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the 
softer 
side

SOFT DRINKS HAVE 
NEVER BEEN SO 
INTERESTING, SAYS 
TRACY WEST, AS 
SHE EXPLORES THE 
INNOVATIVE OFFERINGS 
SPRINGING UP

w
ITH DRY JANUARY 
under way, there’s 
never been a better 
time to look at your 
soft  drinks off ering. 
Coke and Pepsi may 

still rule the roost sales-wise, but adults 
who are turning their backs on alcohol 
are looking for more sophisticated bev-
erages that they can comfortably drink 
all evening long.

According to Offi  ce for National 
Statistics data, in 2016 20.9% of peo-
ple in the UK (about 10.6m) said they 
did not drink alcohol. And it’s not just 
a UK phenomenon. Canadean data 
reveals that the zero-alcohol segment 
in Europe and Russia grew with a 5% 
CAGR between 2010 and 2015.

Luckily for these consumers, there 
are plenty of alternatives to cola, and 
many bars and pubs are getting wise 
to them.

Seedlip, of course, immediately 
springs to mind. From its launch in 
November 2015, when it was hand-bot-
tled in a one-man company, the non-
alcoholic spirit is now stocked in more 
than 3,000 bars, restaurants, hotels 
and retail outlets in the UK and founder 
Ben Branson says that, just since this 
time last year, sales have grown by 
more than 1,000%. 

The brand has also ventured over-
seas to cities such as Los Angeles, New 
York, Sydney, Hong Kong, Copenhagen, 
Stockholm and Milan.

Washington and Vancouver-based 
gourmet food wholesaler Mikuni Wild 
Harvest reports great success with 
Seedlip. Company president Tyler 
Gray says: “We have it in some of the 
most celebrated restaurants and bars 
in the US and our sales are growing 
each month. It’s a unique product in 
a category that has been seeing grow-
ing demand from consumers. This 
demand is from clientele looking for 
sophisticated non-alcoholic cocktails 
that aren’t fruity and sugary.”

Branson adds: “Trend-wise, there 
is defi nitely a growing acceptance 
that better no-alcohol options need 
to be considered and off ered but it’s IS
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still such early days.” He believes that 
pressures on both the alcohol and the 
soft drinks’ industries, coupled with 
unprecedented access to health infor-
mation, mean 2018 will be the year of 
moderation – which is great news for 
the no/low-alcohol sector.

To see how seriously some firms are 
taking adult soft drinks, you only need 
to look at Britvic, which has invested 
in Wisehead Productions, an incuba-
tor company formed to create drinks 
for adults who are after ‘quality drink-
ing experiences’. 

So far, it has created Thomas & Evans 
No.1 which is a ‘sparkling and aromatic’ 
drink; Monte Rosso Italian spritz; and 
The London Essence Company sodas, 
which are only available in the retail 
trade at the moment. The drinks fea-
ture botanicals and distilled essences, 
and Wisehead says they will satisfy the 
most discerning of palates. Such atten-
tion to specific ingredients seems to be 
key to the success of adult soft drinks 
these days.

Saskia Meyer, marketing director at 
Fever-Tree, says: “The same focus on 
ingredients, taste and quality that has 
seen us reinvigorate the mixer category 
for spirit is becoming increasingly rel-
evant to the growing trend towards 
higher quality low or no-alcohol spir-
its. Brands such as Seedlip have the 
same dedication to distilling and creat-
ing flavours as the craft gin and whisky 
brands, and we firmly believe our man-
tra of “if three-quarters of your drink 
is a mixer, mix with the best” is just as 
relevant to these sophisticated alterna-
tive serves.” 

Jen Draper, head of marketing at 
Global Brands’ Franklin & Sons, says 
brands must be able to state the prov-
enance (as well as style and type) 
of their ingredients in order to add 
another dimension and give consum-
ers exactly what they want from their 
premium drinks. 

“The importance of premiumisation 
means we have seen a move towards 
more complex flavours. We know that 
consumers are becoming more dis-
cerning in their choices, so offering a 
traditional lemonade or orange flavour 
just isn’t enough. As a result, second-
ary flavours are becoming incredibly 
commonplace.

“Franklin & Sons has taken this 
demand and created a range 
that contains tertiary food-led 

More and more 
people are 
choosing not to 
drink alcohol

WE KNOW CONSUMERS ARE BECOMING MORE 
DISCERNING, SO OFFERING A TRADITIONAL 

LEMONADE OR ORANGE FLAVOUR JUST ISN’T ENOUGH
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flavours. Every single drink in the soft 
drinks range contains a complemen-
tary tertiary flavour to elevate the core 
flavour and add another angle to the 
drinks.”

Draper believes that, as well as 
stocking interesting flavour drinks, 
bartenders should go one step further 
by offering more premium mocktails.

“Standard mocktails are no longer 
enough. We know that consumers are 
becoming more discerning and epicu-
rean, leading to 41% of adult soft drink 
consumers looking for more unu-
sual flavours (CGA data). As a result, 
more complex mocktails are growing 
in popularity in the on-trade allow-
ing more premiumisation and upsell 
opportunities.”

She says that, although much of the 
industry has embraced the trend of 
non-drinkers, there is still a lot of work 
to be done. “Operators who choose not 
to stock premium serves of alcohol-
free drinks are missing out on a huge 
opportunity. The demand for complex 
flavours has resulted in a move towards 
food pairing with soft – not just alco-
holic – drinks. When consumers go 
out, they expect the perfect serve – 
something they cannot get from home. 
And for venues that sell food, a lot of 
that comes from food pairing and pair-
ing suggestions. Many venues offer 
food-pairing suggestions for wine and 
even cocktails, but rarely do venues 
offer the same attention to detail with 
their soft drink offering. This is a real 
opportunity for operators to upsell and 
premiumise.”

The Franklin & Sons range comes 
complete with food-pairing suggestions 
to help venues make the most of their 
soft drinks menu and set themselves 
apart from others. For example, Brewed 
Ginger Beer with Malted Barley and a 
squeeze of lemon goes well with black 
bean beef or Thai green curry, while 
Cloudy Apple & Yorkshire Rhubarb 
with Cinnamon matches with hog roast 
or pulled pork.

“Providing that bit of extra detail 
that consumers are looking for, while 
catering to the increasing number of 
non-alcoholic drinkers, they provide 
a true premium experience where it 
counts,” says Draper.

HERE’S TO ZERO BEERS
For beer drinkers who love the taste but 
not the alcohol, there are, of course, 
no/low-alcohol versions available. 
CGA data reveals that no/low-alcohol 
beer is now worth £29.6m to the GB on-
trade, and value sales are growing by 
3.4% year on year. However, it’s still a 
tiny category, making up only 0.2% of 
total beer sales. That said, around half 
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plans to roll it out beyond Europe in the 
coming year.

Gianluca Di Tondo, senior director 
global Heineken brand, says the com-
pany’s ambition is to lead category 
development in the markets where 
non-alcoholic beer is still small, but 
has growth potential, with a premium 
proposition.

One company already enjoying suc-
cess with alcohol-free beer is Danish 
brewer Carlsberg with Carlsberg 0.0%. 
Highlights of its Q3 trading statement, 
published on November 2, included the 
fact that its alcohol-free beer volume in 
western Europe was up 14%.  

Another zero-alcohol beer that’s 
doing well here and abroad is St Peter’s 
Without – Original and Gold. Without 
Original is described as “deliciously 
malty, full-bodied and bursting with 
flavour”, while Without Gold is a 
“hoppy golden ale with a full-bodied, 
slightly sweet, malt flavour combined 
with a citrus bitterness”. St Peter’s 
brewery says the beers are brewed to 
the exact same standards as craft ale, 
but without the alcohol. And they con-
tain less alcohol than a glass of orange 
juice and at least 25% fewer calories 
than a standard pint.

“Without Original is proving popular 
in pub groups across the UK,” says Steve 
Magnall, CEO at St Peter’s Brewery. “Pubs 
and restaurants are beginning to realise 
they need to offer customers more choice 
and better quality no and low-alcohol 
drinks to satisfy a growing demand.”

The beer is available nationwide in 
M&B pubs and Vintage Inns, as well 
as hundreds of independents. Magnall 
says it is being drunk by those looking 
to cut down on their units, or want-
ing to lead a healthier lifestyle within 
the government’s recommendations, 
as well as designated drivers or those 
who can only have one pint in the pub 
before switching to alcohol-free. “It is 
perfect for lager and ale drinkers who 
want a real beer that tastes great and 
is full-bodied, rather than thin and 
watery like so many of the alcohol-free 
beers available,” he adds. 

Without Original is exported to 
around 13 countries and its most sig-
nificant export channels are Spain, 
Finland, Germany, Denmark, France, 
the US, the Netherlands and UAE, 
where the alcohol-free drinks market 
is growing and consumers are looking 
for high quality options.  

REMOVING ALCOHOL FROM REGULAR 5% HEINEKEN 
WOULD HAVE BEEN EASY, BUT IT WOULDN’T DELIVER 

THE BEST-TASTING NON-ALCOHOLIC BEER

of outlets now stock at least one no/low-
alcohol beer, up from 44% last year, 
and distribution growth has been par-
ticularly strong in Scotland, which has 
tougher drink-driving legislation than 
the rest of the country. 

Developing a no/low-alcohol beer 
that tastes good is no easy task. Indeed 
at the launch of Heineken 0.0 earlier 
this year, Willem van Waesberghe, 
global craft and brew master at 
Heineken said as much: “Removing 
alcohol from regular 5% Heineken 
would have been easy, but it wouldn’t 
deliver the best-tasting non-alcoholic 
beer. Heineken 0.0 is brewed from 
scratch and has a perfectly balanced 
taste with refreshing fruity notes and 
soft malty body.”

It is currently available in 16 markets 
across all of Europe and Russia. And, 
depending on market needs, Heineken 

Above: Seedlip 
Garden Sour

St Peter’s 
Without is 
proving popular 
in UK pubs
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