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The world still spins on a 23.5 degree 
axis, but you wouldn’t think that 
from the headlines.  Wobbling 

might be too gentle a term for how the 
stability of the globe looks from the vantage 
of anyone following world events. A less 
deadly but still lingering pandemic, threats 

of trade war with China, an actual war in 
Eastern Europe, worst-in-decades inflation, 
a global recession: add in the ongoing and 
accelerating catastrophe of climate change, 
and we still have a far-from-complete list.

And yet, despite all manner of calamity 
and crisis, and even with a supply chain 

still reeling from all of the above, global 
supplement sales grew by more than $10 
billion in 2021 and are on track, in NBJ 
projections, to add another $7.2 billion in 
2022. By the end of this year, NBJ estimates 
$175.9 billion in sales worldwide. 

Just as the world continues to spin, the 

Trouble, turmoil but change
The supplement industry made it through the pandemic  
and continues to grow as calamities collide

By Rick Polito
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industry finds its way through the multitude of 
wobbles, and how and where it finds its way presents a 
picture as complex as any in commerce. 

highlights include Latin America, where 
growth is expected to dip, just barely, below 10% 
for the first time since before the pandemic. NBJ 
expects supplement sales in Latin America to 
climb by 9.3% in 2022, reaching $16.16 billion. 
As recently as 2019, Latin America was roughly 
equal in size with Japan. Now, the Latin American 
market is more than $4 billion larger. Throw in 
Mexico’s $1 billion sales, and the combined market 
would be only a bit more than $2 billion short of 
India and the combined Asian markets (excluding 
China and Japan).

India and those “rest of Asia” markets have seen 
growth slow, but gains will still outpace U.S. sales 
in 2022, with 5.3% growth and a $19.57 billion 
market in 2022 by NBJ projections. (U.S. sales are 
expected to reach  $62.44 billion on 4.2% growth as 
sales settle down post pandemic)

Though still small, the Africa and Middle East 
markets are also showing strength, growing at 6.8% and 
7% respectively in NBJ projections. Africa is predicted 
to finish 2022 with $1.87 billion in sales while sales in 
the Middle East should total $2.1 billion.

Outside of the lingering disappointment of 
Japan and its predicted 1.5% growth for 2022, 
Western Europe presents what might be the most 
unencouraging market as significant post-pandemic 
slowing continues. Growth for Western Europe is 
projected to drop to 2.4% in 2022, down from 8.2% in 
2020. Sales for 2022 are expected to total $20.5 billion. 

The rolling boil of catastrophic current events 
make the prediction game far from easy. The impacts 
from a complex picture for currency exchange remain 
difficult to calculate, much less predict (see “The 
Currency Challenge,” page 4). 

There is hope, however, that the pandemic made 
it impossible for governments to ignore the crucial 
role supplements can play in public health (see 
"Supplements hitting Their Stride," page 29).

What we can say now is that the industry found 
its way through unprecedented challenges during 
the pandemic, and COVID-tangled kinks in the 
supply chain have forced producers and brands to 
stake out long-term relationships.  The realities of 
supply chain disruption have forced companies 
to take stock of their sourcing. Brands have been 
forced to work smarter. Trouble may not build 
character, but it builds resilience.

The industry may have wobbled, but like the 
globe itself, it will find its way to keep turning. 

LETTER FROM NBJ:  
THE PERSPECTIVE OF PRIVILEGE

We often hear about the advantage, militarily and figuratively, of 
the “the higher ground,” but the view from the top is rarely the best 
perspective. In the U.S., that view is often taken for granted. We think 
about the world as a mountain of haves and have-nots with Americans 
always on the upper slopes. The world’s biggest economy driven by 
the world’s biggest egos.

That view is a poor fit for global realities.
Problems on the other side of the world don’t drift across the 

oceans to wash up on American shores. They arrive by jetliner and off 
load from towering cargo ships.

We are not immune to the world’s ills. The view from the top was 
simply distorted.

Rarely has that been clearer than in the last several years. The 
pandemic knew no borders and infected and incapacitated well-
fed and well-cared-for Americans as easily as it did residents of the 
poorest countries. 

The war in Ukraine might be on the other side of the planet but 
it’s already disrupting the global nutritional balance and not just in 
the fight against world hunger. The feedstock for the processes that 
produce letter micronutrients is more expensive. All that sunflower 
oil that used to come out of Ukraine and go into animal feed is 
being replaced with fish oil, a phenomenon set to drive up prices for 
omega-3 supplements.

Too many Americans are already ignoring climate change and 
howling about new laws to create a carbon-balanced future.

That’s what happens when your vision is distorted by that view 
from the top.

The supplement industry has no business looking at the world 
through such a distorted lens. Every headline in that catastrophic 
news scroll carries some element of nutritional need, many that the 
industry is in a position to help address. In Supplements Hitting their 
Stride, page 29, IADSA Executive Director Simon Pettman writes of 
how the pandemic opened the eyes of government officials to the 
value of supplements and calls for the industry to band together to 
build momentum there.

Also in this issue, (see “The currency challenge,“ page 4), we learn 
how the saber rattling of trade hawks is set to disrupt a global supply 
chain even further, and we wonder when the supplement industry will 
find a voice in that debate. 

We can think of all the frogs boiling in all those pots fueled by climate 
change and wonder if UNPA President Loren Israelsen’s warnings about 

water and energy (see page 10) are being accounted 
for in the industry’s supply chain planning.

Because the view from the top is beautiful 
doesn’t mean it’s accurate. If we don’t crawl down 
the slopes to gain perspective often enough, finding 
our way back to the top could be impossible.

Rick Polito
NBJ Editor in Chief
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The Currency Challenge
Is the strengthening dollar good news for the 
supplement industry?

By Marc Brush

In July, it finally happened. For the first 
time since 2002, in the early years of 
its existence, the euro dropped in value 

to parity with the U.S. dollar. One-to-one, 
a symbolic level of exchange that marked 
a 15% decline in the euro’s value over the 
past year, a year that saw deteriorating 
economics across Europe and increasing 
risk from that region’s direct exposure to 
the existential threats of a war in Ukraine.

And it’s not just the euro. The Japanese 
yen slipped a full 22% over the past year. 
Before, $1 got you ¥110. Now? ¥135. 
Likewise, the Chinese yuan also fell, as low 
as ¥6.3 earlier this year, only to rebound in 
recent months. The yuan is its own beast, of 

course, thanks to currency pegs enacted by 
China back in 1994 to reduce the cost of 
its exports.

Given the global nature of the dietary 
supplement supply chain and the tireless 
work over many decades to open new 
markets for supplements across the globe, 
the question on the table is simple: is the 
strengthening dollar good news? The 
answer to that question is, of course, not 
simple at all.

Deteriorating 
macroeconomics
It’s easy to hear “stronger dollar” and think 
that’s good news, especially in an economic 

NBJ Takeaways
 » The strong dollar brings good 
news for buyers of imported 
ingredients, but production costs 
are so high everywhere else in 
the supply chain that it’s little 
cause for celebration

 » MLMs are already raising prices 
globally to mitigate the impacts 
of inflation, and a strong dollar 
hurts that sector even more, as 
customers in local markets are 
forced to pay up

 » ASEAN could be the big winner 
of deteriorating trade dynam-
ics between the U.S. and China, 
especially as that region caps a 
long effort to harmonize their 
regulations

NBJ Takeaways
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climate that looks so bad everywhere else. 
The macroeconomics are bleak—a bear 
market in stocks, levels of inflation not seen 
in 40 years, worsening trade dynamics, and 
increasing geopolitical tension with major 
players on the world stage—and silver 
linings are in short supply.

“A strengthening dollar reflects 
increasing demand for dollars relative to 
other currencies, which could be good news 
for the U.S. and global economies,” says 
Dan Ikenson, director of policy research 
at ndp | analytics in Washington, D.C., 
and former director of the Cato Institute’s 
Stiefel Center for Trade Policy Studies. “But 
it could also exacerbate macroeconomic 
distress and geopolitical discord. A lot of it 
depends on the reasons behind increasing 
demand for dollars.” According to Ikenson, 
the best scenario would look like a strong 
dollar arising from global investors looking 
to buy into a U.S. economy growing at 
above-average levels with a fair degree of 
safety. That’s just not the case right now.

Rather, Ikenson sees central banks across 
the globe—here’s looking at you, Europe—

slower to increase interest rates than the 
U.S. Federal Reserve, and the economies 
of many developing countries looking too 
risky for investment—see Sri Lanka, Ghana, 
and Pakistan, all of which will need some 
degree of bail-out from the IMF and China. 
“There has been a lot of capital flight from 
the ‘global south,’ which not only impedes 
and depresses output and causes job loss but 
also makes it harder for those governments 
to service their loans,” says Ikenson. “On 
the other hand, the strong dollar could 
eventually lead to reinvestment in developing 
countries, whose assets can be purchased 
at discounted rates.” This is an important 

point, given the rising tensions with China. 
A stronger dollar has the potential to help 
encourage the industry to wean itself off a 
heavy dependence on Chinese supply, but 
there’s lots more to that story.

In the U.S., the strong dollar provides 
some buffer for households and businesses 
to manage inflation, but only so long as 
access to imports doesn’t get too politicized. 
“Unless the world descends into 1930s style 
protectionism,” Ikenson says, “it’s quite 
likely that U.S. spending will account for the 
largest share of heavy lifting to get the global 
economy through the imminent global 
recession, which was an honor bestowed 
upon China after the 2008-09 global crash. 
The Chinese government is highly leveraged 
at this point, and its economy won’t be 
churning on all cylinders for a while.”

Importers & exporters
To move from broad macroeconomics to 
the direct impacts now being felt by the 
industry, executives on the front lines of 
international trade see pros and cons to 
the strong dollar. “Well, what is good news, 

what is bad news? Doesn’t it depend on your 
vantage point?” asks  Wilson Lau, President 
of Nuherbs, a wholesaler of Chinese herbs. 
“For we importers, a strengthening dollar 
means that our dollars buy more of a good, 
if the contracts are denominated in the 
local currency. The exchange rate helps us 
there. If it’s dollar denominated, then we 
don’t see the benefit of the stronger dollar 
because a dollar is a dollar.”

There’s also the ramifying effects of a 
strong dollar as it works through the whole 
supply chain. “What happens if our client 
is an exporter, so their products become 
more expensive abroad and they sell less, 

so thus buy less?” says Lau. “Overall, as 
importers, we like a stronger dollar, but the 
actual analysis is much more nuanced.”

Nick McCoy, co-founder and managing 
director of Whipstitch Capital, would tend 
to agree. “Is a strong dollar good news?” 
he says. “Yes and no. The stronger dollar 
signals that the world currency markets are 
tolerant of more dollar dilution through 
quantitative easing or debt issuance, 
which are both tools used to stimulate the 
economy if we have a recession.” McCoy 
also sees benefits for large-scale investment 
in impact—think sustainability and 
JEDI—as a more resilient currency gives 
confidence to government policy makers to 
invest in a brighter future.

As for the potential downsides, there 
are several. “Our exports will be negatively 
impacted by the strong dollar,” says McCoy, 
“and a strong dollar is economically 
discouraging to onshoring production for 
companies.” So there’s a strike against that 
whole opportunity to wean off Chinese 
supply if the goal is bringing production 
back to the U.S. Alternative sourcing 
centers across the globe, from ASEAN 
to Mexico, would likely still benefit from 
sustained strength in the dollar.

Impact on industry
In parsing the tea leaves of currency 
exchange rates, Ikenson keeps in mind 
some key characteristics of the natural 
products industry. This is an industry that 
sources its ingredients globally. Products are 
manufactured in a select group of countries, 
and consumers mostly reside in rich 
countries or among the richer demographics 
within countries. Given these tea leaves, the 
prospects look pretty good.

“A stronger dollar would imply greater 
demand for final products in the U.S., 
as well as new opportunities regarding 
production of those final products,” 
says Ikenson. Dollar strength leads to 
cheaper ingredients, which translates 
into lower total production costs, but 
there’s where the good news ends. “Wage 
and equipment and overhead inflation in 
the U.S., if not slowed sufficiently, could 
negate the production cost advantages 
afforded by the cheaper inputs,” says 
Ikenson. “That may counsel in favor of 

“Using carrots and sticks, the U.S. and China will  
continue to spend hundreds of billions, even 
trillions of dollars, trying to win the hearts 

and minds of the rest of the world.” 
– Dan Ikenson, ndp | analytics
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setting up production in locations where 
wages and other costs are lower than 
in the United States. And that carries 
greater risk and requires greater returns 
in the current and foreseeable economic 
environment.”

So, qualified good news. According 
to Ikenson, periods of strong dollar 
appreciation have been good for the U.S. 
and global economies, notwithstanding the 
scaremongering that is sure to arise about 
growing U.S. trade deficits encouraged by 
a strong dollar.

“I think the strengthening dollar is a 
good thing for our industry overall,” says 
Lau, “because we mostly rely on imported 
ingredients.” But he, too, cautions that 
rising costs domestically, during transit and 
after those imported ingredients reach port, 

is perhaps the larger story here. “We have 
to look at the total basket of inputs and 
costs associated with them,” he says. “As the 
headlines read, inflation is here despite the 
strengthening dollar.”

John Venardos, of the consultancy 
Venardos & Associates, is a former executive 
in regulatory and governmental affairs for 
Herbalife, as well as many other name 
players with global ambitions. During his 
time at herbalife, the MLM grew from 12 
to 91 markets around the world, so he knows 
a thing or two about currency’s impact on 
supplement sales. “As the dollar strengthens,” 
he says, “our products get more expensive for 
international customers in their local markets. 
They only have so much discretionary income 

to put into healthy products, so a strong 
dollar can lead to selling fewer SKUs or 
downgrading to more generic products.” 
Cheaper to make, harder to sell.

Multi-level marketers remain one of 
the more global wings of the supplement 
industry, so currency stands to impact 
them more than most. Industry experts see 
herbalife’s price increases in recent months 
as a harbinger of things to come. “The cost 
of containers has skyrocketed, import costs 
are up, and it’s taking much longer to clear 
port,” says Venardos, “so if you ask me if 
the strengthening dollar is good news, I’d 
answer with a resounding no. We’ve seen 
runaway inflation in places like Argentina 
that makes it difficult for those consumers 
to afford the necessities of life, much less a 
health product.”

Again, the inflationary pressures 
facing the industry seem to trump any 
incremental benefit in the supply chain 
from a strong dollar, but it’s all a matter 
of perspective. “Speaking from the supply 
end of the industry, a strong dollar is 
always some good news,” says Cal Bewicke, 
president of Ethical Naturals Inc. “So 
many things have been fluid over the 
last two years, and most of these changes 
have led to cost increases in almost every 
category.” Bewicke points to shipping 
costs for containers from China to the 
West Coast, up from $2,000 to $8,500. he 
points to the extensive transportation costs 
for botanicals from harvest to extraction to 
point of use. he points to the rising costs 

of bottles and capsules, and the need for 
suppliers to carry long-term inventories 
to stay reliable. “The strengthening dollar 
will certainly take some of the pressure off 
this situation, but it’s not going to make a 
big change,” he says. “Also, how long can 
we count on this strength lasting? Things 
change quickly these days. In the supply 
end of the business, we plan and build far 
ahead, but tend to live day to day.”

Bill Chioffi, chief trategy and Innovation 
Officer at Nammex, shares similar concerns. 
“During a recent team conversation about 
our Chinese supply chain, the main concern 
was if our goods were in sufficient stock in 
our U.S. warehouse, which they all are at 
this point, and if we had any issues with the 
Port of Los Angeles delays.”

So it’s a mixed bag with a convoluted 
chain of events. To sum it up more simply, 
McCoy offers the investor’s perspective: 
“A strong dollar means that overseas 
production brings a greater cost advantage, 
and domestic production a disadvantage. 
Export demand is reduced. And capital 
is easier to come by, particularly from 
international sources.”

About China
While cost of ingredients and supply 
chain disruptions are certainly key topics 
for supplement executives, the gloom of 
geopolitical tensions with China is a dark 
cloud gathering overhead. “I see no evidence 
that Washington or Beijing intends to 
relent any time soon on their acrimonious 
words and actions,” says Ikenson. “The genie 
is out of the bottle, and it seems unlikely 
that rapprochement is in the cards in the 
near future.” The implication here is that 
decoupling from our economic reliance on 
China is well underway, and a new cold war 
could be settling in.

“Using carrots and sticks, the U.S. and 
China will continue to spend hundreds of 
billions, even trillions of dollars, trying to 
win the hearts and minds of the rest of 
the world,” says Ikenson. “There will be 
tariffs levied conditionally and opaquely. 
There will be rewards of subsidies 
and cheap loans to governments. The 
atmosphere is ripe for Southeast Asia 
to reap the benefits of playing the U.S. 
and China off against each other, but that 

“I think the strengthening dollar is a good thing  
for our industry overall, because we mostly rely on  

imported ingredients. But we have to look at 
the total basket of inputs and costs associat-
ed with them. As the headlines read, inflation 

is here despite the strengthening dollar.” 
– Wilson Lau, Nuherbs
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also carries the risk of the wrath of either 
Washington or Beijing or both.” 

“There is a lot of uncertainty out there in 
the universe currently, from geopolitical issues 
to supply chain issues to labor issues,” says 
Lau. “Given all the uncertainty, those who can 
operate and keep the ship pointed in the right 
direction will come out of these turbulent 
times. But even the most experienced and 
seasoned operators, such as Walmart, are 
being challenged by these conditions.” This 
speaks to the rising importance of strong 
relationships with reliable suppliers, and 
the rising importance of risk management 
and logistics planning for these suppliers 
to weather the storm. Currency is another 
important piece of that risk equation.

“Chinese consumers still like American 
products,” says Venardos. “Products made 
in China are not so popular outside of 

China. We may see companies trying to 
source more locally to deal with transit 
and currency fluctuations. Remember that 
many MLMs operating internationally are 
required to produce locally in the markets 
they sell into, like China, where you have to 
make it in China to sell it there.”

“I think that most of us are concerned 
about the geopolitical instability out there, 
from both a life and business perspective,” 
says Bewicke. “But there’s little we can do 
in the short term except continue to build 
our core supply relationships and plan 
as far ahead as possible. The fact is that 
China makes a lot of the highest-grade 

nutritional ingredients in the world, and 
the physical and intellectual investments 
they’ve made to do this have been huge. 
It would be very hard to replicate much 
of that in the U.S. in the near future, so 
maybe we’ll just have to accept that we live 
in a global society, with the benefits and 
risks that go with that.”

Speaking for many, but perhaps into 
political headwinds so strong that it’s 
tough to be heard, here’s Chioffi on the 
industry desire to salvage some ongoing 
relationship with China: “We would like 
businesses and trade organizations in 
the U.S. to communicate clearly to the 
government and their constituents that 
increasing tensions with China, including 
the excessive tariffs, has been very 
detrimental to many business sectors and 
needs to be tempered.”

A time of uncertainty
Increasing tensions and excessive tariffs 
are symptoms of the larger story at play, as 
historic views about the role of international 
trade and its benefit to society are shifting in 
real time. “In the post-WWII period, there 
has never been greater uncertainty about 
the efficacy, enforceability, or durability of 
the trade rules,” says Ikenson. “The world 
has changed in such dramatic ways that 
the premise of non-discriminatory, most-
favored nation trading rules is outdated.”

In Ikenson’s view, we are moving away 
from a period of peaceful prosperity in 
which trade was viewed as a positive sum 

game where all parties benefitted. The 
game now is negative sum with trade policy 
subordinated to national security concerns. 
“In growing circles, it is becoming more 
common to consider optimal trade policy 
to be the policy that hurts you less than 
your rival,” he says. “In other words, tariff 
and other trade wars are advisable, even if 
it hurts your own economy, as long as the 
targeted rivals are hurt more.”

“Look at the direct impact of tensions 
between the U.S. and China,” says 
Venardos. “So many components of our 
just-in-time supply chain are sourced 
there. All of the botanicals and vitamins 
that come from China are getting more 
expensive. Look at these quasi-efforts 
to repatriate some sourcing back to the 
U.S., but there’s a long ramp there.” The 
uncertainties of the modern world may 
be felt most deeply with China, but look 
around and it’s everywhere.

“Companies have suspended business 
in Russia,” says Venardos. “If tensions arise 
further with China, expect more scrutiny 
of their human rights abuses, and that 
may impact selling into China. Brexit has 
UK consumers wondering about products 
out of Western Europe, and businesses 
wondering how the British government 
will handle product entry and tariffs.”

All of this contributes to market rates 
for currency, and points to uncertainty and 
volatility as the new name of the game. While 
a stronger dollar carries benefits, the reasons 
behind its strengthening aren’t much cause 
for optimism, and the macroeconomics 
surrounding it are deteriorating on so many 
fronts. It’s certainly possible to see the silver 
lining of a strong dollar—namely cheaper 
ingredients—but hard to ignore all those 
storm clouds hovering above.

To end on a note of optimism, the 
ASEAN health Supplements Agreement 
is scheduled to be signed this month, a 
move IADSA describes as “the critical final 
stage” in a process that began in 2004. 
Ikenson’s point that Southeast Asia stands 
to potentially benefit from the China-U.S. 
fallout adds perspective to that epic 
accomplishment. Maybe this regulatory 
harmonization in ASEAN comes just in 
time for the U.S. supplement industry to 
find a new best friend.

“The strengthening dollar will certainly take some of 
the pressure off this situation, but it’s not going to 

make a big change. Also, how long can we count on 
this strength lasting? Things change quickly these 
days. In the supply end of the business, we plan 
and build far ahead, but tend to live day to day.” 

– Cal Bewicke, Ethical Naturals
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Shares of new European vitamins, minerals and supplement 

launches in liquid format

The nutraceutical industry has been 
developing at an accelerated pace in 
recent years, with user experience 

as a key area of technical advance. User-
friendly delivery formats are taking on 
classic pill forms and have become a 
must in certain segments. But how does 
this dynamic change from indication to 
indication and from market to market? Is it 
the same for sleep supplements in the U.S. 
as for cardiovascular supplements in Italy? 
In this article, we review the current trends 
in European nutraceutical product forms 
and compare them to the U.S.

The choice of product format depends 

on several factors: the condition a product  
addresses, the type of brand launching the 
product, the company’s sales and promotion 
channels, the saturation of the market, 
the technical limitations of ingredients 
used, etc. Consequently, the European 
nutraceutical space includes the entire 
spectrum from capsules to gummies and 
film strips. But there are certain prevailing 
trends one can observe. 

For several years now, there has been 
talk of pill fatigue and non-pill formats 
taking over the bulk of the market. 
While diversification and new formats 
emerged, the rumored format revolution 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » There has been talk of diversify-
ing supplement formats in Eu-
rope for some years, but the data 
shows pills are holding steady

 » Gummies and chews have found 
more success in the UK, the mar-
ket that most closely resembles 
the U.S.

 » Like the rest of the post-pandem-
ic world, stress & sleep are major 
supplement drivers

Conditional formatting
An insider's look at trending delivery formats in Europe

By Matevž Ambrožič, Marketing & PR Director, PharmaLinea Ltd.

NBJ Takeaways
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is not yet reflected in the distribution 
of new product launches in European 
supplements. According to Mintel, the 
share of new product launches in pill 
forms (tablets and capsules) has remained 
fairly constant in Europe for the past five 
years, fluctuating slightly around 60%. It 

may very well be that the more traditional 
aspect of European consumer mentality—
the perception of pills being of healing 
nature and a historically lower expectation 
of convenience and user-friendliness—
is maintaining a dominant position of 
traditional delivery formats. 

In the U.S., which is most likely the 
leading market in convenience for consumers, 
with products like pre-peeled and pre-
minced garlic and drive-through ATMs, it 
makes sense that pills have fallen below 50% 
market share for the past 5 years. Conditions 
where doctor recommendations remain a 
highly prevalent influence on supplement 
purchasing decisions for European 
consumers are where there is less pressure 
to innovate in delivery formats. Examples 
of such conditions are cardiovascular health, 
prenatal health, urinary tract health, etc. 
Dissecting the European pill segment, 
we can see a decline in tablets (much of it 
attributable to the drop in effervescent) and 
steady rise in capsules, likely due to the user 
experience being preferred by consumers 
and their versatility by formulators. 

On the other hand, conditions for 
which consumers tend to self-medicate 
and choose a product at the point of sale 

or based on advertising are the ones where 
non-pill, attractive delivery formats play 
a higher role. This is especially true for 
preventative products, where there is no 
acute motivation for use, and for women’s 
and children’s products. They provide 
differentiation on the shelf in saturated 

markets and improve consumer retention 
through user experience. 

This has pushed segments like immunity, 
stress and sleep, and nutricosmetics into 
delivery format innovation. Among non-
pill forms in Europe, a notable rise can 
be seen in liquids— from 10% of all new 
supplement launches in 2020 to 14% in 
2022. Syrups and drops have long been 

present in the European space and are 
gaining in importance. Additionally, recent 
years have brought a steep rise in innovative 
formats such as stick packs, liquid and 
sprays. We have seen a flood in vitamin D 
sprays since the pandemic, and they have 
spilled over to other applications since. 

Even the largest pharmaceutical 

corporations are opting for such formats, 
despite being hesitant at first about them 
not being perceived "pharmaceutical"or 
"medicinal" enough. In recent years, 
companies like Sanofi, Bayer, STADA, and 
Teva have launched supplements in syrups, 
sprays, or direct stick form.

Gummies and chews have also seen a 
notable increase, from 5% of European 
supplement launches in 2020 to 8% in 2022. 
however, the bulk of this is attributable 
to Western European countries such as 
the UK, a market traditionally closest to 
that of the U.S. The growth of gummies 
is present on a global scale, but no market 
is comparable to the U.S., where gummies 
actually overtook pills as the most common 
delivery format and represented a whopping 
21.3% of supplement sales in 2021.

Google Trends is exploding with queries 
related to stress/sleep and gummies, and 
interestingly, even as specific as "PMS 
gummies." It is an opportunity to 
demedicalize food supplements, but this 
opportunity may not be appealing to all 
brands. Many European companies, 
especially companies that also produce 
pharmaceuticals, prefer a more medical 
association to their supplement launches. 
Gummies, as well as functional food and 
beverages, are growing but it will not likely 

present a threat to more traditional formats, 
mainly because it is likely attracting a 
different type of consumer and populating 
certain health areas more than others. In 
our view, both segments will grow and 
perhaps shift a bit in market share, but one 
will not substitute the other in the near 
future.

Conditions for which consumers tend to self-medicate  
are more likely and they choose a product at the  

point of sale or based on advertising, are the ones where 
non-pill, attractive delivery formats play a higher role.

“Among non-pill forms in Europe, a notable  
rise can be seen in liquids—from 10% of all new 
supplement launches in 2020 to 14% in 2022.”
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For 10+ years, UNPA has invested 
heavily to support personal, 
governmental, and commercial 

relationships in China. Why? China, as we 
all know, is our industry’s largest supplier, by 
far. This has been true for nearly 40 years, and 
yet, few in the U.S. have a clear understanding 
of the forces transforming China, and much 
of the rest of the world as well. Collectively, 
these forces will significantly change the 
U.S./China relationship. Now is the time 
to deeply examine some of these driving 
forces and the role they are playing in this 
time of change.

COVID-19 and the 
global pandemic
In December 2019, COVID-19 emerged in 
Wuhan, China, and quickly spread globally. 
Many governments responded by employing 
lockdowns, quarantines, point-of-contact 
monitoring, and ultimately vaccines. Today, in 
Western countries, few masks are to be seen. 
The summer holidays are breaking records, 
with prices to match. The U.S., largely 
driven by a less deadly Omicron strain and 
an exhausted public and medical system, has 
moved on—at least for now. China has not. 
The zero-tolerance policy is strictly enforced 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » The U.S. and other countries have 
largely moved on from COVID re-
strictions, but draconian measures 
are still in place in China, raising 
obstacles to normal commerce for 
the supplement industry

 » The pandemic illustrates how 
precarious it is for the supplement 
industry to rely so heavily on one 
country as a source for ingredients 

 » The most immediate impact of 
climate change may be on water 
and energy, as major rivers dry up, 
including China’s Yang Tze

The China update
The pandemic and climate change reframe the supplement industry’s reliance  
on its biggest supplier

By Loren Israelsen, United Natural Products Alliance

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

16,000

18,000

20,000

22,000

24,000

26,000

28,000

0

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

10%

11%

12%

13%

14%

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022e 2023e 2024e

Historic Sales Forecasted Sales Growth

China supplement industry sales and growth, 

2017-2024e

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

NBJ Takeaways

SEPTEMBER 2022 NEWhOPE.COM | 10

NBJ 2022 Global Issue Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry



by a government with the tools to do so. This 
has effectively stopped travel to and from 
China, trade shows, factory audits and GMP 
inspections, and diplomatic activities of all 
sorts. It is unknown at this time whether and 
under what conditions China may return to 
a pre-COVID footing and the resumption 
of pre-COVID levels of commerce, 

engagement, and global travel. The effect on 
supply chain shipping and logistics have been 
punishing. Our brand holders and contract 
manufacturers, along with brokers and 
suppliers, have struggled to forecast inventory 
needs, delivery schedules and supplier quality. 
Granted, the U.S. supplement industry was 
a beneficiary of the pandemic, and gratitude 
should be our first thought as we wrestle with 
these hard problems.

China as sole (or near-sole)  
source supplier
China’s exceptional ability to organize 
labor, capital, and industrial scale-up, 
all at competitive prices, is just what 
many industries wanted, ours included. 
China’s ability to quickly meet new or 
hot ingredient trends has made them 
the supplier of choice, for good reason. 
And today China is the sole or near-sole 
source of supply for a significant number 
of nutrients, amino acids, and botanical 
ingredients. The one area we should pay 
closest attention to is nutrients. For many 
years, I have argued that quality is not 
about “where” but “how.” More recently, 

I have given a lot of thought to this 
perspective in view of recent world events. 
The “where,” it turns out, actually matters 
a great deal. One-source shopping works 
great when we’re out on errands. One-stop 
shopping, as the pandemic has shown us, 
might not always be the best option for an 
entire industry.

Climate change: water 
and energy are key
Climate change, on full display in 2022, 
has changed the game, and the changes 
are scary. Previously, the “where” was 
about where to vacation, where to live, 
where to work, and where do my organic 

eggs come from? Today’s “where” is 
all about where is a safe place to live? 
Where will our water come from? 
Where will the shoreline be? Where 
can we source our raw materials? If the 
“where” now matters, we must consider 
all angles: climate, proximity, politics, 

trade relations, and sustainability, in 
deciding where we source raw materials. 
This is true globally. It just happens that 
China is where we should first look to 
answer these questions. Personally, I see 
water and energy resources as the two top 
issues. Like the U.S. and Europe, China is 
suffering from a massive drought affecting 
hundreds of millions of people. Like the 
Colorado river in the U.S., China’s Yang 
Tze river (the third largest in the world), 
a vital commerce, power generation, and 
drinking water source, is drying up. The 
term dead pool (not the movie) refers to 
the point when a dam cannot generate 
power as water pressure falls below 
the turbines’ spin point. No water, no 
power. No power, no energy. No energy, 
no industrial output. Bad news. At the 
moment, the U.S., Europe, and China are 
all facing this previously unimaginable 
scenario: little water and few ways to make 
up for these energy shortages.

China has been, and I believe will 
continue to be, our most important 
ingredient supplier. That said, it is time to 
reassess our global supply relationships to 
meet the challenges of the future. We would 
be derelict if we did not also closely review 
the range of plan Bs (secondary sources in 
other countries, reshoring to the U.S., etc.) 

which will, in some cases, need to become 
plan A. What seemed so improbable just a 
few years ago is our new reality. Intelligence 
is the ability to adapt to change, Stephen 
hawking told us in 2018. Change is our 
only constant, it seems, and thus constant 
adaptation our only option.

One source shopping works great when we’re 
out on errands. One-stop shopping, as the 

pandemic has shown us, might not always be 
the best option for an entire industry.

Climate change, on full display in 2022, has 
changed the game, and the changes are scary.
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Europe may be a dream destination 
for Americans who imagine the 
history, culture and sights of 

London, Paris and Rome, but it’s no vacation 
for supplements that run afoul of stringent 
regulations and requirements, not just in 
Europe overall but within each country. 
It can be a tough market for the natural 
products industry, buffeted by a steady 
stream of controversy over a supplement or 
ingredient’s safety or side-effects. 

Kava Kava, a South Pacific botanical 
that’s been used as a relaxant like alcohol 
for centuries, was banned in Europe in 2002 
when some countries reported liver failure 

from people who took locally-produced 
kava kava. Although it remains available 
in the United States, companies who sell 
kava kava say they’re still suffering from the 
backlash to the product’s reputation. 

Curcumin, which gives turmeric its 
yellow color and is marketed for joint, 
brain and respiratory health, was banned in 
Europe as a supplement until 2012 because 
of the presence of mycotoxins and was the 
subject of more controversy in 2017. 

In August, the EU banned titanium 
dioxide from food—sidelining a ubiquitous 
whitening agent in food, supplements and 
cosmetics. 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Actions taken in Europe on ingre-
dient safety can have wide-reach-
ing effects on global trade

 » The ban on titanium dioxide in 
foods that began in August across 
Europe took years before it was 
enacted, starting with a protest 
movement in France

 » Public outcries and potential 
lawsuits inspired by actions taken 
in Europe have led American 
companies to drop ingredients 
permitted by the FDA

What happens in Europe 
Strict European regulations impact global markets whether or not rulings are 
adopted beyond the continent

By Gil Asakawa
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Even green tea extract has been under 
scrutiny in Europe after alerts from 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden that a high 
level of catechins in the extract could cause 
liver damage, according to a 2018 warning 
issued by the European Food Safety 
Authority. The European Commission in 
August released its final proposal to restrict 
green tea catechins.

While the EU acts in isolation, it has 
significant influence on consumer opinion 
in global markets because of its role in 
international trade, posing challenges 
for supplement brands that may have to 
juggle requirements and restrictions not 
just for the broad European market but for 
individual EU countries.

The European way
In all these cases, what goes on in Europe 
has had limited effect on how those same 
ingredients are manufactured, sold and 
marketed in the U.S., the world’s largest 

market for supplements, followed by Europe.
For U.S. supplement companies, 

accustomed to single-entity regulation by 
the FDA under DShEA, the layers of 
regulation in European markets can prove 
challenging.  At the European Union level 
is the European Food and Safety Authority 
(EFSA), established in 2002 to provide 
independent scientific evaluation of an 
ingredient's nutritional and health claims 
for inclusion in the Food Supplements 
Directive. In addition, each individual 
country has its own regulatory framework 
and agencies, making the process to 
evaluate a product painfully slow. 

One ruling’s tortuous path illustrates 
how complex the process can be. In 

2016, EFSA ruled that titanium dioxide 
as a food coloring was unlikely to pose 
a health risk, but the French National 
Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA) 
attempted to determine an acceptable 
daily intake regarding possible effects on 
the reproductive system. The INRA study 
found that titanium dioxide “could lead 
to potential carcinogenesis-promoting 
effects.” Those findings led the French 
Agency for Food, Environmental and 
Occupational health & Safety (ANSES) 
to undertake toxicological studies in 2017 
to confirm or refute the INRA findings. 

n 2018, even before bans of titanium 
dioxide as a food ingredient were suggested 
at the regulatory level, the results of 
the INRA study captured the public's 
attention, prompting consumer groups and 
non-government organizations to demand 
a ban. EFSA stuck with their initial ruling 
that titanium dioxide didn’t pose a risk. In 
2019, ANSES reviewed 25 new studies 

that had been published since 2017 and 
decided not to overrule the EFSA decision. 
Still, the French government felt the 
ANSES decision left enough doubt about 
the safety of titanium dioxide and banned 
the ingredient, effective 2020, in any food 
or supplement. The ban was extended 
into 2021, and that year EFSA changed 
its position, concluding titanium dioxide 
was not safe as a food additive.  The UK, 
however, disagreed with the EU's position 
and did not enact a ban. In 2021, EFSA 
changed its position and concluded that 
titanium dioxide was no longer considered 
safe as a food additive. The UK disagreed 
with the EU’s position and didn’t ban 
titanium dioxide.

The EU titanium dioxide ban went into 
effect in August. The EU ban of titanium 
dioxide went into effect in August, but 
the FDA, as in the UK, declined to ban 
the ingredient. however, the ingredient 
continues to navigate both the court of 
public opinion and the legal court system 
in the U.S., as a class action lawsuit, filed 
this summer, claims Mars promised to stop 
using the ingredient in 2016 yet continues 
using it in products such as Skittles. Mars 
counters they’re following FDA guidelines.

“Titanium dioxide is a big one right 
now—it’s a big deal,” says Greg horn, 
managing director and partner at William 
Hood & Company and CEO of Specialty 
Nutrition Consulting. he says EFSA’s 
decision to change its decision on titanium 
dioxide reflects the different levels of 
approvals and regulations that affect 
the industry in Europe. “EFSA … has a 
different approval process than the U.S. 
Some people say it’s better, and some will 
say it’s worse, but they basically prescribe 
what claims you can make whereas the U.S. 
is a little more DShEA driven.”

Under DShEA, the FDA regulates 
how dietary supplements and ingredients 
are marketed, and places responsibility 
on brands for the safety and labeling of 
products. From a European perspective, 
the U.S. market has fewer barriers for 
supplements.

It’s complicated
Simon Pettman, executive director of the 
London-based International Alliance of 
Dietary/Food Supplement Associations 
(IADSA), the 24-year-old global dietary 
supplement group that represents members 
of associations across the world, explains 
the importance of regulating supplements 
in Europe. “European regulation is still 
the number one reference point for many 
countries,” he says. Standards set in Europe 
are so important to trade across the globe 
that some countries in Latin America, for 
example, insert EFSA requirements into 
their regulations. Each European country 
also has its own regulatory regime, but 
often, they follow the EU’s decisions. And 
there’s a higher level: the EFSA and EU 
rules fall under Codex Alimentarius, the 
international compendium of fair and safe 

“We’ve never seen the FDA say, 'well, the  
European Commission has done this, we must 

do the same.’ It’s not really what happens.” 
– Simon Pettman, IADSA
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food standards, originally established in 
1963 by the World health Organization 
(WhO) and the United Nations Food and 
Agricultural Organization. 

According to Cynthia Rousselot, 
IADSA director of regulatory and technical 
affairs, the EU provides such detailed 
regulations that much of the world looks to 
the EU for guidance. “If the EU says ‘this 
ingredient is permitted,’ ‘this ad’s claim is 
permitted,’ it becomes a kind of passport 
used across the world.” 

EU approval implies the decision 
was based on scientific research and a 
deliberate process that the world can trust. 
“Conversely, if the EU says 'we’re going 
to ban this ingredient,' it becomes a little 
flashing light for many governments that 
then may or may not decide to ban the 
ingredient,” adds Pettman.

hence the ban on titanium dioxide 
across the EU but not in the UK or U.S. 
The EU can control regulations within the 

EU and try to convince other countries 
to follow their lead, but supplements can’t 
be banned worldwide if the ruling isn’t 
reflected in the Codex Alimentarius global 
standards and guidelines. As for the U.S., 
Pettman notes, “we’ve never seen the FDA 
say, ‘well, the European Commission has 
done this, we must do the same.’ It’s not 
really what happens.”

What goes on in Europe…
The U.S. goes its own way, and situations 
like the titanium dioxide ban can become 

awkward if it’s considered unsafe in the EU 
but not in the U.S. That’s when what happens 
in Europe might not stay in Europe. Sure, 
the FDA can say titanium dioxide isn’t an 
issue in the U.S., but consumer advocacy 
groups might point to the difference in the 
way the ingredient is perceived across the 
pond. At that point, the potential for legal 
action—not to mention bad publicity—
can muddy the waters and possibly get 
companies to take action without federal 
force. “It’s a question of that pressure point 
around the legal liability. It’s the risk level 
less from government regulation in the U.S. 
and more from the other [legal] side,” says 
Pettman. 

For example, the class action suit 
against Mars over Skittles may end up 
taking titanium dioxide out of the candy 
(something the company had already said 
it would do, but the suit claims hasn’t yet 
done), and that could start a domino effect 
of titanium dioxide being dropped by 

companies from other U.S. products.
The Skittles lawsuit, which made 

headlines in the U.S. inevitably accompanied 
by an eye-catching photograph of the 
colorful candy, mirrors the predilection 
of the media to zero in on supplement 
controversies and perhaps blow them out 
of proportion, says Anurag Pande, vice 
president of scientific and regulatory affairs 
for Sabinsa, an India-based multinational 
ingredient manufacturer with U.S. 
headquarters in New Jersey. 

he’s following the titanium dioxide 

story, but recalls controversies over 
curcumin a few years ago. “Yes, [the 
curcumin problems] did affect the 
European market,” he says. “Definitely 
people were more concerned and there was 
a lot of investigation independently by the 
regulatory authority of each country. But 
if you ask me about the U.S. market, the 
media created a lot of the ripple effect.” 

he thinks news stories can feed fears 
about supplements and their ingredients, 
and yet, he says, the coverage has a benefit: 
American consumers are more educated 
about health and more sophisticated about 
media, and they understand that stories 
about problems in Europe may only apply 
to Europe. Moreover, Pande thinks that the 
bad publicity actually helps people be more 
vigilant, and that’s a good thing. “I would 
say the ripple effect increased consumers’ 
interest about the source of the problem. It 
also generated awareness.”

Curcumin kerfuffle
Asha Ramesh, the CEO of Sabinsa USA, 
agrees with Pande, and says the company 
wasn’t affected directly by the European 
controversy over curcumin, which was 
an issue in 2017 in Italy and a few other 
countries. In August 2022, Italy banned 
all health claims on turmeric. Sabinsa’s 
curcumin didn’t have the oxalates that 
caused the liver problems. Still, the company 
was contacted about the issue. “When 
that news came about, a lot of customers 
in the U.S. market were very concerned 
and they approached us for details of our 
product; and oxalates were more noticed 
in a species that we were not and are not 
manufacturing,” she says. 

Sabinsa also has stringent testing 
and research for all its products and can 
confidently vouch for the safety and efficacy 
of everything it produces, to the point 
where Ramesh has seen other companies 
use Sabinsa’s research for products that 
didn’t use Sabinsa’s ingredients. 

But if something is banned in Europe 
(Sabinsa has a European office that 
operates in two markets, Germany and 
Poland) the company would be required 
to follow any rules that affect the EU. “It 
erodes the confidence of the consumer,” 
Ramesh admits, “but I think brands like 

“Definitely, people were more concerned, and  
there was a lot of investigation independently  
by the regulatory authority of each country.  

But if you ask me about the U.S. market, the media  
created a lot of the ripple effect.” 

– Anurag Pande, Sabinsa
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ours have sustained because we have been 
there for a long time. These controversies 
may have touched the ingredient, but not 
our products or brands.”

Pande thinks supplement regulation 
needs to be something in between the strict 
European approach and the low bar of 
entry for U.S. brands to launch a product. 
he cites Korea and Canada as examples of 
strong but fair regulatory frameworks.

Avoid risk
The ban on titanium dioxide was sparked 
by fears originally in France that it could 
be carcinogenic or affect the liver, but 
it was enacted because of consumer 
protests and the element of risk. The EU 
has proposed a global ban to the Codex 
Alimentarius, but along with the U.S. and 
UK, other countries including Australia 
and Canada have opposed the ban. Because 
the ingredient is in so many products in 
so many places, it will become a complex 
trade issue. Canada published an opinion 
based on new scientific data that concludes 
there’s no safety issue. The EU, in its efforts 
to avoid risk, is isolated on the titanium 
dioxide issue.

But this need to avoid risk can 
drive many of the public decisions on 
supplement concerns. Botanicals from 
around the world, including many used 
historically by indigenous communities, 
might find warmer reception in the U.S. 
than Europe. Pettman of IADSA notes 
the early controversy over kava kava, which 
has been banned in the EU as a food for 
years although it’s marketed as medicine 
in Europe. 

Companies understand this dynamic, 
Pettman says. “If you’re a company 
with a global presence, you want to be 
manufacturing products which fit and 
are good for your local market. But you 
also don’t want the risk level. And I think 
the whole point there is if you have a 
negative opinion in Europe, it needs 
to be considered as a part of your, let’s 
say, assessment of your product to your 

product portfolio.”
In addition to media coverage causing 

consumer concerns, another way European 
actions affect U.S. decisions is that 
American companies always check what’s 
happening in Europe when they consider 
launching a new product.

 
Flowing from the 
U.S. to Europe
What happens in the U.S. doesn’t always 
just stay in the U.S., either. Pettman 
notes that over the years, the DShEA 
regulations have been beefed up with 
amendments, including one IADSA would 

like to see adopted by the EU and other 
countries around the world. The Current 
Good Manufacturing Practices (CGMPs) 
for Dietary Supplements was adopted 
in 2007, and it sets requirements for 
manufacturing, packaging and labeling of 
dietary supplements to ensure the product 
contains what it’s labeled to contain (the 
purity, quality, strength and amount of an 
ingredient) and that it’s not contaminated 
with harmful or undesirable substances 
such as pesticides, heavy metals, or other 
impurities.

horn, who worked on DShEA and 
follows the global supplements industry, 
notes some trends that started in Europe 
weren’t negative or headline-grabbing 
bans, but simply the result of science and 

research being conducted in Europe. he 
recalls that European researchers and 
infant formula manufacturers were ahead 
of the US on DhA, the essential fatty acid 
that helps with brain development and 
learning functions. Once it was approved 
in the U.S., DhA was quickly adopted 
by U.S. companies. And though the term 
“probiotic” can’t be used in the EU, horn 
says the probiotics industry migrated from 
Europe to the U.S. “To this day, a lot of 
best probiotic research goes on in Europe,” 
horn says. “There’s a lot of great research 
that comes out of Europe that can drive 
trends in the US.”

he wonders if titanium dioxide will 
eventually be banned here. It’s used for 
aesthetic reasons to make coatings brighter 
and more opaque, or food whiter. But if 
titanium dioxide is proven to have some 
negative health effects, horn says, “you 
would hope something like that would 
migrate over as a concern, given the findings 
of that massive review they did.” In the end, 
he’s confident that regulatory agencies will 
act quickly on any product or ingredient if 
something toxic is found. 

For now, he says he doesn’t eat foods 
with titanium dioxide as an ingredient—no 
Skittles—though he’s fine with using it in 
sunscreen. And, he adds, “it’s great in paint, 
so it should stay there. But don’t eat the 
paint.”

“If the EU says ‘this ingredient is permitted,’  
‘this ad’s claim is permitted,’ it becomes a 
kind of passport used across the world.” 

– Cynthia Rousselot, IADSA
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The challenges for supply 
of ingredients, packaging 
components, labor and key 

services have never been more daunting 
for our industry. We may be entering a 
long period of supply chain disruption 
and dysfunction, but beyond the questions 
of logistics, perhaps the one we should be 
asking ourselves is whether we are reaping 
a bitter harvest cultivated by years of poor 
supply chain decisions? What I propose 
may be viewed as an indictment of decades 
of industry practice. I will offer that 
extricating ourselves from the current (and 
what I anticipate as future) supply shocks 
demands that we must now rethink and 
change our supply chain systems.

The old joke amongst ingredient and 
contract manufacturing services vendors is that 
we can offer the highest quality, the lowest price, 
and the fastest delivery… just pick one! For 
decades, brands and contract manufacturers 
demanded more than one of the above and now 
we are potentially facing none of the above. 

Converging calamities
All participants in the supply chain benefit 
when our supply ecosystem can assure a 
predictable and abundant supply of on-
spec ingredients at a predictable price. Yet, 
for decades most participants attempted 
to game the system. Expecting consistent 
supply against unpredictable demand. 
Expecting “high Quality” (or at least on-
spec) ingredients for bargain and often below 
real cost pricing. These actions have proven 
unsustainable and pressurized the supply 
chain even before the pandemic.

The demands of buyers were initially met 
by suppliers who figured out a way to get to 
yes… and a profit. The initial solution was the 
off-shoring of ingredient production to low-
cost labor markets and low-environmental-
standards regions for production. Just-in-time 
inventory practices also pressurized the supply 

system and shifted inventory flexibility from 
manufacturers to brokers and distributors. 
This works when money is cheap and demand 
growth is strong but can fail when basic 
assumptions change. Prolonged systemic 
failures such as labor shortages, facility 
closures, biomass collection disruption, and 
shocks to global logistics driven by COVID 
were not anticipated. Also not anticipated 
were the potential for global political conflict 
and the weaponization of market access on 
one hand, or restriction of key supply inputs 
on the other. Covid was the initial black 
swan event. Now we see flocks of unwelcome 
fowl on the horizon: war in Europe and its 
resulting supply and energy shocks; the 
return of inflation; post-COVID labor 
market disruption; the potential for a global 
recession; drought and climate change driving 
crop failure, fire, and floods; and perhaps 
most ominously, a growing rift between the 
U.S. and China that may well go beyond U.S. 
tariffs and Chinese supply restrictions.”  

While I may be accused (perhaps 
justifiably) of being a curmudgeon, or at 
least pessimistic, I am guardedly optimistic 
that this crisis can be harnessed to drive 
long-needed change. In fact, I see some 
participants already manifesting what could 
be solutions to our current crisis. 

Bold steps
The key lesson is to build resilience into 
our infrastructure. Perhaps we also need 
to develop a capacity to say “No” to 
unsustainable or unreasonable requests. This 
is a brave position and demands a degree of 
social contract or strong regulatory changes 
to facilitate implementation. One must bear 
in mind that, while this seems unachievable, 
the alternative is certain dysfunction and 
potential collapse of the current system. 
Adaptive course correction would include 
a combination of decentralization and 
repatriation of critical supply. Specifically, 

having the bulk of the globe’s production of 
key nutrients, (for instance, amino acids and 
lipids) primarily sourced from one country is 
a high-risk strategy that invites failure. 

Decentralization offers advantages, 
not least of which are redundancy and 
increased competition as well as potential 
improvements in sustainability from an 
environmental, social justice, and political 
risk perspective. Companies are already 
starting this process, and in their most noble 
manifestations incorporating regenerative 
agricultural, green chemistry, fair 
(reparative) labor practice, and accounting 
for all stakeholders in the supply ecosystem. 
Where supply cannot be repatriated to the 
U.S., there is an emerging global demand for 
stewardship and responsible management of 
biomass and sustainability of production. 

Increasing collaboration between the various 
layers of supply, manufacturing and brands will 
also be essential to solving supply chain shocks 
and quality failures. At a minimum, forecasts 
and multi-party quality agreements will 
improve resilience. Of course, there are shifts in 
consumer demand and unexpected constraints 
on supply, but collaboration and transparency 
can help alleviate the more severe impacts of 
these unavoidable occurrences.  

All these changes will require investment, 
increased transparency, and collaboration. 
Moreover, these changes and investments will 
not manifest returns so quickly and in some 
cases, they could increase vulnerability and 
derail opportunities for near-term profit. 
Convincing corporate boards or owner/
entrepreneurs to take these steps is very 
challenging, but the alternative is that perhaps 
we don’t have a business, or that our businesses 
are continually disrupted, reeling from crisis 
to crisis. At the end of the day the consumer 
will be asked to pay more. They will receive 
improved product quality and more robust 
supply, and society will benefit from less 
externalized costs.

Meeting challenges with change
COVID, war and climate change have exposed dysfunctions in the supply chain  
that must be addressed

By Kenn Israel, Innovation Nutrition Consulting
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Dietary Supplements, or health 
Food Products as they are known 
in China, had their beginnings in 

the Chinese market in the 1980s and have 
gone through a variety of phases in terms 
of regulatory development and marketing 
strategies. Initially the business of importing 
and selling supplements was basically 
a “wild west” scenario. however, the 
industry’s current stage of development is 
becoming more standardized with maturing 
regulations as well as increased enforcement.  

For international supplement companies 
wishing to tap into China’s massive 
consumer population, Cross Border 

E-Commerce (CBEC) has become the main 
vehicle of entry. Products sold via CBEC 
do not need to go through government 
registration procedures. Such procedures 
remain a considerable investment of both 
capital and time. Regulatory approvals are 
done by China’s State Administration for 
Market Regulation (SAMR), and with the 
assistance of a freelance regulatory agent, 
the procedures can take three or more years 
and cost more than $150,000. 

Though this registration process allows 
for claims to be made about the product’s 
function, at present there are 27 approved 
functional claims, and three of them 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » The dust from the wild west of Chi-
na’s early supplement stampede 
has settled, and the government is 
bringing order to the sector

 » New rules for western sup-
plement brands include strict 
restrictions on advertising 
and marketing, and rules on 
live-streaming about products

 » Cross-Border E-Commerce has 
been one way around China’s 
strict importing regimes, but 
even that has many challenges

China’s supplement industry
40 years of regulatory development and recent challenges

By Jeff Crowther, Executive Director, HPA-China

40.9%

39.5%

19.6%

Herbs and Botanicals Vitamins and Minerals Sports, Meal, Homeopathic and Specialty

Source: Nutrition Business Journal 

China supplement industry sales by category, 2021

NBJ Takeaways

SEPTEMBER 2022 NEWhOPE.COM | 17

NBJ 2022 Global Issue Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry



have been unofficially cancelled, leaving 
the total at 24. For basic nutritional 
supplements like letter vitamins and 
minerals, there is a separate process, which 
has basic nutritional support claims, but 
the costs and time involved are much more 
reasonable than registration. A typical 
nutritional supplement filing will take 
approximately six months or less and cost 
in the neighborhood of $20,000.

Basically, the model of CBEC functions 
as though a Chinese consumer has gone 
overseas, purchased a legally sold item 
in the country they are visiting, perhaps 
a multi-vitamin from the U.S., and then 
flies back to China. If anything, they 
must declare the product and pay any 

duties. CBEC just cuts out the part of the 
consumer actually traveling overseas. For 
many overseas brands, CBEC advantages 
such as no registration, lower taxation, 
faster logistics and nationwide access have 
proven advantageous.

As great as CBEC sounds, there 
are many challenges to this model. For 
example, setting up the CBEC channel 
and its management including marketing 
and branding can soar into hundreds of 
thousands of dollars. Chinese consumers 
access CBEC supplements through one 
of the many internet platforms such as 
Tmall, Taobao, JD or social platforms 
like WeChat, Douyin, Pin Duo Duo, etc. 
These need to be set up and managed by a 
professional CBEC marketing team. 

The other main challenge is that 
CBEC dietary supplements have not 
been through the registration process, so 

they have no approved claims and are not 
allowed to market or make health claims 
in advertisements. For a product new to 
the market, not having the ability to tell 
potential customers what the product 
does or how it can benefit their health is 
a huge obstacle. Most overseas companies 
used third-party sellers that were happy 
to skirt the regulations and talk about 
the product’s functions via social media 
and more recently, live-streaming events. 
These sales tactics proved successful and 
thus grew the power of social media and 
live-streaming sales personalities known 
as Key Opinion Leaders (KOL) or Key 
Opinion Customers (KOC). Many of 
these KOLs ended up amassing fortunes 

in profits, which attracted the attention 
of authorities to take a closer look at how 
these KOLs were operating and to ensure 
they weren’t breaking any laws. Over the 
last 12 months, a number of high-level 
KOLs were sanctioned for not paying 
taxes and, as a result had their platforms, 
social media sites and live streaming 
activities shuttered. 

Dietary supplements that have been 
successfully registered with SAMR can 
legally market their approved claims 
by following China’s Advertising Law, 
promulgated in 2015. 

The law prohibits “any advertisement 
involving the therapeutic function of 
diseases,” the use of medical terminology, 
guarantees of efficacy and any comparison 
to drugs. Adverisements must also clearly 
state “this product cannot replace medicine.”

For registered products, supplement 

companies, KOLs, KOCs, and others 
selling the registered supplement can 
legally advertise the approved claims that 
are attached to the registration. however, 
unregistered supplements going through 
CBEC are NOT allowed to advertise any 
functional health claims. 

A screen near you
The live streaming model presents its own 
challenges. Due to its surging success, 
some cities are coming up with their own 
standards for live-streaming.

The Shanghai Administration for 
Market Regulation issued “Guidelines for 
Compliance of Shanghai Live Streaming 
Marketing Activities,” with rules governing 
advertising, unfair competition, consumer 
rights, price specification, food safety, the 
protection of intellectual property rights, 
and other matters of commerce. The 
guideline also lists 10 prohibited product 
categories, including prescription drugs, 
tobacco and infant formula claiming to 
replace breast milk. 

Although the above is only related to 
Shanghai, it seems this is becoming a trend 
for cities to begin controlling this type 
of marketing and sales tactic. Shenzhen, 
hangzhou, and Wenzhou regulators also 
issued similar guidelines regarding live-
streaming marketing. Although not all 
of the cities prohibited the sale of health 
food, their guidelines clearly stated that 
general food involved in live-streaming 
shall not express or imply that it has health 
functions. 

Such city-by-city standards stand out as 
a reminder of how complex the China 
market can be and how important local 
knowledge has become. It is obvious that 
international companies must become 
more localized with their China endeavors 
by considering registering or filing products 
so that they can legally market some health 
claims. They must also ensure that their 
brand is activated, meaning consumers 
have a way to become exposed to the brand, 
its culture and history. While the wild west 
chapter of China’s supplement industry has 
come and gone, the need for international 
brands to continually adapt and come up 
with some creative strategies to succeed 
will never go away. 

“For international supplement companies  
wishing to tap into China’s 300-million-plus  

consumer market, Cross Border E-Commerce 
(CBEC) has become the main vehicle of entry.”
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India’s supplement market grew by 
15% in 2021 and reached ₹331 
billion (over $4 billion), according 

to a report released in February. Nutrify 
Today is an online marketplace for 
the nutraceutical industry with offices 
in hyderabad and Bangalore. Amit 
Srivastava is the company’s chief catalyst, 
and a member of the Nutraceutical Task 
Force, which was formed in 2021 by the 
Office of Principal Scientific Advisor to 
the Government of India. The task force 
is working with India’s government to 
support the country’s “nutra” industry with 
policies to nurture the industry’s growth 
in the wake of its significant expansion 
during the COVID pandemic.

NBJ: Ayurveda is one of the fastest-
growing subcategories in supplements in 
the U.S. how does this traditional herbal 
medicine play into the overall dietary 
supplements market in India?

AS: Ayurveda and other Indian traditional 
medicines are simply a way of life. They are 
woven into tradition and are used in food 
and Ayurvedic formulations. It’s usually the 
first resource for wellness before reaching 
out to medical professionals. It continues to 
be adjunct, by consumer choice, even when 
they are on modern medicines.

NBJ: how has COVID-19 influenced 
consumers in India?

AS: Wellness awareness has taken 
a centerstage in the Indian population. 
This can be directly seen in the growth 
rates of nutraceuticals. Pre-COVID, the 
growth rates were 10-12% and post-
COVID there is a stable growth of 18%. 
The last two years have seen the largest 
spurt of nutraceutical startups and foreign 
companies entering the market here. The 
growth of traditional medicines/ayurveda 
have maintained a healthy 22% growth 
rate. Consumers have evolved to verifying 
claims with either FSSAI (Food Safety and 
Standards Authority of India) or Ayush 
(the ministry that covers the country’s 

alternative healthcare systems: Ayurveda, 
Yoga & Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha, and 
homeopathy) label approvals. Consumers 
are also now influenced by nutritionists and 
medical professionals. 

The regulators have been aggressively 
promoting clinical trials and valid claim 
rules. The effect can be seen in the choices 
consumers are making in picking up products.

NBJ: What are the key nutritional 
concerns, from a supplementation standpoint, 
in the Indian marketplace?

AS: Nutritionally, 640 million Indians 
are calorific sufficient but malnourished, 
340 million Indians are over-fed and have 
acute lifestyle health conditions, 10 million 
are wellness-conscious and compliant while 
the rest of the population fall in nutritional 
inequality zones due to accessibility and 
affordability issues or are diseased patients 
with acute malabsorption conditions.

In a scenario like this, the common 
denominators are key micronutrients. Iron 
deficiency and vitamin deficiency remains 
high in India. The main reason is awareness, 
accessibility, and compliance.

NBJ: Where are consumers getting 
their supplements?

AS: The bottom of the pyramid procures 
supplements from pharmacies under 
guidance from the local pharmacist, while 
the mid- and upper-pyramid consumers 
procure supplements from the online 
marketplace and specialty supplement 
stores.  The fast-growing prescription-
driven supplements are usually procured 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Malnourishment is a major prob-
lem for India’s large population, 
with nutritionally lacking diets 
affecting more than 600 million 
people, yet more than 300 million 
are over-fed and face lifestyle 
conditions familiar in the West

 » Inconsistent regulations imposed 
on supplements remains a tough 
challenge

 » Indian supplement companies 
face a shortage of qualified pro-
fessionals

The Indian consumer market: 
Growing against challenges 
Q&A with Amit Srivastava, Chief Catalyst, Nutrifytoday.com

“Ayurveda and other Indian traditional  
medicines are simply a way of life. 

They are woven into tradition and are used 
in food and Ayurvedic formulations.”

NBJ Takeaways
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from branded pharmacy chains or online 
pharmacies.

NBJ: What are the biggest challenges 
for the supplement industry in India?

AS: First, supplements/nutraceuticals 
are not recognized as an industry. This 
has led to unqualified people entering the 
nutraceutical sector. The market currently 
is going through a flux stage where there 
are qualified high science players and then 
unvalidated products through unqualified 
players. The second challenge is unclear 
and inconsistent regulations, including 
frequent changes in product labeling 
guidelines, which leads to frequent 
changes in packing materials, inventory 
challenges, etc. For instance, an FSSAI 
Advisory published on March 29, 2022, 
made a significant reduction in the list 
of additives and was made effective from 
April 1. how can one develop a new stable 
formula in less than a week with a change 
in additives? Another example is silicon 
dioxide, which had been used as an additive 
in tablet and capsule formats for decades 
and was banned from additives, with no 
particular reason given. For probiotics, 
approval is required, but there is no 
clarity given on the procedure to get the 

approval. Among the most stifling product 
approvals is under the country’s novel 
food regulations which requires a history 
of safe usage for 15 or 30 years in India or 
in the country of origin. Industry would 
like to see a reduction in the number of 
years. Even drug product approval requires 
safety data of only four years. 

NBJ: What business challenges does the 
industry face?

AS: There is a human resource crunch. 
There will be a need for 160,000 qualified 
nutraceutical manufacturing professionals 
in the next three to five years. This is the 
reason Nutrify Today rolled out India’s first 
online education series for working 
professionals to upskill their knowledge. 
The certifications are issued by leading 
universities. Another challenge has been a 

non-existent industry network until 
recently. There had been no orchestrated 
approach to bring together India’s nutra 
sector. This got addressed by Nutrify Today 
as it got Indian and international 
nutraceutical industry executives together 
to align their business objectives for 
sustained growth. Nutrify Today initiated 
dialogue and submitted a proposal with the 
government of India’s Principal Scientific 
Advisor (PSA), the highest scientific 
authority in India. The proposal was 
accepted, and the office of PSA has created 
the country’s first-ever Nutraceutical Task 
Force. We are now developing policies to 
give the nutraceuticals industry status  and 
work on growth, creation of hSN codes, 
etc. The goal of the Nutraceutical task force 
is to enable India to have a $100 billion 
nutraceutical industry by 2030.

“The last two years have seen the largest  
spurt of nutraceutical startups and foreign 

companies entering the market here.”

SEPTEMBER 2022 NEWhOPE.COM | 20

NBJ 2022 Global Issue Strategic Information for the Nutrition Industry



The worldwide dietary supplement 
market is growing, with its value 
expected to reach $247.8 billion 

by 2024. This market is commonly divided 
into seven main regions: North America, 
Latin America, Eastern Europe, Western 
Europe, Asia-Pacific-Japan, Middle East 
and Africa. Among these regions, Latin 
America is still considered a market 
with high potential in the sale of dietary 
supplements, due to improved retail 
channels and the purchasing decision 
trends of middle-class consumers. Their 
purchasing behavior has changed due to 

their fast-paced lifestyles which reduces 
the time available for food preparation and 
planning. 

Therefore, the value and growing 
expectations for the dietary supplement 
markets have been dictated by the awakening 
of consumers, who now recognize the role 
of proper nutrition in preventing health-
related problems or improving their overall 
wellbeing. It has become evident that the 
challenging realities we are currently facing, 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
rising inflation that has been generated by 
the war between Russia and Ukraine, have 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » The food supplement market in 
Latin America doubled as a per-
centage of global sales in 20 years

 » Latin American Alliance for 
Responsible Nutrition (ALANUR) 
is focusing on scientific knowl-
edge that can create new food 
supplements, functional foods or 
nutraceutical compounds

 » In an ALANUR study, of the 42% of 
consumers polled who use dietary 
supplements, 60% are women

Challenges and trends
The dynamic market for food supplements in Latin America

By Elizabeth Diaz Bautista and Gustavo Rubén Velderrain Rodriguez, Latin American Alliance  
for Responsible Nutrition (ALANUR)
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been changing lifestyles and increasing the 
concerns of many people around the world, 
especially in developing and low-income 
countries. In that sense, consumers around 
the world are concerned about obtaining 
nutrient-rich foods at the lowest prices, 
as they are aware that the global threats 
of viruses and malnutrition are not yet 
over. Latin American countries (LAC) 
are no exception, and consumers are now 
aware that their diet must be improved to 
strengthen their immune system.

Nutritional challenges
Protein-energy malnutrition and anemia 
are probably the main nutritional problems 
in low-income LACs, and anemia is 
mainly a consequence of iron deficiency. In 
addition, Latin America and the Caribbean 
are estimated to have the second highest 
levels of food insecurity worldwide, with a 
prevalence of 40.9%. According to a study 
conducted by the Global Burden of Disease, 
vitamin A deficiency, compared to other 
nutritional deficiencies in southern Latin 
America, ranks first with 83.6%. The diets 
followed by Latin Americans are clearly 
deficient in vitamin A, despite the efforts 
of various supplementation programs. 

Such programs have been effective 
internationally. In the period between 
1991-2013 in East and Southeast Asia 
and Oceania, prevalence dropped from 
42% to 6%, but Latin America and the 
Caribbean saw a smaller drop, from 21% to 
11%. however, even when these programs 
have contributed to reducing mortality 
in children under 5 years of age, they do 
not address the underlying problem of 
inadequate dietary intake of vitamin A and 
its chronic deficiency in preschool children 
in developing countries. These programs 
should be enhanced by adding educational 
programs to promote healthy eating and the 
use of food supplements from an early age.

Recently, the Latin American Alliance 
for Responsible Nutrition (ALANUR) 
published the results of a survey conducted 
in three different locations in Peru: Lima, 
Arequipa and Trujillo. In this study, we 
found that 42% of the surveyed population 
are consumers of dietary supplements, 60% 
of whom are women. In addition, our study 
suggests that consumers are mostly satisfied 

with their results and that they also try to 
maintain a healthy lifestyle with moderate 
physical activity and low alcohol consumption. 

Interestingly, even though Peruvian 
consumers of dietary supplements perceive 
their diet as healthy, the percentage of 
consumers who follow the recommendations 
of physical trainers, family and friends is equal 
to those who listen to doctors and nutrition 
professionals. This is a perfect example of the 
urgency of developing programs for better 
nutrition education, including information 
on how to use nutritional supplements from 
early childhood. Better nutritional education 
may lead to better decision-making in 
future Latin American adults, and thus, 

public health institutions may see fewer 
patients suffering from the consequences of 
malnutrition and micronutrient deficiencies.

The role of science 
and technology
Scientific advances play a key role in 
eradicating nutritional deficiencies in 
LACs or other affected populations around 
the world. The probiotics market is making 
great strides towards the production of 
dietary supplements that can deliver 
prebiotics and probiotics more efficiently 
than traditional probiotic products. As an 
example, one study evaluated the viability 
of probiotics embedded in symbiotic 
edible films (SEF) based on duck feet 
gelatin, demonstrating that the viability of 
probiotics such as L. casei can be increased. 
This is highly relevant, as the probiotics 
market has seen growth for the past decade. 

Another study noted a global increase 
of 35% in probiotics, from $23.1 billion to 
$31.3 billion between 2010 and 2014. At 
the time, Latin America had a 47% increase 

in probiotic use, and together with Eastern 
Europe and Asia Pacific accounted for 
nearly half of global probiotic sales in 2014. 

In addition, the identification of natural 
sources that could reduce the production 
costs of dietary supplements is one of the 
first steps to be taken. The herbal market 
is following this path, as recent studies 
have found that not only herbs, fruits and 
vegetables can be used as a source of bioactive 
compounds, but also agro-industrial waste 
generated after food processing. 

At ALANUR, we have also been 
putting our efforts into the generation 
of scientific knowledge that can lead 
to new food supplements, functional 

foods or nutraceutical compounds. Our 
collaboration with European universities 
and research organizations resulted in the 
publication of scientific advances related to 
the extraction of bioactive compounds from 
olive pomace and onion residues. These 
studies evaluated the effect of phenolic 
compounds extracted from both agro-
industrial wastes, showing strong evidence 
suggesting some antiproliferative effect 
against colon cancer cells. 

We believe that future scientific advances 
could lead to reduced costs in the production 
of dietary supplements and, therefore, to 
increased consumption of these products by 
developing and low-income countries.

Regulatory challenges  
and sales channels
In Latin America, food supplements have 
gained great relevance, because our region has 
had a significant growth from representing 
3% of global sales in 1999 to 7% in 2017, 
which indicates that in less than 20 years the 
value of the region’s market share doubled. 

“The value and growing expectations for the  
dietary supplement markets have been  

dictated by the awakening of consumers.”
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According to Euromonitor International, 
in 2020, the dietary supplement market in 
Latin America had an estimated value of 
$4.77 billion.

The lack of knowledge and scientific 
and truthful information on supplements is 
a great challenge faced by the industry, and 
ALANUR works constantly to demystify 
supplements and bring reliable information 
to the authorities, the scientific community 
and consumers. 

Food supplements are nutritional 
products designed to complement the 
regular diet of healthy people. They allow 
the population to increase the intake of 
nutrients, complementing the usual diet to 
maintain an optimal state of health in people. 
According to the standards and guidelines 
of the Codex Alimentarius (recognized by the 
UN FAO and WhO), food supplements 
are classified within the great diversity of 
foods to which we have access as consumers. 
In view of this, it is essential to make 
joint efforts between the industry and the 
authorities to recognize that these products 
are categorized within the general scheme 
of “food,” a regulatory situation accepted by 
70% of Latin American countries. however, 
in Central America and Peru, these products 
are recognized within the category of health 
inputs, representing regulatory barriers and 
technical obstacles to trade.

The most frequent regulatory impacts 
are related to the classification of 
products in order to obtain appropriate 
sanitary registration, which consists of 
an alphanumeric code granted by the 
authorities to facilitate the sanitary 
surveillance of products. Impacts are 
also related to compliance with Good 
Manufacturing Practices (GMP) and 
obtaining the corresponding certificates 
(including their validity periods) for various 
import and export procedures.

On the other hand, it is a fact that in 
the formulations of food supplements 
we can find varied ingredients in which 
the presence of carbohydrates, lipids, 
proteins, vitamins and minerals (alone or in 
combination), amino acids, probiotics and 
plants predominate, and those combination 
must be adjusted to the objectives of these 
products, which are to provide elements 
for nutrition and to maintain and optimize 

normal physiological states.
Therefore, there are regulatory 

challenges for the evaluation of new 
ingredients (whether botanical or 
biological) and the need to encourage the 
use of vitamin and mineral levels based on 
their safety, based on scientifically proven 
safe dosages, which may be higher than 
the Recommended Daily Intake (RDI) 
values. For example, in 2021, the Brazilian 
health authority (ANVISA) issued a 
procedure to evaluate probiotic strains 
used as ingredients in food and food 
supplements. The Colombian Ministry 
of health will carry out an evaluation in 
2022 to update the maximum levels of 
vitamins and minerals that can be used 

in food supplements. The regulation 
of some botanical ingredients such as 
Cannabis sativa deserves special mention, 
and it is worth noting the openness of 
the authorities of Ecuador, Uruguay and 
recently Colombia to accept the use of 
this plant, its seeds and oils as permitted 
ingredients in food supplements.

On the subject of sales channels, it is 
important to mention that in LATAM, 
dietary supplements can be obtained 
through different valid and legal channels, 
including pharmacies, specialized stores, 
supermarkets and direct sales by brands. 
Research conducted by ALANUR in 2018, 
indicate that consumers primarily purchase 
supplements at pharmacies, followed by 
specialty stores, supermarkets, direct selling 
and online. 

Advertising challenges 
Despite the way in which food supplements 
have positively permeated the population, 
there is still a big barrier to face in another 

segment of the population: misinformation. 
Food supplements are a legitimate 

tool for our nutrition that complement 
the usual diet and come from a serious 
and responsible industry throughout 
Latin America, which fully complies with 
scientific support, as well as the standards 
and regulatory frameworks of each country. 

They are not products that replace 
the diet or substitute the diet, nor are 
they products intended for the dietary 
management of diseases. 

The advertising of dietary supplements 
cannot promote that the product alone 
generates miraculous results, such as weight 
loss in record time, cures or attenuation of 
symptoms or diseases. 

On the contrary, these products must 
show the ingredients they contain, the 
nutritional information, the net content, the 
manufacturer’s information and, if applicable, 
the corresponding health registration number.

Given that consumers have access to 
nutritional information, it is important to 
encourage them to learn the physiological 
benefits of dietary supplements. Therefore, 
there is an area of opportunity in the 
advertising field to strengthen cooperation 
mechanisms between the industry and 
national governments to establish clear 
mechanisms for the implementation 
of health claims related to the inherent 
characteristics of the ingredients contained 
in the product.

Against this backdrop, ALANUR is 
working to promote initiatives and projects 
that will allow us to put these and other 
issues on the table with the main audiences, 
since we start from the fact that access to 
truthful, accurate and scientific information 
is a fundamental consumer right.

“Protein-energy malnutrition and anemia are 
probably the main nutritional problem in 

low-income Latin American countries.”
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As Australia emerges from the 
COVID-19 pandemic’s grasp, 
Australia’s complementary medicine 

(CM) industry is poised to cement its 
position as a global leader. According to the 
latest audit by peak industry body (trade 
association) Complementary Medicines 
Australia (CMA), industry revenue sits at 
$5.5 billion.

Despite a drop in overall exports and 
daigou trading (the practice of Chinese 
tourists loading up on supplements to sell 
at home), strong domestic performance 
has seen industry growth remain steady 

at 1.4%, with sales of vitamins and dietary 
supplements increasing over the past 
five years, according to Complimentary 
Medicines Australia’s 2022 Industry Audit.

Post-pandemic, Australian consumers 
continue to take a proactive and educated 
approach to maintaining their health 
and wellbeing with a rise in health 
consciousness and a focus on building 
immunity, managing wellbing and stress-
related issues, and, among an increasingly 
older population, seeking relief from age-
related issues—all of which supports 
industry growth.

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Australians are taking a more 
proactive approach to maintain-
ing their health and wellbeing 
beyond diet and lifestyle

 » Australian-made vitamins have 
developed a strong reputation in 
Asian markets

 » Strict regulation changes will like-
ly influence industries product 
portfolios and diversity

Strong and sustainable
In the third year of COVID, Australia’s complementary medicine industry remains 
robust and future-ready 

By Gillian Fish, CEO of The 6AM Agency, Australia
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Consumer Healthcare Products Australia 
CEO Dr. Don Schoombie notes that 
Australians are highly motivated around 
self-care. Referring to a research paper from 
the trade organization, Schoombie explains 
that, “84% of Australians want to improve 
their health skills and knowledge to be more 
engaged in their health. Through prioritising 
greater self-care, policymakers can help all 
Australians become informed advocates for, 
and active participants in their own health.” 

An increase in consultations with 
practitioners, including naturopaths, 
nutritionists and integrative GPs both 
virtually and online, has helped to further 
support evidence-based nutraceuticals as 
part of an integrated healthcare protocol.

Several key trends are driving change 
and presenting fresh opportunities for 
the sector to consolidate its reputation, 
capitalise on Australian innovation and 
access emerging markets.

Consumer trends and 
the nation’s declining 
health status 
According to statistics, Australians are 
‘chronically ill,’ with 79% of all Australians 
diagnosed with a long-term health 
condition. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics’ National health Survey 2020-21 
states 20% of Australians are living with 
chronic illnesses associated with mental 
and behavioral issues. Additionally, 15.7% 
of the nation’s population suffer from back 
problems, 12.5% arthritis, 10.7% asthma, 
5.3% diabetes and 4% cardiovascular 
complaints. Currently, 12.5 million 
Australians are considered overweight 
or obese in a country of 27.1 million. If 
this trajectory continues, it is expected 
more than 18 million Australians will be 
overweight or obese by 2030.

Additionally, Australia’s aging 
population and growing incidences of 
chronic disease have further driven the 
increased desire for industry products that 
complement diets and lifestyles. 

Demand for industry products largely 
follows the prevailing social trends at a 
consumer level. In the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the industry has benefited from a 

rise in health consciousness and the need to 
support symptoms of Long-COVID with 
nutraceutical supplementation.

Symptoms of lingering fatigue, brain 
fog and lack of energy have elevated the 
focus on mitochondrial energy depletion as 
an important health condition to focus on. 
Depletion of ubiquinol levels, the active form 
of CoQ10, has greatly accelerated uptake by 
nutraceutical brand holders as integrative 
medicine groups join to educate hCPs 
about the condition. Vitamin C, vitamin 
D, curcumin, boswellia, krill and NAC are 
also recommended by Australia’s leading 
healthcare practitioners, amongst others. 

The focus on issues relating to mental 
wellbeing and stress have accelerated 
the growth of nutraceuticals such as 
ashwagandha, valerian root, St. John’s wort 

and kava, amongst others, which are found 
in both practitioner and OTC brands alike. 
In addition, nutrients that support sleep, 
including magnesium and valerian, are 
seeing strong growth.

Complementary medicine and dietary 
supplements focusing on immune system 
health are likely to see the greatest increase 
with an expected growth of 12%, according 
to Euromonitor. This is closely followed 
by supplements focusing on beauty, mood 
and relaxation, energy, and bone health. 
An increase of just under 4% is anticipated 
for dietary supplements marketed towards 
digestive, memory and women’s health 
[New Zealand is paired with Australia 
in NBJ’s market modeling and NBJ 
anticipates a lower growth rate of 2.8% for 
the combined markets].

Sports nutrition products continue with 
stellar growth by targeting professional 
gym-goers and athletes. 

Niche disruptor brands that focus on a 
specific need—be it infertility (male and 
female), men’s health, menopause—or 
Gen Y/Z influencer-led brands that have 
cult followings continue to make inroads 
and disrupt the market with their smart 
digital-first go-to-market strategies, 
including several with AI driven consults 
to match symptoms and desired outcomes 
with ingredients. 

An increase in household discretionary 
income in 2021-22 may have also 
supported local demand for vitamins and 
supplements as these industry products 
are traditionally considered discretionary 
purchases.

Shifting sales channels
Specialty stores, pharmacies, supermarkets 
and online platforms will continue to be 
the main distribution channels of vitamin 
and supplement products over the next 
five years. Direct selling brands are also 
seeing growth.

A significant shift has occurred in 
consumer pathways to purchase, explains 
Emma Burchell, CMA’s Director of 
Operations. The health food and direct 
selling categories have adapted after an 
initial dip in market share (from 3% to 2% 
and 4.9% to 4% respectively), while the 
grocery channel lifted from 19.7% to 28%, 
demonstrating strong foot traffic. Pharmacy 
is holding strong at 56%. Unsurprisingly, 
the online channel’s share has increased—
from 11.6% to 24%.

“According to statistics, Australians are ‘chronically 
ill,’ with 79% of all Australians diagnosed 

with a long-term health condition.”
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Burchell notes the online avenue also 
provides a pathway for illegal product 
listings. Joint efforts and the work of the 
Therapeutic Goods Association (TGA) 
has seen increased surveillance activity 
around illegal imports, with a week-long 
campaign of global activity resulting in 
over 4,000 websites and web links that 
advertised and sold illicit or counterfeit 
products shut down or removed. “This 
type of collaboration is significant from a 
consumer safety perspective and to support 
the genuine share of the market that 
would otherwise be going to Australian 
companies,” she said.

The recent changes to China’s cross-
border e-commerce regulations are also 
likely to influence consumer buying 
behaviour with shoppers predicted to 
reduce daigou purchases from Australian 
retailers. Instead, Chinese buyers are 
likely to purchase directly from Chinese 
e-commerce platforms.

Increased demand from international 
markets, particularly Asia, will also likely 
support the vitamin and supplement 
industry moving forward. 

however, a stronger Australian dollar is 
projected to limit export growth relative to 
the past five years. Industry export revenue 
is projected to grow at an annualised 3.4% 
over the five years through to 2026-27, 
reaching $1.8 billion, according to an IBIS 
World Industry Report.

The impact of recent 
regulatory updates 
The Listed Assessed, an intermediate 
regulatory pathway, is an area of significant 
promise. Burchell explains it gives 
complementary medicine sponsors an 
opportunity to create a product using 
ingredients already approved for use in 
Australia. The TGA then pre-evaluates 
the product for efficacy against specific 
therapeutic indications prior to market 
entry, allowing efficacy claims.

While this unique avenue is in its 
early stages, Burchell notes a rise in pre-
submission meetings between industry 
and regulators. A lot of work is going 
into evaluating how this process will 

translate to consumer awareness, and 
how to bridge any translational gaps to 
enhance the evidenced-based standing of 
complementary medicines, she said.

The vitamin and supplement industry 
is affected by a high level of regulatory 
policy and the trend is increasing. 
Products must be registered by the 
Australian Register of Therapeutic Goods 
(ARTG) and advertising and marketing 
of therapeutic goods, including vitamins 

and supplements, must comply with 
the must comply with the latest version 
( January 1, 2022) of the Therapeutic 
Goods Advertising Code.

Labelling changes have affected 
supplement industry operators ,with brands 
limited to using only indications included 
in the TGA’s list of pre-approved permitted 
indications for listed medicines.Regulatory 
changes have also impacted the sports 
supplement category, after tighter controls 
came into effect November 30, 2020. As a 
result, several sports supplements have been 
reclassified as medicines, with further changes 
needed to formulation, labelling, claims and 
advertising. Furthermore, growth in the 
sports supplement category has spilled over 
into the wellness, everyday fitness and dietary 
segments, Burchell says. A new generation 
of athletes and active consumers want more 
than muscle-building supplements and are 
looking for products that will enhance their 
physical and mental well-being. Consumers 
are also increasingly looking for alternative 

plant-based protein sources, which ties in 
with sustainability trends.

Spotlight on sustainability 
Sustainability has come into sharper 
focus with the increasing need to mitigate 
biodiversity loss and solve the global waste 
challenge. As the industry gears up to 
meet Australia’s 2025 National Packaging 
Targets, companies are looking for best-
practice roadmaps to a more sustainable 

future, Burchell says. “Sustainable 
packaging is no longer simply a nice-to-
have or a marketing tool. If you’re not 
looking at operations from a circular 
economy lens, then you will fall behind.”

Looking to the circular economy also 
offers opportunities, such as assisting 
primary producers to expand agricultural 
waste conversion into high-value products. 

Exports and emerging 
markets
The CM export market continues to suffer 
from global disruptions, with revenue down 
6% to $864 million, CMA’s report shows.

Growth in emerging international 
markets is expected over the next five 
years as consumers continue to purchase 
high-quality Australian vitamins and 
supplements. Vietnam is of particular 
interest, accounting for 10% of export 
market share, according to IBIS World. 
Oceania is holding steady at 8.5%. 
Indicators also suggest India and Indonesia 

“The focus on issues relating to mental wellbeing and 
stress have accelerated the growth of nutraceuticals 

such as ashwagandha, valerian root, St. John’s 
wort and kava, amongst others, and are found 

in both practitioner and OTC brands alike.”
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as well as other ASEAN markets are key 
areas of opportunity over the next 12 
months, Burchell says.

Exports will likely account for over 50% of 
the vitamin and dietary supplement industry 
revenue of the next five years. Industry 
revenue growth is forecasted at an annualized 
3.4% over the five years through to 2026-27, 
to $1.8 billion in the IBIS World report.

Furthermore, Australia’s interim free trade 
agreement with India (the Australia-India 
Comprehensive Economic Cooperation 
Agreement or AICECA) is an emerging 
space for the Australian CM industry. 
Burchell explains CMA is preparing a 
submission to the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade requesting further areas 
of expansion within the agreement to help 
ensure Australian CM exporters obtain 
preferential access to the Indian market, and 
to create new opportunities for our sector.

Roadblocks and gateways
Over the past year, COVID-19 continued to 
impact the entire supply chain, particularly 
with supply and demand shocks, Burchell 
says. Together with the government, 
CMA worked on various initiatives to 

support imports and exports and ease 
constraints. however, anecdotal reports 
suggest sourcing global materials remains 
problematic highlighting the importance 
of local medicine manufacturing.

Burchell says continued support for 
Australia’s advanced manufacturing 
capabilities and product innovation are 
expected, with complementary medicines 
identified as a high-growth area within the 
national manufacturing roadmap. “There 
is a need and opportunity, with the right 
support from government, for more skilled 
workers, greater research collaboration, 
manufacturing capability and access to raw 
materials.” 

What the future holds  
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted 
in a change to consumer behaviors, 
interest, and shopping patterns. health 
consciousness is and will continue to be 
high on the agenda as consumers become 
more proactive about managing their 
health and wellbeing. 

The convenience of online platforms, 
sustainable packaging and new products 
containing natural ingredients are 
anticipated to become more prominent in 
the immediate future requiring many brands 
and retailers to make the shift to remain 
relevant within the industry. 

“Increased demand from international markets, 
particularly Asia, will also likely support the vitamin 

and supplement industry moving forward.”
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Japan is an important but complex mar-
ket for the supplement industry. Regu-
lations covering claims can be restric-

tive, and the economy has not fared well 
for decades. Despite that, Japan remains a 
major market for supplements. We talked 
to Koji hasagawa, editor of Informa’s The 
Health Industry News, about what brands 
need to understand about the island nation.

NBJ: What are the key nutritional con-
cerns in the Japanese marketplace?

KH: Although it predates the pan-
demic, in November 2019 the “National 
health and Nutrition Survey” conducted 

by the Ministry of health, Labour and 
Welfare (MhLW) found that many re-
spondents answered “maintenance and 
promotion of health.”

I think the same is true in the United 
States, but post-pandemic needs are chang-
ing. The need for “maintaining and improv-
ing health” and “nutritional supplementa-
tion,” “immunity,” “sleep support” and “diet” 
has increased.

NBJ: Where is the market strongest, and 
what ingredients/categories are trending?

KH: In terms of categories, for the past 
decade or more, “beauty” has been fixed at 

the top of the trends. In Japan, the divi-
sion of labor in the production process is 
progressing, and there are very many cases 

NBJ Takeaways 
 » Beauty has been at the top of the 
Japanese supplements trends for 
a decade

 » The industry is lobbying for laws 
specifically governing supple-
ments that will clarify claims for 
brands

The state of Japan’s 
supplements industry
Q&A with Koji Hasegawa, editor in chief, The Health Industry News
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where supplements are manufactured by 
contract manufacturing companies com-
missioned by sales companies. We con-
duct regular questionnaire surveys of these 
contract manufacturing companies twice a 
year. It is estimated that there are about 250 
contract manufacturing companies in Ja-
pan, and in our survey, we received respons-
es from about 130 companies. In the most 
recent June 2022 survey, the categories in 
which orders are growing are as follows: 
(Number of votes in parentheses)

• Beauty and Beautiful Skin (61)
• Reduce Weight (45)
• Immune Support (39)
• Intestinal environment  

       maintenance (30)
• Sports Nutrition (27)

In ingredients, “NMN” has become 
a boom. It is nicotinamide mononucle-
otide, which augments NAD to fight the 
effects of aging. In terms of the size of 
the market, “lactic acid bacteria,” “green 
juice,” “protein” and “collagen” are also 
trends in recent years.

NBJ: What are key trends in marketing 
of supplements for Japanese consumers? 

KH: In the past, there have been many 
cases where the boom in TV programs has 
affected the market. When “Natto Is Good 
for health” was broadcast, natto (fermented 
soy beans) disappeared from the shelves 
of the supermarket the next day. And the 
influence of television is still strong. The 
boom in NMN is also heavily influenced by 
television. Currently, marketing using SNS, 
“social network services,” or the top so-
cial media platforms, including Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram, is active.

NBJ: What are the biggest challenges 
for the supplement industry in Japan?

KH: Japan does not have a legal defini-
tion of “health foods.” This has prevented 
people from unifying their perception of 
“health foods” and has been a long-stand-
ing issue for the industry. What people eat 
is divided into “Food,” “Pharmaceutical 
product” and “Quasi-pharmaceutical prod-
ucts.” health foods fall into the category of 
“Food” and cannot be labeled as functional. 
Under these circumstances, the regulation 

established in 1991 is “Foods for Specified 
health Uses.” As of August 18, 2022, 1,062 
products from 139 companies are permit-
ted. There are labels such as “lower blood 
cholesterol.” It requires government per-
mission, costs a lot of money, takes a lot of 
time, and is available to most large compa-
nies with sufficient financial resources. 

Therefore, “Foods with Function 
Claims” was created in 2015 so that small 
and medium-sized enterprises can also 
use it. Unlike “Foods for Specified health 
Uses,” this is a “notification system” and 

does not require permission from the gov-
ernment. It is a system in which necessary 
documents such as functionality and safety 
data are submitted to the Cabinet Office’s 
Consumer Affairs Agency, which is the 
ministry concerned, and if there are no de-
ficiencies, they are made public and func-
tional claims can be made. 

The challenge is that there are still many 
health foods that do not conform to the 
“Foods with Functional Claims” system 
and cannot be labeled as functional. Al-
though the system has broadened the range 
of labeling, there are still calls within the 
industry for laws specifically for dietary 
supplements.

Misrepresentation by unscrupulous op-
erators is another major challenge for the 
industry that continues to this day. The 
actions of some unscrupulous businesses 
are dragging down responsible enterpris-
es. Frequent tightening of regulations of-
ten increases the burden on good business 
operators.

NBJ: how are supplements being sold 
(pharmacy, grocery, internet, specialty 
health store), and how is this impacting the 
industry?

KH: There are several channels in the Ja-
pan supplement market, but the most rep-
resentative are mail order, which includes 
e-commerce, TV and print (catalog and 
newspaper ads), door-to-door sales, MLM, 
drug stores, specialty stores and department 
stores, etc. According to our research, the 
health food market size in 2021 is ¥1.2708 
trillion (almost $9.3 billion). The market 

share was ¥565 billion ($4.1 billion) for 
mail order sales, ¥291 billion ($2.1 billion) 
for door-to-door sales and MLM, ¥261 
billion ($1.9 billion) for drug stores, ¥90 
billion ($656 million) for specialty stores, 
department stores, and others. 

I think the same is true in the United 
States, but e-commerce has expanded fur-
ther due to the pandemic. Mail order sales, 
which became the main channel in Japan, 
will continue to be an important channel. 
In stores, drugstores are favored as a one-
stop shopping place.

NBJ: Is Japan’s supplements industry 
being affected by world events including 
war and climate change?

KH: They have a big impact. The depre-
ciation of the yen and rising logistics, mate-
rials, and energy costs are squeezing corpo-
rate profits. Inbound tourism, which 
overseas tourists consume in Japan, has also 
been greatly affected and continues to be 
affected.

“Post-pandemic needs are changing.  
The need for ‘maintaining and improving health’  

and ‘nutritional supplementation,’ ‘immunity,’  
‘sleep support’ and ‘diet’ has increased.”
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“People don’t need dietary 
supplements.” For many years 
this has been the message that 

was delivered to our industry by government 
officials across the world often in the hope 
that our sector would quietly disappear. 
This resulted in consistent government 
communication that “a balanced diet is all 
that is needed, supplements are not necessary,” 
year after year, decade after decade. But it has 
not worked.  Consumers see supplements as a 
normal part of their diets, their lifestyles and 
their health. Markets have grown. 

But this government messaging has 
weighed on our sector. For example, such 
attitudes have challenged our ability to 
achieve the regulation we ideally need 
in many countries to ensure open and 
vibrant markets and this in turn has 
created limitations on the products that 
can be traded internationally. While huge 
investment of resource has been made by 
the International Alliance of Dietary/
Food Supplement Associations (IADSA) 
and our members to help build regulation 
that works for our sector, results are hard 
to achieve. Importantly, the negative 
messaging has also meant that dietary 
supplements have rarely been considered 
as an option by governments when 
formulating nutrition and health policy. 

however, we are now witnessing a 
change in government thinking and 
approach. It may not yet be a revolution, 
but it is certainly a very important move 
in the right direction. Significant changes 
over the past months include the initiative 
by health Canada to recommend dietary 
supplements for particular life stages in 
their Food Guide; by the Swiss government 
to advise all elderly people to take certain 
supplements; and the UK’s consideration 
of the role of vitamin D in reducing 

health disparities across the population. 
An increasing number of governments are 
starting to see dietary supplements as more 
of an opportunity than a challenge. 

A wake-up call
Many factors are involved in this change 
of thinking. The most significant is the 
experience of COVID and the search 
by governments for ways to keep their 
populations healthy and productive during 
the pandemic. Never before has there been 
so much discussion on the importance 
of good nutrition in achieving resilient 
individuals and resilient populations. 
Never before have governments worried 
that supplies of key supplement products 
for immune health may run short in 
their country and leave their population 
vulnerable. This has led to a growing 
realization among government decision-
makers that the supplement industry has 
real relevance for health and society. 

There is, however, a risk that old attitudes 
will return, that we will miss the opportunity 
to engage in the right discussions and the 
policy benefits this may bring. And this is 
why IADSA is working with expert bodies 
in science and policy to build the data that 
will allow us to communicate the value 
that our sector offers to society, improve 
policy and build the right environment 
for the future development of the dietary 
supplement market. 

Working together
IADSA has a solid track record of 
building trust and achieving change, but 
what we are looking at today is going to 
require the significant engagement of 
companies worldwide that are committed 
to this market. It is going to require the 
development of data sets that do not exist 

at present. It is vital that those companies 
with global reach and/or global ambitions, 
get involved directly in IADSA’s work 
at the global level. The window of 
opportunity that has been identified is 
not guaranteed to last forever. By pooling 
resources, leading companies can help the 
whole sector to achieve more and help 
ensure the long-term future of this sector.  

Companies also need to prioritize 
membership of trade associations that are 
working at national and regional level to 
defend the category, as these organizations 
are critical to communicating policy 
solutions to governments. Many companies 
believe membership of trade associations 
is non-essential. They are wrong. The 
daily battles that are fought and won for 
the whole dietary supplement sector by 
associations and keep products on the 
shelves are testament to this. 

As the “new normal” in today’s changed 
world materializes, it is vital that we work 
together to ensure that dietary supplements 
play their rightful part in it. The global 
opportunity for the sector certainly still 
lies ahead.

Supplements hitting their stride
The global dietary supplement opportunity still lies ahead 

By Simon Pettman, executive director, IADSA

NBJ Takeaways 
 » The pandemic shifted thinking 
in some governments around 
nutrition, and supplements are 
increasingly being eyed as a pub-
lic health matter

 » The awareness may not last long

 » Cooperation between trade asso-
ciations and supplement compa-
nies will be essential in convinc-
ing governments to accept and 
advocate for dietary supplements
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