
Sweeteners:  
Little Packets with 
a Big Impact

SWEETENERS TREND REPORT

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Guests observe the beverage sweeteners that are available at a foodservice 

establishment. They especially notice if their preferred sweetener isn’t available. 

Offering and promoting a diverse selection of quality sweeteners can help create 

more enjoyable away-from-home beverage occasions that drive repeat business. 

In this report, you’ll learn:

• Ways consumers identify and use sweeteners

• Better-for-you sweeteners worth offering

• Opportunities to make sweeteners stand out
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79% 
of consumers say 
they identify their 
sweetener by 
brand name

Sweeteners may seem like a miniscule detail at a restaurant 

or other foodservice venue, but these vast and varied 

beverage enhancements are extremely important to the 

overall away-from-home experience. That’s because 

consumers are not only educated on different sweetener types 

but also indicate that sweeteners affect their foodservice 

visits. In fact, six out of 10 consumers say they understand the 

differences between sweeteners, and even more (65%) notice 

when operators don’t offer sweeteners for their beverages. 

Since a wide-ranging assortment of sweeteners exists, there 

are several ways for consumers to identify the various types. 

Among the nearly three-quarters of consumers (72%) that 

have a strong preference for the type of sweetener used in 

their beverage at a foodservice establishment, 79% say they 

identify their sweetener by brand name, with leading brands 

including Sugar In The Raw, Sugar In The Raw Organic White, 

NatraTaste, Stevia In The Raw and Sweet’N Low. Nearly as 

many (78%) know the color of their preferred sweetener packet 

since most sweeteners adhere to a traditional color-coding 

system to designate the sweetener type (e.g., a white packet 

signifies refined sugar, a brown packet represents turbinado 

sugar, etc.) Slightly fewer—yet still a vast majority of—

consumers (74%) know their preferred sweetener by type,  

such as sucralose and stevia.

SWEETENERS TREND REPORT

Ways to Identify 
Traditional Types 
of Sweeteners

COLOR TYPE BRAND NAME

White Refined 
Sugar

Brown Turbinado 
Sugar

Blue Aspartame

Green Stevia

Pink Saccharin

Yellow Sucralose
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Among consumers with a strong sweetener preference, 

classic refined sugar remains the top-preferred sweetener 

type for both coffee and tea drinks. Sometimes referred to as 

“table sugar,” granulated white sugar is often found in glass 

dispensers and as individual-sized packets on restaurant 

tables. It is the most widely known sweetener type, which also 

explains consumers’ inclination to add it to these beverages. 

Consumers also indicate a growing interest in alternative 

sweeteners, with plant-based stevia and honey named as 

the next most-preferred sweeteners for both coffee and tea. 

Other natural sweeteners are increasing in popularity with 

consumers, especially turbinado sugar, maple syrup and  

agave nectar for coffee drinks.

When asked how they would respond to their preferred 

sweetener not being offered, more than half of consumers 

(54%) would select a sweetener that most closely matches the 

one they want. Three out of 10 consumers (29%) say they would 

substitute it with another sweetener that is available without 

being picky and 12% would not use a sweetener. 

Knowing the array of sweeteners and how consumers identify 

their favorite is helpful, but what beverages are consumers 

adding sweeteners to? And which type of sweetener are they 

choosing for each drink?

Of all beverages, consumers are most likely to add a 

sweetener to regular hot coffee and tea or regular iced tea. 

The unadorned format of these drinks allows guests to use 

sweeteners to customize them to their exact liking. On the 

other hand, specialty coffee and tea drinks are less likely to 

be dressed up with sweeteners compared to their traditional 

counterparts. That’s because beverages such as lattes, 

mochas, cappuccinos, macchiatos, espressos and frappes tend 

to be already sweetened during the in-store preparation. 

Understanding 
Preferences Among 
Sweetener Users

SWEETENERS TREND REPORT

Percent of Patrons Who Add 
Sweetener to ___________ Beverages

Q: Do you typically add sweeteners into any of the following beverages before consuming them?
Base: 1,500 consumers
Source: Technomic Beverage Study

Regular Hot Coffee 48%

Regular Hot Tea 38%

Regular Iced Tea 36%

Specialty Hot Tea 18%

Specialty Hot Coffee
(espresso-based) 

17%

Regular Iced Coffee 17%

Specialty Iced Tea 14%

Specialty Iced Coffee
(espresso-based) 

11%

85%  
of consumers like 
their preferred 
sweetener 
because of  
its taste.

DID YOU KNOW?
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Q: Which types of sweeteners do you prefer in your coffee drinks (select up to three) and tea drinks (select one)? 
Base: 723 consumers who indicated they have a strong preference for the type of sweetener used in their beverages at a restaurant or other foodservice establishment.

Preferred Type 
of Sweetener

Maple syrup

8% 2%

Agave syrup/nectar 

8% 2%

Aspartame

9% 3%

Saccharin

9%15%

Turbinado

8%22%

Sucralose

9%22%

Honey

17%26%

Stevia

14%28%

Refined sugar

29%45%

COFFEE DRINKS TEA DRINKS



BETTER-FOR-YOU  
SWEETENERS TO 

CONSIDER
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It’s clear that consumers’ definitions of healthy 

beverage sweeteners are shifting away from zero-

calorie sugar substitutes and toward natural, plant-

based options. Approximately six out of 10 consumers 

(58%) are seeking healthier and more natural sweeteners 

now compared to prior years, and slightly more (64%) 

say they would be open to trying more natural sweetener 

alternatives. Among consumers who indicate a strong 

sweetener preference, 61% say they like their preferred 

sweetener because it is healthier. 

On Trend:  
Better-for-You 
Sweeteners

Stevia:  
Extracted from the stevia leaf in Central and South 

America, it has over 300 times the sweetness of sugar 

but no calories. 

Turbinado  
Sugar:  
Premium turbinado sugar is pure brown cane sugar that 

is equal in sweetness to granulated sugar. 

Agave Nectar:  
Produced from a plant native to North and Central 

America, agave has a sweet, mild flavor when baked or 

made into a syrup.

Maple Syrup:  
Sourced from the sap of the 

maple tree, maple syrup 

is about twice as sweet as 

granulated white sugar.

Honey:  
A thick, sweet liquid 

made by bees from 

flower nectar.
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Since research shows sweeteners can make or break a 

foodservice experience for consumers, it is crucial to 

feature these items more prominently in stores.  

Make your sweetener selection stand out by:

Strengthening  
the Visibility  
of Sweeteners

65% 
of consumers agree that having 
a range of sweetener options for 
their beverages at a restaurant or 
other foodservice establishment is 
important to them

1 Offering a diverse 
assortment

2 Branching out 
beyond refined 
sugar and 
zero-calorie 
options

85% 
of consumers like their preferred 
sweetener because of its taste

3 Informing on the differing 
sweetness levels to help guests 
find the right choice for them

55% 
of consumers prefer for 

restaurants and other foodservice 

establishments to offer brand-name 

sweeteners, and nearly as many 

like their preferred sweetener 

because it’s a brand name

4 Making sweetener 
branding recognizable

70% 
of consumers prefer for sweetener 

options to be presented on the 

table in portion-control packets

5 Increasing the 
accessibility of 
sweeteners, including 
at tables and 
beverage stations42% 

of consumers with a  

strong sweetener preference 

would like to see more turbinado 

sugar on menus, and 35% would 

like to see more stevia selections
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01 Sweetener-Savvy Consumers Abound

There’s no doubt that consumers understand the differences among sweeteners 

and have strong preferences for those they want added to their drinks. 

Underestimating the importance guests place on sweeteners can diminish the in-

store beverage experience. 

03 Spotlight Alternative Choices

Compared to traditional and artificial sweeteners, natural options are often sought 

out by consumers as better-for-you beverage additions. Tout the sourcing and 

health attributes of honey, stevia and other alternative sweeteners to appeal to 

wellness-oriented customers.

05 A Sweeter Drink Occasion

Despite their tiny packaging, sweeteners carry greater weight with consumers 

in creating satisfied foodservice visits than often realized. Offering an array of 

sweetener types—from traditional refined sugar to plant-based options—will best 

cover the needs of all guests. 

Branding and Visibility Matter

It’s not always enough to just supply sweeteners—quality branding and placement 

go a long way in making these offerings stand out to guests. Partner with suppliers 

that offer recognizable sweetener brands and feature these sweeteners at the 

different beverage touchpoints, including on beverage counters and dining tables.
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Key Takeaways

02 Highlight Sweeteners for Regular Beverages

Since consumers are most likely to sweeten a regular version of coffee or tea over a 

specialty drink preparation, promote sweetener customization options with these 

more traditional beverages. This might include showcasing sweetener packets 

next to beverages in marketing photography or encouraging foodservice staff to 

make sweetener suggestions when customers are ordering.
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Good memories in the making.™

©/TM/® The J.M. Smucker Company

SWEETENERS TREND REPORT

Smucker’s extensive sweetener portfolio, which includes  

both traditional and alternative varieties, provides the range  

of options you need to offer superior beverages. For more 

information on how to sweeten your drink menu, contact your 

Smucker Away From Home representative or visit  

www.smuckerawayfromhome.com/sweetenersolutions

®


