
UNDERSTANDING THE 

FREE FROM MARKET

a consumer’s perspective….



My journey into the world of ‘free from’...



The many faces of the ‘free from’ lifestyle..

Carly, Coeliac 

Disease

Nina,

Eczema

Midge,

Bloating Bryone, 

Crohn’s

Sarah, 

IBS+Low FODMAP



LOW FODMAP   DAIRY FREE
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FREE FROM WHEAT

Lactose free sugar free

No gluten containing ingredients
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Where has it come from?
-Blogging and ‘clean-eating’ role 

models such as Delicious Ella and The 

Hemsley sisters.

-Openness in talking more about IBS 

and exploring how our diet links to 

this. This has led to more people 

exploring a gluten free diet.

-Celebrity endorsements, such as 

Novak Djokovic.

-Misconceptions that it can help lose 

weight.



But it’s also come from the media...

As a journalist, I’ve noticed a huge surge of interest in to guides for ‘gluten’ and ‘vegans. The market is 

driven to finding ‘alternatives’ to normal foods, such as..

GLUTEN-FREE PIZZAS

GLUTEN-FREE FISH AND CHIPS

VEGAN BURGERS

GLUTEN-FREE BIRTHDAY CAKES

GLUTEN-FREE BEER

Products have shifted 

from practical items 

to more indulgent, 

fast-food items, such 

as ready meals, 

pizzas and pies.



The benefits of the booming free-from aisle from a  
coeliac patients...

● When eating out, staff can much more easily recognise the 

problem.

● Huge range of products.

● Eating out becomes possible again- a huge impact on 

things like socialise and travel.

● Allows for a ‘spontaneous’ and ‘normal’ lifestyle, e.g. 

sandwich at lunch, coffee and cake on the way to work.
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But what about the problems?
“The free from aisle is dominated by gluten free products, 

which can make it tricky to find alternatives for those of us who 

need to avoid multiple allergens including gluten. The holy grail 

would be products in the sweet spot that balance flavour, 

nutritional value & allergy-friendliness.”

I’m seriously fearful that when GF is no longer trendy will our FF aisles 

and menus deplete to the size they were before all this? Probably!

“I find the FF aisle a bit 'hipster' at the moment with giant energy balls and 

enough energy protein seeded bars to fill...well, fill something really BIG! 

Having a child with Coeliac Disease and a limited palette (fussy) my main 

issue is with finding something she will like.”



But what about the problems?
“There is still a lack of knowledge about cross-contamination. 

Like when somewhere offers gluten-free cakes but doesn’t use 

separate tongs.”

“Another point is the lifestyle consumer has broadened choice but it is based 

on consumer misunderstanding that gluten-free is somehow healthier. I 

worry that this misconception therefore will mean the gluten free market isn’t 

sustainable.”



The problem with nuts.

● Many ‘free-from’ products use nuts as a 

substitute- leaving less options than ever 

for those who are gluten and nut free.

● Many dairy-free substitutes use almonds, 

cashew or hazelnut ‘mylk’

● Many gluten-free snacks replace regular 

flour with almond flour use ground nuts as 

a base.



Adding new labels: the low 
FODMAP trend

-FODMAPS are short chain carbohydrates poorly absorbed by the 

small intestines (these occur in foods such as wheat, onion 

and garlic.)

-It’s the only diet endorsed by the IBS Network which has led 

to doctors recommending it.

-but this means people follow without proper guidance!

-The future will certainly be a rise of ‘low FODMAP menus’ 

and specialised foods. It’s not yet in Supermarket aisles but 

seems inevitable.



The low FODMAP experience...
“I used the free-from aisle more before I 

started a low FODMAP diet. Most free-from 

products still contain a lot of high FODMAP 

foods.  I can’t tolerate onion and garlic and 

most sauces are made up of them, which is 

a real problem. I would definitely like more 

variety of low FODMAP foods in the future.”

Sarah’s 

blog:http://theweefoddie.com/



Navigating the bewildering ‘free-from aisle’: 
the issues

● Labelling of items and the 

aisle itself.

● The aisle has become a place 

for ALL free-from; which can be 

confusing for consumers.

● People may assume an item is 

gluten-free when it’s actually 

only sugar-free.

● More separation needed between 

sections of the aisle.



Navigating the bewildering ‘free-from aisle’: 
the issues
● Products that are ‘naturally 

free-from’ are created 

unnecessarily, at a higher 

cost.

● Colour of items can be 

misleading- no uniform system.



What is coeliac UK accredited?

● Food items are given a crossed grain symbol if 

approved by Coeliac UK- and also appear in a 

dedicated food and drink directory and online 

app.

● Coeliac UK also accreditate restaurants that 

offer gluten-free menus and meet strict cross-

contamination avoidance processes.

● Accredited establishments include many 

restaurant chains, university campuses and 

even hospitals.



Navigating ‘free-from’ eating out.
The free-from market increase has definitely impacted 

restaurants and dining out.

● Menus vary from ‘gluten-free’, ‘non-gluten’ or ‘allergy folders.

● Whilst awareness of gluten free foods is high, awareness of

Cooking procedures and cross-contamination isn’t.

● Bulky detailed allergy folders can be difficult to navigate.

● Waiters might ask ‘is it a serious allergy? ‘

● Can you eat a little bit?’



Rise in 100% gluten-free restaurants



The Starbucks Problem
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Key conclusions

Whilst many people see ‘gluten-free’ as ‘trendy’ or ‘faddy’, the scope for of those 

following the diet for health reasons extends far beyond coeliacs.

Whilst variety of products is good, many of those who are gluten-free still distrust 

restaurants and shops. Labelling can be confusing and awareness of cross-

contamination is still not good enough.

‘Free-from’ goes beyond gluten-free and many consumers are frustrated at the 

lack of support for other allergens.

Low FODMAP friendly foods may well be a new area of the ‘free from’ market in 

the near future.


