Analyse the effectiveness of food labelling in influencing consumer choices

Koe (1997) defines a nutritional label as a description that aids a consumer in making informed food choices and consuming meals that are nutritionally balanced by informing them of a product's nutritional qualities. Information regarding the production conditions of the food may also be found on labels (Grunert, Hieke and Wills, 2014). Food labels include information about energy (calories), fat content, protein, amount of sugar, amount of salt, and sodium, among other things (Grunert, Wills and Fernández-Celemín, 2010). They are located on the front or back of pre-packaged items. A panel or table displaying the data is used. Food labels typically play a significant role in product marketing, advertising, and consumer trust in the safety and quality of food (Gordon and Williams, 2020). According to 2019 statistics jointly released by the American Heart Association and the International Food Information Council Foundation, 59% of customers stated they always read the labels on packaged foods before making their initial purchase (Zafar et al., 2022). 

Packaged food products have gained a significant market share and customer attention due to their convenience. The increasing incidence of diet-related health problems like obesity and cardiovascular illnesses, together with other serious public health concerns, led to the development of nutritional labelling and its influence on consumer decisions. Since it is extremely difficult to encourage customers to stop eating processed foods, raising awareness to reduce the quantity is one of the only strategies available (Zafar et al., 2022). Studying the efficacy of nutritional labelling in this assignment is in line with the larger public interest in encouraging a healthy diet. Food labels must be eye-catching and informative to draw consumers in and help them select the right foods. Furthermore, consumers' behaviour is influenced differently by familiar and unfamiliar food labels (Zafar et al., 2022). This is because familiar labels are more likely to catch consumers' attention and establish trust, whereas unfamiliar labels need more work (Schifferstein, de Boer and Lemke, 2021). 

The aim of this assignment is to investigate the complex interactions that exist between dietary decisions, consumer behaviour, and product labelling. It will show how product labels shape dietary habits and, in turn, public health by looking at the different elements that affect how consumers understand and use them. 

Studies have indicated that food labels include crucial details that enable customers to make knowledgeable and health-conscious decisions (Vemula et al., 2013; Silva et al., 2022). Perceptions, buying intentions, and willingness to pay are all significantly influenced by them (Hwang et al., 2016; Zhan et al., 2020). Food labels are made to inform consumers, promote products, and help them choose foods that are comparable to one another (Peters-Texeira & Badrie, 2005). Additionally, they are critical to raising the food industry's profitability and promoting public health (Wang et al., 1995). Research has shown that food labels can assist consumers in making healthier food choices (Nsamba & Mathews, 2021). Food labels, for example, can help to maintain food security and reduce food waste (Tang et al., 2021). There are variables, including consumer literacy, attitudes, and contextual eating behaviours, affect how effective food labels are (Caballero et al., 2023; Ramdan et al., 2018). According to Jacobs et al. (2010), it's crucial to consider the internal and external factors that affect how consumers interpret and utilise the information on food labels. Furthermore, customer attitudes and perceptions of food products can be greatly influenced by the layout and content of food labels, including the inclusion of nutrition facts and health claims (Hwang et al., 2016).

As a health education intervention, mandatory nutrition labels, such as front-of-package (FOP) labelling systems and back-of-package nutrition facts tables (NFt), have been widely adopted (Campos et al., 2011; Bhawra et al., 2022). To enhance consumer comprehension of nutritional information, these labels are intended to be visible at the time of purchase, during food preparation, and during consumption (Moore et al., 2018; Scarborough et al., 2015). Since the mid-2000s, front-of-pack (FOP) nutrition labelling has become increasingly popular in the UK market, demonstrating efforts to provide simply comprehensible and simplified nutritional information (Camp et al., 2010; Shine et al., 1997). 

Numerous characteristics, such as age, socioeconomic status, and level of education, affect how consumers use nutritional labels (Siu & Tsoi, 1998). There are doubts regarding the precise impact of label use on enhancing dietary behaviour, even though nutrition labels have been implemented widely (Dizon et al., 2015). To ensure the effectiveness of the existing mandated Back-of-Pack (BoP) nutrition labelling in the UK, it is also necessary to assess consumer knowledge of the labelling (Carey et al., 2018). International rules and guidelines have also impacted the UK's stance on nutrition labelling. For example, genetically modified (GM) food labelling has been impacted by EU legislation; the UK is one of the countries that requires GM food labelling. In addition, the UK has demonstrated its willingness to comply with EU laws by lowering the level of inorganic arsenic in foods intended for young children by diluting rice with other gluten-free grains. 

Adherence to regulatory frameworks is essential in guaranteeing the precision of food labels. To enable customers to make knowledgeable decisions, laws and regulations are in place to guarantee that each claim made on a food product label is precise, verifiable, and supported (Shahiduzzaman & Naskar, 2022). Jumpertz et al. (2013) discovered instances of insufficient accuracy in their assessment of food products' compliance with EU tolerance levels, indicating issues with enforcement and compliance.

According to the Food Standards Agency (Food Standards Agency, 2017) pre-packaged food products must typically have the following ingredients:1) Name of the food; 2) List of ingredients; 3) Allergen information, 4) Quantitative declaration of ingredients (displayed as %) 5) Net quantity; 6) Storage conditions and date labelling (for example best before date/use by date) 7) Name and address of manufacturer; 8) Country of origin or place of provenance 9) Nutritional declaration (displayed as %) 10) Additional labelling requirements (for example for certain foods details about the presence of sweeteners needs to be included). Formatting specifications for the data displayed on the container are legally mandated (Food Standards Agency, 2018). A consumer choosing a pre-packaged food product will be presented with ten pieces of information based solely on the labelling information listed in the previous paragraph, disregarding additional marketing information (such as nutrient claims, such as “high fibre” or “rich in omega 3”), price, and other additional labels, such as carbon emissions (Food Standards Agency, 2018)

Customers choosing pre-packaged food gain trust and influence positive decision-making from the accuracy of food labels. Studies have revealed that food labels can be inaccurate in many ways, with some pointing out differences in the declared and real nutritional content (Jumpertz et al., 2013; Pantazopoulos et al., 2011; Fitzpatrick et al., 2014). In one study, for example, the accuracy of food labels varied greatly between goods, but the overall number of calories deviated from the label was quite minor (Jumpertz et al., 2013). Consumer behaviour and decision-making may be influenced by the sense of accuracy and trustworthiness in food labels. Some consumers continue to view food labels as reliable and accurate sources of information, even in the face of accuracy problems (Oostenbach et al., 2019). This emphasises how crucial it is to fix and enhance the accuracy of food labels so that customers may make wise decisions. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that the use of nutrition claims on product labels affects customer choices, underscoring the importance of correct information in influencing decisions to buy (Donovan et al., 2020).

Accuracy of food labels provides trust for consumers which was shown in a few studies that have revealed that food labels can be inaccurate in many ways, with some pointing out differences in the declared and real nutritional content (Jumpertz et al., 2013; Pantazopoulos et al., 2011; Fitzpatrick et al., 2014). In one study, for example, the accuracy of food labels varied greatly between goods, but the overall number of calories deviated from the label was quite minor (Jumpertz et al., 2013). Consumer behaviour and decision-making may be influenced by the sense of accuracy and trustworthiness in food labels. Some consumers continue to view food labels as reliable and accurate sources of information, even in the face of accuracy problems (Oostenbach et al., 2019). This emphasises how crucial it is to fix and enhance the accuracy of food labels so that customers may make wise decisions. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that the use of nutrition claims on product labels affects customer choices, underscoring the importance of correct information in influencing decisions to buy (Donovan et al., 2020).

According to Williams (2005) health claims are meant to convey the benefits of a certain meal that have been scientifically shown to improve health. An example of this would be, “low fat diets rich in fibre may reduce the risk of some types of cancer.” Communicating the importance or relative quantity of a particular nutrient within a food product—such as being an excellent source of fibre, fat-free, or low-calorie—is one of the objectives of nutrient content claims. It has been demonstrated that claims affect the processing of other product label information and affect other dietary behaviours (Williams, 2005). For instance, claims are occasionally substituted for NFPs by customers (Labiner-Wolfe, Jordan Lin, & Verrill, 2010). However, as noted by Berry, Burton and Howlett, (2017) claims can occasionally have little bearing on how well a product is rated and could be deceptive or unclear. Nonetheless, people with more education and experience have stronger claim comprehension (Hung and Verbeke, 2019).

According to Grunert & Wills (2007), there is a need for a thorough knowledge of how consumers react to nutrition information on food labels and how their health theories influence how they read nutrition labels. In support of this, Miller & Cassady (2015) propose that decision-making techniques are deduced from attentional patterns when people compare nutrition labels to decide which is healthier. According to Hamilton & Raison (2019), education is crucial in assisting customers in deciphering the information found on food labels and in making more knowledgeable purchasing decisions. Koen et al. (2016) also support the appropriate consumer education provided by health professionals and educational initiatives. Furthermore, Mackison et al. (2008) underscores the impact of social groups on label reading, as participants from diverse social groups had differing propensities to scrutinise product labels. This underscores the necessity of comprehending how socio-demographic characteristics influence consumers' label-reading behaviours. In a study conducted by Goyal and Deshmukh (2018), found that 57.7% consumers “don't understand” the food labels, whereas 39.7% “partially understand” the food labels information. Together, these references highlight how difficult it is for consumers to understand nutrition labels and make decisions based on them. They also highlight the importance of education in improving consumer understanding and the impact of sociodemographic factors on label reading.

Reading and comprehending data from food labels requires specialised knowledge (Grunert, Wills and Fernández-Celemín, 2010). As a result, research has recommended designing food labels with less complexity, more useful clear text and quantitative information, fewer percentages, and an easy-to-read layout (Ikonen et al., 2019; Roberto and Khandpur, 2014). Customers can view the friendly label before adding a food item to their shopping basket. Comparably, the study also identifies elements—such as a lack of comprehension, a lack of utility, a lack of reliability, and technical label information—that lead customers to ignore food label information when making a purchase (Festila, Chrysochou and Krystallis, 2014). The ineffectiveness of food labels at the point of selection is caused by these variables. Nonetheless, several writers have noted how well food labels increase consumer awareness (Domínguez Díaz, Fernández-Ruiz and Cámara, 2020). Cowburn and Stockley's (2005) review of the literature on nutritional label format led them to the conclusion that vulnerable consumers, such as the elderly and those with lower incomes and educational levels, were likely to find it difficult to understand nutritional labels. Their analysis also revealed that customers found it challenging to understand serving size information and translate data from "g per 100 g" to "g per serving." It was discovered that to make healthier food choices, consumers required to consider the levels of many nutrients at the same time when shopping for food goods. To ensure food safety, consumers must understand and be aware of food labels which are followed by the Food Standards Agency (FSA). 

The Food Standards Agency (FSA) in the United Kingdom has enforced legislation aimed at guaranteeing that food labels supply precise and clear details regarding allergens found in food items Gendel & Zhu (2013). Studies have revealed that customers' levels of confidence in food allergen labelling may differ, and some have expressed mistrust because of inconsistent labelling procedures (Choi & Choi, 2016). This emphasises how crucial it is to guarantee accurate and consistent food allergen labelling to encourage consumer confidence. Food allergy customers, according to research, mostly depend on food labels to help them make educated selections about what to buy and steer clear of allergens that could be harmful to their health (Mills et al., 2004). For this reason, food allergen labels must be accurate and clear for the customer. Furthermore, research has demonstrated the impact of precautionary allergen labelling (PAL) statements, including "may contain" allergen warnings, on consumer behaviour. Over time, some consumers may become "label fatigued" and reject PAL statements (Soon, 2018). Research on consumer preferences and attitudes evaluating food allergen labelling practises has also shown that, to support well-informed decision-making, the labelling must be consistent and clear (Ju et al., 2015). Additionally, research has been conducted regarding the placement of nutrition information on food labels. The results indicate that consumers are more likely to view information that is prominently positioned, highlighting the significance of label placement strategy for the efficient communication of allergen information (Graham & Jeffery, 2011).

In the UK, cultural and socioeconomic variables greatly influence how consumers view and behave when it comes to food labelling (James, 2004). People's purchase decisions and dietary choices are influenced by the way they read and respond to food labels, which is influenced by the various cultural landscape and societal conventions (K. Priya and Sivakumar Alur, 2023). Due to religious and cultural dietary customs, such as Muslim customers' need for halal food, there is a growing need for precise and clear halal labelling to enable them to make educated decisions (Sharifuddin & Jamal 2015). This illustrates how food preferences are influenced by religious and cultural values and how crucial labelling is to satisfying dietary requirements in the multicultural population of the United Kingdom. Furthermore, consumer opinions towards food labelling are shaped by their concept of health and nutrition, which is shaped by cultural norms and societal trends (Asioli et al., 2017). 

Carbon labelling and sustainable food choices have gained more attention because of the UK's growing interest in ethical consumerism and environmental sustainability (Upham, Tomei and Dendler, 2011). This illustrates how consumer preferences are influenced by society worries about the impact on the environment and how labelling plays a part in addressing these issues. In addition, public criticism and scrutiny have been directed towards public-private partnerships and industry participation in food labelling initiatives, like the Public Health Responsibility Deal (De Pinho Campos et al., 2018). The indicated shows how society views industry involvement in determining food policies and labelling practises (Knai et al., 2015). Research on labelling and consumer choices has also focused on the UK's diversified food environment, including eating out customs and food venues, which reflects the impact of cultural and societal aspects on food consumption behaviours and would be beneficial to reduce the rate of obesity (Ziauddeen et al., 2017).

To counteract the rising rate of obesity in the UK, public health and health education organisations have been urging people to reduce their intake of food produced outside the home, especially fast food (Lawrence et al., 2015). This underscores the importance of labelling in tackling public health issues. Furthermore, research has examined the effect of traffic light nutrition labels on consumer food purchases, providing insight into the ways in which various nutrition label information affects food preferences and decisions, potentially having public health consequences (Scarborough et al., 2015).

To combat rising obesity rates and address public health concerns, the UK government partnered with members of the food industry to establish the UK Public Health Responsibility Deal (De Pinho Campos et al., 2018). This agreement recognised the importance of food labelling in encouraging healthier diets and addressing public health issues (Polden et al., 2023). Research on the effects of point-of-choice calorie labelling in the UK's eating out sector has been conducted; the findings have implications for tackling public health issues pertaining to calorie intake and obesity ((Polden, Robinson and Jones, 2023). As an illustration of the wider influence of labelling on public health and satisfaction with products, labelling that highlights element of foods connected to religious, ethnocultural, or ideological preferences can improve customer well-being (Block et al., 2011). Furthermore, the effects of "clean" food labelling on public health have come under examination; public health experts are being urged to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of more federal monitoring to safeguard public health (Negowetti et al., 2021).

To conclude, the customer will be assisted to make healthier decisions by the nutritional label (Borgmeier and Westenhoefer, 2009). It has been discovered that the usage of nutritional labels mostly influences consumer purchase behaviour (Williams, 2005). Nutritional labelling has clearly improved consumer purchasing behaviour, but there are still issues to be resolved, such as the need for continuous consumer education and handling any potential confusion caused by complicated label forms. However, nutritional labelling continues to have a considerable overall impact on consumer choices and may continue to improve public health and wellbeing.
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