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PROSPIRITS REPORT 2026

More than 100 industry experts from 26 countries — covering the complete

supply chain from producers to exporters, importers, retail, and the on-trade —

shared their experience, perspectives, and expectations in the second

ProSpirits Report 2026.

KEY INSIGHT

The spirits sector is navigating a period of
sustained pressure. Following a challenging
2025, market conditions are expected to
remain demanding in 2026, shaped by
weakening volume dynamics, intensified
competition, and more selective consumer
behaviour. This environment reflects less a
temporary downturn than a structural shift
toward a more fragmented and relevance-
driven market.

At the same time, the findings point to a
clear strategic direction. Rather than relying
on constant innovation alone, businesses
that prioritize focus, operational robustness,
and long-term resilience appear better
positioned to navigate this transition. Even
in a mature and highly competitive market,
attractive and profitable positions remain
within reach—particularly for companies
that adapt early, sharpen their positioning,
and build the capabilities needed to sustain
performance under more complex conditions.
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MARKET ENVIRONMENT

The 2026 survey results suggest that the cates that the market environment remains
spirits sector is facing less of a cyclical challenging. The results point to an industry
downturn and more of a structural market that is not yet entering a genuine recovery
transition. While some responses reflect phase, but is instead trying to stabilize after
cautious optimism, the overall pattern indi- a period of significant pressure.

CURRENT SITUATION AND OUTLOOK

The year 2025 was marked by clear pres- cate broad-based momentum or renewed
sure on volumes and, in parts of the market,  growth. Rather, expectations are centered
also on price points. These assessments on stabilization. This is a critical distinction:
are consistent with company-level business the market is not currently showing signs
performance and financial results. Looking of self-sustained recovery, but of managing
ahead to 2026, respondents do not indi- decline more cautiously.
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DEMAND TRENDS AND

MARKET TENSION

A central feature of the current market is
the tension between premiumization and
downtrading. On the one hand, the idea

of “less, but better” remains relevant and
continues to support selected premium seg-
ments. On the other hand, a significant part
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of demand is moving toward lower price
points. This suggests increasing pressure on
the middle of the market, where products of-
ten lack both clear affordability and strong
premium distinctiveness.

CATEGORY SHIFTS AND
TREND SEGMENTS

Expected growth is concentrated in a relatively

narrow set of segments, especially no- and
low-alcohol products, RTD and convenience
formats, and aperitif-adjacent concepts. By
contrast, the traditional core spirits market is
more often expected to stagnate or decline.

The responses also indicate that market
expectations are strongly shaped by what
companies have recently observed in practice.
This suggests a largely reactive reading of
category development, rather than strongly
independent forward-looking conviction.
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INNOVATION AND
STRATEGIC RESPONSES

What is your company’s approach to innovation? When asked about the experts’
approach to innovation five main approaches emerged:

1. MARKET- AND TREND-LED
PRODUCT INNOVATION (32 %)

About a third of experts define innovation primarily as observing markets, consumer trends,
and leading players, then responding with relevant products and concepts.

2. NO/LOW-ALCOHOL, NEW OCCASIONS, AND
CATEGORY DIVERSIFICATION (27 %)

This group focuses on growth through adjacent categories, new consumer segments,
and emerging consumption occasions—particularly via alcohol-free and reduced-alcohol
offerings that directly address the rising importance of moderation and substitution.

3. PREMIUMIZATION, PACKAGING, AND BRAND
EXPERIENCE (18 %)

Here, innovation is understood as creating added value through premium positioning, bottle
and packaging design, storytelling, events, and experiential formats

4. TRADITION-BASED CONTINUOUS IMPROVE-
MENT (11 %)

This archetype sees innovation not as disruption, but as the careful modernization of
established strengths, heritage, and craftsmanship.

5. SUSTAINABILITY, RESILIENCE, AND LONG-
TERM VALUE CREATION (11 %)

This group includes experts who link innovation to sustainability, organic production,
honesty, resilience, and durable solutions rather than short-term novelty
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Innovation in the spirits sector is currently shaped by a predominantly reactive
logic. Around one third of experts define innovation as market- and trend-led
adaptation, while the second strongest group focuses on no/low-alcohol, new
occasions, and category diversification—reinforcing the strong orientation
toward visible shifts such as moderation and changing consumption patterns.
Premiumization and brand experience play a secondary but still

relevant role, whereas tradition-based continuous improvement

and sustainability-driven, long-term value creation

reflect more inward-looking and resilience-orien-
ted approaches.

The key challenge ahead is to move beyond
adaptation and develop genuinely new-
to-the-world propositions that can redefine
the category.”

Prof. Dr. Simone Loose, Hochschule Geisenheim

Overall, the pattern confirms that most firms are responding to existing demand
signals rather than actively shaping new ones. While this is understandable in a
challenging market environment, it increases the risk of strategic convergence
and overcrowding in similar segments. In this context, the minority view that
prioritizes focus, operational robustness, and long-term resilience over constant
innovation may prove to be a sustainable path forward.
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OCCASIONS AND ROUTE
TO RELEVANCE

How does your company approach creating additional consumption occasions?
Open responses from the experts could be classified into four main groups:

1. EXPERIENCE- AND EVENT-LED
OCCASION CREATION

Creating occasions through events, tastings, immersive experiences, and social activation.

2. OCCASION REFRAMING THROUGH RITUALS,
SERVE IDEAS, AND PREMIUM ENJOYMENT

Focusses less on “more consumption” and more on redefining when, how, and why spirits
are consumed, often through premiumization, rituals, pairings, and more conscious mo-

ments.

3. PRODUCT, FORMAT, AND PORTFOLIO
INNOVATION FOR NEW OCCASIONS

Creating relevance through new products, new categories, new formats, and adapting the
portfolio to emerging usage situations.

4. CHANNEL, TRADE, AND COMMUNITY ACTIVATION

Activating the trade, new channels, visibility, partnerships, and relationship-based market
presence rather than directly creating end-consumer occasions.
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The largest group centres on experience and event activation,

showing that many experts see tastings, gatherings, and immersive
: formats as the most practical way to create or support new con-
' sumption occasions. A second large cluster focuses on reframing

consumption into more conscious, premium, and situational moments
e through rituals, storytelling, pairings, and serve concepts.
.

At the same time, a substantial share of responses emphasizes product
and format innovation rather than occasion creation itself. The fourth group
of experts explicitly reject the idea that producers can “create” occasions and
instead see their role as providing suitable products, supporting the trade, or
responding to moments that already exist in the market.

A somewhat defensive logic is visible in the discussion of new occasions. The
objective is less to create entirely new consumption opportunities than to re-
main relevant in consumption moments that have become less frequent, more
selective, and more controlled. Smaller formats, DIY concepts, cocktailization,
food pairing, and experience- or community-led approaches all reflect this

shift. These changes are linked to broader structural drivers, including changing
attitudes toward alcohol among younger consumers, health and moderation, the
limits of premiumization, regulatory barriers in no-alcohol segments, and the
weakening of traditional nightlife and bar culture.
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SUBSTITUTION AND CHANGING
CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

What are consumers switching to instead of spirits? Open responses from
the experts could be classified into five main groups, showing that the shift
goes beyond substitution toward less, more conscious, and occasion-driven
consumption.

1. NO/LOW & ALCOHOL-FREE SUBSTITUTION
(Dominant but Not Sufficient)

Consumers increasingly replace spirits with alcohol-free or lower-ABV options.
Key insight: Fastest-growing substitute, but not capturing the full shift.

2. MODERATION & REDUCTION
(Structural Shift)

The most critical dynamic: consumption is declining, not just shifting.
Key insight: This is not an innovation story—it is a volume decline story

3. FUNCTIONAL & LIFESTYLE ALTERNATIVES
(Beyond Traditional Beverages)

Consumers substitute alcohol with wellness-oriented or performance-
driven options.
Key insight: Competition extends far beyond the traditional beverage category.
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4. ALTERNATIVE SOCIAL AND
RECREATIONAL OPTIONS

Alcohol is partly replaced by non-beverage or alternative recreational
behaviours.

Key insight: Spirits lose occasions, not just share.

5. RECOMPOSITION WITHIN ALCOHOL
(Selective, Situational Consumption)

Consumers still drink—but differently and more selectively.
Key insight: Spirits remain relevant but face tighter, more selective occasions.

\
3 One of the key findings is that the market challenge cannot be
understood simply as a shift from one alcohol category to another.
S 2 I Experts’ open responses point to a broader behavioural change:

consumers are drinking less, making more conscious choices, and
consuming more situationally. No- and low-alcohol products are the most visible
substitute, but they do not fully compensate for the reduction in traditional con-
sumption. Part of the shift is not captured by replacement products at all, but by
reduced alcohol intake overall.

At the same time, competition is widening beyond traditional beverage cate-
gories. The experts mention a broad range of substitutes, including functional
beverages, energy drinks, soft drinks, and water, alongside cannabis- or THC-
related products in some markets. This means the sector is no longer compe-
ting only within alcohol, but increasingly for relevance in the occasion itself.
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STRATEGIC
IMPLICATION

Strategically, this implies a fundamental repositioning of the sector. Growth will
depend less on volume recovery and more on capturing specific consumption
moments with clear, differentiated value propositions. Brands need to define
their role within evolving occasions—whether through moderation-compatible
offerings, premium and experiential positioning, or integration into new lifestyle
contexts. At the same time, the fragmentation of demand increases the risk of
dilution and ineffective portfolio expansion.

Success will therefore require sharper focus, disciplined innovation, and strong
route-to-market execution to ensure relevance where consumption still occurs.
In a structurally shrinking and more competitive market, those who combine
occasion fit, brand clarity, and operational resilience will be best positioned to
sustain both relevance and margins.
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INDUSTRY STRUCTURE -
CONSOLIDATION EXPECTED

Against this background, expectations of further consolidation are unsurprising.
Many respondents see consolidation as a likely structural response to persistent
pressure, fragmented demand, and rising competitive intensity. This points to

a market in which scale alone will not be sufficient unless it is combined with
strong positioning and operational discipline.

It is not surprising that acts of consolidation
are the structural response of choice.
Fragmented demand and persistent pressure
are accelerating the industry‘s reconfiguration.

Johan ten Doornkaat Koolman,
Managing Partner, NWDN GmbH
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CONCLUSION

The spirits sector is moving further away from broad-based volume growth and
dtoward a fragmented relevance market. Future success will depend on being
clearly positioned, occasion-relevant, and operationally robust. Companies
with a strong fit to evolving consumption moments, credible moderation offers,
or clear premium differentiation are better placed to defend margins and re-
levance. For many traditional players, however, the environment is becoming
more difficult, especially where price positioning, differentiation, and consumer
relevance are weak.

For the sector as a whole, this means the challenge is more fundamental than a
standard innovation debate. It is not only about launching new products,

but about:

) responding to structurally lower alcohol consumption and more selective demand,

) broader competition from adjacent categories and alternative lifestyles, as well as

) necessity to transform operating models and capitalize on consolidation opportunities.

Yet the outlook is not without opportunity. Even in a mature and highly compe-
titive market, attractive and profitable positions remain possible for companies
that adapt early, focus sharply, and build resilience. The market is unlikely to
return quickly to its former growth logic, but it still offers room for sustainable
success to those prepared to compete under new conditions.



