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Abstract

Nowadays, in the food industry, the development of functional foods - foods that not only satisfy
hunger and provide the necessary nutrients for the body but also promote health -has become
increasingly important. The aim of this study is to identify the factors affecting the development of
functional foods by collecting data through a questionnaire from 102 food industry experts and
ranking them using Expert Choice software. The evaluation of the questionnaire’s validity and
reliability indicated satisfactory results. The findings of this study showed that consumer-related
factors, product characteristics, policies of supporting and regulatory organizations, organizational
management, and technical features of production units ranked first to fifth respectively in the success
of new product development in the functional food industry. In this study, 26 indicators were
identified that can significantly influence the success of developing functional food products. Among
these indicators, consumer awareness ranked first in success. The findings of this research suggest
that to reduce the risk of failure in functional food product development projects and to achieve
success in their production and sales, the first step is to increase consumer knowledge about these
products. In addition, sufficient attention should be paid to the current needs and tastes of market
customers. Producing types of functional foods that align with consumer needs and preferences
should be prioritized. The formulation of clear regulations for granting licenses to producers and the
adoption of supportive policies can pave the way for successful functional food production in the
country.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The functional food industry has witnessed
significant global growth due to rising
consumer awareness about health and
wellness. Functional foods are defined as
products that, beyond basic nutrition and
hunger satisfaction, confer additional
health benefits such as reducing disease
risk or enhancing physiological
performance. In Iran, despite increasing
interest in health-oriented food products,
systematic research on the key success
factors for developing functional foods
remains limited. Existing international
studies offer valuable insights but often
fail to account for local cultural,
regulatory, and market-specific conditions.
This study addresses this research gap by
identifying and prioritizing the factors that
influence the successful development of
functional food products within the Iranian
industrial context. The research aims to
provide a structured, localized framework
to guide both food manufacturers and
policymakers in reducing product failure
risks and enhancing market success.

Methods

This applied, descriptive—survey study
employed a mixed-methods approach
grounded in the Analytic Hierarchy
Process (AHP). The statistical population
comprised 135 experts from 15 functional
food manufacturing companies in Alborz
Province, selected based on academic
qualifications ~ (minimum  bachelor’s
degree), at least 10 years of industry
experience, and demonstrated knowledge
of functional food production. Using
Cochran’s formula with a 95% confidence
level, a sample of 110 participants was
targeted, ultimately, 102 valid
questionnaires  were  collected. A
researcher-developed questionnaire was
designed based on an extensive literature
review and refined through consultations
with 30 academic and industry experts.

The instrument’s content validity was
confirmed using Content Validity Ratio
(CVR > 0.62) and Content Validity Index
(CVI > 0.79), while reliability was
established via Cronbach’s alpha (ranging
from 0.733 to 0.832 across dimensions).
Initial data analysis used SPSS v.20 to
assess normality (Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test) and identify significant factors
(binomial test). Subsequently, pairwise
comparisons were conducted using a
second AHP-based questionnaire
administered to 10 senior industry experts.
Final prioritization was performed using
Expert Choice software (v.11), with
inconsistency ratios (IR) below the
acceptable threshold of 0.10 ensuring
judgment consistency.

Results and Discussion

The study identified 26 significant
indicators grouped into five main factors.
Binomial tests confirmed that all five
factors significantly influence functional
food development success (p < 0.05).
Based on AHP weighting, the factors were
ranked as follows: (1) Consumer-related
factors (weight = 0.483), (2) Product
characteristics (0.249), (3) Supportive and
regulatory policies (0.147), 4)
Organizational management (0.115), and
(5) Technical characteristics of production
units (0.040). Among all indicators,
“consumer awareness” emerged as the
single most critical success factor (global
weight = 0.202), followed by “product’s
ability to meet customer needs” (0.102)
and “consumer acceptance” (0.072).
Regulatory clarity—particularly
transparent  legal  requirements  and
licensing procedures—was also highly
influential, underscoring the importance of
a stable policy environment. Interestingly,
some commonly assumed factors, such as
organizational structure, formal new
product development strategy, use of novel
production technologies, and supplier
collaboration, were found to be
statistically non-significant in the Iranian
context. This may reflect the nascent stage
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of the functional food industry in Iran,
where foundational issues like consumer
education and regulatory support outweigh
internal organizational sophistication or
technological innovation. The findings
align with international literature on
consumer awareness and product-need
alignment but uniquely highlight the
pivotal role of fiscal incentives (e.g., tax
exemptions, reduced import tariffs on raw
materials) a dimension rarely emphasized
in global studies but highly relevant to
Iran’s economic conditions.

Conclusion

This study provides a validated,
hierarchical model for prioritizing success
factors in functional food development
tailored to the Iranian market. The
overwhelming importance of consumer
awareness suggests that manufacturers
should invest in transparent, science-based
communication strategies such as clear
labeling, educational campaigns, and
collaborations with nutritionists to build
trust and  understanding.  Product
development must be closely aligned with
local health concerns (e.g., cardiovascular
and metabolic diseases) and sensory
preferences. For policymakers, the results
advocate for clear, consistent regulations,
streamlined licensing processes, and
targeted financial incentives to stimulate
industry growth. Future research should
evaluate the effectiveness of specific
consumer education interventions,
replicate the study in other Iranian regions
with diverse cultural and economic
profiles, and extend the analysis to post-
development stages such as
commercialization and market penetration.
By addressing both consumer and systemic
barriers, this research offers a practical
roadmap for sustainable growth in Iran’s
emerging functional food sector.
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