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Everyone has a favorite hack to 
ward off illness—be it mega-
dosing vitamin C at the first hint 

of a symptom or a prophylactic xylitol 
nasal spray routine—that if not always 
directly effective, can  impart powerful 
placebo effects. 

Six years after COVID, how are 
consumers thinking about immune 
health? Has the cold, flu and immunity 
supplement sector evolved beyond 
a reactive seasonal category into a 
broader wellness priority? And if so, 
how does that look? NBJ spoke with 
immune health experts to get a clearer 
picture of changes, opportunities and 
challenges for the category.

From cold and flu toward wellness
In the wake of its 69.5% sales spike in 2020, the cold, flu 
and immunity condition category inevitably dropped sharply 
before its gradual recovery. In 2025, the condition grew 5% 
to account for a 7.1% share of the market

But increasingly, it’s instructive to look beyond the data 
because “immune health” is bigger than it seems. “It’s a large 
and still very healthy category, but it’s 
very scattered and segmented,” says 
Douglas Lynch, a seasoned industry 
expert on sales, marketing and product 
development and CEO of MarketWell 
Nutrition. “When you start to look 
at categories like general health and 
health concerns like inflammation, the 
Venn diagrams start to overlap.” 

Those overlapping areas are poised 
to expand. For instance, Lynch is 
seeing more interest in developing 
combination products for stress and 
immunity. “Of course, oxidative stress 
leads to a poor immune system, so 
it’s a good fit,” he says. Chronic or 
repeated stressors—such as the 24/7 work-related stress 
many Americans experience—can drive clinically relevant 
increases in inflammatory activity. And while inflammation 
is in the news and drives more industry decisions, Lynch 
says, “inflammation is completely tied to the response we 
call immunity.”

George Paraskevakos, executive 
director at the International Probiotics 
Association, also sees the category 
expanding, which he attributes to 
post-COVID consumers having a 
broader understanding and desire to 
avoid illness states. “Immunity has 
taken top-of-mind thinking—where 
creating resilience, more energy and 
long-term health are winning over 
protection against being sick from 
colds and flu or other ailments,” he 
says. Data, he says, is showing the 
growth of diverse immune-supportive 
supplements over traditional 
interventions, “especially with the 
evidence shown in ‘biotic’ products.”

Indeed, traditional go-to ingredients 
have been mostly in negative territory since 2022, with 
vitamin C finally breaking into the positive in 2025 on 
2.3% growth, but elderberry still at -4.2%. On the other 
hand, probiotics, combination herbs and, to a lesser extent, 
multivitamins—other ingredients NBJ tracks in this condition 
category—are growing nicely, at respective 10.0%, 8.3% and 
4.7% rates in 2025.

“Immunity has become part of overall wellness 
conversation,” says Keri Gans, a registered dietitian 
nutritionist, author and former advisor for Cargill’s EpiCor 
and VSL Probiotics. “Now people want a stronger immune 
system along with better gut health, better anti-aging and 
better cognition.”

  NBJ Takeaways
» Cold, flu and immunity has 
evolved beyond a reactive 
seasonal category into a broader 
wellness priority

» Consumers understand the 
foundational importance of gut 
health for immune health

» Functional mushrooms are a 
hot ingredient with a need for 
more research and product 
standardization 

Immune response  
Taking immune health’s temperature five years after COVID By Susan Enfield

“When you start to look at categories 
like general health and health concerns 
like inflammation, the Venn diagrams 
start to overlap [with immune health].”  

– Douglas Lynch, MarketWell Nutrition
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Gut-immunity connection 
Consumers are increasingly focused on gut and microbiome 
health as a foundational driver of overall health, with potential 
benefits for everything from stress, mood and cognition 
to immunity. “We think of gut health as a strong, distinct 
category, but there’s an overlap with immunity,” says Lynch. 

He, like other experts NBJ spoke with, brings up the 
importance of maintaining the gut’s mucous membrane 
lining to cut down on leakage that can trigger chronic 
inflammation, weaken immune function and open the door 
to multiple health conditions. “The terminology is leaky gut, 
but these are ultimately immune stories, looked at from a 
slightly different angle when we’re addressing it as a brand 
or marketer,” Lynch says. 

Philip Rebensburg, a biologist, functional mushroom 
expert and scientific consultant for companies like Nammex, 
agrees. “People are trying to heal their guts. The gut-brain 
axis is a critical pathway for immune health,” he says.

Beyond eating a whole-food diet, a range of supplement 
ingredients—from adaptogenic mushrooms to the full range 

of biotics—can support a balanced microbiome, reduce 
inflammation, strengthen the gut barrier and promote 
mucin production, thereby modulating immune health. 
The common thread for many of these immune-adjacent 
ingredients are fiber and polysaccharides. “If you look at the 
adaptogens market and the interest in beta glucan and fungi 
suppliers that standardize their products to beta glucan, you 
see the market tries to direct consumers toward the immune 
health category,” says Lynch. “But consumers may be 
purchasing these products for any number of reasons beyond 
immunity itself.”

From his seat in the probiotics world, Paraskevakos 
concurs that immune health is tightly linked to areas such 
as gut health and metabolic function. “And now we are now 
hearing more about longevity and healthspan, accelerating 
interest in microbiome modulation and personalized 
nutrition,” he says. Still, he cautions that big challenges 
remain in terms of technical analysis, manufacturing 
and robustness of clinical validation. “We are missing 
consistency in what we see in the finished product market 

Cold, Flu and Immunity supplement sales  
and growth, 2020-2028e
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for biotic products,” he says, reiterating the importance 
of working to raise the bar and force bad actors to exit 
the category.

Targeting consumers
Who are ideal target audiences for immune health 
and immunity-adjacent supplement products? Busy 
professionals, for one. “They’re dealing with 24/7 work-
related stress and are worried about taking days off, so 
they’re more likely to adopt preventative measures,” Lynch 
says, noting that they’re also on airplanes and attending 
conferences, prime opportunities to contract illness. 

A desire to avoid missed workdays is also a strong 
motivator with nonprofessionals, especially during 
economically challenging times. “During the last downturn, 
people were going into retailers saying, ‘I can’t afford to 
be sick, I have to stay well for my 
family,’” says Roy Upton, president 
of American Herbal Pharmacopoeia. 
Rebensburg also sees fear from 
pandemics, wars and economic 
inconsistencies taking a toll on 
people’s immune systems.

Additional consumer groups with 
a vested interest in immune health—
and room to grow in terms of 
marketing and education efforts—are 
parents and healthcare providers, who 
share frequent germ exposure. “If we 
can send our children into the ‘petri 
dishes’ of schools with a little greater 
immunity, perhaps we can stay a bit 
healthier ourselves,” says Lynch. 

The rising number of people 
worldwide who struggle with 
autoimmune diseases represents 
another group in need of effective immune-system 
support, says Rebensburg. His diagnosis with myalgic 
encephalomyelitis/chronic fatigue syndrome a dozen years 
back sparked his interest in functional mushrooms and other 
immune-support supplements along with diet and lifestyle 
changes. “Many people are experiencing these conditions for 
the first time, wanting to know what to do and identifying 
culprits in daily life that don’t help immunity,” he says. “Diet 
is a major focus and there’s a hype around mushrooms,” he 
says, though he’s concerned that some of the information 
shared by brands and influencers is exaggerated beyond the 
current research.

Innate versus adaptive 
As a product developer or marketer, there are unique 
challenges built into the cold, flu and immunity category, 
according to Lynch. Research is a big one. “We can do 
ex vivo and in vivo animal studies, but human clinical 

trials are much more challenging, expensive and time-
consuming to conduct—and are also the most persuasive,” 
he says.

According to Lynch, it’s a bit easier to look at how 
quickly people recover after an illness. He’s referring to 
adaptive immunity, which kicks in days after the body’s 
general first-line defense, or innate immunity, to enlist T 
and B cells to target specific pathogens, creating antibodies 
and lasting immune memory. Evidence-backed nutrients 
for adaptive immunity-support include vitamin D, vitamin 
C (especially when combined with citrus bioflavonoids), 
trace minerals including zinc and selenium, probiotics and 
omega-3s. Limited research supports adaptive benefits 
from herbs and adaptogens including elderberry, echinacea, 
andrographis, astragalus, ashwagandha, functional 
mushrooms (primarily reishi and turkey tail), tulsi, ginseng 

and eleuthero as well as honey (especially Manuka honey) 
and trace mineral-rich shilajit. 

For companies seeking to build substantiation for 
adaptive-immunity benefits, Lynch suggests considering 
enrolling sick people in a study to measure how quickly they 
are symptom-free and/or gathering data by partnering with 
external entities to track the number of sick days people 
take at work or school. Still, he says, FDA regulation of 
structure/function claims means brands aren’t allowed to say 
a product helps with faster recovery from colds or flu—even 
if they have studies to back that benefit. “‘Supports a healthy 
immune system’ is the easiest claim to put on a product as 
a product developer,” he says. “But since a lot of things can 
help support your cells, it’s not very persuasive.”  

Familiar, new ingredient contenders
While products containing traditional ingredients—vitamins 
C and D, single and combination herbal formulations, 

“Immunity has become part of overall 
wellness conversation: people want a 
stronger immune system along with 
better gut health, better anti-aging and 
better cognition.” 

– Keri Gans, registered dietician nutritionist, author, brand advisor 
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elderberry, zinc, selenium—will always be found in retailers’ 
cold, flu and immunity sections, a wider range of immune-
supportive nutrients are showing up in products aimed at 
general health and vitality or other conditions. 

Consider omega-3s. Although NBJ doesn’t track omega-
3s as part of the cold, flu and immunity category, they 
offer significant immunity benefits in addition to their 
better-known cardiometabolic, mood and other benefits. 
For today’s daily omega-3 consumer, “immunity may be a 
secondary or tertiary benefit,” Lynch says. 

Probiotics continue to be strong players in this 
category—hitting 10% growth and 6.7% market share in 
2025. They’re proven to enhance both innate and adaptive 
immune function, with additional studies indicating specific 
benefits for Bifidobacterium and some Lactobacillus species. 
Most consumers still don’t fully understand the whole biotic 
family—prebiotics, synbiotics, postbiotics—but awareness is 
growing and will help expand this market. 

Adaptogenic herbs and mushrooms are also growing 
strongly, due to an uptick in research and broader consumer 
appreciation that they may help the body adapt more 
quickly to perceived and real threats. Adaptogens are seen as 
tonics in Eastern medicine, says Upton, and are prized for 
their role in strengthening bodily systems. 

Fungi fever
It’s the functional mushroom ingredients that really shine 
now, Upton says. Driven by fast-growing consumer interest 
and increased research, “they’ve moved from cold and 
flu to wellness and vitality,” he says. While reishi boasts 
the strongest clinical evidence for immunity, all fungal 
ingredients offer potential benefits.

Rebensburg explains that rather than boosting the 
immune system, “functional mushrooms provide a regulatory, 
context-dependent effect by interacting with multiple 
immune pathways, the gut-immune axis and inflammatory-

Top 6 Cold, Flu and Immunity supplement  
ingredients by market share, 2024
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signaling networks.” Ultimately, they 
sensitize the body for self-healing through 
systemic effects, he says. He cautions that 
“mushrooms alone won’t heal anything,” 
and must be used as part of a holistic 
strategy to get the body systems back 
into balance.

In the fungal ingredient world these 
days, there’s a stark divide between using 
fruiting body, i.e., mushroom-derived, or 
mycelium material. Upton and Rebensburg 
both land firmly on the fruiting body side, 
mainly because most scientific studies use 
well-defined extracts of these materials. 
“Both mycelium and fruiting bodies have 
biological potential, but more science is 
needed on mycelial and fermented-grain products,” says 
Rebensburg. Notably, mycelium products can’t currently 
be sold in Europe because they’re considered “novel foods” 
unlike the fruit bodies of the same mushrooms. The safety 
authorization process is a costly, multi-year process. 

More rigor, standardization and transparency are needed 
in studies and product testing for this market, Upton 
and Rebensburg agree. For instance, many mushroom 
products sold in the U.S. are myceliated, or fermented, 
grain. “While these may have effects, they contain totally 
different material than what was used in studies that 
showed benefits,” says Rebensburg. Rather than using 
polysaccharide content as a marker for finished-product 
potency, he advocates for adopting ergosterol, a more 
transparent marker since it directly correlates to the amount 
of mushroom material and mycelium.

Looking ahead
Will less-traditional immunity ingredients continue to grow 
faster than this category’s stalwarts? “Time will certainly 
show us, but it seems we are headed in this direction,” 
says Paraskevakos. He believes the category’s future will 
be shaped by three main drivers: greater demand for 
scientifically substantiated products, pressure for innovation 
in delivery systems and bioavailability and increased U.S. 
and global regulatory scrutiny of product safety, integrity 
and efficacy. “The companies that emerge as winners 
will be able to bridge credible science with innovative, 
convenient, daily-use formats that can satisfy the regulatory 
requirements,” he says.

Gans agrees that brands with high-quality research and 
credentialed educators will stand out and build lasting trust. 
“Consumers,” she says, “are getting smarter.”

“Companies that emerge as winners 
will be able to bridge credible 
science with innovative, convenient, 
daily-use formats that can satisfy 
the regulatory requirements.”  

– George Paraskevakos, International Probiotics Association


