
WHAT’S NEXT IN 
NUTRITION BARS



Orbiting the earth can be hungry work. So, in 1962, 
NASA developed a new type of sustenance for its 
astronauts. In their words, a “non-frozen balanced 
energy stick in rod form containing nutritionally 
balanced amounts of carbohydrate, fat and protein.”

As delicious as that sounds, nutrition bars have come 
a long way since then. Consumer demographics and 
psychographics have changed. Flavors and formats 

have evolved. Today’s offerings are designed to deliver 
great taste and textures —and an ever -increasing array of 
functional benefits.

This paper will spotlight some of the trends pushing 
the category forward over the next year. With the right 
expertise on your side, there’s plenty to get excited 
about!



Protein has always been a huge purchase driver in 
the nutrition bar category. Athletes crave it to elevate 
performance and rebuild muscle after a workout. 
Dieters love the way it helps them stay satiated 
between meals. Now, new kinds of protein are 
taking center stage.

While many athletes still swear by whey protein, other 
consumers are getting comfortable with plant-based 
sources like pea, rice and soy. That means formulation 
experts have new technical challenges. High levels of 
plant-based proteins can lead to drying and hardening 
over shelf life, chalkiness, vegetal off-notes and  
non-enzymatic browning. 

Soy tends to have less such problems. However, it is 
often viewed by consumers with a slightly negative 
perception. So, the difficulties associated with pea 
and rice proteins must be addressed. And since their 
popularity is relatively new, general processing  
know-how hasn’t quite caught up. Formulators must 
screen multiple raw materials and carefully select 
the best combination for each application. They 
must explore congruent flavor profiles and masking 
technologies. It can all be done—and quite well—but 
it takes real expertise.

Of course, progress never stops. Even newer protein 
sources like pumpkin, sunflower and fava bean have 
begun to emerge. Each will present the industry with 
their own unique challenges and opportunities.

RETHINKING PROTEIN
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The FDA ushered in significant labeling changes 
in 2020. Nutrition facts panels must now indicate 
the amount of added sugars and total sugars.  
Furthermore, brands can only count dietary 
fiber from particular sources. 

We’ll tackle the sugar conundrum first. In an increasingly 
health-conscious world, most consumers understand 
that inclusions such as chunks of fruit come with natural 
sugars. Added sugars and elevated total sugars, on the 
other hand, aren’t likely to go over well so formulators 
are trying to reduce both numbers.

Like most things, it’s going to take some brainpower. 
Sugar syrups bring essential functionality to the 
table. They make excellent binders between proteins 
and inclusions, and help bars retain softness and 
pliability. Removing the binding syrup entirely, as some 
keto-friendly bar products have done, requires tight 
manufacturing control to maintain product integrity.

Other manufacturers have tried replacing sugar syrups 
with a sugar alcohol like maltitol. This helps with the 
bind but may turn off consumers wary of potential 
gastrointestinal side effects. Using fiber syrups is another 

alternative but can be very drying without sophisticated 
formula optimization.

Another ray of hope is allulose. Allulose is a rare sugar 
that’s not metabolized by the body. It’s also not counted 
in added or total sugars. In concert with other binders, it 
has superb potential as a sugar reducer. Its approval is 
still pending in some countries.

The fiber issue isn’t much simpler. Under the new 
regulation, carbohydrates may only be declared as 
fiber if they are intact, naturally occurring as a plant 
ingredient, or deemed to provide positive physiological 
benefits to human health.

It poses many a reformulation headache. For  
example, a common binder in low-carb bars— 
isomalto-oligosaccharides (IMO)—was not approved as  
a source of fiber by the FDA. Label fiber dropped. Sugars 
and carbohydrates went through the roof. Now, brands 
leveraging this ingredient are scrambling for other fiber 
sources or sugar alcohol syrups to bring their net carbs 
back down.  

BALANCING SUGARS AND FIBER



NEW FUNCTIONAL BENEFITS

Finally, let’s examine the newest and most in-demand 
functional benefits. The first comes as no surprise. 
Nutrition and snack bars have long been used as  
on-the-go meal replacements, and the chart gives  
a great indicator of their role.
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So, how do bar manufacturers create a more appealing 
meal replacement? Energy support is key. This can be 
achieved through slowly-digested carbohydrates that 
sustain steady blood glucose levels. Electrolytes can be 
added to ensure proper cell function. Other vitamins and 
minerals can also offer a tangible boost.

Vitamin support, in fact, can be an attention-grabbing 
purchase driver. A 2019 survey by The Harris Poll  
showed 86% of Americans take vitamins. This shows  
that supplementation is still a meaningful topic  
with consumers.



Since the days of the “non-frozen balanced energy stick,” 
the only thing that hasn’t changed is change itself. But 
that’s a good thing. At Nellson, we can help you react to 
trends and profit from whatever comes next.

Our R&D teams are renowned across the bar and powder 
industries. Our technical capabilities are second to none. 
Plant-based proteins? Carbs? Probiotics? They’re all in our 
wheelhouse. 

The best part is, we move quickly. After all, you can’t beat 
the competition to the punch by sitting on your hands. 
We’ll help you get it right, get it done and get to market 
fast.

To learn more or start your next winning bar project, 
visit NellsonLLC.com.

TO WRAP THINGS UP...

On the manufacturing side, however, certain vitamins 
pose sensory challenges. B vitamins, touted for energy 
and cognition, can have poor taste and may require 
encapsulation or flavor masking. Then there is shelf life 
and process sensitivity. Some vitamins are stable to heat 
while others like vitamins A and C are not. Formulators 
must know when in the process to add micronutrients, as 
well as any overages to carry meaningful levels through 
manufacturing and storage. 

The next area where consumers are looking for help is 
with digestive or “gut” health. This is especially true as 
they learn more about how it affects general well-being. 
Many health-minded consumers already understand 
the significance of gut microflora and supplement with 
probiotics accordingly.

There’s clearly an opportunity for savvy bar 
manufacturers. Notwithstanding, formulators need to 
keep in mind that not all probiotics are created equal. 
Strain selection is critical for scientific support—with 
strains clinically tested for different populations and 
specific health benefits. Additionally, there are always 
unique manufacturing and sanitation considerations.

The broadening of the nutrition bar market is simply 
unlimited. Skin health and beauty have even entered the 
fray. To this end, collagen has become a hot ingredient 
with vitamins, minerals and probiotics also playing a role. 

NEW FUNCTIONAL BENEFITS


