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5.0 Discussion 
 

This chapter provides a detailed discussion and appraisal of the study findings in 

relation to the key objectives and assesses their consistency against the current 

body of literature as discussed in section 2. A summary of the limitations of the 

study and the implications of the findings is also presented. 

  

By addressing the key objectives of the study we have begun to build an 

understanding of the inferences consumers are making when searching for and 

using food information on labels and therefore the potential impact of this on actual 

use of food labels at purchase point. If we understand the inferences consumers 

are making when using or searching for food information, it may go some way to 

understanding what consumers want or expect from food labels. This, in turn, may 

enable the health professional to understand the correct platform to convey 

informed food information messages to the consumer that they can understand, 

use and build knowledge from. 

 

From the data analysis it is clear that the objectives (as detailed in the results) not 

only appear to all have an influence on consumers’ use of food labels, but link 

together to create a combined impact on the consumers’ decision to search for 

and use label information when making food choice. Figure 14 demonstrates these 

links, the individual findings are discussed in more detail below. 

 

5.1 Do consumers have an interest in food labelling? 
 

Participants showed a definite interest in food labels and information on food 

packaging. Most participants showed interest in at least one piece of information 

on food packaging. Due to the nature of qualitative research it is difficult to create 

a sequential analysis of what information was sought after, however origin and 

source were mentioned by most participants as well as ingredients list and 

nutrition information. Men had a much lower interest in labelling information than 

women. Participants who had a need to look for information for health reasons, for 

example a diabetic looking for low sugar products, and those looking for specific 

information of interest to them had a much greater interest in searching for food 

labelling information such as, origin, calories and allergen information. Those with 
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Figure 14: Consumer inferences on the search for and use of food labelling information 
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a greater interest appeared to place a greater sense value on information they 

were searching for. Those who had less of an interest in looking at labelling 

information were less likely to have any specific need for the information and 

placed less value on the need to seek out the information. These participants cited 

many other reasons over food labelling that were of greater importance when 

making food choice, including; time, money, access, mood and familiarity of 

products. Garrett (2007) also states these factors as barriers to label use or 

interest in using when making food choices.  

 

All participants showed an awareness of FOP, particularly the traffic light (TL) 

system. Most participants had either heard of or seen government advertising for 

the TL system and those who were less aware tended to be those that did not 

shop in the retail outlets that supported this FOP labelling system, so may not yet 

have been exposed to it.  Those with the greatest interest and a more positive 

attitude to health as well as those looking for specific information were more 

interested in using the FOP labelling systems to make food choices. 

 

This finding is interesting as barriers to use before and after the introduction of 

FOP labelling appear to be similar and it is those who already hold an interest in 

using food labelling that appear to have more of an interest in FOP labelling, rather 

than encouraging interest in non users. Participants seemed aware of this as a 

potential issue, when discussing barriers to use the following dialogue was heard 

in group 2; 

  
“I suppose it’s whether you’ve got a reason to want to look at it” 

 

“Surely everyone should have a reason”. 

 
5.2 Do consumers trust food labelling information? 
 

Participants had a general trust of what they believed to be legislated information, 

such as ingredient and nutritional labelling. There was a strong belief that 

companies abided by labelling regulations set by the government and information 

that was legislated within these government regulations was trustworthy. This 
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included the belief that nutrition labelling was currently a legal requirement, 

although this only extended as far as the back of pack nutrition panels.  

 

Targeted messages or claims on packaging were less trusted such as vitamin 

enriched biscuits or X % less fat. Participants mention a lack of comprehension of 

these types of claims. The results show that those participants who had less of an 

understanding of labelling information were less trusting of the information and 

therefore less likely to use it to make food choices. 

 

“What does typically contain mean, if it doesn’t normally contain this what does it 

mean. To me this means you can’t always trust what’s on the packet, so I wouldn’t 

look at it as it doesn’t mean anything.”   

3 

 

FOP labelling information was also viewed with a certain amount of distrust. There 

was a view across all participant groups that the FOP information was potentially 

the next marketing trend and that companies may be “jumping on the healthy 

eating band wagon” (2C). This was particularly seen as a concern in terms of the 

value the participants placed on their ability to trust the FOP information.  

 

“If a product ends up with too many reds they just wouldn’t put the symbols on at 

all” 

3 

 

“They will just produce products that ‘tick the right boxes’ it still won’t be nice food 

that is doing anybody any good, it might just have a little less salt or sugar in it” 

3 

 
Lin et al (2004) predicted that the harder the individual feels label information is to 

interpret, the lower the probability of looking for the information. The lack of 

uniformity of the FOP labelling schemes across the food industry was a concern 

for those searching for information (discussed further in section 5.4).  

 

“I think that’s where the confusion is today, everything’s differently labelled” 

1 
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“Are all the companies going to follow that rule?...you’ll never get Sainsburys to 

use the same labelling as Tesco, ever” 

1F 

 

Coveney (2007) highlights the role trust plays in food choice and the importance of 

a visible authoritative presence in the food system in order to strengthen trust and 

provide reassurance to consumers. The participants in this study stated that it is 

the companies they do not trust and who, they believe, provide unambiguous and 

inconsistent information. Furthermore, they state that the government is seen as 

not only a trustworthy source of information but also has a duty to people to ensure 

that information provided is clear and consistent and therefore deemed 

trustworthy. 

 

It seems important that to install trust within consumers will aid and potentially 

improve use of food labels when making food choices, including the new FOP 

schemes. This need was recognised before the introduction of FOP by Shine et al 

(1997a), they emphasise the importance of the industry to recognise its role in 

informing consumers about the nutritional profile of food products and the need for 

them to provide clear and consistent information on food labels whilst ensuring 

compliance with government regulations. 

 

As consumers appear to already believe nutrition labelling is mandatory they may, 

therefore have a higher trust in it. If FOP was mandatory, uniform and regulated 

trust of the labelling information systems may therefore also become higher, 

potentially leading to greater interest and subsequent use.  

 
5.3 Do consumers value food labelling information? 
 

Consumers who had a greater interest and those looking for specific labelling 

information placed greater value on the information available. Consumers also 

placed greater value on information they understood which led to a sense of trust 

and therefore a belief they can use the information to their potential benefit.  

 

“My husband’s diabetic, he’s also on a salt free diet and no fat, so I tend to read 

everything” 1D 
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Participants who believed they had less of a need to seek out this information were 

less likely to perceive the information to be of value to them and therefore less 

likely to have an interest in using it to make food choices. This was particularly 

apparent in group 3 (men) and group 4 (young adults). Both of these groups 

believed the information was not relevant to them and therefore choose not to 

seek it, when making food choices. Participants in group 4 had a belief that the 

information was not applicable to them as they were younger. Whereas 

participants in group 3 had a general lack of interest in using the information. 

 

‘I never look at labelling because I’m not bothered’ 

3 

 

All participants discussed their concern of the potential for the FOP information, in 

particular the traffic light system, to “…demonise…” foods (2C). This was a 

concern also noted by Rayner et al (2001), who discussed the belief that there 

should be no healthy or unhealthy diets and food should not be allowed to become 

categorised in this way. There was a common belief from the participants in the 

study that healthy eating should be about balance and that common sense is 

required when making food choice. Whilst participants valued the need for FOP 

information to be regulated by the government (section 5.2) they also had a firm 

belief that individuals also needed to take their own responsibility for food choice 

and ensuring they achieved a healthy, balanced diet.  

 

“You’ve got to make your own decisions…you know if you put cheese on it’s going 

to be high in fat…I think you’ve got to take responsibility for yourself and make 

your own choice” 

4E 

 

“There has to be a certain degree of common sense, it’s up to you, you’re 

responsible” 

1 

 

“Food is about balance and common sense…there is never too much food, you 

just need to keep it balanced” 

3 



 67

“Healthy is balanced, there should be no demon foods it should be everything in 

proportion” 

2C 

 

Participants across the group strongly believed in the need for the population to 

take their own responsibility for their diet. This may go some way to explain the 

participant’s ideas that FOP labelling information was potentially less relevant to 

themselves and more relevant to others. Participants that believed in their own 

knowledge of healthy eating and their ability to understand a balanced diet had a 

lower interest and decreased need to look at food labels when making purchase 

choices. What is interesting from this study is that it is not just those with less of an 

interest in labelling information or healthy eating in general that believed the FOP 

information was targeted at others but rather a common theme across the groups. 

Previous qualitative research done on behalf of the FSA also noted this 

phenomenon. Navigator (2007) found that there was general agreement that there 

was a need for FOP labelling even if respondents saw this as ‘mainly for the 

benefit for others’. If consumers do not perceive this information to be targeted for 

their use, then does FOP have an ability to act as an information source for these 

consumers. Those who do not believe the information is targeted at them may 

therefore, be less likely to take an interest in using the information to make food 

choice. Certainly information that consumers find confusing or do not understand 

they have a certain disregard for, or are untrustworthy of, therefore decreasing 

their perceived value of it.   

 

Individuals have complex views and theories about their health which influence 

their behaviour and in the case of the phenomenon of ‘other people’ (Navigator, 

2007) when assessing the need for food labelling information, it may in part be 

explained by the health belief theory, attribution theory.  

 

Attribution theory is the tendency for people to overestimate positive effects and 

judge themselves less likely than others to experience negative consequences and 

evaluate themselves more favourably than they evaluate others (Ogden, 2000). 

People will under estimate the impact of situational factors (what’s going on 

around them) and overestimate the role of dispositional factors (their behaviour) in 

control (Paul, Salwen and Dupagne, 2000).   
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As FOP labelling may be described as a tool of mass communication, within the 

context of food labelling, the third person effect hypothesis may also be discussed. 

This predicts that people judge the media to exert greater persuasive influence on 

other people than themselves (Davison, 1983). Consumers may perceive 

themselves as smarter and less resistant to media messages, than others and are 

therefore ignoring or believing the information is of no consequence to them.  

 

“There are some things you just know about, you don’t need to look at the label” 

4D 

 
“I never look at labelling because a) I’m not bothered, b) I eat the right type of 

things” 

3 

 

However, if all consumers hold this view, who’s behaviour is being affected by the 

presence of the FOP information? Those people who have a greater interest in 

labelling or believe they have a specific need to look for it (e.g. health concern) 

certainly believe it is necessary, but they are already searching for this information 

(Garrett, 2007). The FOP labelling systems therefore, only appear to be affecting 

label use of those who currently hold an interest in diet and its’ relationship with 

health, rather than supporting the education of those who do not understand. 

 

5.4 Do consumers understand food labelling information? 
 
Participants had a significant lack of understanding surrounding a number of food 

labelling points. This lack of understanding is cited as barriers to use are 

consistent with previous findings from Garrett (2007). These include; 

• Scientific terms 

• Serving sizes 

• Poor legibility 

• Maths calculations or numbers used 

• Understanding decreased with age 

• Consumers confused by their own nutrition knowledge. 
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Understanding of the basic principles of FOP labelling was understood by the 

participants, particularly group 4 who found the schemes relatively straight 

forward. Less understood, was actual understanding of the information intended to 

be conveyed by the schemes, such as achieving a balanced diet (DoH, 2008) 

 

Those who stated they regularly used food labelling to search for specific 

information and those with a specific health need, had a good understanding of the 

labels. Participants specifically had a good understanding of nutrients that should 

be avoided within a healthy diet. 

 

“[a diabetic participant discussing cutting out] sugar and carbohydrates, mainly 

those two now” 

1E 

 

“If I look, it’s fat and calories and salt, just see what’s bad” 

4 

 

There was limited understanding of positive nutritional ingredients (or those that 

should be included in the diet). FOP labelling did not seem to increase the 

understanding of participants and they tended to use this information to look for 

that which was previously sought. Those who report use or interest in the FOP 

labelling information are those already aware of basic health messages or those 

who have an increased interest in nutrition information for specific health reasons. 

Those who aren’t aware or have no interest in this information are failing to 

understand the basic health messages conveyed by the FOP labels and therefore 

have no ability to place this information into the context of a balanced diet.  

 

A lack of interest and therefore potential understanding of this information may 

further be compounded by what participants saw as ‘too much information’ and the 

lack of uniformity seen across the information systems. The different systems 

seem to increase the sense of confusion surrounding understanding and distrust of 

the information systems and may therefore devalue the information as a whole. 

Feunekes et al (2007) concludes that there is a very real concern that multiple 

FOP labelling formats will only confuse consumers and suppress understanding, 

therefore decreasing the effectiveness of all FOP formats. 
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Concern was voiced by participants across the groups that those who look at 

labelling information and don’t understand it will not bother to read or use it to its 

full potential. Participants talked about the need for education to support the 

introduction of and run alongside the FOP labelling schemes. The use of websites 

as supporting information points was raised by group 4 and all participants 

discussed the need to include education on food labelling in schools.  

 

A number of previous studies have suggested the importance and need of 

consumer education to support food labelling information as an aid to help 

individuals make informed food choices. Lin et al (2004) reiterates the importance 

for those individuals who perceive they have less dietary need and are therefore 

likely to disregard food labelling information that may be helpful in improving their 

dietary quality as it may subjectively be considered irrelevant, unimportant and 

undesirable. Van Kleef (2007) suggests that the limitations of on pack information 

to provide anything more than a visual information point, means there is a 

significant need to provide substantiation of the formats through education and 

other communication channels.  

 

5.5 Do consumers use food labelling information? 
 

Barriers to use of food labels have been presented in the previous sections and 

appear consistent with current research on the understanding and subsequent use 

of food labels in making purchase choice (section 5.4). Those participants who 

stated they were looking for specific information or had a more positive attitude to 

diet are using the FOP food labels to the same effect, participants searching for 

specific information are using the FOP labels to find this information.  

 

Participants are tending to seek out negative ingredients or those that are 

recommended to avoid in the diet. Chan et al (2005) and Garrett (2007) both 

suggest consumers take a risk adverse approach to food selection rather than 

considering the full nutritional profile.  

 

FOP labelling is having an impact on one meal shopping purchases such as lunch 

time snacks. Participants stated at this purchase point they had more time to make 

a decision and therefore more time to spend assessing food labels.  
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“I tend to look at it, if its lunch time at work and I pop to Tesco’s for a sandwich 

that’s when I really look at them” 

2B 

 

FOP labelling is also being used as a way to compare foods within product 

categories. 

 

 “When it comes to something like a soup I wouldn’t normally have, I would look 

and compare”   

1C 

 

It seems that FOP labelling is not so much having an impact on the whole 

shopping basket and subsequently being used to balance the whole diet, but it is 

being used to balance one off meals and make healthier choices for that meal.  

 

 “If I’m undecided I will look at that (FOP label), and think that’s got 30g of fat in it 

and that one’s got 5, I’ll go with the one that’s only got 5” 

2D 

 
Feunekes et al (2007) found that the during FOP food label use the intention to 

use less healthy products decreased, but intention to use healthier products did 

not differ. Consumers may therefore be buying less, less healthy products but 

improving the balance of their diet with healthy products is not necessarily 

happening. 

 

FOP labelling seems to be making consumers more aware of what they are eating 

and is potentially encouraging healthier choices but it does not appear to be 

altering perceived barriers to eating healthy food. Participants in this study all 

believed their diets were relatively healthy and therefore weren’t using the 

information to improve their diet but only complement their interest in or 

understanding of a healthy diet. If consumers do not believe the information has 

the ability to alter their behaviour will the information then only ever support 

already existing understanding?  
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Participants showed a distinct need or belief in using food labelling information in 

order for them to actively use it to make purchase decisions. Garrett (2007) and 

Smith et al (1999) discuss the importance of belief on the decision making process 

inherent to purchasing. Figure 14 shows the inferences made by consumers when 

searching for and using food information and although it is those participants who 

are already more interested in food labels and how they can use them to support 

their decision process are the ones actively using and maintaining the interest in 

this information, if we can alter the perceived belief of one of these inferences in 

the chain it may go some way to encouraging or maintaining the use of food labels 

in making healthy food choices and potentially improve understanding of this within 

the context of a healthy diet.  

 
5.6 Limitations 
 

Table 3: Limitations to the Study 

Limitation Detail Potential Effect on 
Study Quality and 

Findings 
Small sample Small sample size means 

unable to generalise 
findings to the wider 
population 

Reduces external validity 

Respondents to 
participation 

Those who agreed to 
participate may have 
more interest in the 
subject matter than the 
general population  

Reduces external validity 

Limited participant 
sampling 

Certain population sub 
groups not looked, 
therefore unable to 
generalise to the wider 
population 

Reduces validity 

Analysis of data Potential for author bias 
as results only looked at 
by the author, study did 
not allow resource for 
secondary analysis by 
subsequent researchers   

Lowers reliability 

Discussion guide format Questioning around 
healthy diets and food 
labelling may cause 
participants to think more 
about their beliefs with the 
potential to affect 
participant response 

Reduces validity and 
lowers reliability 
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Self-reporting of use and 
understanding 

Qualitative nature of data 
gathering relies on self-
reporting, potential to be 
prone to social desirability 

Lowers reliability  

 

The qualitative approach taken for this study, may itself be seen as a limitation due 

to the nature of qualitative work and the restrictions within it. This approach to the 

study was seen as appropriate at this stage as it allows for a more in depth 

exploration of the underlying motivations and thought processes of the consumer. 

Further quantitative research would be needed to substantiate the findings in a 

more representative sample of participants allowing broader generalisation. 

 
5.7 Implications of the Research 
 

As qualitative research, the results of the study can not be quantified or 

extrapolated to the general population, but it has bought an insight into consumers’ 

perceptions of food labelling. 

 

A clear theme across this research has been the need to see uniformity and 

consistency within the labelling formats. This lack of uniformity has certainly 

installed an element of distrust within the consumer and therefore the potential to 

lead them to de-value and subsequently not use the information. With this 

ambiguity seen with labelling and the very real use of FOP as an avoidance 

behaviour (using it to avoid ‘bad’ ingredients), we are in danger of labelling being 

seen as a negative influence or distrusted source of information on purchase 

choice. How will this negative impact then affect consumer use and perceived 

benefit? Sun, Pan and Shen (2008) examined the behavioural hypothesis of the 

third person effect and discussed the need to “restrict messages with negative 

influence, correct messages with ambiguous influence and amplify messages with 

positive influence”.  

 

It is imperative we understand this, in order to accurately develop health education 

programmes and ensure nutritional labelling is a correct, useful and sustainable 

educational platform. Grunert (2006) discusses the impact of subjective and 

objective understanding on subsequent behaviour. Subjective understanding being 

the meaning that the consumer attaches to the perceived label information and the 



 74

extent to which consumers believe they have understood what is being 

communicated and objective meaning, the understanding the consumer has 

attached to the label information is compatible with the meaning the sender of the 

label information intended to communicate. Although the FOP labelling schemes 

may not be accurately securing the objective meaning to consumers it is clearly 

bringing an increased awareness to the consumer of healthier food products and 

over time this consistent exposure may lead to greater understanding and 

therefore increase the ability of FOP labelling to have an effect on subsequent 

behaviour (Grunert, 2006). 

 

Garrett (2007) states that both the government and commercial industry have 

acknowledged the need to empower the consumer to choose food products 

suitable to a health promoting diet and way of life. This is indeed one of the 

objectives detailed in the DoH action plan, Choosing a Better Diet, to ensure 

consumers have access to clear and beneficial information about food (DoH, 

2008). This study goes some way to showing that whilst FOP may be making 

consumers more aware of healthy eating and aids healthier choice, it does not 

seem to provide clear and consistent messages about food choice within the 

context of a healthy diet.  

 

The desirability of presenting nutritional information on food packaging can not be 

disputed, but whilst Garrett (2007) concludes that the depth of it’s likely effect on 

product selection is determined by the hierarchy of factors that restrict choice, we 

must also take note of the importance of perception of food labelling by the 

consumer and the complexity of the many individual factors that have the potential 

to alter that perception. To understand why people may not use labelling 

information may not be as simple as the perceived barriers consumers suggest. 

 

Whilst FOP may be bringing a greater awareness to healthy eating and healthier 

choices this study shows that it is not yet altering the perception of consumers to 

the use of food labels when making food choice and if this is not yet happening the 

ability of FOP to aid consumers in choosing healthy foods in relation to a whole 

balanced diet will not happen. 

 

 




