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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: THE 10 STRUCTURAL THEMES OF MAY
2026

Theme 1: The Pricing Cycle Completes: Q1 2026 Earnings Confirm Volume Recovery Is Real,
But Uneven

May 2026 confirmed that the post-COVID pricing cycle has reached a point of separation. PepsiCo,
Hershey, Coca-Cola, Danone and Starbucks showed that volume recovery is possible when
companies combine pricing correction, functional innovation, portfolio discipline and strong execution.
PepsiCo’s snack price cuts and prebiotic cola, Coca-Cola’s Zero Sugar and mini-can expansion,
Danone’s protein dairy demand, and Starbucks’ return to positive U.S. comps all point to the same
operating lesson: consumers are still spending, but only where they see clear value, relevance or
habit reinforcement.

The weaker side of the earnings cycle is equally important. Kraft Heinz is now funding a major
reinvestment programme after sustained volume erosion. Mondeléz remains pressured by cocoa
hedge timing. Chipotle is testing the limits of premium fast casual without a value menu. Lamb
Weston’s earnings pressure signals weaker QSR procurement volumes. The Q1 verdict is therefore
not a broad recovery story. It is a selective recovery story. Companies that invested early are
regaining momentum. Companies that relied on pricing and margin extraction are now paying to
rebuild demand.

Theme 2: Hard Discount Holds Its Ground: But the Battlefield Has Expanded as Walmart and
Target Join the Format War

The grocery format battle intensified in May. Aldi and Trader Joe’s continued to expand, but pressure
is no longer limited to hard discounters. Walmart relaunched Great Value across 10,000 items and is
using digital grocery, Walmart+ and health-linked commerce to retain both value-focused and higher-
income shoppers. Target is reshaping its grocery offering through exclusive food and beverage
products, wellness adjacencies, and store resets. Costco and Sam’s Club are also strengthening the
warehouse-club value proposition through membership, private label, and digital commerce.

At the same time, Albertsons closures, the failed Kroger-Albertsons merger and regional
consolidation show that conventional grocery is under structural pressure. Traditional grocers are
using price locks, loyalty refreshes and Al promotions, but these are defensive mechanisms rather
than full strategic resets. For CPG manufacturers, the risk is now distribution architecture. The store
base they built trade plans around is changing, and volume is shifting toward formats with stronger
private label, stronger data and less dependence on national-brand trade support.

Theme 3: Tariffs, Pricing and Margin Collision: A New Cost Wave Is Arriving Before
Consumers Have Recovered From the Previous Pricing Cycle

The next cost wave is arriving before consumers have reset from the last one. Headline grocery
inflation appears moderate, but the category-level picture is highly uneven. Beef, coffee, cocoa, dairy
protein and tariff-exposed inputs remain under pressure, while eggs, grains and selected commodities
show relief. The aggregate inflation number is therefore not a useful guide for pricing decisions.
Portfolio strategy now requires category-specific cost and demand modelling.

Tariff exposure adds a second risk layer. The tariff refund portal and potential consumer litigation
create legal and reputational risk for companies that publicly attributed prior price increases to tariffs.
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Investors may view tariff pass-through as a margin opportunity, but that thesis only works if volume
holds. In 2026, the consumer has more credible private label options, more discount formats and less
tolerance for another branded price increase. The pricing decision has become a behavioural demand
decision, not just a cost-recovery exercise.

Theme 4: Private Label Quality Parity: Retailer Brands Are Moving From Cheap Alternatives to
Trust, Formulation, and Design Competitors

Private label moved from value substitute to strategic competitor. Walmart’s Great Value overhaul,
Aldi’s expansion of its restricted ingredient list, Kirkland’s continued strength and Target’s exclusive
food strategy all confirm that retailer-owned brands are now competing on trust, formulation,
packaging, quality perception and price simultaneously.

This changes the burden of proof for national brands. A branded premium is defensible only where
the brand has real consumer pull before the shopper reaches the shelf. Mid-tier national brands are
the most exposed because many no longer have enough quality, taste or trust distance from retailer-
owned alternatives. Promotions may defend short-term velocity, but they cannot rebuild a weak
premium. The commercial question is no longer how much price gap a brand can tolerate. It is
whether the brand still earns its price gap.

Theme 5: GLP-1, SNAP and Demand Rewiring: Health Policy, Medicine, and Benefit Rules Are
Changing Unit Demand at Category Level

GLP-1 has become a mainstream demand variable. Household penetration near 23 percent means
the behaviour is already large enough to affect grocery planning. The impact is not uniform.
Desserts, sweet snacks, indulgent bakery and selected centre-store categories are exposed. Protein,
hydration, fresh produce, functional dairy and portion-controlled formats are advantaged. The
Morgan Stanley revision showing a more moderate aggregate calorie impact does not eliminate the
category risk. It only proves the effect must be modelled by cohort, category and SKU.

SNARP restrictions and FDA reformulation uncertainty add policy-driven pressure. Soda, candy and
synthetic-colour-dependent categories are now exposed to regulation, benefit eligibility and
consumer health pressure at the same time. WW International’s Chapter 11 shows that GLP-1 can
destroy business models built around behaviour change itself. For food and beverage companies,
the opportunity is different: products that support the new behaviour, rather than promise to create it,
are better positioned.

Theme 6: Protein and Functional Nutrition Baseline: Protein, Gut Health, Hydration, and
Functional Benefits Are Now Mainstream Operating Requirements

Protein became a baseline operating requirement across grocery and foodservice. Around 70
percent of U.S. consumers are trying to eat more protein, high-protein claims command a
measurable premium, and the demand is visible across dairy, meat, seafood, cottage cheese, RTD
beverages, snacks and fresh perimeter. Danone’s Oikos constraint, cottage cheese growth, dairy
powder pressure and meat category strength all point to a real demand shift.

The risk is overextension. The market is already filling with protein-labelled launches across chips,
soda, desserts, condiments and snack kits. Some categories have demonstrated repeat purchase
and behavioural durability. Others are still trial-led. The lesson from plant-based meat is directly
relevant: shelf expansion should follow repeat behaviour, not launch volume. Retailers and investors
need to separate structural protein demand from protein-branded noise.
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Theme 7: QSR, C-Store and Grocerant Occasion War: The Same $10 to $15 Meal Occasion Is
Contested by Restaurants, Retail Deli, Convenience, and Delivery

The $10 to $15 meal occasion is now fully contested across channels. McDonald’s launched Value
Feast to recover traffic. Chipotle is using loyalty rather than a value menu to defend premium
positioning. Starbucks is rebuilding through Al ordering, labour investment and cold-beverage
platforms. KFC is testing dirty sodas as beverage margin architecture. 7-Eleven is moving toward
food-focused stores. Grocery deli, club prepared food and c-store foodservice are all taking
occasions that once belonged mainly to restaurants.

The key change is that switching is not only price-led. Consumers are also switching for quality,
convenience and perceived value. Grocery deli bowls, prepared sushi, club trays and c-store
breakfast can now credibly substitute for QSR and fast casual. For suppliers, this changes account
priorities. The growth channel for a foodservice ingredient or prepared-food platform may no longer
be only the restaurant chain. It may be the grocerant programme, c-store foodservice network or club
prepared-food platform capturing the same occasion.

Theme 8: Agentic Al, Retail Infrastructure, and the New Commercial Architecture: The
Commercial Infrastructure of Food Retail Is Being Rebuilt

May showed that the food retail operating system is being rebuilt. Agentic Al is beginning to influence
product research and purchase decisions. Walmart’s Al Nutrition Hub links health data, pharmacy
and grocery recommendations. NielsenlQ's Early Market Read reduces the decision lag in sales
data. Ahold Delhaize is testing bank-direct payments. Sam’s Club Scan-and-Go and Costco digital
growth show that membership channels are becoming behavioural data platforms. Cold chain 10T is
moving fresh management from reactive shrink control to predictive freshness.

The implication for CPG is direct. The shelf is no longer only physical or digital. It is increasingly
algorithmic. Product data quality, health credentials, retailer-platform visibility, nutrition data,
structured claims and retail media execution now shape whether a brand is discovered,
recommended or substituted. Brands that do not make themselves machine-readable and retailer-
system-compatible will lose visibility even if their legacy brand awareness remains high.

Theme 9: Fresh Perimeter and Category Economics: Meat, Dairy, Seafood, Produce and Deli
Become the Main Battleground for Premium Health Demand

Fresh perimeter became the main battleground for premium health demand. Seafood recovered to
$24 .2 billion, with deli sushi and fresh-cut formats leading. Produce is becoming a snack, meal base
and wellness signal rather than only a side dish. Deli and in-store bakery are moving toward smaller,
portion-controlled and protein-forward formats. Beef supply constraints, dairy protein pressure,
charcuterie growth and fresh-prepared meal demand all show that the perimeter now carries the
strongest intersection of health, value, convenience and premiumisation.

This is not simple volume expansion. It is occasion capture. Seafood is becoming a trust and protein
platform. Produce is moving into snacking and meal solutions. Bakery is becoming smaller and more
permissible. Deli is becoming restaurant replacement. Meat and dairy are both demand beneficiaries
and supply-risk categories. Retailers that manage perimeter departments separately will miss the
broader consumer shift. Retailers that manage fresh as a connected health, meal and convenience
system will capture more basket value.
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Theme 10: Pet Humanization, Functional Health, and Vet Commerce: Pet is moving from
companion-products category into health, wellness, and care infrastructure

The pet sector is evolving from a companion-products category into a broader health, wellness, and
care ecosystem. Human wellness behaviours are increasingly transferring into pet food,
supplements, pharmacy, diagnostics, insurance, and veterinary services, creating a structurally
attractive downstream market defined by recurring consumption, premium willingness to pay, and
strong emotional attachment. April-May 2026 signals show functional nutrition, probiotics, mobility
support, calming products, fresh and human-grade formats, vet-backed formulations, and pet-health
platforms moving into mainstream retail and healthcare infrastructure.

The category is also entering a new consolidation phase. Strategic buyers and private equity firms
are increasingly targeting pet-health assets that combine repeat-purchase economics with
healthcare-style defensibility. At the same time, retailers and commerce platforms are moving
beyond product sales into integrated care ecosystems that connect food, pharmacy, clinics, virtual
care, and membership models. The result is that pet is no longer simply an adjacent retail category; it
is becoming a scaled health-led consumables platform with growing strategic relevance for food,
retail, pharmacy, healthcare, and consumer packaged goods companies.
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THEME 1:

The Pricing Cycle Completes

Q1 2026 Earnings Confirm Volume Recovery Is Real, But Uneven
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/N NOTE: The April Aimanac included several Q1 2026 earnings previews based on analyst
expectations, company guidance and prior-quarter data. This May edition updates those forecasts
with published Q1 results where available. Where actuals diverge from the April forecast, the May
analysis supersedes the earlier read. Where actuals confirm the April view, the May article is written
as a validation of the forecast rather than as a repeated item.

1. PepsiCo Q1 2026: +8.5% Net Revenue, Prebiotic Cola and
Doritos Protein Lead Recovery, North America Foods Stabilizes

Food Business News / PepsiCo Investor Relations | Read Article

PepsiCo posted 8.5% net revenue growth in Q1 2026. North American beverages were up 9%, with
Pepsi Prebiotic Cola as the standout innovation driver. North American foods were up 1%
organically, with targeted Frito-Lay price cuts restoring volume following 2025 value pressure. CEO
Ramon Laguarta credited bolder flavours, better-for-you benefits, and lower snack prices as the three
simultaneous levers of the Q1 result. Gatorade Zero Sugar crossed $1B in brand sales. The
company simultaneously announced 20% SKU elimination and packaging simplification across Lay's,
Tostitos, and Quaker, a portfolio discipline move that reduces manufacturing complexity while
refocusing trade investment on higher-velocity items.

SO WHAT: This confirms the April almanac read that PepsiCo’s GLP-1 response is portfolio-level
rather than SKU-level. The actual PepsiCo's Q1 is the most commercially actionable confirmation
available that the affordability-plus-functionality dual strategy is executable simultaneously and at
scale, not as a theoretical positioning exercise but as a delivered financial result. The prebiotic cola
at a premium price point funds the margin compression from snack price cuts. These are parallel
investment tracks that required 18—24 months of simultaneous R&D and commercial execution to
produce a Q1 2026 result. The companies examining PepsiCo's result as a 2026 strategy to
replicate must understand: the execution window that produced this quarter closed in 2024. They
are reading the outcome of decisions made two years ago.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics™ PECA-V behavioral demand scoring can identify
which PepsiCo SKU categories being targeted for 20% elimination carry the lowest V-score
durability, meaning consumers will not miss them, versus which carry cracked-open demand that
competitors should pre-emptively activate trade spend to capture before PepsiCo's distribution gap
creates a permanent space in the fixture. TerraCaptus can map PepsiCo's prebiotic cola patent
landscape, identifying whether the formulation is defensible IP or a replicable commodity
technology that will commoditise within 18 months.

2. Hershey Q1 2026: +11% Net Sales, "One Hershey" Operating
Model Launches, GLP-1 Tailwinds Visible in Gum, Protein, and
Mints

Food Business News / Hershey Investor Relations | Read Article

Hershey posted 11% net sales growth to $3.1B in Q1 2026, aided by the LesserEvil acquisition,
which added 20 percentage points of lift to the Salty Snacks segment. Non-seasonal retail sales
rose 11% for the Hershey's brand and 10% for Reese's. Gum and mints are benefiting materially
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from GLP-1 tailwinds, with Ice Breakers up 8% and the brand explicitly targeting a $1B scale
milestone. Protein bars grew 17%. The 'One Hershey' U.S. operating model, unifying sweet, salty,
and protein businesses under a single commercial structure, became effective March 16.

SO WHAT: Hershey's Q1 is the Age of Scale earnings thesis in operational form. The companies
with stable leadership, coherent portfolio architecture, and 18—24 months of advance innovation
investment are posting double-digit revenue growth simultaneously with the companies paralysed
by CEO transitions and margin-maximisation decisions posting the opposite. Hershey's One
Hershey model is the structural insight: a unified commercial team across sweet, salty, and protein
enables cross-category consumer relationship building that fragmented category management
cannot replicate. Every retailer negotiating with Hershey in 2026 is now negotiating with a supplier
that has end-to-end visibility of the snacking occasion across all day parts.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can score behavioral demand durability across
Hershey's unified portfolio, identifying which brand combinations within the One Hershey model
carry genuine ritual-level V scores that justify cross-category trade investment, and which are
structural adjacencies that the commercial model is packaging as integrated demand but that
consumers still experience as separate occasions. The distinction determines the true value of
unified selling versus coordinated but independent promotion.

3. Nestlé Q1 2026: +3.5% Organic Growth, Food & Snacks Best
Performance Since 2021, But Frozen Softens and Water
Divestiture Clears

Food Business News / Nestlé Investor Relations | Read Article

Nestlé reported 3.5% organic growth in Q1 2026 under Laurent Freixe's new strategic direction, with
Food & Snacks delivering 4.2% organic growth - the best performance since 2021. Real Internal
Growth (volume/mix) in Food & Snacks exceeded 2% for the first time in multiple years.
Confectionery returned to growth, with Toll House performing strongly in the U.S. Frozen foods,
however, remained under pressure. The company is on track to divest its water business as part of
the portfolio concentration strategy. The Nestlé - Keurig partnership for Starbucks K-Cup grocery
distribution was renewed and expanded, covering manufacturing and distribution across the U.S.
and Canada.

SO WHAT: Nestlé's Q1 is the first concrete evidence that Laurent Freixe's portfolio concentration
strategy - fewer, stronger categories anchored in Nescafé, KitKat, Purina, and Nestlé Health
Science - is producing volume improvement, not just margin recovery. The January 2026 Almanac
flagged Nestlé as a leadership-transition risk; Q1 2026 updates that assessment - the transition
appears to be executing on schedule. The frozen softness, however, is the one segment where
Nestlé's portfolio concentration has created exposure - lean-out on frozen innovation has left the
segment vulnerable to competitors with stronger reformulation pipelines. The Starbucks K-Cup
expansion is strategically significant - it locks Nestlé into the highest-margin, most GLP-1-resilient
at-home beverage format available.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics and OSINT monitoring of Nestlé's frozen
category IP activity, distribution filings, and retail shelf performance data will surface whether the
frozen softness is a transitional execution gap or a structural category positioning problem. For
grocery frozen buyers, the center-store implication is immediate - Nestlé's frozen promotional
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intensity and innovation pipeline are likely to lag while corporate attention is on confectionery and
health science - creating shelf and promotional co-investment opening for Conagra and Birds Eye.

4. Coca-Cola Q1 2026: 3% Volume Growth, Revenue +12% to
$12.5B, Cherry Innovation Surge Validates Flavor-First Strategy

Food Business News / Coca-Cola Investor Relations | Read Article

April almanac predicted Coca-Cola was expected to report Q1 results after April 28 and flagged a
$350-400M aluminum tariff headwind as the key forecast risk. May now reports Coca-Cola Q1 2026
revenue of $12.5B, up 12%, with unit case volume up 3% globally, North America up 4%. Coca-Cola
Zero Sugar grew 13%, driven by growth across all geographic operating segments. Cherry flavour
extensions, Coca-Cola Cherry Float, Diet Coke Cherry, and the revived Mr. Pibb, exceeded velocity
expectations. Mini-can formats (7.50z) are expanding in c-store for single-serve portion control. CEO
Henrique Braun, in his first quarterly earnings as Coca-Cola CEO on April 28, 2026, reaffirmed 4-5%
organic revenue growth guidance and raised full-year comparable EPS guidance to 8—9%, projecting
$12.2B in free cash flow.

SO WHAT: This updates the April tariff-risk read: the aluminum headwind remains material, but Q1
results show Coca-Cola had enough pricing power, mix discipline and format migration to absorb it
without losing volume. Coke Zero Sugar's 13% volume growth is the most important behavioral
demand signal in the carbonated beverage category in Q1 2026. GLP-1 and health-conscious
consumers are not leaving the Coca-Cola franchise, they are migrating within it from full-sugar to
zero-sugar variants. This is V-score preservation through reformulation, not V-score erosion
through behavioural displacement. The mini-can format expansion addresses a different behavioral
demand signal: smaller portions for GLP-1 and portion-conscious consumers who want to
consume, not abstain, but at reduced volume. PepsiCo's snack price cuts address an affordability
problem. Coca-Cola's format and variant innovation addresses a behavioral problem. The two
companies are solving different demand equations in the same consumer environment.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can score the behavioral demand depth of the
cherry flavor innovation consumer segment, distinguishing nostalgia-driven trial from genuine
repeat purchase commitment. The mini-can format data combined with GLP-1 household
penetration data enables a precise model of which Coca-Cola SKU formats are in behavioral
demand growth versus which are dependent on promotional support to maintain velocity. This is
the brand-level diagnostic that both Coca-Cola and its major retail partners need before the next
category review.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: Consensus reads Coca-Cola's volume growth as a clean recovery
story. Consumomics behavioral scoring suggests the 13% Coke Zero growth is cannibalising full-
sugar Coca-Cola at a faster rate than the reported segment data reveals, because both products sit
within the same household consumption occasion budget. Total household soda consumption
volume among GLP-1-influenced households is declining; the zero-sugar gains are a share-shift
within a shrinking total occasion, not net new consumption. The strategic implication: Coca-Cola is
successfully managing V-score migration, but the total category V-score is declining regardless.
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5. Mondeléz Q1 2026: +8% Revenue to $10.1B, Cocoa Hedges Still
Suppressing Margins Through 2026 Despite Spot Price Easing

Food Business News / Mondeléz Investor Relations | Read Article

Mondeléz reported net revenue growth of 8% to $10.08 billion in Q1 (organic +3%). North America
revenue was up 0.5%, with U.S. biscuit volume soft but improving through convenience, club, and
online channels. Adjusted operating income declined as cocoa hedges locked in at peak prices
($12,000+/tonne) continue flowing through cost of goods, even as cocoa spot prices have since
fallen to approximately $3,186—$3,353 per tonne. The company guided flat-to-2% organic revenue
growth for full-year 2026, missing analyst estimates of approximately 4%, citing the hedge overhang
as the primary suppressor.

SO WHAT: Mondeléz's Q1 result creates a commercially significant competitive window that its
confectionery and biscuit competitors, Mars, Ferrero, Hershey, are positioned to exploit. While
Mondeléz passes cocoa cost through to retail shelf prices, consumers facing higher Oreo and
Cadbury prices at point of purchase will trial premium alternatives that appear to offer equivalent
quality at lower or similar price. The hedge overhang is not a Mondeléz-specific problem, it is a
hedge position problem, but in the Age of Scale, the companies without equivalent hedge exposure
(Mars, with vertical supply chain integration; Hershey, with lower cocoa dependence relative to the
portfolio) are structurally advantaged through at least H2 2026.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: TerraCaptus can map the patent landscape in lab-grown cocoa
and precision fermentation cocoa alternatives, the January 2026 Almanac flagged Mondeléz CEO
Van de Put's disclosure that the company was evaluating lab-grown cocoa as a procurement
hedge. That evaluation is now more commercially urgent, not less, given the hedge cycle's
duration. OSINT monitoring of Mondeléz's R&D partnership filings and supply chain sourcing
documentation will surface whether the company is accelerating its alternative cocoa procurement
architecture.

6. Danone Q1 2026: +2.7% LFL Growth, Protein "Flying Off
Shelves," Middle East Disruption Creates Supply Risk, Cold
Brew Surges

Food Business News / Danone Investor Relations | Read Article

Danone reported Q1 LFL sales growth of +2.7% to €6.7 billion. Americas Essential Dairy and Plant-
Based LFL grew +3%, recovering from 2025 yogurt capacity constraints. Protein products,
specifically Oikos protein shakes, experienced demand exceeding supply in some markets: a supply
constraint rather than a demand problem. Stok cold brew coffees posted double-digit growth. The
Middle East conflict is causing logistics disruptions and cost inflation in oil and fertiliser inputs.
Danone confirmed 2026 guidance of 3-5% LFL growth.

SO WHAT: Danone's Q1 validates the clearest Age of Scale beneficiary thesis in the GLP-1 and
protein behavioral demand shift. The supply constraint on Oikos protein shakes is a commercially
unusual problem, it is evidence that demand is genuine and durable enough to outpace production
capacity, not just promotional trial. For grocery perimeter dairy buyers, the supply constraint is an
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immediate signal: secondary protein dairy brands and adjacent formats should be positioned to
capture shelf space that Danone protein cannot fully service in H1 2026.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics applied to protein dairy consumer genome profiles,
specifically the GLP-1 user plus high-protein dietary preference plus convenience-motivated
shopper intersection, quantifies the addressable demand that Danone's supply constraint is leaving
on the shelf. Retailers and competing protein dairy brands can model how much of that uncaptured
demand transfers permanently to their formats versus returns to Oikos when supply normalises.
OSINT monitoring of Danone's capacity expansion filings and Middle East logistics routing will
provide earliest signals of supply chain resolution timeline.

7. Starbucks Q2 2026: First Growth in 2+ Years, +9% Sales, +7%
U.S. Comps, Delivery +30%, Cold Foam +40%, Brian Niccol's
Turnaround Confirmed

Starbucks Investor Relations | Read Article

Starbucks confirmed Brian Niccol's turnaround is gaining measurable traction. Net income rose 33%
to $511 million. Quarterly sales grew 9% to $9.5 billion. U.S. comparable store sales grew 7%,
transactions up 4%, ticket up 3%, the first positive U.S. comparable quarter in over two years.
Delivery grew 30%+ year-to-date and is now described as incremental revenue rather than a
cannibalization concern. Cold foam platform sales grew 40% in Q2 U.S. company-operated stores.
Niccol's strategy, returning to coffee as core, simplifying the menu, investing in barista wages and
tools, and expanding digital ordering, has produced its first quarterly validation.

SO WHAT: Starbucks' Q2 is the most commercially significant QSR turnaround validation in the
April-May 2026 reporting period. The 7% U.S. comparable sales growth from transaction growth
(+4%) and ticket growth (+3%) simultaneously is structurally superior to comparable recoveries at
McDonald's and Burger King U.S., which have been generating traffic recovery primarily through
value platforms that compress ticket. Starbucks is recovering traffic at higher ticket, meaning
consumer behavioral commitment at premium price point is being restored, not just promotional
traffic being purchased. The cold foam +40% data point is the clearest evidence that functional and
experiential innovation, not price discounting, drives the recovery.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score behavioral demand analysis of the
Starbucks returning customer segment, specifically measuring whether Q2 transaction recovery
reflects genuinely restored ritual-level visit frequency or loyalty programme-driven promotional
visitation that will soften when activation investments moderate, determines whether the recovery is
the beginning of a durable behavioral demand rebuild or a strong promotional performance
requiring continued investment to sustain. The distinction has direct implications for Nestlé's
Starbucks at-home K-Cup distribution partnership.
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8. Chipotle Q1 2026: EPS Forecast Down 17%, Comparable Sales
~Flat, CEO Refuses Value Menu, Revamps Loyalty Programme
Instead as Fast Casual Segment Hits Maturity

Yahoo Finance/ Investor Relations | Read Article

Chipotle entered its Q1 2026 report with analysts projecting EPS of $0.24, down approximately 17%
year-on-year, and comparable store sales roughly flat. The stock had declined approximately 33%
over the prior year. CEO Scott Boatwright maintained his no-value-menu stance, stating the food is
'worth every penny,' while simultaneously revamping the loyalty programme to offer more free items,
greater redemption flexibility, and deeper in-store enrolment campaigns targeting its 21M+ active
rewards members.

SO WHAT: Chipotle's Q1 maps the precise tension the QSR bifurcation thesis predicted: a
premium fast-casual brand with genuine quality differentiation and strong consumer brand equity is
unable to grow domestic comparable sales in a consumer affordability stress environment, despite
having one of the largest loyalty databases in fast casual. The no-value-menu stance is
strategically defensible, Chipotle's product quality and format differentiation are its primary
competitive moats, but it requires the consumer to value that differentiation above the $5-$8 price
premium versus value QSR options. In an environment where 45% of consumers switched
restaurant brands in the past year, that premium justification is under its most severe test.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score behavioral demand analysis of the
Chipotle loyalty member base, distinguishing members with ritual-level visit frequency commitment
from members whose visit frequency is rewards-dependent, determines whether the loyalty
programme revamp is deepening genuine behavioral demand or subsidising visits from consumers
who have already entered cracked-open V-score territory. The distinction tells Chipotle's
commercial team whether the programme generates durable recovery or temporary traffic
purchased at rewards cost.

9. Hershey's Next Billion-Dollar Brand Strategy: Ice Breakers,
KitKat, Dot's Pretzels, and Jolly Rancher Each Targeted at $1B+,
Ferrero's Nutella Peanut Answers With Its First Flavor Innovation
in 60 Years

Ferrero / Food Business News | Read Article

Hershey's investor communications following Q1 2026 revealed four brands targeted for $1 billion+
annual sales status: Ice Breakers ($750M in 2025 growing on GLP-1 tailwinds), KitKat ($735M
receiving a 2027 relaunch with creamier chocolate), Dot's Pretzels ($605M expanding to new
formats), and Jolly Rancher ($485M). The KitKat relaunch is a direct response to the cocoa-cost and
GLP-1 environment: reformulating with creamier chocolate repositions the product as a more
indulgent, higher-quality experience precisely when premium indulgence is demonstrating GLP-1
resilience.

SO WHAT: The simultaneous Hershey billion-dollar brand programme maps the two dominant
confectionery innovation strategies of 2026. Ice Breakers' GLP-1 tailwind is confirmed behavioral
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demand, the category data supports the target. KitKat's relaunch thesis is quality-driven
premiumisation in a GLP-1-resilient format. Dot's and Jolly Rancher billion-dollar targets are more
aspirational bets that require V-score monitoring to validate. For grocery confectionery buyers, the
KitKat relaunch and Ice Breakers expansion are the two Hershey initiatives with the most confirmed
behavioral demand foundation to support trade spend.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score benchmarking of Ice Breakers, KitKat,
Dot's Pretzels, and Jolly Rancher against Hershey's management targets quantifies which brands
have the behavioral demand depth to plausibly reach $1B and which are management aspirations
requiring significant incremental consumer investment. For grocery confectionery category
managers, this analysis determines how aggressively to support Hershey's trade spend proposals
for each brand, and where the promotional investment is more likely to generate durable shelf
velocity versus promotional lift that normalises post-support.

10. Conagra CEO Transition: John Brase Appointed from J.M.
Smucker, A Retail and Foodservice Operator Takes the Helm in a
Critical Reinvestment Year

Food Business News / PR Newswire | Read Article

Conagra Brands named John Brase, former President and COO of J.M. Smucker Company, as its
new President and CEO effective June 1, 2026, succeeding Sean Connolly who led the company for
11 years. Brase brings cross-category retail and foodservice commercial experience spanning U.S.
Retail, International, and Away from Home channels, a commercial breadth that signals Conagra
may accelerate its foodservice push under new leadership. His appointment came as Conagra was
identified as a primary Age of Scale beneficiary of Kraft Heinz's reinvestment distraction and WASDE
grain input cost relief.

SO WHAT: Conagra's CEO transition creates the same double-edged dynamic as Hershey's: the
company is positioned as a structural winner in the current environment, stable earnings profile,
grain cost relief flowing into margins, Kraft HeinZz's retail distraction creating promotional calendar
openings. Now it enters a leadership transition at the exact moment it should be executing most
aggressively against those opportunities. If Brase's transition is smooth, the Age of Scale benefit
remains. If the transition creates strategic ambiguity, Campbell's absorbs the benefit on both sides
of the equation simultaneously.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics applied to Brase's commercial track record at
Smucker, specifically his decisions on trade spend, foodservice expansion, and portfolio
prioritisation, provides the earliest available signal of which Conagra categories will receive
accelerated investment under new leadership versus which face rationalisation. The six-month
window between his appointment and first strategic communications as Conagra CEO is the
highest-value intelligence window for competitors, retailers, and investors tracking Conagra's
direction.
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11. Hershey's U.S. President Departs After 13 Months, Age of
Scale Vulnerability Window Opens During One Hershey
Restructuring

SEC 8-K Filing / Confectionery News | Read Article 1| Read Article 2

Andrew Archambault, U.S. President at The Hershey Company, departed on May 1, 2026, just over
a year into his tenure, as confirmed in an April 14 SEC 8-K filing. CEO Kirk Tanner, Chief Customer
Officer Tiffany Menyhart, and Chief Commercial Officer Nate Champagne will lead the U.S. business
on an interim basis while a search is conducted. The departure lands at a structurally sensitive
moment: Hershey simultaneously launched its "One Hershey" operating model on March 16, unifying
sweet, salty, and protein businesses under a single commercial structure, while posting its strongest
Q1 in recent memory (+11% net sales). The combination of strong financial performance and
commercial leadership instability creates the precise competitive window that the Age of Scale
framework predicts: competitors with stable commercial teams hold negotiating advantage during the
interim period.

SO WHAT: The January 2026 Almanac identified Campbell's as the primary beneficiary of Kraft
Heinz's reinvestment distraction because it maintained stable retail partnerships while Kraft Heinz's
commercial team was reorganising. The same dynamic applies here, but with higher stakes,
because Hershey's One Hershey restructuring is creating a new unified commercial model
precisely as the U.S. President vacancy leaves the trade team without a senior commercial
sponsor for key Q2 grocery negotiations. The retailers Hershey is negotiating with for H2 2026 shelf
space, promotional co-investment, and holiday season planning windows are negotiating with an
interim leadership structure. In practice, this means Hershey's Q2 trade spend commitments may
be conservative or delayed, and competing confectionery brands, Mondeléz, Mars, Ferrara, and
Perfetti Van Melle, have a limited window to capture promotional calendar positions that Hershey's
commercial team cannot fully defend.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics and OSINT monitoring of Hershey's Q2
promotional filings, retailer co-op advertising submissions, and job posting activity (especially U.S.
sales leadership roles) surfaces the duration and depth of the commercial team gap before it is
publicly acknowledged. For Mondeléz, Ferrara, and Mars commercial teams, the window to
accelerate holiday 2026 promotional calendar negotiations with grocery buyers is Q2 2026, before
Hershey's new U.S. President is named and the commercial team stabilises under One Hershey
structure.

12. Cal-Maine Q3: Profits Tumble 90% as Egg Prices Normalise
Post-HPAI Surge

Food Business News | Read Article

Cal-Maine Foods reported Q3 2026 net income down 90% as egg wholesale prices normalised
sharply from their 2025 HPAI-driven peaks. The company had been generating exceptional
profitability during the avian influenza supply disruption. The commodity normalisation is occurring
simultaneously with retail egg deflation, a deflationary signal in one of the perimeter's highest-traffic
categories.
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SO WHAT: Cal-Maine's 90% profit decline is the clearest single-quarter illustration of the
difference between commodity price windfalls and genuine behavioral demand construction. The
company captured extraordinary margin during the HPAI disruption without building any durable
consumer demand architecture that survives price normalisation. This is the inverse of the
Consumomics V-score thesis: high V-score behavioral demand is durable across price cycles;
commodity windfall profits are not. For retailers, the egg category deflation creates promotional
pricing opportunities at a moment when consumer price fatigue is at its highest, deploying egg price
reductions as basket-building traffic drivers is the asymmetric retail opportunity created by Cal-
Maine's margin collapse.

13. Grocery Stocks Outperform S&P 500 in Q1 2026 as Investors
Rotate to Defensive Food Assests

Supermarket News | Read Article

Food retail equities significantly outperformed the broader S&P 500 in Q1 2026 as investors rotated
into defensive grocery assets amid macroeconomic uncertainty driven by tariff volatility and
consumer spending signals. Kroger, Walmart, and Costco demonstrated relative outperformance.
Albertsons posted a $480M net loss driven by opioid settlement costs despite 0.7% identical sales
growth, confirming that its financial challenge is structural rather than operational.

SO WHAT: Capital markets are pricing the grocery bifurcation thesis in real time: scaled, private-
label-capable operators with strong membership economics are being valued as durable
compounders; mid-tier conventional operators with structural legal or format overhangs are being
valued as declining assets. For CPG trade investment strategy, this is a first-order signal. Retailers
whose equity is outperforming have the board mandate and capital confidence to execute
aggressive private label expansion, category resets, and exclusive brand programmes. Retailers
under opioid or structural cost pressure are rationing trade co-investment, they are lower-priority
promotional partners in 2026 regardless of their volume share in your category.

14. Campbell's Q3 FY2026: Stable Earnings Profile Confirms Age
of Scale Beneficiary Status as Kraft Heinz Reinvests

Campbell’'s Investor Relations / investor.campbellsoupcompany.com | Read Article

Campbell's reported Q3 FY2026 results reflecting stable earnings and continued shelf momentum in
shelf-stable soup, sauce, and baked goods categories. CEO Mark Clouse cited retailer promotional
co-investment gains in categories where Kraft Heinz's reinvestment year created trade attention
availability. Swanson broth, Pacific Foods, and Prego all gained shelf presence and promotional
support as Kraft Heinz redirected trade spend toward its highest-priority reinvestment brands.
Campbell's same-store volume trends showed modest improvement against the broader CPG
volume pressure environment.

SO WHAT: Campbell's Q3 is the Age of Scale demand-shifting-among-giants thesis operating
precisely as predicted. When a major branded CPG player enters a declared reinvestment year,
retailers and consumers do not switch to insurgent challenger brands, they shift spending to the
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next most credible scaled player in the category. Campbell's stable strategy, continued marketing
investment, and aligned retail partnerships make it the natural primary beneficiary of Kraft Heinz's
12—-18 month strategic transition. For CPG trade strategy teams, this is the precedent that should
be modelling right now for every category where a major competitor is entering a leadership or
strategic reset.

15. Kraft Heinz Q1 2026: $600M Reinvestment Year, FY2025 Net
Sales -3.5% to $24.9B, Volume -4.1%, Margin Floor Declared

CNBC / Food Navigator USA | Q1 2026 Earnings | foodnavigator-usa.com | Read Article

Kraft Heinz declared 2026 its 'margin floor' year, committing $600M in reinvestment across pricing,
R&D, marketing, and sales to arrest volume decline. FY2025 net sales declined 3.5% to $24.9 billion
with volume down 4.1%. CEO Steve Cahillane projected 14—18% operating income reduction to fund
the reset while targeting a 20% R&D spending increase and marketing rising from 4.9% to 5.5% of
net sales. The company abandoned its previously planned business separation.

SO WHAT: The May result validates the April almanac forecast concern: Kraft Heinz is no longer
managing for margin recovery alone. It is explicitly sacrificing operating income to rebuild volume
and brand relevance. $600M reinvestment funded by a deliberate operating income haircut is the
clearest admission that Kraft Heinz's prior pricing-led strategy failed commercially. When the owner
of Heinz Ketchup, Oscar Mayer, and Philadelphia Cream Cheese is willing to crater short-term
earnings to buy back volume, it signals the entire centre-store branded CPG model is under
existential pressure. Every retailer negotiating shelf space with Kraft Heinz in 2026 holds more
leverage than at any point in the past decade, while every competitor with stable earnings profile
benefits, particularly Campbell's and Conagra.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can score behavioral demand durability of Kraft
Heinz's top 20 SKUs, identifying which iconic brands still carry ritual-level V scores and which have
slipped to cracked-open or closed, informing whether the $600M is allocated to salvageable brands
or legacy assets past the recovery threshold. This is the portfolio triage intelligence layer that
makes $600M reinvestment capital productive rather than uniformly distributed across a mixed-
durability portfolio.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: Consensus frames Kraft Heinz's reset as a smart strategic pivot.
Age of Scale analysis suggests $600M is insufficient to close the quality and trust gap that three
years of underinvestment created. The companies that will most benefit from Kraft Heinz's
reinvestment year are not Kraft Heinz, they are the competitors with stable earnings profiles who can
use the 12—18 month window of Kraft Heinz's commercial attention being internally focused to take
shelf, take promotional calendar, and take consumer relationships that Kraft Heinz cannot defend
while simultaneously executing a company-wide reinvestment programme.
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16. Unilever Q1 2026: Ice Cream Separation Enters Execution
Phase, Portfolio Reset Delivers Modest Growth Under New
Strategic Direction

Food Navigator / Unilever Investor Relations / Q1 2026 Earnings | Read Article

Unilever reported Q1 2026 underlying sales growth of approximately 3% as the company executed
its ice cream separation programme, creating a standalone entity housing Magnum, Wall's, Cornetto,
Ben & Jerry's, and Breyers, targeting a mid-2026 IPO. The personal care and home care portfolios
continue cross-subsidising the food reinvestment budget. Under CEO Hein Schumacher's portfolio
reset, Unilever is concentrating food investment in its highest-V-score brands, Hellmann's, Knorr, and
Marmite, while the ice cream separation creates a $8B pure-play frozen dessert business.

SO WHAT: The May result shifts the April almanac read from volume recovery to portfolio
architecture. Europe remains part of the recovery story, but the more material May development is
that Unilever is separating ice cream and concentrating food investment behind fewer, higher-
equity platforms. Unilever's ice cream separation creates a $8B frozen dessert competitor under
immediate capital market pressure to demonstrate standalone growth, meaning the new entity will
invest more aggressively in innovation, marketing, and geographic expansion than it did as a
Unilever division. For Froneri, Nestlé ice cream, and Wells Enterprises, the newly independent
entity is a more dangerous competitor: focused, well-capitalised, and motivated to prove its
standalone thesis to public market investors. The Ben & Jerry's legal dispute over governance
independence adds reputational risk to the IPO that institutional investors must evaluate.
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THEME 2:
Hard Discount Holds Its Ground, But the Battlefield Has
Expanded

Walmart and Target Join the Format War
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17. Target Revamps Grocery Strategy, Doubles Exclusive Food &
Bev Items Over Three Years, Adds 30 Stores in 2026, Early
Traffic Data Positive

Supermarket News | Read Article

Target CEO Michael Fiddelke unveiled a multi-year grocery turnaround strategy with grocery as the
central commercial growth driver. Core commitments: doubling exclusive food and beverage items
over three years; expanding the wellness assortment; resetting category adjacencies; and opening
30 new stores in 2026. Early performance data supports the pivot, weekly store visits among the pilot
cohort were up 6.6% to 10.3% following grocery resets. Target is positioning for an affordable
premium grocery identity: better than Walmart on curation and brand story, more accessible than
Whole Foods on price.

SO WHAT: Target's grocery strategy is the most commercially credible challenge to the hourglass
economy narrative, the thesis that conventional grocery is being squeezed from above by premium
formats and below by hard discount simultaneously. Target's move introduces a third dynamic: a
mass-format retailer attempting to occupy the premium-accessible middle that conventional grocery
is vacating. If Target executes, and early traffic data suggests it is, it captures exactly the $75,000-
$150,000 household income segment that Kroger and Albertsons need to retain but are structurally
losing to both Walmart and specialty formats simultaneously.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can score which CPG brands are best positioned
to benefit from Target's exclusive food and beverage expansion, specifically which premium-
functional brands in protein, functional beverages, global flavours, and clean label formats match
the behavioral demand profile of Target's core Millennial-Gen Z shopper. The 30-store expansion in
2026 combined with category resets creates a defined window for CPG brands to negotiate
exclusive or priority distribution into a format gaining traffic while conventional grocery is losing it.

18. Albertsons Accelerates Store Closures and Job Cuts, $1.5B
Savings Target Replaces Merger Growth Strategy as Standalone
Reality Bites

Grocery Dive / Fox Business | Read Article

Albertsons announced closures in California, Texas, and Washington D.C., affecting more than 400
jobs in April 2026 alone, adding to 20+ closures already executed in 2025. The company pivoted to a
$1.5B cost savings target as its primary strategic framework, having abandoned merger-driven scale
following the failed Kroger deal. Al and automation investment is positioned as the mechanism to
close the cost gap, but the operational reality is a conventional grocer navigating the hardest retail
environment in a decade without the capital depth of national competitors or the format differentiation
of growing specialists.

SO WHAT: Albertsons' store closure acceleration is the clearest real-world manifestation of
conventional grocery format contraction. The specific markets being exited, California, Texas, and
D.C., are precisely the high-density urban and suburban markets where Aldi, Trader Joe's, Sprouts,
and Walmart are simultaneously expanding. Each Albertsons closure creates a distribution
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coverage gap for CPG manufacturers who built trade spend models around Albertsons shelf
velocity. The CPG manufacturer's distribution dark zone, the gap between conventional grocery exit
and alternative format entry, is now opening across three of the largest U.S. consumer markets
simultaneously.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: OSINT can map Albertsons closure timing against Aldi, Trader
Joe's, and Walmart expansion permitting and leasing activity in the same markets, giving CPG
manufacturers the geographic distribution coverage gap map that determines where to pre-activate
alternative channel partnerships before Albertsons exits create volume holes. The $10.35M state
AG legal cost recovery precedent confirms that any future large-scale grocery M&A attempt carries
meaningful litigation cost overhang that must be modelled into deal economics before
announcement.

19. Traditional Grocers Failing to Close the "Value Gap", Kroger
and ShopRite Deploy Price Locks and Al Loyalty While Aldi,
Grocery Outlet, and Sprouts All Expand Simultaneously

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Conventional grocers including Kroger and ShopRite entered April 2026 deploying three defensive
levers against hard discount: price locks on select SKUs, refreshed loyalty programme architectures,
and Al-driven promotional targeting. Aldi, Grocery Outlet, and Sprouts are simultaneously in active
expansion mode, Aldi capturing the value-motivated mainstream shopper, Grocery Outlet capturing
the deal-hunting discovery shopper, and Sprouts capturing the health-motivated premium shopper.
The three expanding formats are each targeting a different segment conventional grocery is
simultaneously losing.

SO WHAT: The convergence of three simultaneously expanding alternative formats against a
conventional grocery sector deploying defensive tactical measures rather than structural responses
is the most precise illustration of the capital trilemma thesis: conventional grocers cannot fully fund
private label quality investment, loyalty defence, and footprint rationalisation simultaneously. The
April 2026 evidence reveals the sequencing most conventional operators have made: Al-powered
loyalty defence first, private label investment second, footprint rationalisation as the residual. What
it does not confirm is whether Al-driven promotional targeting is a sufficiently durable loyalty
defence against the format-level behavioral shift that Aldi's physical expansion represents.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics behavioral scoring of conventional grocery loyalty
programme members, specifically whether loyalty programme participation correlates with genuine
ritual-level store visit commitment or merely with promotional-discount dependency, is the
diagnostic that determines whether Kroger and ShopRite's Al loyalty investment is building durable
behavioral demand or purchasing temporary trip frequency at promotional cost. The distinction is
commercially decisive: one builds permanent value; the other has finite effectiveness against a
format-quality improvement at the scale Aldi and Walmart are executing.
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20. Trader Joe's Announces 8 More Stores, On Track for 20-Plus
Openings in 2026 as Specialty Grocery Continues Aggressive
Expansion

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Trader Joe's announced eight new locations in California, Washington, lllinois, New Jersey,
Louisiana, and Utah, keeping it on pace for more than 20 openings in 2026. The chain opened 34
stores in 2024 and 43 in 2025. Trader Joe's operates a private-label-dominant, high-velocity model
with deliberately constrained SKU counts, no loyalty programmes, no national advertising, and no e-
commerce. Its expansion targets markets where conventional grocery is consolidating and the upper-
middle-income health-conscious shopper is underserved by both hard discount and specialty natural
formats.

SO WHAT: Trader Joe's expansion is commercially significant precisely because its model is the
one hardest for CPG manufacturers to influence: no retail media network, no promotional co-
investment, no data sharing, no loyalty programme to partner with. Every Trader Joe's opening is a
distribution channel branded CPG cannot access through conventional trade investment. The
behavioral demand insight that matters is which specific shopper profiles are choosing Trader Joe's
as their primary grocery store, because those shoppers are permanently off the trade spend map
for every branded CPG company simultaneously.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics consumer genome profiling of the Trader Joe's
shopper segment, income, behavioral health motivation, food identity, and substitution elasticity,
gives CPG manufacturers the most actionable intelligence available about the consumer they
cannot reach through Trader Joe's: specifically which of their current branded shoppers are in the
highest risk of primary store transfer as new locations open. OSINT mapping of Trader Joe's lease
filings and opening permits against CPG manufacturers' existing store-level velocity data creates a
12-month advance warning system for distribution territory risk.

21. States Seek $10.35M from Kroger and Albertsons for Merger
Legal Costs

Fox4News | Read Article

Multiple state attorneys general filed motions demanding over $10.35M in combined legal fees from
Kroger and Albertsons following the collapse of their $24.6B merger attempt. Kroger alone spent
over $1B pursuing the deal through the regulatory process. The precedent being set is commercially
significant: states will now actively pursue cost recovery from parties to failed food retail M&A,
permanently changing deal economics for any future large-scale grocery consolidation attempt.

SO WHAT: The $10.35M recovery motion is not the headline. The headline is that the regulatory

cost structure for large-scale grocery M&A has permanently changed. Any board contemplating a

transformative grocery acquisition must now model state AG litigation cost recovery as a real line

item in deal economics, not a theoretical risk. This raises the effective cost of attempted food retail
consolidation, slowing formal M&A pace even as functional consolidation through private label
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expansion, retail media, and exclusive brand programmes proceeds at full speed through non-M&A
mechanisms.

22. Harps Food Stores Acquires 18 Stores from Dyer Foods -
Adds Three New Banners

Supermarket News | Read Article

Employee-owned Harps Food Stores acquired 18 grocery locations from Dyer Foods in April 2026,
adding three new retail banners to its regional footprint in the latest consolidation move by a smaller
operator.

SO WHAT: Regional, employee-owned chains gaining scale through acquisition is the overlooked
consolidation story in grocery. While the M&A headlines focus on the Kroger-Albertsons collapse,
the actual consolidation of small and mid-tier grocery is happening through dozens of regional
acquisitions annually. The employee-ownership model - demonstrated viable through Harps, Hy-
Vee, and others - is proving more resilient against capital pressure than investor-owned mid-tier
chains. For CPG brands, these regional consolidations are creating more concentrated buyer
relationships in their markets, with buyers who have lower trade spend expectations but strong
shopper loyalty.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Track regional grocery M&A activity in your key geographic
markets. The acquiring companies - employee-owned regional chains growing through
consolidation - are often underserved by national CPG trade programmes that focus on the top 10
retail accounts. A dedicated regional chain strategy, with tailored pack sizes and promotional
mechanics appropriate to independent buyers, is a distribution growth lever that many CPG brands
are not actively managing.

23. Costco Q3 FY2026: $21.5B Monthly Net Sales, +9.3%, Kirkland
Strengthens as Digital Sales Surge 34.4%

Costco Investor Relations / Stock Titan | Q3 FY2026 | Read Article

Costco reported Q3 FY2026 monthly net sales of approximately $21.5 billion, up 9.3% year-on-year.
Total comparable sales rose 7.1%, with digitally-enabled comparable sales surging 34.4%.
Membership renewal rates remained above 90%. Kirkland Signature private label continued to
strengthen as the highest-penetration, highest-loyalty brand in the Costco ecosystem. The company
operates 924 warehouses globally.

SO WHAT: Costco growing net sales 9.3% while broader grocery retail navigates hard discount
share erosion and consumer value stress is the membership warehouse model's advantages
demonstrated in financial results. It captures higher-income households who trade on value through
bulk format and Kirkland private label without sacrificing quality perception. The 34.4% digital sales
surge is the most important channel intelligence signal: Costco members are buying food online at
accelerating rates, fundamentally changing the sampling, discovery, and impulse-purchase
dynamics that traditionally made Costco an in-store brand-building vehicle.
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NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For branded CPG manufacturers, the Costco digital surge means
that Walmart Connect retail media investment is no longer the only algorithmically driven purchase
channel requiring active management. Costco's digital grocery channel is generating purchase
decisions based on search positioning, product data completeness, and member review depth, the
same algorithmic signals as every other digital grocery environment. The brands not optimising for
Costco's digital shelf are losing the in-store brand-building benefit of the format without capturing
the digital replacement channel that is absorbing those purchase decisions.

24. Sam's Club Scan-and-Go Penetration Hits 35%, Walmart's
Warehouse Club Is Now a Behavioral Data Platform

Grocery Dive / Walmart Q3 FY2026 | Read Article

Sam's Club reported its Scan-and-Go digital checkout penetration reaching 35% of all transactions,
the highest in the warehouse club format globally, alongside continued membership growth and food
category sales acceleration. The digital integration advantage over Costco, which lacks equivalent
frictionless checkout at scale, is becoming a measurable competitive differentiator for a younger,
more digitally engaged Sam's Club member demographic.

SO WHAT: Sam's Club's 35% Scan-and-Go penetration is the most commercially significant digital
retail innovation in the warehouse club format. It fundamentally changes shopping journey
economics, reducing labour cost per transaction while simultaneously generating purchase
behaviour data that rivals Costco's Kirkland private label intelligence. For CPG manufacturers,
Sam's Club's digitally-integrated membership data means the warehouse club is evolving from a
bulk-purchase channel into a behavioral demand intelligence platform: what members scan and
buy in real time is a more current demand signal than any syndicated market research.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: CPG brands selling through Sam's Club should treat Scan-and-Go
purchase data as a leading indicator of behavioral demand trajectory, it is available in near-real-
time versus the 9-day lag in syndicated data. The brands that build direct data integration with
Sam's Club's digital commerce infrastructure are accessing behavioral demand intelligence that
their competitors relying on traditional data services receive a week later. In a fast-moving
promotional environment, a week's data advantage compounds meaningfully across a full year.

25. Dollar General Expands Fresh Food Sections Across 7,000
Stores, Hard Discount Moves Into Perishables at Rural Scale

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Dollar General continued its rollout of refrigerated food sections, fresh produce, and dairy to
approximately 7,000 stores across its 20,000+ U.S. location network. The company is explicitly
targeting rural and exurban markets where conventional grocery has consolidated or exited, creating
food desert conditions that Dollar General's fresh food expansion directly addresses. The format
innovation, adding fresh to a predominantly shelf-stable discount model, is being executed through a
cooler-add programme that requires minimal capital per store.
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SO WHAT: Dollar General's fresh food expansion is the downstream food system's most
underreported structural development. In the approximately 700 rural U.S. counties where Dollar
General is the only food retail format within a reasonable drive, fresh food addition makes Dollar
General the functional primary grocery destination for those communities, not an impulse or top-up
shopping occasion. For CPG manufacturers selling through Dollar General, the fresh food
expansion changes the category management conversation: Dollar General is no longer a shelf-
stable, centre-store-only account. It is a full-basket grocery alternative for a meaningful share of the
U.S. rural population.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Audit your current Dollar General distribution for fresh food
category opportunity. The accounts that already have refrigerated sections represent immediate
incremental shelf space for dairy, deli, and beverage SKUs that Dollar General buyers are actively
seeking. The accounts scheduled for cooler addition represent a forward distribution expansion
opportunity that can be activated in advance through buyer engagement with the category
management team. OSINT monitoring of Dollar General's cooler installation permitting activity
provides a 3—6 month advance window on which specific store clusters are in the next expansion
wave.
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THEME 3:

Tariffs, Pricing and Margin Collision

A new cost wave is arriving before consumers have recovered from the previous
pricing cycle
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26. Grocery Inflation Cools to 1.9% in March as Meat, Coffee and
Produce Surge

Grocery Dive | Read Article

U.S. food-at-home prices rose 1.9% year-on-year in March - the first sub-2% reading since
November 2025, signaling a broader moderation in grocery inflation. However, the headline masks
severe category divergence - beef and veal were up 12%+ year-on-year, coffee and tomatoes saw
double-digit increases, while egg prices fell sharply from their HPAI-driven peaks.

SO WHAT: The headline inflation number is almost irrelevant to downstream portfolio
management. The category-level divergence is the signal - perimeter proteins and hot beverages
remain structurally elevated, squeezing margins for operators who cannot pass cost through, while
center-store eggs and some commodities are deflating. CPG brands in protein-adjacent categories
face a cost environment that is diverging from the headline CPI. Pricing strategies built on
aggregate food inflation benchmarks will systematically misallocate margin across a portfolio.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Build a category-specific cost trajectory model that runs
independently of headline food CPI. Beef, coffee, and dairy protein inputs are running 5 - 7x above
the aggregate food inflation number. Any 2026 pricing architecture that uses 1.9% as its cost
assumption for protein-heavy SKUs will produce negative margin surprises in Q2 and Q3.
Renegotiate procurement contracts in affected categories now, before mid-year delivery windows.

27. Consumer Lawsuits Loom as Tariff Refund Portal Opens -
$166B at Stake

Supermarket News | Read Article

A U.S. tariff refund portal opened with approximately $166 billion potentially at stake for importers.
Consumer advocacy groups are simultaneously preparing lawsuits arguing that tariff costs were
unlawfully passed through to shoppers rather than absorbed by companies or the government. The
legal architecture being assembled around tariff cost pass-through creates potential liability exposure
for any CPG company that publicly attributed price increases to tariffs.

SO WHAT: This is a legal risk that most CPG boards have not adequately modeled. Companies
that cited tariffs in their public pricing communications - and there were many in 2025 - are now
potentially defendants in class-action proceedings arguing that those cost pass-throughs were
unlawful or deceptive. The reputational dimension is equally significant - being publicly named in a
consumer price-gouging lawsuit while simultaneously preparing another round of tariff-driven price
increases is a compounding reputational event.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Have legal review every public communication that attributed 2025
- 2026 price increases to tariffs before the next price increase announcement cycle. Ensure the
legal basis for cost pass-through language is clear and defensible. Simultaneously, invest in
domestic sourcing documentation that demonstrates genuine cost exposure - the companies with
the cleanest audit trail of input cost increases are the most defensible in any future litigation.
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28. Tipping Fatigue and Inflation Dampen Restaurant Worker Tip
Income

Restaurant Dive | Read Article

Consumer price sensitivity and prolonged inflation are simultaneously reducing both the frequency
and the average size of tips at U.S. restaurants, putting additional pressure on front-line worker
incomes even as restaurant operators face rising minimum wages in multiple states.

SO WHAT: Labour cost pressure in foodservice is now a two-sided squeeze - operators face rising
minimum wage obligations at the policy level while workers face declining tip income from
consumers. The operators managing this most effectively are those investing in labour models that
do not depend on tip income for employee retention - guaranteed wage models like Starbucks'
$300 quarterly bonus programme set the retention standard that lower-paying operators will
struggle to match. The accelerated automation investment at large QSR chains is not simply
technology enthusiasm - it is a structurally rational response to a labour cost environment that is
both expensive and unstable.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: For foodservice equipment and technology suppliers, the labour
cost environment is the commercial case for kitchen automation that writes itself. Pitch automation
ROI in the specific language of tip income volatility and minimum wage trajectory, not general
efficiency - those are the precise operational pain points that franchisee operators are managing in
2026.

29. Tariff Wave Expected to Hit Grocery Shelves Mid-to-Late 2026,
CPG Price Increases Being Planned Now

Food Navigator / Supermarket News | Read Article

Analysts across CPG, retail, and trade policy issued coordinated warnings in April 2026 that
Liberation Day tariff impacts have not yet fully passed through to consumer shelf prices. A $200
billion customs burden is expected to flow to retail shelves in mid-to-late 2026. CPG brands are
internally preparing price increase announcements while publicly calibrating the consumer
communication strategy. Grocery stocks are outperforming as investors anticipate margin expansion
from tariff pass-through, a financial thesis that requires volume to hold at elevated prices, which is
precisely the commercial risk the consumer data does not support.

SO WHAT: The companies that recalibrated toward volume recovery in Q1 2026, cutting prices,
investing in consumer value, rebuilding behavioral demand, now face an exogenous cost shock
arriving at the worst possible moment in the consumer relationship cycle. When GLP-1 household
penetration is at 23%, private label quality parity is documented, and hard discount formats are
expanding at 180+ stores per year, the consumer's willingness to absorb another branded CPG
price increase is structurally lower than at any point in the post-COVID pricing era. The brands best
positioned for this collision are those with the deepest behavioral demand depth, brands whose
consumer relationship is durable enough to sustain a 5—-8% price increase without permanent
loyalty erosion. Most centre-store branded CPG portfolios have fewer of those SKUs than their
trade marketing plans assume.
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NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Run a pre-tariff pricing architecture review across your portfolio
using Consumomics V-score analysis. For every SKU with significant import-derived input cost
exposure, the behavioral demand depth required to sustain a price increase without volume loss
must be measured, not assumed. SKUs that cannot sustain a price increase must be prioritised for
domestic sourcing substitution, pack-size reduction, or reformulation before the tariff wave arrives.
The companies that complete this analysis in May 2026 will make structurally better pricing
decisions than those making announcements in September.

30. Grocery Stocks Outperform S&P 500, Investors Price the
Tariff Pass-Through As a Margin Recovery Event

Supermarket News | Read Article

Food retail equities and CPG stocks outperformed the S&P 500 in Q1 2026. The investment thesis:
tariff-driven cost pass-throughs create a margin recovery event for manufacturers and retailers
simultaneously. The counter-thesis, that volume loss from consumer resistance to further price
increases will erode the margin gain before it compounds, is the risk that the market is not yet fully
pricing.

SO WHAT: Capital markets are pricing grocery and CPG as tariff-pass-through beneficiaries. That
thesis is sound if behavioral demand holds under the next price increase cycle. It fails if the
consumer response, migration to private label, reduction of purchase frequency, or permanent
channel switch to hard discount, exceeds the margin gain from the price increase. The
Consumomics behavioral evidence suggests the consumer is significantly more resistant to
branded CPG price increases in May 2026 than in May 2022, because private label quality parity,
GLP-1 behavioral change, and 36 months of price fatigue have structurally reduced the switching
cost. The market's tariff pass-through thesis depends on a consumer durability assumption that the
behavioral demand data does not uniformly support.

31. U.S. Grocery 2026: Traffic, Units, and Dollar Sales in a High-
Cost Era

FMI / Circana / NielsenlQ | Read Article

FMI's 2026 retail data shows total U.S. grocery dollar sales growing approximately 3—4%, masking a
more complex story underneath: unit volumes flat to slightly declining in many categories, driven by
consumers buying less food overall (GLP-1 effect), trading pack sizes down (value pressure), and
shifting to lower-cost formats (club, discount, private label). Traffic in traditional supermarket formats
is losing share to club, convenience, and online. The dollar growth is almost entirely price-driven, not
volume-driven, which means when pricing power normalizes, the underlying volume decline in
traditional formats will become visible.

SO WHAT: For scaled retailers (Walmart, Kroger, Albertsons), the answer to traffic loss is loyalty
data, private label, and omnichannel, capabilities they have and regional grocers don't. For
suppliers, the volume-behind-the-dollar-number story means that shelf space is becoming more
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contested even as dollar sales look healthy. The brands that hold share in a flat-unit environment
are those with genuine consumer pull, not just promotional support.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can separate price-driven and volume-driven
components of category dollar growth, identifying which categories have genuine underlying
demand growth vs which are purely inflationary, a critical distinction for capex and capacity
planning.

32. EUDR and CSRD: Traceability as a Barrier to Entry

EU/PSQR /H2Compliance | Read Article

The EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) requires companies trading in soy, cocoa, palm oil, coffee,
beef, and several other commodities to provide GPS-level geolocation data for every production plot
to prove products are deforestation-free. Large and medium operators must comply by December 30,
2026; small and micro operators have until June 30, 2027. In parallel, CSRD demands detailed
sustainability reporting, including traceability data that overlaps significantly with EUDR requirements.

SO WHAT: Building the digital traceability infrastructure for EUDR and CSRD is expensive and
organizationally complex. Multinationals and large traders can amortize that cost over billions of
euros in EU sales; small exporters and processors cannot. As enforcement approaches, EU
retailers will increasingly consolidate sourcing with suppliers who can provide robust geolocation
data and audit trails, structurally favoring larger, integrated supply chain actors over smaller ones.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Regulatory Prediction & Impact can map where a client sits in the
EUDR operator taxonomy (primary vs downstream, large vs small), what the exact data
requirements are, and which categories and origins pose the highest risk of supply disruption under
the 2026 deadline.
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THEME 4:

Private Label Quality Parity

Retailer brands are moving from cheap alternatives to trust, formulation, and
design competitors
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33. Walmart Overhauls Great Value Across 10,000 Items, Targets
Affluent Shoppers, Rolling Out Salty Snacks in May Before Dairy
and Cereal

Financial Content / Supermarket News | Read Article

Walmart unveiled a comprehensive redesign of its Great Value private label brand, spanning
approximately 10,000 items, its largest private label investment in the brand's history. The rebrand
explicitly sheds budget-only perception, applying premium design principles and reformulated quality
standards to daily essentials. Rollout sequence: salty snacks first in May 2026, then dairy and cereal.
The targeting language is commercially significant, Great Value is being positioned as a credible
quality brand for households across income levels, including six-figure households Walmart began
capturing through Walmart Plus and online grocery in 2025.

SO WHAT: The Great Value rebrand is the single most commercially significant private label event
of April 2026. Its reach is the existing Walmart store network of approximately 4,700 U.S. locations,
immediately larger than any individual hard discount expansion. The specific sequencing, salty
snacks first, is a direct competitive declaration against Frito-Lay and Hershey's LesserEvil, in the
exact snack-aisle segment where PepsiCo just cut prices to recover volume. Three simultaneous
forces are compressing national CPG snack brands: Great Value quality upgrade, PepsiCo price
restoration, and hard discount format expansion. The combined effect on mid-tier national snack
brand economics is structurally more severe than any single force in isolation.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can score behavioral demand vulnerability of
national CPG brands most directly exposed to the Great Value salty snack relaunch, specifically
which Frito-Lay, Pringles, and regional snack SKUs are in cracked-open V-score territory at
Walmart's price points, and which carry sufficient ritual-level behavioral demand to sustain the
premium over a redesigned Great Value alternative. OSINT monitoring of Walmart's private label
supplier contracting, Great Value packaging permit filings, and new product development
submissions surfaces which categories enter each phase of the rebrand before retail execution.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: Consensus reads the Great Value rebrand as Walmart competing
with national CPG on quality. The more commercially precise reading: Walmart is competing with
Aldi and LidlI's private label quality perception, using the Great Value upgrade to prevent its upper-
income grocery shoppers from migrating to a premium hard discount format. The target of this
rebrand is not Frito-Lay. It is Aldi's exclusive brands. CPG manufacturers should be asking which
competitor forced this rebrand, and the answer directs the correct strategic response.

34. Aldi Removes 44 More Ingredients from Private Label by
December 2027, Restricted List Expands from 13 to 57 Items,
Covering Synthetic Colors, Preservatives, and Additives

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

Aldi announced it is expanding its restricted ingredients list from 13 to 57, removing an additional 44
ingredients, including synthetic colours, preservatives, and specific additives, from all private label
food, vitamin, and supplement products by December 2027. Reformulated products are already
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rolling out in phases. The announcement accompanies Aldi's continued U.S. footprint expansion
toward 3,200 stores by 2028.

SO WHAT: The 44-ingredient removal is the quality-tier signal that completes the hard discount
competitive picture: Aldi is not just expanding its physical footprint, it is simultaneously upgrading its
product formulation standards to a level that allows it to compete for upper-income, health-
conscious shoppers who previously considered Aldi exclusively a budget-constrained shopping
option. The 57-item restricted list, once fully implemented, will give Aldi private label a clean-label
formulation depth that surpasses most national branded CPG portfolios in the same categories. For
conventional grocers, this makes Aldi's competitive threat qualitative as well as price-based, a
combination significantly harder to defend against than price alone.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Regulatory Prediction and Impact analysis of the 44 restricted
ingredient categories maps which national CPG brands carry the highest ingredient exposure
overlap with Aldi's new list, identifying which branded SKUs become directly comparable to a
cleaner Aldi private label alternative on both ingredient profile and price. TerraCaptus can map the
patent landscape in natural alternatives to Aldi's restricted synthetic preservatives and colorants,
identifying which ingredient companies hold the IP positions that will become strategically critical as
reformulation demand accelerates through the December 2027 rollout timeline.

35. Barry Callebaut Cuts Full-Year Forecast, Cocoa Grind Volume
Falls Across Europe and North America

Food Business News / Cocoa Association Data | Read Article

Barry Callebaut, the world's largest chocolate ingredient manufacturer, sharply reduced its full-year
profit forecast after sales volume fell 7% in H1 2026. North America Q1 2026 cocoa grind: 106,087
tonnes, down 4% year-on-year. Germany Q1: 90,852 tonnes, down 7%. Europe overall: down 8%.
Asia: up 5%, led by Malaysia. ICE cocoa futures are now at approximately $3,186-$3,353 per tonne,
well below the $12,000+ peak.

SO WHAT: Barry Callebaut's volume decline is not a Barry Callebaut earnings story, it is a global
confectionery demand intelligence signal. Its customers, the major chocolate manufacturers, are
reducing production volumes simultaneously in Q1 2026 across every Western market. GLP-1
behavioral demand compression, documented at the consumer level in Theme 5, is now flowing
through confectionery manufacturing decisions at industrial scale. The companies absent from this
volume decline, Mars with vertically integrated cocoa, Ferrero with its own manufacturing platform,
are the Age of Scale thesis in confectionery form.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For grocery confectionery buyers, the cocoa grind decline is the
earliest available forward indicator of H2 2026 production volumes across the major chocolate
manufacturers. Anticipate SKU rationalisation among Barry Callebaut-dependent brands and
initiate range review conversations with Mars and Ferrero, the suppliers with the most stable supply
chain architectures, for H2 shelf allocation decisions before the production constraint creates a
reactive buyer position.
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36. Ferrara Candy Commits $675M to New 750,000 sq ft South
Carolina Plant, The Clearest Long-Horizon Confidence Signal in
U.S. Confectionery

Food Business News / SC Department of Commerce | Read Article

Ferrara Candy Company, the Ferrero affiliate whose brands include Nerds, SweeTarts, Laffy Taffy,
and Trolli, announced a $675 million investment to build a new 750,000 square foot manufacturing
facility in Orangeburg, South Carolina. First production lines are expected to be operational in Q1
2029. The plant will create 1,000 jobs over 10 years and covers processing, packaging, and
warehousing. The decision to invest $675 million in U.S. domestic manufacturing capacity, with a
2029 operational timeline, is a three-year planning horizon commitment that reflects Ferrero's
conviction that U.S. sugar confectionery demand is structurally sound despite near-term GLP-1 and
affordability pressures. It also reflects the tariff environment: domestic manufacturing eliminates
import tariff exposure for products sold in the U.S. market.

SO WHAT: Ferrara's $675M plant commitment is the largest single confectionery manufacturing
investment announced in the U.S. in years, and it carries three commercially significant implications
simultaneously. First, Ferrero as a group is making the exact opposite strategic bet from the
companies cutting cocoa grind volumes: it is adding manufacturing capacity in the belief that U.S.
confectionery volume will be higher in 2029 than today. Second, the South Carolina location is
strategically positioned for U.S. Southeast distribution, a geography where Aldi's expansion has
been most aggressive and where mass merchant grocery penetration is highest. Third, the $675M
represents tariff-proofing: every Ferrara SKU produced domestically from 2029 is insulated from the
import cost exposure that companies sourcing from European or Mexican confectionery plants will
face if the tariff environment persists. This is long-horizon capital allocation executing at the same
time other confectionery companies are managing 90-day margin cycles.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: OSINT monitoring of Ferrara's South Carolina facility permit filings,
equipment supplier contracts, and production line technology purchases, beginning now, 3 years
before the plant opens, gives FutureBridge clients the earliest available intelligence on which
product categories and SKU formats Ferrara is investing in for 2029. The equipment choices (which
packaging lines, which mixing and forming equipment) will reveal the product architecture years
before an SKU list is public. Company Genomics cross-referenced against Ferrero's global patent
filings in confectionery formulation will surface which product innovations Ferrero is planning to
manufacture in South Carolina versus importing from European facilities.

37. Private Label Hits $330B in U.S. Sales as Store Brands
Become Strategic Assets

Progressive Grocer / Circana | Read Article

Circana reported that U.S. private-label sales reached $330 billion, with store brands accounting for

24% unit share and 23% dollar share of the total CPG market. The growth reflects sustained retailer
investment in product quality, premium architecture, packaging, ingredient standards, and innovation
capability across food and consumables.
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SO WHAT: Private label has crossed from defensive margin strategy into strategic brand
infrastructure. Retailers are no longer simply using store brands to pressure national-brand pricing;
they are building scaled, multi-tier portfolios with their own quality ladders, innovation pipelines,
shopper data advantages, and loyalty ecosystems. This fundamentally changes competitive
dynamics in centre store categories, particularly for mid-tier branded players whose differentiation
is increasingly difficult for consumers to justify at shelf.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can identify where branded portfolios are most
vulnerable to private-label substitution by mapping category exposure across retailer concentration,
price-value gaps, perceived quality parity, shopper loyalty behaviour, and innovation defensibility.
This enables clients to prioritize where to premiumize, where to defend through scale, and where to
redesign portfolio architecture before retailer-owned brands structurally compress margins.

38. Private-Label Innovation Reshapes Global Grocery Fixtures

Food & Drink Technology | Read Article

Food & Drink Technology reported that private-label innovation showcased at PLMA 2026
highlighted how retailers are accelerating product development across premium, health-oriented,
convenience, and value-led grocery categories. The event reinforced that retailers are increasingly
capable of launching differentiated products at speeds that challenge traditional national-brand
innovation cycles.

SO WHAT: Private label is moving from imitation to innovation leadership. Retailers now control the
shelf, the shopper data, the promotional environment, and increasingly the product-development
cycle itself. That allows them to identify emerging demand signals earlier, iterate faster, and launch
differentiated products with stronger price-value positioning than many national brands can sustain.
The result is a structural shift in innovation power away from manufacturers toward retailers,
especially in categories where functional differentiation is weak and consumer switching costs are
low.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can benchmark retailer innovation velocity against
branded CPG pipelines to identify where private label is likely to outpace branded launches over
the next 12—24 months. This includes assessing retailer capability across trend responsiveness,
premium architecture, health positioning, packaging agility, and digital-shelf optimization to
determine where national brands remain defensible and where structural repositioning is required.

39. Private-Label Innovation Reshapes Global Grocery Fixtures

Food & Drink Technology | Read Article

Food & Drink Technology reported that private-label innovation showcased at the 2026 PLMA World
of Private Label trade show in Amsterdam demonstrated how retailers are accelerating product
development across premium, health-oriented, convenience, and value-led grocery categories. The
event highlighted retailer-owned products spanning collagen shots, electrolyte beverages, creatine-
enriched granolas, adventurous flavour combinations, and clean-label wellness positioning.
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SO WHAT: Private label has moved beyond imitation into innovation leadership. Retailers now
control the shelf, the shopper data, the promotional environment, and increasingly the product-
development cycle itself. That combination allows them to identify emerging demand signals
earlier, iterate faster, and commercialize trends at scale before many national brands complete
traditional innovation cycles. The strategic implication is that innovation power is shifting structurally
from manufacturers toward retailers, particularly in categories where differentiation is driven by
flavour, functionality, convenience, and packaging rather than proprietary technology.
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THEME 5:

GLP-1, SNAP and Demand Rewiring

Health policy, medicine, and benefit rules are changing unit demand at category
level
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40. GLP-1 at 23% Household Penetration, Circana Projects 35% of
All Food & Bev Unit Sales Impacted by 2030 as Behavioral Shift
Becomes Structural

Circana / Cornell University / Numerator | Read Article

Circana's May 2026 GLP-1 tracking puts household adoption at approximately 23% of U.S.
households, with 12% of U.S. adults actively using GLP-1 medications. The projection to 2030: 35%
of all food and beverage unit sales impacted by GLP-1 user behaviour as Medicare and pill-format
availability accelerate adoption into lower-income and older demographics. Cornell documented a
5.3% grocery spending reduction within six months of adoption, concentrated on baked goods,
sweets, and discretionary snacks, while fresh produce consumption increased 70% among users.

SO WHAT: The 23% household penetration figure should have ended every boardroom debate
about whether GLP-1 is a material commercial variable. At 23%, GLP-1 behaviour is already
influencing the primary grocery shopper in nearly one in four U.S. households. By 2030 at 35% unit
sales impact, it will be the single largest structural demand modifier in the food industry, larger than
organic at peak, larger than plant-based at peak, larger than any prior dietary trend. The companies
applying aggregate GLP-1 impact to their portfolio planning are misallocating capital by smoothing
an uneven signal into a uniform haircut.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics is the only behavioral demand scoring framework
that can disaggregate the 23% aggregate into brand-level and SKU-level GLP-1 exposure and
advantage scores, applying (P+E+C+A) x V to identify which specific products face demand
destruction versus which are positioned for GLP-1-driven incremental demand. Every major CPG
company cited GLP-1 in Q1 earnings, the ones with quantified SKU-level mapping are making
materially better capital allocation decisions than those treating it as a qualitative narrative.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: The Morgan Stanley calorie-reduction moderation, 1.6% aggregate
vs. 3.5% earlier projections, is being read by some strategists as validation that GLP-1's commercial
impact was overhyped. This reading is incorrect and dangerous. The 1.6% aggregate calorie
reduction is a population-level average across all 55 million projected users, including the 68% in the
moderate behavioural change cohort. For the 32% with significant behavioural change, the category-
level impacts documented by Numerator, 84% dessert decline, 70% produce increase, are not
moderated by the population average. Building plans against the population average while high-
exposure categories experience the 32% cohort's behaviour produces revenue surprises.

41. FDA Delays Natural Color Approvals, Beetroot Red and
Spirulina Expansion Stalled by GMO Obijections, Creating CPG
Reformulation Uncertainty

FDA Federal Register / Food Business News | Read Article

The FDA indefinitely delayed the effective dates for two key natural colour approvals: beetroot red
(from fermented yeast via Phytolon Ltd petition) and expanded spirulina colour (from GNT USA).
GMO/Toxin Free USA filed formal objections citing synthetic biology production methods and
potential toxin concerns. The delay creates direct reformulation uncertainty for CPG brands planning
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to replace petroleum-based synthetic dyes, particularly given Walmart's commitment to remove all
synthetic dyes from private label products and the MAHA regulatory agenda's artificial dye focus.

SO WHAT: The FDA natural colour delay is a reformulation pincer event: synthetic dyes are being
banned (Red 3 confirmed; others in the MAHA pipeline), but the natural alternatives expected to
replace them are now subject to regulatory challenge that delays their availability. CPG
manufacturers who built reformulation timelines around beetroot red or expanded spirulina
approvals now face a gap between the synthetic dye phase-out deadline and the availability of their
planned replacements. The companies with the broadest natural colour alternative portfolios,
Sensient, Chr. Hansen, and GNT, are the structural commercial beneficiaries of the delay as CPG
manufacturers are forced to evaluate multiple natural colour pathways simultaneously.

42. GLP-1 Impact More Nuanced Than Feared - Morgan Stanley
Raises User Forecast to 55M by 2035

Food Business News / Morgan Stanley Research | Read Article

Morgan Stanley raised its 2035 GLP-1 user projection to 55 million Americans - up from 33 million -
following FDA approval of a pill format and Medicare availability extension. However, the estimated
calorie reduction impact is now projected at only 1.6% annually by 2035, materially more moderate
than earlier projections of 3.5%. The behavioral distribution - 68% of GLP-1 users maintain relatively
normal eating patterns with moderate calorie reduction; 32% show more significant behavioral
change, cutting discretionary categories more aggressively.

SO WHAT: The 1.6% aggregate calorie reduction is a population-level average that masks
extreme category-level divergence. For the 32% of users with significant behavioral change, the
category-level impacts are severe - 84% dessert consumption decline, 70% fresh produce
increase, 10% savory snack decline. The companies applying the population average across their
portfolio are systematically underestimating GLP-1 exposure in their highest-risk categories and
overestimating it in their more durable ones. The Morgan Stanley revision validates a portfolio-
triage approach, not a uniform demand haircut.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Segment your portfolio by GLP-1 behavioral cohort exposure - not
by the aggregate 1.6% calorie reduction projection. The 32% significant-change cohort is the
commercial risk; the 68% moderate-change cohort is manageable. Map every major SKU against
these two behavioral profiles and build differentiated volume forecasts accordingly. Your highest-
risk SKUs may be losing 30 - 40% of their volume in the GLP-1-heavy household segment even as
your aggregate demand data looks stable.

43. SNAP Restrictions on Soda and Candy Now Live in 8 States -
Broader Rollout to Cover 26% of US Population

Food Business News / TD Cowen | Read Article

Eight states implemented SNAP restrictions on sugary drinks and candy effective January 1, 2026.
Soda purchases by SNAP participants in restricted states fell 15% versus 7.5% in unrestricted states.
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Volume in restricted states declined 3% in soft drinks, 8% in chocolate candy, 3% in hard candy.
Texas added restrictions April 1 and Florida on April 20 - bringing total coverage to 26% of the U.S.
population by end of April. Twenty-two states are approved for waivers total.

SO WHAT: SNAP restrictions are a structural demand headwind for confectionery and carbonated
soft drinks across states accounting for a growing share of the U.S. population - now including
Texas and Florida, two of the largest CPG markets in the country. The 8% chocolate candy volume
decline in restricted states is not a promotional issue; it is a policy-driven demand removal that
does not respond to trade promotion investment. CPG confectionery and soda brands must
reforecast volume in affected states and assess the compliance cost implications for retailers
operating in multiple regulatory environments simultaneously.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Build state-level SNAP restriction exposure into your volume
forecasts for the remainder of 2026. The impact is not uniform across the country - it is
concentrated in specific states with specific SNAP population proportions. Energy drinks are facing
the largest growth gap versus total population in restricted states. For any brand with significant
SNAP-eligible category exposure, the geographic pattern of SNAP restriction rollout should drive
regional production and promotional budget reallocation today.

44. Online Grocery and SNAP: Profitability, Category Mix, and
Public Support Channel Dynamics

NielsenlQ / LocalExpress / Brick Meets Click | Read Article

Brick Meets Click's 2026 data shows online grocery structurally settled at 12—15% of total U.S.
grocery sales, with click-and-collect outpacing home delivery on profitability metrics by a significant
margin. The category mix online skews toward staples, protein, and health formats, which aligns with
GLP-1 behavioral patterns. Simultaneously, SNAP serves 42 million Americans and SNAP Online
Purchasing (available at Walmart, Amazon, Kroger) is growing as the mechanism through which low-
income consumers access e-commerce grocery at scale.

SO WHAT: Online grocery profitability remains structurally elusive for home delivery at scale, only
Walmart has cracked the economics through fulfillment density and advertising revenue
subsidization. For scaled retailers with omnichannel infrastructure (Walmart, Kroger, Amazon
Fresh), online is a loyalty and data asset that justifies below-cost economics. For standalone online
grocery operators, the economy remains challenging. For brands, the online channel's GLP-1-
aligned category mix means that protein, fiber, and functional formats over-index in online baskets,
which is disproportionately valuable to suppliers in those categories.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can map the category mix differential between
online and in-store grocery baskets, identifying which categories are most over- and under-indexed
online, enabling suppliers to tailor pack sizes, SKUs, and promotional strategies specifically for the
online channel.
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45. Protein, Fiber, and Sugar: The New Macros of U.S. Grocery
Demand, and Who Controls the Shelf

IFIC / NielsenlQ / Power of Meat 2026 | Read Article

Power of Meat 2026 confirms $112 billion in U.S. retail meat sales, up 6.8% in dollars and 2.0% in
pounds. SPINS data shows whey protein powder category up 13.5% year-on-year. NielsenlQ tracks
fiber-enriched and protein-enriched food launches accelerating at 2—3x the rate of conventional food
launches. The macronutrient composition of the U.S. food basket is shifting in real time: protein and
fiber up, sugar and refined carbs under secular pressure.

SO WHAT: The winners on this macro shift are the scaled players in each category, Tyson, JBS,
Cargill in protein; Danone, Chobani, General Mills in high-protein dairy and fiber, because they
have the manufacturing scale, retail relationships, and marketing budgets to capture share in
growing sub-segments while also managing the declining sub-segments efficiently. Small and mid-
size brands launching "better-for-you" protein or fiber products into this environment face the
classic scale problem: they can innovate faster but cannot distribute, merchandise, or market at the
scale required to achieve meaningful velocity before a large competitor copies and outspends
them.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can identify which large players are moving
fastest on protein and fiber reformulation and innovation, giving both competitors and investors a
forward view of where shelf space and category leadership will land.

46. GLP-1 and Digital Health: Apps, Data, and Food
Recommendations, the Data Moat

Rock Health / IQVIA / Digital Health Trade Press | Read Article

IQVIA data shows GLP-1 patients are the highest-intensity users of nutrition and health tracking
apps, MyFitnessPal, Cronometer, Noom, and dedicated GLP-1 companion apps, logging food intake
and macro tracking at rates 3—4x above the general population. These apps are becoming a food
recommendation and discovery channel: the foods and brands that appear in GLP-1-aligned meal
plans and macro templates within these apps are capturing demand that never passes through
traditional retail shelf or foodservice menu visibility.

SO WHAT: The digital health app ecosystem is a distribution channel that large food companies
have almost entirely missed. The brands appearing in Noom meal plans or GLP-1 companion app
recommended food lists are not there because of scale or marketing budgets, they are there
because of nutritional profile, macros, and clinical alignment. This is one of the few arenas where a
small, well-formulated protein brand can achieve visibility that a large, under-reformulated
incumbent cannot buy. However, the scaled players (Nestlé, Danone, General Mills) are beginning
to build direct partnerships with health platform companies, which will eventually convert app
visibility into a scale-advantage channel as well.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Technology Scouting can identify the digital health and nutrition
app platforms most used by GLP-1 patients, and help downstream food companies build
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integration, partnership, or content strategies that create visibility in those environments before
scaled incumbents lock up the category partnerships.

47. GLP-1 and Supplements: Protein Powders, Bars, and Nutrition
Support, the Mainstream Moment

SPINS / Euromonitor / Sports Nutrition Trade Press | Read Article

SPINS data documents whey protein powder growing 13.5% year-on-year, with WPCB80 price per
ounce rising approximately 8% from 2025 into 2026 as shelf prices finally begin reflecting upstream
cost pressure. The protein supplement category is at a structural inflection: it has moved from sports
nutrition niche to mainstream health aisle, with GLP-1 users and health-aware non-users both driving
volume growth simultaneously. Meal replacement formats, GLP-1 "support" supplement lines, and
high-protein clinical nutrition products are all accelerating.

SO WHAT: The scale dynamic in supplements is shifting. For the first decade of protein
supplement growth, the market was dominated by specialty brands (Optimum Nutrition, Dymatize,
Quest) sold through specialty channels (GNC, Amazon, direct). The mainstream moment is now
attracting scaled CPG players and scaled retailers who have the channel reach to serve consumers
who are not actively seeking out specialty nutrition stores. Costco's protein supplement section,
Walmart's private label protein powder, and Danone's clinical nutrition lines are all moving into the
same space that specialty brands once owned. Scale wins mainstream distribution; specialty
brands must defend their authenticity and formulation credentials.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can map the competitive architecture of the
protein supplement category, which specialty brands are at the scale threshold where CPG
acquisition makes sense, which retailers are building private label protein platforms, and where the
channel and brand consolidation will play out over the next 24 months.

48. Snacks Under GLP-1: Frito-Lay’s Scale vs Everyone Else

Bakery & Snacks / PepsiCo Coverage | Read Article

In Q1 2025, PepsiCo’s North American foods division reported a 2% dip in organic revenue and a 3%
volume decline for Frito-Lay, with management and analysts explicitly citing GLP-1 and health
concerns as new factors impacting calorie-dense snack demand. Investment notes describe the
period as a “reset” rather than collapse, with expectations of a 3-5% structural caloric reduction by
2030 for the U.S. population as GLP-1 adoption grows.

SO WHAT: If even Frito-Lay, arguably the most powerful snack platform in the world, feels GLP-1
in its volumes, smaller players are in deeper trouble. Yet PepsiCo’s scale lets it respond:
revenue-management, portioning, high-protein variants, and retail negotiation for more shelf space
and better positioning, as recent commentary emphasizes double-digit shelf-space expansions for
Frito-Lay lines. Smaller snack brands facing the same trend lack those levers.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can model category-level caloric “shrinkage”
scenarios under GLP-1 and how much of the remaining snack pool a scaled platform like Frito-Lay
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can realistically hold vs cede, and Company Genomics can highlight where niche players can carve
out defensible functional or premium niches rather than chasing Frito-Lay head-on.

49. GLP-1in the EU: Where Behavior Mirrors the U.S. and Where
It Diverges

FoodNavigator EU / EFSA / Euromonitor | Read Article

GLP-1 prescription rates in key EU markets (UK, Germany, Scandinavia, Netherlands) are running
approximately 18-24 months behind the U.S. curve. But the behavioral pattern among current EU
users mirrors the U.S. data: higher protein and fiber intake, reduced sugar and refined carb
consumption, and smaller portion preferences. Where EU behavior diverges: HFSS regulatory
pressure is already independently driving reformulation on the same trajectory that GLP-1 drives
behaviorally in the U.S., meaning EU downstream is being squeezed from both the consumer and
the regulatory direction simultaneously.

SO WHAT: For scaled global food companies, the EU is both a leading regulatory indicator and a
lagging GLP-1 behavioral indicator at the same time, which creates a compressed response
window. A large company like Nestlé or Danone that is building GLP-1-aligned products for the
U.S. market and HFSS-compliant products for the EU market is essentially building the same
products twice from different starting points. The scale advantage goes to the companies that
recognize this convergence and build one product architecture that satisfies both markets.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Regulatory Prediction & Impact can map where EU regulatory
requirements and U.S. GLP-1 behavioral patterns converge in specific categories, enabling global
product development strategies that satisfy both simultaneously rather than sequentially.

50. GLP-1 and Trade-Down/Trade-Up: Where Consumers Save vs
Spend More

NielsenlQ / Circana | Read Article

NielsenlQ's panel data documents a consistent GLP-1 consumer pattern: trade down on total volume
purchased (buying less food overall) while trading up on unit quality and functional value (spending
more per unit on protein, fiber, and functional formats). This creates a barbell: the GLP-1 consumer is
simultaneously the best customer for premium protein and functional foods and the worst customer for
high-volume, low-unit-cost commodity foods.

SO WHAT: The scale implication is direct: companies that can play both ends of the barbell,
premium functional at the top, efficient private-label volume at the bottom, will capture GLP-1
consumer spend most completely. That describes the large retailers (Costco's Kirkland premium +
Sam's Club value), the large protein processors (Tyson in branded AND private label), and the
large functional ingredient companies (Danone in premium Greek yogurt AND private label). Small,
mono-positioned brands in the middle, not premium enough for the trade-up, not efficient enough
for the trade-down, are the most structurally exposed.
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NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics and Company Genomics together can map a
brand's positioning on the GLP-1 trade-up/trade-down barbell, identifying whether it is premium-
defensible, value-viable, or stuck in the middle, and recommend whether to invest toward premium
differentiation, accept a private label future, or exit.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: The barbell model assumes consumers sort cleanly into premium
and value. In practice, GLP-1 consumers exhibit mixed strategies: premium protein alongside value
staple carbs. A portfolio that serves both occasions, not just one end of the barbell, may be more
resilient than a pure premium or pure value bet.
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THEME 6:

Protein and Functional Nutrition Baseline

Protein, gut health, hydration, and functional benefits are now mainstream operating
requirements
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51. Protein Demand Reshaping Every Aisle, 70% of U.S.
Consumers Trying to Eat More, High-Protein Claims Command
12% Price Premiums, and Functional Benefits Become Baseline
Expectation

CoBank / Circana / GlobalData | Read Article

CoBank confirms 70% of U.S. consumers are actively trying to eat more protein, up from 60% four
years ago. The 2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines' protein recommendation increase to 1.2—1.6g/kg body
weight provides federal policy validation. Circana data shows high-protein claims command a 12%
price premium across the grocery store, the highest functional premium of any health claim tracked.
GlobalData's May survey found 66% of consumers now base purchasing decisions on a product's
perceived health impact.

SO WHAT: The 12% price premium commanded by high-protein claims is the most commercially
actionable single data point in the May 2026 health and wellness reporting. It means that protein
fortification is not a marketing tactic, it is a measurable, documented, consumer-validated price
architecture tool that generates incremental revenue at the category level. The companies
capturing this premium are reformulating existing mid-tier SKUs to add protein content, converting
volume-pressure assets into premium-positioned ones without building new platforms. This is the
most efficient capital allocation move available to a CPG brand in a tariff-pressured, hard-discount-
competitive, GLP-1-disrupted environment.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score analysis of the protein claim consumer
segment, specifically measuring whether the 12% price premium generates ritual-level repeat
purchase or merely enables trial, converts the Circana price premium data into brand-level capital
allocation guidance. The companies that identify which of their protein-fortified SKUs have crossed
from cracked-open trial into open repeat purchase are making the right reinvestment decisions.
TerraCaptus mapping of protein ingredient IP, whey protein concentrate, pea protein isolate, and
casein, identifies which ingredient companies hold the supply and cost position to sustain the
protein fortification wave at scale versus which face input cost pressure as NDM and whey prices
tighten.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: The protein wave of April-May 2026 has the same structural
hallmark as the plant-based meat wave of 2018-2020: simultaneous launch activity across every
category, investor capital chasing the trend, and retail shelf allocation expanding ahead of
demonstrated repeat purchase depth. The Economist's verdict on plant-based meat, 'confused trial
with demand', applies equally to any protein innovation that achieves strong trial metrics without
demonstrating behavioral demand durability. Cottage cheese growing 13% in volume is demand
durability confirmed. A 10g protein sparkling water launched with no documented repeat purchase
data is trial. The market is not distinguishing between these two categories of protein launches, and
the capital allocation errors will surface in 18—24 months.
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52. Cottage Cheese Category Explodes, Volume +13%, Dollar
Sales +18%, New Brands Proliferating at Sprouts and Whole
Foods as a Commodity Becomes a Functional Platform

Circana / Sprouts / Food Business News | Read Article

Circana data for the 52 weeks ended March 22, 2026 documents cottage cheese volume sales up
13% and dollar sales up 18% versus 2025. New startups are proliferating: Smearcase (FroCo ice
cream-style cottage cheese) launched nationally at Sprouts, expanding to Fresh Thyme and Fresh
Market. Cotto launched whipped cottage cheese dip. The category has shifted from a commodity
protein staple to a functional ingredient platform used as a pizza base, pasta sauce component, and
direct-consumption protein snack.

SO WHAT: Cottage cheese is the behavioral demand thesis illustrated in a single category: a
product with genuine ritual-level V-score depth, built through decades of consumer familiarity and
now amplified by GLP-1 alignment, dietary guideline endorsement, and social media discovery, is
growing at category-defining rates without promotional support. This is not manufactured demand.
It is latent behavioral demand unlocked by a convergence of functional, regulatory, and cultural
signals arriving simultaneously. The category's expansion into premium and novel formats follows
the exact Consumomics V-score trajectory predicted for a category moving from open to ritual: as
core consumers deepen behavioral commitment, the category supports premium variants at higher
price points that the commodity segment never could.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics longitudinal V-score tracking of the cottage cheese
consumer segment, measuring repeat purchase velocity, cross-occasion usage, and consumer
segment demographic depth, quantifies whether the 13% volume growth represents a sustainable
behavioral demand structural shift or a social media-ampilified trial spike that will normalise in 12—
18 months. This distinction has significant implications for shelf space investment by grocery dairy
buyers and for brand development capital allocation by emerging cottage cheese startups
considering additional retail distribution expansion.

53. RFK Jr. Endorses Meat at Federal Level, New Food Pyramid
Puts Proteins First, Unprecedented Policy Alignment Between
Government Messaging and Meat Industry Growth

AMC 2026 / USDA / HHS | Read Article

HHS Secretary RFK Jr. keynoted the Annual Meat Conference 2026 in National Harbor, declaring
meat 'essential to reversing America's health crisis.' The new federal food pyramid places proteins at
the top, explicitly endorsing lean meats, poultry, seafood, eggs, and dairy as primary protein sources.
Fresh meat volumes rose 2% in 2025 with sales reaching $111.9 billion. The beef herd is at its
lowest since 1951, creating structural supply tightness even as protein demand accelerates.

SO WHAT: The simultaneous arrival of federal protein endorsement, GLP-1-driven protein
demand, and structural beef herd tightness creates the most commercially complex input for meat
and protein CPG strategy in a generation. The tailwinds (policy, behavioral demand, GLP-1
alignment) and the headwind (structural beef supply constraint) are pulling in opposite directions
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simultaneously. The companies positioned to capture the demand tailwind without being squeezed
by the supply headwind are those with the most diversified protein portfolio across chicken, pork,
seafood, and plant-adjacent proteins, formats that benefit from the protein behavioral demand shift
without being constrained by the beef supply cycle.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics applied to the federal protein endorsement's
downstream behavioral demand impact, modelling which consumer segments translate the dietary
guideline protein increase into actual purchase behaviour change versus which are aware but not
acting, determines whether the policy tailwind generates incremental retail volume or merely
validates existing consumer behaviour. OSINT monitoring of USDA livestock census filings, cattle
futures positions, and packing plant utilisation reports surfaces margin and supply trajectory
intelligence for beef and protein categories weeks before quarterly earnings confirm it.

54. Suja Life Files for IPO - $327M in FY2025 Functional Beverage
Sales (+26%) Signal Investor Appetite for BFY Platforms, Despite
$23.3M Net Loss

SEC Filing / Food Business News | Read Article

Suja Life filed an IPO registration with the SEC under the SUJA Nasdaq ticker. FY2025 net sales
reached $327 million, a 26% increase from 2024, positioning Suja as one of the fastest-growing
functional beverage platforms in the U.S. market. The company sustained a $23.3 million net loss,
consistent with distribution expansion investment. The IPO aims to fund expanded shelf space,
additional SKU variety, and deeper penetration of away-from-home and e-commerce channels.

SO WHAT: Suja's IPO filing is the functional beverage market's equivalent of Oatly's 2021 oat milk
IPO, a category-defining brand seeking public capital at the moment its consumer behavioral
demand appears to have crossed from specialty-channel loyalty to mainstream grocery velocity.
The key commercial question is whether Suja's 26% growth rate reflects distribution expansion-
driven revenue or genuine repeat purchase depth at scale. The $23.3M net loss on $327M in sales
confirms that Suja is still in investment mode, using distribution expansion spend to buy velocity
rather than capturing organic repeat purchase profitability. Investors evaluating the IPO need
Consumomics-equivalent behavioral demand depth analysis, not just revenue growth trajectories.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics is the investor-grade behavioral demand due
diligence tool for Suja's IPO evaluation, scoring repeat purchase velocity, consumer segment
depth, cross-channel purchase consistency, and category penetration durability across Suja's three
brands. This is precisely the analysis that post-plant-based-meat investors now explicitly require
before committing capital. FutureBridge should position Consumomics as the standard IPO due
diligence layer for functional food and beverage public market transactions in 2026.

47 FutureBridge


https://www.foodbusinessnews.net/articles/30149-suja-life-preparing-to-launch-ipo

55. Danone Protein Dairy & Cold Brew Surging at Retail, Oikos
Supply Constrained, Stok Double-Digit Growth

Food Business News | Read Article

Danone protein products are 'flying off shelves' across the Americas, with Oikos protein shakes cited
as a key portable protein platform. Stok cold brew coffees posting double-digit growth. Creamers now
lapping the supply disruptions of Q1 2025, with more capacity coming online in 2026 to double down
on dairy shelf execution.

SO WHAT: Perimeter dairy buyers should allocate increased shelf space to high-protein yogurt,
shakes, and functional dairy formats. Cold brew coffee in refrigerated cases (Stok) is gaining
velocity - an opportunity for retailers to grow basket size in the perimeter. Creamer supply recovery
reduces out-of-stock risk going forward.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can convert this signal into a downstream action map
by identifying exposed categories, affected retailers, pricing pressure, channel migration risk, and
the specific commercial decision required in the next range review or trade cycle. Priority should be
given to store level velocity, buyer exposure, and behavioral demand durability rather than headline
growth alone.

56. QSR & Foodservice Integrating Functional Hydration into
Menus, GLP-1 Users Drive New Daypart Segment

Food Business News | Read Article

Restaurant operators leaning into functional foods. Starbucks protein foam and Tropical Smoothie's
protein smoothie line converting foodservice locations into health/wellness destinations. Electrolyte
and hydration-focused beverages (e.g., Starbucks Refreshers, functional lemonades) are growing
QSR beverage menu items. GLP-1 users represent a growing daypart segment needing hydration
support.

SO WHAT: QSR and fast casual operators should consider adding electrolyte/functional hydration
options to beverage menus - both as standalone items and as upsell add-ons. Protein-enriched
menu items (foam, shakes, smoothies) are proven traffic drivers for health-positioned dayparts.
GLP-1 users are a captive audience actively seeking lighter, hydration-focused options.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can convert this signal into a downstream action map
by identifying exposed categories, affected retailers, pricing pressure, channel migration risk, and
the specific commercial decision required in the next range review or trade cycle. Priority should be
given to store level velocity, buyer exposure, and behavioral demand durability rather than headline
growth alone.
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57. Protein Demand Reshaping Entire Grocery Perimeter; Major
New Launches

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

70% of US consumers are now trying to eat more protein, up from 60% four years ago (CoBank).
High-protein claims command 12% price premiums. The 2025 - 2030 Dietary Guidelines raised
protein intake recommendations. 12% of US adults now use GLP-1 medications, expected to grow
as semaglutide becomes more accessible. Key launches - Taylor Farms new protein snack line (13 -
179 protein, paired with fresh produce and whey protein dips); Bel North America's $200M Babybel
capacity expansion at Brookings, SD (doubling to 20,000 tons/year); Chomps chicken meat sticks
(129 protein, 3 flavors - first chicken for the brand); Khloud protein chips (7g pea protein, at Target
from April 8); Emmi Roth Athenos Protein Packed Crumbled Feta (7g protein vs 4g in standard).

SO WHAT: Perimeter protein is the dominant growth driver across deli, dairy, meat, produce, and
seafood. Retailers must allocate significantly more shelf space and grab-and-go cooler space to
high-protein SKUs at all price points. The Taylor Farms produce-meets-protein snack format is a
powerful grab-and-go perimeter innovation - consider dedicated high-protein snacking sections.
Babybel's capacity expansion will improve availability and support promotability. Protein cheese
formats (feta, gouda, cottage cheese) represent growing premium margins. GLP-1 shoppers
actively seek high-protein/lower-calorie options - label communication is critical.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can convert this signal into a downstream action map
by identifying exposed categories, affected retailers, pricing pressure, channel migration risk, and
the specific commercial decision required in the next range review or trade cycle. Priority should be
given to store level velocity, buyer exposure, and behavioral demand durability rather than headline
growth alone.

58. Protein Boom Powering Dairy Powder Market - NDM Hits
$2.11/Ib Amid Tightening Supplies

Food Business News | Read Article

Nonfat dry milk spot prices reached $2.11%: per pound in the week ended April 10 - up from
approximately $1.68 in early March. U.S. NDM stocks fell to 214.8 million pounds from 300+ million
pounds at the start of 2025. The driver - approximately 70% of Americans are actively trying to
increase protein intake, channeling NDM and whey protein into protein bars, beverages, and
functional foods. U.S. dairy processors are investing $11 billion+ in new processing capacity to meet
the demand.

SO WHAT: NDM and whey price inflation flows directly into manufacturing input costs for bakery,
confectionery, dairy-based beverages, and protein bar brands - categories covering a large portion
of the center store and perimeter. Processors are prioritising higher-value protein streams (WPC,
WPI) over commodity whey, creating a cascading tightening effect across the protein ingredient
supply chain. Brands in protein-reliant categories that have not yet secured forward contracts face
both higher costs and extended lead times through 2026.
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NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Execute a protein ingredient supply chain audit immediately. For
every product line with NDM, WPC, or WPI as a significant input, assess your contract coverage
through Q4 2026. The $11B+ capacity investment by U.S. dairy processors will ease the constraint
- but not until 2027 - 2028. The companies that lock supply contracts in Q2 2026 will manage H2
with cost certainty; those that don't will be spot-buying in a tight market at the worst time.

59. Protein NPD Wave Hits Retail - Khloud Chips, Chee Hoo
Popsicles, Proda Soda, Marzetti Ranch

Food Business News | Read Article

Multiple April 2026 launches demonstrated protein fortification expanding into previously untouched
categories - Khloud (Khloé Kardashian) launched 7g pea protein chips in sweet heat, nacho, and
buffalo. Chee Hoo Treats launched 12g protein popsicles. Proda debuted a 10g clear whey isolate
protein soda at 45 calories with 3g fiber and no sugar. The Marzetti Company launched 3 - 4g protein
ranch dip, dressing, and spread. Greenfield Natural Meat Co. launched 20g protein snack kits. Pop-
Tarts Super Stuffed in strawberry, chocolate, and cinnamon caramel entered the category.

SO WHAT: Protein fortification is no longer limited to bars and shakes. It is entering snacks,
condiments, frozen novelties, and carbonated beverages simultaneously. The breadth of the April
NPD wave signals that protein has crossed the threshold from functional positioning claim to
category baseline expectation - brands without a protein story are now in a defensive posture
across virtually every food aisle. However, the plant-based meat lesson applies directly -
simultaneous launch activity in a trend category does not guarantee repeat purchase depth for any
individual brand.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Distinguish between protein launches with confirmed repeat
purchase data - cottage cheese, Greek yogurt, whey protein RTDs - and protein launches based on
trial velocity without repeat measurement. For grocery buyers, the question is not "is this product
high in protein?" but "does the consumer return to buy it after the first purchase?" Invest shelf
space and promotional support in brands with documented repeat purchase depth; hold evaluation
positions for newer launches until repeat data emerges.

60. Electrolyte and Hydration Beverages Move From Sports to
Mainstream, PepsiCo Data: 150M Consumers Regularly
Dehydrated

Food Business News / PepsiCo | Read Article

PepsiCo data reveals 95% of U.S. consumers understand hydration's importance but 150 million+
regularly experience mild-to-moderate dehydration. Electrolytes are rapidly moving from sports
nutrition into everyday beverage formats. GLP-1 medication side effects, reduced appetite and fluid
intake, are driving incremental hydration need. Manufacturers are combining protein with electrolytes
for hybrid positioning. Experts warn of category commoditisation ahead as major brands enter the
electrolyte mainstream.
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SO WHAT: The electrolyte category's mainstream migration mirrors the protein category's
trajectory 36 months ago: functional claim moving from specialist to mainstream positioning,
followed by mass-format entry, private label development, and eventual category commoditisation.
The brands that move first into mainstream electrolyte positioning, capturing the non-athlete,
everyday hydration consumer, will establish behavioral demand anchors before the category
commoditises. The GLP-1 adjacency is the most commercially defensible positioning: GLP-1 users
experiencing reduced fluid intake from appetite suppression represent a medically-supported
incremental hydration need that general consumer marketing cannot address with equivalent
specificity.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For grocery buyers, the electrolyte category expansion signals a
beverage section reset that moves electrolytes from the sports nutrition adjacency into the
mainstream beverage set. Dedicated electrolyte sections adjacent to water and functional
beverages are the fixture investment that captures the everyday hydration consumer rather than
the athletic performance consumer. TerraCaptus can map the electrolyte formulation patent
landscape, identifying which brands hold defensible proprietary mineral blend combinations versus
which are building on commodity electrolyte combinations that private label can replicate
immediately.

61. U.S. Beef Herd at Lowest Since 1951, Structural Price
Pressure Across Sausage and Fresh Meat

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

The U.S. beef cattle herd is at its lowest point since 1951, driven by drought, feed cost economics,
and an accelerating shift toward beef-on-dairy crossbreeding that is reducing pure beef cow
numbers. Dairy heifer numbers have fallen to their lowest since 1978. The structural herd constraint
creates a multi-year supply-side driver of beef price inflation that is independent of demand, it will
persist regardless of how GLP-1 or other demand factors evolve.

SO WHAT: Retail meat buyers should plan for sustained beef price inflation for 18—24 months
regardless of consumer demand trajectory. The supply constraint is structural, it requires a multi-
year herd rebuilding cycle that no promotional programme or procurement strategy can accelerate.
The strategic response is not to manage beef price inflation, it is to build the non-beef protein
category architecture that captures consumer protein demand during the beef price elevation
period and retains a meaningful share of that demand when beef prices normalise. The retailers
that successfully build chicken grind, turkey, and pork fixture depth during the beef constraint
period will emerge with a permanently stronger protein category.
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62. FMI Power of Seafood 2026: Overall Sales Recover to $24.2B,
Deli Sushi and Fresh-Cut Formats Lead; Sustainability Now a
Purchase Driver at 77% of Shoppers

FMI | Read Article

FMI's 2026 Power of Seafood documented overall seafood retail sales recovering to $24.2B. Deli
sushi and fresh-cut formats are the highest-growth segments. 77% of shoppers say a store's
commitment to sustainable seafood is important in choosing where to shop, up from 31% in 2019
who said their primary store identified sustainable seafood. FSMA 204 traceability compliance is
being mandated by 70+ retailers ahead of the July 2028 deadline.

SO WHAT: Seafood's recovery to $24.2B is a protein demand story, not a category-specific
recovery. Consumers seeking protein alternatives to beef, driven by both price and the Dietary
Guidelines' varied protein source recommendation, are driving seafood into new dayparts and
formats. Deli sushi, tinned gourmet fish, and fresh-cut formats are the three highest-growth vectors
precisely because they remove the preparation barrier that has historically limited weekday seafood
consumption. For retailers, seafood is simultaneously the protein category with the highest
sustainability perception value, the highest quality signal value, and the most acute traceability
compliance requirement.

63. High-Protein Dairy: WPC80 at Record Prices and the Scale
Squeeze

USDEC / Dairy Reporter / Vesper /DCA | Read Article

USDEC reports WPC80+ export values hitting a record 14,097 USD/MT in January 2026, up 440
USD from December and 2,777 USD from a year earlier, while export volumes fell 31% as domestic
demand soaked up supply. European benchmarks now show WPCB80 at around 20,250 EUR/MT, with
WPI90 near 25,750 EUR/MT, reflecting unprecedented tightness in whey proteins. Market analyses
confirm whey powder and WPC80 prices are at all-time highs across Europe and the U.S., driven by
surging protein demand and limited capacity expansion.

SO WHAT: These price levels structurally advantage large integrated dairy processors who can
redirect whey streams, invest in protein fractionation, and flex between export and domestic
channels. Small cheese plants that treated whey as waste or low-value byproduct cannot suddenly
invest in high-spec WPCB80 towers; they are price takers in a market where protein value is flowing
to the biggest, best-capitalized players.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can model the GLP-1-driven protein demand curve
against existing whey capacity, and Company Genomics can identify which dairy processors have
the capex, product portfolio, and channel access to capture outsized margin from this structural
protein shortage.
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64. RTD Protein Beverages: Co-Packing Bottlenecks and Scale-
Only Entry Tickets

SPINS / USDEC / DairyReporter | Read Article

RTD protein beverages are now one of the fastest-growing beverage sub-categories in North
America, with double-digit growth and rising average prices. USDEC notes that domestic demand
for high-protein dairy ingredients is so strong that WPC80+ exports dropped sharply even as export
prices hit record highs, because processors chose to serve domestic RTD and nutrition customers
first. Co-packers with aseptic and high-protein capability are running at or near full utilization, with
reported lead times of 12—18 months for new entrants.

SO WHAT: This is pure scale gating: only brands and manufacturers big enough to secure line
time at the right co-packers, or to build their own aseptic capacity, can fully participate. Small
emerging protein drink brands may have great demand but cannot get reliable production at
competitive cost. Meanwhile, large dairy and beverage players lock down capacity and grow share.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can map global high-protein co-packing
capacity (by geography, owner, and capabilities), helping scaled clients decide where to acquire
capacity, where to sign long-term contracts, and where not to waste time chasing limited line slots.

65. Beyond Moves into Protein Drinks: Plant-Based Meat
Searches for a New Growth Architecture

Washington Post | Read Article

The Washington Post reported that Beyond Meat has rebranded as Beyond The Plant Protein Co.
and is moving into protein drinks with Beyond Immerse, a fizzy fruit-flavoured protein beverage
containing fibre, vitamin C and electrolytes. The pivot comes as plant-based meat continues to face
declining retail space, political scrutiny and consumer concerns over processing.

SO WHAT: Beyond’s pivot is a strategic admission that plant-based meat’s original category
architecture has weakened. The company is not abandoning protein; it is trying to move the brand
into less polarised, more functionally relevant consumption occasions. For C-suite leaders, this is a
warning: consumer demand for protein remains strong, but not every protein platform is equally
investable. Plant-based meat over-expanded on trial and narrative; protein beverages, hydration
and functional formats may offer a more scalable path if they deliver repeat behaviour.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can help companies distinguish between protein
platforms with durable behavioural demand and those relying on trend adjacency. Company
Genomics can assess whether Beyond’s repositioning creates a viable second growth curve, while
Consumomics can test whether consumers accept the brand outside meat alternatives.
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66. Tazo Protein Latte Powders: Functional Beverage Moves into
Daily Ritual Formats

Food Business News | Read Article

Food Business News reported that Tazo is launching new tea innovations, including Protein Latte
Powders formulated with 20 grams of protein and 5 grams of sugar per serving, offered in chai latte
and matcha latte flavors. The launch brings protein into a familiar daily beverage ritual rather than a
dedicated sports-nutrition format.

SO WHAT: Protein is no longer confined to bars, shakes and powders consumed by performance
users. It is being embedded into mainstream daily rituals: tea, coffee, soda, hydration, dairy and
snack occasions. For C-suite leaders, the opportunity is not simply “more protein launches”; it is the
migration of protein into high-frequency habitual moments where repeat purchase can be stronger
than in novelty-led functional products.
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THEME 7:

QSR, C-Store and Grocerant Occasion War

The same $10 to $15 meal occasion is contested by restaurants, retail deli,
convenience, and delivery
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67. 45% of U.S. Consumers Switched Their Favourite Restaurant
Brand in the Past Year, Up From 33% in 2025, As Quality and
Convenience Overtake Price as the Primary Loyalty Driver

Tillster 2026 Restaurant Loyalty Report / Restaurant Dive | Read Article

The Tillster 2026 Restaurant Digital Trends report documented that 45% of U.S. consumers switched
their favourite restaurant brand in the past year, a 12-percentage-point jump from 33% in 2025 and
the highest loyalty erosion rate in the Tillster series. The switch is not primarily price-driven:
consumers ranked quality and convenience above price as primary switching reasons for the first
time. Many switching occasions are moving to grocery store deli counters and c-store prepared food
programmes rather than to a competing restaurant brand.

SO WHAT: A 45% brand switching rate in a single year is the most commercially alarming loyalty
erosion signal in the QSR sector's modern data history. The quality-over-price finding is the most
important nuance: the consumer who switched from McDonald's to a grocery deli bowl did not
switch because the bowl is cheaper. They switched because the bowl was perceived as higher
quality at a comparable or slightly higher price, with no convenience trade-off. This is an occasion
design and product quality problem that no value menu fully resolves. McDonald's $7 Value Feast
increases traffic frequency among the price-sensitive cohort while doing nothing to recover the
quality-motivated cohort that has already transferred to grocery.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score behavioral demand analysis of the
switching consumer segment, specifically mapping which QSR occasions are being permanently
transferred to grocery and c-store versus which are temporarily suspended and recoverable
through value offers, determines the correct commercial response for QSR operators and food
ingredient suppliers. QSR operators investing entirely in value menus to recover switching
consumers are solving for price when the behavioral demand evidence shows the switching was
driven by quality perception. Consumomics occasion-level scoring quantifies the difference
between recoverable and permanently transferred occasions.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: The Tillster switching data is accurate, but the implied narrative,
that QSR brands have permanently lost these consumers to grocery and c-store, overstates
structural permanence. The 45% switching rate includes both cracked-open occasion erosion
(recoverable with quality or value investment) and genuinely closed occasion transfer (permanently
moved to a new channel). For every consumer who has genuinely transferred a lunch occasion to
grocery deli permanently, there are multiple consumers experimentally exploring alternatives while
remaining open to returning if QSR quality or value improves. McDonald's $7 value menu is a test of
how many switchers are price-recoverable, the traffic data within 60—90 days tells the industry which
portion is gone versus temporarily absent.
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68. McDonald's Launches "Value Feast" Menu, 10+ Items From
$7, Up to 50% Discounts, Balancing Traffic Recovery Against
Margin Preservation as the QSR Value War Intensifies

McDonald's / Restaurant Business Online | Read Article

McDonald's launched its Value Feast menu on April 21, 2026, featuring more than 10 items priced
between $7 and $11, offering up to 50% discounts versus regular menu pricing. The strategy
balances traffic-driving value offers against premium items like the Big Crispy sandwich designed to
preserve average ticket and margin. The launch follows the documentation of McDonald's
international same-store sales outperforming U.S. domestic, the Value Feast is explicitly designed to
address domestic traffic that has been lost to affordability pressure, private label grocery, and c-store
foodservice.

SO WHAT: McDonald's Value Feast is the largest single QSR value platform launch of 2026 and
creates a sector-wide margin compression dynamic. When McDonald's, the brand that sets the
price reference point for the entire U.S. QSR sector, launches 10+ items at $7-$11 with up to 50%
discounts, every competing QSR is implicitly under pressure to match or respond. Burger King,
Taco Bell, and Wendy's all have value platforms; McDonald's Value Feast raises the promotional
intensity floor for all of them simultaneously. For food ingredient suppliers to the QSR sector, Lamb
Weston in frozen potato, Tyson in protein, McCormick in flavour systems, the value war is
simultaneously a volume signal (traffic recovery means more ingredient volume) and a margin risk
signal (franchisees under value pressure will demand lower ingredient input costs).

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score monitoring of McDonald's Value Feast
consumer traffic response, specifically whether the $7—-$11 price points restore transaction-level
behavioral commitment or merely generate promotional visit frequency that evaporates when the
offer ends, gives QSR ingredient suppliers the earliest available signal of whether the value war is
generating durable traffic recovery or promotional elasticity. OSINT monitoring of McDonald's
franchisee communications and supplier contract amendments surfaces the ingredient sourcing
implications of the value platform before they appear in quarterly distributor revenue data.

69. KFC Tests "Drips by Pepsi" Customisable Dirty Sodas,
Beverages Become QSR's Primary Margin and Differentiation
Battleground in 2026

Restaurant Dive / Food Business News | Read Article

KFC began testing 'Drips by Pepsi', customisable dirty sodas featuring soda bases mixed with fruit
syrups, boba, creams, and spices, in its Saucy concept restaurant locations. The test follows
Starbucks' successful premium Refreshers expansion and the broader Restaurant Dive identification
of beverages as the top QSR growth strategy for 2026. Dirty sodas carry significantly higher margins
than food items and drive incremental traffic occasions independent of meal purchase decisions.

SO WHAT: The QSR beverage battleground is the most commercially significant format innovation
story of 2026 for food ingredient and CPG suppliers to the foodservice channel. When beverages
become the primary margin driver and traffic occasion at QSR, as they are at Starbucks and as
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KFC is explicitly testing, the ingredient category implications are material. Fruit syrups, boba pearls,
flavoured cream bases, and speciality syrup systems become strategic foodservice procurement
categories rather than commodity condiment purchases. For PepsiCo, the Drips by Pepsi KFC test
is a B2B ingredient revenue opportunity, if the dirty soda platform scales across KFC's 4,000+ U.S.
locations, the syrup and flavour systems behind it become a recurring high-margin ingredient
revenue stream.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics behavioral demand scoring of the dirty soda
consumer segment, specifically measuring whether customisable beverage occasions are genuine
incremental traffic generators or cannibalization of existing visit occasions at higher margin,
determines whether the Drips by Pepsi test validates a scalable platform or a high-complexity menu
addition that drives operations friction without net traffic growth. For CPG beverage ingredient
suppliers evaluating the dirty soda channel, this behavioral demand analysis is the prerequisite
investment thesis validation before committing to foodservice ingredient programme development.

70. Lamb Weston Q3 Net Income Down 63% - Excess Raw Potato
Charge and International Volume Weakness Signal Frozen
Potato Supply Chain Stress at QSR Scale

Lamb Weston Investor Relations | Q3 FY2026 Earnings | Read Article

Lamb Weston reported Q3 FY2026 net income of $54 million, down 63% year-on-year, on net sales
of $1.56 billion (up 2.9%). A pre-tax write-off for excess raw potatoes in the international segment,
caused by lower-than-planned QSR customer sales volumes combined with a stronger-than-
expected potato crop, dragged earnings significantly. North America sales grew 5% to $1.04 billion
while international eased 1%. The company simultaneously announced a restructuring programme.

SO WHAT: Lamb Weston's Q3 earnings shock is a QSR supply chain intelligence signal extending
well beyond its own financial performance. As the supplier of frozen fries to McDonald's, Burger
King, and virtually every major QSR chain globally, Lamb Weston's 'lower-than-planned sales
volumes from QSR customers' is a direct confirmation that international QSR operators are also
pulling back on procurement, not just U.S. domestic operators. The excess raw potato charge
confirms that Lamb Weston built inventory and contracted raw potato supply against QSR traffic
projections that have not materialised. Every food manufacturer with long-term QSR supply
contracts anchored in pre-2025 traffic models faces a version of this exposure.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: OSINT monitoring of Lamb Weston's restructuring implementation,
specifically which manufacturing facilities are being assessed for closure or consolidation, and
which QSR customer contracts are being renegotiated, surfaces supply reliability risks for QSR
buyers 3—6 months before operational disruptions materialise. For alternative frozen potato
suppliers (McCain Foods, Simplot), Lamb Weston's restructuring and procurement pullback from
QSR customers is a market share acquisition window, the customers experiencing service
uncertainty are evaluating alternative supplier relationships in real time.
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71. Starbucks Launches Al Ordering App, Expands Tipping and
Raises Barista Wages - Digital Loyalty and Labour Investment as
the Twin Pillars of Niccol's Turnaround Architecture

Starbucks | Read Article

Prior to its strong Q2 results, Starbucks unveiled its turnaround infrastructure in April 2026: a beta
ChatGPT-inspired ordering app with Al-driven product recommendations and order customisation; a
$300 quarterly barista bonus alongside expanded tipping to all ordering channels; and accelerated
Al-targeted loyalty messaging and gamification designed to shift rewards from points accumulation
toward aspirational lifestyle experience. The barista wage investment positions Starbucks as the
premium labour destination in QSR, a competitive advantage for recruiting high-skill barista staff that
cold foam and customised beverage platforms require.

SO WHAT: Starbucks' simultaneous investment in Al ordering technology and barista wages
creates a competitive moat that most QSR operators cannot replicate at equivalent investment
levels. The Al ordering app and the human barista investment are complementary, not in tension,
the Al optimises the order flow and personalisation layer while the higher-wage, lower-turnover
barista executes the complex beverage customisation that the Al recommends. This is the premium
QSR operating model: high-technology front-end enabling high-skill human execution. It is
structurally differentiated from the commodity QSR model that is trying to automate kitchen
execution to reduce labour cost.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For QSR ingredient suppliers targeting the premium beverage
occasion, dairy cream bases, oat milk, fruit syrups, flavoured powder systems, Starbucks'
infrastructure investment is the highest-priority foodservice distribution channel intelligence for
2026. The Al ordering app's recommendation engine will increasingly shape which ingredient
formats and flavour profiles receive volume at Starbucks scale, making the app's product
recommendation logic a procurement intelligence tool for ingredient suppliers. Consumomics
analysis of Starbucks loyalty member behavioral demand by product category identifies which
ingredient categories will receive accelerated procurement as the turnaround scales.

72. Deli/lISB - Value Now Beats Experience; Grocerant Model
Maturing

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

Food-away-from-home prices rose 3.8% YoY in 2025 and are projected to stay elevated through
2026, well above grocery inflation (~2.5%). The spread makes deli-prepared foods a compelling
value play - a customizable bowl at retail averages $10 - 12 vs $15 - 20 in fast-casual restaurants.
28% of shoppers now buy deli-prepared foods as a restaurant replacement, up from 12% in 2017
(FMI). Costco's non-instore-made sushi is 'selling like hot cakes.' The ISB market was $23.5B in
2024 and is expected to grow to $26.5B by 2029 (Mintel). GLP-1 household adoption at 23% as of
late 2025, projected to affect 35% of all food/beverage unit sales by 2030. GLP-1 users are driving
demand for smaller-format ISB items (single slices, mini donuts).
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SO WHAT: The grocerant opportunity is real and measurable. Retailers should invest in diverse
deli menus, breakfast/snacking expansion, and Chipotle-style customizable bowls at under $15
price points. Smaller ISB formats (single slices, individual pastries) are the fastest growth area. ISB
teams should introduce more LTOs to attract Gen Z and millennials who are currently
underrepresented in the category. GLP-1-linked demand creates a clear lane for high-protein,
portion-controlled, nutrient-dense baked goods.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can convert this signal into a downstream action map
by identifying exposed categories, affected retailers, pricing pressure, channel migration risk, and
the specific commercial decision required in the next range review or trade cycle. Priority should be
given to store level velocity, buyer exposure, and behavioral demand durability rather than headline
growth alone.

73. Consumer Loyalty to Restaurant Brands Erodes - 45%
Changed Favourite Brand in a Year

Restaurant Dive | Read Article

The Tillster 2026 Restaurant Digital Trends report documented that 45% of U.S. consumers switched
their favourite restaurant brand in the past year - a 12-percentage-point jump from 33% in 2025 and
the highest loyalty erosion rate in the Tillster series. The switch is not primarily price-driven -
consumers ranked quality and convenience above price for the first time as the primary reasons for
switching. Many switching occasions are moving to grocery deli and c-store prepared food
programmes rather than a competing restaurant brand.

SO WHAT: A 45% brand switching rate in a single year is a commercial emergency signal for the
QSR sector, not a cyclical fluctuation. The quality-over-price finding is the most important nuance -
the consumer who switched from McDonald's to a grocery deli bowl! did not switch because the
bowl is cheaper. They switched because the bowl was perceived as higher quality at a comparable
or slightly higher price, with no convenience tradeoff. This is not a value problem. It is an occasion
design and product quality problem that no value menu fully addresses.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: For QSR ingredient and food suppliers, the occasion transfer to
grocery and c-store is a channel distribution question as much as a QSR competitive one. The food
occasions being lost by QSR are being won by grocery grocerant and c-store programmes - both of
which are your customers too. Rebalance your foodservice sales strategy to explicitly serve the
grocerant and c-store foodservice channels at the same investment level as your QSR accounts.

74. Chipotle Revamps Loyalty Programme - More Free Items,
Greater Redemption Flexibility
Restaurant Dive | Read Article

Chipotle updated its rewards programme with more free items and flexible redemption, plus in-store
campaigns to boost enrolment among its 21M+ active rewards members. The revamp is Chipotle's
primary lever for driving traffic in the absence of a value menu.
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SO WHAT: Loyalty programme economics are at the centre of fast-casual strategy in 2026.
Chipotle's 21M+ member base gives it one of the largest loyalty data assets in the sector - but flat
comparable sales suggest the programme is not converting loyalty membership into visit frequency
recovery at the pace required. The revamp's commercial test is whether rewarding existing
members more generously deepens behavioral demand or simply subsidizes visits that would have
occurred anyway. The distinction is decisive - one builds durability, the other builds cost.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Watch Chipotle's Q2 comparable sales - the first quarter after the
loyalty revamp implementation - as the earliest available signal of whether programme generosity
translates into genuine transaction growth or merely shifts redemption patterns without changing
visit frequency. This data point will inform the entire QSR sector's loyalty investment calculus for H2
2026.

75. Points-Based Restaurant Loyalty Programmes Losing
Effectiveness - Brands Pivot to Al

Restaurant Dive | Read Article

Paytronix data confirmed that leading QSRs including Starbucks are abandoning traditional points-
based loyalty models in favour of Al-targeted messaging, aspirational experiences, and gamification.
The shift represents a recognition that points accumulation is no longer a behavioral commitment
mechanism at scale - it is a discount mechanism dressed as loyalty.

SO WHAT: Era 1 loyalty (earn-and-burn points) drove trial but not behavioral depth. Era 2 loyalty
(app-led purchase history + targeted offers) collected data at scale but remained primarily
transactional. Era 3 (Al gamification + aspirational experiences + lifestyle identity signals) is the
emerging standard because it builds emotional engagement, not just transaction tracking. For
brands that invested heavily in Era 1 and Era 2 loyalty mechanics, the switching cost to Era 3 is
significant - in technology, in data architecture, and in consumer communication.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: Audit your loyalty programme against the Era 3 criteria - does it
build emotional identity engagement or merely transaction tracking? If it is primarily a discount
delivery mechanism, it is systematically training your most frequent customers to expect a price
reduction as the price of their visit. Al-targeted messaging and aspirational experience design are
not luxury investments in 2026 - they are the baseline requirement for loyalty effectiveness in the
QSR sector.

76. 7-Eleven Plans 1,300 New Food-Focused Large-Format Stores
by 2030, Fresh Food Becomes Core Traffic Driver

Restaurant Business Online / C-Store Dive | Read Article

7-Eleven announced approximately 1,300 new large-format, food-focused U.S. stores by 2030
following the failed $47.2B Couche-Tard takeover attempt. The transformation includes a Japanese-
style fresh food programme rollout, proprietary food preparation equipment investment, and a
revamped loyalty programme. New breakfast items are rolling out across 7-Eleven, Speedway, and
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Stripes locations. The transformation is being driven by declining tobacco and fuel margin
contributions and the proven traffic-driving power of fresh, differentiated food programmes.

SO WHAT: 7-Eleven committing to 1,300 food-focused stores by 2030 is a channel shift every
fresh food CPG, foodservice distributor, and QSR operator must model explicitly. A food-
destination 7-Eleven competes directly with QSR for breakfast and lunch in high-traffic urban and
suburban locations. At 13,000+ U.S. locations, even a modest shift toward food destination
positioning creates procurement volumes that Sysco, McLane, and specialty fresh distributors will
compete to serve. The c-store foodservice insurgency is not a format story, it is an occasion
reallocation story, and the occasions being reallocated are the breakfast and snacking occasions
that QSR most needs for traffic recovery.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For Sysco and US Foods, c-store foodservice represents one of
the most significant new volume opportunity channels in their entire customer base, currently
underserved by broadline distribution structures designed for restaurant-scale order minimums. For
CPG manufacturers, the 7-Eleven food-focus transformation creates a new category of product
specification conversations that did not exist two years ago: fresh-format, limited-shelf-life,
premium-positioned food items that fit a c-store format's space and inventory model but exceed the
traditional c-store quality expectation. The brands that engage 7-Eleven's category buyers in 2026
are establishing supplier relationships before the 1,300-store programme needs to be fully
executed.

77. Chipotle Stock Down 33% Over Prior Year, Premium Fast-
Casual Affordability Stress Test Conducted at System Scale

Chipotle / Restaurant Dive | Read Article

Chipotle's stock decline of approximately 33% over the 12 months to April 2026 is occurring
simultaneously with the CEQ's refusal to launch a value menu, the Q1 EPS forecast down 17%, and
comparable store sales roughly flat. The stock's performance reflects the capital market's
assessment of whether Chipotle's premium positioning is durable against McDonald's Value Feast,
grocery grocerant competition, and the 45% restaurant brand switching rate documented by Tillster.

SO WHAT: Chipotle's stock decline is not primarily a valuation story, it is a behavioral demand
durability stress test that is being conducted in public financial markets in real time. The capital
market is pricing the probability that Chipotle's premium consumer relationship is durable enough to
sustain flat comparable sales against the full Q1 2026 competitive environment. The answer, which
is not a stock recommendation but a behavioral demand diagnostic, depends on whether the 21M
loyalty member base carries genuine ritual-level visit frequency commitment or rewards-dependent
cracked-open frequency that flattens when the promotional programme moderates.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Watch Chipotle's Q2 2026 comparable sales and loyalty
programme redemption data as the most important leading indicators of whether the premium fast-
casual model is sustaining behavioral demand depth under the maximum affordability pressure
environment in the format's history. For food ingredient suppliers to the fast-casual segment,
premium chicken, sustainable produce, clean-label grain systems, Chipotle's behavioral demand
durability test determines the volume trajectory of their highest-value QSR account relationship
through H2 2026.
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78. McDonald's International Franchise Model Outperforms
Domestic, Asia, Middle East, and Latin America Carry Global
QSR Earnings

RTE / Reuters | Q4 2025 Earnings | Read Article

McDonald's reported Q4 2025 global same-store sales growth of 5.7%, beating analyst estimates of
3.7%, with revenue rising 10% to $7.01 billion. International franchised operations delivered the
growth numbers that domestic U.S. operations could not produce. Company announced $3.7-$3.9B
in 2026 capital expenditure, predominantly on new unit openings globally, with plans to open
approximately 2,600 restaurants worldwide. The international franchise model is structurally more
valuable than U.S. domestic for the first time in the modern QSR era.

SO WHAT: McDonald's beating same-store sales estimates by 200 basis points while planning
2,600 global unit openings is the strongest possible validation of the QSR bifurcation thesis:
international markets are generating growth numbers justifying aggressive unit expansion
investment even as U.S. domestic performance requires continued value platform maintenance.
For food ingredient suppliers to McDonald's, including Lamb Weston, Tyson, and McCormick, the
global unit expansion programme creates a structural volume growth trajectory in international
markets that offsets U.S. domestic traffic volatility, but it requires supplier international
manufacturing and distribution capability that not all McDonald's suppliers have proportionately
invested in.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: For CPG manufacturers and foodservice ingredient suppliers with
McDonald's account relationships, the international growth trajectory creates a two-track
commercial engagement requirement: domestic U.S. value platform support (cost pressure, value-
engineered formulations) and international market quality and innovation investment (premium
product specifications suited to growing markets with higher discretionary income and higher QSR
brand loyalty). Manage these two commercial tracks explicitly rather than applying a single
McDonald's account strategy across both, the domestic and international occasions require
fundamentally different product development and commercial investment responses.

79. UNFI Workers Ratify First Contract at Florida Warehouse,
Teamsters Coverage Reaches 5,500+

Grocery Dive | Read Article

UNFI workers at a Florida distribution facility ratified their first union contract with Teamsters in April
2026, bringing total union-represented UNFI workers nationally to over 5,500. The ratification is one
of multiple unionisation events across wholesale food distribution in the first half of 2026, reflecting
broader labour organising momentum in logistics and distribution sectors that have seen sustained
employment growth and elevated inflation.

SO WHAT: Growing unionisation across wholesale food distribution is not isolated to UNFI, itis a
sector-level trend affecting Sysco, US Foods, Performance Food Group, and regional distributors
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simultaneously. Union contract costs in distribution are fixed cost additions that compress margins
on all volume flowing through affected facilities. For food manufacturers relying on UNFI for natural
and organic channel distribution, rising distribution costs will flow through in service fee
adjustments or reduced merchandising support within contract renewal cycles. Build a 2-year
labour cost sensitivity model for your distribution network. UNFI's unionisation trajectory signals that
distribution cost inflation in the natural and organic channel is structural, not cyclical.
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THEME 8:

Agentic Al, Retail Infrastructure, and the New Commercial
Architecture

The Commercial Infrastructure of Food Retail Is Being Rebuilt. CPG Brands That
Miss the Rebuild Window Will Pay for It for a Decade
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80. Agentic Al Reshapes Grocery Shopping, 54% of Consumers
Already Using Al for Product Research, 11% for Purchasing

Super Market News/ FMI / NielsenlQ | Read Article

FMI and NielsenlQ identified Al 'agents' that autonomously make purchasing decisions on
consumers' behalf as an early stage but commercially significant emerging trend. 54% of consumers
have already used generative Al to research grocery products; 11% have used Al to make a
purchase. Al agents can compare prices, apply loyalty programmes, and set purchase budgets
autonomously. Analysts explicitly warned that manufacturers must adapt to ensure their brands are
favoured by Al-driven selection processes.

SO WHAT: Agentic Al purchasing represents the most structurally disruptive potential change to
CPG marketing since the emergence of search advertising. Traditional brand equity, built through
in-store placement, packaging, and advertising, has no direct pathway into the algorithmic decision-
making of an Al purchasing agent. The agents making grocery selections operate on nutritional
profile completeness, price, review density, certification verification, and platform-defined health
criteria. The brands with 'Al-legible’ product data, complete nutritional APIs, health certifications,
verified ingredient transparency, clean structured data feeds into retail platforms, will have
algorithmic visibility that traditional brand investment cannot buy retroactively.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Initiate an Al discoverability audit of your product portfolio today.
The audit questions: Do your products have complete machine-readable nutritional data available
through retail APIs? Do your health claims carry third-party certifications that Al agents use as
quality verification signals? Is your ingredient transparency at the level that algorithmic purchasing
agents can evaluate against consumer health profiles? The 11% of consumers already using Al for
purchasing will grow to 35-40% within 3 years. The brands not preparing for algorithmic
discoverability in 2026 will face a structural visibility disadvantage when that share arrives.

81. Walmart Launches Better Care Services Al Nutrition Hub,
Pharmacy, Health, and Grocery Converge into a Single
Architecture

Walmart / Supermarket New | Read Article

Walmart launched its Better Care Services Al Nutrition Hub in April 2026, integrating pharmacy,
health consultation, and grocery data into a single consumer-facing platform. The system provides
personalised nutrition recommendations linked directly to grocery purchases, using health condition
data from Walmart Health to generate dietary guidance that directs consumers toward specific
grocery SKUs. The architecture merges the pharmacy visit, the health consultation, and the grocery
purchase decision into one data-driven system.

SO WHAT: The Walmart Al Nutrition Hub is not a loyalty programme enhancement, it is a
proprietary health data moat that directs consumer purchase decisions toward specific grocery
SKUs on the basis of health condition data that no external CPG manufacturer can access or
influence. Walmart is building the most commercially valuable consumer health purchasing
intelligence system in the U.S. retail market. CPG brands whose SKUs are recommended by
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Walmart Al Nutrition Hub will experience structural volume advantages that no promotional
investment from excluded brands can overcome. The algorithmic shelf, controlled by Walmart's
health data architecture, is being built now.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Establish a Walmart Nutrition Hub engagement strategy for every
health-positioned SKU in your portfolio immediately. The brands that gain inclusion in Walmart's Al
nutrition recommendation architecture in the first 24 months of deployment will build an algorithmic
distribution advantage that compounds with every additional consumer health condition data point
Walmart captures. The window to influence the recommendation architecture design is open now; it
closes once the algorithmic relationships are trained and the system is operating at full scale.

82. Ahold Delhaize Pilots Bank-Direct Payment via Fiserv,
Interchange Fee Elimination Changes CPG Promotional
Mechanics

Grocery Dive | Read Article

The Giant Company, Giant Food, and Stop & Shop are piloting a direct-from-bank payment system
through Fiserv, allowing customers to bypass card networks entirely at checkout. The pilot explicitly
targets interchange fee reduction, typically 1.5-2.5% of card transaction volume, as a structural
operating cost improvement. The commercial implications for CPG brands with co-branded credit
card promotional mechanics or loyalty cashback structures built around card network partnerships
are material.

SO WHAT: This is a harbinger. If bank-direct payment achieves meaningful adoption at Ahold
Delhaize's chains, and Sam's Club's 35% Scan-and-Go penetration suggests the adoption ceiling
for alternative checkout is higher than traditional retail assumed, the economics of card-network-
dependent promotional mechanics change permanently. The interchange fee savings flow back to
the retailer as structural margin improvement that can be redeployed into price investment or
loyalty programme infrastructure. CPG brands whose promotional activations rely on credit card-
linked cashback or co-branded card reward structures need to model the environment where their
primary promotional delivery mechanism is no longer the dominant payment rail.

83. Cold Chain Technology: IoT Sensors and Al Shift Grocery
from Reactive Shrink to Predictive Freshness Management

Progressive Grocer / Addverb / Wiliot | Read Article

Grocery retailers are deploying real-time 10T cold chain monitoring at accelerating pace. Harps Food
Stores adopted Verdant Technologies' HarvestHold Fresh solution following a broccoli pilot with
measurable quality gains and higher sell-through. The Wiliot Physical Al platform captures location,
movement, and temperature data across supply chain networks in near real-time. The critical
industry insight emerging from deployments: the biggest shrink opportunity is upstream, in the
network between farm and distribution centre, not at the store level.
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SO WHAT: The cold chain loT deployment is creating a permanent competitive infrastructure
advantage between retailers who deploy it and those who don't, and between fresh food suppliers
whose supply chain is instrumented and those whose is not. Fresh food quality is no longer a store-
level management problem; it is a supply-chain-wide data architecture problem. Retailers whose
shelf has freshness data from harvest to sale will progressively replace suppliers whose supply
chain is a quality black box with suppliers whose chain is transparent and instrumented. FSMA 204
compliance and cold chain loT deployment are converging into a single fresh food supply chain
intelligence infrastructure requirement.

84. Charcuterie Artisans Expands Prosciutto Capacity 25% and
Opens Innovation Centre, Charcuterie Category Shows No Signs
of Slowing

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

Charcuterie Artisans announced a 25% capacity expansion of its prosciutto production line and
opened a dedicated innovation centre for new charcuterie and cured meat product development. The
expansion follows sustained category growth, charcuterie is the perimeter's fastest-growing speciality
meat occasion, driven by both the entertaining occasion and the protein snacking daypart. The
innovation centre will develop globally-inspired flavour profiles including Korean, Japanese, and
South American-inspired cured meat formats.

SO WHAT: Charcuterie's growth trajectory, still accelerating in 2026, is the retail evidence that the
premium protein snacking occasion is genuinely durable, not a COVID-era entertaining residual.
The Columbus Craft Meats charcuterie entertaining tray at $15.49 in Target, Hy-Vee, and Wakefern
validates that premium ready-to-serve charcuterie formats have successfully crossed from specialty
deli into mainstream retail at a price point that generates both volume and margin. The format's
combination of protein positioning, global flavour credibility, and gifting/entertaining occasion
relevance gives it a multi-occasion behavioral demand profile that most snack categories cannot
replicate.

85. Costco and Sam's Club: The New Center of Value Gravity in
U.S. Food

Costco / Sam’'s Club Earnings / Circana | Read Article

Costco reported 2025 comparable sales growth of approximately 7—8% in food and sundries, driven
by a combination of member growth, basket size expansion, and private label (Kirkland Signature)
premiumization. Sam's Club reported double-digit comparable sales growth in 2025, driven by its
Scan & Go digital experience, accelerating Member's Mark private label, and strong performance in
fresh, protein, and health categories. Together, the two clubs now represent approximately $130-140
billion in annual U.S. food and consumables sales, a market the size of a small country's entire
grocery sector.

SO WHAT: For downstream food companies, club is no longer a secondary channel requiring a
different pack size strategy, it is a primary channel requiring a distinct go-to-market architecture.
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The scale of club purchasing means that a Costco or Sam's listing is equivalent in volume to 300—
500 conventional supermarket doors. Winning in club requires the ability to produce pallet-ready,
oversized pack formats at competitive cost structures, which requires manufacturing scale and
supply chain capability that only large processors can deliver consistently. For scaled
manufacturers, club is a volume anchor that funds manufacturing efficiency.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can benchmark a manufacturer's club channel
penetration and program quality against category leaders, identifying the volume, pack format, and
program investments required to win or protect major club listings.

86. Instacart + Teladoc: Grocery Becomes a Healthcare
Enablement Channel

Grocery Dive / Teladoc / Instacart | Read Article

Grocery Dive reported that Instacart is building on its health-focused partnerships through a new tie-
up with Teladoc, positioning the grocery technology company as a healthcare enablement platform.
Teladoc separately notes that eligible members can earn Instacart Health Fresh Funds — grocery
stipends redeemabile for nutritious food — by completing health actions such as blood glucose or
smart-scale checks.

SO WHAT: Grocery is moving from retail transaction to health intervention infrastructure. The
strategic value is no longer just delivery, basket size or digital loyalty; it is the ability to connect
health behaviour, nutrition access, benefit design and grocery fulfilment. For C-suite leaders, this
signals a new competitive layer: retailers and platforms that can connect food purchases to health
outcomes will gain access to payer, provider and employer-sponsored nutrition budgets.
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THEME 9:

Fresh perimeter and category economics

Meat, dairy, seafood, produce and deli become the main battleground for premium
health demand
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87. FMI Power Of Seafood 2026 Shows Seafood Recovery To
$24.2B As Deli Sushi And Fresh-Cut Formats Lead Growth

FMI / Circana | Read Article

FMI's 2026 Power of Seafood report documented overall retail seafood sales recovering to $24.2
billion, with dollar sales rising 2.6 percent. Fresh seafood dollar sales grew, even as units declined,
confirming that the category is premiumising rather than expanding uniformly. Deli sushi and fresh-
cut seafood formats were the strongest growth engines, driven by shoppers seeking convenient
protein, lighter meals and health-aligned foodservice alternatives. The report also confirmed that
frequent seafood shoppers skew higher income and are more willing to pay for sustainability,
traceability and quality assurance.

SO WHAT: Seafood’s recovery is not just a category rebound. It is a perimeter proof point that
health-oriented consumers are willing to pay for protein, convenience and trust at the same time.
The unit decline matters, but it does not negate the strategic value of the category. It shows that
seafood is becoming a higher-value, lower-frequency basket builder. For retailers, the opportunity
is not to make seafood cheap. The opportunity is to make seafood easier to buy, easier to cook,
easier to trust and easier to consume in prepared formats. Deli sushi, fresh-cut seafood, meal kits
and responsibly sourced frozen seafood are the formats most aligned with the new demand
structure.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can help seafood suppliers and grocery retailers build
a category opportunity map that separates premium, value, prepared and frozen seafood
occasions. The key is to identify where consumers are paying for convenience and trust, not just
species. OSINT can track retailer traceability requirements, supplier certification moves and FSMA
204 readiness to identify which seafood suppliers are positioned to win future range reviews.

88. Fresh Produce Reaches Structural Growth Phase as Health,
Snacking and Social Discovery Reshape Category Demand

Progressive Grocer / Circana | Read Article

Fresh produce continued to gain strategic importance in 2026 as health-oriented shoppers, GLP-1
users and younger consumers increasingly treated produce as a snack, ingredient and meal base
rather than only a side dish. Produce dollar sales remain one of the largest perimeter pools, while
social media discovery is accelerating demand for visually distinctive fruit, value-added vegetables
and ready-to-eat fresh-cut formats. Retailers are responding with expanded fresh-cut, snackable
produce and cross-merchandising programs tied to protein, dips, salads and prepared foods.

SO WHAT: Produce is shifting from a commodity traffic category into a behavioral demand
category. The key change is that consumers are not simply buying more fruits and vegetables
because they are told to eat healthier. They are using produce differently. Fresh-cut fruit competes
with snacks. Vegetables become meal bases. Avocados, berries and sweet potatoes become
culturally visible foods through social media, sports occasions and wellness routines. This changes
how retailers should measure the category. Produce should no longer be evaluated only through
shrink, price and seasonal supply. It should be evaluated through occasion capture, basket
attachment and health-linked repeat purchase.
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NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can create a produce occasion architecture that
identifies which items are acting as snacks, meal bases, functional health foods and event-driven
basket builders. This helps retailers make better decisions on display, pack size, cross-
merchandising and supplier planning. For produce suppliers, the key is to quantify which products
have behavioral demand depth versus trend-led visibility.

89. Deli and In-Store Bakery Evolve Toward Smaller Formats
Such as GLP-1 And Affordability Reshape Portion Architecture

FMI / Supermarket Perimeter / Mintel | Read Article

Deli and in-store bakery operators are reporting stronger demand for smaller, portion-controlled
items, including single slices, mini baked goods, high-protein prepared foods and smaller meal
replacement formats. Food-away-from-home inflation has strengthened the value case for grocery
prepared foods, while GLP-1 adoption is changing portion expectations. The in-store bakery market
remains large and resilient but is shifting toward more flexible size architecture.

SO WHAT: Portion architecture is becoming a strategic variable. The old assumption that bakery
and prepared foods win through abundance is weakening. The new consumer wants value,
indulgence and control at the same time. GLP-1 users are not necessarily exiting bakery and deli.
They are changing the permissible portion size. That creates opportunity for smaller premium
formats, mini indulgences, high-protein baked goods and single-serve prepared foods. Retailers
that keep large legacy pack sizes as the dominant offer will miss the consumption shift.

NOW WHAT -> FutureBridge: FutureBridge can help retailers redesign deli and bakery
assortments around portion strategy. The key is to classify products by occasion: indulgence, meal
replacement, snack, family sharing and GLP-1 portion control. This allows retailers to reduce
waste, protect margin and capture consumers who still want the category but in smaller formats.

90. Grocery Inflation Hits Highest Level Since Mid-2023 as
Tomatoes, Beef and Coffee Surge

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive reported that U.S. grocery inflation reached its highest level since mid-2023 in April
2026, with tomatoes up nearly 40% year over year and beef and coffee also facing sustained cost
pressure. The article reinforces that the headline grocery inflation number is no longer sufficient for
board-level pricing decisions, because category-level volatility is far sharper than the aggregate
suggests.

SO WHAT: Fresh perimeter economics are becoming a category-by-category margin problem.
Produce, beef, coffee, and other perimeter-linked inputs are moving on different cost cycles,
creating uneven pressure across baskets, suppliers, and retail formats. For C-suite leaders, the
issue is not simply inflation; it is margin visibility. Retailers and manufacturers that manage pricing
against headline CPI risk underestimating volatility in high-traffic, high-frequency categories that
shape consumer price perception.
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91. Deli and Bakery Best Practices: Perimeter Departments
Become Loyalty Engines

Progressive Grocer | Read Article

Progressive Grocer reported that deli and bakery departments remain important growth and
differentiation zones for retailers. Drawing on Circana and 210 Analytics findings, the article
highlights that prepared foods and meals delivered dollar and unit gains, while grab-and-go deli meat
packs grew even as broader deli meat volume remained softer.

SO WHAT: Deli and bakery are shifting from service departments to strategic traffic and loyalty
engines. Prepared meals, grab-and-go formats, smaller portions, high-protein options, and
premium bakery give retailers a way to defend trips when centre-store categories face private-label
substitution and price sensitivity. The strategic value is not only department-level sales; it is the
ability to capture meal occasions, reinforce physical-store relevance, and compete directly with
QSR, c-stores, and delivery.

92. Soules Kitchen Refrigerated Protein Entrées: Fresh Prepared
Protein Scales into Walmart

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

Soules Kitchen launched refrigerated protein entrées and street-eats products in April 2026, with
availability across regional grocery stores and a nationwide Walmart rollout beginning April 18. The
products are built around fully cooked chicken and steak formats with sauces, creating a low-prep
fresh meal solution for consumers seeking convenience, protein, and variety.

SO WHAT: Refrigerated protein entrées sit at the intersection of three structural demand shifts:
high-protein eating, convenience-led meal replacement, and fresh-prepared retail growth. The
Walmart rollout is important because it signals that fresh prepared protein is moving from perimeter
specialty into mainstream scale retail. For C-suite leaders, this is not just another product launch; it
is evidence that retailers are building scalable alternatives to QSR and delivery around refrigerated,
protein-forward meal solutions.
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THEME 10:

Pet Humanization, Functional Health, and Vet Commerce

Pet is moving from companion-products category into health, wellness, and care
infrastructure
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93. Capstone: Functional Consumables and Pet Pharmacy Drive
Positive Pet M&A Outlook

Capstone Partners | Read Article

Capstone’s April 2026 Pet Sector Update reports improving M&A momentum across the pet sector,
with activity concentrated in Food, Services, and Vet & Health. The most important signal is the
convergence of functional pet consumables, vet-backed products, pharmacy infrastructure, and
healthcare services into a more scalable pet-health ecosystem.

SO WHAT: Pet is becoming a health-led consolidation market, not simply a premium discretionary
category. Functional food, supplements, pharmacy, and veterinary services create a recurring,
higher-margin ecosystem with strong emotional attachment and resilient demand. For C-suite
leaders, the implication is that pet now combines three attractive economics: repeat purchase,
premiumization, and healthcare-style defensibility. This makes the category increasingly relevant
for strategics and PE funds seeking growth platforms with both consumer and healthcare
characteristics.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics can map which pet food, supplement,
pharmacy, and vet-health players have the strongest acquisition logic based on margin profile,
claims credibility, channel access, compliance readiness, and scalability across retail, DTC, and
veterinary channels. This can help leadership teams identify where to acquire, partner, or build
before valuation multiples expand further.

94. Chewy Acquires Modern Animal: Pet Commerce Moves Into
Healthcare Infrastructure

Chewy Investor Relations | Read Article

Chewy’s planned acquisition of Modern Animal links e-commerce, clinics, virtual care, pharmacy, and
membership economics. The deal expands Chewy from product retail into a broader pet-care
operating system that can manage demand across food, medicine, services, and data.

SO WHAT: Pet commerce is moving from transaction to lifecycle ownership. The strategic value is
no longer only product sales; it is control of the care relationship across nutrition, medication,
clinical services, diagnostics, insurance adjacencies, and membership. This changes the
competitive set. Retailers are no longer only competing with other retailers; they are competing with
vet groups, pharmacies, insurers, and digital-health platforms for ownership of the pet parent
relationship. The companies that control the care interface will also influence product
recommendation, subscription attachment, pharmacy capture, and lifetime value.

75 FutureBridge


https://www.capstonepartners.com/insights/article-pet-sector-ma-update/
https://investor.chewy.com/news-and-events/news/news-details/2026/Chewy-to-Acquire-Modern-Animal-Accelerating-Evolution-to-a-Fully-Integrated-Healthcare-Ecosystem/default.aspx

95. Purina Pro Plan AdvantEDGE: Probiotics and Senior Pet
Wellness Move Mainstream

Purina News Center | Read Article

Purina Pro Plan launched AdvantEDGE, a probiotic-powered line for adult and senior dogs and cats,
positioned around digestive and immune health. The launch brings gut-health functionality into
mainstream pet food architecture rather than leaving it in supplements or specialty vet channels.

SO WHAT: Gut health has crossed species boundaries. Pet owners increasingly expect daily food
to deliver measurable health support, not just basic nutrition. For leadership teams, the strategic
issue is that functional benefits are becoming mainstream category entry requirements in premium
pet food. Digestive health, immunity, senior wellness, mobility, skin/coat, and cognition are shifting
from niche claims into portfolio architecture. This raises the bar for formulation, substantiation,
brand trust, and vet credibility.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can translate human functional-nutrition demand
frameworks into pet, mapping which benefit spaces have the strongest repeat-purchase potential
by species, life stage, breed size, and owner segment. This helps identify where to invest in R&D,
claims, packaging, vet endorsement, and channel strategy.

96. Pet Supplements Poised for Double-Digit Growth as
Humanization Accelerates

Petfoodindustry | Read Article

PetfoodIndustry reported that the pet supplement market is positioned for double-digit growth,
supported by pet humanization, e-commerce, and emerging functional ingredients across mobility,
calming, digestion, immunity, and life-stage wellness.

SO WHAT: Supplements are becoming the preventative-care layer of pet health. They sit between
everyday food and veterinary intervention, giving retailers and brands a premium recurring-
purchase opportunity. As vet-care costs rise, owners have more incentive to manage perceived
health needs through lower-friction wellness products. For executives, this creates both an upside
and a risk: supplements can expand margins and frequency, but weak evidence, overextended
claims, or poor formulation credibility can trigger trust erosion and regulatory scrutiny.

97. Human Wellness Trends Are Reshaping Pet Food Innovation

Petfoodindustry | Read Article

PetfoodIndustry’s April coverage shows human wellness behaviours — longevity, raw and ancestral
diets, sustainability, microbiome health, and personalization — shaping pet food innovation. Pet food
is increasingly being designed through the same wellness lens that has reshaped human food and
beverage.

SO WHAT: Pet food is no longer downstream only from animal nutrition science. It is also
downstream from human wellness culture. Brands must translate human health cues into pet-safe,
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vet-credible, format-relevant propositions. For C-suite leaders, this is an important portfolio signal:
human wellness trends are becoming leading indicators for pet innovation, but not every human
trend transfers cleanly. The winners will be companies that can convert wellness signals into
credible pet-specific claims, rather than simply importing human food language into pet products.

98. Five Pet Food Trends Show Functional Nutrition Is Outpacing
Supply
Petfoodindustry | Read Article

PetfoodIndustry reported that demand for pet food addressing specific health needs is outpacing
industry supply. The market is moving toward condition-specific and occasion-specific formats rather
than broad premiumization alone.

SO WHAT: The category is shifting from broad premiumization to health-outcome architecture:
senior, digestive, mobility, calming, active, coat, and immune-support propositions. This creates
more sophisticated portfolio segmentation and raises the bar for formulation credibility, claims
discipline, and channel strategy. For leadership teams, the opportunity is to move from “premium
pet food” to a more precise portfolio organized around health need, life stage, and usage occasion.
The risk is SKU proliferation without sufficient evidence or repeat-purchase logic.

99. Kradle Launches Nationwide at Petco: Calming Becomes a
Retail-Scale Pet Wellness Platform

Business Wire | Read Article

Kradle announced a national Petco launch for calming products for dogs and cats, expanding access
to behavioural wellness products across store and online channels. The launch signals that stress,
anxiety, and calming are becoming mainstream pet-health occasions rather than niche supplement
claims.

SO WHAT: Behavioural wellness is becoming a scalable pet-health category. Calming is a high-
emotion owner pain point that supports repeat purchase across treats, chews, supplements,
sprays, and daily wellness routines. For retailers, it creates an expandable platform around anxiety,
travel, grooming, separation, ageing-pet care, and new-pet adoption. For brands, the strategic
question is whether calming can become a repeat-use wellness routine or remains an occasional-
use event.
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100. Wuffes Launches at Petco: Mobility and Joint Health Move
from DTC to National Retail

PetfoodIndustry | Read Article

Wouffes launched nationwide at Petco, moving dog mobility supplements from DTC into large-scale
retail with breed-size-specific hip and joint formats. The launch validates mobility and joint health as
mainstream longevity claims in pet wellness.

SO WHAT: Mobility is becoming one of the clearest pet longevity platforms. Joint health cuts
across senior pets, large breeds, active dogs, and preventative care, giving the category broad
addressability. The move from DTC into national retail also shows that mobility supplements are
becoming shelf-ready, not just digitally acquired niche products. For executives, this is a signal that
the next phase of pet supplements will be won through trust, evidence, retail execution, and repeat-
use habit formation, not just paid acquisition.
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Thought Leadership Pieces, April 2026 Edition:

CLUSTER

CPG STRATEGY, REFORMULATION & GLOBAL PORTFOLIO RESET
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TL-1. State of Food and Beverage: Choices CPG Leaders Can Make
to Renew Growth

McKinsey & Company | Read Report

McKinsey's most significant CPG strategy brief of Q2 2026 — and its most widely circulated food and
beverage report in years. Since 2023, total shareholder return for the world's largest F&B CPG
companies declined approximately 7% even as the S&P 500 expanded 9%. Volume gains remain
under 1% annually, far below historical norms. The report identifies the old value-creation model —
mass brand building, close grocer partnerships, relentless cost extraction, M&A for consolidation — as
having broken down since the 2010s. Pandemic-era pricing masked the decay; the hangover is now
visible. McKinsey frames three decisive moves for F&B CPG boards: reshape portfolios toward
structural growth categories; restore product superiority and rebuild brand equity; and deploy Al as
commercial infrastructure for demand intelligence, not back-office efficiency. On GLP-1, McKinsey is
explicit: the demand shift is structural, not cyclical, and companies treating it as a passing trend are
compounding their existing volume-pressure problem.

SO WHAT: The McKinsey report is the most commercially significant external validation of the
structural challenges documented throughout this edition. Its finding that F&B CPG has
underperformed the S&P by 16 percentage points since 2023 is not a temporary dislocation — it is
the market pricing the erosion of the old CPG model in real time. The three moves McKinsey
prescribes — portfolio reshape, product superiority, Al infrastructure — are precisely what the
strongest performers in this edition (PepsiCo, Danone, Ferrero) have been executing for 18—24
months, while the underperformers (Kraft Heinz, Mondeléz under hedge pressure, mid-tier
conventional operators) have been managing costs. The GLP-1 structural characterisation matters
commercially: boards still treating GLP-1 as a cyclical demand blip are building 2027 plans on a
flawed premise that McKinsey's institutional authority should now definitively close.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can convert McKinsey's three-move framework into
a brand-level capital allocation scorecard: which specific SKUs in a portfolio qualify for the
structural growth reinvestment, which require product superiority restoration, and which should be
divested or managed for cash. The McKinsey framework tells boards what to do; FutureBridge's
behavioral demand diagnostic tells them where to do it.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: McKinsey's Al-as-commercial-infrastructure recommendation
risks being implemented as better targeting for weak products. Algorithmic precision directed at a
low-repeat SKU will produce a more efficient path to the same consumer rejection. The behavioral
demand foundation — the reason a consumer returns without promotional incentive — must precede
any Al investment in CPG. Companies that deploy Al on top of structurally weak brands will discover
what their data showed three years earlier, faster.
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TL-2. Big Food's High-Stakes Race to Reformulate: MAHA, GLP-1
and HFSS Running Simultaneously

FoodNavigator | Read Report

FoodNavigator's April 8 reformulation deep-dive, published simultaneously with the McKinsey CPG
report, documents the most intensive simultaneous reformulation cycle in packaged food history. The
top 20 global CPG companies are each running 200—400 active reformulation projects in 2026 — with
MAHA colour and additive removal, GLP-1-aligned protein and fibre enrichment, Scotland's HFSS
compliance (effective October 1, 2026), and EU front-of-pack labelling preparation all running
through the same R&D pipelines at the same time. The article documents Cadbury Fruitier & Nuttier
as the cautionary case: reformulated for HFSS compliance, it failed on consumer sensory grounds
and was discontinued, confirming that speed of reformulation without quality protection is
commercially destructive. Experts cited confirm reformulation has shifted from reactive compliance
measure to ongoing competitive capability — and that scale determines who can execute it effectively.

SO WHAT: The reformulation arms race is the operational expression of the Age of Scale thesis in
R&D infrastructure. A company running 300 simultaneous reformulation projects has pilot plants,
sensory panels, regulatory submission teams, and manufacturing scale-up protocols that a
company running 30 projects cannot maintain economically. The fixed cost of reformulation
infrastructure is largely independent of the number of projects it processes — meaning a top-tier
CPG company amortises its R&D infrastructure across 10 times the project volume of a mid-tier
competitor, making each individual reformulation cost 80—90% less per project. The Cadbury case
is the counterpoint that prevents the scale advantage from becoming complacency: speed without
sensory protection destroys brand equity faster than no reformulation at all.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge Technology Scouting can identify the specific natural
colour, sweetener, and functional ingredient alternatives currently achieving regulatory approval
ahead of the reformulation deadlines — mapping IP ownership, supply chain scalability, and cost
trajectory against each client's specific reformulation timeline. For CPG companies with concurrent
MAHA, HFSS, and GLP-1 reformulation requirements, the technology scouting output is the
ingredient prioritisation roadmap that prevents R&D resource collision between simultaneous
workstreams.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The scale reformulation advantage is real in execution speed
and cost per project. It is not an advantage in product outcome quality. Some of the most
commercially successful reformulations of the past decade — KIND bars, Chobani Greek yogurt,
Oatly — were executed by smaller companies without legacy R&D infrastructure, precisely because
their absence of institutional inertia allowed cleaner formulation decisions. Mid-tier CPG companies
should not assume they cannot compete on reformulation quality simply because they cannot match
the volume of simultaneous projects their larger competitors manage.
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TL-3. MAHA Push Accelerates Reformulation but Leaves Food
Industry in Limbo

FoodNavigator-USA | Read Report

FoodNavigator-USA's April 14 report from the Future Food-Tech conference documents the precise
legal and regulatory uncertainty facing CPG companies investing in MAHA-driven reformulation. The
Trump administration's MAHA agenda is moving "very quickly" through informal policy signals — HHS
Secretary RFK Jr. communications, FDA leadership statements, agency guidance letters — rather
than through formal rulemaking with public comment periods. The GRAS (Generally Recognized As
Safe) pathway is simultaneously under threat of fundamental restructuring: legislative proposals
would require manufacturers to notify FDA of GRAS determinations, mandate public comment
periods, and require routine post-market reassessment of GRAS-designated ingredients. Former
FDA attorney Laura Akowuah quantified the regulatory burden asymmetry: large CPG companies
face "about two and a half times the burden that small brands have in terms of cleaning up MAHA
ingredients" because their larger portfolios have proportionally more exposure across the restricted
ingredient categories.

SO WHAT: MAHA represents the most commercially significant regulatory compliance event in
U.S. food since the 1990 Nutrition Labeling and Education Act — and it is advancing without the
formal rulemaking architecture that would give CPG manufacturers the regulatory certainty required
to justify large-scale reformulation capital investment. Companies that reformulate to today's
informal MAHA signals face the risk that a future administration reverses informal policy positions,
or that the formal rulemaking process produces threshold standards different from what the
informal signals implied. The burden asymmetry Akowuah documents is the MAHA version of the
Age of Scale thesis: large CPGs face greater absolute compliance cost, but their regulatory affairs
infrastructure means they can navigate the uncertainty at lower marginal cost per SKU than smaller
competitors facing the same ingredient exposure with less legal and technical capacity.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge Regulatory Prediction and Impact can deliver a
MAHA Scenario Planning Assessment — mapping a client's portfolio against three regulatory
outcome scenarios (informal signals only, partial formal rulemaking, comprehensive GRAS
restructuring) with probability-weighted capital exposure estimates for each. This converts the
regulatory uncertainty from a qualitative risk into a quantified capital exposure that boards can
manage with scenario-specific response protocols rather than binary invest-or-wait decisions.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The MAHA informal signal risk is real. The commercial
opportunity it obscures: CPG companies that reformulate ahead of formal regulatory requirements
and communicate the change proactively capture a health-credentials marketing advantage that
compliance-reactive competitors cannot access. The first-mover reformulation window — before
formal rules make the change compulsory — is the only period when voluntary reformulation carries a
genuine consumer trust premium. After the rule is final, reformulation is compliance, not
differentiation.
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TL-4. U.S. Private-Label Sales Reach $330B — Circana Documents
24% Value Share in Food and Beverage

Supermarket News / Circana | Read Report

Circana's April 2026 private label tracking report confirmed U.S. store brand sales have reached
$330 billion — with private label now holding 24% value share in food and beverage. The growth rate
has moderated from the record pace of 2023-2024, with Circana projecting continued but slower
private label share gains as national brands sharpen both pricing and product innovation responses.
The report documents refrigerated as the leading private label growth category (mirroring FMI's
Power of Private Brands quality parity data), followed by functional beverages and frozen. Circana's
data confirms that the quality parity milestone that FMI documented at the category level is now
confirmed at the transactional scanner level — consumers are not just saying private label quality is
equal; they are buying it in documented volumes that constitute a structural demand shift, not a
promotional response.

SO WHAT: The $330 billion private label total and 24% food and beverage value share are the two
numbers that should anchor every CPG board's 2026 strategy discussion. They represent the
largest structural reallocation of consumer food spending from national brands to retailer-owned
products in U.S. CPG history — occurring simultaneously with the GLP-1 behavioral demand shift,
the hard discount format expansion, and the MAHA reformulation requirement. The Circana
projection that growth will moderate is commercially important but potentially misleading: growth
moderation from a record $330 billion base still produces significant absolute volume gains for
private label and losses for national brands. The deceleration signal is a window for national brand
investment — not a signal that the structural threat has passed.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can build a private label exposure map by retailer,
category, and SKU - identifying which specific national brand positions are above the quality parity
threshold (defensible with investment) and which are at or below it (candidates for rationalisation or
repositioning). The $330 billion Circana aggregate is commercially useless without brand-level
disaggregation; the exposure map converts it into actionable capital allocation guidance.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The private label threat is not uniformly severe across every
category and brand. Premium national brands with deep ritual use — Tillamook cheese, Stonyfield
yogurt, Heinz ketchup — have demonstrated that the quality parity threat does not automatically
translate to share loss when genuine sensory or trust differentiation exists. The Circana $330 billion
headline should not trigger uniform defensive investment across a portfolio; it should trigger a SKU-
by-SKU assessment of which brands have genuine behavioral demand depth that private label
cannot replicate.
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TL-5. Private-Label Trends 2026: Innovation, Pricing and Trust —
Premium Store Brands Have Fully Inverted the Category

FoodNavigator-USA / Circana | Read Report

FoodNavigator-USA and Circana's joint April 2026 private label trends analysis confirmed that U.S.
store brand price and volume gaps versus national brands have widened further: private label is
currently priced approximately 28% below national brand equivalents in the U.S. and 22% below in
Europe. The most commercially significant data point is the M&S (Marks & Spencer) UK precedent:
M&S premium private label foods are now being exported to Coles supermarkets in Australia and
marketed as a "luxury import brand" — a complete category inversion from the value-substitute
framing of earlier private label generations. U.S. premium private label equivalents — Kirkland
Signature, Trader Joe's, Member's Mark — are following the same trajectory: loyalty-based
preference rather than price-based substitution.

SO WHAT: The M&S-to-Coles export case is the most commercially instructive private label data
point in this edition: a retailer-owned food brand, originally created to substitute for national brands
on price, has achieved sufficient quality and brand equity to be exported as a premium product to a
new market. This is the private label supercycle's endpoint — not just quality parity, but genuine
brand equity creation that can be leveraged across geographies. For U.S. CPG nationals
competing against Kirkland Signature and Member's Mark in club and mass channels, the
competitive threat is no longer a cheap substitute undercutting their price. It is a genuine brand
competing on trust, quality, and increasingly on emotional relevance — the ground that national
brands have always considered exclusively theirs.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics applied to Costco's Kirkland Signature, Trader
Joe's private label, and Walmart's Bettergoods portfolio tracks the quality investment, innovation
pipeline, and marketing capability that these retailer brands are building — providing national brand
CPG competitors with the intelligence to distinguish which private label categories are approaching
the M&S brand equity threshold and which remain pure price-play substitutes.

TL-6. Progressive Grocer 2026 Editors’ Picks: 68 Top CPG
Innovations Define Buyer Priorities for the Next 12 Months

Progressive Grocer / EnsemblelQ | Read Report

Progressive Grocer's 22nd annual Editors' Picks named 68 products across grocery categories as
the benchmark innovations that will inform grocery buyer ranging and promotional decisions over the
next 12 months. The 2026 edition is the first to explicitly include GLP-1-aligned portfolio positioning
as a selection criterion. Three structural themes dominated: wellness-forward ingredients (high
protein, prebiotic fiber, probiotic cultures); eco-conscious packaging (PFAS-free, compostable, fiber-
based); and global flavour profiles (Korean, Middle Eastern, Filipino, Mexican-regional). Products
delivering all three attributes simultaneously — convenience plus global flavour plus functional
nutrition — captured the highest buyer confidence scores. Categories conspicuously absent from
winning product architecture: traditional sweetened formats without functional credentials,
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conventional packaging without sustainability claims, and single-attribute products in categories
where multi-attribute innovation has already arrived.

SO WHAT: The Editors' Picks are the most commercially reliable 12-month leading indicator of
what grocery buyers are currently awarding shelf positions to — because they represent buyer
editorial judgment, not consumer survey data. The convergence of health credentials, packaging
sustainability, and global flavour as the three simultaneous criteria for a winning 2026 product
precisely maps the demand environment documented across this edition: GLP-1 behavioral
alignment, MAHA regulatory compliance pressure, and the "everyday global" demographic demand
shift documented in the fresh perimeter and center store articles. Brands competing in 2026
category reviews without positioning at the intersection of at least two of the three Editors' Picks
themes are approaching those reviews with a structurally weaker proposition than their competitors
who invested in multi-attribute innovation 18—24 months ago.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics behavioral demand scoring of the 2026 Editors'
Picks product cohort — applied 6 months after launch — will identify which of the 68 products convert
their buyer endorsement into genuine repeat purchase behavioral commitment and which plateau
after the editorial-driven trial wave. This is the leading indicator that distinguishes durable
innovation from well-packaged trial events.

TL-7. Kraft Heinz to Explore Strategic Transactions as Net Sales
Decline — The Reinvestment Lesson at $26B Scale

Food Dive | Read Report

Kraft Heinz publicly flagged its exploration of "strategic transactions" to unlock shareholder value as
the company faces sustained volume pressure and net sales decline across its core portfolio in 2026.
CEO Carlos Abrams-Rivera has signaled willingness to consider divestitures, spin-offs, or
partnership structures for underperforming assets. The company's situation is the controlled
experiment that validates the April 2026 McKinsey thesis: Kraft Heinz used the 2021-2024 input cost
relief cycle to optimise margins rather than reinvest in brand equity and product superiority, and is
now allocating capital to recover the consumer demand it extracted margin from. The company is
simultaneously investing $600M in brand reinvestment — the Kraft Heinz playbook reversal that
arrives 24 months after the consumer data made the need apparent.

SO WHAT: Kraft Heinz's strategic transaction announcement is the most commercially significant
M&A signal in CPG in 2026 — not because of the specific transaction that may result, but because it
confirms that the reinvestment failure thesis has crossed from strategic analysis into board-level
acknowledgment at one of the world's largest food companies. For PE sponsors and strategic
acquirers, the Kraft Heinz divestiture signal is a call to build acquisition screens against likely
disposal assets now, before the formal process activates competitive bidding. The assets most
likely to surface — regional condiment brands, foodservice-specific proteins, mid-tier snack lines
with strong regional distribution but insufficient national scale — are precisely the assets that
strategic acquirers with genuine distribution and marketing capabilities can turn around faster than
Kraft Heinz can internally.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Company Genomics and OSINT applied to Kraft Heinz's portfolio —
mapping each brand's behavioral demand depth, private label replacement risk, and standalone

85 FutureBridge


https://www.fooddive.com/news/kraft-heinz-to-explore-strategic-transactions-as-sales-decline/748672/

divestiture value — identifies which assets are strategic disposal candidates before they enter
formal processes, and which retain sufficient V-score depth to justify acquirer capital deployment at
a durable EBITDA multiple.

TL-8. General Mills "Innovating How We Innovate" With Al -
Organic Sales May Fall 2%

Food Dive | Read Report

General Mills revised its FY2026 organic sales outlook downward by up to 2% in April 2026,
attributing the pressure to volume declines across core categories including cereal, snacking, and
soup. The company's strategic response: an explicit pivot to Al-powered innovation infrastructure —
using digital consumer personas built from Al-processed data to identify unmet needs, compress
NPD timelines, and direct marketing spend with algorithmic precision. CEO Jeff Harmening
described the approach as "making big bets, not small incremental moves." The Al pivot is occurring
simultaneously with portfolio restructuring: General Mills is concentrating investment in its highest-V-
score platforms (Haagen-Dazs, Blue Buffalo pet food, Pillsbury) while managing lower-performing
centre store categories for margin efficiency.

SO WHAT: General Mills' Al innovation pivot is the CPG industry's clearest institutional signal that
traditional brand management — qualitative consumer research, intuition-driven NPD, mass
advertising — is being replaced by data-driven algorithmic decision-making as the primary
commercial infrastructure. For ingredient and packaging suppliers to General Mills, the Al-driven
NPD process has a direct commercial implication: product specifications will emerge from
algorithmic analysis of consumer behavioral data rather than from traditional innovation pipeline
conversations. Suppliers that can translate their technical capabilities into Al-legible data formats —
ingredient functionality APIs, nutritional profile databases, sensory performance benchmarks — will
have structural access advantages in General Mills' new innovation architecture that suppliers
relying on traditional relationship-based conversations will not.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can audit any supplier's Al discoverability readiness
for major CPG innovation platforms — mapping product data completeness, algorithmic search
visibility, and the risk of being displaced from NPD pipeline conversations by competitors with
better-structured ingredient data. The Al innovation infrastructure is being built now; the suppliers
that build their data architecture to match it in 2026 will have the most durable access to the
innovation pipelines of 2028.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: General Mills' Al innovation platform is being deployed on a
portfolio that has already experienced consumer demand erosion in core categories. Al-powered
consumer persona modelling and compressed NPD timelines will identify opportunities and launch
products faster — but they cannot substitute for the sensory product quality and genuine behavioral
demand depth that drove General Mills' historical growth. A faster path to an inadequate product is
not an improvement over the status quo.
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TL-9. McKinsey: State of Food and Beverage — Why the Old CPG
Growth Model Is Breaking

McKinsey & Company | Read Article

McKinsey argues that the traditional food-and-beverage CPG growth model is under structural
pressure. Volume gains remain constrained at less than 1% annually, while food-and-beverage CPG
total shareholder return has declined roughly 7% since 2023, compared with a 9% gain for the S&P
500. Drawing on a survey of 15,169 consumers across ten markets, the report shows that smaller
independent brands are capturing disproportionate growth in categories such as tea, butter and oils,
sauces, cheese, and functional shakes. McKinsey identifies portfolio reshaping, product superiority,
Al-enabled recipe development, supplier co-design, SKU rationalization, and manufacturing-cost
reduction as core levers for renewed growth.

SO WHAT: For C-suite leaders, this is not a cyclical volume problem; it is a breakdown in the old
CPG value-creation model. Scale, brand heritage, and retailer relationships are no longer sufficient
if they are not paired with faster demand sensing, stronger product superiority, and disciplined
portfolio choices. The companies that win will not be those that support more SKUs, but those that
support fewer, faster, better-proven platforms with clearer consumer pull and better margin
architecture.

TL-10. BCG: How Big Brands Can Spot the Next Big Thing — Why
Demand Signals Are Being Missed

Boston Consulting Group | Read Article

BCG argues that large CPG companies often detect early demand signals but move too slowly to
convert them into scalable growth. The report highlights healthy soda, which grew from roughly $160
million in 2019 to $900 million in 2024, and natural pet food, which rose from $6 billion to $10 billion
over the same period. BCG’s core point is that the demand maps often exist before categories reach
mainstream scale, but incumbents fail to translate weak signals into product, channel, manufacturing,
and investment decisions fast enough.

SO WHAT: For C-suite leaders, the issue is not lack of consumer data; it is failure to operationalize
early demand. Emerging categories now scale faster because social signals, specialty retail, DTC,
influencer adoption, and retailer test-and-learn models compress the time between niche traction
and mainstream relevance. Incumbents that wait for mass-market certainty often enter after
production capacity, brand authority, shelf space, and consumer trust have already shifted to
challengers.
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CLUSTERIII

CENTRE STORE, PRIVATE LABEL AND DIGITAL SHELF PRESSURE
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TL-11. How Traditional Grocers Are Trying to Narrow the Value
Gap with Discount Competitors

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive's April 5 analysis documented the full range of tactical responses conventional grocers
have deployed against the approximately 20% structural price gap that separates their everyday
shelf prices from Aldi's comparable format: price locks on select high-frequency SKUs, digital-only
promotional deals accessible only through loyalty apps, Al-targeted personalised promotions, and
"everyday low price" messaging overhauls. None of these measures closes the structural price gap.
Simultaneously, Aldi, Grocery Outlet, and Sprouts are all in active expansion mode, with Aldi
committing to 180 new U.S. store openings in 2026. The tactical defensive responses by
conventional grocers are occurring while the format expanding most aggressively has an operating
cost structure and private label quality depth that conventional grocery cannot replicate through
promotion mechanics alone.

SO WHAT: The conventional grocery sector's value gap response is the most commercially
instructive illustration in this edition of the distinction between tactical and structural competitive
advantage. Price locks, digital-only deals, and Al promotions are retention tools for consumers who
have already decided to stay, they do not address the behavioural migration of consumers who
have already transferred primary store allegiance to Aldi. The UK precedent documented in Theme
2 is the correct planning framework: Tesco and Sainsbury's deployed identical tactical responses in
2012-2015, slowed their share loss, but did not recover the consumers Aldi had already captured.
The tactical window has value; it buys time for the structural investments in private label quality and
loyalty depth that are the only sustainable conventional grocery responses to hard discount.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics geographic behavioral demand mapping,
identifying which specific conventional grocery store clusters in Aldi's 2026 expansion markets have
the highest hard-discount trial-to-loyalty conversion probability, gives Kroger, Ahold Delhaize, and
regional operators a precise targeting framework for pre-emptive loyalty and private label
investment before Aldi opens, rather than after its traffic impact is visible in weekly comp data.

TL-12. Beyond Yellow Tags: How Grocers Are Evolving from
Traditional Discount Strategies

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive's four-part investigative series on grocery discounting concluded in April 2026 with a
finding more commercially significant than any individual tactical update: consumers are no longer
just trading down products within their existing primary grocer, they are "trading out" entirely,
switching to a different retailer format for their primary grocery occasion. Alvarez & Marsal consumer
research confirmed that shopper intent to change primary grocer is at a multi-year high. Examples
documented: Sprouts Rewards delivering health-occasion loyalty without solving the value-gap
problem; ShopRite digital deals capturing trial without repeat commitment; Wegmans dietitian-led
content marketing building health equity without traffic recovery. The conclusion is structurally
important: no individual tactical investment is sufficient when the consumer's fundamental format
preference has shifted.
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SO WHAT: "Trading out" is behaviourally distinct from "trading down." Trading down is a within-
retailer category adjustment, buying private label instead of a national brand, choosing a smaller
pack size, skipping a premium tier. It is recoverable through promotional investment. Trading out is
a retailer format transfer, the consumer deciding that Aldi or Trader Joe's is their primary grocery
destination and reducing conventional grocery visits structurally. It is not recoverable through
promotional investment; it requires the conventional grocer to deliver a fundamentally different
format proposition. The Alvarez & Marsal data confirming that this intent is now converting to
action, rather than remaining a stated preference, is the inflection signal from latent threat to
operational reality.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics V-score tracking at the retailer-shopper interaction
level, measuring which conventional grocery consumer segments are in the cracked-open phase of
Aldi or Trader Joe's trial versus which have completed primary store transfer, identifies the specific
shopper cohorts that conventional grocery loyalty investment can still retain versus those whose
migration is already behaviourally complete.

TL-13. Pardon the Disruption: Research That Should Worry
Traditional Grocers Right Now

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive's April 2026 analysis presents Alvarez & Marsal consumer research confirming that
shoppers are "done trading down products" and are ready to switch retail formats entirely. The
research documents primary grocer switching intent at a multi-year high, and critically, distinguishes
intent that has already converted to behavior from intent that remains hypothetical. The data confirms
that the consumer switching signal tracked in Theme 2 of this edition, Albertsons' accelerating
closures, conventional grocery footprint rationalisation, and Aldi's expansion, is not a supply-side
rationalisation creating a vacuum. It is a demand-side consumer behavioral migration that is actively
pulling consumers toward alternative formats before physical store closures have even occurred.

SO WHAT: The Alvarez & Marsal finding that consumers are done trading down within existing
retailers and ready to transfer format allegiance is the most commercially urgent intelligence in the
grocery retail landscape of April-May 2026. It means that conventional grocery operators cannot
arrest their share loss through better promotions, improved loyalty programmes, or expanded
private label selection within their existing format architecture. The consumer who has decided Aldi
is their primary grocer will not be retained by a Kroger price-lock on butter. They have already
made the format decision; the promotional response is addressing the wrong variable. The retailers
that understand this are investing in genuinely differentiated occasion design, Wegmans' in-store
restaurant quality, H-E-B's local product curation, Publix's service excellence, rather than matching
Aldi's price list.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The Alvarez & Marsal data is directionally correct at the
market level. The commercial nuance it compresses: not all consumer segments are equally at risk
of format transfer, and not all conventional grocery formats have equal exposure. High-income urban
consumers shopping at Whole Foods or Wegmans have significantly lower Aldi conversion risk than
mid-income suburban consumers shopping at conventional grocery in markets where Aldi is actively
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opening. Blanket conventional grocery defensive investment obscures the geographic and
demographic concentration of the actual transfer risk.

TL-14. Grocery Price Growth Cools as Overall Inflation Surges,
April CPI Divergence

Grocery Dive | Read Article

April 2026 CPI data, covered by Grocery Dive in May 2026, confirmed that food-at-home prices grew
approximately 1.7% year-on-year, materially below overall CPI driven by energy costs following
Middle East supply disruptions. Category divergence within grocery is stark: egg prices remain +50%
year-on-year despite HPAI normalization; coffee is up approximately 10%; beef and veal +12.1%
year-on-year per USDA ERS data. The key commercial signal: grocery manufacturers are absorbing
the gap between moderate shelf price inflation and elevated commaodity costs in margin
compression. Tariff cost pass-through, estimated at $200 billion in total customs burden, has not yet
fully reached consumer shelf prices, with manufacturers absorbing costs rather than passing them
through in anticipation of consumer price sensitivity.

SO WHAT: The April CPI divergence between aggregate grocery inflation (1.7%) and category-
specific commodity costs (beef +12%, coffee +10%) is the most important margin signal for CPG
boards in the April-May 2026 reporting period. Companies with high protein, dairy, or coffee input
cost exposure are managing a 10-12% ingredient cost inflation environment while their retail shelf
prices reflect a 1.7% food CPI reading. The margin compression is occurring in silence, contained
by manufacturer absorption rather than consumer-visible price increases. When the tariff wave that
food manufacturers are currently absorbing reaches shelf prices in Q3 2026 (as documented in
Theme 3 of this edition), the consumer will experience a sudden price increase from an apparently
stable baseline. The behavioral demand response to a sudden increase from a perceived baseline
is more severe than a gradual increase from a well-established elevated level.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can build a commodity-to-SKU margin compression
model, linking each client's specific input cost exposure (beef, dairy protein, coffee, cocoa,
packaging tariff) to shelf price implications and behavioral demand thresholds that determine where
price pass-through is possible and where it triggers consumer switching. The USDA ERS April
2026 Livestock, Dairy and Poultry Outlook (published April 15, 2026) provides the authoritative
category-level cost trajectory data for this model.

TL-15. How Grocers Can Embrace the "Promiscuous Shopper” Trip
Consolidation Reshapes the Centre Store Case

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive's April 2026 analysis documented that over 90% of grocery shoppers are now
"uncommitted", they optimise their shopping across multiple retailers per trip cycle rather than
consolidating volume with a single primary grocer. Trips under 15 minutes now account for more than
40% of all grocery visits nationally. The data confirms that the grocery shopper has adopted an
occasion-specific retailer selection model: Aldi for commodity staples, Trader Joe's for discovery
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items, Sprouts for health-specific purchases, Walmart for large-basket replenishment. The CPG and
retailer response the article identifies: fewer, more curated SKUs per occasion outperform deep
range for speed-shopping consumers whose in-store time is structurally compressed.

SO WHAT: The 90% uncommitted shopper and 40% sub-15-minute trip data are the behavioural
confirmation that the hourglass retail format bifurcation is not merely a store opening and closing
story, it is a consumer occasion design story. The shopper who has allocated each shopping
occasion to a different format has made the most consequential CPG distribution decision available
to a consumer: they have decided that no single retailer satisfies all of their food purchasing needs
simultaneously. For CPG brands whose distribution model is built on depth-of-range within a
primary store relationship, this behavioural fragmentation is a structural threat: their SKU depth
advantage in any single retailer is valuable only for the occasions that retailer is selected for, and
the range of occasions has narrowed at every conventional grocery store that is not a primary
destination format.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics occasion-level demand mapping, identifying which
specific meal and shacking occasions are being routed to which specific retail formats by which
consumer segments, gives CPG distribution teams the channel investment intelligence that
aggregate scanner data across all channels cannot provide. The question is not "how do we grow
volume at Kroger?" It is "which specific occasions does the consumer bring to Kroger versus Aldi
versus Trader Joe's, and do we have the right SKU architecture at each format for the occasion it is
selected for?".

TL-16. Three Growth Areas for Food Product Packaging, Circana
CPG Growth Leaders 2026

Grocery Dive / Circana | Read Article

Circana's April 2026 CPG Growth Leaders analysis identified packaging innovation as a primary
commercial growth driver, with new items accounting for 6% of all CPG dollar sales in 2025, up from
5% in 2024. Smaller CPG companies generate 19% of their revenue from new product development,
versus approximately 12% for large CPG, a disproportionate NPD contribution that reflects smaller
companies' greater agility in packaging architecture. Price-pack laddering, creating entry-level and
premium format options within a single brand, is identified as the single most effective growth
mechanic in 2026 for both categories under value pressure (entry-level minipack) and categories with
premium demand growth (oversized premium gift format). Three packaging growth vectors:
sustainability credentials (PFAS-free, compostable); functional convenience (resealable, portion-
controlled single-serve); and format innovation (mini-can, large-club, grab-and-go protein pod).

SO WHAT: The Circana finding that smaller CPGs generate 19% of revenue from NPD versus
12% for large CPG is commercially counterintuitive, scale should favour innovation productivity, yet
it is smaller companies that generate disproportionately more revenue from new products. The
explanation is format agility: smaller companies can execute price-pack architecture changes in 6—
9 months; large CPG companies require 18—24 months for the same change across their
manufacturing and distribution infrastructure. In the current environment, where GLP-1 is changing
optimal portion sizes, MAHA is changing ingredient profiles, and hard discount is compressing the
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price-pack range, format agility is a commercially decisive capability that large CPG's scale does
not automatically provide.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: Price-pack laddering and NPD activity generate trial events.
Trial converts to revenue only when the repeat purchase behavioral demand is present. The Circana
data documents innovation revenue contribution but not the repeat-purchase durability of that
contribution. Companies investing in format innovation without Consumomics-equivalent behavioral
demand validation are building revenue from trial-dependent activity that normalises when the
novelty premium expires.

TL-17. Progressive Grocer 2026 State of the Industry: Perimeter,
Private Label and Technology as the Three Strategic Priorities

Progressive Grocer | Read Article

Progressive Grocer's annual State of the Industry survey of U.S. grocery operators confirmed that the
three strategic priorities commanding the largest capital allocation commitments in 2026 are: fresh
perimeter expansion (quality, assortment depth, and grocerant foodservice investment); private label
portfolio development (quality parity investment, clean-label reformulation, and premium tier
expansion); and technology deployment (Al ordering, cold chain IoT, retail media network
development). Centre store volume is in structural decline across the survey respondents. Capital
allocation is flowing in the direction documented in Theme 9 of this edition: away from centre store
promotional support and toward perimeter fresh, private label quality, and technology infrastructure
that generates operating efficiency rather than promotional revenue dependency.

SO WHAT: The Progressive Grocer State of the Industry survey is the annual strategic benchmark
that gives CPG suppliers the most reliable available signal of where retail capital and shelf attention
are concentrating for the next 12—18 months. The three 2026 priorities, perimeter, private label,
technology, directly map the competitive threats to national branded CPG from three simultaneous
angles: perimeter growth diverts consumer spending from centre store national brands; private
label development replaces them in categories where quality parity has closed; and technology
investment gives retailers the data infrastructure to make both of those substitutions more
efficiently and with greater consumer precision. Centre-store-heavy CPG portfolios are facing
simultaneous pressure from all three investment priorities simultaneously.

TL-18. BLS Consumer Price Index, Food Component April 2026:
Tariff Signal Begins Appearing in CPG Center-Store Data

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics | Read Report

The BLS CPI April 2026 release documented the first visible tariff pass-through signal in centre-store
packaged food prices. Cereals and bakery products edged up 0.4% month-over-month, the fastest
pace in six months, as import-dependent ingredient and packaging costs began flowing to consumer
prices. Food away from home continued its separate trajectory at 3.4% YoY, maintaining the food-at-
home price spread that is driving grocerant substitution. The BLS data confirmed that the broad-
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based grocery inflation cooling documented in March was a one-month moderation, not a new
trajectory.

SO WHAT: The April BLS CPI food data is the first real-time confirmation of what USDA ERS and
CPG industry analysts have been forecasting: tariff pass-through is not a future risk, it is arriving in
the April data. The centre-store cereal and bakery price acceleration of 0.4% MoM is not rounding
noise, it is the leading edge of the wave that CPG manufacturers have been internally modelling
but publicly managing communications around. For consumers already managing three years of
food price fatigue, the return of centre-store package price inflation in Q2 2026 arrives at the worst
possible moment for branded CPG volume recovery.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Use the BLS food CPI monthly release as the external data point to
benchmark your own pricing communications strategy. The April BLS data confirms that the tariff
pass-through is visible in the public data, any CPG pricing communication that attributes Q2 2026
price increases to tariffs now has independent BLS price index confirmation to support the cost
justification. Conversely, brands that have been holding prices below market while absorbing
margin need to evaluate whether the BLS centre-store acceleration creates the external price
environment to execute needed increases with lower consumer perception risk.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: The BLS CPI food component is the most visible metric to
consumer advocacy groups preparing litigation. The April acceleration in packaged food prices,
appearing in the public BLS data simultaneously with the tariff refund portal opening, creates the
most commercially risky environment for any CPG company considering price increases based on
tariff cost justification. The plaintiff bar monitors the same BLS data that CPG pricing teams are using
to justify increases. The companies with the cleanest cost documentation are the most defensible;
those using the BLS index as general cover for pricing decisions they would have taken regardless of
tariff costs are the most exposed.

TL-19. BeverageDaily: Private Label Beverages Move from Value
Alternative to Functional Innovation Platform

BeverageDaily/ PLMA/ Circana | Read Article

BeverageDaily reported that private-label beverages are gaining market share as retailer-owned
brands move beyond low-price alternatives into differentiated, higher-quality and innovation-led
offerings. The article cites PLMA and Circana data showing U.S. private-label sales reached $282.8
billion in 2025, with private label growing 3.3% versus 1.2% for national brands. In beverages
specifically, private-label dollar sales grew 4.8% in 2025, with growth opportunities visible across
kombucha, energy drinks, plant-based beverages and specialty water formats.

SO WHAT: Private label is no longer only a centre-store value threat; it is becoming a functional
beverage innovation system. Retailers are using beverage as a testbed for health, hydration,
energy, wellness and flavour-discovery formats because the category has high frequency, high
innovation velocity and strong consumer openness to trial. This is strategically important for
national beverage brands because private label can now compete on multiple dimensions at once:
price, quality, functional benefit, flavour novelty and retailer trust. The risk is especially acute in
categories where brand differentiation is weak, and the functional claim is replicable.

94 FutureBridge


https://www.beveragedaily.com/Article/2026/04/07/private-label-beverage-innovation-accelerates/

TL-20. Walmart Great Value and Aldi Clean Label: Private Label
Becomes a Trust Platform

Walmart / Aldi | Read Report

Walmart refreshed Great Value across its flagship private-brand platform, while Aldi announced it
would remove an additional 44 ingredients from its private-label food, vitamin and supplement
products. Walmart's refresh modernizes the largest food and consumables private brand in the U.S.,
while Aldi’s ingredient move expands its restricted list and deepens its clean-label positioning.

SO WHAT: Private label is no longer just cheaper. It is becoming trusted, designed, reformulated
and quality-coded. Retailers are using packaging, ingredient standards, clean-label commitments
and sharper value architecture to turn own brands into consumer trust platforms. For national
brands, the threat is no longer limited to price comparison. The threat is that retailers can now offer
lower prices while also claiming better simplicity, transparency and quality discipline.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can test where national brands still earn a
meaningful price premium and where retailer brands have already reached quality parity. This
should be assessed by category, retailer, claim type, ingredient profile and behavioural loyalty
strength.

TL-21. Private Label Beverages: Retailer Brands Move into
Functional Innovation

BeverageDaily | Read Article

BeverageDaily reported that private-label beverage innovation is accelerating, with retailer-owned
brands moving into higher-quality and differentiated formats. The article highlights opportunity across
kombucha, energy drinks, plant-based beverages, specialty waters and other functional beverage
spaces where consumers are open to trial and where retailers can move quickly.

SO WHAT: Beverage is becoming one of the clearest testbeds for private-label innovation.
Retailers can use their data, pricing control and fixture ownership to identify functional demand
early and commercialize products quickly. This is a direct threat to national beverage brands in
categories where functional claims are replicable, such as hydration, energy, wellness and plant-
based formats. The branded defence must come from superior sensory experience, formulation
credibility, ritual usage or brand trust that cannot be copied through packaging and price alone.

TL-22. Private Label Innovation Speed: Retailers Are Closing the
NPD Gap

Food & Drink Technology | Read Report

Food & Drink Technology reported that private-label innovation showcased at PLMA 2026
demonstrated how retailers are accelerating product development across premium, health-oriented,
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convenience and value-led grocery categories. The article argues that major national brands are
losing their historical monopoly on supermarket innovation.

SO WHAT: Private label is moving from copycat to creator. Retailers now control the shelf, the
shopper data, the promotional environment and increasingly the speed of product development.
This gives them the ability to respond to emerging trends faster than many national brands,
especially where innovation is driven by flavour, format, health positioning or packaging rather than
proprietary technology.

TL-23. Private Label Perception Shift: Shoppers Now Demand
Proof, Not Promises

Simon-Kucher / Food Business News | Read Report

Simon-Kucher’s 2026 private-label study finds that private label has moved from budget alternative to
default choice for nearly half of global shoppers. Food Business News also reported that higher-
income consumers are increasingly buying private label, with Simon-Kucher data showing 44% of
higher-income shoppers increasing private-label purchases versus the prior year.

SO WHAT: The branded premium is now under evidence pressure. Consumers are no longer
accepting price premiums based on brand familiarity alone. Quality, purpose, health, sustainability,
and emotional equity must be visible in the product experience itself. If the shopper cannot see or
feel the difference, private label becomes the rational default.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics can quantify whether a brand’s equity still changes
behaviour before the shelf or whether shoppers are making direct price-quality comparisons at
point of purchase.
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TL-24. UNFI Showcases Trend-Driven Private Label at Spring
Selling Show, Perimeter Focus Signals Wholesale Re-platforming

Progressive Grocer | Read Report

Associated Wholesale Grocers' and UNFI's April 2026 Spring Selling Shows, the wholesale channel's
primary annual range and supplier presentation events, documented wholesale distributors explicitly
re-platforming their go-to-market strategy around the fresh perimeter. UNFI launched approximately
50 new private label items at its Spring Show, targeting fresh, nutrient-dense perimeter categories
aligned with GLP-1 consumer behavioral demand and USDA dietary guideline changes. The items
concentrated in high-protein dairy, clean-label deli meats, and functional produce adjacencies.
UNFI's commercial messaging to independent grocery retailer customers: the growth opportunity is in
the perimeter, and the distributor's private label programme will provide the margin and quality depth
that national brands are not delivering at the price points independent retailers can support.

SO WHAT: UNFI's perimeter private label expansion is the wholesale distribution channel's
confirmation of the structural demand shift documented throughout this edition, and it carries a
direct commercial threat to national branded CPG that the retail-level private label data
understates. UNFI serves approximately 30,000 retail locations nationally, the majority of which are
independent and regional grocers whose consumer relationships are among the most loyal in U.S.
grocery. When UNFI launches 50 new perimeter private label items targeted at these high-loyalty
retail environments, it is deploying private label into the channel where national brand relationships
are most embedded and most vulnerable to disruption by distributor-endorsed alternatives at lower
price points.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge OSINT monitoring of UNFI's private label
programme development, specifically which categories are receiving the heaviest SKU investment
and which quality certifications are being pursued, identifies the specific national brand categories
most immediately at risk of UNFI private label displacement. For CPG brands distributed through
UNFI, this intelligence determines which category conversations require accelerated trade
investment to protect shelf position before UNFI's new private label items arrive at independent
retailer shelf resets.

TL-25. Big CPG in Big Trouble: The Private-Label Quality Gap in
the Perimeter Has Closed

Food Institute | Read Article

The Food Institute's April 2026 analysis, citing McKinsey consumer research, documented that U.S.
consumers now value store brands at a level comparable to mature private label markets like Japan
and Western Europe, markets where private label has been a genuine brand strategy for 20—-30
years rather than a price substitute. McKinsey's data: 34% of U.S. consumers are spending more on
private label than before. The perimeter is the critical battleground: fresh produce, fresh meat, fresh
dairy, and deli are the final categories where national brands had maintained genuine quality
perception superiority, and where private label investment is now closing that gap most rapidly.
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SO WHAT: The fresh perimeter has historically been national CPG's last defensible quality claim
against private label. Fresh products by definition perishable, locally sourced in many cases,
requiring cold chain investment and consistent quality, appeared to provide an inherent quality
signal that private label operations could not match at scale. The Food Institute's McKinsey-
sourced finding that this quality perception advantage has now closed in the perimeter is the most
commercially significant private label development of 2026. Brands competing in fresh dairy, fresh
deli, fresh meat, and produce on freshness claims alone, without genuine sensory differentiation,
origin story, or sustainability credentials, have no remaining quality-perception advantage over
Kirkland Signature, Member's Mark, or Simple Truth in those categories.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The quality perception closure is documented at the average
consumer level across the category. The premium-tier exception remains commercially valid:
Tillamook, Cabot, and Prairie Farms in dairy; Creekstone Farms and Certified Angus Beef in meat;
Driscoll's in berries. These brands have built genuine sensory differentiation and origin-story trust
that private label cannot replicate. The Food Institute's finding is most dangerous for mid-tier national
perimeter brands without distinctive quality claims, it is not a universal condemnation of branded
perimeter strategy.

TL-26. Kantar: Brand Value in the Age of Al, Why the World's Most
Valuable Food Brands Are Pulling Away

Kantar BrandZ Most Valuable Global Brands | Read Report

Kantar BrandZ’s latest ranking shows the world’s Top 100 brands are now worth $13.1 trillion, up
22% YoY, as Al reshapes how consumers discover, choose, and stay loyal to brands. Google
becomes the world’s most valuable brand for the first time since 2018, rising 57% to $1.5 trillion,
while Microsoft and Amazon also cross the trillion-dollar mark. Al-native brands are accelerating fast,
with Claude entering the Top 100 at No.27 and ChatGPT recording the highest growth at +285%.

SO WHAT: The ranking confirms that brand value is concentrating around brands that are not just
big, but Meaningfully Different. Al is amplifying brands that already have strong relevance,
distinctiveness, and salience across consumer touchpoints.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can build an Al-Era Meaningful Difference Audit for
CPG and F&B brands, assessing brand strength across relevance, distinctiveness, salience, Al
discoverability, and loyalty defensibility to identify where investment is needed to protect and grow
brand value.

TL-27. McKinsey: Dairy’s 2026 Playbook, Margin Protection and
Protein-Led Growth
McKinsey & Company | Read Article

McKinsey’s 2026 dairy executive survey shows an industry managing two opposing forces at once:
persistent cost, labour, supply and regulatory pressure, but resilient demand for dairy as a core
nutrition platform. Around 65% of U.S. dairy executives rank cost management among their top three
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priorities, while nearly 70% of surveyed U.S. dairy companies reported flat or shrinking margins in
2025. At the same time, dairy leaders remain growth-oriented: 87% of U.S. respondents and 84% of
European respondents expect revenue increases over the next three years. Protein is the clearest
growth engine, with 88% of U.S. dairy executives identifying protein as the most influential consumer
demand trend. McKinsey also notes that 72% of U.S. dairy respondents plan to increase product
innovation investment and 77% plan to increase manufacturing innovation investment over the next
three to five years.

SO WHAT: Dairy is becoming a margin-discipline and protein-capacity game. The category has
strong demand fundamentals, but not all processors are equally positioned to capture them.
Companies with cost control, manufacturing flexibility, protein-processing capability, skilled labour
pipelines and selective Al adoption will be better placed to convert demand into profitable growth.
For C-suite leaders, the key message is that dairy’s opportunity is no longer just volume expansion;
it is disciplined allocation of capital toward high-protein, functional and operationally efficient
platforms.

TL-28. Supermarket Perimeter: Global Dairy Supply Growth Meets
Escalating Protein Demand

Supermarket Perimeter / RaboResearch | Read Article

Supermarket Perimeter reported that the global dairy market is seeing a rare combination of strong
supply growth and escalating demand. Global milk production reached record levels in 2025, while
U.S. dairy exports also reached record levels. RaboResearch noted that milk output grew across
every major global region in Q3 and Q4 2025, an unusual level of synchronized supply expansion. In
the U.S., dairy herd size reached its largest level since the mid-1990s, with milk production up 2.8%
in 2025 and expected to grow around 2% year over year. U.S. dairy processors are also investing
$11-12 billion in capacity, much of it directed toward cheese production. Demand remains strong,
supported by protein consumption, dry whey, protein waters, cottage cheese and record cheese
exports, which exceeded the prior record by 20% in 2025.

SO WHAT: Dairy is one of the few food categories where supply growth and demand growth are
expanding simultaneously. That creates a different strategic problem from most constrained protein
categories. The issue is not whether demand exists; it is where value will concentrate. U.S. dairy is
structurally advantaged by herd expansion, competitive milk costs, beef-on-dairy economics, export
growth and protein-led domestic demand. Europe faces a more constrained supply outlook due to
environmental and regulatory pressure, which could increase the relative importance of U.S. dairy
in global protein and cheese supply chains.

TL-29. Dairy Demand Broadens Beyond Protein: Butter, Cheese and
Whey All Tighten the Value Pool

National Milk Producers Federation | Read Report

The National Milk Producers Federation’s April 2026 Dairy Market Report shows dairy markets
strengthening across multiple value pools simultaneously. Even as U.S. milk production increased
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2.9% year over year in February and new processing capacity came online, demand remained strong
across butter, cheese, dry whey, and export channels. Butter exports rose 94% year over year,
domestic butter use increased 15%, and cheese exports reached record levels. At the same time,
nonfat dry milk prices strengthened as high-protein products increasingly competed for skim solids,
tightening availability across the dairy complex.

SO WHAT: Dairy is no longer only a protein story. The market is entering a phase where multiple
dairy value streams — butterfat, cheese, whey, skim solids, and high-protein ingredients — are
strengthening simultaneously. That creates a structurally different margin environment from prior
cycles where oversupply in one dairy stream offset tightness elsewhere. For downstream food and
beverage companies, the implication is that dairy cost pressure may become broader and more
persistent because processors now have multiple profitable demand outlets competing for the
same milk pool.

TL-30. Fresh Perimeter as the New Margin System

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Fresh-linked categories are becoming the most strategically important — and most operationally
volatile — part of the grocery store. Grocery Dive reported that food-at-home inflation reached its
highest level since mid-2023, with tomatoes up nearly 40% year over year and beef and coffee also
under significant pressure. At the same time, deli, bakery, prepared foods, refrigerated protein, and
fresh meal solutions continue to offer retailers meaningful growth and differentiation opportunities.

SO WHAT: Fresh perimeter is no longer just a traffic driver; it is becoming a margin system. It
delivers the consumer benefits retailers most need — health, convenience, premiumization,
protein, meal replacement, and in-store differentiation — but it also carries higher exposure to
labour, shrink, commaodity volatility, cold-chain complexity, and climate-sensitive supply.

For C-suite leaders, this means fresh cannot be managed as a set of separate departments. Meat,
dairy, produce, deli, bakery, seafood, and prepared foods need to be managed as a connected
economic system where inflation, waste, pricing, labour, and meal-mission capture are modelled
together. The retailers that do this well will convert fresh into a defensible advantage. The retailers
that do not will see fresh growth diluted by margin leakage.

TL-31. The Physical Store Still Matters: In-Store Grocery Remains a
Loyalty Asset

Progressive Grocer / FMI / Hartman Group research | Read Article

Progressive Grocer reported that FMI / Hartman Group research shows shoppers continue to value
in-person grocery shopping, even as digital ordering, delivery, and omnichannel fulfilment continue to
expand. The persistent importance of the physical store is especially visible in fresh departments,
where shoppers still rely on sensory inspection, service counters, prepared foods, bakery, produce,
seafood, and meal inspiration.
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SO WHAT: The physical store remains a strategic loyalty asset because grocery is not only a
replenishment activity. It is also a trust, discovery, sensory, and meal-planning experience. Digital
channels can simplify repeat purchase, but they struggle to fully replicate the confidence
consumers get from seeing produce quality, choosing fresh proteins, evaluating bakery items, or
discovering prepared meals in-store.

For retailers, this changes the investment case for store experience. The highest-value physical-

store investments are no longer generic remodels; they are targeted upgrades to the departments
that digital cannot easily replace. Fresh, deli, bakery, produce, seafood, prepared foods, sampling,
service counters, and visual merchandising become the core reasons shoppers still make the trip.

TL-32. Grocery Inflation Is No Longer a Headline Number Problem

Grocery Dive | Read Article

Grocery Dive reported that food-at-home inflation reached its highest level since mid-2023, but the
more important signal was the category divergence underneath the headline. Tomatoes were up
nearly 40% year over year, while beef and coffee also remained under pressure. This confirms that
the average grocery inflation number is increasingly misleading for pricing, procurement, and margin
planning.

SO WHAT: Portfolio strategy cannot rely on aggregate food inflation. Perimeter-heavy, import-
exposed, climate-sensitive, and protein-linked categories are moving on separate cost curves. A
retailer or manufacturer using one inflation assumption across the portfolio will overprice some
categories, underprice others, and misread margin risk.

For C-suite leaders, inflation has become a category-governance issue. The question is no longer
“what is grocery inflation?” but “which categories are exposed, which costs are temporary, which
are structural, and where will consumers tolerate price?” The answer varies materially across beef,
produce, coffee, dairy protein, bakery, prepared foods, and centre-store staples.
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TL-33. Amazon Now Reaches Tens of Millions, The Second-Largest
U.S. Grocer Without Meaningful Stores

Grocery Dive | Read Report

Grocery Dive's April 2026 report documented Amazon's claim that its Amazon Now rapid delivery
service, delivering perishables, household essentials, and electronics in a single order, now reaches
tens of millions of U.S. consumers. Amazon is actively positioning itself as the second-largest U.S.
grocer by reach, operating primarily without a meaningful physical food retail footprint. The service
integrates grocery, consumer electronics, and household goods in a single delivery experience that
no physical grocery retailer can replicate without fundamental operating model changes. Amazon's
grocery algorithm, search ranking, sponsored product placement, and auto-replenishment
architecture, determines purchase decisions for millions of consumers who never see a physical
shelf.

SO WHAT: Amazon's grocery reach without stores redefines the competitive set for every CPG
brand in every category. A brand that wins Kroger distribution but is invisible to Amazon's grocery
algorithm is now missing the second-largest U.S. grocery channel, with no physical store execution
to compensate. For CPG brands that have built their commercial infrastructure around physical
shelf management, trade promotion, and in-store merchandising, Amazon's scale means their
commercial toolkit addresses approximately 70-75% of the relevant U.S. grocery channel and is
structurally blind to the fastest-growing 25%. Product data architecture, complete, machine-
readable nutritional data, verified health claims, Al-legible ingredient transparency, is the
distribution prerequisite for Amazon's grocery algorithm in the same way that physical shelf
presence is the prerequisite for Kroger distribution.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can audit the client's Amazon grocery discoverability
position, scoring product data completeness, search rank position by category keyword, sponsored
product performance versus organic performance, and auto-replenishment adoption rates,
identifying the specific data architecture and algorithmic positioning gaps that are creating invisible
distribution losses in the U.S.'s second-largest grocery channel.

TL-34. Moody's Maintains Negative Outlook for Grocery Retail in
2026, Capital Constraint Arrives at Maximum Investment Need

Grocery Dive | Read Report

Moody's Investors Service maintained its negative sector outlook for U.S. grocery retail in its April
2026 assessment, citing three concurrent pressures: elevated food prices creating consumer
affordability stress, dwindling consumer demand for mid-tier conventional grocery formats, and the
capital intensity of the simultaneous format transformation required, private label quality investment,
technology deployment, and physical footprint rationalisation all requiring concurrent capital
commitment. The credit rating agency's assessment specifically noted that mid-tier conventional
grocery operators face the most acute capital constraint: they have the highest investment need
(format transformation) and the lowest capital availability (shrinking credit facility as revenues and
margins compress).
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SO WHAT: Moody's negative grocery sector outlook is commercially significant beyond its credit
rating implications. The assessment that capital requirements for private label quality, technology,
and footprint rationalisation are concurrent, arriving at the same time rather than sequentially, is the
precise structural description of why the Age of Scale thesis is accelerating in grocery: only Kroger,
Walmart, Costco, and Ahold Delhaize have sufficient capital depth to execute all three
simultaneously. Every other conventional grocery operator must sequence them, and the
sequencing decision determines which investments happen too late to prevent the consumer
migration they are designed to arrest. For PE-owned grocery assets facing covenant pressure, the
Moody's assessment is a capital structure alert: the investment need is highest precisely when the
capital availability is most constrained by the performance metrics the covenants are written
against.

TL-35. Aldi Expansion, Kroger Closures: The Hard Discount
Structural Threshold Is Now Visible in the Data

Grocery Dive / Supermarket News | Read Report

Grocery Dive and Supermarket News' April 2026 coverage of simultaneous Aldi expansion
announcements (180 new U.S. stores in 2026) and Kroger and Albertsons closure activity confirmed
the format sorting event that the January 2026 Almanac identified as approaching a structural
inflection. Aldi's 2026 expansion plan, the largest single-year U.S. store opening programme in the
company's history, is targeting the geographic markets where Albertsons and Kroger are
simultaneously closing underperforming locations. The distribution dark zone documented in the
January Almanac, the geographic gap between conventional grocery exit and alternative format
entry, is now measurably present in multiple U.S. markets.

SO WHAT: The format bifurcation between hard discount expansion and conventional
rationalisation is no longer a forecast, it is empirically confirmed in real estate, lease termination,
and permit application data that can be tracked in near real-time through OSINT. For CPG brands
whose distribution model is built on conventional grocery store density, the Aldi expansion and
Kroger closure activity in the same geographic markets represent not just a channel shift but a
physical distribution network contraction in those markets. The brands that have proactively
activated Aldi distribution relationships in their conventional grocery closure markets will capture
the demand that was previously served by the closing conventional store; the brands without Aldi
distribution are experiencing an invisible volume loss that their aggregate national scanner data will
not surface until 12—18 months after the closures occur.

TL-36. SNAP Eligibility Changes: How New USDA Standards Affect
Retailer Compliance and CPG Category Reforecasting

Grocery Dive | Read Report

Grocery Dive's April 2026 coverage documented USDA's requirement that retailers accepting SNAP
must meet new nutritious food variety standards by fall 2026, a retailer-side compliance requirement
that complements the consumer-side SNAP purchase restrictions (documented in Theme 5 of this
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edition) that 22 states have already implemented. The combined effect: retailers must stock a
mandated variety of nutritious options to maintain SNAP acceptance status, and consumers in 22
states covering 26% of the U.S. population cannot use SNAP benefits for sweetened beverages and
candy. Both pressures simultaneously redirect SNAP purchasing toward whole foods, fresh produce,
protein, and functional nutrition categories, and away from the sweetened beverage and
confectionery categories that have historically captured significant SNAP purchase volume.

SO WHAT: The SNAP dual-pressure, retailer stocking requirements and consumer purchase
restrictions, is the regulatory framework that converts dietary guideline aspirations into shelf-level
commercial reality in the highest-volume food assistance channel in the U.S. For confectionery and
sweetened beverage brands with significant SNAP-adjacent category exposure in the 22 restricted
states, the compliance deadline is not hypothetical: the volume declines documented in restricted-
state scanner data (chocolate candy -8%, soft drinks -3%) are already occurring and are not
recoverable through promotional investment. For fresh produce, protein dairy, and functional
nutrition brands, the SNAP compliance requirements are a structural demand tailwind: retailers
must carry more of these categories to maintain SNAP acceptance status, regardless of whether
the individual brands have sufficient trade spend to earn that shelf space through conventional
means.

TL-37. Rethinking the Digital-Physical Grocery Divide at
GroceryTech 2026

Progressive Grocer | Read Report

Progressive Grocer's April 2026 GroceryTech 2026 conference coverage documented leading mid-
size grocery operators, Lowes Foods and Good Food Holdings, presenting unified omnichannel
strategies that treat digital shelf content, physical in-store experience, and branded app engagement
as a single integrated consumer communication architecture. The consistent finding: retailers with
inconsistent digital and physical content assets are experiencing deteriorating category review
relationships with CPG suppliers because buyer teams can no longer defend category captain
positions for brands whose shelf data, app discovery data, and in-store sales data are not presented
as a coherent demand story. Digital shelf labels, personalised promotional mechanics, and Al-driven
product recommendations are converging from three separate technology investments into a single
unified consumer experience platform.

SO WHAT: The digital-physical integration gap is the #1 operational risk for mid-size grocery
operators in 2026, and it flows directly upstream to CPG suppliers as a commercial relationship
risk. The buyer who cannot defend a category captain position because their CPG partner's data is
fragmented across physical shelf, digital app, and e-commerce SKUs is a buyer who is under
pressure to consolidate to suppliers with unified data architecture. For CPG brands, the commercial
implication is direct: product data inconsistency across physical and digital touchpoints is now a
category review risk, not a marketing channel inefficiency. Brands with inconsistent nutrition data,
ingredient transparency, or promotional mechanics between their physical and digital retail
presence are creating the buyer's compliance problem, not just their own brand problem.
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TL-38. Bank of England Monetary Policy Report April 2026, U.K.
Food Inflation Signal for CPG Pricing Architecture

Bank of England | Read Report

The Bank of England's May 2026 Monetary Policy Report (covering developments through April
2026) documented BoE agents reporting that food price inflation in the UK could reach 6—7% by
year-end 2026, driven by energy cost pass-through, ongoing tariff impacts on imported ingredients,
and the structural input cost pressures (cocoa, coffee, dairy protein) documented throughout this
edition. The BoE finding with the most commercial applicability: consumer price sensitivity thresholds
have risen through the prolonged inflation cycle, with brands that maintained product quality through
2022-2025 demonstrating greater pricing power than brands that traded down quality to protect price
points. UK food and grocery market dynamics consistently lead U.S. trends by 12—18 months in hard
discount penetration, private label quality development, and health-led consumer behaviour.

SO WHAT: The BoE's 6—7% UK food inflation projection for year-end 2026 is a forward indicator
for what the USDA ERS is tracking in the U.S., particularly relevant because the Bank of England's
April 2026 report covers the same tariff, commodity, and energy cost pressures affecting U.S. food
manufacturing, but in a market where the consumer response to sustained food inflation is 2—3
years further along. The UK finding that brands maintaining quality through the inflation cycle have
higher pricing power than those that traded down quality is the pricing strategy validation for U.S.
CPG boards deciding whether to hold price or reduce quality to defend margins in the current tariff
and commodity cost environment. The answer from the UK precedent is unambiguous: hold quality,
not price, and the pricing power compounds over time.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The BoE's price sensitivity threshold increase is documented
as an aggregate consumer behavioral outcome. The income gradient complicates the aggregate
finding: higher-income households have demonstrably recalibrated upward and accept current food
prices as a new normal; lower-income and fixed-income households have been permanently
sensitised and are accelerating private label adoption that will not reverse even when their absolute
financial stress eases. Premium CPG brands can hold price with higher-income consumers; mid-tier
brands with lower-income consumer bases are in a structurally different environment that the
aggregate BoE finding does not address.

TL-39. Circana: Purchase to Consumption, Turning Eating
Occasions into Dollarized Growth Pools

Circana Purchase to Consumption Solution | Read Report

Circana has scaled its Purchase to Consumption solution, linking verified receipt-panel purchase
data with National Eating Trends consumption data from the same consumers. This gives CPG and
retail leaders a connected view of what shoppers buy, where they buy it, and which eating or drinking
occasions those purchases serve. Early findings show consumers spend $3.78 per person on
average for at-home dinner occasions, with spend rising 36% when adult guests are present. Circana
also finds that four of the top 10 retailers are under-capturing their fair share of these dinner dollars,
representing a combined opportunity of over $100 million annually.
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SO WHAT: For C-suite leaders, this moves occasion analytics from consumer insight to enterprise
growth management. It enables brands and retailers to quantify which occasions are actually
driving revenue, where share is being lost, and which customer segments justify investment. The
strategic value is not just better insight; it is the ability to convert fragmented shopper and
consumption data into decisions on portfolio focus, retailer prioritization, pricing, promotion, pack
architecture, and meal-solution strategy.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: FutureBridge can build an Occasion-to-Purchase Growth Map for
F&B portfolios, identifying the highest-value consumption occasions by retailer, channel, shopper
segment, and mission. This can help leadership teams prioritize where to defend, where to grow,
and where to innovate, translating occasion-level behavior into boardroom-ready growth pools,
commercial actions, and measurable revenue upside.

TL-40. Grocerant 2.0: Retail Deli Captures the $10-25 Meal
Occasion

Supermarket Perimeter | Read Article

Retailers are increasingly using deli, prepared foods, and oven-ready meal solutions to compete
directly for household dinner occasions traditionally owned by QSR, casual dining, delivery, and
meal-kit platforms. Supermarket Perimeter highlighted Publix’s expansion of chef-inspired oven-
ready meal kits priced around the $10-25 range, designed around convenience, reduced cleanup,
and restaurant-style meal experiences at grocery economics. Similar perimeter-led prepared-food
strategies are expanding across major grocery operators as retailers reposition stores around meal
solutions rather than only ingredient replenishment.

SO WHAT: Grocery is no longer competing only with grocery. The competitive battleground has
shifted from category share to occasion share, particularly around dinner, lunch, and convenience-
led family meals. Prepared foods, deli meals, refrigerated protein entrées, and meal kits allow
retailers to capture foodservice spending without carrying the same labour intensity or real-estate
economics as traditional restaurants.

108 FutureBridge


https://www.supermarketperimeter.com/articles/13972-publixs-oven-ready-meal-kits-feature-easy-clean-up

Thought Leadership Pieces, April 2026 Edition:

CLUSTER V

WHOLESALE DISTRIBUTION, INPUT COSTS AND SUPPLY FLOW

109 FutureBridge



TL-41. AWG Eyes More Turnkey Foodservice in 2026, Foodservice
Sales +16% YoY Confirms Wholesale Cooperative Re-platforming

Supermarket News | Read Report

Associated Wholesale Grocers reported at its April 2026 annual event that foodservice sales grew
16% year-on-year in 2025, making it the fastest-growing revenue category in the cooperative's
portfolio. AWG is expanding Picadeli salad bar programmes, fresh sushi, and made-to-order
sandwich programmes across its independent grocery retail member base. Simultaneously, AWG
committed $110 million in automation investment to its Gulf Coast distribution centre. The
commercial strategy: provide independent grocery retailers with turnkey foodservice solutions that
allow them to compete with QSR and grocerant formats for the $10-15 food occasion, using the
cooperative's purchasing scale to make the foodservice economics viable for independent stores that
could not develop the capability individually.

SO WHAT: AWG's 16% foodservice growth is the wholesale channel's confirmation of the
structural grocerant demand shift documented in Theme 7 of this edition. The cooperative model is
unique in its ability to deploy foodservice capability at independent retailer scale: a single
independent grocery store cannot develop a sushi programme, a Picadeli salad bar, or a hot
sandwich programme economically, but AWG can source, supply, train, and support 300
independent grocers simultaneously, making the grocerant occasion viable at formats that would
otherwise have no foodservice capability.

TL-42. Sysco and US Foods: Foodservice Distribution
Concentration and the Independent Operator Risk

Restaurant Business / Nation's Restaurant News | Read Report

Restaurant Business and Nation's Restaurant News' April 2026 analysis documented the
accelerating concentration in foodservice distribution as independent restaurant operators close at
estimated rates of 15-18% annually and Sysco and US Foods shift their product mix and sales force
resources toward chain accounts. The two largest broadline distributors, Sysco ($80B+ revenue) and
US Foods ($40B+ revenue), are directing proportionally more account management capacity,
product innovation pipeline access, and distribution priority toward multi-unit chain operators, whose
predictable volume, standardised specifications, and multi-location ordering efficiency generate
superior unit economics versus independent operators with unpredictable purchasing and custom-
spec requirements.

SO WHAT: The foodservice distributor customer base concentration toward fewer, larger, more
demanding chain accounts is the foodservice channel's equivalent of the grocery retail format
bifurcation. For CPG food manufacturers selling through broadline distribution, the customer base
they are reaching through Sysco and US Foods is increasingly dominated by scaled chain QSR
and casual dining operators whose purchasing specifications, innovation pipeline access, and
volume commitments are determined at corporate level, not at the individual restaurant. This
means that CPG innovation pitched at individual restaurant chefs or independent operator buyers is
reaching a declining share of the distributor's actual volume. The investment priority is corporate
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account relationships with Sysco and US Foods' key chain customer teams, not individual operator
development.

TL-43. USDA WASDE April 2026 - Record Grain Inventories; Cocoa
$3,186/t; Coffee Near Decade High

USDA World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates | Read Report

The April 11, 2026 WASDE confirmed continued record global corn and soybean inventories, with
grain-derived ingredient costs, corn syrup, soybean oil, wheat flour, and animal feed, remaining in a
meaningful cost relief cycle relative to 2022—2024 peaks. Cocoa spot prices are normalised to
approximately $3,186-$3,353 per tonne from $12,000+ peaks, but Mondeléz's hedges locked in at
elevated levels mean the branded chocolate manufacturer will not benefit from spot normalisation
until 2027. Coffee remained near decade highs, driven by EI Nifio disruptions in Brazil and Vietnam.
Simultaneously, the USDA ERS's April 2026 Livestock, Dairy and Poultry Outlook (published April
15, 2026) confirmed beef and veal prices at +12.1% year-on-year, with the U.S. cattle herd at its
lowest since 1951, contradicting the grain relief signal with a sustained protein input cost headwind.

SO WHAT: The WASDE grain relief cycle is a strategic trap for CPG companies that treat it as
margin recovery licence. The controlled experiment is already in progress: Danone reinvested input
cost relief from grain during 2023-2024 into GLP-1-aligned consumer-facing innovation (protein
dairy, functional beverages) and is posting +2.7% LFL growth with supply-constrained protein
products in Q1 2026. Kraft Heinz optimised margins during the same period and is how spending
$600 million to recover the consumer demand it extracted margin from. The WASDE grain surplus
is a reinvestment window, not a harvest window. The CPG companies treating it as a harvest
window are writing the Kraft Heinz reinvestment press release in 2028.

CONTRARIAN FUTUREBRIGE POV: The grain input cost relief cycle is real and documented. The
blanket "reinvest rather than recover margin" prescription does not account for PE-owned CPG
companies with leveraged capital structures where covenant compliance requires near-term EBITDA
maintenance. For these companies, margin recovery during the grain relief cycle is not a strategic
choice, it is a covenant requirement. Context-specific capital structure analysis must precede the
blanket reinvestment prescription; the correct advice for a PE-owned portfolio company with tight
covenant headroom is materially different from the correct advice for a publicly-traded strategic CPG.

TL-44. USDA ERS Food Price Outlook: April 2026, Category
Divergence Reaches Widest Spread in CPI Data History

USDA Economic Research Service | Read Report

USDA ERS's April 2026 Food Price Outlook documented the widest category-level food price
divergence in the dataset's history. Aggregate food-at-home rose 1.9% year-on-year, below the
Federal Reserve's 2% inflation target for the first time since 2021. But the category distribution: beef
and veal +12.4% YoY, fresh vegetables +6.8%, coffee +9.1%, eggs -18.3% (from HPAI peaks),
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bread and cereals +0.8%, and sugar and sweets +2.1%. The ERS flagged that tariff pass-through is
not yet fully reflected in March retail data, April and May readings are expected to show acceleration.

SO WHAT: The 1.9% aggregate headline is the most operationally misleading single figure in the
April 2026 downstream data landscape. Every procurement contract, pricing architecture, and
promotional investment model built against 1.9% average food inflation is systematically
misallocating margin resources across a portfolio where the actual input cost environment is
running at 5—7x that rate in the highest-impact categories. Companies that surface the ERS
category divergence data to their boards, rather than reporting the aggregate BLS headline, are
making structurally better capital allocation decisions than those anchoring commercial plans to the
composite number.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Build a category-specific cost trajectory model using ERS food
category price indices rather than aggregate CPI. For every SKU in a high-divergence category,
beef-adjacent, coffee-containing, dairy protein-dependent, model a separate margin scenario using
the category-specific ERS trajectory, not the 1.9% composite. Any 2026 H2 pricing announcement
that uses aggregate food inflation as the basis for price increase justification will underestimate the
category-level cost exposure and create margin surprises that quarterly earnings will surface too
late to remediate. Renegotiate affected procurement contracts now, before mid-year delivery
windows close.

TL-45. USDA Agricultural Marketing Service Dairy Market News,
April 2026: NDM Spot Price Surge and Protein Ingredient
Tightening

USDA Agricultural Marketing Service | Read Report

USDA AMS Dairy Market News April 2026 documented non-fat dry milk spot prices at $2.11%: per
pound, a 26% increase from early March, as U.S. NDM stocks fell to 214.8 million pounds from 300+
million pounds at the start of 2025. Whey protein concentrate and whey protein isolate prices
followed NDM higher, driven by simultaneously accelerating demand from protein bar, protein
beverage, and functional food manufacturers. The AMS noted that dairy processors are diverting a
higher proportion of milk solids into higher-value protein ingredient streams, reducing commodity
NDM production in favour of WPC and WPI.

SO WHAT: The USDA AMS Dairy Market News April report is the most commercially specific
upstream intelligence for every CPG manufacturer with dairy protein as a significant ingredient
input. The $2.11 NDM spot price is not a short-term anomaly, it is the market price signal of the
structural protein demand wave documented across this edition. The supply response, $11B+ in
new dairy processing capacity investment, will not resolve the constraint until 2027-2028. Every
CPG manufacturer in protein bars, protein beverages, yogurt, and ultrafiltered dairy that has not
secured forward contracts for NDM, WPC, and WPI supply through Q4 2026 is exposed to spot
buying in the highest-price environment in the dataset's recent history.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Execute a protein ingredient supply chain audit using USDA AMS
Dairy Market News pricing as the external price reference. For every product line with NDM, WPC,
or WPI as a significant input cost driver, assess forward contract coverage, identify procurement
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gap weeks, and initiate supplier conversations in Q2 2026 before the spot market tightens further.
OSINT monitoring of U.S. dairy processor capacity expansion announcements, new WPI/WPC
processing line permit filings, and USDA Cold Storage inventory reports provides the earliest
available signal of when the supply constraint begins to ease, giving procurement teams the timing
intelligence to decide whether to lock long-term contracts now or wait for the supply response to
soften prices.

TL-46. Global Food Price Volatility Is Becoming More Regional, Not
Less

FAO Markets and Trade Division | Read Report

The FAO Food Price Monitoring and Analysis (FPMA) Bulletin for April 2026 highlighted diverging
global commodity dynamics rather than a single synchronized inflation cycle. Wheat prices increased
across major exporters due to weather concerns, energy-price pressure, and planting uncertainty,
while maize prices remained relatively stable because of ample supply conditions. International rice
prices declined amid harvest pressure and weaker import demand. The bulletin also showed how
geopolitical instability and fertilizer-related cost shocks were transmitting unevenly across vulnerable
import-dependent regions in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and the Near East.

SO WHAT: Global food inflation is becoming increasingly regional, commodity-specific, and
politically sensitive. The old assumption that downstream companies can manage food inflation
through broad commaodity hedging or generalized pricing strategies is weakening. Instead,
procurement risk is fragmenting by crop, geography, trade route, energy exposure, and import
dependence.
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TL-47. The Trends Shaping Restaurants in 2026 - Technomic at
Restaurant Leadership Conference

Nation's Restaurant News | Read Report

Technomic's April 2026 Restaurant Leadership Conference presentation documented QSR traffic as
flat in January and February 2026, then slowing in March as energy price increases following Iran
geopolitical developments raised household cost pressure. OECD revised its U.S. CPI forecast to
approximately 4.2% for 2026, materially above the 2.5-3% range that CPG and restaurant operators
had built their pricing architectures against. GLP-1 users now represent approximately 1 in 8 U.S.
adults, confirmed. Fast casual is at maturity, same-store sales growth at category leaders including
Chipotle is flat to slightly negative against difficult prior-year comparatives. The Technomic finding
with the most immediate commercial application: 79% of consumers say they are more likely to visit
a specific operator that offers high-protein fare.

SO WHAT: The Iran-energy-inflation transmission, geopolitical shock raising fuel costs, raising
household cost burden, reducing discretionary foodservice spending, is the external macro overlay
that the QSR sector's value investment platforms cannot address. Value menus attract value-
seeking consumers; they do not compensate consumers for a 10—15% increase in their monthly
energy budget. The 79% high-protein operator preference is the most commercially actionable
finding in Technomic's April data: it provides QSR operators with a specific, measurable, consumer-
validated menu investment signal that connects directly to documented visit frequency outcomes.
For Big Food foodservice ingredient suppliers, this is the argument that converts general protein
positioning into a specific foodservice volume claim.

NOW WHAT — FutureBridge: Consumomics behavioral demand scoring applied to the QSR high-
protein consumer segment, specifically measuring which protein formats, portion sizes, and price
points generate the highest repeat visit behavioral commitment versus which generate high-
frequency promotional visits, gives foodservice ingredient suppliers the menu innovation
investment priorities that the Technomic 79% aggregate cannot provide at the format or ingredient
level.

TL-48. How the National Restaurant Association Show Is Delivering
Solutions in 2026

Nation's Restaurant News | Read Report

Nation's Restaurant News' May 2026 NRA Show preview and coverage documented a show
organised around three commercial themes: Al scheduling and kitchen display system (KDS)
integration; robotics deployment in the Technology Pavilion; and protein and GLP-1-aligned menu
innovation. The NRA's industry-wide data: projected restaurant sales of $1.55 trillion against a 3-9%
net profit margin reality for the typical operator. Labour remains the #1 structural constraint, with the
teenage labour force participation declining from 53% in 1994 to 37% in 2024 and forecast to reach
35% by 2034 per Technomic. Al scheduling and automation are moving from experimental pilots at
single-unit operators to multi-unit procurement decisions at chains with 10+ locations.
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SO WHAT: The NRA Show's technology theme shift, from robotics demonstration to Al operational
integration, is the annual industry bellwether for what operators are actually purchasing rather than
simply evaluating. When Al scheduling and KDS integration appear in the Technology Pavilion's
"procurement decision" zone rather than the "innovation showcase" zone, the commercial signal is
that the investment has crossed from discretionary innovation spend to essential operating cost
management for multi-unit operators. For foodservice equipment, technology, and ingredient
suppliers, the procurement-decision designation means that Q3 and Q4 2026 conversations with
10+ unit operators are likely to include Al and automation cost-justification requirements alongside
traditional menu and ingredient discussions.

TL-49. Restaurant M&A Expected to Build in 2026 - PE Reactivation
After Three-Year Lull

Nation's Restaurant News / Restaurant Business | Read Report

Nation's Restaurant News and Restaurant Business documented April 2026 signals of PE
reactivation in restaurant M&A after a three-year period of elevated interest rates and compressed
exit multiples that had sidelined most institutional capital from foodservice transactions. Deal volume
in food and consumer sector transactions improved in 2025 and is accelerating in Q1-Q2 2026 as
capital costs ease, the regulatory environment for M&A becomes more permissive, and PE sponsors
holding restaurant assets from 2019-2021 vintages face limited partner pressure to generate exits.
Scaled QSR concepts with clean P&Ls, strong loyalty data infrastructure, and demonstrated unit
economics resilience through the 2022-2026 inflation and value-war period are identified as the most
attractive acquisition targets.

SO WHAT: Restaurant M&A reactivation is simultaneously a consolidation opportunity and a
supplier relationship risk. For foodservice ingredient and packaging suppliers, the acquisition of a
chain QSR by a PE sponsor typically triggers procurement renegotiation, with the new owner
deploying the scale purchasing leverage of their portfolio companies to compress ingredient costs
in the first 90-180 days post-acquisition. Suppliers that have built category captain relationships
with likely consolidation targets have a negotiating position before the PE-driven procurement
renegotiation; those operating purely on transactional pricing have no leverage when the new
owner's procurement team arrives with a portfolio-wide benchmark.

TL-50. Circana: The Occasion Economy, Why Units Are Misleading
and Occasions Are the Right Demand Metric

Circana Demand Signals / OmniConsumer Panel | Read Report

Circana's 2026 OmniConsumer panel research introduces the 'occasion economy' framework: a shift
from measuring food and beverage demand in units, volumes, and revenue to measuring it in
occasions, the specific eating and drinking events that structure consumer demand across the day,
week, and year. GLP-1's most commercially significant effect is not reducing total food spend, it is
collapsing the number of occasions per day while elevating the deliberateness and quality
expectation of each remaining occasion. The GLP-1 consumer moving from 4.5 to 2.5 eating
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occasions per day is not spending 44% less on food, they are spending the same money in fewer,
more intentional moments.

So What: The shift from unit economics to occasion economics changes the investment logic for
every downstream company in the food system. A brand that holds total revenue while losing 30%
of its occasions to GLP-1-driven frequency compression has actually lost more than the revenue
numbers show, because each remaining occasion is nhow more contested, more deliberate, and
more vulnerable to premium competitor entry. Conversely, a brand that loses 10% of revenue but
holds its occasion share is in a structurally superior competitive position. Occasion architecture, not
unit volume, is the right strategic metric for 2026.

Contrarian FutureBridge POV: Circana's occasion economy framework assumes that the number
of eating occasions is the primary demand variable being compressed by GLP-1. The clinical data is
more nuanced: GLP-1 users are primarily reducing total calorie intake per occasion rather than
occasion count in many behavioural studies, particularly in the first 6—12 months of use. Portfolio
strategies built entirely on occasion frequency models may misallocate reformulation investment
toward frequency-recovery formats rather than portion-optimisation formats that more accurately
match the actual behavioural change.
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