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Palm oil is widely used in global food production and is highly valued in the salty snack industry for its frying performance, oxidative stability and cost-effectiveness. However, concerns about its environmental and social impacts persist. We investigated the prevalence of palm oil and its derivatives in salty snack products, the presence of sustainability claims, including the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) certification logo, and other types of claims on salty snack product labels. A total of 638 in-market products across six categories (maize, potato, grain, vegetable and fruit chips, and ready-to-eat popcorn) were audited. Palm oil and its derivatives were declared in 59% of products; 27% used alternative oils and 14% listed only ‘vegetable oil’ without specifying the oil type. Maize chips (45%) and potato chips (31%) were the largest product categories, with 60% and 69%, respectively, containing palm oil and its derivatives. Vegetable chips showed the lowest reliance on palm oil. Despite the prominence of palm oil, none of the products featured the RSPO certification logo or any certification indicating sustainable palm oil sourcing. Instead, product claims primarily highlighted dietary information, flavour characteristics and production methods. These findings reveal that while palm oil use is widespread in salty snacks, engagement with palm oil sustainability concerns is lacking. This gap presents an opportunity for manufacturers to adopt certified sustainable palm oil or eco-friendly alternatives, aligning with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12 (responsible consumption and production) and growing consumer demand for transparency and environmental responsibility.

Significance:

This study uncovered a disconnect in South Africa’s salty snack industry: while palm oil is a dominant ingredient, its sustainability remains overlooked. Despite global efforts to promote certified sustainable palm oil, none of the audited products featured the RSPO certification logo or communicated sustainable palm oil sourcing practices. This gap highlights a missed opportunity for manufacturers to align with Sustainable Development Goal 12 (responsible consumption and production). By adopting and promoting certified sustainable palm oil, the industry can meet rising consumer demand for ethical practices, reduce its ecological footprint and position itself as a leader in sustainable food production.








Introduction

The consumption of salty snack products is a significant and growing trend within global food markets1, driven by shifting consumer preferences2 coupled with increased urbanisation3 and stress levels4. Salty snacks, which include an array of products such as potato chips, nuts, crackers, popcorn and pretzels are popular across various demographics due to their convenience5, appealing taste6 and variety7. These snacks are found in many households and are a popular choice for on-the-go consumption.8

There is a rising interest in the use of sustainable ingredients in the production of snack products.9 One such ingredient is palm oil, which is obtained from the fleshy, ripe mesocarp of palm fruit from palm trees (Elaeis guineensis). In its natural state, palm oil is semi-solid at room temperature and typically undergoes fractionation, a separation process, to yield its derivatives: palm stearin (solid) and palm olein (liquid).10 For palm oil to be considered sustainable, it must be produced in ways that minimise environmental and social harm.11 Palm oil and its derivatives are cost-effective, versatile and widely used ingredients in the food industry.10 They are found in a variety of packaged products, ranging from snacks to cosmetics, commonly sold in supermarkets.12 Notably, palm oil is particularly favourable for frying salty snacks due to its high-temperature stability, oxidation resistance and neutral odour.10

However, the production of palm oil is notorious for its significant negative environmental impacts, such as water pollution, deforestation and loss of biodiversity. Additionally, the expansion of palm oil plantations has negatively affected local communities through displacement, exploitation and child labour.13 These challenges have spurred the development of sustainable palm oil production practices, which are certified by organisations such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).14 The RSPO, a global non-profit organisation, has established a certification scheme to identify products made with palm oil that is economically viable, socially beneficial and environmentally friendly. As the largest and most significant palm oil certification body, the RSPO is accredited by independent organisations to ensure credibility. Its globally recognised certification logo is aimed at helping consumers easily identify and choose products containing RSPO-certified sustainable palm oil.

As consumers become more environmentally and socially conscious, they increasingly prefer food products that reduce ecological footprints and adhere to ethical production practices.15 Incorporating sustainable palm oil into food products aligns with this growing demand for responsibly sourced ingredients. This shift reflects broader global goals, such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12, which emphasises sustainable consumption and production patterns. SDG 12 encourages industries to adopt responsible sourcing practices and minimise their environmental impact. Furthermore, this shift aligns with SDG 3, which aims to ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.

Despite growing consumer interest, no research has been found on the use of sustainable palm oil in food products sold in South Africa. However, studies conducted in Italy16, France17, England18, Spain and Peru19, Germany20,21 and Switzerland11 have explored consumer perceptions of palm oil, awareness of the RSPO label and the impact of ‘palm oil free’ versus ‘sustainable palm oil’ claims on consumer perceptions22. According to the RSPO23:


South Africa is the largest consumer of certified sustainable palm oil (CSPO) [palm oil that is certified by the RSPO24] on the African continent, followed by Nigeria, Egypt and Kenya, accounting for 17% of total CSPO consumption in Africa. With South Africa having the highest number of RSPO supply chain certified facilities by an African country, it is a critical hub for downstream suppliers.



The objective of this research was to explore the use of palm oil and its derivatives as ingredients in salty snack products available on the South African market, and to assess the extent to which manufacturers communicate the use of sustainable palm oil through front- or back-of-pack claims, including the use of the RSPO certification logo or any other sustainability-related certifications and markings. In addition, we aimed to analyse the broader spectrum of product claims presented on product packaging, to determine whether and how sustainability, particularly in relation to fats and oils, is integrated into consumer-facing labelling. By examining these claims, this research provides valuable insights into the visibility, prioritisation and framing of sustainability narratives in the salty snack industry of South Africa.

Materials and methods

The audit consisted of two parts. The first part explored and described the use of palm oil and its derivatives as ingredients in selected salty snack products available on the South African retail market through a market analysis. The second part investigated whether any salty snack products claimed to use sustainable palm oil as communicated via the RSPO certification logo or any other forms of sustainability claims. Other claims found on product labels (both front and back) were also documented. To ensure comprehensive coverage, an Internet search supplementary to the in-store audit was conducted through retailer and manufacturer websites. Data collection and analysis were conducted between December 2023 and August 2024. Salty snack products were limited to maize (also referred to as corn in some parts of the world), potato, grain, vegetable and fruit chips, and ready-to-eat popcorn as defined in Table 1. The categories were chosen based on their reliance on significant amounts of oil during production (e.g. deep-frying, frying and popping).25,26 Additionally, the product categories were chosen to represent a wide spectrum of popular snack options available to consumers, ensuring a robust analysis of palm oil usage patterns across products, brands and flavours. Although brand names were recorded during data collection, they have been excluded in the results. This was done to avoid any perceived endorsement or criticism, reduce bias and maintain objectivity. All types of nuts, crackers, pretzels, sweet maize snacks, rice cakes and microwave popcorn were excluded in this study as they typically use lower amounts of oil in their production.



Table 1:Classification of salty snack categories



	Salty snack category
	Definition

	Potato chips
	Salty snacks made from fresh thin slices of fried or baked potatoes and coated with seasoning OR salty snacks that are potato-based and coated with seasoning.7

	Maize/corn chips
	Salty snacks made from fried, baked or air-popped maize/corn and coated with seasoning. This includes all maize extrudes, puffs, pops, pellets, popped corn chips and tortilla chips.7

	Vegetable chips
	Salty snacks made from fresh slices of fried, baked or dried vegetables (other than potatoes and maize/corn) and coated with seasoning, e.g. beetroot, sweet potato, carrot, kale.7,27

	Fruit chips
	Salty snacks made from fresh slices of fried, baked or dehydrated fruit and coated with seasoning, e.g. banana, plantain.7,28

	Grain chips
	Salty snacks made from a single cereal, pseudo-cereal or legume grain or a mixture of different grains (besides maize/corn), either whole or in flour form that are fried, baked or air popped and coated with seasoning, e.g. rice, quinoa, oats.7,29

	Ready-to-eat popcorn
	Salty snacks made from whole-popped and seasoned maize kernels that are prepared and packaged for immediate consumption.





The market analysis was conducted exclusively in the Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality, a major economic hub in South Africa30, where diverse food retailers cater to consumers across socio-economic groups31. Data were collected from a total of 13 stores: six grocery stores (Checkers, Pick ‘n Pay Hyper, Food Lover’s Market, Spar, Woolworths Food and Glenvale Hyper), two health stores (Clicks and Dischem), three wholesale stores (Makro, Devland Cash & Carry, Kit Kat Cash & Carry), one speciality snacks store (Tasko Sweets) and one clothing store selling its own brand of snack products (Mr Price). Some of these retailers were chosen for their large revenue and growth, providing an inclusive representation of where most consumers purchase their salty snacks.32

Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected, transcribed and categorised into a Microsoft® Excel® spreadsheet (Version 2409). Photographs of products within the selected salty snacks categories were captured with a smartphone for documentation purposes and supplemented with images from manufacturer websites. Information on the front and back of each product’s packaging was captured to ensure inclusion of ingredient lists, country of origin and all claims.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics, analysed using Microsoft Excel 365, were used to report the declaration of palm oil and its derivatives, as well as other oils listed as ingredients. Each product label was assessed only once using a binary coding system (1=present/yes, 0=absent/no) to capture the declaration of the use of palm oil and its derivatives. When the same salty snack product was available in multiple packaging sizes, only one size (either the largest or the one available at the time of data collection) was recorded to avoid duplication. Similarly, if the same salty snack product was available at multiple store locations, it was included only once for analysis. Any other non-palm-oil-related claims identified on multiple products were grouped based on similarity, and regarded as one claim to eliminate double-counting. For example, gluten-free/naturally gluten-free/certified gluten-free was regarded as one type of claim. Additionally, the countries of origin were analysed for all salty snack products included in the study. To maintain confidentiality, product brands and names were anonymised in this analysis.

Results

The granular data collection approach provided a detailed understanding of the variations in labelling practices across different salty snack product categories and brands, particularly with respect to ingredient disclosures and any sustainability-related claims. Table 2 summarises the ratio of products per category, details of products with and without palm oil and its derivatives, and the distribution of locally made versus imported products. In total, 638 salty snack products were included in the analysis, consisting of maize chips (n = 289), potato chips (n = 199), ready-to-eat popcorn (n = 68), grain chips (n = 61), vegetable chips (n = 12) and fruit chips (n = 9). Of all the products assessed, as expected, a majority (59%) of the salty snack products explicitly declared the use of palm oil as an ingredient, while 27% of products did not make use of palm oil or its derivatives as an ingredient. The remaining 14% just specified ‘vegetable oil’ as an ingredient. The results highlight varying degrees of transparency and reliance on palm oil and its derivatives across salty snack product categories. Maize chips constituted the largest salty snack product category (45% of the total sample). Among these, 175 products (61%) declared the use of palm oil and its derivatives, demonstrating a significant reliance on this ingredient; 46 products (16%) did not list palm oil as an ingredient, but listed other vegetable oils (such as canola and sunflower oil) and 68 products (24%) specified the generic term ‘vegetable oil’. Additionally, 256 (89%) of the maize chip products were produced in South Africa while 33 (11%) were imported. Potato chips represented the second-largest category (31% of the total sample). For this category, 137 products (69%) declared the use of palm oil and its derivatives, 51 products (26%) stated use of other oils and 11 products (6%) specified the generic term ‘vegetable oil’. Of the potato chips analysed, 157 products (79%) were produced in South Africa and 42 products (21%) were imported. The ready-to-eat popcorn category, representing the third-largest category, comprised 11% of the total sample; 33 products (49%) declared the use of palm oil, 30 products (44%) listed the use of other vegetable oils and 5 products (7%) specified the generic term ‘vegetable oil’. Within this category, 61 products (90%) were produced in South Africa, while 7 products (10%) were imported. Grain chips accounted for 10% of the total sample. The results for this category showed that 28 products (46%) declared the use of palm oil, 29 products (48%) the use of other vegetable oils and 4 products (7%) specified ‘vegetable oil’. All grain chip products analysed were produced in South Africa. Vegetable chips were a smaller category (2% of the total sample). None of the vegetable chips declared the use of palm oil or its derivatives; instead, all products (100%) stated the use of vegetable oils. Of these, 9 products (75%) were produced in South Africa and 3 (25%) were imported. The fruit chips category represented the smallest category with 9 products (1% of the total sample). Four products (44%) declared the use of palm oil while five products (56%) declared use of other vegetable oils. Five products (56%) were produced in South Africa and the rest (44%) were imported.



Table 2:Comparison of salty snack product categories for the declaration of palm oil and derivatives usage as assessed through a structured in-store and online retail market audit






	Product category

	Total products (n)

	Use of palm oil and derivatives (n)

	Products made in South Africa (n)

	Products imported into South Africa (n)

	Country of export



	Yes

	No

	Not specified




	Maize chips

	289 (45%)

	175

	46

	68

	256

	33

	Spain, United States of America (USA), United Arab Emirates (UAE)



	Potato chips

	199 (31%)

	137

	51

	11

	157

	42

	Belgium, Germany, Indonesia, Latvia, Malaysia, UAE, USA



	Ready-to-eat popcorn

	68 (11%)

	33

	30

	5

	61

	7

	Cyprus, Netherlands, USA



	Grain chips

	61 (10%)

	28

	29

	4

	61

	0

	n/a



	Vegetable chips

	12 (2%)

	0

	12

	0

	9

	3

	Belgium, France



	Fruit chips

	9 (1%)

	4

	5

	0

	5

	4

	Ecuador



	TOTAL

	638

	377 (59%)

	173 (27%)

	88 (14%)

	549 (86%)

	89 (14%)

	 




Table 3 outlines the types of claims recorded from the front and back labels of the 638 salty snack products assessed. The claims were grouped into seven categories: sustainable palm oil, flavour and/or texture, packaging, ingredients and nutrition, production methods/locations, sustainability, and fats and oils. Each category provides insight into how manufacturers present and communicate product quality, health and sustainability to consumers.



Table 3:Summary of the types of claims recorded on the front and back labels of selected salty snack products (n = 638)







	Sustainable palm oil (n = 0)

	Flavour and/or texture (n = 24)

	Packaging (n = 3)

	Ingredients, dietary and nutritional (n = 42)

	Production method/location (n = 10)

	Sustainability (n = 4)

	Fats and oils (n = 9)




	 
	Roars with flavour
Beeg flavour
Hot! Smokin hot!
Crunchiest, munchiest, tastiest
Lekka flava
Krunching with flavour
Packed with flavour
Propvol smaak
Limited edition ghost pepper
Limited edition
New improved recipe
Same recipe, new size
Beeg, very beeg
Crispy
Honest, Simple, Lekker
Simple honest disclosure
The no.1 snack
Guilt-free snacking
Trusted since 1967
Local vibe
Traditional
Feel the flaming spicy ghost pepper crunch in the mouth
Light, crisp & crunchy
Double money back, quality guaranteed

	New recipe, new packaging
Same recipe, new packaging/ New look. Same great taste/ New look, same intensity
Foil packed for extra freshness

	Gluten-free/Naturally gluten-free/Certified gluten-free
Halaal
Vegetarian/ Suitable for vegetarians/ Vegetarian with milk/ Suitable for lacto-vegetarians
Vegan/ Vegan friendly
Tartrazine free
Sugared/ Only 1.1g sugar
No sugar added
Made with real cheese
Made from corn/ Authentic corn chips/ Made with 100% corn grains/ Original puffed corn/ Made with heirloom Mexican organic corn/ Made with organic white corn/ Certified organic corn
Volcanic stone-ground
Non-GMO corn/ Non-GMO
No added MSG/ MSG free
No azo-dye colourants/No colourants/ No artificial colours & flavours
Made with 37% lentil & chickpea flour
Source of/high in fibre/ Naturally high in fibre
High in energy & fibre/ High in energy/ Naturally high in fibre/ Naturally high in energy
Made with 45% quinoa flour
Made with 48% chickpea flour
Made with 70% lentils
Only 35/108/109/110/111 calories per serving/ Low in calories
High in resistant starch

	Air popped
Kettle popped
Oven baked with real cheese
Batch cooked
Always baked, never fried/ Baked, not fried/ Popped, never fried/Not fried/ Popped, not fried
Baked and Flash Fried
Handmade in SA
Air dried
Hand-crafted
Made south of Mexico in Africa

	Locally grown/ Made with specially selected South African potatoes/ Made with locally sourced vegetables/ Locally sourced potatoes
Made with care
Seasonal potatoes
Organic

	With sunflower oil
Roasted with skin in sunflower oil
Made with 100% macadamia nut oil
Fried in coconut oil
Fried in a canola-maize oil blend
Use of high oleic sunflower oil
28%/30%/32%/33%/35%/38%/40%/50%/56%/63%/65%/70% less fat
No trans-fat, never fried/Trans-fat free
Low in saturated fat



	 
	 
	 
	Super food
High in potassium
10 g/10.2 g/10.3 g protein/ Source of protein/ High in protein
Natural ingredients
Plant based
Cholesterol free/ Naturally cholesterol free/ Low in cholesterol
No preservatives
Made with only 2/3/4/12/13/14 ingredients
0.0% alcohol
Plant based
Kilojoule controlled
100% raw
With legumes
66% green peas
1.9g Net Carbs
Perfect every time
Source of wholegrain
Seasoned with pure desert salt
Low GI
40% less salt
Carbon-neutral brewery

	 
	 
	 





No claims related to the use of sustainable palm oil and its derivatives, communicated using the RSPO certification logo or alternative wording, were recorded on any of the salty snack product labels. A total of 24 claims were recorded, which were flavour and/or texture related. Common descriptors in this category emphasised the intensity of flavours and satisfying textures, limited-edition offerings, product size and endorsements of brand history. Examples include: “Roars with flavour”, “Beeg flavour”, “Crunchiest, munchiest, tastiest”, “Lekka flava” and “Krunching with flavour”.

Packaging claims, although less prevalent, were noted in three instances. These claims focused on new or improved packaging designs, as well as packaging techniques aimed at enhancing product quality. Examples include: “New recipe, new packaging” and “Foil packed for extra freshness”. These packaging claims suggest an effort to differentiate salty snack products based on improved quality preservation and consumer satisfaction.

The most frequently recorded claims (43) were related to ingredients, dietary information and nutritional content. These claims often promoted health-conscious ingredients or special dietary considerations, appealing to nutrition and dietary-preference-conscious consumers. Examples include: “Gluten free”, “Halaal”, “Vegetarian”, “No sugar added”, “Non-GMO corn”, “High in protein” and “Natural ingredients”.

Production methods were recorded through 10 claims, typically emphasising artisanal or traditional methods of production, along with innovative cooking processes aimed at improving product health and quality. Examples include: “Batch cooked”, “Air popped”, “Oven baked with real cheese” and “Handmade in SA”.

Sustainability-related claims were infrequent, with only four claims recorded, none of which directly addressed the use of sustainable palm oil and its derivatives. The sustainability-related claims that were present focused on production methods or sourcing of ingredients. Examples include: “Made with specially selected South African potatoes”, “Organic”, “Made with care” and “Seasonal potatoes”.

Nine claims were recorded about the use of fats and oils, primarily focused on the type of oils used or the health benefits associated with the product’s fat content. Claims in this category often emphasised lower fat content or the use of alternative and healthier oils. Examples include: “Fried in coconut oil”, “Fried in a canola-maize oil blend”, “Trans-fat free” and “Low in saturated fat”.

Discussion

This study provides valuable insights into the use of palm oil and its derivatives in salty snack products within the South African retail market, based on an analysis of 638 products across six distinct categories. As expected, the use of palm oil is widespread in salty snacks available in this market. This aligns with global trends, in which palm oil is favoured over other vegetable oils such as sunflower and canola oils due to its stability at high temperatures, oxidative resistance and cost-effectiveness.10,33 These functional properties make it a key ingredient in large-scale snack production, underscoring its importance in the industry.

A substantial portion of the products either did not use palm oil and its derivatives or did not specify its use, simply labelling the oil generically as “vegetable oil”. This lack of transparency in ingredient disclosure has substantial implications for consumer awareness and sustainability efforts. Without clear labelling, consumers concerned about the environmental or social impacts of palm oil may struggle to make informed choices. According to the South African foodstuffs labelling and advertising regulation (R.146), the class names of ingoing fats and oils (single and in combination) shall be indicated in the list of ingredients of foodstuffs as “vegetable”, “animal”, “fish” or “marine”. In addition, “each class name should be further qualified by an indication of all of its ingoing type(s) of fats and oils, in parentheses after the class name”. And, “in the case of vegetable fats and oils the particular part of the plant from which the fat or oil is derived, shall be specified”34. For example, if a product makes use of palm oil and/or its derivatives, it should be listed in the ingredient list as “vegetable oil (palm oil/palm kernel oil/palm olein/palm stearin)”.

The use of the generic term “vegetable oil” without specifying the oil type/s, could be a way for manufacturers to avoid disclosing the use of palm oil, non-compliantly so, thus potentially hindering efforts to educate consumers about sustainability. Alternatively, by not specifying the oil type, manufacturers could switch between different oils based on availability, cost or market conditions, without needing to relabel their products. This flexibility is particularly advantageous in volatile commodity markets where oil prices fluctuate.35 Interestingly, lack of specificity in oil-type labelling may also suggest that some salty snack producers may be shifting towards using alternative oils such as sunflower or canola oil, which are often perceived as healthier.33 This trend could indicate an opportunity for further market differentiation, particularly in the growing health, wellness and sustainability segments. As noted by Frey et al.15, sustainability is increasingly being used as a competitive advantage in global food markets. South African snack manufacturers could benefit from adopting similar strategies to attract health- and environmentally conscious consumers.

One of the most notable findings of this study was the absence of any claims related to the use of sustainable palm oil and its derivatives, as certified by the RSPO or other sustainability logos. This is particularly interesting given the increasing global consumer awareness of environmental sustainability and the growing demand for sustainably produced ingredients.36 In addition, although palm oil is widely used, the audit found no evidence of manufacturers promoting the use of CSPO or other eco-friendly alternatives in their products. This raises important questions concerning whether manufacturers are sourcing sustainable palm oil at all or whether they are simply not mentioning or promoting it.

The absence of RSPO certification logos on products could be attributed to several factors. Firstly, there might be logistical, supply chain or cost-related challenges in sourcing, verifying and using sustainable palm oil. For instance, RSPO-certified suppliers may be required to pay licensing fees to use the RSPO certification logo. Therefore, while RSPO-certified palm oil is environmentally friendly, it can be more expensive to source for manufacturers because of these fees37,38, the cost of complying with RSPO standards and supply chain limitations11. Verifying supply chain transparency and ensuring that the palm oil used is truly sustainable can also be perceived by manufacturers as overly complex. Additionally, packaging redesigns to accommodate sustainability logos may incur further operational and printing costs. For manufacturers focused on decreasing production costs, switching to sustainable palm oil may not be a priority, especially in a price-sensitive market like South Africa. Secondly, manufacturers may not see the immediate value in promoting sustainability, especially if they believe that South African consumers are more concerned with, for example, price, taste and convenience than with environmental responsibility.39 If consumers are not fully aware of the environmental and social impacts of conventional palm oil production, they may not actively demand sustainable alternatives. This creates a feedback loop where manufacturers are less inclined to source sustainable palm oil because there is no perceived market for it or return on investment. Lastly, there may be a knowledge gap in which manufacturers themselves are not fully aware of the benefits and opportunities associated with using certified sustainable palm oil. This lack of engagement with sustainability certifications, particularly RSPO, contrasts sharply with global trends in which numerous companies and brands are increasingly adopting sustainable palm oil practices to align with consumer expectations40, corporate social responsibility goals41 and SDGs42. Notably, while South Africa is recognised as the largest consumer of CSPO in Africa23, this study’s findings suggest that the local retail market for salty snacks has not yet capitalised on the environmental, social and competitive advantages of sustainable sourcing compared to the global market, where the RSPO has made strides in promoting sustainable palm oil. This gap offers manufacturers an opportunity to differentiate their products by incorporating meaningful sustainability claims, potentially appealing to the growing segment of ethically and environmentally conscious consumers.

In contrast to the lack of sustainability-related claims, the audit revealed that manufacturers place strong emphasis on flavour, health and ingredient-related claims, demonstrating a strong focus on sensory appeal. Flavour and texture claims were prevalent, reflecting the competitive nature of the salty snack market where sensory appeal is a key driver of consumer purchase decisions.6 These claims highlight the competitive emphasis on enjoyable eating experiences to attract and retain consumers. Additionally, they help differentiate products by creating a sense of exclusivity, loyalty or local pride, adding value beyond flavour and texture considerations. This sensory focus aligns with existing research, which highlights taste as a primary motivator for snack consumption43, particularly in indulgence categories like potato chips and popcorn. Ingredient-related claims were also prominent, with claims related to diet and nutrition such as “MSG/Gluten-free” or “Non-GMO corn”. This implies that manufacturers are responding to growing consumer demand for ‘perceived to be healthier’ snack options44 by emphasising dietary inclusivity, clean labels and transparency concerning ingredient sourcing. In addition, these ingredient-related claims align with specific consumer dietary needs2 such as ‘low-fat’, ‘high-protein’, and ‘source of’ or ‘free-from’ attributes. Therefore, the prevalence of these claims suggests that provision of healthy salty snack product options is a priority for manufacturers, which aligns with broader health trends in which consumers are increasingly seeking lower-fat or healthier oil options in their salty snack products of choice. Claims related to production methods reflect a growing trend of highlighting small-scale, traditional or healthier cooking techniques as a way to appeal to consumers seeking authentic and healthier alternatives.

The limited presence of sustainability-related claims, compared to the prevalence of other types of claims, suggests that, while manufacturers operating in this market are addressing certain consumer preferences, environmental concerns are not yet being prioritised in their marketing strategies. This imbalance reflects the industry’s current priorities where sustainability is not yet a primary concern for salty snack producers in the South African market, as only a small number of brands are actively promoting their environmental credentials on their product labels. This contrasts with research indicating that sustainability is becoming an increasingly important factor in consumer food choices45, particularly among younger generations40,42. Manufacturers in South Africa may be missing an opportunity to engage with these consumers through more robust sustainability communication, particularly regarding palm oil sourcing. Additionally, manufacturers have the potential to have a positive impact on the environment and communities in palm-oil-producing countries by supporting sustainable production practices. This would help address critical issues such as deforestation of tropical rainforests, habitat destruction of palm oil plantations and unfair labour practices. Manufacturers and retailers could play a more proactive role in educating consumers about palm oil sustainability through clearer labelling, in-store promotions or online platforms. Such efforts would not only help bridge the current knowledge gap but also capture a larger share of the market, particularly among environmentally conscious consumers.

Overall, these findings address the objectives of the study. The audit confirmed the widespread use of palm oil and its derivatives in salty snack products across most categories, particularly maize and potato chips. It revealed a striking lack of on-pack communication regarding sustainable palm oil sourcing, with no instances of RSPO certification or similar sustainability logos observed. In addition, the analysis of front- and back-of-pack claims showed that although flavour, nutrition and production methods were frequently highlighted, environmental sustainability, especially in relation to palm oil, was notably underrepresented. Collectively, these results confirm a disconnect between ingredient sourcing and the promotion of sustainability in labelling practices, thereby fulfilling the study’s aim of evaluating both the prevalence of palm oil and the extent to which its sustainability is communicated to consumers.

This study provides a baseline understanding of palm oil usage and labelling practices in the South African salty snack industry. Future research could explore a few directions to build on these findings. Firstly, while this study focused on salty snacks, other snack products were observed during the audit. A broader audit inclusive of additional snack categories, including all types of sweet and savoury snack products, could provide deeper insights into palm oil usage across the entire snack industry. This would help determine whether the patterns observed in this study are consistent across other product types. Secondly, future research could explore consumer perceptions and awareness of palm oil and its derivatives, as well as their sustainability impacts. While this study focused on product labels and manufacturer claims, understanding how consumers interpret and respond to sustainability certification logos would provide valuable context for developing more effective marketing strategies. Focus group discussions or surveys with consumers, particularly targeting younger demographics, could shed light on the factors driving their snack purchasing decisions and the role of sustainability in their choices. Lastly, longitudinal studies could track changes in palm oil usage and sustainability claims over time. As global pressure to adopt sustainable palm oil practices continues to grow, monitoring how the South African snack industry responds will be critical in determining whether more products begin to utilise the RSPO certification logo or other sustainability certifications.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that palm oil is a prominent ingredient in the South African salty snacks industry. Maize and potato chips, in particular, demonstrate a high reliance on palm oil and its derivatives, likely because of their functional properties such as frying stability, cost-effectiveness and texture enhancement. In contrast, smaller categories like vegetable and fruit chips use palm oil less frequently. Despite the growing global awareness of the environmental and social impact of palm oil production, none of the products audited displayed the RSPO certification logo or any other certification to communicate the use of sustainable palm oil. This highlights a significant gap in both the adoption and communication of sustainable palm oil practices in the South African salty snack market. This gap presents a major opportunity for manufacturers to differentiate themselves by sourcing CSPO and prominently featuring the RSPO certification logo on their packaging. Doing so would not only contribute toward lessening the environmental and social impacts of palm oil production but also align with the increasing consumer demand for environmentally and socially responsible food products. The absence of the RSPO certification logo on products suggests that South African consumers may not be fully informed about the environmental and social impacts of palm oil or the value of sustainable options. In addition, the costs associated with RSPO logo licensing and packaging redesign may disincentivise manufacturers from communicating sustainability practices, especially in price-sensitive markets. This signals a need for further research to understand potential barriers such as lack of awareness, scepticism toward certifications and price sensitivity, as well as drivers such as environmental and social concerns. Insights from such research could guide new communication strategies and supply chain decisions, encouraging manufacturers to source and promote certified sustainable ingredients.
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