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Foreword

Dairy is everywhere. It's in your morning latte, your lunchtime sandwich, and the ice cream
cone that makes a perfect summer day. From the cheese pull on a late-night slice of pizza
to the butter that makes croissants flaky, dairy products have shaped how we eat, how
we celebrate, and how we comfort ourselves. Projected to reach $1.2 trillion by 2030’
the dairy industry supplies products for every meal occasion and every stage of life. These
aren't just foods; they're tradition, and for many of us, nostalgia.

Yet this ubiquity comes at a cost. Dairy products are some of the most carbon-intensive
foods (a kilogram of cheese generates 21 kg of CO, equivalents, on average).2 The dairy
industry is among agriculture's largest contributors to greenhouse gas emissions,
accounting for roughly 4% of all anthropogenic emissions.® Manure, pharmaceutical
residues like antibiotics and hormones, fertilizers, and pesticides from dairy farms ar
sources of water pollution.4 Additionally, an estimated 68% of the global popu
experiences some degree of lactose malabsorption,® making dalry inacce

But here's the good news: dairy is being disrupted, and the alte
getting better. The global dairy-free market, valued at approxinr
is forecasted to reach $66.9 billion by 2030,° projecting mea
Plant-based milk has achieved particularly significant mar
14-15% of total milk sales in the United States.” We're witne
2022, Blue Bottle Coffee made oat milk the default opti
November 2024, Starbucks eliminated surcharge
Ben & Jerry's reports that their non-dairy line no

Caroline Cotto
Director, NECTAR

Food System

Innovations
caroline.cotto@nectar.org

Still, industry consensus is clear: not all dairy a
profile for mainstream adoption. Dairy-free
cover; they don't melt properly, don't stre
Mozzarella, the largest category of chee
challenge.

This is precisely why NECTAR turne
to understand where the category is
opportunities exist for meaningful se

Taste of the Industry 2026 represent
dairy alternatives to date. Through bli
rigorous comparative methodology, NE
performance against conventional cou
categories that emphasize flavor and perforrr
findings indicate that consumers increasingly choose
prefer them—not because they settle for them.

However, while this report illuminates remarkable progress, it also highlights untapped
potential. The next generation of dairy-free products must deliver more: more flavor,
better texture and appearance, improved nutrition, and the environmental benefits
consumers increasingly value. This report exists to catalyze the next wave of breakthrough
products that excel where it matters most.
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Survey Overview

Our Approach

Taste of the Industry 2026: A Sensory Analysis of Dairy-Free Products is
NECTAR's first evaluation of dairy alternatives and the largest publicly-
available sensory study of dairy-free products conducted to-date.

NECTAR, a non-profit research initiative of the philanthropy Food System
Innovations, leverages large-scale sensory data to improve the taste of
sustainable protein products and accelerate their market adoption. Through
rigorous, blind sensory testing with omnivore consumers, NECTAR provides the
industry with transparent, actionable insights grounded in empirical sensory
performance data.

For this study, we evaluated 98 commercialized dairy-free products across
10 categories with 2,183 omnivore and flexitarian consumers in San
Francisco and New York City. Our product selection spanned the U.S. market:
from established brands with nationwide distribution to emerging companies
pioneering novel ingredients and processing techniques. This approach
captures both current market dynamics and the frontiers of category innovation.

A critical methodological distinction of this research is that products were tested
in application-based contexts that mirror real-world consumption. Barista milk
was evaluated in coffee, cream cheese on bagels, and mozzarella cheese on
pizza. Using blind consumer panels and conventional dairy benchmarking, we
assessed how dairy-free products perform in these familiar applications against
their conventional counterparts.

Building on NECTAR's previous research evaluating plant-based meat
alternatives, we were eager to understand how dairy alternatives compare. The
results reveal which categories are already competitive with conventional
products, where formulation breakthroughs are needed, and which
sensory attributes drive consumer acceptance.

Whether you're developing products, making purchasing decisions, or allocating
R&D resources, this report provides a clear roadmap for advancing the dairy-
free category.

If you have any questions or would like to discuss potential research areas for
collaboration, please reach out to explore partnership opportunities at

contact@nectar.org.

Suggested Citation: NECTAR. Taste of the Industry 2026: A Sensory Analysis
of Dairy-Free Products. Food System Innovations, 2026.
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Executive Summary

Insights and Recommendations for Dairy-Free Products

Top Performers Many dairy-free products are already worth celebrating
27 products are recognized as TASTY Award winners, roughly 25% of the products tested

Taste parity is Taste parity is becoming a reality across multiple categories

achievable and many « Califia Farms Qat Barista Blend attained taste parity with Horizon Whole Milk, defined as a
categories have >50% likelihood that Califia would be preferred on a future test

competitive sensory  There was no statistically significant difference in overall liking between the dairy benchmark
performance and three additional dairy-free products

Dairy-free barista milk, creamer, and milk can compete with dairy on taste
* Dairy-free leaders in these categories were within 0.2pts of the benchmark on overall liking

Performance Gaps R&D is still needed for most dairy-free products
* The average dairy-free product was rated ‘like very much'’ or ‘like’ by just 33% of participants,

compared to 63% for the dairy benchmark

Taste improvements
are needed, worthwhile, R&D breakthroughs needed in mozzarella, yogurt, butter, ice cream, and

and achievable

cheddar
* The gap in liking between the dairy-free leader and the dairy benchmark was at least 0.5pts

Taste improvements drive large financial returns
 Improving taste was strongly correlated to higher market penetration (p<0.05)

+ Milk, the best-tasting category, has 15x higher market share than cheese, the worst-tasting
category

Improvements in taste are clearly attainable
 Across all categories dairy-free leaders were rated 0.8pts higher than the dairy-free average

R&D Road map R&D efforts should prioritize flavor

] » Compared to texture and appearance, flavor ratings were the lowest and mentioned 2-4x
Innovation ¢ more frequently as a ‘dislike’ in free-form responses
focus on fla
followed by

appearance

Improvement opportunities vary by category with several consistent themes
* Enhancing richness and minimizing off-flavors / off-aftertastes will have the greatest impact on
overall performance for most categories

* Textural opportunities were most relevant in cheese, particularly mozzarella

Ingredient and macronutrient levels had minimal impact on performance
* Aside from protein, most attributes showed weak/no correlation with purchase intent and liking

Marketing Strategy Health-centric marketing can drive the next wave of adoption

: » 48% of consumers ‘strongly agree’ that health factors into their purchase decisions; they were
Emphasizing health and also significantly more likely to purchase dairy-free products than the general population

tapping into key

, : Brands can boost appeal by evoking joy, comfort, satiation, and indulgence
emotions can drive

_ * Participants currently experience these emotions more frequently with dairy products; these
greater adoption emotions were associated with a 0.6-0.9pt increase in purchase intent

Dashboard Access: Explore the full dataset here. E‘é N E CT AR 5


https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/taste-of-the-industry-26

Study Design & Methodology

NECTAR partnered with Palate Insights to conduct blind taste tests at
Palate’s restaurant partners in San Francisco and New York City between

September 2025—-November 2025.

3k Testing Environment

Participants tested products at
restaurants in San Francisco and New
York City. Restaurant settings were
chosen to give participants an authentic
and natural tasting experience.

N Preparation

All products were prepared according to
manufacturer instructions. For more
complex dishes, trial preparations were
conducted in advance to confirm visual
standards with the manufacturers.

M Tasting Experience

Participants tried each product one-at-a-
time in a blinded, randomized order and
recorded their sensory experience in a
survey. Each product was presented as a
complete, simplified recipe to facilitate clear
yet realistic assessment conditions.
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Products Tested

112 products were studied (98 dairy-free, 4 balanced dairy, and 10 dairy products).
Recipes were designed to ensure that participants could clearly experience the underlying

product.

Dairy benchmarks were selected based on their retail sales volume in order to best

represent the ‘typical dairy product.

Dairy-free |l Dairy

Category Recipe Dairy Benchmark? Products tested
v Barista Milk In a hot latte Horizon Whole Milk 10
IB Butter (Salted) Qn awarm Land O’ Lakes (sticks) 10 1
— dinner roll

el .
Grilled cheese Sargento Cheddar Cheese
m Cheddar sandwich Medium (slices) <
Philadelphia Original Cream
@ Cream Cheese On a warm bagel Cheese (tubs) 10
Creamer Served alongside Chobani Dairy Sweet Cream 10 i
coffee Coffee Creamer
‘ . Blue Bell Homemade Gold Rim
'4 Ice Cream Onits own Vanila lce Cream 10
v
i Milk3 Onits own Horizon 2% Milk 20
\{ Mozzarella Cheese pizza Sargento Mozzarella Shreds 10
Sour Cream On a seasoned Daisy Sour Cream 5 |
baked potato
‘ Served with a . .
- simple granola
Yogurt ol | Chobani Nonfat Plain Yogurt 7 1

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.

Balanced Dairy!

1. Dairy products that combine conventional animal dairy with a significant portion of plant-based dairy
2. Selections were based on the highest-volume product in the retail MULO channel
3. These were “original” milks, rather than unsweetened versions to better mimic the natural sugar from lactose in dairy milk
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Study Population

This demographic overview reflects a sample of 2,183 omnivores and flexitarians, all of
whom regularly consume the product category under evaluation.

Gender, % of participants' Dietary preference, % of participants
Vegan
Female 57% Vegetarian
Pescatarian
Flexitarian
Male 40%
Omnivore 66%
Non-binary 4% Education, % of participants

Some High School
High School

Some College
Age, % of participants o

Bachelor's Degree 49%
Master’'s Degree
Ph.D. or Higher

Trade School

Lessthan18 |[0%

36-45 - 16% No 88%
46-55 - 1%

Greater than 55 - 13%

Kids in household, % of participants

Yes 12%

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.

1. Excludes participants who preferred not to specify their gender. ;‘e N ECTAR
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Analytical Approach

V Questions

CATA

Histogram of the
Differences

Wilcoxon Signed-Rank
Test

Product CATA
(Check-all-that-apply)

Comparative CATA
(Check-all-that-apply)

Rates products on a 7pt scale from ‘dislike very much’ to ‘like very much’ covering overall liking,
flavor, texture, and appearance

Describes products using lists of 10-15 attributes available for participants to select or leave
unchecked covering flavor, texture, appearance, and nutrition panel / ingredient list evaluations

Rates products on a 7pt scale from ‘definitely would buy’ to ‘definitely would NOT buy’ after
revealing the nutrition panel and ingredient list

The average rating for each product on a 1-7pt scale

Compares each participant’s rating for a product against a benchmark to calculate the difference in
their ratings for the two products

Calculates whether there is a statistically significant difference in two products using the Histogram
of the Differences

Maps the sensory profile of a product and measures which attributes are associated with higher or
lower liking when identified

Compares the sensory profile of a product against a benchmark to identify its strengths,
weaknesses, and opportunities

Compares purchase intent for a product after revealing its nutrition facts panel and ingredient list
and measures the impact of specific ingredients / nutrient levels on any difference in purchase intent

Detractors

The dairy-free product in each category that performed the highest on overall liking against the dairy
benchmark

Any dairy-free product that was rated the same or better than the dairy benchmark on overall liking
by at least 50% of participants

Participants rating the product as ‘dislike somewhat’, ‘dislike’, or dislike very much’

2= NECTAR



Dashboard Access

Access the live dashboard using the i
- Butter :
 Cheddar :
 Creamer .

« Cream Cheese -

Click here for a one-page dashboard

Preference Testing:
Conduct statistical significance testing

Takeaway

Participants preferred Animal Based over Plant-Based Leader on overall liking.

66% prefer Animal Based 13% prefer Plant-Based Leader

Strong Animal Based preference No preference Strong Plant-Based Leader preference

Qualitative Analysis:
Read Al-summaries and individual responses

Flavor:
souror nutty.

Texture:
dissipated quickly, leaving a ligt consistency.

« *Hthad an oly taste along with a hint of oarthiness."

CATA Analysis / Penalty Analysis:
Prioritize R&D opportunities

Impact on Overall Liking © AStatistically significant (p <.1)

257
Strengths for Your Brand
20
15
10
ASmolY
05 Swoet
A
aSTo0
0.0
aEerthy /Soi
-05 )
1.0
A
1.5
Weird Atertaste
A Chemical
A
50 AOHavor
Weaknesses for Your Brand Weaknesses for Animal Based
25
-40% -30% -20% -10% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Net Prevalence ©

Raw Data:
Download and conduct your own analyses

Modaitios
tavor [IE 72%
roxure [ +1%
Aroma il 6% 26%
%
Appearance [ 9%
nawer Modaitties Sentiment
bitblang = ahty Nogative
= oD -

phrases that descr. how would you ra
ke ['Smoky"Fatty’]
"Like somewhat" ["Savory","Weird Aftertaste","Strong","Earthy /  "Like somewhat it
Soil"Off-flavor”"Salty"}
3 "Like very much" ["Soy","Salty","Strong"] “Like very much*"
4 "Dislike very much" ["Earthy / Soil","Strong","Weird Aftertaste"] "Like somewhat"

Note: Use the Audiences feature to easily segment and analyze data for any consumer group
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https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/studies/18b45e1a-6bfb-4983-9638-fba9339519f6
https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/studies/e023f875-8fc9-481e-9eb2-4ce7ff102c52
https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/studies/e023f875-8fc9-481e-9eb2-4ce7ff102c52
https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/studies/1868c996-e697-4a6b-8567-a1d74f383468
https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/studies/1868c996-e697-4a6b-8567-a1d74f383468

( eading Products and Categories )

Dairy ’

prod
match
taste

*NECTAR |«



TASTY Award Winners

The TASTY Awards is a program celebrating top-performing dairy-free products based on
NECTAR'’s annual Taste of the Industry sensory research.!

* Qualification criterion: At least 50% of tasters must rate the product the "same or better"
than the dairy benchmark on overall liking.

Brands that pass this threshold are displayed in alphabetical order:

') BaristaMilk  CALIFIA DRTE:AM milkadamia® MINOR FIGURES

S

jmmm Butter COUNTRYCROCK melt U &.F

(salted) ORGANIC"
X8 Cheddar ':‘y’}ﬁ\E\)\% .‘
@ Cream
Cheese
| A~ 2 e
l Creamer Chide Ly! ouT s Sdk
9 Ice Cream Deﬁc(igs
(] DaIRY FREE
- nd Y
T A
2026
Q Sour Cream  Violife i\%ev;,rkg['l;g
powered by NECTAR
‘ e WinNES
Wy Yoourt cocojune

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.

1. Mozzarella was the only category without any TASTY Award winners. =V4 N ECTAR
l‘\

2. Product marketed as “non-dairy” according to FDA regulation. Contains less than 2% micellar casein (a milk
derivative). Product data has been excluded from all creamer category averages included in this report.
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Taste parity has been achieved by one product,
with three other products nearing parity

Califia Farms Oat Barista Blend vs Horizon Whole Milk in Hot Latte,
Difference in Overall Liking (N=109)'

Il Strongly prefer dairy [[] Somewhat prefer dairy [[] Somewhat prefer Califia Farms [Jl] Strongly prefer Califia Farms
[ Prefer dairy [ ] No preference [l Prefer Califia Farms

35% prefer Horizon 30% have no preference 35% prefer Califia Farms

6% 13% 30% 12% 12% 12%

No statistically significant Taste parity with dairy2 4 Taste superiority over dairy?
difference with dairy2 3

v \4 X

Takeaways

Taste parity has be

 This was the only produ
would be preferred on ¢

Several other prod

« The dairy benchmark failed
additional products (p > 0.1):
Creamy Oatmilk Creamer

« All products that achieved this perforr ed in coffee applications

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

1. Calculated by comparing liking scores for individual participants for Califia Farms Oat Barista Blend and Horizon Whole Milk (dairy benchmark). Liking
scores with one point of difference defined as ‘somewhat prefer’, two points defined as ‘prefer’, and three points or greater defined as ‘strongly prefer’

2. Statistical significance calculated using the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test

3. Defined as a 10-50% likelihood of outperforming the dairy benchmark in future tests (/.

4. Defined as a 50-90% likelihood of outperforming the dairy benchmark in future tests 7‘§ N ECTAR
5. Defined as a 90-100% likelihood of outperforming the dairy benchmark in future tests
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Strong leader products emerged in half of the
categories tested

[] Promoters:
[ ] Passives:
[ ] Detractors:

Ratings of ‘like very much’ or ‘like’
Ratings of ‘like somewhat’ or ‘neither like nor dislike’
Ratings of ‘dislike somewhat’, ‘dislike’, or ‘dislike very much’

©® Dairy-Free Leaders
® Dairy Benchmark

Average liking

(Sorted by liking gap)

Dairy-Free Leaders!

Dairy Benchmark?

Barsa 5288 T 47% 2%  |11% 51% 3% | 18%
Creamer | 5827 { 69% 18% |14% 67% 22% :10%:

Mik | Lot 1 54% 33% |18% 61% 25% | 16%
oo o P98 T 59% 26% | 15% 60% 20%  |12%
ooam | oof 54% 38% :8%: 74% 19% :7%:
Average | e | 57% 31%  [12% 63% 25% |12%

Top-performing dair

- 5 out of 10 categories had

Barista milk and crea
« These dairy-free leaders we

Milk, sour cream, andc _
dairy products — —— -

» These dairy-free leaders had a small gap in eaII iiking of just 0.2-0.4pts compared to the dairy
benchmark

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

1. The dairy-free product with the highest share of consumers rating it the ‘same or better’ as the dairy benchmark on overall liking in each category.
2. The dairy product tested in each category, selected based on having the highest retail sales volume in order to effectively represent the ‘typical’ dairy
product in that category.

WNECTAR |
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and attalnable

= NECTAR | =



Most products need further R&D to drive
increased adoption

How would you rate your OVERALL LIKING of XXX?, % of participants

Dairy-Free Average Dairy-Free Leaders Dairy Benchmark
(N=2,183)! (N=1,037)? (N=2,183)3
Like very much 23% 31%
Like 20% 29% 32%
Like somewhat 23% 24%
Neither like nor dislike 8%
Dislike somewhat 16% 8%
Dislike 6%
Dislike very much 2%
1 4.4 52 586 7
Average (1-7) | @ @ |

Dairy-free produc
» Dairy benchmarks wer

Leading products

* Gap inliking between de
between the average dain

Dairy-free leaders are p

* Average dairy-free leader scored 5.2 S
the potential for taste parity across many categories with further R&D

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.
1. Aggregated across all dairy-free products tested for each category. Product count by category: Barista Milk (10), Salted Butter (10), Cheddar (9), Cream cheese (10), Creamer (10), \y’

Ice Cream (10), Milk (18), Mozzarella (9), Sour Cream (5), and Yogurt (7). ’ \ N EC I AR
2. The dairy-free product with the highest share of consumers rating it the ‘same or better’ as the dairy benchmark on overall liking in each category. ‘
3. The dairy product tested in each category, selected based on having the highest retail sales volume in order to effectively represent the ‘typical’ dairy product in that category.

ks
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While R&D improvements are broadly required,
some categories require more urgent intervention

How would you rate your OVERALL LIKING of XXX?, % of participants

© Dairy-Free Average [ ] Promoters:  Ratings of ‘like very much’ or ‘like’

@ Dairy Benchmark [ ] Passives: Ratings of ‘like somewhat’ or ‘neither like nor dislike’
Average liking [ ] Detractors: Ratings of ‘dislike somewhat, ‘dislike’, or ‘dislike very much’
(Sorted by liking gap) Dairy-Free Average! Dairy Benchmark?

Barista Mikk | 052 T [[eme | ss% | 80% | | 51% [ % | 8% |
Cheddar | 8 5r T [[Ta0% | a4 | 26% | | 66% [ 23% [11%]
Creamer | ST s eo% | oee% | | 67% [ 22% 10%

Mik | 454 T [ | s | saw | | 61% [ 25% | 16%|

Sour Cream | 450 T e | s | sew | | 60% [ 20% [12%)

Butter | pAIC 38% 34% 27% 73% 20% 5%
| *—| >
Yogurt 1, 40 oz f | 26% | 3% | 43% | | 49% | 3% | 16% |

le Cream | 4 S T [es% | so% | ee% | | 67% [ 22% [11%]
omam @ 0 50" [es% | sow | &% | | 74% [ 19% 7%
Mozzarella | O ST [ | s | 4| | 78% [ 7% 5%
Average | 458 T [ | s | 4% | | 65% [ 25% [11%)
Takeaways 2
Most categories sign
at the aggregate leve

» 8 out of 10 categories had &
and dairy benchmark

Urgency and required le
+ Dairy-free barista milk performed the best iry benchmark with a gap of 0.6pts

* |ce cream, cream cheese, and mozzarella were furthest behind the dairy-based benchmark with
gaps of 1.3pts to 2.1pts

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.

1. Aggregated across all dairy-free products tested for each category. Product count by category; Barista Milk (10), Salted Butter (10), Cheddar (9), Cream cheese (10), Creamer (10), =V£
Ice Cream (10), Milk (18), Mozzarella (9), Sour Cream (5), Yogurt (7). I‘\

2. The dairy product tested in each category, selected based on having the highest retail sales volume in order to effectively represent the ‘typical’ dairy product in that category.

|17
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New R&D breakthroughs are still needed in
butter, yogurt, and mozzarella

How would you rate your OVERALL LIKING of XXX?, % of participants

[ ] Promoters:  Ratings of ‘like very much’ or ‘like’

© Dairy-Free Leaders . ) ) ] ) o
[ ] Passives: Ratings of ‘like somewhat’ or ‘neither like nor dislike’

@ Dairy Benchmark
[ | Detractors: Ratings of ‘dislike somewhat’, ‘dislike’, or ‘dislike very much’

Average liking

(Sorted by liking gap) Dairy-Free Leaders' Dairy Benchmark?
1 5359 1
Butter | o—eo | 56% 26% 18% 73% 22% 5%
1 46 52 7
Yogurt I o—o | 30% 42% 29% 49% 35% 16%
1 47 61 7 0 0 0 0 o I
Mozzarella | ° | 35% A% 24% 78% 17% 5%
1 49 57 1
Average | e o | 40% 36% 24% 67% 25% 9%

Dairy-free leaders a
in butter, yogurt, an

- Average overall liking for ¢
benchmark)

* Inthese categories, the dairy
benchmark )
White space for a new categor oz zarcla

« Category with the largest gap between dairy-free leader and dairy benchmark of 1.4pts (versus
an average gap of just 0.4pts across all categories)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

1. The dairy-free product with the highest share of consumers rating it the ‘same or better’ as the dairy benchmark on overall liking in each category. ='4 N EC I AR 18
2. The dairy product tested in each category, selected based on having the highest retail sales volume in order to effectively represent the ‘typical’ dairy product in that category. (‘\
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Taste improvements are correlated with
sales growth

Relationship between 2025 Retail Sales Data and Taste of the Industry 2026 Product Sensory Performance’

Market Share of Dairy-Free Category (dairy-free category sales as percentage of all dairy-free and dairy-based sales)?

16% -

14% -
@ Milk®

12%

10%

8% - /

@ Creamer

6% -

@ Butter
4% A
® Yogurt

2% Cream cheese, sour cream, and dips®

@® Ice cream?
Cheese3/
0%

-1.6 -1.4 -1.2 -1.0 -0.8

Taste of Products Tested (difference in overall liking between dairy-free and dairy-based products)®

Takeaways

Better taste enak
« Milk, the best-tasting

* The relationship bet

» Categories that were
than 2% of the market (

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

Source: NECTAR 2026 TOTI Sensory Database; Good
Team Analysis

1. Linear regression is statistically significant (R2= .66, p <0.05)

2. Calculated as the total dairy-free sales of the product category in reai divid he tail sales c
free). This is calculated at the category-level and includes products that were not tested in this research.

3. Taste performance of several NECTAR categories was aggregated to align with sales categories: Cheddar + Mozzarella, Cream Cheese + Sour Cream,
Milk + Barista Milk

4. All sensory data comes from the ice cream category while sales data includes ice cream and frozen novelties.

5. Calculated as the mean overall liking score (7-point scale) for all dairy-free products within the category minus the overall liking score of the
corresponding animal product. Only includes products tested in this research that are being sold in retail.
N\
> -

6. Sensory performance is one of many factors influencing market penetration; marketing investment, distribution, merchandising, brand equity, product AN N ECTAR | 19
format, etc. also play meaningful roles. ‘


https://thegoodfoodinstitute.substack.com/p/closing-the-taste-gap-growing-the
https://dashboard.palateinsights.com/taste-of-the-industry

Leaders show that meaningful improvement is
attainable in almost all categories

How would you rate your OVERALL LIKING of XXX?, % of participants

® Dairy-Free Average [ ] Promoters:  Ratings of ‘like very much’ or ‘like’
Dairy-Free Leaders [ ] Passives: Ratings of ‘like somewhat’ or ‘neither like nor dislike’

o [ ] Detractors: Ratings of ‘dislike somewhat, ‘dislike’, or ‘dislike very much’
Average liking

(Sorted by liking gap) Dairy-Free Average' Dairy-Free Leaders?

Butter | 53 T [ee | sa% | 2% | | 56% [ 26% [ 18% |
Yogurt | D U e | s | asw | [sow | 4% | 2% |
Mozzarella | AT 0 P ssw | 4% | [ es% | 4% | 2a% |
Barista Milk | WS T e | sa% | sow | [ wme | a% [y
Mik | 452 T [Tame | s | ean | | 54% | 33% |13%

le Cream | 052 U Tiesw | so% | se% | | 57% | 23% | 20% |
Creamer | O [ ase | 29w | eew | | 69% | 18% |14% |
Sour Cream | 9% T [Tee% | s% | s | | 59% | 26% |15% |
Soem o1 43 s T ] s [em] s e B
Average | 4 52 T [ eaw | s | 8s% | | 51% [ s |7 |

Most products canin
of dairy-free categor

* 9 out of 10 categories had
average and leader ‘

« On average, the leader outs
larger gaps in creamer, sour cre

Dairy-free leaders are well- rticipants than

average products

» Across these 9 categories, the dairy-free average was rated as ‘like very much’ or ’like’ by just
34% of participants (versus 51% for the dairy-free leader)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here
]

1. Aggregated across all dairy-free products tested for each category. Product count by category; Barista Milk (10), Salted Butter (10), Cheddar (9), Cream -7 ‘ N ECTAR | 20
cheese (10), Creamer (10), Ice Cream (10), Milk (18), Mozzarella (9), Sour Cream (5), Yogurt (7). ‘

2. The dairy-free product with the highest share of consumers rating it the ‘same or better’ as the dairy benchmark on overall liking in each category.
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( Product Development Opportunities )

R&D should
focus on flavor

*NECTAR | =



Improvements to flavor should be prioritized with
texture and appearance as secondary focuses

Dairy-Free Average! Dairy-Free Leaders? Dairy Benchmarks3
(N=2,183) (N=1,037) (N=2,183)

Mentions Mentions Mentions
Promoters?* as ‘dislike’®  Promoters* as ‘dislike’®  Promoters?* as ‘dislike’®

Flavor 35% 52% 67%
Texture 39% 53% 66%
Appearance 43% S57% 73%

Takeaways

Flavor was the biggest
+ Dairy-free products scored Ic

Meaningful gaps in likir

Flavor matters most, while appe: rarely mentioned

» On average across all dairy-free and dairy products, flavor was mentioned by at least 50% of
participants in both qualitative likes and dislikes (versus less than 20% for appearance)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

1. Aggregated across all dairy-free products tested for each category. Product count by category: Barista Milk (10), Salted Butter (10), Cheddar (9), Cream cheese (10), Creamer (10), Ice
Cream (10), Milk (18), Mozzarella (9), Sour Cream (5), and Yogurt (7).

2. Aggregated across all dairy-free leaders for each category. Dairy-free leader is the dairy-free product with the highest share of consumers rating it the ‘same or better as the dairy
benchmark on overall liking in each category.

3. Aggregated across all dairy products tested in each category. The dairy product tested in each category, selected based on having the highest retail sales volume in order to (\/.
effectively represent the ‘typical’ dairy product in that category. 7 ‘

4. Ratings of ‘like very much’ or ‘like’. ‘

5. % of consumers who specifically cited the sensory attribute as a negative in their qualitative responses according to an Al model in Dec ‘25 and may not align with public dashboard.
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Flavor opportunities are generally highest impact, particularly
increasing richness or reducing off-flavors / off-aftertastes

Top R&D opportunities ranked by priority’

Barista Milk Milk [ Fravor
[ 1. Increase richness [ 1. Increase richness

[T} 2. Increase creaminess |:| 2. Increase whiteness DTeXture
[T} 3.Decrease bitterness? [] 3.Decrease off-flavor DAppearanCe
[1] 4.Increase fattiness [] 4. Increase expected color

[T} 5.Increase butteriness [] 5. Decrease artificial/chemical flavor

Creamer Butter

[] 1. Increase sweetness [ 1. Increase richness

[ 2. Increase richness 1] 2. Decrease artificial/chemical flavor

[T} 3.Decrease off-flavor [T] 3. Decrease off-flavor

[] 4. Decrease dullness [1] 4. Decrease off-aftertaste

D 5. Increase silkiness D 5. Decrease oily/greasy

Yogurt Ice Cream

[] 1. Increase whiteness [ 1. Increase richness

[] 2. Decrease off-aftertaste [ 2. Decrease off-flavor

[] 3.Decrease off-flavor [ 3.Increase sweetness

[] 4.Increase brightness [ 4. Increase butteriness

l 5. Increase richness . 5. Decrease off-aftertaste

Cream Cheese Sour Cream

[ 1. Increase richness [ 1. Decrease oft-flavor

[T} 2. Decrease off-flavor [ 2. Decrease off-aftertaste

[T] 3.Increase shininess / glossiness [ 3.Increase creaminess

[1] 4. Decrease off-aftertaste [] 4. Increase expected color

[] 5. Decrease off-color [] 5. Increase richness

Cheddar Mozzarella

[T 1. Increase richness [ 1. Increase richness

[T] 2 Decrease off-flavor [] 2. Decrease sticks to teeth

[T} 3.Increase sharpness [] 3.Increase stretchiness

. 4. Decrease artificial/chemical flavor |:| 4. Decrease gumminess / gooeyness

[} 5. Decrease waxiness [] 5. Decrease artificial/chemical flavor

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

1. “Yellow appearance” was removed because it was primarily reported for the dairy benchmark, indicating its effect reflected the benchmark’s strength rather than the attribute itself. ='4 N EC I AR 23
2. Due to failure to mask bitterness of coffee rather than the product itself. "\
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Except for protein, macronutrients have a limited
impact on purchase intent and product performance

- Strong positive effect'? - Strong negative effect'2 |:| Weak neutral effect'2
|:| Moderate positive effect’2 |:| Moderate negative effect 2 |:| N/A3
|:| Weak positive effect!2 |:| Weak negative effect!2

Impact of nutrition panel on product
performance and purchase intent

Increasing fat4 Increasing sodium* Increasing sugar# Increasing protein?

Purchase Overall Purchase Overall Purchase Overall Purchase Overall
intent® liking® intent® liking® intent® liking® intent® liking®

Creamer

lce Cream

Cream
Cheese

Barista
Milk

Sour
Cream

Yogurt

Cheddar
Cheese

Milk

Butter

Mozzarella

Higher protein increases
purchase intent but reduces
overall product performance

Most nutrition levels have a weak and/or moderate

effect on purchase intent and overall liking

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

Based on the R-Squared value using a linear regression. Thresholds are defined as: Strong (0.5 or higher), Moderate (0.3-0.5), Weak (0.3 or lower).
. Based on the Slope from a linear regression. Thresholds are defined as: Positive impact (0.1 or higher), Neutral (-0.1to 0.1), Negative (-0.1 or lower).
. Products in these categories did not contain the specified nutrients. \' 7
. Nutrition levels are standardized on a per calorie basis and normalized to the animal benchmark. ’ \ N ECTAR 24
. Calculated by comparing Mean Expected Purchase Intent and Purchase Intent after Pricing Reveal. Mean Expected Purchase Intent is estimated from overall liking using historical ‘
relationships between liking and purchase intent. The mappings from overall liking to purchase intent, both on a 7pt scale, are 1511, 2-1.8, 3527, 4534, 6552, 756 .5.
. Relative difference in mean liking from the dairy-based benchmark.

oW

o
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Ingredients may be noticeable but have little
impact on purchase intent or overall liking

|mpact of ingredients on product [ | Strong positive effect!? [ | Strong negative effect!? [] Weak neutral effect'2
: - Moderate positive effect’2 - Moderate negative effectt.2 |:| N/A3
performance and purchase intent |:| Weak positive effect'2 |:| Weak negative effect!2

Relevance to % of dairy-
consumers free products
Type Ingredient Purchase intent3 Overall liking* (% selected)® with attribute
Primary Cashew 21% \ 1%
base
Almond 21% | |13%
Coconut 28% 1% \
Oat 24% | 26%
Soy 21% 14%
Pea 14% 19%
Qil Coconut Ol 15% 34% \
Canola QOil 18% 1%
Sunflower Ol 14% 20%

Takeaways

Ingredients have vel
performance

+ There were no moderate
or overall liking

Consumers are more lil

* Protein ingredients overall, except 1
having an impact on their purchase intent

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.

1. Based on the R-Squared value using a linear regression. Thresholds are defined as: Strong (0.5 or higher), Moderate (0.3-0.5), Weak (0.3 or lower).
2. Based on the Slope from a linear regression. Thresholds are defined as: Positive impact (0.1 or higher), Neutral (-0.1to 0.1), Negative (-0.1 or lower).
3. Calculated by comparing Mean Expected Purchase Intent and Purchase Intent after Pricing Reveal. Mean Expected Purchase Intent is estimated from
overall liking using historical relationships between liking and purchase intent. The mappings from overall liking to purchase intent, both on a 7pt scale,
are 1-11,2-1.8,3-2.7,4-34,6->52,7-6.5. R/
4. Relative difference in mean liking from the dairy-based benchmark. A N ECTAR | 25
5. Percentage of the time the nutrition attribute was included and explicitly selected as a factor for purchase intent rating. Answer options were more ‘
generalized instead of including specific quantities (e.g., “Calorie count” or “Amount of protein”).
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( Marketing Strategy )

Broac
relies on taste
and price

2 NECTAR | =



Dairy-free products show strong purchase
intent, but dairy is still ahead

How likely would you be to PURCHASE XXX Category?, % of participants

Dairy-Free Dairy-Based
(N=2,183) (N=2,183)

Definitely would buy 28% 4%
Would buy

Probably would buy
Might or might not buy
Probably would NOT buy
Would NOT buy

Definitely would NOT buy

1 52 5.7 7
Average (1-7) | - -

Takeaways

Purchase intent:
outperforms pla
* 67% of consumers s¢

* Dairy-free average sct
(score of 4.8) "

Dairy-based produ ot

+ Average purchase intent was 0.5

- 66% stated that they ‘definitely would buy’ or ‘would buy’ dairy products (versus just 49% fc
free products)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here. ;‘é NECTAR | 27
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Purchase intent varies by category, with some
matching or exceeding traditional dairy

How likely are you to PURCHASE XXX?, % of participants

® Dairy-Free [] Ratings of ‘definitely would buy’ or ‘would buy’
@ Dairy-Based [ ] Ratings of ‘probably would buy’ or ‘might or might not buy’
Average purchase intent [[] Ratings of ‘probably would not buy’, ‘would not buy’, or ‘definitely would not buy’
(Sorted by liking gap) Dairy-Free' Dairy-Based?
Creamer | 2ol T | 56% [ s8% 5% | 56% [ s0% [14%]
Mik | >0 T | 61% [ 20% f0% | 66% [ 23% [12%|
Barista 1 5556 7
Mik B 1| 58% | 28% [14%] | 61% | 2% [11%]
S — —
Croam | 028 T [ w% | 45% 0% | 62% [ 3% %
Butter | 100 T s | as% [iwe) | 71% | 23% 6%
Ice 15. —
Creacm 1I AR | 49% | 34% | 18% ‘ | 74% | 21% 6%
Yogurt | 100 T amw 44%  |12%) | 73% | 22% 5%
Cream 1 5160 7 ==
Cheese | o—o—| | 45% | 38% | 16% ‘ | 5% | 19% 1%
Cheddar | 9 00 T [ao% | 40% | 20% ] | 71% | 26% 8%
Mozzarella | 2 58 T [To% | 4 | ss% | | 67% [ or% 7%
Average | R | 47% | 3% [15%] | 68% | 25% 8%

Takeaways

Creamer, milk, and ba
dairy-free to meet or
* Dairy-free creamer scored

» Average purchase intent for

O.1pts behind

Other categories are stil
mozzarella cheese

» Across all categories, 47% rated dairy-free products ‘would buy’ or ‘definitely would buy’ (versus
68% for dairy)

* The gap was highest in mozzarella (25% versus 67%) and cheddar (40% versus 71%)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

\\/4
1. Aggregated across all dairy-free products tested for each category. Product count by category: Barista Milk (10), Salted Butter (10), Cheddar (9), Cream cheese (10), Creamer 7‘§ 28
(10), Ice Cream (10), Milk (18), Mozzarella (9), Sour Cream (5), and Yogurt (7).

2. The dairy product tested in each category, selected with the goal of broadly representing the category performance.
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Conceptually, health can drive near-term adoption
while taste and price enable long-term mass appeal

[ Dairy-Based much better [] Dairy-Free somewhat better
[] Dairy-Based somewhat better [Jl] Dairy-Free much better

[ No difference
% strongly influenced

Conceptual comparison of dairy-free and dairy products, % of participants by purchase driver

. o 0 0
o [ - TR
Health - 16% 17% 33% [ 48%

(0)

Dairy-free products

» Consumers who ‘strongl|
decisions are much more

Animal welfare

Shifting views on imp
the next wave of ado

* 48% ‘strongly agree’ that health fa
to purchase dairy-free products tha ¢ Jllation

Taste and price are still barriers to mass adoption

* 60%-62% ‘strongly agree’ that they shop based on taste or price and are currently much more
likely to purchase dairy-based products (0.5-0.8pts higher in average purchase intent compared to
dairy-free)

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here. ;ze N ECTAR | )

1. Percentages do not add to 100% because they are not mutually exclusive (e.g., someone can ‘strongly agree’ that both price and taste guide their purchasing decisions)
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Dairy-free brands can boost appeal by evoking
emotions of joy, comfort, satiation, and indulgence

Penalty analysis on emotions using check-all-that-apply responses, Mean drop/lift and Prevalence

Impact on liking (Mean lift-penalty)’

20
| STRENGTHS OF DAIRY-FREE | OPPORTUNITIES FOR DAIRY-FREE
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@ Neutral / No strong feeling Guilty
°
-05 1 Heavy / Lethargic
-10
Deceived / Suspicious @ [ § ® Anxious / Uneasy
45 A i ] Bored
; @ Disappointed
WEAKNESSES OF DAIRY-FREE | WEAKNESSES OF DAIRY |
'20 T T T T T T T T T T
-30% -25% -20% -15% -10% -5% 0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Net Prevalence (% recorded for Dairy-Based - % recorded for Dairy-Free Average)?

Takeaways

Dairy-free products
refreshed and resp

« Participants experienced tf
emotions were associated

Opportunity to increa

emotions from dairy an

» Nostalgia, indulgence, satiation, and joy ently associated with dairy-based
products and led to large increase in purchase intent of 0.6-0.9pts

+ Suspicion and disappointment were more commonly experienced with dairy-free products and
had a very large negative impact on purchase intent of -1.3-1.6pts

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here

N\/4
1. The average change in overall liking on 7pt scale for all responses that reported the relevant emotion compared to the mean liking for all responses that did not. 7 ‘ 30
2. Calculated as the share of participants selecting that emotion for the dairy-based minus the share of participants selecting that emotion for the dairy-free product. ‘
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Price premiums, especially in high-cost categories,
can significantly reduce the addressable market

At what price would dairy-free [Category] start to become expensive, but you'd still purchase it?,
% of participants'

% Willing to pay

25% Discount Price Parity 25% Premium 50% Premium
Under Dairy With Dairy Over Dairy Over Dairy

Charging price premium"

* Introducing a 25% price premium
parity, while an additional 25% prer

Consumers tend to focus on : Si ad of percentages

« Consumers were less likely to pay a premium whei the reference price of the dairy-based
benchmark was higher

» Opportunity to reduce the perceived price gap with smaller pack sizes or messaging focused on

absolute dollar discounts

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here.
1. Quantities were standardized (e.g., 8 oz tub of cream cheese) and the dairy price point was given as a reference. /A N ECTAR | 31
I‘\
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Conclusion

|I I Making Sense

of the Present

Taste parity is here, but
the work isn’'t over

The evidence is clear: taste parity with dairy is no longer a distant goal.
It's happening now. Califia Farms Oat Barista Blend has achieved
statistically significant taste parity with Horizon Whole Milk, with three
additional products showing no significant difference from dairy benchmarks
in blind tastings. Twenty-seven products earned TASTY Award recognition,
representing roughly 25% of all products tested.

Category leaders in barista milk, creamer, milk, sour cream, and cream
cheese have closed the gap to within 0.4 points of dairy benchmarks,
outperforming the dairy-free average by 0.8 points on overall liking. These
results prove that excellence is not only achievable, it's replicable.

Yet the journey is far from complete. Plant-based milk, the category with
the largest penetration, still owns just 14-15% of the total milk market.! While
top performers shine, the average dairy-free product was rated "like very
much" or "like" by just 33% of participants compared to 63% for dairy
benchmarks. Categories including mozzarella, yogurt, butter, ice cream, and
cheddar require R&D breakthroughs, with gaps of 0.5 to 2.1 points separating
even the best dairy-free options from traditional dairy.

Taking Action

for the Future

The patf
sustaina

The business case is compelling: better-tasting categories achieve up to 15x
greater market share than worse-tasting categories. This isn't theoretical. It's
measurable market reality that rewards excellence and penalizes mediocrity.

The path is straightforward. R&D must prioritize flavor, particularly
increasing richness and eliminating off-notes, followed by targeted texture
improvements, especially in cheese categories. Category leaders have
already demonstrated the formula for success, creating a roadmap that
others can follow. Meanwhile, price sensitivity remains critical: a 25%
premium eliminates 43% of potential consumers, demanding parallel
investment in cost optimization alongside taste improvements.

Beyond product formulation, strategic marketing can accelerate adoption.
Health-conscious consumers (48% of the market) show significantly greater
openness to dairy-free products. Brands that evoke joy, comfort, satiation,
and indulgence while maintaining associations with refreshment and
responsibility can drive the transition from niche to mainstream.

With the dairy sector generating 4% of emissions globally,2 scaling better-
tasting dairy alternatives represents one of the most impactful climate
solutions available. The data provide the roadmap. Now it's time to execute.

To explore how this data can inform your strategy or to participate in future
research, contact NECTAR's Director Caroline Cotto at

Dashboard access: Explore the full dataset here
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Key Stakeholders

NECTAR

NECTAR is a nonprofit initiative of Food System Innovations
that accelerates the protein transition through large-scale
sensory research. We provide actionable taste data and foster
industry collaboration to help alternative protein brands
enhance consumer satisfaction and drive market adoption.

Learn more at www.nectar.org.

Food System Innovations

Food System Innovations (FSI) is a philanthropic impact
platform investing in a humane and sustainable future of food.
FSlis a strategic hub that accelerates change by combining
multiple tools and approaches, acting as both a funder and
operator, directly implementing programs while empowering
others through grants, investments, and capacity building.

Learn more at www.fsi.org.

Palate Insights

Palate Insights is a product feedback platform pioneering
authentic, affordable, and agile tools exclusively for the better-
for-us food industry. Palate helps companies get consumer
feedback through pop-up events with their restaurant and
grocer partners and chef feedback through their panel of
1,000+ Executive Chefs. Learn more at

www.palateinsights.com.
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Disclaimer: The information in this report is proprietary to Food System Innovations and cannot be used, reproduced, or distributed without prior written consent.



