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Scott Mandell, Founder and former Chief 

Executive Offi cer of Chicago-based Enjoy

Life Foods, drew upon Enjoy Life’s success 

in pioneering the market for gluten- and 

allergen-free foods. He subsequently

transferred his entrepreneurial expertise 

to Chicago-based Cannibistry Labs, a 

developer of cannabis-based food and 

beverage products serving a plethora of

start-ups in this still nascent market.  

Mark Haas, Founder and CEO of The 

Helmsman Group, has been helping natural and organic companies 

grow for more than 20 years. With a background leading high-

growth brands as well as founding his own contract manufacturing 

plant, Mark provides experienced insight and strategies to growing 

food and beverage companies.

When To Innovate…Or Not
Kara Nielsen jump-started the discussion by asking whether in-

novation was always necessary? Marc Haas noted that innovation

came in many forms.

“Innovation,” said Haas, “is simply the application of something 

novel; it can be a new technology; new ingredients; or new ways 

of communicating a consumer ‘need-state.’” Or it can consist of a 

marketing campaign.

The type and degree of innovation un-

dertaken depends largely on a company’s 

particular circumstances, offered Aleph’s 

Didier Toubia. “There are two ways to

look at innovation; large companies are 

customer-driven, while start-

ups are more vision-driven.

Customer-driven innovation

is much less risky, because 

one can afford the consumer 

research needed to mitigate risk.” Start-ups depend on 

yet-unproven visions of future opportunities. 

This concept brought up another important role for

innovation: to attract needed visionaries, risk-takers

and capital. “We need continued innovation, in order

to keep attracting the right kind of people to partici-

pate in our efforts, “ explained Toubia. 

An interesting question posed by

Premier Nutrition’s Merchant discussed 

the role of innovation when a company’s

brand is already growing quickly. Does a 

company apply its resources to pursuing 

riskier innovations or toward growing its

winning brand? “It is a challenge for me 

to justify allocating resources to the inno-

vation of new products in a fast-growth 

environment,” Merchant explained. For

Premier Nutrition, new growth has come 

from market expansion into new consumer sectors. She concluded: 

“Because of the space we compete in, innovation is an option—but

not a requirement.”

Carving Out Safe Spaces
One thing is clear, however: The high risk and limited resources that

define small-company innovation leave little room for error. Thus,

entrepreneurs and innovators need to articulate clearly defi ned 

business goals in their quest to meet clearly perceived market needs. 

For Aleph Farms, it was the recognition that most people who 

like to eat meat want to continue eating meat, not substitutes there-

of. “Our goal is to provide real meat without any of the downsides,” 

said Toubia. Among the downsides he cited were sustainability, 

land-use practices, production timelines, widespread antibiotics 

misuse and animal welfare considerations.

Mandell explained, “At the time of Enjoy Life’s founding, nobody

owned the allergen-free space that we set out to fi ll. We set out to 

build a true moat around our brand identity that would protect our 

runway to revolutionary innovation.” From day one, he continued, 
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Category 
Beginning

Expansion into 
Actives

Expansion into 
Lifestyle Users

Expansion into 
Everyday Use

Serious 
athletes

Actives

Lifestyle 
users

Everyday 
users

Products to give them a winning edge
Performance-driven group
Prioritize functional benefits

Products support an active lifestyle
Healthy products that taste good and provide energy
Fit into their busy, “on-the-go” lifestyle

Products seen as a shortcut to health
Weight management aid or seen as 
a shortcut to health

Products as part of an everyday routine 
(breakfast, snack)Fast-growth companies such as Premier Nutrition must

often choose between allocating resources between 
higher risk technology innovation and market expansion of
existing products into new categories.
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Fast-growth companies such as Premier Nutrition must (breakfast, snack) often choose 
between allocating resources between higher risk technology innovation and market 
expansion of existing products into new categories.




