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Clean label. This terminology is increasingly 
being used in the food industry and for 
good reason. Clean-label foods are turning 
up everywhere, from grocery shelves to on-
trend restaurant menus to college 
campuses. Foodservice operators of all 
types can capture the opportunity but must 
begin by understanding what is driving the 
trend.

Nestlé Professional sponsored a Technomic 
study to better understand the role of clean 
label in foodservice. The research involved a 
survey of 1,000 consumers ages 18+, a 
survey of 251 foodservice operators 18+ and 
concept tests for several clean-label menu 
items using Technomic’s MenuSurf. These 
findings, combined with other research 
previously conducted by Technomic—
including the 2016 Healthy Eating Consumer 
Trend Report, 2016 Operator Archetype 
Report and 2018 MenuMonitor data—will 
help operators understand the clean-label 
phenomenon and how to apply it to their 
operation. 
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Clean Label: What Does 
It Mean?
Despite growing interest in clean eating, the 
research revealed that most consumers are 
unclear on what exactly it means. 
According to a 2018 survey of 1,000 U.S. 
consumers conducted by Technomic, only 
one quarter of consumers believe they 
understand the term “clean label” when 
referring to foods and beverages. 

While consumers may be unsure of the 
exact meaning, when asked what attributes 
they associate with clean eating, a more 
clear definition began to emerge. “Natural” 
was most commonly referenced as clean 
label by consumers (39%), as well as terms 
that focus on the absence of additives. 
More than a third of consumers included 
antibiotic-free, non-GMO, hormone-free, 
additive-free and preservative-free claims in 
their definition. 

Importantly, these terms align with what 
consumers consider when deciding what to 
order when dining out, where consumers 
consider whether an item is made with real 
ingredients, is natural, non-GMO and 
organic or contains no added sugar.

Please indicate how well you believe you understand the term "clean label" when 
referring to foods and beverages. (On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is “do not 

understand at all” and 5 is “completely understand”) 

Base: 1,000 U.S. consumers
Technomic Omnibus May 2018
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Why Clean Label is 
Important
Nearly half (43%) of consumers are more 
likely to visit a restaurant that has clean-
label foods and beverages. Understanding 
what is driving this is key to capturing that 
consumer.

Several recent studies by Technomic have 
shown that health continues to be a priority 
for today’s consumers, and they are 
increasingly acting on intentions to eat more 
healthfully away from home. 

And it seems that consumer interest in 
healthy eating may be driving their 
increased interest in clean-label menu items. 
Roughly three-quarters (76%) of consumers 
believe that clean-label foods are healthier 
than traditional foods and more than two-
thirds (69%) believe clean-label foods are full 
of greater health benefits. 

In addition to health, consumers feel that 
clean-label foods are safer, higher in quality 
and better for animal welfare and social 
concerns than traditional foods.

And when it comes to maximizing menu 
appeal, it’s important to note that 
consumers are also more likely to say that 
clean-label foods are better tasting—
outnumbering those who believe it detracts 
from taste. In fact, when ranking foods on 
health and taste, consumers rank clean-
label foods similarly to foods labeled as 
local, fresh, real, natural and organic—all of 
which are perceived as more tasty and 
more healthy than other food and 
beverage claims.*

It appears the positive halo effect of a 
clean label does not extend to cost, as 
traditional foods are considered more 
affordable than clean-label foods. For many 
consumers, however, the benefits of clean 
label outweigh the additional cost. Overall, 

four in ten consumers (42%) are willing to 
pay more for clean-label foods and 
beverages when dining out, and among 
millennials, that number is even higher (49%). 

“Clean-label foods are___________ than 
traditional foods.” (Percent of consumers 

who agree/somewhat agree)

76%

75%

69%

68%

68%

66%

64%

64%

64%

61%

58%

54%

45%

22%

16%

Healthier

Less processed

Full of greater health
benefits

Safer to consume

Better for animal
welfare

Made with simpler
ingredients

Higher in quality

Better social
responsibility

Better for the
environment

Fresher

Likely to have fewer
food safety issues

Better for human rights

Better tasting

Available at a similar
price

More affordable

© 2018 Technomic Inc.
*2016 Health Eating Consumer Trend Report

Base: 1,000 U.S. consumers 
Source: Technomic Omnibus May 2018
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Anytime, Anywhere 
Appeal
Over the past five years, consumers have 
become more concerned about additives 
in their food leading to an increase in 
willingness to purchase “clean” menu items. 
In fact, more than two-thirds of consumers 
are more likely to purchase menu items 
labeled as clean, and nearly half of 
consumers eat clean-label foods and 
beverages away from home at least once a 
week. Millennial consumers are eating 
clean-label foods and beverages even 
more frequently than other generations, 
suggesting that the trend will continue to 
grow as they age and raise the next 
generation of consumers. 

Clean-label menu items are considered 
important across the foodservice segments 
but for consumers, inclusion of these items is 
most important at fast-casual, casual-dining 

and fine-dining restaurants, as well as 
healthcare facilities. Notably, women rate 
the importance of clean-label menu items 
higher than men across all restaurant 
segments. 

Clean-label menu items are popular across 
all dayparts. Roughly six in 10 consumers say 
they are likely to order menu items featuring 
clean-label attributes at dinner and lunch, 
and just over half say the same for morning 
meals. Afternoon snacks were somewhat 
less common for clean label, possibly due to 
the perception that there are fewer clean-
label options available for that daypart or 
the fact that consumers are more likely to 
indulge.
• Across all dayparts, females are more 

likely than males to order clean-label 
menu items. 

• Millennials are most likely to order clean 
label at lunch (67%) and in the morning 
(59%). 

Please rate the importance of clean-label 
menu items when dining out at the 

following…(Top two box—
extremely/somewhat important)

70%

70%

68%

67%

64%

59%

58%

Fast casual

Casual dining

Fine dining

Healthcare facilities

Family style

Lodging

Fast food

During which dayparts are you likely to 
order a menu item featuring clean-label 
attributes when dining away from home? 

(Top two box—very/somewhat likely)

59%

59%

52%

44%

Dinner

Lunch

Morning

Afternoon snack

Base: 824 U.S. consumers who consume clean label away from home
Source: Technomic Omnibus May 2018
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Clean Label on the 
Menu
Driven by consumer demand for clean-label 
foods and healthy options, more than one-
third of operators purchase clean products 
regularly. And while this number is growing, it 
continues to lag behind consumer demand 
and is a potential missed opportunity for 
many operators. 

Among operators carrying clean label, 
offering seafood, poultry, pork and beef 
that possess clean-label attributes is 
considered most important by operators. 

Today, the leading clean-label claims used 
by operators are allergen-free, natural, 
organic, local and made with real 
ingredients. Trending clean-label claims 
include sustainable, non-GMO, grass-fed, 
artisanal and cage-free. 

Surprisingly, many operators using clean-
label ingredients don’t call out use of these 
ingredients in their operation. In place of 
labeling, many operators indicate a clean 
positioning in other ways. Preparing food to 
order, making nutrition information available 
and preparing food in front of the customer 
are the most popular forms of 
communicating the use of clean-label 
ingredients. But the savviest operators are 
both labeling and demonstrating “clean” 
with other transparency cues such as those 
described above.  

Some operators are even beginning to take 
clean label beyond the menu and are 
incorporating it into their brand positioning. 
One in five operators are now incorporating 
clean label into their overall philosophy. 
• McDonald's announced a commitment 

to chicken welfare via its Chicken 
Sustainability Advisory Council. 

• Dog Haus Will shift to all-natural, 
vegetarian-fed pork, chicken, turkey and 
beef raised without antibiotics and 
hormones. 

• Red Lobster launched a Seafoods with 
Standards platform.

• Panera Bread has touted its Vision for 
Food You Can Trust for several years, and 
recently launched a Clean Consultant 
menu consulting business to help other 
operators achieve the same.

This shift in positioning aligns with consumer 
demand for more than just clean-label 
menu items. 
• 49% of consumers expect restaurants to 

incorporate clean label into their 
overarching mission, not just certain menu 
items.

Source: Technomic MenuMonitor 
Base: 6,656 U.S. chain and independent menus within in selected segments 
tracked since Q3 ’15
5

Popular Commercial Clean-
Label Formats:

1. Specialty Burgers
2. Chicken Sandwich/Wrap

3. Chicken Salad
4. Specialty Salad

Popular Noncommercial Clean-
Label Formats:

1. Mixed Vegetables
2. Scrambled Eggs

3. Chicken Sandwich/Wrap
4. Garden/House/Side Salad

Carl’s Jr.’s new All-Natural Charbroiled Chicken 
Breast Sandwich, with no antibiotics, artificial 

ingredients or preservatives
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Boosting Menu Appeal
It is clear that consumers are increasingly 
seeking clean-label options because they 
perceive them to be healthier, but 
obstacles to fully capturing the opportunity 
remain.

Information and transparency are key to 
both awareness as well as building 
consumer trust in a restaurant’s claims about 
their use of clean-label ingredients. More 
than half of consumers (54%) say they would 
like restaurants to be more transparent 
about what's in their menu. Consumers are 
more likely to trust a restaurant if the 
ingredient list, nutrition information and 
expiration date (for grab-and-go) are 
provided.

6

61%

57%

53%

53%

51%

51%

42%

41%

39%

39%

32%

Ingredient list is available

Full nutrition information is
provided

Expiration date is provided

The food is made to order

There is a third-party
verification

The restaurant makes the
food in front of me

Country of origin labeling is
provided

Cooking methods are
provided

Calorie count is provided

The brand name is provided

There is an endorsement
from a health professional

Are you more, equally or less likely to trust a 
restaurant’s claims about their ingredients if…? 

(% more likely to trust)

Clean Label in Practice
Panera Bread
This chain, known for its clean-label 
positioning, describes the Green Goddess 
Cobb Salad with Chicken with terms such as 
raised without antibiotics, fresh and cage-
free. 

Pret A Manger
The fast-casual chain describes the sausage 
on its Egg & Sausage Brioche as antibiotic-
free and the eggs as cage-free. 

Middlebury College
(Middlebury, Vt.)
Currently, 32% of Middlebury dining service's 
annual food budget is spent locally at 50 
seasonal and year-long vendors, including 
Middlebury's own organic farm.

Cancer Treatment Centers of America 
The culinary team serves natural, grass-fed, 
hormone-free, antibiotic-free, GMO-free 
and nitrate-free proteins as well as organic 
produce when available.

Base: 1,000 U.S. consumers
Source: Technomic Omnibus May 2018
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Recommended menu strategies include:    

• Show and tell. Consumers are more likely 
to trust a restaurant’s claim if the food is 
made to order or prepared in front of 
them. Make it easy for consumers to 
read or see how you are incorporating 
clean-label ingredients into your menu. 

• Be transparent. Consumers are more 
likely to trust a restaurant’s ingredient 
claims when they are given more 
information about the ingredients, 
nutrition, origin, etc. Many operators who 
are using clean-label ingredients don’t 
call them out in their operation, yet 
nearly half of consumers are more likely 
to visit a restaurant that has clean-label 
foods and beverages and 42% are willing 
to pay more for clean-label menu items. 
If using clean-label ingredients, make 
simple changes to menu descriptions to 
call them out with consumer-friendly 
language, such as “made with real 
ingredients,” “less processed” or 
“natural.”

Technomic tested several menu descriptions 
with 500 U.S. consumers and confirmed that 
concepts that used consumer-friendly 
language indicating clean-label traits 
appealed to consumers. In fact, survey 
results suggested it is possible for clean 
ingredient callouts and better menu 
descriptions to increase likelihood of 
purchase, uniqueness and craveability of 
the items, as demonstrated in the chart 
below.

Likelihood of 
Purchase (Base: 
500 consumers)

Uniqueness
(Base: 165-203 
consumers who 
are likely to 
purchase)

Craveability 
(Base: 172-198 
consumers who 
are likely to 
purchase)

BASIC MENU DESCRIPTION

Macaroni and Cheese Aged white cheddar 
sauce and freshly made pasta. 52% 44% 63%

ENHANCED MENU DESCRIPTION

Macaroni and Cheese Real, aged New York 
white cheddar sauce and freshly made 
pasta. Nothing artificial.

55% 48% 71%

Variance vs. Basic Menu Description +3 pts. +4 pts. +8 pts.
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Strategies for Success
Operators must:

1
Understand that many clean-label 
attributes, although not widely understood, 
are important considerations for consumers 
when dining out, especially younger 
consumers who will continue to shape the 
foodservice industry for years to come. 

2
Take advantage of the halo that clean-
label attributes provide by incorporating 
more clean label into your menu. Focus on 
items that are real, natural and free of 
additives. Clean-label menu items appeal 
across categories and dayparts.   

3
Be sure to optimize the opportunity by 
calling out clean-label ingredients on your 
menu. Further build trust in claims and in 
your operation with transparency and other 
cues, such as made-to-order food. 
Operators that successfully do so can 
become top of mind for consumers 
searching for clean-label choices that they 
can feel good about.

Contacts

Michael Burris
Michael.Burris@us.nestle.com

www.nestleprofessional.com

Kathryn Fenner
kfenner@technomic.com

mailto:Michael.Burris@us.nestle.com
http://www.nestleprofessional.com/
mailto:kfenner@technomic.com

