FROM ULTRA-PROCESSED TO ULTRA-OPPORTUNITY
Clean label & sugar reduction just became competitive strategy

SUGAR REDUGTION IS NO
LONGER OPTIONAL

A major shift in U.S. nutrition policy is reshaping the future of food. The newly released
Dietary Guidelines under Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. send a clear message to
consumers, institutions, and manufacturers alike: eat real food, dramatically reduce added
sugar, and move away from ultra-processed products. This isn’t a trend or a marketing
moment. It’s a policy-level reset that will influence school lunches, hospitals, federal nutrition
programs, and large-scale procurement across the country.

For CPG brands, this moment represents both risk and opportunity. Products built on heavy
sugar use, refined carbohydrates, and industrial processing are increasingly out of alignment
with where the market is headed. At the same time, brands that can deliver clean-label
formulations, meaningful sugar reduction, and great taste are positioned to win as
expectations shift from “better-for-you” claims to measurable nutritional integrity.

“As secretary of Health and Human Services, my message is clear: eat
real food,” Kennedy said, calling the revised food pyramid the “most
significant reset of federal nutrition policy in history.”

Sugar reduction is no longer optional. Under the new guidelines, limiting or eliminating
added sugar moves from a consumer preference to a competitive necessity. But simply
removing sugar isn’t enough. Taste, texture, mouthfeel, and overall sensory experience still
matter. That's where smart reformulation becomes a strategic advantage.

Icon Foods helps brands move beyond simple sugar cuts and into intelligent sweetness
design. Through clean-label sweeteners, functional fibers, rare sugars, and sweetness
modulation systems, Icon enables deep sugar reduction without sacrificing flavor or
performance. The goal isn't compromise. It’s better products that align with both evolving
policy and consumer demand.

As the food pyramid crumbles, new platforms are emerging. Protein-forward snacks,
fiber-rich formulations, reduced-sugar beverages, and whole-food-inspired products are
becoming the new standard. Brands that act now can future-proof
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This is not the end of innovation. It's the beginning of a smarter era.
With the right ingredient systems and formulation strategy, today’s Icon Foods, Inc.
disruption becomes tomorrow’s growth engine. 19250 NE Portal Way
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FAST
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Historic Reset of Federal
Nutrition Policy The US.
Departments of Health & Human
Services and Agriculture unveiled
what they're calling the most
significant update to federal
nutrition guidance in decades,
putting real, whole foods at the
center of dietary recommendations.

Avoid Highly Processed Foods
and Added Sugars

For the first time, the Dietary
Guidelines explicitly recommend
avoiding highly processed foods
and added sugars, shifting away
from decades of more permissive
language around CPGs.

Protein and Healthy Fats
Prioritized The new guidance

elevates high-quality proteins
(including animal and plant sources)
and healthy fats from whole foods
like nuts, seeds, olive oil, and full-fat
dairy, marking a departure from
earlier low-fat dogma.

Foundation for Federal
Nutrition Programs These
updated guidelines serve as the
foundation for dozens of federal
nutrition programs — meaning
school lunch menus, military dining,
and SNAP - may be influenced by
the new food framework.

Focus on Nutrient Density and
Chronic Disease Prevention
The reset is framed as a response
to rising chronic diseases tied to
diet, emphasizing nutrient-dense
foods like fruits, vegetables, whole
grains, and protein-rich options as a
path to improving public health and
reducing healthcare costs.

Read our
blog article!

iconfoods.com/category/products-blog/

How do the new federal dietary
guidelines redefine “ultra-processed
foods,” and why does that matter for
formulation strategy?

Answer: The updated guidelines move
beyond nutrient thresholds and focus on
the degree of processing as a proxy for
health impact. Ultra-processed foods are
now framed as formulations built around
refined substrates, added sugars,
industrial additives, and sensory
manipulation rather than whole-food
structure. This matters because it shifts
the compliance lens from “meeting
nutrition facts” to “ingredient and system

integrity.” Formulators must now consider

not only which nutrients are present but
also how foods are built, processed, and

perceived within a whole-food framework.

Why is sugar reduction now
considered a structural requirement
rather than a marketing claim?

Answer: Previous guidance treated
added sugar as a matter of moderation.
The new policy language reframes it as a

systemic driver of chronic disease, placing

strong emphasis on minimizing or
eliminating added sugars altogether. This
elevates sugar reduction from a
front-of-pack claim to a foundational
design constraint. Brands that rely on
incremental sugar cuts may struggle,
while those that redesign sweetness
architecture using fibers, rare sugars,
polyols, and modulation strategies can
align with policy direction without
sacrificing sensory appeal.

How will these guidelines influence

institutional and federal procurement

specifications?

Answer: The Dietary Guidelines for
Americans underpin purchasing
standards for schools, hospitals, military
dining, and SNAP-related programs. As
the guidance shifts toward whole foods
and away from ultra-processed items,
procurement criteria are likely to evolve

accordingly. This creates downstream
pressure on manufacturers to deliver
products that meet both nutritional
intent and operational realities such as
shelf life, cost, and scalability.
Ingredient systems that support clean
labels and functional performance will
be critical to maintaining eligibility in
these channels.

Does prioritizing whole foods and
clean labels limit innovation or
scalability?

Answer: Not necessarily. While
whole-food alignment imposes tighter
constraints, it also encourages
higher-order innovation. Instead of
relying on sugar and processing
intensity to solve sensory challenges,
brands must leverage ingredient
functionality, fiber systems, and flavor
science more intelligently. This often
results in more robust, modular
platforms that can scale across
categories while remaining compliant
with evolving guidelines.

What role do ingredient systems
play in bridging policy compliance
and consumer acceptance?

Answer: Ingredient systems are the
connective tissue between regulation
and reality. Clean-label sweeteners,
functional fibers, and sweetness
modulators help brands meet
guideline requirements while
preserving taste, texture, and
consumer satisfaction. As policy
increasingly favors nutrient density and
minimal processing, system-level
formulation becomes the primary tool
for translating public health goals into
commercially viable products.
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