing so fast,” Whittle says.

Of course, for supplements, instant ac-
cess to data isn’t always a good thing. The 
consumer monitoring his sleep with a 
smartphone app can read about the New 
York attorney general or watch the Front-
line “Supplements and Safety” episode on 
that same screen.

That’s where the industry needs to be 
ready to use technology to wield its best 
defense: transparency.

Transparency is a major tool to build 
growth, says Anurag Pande, vice president 
for scientific affairs at Sabinsa Corpo-
ration. Other industries are doing it and 

making it easy.  “look at Whole Foods 
Market. You can basically locate your meat 
suppliers. You can look at where your chick-
en is coming from. You can see the farmer.  
I think that is a part of transparency that 
the industry should look into,” Pande says.

When the industry sees that consum-
ers want that transparency, and know how 
to look for it, companies will have to step 
up their diligence, Pande says. Working in 
ingredient supply, Pande says he is often 
shocked by the lack of caution. “Fewer than 
20 percent of people who buy the materi-
al (from Sabinsa) are actually auditing our 
company,” Pande says.

Companies should not only be doing 
those audits but also telling their customers 
about it.

Whittle says customers aren’t waiting 
for the companies to put the transparency 
on the label or in an app. They are asking 
for it right now. “I can tell you over the past 
year and a half we’ve had consumers call-
ing our call center asking for certificates of 
analysis,” Whittle says.

Pande says those consumers are also 

$39 BILLION SUPPLEMENT SALES MARKETSHARE- RETAIL VS DIRECT CHANNEL, 2015
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demanding the science. The science is be-
coming more robust just as it is becoming 
more accessible to consumers.  They can 
learn about new ingredients and also new 
benefits tied to familiar ingredients like 
curcumin. They share that information so-
cially and can point directly to the studies 
themselves. “We feel much of the growth 
is coming from people who are becoming 
more educated,” Pande says.

Coming attractions
Confidence built on transparency and 

science does more than build steady growth. 
Public trust could help set the stage to capi-
talize on the casual quantification delivered 
by smartphone. Or ready the public for the 
next blockbuster ingredient.

Blockbusters are a rare commodity.
Vitamin D is still strong at 8.3 per-

cent growth, but down from 9.3percent in 
2013. melatonin skidded from 16.7 percent 
growth in 2014 to 6.8 percent in 2015.

Bee pollen is the ingredient of the mo-

ment at 19.2 percent growth (see Profit 
in pollen, page 18), but at $167 million, 
it’s not enough to significantly buoy the 
industry over all. Even probiotics, a $1.6 
billion market, where growth accelerated 
to 17.9 percent in 2015 from 14.2 percent, 
is eclipsed by the tepid growth in the $4.8 
billion multivitamin sales.

It might take several probiotic-lev-
el trends to bring the overall supplement 
growth up to the 7.5 percent of 2013. The 
next super ingredient will have to have sci-
ence, transparency and a public ready to 
trust in the benefits and the companies be-
hind it. Growth in six of the 13 ingredients 
in NBJ’s specialty category turned negative 
in 2015, possibly an indication of how dif-
ficult it is to build or even maintain traction 
when the preponderance of media coverage 
seems negative.

Charges and changes
Still, people like Whittle are ready to 

look back on 2015 as perhaps not a good 

year but a pivotal one. Supplement mak-
ers spoke more openly. Trade groups acted 
assertively.  “There has to be an increased 
sense of urgency, and I hope that is what 
we are seeing in our industry,” Whittle says.

mister agrees. Strong sales in herbs and 
botanicals were, he says, a sign that the 
public is not responding to the news with 
the “hand wringing” that the industry dis-
played. Still, the New York attorney general 
investigation and other stories were a call 
to action that the industry has done well to 
take seriously. A charge that the industry 
overreacted would miss the point, he says.

“By the time you see a tipping point in 
consumer confidence, it’s too late.”

Indeed, with growth less than spectacu-
lar but not quite alarming, 2015 could turn 
out to be the year when supplement makers 
had the right balance between urgency and 
alarm to act wisely.

The growth may be unremarkable, but 
the industry’s actions may be remembered 
as exceptional. 

$39 BILLION US SUPPLEMENT INDUSTRY SALES BY PRODUCT CATEGORY, 2015
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U.S. INTERNET SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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The Amazon enigma
Can supplement companies control their brand in the “world’s biggest mall”?

By Rick Polito

Amazon is not the  500-pound gorilla. 
It’s an army of incredibly  
stealthy 50-pound gorillas with 

ninja skills working in the world’s larg-
est shopping mall—a mall packed with 
a multitude of individual stores, except 
the shoppers don’t always know they are 
in a different store because they walked 
through the same set of doors marked 
“Amazon” to get there.

The last thing a natural product company 
wants is to see their skus in all those stores 
with each ninja gorilla competing to outsell 
the other. If anybody can sell it, they’ll do 
anything they can to sell it, and “anything” 
generally means price, with brands seeing 
their products suddenly discounted in ways 
that degrade the integrity and undercut the 
natural retailers who helped them grow. 

“Anything” can also mean the wrong infor-
mation presented the wrong way, not only 
misleading customers but damaging the 
trust that is essentially the value proposition 
for every product in the natural space.

And few categories are more vulnerable 
to that than supplements.

Kathy mcKnight knows that all too well. 
As vice president of sales and market-

ing at Natural Factors she watched online 
sales grow from reliable brick and mortar 
retailers launching e-commerce operations 
to sellers hiding their names behind virtu-
al storefronts, some of them on Amazon, 
and discounting the products at prices that 
hurt the natural retailers’  in-store sales and 
made the brand look cheap. It happened 
fast, she recalls. “We were a little bit naïve 
in the beginning, like a lot of companies, on 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Third-party sellers on Amazon 
present special challenges for sup-
plement makers

 » Tracing those sales back to a retail 
partner can be challenging for 
manufacturers

 » Third-party seller discounts and 
messaging will damage a brand 
but smart companies can control 
their Amazon presence

 » Data created by data and site 
visits present an opportunity for 
tech-savvy companies 
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what this would look like,” mcKnight said.
What it looked like was a mess.

Shadow storefronts
Natural Factors couldn’t know which 

customers were selling their products or 
where they were selling them. longtime 
customers, she says, were creating sites that 
could not be traced back to them. Some of 
them were going through Amazon FBA 
(Fulfillment By Amazon), where the online 
giant stocks and ships the products on behalf 

of the seller at whatever price the seller sets.
It got worse than that, mcKnight says. 

Some sellers were presenting misinformation 
about the product. Brand integrity was at risk.

The company had to take a look at its 
retail customers and policies and make 
some tough decisions. Relationships with 
some customers were severed, at the ex-
pense of sales. It was a tough call that had 
to be made. “We had to shrink the compa-
ny to grow the company,” mcKnight says.

That story is not uncommon in nat-

“You can’t even 

fathom the 

amount of change 

that’s coming. 

And it’s coming 

at us so fast.” 

Robert Craven, FoodState

“An interesting beast”
Amazon is not a double-edged sword for Gordon Gould.

For the SmartyPants co-founder, the online behemoth has more edges than he can count.

At least enough edges that it’s a daily part of his work as co-CEO at the gummy vitamin company.

“Amazon,” he says, “is an interesting beast.”

There are third-party sellers (3Ps) to worry about, merchandising campaigns to evaluate and deploy and piles of data for his 
not-so-inner “data geek” to obsess over. There’s the constant surveillance to make sure Amazon is using the right product 
shot and not something some staffer snapped in the warehouse.

And then there’s the product rank.

Always the rank.

Rank, and every other checkmark on Gould’s Amazon to-do list, is ultra-high priority for a company that garners roughly 30 
percent of its sales through the online outlet. 

Sometimes staying up in the product rankings means ignoring 3Ps selling at a lower price, because that can keep the mo-
mentum high. Sometimes it means working directly with the Amazon merchandisers to get the right products promoted in 
the right places and pages. “We have enough scale and momentum at this point that we can gain their attention to help,” 
he says. “We’re big enough that we can actually get some face time with the buyer.” 
More than anything, Amazon means constant vigilance and analysis.

It comes naturally, if not easily, to Gould. He and his wife and co-founder Courtney Nichols Gould both came from the tech 
industry. Gould says he can understand how a supplement brand would feel overwhelmed by complexity. “I think it has 
gotten hard for new products and especially new brands to get traction.”

It helps, he says, that SmartyPants has a relatively small number of products or ASINs (Amazon Standard Identification Num-
bers). Still, SmartyPants is in 10,000 stores. It’s close to impossible to track which of the small independents might pop up as 
a 3Ps, discounting SmartyPants products to manipulate the rank for their Amazon store. “You can’t turn them off. Amazon 
is not going to turn them off,” Gould says. “It’s a little bit of a whack-a-mole game.”

Fortunately, Gould says, most of the real cut-rate pricing is short lived. A 3Ps might have a few dozen bottles to unload and 
the problem evaporates.

In the end, it’s a game of watching as many of those edges on the multi-edged sword as he can. Gould says Amazon has 
shown up in his dreams. It certainly shows up in his inbox. Every day.

But it’s not the only thing in that inbox. 

He has other things to worry about.

And new things to worry about all the time. 

“Walmart is spending a billion dollars to upgrade their e-commerce infrastructure,” Gould says. “And they’re spending it 
gunning for Amazon.”
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ural products, says Brian Gonsalves at  
NetRush. Gonsalves’ company helps 
brands track down sellers on Amazon and 
then sets up store fronts where the brand 
can control the price and the message.  
Few companies have the knowledge of the 
inner workings of Amazon to untangle 
which of their customers are discounting 
product online, Gonsalves says. “We know 
Amazon so well. We make those connec-
tions. We can say ‘look this is what is hap-
pening. You have to make a decision.’”

That decision is not just deciding what 
to do when a company discovers a retail-
er selling through Amazon, it’s even more 
basic than the brand/retailer relationship. 
The decision can be about the values and 
mission of the brand itself.

A brand that wants to grow sales quick-
ly might look the other way while the go-
rillas fight among themselves. A brand that 
has a clear value proposition and mission 
statement will want to control not just the 
sales and the price but the message.

Mission focus
locking down a price could mean 

a smaller volume, but it’s the smart bet 
for a high-value brand. Controlling their 
Amazon presence means the company 
stays true to its value proposition and 

messaging, but also true to its brick and 
mortar customers. If consumers see the 
product online at the same price they see 
on the shelf, the brand value is upheld. In 
the end, that’s what the company wants: 
consumers who buy it for value and not 
for price. “It’s a longer play than just low-
ering the price,” Gonsalves says. “It’s go-
ing to take time, but it’s going to create 
the most loyal consumers.”

The inner workings
Amazon looks complicated because it is 

complicated. Still, the basics of doing busi-
ness—knowing your retailers, setting good 

policies, staying true to a mission—are no 
different online than on the street. “Am-
azon is a mirror,” Gonsalves says, and the 
reflection says a lot about a company.

It can also be an opportunity to have 
the details in that reflection be seen.

That’s what it’s been for MegaFood, 
says Robert Craven, CEO of megaFood’s 
parent company FoodState.

megaFood, another NetRush client, 
had to clamp down on sellers on Amazon, 
but used the platform to help spread its 
message. Go to Amazon.com/megaFood 
and buttons take shoppers to the company’s 

Facebook, Twitter and Instagram feeds.
It was a complicated path to getting their 

Amazon presence right—“We walked away 
from millions of dollars,” Craven says—but 
now megaFood can keep the prices the 
same across the online and brick and mortar 
channels. That’s part of megaFood’s com-
mitment to natural retailers, Craven says.

Now the company is looking at taking 
it further. Craven envisions a feature that 
would allow a reward from every Amazon 

purchase go to an independent retailer. 
Consumers would see a pop-up option 
listing stores in their zip code. They could 
choose the store and that store would get 

a share of the sale, effectively supporting a 
local business while still shopping online. 
The customer would feel good about it, 
Craven says, and it would support mega-
Food’s commitment to natural retailers. 
“Why should they miss out?” Craven asks. 
“We think that would separate us from 
some of our competitors.”

That kind of innovation and indepen-
dent thinking is going to be crucial as the 
online and physical channels merge, Cra-
ven says. Amazon is looking at same-day 
and even drone delivery. There’s a parade 
of game changers marching constantly 
over the horizon. “You can’t even fathom 
the amount of change that’s coming,” Cra-
ven says. “And it’s coming at us so fast.”

Gonsalves says finding the right vantage 
point to see that change is crucial. Brands 
can’t wait and react. “It changes so quickly, 
so fast, but you have to be at the front of the 
train to see those changes and manage your 
brand,” Gonsalves says. “A lot of companies 
are sitting in the back of the train and get-
ting whipped around.”

At the same time, the pace of change 
can’t change the mission, Gonsalves warns. 
For all the intricacies of Amazon and re-
tail, mission matters. Every choice has to go 
through that filter. 

That army of gorillas could sell a lot of 
product, but Amazon should be a place to 
sell in, not to sell out.

“You’re going to have to say no to some-
body,” Gonsalves says. “To make sure you 
have a sustainable yes.” 

“It changes so quickly, so fast, but you 

have to be at the front of the train to see 

those changes and manage your brand.” 

Brian Gonsalves, NetRush

“We had to shrink the company 

to grow the company.” 

Kathy McKnight, Natural Factors
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Downturn diverted
Herbs survive New York attorney general assault to emerge as strong category in 2015

By Dan Fost

It turns out it takes more than a politi-
cian hammering a handful of herbs to 
have an impact on the industry. 
Even though New York Attorney Gen-

eral Eric Schneiderman got himself plas-
tered across the media when he went af-
ter four big retailers for selling adulterated 
versions of eight herbs—an accusation that 
later lost some oomph when the science be-
hind it was questioned—the industry itself 
escaped any serious consequences. Sales for 
2015 grew 7.7 percent, one of the strongest 
years in the past decade. 

That growth did mask some disquiet-
ing news, as sales of many individual herbs 
dropped, with IRI data showing 38 prod-
ucts with either flat or declining sales, while 
only 13 posted increases. But oh, those in-
creases. like superstar Stephen Curry car-

rying the NBA’s Golden State Warriors 
with his three-point shooting, anecdotal 
evidence indicates the best-selling herbs—
including the category’s own golden child, 
turmeric, along with maca and rhodiola—
are carrying the category. 

That’s not necessarily healthy for the 
industry, according to mark Blumen-
thal, founder and executive director of the 
American Botanical Council in Austin, 
Texas, an independent nonprofit research 
organization founded in 1988. 

“Sometimes a meteoric rise in one or 
two herbs can offset modest drops in sales 
in dozens of other herbs, like back in 1997, 
when St. John’s wort got to be very popu-
lar,” Blumenthal says. What industry leaders 
prefer to see, he continues, is “long term sus-
tainable growth across multiple ingredients 

and formulations as an indicator of consum-
er interest and acceptance of the relative val-
ue of herbs as part of their health.”

That may already be happening. While 
the news out of New York could make  
people leery of buying herbs at mass mar-
ket big box stores, established players report 

U.S. COMBINATION HERBS & HERBAL FORMULAS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E
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NBJ Takeaways 
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strong growth despite the 2015 
NYAG investigation

 » The investigation became a call  
for more integrity and trust 
throughout the supply chain

 » Longevity may the be key to the 
category’s stability
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their customers are taking refuge with sell-
ers they trust. 

Premature consternation
Schneiderman only tested seven 

herbs—echinacea, garlic, gingko biloba, 
ginseng, St. John’s wort, saw palmetto, and 
valerian root—bought at four stores: GNC, 
Target, Walgreens and Wal-Mart. GNC 
settled, agreeing to use the same DNA bar-
code tests that others objected to, to test 
for allergens, and to post signs about the 
chemical nature of its extracts. 

Having seen the industry survive the 
furor over those items at those stores, Frank 
lampe, vice president of communications 
and industry relations at the United Nat-
ural Products Alliance, a trade group of 
nearly 100 dietary supplement companies, 
says perhaps the industry’s fears of fallout 
were overblown. 

The continued growth, he says, “reveals 
that, one, a lot of consumers are buying 
botanical products outside those big box 
retailers. And, two, there could have been 

movement away from these products, but 
of these specific products and botanicals 
sold through professional channels, li-
censed practitioners or multilevel channels, 
none saw decrease as a result of the New 
York attorney general’s investigation.” 

“The industry may have overreacted to 
that news,” lampe says. “Outside of those 
products sold at those retailers, the industry 
didn’t see a hit.” 

Independent thinking
Cambridge Naturals in massachusetts, 

established in 1974 by michael and Eliza-
beth Kanter, is known to its customers for 
its knowledgeable staff and rigorous vetting 
of products. 

That expertise, and the trust it builds, 
seems to be paying off.

“Herbs are growing dramatically,” 
says Emily Kanter, the second-generation 
co-owner. “Bulk herb sales are growing 
amazingly well. It used to be a pretty quiet 
section of the store but now, at any given 
moment, there could be eight to 10 peo-

ple in the bulk section filling up their little 
containers.” 

“It’ll be 8 p.m. on a Friday and we’re 
trying to close, or even 8:10 pm after we’ve 
closed, and there are still three more people 
with 10 little baggies of various herbs, spic-
es, and teas,” she says. 

Cambridge Naturals’ bulk herbs, cap-
sules, supplements and tinctures are up 17 
percent year over year since April 2014, 
Kanter says.

Kanter’s theory is that people don’t trust 
big pharmaceutical companies and instead 
are getting back to the roots of what’s nat-
ural. “Because herbs are used culinarily, and 
people feel they can take their diet into 
their own hands—going gluten-free, aller-
gy-free, grain-free, paleo—this is one step 
beyond that,” Kanter says. “You don’t have 
to be a biochemist to understand the value 
of herbs in your diet. And because they’ve 
been used for thousands of years, there’s a 
lot of historic information about herbs.” 

And because of the strong do-it-your-
self movement on the Internet, plenty of 

U.S. HERB AND BOTANICALS SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E
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blogs and Web sites tell people how to 
make their own blends and tinctures. 

“In urban educated areas around the 
country, herbs in general are a new buzz-
word topic,” Kanter says. “They’re all over 
social media. People are creating their own 
salves and tinctures. I’ve seen blogs with 
hundreds of thousands of followers, high 
fashion classy blogs, recommend using lav-
ender tinctures for sleep and relaxation.”

When she saw one blog post a recipe 
for colloidal silver, she says, “I thought, 
‘Whoa, this has reached a whole new lev-
el of consumer.’”

Just as consumers rely on Kanter to vet 
her products, she relies on her suppliers, 
such as Gaia Herbs and Vitality Works to 
make sure they’re providing the real deal in 
making Cambridge’s private label offerings. 

Setting standards
mitch Coven, the founder of Vitality 

Works in Albuquerque, N.m., says that 
Schneiderman’s attacks “made an impact in 
the industry.” It may be too soon to mea-
sure that impact, Coven says.  “The settle-
ment GNC made is still rippling through 
the industry. It’s far from over.”

One way Vitality Works ensures its 
quality is through buying “whole botan-
icals, not powders,” Coven says. It then 
runs a battery of tests—morphology, mi-
croscopy, macroscopy, High Performance 
Thin layer Chromatography  (HPTlC) 
and others—and has a team of botanists 
review everything. “I’m getting in 10 to 20 
botanicals a day,” Coven says. “We have to 
identify them. We’re good at it. I have bot-
anists on hand. For companies that are buy-
ing powders, how do you know if that green 
powder is alfalfa or nettles or anything else 
that’s been turned green with chlorophyll?”

Because of Vitality Works’ rigorous 
standards, Coven says greater regulatory 
scrutiny only helps its business. “manufac-
turers and brands that need to tighten up 
their quality control are moving more to-
ward higher quality control companies like 
Vitality Works, and our business is boom-
ing,” he says. “The negative news has been 
fantastically positive for Vitality Works.”

He says his company has grown 25 per-
cent per year for the past decade. His stron-
gest sellers at the moment: turmeric, maca and 
ashwagandha. People like turmeric, he says, 
for its anti-inflammatory properties. maca is 

a Peruvian herb that people use to bring their 
hormones into balance, and ashwagandha is 
an Indian herb used for stress relief. 

Jim Ritcheske, the product marketing 
manager for NOW Foods in Bloomingda-
le, Illinois, also reports that maca is proving 
popular, as well as “oldies but goodies” like 
turmeric, milk thistle, and green tea. Its top 
seller—cracking the list of Now’s top 75 
products, which is unusual for an herb—is 
rhodiola, which he says is an adaptogenic 
herb that helps the body stay in balance. “A 
lot of people use it for energy,” Ritcheske 
says. “It was popularized by the Russian 
Olympic team back in the ‘90s.”

NOW was among the 13 companies 
that Schneiderman targeted last fall in a 
separate controversy, this one over proper 
labeling of products containing devil’s claw, 
an African herb used to ease joint pain and 
arthritis. Rather than fight it, Ritcheske 
says the company has chosen to stop selling 
devil’s claw in New York. 

Turmeric often appears atop the lists 
because it’s popular in blends, particularly 
Zyflamend, one of top selling herbal for-
mulas in the natural product channel sold 
by New Chapter, according to Blumenthal 

at the American Botanical Council.  
maca, on the other hand, which has 

been growing in popularity, could be head-
ed for stormy seas, Blumenthal says. He’s 
planning to publish a paper outlining how 
Chinese growers are co-opting and even 
adulterating the maca market, taking over 
production and growing the root in China. 

Keeping watch
Blumenthal aggressively pursues reports 

of adulteration because of its serious impli-
cations for the industry. 

Blumenthal says the Food and Drug 
Administration’s Good manufacturing 
Practices (GmP) forbid “the substitution of 
one herb with another lower cost herb that 
is not declared, or mixing that herb with an-
other herb that is of lower cost and not men-
tioned on the label to provide an economic 
gain of the seller and possible economic and 
health detriment to the buyer.”

It may be more detectable now—and 
more damaging to the industry with bad 
news traveling faster than ever—but adul-
teration is nothing new. “This goes back 
thousands of years,” Blumenthal says. “The 
history of adulteration of herbs, spices and 
other drugs goes back to ancient Greek and 
Roman times. Ever since the beginning of 
society, people have cheated. You can’t look 
at this industry as the only one. Food, wine, 
olive oil, drugs—there are bad players in 
every community.” 

Perhaps with that basic mistrust of 
industry in mind, Schneiderman’s press 
conference in New York was followed by 
another round of calls for the FDA to reg-
ulate botanicals the same way it does phar-
maceuticals. Applying modern research to 
traditional practices will find little support 
in the industry.

“The burden of proof in a double blind 
controlled study is not what we need to do 
in supplements,” says Coven of Vitality 
Works. “These are old dietary ingredients 
that have been used culturally and indige-
nously somewhere in the world.  

“Think of Chinese medicine and 
ayurvedic medicine, which have been docu-
mented for many thousands of years,” Co-
ven added. “If these herbs did not have any 
effects, maybe they would have stopped us-
ing them a thousand years ago.” 

 

“I’m getting in 10 to 20 botanicals a day. We 

have to identify them. We’re good at it.”

Mitch Coven, Vitality Works
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Rough seas for krill
Sales suffered along with other omega-3s, recovery is less certain

By Dan Fost

Sales of krill oil—once a high flyer as 
interest in omega-3s soared—have 
fallen to earth, but with sales numbers 

telling only part of the story, it’s still not 
clear what shot them down. 

A variety of factors have put the 
brakes on krill’s growth: a general decline 
in omega-3 sales as that market matures, 
a pullback in advertising, and a large 
product recall in Australia, one of the 
largest markets for krill oil sales. But be-
lievers in the krill business maintain op-
timism that technological breakthroughs, 
new markets, and increased advertising 
can restore krill’s momentum. 

Krill is a tiny crustacean that serves as 

a food source for many marine animals, 
including whales, the largest mammals on 
earth, gobble up krill by the ton. Because 
it  is short lived and occupies the lowest 
rung of the food chain, it is not as chemi-
cally compromised as larger fish, which can 
carry high levels of toxins. Yet it has all the 
omega-3 benefits of fish oils, and compa-
nies claim it even tastes better and could 
boast better bioavailability. 

much of the commercially harvested 
krill comes from the Southern Ocean sur-
rounding Antarctica, and the industry in 
the past has had to combat criticism from 
environmental groups that it was damag-
ing the food chain. Those critiques have 

been largely answered by certifications 
from organizations such as the marine 
Stewardship Council and the Commission 
for the Conservation of Antarctic marine 
living Resources, both of which are sup-

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Multiple factors slowed the 
growth of krill sales

 » Schiff’s focus away from U.S.  
markets may have been premature

 » Fish oil sales overall have seen  
a decline in recent years
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ported by the World Wildlife Fund.
But new challenges have emerged.

Big player, big impact 
Schiff, whose megaRed krill oil prod-

ucts dominate the market, was acquired by 
British conglomerate Reckitt Benckiser 
for $1.4 billion in 2012. Reckitt Benckiser 
owns such brands as lysol and Durex con-
doms, and the Schiff acquisition marked 
the company’s increased interest in con-
sumer health, hedging against shrinking 
sales in household products. 

Reckitt Benckiser did not respond to 
requests for comment for this story, and no 
one interviewed would comment on Schiff ’s 
impact in the market. However, an article on 
the British web site OTCToolbox in Feb-
ruary 2014 indicated that Reckitt Benckiser 
planned to expand megaRed to 20 countries 
that year, including the U.K. and Poland. 
Company spokespeople in that story did 
not anticipate that diverting their attention 

in that manner would have any negative im-
pact in the already sizable U.S. market. 

But some have said the sales slump has 
been concurrent with Reckitt Benckiser’s 
actions. The picture, however, is more com-
plicated than that. 

“The sales decline has actually come in 
the last couple of years,” said Adam Ismail, 
executive director of GOED, the Global 
Organization for EPA and DHA ome-
ga-3s, based in Salt lake City. “It hasn’t 
been exclusively related to krill. Fish oil 
sales were down in 2013 and 2014, and 
then in 2015 they started to grow again—
not a lot, but slightly.”

Ismail says GOED had run a media 
campaign on omega-3s that boosted sales 
for everyone, including companies selling 
krill, but krill is not as well known in the 
press or public eye and without the mar-
keting support, krill oil sales suffered more 
than the other omega-3 sources.

GOED supplied figures for krill oil as an 

ingredient, not including finished products: 
The total volume of omega-3 krill 

oils  sold in 2014 was 806 metric tons 
(mT), up 1.5 percent from 2013. Nearly 
all of it went to dietary supplements, while 
only a tiny amount was used to fortify 
foods and beverages.

The total value was  $102.6 million, 
down 13.9 percent from 2013. The price 
dropped even as volume rose because the 
price of krill dropped significantly, largely 
due to increased competition from China.

The largest markets are the US (448 mT, 
or 55 percent of the market), Europe (106 
mT, 13 percent) and Australia (98 metric 
tons, 12 percent). GOED notes that Aus-
tralia, with just a fraction of the population, 
consumes nearly as much as Europe. 

Market by market
Global market forces were not the only 

challenge facing krill makers.
In Australia, Nature’s Care recalled 

U.S.KRILL OIL SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E
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“Where there is a conversation with 

the consumer, krill is doing fine. 

If you talk to people in a health 

food store, people get it.”

Jim Hamilton, Neptune

several krill oil products when the govern-
ment found they contained ethoxyquina, a 
substance not approved in that country al-
though deemed safe in the United States. 
The recall eroded public confidence and 
the krill oil market contracted significant-
ly, dropping about 32 percent in volume 
between 2013 and 2014. 

“Australia had really rapid growth,” said 
GOED’s Ismail. “It was, per capita, the high-
est consumer of krill in the world, and then it 
had this big drop in sales. It’s rebounded a lit-
tle, but the market dropped so precipitously.”

Domestically, krill oil was affected by 
the ongoing downturn in the  omega-3 
dietary supplement sector. GOED data 
show the sector dropping 6 percent in 
volume from 2013 to 2014. 

GOED expects the Chinese market to 
grow, but not enough to make up for the 
lagging sales, at least not right away. China 
is starting from a small volume, as krill oil 
was only recently approved as an ingredient 
for human applications.

Companies in the space see reasons 
for optimism. 

Aker BioMarine, a Norwegian firm 
with its flagship Superba krill oil product, 
sees a possible market shift as competitors, 
especially “private label offerings in ma-
jor retail outlets,” horn in on megaRed’s 
market share. Those types of products are 
harder to track, Todd Norton, executive 

vice president of Global Superba Sales for 
Aker, commented by email, “so sales may 
not necessarily be falling but actually tran-
sitioning, a trend that might not be cap-
tured in all of the data.”

In addition, Norton said, krill still has 
plenty of upside as consumers discover its 
good qualities. 

“We’ve looked at a variety of data 
sources during the past few months and 
have come to the realization that krill oil 
has increased its market share to 20 per-
cent of the omega-3 market, from just 12 

percent a little over three years ago,” he 
wrote. “On top of that the awareness of 
krill oil has grown to 50 percent from 30 
percent during the same period of time.” 

Concentrated effort
Rimfrost, another Norwegian compa-

ny, has developed a new product, Rimfrost 
Sublime, which will deliver a far higher 
level of phospholipids—a critical nutrient 
found in omega-3s that helps build strong 
cells—than anything on the market. 

“This is a game-changer for krill,” says John 
Cameron, managing director of Rimfrost New 
Zealand. “This is genuine big news.” 

He says Rimfrost achieved the new lev-
els—claiming a 60 percent phospholipid 
concentration, as well as higher concentra-
tions of EPA and DHA—through “our su-
perior fishing and on-board processes that 

preserve nutrients, and the quality of the on-
shore processes in our inspection facilities.”

“This will stimulate interest in a cate-
gory that hasn’t had innovation in over a 
decade,” Cameron says. 

Aker is also finding ways to boost 
phospholipid concentration. “Our latest 
offering is a new krill concentrate (Super-
ba Boost),” Norton wrote in the email. “It 
comes from a new technology we acquired 
last year that can up concentrate krill oil’s 
beneficial components like omega-3s and 
phospholipids.” This new technology, 
called Flexitech, is both patented and ex-
clusive to Aker Biomarine.”

Jim Hamilton, CEO of Neptune Tech-
nologies and Bioressources Inc., a krill oil 
company headquartered in montreal, says 
krill, like the omega-3 business in general, 
is “doing very, very well in certain channels 
and geographies, and not so well in oth-
er channels and geographies. It depends 
where you’re playing.”

Geographically, he says, sales are taking 
off in China and Indonesia. 

Education in the aisles
Channel-wise, Hamilton says, “where 

there is a conversation with the consum-
er, krill is doing fine. If you talk to people 
in a health food store, people get it. They 
patronize the product. ” The same goes for 
people buying from a multi-level marketer 
or a health care provider.

However, he added, “in the food and 
drug mass channel, people are over-
whelmed by choice. You walk into a Wal-
mart and you look at the breadth and 
complexity of what’s on the shelf, and 
consumers are overwhelmed.”

With new technology, new market-
ing endeavors, increased competition and 
more consumer awareness, krill oil compa-
nies believe the slowdown is behind them. 

“We are pretty optimistic about krill 
oil’s future,” said Norton, at Aker Biomar-
ine. “The market seems to be entering a 
new growth phase that will usher in a va-
riety of new grades of krill oil, just like 
what happened for fish oil.” 
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U.S. MEAL REPLACEMENT SALES AND GROWTH IN THE NATURAL AND SPECIALTY 
CHANNEL, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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A new take on the multivitamin 
Diversify and specialize is the key to brand success

by Todd Runestad

Has the demise of the multivitamin 
been overstated?

multivitamin sales are not 
far above flat for 2015—and that was 
better than the year before—but reading 
too much into that may be a mistake. It 
could mean that consumers are simply 
getting their nutritional requirements 
from a more diverse product base and 
marketers are rolling out more targeted 
formulations that veer from the catch-
all “multivitamin” SKU. 

The flat-lining trend could already be 
seen in 2012, when whole food concen-
trate sales in the mass market jumped 43 
percent, according to SPINS data, and 
shot up an additional 64 percent the next 

year. It was a similar story in the natural 
channel, when sales jumped 33 and 21 per-
cent, respectively. Between 2012 and 2014, 
Amazing Grass, Garden of Life and Vega, 
all companies trading in powdered greens, 
grew between 20 and 40 percent. 

At the same time, mass market sales of 
adult multivitamins were down 4.4 per-
cent and 0.5 percent, while down in the 
natural channel by 9 and 3.4 percent, ac-
cording to SPINS. 

In 2014, according to NBJ data, multi-
vitamin sales fell 0.6 percent in the natural 
market and were down 2.6 percent in mass 
markets. In direct-to-consumer channels, 
multi sales are up a halting 3.2 percent. 

All told, NBJ data show 2014 mul-

tivitamin sales were up less than 1%. 
That was the nadir, as 2015 heralded a 
slight 2.5% increase. 

But that doesn’t mean Americans are 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Multivitamins have  
recovered from negative  
growth earlier in the decade

 » Targeted formulations are  
getting traction

 » Greens and other powders  
mixed in smoothies are  
getting more specialized
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not taking their nutritional supplements. 
According to consumer surveys from 
the Council for Responsible Nutrition 
(CRN), 68 percent of Americans take di-
etary supplements. Of them, 78 percent 
take a multivitamin. 

Real needs, real nutrition
“Americans are not getting enough of 

the key nutrients they need,” said Andrea 
Wong, Ph.D., vice president of scientific 
and regulatory affairs at CRN. “multivi-
tamins and multimineral supplements can 
help bring them closer to the levels they 
need for optimal health.”

Those needs, however, vary by audi-
ence. Supplement makers have seen that 
opportunity and begun to take formula-
tions beyond standard one-a-day, chil-
dren’s and senior’s offerings into more tar-
geted niches. Rainbow Light, for example, 
has multivitamin SKUs for men, women, 
children, and prenatal, plus prenatal 35+, 

adults 50+, 40+, teenagers, brain and focus 
multi, menopause—and in gummies and 
powders as well as traditional capsules and 
tablets. Thirty-eight SKUs in all.

“By offering options that span age, 
gender, life stage, ethnicity and prefer-
ences like vegan, you can begin to target 
nutritional products at a more personal 

level,” said Tracy Oliver, marketing com-
munications director at Rainbow light 
Nutritional Systems. “It allows marketers 

to personalize their brand message to a 
deeper emotional level.” 

Despite that connection, new sup-
plement classes may lead some consum-
ers away from multivitamins into even 
more targeted products. Consumers can 
now target their supplements far beyond 
a simple multivitamin, to brain health, 

digestive health, blood-sugar balance, 
energy, vitality, healthy aging, inflam-
mation, sleep, stress relief. 

U.S. MULTIVITAMIN SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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“Americans are not getting enough 

of the key nutrients they need.” 

Andrea Wong, Council for Responsible Nutrition
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At the same time, a rising faith in or-
ganic and natural foods has many con-
sumers believing they can satisfy their 
nutritional needs entirely through diet. 
That new relationship with food makes 
an easy transition into the emerging 
“greens” category of nutritional pow-
ders. This is good for people who don’t 
like pills, and great for those who find it 
difficult to consume adequate amounts of 
greens for their phytonutrient-rich con-
tent and protective benefits. Who do you 
know who eats five—let alone the revised 
nine – servings of fruits and vegetables a 
day? 

And who needs a multivitamin when 
you’re slurping and eating your way to that 
optimum health?

Same needs, new targets
With the broad market acceptance of 

Vitamix and Bullet blenders—which con-
sumers buy at $400 without a blink—the 
smoothie movement is on. It started with 

run-of-the-mill straight-up whey protein 
powders for the gym rats, but has diversi-
fied to kitchen-sink-style offerings effec-
tively containing a multivitamin and mul-
timineral along with probiotics, omegas 
and anything else a company decides to 
include that captures consumer attention. 

It won’t be long before these nutri-
tional powders will begin to experience 
a targeting to specific demographic 
groups, much like multivitamins have 
undergone in the last five years. 

“Similar to what we are seeing in pro-
biotics and digestives, the greens category 

is segmenting for age, gender, life stage, 
and further into specific conditions and 
body parts, such as sinus, oral/gum care, 
vaginal health,” said Oliver. 

Charles Chang, president and found-
er of Vega, which sold to WhiteWave for 
$550 million last June, helped pioneer plant 
protein when it launched in 2001. They 
were also early adopters of the clean label 
revolution in supplement and foods mar-
kets. “Everything here is clean,” Chang told 
us at Natural Products Expo West. “So it’s 
all plant based, all natural, no synthetics, no 
artificial anything, and also free of gluten, 
soy, wheat, corn. It’s just clean. There’s a real 
demand for it that’s unmet.” 

All of this points to greater consumer 
trends—clean ingredients, plant proteins, non-
GmO, even around personalized nutrition—
coming to play in the broader multivitamin 
market. 

The next steps
With health apps coming standard on 

smart phones, consumers can more easi-
ly quantify their health quotient, and then 
develop health plans that address those 
needs. A technology in development, my-
nutriphone.com, allows consumers to do a 
finger prick blood test at home, which will 
be able to determine blood levels of a dozen 
different vitamins and minerals and provide 
results to a person’s mobile device within 10 
minutes. 

“Therefore, if a doctor recommends vi-
tamin D,” says Oliver, “instead of waiting 
a year to see if your supplementation pro-
gram is working, you can monitor your re-
sults more regularly.” 

For supplement makers, the key to suc-
cess in this personalized nutrition world 
is to innovate and personalize beyond the 
generic catch-all multi line, and develop 
formulations that target specific consumer 
groups with specialized lines in all the for-
mats that consumers demand.

The multivitamin didn’t go away. It 
evolved.  

“By offering options that span 

age, gender, life stage, ethnicity, 

preferences like vegan, you can 

begin to target nutritional products 

at a more personal level.” 

Tracy Oliver, Rainbow Light
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U.S. BEE PRODUCT SUPPLEMENTS SALES AND GROWTH, 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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Profit in pollen
Small market gets big buzz

By Barry Bortnick

Blame it on a Spice Girl’s tweet, 
millennials seeking the trendiest 
health foods, or aging baby boom-

ers searching for the fountain of youth. In 
any case, bee pollen—the superfood honey-
bees collect during pollination to feed their 
colonies and queens–is seeing a significant 
spike in growth.

From 2001 to 2015, overall bee pollen 
sales more than doubled. The future looks 
just as healthy with revenues expected to 
nearly double again by 2020.

Sales data obtained from large distribu-
tors like Walmart—as well as from on-line 
outlets and smaller operations—indicate 
that overall bee pollen sales hovered at $66 
million in 2001. That number rose to $167 
million in 2015. The figures are expected to 

reach $266 million by the end of the de-
cade, according to NBJ estimates, and sales 
grew 19.2 percent in 2015.

With the supplement industry growing 
between 5 to 7 percent a year, bee pollen 
stands out as a small but exceptional niche 
ingredient. 

New business in ancient wisdom
The popularity of bee pollen is hardly 

new. Bee pollen enthusiasts date to ancient 
times. more than 5,000 years ago, Egyp-
tians decorated their tombs with images of 
bees and referred to pollen as the “ambro-
sia of the gods.” Bee pollen was also much 
treasured by the Greeks and Romans, Az-
tecs, Britons and Native Americans.

There are many references to bees, hon-

ey and pollen throughout the Bible.  Bee 
pollen has literally enjoyed positive buzz 
for thousands of years.

Today, the Internet is filled with end-
less testimonials to the energy providing 
and life-renewing power of pollen. Though 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Bee pollen growth is three times 
that of overall supplements

 » Interest is growing among millennials 
and older consumers alike

 » Awareness of the superfood  
may be byproduct of colony  
collapse headlines
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$140 MILLION BEE PRODUCT SUPPLEMENT MARKET BY CHANNEL, 2015

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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the verdict is still out for many in main-
stream medicine, pollen is the bee’s knees 
for countless consumers and health experts.

Just ask former Spice Girl Victoria 
Beckham, one of the best-known fanciers 
of all things bee. Beckham celebrated her 
40th birthday two years ago with a spe-
cial tweet out for the ingredient. Accord-
ing to a report in the British paper, The 
Daily mail, Beckham tweeted to her 7.46 
million followers: ‘Totally obsessed with 

“I would consider bee pollen a superfood 

and anything that is a superfood 

has seen an increase in business.” 

Richard Taransky, Glory Bee
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this Bee pollen! So good for u!! X vb.”
But the protein-packed particles that 

cling to the legs of bees as they dance 
among the flowers, have also found a 
place with baby boomers, who have 
channeled their inner Egyptian and 
added pollen to the Whole Foods mar-
ket shopping list.

The mixture of boomers, health and 
natural food obsessed millennials, and a 
few celebrity tweets will get things no-
ticed. When it catches their attention, 

consumers can quickly learn that bee 
pollen is considered a superfood con-
taining nearly all of the nutrients re-
quired by humans, including amino ac-
ids, B-complex, and folic acid.

Live from the hive
The folks at the hive level bear witness 

to the power of pollen and also the recent 
increased attention.

Walt Broughton, owner of Swarm-
bustin’ Honey, located near Chatham, 
Pennsylvania, has been in the bee biz 
for more than 20 years. He agrees that 
things have accelerated of late. He said 
his team harvested over 3,200 pounds of 
pollen last year.

“It is now discovered,” he says of a prod-
uct he has produced and praised for de-
cades. “We do a lot of fairs and festivals and 

a lot of times we would bring up the topic 
of pollen. In years past, they had no clue at 
all. But now people are aware—maybe not 
totally—but they knew of it.”

Broughton said he has seen an in-
crease in orders to his wholesalers and 
has noticed retail customers buying more 
in bulk than in years past.

Broughton surmised that a decade’s 
worth of news reports about the decline of 
bee colonies worldwide has likely spurred 
public interest and brought more attention 

not only to the health of bee, but also the 
benefits of bee-related products.

“What is driving the sales?” Broughton 
asks. “Public awareness. Just from people 
either hearing directly from a beekeeper or 
from publications. I have seen many good 
articles on bee pollen that promote the 
benefits of bee pollen.”

As for customers, Broughton said he sees 
a wide spectrum of clients. Old and young 
alike are drawn to the benefits of pollen.

“It’s an eclectic mix,” he says of cus-
tomers. “Some are in their golden years 
and just finding out about it. They are now 
having problems with fatigue or weight. 
And they are coming to realize that bee 
pollen can be good for their diet.”

Broughton also credits the younger 
generation of health driven millennials, 
who shape market trends wherever they go.

“It is a mix of young health conscious 
types and older folks and everyone in be-
tween,” Broughton says.

Let it bee 
Richard Turanski, cofounder of Glo-

ry Bee, an Oregon-based supplier of 
bee-related products, concurs that mil-
lennials are helping push pollen sales. 
“The millennials are buying more and 
more natural products based on the nu-
tritional profile instead of taking pills,” 
Turanski says.  “All of us in the industry 
are experiencing what is being said about 
superfoods … I would consider bee pol-
len a superfood and anything that is a su-
perfood has seen an increase in business.”

Turanski believes that educated con-
sumers do their homework and learn that 
bee pollen has benefits. “People are look-
ing for foods that bring more health,” he 
says. “There is great information about 
bee pollen. Just turn on the Internet, look 
and learn about its nutritional value.”

Arizona-based CC Pollen Co. has also 
experienced sales growth. Company pres-
ident Bruce Brown credits well-educated 
customers for driving the trend.

“The people buying know their way 
around nutrition,” he says. “Athletes 
are buying it because it is good for re-
covering for athletic performance and 
replacing minerals lost through sweat.” 
He added that bee pollen has also be-
come very popular around the Pacific 
Rim where he said customers recog-
nize the value of bee pollen and bee 
products in general.

Overall, it seems consumers are just 
crazy for bees, bee products and any 
news about the future of these most im-
portant insects.

“I can’t say for sure what is driving 
sales, but I know that a lot of this has to 
do with the general interest people have 
about bees,” Brown says. “People are in-
terested in bees and the reports about 
colonies dying and disappearing. Those 
stories draw them into the honey and bee 
pollen products.”

 

“Some are in their golden years and 

just finding out about it. They are now 

having problems with fatigue or weight. 

And they are coming to realize that bee 

pollen can be good for their diet.” 

Walt Broughton, Swarmbustin’ Honey
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In a mellow tone
Melatonin enters a sleepy phase

By Lisa Marshall

You can now spray it on the back of 
your neck, drop it on your tongue, 
and chew it in a raspberry-flavored 

gummy. But despite continued innovation 
in the melatonin market, the bitter truth 
is this: The country’s favorite sleep supple-
ment has hit a slump.

In 2015, sales growth of the wildly 
popular hormone slowed to just 7 per-
cent, after three years of annual growth 
in the high 20 percent range, according 
to NBJ estimates. Saturation in the sleep-
aid market could be partly to blame, say 
some industry observers. But bad public-
ity and chatter in the blogosphere could 
also be playing a role in the recent market 
slowdown. In recent years, experts from 
Dr. Oz to Consumer Reports to celebri-
ty sleep expert Dr. michael Breus, PhD, 
(aka The Sleep Doctor) have vocally ques-

tioned its efficacy and safety. In October, 
Australian researchers at the University 
of Adelaide published a paper warning 
doctors and parents to stop giving it to 
children, because its long-term impact 
on reproductive and other bodily systems 
has not been studied enough. 

While it no-doubt works for certain 
kinds of sleep disorders, including jet lag, 
and may indeed help some insomniacs get 
some shut-eye, sleep experts say its po-
sitioning as a simple “sleeping pill” has 
been a mistake and that more targeted 
products with more detailed instructions 
are in order.

“When people don’t use it appropri-
ately, it doesn’t work, so they stop using 
it,” says Breus, a clinical psychologist 
who specializes in sleep disorders. “That’s 
what’s happening.”

The melatonin-body  
clock connection

melatonin was first discovered in 1958, 
by Yale University dermatologist Aaron 
lerner. In subsequent decades, research-
ers at Harvard discovered two key things 
about the powerful endogenous hormone: 
it plays a key role in regulating the circadi-

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Melatonin hit the market with lit-
tle awareness of long-term effects 

 » Accurate dosage is a tricky and 
personal matter

 » Sales slump is likely a market read-
justment for the ingredient

U.S. SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH OF SLEEP ASSISTANCE SUPPLEMENTS,  
2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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an rhythm, or body clock, and light is the 
signal that shuts it on and off.

Open your blinds in the morning and, 
the instant the light streams in, specialized 
cells in the eye signal the pineal gland to 
halt production of melatonin, kicking off 
a complex chain of physiological events. 
Cells pump out the stress hormone corti-
sol and the hunger-promoting hormone 
ghrelin. Body temperature and heart rate 
rise. We grow more alert. As University of 
Connecticut epidemiologist Richard Ste-
phens puts it, every cell in our body resets 
to “daytime physiology.” As daylight fades, 
the reverse occurs: melatonin builds, body 
temperature falls, hunger wanes, and we 
grow calm as the body clock transitions 
to “nighttime physiology.” The problem, 
explains Stephens, is that in the modern 
world, we are surrounded by light at night. 
To make matters worse, most e-readers, 
smartphones, and eco-friendly compact 
fluorescent bulbs emit short-wavelength 
“blue-light”, which has a more potent im-
pact on melatonin production than the old 
orange-yellow incandescent bulbs of old. 

Bottom line: our melatonin levels don’t 
start rising until later, and we have trouble 
sleeping. One study, published in Proceed-
ings of the Nattional Academy of Sciences in 
2014, found that subjects who read from an 
e-reader before bedtime saw their night-
time melatonin levels plummet by 55 per-
cent within a few days, took longer to fall 
asleep, experienced less restorative REm 
sleep, and were sleepier the next morning 
than those who read from a paper book.

To make matters worse, melatonin nat-
urally wanes as we get older.

So, what should the 60 to 70 million 
people who suffer from sleep problems do 
about it? Two common answers: reduce your 
exposure to light at night and take mela-
tonin.

A good ride
As far back as the 1980s, some com-

panies produced melatonin sleep supple-
ments, derived from the pineal glands of 
animals. (Today, they’re almost all made 
from synthetic sources). But it wasn’t un-
til 1994, with the publication of a land-

mark study by mIT neuroscientist Richard 
Wurtman, that melatonin’s role as a poten-
tial sleep remedy began to take off. 

Wurtman gave 20 volunteers either a 
placebo or synthetic melatonin supple-
ments. The subjects were told to go in a 
dark room at midday and close their eyes 
for 30 minutes. Those who took the mel-
atonin crashed out within 5 or 6 minutes. 
Those on the placebo took more than 
25. The melatonin group also slept about 
twice as long. 

Wurtman cautioned that the study was 
only a “first step” and that wrong doses 
of melatonin could cause mood-altering 
side-effects. “People should not self-med-
icate with melatonin,” he told the New 
York Times in march, 1994. Judith Vaitu-
kaitis, director of the National Center for 
Research Resources, was more optimistic, 
telling the Times that the mIT findings 
offered hope “for a natural, non-addictive 
agent that could improve sleep for millions 
of Americans.” 

Subsequent studies were also promising. 
One 2002 meta-analysis of nine studies 

U.S. MELATONIN SUPPLEMENT SALES AND GROWTH. 2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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concluded that melatonin was “remarkably 
effective in preventing jet lag.” Another, of 
19 studies involving 1683 people, published 
by the Public library of Science, concluded 
that melatonin supplements helped people 
fall asleep faster (seven minutes on aver-
age), stay asleep longer (eight minutes on 
average) and sleep more soundly. The mela-
tonin supplement industry took off.

Fast forward to 2012 and, according to a 
survey by the National Center for Comple-
mentary and Integrative Health (NCCIH), 
melatonin was the second most popular 
dietary supplement among children, with 
419,000 using it regularly (up 332,000 in 

five years). Between 2007 and 2012 alone, 
use among adults doubled to 3.1 million. 
That same year, according to NBJ, sales had 
risen to $259 million annually and were 
growing at a 28 percent clip.

But with that success has come increased 
scrutiny from sleep experts like Breus, who 
say that while melatonin has its place in the 
sleep remedy arsenal, it’s not for everyone.

“melatonin is not an herb a vitamin or 
a mineral. It is a hormone,” says Breus, who 
hosted a four-part discussion of the prom-
ise and perils of melatonin on Dr. Oz a few 
years back. “You would not go to the local 
GNC and buy testosterone or estrogen and 
start taking it.”

Is melatonin safe?
While large, long-term, safety studies of 

melatonin are few and far between, its long 
history of safe use is enough to reassure 
many doctors.

“If you had interviewed me 20 years 
ago I would have said we don’t know 
enough about its safety and we don’t know 

what kinds of suppression of other hor-
mones it may cause,” says Hawaii-based 
integrative medicine physician Jacob Te-
itelbaum, mD. “But after all these years of 
widespread use, I have not seen any evi-
dence of problems. It has stood the test of 
time as far as safety goes.”

Others aren’t so sure
Breus notes that when people take 

too much they can have vivid nightmares, 
sleep walk, and wake up groggy. One study 
showed it can worsen moods in people with 
dementia. And it can exacerbate the effects 
of blood pressure medicine. Some research 

also suggests it may have a contraceptive 
effect at very high dosages. At one point, 
European researchers tested it as a novel 
form of birth control.

“I cannot think of anything worse for a 
young, female developing body than the in-
troduction of a hormone that has been used 
as a contraceptive,” Breus says. “I would not 
put my daughter on it.”

That said, he and others stress that it 
can work well and be safe for some people 
if used properly.

“A lot of people take it right before 
they go to bed, like it’s a sleeping pill,” says 
Breus. “It’s not that simple.”

Purpose, dose,  
and timing matter

melatonin researcher Dr. Alfred lewy, 
of Oregon Health and Science Universi-
ty, says about one-third of the population 
does get sleepy when they take melatonin 
supplements before bed to quell insomnia. 
But just who makes up that one-third is not 

known. “You just have to take it and see if 
you are one of those people,” he says.

Dosage is also key. Someone taking 
melatonin in the daylight hours to regulate 
their body clock should stick to a low dose, 
around .5 mg, says lewy. Those taking it at 
night to try to get to sleep can take more, 
he says. But just how much more is a matter 
of some debate.

For those whose sleep is disrupted by 
night sweats, acid reflux, or other symptoms 
of a disrupted autonomic nervous system, 
Teitelbaum recommends 5 mg or more. 

Breus sees no reason for people to take 
more than 1 mg. and warns that taking too 
much can cause nightmares. “most of the 
products for sale right now are in the 3, 5, 
or 10 mg format. That’s a problem.”

Both Breus and lewy would like to see 
supplement companies develop more low-
dose offerings with more detailed instruc-
tions on how and when to take them.

Teitelbaum speculates that this year’s 
dip in sales is less a matter of efficacy (he’s 
confident melatonin works) and more a 
matter of marketing. “melatonin is the old 
work horse, not the new glamour queen,” 
he says. “There’s just so much of it out there 
and everyone is making the same thing.”

To address that, several companies 
have begun to roll out new delivery sys-
tems and combination products aimed at 
specific populations. 

In 2015, Palo Alto-based Sprayable 
Inc. (which makes a spray-on caffeine 
product) rolled out Sprayable Sleep, made 
with melatonin, and Nature’s Bounty 
now offers a melatonin Sleep Gummies. 
Nature’s Bounty also recently rolled out a 
new Joint Health Ease Pm product, which 
combines melatonin with anti-inflamma-
tory supplements to ease night-time joint 
pain, and Terry Naturally now has a sim-
ilar product, Curamin Pm, which blends 
curcumin and melatonin. 

Going forward, as researchers learn more 
about where in the body melatonin is pro-
duced, and all the impacts it has on health, 
new products are sure to come, says Dr. Susan 
mitmesser, director of Nutrition Research and 
Scientific Affairs for NBTY. The melatonin 
market is healthy and here to stay, she says.

“I think it is one of the most exciting 
ingredients in our portfolio right now.” 

“When people don’t use it appropriately, 

it doesn’t work, so they stop using 

it. That’s what’s happening.”  

- Dr. Michael Breus, PhD
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CBD is shifting the medical 
marijuana landscape
Regulatory breakthroughs and product innovation feed an industry on the move

by Todd Runestad

A decade ago, no cannabis-related 
businesses were so much as adver-
tising their presence. Today a di-

verse constellation of cannabis companies 
is flourishing in a completely above-ground 
industry: industrial hemp for everything 
from car parts to textiles, medical marijua-
na and bona fide recreational dispensaries, 
and CBD supplement outfits selling their 
goods in a notably broad array of sales 
channels—online, doctor’s offices, and in 
hundreds of brick-and-mortar retail outlets 
nationwide, including the dispensaries. 

“None of these businesses existed three 
or four years ago,” said Sean murphy, pub-
lisher of Hemp Biz Journal, at the NoCo 
Hemp Expo, held in loveland, Colorado, 

April 1-2. “There is no other industry, ex-
cept perhaps Silicon Valley, with such huge 
entrepreneurial activity.” 

Back in 2004, it took an activist-led 
lawsuit to compel the Drug Enforcement 
Agency (DEA) to begrudgingly stand 
down and concede that nutritious hemp 
seeds are not the same as pot-filled joints. 

A decade later, thanks in no small part 
to the Obama Administration loosening 
enforcement of state marijuana laws, all 
things cannabis are booming like never be-
fore. The movement has been centered in 
the U.S., though countries like Uruguay 
and Canada are loosening their laws to get 
in on various aspects of the cannabis busi-
ness. 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » While 23 states have medical  
marijuana laws, the type of  
marijuana that is truly medical is 
the non-psychoactive variety – CBD

 » Mainstream medicine is taking 
note of CBDs efficacy

 » CBD may achieve drug status, 
eliminating the opportunity for  
its sale as a dietary supplement

 » With marijuana cultivation 
expanding quickly, prices are drop-
ping just as fast and the possibility 
of big players like Phillip Morris 
entering the space could disrupt 
the category even further
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And while everybody in the business 
insists on keeping marijuana separate from 
hemp, we would be remiss to not mention 
that legal pot sales—from medical and 
recreational channels—soared nationwide 
to $5.4 billion in 2015, according to data 
released by the ArcView Group. Colorado, 
the first state to legalize pot for the simple 
act of getting high, is responsible for $1 bil-
lion of that on its own. 

CBD: more biz, no buzz
The biggest irony in the cannabis busi-

ness is that while there are 23 states plus 
Washington, D.C., that have medical mar-
ijuana statutes on the books, it may well be 
that the type of marijuana that is truly med-
ical is the non-psychoactive variety—CBD. 
In fact, the biggest shift in the country over 
the last two years is the 17 states that now 
have CBD-only medical cannabis laws. 
Some states, Kentucky for instance,  limit 
CBD use to “intractable seizure disorders” 
while others, like Georgia, have approved 
CBD for end-stage cancer, AlS, mS, sei-
zure disorders, Crohn’s disease, Parkinson’s 

and sickle cell disease. 
It’s not all anecdotal evidence, but CBD 

anecdotes abound. los Angeles actress Su-
san Dunlap “just felt it was a better choice 
for neck pain than a pharmaceutical” and 
then found it also helped her sleep better. 
Colorado film editor Brian Sternkopf used 
it to help his son who was suffering from 
seizures. The child went from as many as 
100 seizures a day down to a dozen a day 
with pharmaceuticals, then down to zero 
with “Charlotte’s Web,” the original celeb-
rity CBD strain. 

MEDICAL MARIJUANA, MEDICAL CBD BY STATE

Source: NORML.org

U.S. Medical Marijuana Legalization by State, April 2016

Source: NORML.org
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The company behind Charlotte’s Web 
was founded by the five Stanley brothers in 
2009. Everyone from The New York Times to 
“60 minutes” has reported on it. Time mag-
azine called Charlotte’s Web “Colorado’s 
most controversial marijuana strain.” Is it 
controversial simply because it works? 

Now doing business as CW Botanicals, 
the Charlotte’s Web company is a quali-
ty-conscious CBD provider, reportedly fol-
lowing both the FDA’s GmP requirements 
as well as the American Herbal Products 
Association’s quality guidelines governing 
microbial content, residual solvents, heavy 
metal content and potency. 

Such diligence seems to mean little 
to the FDA. In February, regulators sent 
warning letters to eight companies sell-
ing different CBD products claiming they 
were in violation of federal law. most of the 
letters concerned the marketing of “unap-
proved new drugs” because the companies 
were making drug claims instead of the 
structure/function claims that are allowed 
for supplements. 

The FDA also took the unusual step of 
testing 24 products for CBD content. Out 
of the 13 products that claimed a specified 
amount of CBD on the product labels, 11 
failed. Only two had the potency claimed 
on the label. The remaining products did 
not make any claims as to CBD content, 
generally labeling as simply “hemp oil.” 

“I’m supportive of the FDA cracking 
down on companies out there selling snake 
oil or falsely claiming to cure any condi-
tion” said CW Botanicals spokesman Ryan 
Kingsbury. “It’s in the best interest of the 
people to keep products like those off the 
shelves.” 

Also in February, a mainstream hospital 
in Colorado made history, using CBD as 
a medical treatment for a two-month-old 
girl suffering from epilepsy. Caveat: The 
hospital staff was not allowed to administer 
the oil, so the family dosed their daughter. 

Those kinds of stories, especially stories 
concerning children, get attention. legisla-
tion proposed in the U.S. House of Repre-

Supply, demand and cannabis as commodity
In 2009, when the Obama administration, through the Attorney General’s of-
fice, said it would not prosecute companies abiding by state marijuana laws, the 
medical marijuana market became big business overnight.

And, like any other business, the law of supply and demand kicked in.

In Colorado, wholesale pounds of marijuana had been selling for $4,000, but 
by 2010 the price collapsed to $2,000. When the recreational market opened in 
2014, even though the demand was high, the supply was higher as well. 

“Pounds are going for $1,200 to $1,800 these days,” says Jill Lamoureax, who 
opened the  first medical marijuana dispensary in Boulder, Colo., and is now 
CEO at Trellis Research Group, a consultancy conducting surveys, research and 
product testing for the cannabis industry. “After the big drop, prices dropped 
a little further and are slightly seasonal. Obviously, the price drops have forced 
operators into a traditional cost-accounting and efficiency-seeking model,” 
Lamoureax says.

With the passage of the 2014 Farm Bill allowing hemp cultivation, an exponen-
tial spike in hemp planting is seen for 2016. CBD Biosciences is based in Pueblo, 
Colorado, an area rapidly becoming the center of the hemp agricultural indus-
try. Last year the company planted 120 acres of hemp. Owner Chris Peruzzi says 
they expect to plant 1,200 acres in 2016. 

Another case in point is the state of Kentucky, with 930 acres of hemp planted 
in 2015, but this year has given approval to plant 4,600 acres, according to Josh 
Hendrix, who founded the Kentucky Hemp Industries Association and serves 
as director of business development for domestic production for CV Sciences, 
another CBD company. 

“The continuing trend to greenhouse growing will truly begin to commoditize 
cannabis in a way that current regulations have prevented,” said Lamoureux. 
“An interesting question is what the market will do when all the big new builds 
and greenhouses in Pueblo start coming online.”

One year ago, CBD at wholesale was going for 10 cents per milligram. Today, it 
is selling at 2 cents per milligram. 

“CBD prices have crashed,” said David Bonvillain, owner of Elite Botanicals and 
a Colorado hemp farmer since 2013. “Where will the price settle? Higher than 
grain, maybe the same as tobacco.”

And when this year’s bumper crop of hemp gets harvested?

“All this holds water until a company sets up an FDA pre-approved production 
plant in China, “ said Robert Clarke, a Netherlands hemp expert. “So if you 
think you’ll get a penny a milligram, you’re going to get swamped.”

At the NoCo Hemp Expo in Loveland, Colorado, where 130 exhibitors and 50 
sponsors exhibited in April, some hemp business players were predicting that to-
bacco giant Phillip Morris will eventually get involved—but only at a price point 
of 5 cents per gram (not milligram). 

When that happens, we will know that hemp has truly become a commodi-
ty. But that scenario is not expected to play out for at least a decade, leaving 
plenty of time for mom-and-pop start-ups to establish businesses in the rapidly 
growing—and rapidly changing—industry centered on commodity cannabis.
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sentatives would establish that therapeutic 
hemp and CBD, “shall not be treated as 
controlled substances.”

Rep. Scott Perry (R-PA) said of his 
sponsored bill, “This bill in no way chang-
es my stance on marijuana—I still disagree 
with the recreational use of marijuana. 
However, these children and individuals 
like them deserve a chance to lead a healthy 
and productive life and our government 
shouldn’t stand in the way.” 

Israeli scientist Raphael meshoulam, 
who identified the molecular makeup of 
CBD in 1963 and THC in 1964, was given 
millions of dollars from our own National 
Institute of Health for cannabis research 
over a 40-year period. Twenty years ago, 
meshoulam discovered that CBD was ef-
fective for epilepsy. Asked what happened 
to the research, meshoulam responded 
sharply in a news interview, “Nothing! 
They sat on the information and did noth-
ing with it.”

leave it to the Israelis, who are re-
nowned in the hemp world as being the 
leaders of cannabis-related research. Israel, 
described in the supplement industry as the 
“innovation nation,” has none of the bag-
gage inherent to reefer madness America. 
It has a government-sponsored medical 
cannabis program and a convenient regu-
latory climate for research. 

mechoulam helped organize the In-
ternational Cannabinoid Research Society 
and was supported by the U.S. National In-
stitutes of Health for decades in his quest 
to conduct research into the cannabinoids 
housed inside the cannabis plant, including 
the notorious one, delta-9 tetrahydrocan-
nabinol, or THC for short. 

In a Brazilian study published in 1980, 
10 patients with epilepsy taking 200mg 
of CBD/day showed complete remission 
of epileptic seizures. “We were happy to 
note that indeed they had no seizures while 
they were taking cannabidiol [CBD],” said 
mechoulam. “And it was published. And 
nothing happened afterwards. So far, 34 
years later, this is the only publication of 
cannabidiol in humans against epilepsy.” 

That has now changed, with British 
drug company GW Pharmaceuticals hav-
ing filed with the FDA for an Investiga-
tional New Drug (IND) application for 
its CBD in two different childhood-onset 
seizure conditions. 

That IND application, according to the 
FDA, means that CBD cannot lawfully be 
sold as a dietary supplement because drugs 
have supremacy over supplements if they 
are introduced to market first. 

This sets up an incredible scenario 
wherein high-THC pot is more legal than 
the no-buzz CBD. For some, the situation 
goes beyond irony into another example of 
big business taking priority over common 
sense and, perhaps, the common good.

“Pharmaceutical companies might 
attempt to dictate the trajectory of this 
plant,” said Kingsbury. “Cannabinoids, in-
cluding CBD, are naturally occurring in all 
cannabis plants, and thus present in all its 
derivatives, including in hemp-based con-
sumer products such as hemp milk, hemp 
granola bars etc., which are already widely 
available in grocery stores across the U.S. 
If the FDA is intending to give this plant 
and all its compounds to Big Pharma be-
cause they have the deepest pockets, then 
of course I’d be concerned about that and 
so should the rest of society.”

CBD business interests question why 
CBD is being regulated in the first place 
since it does not actually get a person high. 
Can the FDA really turn off the CBD spig-
ot when almost every state has established 
a regulatory scheme around CBD? Or has 
this plant already outgrown its garden?

As anybody with a lawn can attest, any-
thing that grows like a weed—and the in-
dustry is indeed growing that fast—can be 
almost impossible to control.  

“There is no 

other industry, 

except perhaps 

Silicon Valley, 

with such huge 

entrepreneurial 

activity.” 

Sean Murphy, publisher of Hemp Biz Journal

Time magazine 

called Charlotte’s 

Web “Colorado’s 

most controversial 

marijuana strain.” 

Is it controversial 

simply because 

it works? 

“If the FDA is 

intending to give 

this plant and all 

its compounds 

to Big Pharma 

because they 

have the deepest 

pockets, then 

of course I’d be 

concerned about 

that and so should 

the rest of society.”

Ryan Kingsbury, CW Botanicals
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Essential oils find their way
After only 2,500 years, essential oil sales take off

By Bill Giebler

In the business of natural products, 
the right-place-right-time formula 
has several other requirements: right 

product, right message and, perhaps most 
importantly, right business model. “Right” 
need not mean “new” to bring explosive 
success. Take essential oil giant, dōTER-
RA, which distributes age-old products 
through a Tupperware model—not exact-
ly the makings of category disruption. But 
time it with a macro trend of exponential 
natural product awareness and booming 
internet social networks and you’ve, ap-
parently, got it just right. 

The practice of employing the concen-
trated chemistry of essential oils is not new. 
Rooted in perfumery and medicine, his-
torical references date back 2,500 years. In 
1910 their therapeutic popularity received 

a boost when chemist Rene Gattefosse 
learned firsthand—very literally, after se-
verely burning his hands—the healing ben-
efits of lavender oil. Gattefosse’s investiga-
tions helped treat WWI soldiers suffering 
gangrene and his 1937 book, Aromathera-
pie, coined the term that would accompany 
the oils ever since. 

Aromatherapy in the natural products 
sector is nothing new either. Present-day 
essential oil companies date back at least to 
1974 when Robert Tisserand founded The 
Aromatic Oil Company (a predecessor of 
Tisserand Aromatherapy). Aroma Vera 
was founded in 1981, and Aura Cacia, to-
day’s largest supplier of essential oils through 
traditional channels, started in 1982. 

The story took a turn into multi-level  
marketing (mlm) with the founding of 

Young Living in 1993, but the big num-
bers started rolling in only after a group 
of Young living officers and employees 
spun off their own essential oil mlm, 
dōTERRA, in 2008. In February of this 
year, NASDAQ’s research firm, Verify  
Markets, stated, “The direct sales channel 

U.S. CONDITION FOCUSED ESSENTIAL OIL SALES, 2013-2015
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NBJ Takeaways 
 » Essential oil’s dramatic market 
growth is being led by  
multi-level marketers

 » do-   TERRA combined product and 
business model at the right time 
for  unprecedented growth

 » Consumer interaction with the  
oils is a key sales driver
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dominates distribution [of essential oils] 
with over 60 percent of the market,” call-
ing dōTERRA, “singularly responsible 
for the rapid category growth.” 

United Natural Products Alliance 
(UNPA) president, loren Israelsen con-
curs, crediting the dramatic increase in 
the category to, “the tremendous success 
of dōTERRA, which has professionalized 
the market and brought the unique value 
of essential oils to a young, largely female 
audience, which is receptive to the role of 
essential oils in healthy family living.”

In 2015, just their seventh year, dō-
TERRA crossed the $1 billion revenue 
line, and, says Vice President of corporate 
relations, Kirk Jowers, the company has 
“just scratched the surface.”

Experiential marketing
Jowers, new to dōTERRA mid-2015, 

was attracted in part by their “co-impact 
sourcing” model. “What dōTERRA is do-
ing could really be a paradigm shift in how 
companies work with people in the devel-

oping world,” he says. 
Co-impact sourcing was developed 

in response to “two great forces at work,” 
says Jowers. First, the demand created by 
dōTERRA has made the oils harder to 
find. Second was the lack of incentives to 
farmers, a problem Jowers identifies as in-
adequate and infrequent pay in a market 
full of middlemen where farmers received 
payment as little as once or twice a year. 
“What we’ve decided to do is cut out the 
middlemen and thereby double, triple or 
in some cases quadruple the amount of 

money the farmers can earn,” he says. At 
the same time, dōTERRA’s charitable arm 
works to provide fresh water and medical 
supplies and build schools and distilleries 
to produce the oils. All of this builds part-
ners throughout the communities, and the 
stills, he continues, “ensure that the timing 
is perfect to get the best chemistry return 
from each essential oil.”

In many ways, this sourcing model is 
something of an inkblot reflection of the 
company’s direct selling distribution mod-
el that eliminates traditional distributors 

U.S. NATURAL AND PERSONAL CARE AROMATHERAPY SALES AND GROWTH,  
2009-2018E

Source: Nutrition Business Journal ($mil., consumer sales)
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“Direct selling is a way where people get 

trained and can go into customer’s homes and 

help them understand how best to use them.” 

– Kirk Jowers, doTERRA
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and brick and mortar in favor of individu-
al agents, or “wellness advocates,” who sell 
the oils and other products through their 
own social networks. 

“The great thing about direct selling is 
the oils are not completely intuitive,” says 
Jowers. “Direct selling is a way where peo-
ple get trained and can go into customer’s 
homes and help them understand how best 
to use them.” The direct model just might be 
the key to the success of the whole category.

“From way back we would say that we 
want more people to know about essential 
oils,” says Aura Cacia’s director of marketing 
Shannon Ousley. “So introducing more peo-
ple to it I think is a positive for everyone in-
volved in the essential oil business.” It seems 
to be. The Aura Cacia brand has seen dou-
ble-digit growth each of the last three years. 

Ousley also attributes their recent growth 
to another experiential aspect. “Whenev-
er we do consumer engagement where we 
go into stores and we do demonstrations 
and the shoppers can make a product with 
us, they love it!” Delivery mechanisms like 
roll-ons and mists are increasingly popular 
portable ways to apply essential oils, she 
says, “and consumers are actively searching 
for ways to make [home and personal care 
products] themselves out of simple ingredi-
ents that they have in their own house.”

Shifting attitudes
mlms are just one factor behind essen-

tial oil’s rapid growth. The exponential mar-
ket awareness of natural products in recent 
years plays a part, too. “It’s people wanting 
to incorporate organic and chemical-free 
products into their lifestyle,” Ousley says. “I 
think the food area is a little farther ahead.”

Now personal care gets to ride that wave.
Jordan morrow and Worth Anne Her-

rell took note of all of these trends and 
seem to have launched their company, Oi-
logic, in the right place at the right time, 
too. It would be hard to find a more recent 
newcomer to the category—Oilogic just 
launched their website in November, 2015 
and began shipping in December—yet they 
are already on shelves in select Target and 
Buy Buy Baby stores.

“There is a macro trend in the indus-
try now for more natural products,” says 
Herrell, identifying a “what’s-old-is-new-
again” attitude that has “a lot of people us-

ing a lot of old school remedies.” Further, 
she says, “essential oils are such a diverse 
ingredient because they have so many 
wonderful properties and you can use 
them in beauty care, in health care, in so 
many different applications.” 

“I found them extremely effective,” 
morrow says of essential oils, “but I found 
them quite intimidating. I found the 
knowledge out in the market very confus-
ing. I was mixing them in my kitchen but 
I didn’t think that was the best way to be 
concocting something. I thought: there’s 
got to be a better way to do this.”

Thus, the foundation for Oilogic, “was 
really about essential oils made safe, easy 
and portable.” And then to go catego-
ry-specific with a select number of blends. 
“We’re really passionate about baby, toddler 
and kiddo with essential oils as the solu-
tion,” says morrow. 

She, too, acknowledges the mlm driv-
er. “Some of the multi-level marketers have 
educated a lot of people on the benefits of 
essential oils.”

Essential science
dōTERRA is not just a standout in the 

essential oil market. They’re a standout in 
the mlm category, maintaining, says Jow-
ers, a 70 percent customer retention rate—
meaning 70 percent of customers who have 
ever signed up with dōTERRA placed an 
order in the last year. “Our CFO came from 
another very reputable and thriving direct 
selling company,” says Jowers, “and he said 
they never, in his 20 years at that compa-
ny, got over 12 percent.” (Corey B. lindley, 
dōTERRA’s CFO worked at international 
mlm Nu Skin from 1990 to 2007.) “That 
makes it easy to grow because we’re not 
having to replenish our people all the time.” 

As dōTERRA sets its sites on the inter-
national market, they see no end to growth. 
Indeed, while selling in 73 countries, 80 
percent of their 2015 business was in the 
United States. “I think we caught that wave 
nicely in the U.S.,” Jowers says, referring 
back to the increased adoption of natural 
ingredients, “but I think that wave started 
earlier in other regions of the world.” To-
day their biggest international markets are 
Canada, Australia and, Europe, with sales 
growing in mexico and Asia.

Jowers cites other reasons for dōTER-
RA’s rapid success: science and integration 
with western medicine. “From the start, one 
of the many things they did right was a real 
focus on the science, and they put most of 
the profits back into research and collabo-
ration with top universities.” 

Based on that research, dōTERRA puts 
essential oils into supplements, including 
multivitamins and vitality formulas. “Some 
essential oils are safe and beneficial for in-
ternal use and some should only be used for 
external use and aromatherapy.” Science, he 
says, dictates how they use and label oils. “If 
you plug the search term essential oils into 
the Pubmed database you’ll find more than 
10,000 peer-reviewed and evidence-based 
studies in scientific journals in the last 
decade about essential oils,” he says, also 
noting the increased use of essential oils in 
medical facilities around the world. 

“So, it is the coming together of right 
products, right business model, a modern 
refresh of an ancient tradition and the right 
message to a young and very informed au-
dience,” says Israelsen. And, again, the ex-
perience: “Essential Oils are so physical,” 
he continues. “The fragrance, the sensation, 
the immediacy of benefit are unmatched in 
the natural products world.”

“doTERRA has professionalized the market 

and brought the unique value of essential 

oils to a young audience receptive to the role 

of essential oils in healthy family living.”

- Loren Israelsen, United Natural Products Alliance

APRIl 2016 NEWHOPE360.COm/NBJ | 30

nbj 2016 Supplements Overview Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry



APRIl 2016 NEWHOPE360.COm/NBJ | 31

nbj 2016 Direct to Consumer Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry


	_GoBack

