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“Fit” consumers are a new and very 
large mainstream consumer segment 
who live a healthy active lifestyle differ-
entiated by integrating frequent physical 
exercise (3-5 days per week) and a focus 
on enhancing everyday mental/physical 
performance. While Fit consumers span 
all life stages, the core block is under age 
40, and the older edge is age 65.

Fit consumers tend to be more casu-
ally active and do not include serious 
athletes/bodybuilders, and gym fanatics 
who work out almost every day. While 
understanding of the attitudes/behaviors 
of fit consumers is still evolving, it’s likely 
that they may represent about 40% of 
consumers. 

According to Multi-sponsor Surveys’ 
2017 Target Market Report on Exercise 
and Fitness Lifestyles, 60% of adults ex-
ercised 3+ days/week, up from 43% 10 

years ago; 15% exercised 6-7 days. On 
average, adults exercise 3 hours per week; 
3.6 hours for sports nutrition product us-
ers. Those under age 44 living in higher 
income households or in the West are 
most likely to exercise 3 or more days/
week.

Fit consumers have been credited with 
helping to drive the sports nutrition (SN) 
and weight loss category, estimated by 
Nutrition Business Journal at $40 billion 
in 2017. Among those who exercise 3+ 
times/week, 86% use SN supplements, 
83% SN bars, and 71% SN beverages.

Although sports nutrition users are 
likely to exercise more regularly than 
adults overall, they are not highly focused 
on sports and serious/strenuous fitness; 
only 20% of SN product users describe 
themselves as “serious/strenuous” exer-
cisers, per Multi-sponsor (Figure 1).

A NEW ROLE FOR EXERCISE
Over the past five years, physical activity 
and mental/emotional health have become 
more prominent health/wellness goals. 
Three-quarters now believe “mind” is as im-
portant for health as body, according to IRI’s 
February 2018 Top Trends in Fresh webinar.

Similarly, 60% believe that “feeling 
emotionally stable” and 51% “having time 
to relax,” are essential healthy living com-
ponents, per Mintel’s Healthy Lifestyles – 
US (October 2017).

According to the Hartman Group’s 
2017 Health & Wellness, consumers now 
view exercise as a mood and energy man-
agement strategy vs. simply a weight loss 
tool or means to a better-looking body. 
Body shape, cardio fitness, weight control, 
strength/flexibility, sustained energy, bet-
ter sleep, and appetite management are 
the physical benefits adults now associ-

The Fit & Active Consumer:  
Prioritizing Health Over Age
Over the past five years, physical activity and mental/emotional health have become more prominent 
health/wellness goals.
 
By Dr. A. Elizabeth Sloan & Dr. Catherine Adams Hutt 
Sloan Trends, Inc.
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ate with exercise; stress management, im-
proved mood, and a sense of self-esteem 
are among the emotional advantages.  

Exercise is also increasingly being used 
as a remedy for treating/preventing condi-
tions (e.g., stress, fatigue, diabetes, cogni-

tive/memory, etc.). (See Figure 2.)
The top U.S. health concerns have re-

focused to everyday performance issues 
(e.g., tiredness/lack of energy, stress, men-
tal sharpness, muscle health/tone, back/
neck pain, and the ability to continue 

normal activities with age), according to 
HealthFocus.

Right after staying healthy (62%), to 
look good (44%), improve physical abilities 
(43%), lose weight (43%), improve mental 
health (39%), tone up (37%), relieve stress 
(39%), increase the chance of living longer 
(28%), and for fun (27%) are the top rea-
sons millennials exercise, per YPulse’s June 
2018 Health & Fitness Survey (Figure 3).

Lastly, being “fit” has gone glam. Eight 
in 10 millennials/gen Zers believe “fit is 
the new pretty.” Nine in 10 say it’s cool to 
work out; 77% work out more often; and 
78% say they don’t want to be skinny, but 
athletic, according to YPulse. 

WHAT THEY’RE DOING
Walking is the top exercise activity for men 
(46 million) and women (58 million), ac-
cording to the National Sporting Goods 
Association. For men, exercising with 
equipment ranks second; aerobic exercis-
ing for women (Figure 4). Yoga, dance, and 

FIGURE 1: Consumers’ Choices of Remedy for Conditions

Up and down arrows indicate significant changes from 2015 at the 95% CL

*Added or edited in 2017; no trending available.

Source: Hartman Group’s 2017 Health and Wellness Survey

FIGURE 2: Exercise/Active Lifestyle Profile by Type of Exercise & Use of Sports Nutrition Product

Exercise/Active Lifestyle Profile

Among total adults, n=1018,
Current SNP users, n=809

Total  
Adults

%

Total 
Current

SNP User
%

Currently Use Any  
Sports Nutrition

Supplements

%

Bars

%

Beverages

%

Regular exerciser  
(3+ days/week)

60 73 86 83 71

Memeber of gym/health 
club/fitness center

28 41 56 54 39

Participate in competitive 
sports*

18 25 34 30 26

Serious/strenuous exerciser*
(7, 6, on 7-point scale)

14 20 28 26 20

*Among those who exercise at least once a week.
Source: Multi-sponsor Surveys’ 2017 Target Market Report on Exercise and Fitness Lifestyles
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cross-training are the top classes taken by 
millennials.

Globally, high intensity interval train-
ing tops the 2018 list of hot global fitness 
trends; body weight training ranks fourth, 
strength training fifth, yoga seventh, and 
fitness for older adults ninth. Exercise and 

weight loss fell to eleventh place; core 
training and sport-specific training are 
new entries in the top 20 trends, per the 
American College of Sports Medicine’s 
annual survey (Figure 5).

Muscle/strength is the number one rea-
son that consumers buy personal exercise 
equipment; followed by weight loss 64%, 
cardio 57%, cognitive function 47%, and 
energy 41%, according to ECRM’s/Wella 
2016 Sport Consumer Survey.

According to the Council for Respon-
sible Nutrition’s 2018 Consumer Survey 
of Dietary Supplements, 32% of supple-
ment users take a sports supplement, up 
from 29% in 2017. Moreover, protein and 
green tea supplements, used respectively 
by 22% and 16%, are now among the top 
10 most taken supplements.

Interest in improving performance 
through foods/beverages is also on the 
rise. According to the International Food 
Information Council’s 2018 Food & Health 
Survey, 49% ranked cardio among the top 
three benefits they want from foods; 39% 
weight control, 36% energy, 31% brain 
function, 25% muscle/strength, 18% emo-
tional health, and 7% performance. 

WHAT THEY’RE LOOKING FOR
With Fit consumers looking for a wide vari-
ety of performance attributes—strength, en-
durance, alertness/mental focus, flexibility, 
muscle/tone, strong bones, improved circu-
lation, stress-relief, no pain/injury, and im-
proved appearance—multi-functional per-
formance products will gain in popularity. 

Instant Nutrition: Expect Fit consum-
ers to drive interest beyond bars/shakes 
to functional snacks. Six in 10 consumers 
want snacks that go beyond basic nutri-
tion; 57% with an energy boost, per IRI’s 
2018 State-of-the-Snack Food Industry. 
NBJ projected functional snack sales will 
hit $8.5 billion by 2020.

Sustainable Energy: According to 
HealthFocus’ 2016 Deep Dive Athletic 
Performance Consumer Market Overview, 
performance consumers are most likely 
to seek out “long-lasting physical energy” 
and “energy they can draw on through-
out the day,” at twice the rate of “energy 
for exercise”; “mental and morning energy 
to get started” ranked third and fourth. 
NBJ projected energy supplement sales 
will approach $2.5 billion by 2021, with a 
CAGR of 8-9%.

FIGURE 3: Reasons Millennials Exercise

Why Millennials Exercise (2018)

Stay Healthy 62%

Look Good 44%

Improve Physical Abilities 43%

Lose Weight 43%

Improve Mental Health 39%

Tone Up 37%

Relieve Stess/Frustration 37%

Increase Chance of Living Longer 28%

Fun 27%

Get in Shape for an Event/Season 17%

Source: YPulse June 2018 Health and  
Fitness Survey

FIGURE 4: Sports Activity By Gender

Sport/Activity Year
Male Participation 

(in millions)
Sport/Activity Year

Female Participation 

(in millions)

Exercise Walking 2017 46.2 Exercise Walking 2017 58.3

Exercising with Equipment 2017 27.9 Aerobic Exercising 2017 28.5

Running/Jogging 2017 23.8 Exercising with Equipment 2017 27.6

Weightlifting 2017 23.7 Swimming 2017 24.6

Camping (Vacation/Overnight) 2017 23.6 Yoga 2017 22.5

Swimming 2017 23.3 Hiking 2017 20.7

Hiking 2017 23.2 Running/Jogging 2017 20.0

Bicycle Riding 2017 21.3
Work Out at Club/Gym/ 

Fitness Studio
2017 18.9

Fishing (Fresh Water) 2017 20.3 Camping (Vacation/Overnight) 2017 18.5

Bowling 2017 18.9 Bicycle Riding 2017 15.1

Source: National Sporting Goods Association
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Muscle: 39% of consumers want sup-
plements for muscle tone, according to 
HealthFocus; 28% to maintain muscle 
strength.

Protein Gen 2: Six in 10 adults tried to 
get more protein last year, per the Hartman 
Group. In 2017, 59% of women and 52% 
of men bought a shake for its protein con-
tent; 48% and 49% bought a high protein 
bar, according to Packaged Facts Novem-
ber 2017 Nutrition Shakes & Bars. While 
marketers are differentiating the type of 
protein, they need to adjust the amount 
and talk more about the role of leucine, a 
trigger for muscle synthesis; the timing 
of consumption; and pursue other high 
awareness health linkages (e.g., feeling full 
and longer lasting energy). CRN reported 
10% of all supplement users take an amino 
acid; 5% creatine.

Pain Relief: With explosive interest in 
“natural OTCs” and the fact there are 18 
million sprains per year from leisure activ-
ity, sports, and housework, per the CDC’s 

Burden of Musculoskeletal Diseases 2016; 
it is not surprising that 10 of the 15-best-
selling external analgesic were made with 
less pharmaceutical and more natural in-
gredients (e.g., BioFreeze and Blue Emu). 
Half of analgesics were taken for muscle 
aches; one-third for backaches, per Min-
tel’s Analgesics – US, 2017.

MOVING TARGETS
According to HealthFocus’ deep dive, 
food/beverage performance shoppers 
tend to skew younger and to households 
with kids. Adult use of energy drinks/
shots, sports drinks, and meal replace-
ments increases as the number of kids 
in the household goes up, per Packaged 
Facts’ May 2017 Energy & Sports Drinks. 

With 72% of kids ages 6-12 involved 
in sports, 37% regularly all year, kids’ SN 
products are a missed opportunity. More-
over, HealthFocus reported that 45% of 
parents with kids at home are more con-

cerned about their physical development 
(e.g., height, bones, and muscle), than 
about low exercise.

One third of teens say being fit is a big 
part of their life, according to YPulse; 38% 
of those aged 13-17 workout 3 or more 
days per week; 27% 1-2 times.

Perhaps most important, interest in new 
performance issues that may be improved 
by exercise is kicking in around age 50. 
One in two 50+ adults wish they had more 
strength/energy to participate in activi-
ties they enjoy; 28% have noticed muscle 
loss, and 40% a loss of strength; 34% are 
extremely concerned, per Abbott’s 2016 
Muscle Health Survey.

Moreover, HealthFocus reported that 
consumers become very/extremely con-
cerned about maintaining their ability to 
continue normal activities between age 50-
64 (69%). Only one in five over age 50 meet 
the National Institutes of Health’s Muscle 
Strength Guidelines; 17% age 65+. With 
the average age of menopause at 51, bone 
issues and falls become of greater concern; 
osteoporosis is increasing in older men. 

Lastly, while the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services’ June 2008 
Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans 
reported that only 23% of adults 18-64 
meet their exercise standards, it’s impor-
tant to note that their lofty goals require 
at least 150 minutes (2.5 hours) a week of 
moderate intensity exercise or 1.5 hours of 
vigorous-intensity aerobic activity, as well 
as two sessions of strength training for 75 
minutes per week.

Dr. A. Elizabeth Sloan and Dr. Cath-
erine Adams Hutt are president and 
chief scientific and regulatory officer, 
respectively, of Sloan Trends, Inc., Es-
condido, CA, a 20-year-old consulting 
firm that offers trend interpretation/
predictions; identifies emerging high 
potential opportunities; and provides 
strategic counsel on issues and regu-
latory claims guidance for food/bev-
erage, supplement and pharmaceu-
tical marketers. For more information: 
E-mail: lizsloan@sloantrend.com; Web-
site: www.sloantrend.com.

FIGURE 5: Ranking of Fitness Trends

2018

1 High-intensity interval training

2 Group training

3 Wearable technology

4 Body weight training

5 Strength training

6 Educated, certified, and experienced fitness professionals

7 Yoga

8 Personal training

9 Fitness programs for older adults

10 Functional fitness

11 Exercise and weight loss

12 Exercise is medicine

13 Group personal training

14 Outdoor activities

15 Flexibility and mobility rollers

16 Licensure for fitness professionals

17 Circuit training

18 Wellness coaching

19 Core training

20 Sport-specific training

Source: American College of Sports Medicine, 2018
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With an expanding consumer base in-
terested in a broad set of health goals, 
the market for active/sports nutrition 
products has been experiencing con-
sistent growth in recent years, and has 
shown no signs of slowing down.

As companies pursue innovation op-
portunities, product safety, quality, and 
science-supported efficacy remain vital 
to the overall market’s integrity, as dis-
cerning, health-conscious consumers 
evaluate brands more judiciously. 

EVERYDAY PERFORMANCE
The umbrella that encompasses consum-
ers interested in active/sports nutrition 
related products continues to expand, 
said Steve Fink, vice president, market-
ing, PLT Health Solutions. “The spectrum 
ranges from bodybuilders and endurance 
athletes, to competitive and fitness ath-
letes, on to people who enjoy an active 
lifestyle, or your weekend warrior. All of 
these groups have their own interests and 
needs, but not surprisingly, what sports/

active nutrition offers is finding common 
ground across all groups. Who wouldn’t 
want, for example, peak performance in 
a workout or sporting event, or faster re-
covery and relief from pain from sports 
activity, or improved overall health? All of 
these benefits are available from today’s 
sports/active nutrition products.”

Formulations have become more so-
phisticated as well, Fink noted. Twenty 
years ago, sports nutrition products tar-
geted bodybuilders and featured single 

Taking Aim at a Healthy  
		  Active Nutrition Market
Varied product solutions help consumers meet personal performance goals.

By Sean Moloughney  
Editor, Nutraceuticals World 
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ingredients. Today, product developers 
are offering combination products that 
are pushing the market into new terri-
tory, adding value, and creating new cat-
egories and points of differentiation.

“In today’s fast-moving sports nutri-
tion market, traditional consumers want 
more,” Fink said. “Product formulators 
simultaneously want to differentiate 
their products, obtain premium pricing, 
and to disrupt the market. At the same 
time, delivery systems are becoming a 
point of differentiation for traditional 
users—but particularly for everyday 
consumers as the sports nutrition mar-
ket goes more mainstream.”

Overall, the everyday consumer has 
changed the face of the sports nutrition 
industry. Increasingly driven by their 
personal values and preferences, the 
way today’s consumers define and cul-
tivate health is expanding. 

As people become more concerned 
about what they put in and on their bod-
ies, more shoppers are looking for ways 
to live longer, healthier lives, and make 
purchasing choices that reflect their  
own preferences. 

Millennials in particular have been a 
significant driving force behind the evo-
lution of the active nutrition landscape, 
as they seek out clean label products. 

Once reserved for serious athletes, 
the sports nutrition category has grown 
to be far more inclusive, said Shaheen 
Majeed, president worldwide, Sabinsa. 
At the same time, emerging research has 
demonstrated a wider range of benefits 
than products offered in the past. 

For dedicated athletes, products need 
to support performance and be tested 
against banned substances, he suggested. 
For everyone else, active nutrition may 
relate to the energy and stamina to go 
to the gym after working a full day and 
also tend to family and personal lives. For 
older consumers, staying active and inde-
pendent is an important priority. “What-
ever their circumstances and goals, sports 
nutrition consumers want products that 
are safe and effective,” Majeed noted.

Popular products integrate multiple 
benefits, according to Andrew Wheeler, 
vice president of marketing, Van Drunen 
Farms/FutureCeuticals, “from brain 
function to improved sleep to immune 
and endothelial health.” Products should 
also emphasize preventive, well-round-
ed approaches to wellness.

“Successful finished products in this 
category must now appeal to a broader 
target audience—from hard core ath-
letes to weekend warriors to those seek-
ing an active lifestyle,” said Wheeler. 
“Women are another key demographic 
that have been previously overlooked 
but are now driving market innovation.”

Tim Hammond, vice president of sales 
and marketing, Bergstrom Nutrition, 
also noted that sports nutrition research 
has historically focused on men. “Recog-
nizing how nutritional needs can differ 
significantly between genders is an evo-
lution within the industry that presents 
exciting opportunities.”

Ultimately, more athletes and active 
consumers understand that exercise, diet, 
and nutrition have a direct impact on 
health, longevity, and performance, said 
Dan Murray, vice president of business 
development, Xsto Solutions. “As this 
awareness increases, consumers will con-
tinue to look for supplements that sup-
port their healthy and active lifestyles.”

NEW CONSUMERS & CATEGORIES
According to Anthony Almada, MSc, 
FISSN, consultant in residence, Indena 
SpA, consumers today perceive sports 
nutrition products to be complementary 
solutions for enhancing performance or 
recovery, and/or assisting in the “remod-
eling” of their physique, by supporting 
body fat loss or increasing muscle mass.

The most palpable shift in the market 
in recent years has been “the augmented 
desirability and acceptability of protein-
centric foods, supplements, and beverages 
among females, the birth and maturation 
of the category of stimulant-centric ‘pre-
workout’ products, and the incremental 

focus on products positioned to assist in 
(post-activity) recovery,” he noted.

Additionally, a broader distribution 
footprint—from specialty retail into 
mass market/club stores—has exposed 
more people to products in a manner 
and frequency that would rarely be ex-
perienced through e-commerce.

“Digital media storytellers and influ-
encers have buoyed ingredient, product, 
and brand awareness,” Almada noted. 
“The linkage of plant-centered and vegan 
diets with athletic activities and physiques, 
coupled with food and beverage formats 
enriched with ingredients typically found 
in solid dose and powdered forms, has 
facilitated adoption by highly divergent 
demographic and psychographic cohorts: 
yoga participants opting for a post-activ-
ity, plant-based protein powder or drink, 
and eschewing carbohydrates; golfers 
consuming energy drinks with added cre-
atine, quercetin, coenzyme Q10, and ami-
no acids—in addition to caffeine.”

Niche market segments also contin-
ue to emerge and drive innovation. E-
sports, which has boomed in line with 
the rise of gaming, places huge demands 
on the body. Sustained energy levels and 
mental clarity are key areas of need in 
that market. 

Andreas Berg Storsve, director of re-
search and development, Aker BioMa-
rine, said there is no question the sports 
nutrition industry has broadened its tar-
get audience. “With an increasing level of 
consumer interest in general health and 
wellness, as well as maintaining body im-
age, sports nutrition manufacturers are 
going broader to meet various demands. 
The sports nutrition category is evolving 
like never before, and omega-3s are very 
much a part of the conversation.”

In addition to its expanding consumer 
base, new products are on the rise, he 
added. “From protein to omega-3s, vari-
ous ingredient types are gaining mo-
mentum in the category, opening the 
doors to companies like Aker BioMarine 
for new opportunities.”

Penny Portner, director of marketing, 
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Bioenergy Life Science, noted that sports 
nutrition interests everyone from average 
people trying to be healthy to weekend 
warriors and sports professionals who 
want to enhance performance through 
nutrition. “This category is wide open, es-
pecially for ingredients such as Bioenergy 
Ribose that are easy to work with and 
that help enable the body to work at its 
best, at virtually any stage or age.”

The active lifestyle user is really driving 
the sports nutrition category in new di-
rections, according to Elyse Lovett, senior 
marketing manager, Kyowa Hakko USA. 
“They aren’t afraid to try new ingredients 
that help them achieve their health goals, 
but they are also meticulous about the 
products they buy. They want functional-
ity and clean label as well as ingredients 
that are backed by science.”

To the everyday consumer, sports nu-
trition is still about active lifestyle and 
healthy living, she noted. “Being able to 
support their daily health goals while 
being active is important. The everyday 
consumer may be looking for something 
different when it comes to supplemen-
tation and their individual goals.”

For example, the active everyday con-
sumer may look for pre/intra-workout 
powder formats while those who just 
participate in weekend activities may 
look for hydration/rehydration benefits. 
“And then there are others that are look-
ing for their brain-body connection for 
their performance goals, whether on the 
field, at work, or at home.”

Protein has also helped push sports 
nutrition products from the gym to 
mainstream, according to Samantha 
Ford, director of business development, 
AIDP Inc. “In addition, sports nutrition 
products take many delivery forms such 
as bars, beverages, and functional foods, 
which has expanded the market.”

DELIVERING ON EXPECTATIONS
From the avid gym-goer to elite ath-
letes, consumers are often looking for 
natural products to boost endurance, 

improve focus, speed recovery, or build 
muscle, said Ford. “As athletes age, in-
terest grows in collagen and products 
alleviating knee and joint discomfort. In 
addition, as weight management prod-
ucts are being positioned as lifestyle so-
lutions, they are playing a larger role in 
the sports nutrition category.”

Whether training for competitive 
sports or just trying to keep fit, health 
enthusiasts utilize dietary supplements, 
foods and beverages to maximize their 
investment in exercise, said Guy Wood-
man, general manager, Euromed USA, 
Inc. “They are seeking products that will 
provide a mental or physical performance 
edge and support overall health and well-
being. Older individuals are attempting 
to offset the loss of muscle mass and 
aerobic capacity experienced with aging.”

At the same time, quality concerns 
have been spotlighted, for example, 
when professional athletes are fined or 
suspended from competition for con-
suming products that contain unde-
clared performance-enhancing drugs.

“It is challenging to track the origin of 
some sports nutrition ingredients as they 
move from an overseas manufacturer 
to broker to distributor to the U.S. mar-
keter, said Woodman. “With Euromed’s 
standardized botanical extract, customers 
have assurance of the complete traceabil-
ity from the starting botanical material to 
the final extract. Every batch undergoes 
a minimum of 20 laboratory tests from 
starting herb to final extract in our Phyto-
Proof process of quality control.”

Aker’s Storsve agreed that consumers 
are looking for brands that are transpar-
ent and reflect their own personal val-
ues. Origin story, sustainability efforts, 
and corporate social responsibility all 
factor in their decision making.

“The global demand for sustainable 
and traceable products is growing and 
this is extremely positive for our indus-
try. Furthermore, research is equally im-
portant and the team at Aker BioMarine 
will continue to look at krill oil for vari-
ous applications in sports nutrition and 

beyond. In fact, the company is support-
ing new clinical trials that evaluate how 
a phospholipid-bound omega-3 product 
can help improve sports performance 
and recovery after training.”

Sports nutrition consumers are ex-
tremely scrutinizing, said Almada. “The 
core physique enthusiast (e.g., bodybuild-
er) typically examines labels for the pres-
ence of desired ingredients and amounts; 
the endurance enthusiast (e.g., competi-
tive marathoner, triathlete) examines la-
bels for the presence of both desired and 
undesired (‘unclean’) ingredients, and 
banned substances testing; and the aspi-
rational/episodic consumer seeks halo in-
gredients quality/provenance over quan-
tity, clean label rigor/transparency, and 
perhaps banned substances testing.”

Consumers want products that are 
safe and effective, and they expect 
transparency, said Sabinsa’s Majeed. 
“Athletes that compete need assurance 
that products are tested for banned sub-
stances. Research is key, so choosing 
ingredients for formulations backed by 
published clinical studies and using the 
amounts the studies identified is smart. 
Bottom line is if a product doesn’t work, 
the consumer won’t buy it again.”

A range of factors motivate consumers, 
which become more specialized as prod-
ucts target specific needs, noted Fink, 
from PLT Health Solutions. “While not 
approaching the idea of personalized nu-
trition, per se, customers are looking for a 
‘made for me’ experience.” Elements that 
consumers might want in their products 
include: nutrition, energy, recovery sup-
port, immune support, pain mediation, 
cognitive/focus/mood support, weight 
management, and clean labels.

“In fact, it might be safe to say that 
consumers at some point will want all of 
these with different emphasis based on 
who they are and what they hope to ac-
complish or train for,” Fink added.

Sports nutrition today is about much 
more than building muscle. “It’s about nu-
trition with purpose, staying active, and 
taking care of our bodies and minds,” said 



Wheeler from FutureCeuticals. “Demands 
for convenience, personalization, plant-
based ingredients, and clean-label trans-
parency have driven the evolution of the 
modern sports nutrition consumer, giving 
way to a new face of sports nutrition.”

Clean label and transparency are im-
portant trends throughout the food in-
dustry, but consumers are also looking 
for sports nutrition products that offer 
the nutrients they feel are important for 
meeting their personal goals. They want 
products that align with their lifestyle 
choices like paleo or keto.

With a wealth of information readily 
available 24 hours a day, consumers are 
becoming more and more educated, ac-
cording to Bergstrom’s Hammond. “Liv-
ing in this information age has most seiz-
ing the opportunity to learn more about 
their health in new ways. Their empow-
erment has them looking to products that 
clearly display all ingredients and how 
they affect bodily mechanisms.”

Consumers are always looking for a 
competitive edge in new products, said 
Xsto’s Murray. “There is an inherent pref-
erence for smaller dose applications when 
things don’t work in a powder drink mix. 
For instance, an ingredient with a 300 mg 
dose stands to do better than an ingredi-
ent with a 2 or 3 gram dose when consid-
ering capsules. It’s important that a prod-
uct is convenient and easily fits into the 
lifestyle of a healthy person.”

Consumers will often do their research 
before buying a product, so clean labels 
and scientific support also play a big role 

in decision making, he added. “Anecdotal 
evidence does not help establish an effica-
cious ingredient. It is also important that a 
product helps them achieve a certain goal. 
Results build loyalty in sports nutrition.”

Pre- and post-workout drinks are a good 
example of modern products that deliver 
nutrition support. “We also have a better 
understanding of what an intense work-
out can do to your body in terms of gas-
trointestinal stress and muscle breakdown. 
Younger people are looking for energy and 
performance support whereas older people 
are geared toward activity with less joint 
and muscle pain and inflammation.”

Trends like clean labels and plant-based 
formulations continue to be in demand 
among fitness enthusiasts. Consumers 
have a greater understanding of the active 

ingredients in the products they purchase, 
and manufacturers are shifting to sim-
pler product labels with straight-forward, 
branded ingredients with proven efficacy.  

Larry Kolb, president, TSI USA, Inc., 
noted that, first and foremost, consum-
ers expect sports nutrition products to be 
safe and effective. “Ingredients need to 
be clinically validated, and its beneficial 
effect meaningful to the individual con-
sumer’s needs. While sports nutrition 
consumers are looking for new things to 
try, they like to educate themselves about 
the mechanism of action and the sports-
specific benefits. They usually have a stack 
of go-to ingredients (protein, creatine, 
HMB, ATP), and depending on their indi-
vidual goals, look for pre-workout prod-
ucts or additional help with recovery.” 

Taking Aim at a Healthy Active Nutrition Market NW

As companies pursue innovation opportunities, product safety, 
quality, and science-supported efficacy remain vital to the overall 

market’s integrity, as discerning, health-conscious consumers  
evaluate brands more judiciously.
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Nutritional strategies centered around preserving or im-
proving muscle size and function are not only relevant in maxi-
mizing athletic performance but are also important in optimiz-
ing overall health and well-being. Muscle size and function is 
the result of a fine balance between muscle protein synthesis 
and breakdown. The ability to stimulate synthesis through ex-
ercise and dietary intervention can have important health and 
performance consequences. Protein, particularly high-quality 
protein, plays an important role in optimizing muscle gains and 
maintaining healthy muscles. 

Years of clinical research has helped advance the science sup-
porting the role dietary protein, namely high-quality soy protein, 

can have in muscle protein synthesis. This science documents 
the effectiveness of soy protein compared to other high-quality 
proteins, such as whey protein, in stimulating muscle synthesis. 
More recent research demonstrates the benefits of blending soy 
and dairy proteins in optimizing muscle gains compared to whey 
protein alone.

SKELETAL MUSCLE’S ROLE & MAINTENANCE
Skeletal muscle is well-recognized for its role in strength and 
facilitating performance, locomotion, and posture. As athletes 
or active individuals strive to improve performance and over-

Protein Sources That Stimulate 
Skeletal Muscle Health
Preserving and improving muscle size/function are not just relevant to athletic performance,  
but also to overall health and well-being.

By Michelle Braun, PhD, 
Global Protein Scientific Affairs Lead, DuPont Nutrition & Biosciences
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all physical function, increasing skeletal muscle size is the most 
common strategy.

Often overlooked is the role that skeletal muscle serves in 
overall health, which extends well beyond its ability to generate 
force. For example, skeletal muscle helps to regulate blood sugar 
as it serves as the primary tissue that absorbs glucose from blood. 
Skeletal muscle also stores a variety of molecules the body uses, 
in part, to help recovery from injury and prevent illness (Current 
Opininon in General Surgery, 1993).

It’s not surprising individuals with smaller amounts of muscle 
tend to require longer rehabilitation from injury, have longer hos-
pital stays, and are more likely to get sick and/or injured (Medi-
cine & Science in Sports & Exercise, 2005; American Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition, 2005). Consequently, strategies targeted to 
preserve or improve muscle size and function are not just relevant 
to athletic performance, but also to overall health and well-being.

Muscle protein synthesis is largely stimulated by increased 
levels of essential amino acids in the body that come from 
protein consumption (American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 
2003). In particular, the essential amino acid leucine is criti-
cal (Amino Acids, 2010). While some research demonstrates 
a greater ability for whey protein to stimulate muscle protein 
synthesis compared to soy protein, both at rest and following 
exercise, (Journal of Applied Physiology, (1985) 2009; Nutrition 
& Metabolism (Lond) 2012; American Journal of Clinical Nu-
trition, 2007) many of these studies examined the response to 
ingesting identical protein amounts. Yet, given the differences in 
leucine content between soy and whey, it is likely these discrep-
ancies are the result of not properly matching the supplement 

groups for leucine delivery. While the content of leucine in soy 
protein is less than in animal-based proteins on a per gram ba-
sis, it’s important to note soy protein contains higher quantities 
of glutamine and arginine. Both of these amino acids play key 
roles in maintenance of muscle health.

Protein plays an important role in stimulating muscle protein 
synthesis at each meal, counterbalancing the breakdown of mus-
cle occurring between meals. Current dietary recommendations, 
such as the Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA), indicate 
most people should consume about 0.8 grams of protein per kg of 
body weight per day. However, these recommendations are based 
on daily “whole body” nitrogen balance studies largely conducted 
decades ago. Because the breakdown of protein in the body can 
take place in many tissues besides skeletal muscle, these “whole 
body” nitrogen balance assessments do not take into account the 
specific needs of skeletal muscle. The needs of skeletal muscle are 
very likely different from other tissues because skeletal muscle is 
mainly comprised of protein.

While eating a lot of protein in one meal and ignoring pro-
tein intake during other meals can still meet the RDA, this pat-
tern of protein ingestion is not likely to support skeletal muscle 
health. In fact, not eating proper amounts of protein at each meal 
is thought to contribute to the loss of muscle that can occur with 
aging (Current Opinion in Clinical Nutrition & Metabolic Care, 
2009). As a result, more recent research supports meal-based 
protein recommendations as opposed to daily protein intake rec-
ommendations.

The combination of exercise and protein ingestion presents 
a powerful stimulus to promote muscle mass gain. Indeed, in-
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gesting protein shortly after exercise stimulates muscle protein 
synthesis more than exercise alone or protein alone (Journal 
of Nutrition, 2006). While some studies demonstrate increased 
lean mass gains while supplementing with animal-based pro-
teins during a resistance training program (American Journal 
of Clinical Nutrition, 2007), other studies demonstrate a similar 
increase in lean mass between whey and soy protein supple-
mentation, in particular when matched for total leucine content  
(Nutrients, 2017).

A recent meta-analysis published in the International Jour-
nal of Sport Nutrition and Exercise Metabolism examined the 
impact of soy and whey protein supplementation on gains in 
muscle size and strength during resistance exercise training. 
This analysis summarized the results from several separate 
studies that met criteria for inclusion and found that both 
whey and soy protein supplementation were associated with 
increases in lean body mass and strength during resistance 
exercise training. There were no differences between the two 
high-quality protein sources in ability to support lean body 
mass or strength gains during resistance exercise training (In-
ternational Journal of Sport Nutrition and Exercise Metabo-
lism, 2018).

ARE PROTEIN BLENDS THE ANSWER?
Aside from routine physical activity or exercise, protein inges-
tion provides the most beneficial stimulus to promote skeletal 
muscle health. While soy, whey, and casein protein sources are 
each capable of stimulating muscle protein synthesis, blending 
these proteins together takes advantage of the subtle differences 
among protein sources, including specific amino acids content, 
the time course of amino acid delivery, and other health-promot-
ing benefits.

In particular, whereas whey protein provides a high content of 
leucine and quick delivery of amino acids, casein contributes to 
prolonged delivery of amino acids and higher nitrogen retention 
(Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the U.S A., 
1997). Meanwhile, soy protein, in addition to a greater arginine 
and glutamine content, also has naturally-occurring antioxidants 
to support recovery (European Journal of Nutrition, 2001).

So, what is the ideal blend of proteins for stimulating skeletal 
muscle? This question was initially addressed using a pre-clinical 
animal model to identify the extent to which various blends of 
soy, whey, and casein could stimulate muscle protein synthesis 
(Clinical Nutrition, 2013). This study identified that a mixture of 
25% soy, 25% whey, and 50% casein elicited the greatest increase 
in muscle protein synthesis, as defined by peak stimulation and 
length of stimulation.

Subsequently, DuPont Nutrition & Biosciences supported sev-
eral human clinical studies in collaboration with the University of 
Texas Medical Branch, focused on determining the role of protein 
blends in stimulating human skeletal muscle. The initial human 

clinical study, using young healthy adults as subjects, examined 
whether ingesting approximately 19 grams of the 25% soy, 25% 
whey, and 50% casein protein blend an hour after resistance ex-
ercise could increase muscle protein synthesis for a longer dura-
tion after exercise compared to the ingestion of about 18 grams of 
whey protein (Journal of Nutrition, 2013). These specific quanti-
ties of protein were studied to match total leucine content at the 
identified threshold of about 1.9 grams.

In this study, both the protein blend and whey protein stimu-
lated muscle protein synthesis for the first two hours after inges-
tion. However, muscle protein synthesis only remained elevated 
four hours in the group that ingested the protein blend. These 
findings indicated that the protein blend prolonged muscle 
protein synthesis following resistance exercise in young adults. 
Moreover, the protein blend also substantially lengthened the 
time following exercise in which the protein balance favored 
synthesis, supporting the prolonged growth effect of the blend 
(Journal of Applied Physiology, (1985; 2014).

A similar study was subsequently performed in older adults 
in which about 30 grams of either the 25% soy, 25% whey, and 
50% casein protein blend or whey protein was consumed after 
resistance exercise (Journal of Nutrition, 2016). In this study, no 
significant differences were observed between treatments for 
changes in muscle protein synthesis or muscle protein break-
down, a measure possibly even more indicative of muscle health 
in this age group. Collectivity, these human clinical data indicate 
the protein blend appears to prolong the growth response to 
exercise in younger adults, and at the very least, has a similar 
ability as whey protein to stimulate muscle growth after exercise 
in older adults.

BOTTOM LINE
The role of skeletal muscle in health and disease is vast. Conse-
quently, the preservation and/or improvement in skeletal muscle 
health is paramount to the overall health and function in a va-
riety of populations, including young athletes, older adults, and 
clinical populations. The research clearly demonstrates a role for 
a soy-dairy blend as an important stimulus for skeletal muscle 
health. Not only can a soy-dairy blend promote gains in lean 
body mass, but there is likely an important consideration that 
should be given to the use of a soy-dairy blend as it relates to 
preserving muscle and physical function during healthy aging, as 
well as in the restoration or rehabilitation of muscle and physical 
function in clinical populations.

Michelle Braun, PhD, leads nutrition and health outcome 
research related to dietary protein for DuPont Nutrition & 
Biosciences. In this role, she also delivers presentations on 
the role of dietary protein in support of health to a variety 
of audiences and represents the science in several trade 
and professional organizations. 
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Market research has indicated clear 
changes in the preferences and priorities 
of the active nutrition market, which will 
shape its progression in 2020 and beyond. 

Consumer insights and market re-
search expert FMCG Gurus, along with 
FrieslandCampina Ingredients, pinpoint-
ing three overarching global trends. Tap-
ping into “a holistic approach to health,” 
“conveniently nutritious” and “conscious 
indulgence” will help brand owners and 
formulators select the most appropriate 
ingredients for their new product devel-
opment (NPD) and formulate products 
that resonate with a growing, and increas-
ingly fastidious, audience.

“With the rapid growth of the ac-

tive nutrition market, it’s not surpris-
ing we’re seeing the emergence of very 
specific ‘hotspots’ and drivers,” said Mike 
Hughes, head of research and insight, 
FMCG Gurus.

A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO HEALTH
FMCG Gurus’ research found 61% of ac-
tive consumers have tried to improve their 
overall health and wellness in the last two 
years. Consumers recognize that all ele-
ments of health are interlinked and should 
not be treated in isolation. As such, they 
are making fundamental changes to their 
diets and lifestyles to improve all aspects 
of their health. Major areas of focus are di-

gestive health and sleep.
“There’s increasing recognition that di-

gestive health and sleep are crucial to liv-
ing well. What’s more, people are aware 
they’re likely to live to an older age than 
previous generations did, and staying 
healthy well not just now, but also into 
their senior years is a clear priority. That 
means a better balance between activity 
and sleep, which can be strongly influ-
enced by diet,” said Hughes.

CONVENIENTLY NUTRITIOUS
The snacking and convenience trends are 
also clearly making their mark among 
active consumers, 51% of whom skip 

Priorities Shift Among Active  
Nutrition Consumers
Holistic, convenient and ‘conscious indulgence’ set to reshape diverse product development. 

By Nutraceuticals World Staff 
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meals “most” or “all” of the time, often 
due to time pressures. There is clear 
demand for products that are both nu-
tritious and convenient—requiring no 
preparation and suitable for eating on 
the go. On average, 30% of respon-
dents claim to have opted for health-
ier snacking options in the past two 
years. In addition, 54% of respondents 
said they expect snacks to offer a nu-
tritional boost, and 27% said that they 
would like to see RTD beverages with  
healthy positionings.

Active consumers are looking for 
healthy options throughout the day and 
in varying formats. This presents a sig-
nificant opportunity for manufacturers 
of foods, drinks and supplements.

CONSCIOUS INDULGENCE
Despite acknowledging the value of 
healthy eating and drinking, active con-
sumers feel that both taste and texture 

are seen as unwelcome compromises. 
For instance, 53% said they are con-
cerned about the aftertaste of high pro-
tein products, and 48% are suspicious 
of their texture. As the sector expands, 
there is great potential for brands to cre-
ate better-for-you products that avoid 
these compromises.

Beyond this, however, indulgence re-
mains a core characteristic of the relation-
ship people have with food, and active 
consumers are no exception. However, 
the market has moved on from small and 
“forgivable” indulgent moments, towards 
conscious ones. “This consciousness can 
take several forms,” said Hughes, “but 
one of the most prevalent is ingredi-
ent sustainability, which was the biggest 
instigator of changing snacking habits 
among the sample group. Similarly, our 
own previous research found that 73% of 
global consumers say it’s important that 
food and drink is 100% natural. The con-
scious trend is very clear.”

DIVERSE NPD OPPORTUNITIES
Despite overarching global themes, 
there are distinct differences between 
regions, gender and age. For example, 
in most markets, spoonable yogurt is 
where most active consumers want to 
see healthy options—but in the U.S., 
the preference is in regular foods. Two 
in three active consumers in China don’t 
know what steps to take to improve their 
health, suggesting education and guid-
ance would be valuable, but less so in 
other markets. Forty five percent of re-
spondents in Asia-Pacific said they have 
changed their diet in the past 12 months 
to try to improve their sleep, more than 
any other region.

These insights have been gleaned 
from several years of research by 
FrieslandCampina Ingredients and FMCG 
Gurus, including a global survey this year 
of 26,000 active adults. 

“There’s increasing recognition that digestive health and sleep are 
crucial to living well. What’s more, people are aware they’re likely 

to live to an older age than previous generations did, and staying 
healthy well not just now, but also into their senior years is a clear 
priority. That means a better balance between activity and sleep, 

which can be strongly influenced by diet.”
—Mike Hughes, FMCG Gurus

Visit Us Online for More Market Insight & Analysis
www.nutraceuticalsworld.com



Active consumers are looking for simple solutions to com-
mon issues they encounter in their everyday lives, like anxiety 
and stress, which have become top health concerns in the U.S. 
In fact, according to the Hartman Group’s Health + Wellness 
2019 report, stress has actually replaced being overweight as the 
top health condition American households are actively treating 
or preventing. 

Among a spectrum of other everyday needs, energy and men-
tal sharpness are related in much the same way that physical and 
emotional well-being are interconnected. Multi-functional prod-
ucts that can tie health platforms together in a meaningful and 
logical way should help attract consumers to your brand. 

Meanwhile, the traditional sports nutrition market has been 
made over, as companies see opportunities to target everyone 
at virtually every need-state across the lifespan. For the sleep-
deprived parents who need sustained energy to get through the 
day, to the dedicated CrossFit athlete who wants to recover faster, 
the name of the game is lifestyle performance. 

There’s no one-size solution here given the varied lifestyles of 
supplement and nutritional product users. At the end of the day, 
people want convenient, personalized product experiences that 
can address their specific demands. But health-conscious con-
sumers can often be grouped into segments. For example, the 
gamer/e-sports community has emerged in force and they of-
ten have a set of specific health needs that companies would be 
smart to recognize.

At the same time, the “clean label” trend toward more under-
standable and recognizable ingredients and formulations has 
presented challenges, while also creating new opportunities 
for product developers. Just like confusion and conflict about 
“natural,” “non-GMO,” and even “healthy,” industry’s challenges 
include educating consumers and clarifying certain ingredients, 
while also responding to a clear shift toward products that don’t 
have anything to hide. 

Thankfully for consumers, technological advances have al-
lowed ingredient suppliers and finished product companies to 
develop on-trend, best-in-class solutions. Creative and innova-
tive product development that taps into key consumer trends will 
continue to gain success in today’s crowded marketplace. 

MAINTAINING MOBILITY
The number of Americans age 65 and older is projected to more 
than double from 46 million in 2016 to over 98 million by 2060, 
and the 65-and-older age group’s share of the total population 
will rise to nearly 24% from 15%, according to the U.S. Popula-
tion Reference Bureau.

An aging population of consumers who are living longer has 
profound implications for society overall. With a disease-treat-
ment healthcare model, and soaring costs, many consumers have 
turned to natural, preventive solutions to major concerns like 
muscle loss and joint pain.

Developing  
Effective 
Health 
Solutions  
For Lifestyle 
Performance
Creative and innovative product development 
that taps into key consumer trends will continue  
to gain success.

By Sean Moloughney
Editor, Nutraceuticals World
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At the same time, active, healthy living appeals to many 
younger consumers, who are well aware of the cost of injury or 
ill health. As they’ve aged, their spending power has matured as 
well, and they are now prime targets for marketers and product 
developers.

Overall, the sports/active nutrition market is one of the fastest-
growing categories of dietary supplements. 

Once dominated by professional athletes and bodybuilders, 
sports nutrition now appeals to a whole influx of new consum-
ers, including millennials, exercise enthusiasts, active seniors, and 
weekend warriors. 

At the same time, older active consumers typically in the age 
range of 55-65 years, rely on supplements to preserve mobility 
and independence. Over time, bones start to become less flexible 
and joints are more susceptible to wear and tear, With age, bones 
and tissues start to lose fluidity, making people more prone to 
discomfort with longer recovery time. High quality supplements 
that contain science-backed ingredients can help adults maintain 
an active lifestyle well into their later years. 

Younger athletes and fitness enthusiasts may not normally 
think about the importance of joint support, but when reasonably 
healthy individuals who work out and/or play sports enter their 
40s, this is the time when joint discomfort from all that repetitive 
motion/stress begins to be felt. 

Healthy aging is relevant to everyone, independent of age. To-
day’s consumers are more informed than ever about the impor-
tance of exercise, proper nutrition, and supplementation. They 
strive to optimize mobility, health, and appearance—at any and 
every age—and they also recognize that what they do today af-
fects their quality of life today and tomorrow.

WHAT THEY WANT
Demand continues to grow for evidence-based ingredients that 
support joint health and sports recovery. Consumers are seek-
ing products and ingredients with proven benefits supported by 
published research to strengthen joints, alleviate joint discomfort, 
and support post-workout recovery.

Ultimately, consumers want validation that the products they 
buy will work. They want to know what’s in the products and be 
assured the ingredients are high quality, efficacious, and scientifi-
cally proven. 

Protecting joints should be a life-long endeavor. Injuries and 
wear and tear on joint tissue are often experienced early in life, 
paving the way for accelerated breakdown of cartilage.

Most consumers look for products with ingredients they rec-
ognize, although that’s not the best way to evaluate the quality of 
an ingredient or product. Some ingredients, such as chondroitin 
and turmeric for example, have become commoditized, resulting 
in a wide range in ingredient quality. Better informed consum-
ers will look for specific trademarked ingredients they may have 
researched, or they will seek products from companies that they 

trust to provide high quality products.
Increasingly, consumers are reading product labels carefully 

and they want to know the origin of ingredients. Ultimately, they 
want to know the product works and expect to feel the difference.

CERTIFICATION & CLEAN LABELING
As a category, sports nutrition has been a target for adulteration, 
which has fueled criticism about product quality overall. In or-
der to communicate product integrity with athletes and everyday 
consumers, companies have turned to third-party certifications 
to validate that what’s on the label is actually in the product.

For example, through NSF International’s Certified for Sport 
program, supplements are tested on a lot-by-lot basis for more 
than 270 athletic banned substances. Label claims are veri-
fied and products are tested to verify formulation. Products are 
also tested for harmful levels of contaminants or fraudulent 
ingredients. NSF International’s Certified for Sport is recom-
mended in the U.S. by the MLB, NFL, PGA, LPGA, CCES, 
CPSDA, and Taylor Hooton Foundation, as well as many other 
sports organizations. NSF’s newly-updated Certified for Sport 
app gives consumers and athletes a quick and convenient way 
to search for products that have earned the NSF Certified for 
Sport mark.

Generally, dietary supplement manufacturers must com-
ply with specific regulatory standards to ensure their prod-
ucts are produced under safe, sanitary conditions. They also 
need to ensure their products actually contain what they say 
on the label. Third party verifications offer that extra step 
to ensure products uphold these strict standards for quality  
and safety. 

With the dietary supplements industry on the radar of both 
regulatory agencies and the mainstream media, reputable in-
dustry members adhere to country-specific regulatory compli-
ance and often opt for an independent third-party certification/
verification to convey that their products are indeed safe and of 
high-quality. These certifications communicate to formulators 
and consumers that the product ingredients are devoid of any 
banned substances, do not contain unsafe levels of contaminants, 
and are accurately labeled.

In the context of nutritional products (both foods and supple-
ments), a clean label generally refers to product labeling that de-
picts a simplified ingredient list and absence of ingredients for 
which the purpose in the product is unclear. 

The relevance of clean labeling in sports nutrition products may 
depend on the focus of the consumer. Individuals who consume 
sports nutrition products as part of a regimen to sustain a healthy, 
active lifestyle for the long-term are often attentive to clean label-
ing as well as product certifications and verifications. Those who 
are more focused on an outcome—like bigger muscles, increased 
stamina, etc.—might not be as attentive to the non-active ingre-
dients that are in a desired type of product.

Developing Effective Health Solutions for Lifestyle Performance NW


