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We called it… but did we get it right? Back in December, the Well+Good editors gazed into their crystal 
balls (aka a year’s worth of research, scouting, and reporting) in order to name what we were sure would 
be the buzziest trends in wellness for 2019. 

Now, halfway through the year, we’re checking in to see how we did. Here’s where we were right on the 
money (all hail the power of cauliflower and oat milk!) and what we never saw coming. 

At the end of last year, Well+Good predicted that 2019 would be the year of cauliflower mania. Boy 
were we right. Between Trader Joe’s cauliflower gnocchi to cauli-bread, the veggie has gone from 
taking over the frozen food aisles to expanding into the middle of the grocery store. But it’s certainly not 
the only plant-based food that’s become, well, cool. 
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Consider this sampling of statistics: The demand for plant-based beverages (like oat milk) is predicted to 
have a compound annual growth rate of 6 percent through 2028, people are so hungry for vegan burgers 
that Beyond Meat’s worth has skyrocketed to $21 billion, and Burger King is now selling the Impossible 
Burger. Oh, and the plant-forward Mediterranean diet was deemed the best eating plan of the year 
(sorry, keto). The evidence is even clearer than when we called the trend at the end of last year: Plants 
are here to stay. 

Why now? 
“There are a few reasons why I think so many people are interested in a more plant-based diet right 
now,” says author of Food: What the Heck Should I Eat? Mark Hyman, MD. “Number one: people are 
stepping up to the realities of climate change, and factory-farmed meat and the way we grow most of the 
food in this country is damaging our land, our air, our water, our communities, and our bodies,” he says. 
He has a point: The more educated consumers become, the harder it is to ignore that traditional factory 
farming is a huge driver of pollution, greenhouse gases, and deforestation. 

“Number two: Compared to our standard processed diet, plant-based diets are better,” argues Dr. 
Hyman. To wit, a landmark (albeit, small) study published earlier this year found that people who ate a 
diet entirely of processed foods ended up consuming more overall (and gaining more weight) compared 
to people who ate equivalently portioned meals made out of whole foods. Other research has associated 
consuming animal proteins (particularly red meat and processed meats) with poor health outcomes like 
heart disease and cancer. But one doesn’t even have to go fully vegan (read: zero animal products 
whatsoever) to see the benefits of plant-based eating. The Mediterranean diet, which consists primarily 
of vegetables, legumes, and whole grains with small portions of lean meat and fish, is associated 
with better brain and heart health, longevity, and reduced cancer risk. “When done correctly, plant-
forward diets can transform someone’s health,” says Dr. Hyman. 

This is something celebrity nutritionist and Well+Good Council member Kimberly Snyder, CN, has 
seen first-hand among her clients. “I am 100 percent seeing a much larger desire of people interested in 
adopting a plant-based diet,” she says. “People are waking up and becoming more conscious about their 
daily choices. There has been a growing focus not only on the health benefits of eating a plant-based 
diet, but also the environmental concerns of diet and how important it is on our planet for people to eat 
plant-based.” 

Want to know more about one of the biggest trends of 2019? Here’s the 411 on oat milk:  

More options than ever 
When consumers with money to spend become interested in something, brands react, and grocery stores, 
restaurants, and meal delivery services transform their offerings as a result. “The widespread adoption of 
plant-based eating by consumers of all dietary preferences has driven a major boom of convenient—and 
delicious—plant-based products,” says Kelly Landrieu, Whole Foods market global coordinator of local 
brands. “Brands are capitalizing on the trend of convenience, and aim to make plant-based eating easier, 
even venturing into the world of grab and go.” 
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In grocery foods, sales of plant-based foods are up 20 percent year-over-year, surely directly correlated 
to more accessibility to foods such as spiralized veggies and veggie tots, a wide variety of alt-pastas that 
use chickpeas and lentils instead of white flour, and chips made from everything 
from avocado to cassava root. Landrieu says she’s seen the biggest boom in the protein space. “Within 
the plant-based landscape, plant-based proteins are still a big trend with customers as more and more 
innovative products come to shelves,” she says. “Beyond Meat is really a success story in the category 
for their innovation and growth. They launched the Beyond Burger in one Whole Foods Market store in 
Boulder [Colorado] and in less than two years were nationally available. They set the bar high early on 
for other plant-based proteins in the space.” 

Plant-based eating has become so mainstream that even massive meat producers such 
as Tyson and Perdue are changing their food production by experimenting with blended lines, which are 
made at least partially with plant protein. In the beverage space, legacy brands like Quaker Oats 
have moved into the oat milk market. The restaurant landscape has changed, too. Chains like California 
Pizza Kitchen are incorporating cauliflower-based crusts and veggie noodles onto their menus; White 
Castle debuted an Impossible Burger slider on its menu in 2018 and has kept it as a mainstay ever since; 
Taco Bell announced in April that it would test a vegetarian menu at its Dallas restaurants with hopes to 
expand the offerings nationwide. 

“It really helps to have so many tasty and satisfying plant-based alternatives to common staples that 
people don’t want to have to give up,” Snyder says. 

What’s next in plant-based 
While it’s great that there are more plant-based options than ever, Dr. Hyman says there are still things 
consumers need to keep in mind when considering a dietary shift. “The key is that your diet, regardless 
of whether you are vegan or Paleo, should consist of whole, real food—food that nature made, not food 
that man made,” he says. “I see so many vegans who eat a ton of processed carbs and Franken-foods and 
are suffering from nutritional deficiencies, and on the flip side, I see patients who are eating mostly 
processed meats and feel like crap.” (Read: Swapping meat for super-processed fake meat isn’t that 
much better for you.) 

That’s why it’s important not to associate all plant-based products you see on the shelves with a health 
halo. To Dr. Hyman’s point, many meat alternatives are highly processed and some contain potentially 
controversial ingredients (Impossible Burger, for example, uses a compound called soy leghemoglobin 
to make its plant-based patties “bleed,” a lab-created ingredient that concerns some food advocates). No 
matter what eating plan you follow, it’s still crucial to look at the nutritional content as well as at the 
ingredients list on what you buy to ensure you’re getting a minimally-processed, healthy option. 

For her part, Snyder thinks it will continue to become easier and easier for more people to follow a 
plant-based diet. “There truly has never been a better time to be plant-based. We are so fortunate to live 
in an era with so many amazing companies creating absolutely delicious and satisfying plant-based 
options,” she says. “We not only have access to a variety of plant-based milks, but also we now have 
access to items such as coconut yogurt, cashew cheese, almond and coconut-based ice creams, and even 
plant-based sausages, eggs, and burgers that taste amazing. All of these options are making it easier for 
people to transition and I think that is just awesome.” 
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So to the cauliflower haters, I hate to break it to you: It’s a plant-based world, and we’re just living in it. 

Now that you’re hyped up about plant-based foods, here are some ideas for what to make 
for breakfast and dinner. 
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If you need even more proof that plant-based eating is here to stay, a new study conducted by Nielsen 
and commissioned by the Plant Based Foods Association found that sales of plant-based foods grew by 
an incredible 20 percent in the 52 weeks ending June 16, 2018, reaching a total of $3.3 billion. With 
total food sales growing at just two percent per year, the data depicts a picture in which plant-based 
products are no longer just a niche market. The plant-based food market is, in fact, booming. It’s 
estimated to reach $4.63 billion in 2019 and this figure will increase to $6.43 billion by 2023. That’s 
according to a report by Markets and Markets. 

In another report, Meat & Poultry: U.S. Retail Market Trends & Opportunities, Packaged Facts forecasts 
that total retail sales of meat, poultry, and meat substitutes will be just shy of $100 billion in 2021. Due 
to its higher price point, meat will dominate dollar sales despite still trailing poultry in per-capita 
consumption volume. Meat substitutes were projected to account for less than $2 billion of the projected 
total. Wrong. $4.63 billion in 2019. This report is under estimating just how quickly meat substitutes are 
rising. Some industry analysts are saying plant based meat substitutes might just grab 50% of the meat 
industry by 2050. That would be a whopping $50 billion! 

While plant-based products and meat substitutes are now invading a large proportion of supermarket 
shelves, it wasn’t always the case. Previously, vegetarianism, veganism and plant-based eating were 
regarded as niche lifestyle choices, with meat-free products hard to find and often unappetizing. 
However, fast forward a few years and it’s a different scenario. The taste, texture, and variety of meat 
substitutes have vastly improved. Today consumers can purchase anything from meat-free buffalo wings 
and steak style pie to quarter pounder burgers.  All plant based. 

Today In: Leadership 

Therefore, it’s no surprise that meat-free products are now being consumed by an increasing number of 
meat eaters, who are looking for a natural protein source and to reduce their meat intake. According to 
Nestlé, 87% of Americans, both vegans, and meat-eaters are incorporating plant-based protein into their 
diets, with two-thirds of them doing so one or more times a week. Although plant-based meat substitutes 
may not be entirely mainstream just yet, they are becoming more and more accepted. Some people even 
claim they can’t tell the difference between meat and plant-based protein. 

So, what is driving the growth in plant-based eating? The shift towards plant-based eating has been 
largely fuelled by consumer concern regarding animal welfare, personal well-being and the health risks 
linked to eating meat (especially red meat). In recent years, food traceability has gained momentum, 
where consumers care more about what they are eating and where their food comes from. Consumers 
also desire more creativity, flexibility, and variety in their diets; therefore they are experimenting with 
new products and adding plant-based meal combinations to the mix. 
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Preparing a vegan meal. 
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Other key drivers include the positive health benefits associated with plant-based eating. Many 
consumers believe that meat substitutes improve overall health and aid weight management. At the same 
time, many are embracing a plant-based diet because of health issues and to help environmental 
sustainability. According to recent studies, 30 percent of Americans are not only leaving meat off their 
plates, but also seeking out plant-based meat alternatives. The trend is largely driven by Millennials, 
perhaps followed closely by Gen Z, who are more inclined than Baby Boomers to seek out food that is 
healthy, organic, and in line with their values and ethics. As a result, you are seeing a drop in meat and 
dairy consumption and an increase in demand for brands that have a positive social and environmental 
impact while still commanding the same amount of protein that can be gotten from animal-based 
sources. 

And the venture capitalists have noticed. Plant-based food companies have raised more than $16 billion 
in the last decade, with record gains of $13 billion in 2017 and 2018 alone, according to the “State of the 
Industry Report” released by the non-profit organization Good Food Institute (GFI). Investors and 
entrepreneurs are capitalizing on a global shift in the way “meat” is produced. GFI identified Impossible 
Food’s $189-million late-stage venture capital round as 2018’s largest investment deal, followed by 
vegan milk brand Ripple Foods’ $65-million Series C round, Beyond Meat’s $50-million Series H 
round, and Califia Farms’ $50-million private equity round. 

As an entrepreneur, investigate this trend and rising industry and see if you can identify the next plant 
based substitute opportunities and leverage your way into what some analysts are saying might be a $50 
billion industry someday. 

Follow me on LinkedIn. Check out my website. 
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