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A Taste Test for FONA International 

Especially with its famed Fabyan Windmill, which has stood tall as a landmark 
in Geneva, Illinois’ forest preserve for more than a century, there’s just 
something in the air in this historic city about an hour west of Chicago. And 
with its annual summertime Geneva Concours d’Elegance classic car show 
where tailfin automobiles and other rad rides from yesteryear are gathered 
and gawked at, you know the city has excellent taste, too.

When you think about “taste” and the “air” in Geneva, you immediately turn 
your attention to FONA International, a world-renowned flavors company that 
creates the “mmm, mmms” for many of the products you—and, believe it or 
not, your pets—know and love. After all, you expect that your gum will taste 
minty, but they are the folks who make that happen in chewing gum and so 
many other different food and beverage categories.

As you walk from room to room at FONA, an olfactory overload permeates 
your proboscis. But after a few minutes of meandering in the room, the 
stimuli headed toward your brain from all those smells gives in and you feel 
connected much like how the food product and flavor become one through a 
bond created in their laboratory.  

“Each area that you enter in the building has a different set up in regards to 
air handling, so that when you move from one room to another, you’ll smell 
something different,” said Jennifer Howell, FONA’s director of regulatory 
innovation. “You might smell bubblegum in one area and then smell cotton 
candy in the next room, and then smell a beef flavor in the third room.”

And the smells keep coming much like the company keeps growing.

“It is truly a great culture to work within,” said Kathleen Crossman, FONA’s vice 
president of regulatory. “When we start working at FONA, we are given a two-
by-four. And this two-by-four has the date that we joined the company, but also 
the reminder, the physical reminder, that we are a growth company, and we … 
are going to double our growth every four years in one way or another.”

Business Case
Part of that growth is in the flavors themselves. The 
company easily creates 500 to 600 new flavors a 
month for clients, and each requires documentation of 
the potential chemical hazards on a Safety Data Sheet 
(SDS). “The difference between winning a contract or 
not is not only about producing the best flavor, but also 
if you are able to send the sample in a timely manner,” 
said Jean Aouad, Sphera’s vice president of Product 
Stewardship sales. 

In the competitive flavors industry, it is important to get 
the flavor samples to customers quickly, but it’s just as 
important—if not more so—to be in compliance with 
any pertinent regulatory safety-related requirements. 
As you might expect, anything to do with sustenance 
in the food supply is heavily regulated in every country 
the product is sold. It just makes sense that scents—
i.e., flavors—are, too!

And safety is always top of mind at FONA. As you enter 
their Geneva facility, which is located on a massive 33-
acre campus, you feel like you’re part of the family at 
this family-owned company. When you visit, you are 
asked to watch a 10-minute safety video before touring 
the facilities. The video is hosted by Joe Slawek, who 
founded the company in 1987 and still serves as FONA’s 
CEO and chairman. This shows that safety is considered 
a top priority at the company from the top down. While 
walking around the plant, everyone is required to wear 
a hairnet, and there are signs throughout the building 
that denotes a safety-first mentality. Additionally, as 
Aouad toured the plant with a group from Sphera, he 
was required to wear a beard net to cover up his thick 
black facial hair. 

Allowing contamination on their premises? Not by the 
hair on their chinny-chin-chins. 

To learn more about FONA, 
please check out our video at 

http://bit.ly/sphera-FONA

http://bit.ly/sphera-FONA
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The Project
When FONA partnered with Sphera, the results were noticeable from           
the get-go.

Keep in mind that labels must be created in many different languages 
depending on which country the product would be sold in. Until recently, this 
was all done manually. 

But not anymore. Since FONA creates hundreds of new flavors each month, 
the company must go through dozens of iterations to get to the final sample. 
Each sample requires its own SDS, which is automatically produced with the 
Sphera Intelligent Authoring software, which includes Managed Regulatory 
Content. The data sheets can be printed in 46 different languages as well.

“Before our Sphera implementation, we only had English, so that was our 
first challenge because we were dealing in a global marketplace, and the 
challenges of just translating an SDS meant we sent it out for translation 
one document at a time,” Crossman said. “Our team might actually get pretty 
good at doing a few phrases here and there, but by and large their Japanese, 
Chinese, Arabic wasn’t all that great.”

The software also helped FONA deal with meeting the requirements of the 
Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals, 
better known as GHS. The system was set up by the United Nations to 
standardize the definition of what constitutes a chemical hazard (physical-, 
health- or environmental-related), define a classification method for these 
hazards, and define how these should be communicated in an SDS or Label.

“Even though we have a globally harmonized system, it’s not global, it’s not 
very harmonized, and I would argue it’s not much of system,” Crossman 
added. “Every country has put it together differently, and with using the 
Sphera solution, we don’t have to worry about the details of that. We know 
they’re taking care of that for us and that we can just get into ‘How do we 
service this for our customers?’ rather than what’s the actual nitpicky 
detail of the EU CLP regulations vs. what’s happening in Mexico vs. what’s 
happening in China.” 

To help the company achieve its two-by-four goals, the time was right to make 
a change to automation. To get to that next level of growth, “they needed a 
system that was going to really help them support that,” Aouad said. They 
found that system in Sphera’s solution. 

And the implementation went smoothly. In fact, Crossman considers it the 
best business software project implementation in the company’s history.

“We not only nailed our implementation period that we committed to,” Howell 
said, “but we also ended up being a little bit under budget. And it was really 
a pain-free implementation.”

Now FONA can focus on what it does best: creating fun, fulfilling and fantastic 
flavors.

Asked what some of the more unusual flavor requests FONA has gotten were, 
Howell does not hesitate to answer: “Unicorn and mermaid flavors.” “Here at 
FONA, innovation is something that’s required in all departments,” she said, 
“and I am lucky enough to be that person in this department. I love it! Pinch 
myself! It’s great.”

The mythical creatures in those random flavor requests may not exist, but 
the reality is that, by teaming with Sphera, FONA has been able to make their 
regulatory and efficiency dreams come true—in a way that certainly passes 
the taste test.

Results 
• Automated translation of up to 46 

languages with one system, reducing 
costs and risk of errors by elminiating 
dependence on outside contractors 
working manually

• Simplified data management and 
production of SDS documentation and 
labeling 

• Standardized creation of safety data 
sheets and labelling for more than 600 
flavors/month for clients from around 
the world

http://sphera.com/contact-us

